
        
            
                
            
        

    Chapter 1 – End of the Trail
 
 
‘Not much further now,’ the Sodan said. ‘About another two miles.’
‘Good,’ Hirandar muttered, from beneath the muffle of her great cloak. ‘Let us hope we are not too late’.
‘Do you think this could be the one?’ The Sodan sat bolt upright in the saddle, his heightened senses picking up the slightest movement, the softest sound, the scents on the wind. He caught a crow flapping its wings in a faraway tree, the rustle of hares moving through the snow.
‘What do you feel, old friend?’ Hirandar turned to the Sodan warrior riding alongside her, to look into his dark eyes.
‘That the Light will shine on us this day,’ the Sodan laid a hand on his sword hilt.
Hirandar smiled. But was reminded of how cold it was by a biting gust of wind. Her wrinkled hand clasped her cloak tighter around her shuddering body, as her poor horse trudged on through the snow. Hirandar gave the loyal beast a gentle pat on the neck, relieving some of her tiredness. The horse had served Hirandar well. She had borne the old woman the length and breadth of Hathlore in her ceaseless search.
Hirandar gazed towards the eastern horizon and could see, through a gap in the snowy mountains, the fiery red sun on the ascension. But as she took in the sun rising over the white dawn, and her breath frosted on the air, she wished she was spending such a morning in front of her own cosy fireplace.
Hirandar’s hair had turned silver during her years of wandering, but even in the wilderness she kept it styled and tidy. Under her thick grey cloak the old woman’s travelling dress was red. A red once bright and splendid enough for the King’s court, but that was long ago, when her name had been famed for fire and magic. Her robes had since been dulled by the arduousness of the road. The long years had worn her out, yet her bright blue eyes still held her old sparkle. There had always been something about Hirandar that caught people’s attention. She was a humble woman, raised in the poorest quarter of the city, and yet she had always carried herself with a natural sense of gravitas, of confidence, of charisma – that drew others towards her. When she talked, people listened. Where she led, people followed. But even when she had commanded armies, and shaped the future of nations, she had never forgotten her modest roots.
Hirandar looked at her friend riding alongside, and wondered how he could remain so indifferent to the freezing conditions – but then again, Logan was a Sodan warrior. He seemed forever ready, poised to strike. Logan was in his mid-thirties, with dark hair and brown eyes that cloaked an inner rage. Hirandar always thought Logan’s noble face could have been chiselled from rock. He wore the shades of the forest under a stout brown cloak, the hood down to leave his keen ears free. The colours of Logan’s clothes helped him blend into his surroundings. He could become a ghost in the right terrain.
By his side Logan carried a most extraordinary blade. He did not bear a sword as most men did – his sword was not with him, it was part of him. For Logan was a Sodan. He followed the Old Ways of the Sword. A path of honour, valour and virtue that was now all but forgotten.
‘Are you cold?’ Logan stared at the snowy hills of the distant horizon.
‘No, no,’ Hirandar said softly, ‘just admiring this fine Aritian country of fields and woods.’ Hirandar struggled to force her chattering teeth into a grin. ‘It is most comforting after some of the landscapes we’ve had to endure.’
‘This may be Aritas, my friend,’ Logan watched the snowy forest of leafless trees to the south. ‘But do not let the well-tended fields deceive you. These frontier lands are dangerous. The threat from the Dredgen is ever present. King Aswan is a great king, and his warriors are many, but even his broad shield cannot reach out here. And when the raiders come… it is always the innocent that suffer.’
Hirandar heard all the vengeance back in Logan’s icy tone. She knew there were some hurts that may never heal.
‘But still,’ Hirandar smiled, ‘Aritas is a fine kingdom. And remember Arilon! Splendid Arilon! The heart of the strength of Men, where King Aswan the Just holds court.’
Logan was silent for a time, as he gazed at the great mountain range laid out before him. The Dredgen could be a wild place, and he pitied the settlers that were forced to make a hard living off this land. Only the poorest or the most desperate people would live in the shadow of these mountains.
‘Thank you,’ Logan said eventually.
‘For what?’ Hirandar said.
‘For always trying to help.’ Logan managed a rare smile. ‘You are the finest friend I could ever hope for. You gave me a purpose when I had none, and I’ll not forget it.’
Hirandar placed a hand on her friend’s shoulder. It was strange, she thought, how the best men always thought the worst of themselves.
The two companions had been riding since before dawn, eager to reach their goal. For years everything they had done had been concealed. And now, all their wanderings and adventures had led them here.
Hirandar gazed into the clear blue sky, and noticed distant wisps of smoke rising in the air.
‘The village must be just over that next rise,’ Hirandar watched the smoke drift skyward.
‘What will we do when we get there?’ Logan’s gaze scythed over the hedgerow beyond the fields.
They had spent so long in the search, that neither had really thought what would happen at this journey’s end.
‘When we get closer,’ Hirandar said, ‘I’ll know who it is.’ 
In a determined silence the two companions continued along the path at a ground-eating pace. Even their mounts could sense the determination in their riders, quickening their step. As they rode, snowflakes began to tumble earthwards, carried on the freezing eastern winds.
Logan felt alarmed, though he did not show it. There was an extraordinary amount of smoke rising into the air, blackening the pure white of the falling snow. A sliver of fear lanced through the Sodan warrior. But, as always, he brought such thoughts under the control of his iron will.
‘All the fireplaces in the village,’ Logan gestured up to the smoke, ‘must be lit to create that amount of smoke.’
Hirandar reared back her mount to look to Logan, questioning the Sodan with her astute blue eyes. Knowing only too well how Logan could sense when something was amiss, Hirandar sped off up the rise, spurring her mount to a fast pace. Logan matched his companion’s gallop and followed her up to the top of the low hill.
‘No,’ Hirandar gasped, as the companions arrived at the crest of the hill. Her heart seemed heavier than stone.
Even on Logan’s grim face there was anger and sadness. Laid out below them, the companions beheld what remained of the settlement. 
The village had been burnt to the ground. Logan saw some areas were still smoking, or even on fire – the sacking must have happened within half a day. There had been fifty buildings in the village, and not one of them had remained untouched by flame. Most of the buildings had been reduced to burnt-out shells, others had collapsed into dust and ashes. In fields to the left of the settlement sheep were motionless, their woollen coats stained red. In paddocks beyond the village horses lay dead where they had been slaughtered. Logan could see the village must once have had a pretty green, a quaint church, a cosy inn and a village hall – but now nothing of that once peaceful way of life remained.
The two wary friends started down the slope. They could see no sign of activity, either in the village or the surrounding area. As they descended the rise the snowfall became heavy, clouding their vision. The day darkened as the red mid-winter sun was enveloped by grey cloud, and the companions were filled with terrible foreboding as they advanced on the smoking village.
Logan noticed some tracks on the ground, covered by the falling snow. Whilst Hirandar continued on towards the desolated village, Logan dismounted and bent down to examine the markings. He traced his finger through the snow, around the edge of the depressions. The marks were fresh, imprints of crudely made boots, and some footprints. Logan could see the feet that had left the marks were short but wide for their length: they did not belong to anyone tall. The indentations in the mud were shallow, the owners had not been heavy either. Logan was adamant as to what manner of creature had left the tracks. The Sodan did not want to believe it, but the awful truth was undeniable. He remounted, following after his distant companion into the settlement.
The friends rode into the village and down what used to be the main thoroughfare. Hirandar’s shoulders drooped further still as she saw the many bodies lying on the streets and amongst the smouldering rubble. The murderers had been indiscriminate in who they had killed, butchering every inhabitant. Logan saw how Hirandar had the crushed look of a broken woman, one whose hopes had crumbled and turned to dust, whose ultimate fears had been realised. Hirandar dismounted and knelt down beside the limp form of a dark-haired young girl. As snow fell on her hunched-over back, Hirandar gently turned the child’s body to reveal a pale, lifeless face.
Her cheeks were blue with more than the cold of the falling snow. Logan saw the girl’s eyes were empty and sad, lifeless. Her yellow dress was covered in dried crimson. Hirandar sighed, as she held the girl in her arms. She felt the death of an innocent child was grief beyond words. Hirandar recited a charm to ease the passing of her spirit. The melodious humming of barely audible words was similar to a song, but there was no joy to it, only sorrow. Hirandar gently closed the child’s eyes and laid her down on the ground.
‘Krun raiders.’ Logan growled, there was fury in his eyes and his voice was full of hate. ‘I found their trails all through the village. I also found this,’ Logan showed Hirandar a short, black-shafted arrow, with a black-feathered flight and a cruel, jagged arrowhead.
‘You are right,’ Hirandar said in a hollow, empty voice. ‘Only Kruns would use such an arrow.’ A shudder of horror swept over Hirandar as she imagined how the fiendish creatures would have slaughtered the villagers – screaming with gleeful abandon, and slicing through the doomed people with wicked blades.
‘For the amount of tracks,’ Logan gestured around the village, ‘there must have been over a hundred Krun in the attack. They came from the mountains, attacking swift and hard. They took no prisoners. The tracks are recent too, no more than a day old.’ Logan paused and looked around, searching for new clues that might alter the conclusion he did not want to believe possible. ‘There is no evidence they took anything, Hirandar. The livestock were slaughtered, and the food stores were burnt with the rest of the buildings. Very unusual for a Krun raid.’ 
‘Which means they were following orders,’ Hirandar said sadly, ‘but how did they know?’
Logan turned to his friend, with a face as though the grave itself had come to claim him, ‘What does this mean? Is there no hope?’
A clattering sound brought them both to attention. In an instant Logan’s sword was drawn from its scabbard on his back and in his hands, whilst the Sodan leapt to position himself between the threat and his companion. The noise had come from a blackened hut to their right, the one semi-standing structure left in the entire settlement. Logan glared at the small shed with its sloping roof. Only yesterday it must have been a log-store to a large house that had not survived the sacking.
‘Show yourself,’ Logan growled. 
The Sodan warrior was ready to unleash his wrath on any enemy that came, but none did.
Instead, a young boy stumbled out of the doorway. Logan saw the boy was covered in soot from head to foot, apart from under his piercing blue eyes, where the ash had been washed away with tears.
‘A little Light in the overwhelming darkness,’ Hirandar murmured.
Logan relaxed and sheathed his sword. 
‘Come here boy,’ Hirandar said softly, ‘we will not harm you.’
The child was hesitant, but staggered forward, exhausted. As the boy began to fall Hirandar rushed to catch him. She knelt down and steadied the boy with her hands, as she examined his remarkable blue eyes.
‘It is him!’ Hirandar looked the boy up and down. ‘I do not know how, but some force of good has triumphed this day.’
‘The Light be praised!’ Logan gasped.
‘He doesn’t appear to be hurt,’ Hirandar said to Logan, ‘just fatigued’. Hirandar smiled, and the terrified boy was soothed by the old woman’s kind face.
Hirandar laid a slender hand on the boy’s brow, her eyes focused in intense concentration. The bewildered lad stared up at Hirandar, gasping in surprise as an invigorating sensation ran through his drained body. Somehow the old woman had removed some of the tiredness from the boy’s worn-out body, and eased the fear and sorrow that plagued his mind.
‘Now boy,’ Hirandar said warmly, whilst Logan removed his cloak and wrapped it around the child, ‘tell us what happened here?’
The boy, struck dumb with shock, grabbed Logan’s arm and pulled the warrior back to the hut where he had been hiding. Sensing the boy was frantic, Logan let the boy lead him to the charred hut. Logan had a hand to his sword hilt as he peered inside, but was amazed by what he saw and bolted within.
‘There are more children in here!’ Logan shouted, and Hirandar hurried to join her companion inside the hut.
Cowering in a corner of the blackened hut there was a young girl with long blond hair and terrified blue eyes. A younger boy clung to the girl’s side, his eyes wide with dread, and his teeth chattering with the cold. The girl cradled an even younger boy in her arms, wrapped in a frayed blanket. The youngest boy had his eyes closed, his face pale and cold. Hirandar saw the small boy’s breathing was so shallow his chest barely stirred. She knew winter’s freezing chill was soon going to overwhelm the last remnants of this child’s life.
Hirandar hastened to take up the smallest boy, putting her gloveless hand to the boy’s blue cheeks. Logan got the other children to huddle together under his thick cloak as they watched Hirandar.
Hirandar’s eyes closed for a moment, her eyelids twitching as if she were thinking of, or searching for, something elusive. Her eyes reopened as she focused on the freezing boy. With a slow, delicate withdrawal of Hirandar’s hand from the child’s cheek, away came glowing wisps of icy blue cold. As the last strands of blue were drawn loose from the boy, Hirandar’s hand began to glow, as if she were holding it cupped round candlelight, and the thinnest threads of warm red magic meandered through the air into the youngest boy’s cheek. After a few seconds, Hirandar ceased the red strands to leave the boy’s face aglow. The child’s breathing improved.
‘A fire,’ Hirandar nodded to Logan as the three other children watched on, their mouths hanging open.
The Sodan warrior set to gathering some wood and lighting a fire on the floor of the hut with his flint.
‘Is that… Magic?’ The middle boy said to Hirandar, his voice brimming with awe.
‘Why, yes,’ Hirandar grinned.
‘You’re a wizard?’ The girl’s eyes were full of wonder.
Hirandar nodded her head, with a twinkle of mirth in her eye. The children looked at each other in amazement. Never in their wildest dreams had they believed the fireside tales could actually be true.
Logan retrieved more blankets from the horses and got the children some bread to eat from the saddle packs, whilst Hirandar brewed her small kettle over the fire. 
As the children sat round the fire in the hut – now covered with blankets and cherishing the warmth of their mugs of hot tea – Hirandar and Logan soon found out they were all siblings. With some gentle encouragement, the eldest boy told them what had happened to the village.
The boy told them how, the previous morning, his father had taken the three brothers and sister into the woods to hunt for rabbits. To catch something for the family to eat, but also to keep them out of mischief. It had been a successful day out in the wild; they had caught three rabbits and their father had brought down a deer with his bow.
As the deep-winter dusk had set in they returned to the village. But as they got closer to home they began to hear terrifying clashes and horrified screaming in the distance. The children were not sure what was happening, but their father whispered that the hill demons were attacking. The father told the scared children to go deep into the woods and hide – not to come out until he came back for them. He told them that whatever happened he loved them, and that they must always look after each other.
By the time night had fallen, the children were hungry and very cold. More than all else, they were scared out of their wits, frightened beyond anything they had ever known. They waited for hours for their father, until they could stay no longer out in the cold harsh night.
The three brothers and their sister struggled through the wintry dark woods, back to the village, and found it burnt to the ground with all of the inhabitants, including their mother and father, murdered. Since returning to the remains of their village, they had stayed hidden in the small hut. They had not slept at all through the night for fear, as they became ever more worried about their youngest brother. As he finished recounting his woeful tale, tears began to roll down the eldest boy’s cheeks. The middle boy began to sob, and buried his face in his sister’s shoulder.
Logan laid a comforting hand on the eldest boy’s shoulder, ‘You’re out of danger now. We’ll not let any harm come to you.’
The eldest boy looked up at the Sodan warrior, with sorrow in his eyes. But the boy’s tense shoulders relaxed, as he realised Logan was someone who could be trusted.
‘I am sorry that you have lost your family,’ Hirandar said mournfully and paused, lost in her own thoughts for a moment, before she continued, ‘We will take you away from here, to a place where you will be safe – if you want to come with us?’
The eldest boy considered his two brothers and sister sitting round the fire, looked back to the Wizard, and nodded.
‘We should get going,’ Logan urged Hirandar. ‘Just in case whoever did this decides to come back’.
The children’s eyes shot wide with terror, and Hirandar shook her head at Logan. The Sodan had spent his life at war, hunting dark creatures, living in the wilderness, camped with other warriors – he knew nothing of how to comfort terrified children.
‘Do not worry, young ones,’ Logan tried to reassure the children, ‘they’ll not find us easy prey’.
‘True,’ Hirandar said, ‘but we’ll not take that chance.’ Hirandar dropped to one knee to speak to the children at their level. She tucked Logan’s cloak tighter around them as she spoke, ‘By nightfall, we’ll be sitting by the fire, drinking cocoa, and roasting toast and chestnuts, I promise.’ The Wizard forced a smile, and the children’s fraught faces softened.
The Wizard left the hut and raised her staff above her head, speaking some powerful words in the ancient tongue, aiding the dead in their passage to the other side. The children watched in amazement as a mystic wind whipped through the desolated village, catching the Wizard’s red robes and billowing her great cloak. It looked to be a trick of the light, but the air around Hirandar’s staff shimmered and jostled as waves radiated from the Wizard, sweeping out over the entire village. As fast as it had blown in, the arcane wind died away.
Logan beckoned the four children out of the hut, as Hirandar lowered her staff and said, ‘May their souls find peace, in the eternal rest of the Light.’
The snow had eased, but the children all shivered as a freezing wind blew through the despoiled village.
As they rode off the eldest boy gripped onto Logan’s jacket and gazed back for the last time onto the village where he had lived all his life. The boy said a silent prayer to the Light, to welcome the souls of his mother and father. As the last glimpse of his ravaged home disappeared behind the crown of the hill, the boy turned and looked ahead to the new life that lay before him.
 



Chapter 2 – A Place Called Home
 
 
The sword hurtled towards Taem’s head. The assault was relentless. Victory was everything.
Taem swept his sword into a high horizontal block, juddering aside the powerful chop. In the next moment, Taem brought his sword down to halt a swing to his left chest. He dodged underneath a diagonal blow. Taem swept his leg back, avoiding a cleaving swing aimed at his thigh. He flicked away a thrust that came for his neck. 
Without respite, Taem was forced to parry a lightning jab, intended to pierce his heart. He deflected the blow so the opponent’s sword slid past the left side of his torso. Taem blocked high and low, in quick succession. He ducked a swinging attack, side-stepped a chopping blow. Taem thrust his sword upward, just in time to block his opponent’s swing within two inches of his left cheekbone. A fine defensive move. The next attack came in an in-swinging downwards arc, aiming for Taem’s right side. Taem swung his sword point low across his body to meet the incoming blow, smashing it aside. Taem used the momentum of his committed block to spin full-circle and strike out at his adversary’s exposed head. It was a flashy and unexpected riposte. Triumph was assured. But the instant before Taem struck, his opponent’s wooden practice sword came up and collided with his own, producing a loud thwack.
‘Good,’ Logan smiled. Taem was an exceptional apprentice, but he was no match for the Sodan Master.
Taem stepped back and began circling Logan, his training sword held with two hands in the guard position.
The countryside was alive with the blooming of late spring, as the two combatants stood bare-chested in the heat of the midday sun. Sweat glistened on their muscular bodies, their physiques honed by many years of training the sword.
For over ten years Taem had called this isolated little haven his home. As he gazed to the east the great Dredgen Mountain range rose up out of the earth, to the south lay the dense Lambervale Forest, to the north and west swept grassy plains and farmland for a hundred miles at least. It was all Taem and his siblings had known since the blackest day of their young lives.
Taem watched his opponent orbit his sphere of combat. The Master prowled with cat-like grace. Logan was taller than Taem, but they were now almost matched for strength. If anything, after the years of training, Taem was a fraction faster than Logan, but the older man was easily the more skilful. The Master was in his mid-forties, but the only evidence of this was his greying hair and the maturity in his brown eyes – those eyes shone with a will that was harder than tempered steel. Logan’s features were different to the blond hair and striking blue eyes of Taem, although Taem thought they had similar stark jaws.
Logan circled to Taem’s right as the cautious young man advanced. Logan faked a sidestep to the left, then changed direction again to come straight at Taem. Logan’s speedy footwork was enough to put Taem’s faltering legs out of position, forcing the younger man out of line and muddling to defend himself. Caught unexpected and unaware, Taem flustered to establish his guard. Confusion slowed his blade. Logan made full use of his lead, bringing his sword hurtling diagonally down. Taem turned the blow aside as he stumbled back. Logan lunged for Taem’s right flank. Taem dropped his crosspiece to catch Logan’s strike, their swords met in a perfect cross. Logan swung again before Taem could even move. Taem tried in vain to bring his sword up to block, but Logan was just too fast. With incredible control, Logan’s flying wooden practice sword stopped just short of Taem’s ribcage. Had it been a real fight, Logan would have cleaved Taem in two.
‘You are faster than that,’ Logan said to Taem – not with annoyance, but something worse, disapproval.
Taem cursed himself. It infuriated him he could not just get things right.
‘Again,’ Logan withdrew his sword and took a step back.
Taem relaxed his body – exhaling deep, and loosening his tense muscles – as he prepared to fight once more.
Elena, Macen and Edar had stopped the drills Logan had set them, to watch as their brother fought their Master. Where Taem was of average height with a runner’s build, the middle brother Macen was taller and far broader than him, despite Taem being three years the elder. Macen could be shy, but Taem knew he was dependable and loyal, with an unusually good heart.
Taem leapt forward with his sword raised above his head and brought it down fast, aiming for Logan’s head. The older man sidestepped, allowing Taem’s blow to sail through thin air. At the same time, Logan brought his practice sword down on the back of Taem’s head and hooked his leg under the youth’s. Taem tumbled to the grassy earth in a clumsy heap. Although it looked comical, Macen and Edar did not laugh. Being defeated by Logan happened all the time, not just to Taem but to all of them. 
Elena winked at her brother Taem without Logan seeing, which turned his grimace into a smile. His sister had the courage of a lioness, and she was often the one to inspire them when they were down. Elena was inches shorter than her brothers, and her slender frame was half the size, but years of fighting them had made her the toughest and fiercest of them all.
‘Lose your focus and you will lose your life,’ Logan said harshly, as the young apprentice lay vanquished on the ground. ‘Never overextend your thrust. It will put you off balance, make you vulnerable. Do you think the most skilful swordsman always wins in a fight?’ Logan asked his students. ‘No. There are many factors involved in determining life and death.’ The Master’s tone softened as he said to them, ‘Remember what I have taught you. To be a master of the Way of the Sword you must be able to block out unwanted emotions and feelings, but still be aware of everything – every flicker of your enemy’s eyes, every twitch of his body, every breath he makes. There is only you and your opponent, nothing else truly matters.’
‘Yes, Master,’ the brothers and sister murmured.
Logan smiled and offered Taem his hand, which the younger man grasped with an appreciative grin, and the Master pulled his apprentice up to his feet.
‘Again,’ the older man said.
Standing watching the combat, Edar tried to spin his practice sword over in his hand – as he had seen Logan do many a time – but it cartwheeled out of his grasp and clattered to the earth.
Macen raised his eyes skyward at Edar’s clumsiness. Elena chuckled and shook her head.
Edar shrugged his shoulders at his bear of a brother. Edar was the youngest, two years junior to Macen, but always wanting to be involved in anything his elder brothers and sister were doing. Taem always admired the ease with which the youngest brother took things in his stride. Taem, similar to most people, esteemed in others what he found so hard to do himself.
The combatants exchanged a furious rally of blows. The Master and the apprentice rained down smashing strikes on each other’s darting blades. A savage inward chop met an eastern block. Taem’s horizontal swing was smashed away by Logan’s tight defence. Logan launched a reverse swing for Taem’s stomach, and the apprentice parried low. Logan leapt over Taem’s sweeping strike. Taem sliced upwards at Logan’s throat, and the Master slipped back out the way. Taem ducked, as Logan swung for his head. An almighty smiting blow was turned aside by a sweeping deflection. Logan threw a lightning combination. A swing for Taem’s stomach, for his left ear and then his right ear. Taem’s sword flew out to meet each of the three strikes. Taem riposted, swinging downwards at Logan’s head. The Master side-stepped and countered, coming in with a cleaving blow to Taem’s shoulder. Taem whipped his sword upwards, spun round and struck out horizontally. Logan met the powerful blow with a shuddering block.
The relentless crack of wood on wood was ever present, as the combatants strived to outmanoeuvre and out-fight the other. Taem fought as if his life depended on it, but the Master was too good.
Taem stormed in with a furious assault, driving Logan onto the back foot, but the older man had an answer to every one of his probing attacks. Every strike Taem could think of he threw into the offensive. He feinted a thrust low to Logan’s right side, but before clashing with his adversary’s practice sword, he pulled his own sword back and reversed the attack, aiming for his Master’s unprotected left temple. Before his sword was anywhere near its target, it was battered aside with a swing of the Master’s training weapon.
Logan seemed to know what I was going to do before I had even done it, Taem thought to himself – although he would expect nothing less. Now it was Logan’s turn to go on the offensive. The Master was relentless as he aimed strike after strike at his apprentice, forcing him into a frenzy of defence. Yet Taem managed to maintain his composure in defence, despite the pressure the older man heaped on him. Logan continued his onslaught, swinging for the left side of Taem’s head. Instead of parrying the blow, Taem ducked at the last moment, forcing Logan off balance. Taem shot back up and brought his practice sword up to rest on his opponent’s neck.
Macen let out an approving whistle and Edar smiled. Elena nodded her approval.
‘Excellent!’ Logan’s eyes flashed with surprise.
Taem felt his chest swell up with pride, that rare compliment was praise indeed.
‘We will stop now for lunch,’ Logan walked over to the oak tree where their equipment was stashed.
‘After you have run through the Forms,’ Logan picked up a real sword, inside its sheath, and threw it to Taem.
Taem caught the scabbard with his right hand, discarding his wooden practice sword. Quick but smooth, Taem drew the real sword using his left hand. Even though the venerable sword was familiar to Taem, he still marvelled at how the sunlight flared along the shallow curve of its single perfect blade. It was Logan’s sword, named Mantioc, crafted years ago for a Sodan warrior, when the Way of the Sword was more than a distant memory in a handful of people’s minds.
Grasping the sword’s hilt in two hands, firm but not too tense, Taem took up the guard position and emptied his mind.
‘Elena,’ Logan threw her another sword. ‘Try not to show your brothers up too badly.’
Elena grinned, as she flashed her sword through a dextrous figure of eight. She flipped the sword over and round her back, and repeated the attack pattern with the blade in her other hand.
‘That won’t work in a real fight,’ Macen smirked, ‘little sister.’
‘Well little brother,’ Elena smiled, ‘on the day you can give me a real fight, I’ll be sure to listen to your advice. Until then, try to keep up.’
‘That told you brother!’ Edar smirked at Macen.
‘Ahh,’ Elena said, ‘at least one of my brothers knows his rightful place.’ She smiled a beaming white smile at Edar. Her long blond hair and bright blue eyes shimmered under the summer sun. Had she been raised in the city, Elena would have been a lady of high-society, set to marry a lord. But Logan had moulded her into a ferocious warrior.
The Sodan Master motioned for Macen and Edar to take up their wooden practice swords, and spread out alongside Taem and Elena.
‘Start with Hawk Hunting in the Forest,’ Logan said to them all. 
In time with each other, the three brothers and sister flowed through the movements under the watchful eye of their Master.
 
After they had performed the eight Forms to the Master’s satisfaction, and he had refined imperfections in their technique, they headed towards the rambling house for lunch.
They skirted round the edge of the vegetable patch, and Taem took in the welcoming feel of their home, a large stone farmhouse with a thatched roof. The warm smell of fresh baking intermingled with the scents of a country garden. Birds twittered in the trees, and a stream trickled down a gentle slope, where the bottom of the garden met woodland. The grey stone house had sections jutting off in every direction, giving the appearance of a giant blacksmith’s puzzle that was only half finished.
The warriors climbed the handful of steps to the back door and entered the kitchen. On the pine work surface below the window, Aunt Sera was busy making them some lunch. She was a short lady in her elder years, with greying hair tied neatly back in a bun. She dressed as a farmer’s wife, wearing a white apron that never seemed to be blemished with a single stain, despite all the hard work she did. Taem felt sad for the kind old woman, she seemed to carry her heavy sadness with her always. She had lost her husband, children and grandchildren to a Krun raid.
Taem went and stoked the small fire in the hearth, and lifted the kettle over it, as the others sat down round the oak table.
‘There you go, children,’ Aunt Sera heaved two stacked plates of food onto the kitchen table, and sat down to join them.
‘Thank you,’ they said as they began to tuck into the food. Logan and Sera were offered the food first, and the three brothers and sister descended on any remainders, as if they were a pack of wolves feasting on a carcass. Macen, once he had checked that no-one else wanted any, piled the remaining sausages and bacon onto his plate.
‘Can always rely on Macen to finish up the sausages,’ Edar grinned.
Taem chuckled, whilst Macen shot Edar a disparaging glare.
‘Says the boy who ate a whole chicken last feastday,’ Elena smiled at Edar, as she stole a slice of bacon off Macen’s plate.
‘Hey,’ Edar shrugged. ‘Never said I was perfect, not like the golden child over there,’ Edar nodded at Taem.
Taem scowled at Edar.
Elena mockingly pinched Taem’s cheek.
‘If you spend any more time looking grim, brother,’ Elena said, ‘your face is going to forget how to smile.’
‘Thank you for your concern, sister,’ Taem smiled, ‘but one of us has to keep your mischief in check!’
‘I want us to go into the village tomorrow,’ said Aunt Sera. ‘I need to get some more thread and needles to mend your clothes, and a dozen other things.’ 
The brothers and sister perked up at this, looking to Logan with expectation. 
‘Fine by me,’ Logan picked up another piece of bread. ‘We will all come with you if you like.’
Macen let out a content sigh as he lounged back on his chair, whilst a smirk spread across Edar’s face. Any trip into the village was an opportunity for Edar to meet up with his friend Alandar, and that meant trouble. Alandar was the son of the innkeeper, and one month ago Edar and he had got so drunk on cider that they could not even stand. After they had created untold mischief around Cairbron, Macen and Taem had found the two fools passed out in the inn’s stables. Taem had been in two minds as to whether to tell Logan or not, but perhaps the thumping hangover had been punishment enough.
‘What’s so funny, brother?’ Elena teased Edar.
‘Nothing,’ Edar said innocently.
‘Thinking about what mischief you and Alandar can get up to?’ Macen said, causing Taem to smile.
‘No,’ Edar scowled. ‘Anyway, you must be looking forward to seeing Cara, the baker’s daughter…’
Macen swiftly turned a shade of purple.
‘Well met, brother,’ Elena grinned at Edar.
Edar could never let one slide without trying to get his own back, but even Logan let out a wry smile at Edar’s jibe.
This family were an enigma to the local villagers. Most of the locals were content just to let them be, happy to believe the rumours that they were training to be warriors – what with the threat of Krun raids from the mountains.
‘But do not forget,’ Taem said to Edar, ‘you and I must run through the defensive techniques sometime today – and that is far more important than heading into Cairbron.’
Edar scoffed, ‘Not everyone needs to practice the techniques to absolute perfection as you do.’
‘Edar,’ Taem shook his head. ‘Only a novice believes the perfect technique is possible, a Sodan knows perfection is unattainable.’
Edar scowled at the imperious way Taem talked down to him.
‘No, Taem,’ Logan said gently. ‘A Sodan knows a technique is as perfect as he can make it. You will learn this in time.’
Taem nodded, but still vowed to himself to train harder to get his techniques right. Elena caught Taem’s eye, and half smiled at him. Taem knew his sister was communicating that she wished he would learn to relax, but that was just not in his nature. There was always something to strive for, to work towards.
‘How is the paddock coming along, Edar?’ Logan said, his tone severe. ‘I do not see much of that long grass cut down, like I asked?’
‘I’m trying, Master,’ Edar passed around the plate of bread. ‘But it’s hard work cutting that whole field with those small hedge shears you left me.’
Macen, Elena and Taem exchanged twinkling glances as they all paused mid-chew.
‘What about using the hulking great scythe to cut the grass?’ Logan laughed warmly. ‘I did leave it out especially.’
The look on Edar’s face was priceless, and Taem and Elena laughed at their younger brother’s expense.
‘That would’ve been too easy,’ Macen smirked.
‘Oh,’ Edar scowled down at his plate.
‘Never mind, dear,’ Aunt Sera smiled as she patted Edar’s forearm.
‘Like I told you yesterday,’ Logan grinned at Edar. ‘I wanted you to cut the grass in the paddock and trim the hedge, not trim the paddock and scythe the hedge!’
Everyone roared with laughter. The trickster was on the receiving end of a joke, for once.
Edar had been on Logan’s strict orders to rouse at the crack of dawn that morning to start his penance. Alandar and he had released a sack of mice at last weekend’s “Annual Cairbron Cake Baking Contest”. The crafty duo had swapped the main showpiece cake, concealed within a box, with a sack of mice they had collected. When the time came for the box to be opened and the showpiece revealed, a swarm of writhing mice had scattered throughout the village hall, and the resultant shrieks had brought everyone in Cairbron running. Logan had been furious, and set Edar to a month’s hard labour around the farm, on top of training.
‘I thought you’d left me the shears as a punishment, Master,’ Edar snatched another piece of bread. ‘To make cutting the paddock really hard work.’ 
‘You’re right,’ Taem reached over the table to pass Edar the meat and cheese plate, ‘that would be really hard work! You would still be trimming that paddock come harvest, if you continued with the shears!’
Edar had the blackest of grimaces, as everyone laughed once more.
‘It was an easy mistake to make,’ Aunt Sera said, and the old lady’s caring eyes did cause Edar’s angry face to soften into a smile.
‘I am a hard taskmaster,’ Logan said, once he had stopped chuckling, ‘but I am not cruel.’
‘Yes, Master,’ Edar sighed, as he poured everyone a refill of milk.
‘Only you could “build a thoroughbred stable for a sheep herd”,’ Macen said to Edar. 
‘Oh silence your mouth!’ Edar yelled at Macen.
‘Edar!’ Logan said sternly. ‘That is not becoming of a Sodan.’
Edar’s shoulders slunk down as he lowered his eyes, ‘Sorry, Master.’
‘To be Sodan is to live with discipline and determination,’ Logan said. ‘You will need to show both to get back in that field and finish your punishment.’
Edar nodded, with weary resignation.
‘And Macen,’ Logan said, ‘is the tool shed tidy?’
‘It will be,’ Macen looked out the window, avoiding Logan’s eyes. ‘I just haven’t had chance to sort it out yet.’
Taem sighed, as he reached over the oak table, and Elena passed him a slice of cold beef. Macen had a laid back approach to life – sometimes, Taem thought, a little too laid back for his own good.
‘What do you mean,’ Edar scoffed at Macen, ‘you haven’t had chance? The rest of us were up early while you were lazing in bed!’
‘Oh let him be, Edar.’ Elena snapped.
‘I said I’d do it, alright?’ Macen snarled at Edar.
‘But why did you not do it this morning?’ Taem said.
‘Because,’ Macen banged his hands on the kitchen table, ‘I’m going to do it this afternoon!’
Logan’s eyes blazed.
‘Sorry, Master,’ Macen took his hands from the table and placed them in his lap, dropping his head in disgrace.
‘Just see that it is done by this evening,’ Logan said.
‘I will,’ Macen nodded.
‘Did you all sleep under the wrong side of the moon last night?’ Logan asked. ‘It is unlike you to argue, and Sodan do not lower themselves to bickering and taunts.’
The disappointment in Logan’s voice pierced Taem deeper than a dagger thrust, and he glowered at Macen and Edar for being so foolish.
‘I thought I had trained my students better than this.’ Logan murmured.
All four apprentices went red faced and lowered their eyes in shame. 
‘I will have no more of it,’ Logan said firmly, ‘is that understood?’
‘Yes, Master,’ all four apprentices said, and Logan nodded his head.
Edar gathered up everyone’s empty plates, whilst Macen went and lifted the kettle from the fire, filled the tea pot with boiling water, and spooned some tea leaves into the pot. Elena got out the china teacups and saucers.
‘If you are to become true Sodan,’ Logan said to his four apprentices, ‘you must start by honouring The Code. The Way of the Sword is not an easy path to tread. It requires a lifetime of discipline and sacrifice. A commitment to do what is right. Your mind and body must be as one, in perfect harmony with the world around you. Only then can you call yourself Sodan.’
‘Yes, Master,’ Macen said humbly as Edar bowed.
Taem nodded thoughtfully. He and his siblings had heard it all many times before, but Logan always reminded them what their training represented.
‘Sorry Master,’ Elena said. ‘We do honour The Code.’
‘Honour, valour, virtue.’ Logan whispered.
The four apprentices dipped their heads in respect to the Sodan Code.
‘That is The Code by which we live,’ the gleam never left Logan’s eyes as he spoke.
Very few alive knew the secrets of The Way of the Sword, and all were reluctant to pass on their knowledge. When – or if – they did, they only passed on their skills to someone they deemed worthy.
‘We saw Rhungars in the eastern hills again, Master.’ Elena said to Logan. ‘They think we do not see them, but you have trained us well,’ Elena smiled. ‘They have armour of shining gold! What could they be doing there?’
Before Logan could answer, a grand voice announced itself, ‘Alas! I see I have arrived too late to catch a fine lunch.’
They all turned to see Hirandar standing in the kitchen doorway. The people around the table leapt up to hug the old woman.
‘It is good to see you,’ Logan took the old woman’s cloak. ‘But I did not think you would be home for weeks?’
‘Situations have changed.’ The Wizard said darkly. ‘But let us leave that until a little later. How have you all been? You all look well!’ Hirandar grinned. ‘Have you continued your studies since I left?’
‘Yes, teacher,’ Taem answered for the four of them. 
‘And your training?’ Hirandar said, as Taem took the Wizard’s gnarled staff.
‘We have intensified it,’ Elena beamed, as she lifted out a chair so Hirandar could be seated at the oak table.
‘Thank you, my dear,’ Hirandar patted Elena on the arm as she sat down. The Wizard asked similar questions of Sera and Logan, then continued, ‘Now that I have ascertained everyone is well, I am feeling famished after a week’s travelling…’
No sooner had she said it, and Macen had already placed a plate of crusty bread and soft blue cheese – the Wizard’s favourite – in front of the old woman.
‘Most kind, my boy,’ Hirandar smiled, as Sera gestured for Edar to get a cup of milk for the Wizard.
They all sat back down at the kitchen table to listen to Hirandar tell them of her journey – in-between wholesome mouthfuls of bread and cheese. 
‘I travelled to Marnion,’ Hirandar said, ‘to the Realm of Magic, and many miles more to its capital, Calledron. I was called there by the great sorceress Manewe Baldomere, the head of The Order of the Sceptre, to a secret council for the forces of the Light.’
Taem had heard Hirandar mention The Order of the Sceptre before, and he knew it was a gathering of wizards
Hirandar washed down her bread and cheese with a big swig of milk, before she continued, ‘This council’s purpose was to oppose the works of the Dark One Malveous. I told the council that the times we had long feared were now upon us, that the powers of Darkness are growing. There are more Krun raids from the Lost Realms, and increased activity in the far North, with more Beastmen marauders surging out from the Shadowlands, into the Borderlands of Sarcaedia. Even in the cities there is more crime and rioting. These are worrying days ahead.’
Hirandar gazed at the four apprentices, searching them with her dignified blue eyes.
‘The balance of good and evil is shifting,’ Hirandar whispered. ‘Dark times are coming. The shadow of Malveous looms over Hathlore.’
‘I can feel it,’ Logan murmured, ‘seeping through the land like a cold mist.’
Taem shivered at that, despite the warmth of the sunny day. For Taem realised that he could feel it too. Taem must have come some way along the path of the Sodan, if he was now beginning to sense such things.
‘We can no longer stand by and do nothing,’ Hirandar said firmly, looking to Logan and each of the four apprentices. ‘I think it time we left the farmhouse.’
The three brothers and sister all gaped at the old woman in disbelief.
‘Tomorrow we shall all set out,’ Hirandar said. ‘Although I wish to rest my old legs for a few days, there are things that supersede my weary limbs.’ Hirandar rubbed her aching muscles. ‘Elena, Macen and Edar will go to West Aritas, where the border with Marnion meets the Blue Mountains.’
Macen and Edar’s eyes widened with shock, their grins full of enthusiasm. Elena scowled.
‘I am not to go with them?’ Taem said.
‘No,’ Logan murmured. ‘There is something else you must do first.’
What could that possibly mean? Taem wondered to himself.
 ‘Nestled in the feet of the Blue Mountains,’ Hirandar said to Elena, Macen and Edar, ‘there exists a small fortification called The Holdstead. It is a haven for the forces of the Light, run by Fedral Landra and his wife Ilyena.’
‘This is one of the safest places in Hathlore,’ Logan said. ‘Fedral will keep a close eye on you,’ the Master looked warily at Macen and Edar. ‘You will meet many interesting characters passing through this haven in the wilderness, and the training will be hard,’ Logan smiled – he knew, from experience. ‘Fedral is Sodan. One of the handful of others, besides myself, who keeps alive the Old Ways of the Sword.’
‘And why do I have to go with them?’ Elena said fiercely. ‘I am eighteen, and I am not a child! Taem is barely two years older than me, and I can best any man with a sword. I will go wherever Taem goes, my brother needs me to watch his back.’
‘You are skilled, Elena,’ Logan said calmly. ‘But not ready. Your time will come.’
‘Are you saying that because I’m a girl?’ Elena slammed her fist into the table.
‘You forget yourself, apprentice,’ Logan growled.
‘Sorry, Master,’ Elena murmured. ‘But I am ready. I can fight!’
‘I know you can fight, Elena,’ Logan said softly, as he put a hand on the girl’s shoulder. ‘And sometimes you have more heart than the rest of us put together. But if I say you’re not ready, you are not ready. This is not your time. And that is the end of it.’
Elena crossed her arms with a sulky grimace.
‘Sera,’ Hirandar said, ‘you must go with them. I would fear for your safety if we left you living in this isolated place by yourself. And Logan, you should go as far as Crowhurst with them. A friend will be waiting there to escort them to the Holdstead.’
‘Someone we can trust?’ Logan asked.
‘A friend for sure,’ Hirandar nodded. ‘From Crowhurst, Logan can make his way to Stheeman’s Hill. Taem and I will meet him there, but there is something we must do first...’ The Wizard paused, contemplating the importance of what was to come. ‘Taem and I will join Logan at Stheeman’s Hill, as soon as the Light wills it.’
 
The following evening Taem left Elena, Macen and Edar playing cards on the patio table, and went to the practice yard to do some exercise, to give his busy mind something to concentrate on. Even as he walked over to the training field he could still hear his brothers and sister laughing as they played, and that made Taem smile. The late spring evening still held some of the day’s heat, and the sky glowed a magnificent furnace-red, a good sign for travelling in fine weather tomorrow. Taem picked up the heavy, unwieldy, blunt bit of metal that Logan often made him use as a training weapon. It was the opposite of the light, balanced, razor-sharp blade that Logan possessed. They called this crudest of swords the Armburner – because, no matter how often you trained with it, your body was always in pain the next day! As Taem finished, breathless from the exertion, Logan approached from the dusky shadows.
‘Well done,’ Logan nodded. ‘If you can learn to use that as a weapon, you can use anything. Now try it with the real thing.’ Logan passed Taem his sword. ‘Try Lone Wolf Hunting.’
Taem held up Logan’s sword, and saw how its single-edged blade – arced in the slightest crescent – gleamed silver. He marvelled at how the last russet rays of the sun shimmered over the blade’s flawless surface. As Taem turned to face the setting sun, he felt its warmth bathe his face. Always the Forms looked to the west, towards the last monument of daytime as it fell into the shadow of the horizon. Easing out a deep breath, Taem felt as one as he became the Lone Wolf Hunting.
Taem performed the Form with precision and skill. The real sword felt so light and effortless compared to the Armburner.
‘Feels so easy now,’ Logan had a knowing look in his eyes – his Master had often made him train in the same way, ‘does it not? Come, I need your help fixing the barn roof. I want it done before we leave tomorrow.’
Taem sheathed Logan’s sword and gave it back to the Master, presenting it with both hands, as in Sodan ceremony. Logan smiled as he took the offered blade. That humility would serve Taem well for what was to come.
Taem followed Logan up the ladder onto the roof of the barn, the older man carrying the wooden toolbox, whilst Taem struggled behind with a bundle of thatch. As they sat up on the peaked roof, and mended holes in the straw, they talked and joked – not dissimilar to any other father and his son. Taem could see Elena in the field yelling at Macen for the next pass of the leather ball, as Piper the sheepdog scampered between them. Hirandar sat in her favourite rocking chair outside the kitchen door, watching the youngsters having a good time. Sera was in the kitchen, putting the finishing touches to their dinner of roast pheasant and vegetables. Taem caught the delicious smell of roasted fowl as it rose up on the breeze. His stomach rumbled as he inhaled a sweet scent, and he realised there was apple pie for dessert. 
From his elevated position, Taem appreciated the view of the dusky evening over the farmland, and the plains stretching up to the far off forest. He cherished the glow of warmth emanating from the farmhouse. Taem knew he was fortunate to call such a place home. And, he knew it might be some time until he would again look over the sleepy farm.
 
Later that evening, Taem examined one of the maps on the wall of the sitting room, tracing the route to Stheeman’s Hill. He felt the warmth of the fire on his back, crackling in the fireplace. Ever since Taem had been a boy, he had gazed in awe at the outlandish maps, the old tapestries and the paintings of legend that decked the sitting room’s walls. They always caught his imagination, filling him with the promise of adventure.
Aunt Sera rested in a comfortable armchair close to the fire, with her feet up on a footstool. The farmhouse cats purred by her side, whilst Sera concentrated on her knitting. Macen lounged across one of the luxurious sofas – an expensive import from Grantle – reading a storybook called The Travels of Jevan Deshlan, whilst Elena and Edar were out helping Logan bring the horses in to stable for the night.
Hirandar approached Taem as he was looking at the map.
‘Planning out the route?’ The Wizard said.
‘Yes,’ Taem turned to the old woman, ‘although it does seem straightforward’. 
‘Ah, but it pays to be careful,’ Hirandar nodded. ‘You never know what may happen on route. Have you packed everything you need?’
‘Yes.’
‘Good,’ Hirandar smiled. ‘There is something I want to give you before we leave.’ The Wizard bade Taem follow her out into the oak-panelled hall. 
They went past the stairs that led up to an overhanging balcony, and under a sweeping gold chandelier that held enough candles to light a banqueting hall, let alone a modest hallway. The Wizard led Taem under the balcony and down the corridor. On their right they passed the reinforced door to the armoury, which had been kept locked when Taem and his siblings had been younger, but was now as open as the rest of the farmhouse. At the end of the corridor they reached the door to the library, and the Wizard strode into her private domain.
In complete contrast to the rest of the farmhouse, the library was a jumbled mess. Bookcases overloaded with books, from floor to ceiling, hid two of the walls. The other two walls were packed with shelves and cupboards that held all manner of materials and strange-looking artefacts. Taem’s bewildered eyes could never quite take in the countless interesting tokens that filled the library. On the desk in the middle of the room lay open books, scrolls and pieces of parchment, and the workbench was covered in apparatus set up for magical investigations and tests. With a swish of Hirandar’s hand, flames sprung to life from various candles and lit up the dark room.
‘I really should tidy up in here,’ the Wizard lifted some ancient parchment and started to rifle through the scattered items on her workbench.
‘A-ha!’ Hirandar said triumphantly. ‘Here it is.’ The Wizard held up a smooth round stone, suspended from a piece of black cord. The stone glowed blue in the candlelight as the Wizard let it dangle from her hand. Taem discerned a rune engraved in the stone, it appeared to be an amalgamation of an “H” and a “Y”.
‘Show this to the right people,’ Hirandar placed the blue stone in Taem’s hand, ‘and they will know you are a friend of mine.’
‘Thank you,’ Taem said.
Hirandar patted Taem’s shoulder, ‘You will see many strange things when we travel in the world outside.’ Hirandar was full of enthusiasm, as she thought of the exciting sights that still roused her imagination, even after two centuries of living. ‘But be careful who you trust! Make sure you know who you are talking to before you tell them anything about yourself – especially that you’re friends with me! It saddens me that one has to be so enigmatic, but it is a dangerous world out there. I long for a time when there is no need for such secrecy.’ The Wizard sighed. ‘But still, we must strive to make the world a better place.’ Hirandar nodded at Taem, and smiled. ‘Now, if you will excuse me, I have much research and preparation to do before tomorrow.’
Taem returned to the sitting room where he found Sera still engrossed in her knitting, and Logan reading a book entitled The Wars Of Men, by Bran Snowley – an Aritian scribe who was wounded by a stray arrow as he documented the seventh Darnean war. Whilst recovering from his injury, Bran Snowley became convinced he had survived the war for a reason, to record an account of every battle that had ever taken place in Hathlore. Although most historians accepted Scribe Snowley was an eccentric, they all acknowledged his work was the most valuable military treatise ever written.
Elena was beating Macen and Edar in a game of darts, so Taem challenged Logan to a game of Royal Chequers, before heading off for bed.
‘Good night,’ Taem said to them all, as he left the sitting room. On peeping back into the library to see Hirandar, Taem found the Wizard studying a crumpled piece of old paper.
‘Good night, teacher,’ Taem said from the doorway.
Hirandar leapt from her seat. The Wizard clumsily tipped a glass tripod holding a dense green gas across her desk, and knocked a cup of water over some archaic scrolls, as she stuffed the yellowed piece of paper into a pocket in her cloak.
‘Sorry, Hirandar,’ Taem rushed to stand up the tripod, and stop the green vapour water-falling off the side of the desk. ‘I did not mean to startle you.’
‘What?’ Hirandar placed a hand over the paper concealed within her cloak. ‘It’s nothing, my boy. Just an old piece of note paper.’
‘I don’t know why you’re bothered about note paper,’ Taem tried to mop the spilt water off the scrolls, ‘but these documents look valuable – and they’re soaked!’
‘Oh,’ Hirandar casually removed her hand from her cloak’s hidden pocket, ‘probably for the best…’
‘Pardon?’
‘I said,’ Hirandar cleared her throat, ‘I’ll tidy up the rest. Thank you for your quick reactions, Taem – it looks like you managed to save most of the grow vapour – now you should get yourself up to bed.’
‘But these are ruined!’ Taem held up some dripping parchment. He had never seen the old Wizard be so calm about the destruction of any writings. Damaging a book was usually enough for Hirandar to blow her top – let alone flooding away all the ink on some ancient scrolls!
‘Unfortunate, yes,’ Hirandar lifted up some of the dripping scrolls, ‘but no real harm done.’ The Wizard held the papers above the now empty cup and drew her hand down the scrolls. By the use of magic, all the water drained from the parchment and dripped down into the cup beneath. ‘There we are, I’ve saved what I can.’
‘Hirandar, are you alright?’ Taem looked at the Wizard in amazement. You are being very relaxed about–’
‘I’m fine, Taem. It’s just I’m… probably as eager about tomorrow as you are.’
‘Why, teacher? You have been travelling a thousand times, why is this any different?’
Hirandar smiled as she struggled for something to say. ‘Oh well… you know… it’s just… I’m tired this evening, Taem. It’s been a long day for me, you should get off to sleep as well,’ Hirandar ushered Taem out of the library. ‘Good night, my boy,’ Hirandar said as she closed the library door.
‘Good…’ Taem began as the door shut in his face, ‘…night?’ He ended up saying to the oak door.
 



Chapter 3 – The Sword in the Flame
 
 
The next morning, Taem pulled tight the straps of his backpack, as he waited by the stables for the rest of his family to ready themselves. Elena secured the horses to the cart, whilst the others loaded up the possessions and clothes, including the farmhouse cats, whining from inside a large wicker basket. Piper the sheepdog scampered all over the yard, barking in excitement, sensing something important was happening. The Wizard had on her usual red travelling dress, and the wide brim of her straw hat faded her face from the warm sun.
Macen and Edar heaved a heavy wooden trunk onto the cart, the last of the luggage. A careless observer would never suspect that these countrymen could ever be warriors. Logan wore plain brown trousers and a faded blue shirt, simple clothes similar to any other farmer in the district. On closer inspection, however, anyone could have seen that Logan was no normal farmer. He wore his sword by his side as if it were a part of him, and there was a hardness to Logan’s face and a keenness in his eyes.
‘Now make sure you feed yourself properly and wash your clothes,’ Aunt Sera said to Taem.
Macen hid his amusement well, but Edar sniggered. 
‘I will, Aunt Sera,’ Taem hugged the old lady, and kissed her on the cheek. 
Sera was wearing a flowery shawl over one of her finest yellow dresses, trimmed in red. Needless to say, Elena was dressed not in a skirt, but in shirt and trousers like her brothers.
‘You also make sure you look after yourself, Lady Hirandar,’ Sera curtsied to the Wizard.
‘I will Sera,’ Hirandar hugged the old woman.
‘The Hytons are coming to take my chickens and the cows?’ Sera said to Hirandar.
‘It is all arranged,’ Hirandar smiled.
Sera nodded, as Macen and Edar helped her up onto the cart, so she could sit down beside Logan.
‘Farewell, boys,’ Hirandar said to Macen and Edar. ‘Keep out of trouble, keep safe and work hard.’ The Wizard cast a cautionary eye at Edar.
‘I will, teacher,’ Edar tried to say earnestly, but ended up sounding cheeky.
Hirandar raised an eyebrow, as Edar’s face went wide with surprise, a picture of innocence.
‘Watch your brother stays out of mischief,’ Hirandar said to Macen.
‘I will,’ Macen said. ‘Take care of yourself, teacher.’
‘The Light protect you,’ Hirandar hugged each of them.
‘And you, my dear,’ Hirandar touched Elena on the arm, ‘you would look even lovelier in a dress, you know.’
Elena scoffed, ‘And how am I supposed to fight in a dress?’ 
‘My dear Elena,’ Hirandar smiled, ‘you have more fire in you than any young woman I have ever known.’ Hirandar ruefully shook her head. ‘I will miss you terribly.’
‘And I you, teacher,’ Elena hugged the old woman.
‘Farewell,’ Taem said to his brothers, and kissed his sister on the cheek. ‘Keep up the training, and be good guests and students to Fedral Sodan – and don’t forget to enjoy yourselves!’ Taem smiled as he embraced them all.
‘See you soon, brother,’ Macen smiled. 
‘Be careful out there, big brother,’ Elena rubbed Taem’s shoulder, and gave him one last hug.
‘Bye,’ Edar grinned, as he and Macen climbed up onto the cart. ‘Here Piper!’ Edar called to the dog. She scurried up onto the back of the cart.
‘Taem,’ Logan said, ‘remember The Code, and the Light will shine on your blade.’
‘Yes, Master,’ Taem bowed his head. ‘But I have no blade of my own?’
‘You will, my apprentice,’ Logan nodded to Taem, as he stirred the horses into motion and the cart slowly pulled away.
‘See you in a few days, Logan,’ Hirandar said as the wagon moved off, and Taem was sure a knowing glance flickered between them. 
‘Let’s go then,’ Hirandar strode off towards the mountains to the east, with Taem following close behind.
 
Hirandar and Taem had kept to a fast pace all day. It was now late in the afternoon and the fine weather had held throughout. As they headed towards the Dredgen Mountains, Taem had watched the land around them change from maintained farmland to unkempt wilderness. Taem had wondered all day, as the mountains loomed ever larger under the glorious sun, what purpose could the Wizard have in taking him to the wild Dredgen? Taem had not been told by his elusive teacher, so he knew better than to ask. He knew the only answer he would get would be a mysterious “Be patient!”, or “Wait and see”. 
There was no longer a trail to follow, so the companions cut eastwards through the grasslands. They had stopped only for Taem to shoot a rabbit for dinner. Taem found the countryside tranquil, with only the song of an occasional bird or the crunch of their boots on the earth disturbing the silence. The quiet had given Taem time to think. What would become of him in the outside world? Would it be how he pictured it from reading books, and what Hirandar and Logan had told him?
The companions left the woodland for the plains once more, when dusk set in. 
‘I’m tired,’ Hirandar stopped walking, and looked up at the twilight sky. ‘We’ve come far enough today, let’s stop and camp, before it gets too dark.’
‘This is a good spot,’ Taem walked over to a bare area of flat ground, underneath the boughs of a tall beech tree. The surrounding land was open, but he knew that the tree would give them some shelter if it were to rain. Taem removed his pack, leaving it under the beech, and scurried about collecting up pieces of dry wood with which to make a fire. In no time he had a healthy blaze alight. He skinned the rabbit with his knife, and splayed it over the fire using sticks planted in rock piles. Hirandar sat leaning against the trunk of the beech, resting after the long walk. Taem was carrying both their provisions in his pack, but he was still amazed at how the old woman could match his pace. With all the campsite tasks completed, Taem sat down cross-legged away from the fire. He relaxed his muscles and closed his eyes. 
Imagining a sword in his hands, Taem could feel the comfort of its leather grip and the weight in his arms. From within his meditative thoughts, he proceeded to defeat adversary after adversary.
A flash and a bang exploded right in front of Taem’s face. His eyes shot open. Taem threw himself into a backwards tumble. He rolled and sprang up onto his feet, pulling his knife from his belt. Was someone attacking them? Alert for danger, Taem looked out into the dark. It was a clear night. The full moon and the glowing embers of his fire combined to light up the campsite. Taem heard nothing untoward. He smelt the inviting, succulent aroma of the roasted rabbit, and saw the Wizard chuckling at him. Realising the source of the flash, Taem relaxed.
‘I wish you wouldn’t do that!’ Taem scowled at Hirandar.
‘How else am I supposed to wake you?’ Hirandar snapped her fingers, and there was another flash over Taem’s head. The Wizard laughed again.
‘I believe a tap on the shoulder would suffice,’ Taem said dryly.
‘Oh, come, my boy,’ Hirandar grinned, ‘laughter is the most priceless gift!’
‘I suppose so,’ Taem’s grimace softened into a smile, ‘I’ll remind you of that the next time you’re on the receiving end of one of Edar’s pranks.’
‘Quite right too,’ Hirandar handed Taem half of the rabbit on a wooden plate. 
‘Thank you,’ Taem mumbled, as he devoured strips of tender meat. ‘How do you have so much energy? You’ve marched all day like a soldier, without stopping once…’
‘You were wondering how the old girl keeps going?’ Hirandar winked. ‘You didn’t think I had it in me?’
‘Well,’ Taem said, ‘I wouldn’t put it like that, but yes?’
‘Age is no barrier,’ the old woman smiled, ‘so long as you have the will to act. Besides, you, Elena and your brothers are like my own children – you keep me young!’
‘And did you ever have any of your own?’ Taem said softly, ‘children, I mean?’
Hirandar’s face became pensive, and Taem thought he saw sadness in those sapphire eyes.
‘I’m sorry,’ Taem said. ‘Forgive me, it’s not any of my business–’
‘It’s alright, Taem.’ Hirandar said kindly. ‘And yes, even I had another life once – a very long time ago. But I… forsook that life for duty.’
‘Hirandar, I didn’t wish to bring sad thoughts back–’
‘Sad, my boy?’ Hirandar said. ‘Those memories are some of the happiest of my life. But yes, I have not always lived out here by the mountains. I had a husband once, and a young son.’ The old woman stared out into the twilight. ‘The love of my life, and the star in my sky. But they were taken from me, by the servants of Darkness. Like you and your siblings, I was forced to discover there are those without honour and goodness. They murdered my husband and baby to get to me.’
Taem placed a hand on Hirandar’s arm as the old woman gazed into the fire. Taem did not know what else to do. He thought the Wizard was on the brink of crying. She had always seemed so composed. But this painful recollection of a darker time had brought the old woman to the brink of tears. Taem felt so sad for her, sad that life did not work out how it should have done.
‘What did you do?’ Taem murmured.
‘The best I could,’ Hirandar nodded. ‘I’ve lived as they would have wanted me to, used my powers for good.’
‘And you should be proud of what you’ve done, Hirandar,’ Taem said strongly. ‘Think of all the lives you’ve changed.’
‘I know, my boy,’ Hirandar smiled. ‘I know. But it’s our curse to dwell on what could have been. You only get one chance in this life, Taem. Be sure to make the most of it.’
‘I will, Hirandar,’ Taem touched the Wizard on her shoulder, before he spread a blanket out on the ground and folded his cloak up for a pillow.
Taem became enchanted as he looked up, and saw the night sky had come alive with the glow of the stars. He gazed at the shining lights, recognising some of the constellations from what Hirandar had taught him. He identified the Wayfarer’s Star that lay due west – travellers and ships’ navigators used it to find their bearings. Logan always said that star was more reliable than any map.
Hirandar noticed Taem was gazing up at the stars, ‘You see the constellation in the north-eastern sky? Do you remember what it’s called?’ 
‘Alarsium,’ Taem murmured with reverence. ‘The Star Heaven, as we Sodan know it.’ 
‘Correct.’ Hirandar looked up at the stars. ‘In elder legends, it’s said that group of stars will protect the world against the evil that exists, many hundreds of miles away to the North. The Dark One’s powers are strongest in this Land of Shadows, far away to the North, there where his Dark creatures dwell.’
‘Logan has spoken of the Land of Shadows,’ Taem shivered. ‘He told me how the night seems to last longer there. The days are darker, as if the sun is somehow dimmer. Everything there has been warped by the Dark. The beasts are ferocious and deadly, the plants venomous and the water poisoned.’
‘A very dangerous place,’ Hirandar said slowly. ‘For a thousand years, The Dark One Malveous has waited, dormant, recuperating his power after his defeat in the Great War of the Dark. That was the first time Dark Servant Maliven ever uncloaked themselves to the world at large, believing the Dark One’s triumph close at hand.’
‘The Maliven?’ Taem shivered. He had heard the terrible stories of stealing children in the night. They were evil people who worshipped the Dark One, making sacrifices to him, killing in his name.
‘Yes,’ Hirandar whispered. ‘They’re not just stories, they are real. During the Great War of the Dark, they burned the whole world.’
Taem shuddered, when he wondered how anyone could ever be part of that. How could anyone turn to evil? How could anyone betray all that was good in the world?
‘That was long ago,’ the Wizard put some more wood onto the campfire. ‘So distant that people forget Malveous exists, or doubt he ever did. But he’s always been there, threatening the Light. His wicked hand responsible for more than most people would care to imagine. After a thousand years lying in wait, he’s again powerful enough to threaten our world. The Krun that obey him – for his rewards, and for their delight of cruelty and slaughter – become ever more bold, raiding more and more frontier settlements every year.’
Rage swelled in Taem. Why him? Why his village? Taem felt hatred of the Krun burn through him.
Hirandar noticed the dark look in Taem’s eyes, but she continued regardless, ‘The Nargs, the Beastmen of Malveous, multiply in Zezometh, preparing for invasion. All this whilst the free peoples have never been more distant. The Rhungars are in decline. Men have become so proud of their great cities and their achievements that they do not believe Malveous is strong enough to affect them. Most people believe the Dark One never even existed, and that Nargs and demons are tales invented to scare children. The Sodan are all but gone. Magic is now a shadow of its former force. Meanwhile, the Dark Servants continue to sow the seeds of dissent in the taverns, streets and courts of the major cities.’ 
Taem glanced around the campsite, out into the looming shadows, and shivered. The fire no longer seemed so bright or warm, and the darkness seemed to encroach in. Taem found himself reaching for his hunting knife.
‘Relax,’ Hirandar held up a placating hand. ‘The Dark One hasn’t won yet. There are still people to fight the Dark. People like me, and Logan... and you.’ 
Taem felt a sudden rush of terror turn his blood cold. But at the same time, he felt a strong desire to do what was right.
‘It’s late,’ Hirandar turned to spread out her blankets, ‘let’s get some rest. I want us to make an early start tomorrow.’ They both got into their blankets, lying on their backs, looking skyward.
Taem thought there was something special about sleeping under a blanket of stars, as his mind drifted into the world of sleep and dreams.
 
The sun began to set in the dark mid-winter sky. Taem shuddered as he huddled his arms around his brothers and sister. The light was failing. He felt his siblings trembling with the freezing wind, but he could not let them return to the village. Elena hugged his arm, and he could feel her shaking in the bitter cold. The shelter protected them from the heavy snow but not the seeping winter chill. As much as Macen had begged him, Taem would not let them light a fire. He knew whatever was out there would be drawn to fire. His younger siblings had been spared the sight of the Krun raiders, but Taem had spied on them from his hidey-hole. Taem had seen how they had tortured everyone. He knew he had to be strong if they were going to survive. Taem wrapped his jacket around Edar. The child was quaking with fear. His big, round eyes questioned why Taem made them stay out in the wintry woods. Taem could not tell him. All he could do was gather Edar up in his arms and hold him tight.
Darkness surrounded them. Taem jumped as something rustled in the undergrowth. His brother and sister clutched his hands as they felt him tense up in terror. The touch of their shivering hands was so cold. Taem had made them stay all night in the freezing woods, huddled together, until they could endure no more. But he knew that was what they had to do, if they were to survive at all. Macen stumbled as they crept through the black woods, pulling Elena and Edar into the chilling snow. The bite of its cold seared their numbed skin. Edar began to cry. Elena tried to hush her little brother. Taem gazed through the menacing trees, towards the glowing embers of their ravaged village.
Taem forced them to wait. They cowered in the hollow on the edge of the wood, trembling with the icy night. Taem saw in his siblings’ eyes they did not understand why he was keeping them away from the warmth of the burning ruins, but he had to make sure the Krun were gone. So they waited out in the cold. Frozen and close to death. Just a few minutes more, just to make sure.
The brothers and sister scrabbled over the pastures. They ran between hulking mounds of shadows lying still on the snowy ground. Taem touched one and felt the coarse wool, felt the freezing wetness seeping from its side. He hurried his siblings on into the village.
Taem shielded his brothers’ eyes as he led them to old uncle Nunas’s tool shed, where they found blankets and some solace from the bitter night. Taem made Elena promise to stay there and look after the younger brothers, as he searched amongst the village, sobbing as he slunk through the shadows. He had not taken his siblings to their house – that was where he headed now, alone. Was there something following him, he wondered? He scrambled over a hedge, quaking with panic and dread. The sharp leaves raked his skin, but the cold of the snow numbed the pain as he dived for cover.
It was nothing, he realised. His imagination. He rolled over… and came face to face with Lucile’s pretty features. Taem sprang back in shock. Horror convulsed in him as he saw why her eyes were so blank. He wanted to scream but clamped his hand over his mouth. Fresh tears streamed down his face. He leant over and kissed her forehead, saying goodbye for the last time, before he scurried off into the darkness.
Taem tried to avoid the other lifeless bodies as he crept down the familiar street. He had already seen enough death for a whole lifetime this bleak night. The cold air whipped into his petrified skin. His heart leapt in fear as another blackened timber crashed down. Everything he had once thought safe and secure now lay around him in ruin. Their old cottage still smouldered as he crept into the garden, and… no! Taem gagged his bawling as he saw the despoiled corpses…
 
Taem shot bolt upright, tears in his eyes. The campfire had dimmed to glowing embers, and it was still the darkness of the middle of the night. 
‘You could not sleep?’ Hirandar was in the shadows on the other side of the campfire. ‘The nightmare again,’ Taem murmured, wiping his eyes. He hated for people to see him cry.
‘You must try and let the past go, Taem,’ Hirandar sat up in her blankets. ‘There is nothing you could’ve done.’
‘I know,’ Taem sniffed, ‘but the hurt is deep inside me, and I can never forget.’ His eyes glistened as the sadness seared into him.
‘A terrible trauma has happened in your life,’ Hirandar walked over to Taem, and swept her hand over his brow, ‘but you must move on. Some things come to pass without reason. No one deserves a bad thing to happen to them. You have to take the sunshine with the rain in all things, in all of life.’
Taem felt his head tingle with a calming warmth.
‘Now sleep,’ Hirandar smiled, as her magic induced Taem into a peaceful rest.
 
Two days later, Hirandar and Taem had climbed high into the mountains. Taem had noticed the plants had changed as they climbed, becoming more hardy and sparse. The air was fresher and colder, and filled the back of the throat with blasts of coolness. Taem thought the ragged landscape of rock and stone had become harsh and overwhelming, as they climbed higher above the world. But he saw there was also beauty in the vastness, in the emptiness. Today the sky was thick with heavy cloud, making the grey landscape more dramatic, more oppressive. Taem looked back down the mountains, taking in the breathtaking view that lay before him. Beyond the lower mountains, mile upon mile of wooded and open country was laid out for as far as the eye could see.
‘What a view,’ Taem said in awe.
‘You’d be able to see further still on a clearer day,’ Hirandar rested on her gnarled staff, out of breath from the climb. ‘Come on, it’s not far now.’
In the early afternoon the companions came across a small valley. It was hidden from view, until they were almost on top of it. Taem thought it strange how – in contrast to the sparse, grey mountainous terrain around it – the valley was green and lush. Great forest trees grew down there, the like of which the companions had not seen in days.
‘This is unusual,’ Taem murmured.
‘Not normal indeed,’ Hirandar said, with an indifference that Taem thought was out of character.
Taem followed the Wizard down the steep slope into the valley, this surreal oasis of trees and greenery surrounded by a desert of rock. He found it strange walking through the forested vale. Taem could hear the calls of the forest birds, and the rustle of leaves in the wind. He even glimpsed deer through the undergrowth. It was similar to every other wood that Taem had been to, but yet high up in the mountains it was extraordinary.
Taem caught the flash of gold some way off through the trees.
‘Hirandar!’ Taem held up a hand and stood still. ‘Don’t move!’
‘What is it?’ Hirandar brought up her staff, ready to unleash a fireball spell.
‘I saw gold in the trees – it must be the Mountain Men!’
‘Oh,’ Hirandar relaxed, lowering her staff. ‘The Rhungars are no threat to us –’
‘They will kill us! Get down!’ Taem hauled the Wizard behind a tree stump.
‘Trust me, my boy,’ Hirandar gave Taem one of her knowing smiles. ‘They guard this place… but they’ll allow us to enter. They’ll be most disappointed to find you even glimpsed them. Now, let’s be moving,’ the Wizard strode off through the trees, leaving a bewildered Taem to chase after her heels.
After a few minutes the companions reached the centre of the wooded valley, where there was a cave entrance. 
‘This is our destination,’ Hirandar unstrapped a wooden torch from Taem’s backpack, and lit it with a swirl of her hand. The sky was overcast, and the shaded woodland was brightened by the torchlight.
For the first few moments of light, Taem saw they were encircled by glittering gold faraway amongst the trees, until the figures retreated deeper into the shadows.
‘Pay them no heed, my boy.’ Hirandar tapped Taem on the shoulder. ‘They’re old friends. And they’re just curious – as would you be, if you’d been guarding this place as long as they. Follow me,’ the Wizard stepped into the cave, flaming torch in one hand, staff in the other.
Taem trailed close behind Hirandar. His senses sharpened in the gloom. His ears caught the drip of water and the slap of boots on wet stone. His eyes flashed into the dark depths of the cave, and his nose absorbed the stale chill of the underground. Despite the cave’s natural appearance from the outside, a few feet from the entrance Taem saw steps carved into the rock, leading down into the darkness.
‘Watch your footing,’ Hirandar descended the stone stairway. ‘These steps may be slippery.’
Hirandar’s torch illuminated the tunnel, shining off its rough walls. Taem brushed his hands against the tunnel walls, and felt how the rock was damp and cold. Taem tiptoed behind the Wizard, casting his gaze back up to the dim gleam of natural light. He tried not to look into Hirandar’s torch, in an effort to retain his dark vision – as Logan had taught him. After forty steps the passage levelled out. Further down the tunnel, Taem could see it opened out into a room where an eerie blue light shone.
‘What’s that?’ Taem strained his eyes, trying to see anything more than blue light.
‘Why don’t you go and find out?’ Hirandar whispered. ‘I’ll be on your shoulder.’
Taem’s heart pounded as he advanced towards the blue light. He slid along the side of the passage, his back flat to one of the walls, melding his outline with the side of the tunnel. As he crept closer, he saw that the blue light was coming from a column of blue flame, burning at the end of a cave. Taem realised there were shadowy mounds scattered all over the chamber. He crept forward, feeling afraid. Taem froze, when he realised the mounds were skeletons. His heart missed a beat. The cave was littered with long dead skeletons! Most were still wearing rusted armour. The closest one was leering at Taem through its ancient helmet.
‘It’s a trap!’ Taem stood statue still, and held up a hand to stop Hirandar.
‘The fire killed all these men,’ Hirandar murmured, and Taem could hear her voice was full of dread.
‘We should get out!’ Taem stared at the blue flame, expecting it to reach out and burn him alive.
Hirandar hesitated. For the past twenty years, she had been waiting for this moment. She had been certain Taem was the one to retrieve the sword. But now it came to it, the Wizard was no longer sure at all. Hirandar had thought it would be so easy. She would take Taem here, and Taem would just take the sword. But it was not that simple, was it? What if Taem was not the one? What if she had brought Taem here to die?
‘Hirandar?’ Taem whispered, ‘did you not hear me? We have to get out!’
‘Taem, my boy,’ Hirandar stopped staring at the blue fire, and put her hand on Taem’s shoulder. ‘Inside the blue flame, there lies a sword. A Sodan sword from a time of legends. It has lain here, bathed in blue flames, for a thousand years. Waiting for someone who is worthy to claim it,’ Hirandar nodded her head at Taem.
Taem swallowed hard, ‘You think I should try to claim it?’
Hirandar exhaled. She was no longer sure at all. 
‘Many have tried before,’ Hirandar gestured at the long dead skeletons scattered all over the cave. ‘But all have been consumed by blue fire.’
‘Then why should I try?’ Taem shook his head at the Wizard. ‘What if I am burnt to death?’
Hirandar felt her resolve faltering, as Taem looked at her with his innocent blue eyes. But Hirandar’s own research, the prophecy, her gut instinct – everything said Taem was the one.
‘This is very powerful magic,’ Hirandar said. ‘Deep magic that cannot be unwoven, except by one whom the sword deems worthy.’ The Wizard’s voice sounded far more composed than she felt. ‘Many have tried, Taem, and they have all been consumed by blue fire the instant they touched the flames. Only one who seeks truth, and comes with virtue in his heart, will quench the blue fire. Long have I thought about this, and not lightly would I bring you here. I cannot tell you to reach for the sword, only ask if you feel it is within you to try.’
 ‘Hirandar,’ Taem stared into the blue fire, ‘it cannot be me. I’m no great hero, and I’ve never done anything worthwhile in my entire life–’
‘You have more worth than you dare give yourself credit for,’ Hirandar remained calm, and tried not to show the sadness she felt when she heard Taem be so despondent.
Taem dropped his head, ‘Logan is a great warrior, why not ask him to retrieve the sword?’
‘Logan is the greatest warrior in Hathlore,’ Hirandar looked Taem straight in the eyes, ‘but he’s humble enough to know the sword is not for him. All those who’ve tried and failed before were all great warriors, and they were all vainglorious fools.’
‘Hirandar,’ Taem murmured, ‘I’m not ready. Maybe in a few years, but not yet. I’m not good enough...’
‘Oh Taem, my boy,’ Hirandar smiled, ‘that’s why it must be you! Do you think all these mighty warriors that died here ever thought they were not good enough?’
‘No,’ Taem shrugged his shoulders, ‘of course not. That was why they were great warriors.’
‘No, Taem, you’re wrong. That was why they failed. Trust me,’ Hirandar squeezed Taem on the shoulders, ‘the flames will not harm you.’
Taem looked into the Wizard’s bright blue eyes and saw what he had always seen, a rare kindness that could never cause harm to anyone.
‘You have helped me my whole life,’ Taem smiled at the Wizard. ‘I will trust you.’
Taem started walking towards the blue flame, weaving through the skeletons. Hirandar felt a shadow fall on her heart. The Wizard was filled with fear and dread. What if she was wrong? She wanted to call Taem back. She felt guilty that she had brought the boy here to die, guilty she was using him to retrieve the sword. Hirandar opened her mouth to shout for Taem to stop. But no sound came out, and Taem walked on towards the blue flame.
Taem looked down at all the dead skeletons, as he stepped past and over them, and was terrified he was going to become one of them. He could make out a sword lying on a pedestal behind the wall of blue flame. He moved closer to the blue flame, and was disturbed to find the flames were silent.
Please, by the Light, the Wizard prayed to herself, let no harm come to this innocent boy. Hirandar felt her hands shake with fear as she watched on. Her heart was in her mouth. It was beating so hard it felt as if it would burst through her chest. For one terrified moment Hirandar almost screamed for Taem to stop, but she knew this was the way it had to be. 
Taem stood next to the blue flame. His hands shook and there was a lump in his throat. He was so close the flames were baking his skin, and he had to squint his eyes. Taem could just see a sword lying amongst the blue flames. It was so hot that sweat was forming on his forehead. He edged his shaking hand towards the blue flame, and his fingers felt as if they were burning. He wanted to pull back. The heat was unbearable. But some small courage made his fingers reach out and touch the flame. Pain shot through his hand. Blue flame engulfed his hand and arm.
‘Aaargh!’ Taem screamed in terror, as the flames danced over his skin.
‘No!’ Hirandar yelled, running forwards.
‘It’s alright!’ Taem shouted, gesturing for Hirandar to stay back. He looked down at his flaming arm in wonder. The blue flames were roaring over his arm, but his flesh was not burning. The pain had gone.
‘The Light be praised!’ Hirandar gasped. She had never been more relieved than she felt in that moment.
‘I feel the flames touching my skin,’ Taem shouted, ‘but they’re not hurting!’
‘Get the sword!’ Hirandar said.
Taem reached into the oval inset, grasped the scabbarded sword and withdrew it from the blue fire. The flames disappeared and the blue light of the cave winked out.
Taem held the sword in his trembling hands and examined it with wonder. It had a simple black leather scabbard and a black leather hilt binding, but that was where the plainness ended. The crosspiece and hilt were made of the finest steel, inlaid with sparkling silver. There was a swirling pattern engraved into the silver crosspiece that seemed to have the illusion of never ending. Taem caught his breath. That shining metal was too bright! The crosspiece was not inlaid with silver, but with zildar! Taem drew the blade from its scabbard and gasped with amazement. It was the finest blade he had ever seen. It was of a quality that surpassed exceptional craftsmanship; it was a thing of beauty. The sword had a curved single-edged blade, the elegant weapon of a Sodan. The simplicity of it only served to enhance its magnificence. As he held it up to the light of the torch, Taem saw the blade was not made of steel, but of a metal that had a blue shine to it. Taem ran his finger along the edge of the blade, and was surprised to see that it had drawn blood. 
‘Careful!’ Hirandar rushed over to Taem, and put a hand on his arm. ‘This sword is as sharp as on the day of its creation. This blade will never dull, tarnish or break. Before the Great War against the Dark, it is said a meteor fell to earth from the constellation of Alarsium. The comet was made of a strange metal never before seen. The Starmetal from that meteor was used to create a great sword, forged by the greatest bladesmiths, and imbued with the magic of old. It is this very sword, Estellarum, the Starblade.’
Taem deftly swung the sword in a figure of eight. He was in awe at how easy and natural the blade felt. Taem felt overwhelmed, a purpose of being surged through him. But he could not take his eyes off the incredible blade as he turned it in his hand, making the reflection of torch light dance along its surface.
‘This is a very powerful weapon,’ Hirandar nodded at Taem. ‘With this sword a man could do great service, using it to protect the good peoples of Hathlore.’
Taem dropped his head in reverence, and touched his new blade to his forehead. ‘Honour, valour, virtue,’ Taem whispered the Sodan Code.
‘This sword will make you the hunted,’ Hirandar whispered. ‘When the Dark Servants discover the Starblade has been taken from the flames, they will stop at nothing. Nowhere will be safe. You will endanger anyone you meet, and any friend you have ever known.’
Taem’s stomach churned like the sea in a storm, the thought of being hunted by Dark Servants filled him with dread.
‘Will the Maliven hunt me like they hunt Logan?’ Taem whispered.
‘It may be worse,’ Hirandar said softly. ‘The Dark Servants want this sword more than anything else in Hathlore. They will kill you just for carrying it.’ Hirandar touched Taem on the shoulder, ‘But you are not alone, Logan and I are with you. Come,’ Hirandar started walking for the cave exit, gesturing for Taem to follow. ‘We must meet Logan at Stheeman’s Hill.’
 



Chapter 4 – Stheeman’s Hill
 
 
Taem and Hirandar approached Stheeman’s Hill in the late evening, three days after leaving the mountains. Taem had never been to such a large town before. It had almost two hundred buildings. The glow of lamplight was comforting and warm after a week in the wilderness. Taem looked forward to sleeping in a bed, and warming himself by a fireplace.
‘Keep the sword covered,’ Hirandar whispered to Taem as they walked towards the town. Taem made sure that his cloak was pulled over the sword at his hip.
‘The Maliven have spies everywhere,’ Hirandar glanced around the twilight countryside. ‘They could be looking for me, and they might even be looking for you. We don’t know how much they know. Keep the sword secret, always.’
Taem felt a shiver of fear as he looked ahead at the lights of Stheeman’s Hill. They no longer seemed so inviting at all.
‘The town looks busy,’ Taem could see lots of people milling down the main street up ahead.
‘Stheeman’s Hill is on the Mountain Way,’ Hirandar said, ‘the main trade route from the north to the south. It has many inns, and many traders and strangers passing through. It’s not safe here for us.’
Taem could hear the Wizard was anxious, and that made him worried.
‘Don’t talk to anyone,’ Hirandar nodded at Taem, ‘don’t even look anyone in the eye unless you have to. Anyone could be Maliven. Follow me, and keep your eyes open.’
Taem was on a knife edge as he followed the old woman through the lamp-lit town. They walked past dozens of people out for an evening stroll, and they all looked harmless to Taem. He saw rich merchants with armed guards, farmers, townspeople, travellers, shopkeepers and inn-workers. Even so, he was careful not to catch their eyes. He shivered when he thought any of these normal looking people could be a Maliven spy. Hirandar led them past shops and taverns, to the other side of town, and into the Boot and Fiddle Inn.
The two companions stepped inside, into the warm yellow glow of the common room, with its black beams, crooked white walls and red brick fireplaces. There must have been fifty people sitting at the tables or propping up the bar. After a week in the wilderness, the hum of dozens of people all talking at once seemed strange to Taem. He became anxious that any of these could be Maliven. He was suspicious of the old men sat round the fireplace, the townspeople sat talking at the tables, and some merchant’s guards in the middle of the room. Even the way a townswoman glanced at him made him wonder.
But then Taem realised that Logan was sat at a small table in the corner, with his back to the wall, watching the rest of the common room. Taem’s tense shoulders relaxed as he recognised the familiar face.
Logan gestured for Taem to come over with a dip of his head. Hirandar went to the bar to talk to the innkeeper.
‘You have it then?’ Logan had a startling intensity in his eyes.
Taem patted his side where, underneath his cloak, the Starblade lay against his hip. 
‘You must show me later,’ Logan glanced around the common room. ‘But not here, too many watching eyes.’ 
Hirandar came over and sat with them around the table, ‘We’ll eat now, and go to our room. We can’t talk properly here.’
Taem was surprised they had to be so secretive – that they could not even say hello to each other – but he knew Logan and Hirandar would not be like that without reason.
The innkeeper served the three of them a dinner of roast beef and vegetables. And still they did not speak to each other. Taem was enjoying the succulent beef and crispy potatoes, when he realised the people sat at the next table were having an interesting conversation.
‘They say there’s trouble in the North,’ said an old man with grey hair.
‘Last night,’ a local woman said, ‘I spoke to a Sarcaedian merchant who was staying at the inn where I work. She said there’s unrest on the Border, the Shadowlands are stirring.’ 
‘Trouble on the Shadowborder?’ A man with a big nose laughed sarcastically. ‘Nargs invading? You’re now going to tell us that Malveous himself was waiting for you last night, trying to get you – whilst hiding under your bed I suppose?’
A couple of other townspeople burst out with laughter at this suggestion. Taem found nothing funny about it though. He saw the black look on Hirandar’s face, and the fury with which Logan was cutting into his beef.
‘Do you think the Grim Wanderer is going to come and save you?’ Big Nose chortled.
‘I don’t believe in childish tales of demons!’ The lady inn worker glowered at Big Nose. ‘And I know those legends of the Grim Wanderer are just stories! But I do believe that Beastmen live in the Shadowlands.’
‘I’ve heard men from the army talk about the ferocious Nargs,’ Grey Hair said, ‘but all the Beastmen are trapped in the Shadowlands. Sarcaedia holds the Northern Border, so they cannot overrun our lands. I think we’re safe from Narg raiders here.’
‘Honestly, you people!’ Big Nose scoffed. ‘The travellers must have great fun at our expense, telling us backwater folk tall tales about things out of the storybooks. Someone’s now going to tell us how a Baku followed them home last night–’
‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ The townswoman snapped. ‘You’re a fool to speak that name aloud!’
‘Believe what you like,’ Big Nose smirked. ‘I’ll wait till I see one with my own eyes – and not go by the word of some traveller looking for a cheap laugh!’
Hirandar rose out of her chair, scraping it across the tiled floor. There was a thunderous scowl across her face, as she stormed out of the common room. Big Nose, Grey Hair and the townswoman turned round in surprise, but soon continued on with their misinformed conversation.
Logan and Taem finished their dinners, and followed after Hirandar without a word. They found Hirandar lying back on one of the three beds in room number eight. The Wizard did not speak until Taem and Logan had entered and locked the door behind them.
 ‘Bloody fools!’ The Wizard snarled. ‘So ignorant these people are of the world! Content they sit, chatting away in the tavern – whilst hundreds of soldiers die every year defending The Border! Just so these idiots can continue their ungrateful existence!’ The Wizard thumped her fist into her palm. ‘This is why the Maliven can spread their influence so easily. Sowing the Dark One’s evil seed in the world of Men – without them believing until it’s too late. I almost wish a Narg had come through the inn door! Well, almost…’
‘Why don’t they believe Nargs exist?’ Taem stashed his travelling pack in the corner of the room, and hung their cloaks up on the back of the door.
‘Because we do our job too well,’ Logan walked over to the window, peering down at the alley behind the inn. ‘We fight and die, to keep these people safe. And that is the thanks we get. It isn’t worth getting upset about, Hirandar. It’s always that way in the kingdoms far from the Shadowlands.’ Logan pulled the curtains across the window. ‘Show me the sword, Taem.’
With the whisper of metal on leather, Taem pulled his blade from its scabbard and presented it to Logan with two hands. The Sodan Master took the blade and tried a few strikes through the air. 
‘This sword is a unique wonder,’ Logan whispered, as he brought the blade up to his face. ‘Flawless and perfect,’ the Sodan Master turned the keen edge over, examining it from different angles.
Logan’s sword was a mighty Sodan blade, but the Master knew this Starblade was something else. He could feel the power of Estellarum coursing through his blood as he held the sword. Logan had never felt anything like it, nothing even came close. The Sodan Master knew this Starblade was imbued with the Light itself. And he could already feel the link between Taem and his sword.
‘This is your sword,’ Logan offered the Starblade to Taem. ‘It’s a part of you now. You must never lose it.’
‘Yes, Master,’ Taem took back his sword, touched the flat of the blue blade to his forehead, and sheathed the sword by his side.
‘And Taem,’ Logan smiled, ‘I’m proud of you.’ Logan touched his apprentice on the shoulder.
‘Thank you, Master,’ Taem grinned.
‘I never doubted you’d come back with the sword,’ Logan said.
‘It’s late,’ Hirandar reached over to turn off the oil lamp, ‘It’s a long way north to Dolam, and further still after that. We better get some rest.’
‘Good night.’ Taem reached over to extinguish the last oil lamp, and fell asleep.
 
Taem woke in the middle of the night, filled with a sense of unease. It was like nothing he had ever felt before. Taem felt as if he could sense evil. He felt a terrible sense of doom and foreboding, as if he was in danger. He stared up through the shadows at the beams overhead, and looked round the dark room. There was nothing untoward in the room, and Hirandar and Logan were sleeping. But yet Taem could feel something was not right. There was something Dark close by. He could feel the presence of something that could only be evil. Perhaps he was just imagining it, but the sense of dread felt too strong.
‘Get up!’ Logan roared, as he leapt out of bed. ‘Nargs!’ The Sodan Master reached for his sword. ‘Hirandar, make some light!’
The Wizard sat up in bed, and conjured a ball of white light to float above her outstretched palm.
‘Ready your sword!’ Logan shouted at Taem. ‘Nargs are coming, I can feel them. They are close!’
Taem felt a surge of terror wash over him. He could not move. It made horrible sense. Logan had told him that Sodan could feel when Nargs were close, feel their blight on the world. That was the dreadful sense of evil that had woken him. He leapt into action, hurrying to pull his clothes on, relieved Logan was there to tell him what to do. A scream echoed through the night outside. Followed by a bestial roar that was more savage and violent than anything Taem had ever heard. There were more cries and roars filling the night, from all over the town. Taem shuddered as he heard those evil cries. They chilled his soul. He wanted to crawl under the bed and hide.
‘The Light protect us,’ Hirandar murmured as she got out of bed.
‘Sounds like a full war party.’ Logan peeked out the window, pulling back the edge of the curtain.
‘How many’s that?’ Taem asked Hirandar.
‘Fifty.’ Hirandar picked up her staff.
Taem began to shake again. Fifty? They had no chance. 
‘Stay close to me,’ Logan looked at Taem. ‘Do not hesitate. These Nargs are here to kill us. Follow me.’ 
Logan pulled the door back fast, sword at the ready. There were terrified people in the corridor, but no Nargs. Logan crept down the corridor and Taem was close behind. The horrendous roars were just outside the inn. Taem’s hands were shaking so much he had to concentrate to hold his sword. Logan reached the top of the stairs, and Taem followed him down. He kept thinking a Narg would jump out any moment. The roars outside grew louder. Taem’s heart was thumping through his chest. They entered the common room, where someone had lit all the lamps. Taem looked all over the room, searching for any Nargs. He was so glad Logan was with him. The Sodan Master did not even seem scared. Taem had never seen Logan emanate such strength, and he took courage from his confidence. There were townspeople cowering down, huddling together in a corner, praying.
‘Help us!’ A townswoman cried out, when she saw Logan. ‘There are monsters outside!’
There was a massive smash as the inn’s front door splintered, and crashed off its hinges. A terrible howl came from just outside the doorway. It was so loud that it shook the inn’s walls. Taem trembled when he thought about the Narg that made that sound. The townspeople fled for the stairs, screaming in terror. The monster’s shadow filled the doorway. Taem wanted to run away. He saw the Narg was seven foot tall, and so wide it filled the entire door. The Narg stepped into the light. Taem reared back. The creature was horrific. The Narg had the head of a bull, and the body of a huge furred man. But the creature was far taller and more muscular than any man Taem had ever seen. Its eyes were red, full of murder and bloodlust. Those eyes burned like coals in the dark. The Narg carried a great rusty axe in its massive arms, and was covered in black metal armour. It opened its fanged mouth and bellowed a bestial challenge. Taem quaked, and prayed to the Light. The Narg stepped inside, and it moved like a beast, as if it could explode into violence.
Logan took a few steps towards the Narg. Taem wanted to pull Logan back, tell him they had to run away. But the Sodan Master seemed so calm. The Narg rushed towards Logan. Taem wanted to shout for Logan to run, but he was frozen in fear. He was terrified the powerful monster would cleave Logan in two. The Sodan Master leapt to the side as the Narg charged. The creature pulled back its axe to swing. But Logan was too fast. The Sodan Master’s blade cut through the Narg’s arm, cleaved through its dark armour, and halfway through its giant chest. The Narg slumped to the floor, dead.
Taem stared at Logan in amazement. He had never seen the Master move that fast before.
‘Taem,’ Logan kept his eyes fixed on the darkness beyond the doorway, ‘stay close to me!’
Logan edged towards the doorway, and Taem followed. Hirandar was close behind. Taem watched as Logan peered out into the darkness, looking all around.
‘We must get the horses,’ Logan edged out. ‘Follow me!’
Logan turned left and hurried away, towards the stables, Taem ran after him. As he stepped out into the night, he heard more spine-chilling cries. They seemed to come from all directions. A great shadow loomed out of the dark. The giant Narg loomed over Logan. This Narg seemed even more sinister than the last. Out of a shaggy mound of hair, protruded two massive horns, a huge snout of sharp teeth, and two red eyes gleamed. Taem saw Logan’s sword flash in the torchlight. Logan ducked as the Narg swung its club. The Sodan Master drove his sword forward and up. His Sodan blade speared the monster through its gut and up into its heart. Taem looked back, and saw more looming shadows running towards them from the Boot and Fiddle Inn.
‘They’re behind us!’ Taem shouted. ‘We can’t get to the stables!’
Fire sprung to life in Hirandar’s fist, and she launched it at the charging shadows. There was a terrible shrieking as one of the Nargs was engulfed in flame.
‘Run!’ Logan pulled Taem and Hirandar along with him.
They sprinted down the street. Taem saw Nargs off to one side, tearing a corpse to pieces, feasting on the flesh and drinking the blood. Taem felt his stomach turn, and he thought he was going to be sick. The Nargs looked up with beady red eyes, and soon began running after Taem. Up ahead, some townspeople ran screaming from a house. Two Nargs came bounding after them, pouncing on the people. The Nargs hacked and slashed and ripped out the people’s throats. Logan was too far away to do anything, and Taem had to avert his eyes. Logan knew the old Wizard would never be able to keep this pace up. Up ahead there were clashes of steel on metal, as many shadows battled in the dark. Taem saw men fighting the Nargs in the dark street, outside a large inn.
‘Head for the inn!’ Logan shouted as they ran.
Taem watched in horror as a Narg skewered a merchant’s guard with a great spear. The Narg screamed as it hurled the dead guard away like a ragdoll. Two other merchant’s guards managed to hack a Narg down with their swords, by coming at it from both sides. But most of the guards were backing away in terror. The Nargs were surrounding them, huge shadows coming forth from the night, red eyes glinting with evil intent. One Narg leapt forward and brought a great axe down. It cleaved one of the merchant’s guards in two. The Nargs roared and screamed, calling for more blood.
Logan ran at the Nargs, his sword trailing behind him. The Nargs had their backs to him, as they faced the dozen merchant’s guards. The Sodan Master leapt up high and decapitated a Narg. Logan landed, turned and thrust his sword through the back of another. From behind Taem, he felt the hairs on the back of his neck go stiff. There was blinding light. Hirandar launched lightning bolts into the two Nargs either side of Logan. The monsters were lit up with blue light, and screamed as they burned.
‘Inside the inn!’ Logan shouted at the terrified merchant’s guards, and everyone followed him through the door.
Taem saw many horrified townspeople in the inn, all looking up as if they had seen their worst nightmares come true.
‘The Light protect us,’ one of the shaking merchant’s guards mumbled.
‘Bar the door!’ Logan shouted at the guards, shocking them, and they jumped into reinforcing the door with benches and tables.
‘Taem, go with those two,’ Logan pointed at a couple of quivering merchant’s guards, ‘go and check the back door is locked.’ Logan grabbed Taem’s arm, ‘Be careful! Don’t hesitate. Go!’ Logan pushed him towards the door behind the bar.
Taem crept into the dark kitchen. Nothing moved in the shadows. All he could hear was the sound of his own breathing, and the frightened gasps of the two guards behind him. Every moment Taem expected a Narg to jump him. From under one of the tables, out from the corner of the worktop. Taem’s heart was thumping through his chest as he slunk to the other side. He could hear one of the merchant’s guards shaking so much that his sword was knocking against the metal on his belt. They reached the other side of the kitchen and started down a passage. One of the guards picked up an oil lamp and lit it. Taem was expecting the light to reveal a great Narg hiding in the corridor. But it was empty. Taem could see a door to a larder, and at the far end of the corridor the back door was open to the outside.
‘Light!’ One of the guards gasped. ‘How long’s that door been open for?’
Taem edged forward, as quiet as he could be. His eyes were fixed on the black of the outside night. He kept expecting a Narg to come through any moment. He reached the larder, and motioned for the guards to go in. Taem waited outside and watched the open back door. The guards seemed to be ages in the larder, and Taem began to wonder if something had happened to them. A shadow popped its head out into the corridor. Taem jumped back, bringing his sword up. But then he realised it was a man not a beast.
‘Sorry,’ the guard whispered, ‘it’s a big larder, but there’s nothing in here.’
‘Let’s shut the door then,’ Taem began creeping towards the back door.
A pair of glowing red coals appeared in the night beyond.
Taem reared back in terror.
‘Arrrgghh!’ The guard with the lamp leapt away, and fled from the Narg. The other guard followed.
The Narg stepped into the corridor, into the lamplight, filling it with its massive bulk. This Narg was over seven foot tall, covered in dense black fur, and had blood dripping from its gaping maw. It carried a giant butcher’s cleaver in its club of a hand. Its rusted armour seemed to be an extension of its body. The Narg moved nothing like a man: it seemed to carry a primitive power in its monstrous body. Taem felt frozen to the spot. He heard the two guards running away behind him. Taem backed away a few steps. He raised up his sword, with shaking hands. The Narg stepped towards him, snarling. Taem had never been more terrified. He could have run back to Logan. But the back door had to be closed. He had seen his Master kill the other Nargs, and that gave him the shred of courage to stand there. He began to plan how he would attack the Narg. Would he throw a horizontal slash, a downward strike? But the Narg rushed him. The monster swung its cleaver for his head. Taem just managed to duck. Instinct took over, and he did not have time to be afraid.
Taem brought his sword up to a high side block, just enough to deflect the Narg’s wild swing. The juddering force jarred his wrists, and it took all Taem’s will to hold onto his sword. He jumped back, out of reach from a blow that would have cleaved him in two. Taem realised that the Narg might be strong and big, but it was slow and ponderous. And he was Sodan, he had trained for years for this moment. The Narg swung again, and Taem deflected its cleaver off to the side, leaving the Narg wide open. Taem brought his sword up high and chopped down in one movement. The end of his Starblade cut down between the Narg’s red eyes. The monster collapsed to the floor. Taem stared down at the dead Narg in disbelief. He had acted by instinct alone. He had survived! He had defeated an enemy!
The two merchant’s guards edged back out from the corridor, gaping at Taem in amazement.
Taem rushed to the back door, pulled it shut and bolted it. The three of them ran back to the kitchen to get tables to wedge the door shut, and went back to the common room.
Logan had made the townspeople push the tables up against the windows, and he had gathered fifteen merchant’s guards, and another twenty men and women who were armed with anything they could find. There were a hundred other townspeople crowded at the end of the room, far from the front door. Taem saw Big Nose and Grey Hair amongst them, saw the look of absolute horror on their faces. They would never again be laughing about Nargs being stories to scare children. Taem dreaded to think what had happened to any people that had not made it to this inn. They were surely dead. Murdered, ripped to pieces, and being feasted on by the Nargs outside the inn. Taem heard the Nargs roaring, from all around the inn. It was the sound of pure bloodlust. Taem was still scared, but not as terrified now he had defeated one of the monsters himself. Now, he was more frightened by the fact they were outnumbered.
‘Why do they not attack the inn, Logan?’ Hirandar asked.
‘I don’t know,’ Logan peered through the side of one of the windows, and saw great shadows moving in the darkness of the street. ‘It makes no sense. They could easily smash their way through our barricades. So what are they waiting for?’
Townspeople at the far end of the common room began screaming, and running back from the wall. Taem turned to look, and saw the far wall was on fire.
‘Light!’ Logan saw flames licking up the inside wall, ‘They’re going to smoke us out!’
People in the common room started panicking and shouting, and the Nargs outside began bellowing louder. Everyone in the common room was looking at Logan.
‘We’ll have to attack them,’ Logan pointed his sword to the front door.
‘Attack them?’ merchant’s guards looked at each other in shock.
‘Would you rather burn to death?’ Logan gestured to the far wall, which was now engulfed in flames.
All the merchant’s guards and townspeople looked at Logan with dread in their eyes. But Taem could see they realised they had no other choice.
‘When we go through that door,’ Logan pointed to the outside, ‘spread out in a line, but keep your backs to the inn. The sooner we go the better. Our only chance is if we fight together.’ Logan looked at the merchant’s guards, and he doubted some of them had the courage to do this. ‘If we don’t all charge out together, we’re dead already. And so is everyone else in here!’ Logan pointed at the Townspeople cowering back from the fire.
The men stayed silent, staring at Logan with terrified eyes. Taem could see some of them faltering, but they stayed out of shame, and fear of looking a coward.
‘If you won’t fight,’ Logan said strongly, ‘then the Nargs will come in here and butcher you anyway. Or they’ll just wait until the flames become unbearable, and people start running out into the street.’ Logan gestured to the women, the children and the old, cowering in the corner, quivering back from the flames. ‘If we don’t fight, then all these people will be slaughtered. If the Nargs take them alive they’ll drink their blood and devour their flesh.’
Some of the merchant’s guards looked horrified and nauseous at that thought.
‘It’s quicker to die with a sword in your hand,’ Logan raised up his sword, ‘than be pulled apart slowly and eaten alive. If we all fight together, some of us have a chance of surviving. Do you understand?’
No one spoke.
‘We are with you warrior,’ one of the merchant’s guards whispered. 
‘Aye,’ cried a few of the others. Many of them stayed silent, their faces pale and terrified, but they looked at Logan as if they would follow him.
‘Let’s do this,’ Logan gestured for two merchant’s guards to remove the benches wedging the front door. They pulled the door aside, and Logan went sprinting out. Taem was the second man behind him, not because he was feeling brave – he felt as terrified as the others looked – but he followed out of loyalty. The outside of the inn was going up in flames, so the Nargs surrounding the inn were shadows in the flame-light. Taem saw rows of hungry eyes that glittered red, eager for more slaughter. He was so afraid, but he would fight alongside Logan whatever happened. Being alongside the Master gave Taem the strength to charge at the first Narg he saw. Logan’s sword smashed through the front Narg. Taem stayed alongside Logan, running at his Narg, lifting his sword up high and hurling it forward. To his surprise, Taem caught the Narg out with his speed, and his Starblade buried deep into its torso.
Most of the merchant’s guards ran with Taem and Logan, charging into the Nargs, and swinging swords and axes. Hirandar hurled magic fireballs at the Nargs, consuming them in fire. Townspeople followed after the merchant’s guards, with kitchen knives, sticks, hammers and woodsman axes, shouting as they leapt on the Nargs. Many men got destroyed by Narg axes and hammers, or cut in half, or had their skulls caved in by the monsters. But many of the Nargs succumbed to the ferocity of the desperate townspeople.
Logan made swift work of any Nargs he found. He had killed hundreds of Nargs before, and they were always slow and predictable. The Sodan Master’s blade smashed through one Narg, and lopped the head off another. Taem stayed close to the Master. Seeing Logan kill Narg after Narg was inspiring, and it kept him safe. A Narg charged Taem with a wild swing of a huge hammer. Taem leapt to the side. He pivoted, bringing his Starblade out and round, and cutting clean through the Narg’s flank. Taem rushed the next Narg, coming across with a devastating blow. The Narg used its rusty axe to turn his sword away. Taem reversed the swing back across, and the monster just managed to deflect the Starblade to the side. Taem used the momentum to bring his blade full circle, down, back, up, over and down, cutting straight through the Nargs head.
Through the melee, Taem saw a man walking towards him. But this man moved as if he were a snake. Taem realised the man was coming straight for him, oblivious to all the other men and Nargs fighting around them. This man emanated menace. Taem’s hands began to shake. He felt a deep terror that chilled his blood. Taem knew this man was Dark and evil – and he had come to kill him. The man strode closer, and Taem gasped when he saw the man’s face. His eyes were black. They had no soul. Taem felt rooted to the spot in sheer horror. This was a demon walking in a man’s body. The demon pulled out a black sword from under its black cloak. Taem raised his trembling sword into the guard position. The demon hissed and leapt at Taem.
The demon moved with supernatural speed. It seemed to attack in three places at once. Taem was frantic as he tried to beat away the demon’s sword. He blocked and parried, and moved aside – but always the demon attacked again and again. It was a shadow. It moved faster than he could think. Taem could not get any time to do anything but desperate defence. Taem turned the demon’s blade over, but it was already swinging in from the other side. Taem just managed to deflect its blow. The demon lashed out for his head, and Taem parried the slash so it missed his cheek by an inch. In the next moment, the demon thrust a kick into Taem’s stomach. Taem went flying back and dropped to the floor. Pain shot all over his chest. He could not breathe. He clutched his stomach, tried to struggle to his feet. He felt as if he was drowning. His sword was on the ground. But the pain! He could not move. Taem slumped back to the floor. The demon towered over him.
‘Pathetic,’ the demon hissed, ‘the legacy of the Sodan is dead.’
Logan’s blade flew through the air, and the demon leapt away.
‘Get back, Nightdemon!’ Logan lunged forward, but the demon blocked his thrust.
‘Grim Wanderer,’ the demon spat out with venom, as it recognised Logan’s sword.
Logan leapt at the demon, as it charged towards him. Their swords clashed together in an almighty collision. Taem watched in awe as the Sodan Master battled the Nightdemon, moving so fast that he could barely follow what was happening. Logan’s sword flashed through the dark. The demon lashed out faster than a striking serpent. Their swords smashed together over and over again. Logan defended the demon’s ferocious attacks, and managed to counter back. The Sodan swung for the demon’s head, chopped at its legs, and aimed to cleave through its body. But each time the demon’s sword deflected his every move. The Nightdemon went into a fury, hacking and slashing, throwing a dozen strikes, forcing Logan back. The Sodan Master just managed to stop the demon short on every blow, though Taem could see Logan was hard pressed. The demon had the upper hand.
A ball of white light smashed into the demon. There was a massive bang. The Nightdemon was launched thirty foot through the air. It tumbled end over end to stop in a heap in the ground.
Hirandar helped Taem get on his feet. Taem looked the Wizard in her eyes, and saw she looked exhausted. More tired than Taem had ever seen anyone. Hirandar’s eyes seemed to have shrunk into her head, and she was bent double. She seemed to have aged ten years in ten minutes.
‘What took you so long,’ Logan muttered to Hirandar, as he walked over to help support the old Wizard.
Taem saw the Nargs slinking back into the shadows.
‘Why do they back off?’ Taem looked round, and saw all the surviving merchant’s guards and townspeople were as surprised as he was.
‘The Baku leads them,’ Logan gestured at the still black mound that was the Nightdemon.
‘Baku?’ Taem whispered.
‘That’s what the Nightdemons call themselves,’ Hirandar pointed her staff at the fallen demon, and crept towards it. Logan went with the Wizard, with his sword at the ready.
The demon leapt to its feet. Taem reared back in shock. How was it still alive? The creature sprinted off for the nearest shadows. Hirandar took aim with her staff, and loosed a massive ball of white light at the fleeing demon. The Nightdemon threw itself aside. The white light missed. The demon rolled, came up running, and was off melding into the shadows. The ball of white light flew into a house across the street, and blew it to pieces.
‘We’ll never catch it by night,’ Logan watched the Nargs running off into the darkness. 
‘How did Hirandar’s magic blast,’ Taem looked at the destroyed house, ‘only manage
 to knock down the demon? How is it not dead?’
‘They are not easy to kill,’ Logan watched all the Narg corpses. ‘You are lucky to have survived at all, Taem. Few men have faced a Baku and lived to tell the tale.’
‘What’s it doing so far from the Shadowlands, Logan?’ Hirandar leaned her weary body on her staff.
‘I think we know why it’s come,’ Logan looked down at Taem’s sword.
‘The demon’s eyes,’ Taem whispered, ‘they’re terrifying. I was so afraid.’ Taem stared at the floor.
‘Taem,’ Logan put a hand on Taem’s shoulder, ‘you did well to even fight it. I have known many brave men who have tried, and failed. I’ve seen hardened troops run in fear from one, and entire bands of soldiers ripped to pieces. Trust me, you did well.’
‘Can we kill it?’ Taem looked at Logan with frightened eyes.
‘The Nightdemons move faster than anything I’ve ever seen,’ Logan stared out into the night, ‘and have more strength than a giant Narg. But one of our swords,’ Logan held up his Sodan blade, ‘will take its head clean off.’
‘My Lady Wizard,’ an older man rushed up to Hirandar, ‘my son. He has a sword in his gut, but still breathes. Can you come? Please?’
Taem saw the desperate look in the villager’s eyes.
‘I will try,’ Hirandar nodded, and followed after the man, disappearing into the next street.
‘Warrior,’ one of the merchant guards came up to Logan, ‘what do we do now?’
‘Gather the people into the safest building,’ Logan said, ‘light watch fires, barricade the doors, and pray for dawn.’
‘The old mayor’s house is fortified,’ the guard said, ‘we might be able to hold them off there.’
‘I can feel they’re still close,’ Logan stared out into the darkness.
‘As can I,’ Taem murmured. He strained his eyes, and made out shadows shifting in the dark of night, just beyond the town boundary. ‘I can see them!’
‘They’re coming to finish us off,’ Logan said.
A horn blast rang out through the dark, making Taem jump out of his skin. Roars echoed through the night, from all around.
‘They’ve been reinforced!’ Logan shouted. ‘Come, we must get the horses!’
Logan and Taem ran back down the street, towards the Boot and Fiddle. They ran for the stables, and found only one of their horses still there, Storm, the others had bolted. Taem hurried to get a bridle on the terrified horse, as he tried his best to soothe the grey mare.
‘No time for a saddle,’ Logan peered out into the darkness. ‘Hurry, we must find Hirandar.’
A thunderclap boomed through the night.
‘The Wizard is under attack!’ Logan ran towards the noise. Taem ran after him, dragging the whinnying horse behind.
They turned a street corner, and saw three Nargs breaking into a grand house with barred windows and a solid door. There was a flash of green light from inside the house, and one of the Nargs squealed as it was consumed in green fire. Logan charged in and speared one of the Nargs. He turned and cleaved in the other’s head.
‘Let them in!’ Hirandar shouted, from inside the house.
‘Hurry!’ Logan looked from side to side, seeing hulking shadows sprinting towards them. The frantic people inside the house removed the makeshift barricade on the door.
‘There’s people being chased!’ A villager shouted, from an upstairs window.
Taem looked round to see a woman running towards the fortified house, pulling two children along, with a Narg just behind them. There was no way they were going to outrun it. Taem leapt on Storm’s back. He met Logan’s eyes for a moment, as he spun the horse, and a knowing look passed between them.
‘Ride!’ Logan shouted.
Taem slammed his heels into Storm’s flanks, and she galloped forward. He charged out towards the fleeing villagers, saw the Narg gaining on them, and the dozens more Nargs following. The children’s legs were giving way. The Narg was two metres behind. It reached out and pounced. Taem flew past the villagers and swung out his sword. The Starblade cleaved the leaping Narg’s head. Storm was charging so fast, that Taem shot past that first Narg, and was moments away from being amongst the dozens of other Nargs. Taem yanked the reins hard to the right. Storm swerved to the side, and it took all his leg strength to hold on. Nargs leapt for the horse, but she skittered past them, down an alley.
Storm raced away, and Taem glanced behind to see Nargs pursuing them. There was no way back. He could hear thunder behind him, and he knew Hirandar was defending the fortified house. He turned at the end of the alley, back towards the house. Taem drove Storm hard, looping round the town to come at the house from the other side. But when the house came into view, Taem’s heart sank. There were scores of Nargs surrounding the house, screaming and roaring for blood. Taem pulled Storm back. There were still Nargs in pursuit. Other Nargs turned from the house, and started running towards him. There was nothing he could do. Taem jolted Storm into a gallop once more, and they flew into the darkness of the countryside.
 



Chapter 5 – Borleon Forest
 
 
Taem rode hard for three days. He went north, making for the great city of Dolam, the way Hirandar had always said to go. Poor Storm was pushed to the limit of exhaustion, but Taem knew the Nargs could still be after him. He was forever watching over his shoulder. Waiting, expecting to see Nargs on the horizon, but he never felt the taint of evil, as he had at Stheeman’s Hill. He was torn by abandoning Logan and Hirandar. Racked with guilt that he had left them to their fate, but what else could he do? There were a hundred Nargs pursuing him, for all he knew.
The nights were the worst. Taem tried not to sleep, but Storm needed the rest. Travelling on horseback he must have far out-ran the Nargs, but that was small comfort in the dark of the night, when he sat shivering in the gloom, with no blanket and no fire to reveal his position. All Taem could think about in those long nights, was the red glow of Nargs eyes out in the darkness. They were out there, somewhere. Taem was well-schooled in woodcraft and hunting, but he was forever running, so he had to scavenge what little food and water he could find as he fled. And he had to be wary of Nargs in front as well as behind. It was extraordinary for them to be so far south. Had they invaded the whole of Aritas? Or had they just come down from the Dredgen on a raid? Watching for enemies in every direction, was grinding him down to the ground.
During the day, Taem passed the odd traveller on the Mountain Way, a farmer or a merchant train, heading south. He tried to warn them of the Nargs to the south, but they always looked at him like he was crazy, and hurried on past. The more insistent he was about the monsters, the quicker other travellers wanted to get away. They would only believe when they saw it with their own eyes, when it would be too late.
Taem was slumped over in the saddle, asleep, when Storm stumbled, jolting him back awake. Taem opened his eyes, and was confronted by the enormous Borleon Forest. The massive hardwood forest stretched from the base of the Dredgen Mountains to as far as the eye could see westwards. It roared up over the land like the crest of a green wave. People said Borleon Forest was haunted, but Taem knew it could be no worse than what was behind him. The quickest way to the north was through the forest – to go around would increase the journey time three fold. Taem crossed the threshold into the shadows of the trees, and he felt there was something watching him. The trees towered over his head, ancient and domineering. An eerie breeze whistled through them, and Taem shivered. There could well be Nargs hiding in the depths of the old forest.
Night had fallen in the vast forest, and Taem could understand why people were wary of being there. Without a fire, it was so dark he could barely see his hand in front of his face. The trees around him seemed to loom up with menace, as if angry he was trespassing in their forest. Storm was resting her head on Taem’s knee, as he sat with his back to a tree. She was so tired she was sleeping lying down. Taem rubbed the poor beast’s nose, and it soothed her a little. She was even more frightened than he was.
Creatures of the night hours called to one another, causing Taem to jump and shiver each time some ominous cry echoed through the darkness. Those calls were different to the menacing roar of the Nargs, but it was hard to be sure of anything any more. As another harsh cry rang out through the forest, Taem was thankful he had Estellarum. His trembling hand closed around the hilt as he stared out into the darkness. He tried to stay awake, but his eyes became so heavy.
When Taem next opened his eyes, dawn was seeping through the trees. With hollow legs and an empty stomach, Taem struggled to his feet. There was birdsong amongst the trees this morning, and he hoped they would alert an enemy’s approach. Taem wolfed down a handful of nuts and berries he had collected yesterday, but he needed a proper meal. He patted Storm’s head, took up her reins and led her on through the forest. He would not ride her today unless he was in danger, she needed the rest.
They stopped late afternoon by a stream to drink. Taem managed to scoop a trout from the water. He was so hungry, he risked a fire by the daylight, to cook and eat the fish. The forest seemed quite ordinary during the daytime. Woodland animals bustled about their business, scurrying through the undergrowth as they cast him wary, yet curious, glances. Birds fluttered between the great trees, singing a pleasant chatter of competing tunes, and insects buzzed between the scarce flowers, barely aware of anything beyond their own existence.
Someone shouted in the forest. The rabbits stared that way, turned and scampered off. Taem sat dead still and listened. There was no birdsong now, and he could make out feint sounds of metal crashing upon metal. He left Storm by the stream, and crept closer to the noises. He knew there was no mistaking what the sounds were. Taem glimpsed movement in a clearing up ahead.
Taem drew his sword and stalked closer. He placed each foot to avoid snapping noisy twigs. His body tingled. Suddenly he became more aware of everything: the sound of his quickened breathing, the touch of his boot to soil, and the movement of every leaf in the wind. He shot from tree to tree now, using them as cover, skulking his way towards the clearing. The ringing of clashing blades had finished. What did that mean? Taem felt his blood rush. Fear surged through him. The urge to run flared up from the back of his mind. But something held him back: “Honour above your own life”, Logan’s words resounded through Taem’s head, and he remembered The Code.
Taem went down into a crouch, and crept up to a tree trunk through a patch of dense undergrowth. He winced every time he made the slightest sound, pausing for a moment, listening for signals he had been detected. He crawled to the base of a wide oak. Taem’s thundering heartbeat threatened to burst from his chest, as he edged his head round the knotted roots to see.
In the clearing, Taem saw his enemy, and all his fear was lost. A pack of Kruns had attacked some men and women. Two men and two women lay dead on the ground, as did six Krun. Taem saw a third man still had life in him, and he lay wounded and gasping for breath not two yards from Taem’s concealed position. A deep crimson gash ran down the man’s leg, and his side was pierced by one of the Kruns’ crude arrows. Five more Kruns still stood, in a huddle beyond the injured man.
Taem recognised the Krun by their horrifically sallow skin – it was a rotting, gangrenous yellow, akin to raw meat that had decayed beyond festering purple. Their wizened hides were leathery and flayed, akin to sun-scorched carcasses. The Krun were no more than five feet tall, they were skinny and ungainly, and lurched with a characteristic stoop. Their foul stench filled Taem’s nostrils and it took all of his discipline not to make a sound as he retched. The Kruns’ hooded yellow eyes, beady and devious, darted around with crafty malice. Those eyes were sunk in a face that looked as if it had been mauled by a rabid beast. A sinister hooked nose hung over a wide gaping mouth full of crooked, filthy teeth. The Kruns were armed with an assortment of vicious weapons, which were all afflicted by a rusty pestilence. Taem gagged again as he took in the clothes they wore. Their disgusting tunics and armour were stained dark by dirt, and infested with crawling lice.
In many ways Taem could see the Krun were frightening creatures – but they did not frighten him. A cold fury overcame Taem. He remembered when he had seen the Krun once before, from a distance, as they butchered his family and childhood friends. He remembered how they took such delight from the mindless slaughter of innocence. 
One of the enemy walked up to the injured man – a particularly nasty Krun with a horrendous cut splitting its chin, and a badly stitched scar that ran through its missing eye.
‘We is gonna cut you good,’ The Krun hissed at the injured man, as it raised its jagged spear.
Taem leapt forward from his hiding place in the undergrowth. Taem drew Estellarum as he exploded forward. He parried the Krun spear as it was thrust at the downed man. Taem reversed the direction of his blade’s swing, decapitating the Krun with the return strike. The severed head rolled away as the body collapsed into a twitching heap. 
‘Kill im!’ Shrieked one of the other Kruns.
The remaining four Krun rushed towards him. But Taem was ready. He sidestepped the first, bringing his sword into its stomach. The Sodan blade sliced clean through. Taem was already moving on. The second Krun came at him from his right, swinging its wicked scimitar, screaming for his blood. Taem swayed like a willow in the breeze, dodging the Krun’s wild swipes. Taem blocked with ease and countered swiftly. The enemy fell to the ground clutching its ruined throat. The third Krun tried to bring an axe down on Taem’s head. Taem jumped back to evade the attack. In one fluid motion, he brought his sword up above his right shoulder and down through the top of the Krun’s head. Taem charged towards the final foe, catching the Krun unaware, impaling it through the chest on the point of his blade.
Taem glared into the Krun’s dying eyes. He saw their terror. The Sodan withdrew his sword, and the last enemy crumpled to the forest floor. The fight had happened so fast, but Taem had reacted with instinct. Taem’s gaze swept the clearing, still in a high state of alert. Moments before he had been oblivious to all but his enemies, and now his senses were bombarded once more with the sights and sounds of the forest. But he caught no movement in his periphery, and heard nothing but the whisper of the wind. The enemy were all dead. It was over. Taem turned over Estellarum’s blue blade and saw the glisten of oily blood marring its keen surface.
‘I thank the Light for shining on my blade,’ Taem deftly flicked the blood from Estellarum, and sheathed the sword back in its scabbard on his back. He looked down at his hands, and saw they were shaking. He had almost died again, one wrong move and he would be lying cleaved and gutted on the floor. That thought filled his muscles with ice.
The injured man moaned in pain, and Taem hurried over to him. Taem knelt down beside him, examining his wounds. The man was taller than Taem, but much slimmer. The injured man had wild tawny hair, and was clothed in browns and greens – the colours of the forest. Around his shoulders was draped a woodland cloak that seemed to meld into whatever background it was laid against. Taem realised there was something different about this forest man, his face and his eyes were thinner, and his features were smaller.
‘You are skilled with the sword… friend,’ the forest man spluttered. ‘You saved my life, for sure… thank you.’
‘We are not out of danger yet,’ Taem looked warily around the forest. ‘There is bound to be more of them. They would not come so far from the Lost Realms in such small numbers.’ Taem peeled back part of the injured man’s shirt to see the arrowhead embedded in his skin. ‘Thank the Light,’ Taem murmured to himself, as he saw the arrow had gone in at a shallow angle. ‘The arrow has not penetrated deep,’ he told the forest man, ‘but I cannot remove it. If I do it will bleed heavily, and we have to move now.’
‘These were just the advance scouts of a horde heading westwards,’ The injured man’s voice was strained, but his bronze eyes were filled with purpose. ‘The enemy head towards my homeland. They are five hundred, at least. We were part of the border patrol… Warders who watch the boundary of the Forest Realm. You must go into the centre of Borleon… Warn my people, the Aborle. Go now, and quickly.’
‘I cannot leave you,’ Taem tore strips of cloth from the Aborle’s cloak to bandage the injured man’s leg, and tie around his waist to stabilise the arrow. The forest man flinched as Taem snapped off the shaft of the arrow and pulled tight the bandages around his waist.
The injured man slumped with a look of weary resignation, ‘My name is Baek Malaran,’ he struggled to say. ‘You’ll never make it carrying me.’
‘I am Taem Dratana. I have a horse not far from here, she can carry you.’
In the distance a deep pounding of a tribal drum resonated through the forest. The men shot worried glances to each other. They both knew the Kruns were close. 
‘I’ll be back,’ Taem ran off and found Storm, and ran with her back to Baek.
‘I can’t get up,’ Baek gasped.
Taem pulled Baek onto his feet, and lifted him onto Storm’s back. The forest man winced in pain as the arrow moved.
‘Which way?’ Taem stared in the direction of the drums.
‘West,’ Baek raised a weary hand, as he lay slumped on the horse’s neck.
‘Can you go on ahead,’ Taem passed the reins to Baek, ‘take my horse?’
‘I don’t have the strength to hold on,’ Baek grimaced.
‘I will hold you then,’ Taem put a hand on Baek’s back, as he led Storm eastwards.
‘It’s ten miles to my village,’ Baek gasped with pain. ‘They will catch us for sure, by
the sound of that drum they’re almost on us.’
‘Save your breath,’ Taem said. ‘You will need the strength later.’
Taem led Storm on for an hour, and twilight descended on the forest. The drums still pursued them, and Taem was ever glancing behind, expecting Krun to burst from the forest. Baek lay on Storm’s back, with his eyes closed and his face contorted in pain. Taem saw how every jolt the horse made was agony for the injured man. Taem examined the wound and frowned, the bandages were soaked with blood. Taem tore more strips from Baek’s cloak, and wrapped them round the injury, replacing the blood-stained makeshift bandages.
‘My people will welcome you with open arms…’ Baek said laboriously. His eyes were clamped shut as he clung onto the horse’s back. ‘You should see the great trees in the heart of the forest, Taem… they are truly a wonder to behold. We Aborle live in their boughs… At night, our lanterns rival the stars in the sky… It is a mystical place.’
‘You will show me the beauty of your home, my friend,’ Taem held the Aborle on Storm’s back. ‘But for now you must rest.’
‘Thank you,’ Baek murmured. ‘There is good in the world, if an outsider will risk his life to save mine.’
On they trudged through the forest, and the endless sea of green faded into the darkness of night. No drums pursued them now, but Taem was concerned Baek was drifting away. The Aborle had gone silent, and Taem kept nudging his shoulder and talking to him to keep him awake. Baek’s breathing had become shallow and ragged, and Taem knew he would soon die without a healer’s aid. The bandages were soaked in blood, and Taem had run out of cloth to replace them.
Taem realised there were lights in the dark, in the distant trees ahead. He scanned from side to side, a hand on his sword hilt, searching for Krun. Dark figures stepped out of the undergrowth, twenty yards in front. Taem drew his sword.
‘Who goes there?’ One of the figures called, and Taem realised it was a woman’s voice.
‘Taem Dratana,’ Taem sheathed his sword, ‘and I have with me Baek Malaran on my horse. He is wounded.’
Taem now saw figures surrounding him in the dark forest, and he saw the glint of drawn steel.
‘Step forward, outsider,’ a harsh voice said to Taem, ‘make no sudden movement. We have arrows drawn on you.’
‘He speaks truth,’ Baek gasped, ‘he is a friend.’
On hearing Baek’s voice, the surrounding Aborle rushed forward to check him. Two of them got between Taem and his horse, watching him, standing in bladed fighting stances, with swords drawn.
‘Step away, outsider,’ One of them said to Taem.
Taem considered dropping into a fighting stance himself, and drawing his blade.
‘No Hanrel!’ Baek said to the Aborle facing Taem. ‘He saved my life.’
‘A Krun Horde approaches,’ Taem glared at the Aborle facing him, ‘five hundred strong.’
‘Is this true, Baek?’ Hanrel touched Baek on the shoulder.
‘Yes,’ Baek gasped, as other Aborle led Storm and him towards the lights of the village.
‘Alert the village,’ Hanrel ordered the woman next to him, who went sprinting off. He gestured for other Aborle with longbow to turn and face the dark forest.
‘Where are the other Warders?’ Hanrel said to Taem.
‘Gone,’ Taem murmured, ‘into the last embrace of the Light.’
The dozen surrounding Aborle all put their hands on their hearts, and dropped their heads. Taem found it bizarre that they would take their eyes off him, after treating him with such wariness.
‘My name is Hanrel,’ the Aborle extended a hand towards Taem. ‘Forgive my suspicion, our way of life is everything to us.’
Taem was reluctant to shake the man’s hand. That was not the welcome he had been expecting. But he had little choice other than to reach out and meet Hanrel’s hand.
‘Outsiders never step into our villages,’ Hanrel said, ‘but you may enter. I will allow you to keep your sword, but you will have an Aborle guard with you at all times.’
Taem would be allowed to keep his sword? He would love to see them try and take it. ‘Follow me,’ Hanrel turned and walked off.
Taem went after him, aware there were three armed Aborle following him. Hanrel led him on into the tree village, and Taem saw how the trees here were enormous. The Aborle had built houses in these trees, linked with walkways, and stairs to more houses above. Taem was amazed by the craftsmanship of these treehouses. They did not look like buildings, but part of the living trees themselves, as if they had been grown not built. Aborle men and women hurried all over the village, preparing to leave or fight.
Hanrel led Taem towards an Aborle wearing a striking green cloak. There was a gold chain around his neck, holding a single emerald in the middle of his chest. Taem’s first thought was how dignified this older Aborle looked.
‘Elder Gerandel,’ Hanrel bowed to the older Aborle.
Gerandel took one look at Taem, and saw the three Aborle guards surrounding him.
‘Where are your manners, Hanrel?’ Gerandel shook his head. ‘Do you really believe this swordsman is an enemy? After he has saved the life of my son – risked his own life – and struggled to bring Baek back to us?’
Hanrel had a look of shame on his face.
‘You and your guards are dismissed,’ Gerandel said to Hanrel. ‘I will look after our guest.’
Hanrel and the other Aborle bowed and walked away.
‘Thank you,’ Taem said.
‘No, you have my thanks,’ Gerandel bowed and shook Taem’s hand. ‘You saved my son’s life. I apologise for Hanrel. He has been taught to defend our village from his first breath. He knows no better, and has never stepped beyond the forest. We are a gentle folk,’ Gerandel gestured at all the people rushing about the village, ‘I promise you. But that is why we defend what we have so fiercely.’
‘Will your people go deeper into the forest?’ Taem said.
‘We cannot,’ Gerandel shook his head. ‘This is our home. We will defend it. The elderly and the children will be evacuated to other villages in the west – but the rest will stay and fight.’
‘How many soldiers do you have?’ Taem asked.
‘There’s a hundred soldiers of the Forest Guard stationed here,’ Gerandel gestured to Aborle men and women putting on armour and picking up spears, ‘then we have two score warders like Baek, and maybe a hundred and fifty Aborle of the village who are of age to fight.’
Taem’s heart sank. Logan had made him study the art of war from a young age, and he was certain that was too small a force.
‘That’s not enough to defeat five hundred Krun,’ Taem said softly. 
‘But stay we must,’ Gerandel said. ‘The Kruns could be mere hours away. Even if the whole village left now, the children and the old can only travel slowly. The Krun would catch us on the move. We can fight them better here, head on. Let the children and the old get away. We’ll build our defences, let them come to us. It is the only way.’
‘I have seen what the Krun do to innocent villagers,’ Taem said darkly. ‘They are brutal, they are cruel, and they are evil.’
‘Well then you have seen too much already,’ Gerandel touched Taem on the shoulder. ‘You are free to leave whenever you choose. But you look so tired. At least let me get you something to eat, and a bed for the night. The Krun may attack this village, but not tonight. You and your horse need rest, or you will soon collapse. She is exhausted, I have grooms caring for her in the stables.’
‘Thank you,’ Taem said wearily, ‘I am so very tired.’
‘Then follow me,’ Gerandel showed Taem up some stairs, far off the ground, into a treehouse built around the trunk. Taem was amazed to see almost no straight lines in the treehouse. Every beam was curved, and there were no sharp edges in the ornate construction. Gerandel led him inside to a large circular room, exposed to the huge tree trunk. There was a place already set at a table, and Taem’s stomach groaned as he saw the spread of meat and vegetables that was laid out for him. Gerandel left him to eat, and soon after Taem was happy to climb into the soft sheets of the bed adjacent, and fall into a deep sleep.
 



Chapter 6 – The Village of Lights
 
 
Taem woke and stretched out his body. Daylight streamed in through circular windows. Taem looked up from his bed, and marvelled how every beam of the framework was carved into a curve. Taem pulled his clothes on and strapped his sword to his back. He paused to listen, and could hear birdsong in the forest along with the banging of construction, and Aborle calling to each other.
Taem stepped outside the treehouse, onto an elevated wooden platform, far above the forest floor. He walked towards the edge and rested his hands on the thick wooden handrail. The trees were magnificent. And there were many dwellings amongst their massive boughs. The forest was brimming with life, and felt peaceful, calm. Two walkways led off in different directions, joining the platform Taem stood on to dwellings in other trees. Taem looked down over the edge and could see a similar level below him. Gazing up he could see there was at least one other level above, and flowing stairs spiralled round the great trunk to join the different levels. The workmanship was spectacular, every timber crafted to appear as part of the living trees. But it was in the trees themselves that Taem was most taken aback, their majestic size was truly something to behold. He had barely imagined a place as wondrous as this.
‘Amazing, are they not?’ Baek sat on a chair further round the platform, with his feet up on the handrail.
‘Incredible,’ Taem looked out over the village below him. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it.’ 
Baek smiled with pride. ‘The Aborle love the trees,’ Baek gestured to the mighty oaks. ‘We feel safe living in their boughs.’
‘I can see why,’ Taem murmured, still in awe. ‘How far off are the Krun?’ 
‘Not far,’ Baek said, ‘the warders watch them. The enemy know where the village is, and they prepare to attack.’
‘Today?’
‘We don’t know,’ Baek shook his head. ‘Who can predict how they think?’
‘Well,’ Taem said warmly, ‘it is good to see you alive and well, friend.’
‘If it had not been for you,’ Baek dipped his head, ‘I would not be here.’
In complete contrast to the night before, Taem thought the Aborle was gleaming with health. Baek carried a longbow, a full six-foot in length, made from flexible Silver Yew. It had a brown leather grip wound tightly round its centre, and the ends – where the bowstring was notched – were capped with steel. Strapped to Baek’s back, underneath his forest cloak, was a polished leather quiver, packed with arrows topped with white flights. A broadsword was hanging from Baek’s side, held within a tanned brown-leather scabbard. The hilt was bound with the same rustic leather, and the sword had a spherical metal pommel.
‘Your healer must be skilled in the magical arts,’ Taem gestured to Baek’s side, where the arrow had been.
‘That she is,’ Baek smiled, as he placed his hand where the wound had been.
‘Does she know battle spells?’
Baek shook his head, ‘She is a healer only.’
‘We could be in trouble then,’ Taem looked out over the forest floor.
‘I can have a new saddle put on your horse,’ Baek said, ‘and you can be gone before the Krun attack.’
Taem could head north through the forest, try and get around the Krun horde. He could still make for Dolam. Taem knew how not to be seen, and he would probably make it. But he was watching some of the forest men and women removing an access ramp. He saw them struggling with pulleys and ropes, and shouting and helping each other. Taem knew Gerandel was right. These were gentle people, who were just trying to defend their home. Taem asked himself what it meant to be Sodan. What did it mean to live your life by The Code?
‘I don’t feel like running today,’ Taem murmured to Baek.
‘You will stay and help us?’ Baek beamed.
‘I’ll do what I can.’
‘I’ve already seen what you can do,’ Baek looked at Taem’s sword. ‘Maybe the Light has sent you to help us.’
Taem did not believe that, but he was not going to challenge the Aborle’s beliefs. He could not accept the Krun invading was in the Light’s plan. What part of the Light’s plan would involve the slaughter of his entire village?
‘Who are the Aborle?’ Taem asked. ‘How did you come to live in this place?’
‘We are the people of the forest,’ Baek spread his arms wide. ‘Many centuries ago, our forebears retreated from the outside world – for it was cruel and harsh and bloody. And the Aborle have lived here amongst the trees, in relative peace, ever since.’
‘Do the Krun often raid this way?’ Taem asked.
‘This is the first time since I’ve been a Warder,’ Baek said. ‘I have hunted them in the eastern woods, but I’ve never known them to cross the Mountain Way. It was fortunate you came along when you did,’ Baek looked out amongst the trees, thinking of his slain friends. ‘How did you come to be in the forest?’
Taem felt a stab of guilt, and a rush of worry, when he remembered leaving Logan and Hirandar at Stheeman’s Hill. He hoped against hope they were out there somewhere, heading to meet him in Dolam. Taem knew if anyone could survive that night it was his two guardians. And he knew he had no choice but to flee that night – but that did not make him feel good about it.
‘I’m heading for Dolam,’ Taem said. ‘My companions wait for me there.’
Baek nodded, that was enough of an explanation for him.
‘Come,’ Baek gestured for Taem to follow him, let’s get you some breakfast.’
After fruit, porridge and tea, Baek showed Taem the village. They passed fletchers making hundreds of arrows, soldiers checking armour and weapons, the builders removing other access ramps, and other Aborle stockpiling food. Taem watched Aborle of all ages practising their archery against targets, just outside the village.
Taem realised some of those forest men and women had not picked up a bow in a long time. Some could not even hit a target twenty yards away – how were they going to manage if the Krun were coming screaming at them?
‘Don’t worry,’ Baek said, reading the concern in Taem’s eyes. ‘Archery is second nature to the Aborle. With a little practice, all will be ready for battle.’
Nevertheless, Taem was fearful for these peaceful people. War was coming.
Baek showed Taem through landscaped gardens – with a bewildering array of exotic flowers and shrubs – and cultivated vegetable patches, bordered with beds of spices and herbs. Streams trickled through the forest’s gardens, flowing over waterfalls, and linking the deep pools to form a network of waterways that weaved through the woodland.
The companions crossed a carved white stone bridge, over a stream full of red, silver and gold fish, and walked through an orchard.
‘How can all these plants survive?’ Taem asked Baek, as they walked amongst fruit-bearing trees. ‘They must get no light at all under your giant trees?’
‘We need not the light of the sun,’ Baek smiled, as he gestured at the unlit Star Lanterns nestled in the great trees. ‘And the Earth Crystals,’ the Aborle scooped down and picked up one of the glowing green gems, which were scattered all over the rich soil, and passed it to Taem.
Taem marvelled as the crystal pulsed in his hand, ‘This may sound strange, but it is not warm – but yet, I can feel the warmth of its growth. This is something else!’
‘It’s magic,’ Baek said calmly.
‘But how can this be?’ Taem murmured. ‘My teacher is a wizard, and she says magic is draining away from Hathlore. She calls it The Decline. But this whole place is seeped in magic.’
‘Magic comes easily to my people,’ Baek shrugged. ‘It is in our blood. Only the Light knows why. All I know is we are fortunate to be blessed so.’
Taem saw how the Aborle lived in harmony with nature. Despite his harsh welcome last night, he could now see they were indeed gentle folk. He saw it in the soft way they spoke, the mildness of their touch and the grace of their movement. He saw this, and the fear in his heart grew. The Krun would find easy prey here. Those devils came with murder and pillage in mind, and they would tear the gentle Aborle asunder.
‘How much do these crystals cost?’ Taem held up the green crystal.
‘Cost?’ Baek’s forehead crinkled up in confusion.
‘You know, to buy?’
‘Buy? Baek’s eyes went wide. ‘Oh! You’re talking about money!’
‘Yes,’ Taem said, ‘surely you have money?’
‘No,’ Baek said merrily. ‘We don’t need it here.’
‘What?’ Taem’s mouth hung low. ‘How do you get new things? How do you get food from your farmers?’
‘We ask them,’ Baek grinned, ‘and they give it. What is so strange about that? Everyone needs to eat! I do my job protecting the borders, and the farmers grow me food to eat. That is how it works round here.’
‘Interesting,’ Taem said in amazement. ‘It’s not like that beyond this forest.’
‘That’s what father says,’ Baek said, ‘that’s why Hanrel challenged you, and that’s why we keep our ways secret. But I want to know, Taem. What’s it really like out there? Beyond the trees?’
‘I’ve not travelled far myself,’ Taem shrugged, ‘but like you said earlier, the outside is harsh, and cruel and bloody. This is paradise in comparison.’
‘Well perhaps you should stay here then,’ Baek grinned. ‘I have a sister, Shayel. She is a handful – and she has plenty of the village men chasing her – but she has a good heart. You could settle here and marry her!’
Taem laughed, ‘It would probably be best if I met her first!’
‘I’m sure that can be arranged,’ Baek said, ‘after... whatever comes.’ Baek stared off into the forest. ‘We are going to survive this, aren’t we?’
Taem looked into Baek’s eyes, and saw the fear in them.
‘Definitely,’ Taem said strongly. He felt an impostor for saying that with a certainty he did not feel. But Logan always said that men should be told exactly what they needed to hear before battle – regardless of the facts. A warrior with no fear of death was ferocious, but a warrior without hope was dead already.
‘Good,’ Baek stood taller and his shoulders relaxed. ‘The Aborle have tended these groves for hundreds of years, and will do for hundreds of years yet to come.’
Baek led Taem through the village, and up to the Hall of Council on the top level. It was beginning to get dark, and Taem realised – with astonishment – that the lamps around the village were coming on of their own accord, glowing softly, bathing the village in glittering starlight.
Baek smiled at his friend’s bewilderment, ‘They are magic Star Lanterns. As the evening wears on these lamps will get brighter, responding to how black the night is.’
Taem shook his head in disbelief.
‘I do not understand how they work,’ Baek shrugged his shoulders with an honest smile, ‘but the Star Lanterns absorb the light from the sun during the day, and radiate it by night.’ Baek said, as they crossed the high bridge to the Hall of Council, at the top of the greatest tree in Leafholme.
Taem saw a sweeping pagoda roof overhung the hall, and its peak pierced through the highest leaves and soared into the twilight sky. From afar the grand building looked to be a single mesmerising piece of wood. But on closer inspection, Taem found the roof and the hall were made of innumerable spirals of intertwined wood. Taem saw White Oak, Silver Yew, Golden Cedar, and a multitude of other coloured woods he could not name – all inexplicably bound and wound around each other, corkscrewed thousands of times in perfect vertical spirals. Taem found it confused his eyes to look upon the hall. Sometimes the spirals looked still, other times they appeared to be cascading down like a glimmering waterfall. Enraptured, Taem reached out and touched one of the spirals, the wood was so smooth it had no texture at all.
‘Inconceivable…’ Taem murmured, as he traced his finger down a spiral of honed wood. It was as smooth as tempered steel! ‘How can this be made?’
‘You know how, Taem,’ Gerandel emerged from the shadows of the hall, his copper eyes gleaming in the twilight. ‘This is the craft of Aborle magic. It is the wonders of the bygone Golden Age. This Hall of Council is a centre of balance, all who enter will feel the calmness. It clarifies the thoughts. Now please, enter,’ Gerandel gestured for Taem to follow him.
The dignified Aborle led Taem and Baek to a solid oak door, laced with curling patterns of black metal, and through into the mysterious hall. Gerandel took them around the central fire, to the far end of the hall, where half a dozen Aborle stood around a map table.
The village Aborle were all listening to a tall Aborle warrior woman, wearing a decorated chainmail shirt. Taem saw there was a sharpness about this tall warrior, in the imperious way she held himself.
‘I am Shandor Traylark,’ the tall woman said, ‘captain of Leafholme’s Forest Guard.’
Taem saw the dubious way the captain eyed his sword.
‘Taem Dratana,’ Taem dipped his head, but Shandor’s gaze had already moved on.
‘Baek,’ Shandor shook Baek’s hand. ‘Good to see you alive. I hear you’re lucky to be here. The Light must have been watching over you.’ Shandor shot a suspicious glance at Taem.
‘Thank you, captain,’ Baek bowed. ‘Already too much Aborle blood has been spilt.’
‘I mourn our fallen brothers and sisters,’ Shandor put her hand on her heart.
Baek stared at the floor.
‘We will avenge them,’ the Captain said harshly. ‘And we will drive the Krun from our forest.’
‘Here here!’ Aborle around the table shouted.
‘What do you propose, Captain?’ Gerandel said.
‘My company has a hundred spears,’ Shandor pointed at the map, ‘we still have three dozen Warders, and we’ve conscripted one hundred and forty two volunteers.’
Taem felt his stomach drop. They were so
few in number. The sensible thing to do would be to relinquish Leafholme and retreat deeper into Borleon. But Taem knew now the Aborle could not let the Krun destroy their sacred village. Looking around the table, Taem could see the determination in these Aborle to defend their homes, and he felt ashamed for ever doubting that these people had the courage for battle.
‘This is what we have come up with so far,’ Shandor indicated to the map on the table. ‘We will meet them here,’ she pointed to an open area, some way from the tree village. ‘We will bar the enemy from reaching Leafholme – the Krun will never taint our groves. The Forest Guard will take up the centre of the field of battle, with archers on both flanks,’ the Captain indicated to areas on the map.
Gerandel nodded in agreement, as did the other Aborle around the table, relying on the captain’s experience.
Taem looked at the map. He knew the Aborle were outnumbered. A full pitched battle was too risky, they had to resort to strategy.
‘May I say something?’ Taem said quietly.
All the Aborle eyes around the table fell on Taem, which made him nervous. He could sense the scepticism of the captain, she was the most intimidating person he had ever met – aside from Logan of course, but he was family, so did not count.
‘By all means,’ Gerandel swept his arm wide, whilst some of the other Aborle round the table nodded in hesitant agreement, others looked affronted by this coutryman’s interruption.
Taem could see Captain Traylark scowling at him now, and it was beginning to irritate him.
‘Our strength in numbers is our bowmen,’ Taem murmured. ‘For which we need to keep the enemy from getting close.’ Taem did not think it wise to say that the Aborle would be slaughtered if the Krun got on top of them.
‘We must let the Kruns come to us.’ Taem looked to each of the other battle leaders.
There was silence, as most of the Aborle just scowled at Taem.
‘And how do you propose we do that, farmboy?’ Shandor snarled.
Taem wondered if he should just walk away, but there were lives at stake, and that gave him the confidence to speak up for himself.
‘I might have been raised on a farm,’ Taem glared at Shandor, ‘but on my farm I spent ten years being taught how to use this,’ Taem touched his sword. ‘My Master also taught me about the battles of history, and I have studied enough of war to know you are outnumbered and outmatched.’
Every Aborle stared at him in shock. Taem would never normally have the self-assurance to talk like this, but this was what he had spent half a lifetime training for.
‘This has been done before,’ Taem said strongly, ‘these odds have been beaten before, at the Treblan Bridge – and we should copy the strategy the Aritians used there. A small force will lie in wait for the enemy. They will spring an ambush, kill some of the Krun – make them angry, make them witless. Then pretend to flee, back to the village, where our main force will be standing firm. Bring the Krun onto our arrows.’
Some of the Aborle now looked impressed. Taem saw Shandor was no longer scowling, and seemed to be deliberating.
‘Make the Krun angry?’ Another Aborle murmured. ‘Are you sure about that?’ 
‘Anger may quicken the senses,’ Taem said confidently, ‘but it will dull what little thought these Krun have. When they see Aborle fleeing, they will be too eager for slaughter not to pursue. And if there’s one thing I know about Krun,’ Taem said darkly, ‘it is they will be excited by the prospect of murder.’
‘But how can we allow the enemy to come so close to the village?’ An Aborle muttered.
‘We are luring them into a trap,’ Taem nodded. ‘The Krun are fierce, but not too bright. The sight of our fleeing warriors will be enough for those savages to give chase. The Krun’s frenzy will force them onto the waiting spears of the Forest Guard,’ Taem pointed to the central area outside the village, ‘whilst they are bombarded by arrows from both sides, and the higher levels of the tree village.’ Taem drew imaginary lines on the map with his finger, showing the path of the arrows. ‘I know it is a risk bringing the enemy so close to the village, but it is a calculated one. The elevated shooting positions on the higher walkways will maximise the effect of your bowmen. The Krun numbers should be severely reduced before battle is even joined. It will blunt their charge before it hits. We must also keep a small force out of sight, to one of the flanks, held in reserve – the left wing looks best. More cover to hide behind.’ Taem gestured to the map. ‘Once battle has been joined those hidden warriors will smash the Kruns’ flank. Engaging them on two fronts will disorientate the enemy. It will deceive the Krun horde into thinking our army is far greater than it is, forcing them to panic.’
Taem thought to himself how Logan always said the best tactics were based on deception. He was sure the Master would be pleased with this strategy.
‘The Kruns are weak individually,’ Taem held up a fist. ‘Their strength is their numbers, and their resolve is feeble. If our main line can hold them, a flanking manoeuvre will break them.’
The Captain of the Forest Guard, and the other Aborle, looked from Taem to each other in sheer disbelief.
‘But we must not divide our spears, surely?’ An Aborle questioned Taem.
‘We have to,’ Taem said strongly. ‘We are outnumbered. We must engage the enemy from two sides, trick them, force them to panic. It will work.’
All the Aborle at the meeting were silent, struck dumb by the surety in this young countryman. They all looked at the Forest Guard captain, to see what she would decide.
‘It is a daring plan,’ Shandor murmured, ‘and it will require perfect cohesion – but it is a good strategy. This young swordsman understands war very well,’ Captain Traylark murmured, looking at Taem in a new light.
A Warder ran in from the outside and up to the table, ‘The enemy are on the move. They should arrive on the morrow, and will be some five hundred strong.’
‘So it is as we feared,’ Baek said, ‘they outnumber us twofold.’
‘It is the first time they have come into Borleon with such force in two decades,’ Gerandel muttered.
Shandor sprang into action, ordering preparations based on the plan Taem had suggested, ‘Baek, you will lead the troop of Warders that will draw the Krun Horde towards the village. Sixty Forest Guard will take up the centre of the defensive line. That leaves the Aborle bowmen and women to make up the rest of the main force. Eighty will take up position above the Forest Guard, in the walkways and platforms of the tree village, from where they can use their raised position to rain arrows on the advancing Krun Horde.’ 
Shandor pointed on the map as she spoke, ‘The remaining seventy bows will divide and form up on the flanks of the main Forest Guard unit. The rest of my Forest Guard, some forty spears, will wait under cover a couple of hundred feet away from the main army: the concealed flanking force.’ The captain nodded to Taem.
 
Later that night, Taem felt the sense of unease that seeped through Leafholme, as each Aborle contemplated the threat to their lives. Taem knew these men and women were terrified, he saw it in their eyes. The doubt crept back into Taem’s heart, the dread that all these peaceful souls would be slaughtered by ferocious Krun. But as the frightened Aborle glanced to him, Taem endeavoured not to show his fear. If they could take some small hope from his defiant determination, Taem was glad.
Taem climbed up to the largest high platform in the village. He knew it was quiet up there, and he did not want to be disturbed. Once on the platform, Taem drew his sword from his back, admiring its beauty as the lamp light gleamed along its blue surface. Taem quietened his mind and ran through the Forms, focusing on speed and power.
Taem was one with his sword. He flowed between the precise movements of Lion Stands Proud, into the most aggressive Form, Bear Fights with Fury, and finished with the most reckless, Stag Knows no Fear.
Breathing deeply, Taem opened his eyes to see Gerandel Malaran standing by the edge of the high platform. 
‘I heard you approach,’ Taem said calmly, to Gerandel’s surprise, as the Sodan sheathed his sword on his back.
‘I have not seen moves like that in many years,’ Gerandel said softly. ‘And that sword you carry is of a distinct old style. Of the Old Ways of the Sword.’
‘Yes,’ Taem whispered. ‘I am Sodan. A warrior of that which has been forgotten.’
‘Very interesting,’ Gerandel murmured, hiding his bewilderment. The Aborle had seen much of the world, and he knew it could only be by the Light’s grace that this young man had come to them.
‘Let us speak plainly,’ Gerandel said. ‘You have seen our ways, and you must know – as I do – that few amongst the Aborle are true warriors. I have fought the Krun before, Taem, and they are dark and violent and brutal. Do you think the gentle forest folk can stand up to that?’
Taem looked down at his feet.
‘They cannot, Taem. Not by themselves, anyway. But you are Sodan; you can show them how.’ Gerandel had a gleam in his eyes as he spoke.
Taem took a deep breath as he realised the weight of responsibility that was upon him.
‘I have never known a place such as this,’ Taem said wistfully, ‘nor a people such as yours. I will do my utmost to protect them both.’
‘I know you will,’ Gerandel put a hand on Taem’s shoulder. ‘And we will need you tomorrow, young friend. I fear you may be our only chance.’
Taem felt a tingling sensation run down into the pit of his stomach, and he tried not to show that he was trembling. He would fight with valour, but he was fearful of letting these Aborle down, or not living up to what was expected of a Sodan.
‘Come,’ Gerandel gestured for Taem to walk with him, ‘you should eat and sleep, be fresh for the morning. Baek has already gone to bed. He is still tired from his healing, but should be restored by tomorrow.’
 
Taem woke an hour after dawn. Baek was up and waiting for him, and the Aborle took him down to the forest floor. Taem could feel how subdued Leafholme’s atmosphere had become. He saw the Aborle were in no mood for talking. They all sat in anxious silence round the breakfast tables, ate their porridge and left. Taem found the quiet unnerving. The Aborle had yesterday been talkative and open, but now they had all withdrawn inside themselves. Taem’s own dread returned as he wondered how these gentle Aborle men and women would stand up to the Krun charge, but all he could do now was show a confidence he scarcely felt.
‘I feel a warmth from these enchanted trees,’ Taem murmured to his Aborle friend, as they sat down at a table, with bowls of porridge in hand.
‘It is part of the magic of this place,’ Baek said pensively. ‘Even in winter the Aborle villages hold some warmth, whilst the world beyond the groves is bitterly cold.’
Taem sensed his friend’s unease, and he knew Baek was terrified– like every other Aborle in the clearing.
‘I guess it is time for me to go,’ Baek said quietly, as he stood up from the table. ‘I must assemble the Warders.’
‘You will do well, Baek,’ Taem clasped a hand on his friend’s shoulder. ‘You are a good man, and a good friend. And – so I’ve heard – the best shot in the whole of Borleon!’
Taem saw Baek fill with new pride and confidence, and he was glad. All the other Aborle around the table looked at Taem with pleasant surprise. It was the first positive voice they had heard all morning.
‘The Light shine on your blade,’ Taem said strongly, aware that many Aborle were watching.
‘What?’ Baek looked at Taem in surprise.
‘The Light will overcome, trust in that.’ Taem let out a reassuring smile. ‘Aim true and run like the wind,’ Taem and the Aborle shook hands, each clutching the other’s forearm, ‘and I will see you after.’
‘See you after,’ Baek nodded to his friend, ‘and thank you, my friend,’ Baek touched his hand to his heart – the traditional Aborle blessing – before he went off to gather his Warders.
Taem spent the next hour walking around Leafholme, observing the forest men and women readying themselves. The odd Aborle wished Taem well in the battle to come, and thanked him for standing with them, but most were too anxious with their own fears to even notice him. Taem saw Aborle on the brink of weeping, and forest men with an ashen-faced realisation that they were soon to confront death. He saw Aborle huddled up and shaking, and staring into the distance. Other forest men and women were on their knees in prayer, pleading for the Light to deliver them through this dark day. Of course there were also soldiers of the Forest Guard that looked determined, but Taem sensed that even these warriors of Borleon walked around with heavy hearts.
Taem had thought his own worries were bad, but they paled into nothing as he saw all the terrified Aborle around him. This was the true nature of war laid bare. Taem felt the fear in his heart, but he dared not show it. And, to his surprise, the act of pretending that he was not afraid, actually made him feel less fearful.
As Taem looked around him, beyond the trembling Aborle, he saw the magnificence and tranquillity of this mystic place, and he cherished it deeply. But he grimaced as he thought of the Kruns who were coming to destroy and murder. Taem wondered what drove these creatures to despoil something so fair? So beautiful? But he knew the Krun were pure evil. And it was his Sodan duty to defy evil. 
‘To arms, Aborle!’
‘Time to fight!’
‘For the forest!’
The calls came swiftly as the leaders sped through the village, rousing their troops to set. Taem noticed the second unit of Forest Guard heading off northwards into the trees, as he made his way to the eastern fringe of Leafholme amongst the lines of cloaked and armed Aborle.
The leaders marshalled the Aborle to spread out in a thin, straight line, only two rows deep – facing away from their village. The Forest Guard held the centre of the battle line, and the Aborle of Leafholme took up the flanks.
Taem moved to stand amongst the nervous Aborle bowmen and women on the right flank. He knew this part of the line would be the hardest hit. Taem looked about him and saw many frightened faces. But he also saw that they all knew there could be no going back. Their path was set. Each soldier turned to his fellows around him, clasping a hand on the others’ shoulders.
‘T-The L-Light be with you,’ an Aborle said hesitantly, as she placed a hand on Taem’s shoulder.
Taem could see in her eyes that this Aborle was petrified.
‘And with you,’ Taem nodded to the Aborle, as he watched the open forest to the east.
That same ritual was repeated many times until all were quiet, hushed in anticipation, facing the trees ahead.
Taem felt his own nerves surge up inside of him, but he managed to ignore them and remain calm, as Logan had taught him. He tried to take in every detail around him; see everything, but only absorb what was useful. Taem looked down the Aborle line and saw how the bowmen and bow-women were dressed in a variety of natural forest colours, and each had a woodland cloak enveloping their shoulders, with a quiver at their sides or strapped to their backs. The Aborle now stood in solemn silence. They all knew battle was close. Dangerously close.
Taem checked the tension on the bow he had been given, and he thrust half a dozen arrows into the ground in front of him, within easy reach.
In contrast to the Aborle of the village, Taem saw the Forest Guard all wore the same uniform. These Aborle men and women were garbed in short green cloaks and a mail shirt over a yellow jerkin. They all carried long swords at their waists, in red scabbards, and wore a rounded helmet with a nosepiece and a soaring crest. Each Forest Guard carried a long wooden shafted spear, and a large green kite shield that was emblazoned with the symbol of a great tree.
Taem could see Shandor Traylark towering in the centre of the Forest Guard’s front rank, composed and focused. The Captain was dressed similar to her soldiers except for the red jerkin she wore under her gleaming mail shirt. Shandor’s helmet also had a mohican of green hair that protruded along its crest. She was already a tall Aborle, but the helmet gave her an even greater presence. Shandor carried no shield; instead, she gripped a black shaft with a bladed spear head at each end. Taem was intrigued when he noticed the spearheads were inlaid with whirling leaf like markings.
Taem could see the calming influence the Aborle Captain exuded over her troops, and the knock on effect their confidence had on the Aborle of the village. Taem realised the line would stand or fall with Shandor Traylark. He remembered what Logan had often told him: for an army to be great, the soldiers had to respect their general.
The Aborle troops stood restless for half an hour, wondering if the Kruns had decided to go back to the pit from whence they came. No one spoke. All looked forward in expectation. Many wondered, where were the Warders? And hoped that, perhaps, they would not have to fight? Rays of sunlight shimmered down through gaps in the leaves, and no wind whispered through the forest. The army grew ever more lulled as time passed slowly by, and many wanted to sit down, but the leaders would not let them.
The Aborle were becoming too relaxed, and Taem did not like it. Many of them had got past their initial terror. Nothing had happened in so long, they had almost forgotten they were waiting for battle. But Taem knew that a little apprehension would serve them well – nerves kept you on edge, kept you alive.
The forest was quiet. Peaceful. That would be a blessing – many Aborle thought, as their thoughts wandered – if the Kruns had decided not to commit to battle. They could all go home, alive, and celebrate.
The forest’s serene calm was shattered by the loud blast of a horn. Screams erupted from deeper in the trees. The Aborle soldiers were wrenched from their sleepy reveries by that horrifying sound.
‘Spears ready!’ Captain Traylark called to her Forest Guard, as the bow-Aborle notched their first arrows.
They would have to fight after all. And the nerves had returned threefold, as many Aborle strived to still their quaking hands.
 



Chapter 7 – The Heat of Battle
 
 
Baek crept eastwards through the forest, with his company of thirty Warders. When they were two hundred yards from the village, Baek motioned for them to spread out and take cover. 
Baek crouched behind a fallen tree with Cedran, a fellow Warder with whom he often patrolled. The two of them had been friends all their lives. They had played together as children, and later joined the Warders together, taking up the duty to watch the way-paths of the Great Forest. Cautiously at first, the inquisitive squirrels and rabbits edged towards the hidden Aborle. When the animals were confident the Aborle posed no threat they continued on with the hunt for their breakfast. The Warders sat motionless for two hours as they gazed over the woodland to the east. They spoke only in whispers, and their outlines melded with the surrounding forest. They knew how to stay still. To be a Warder an Aborle had to be a skilled hunter, which took the patience to wait for the right moment to strike.
Baek realised the forest had gone quiet. The calls of the woodland birds were silent. Baek watched the creatures on the forest floor stiffen. Their ears trembled, their eyes darted to the east and their noses sniffed the air, before they dashed off to find hiding places. Baek knew the enemy were close. After half a minute of listening, Baek heard the rumble of foul voices through the still forest, and his heart thundered through his chest.
Baek slowly removed an arrow from his quiver, and notched it in his bowstring. All around him he saw hidden Aborle doing the same. Baek sensed Cedran tense up beside him, as the enemy rabble crashed towards the Warders’ position. He glimpsed movement in the trees. Larger silhouettes stomped through the undergrowth, as smaller gangly ones loped between them. Wicked howls echoed through the forest, chilling the spines of all the Aborle that heard them.
Baek began to tremble, as he realised those hulking shadows were Ugurs. The three fingers of Baek’s right hand – poised ready against his bowstring – began to shudder, and he took a calming breath to help still them. The Krun army was spread wide, and Baek could see the misshapen figures stretching far back into the forest depths.
Cedran raised the horn she carried to her mouth, looking towards Baek. But Baek shook his head. He knew the enemy needed to come closer. 
Baek watched the rowdy Krun Horde close to sixty yards away. The Ugurs waited behind the Kruns, sending their weakling slaves to die first.
Baek caught sight of the Ugurs, saw how they were much larger than their Krun cousins, taller and far broader than Men. Like their Krun brethren, the Ugurs’ pale skin was putrid yellow, and they appeared ravaged by illness. But Baek knew to not underestimate these formidable monsters. Where the Kruns’ bodies were bags of shrivelled up desolate husks, the Ugurs’ skin bulged, straining to hold over-ripe muscles from bursting through. The Ugurs had monstrous lumbering skulls, ridged with bony plates. Their heads were so thick and heavy that they hung forward, slumping over their tree-trunk necks and mountainous shoulders. The Ugurs’ square lower jaws, and great yellow teeth, jutted out in a permanent scowl. Baek shuddered when he thought what these monsters would do if they got hold of him. But he told himself he had a job to do, and his home to protect.
Baek could make the shot through the trees, but he was not sure of the rest of his Warders. We must make every arrow count, Baek thought to himself. Just wait a little longer, let them come a little closer. His pulse thumped through his body faster than the beat of the Kruns’ drums, but he fought down the impulse to flee. Hold still! He urged himself, and prayed that his fellow Warders would do the same.
Baek waited until the enemy advanced to forty yards. The Krun were oblivious to the concealed Warders. He could now make out the yellow of their squinting eyes. Baek nodded to Cedran.
A booming horn blast resounded through the trees.
Baek leapt to his feet and released his arrow, as did the other hidden Warders all around him, loosing a volley of deadly shafts whistling through the forest. Baek aimed at one of the lead Kruns, who carried a red standard with the black emblem of a spiked mace crossed with a scimitar. Baek’s arrow thudded home right between the Krun’s spiteful eyes. Two dozen other Kruns crumpled under the piercing shower of arrows. 
‘Run!’ Baek yelled, and the Warders turned and sped back to the village.
The Kruns looked around in bewilderment. They saw the woodland cloaks fleeing into the forest, and screamed as they started after them in a furious chase.
 
The howls reverberated through the trees, causing Aborle to quake in fear. Taem saw the Warders emerge from the depths of the forest, hurtling back towards the line, Baek leading them. A great cheer rose up from the Aborle ranks around the village. Ten seconds later, those spine-chilling howls took physical form as Kruns swarmed out of the forest in hot pursuit. The Krun numbers grew until there were hundreds in view. Many Aborle gaped in horror as the vicious enemies rushed towards them, screaming for blood.
A great cloudburst of arrows was loosed from the high platform above Taem’s head. Some fell short, a few hit trees, but many lanced through their targets, tearing through the Krun ranks. Taem caught a glimpse of Gerandel Malaran among the Aborle on the high village walkways, longbow in hand.
Baek and his Warders were making for the right flank, clearing space for the left flank to launch a barrage of flighted death. Forty arrows from the left flank flew high into the air, in a great arc, falling like sleet onto the Krun. The rustle of a fierce wind whipped through the trees, as high over Taem’s head another volley was loosed from the high platform, dropping many more of the enemy. Screams of pain now echoed through the besieged forest alongside the frenzied howling.
Yet still the Kruns came in row upon row – hell-bent on destruction, murder and pillage.
By now the Warder scouts had reached the right flank and formed up with the other bowmen there.
‘Draw!’ Baek shouted, standing a few yards from Taem.
Sixty bows were pulled back to the cheek. Taem drew his bow in one fluid motion, as Logan had taught him. He eyed down the shaft of the arrow, aiming at the chest of a running Krun. The enemy was close enough to shoot straight – rather than shooting at an angle to compensate for the distance.
‘Loose!’ Baek yelled.
Taem saw his target go down, as did many others in the charging Krun front line. As the frontrunners died the second wave tripped over their comrades tumbling bodies. Many of those were trampled as the Kruns and Ugurs behind scrambled over the fallen. The blood rage had overcome the charging Kruns and Ugurs. They did not any care if the fallen Krun bodies were alive, as they stomped on over their downed brethren. The main bulk of the enemy horde was bombarded with arrows from the Aborle line, and more Krun fell. The Kruns and Ugurs were wicked creatures with a malevolent yearning to destroy anything good, and this drove them on through the deadly storm of arrows. They would slaughter every Aborle in the village, and then fight each other for the loot they could steal from the tree huts.
‘Shoot at will!’ Baek cried.
Devilish howls battered Taem’s senses, dominating the whistle of flying arrows and the calls of the Aborle leaders.
The Krun frontline was barely thirty yards away – and closing – but taking heavy casualties from the onslaught of arrows. Taem put down the bow and drew his sword from his back, gripping it with both his hands. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Baek releasing arrow after arrow at a phenomenal rate. More Krun fell, pierced by Aborle arrows, but still they came surging onward. To his left, Taem heard Captain Traylark shouting for the Forest Guard to lower their spears and ready themselves for the onslaught, her clear voice ringing above the horrendous howling. The handle of Estellarum felt so comfortable. The blade felt so light. Its single edge gleamed with a bluish sheen. The sword was a part of him.
A wave of Kruns crashed down on the Aborle. Choking them; drowning them.
Taem slashed upward, stopping a charging Krun dead in its tracks. The Aborle next to him fell. Two hideous Kruns were on the forest woman, stabbing with cruel serrated knives. Taem’s vision was pummelled by a hundred flashes of motion. His ears were pierced by thunderous confusion. To Taem’s left a member of the Forest Guard had impaled one of the enemy on her spear, which she was unable to pull loose from the dead Krun, so she rushed to draw her sword. A hideous Krun vaulted at Taem. He blocked the downwards attack, parrying the enemy’s sword past his right side. He withdrew his blade and swung out, opening the Krun’s throat from right to left. Taem whipped Estellarum down and across, cleaving through another enemy. He blocked high, parried inside and decapitated a Krun on the other side. Taem turned to his right, raised his sword and blocked a swing of a Krun axe. His retaliating strike cut deep into its ribs.
Taem’s senses were besieged on all sides. The chaos threatened to overwhelm him. Kruns and Ugurs fought like wild animals. Aborle crumbled under their ferocious charge. It took all Taem’s wits to maintain any concentration amongst the madness of the raging battle. Any thought of winning the battle was lost. A single moment was the difference between life and death. The only thing he could do was defend himself, stay alive.
 
Captain Traylark was forced onto the back foot by a fierce Krun opponent, and she stumbled. Steadying herself, Shandor brought her double-ended weapon from down by her side across her body, striking out with both spear heads. The force of the blow of the first spear-end knocked the Krun’s weapon out of its hand. The opposite spearhead cut across its chest. The beast toppled to the ground clutching its destroyed torso. No enemy now stood within two spear lengths of the Captain, and her fellow Forest Guard protected her flanks. In her brief respite she surveyed the carnage of the battle around her. Her Forest Guard held solid. Many charging Kruns had died, impaled on the waiting Aborle spears. Volleys of arrows were still landing in the rear of the Krun force, loosed by the Aborle high up on the walkways of the village. Nevertheless, the flanks were being overwhelmed. Although the flanking charge of the second Forest Guard unit was imminent, the Captain could see it was the right flank that was in danger.
 
All around Taem confusion ensued. Somehow the enemy were to both sides of him, and at his front and back. The screams of battle and the clash of steel roared up to deafen him. He bounded to the side and cut through two Kruns that had been gutting a grounded Aborle. The right flank was faltering. If it should fall, the centre could not stand alone. Out of the corner of his eye Taem glimpsed a Krun swinging at him in attack, with a serrated short sword. Taem brought his arms up. He rotated his sword, so the blade pointed down to the forest floor. In one flowing movement he spun full-circle, to cleave his attacker in two. The Sodan thrust Estellarum upwards, stabbing the next Krun through the neck. Taem whipped his Starblade across, back and over. Two more Krun fell down dead. Taem glimpsed, as he cut through another adversary, that Baek was desperately trying to hold together the Aborle of the right flank, bow in left hand and broadsword in his right.
Holding Estellarum in his left hand, Taem ducked down and snatched up a discarded Aborle sword with his right hand. The Aborle sword was much lighter than his Starblade. He tested the new blade’s balance, whirling both swords in overlapping figures of eight. He could take on many unskilled opponents with two swords.
With a battle cry, Taem threw himself into the Krun ranks. He was a whirlwind of blades. Whenever the enemy came within the circle of his range they died. The heat of battle consumed him. His only thought was of killing the enemy.
An Aborle beside Taem gargled on his own blood as he fell to his knees, trying to pull out the Krun spear that had skewered him. Taem cleaved down his Krun attacker with a mighty blow. Leaping forward, Taem’s right blade swung across his body, smashing into a Krun torso. A split-second later Estellarum followed the same path, striking the wounded enemy with such force that its torso separated from its legs. Two Kruns approached Taem to the front, either side of his centre-line. Flicking both his wrists down and then forward, Taem twirled both swords in mirrored circular paths, cutting into the two enemies and sending them sprawling. Bringing Estellarum back to his left side, Taem parried his next opponent’s blow. Taem followed through with his body twist, and removed the top part of the Krun’s skull with his other sword. Taem charged to the side, Starblade swinging, and smashed down two Kruns who had just sliced up the Aborle defending Taem’s flank.
 
 Gerandel and the other Aborle positioned on the high platforms – the older Aborle and young ones barely more than children – shot deep into the Krun army, so not to risk hitting their own. As a veteran of previous battles, Gerandel knew to concentrate on what he had been ordered to do, but he could not help but keep an anxious eye on the right flank, where his son was in the forefront of the battle. Mainly though, his eyes were drawn to Taem as his swords flashed. The Sodan danced amongst the evil creatures, dealing out their deaths.
 
Taem had scythed his way through the melee to Baek, ‘We must hold the line!’ Taem roared as a tremendous downward strike obliterated one of his innumerable foes. ‘Hold it until the Krun are out-flanked!’
Taem decapitated a Krun with his right sword, and simultaneously blocked a different opponent with Estellarum in his left hand, Starblade parallel to the ground. 
Stealing a moment to glance around, Taem yelled to Baek, ‘Your Aborle fall back. Rally them to you!’
The Sodan’s two swords crossed over each other, removing a Krun head from its rancid body.
‘To me, Aborle!’ Baek cried. ‘For the forest! In the name of the Light, to me!’
Hearing this, the retreating Aborle pushed forward towards Baek with redoubled effort.
‘Now what?’ Baek released an arrow into a Krun chest from point blank range. The corpse catapulted back through the snarling mob.
Taem looked at his friend for a split-second, unsure, before he shouted, ‘Forward Aborle! For the Light!’
Taem surged into the Krun line, smashing a path through the enemy. Both swords flashing – cutting through the Kruns like he was going through a cornfield. Taem lost himself in the fighting. He defeated opponent after opponent, acting on instinct, relying on reflex and training. Baek was right behind Taem and more Aborle fought to meet them. Taking up the battle cry, ‘For the Light!’
 
Captain Shandor Traylark watched, with incredulity, as the right flank of her army flooded forward. She was no novice to battle, but what she was seeing now was extraordinary. The mysterious countryman was more than a swordsman, he was a blademaster. Shandor had never seen the like of it, and she had trained with King Musafon himself. Shandor was brought sharply back to attention as a Krun axe came swinging in for her head. The Captain swerved aside, just saving her scalp by a hair’s breadth, and was again hurtled back into the churning fighting.
 
One of Taem’s swords thrust low into a Krun abdomen, whilst the other sword careered into its upper arm, severing it from his foe’s body. He was aware of Baek and other Aborle battling around him – but, to Taem’s growing anxiety, the enemy were far more numerous, and he was becoming isolated as he charged forward. Taem swept his right sword in a crescent motion, knocking a Krun’s spear from its hands. Using the motion of the first strike to spin full circle, he followed through with his left sword, cleaving the evil creature’s head.
Three Ugurs loomed forward to challenge Taem, snorting their hatred of this puny human upstart. Their immense bodies quivered with the desire to rip him into pieces. Taem saw their bitter hatred in their yellow eyes.
Taem weighed up his fiendish opponents. He could not match the Ugurs’ brute strength, in their thick arms they held heavier weapons than Krun would carry. They wore dirty clothes of black and stained red, and two wore crude mail shirts over their short sleeved tunics. The third wore a helmet with a viciously spiked crown, and a blood red shirt, with the rough black symbol of the crossed mace and curved scimitar on his chest. In that moment, the Ugurs glared with all their menace at Taem, but he was too fired up by battle to fear them.
The first Ugur charged in, and Taem leapt forward to meet it. Taem used Estellarum to block a hefty scimitar swing into the left side of his body. The blow rocked the Sodan. A different Ugur swung its weapon in the direction of Taem’s exposed back. Taem just managed to swing his right sword over his shoulder, pointing the vertical blade down, defending the attack. The Sodan grimaced as the muscles of his right arm and shoulder strained under the juddering force of the blow. Time slowed for Taem, as he realised he was in mortal danger. The third Ugur rushed at Taem front on, raising a mighty battle axe in both its hands. Taem was surrounded, his defence exposed, vulnerable! Danger! Taem frantically swept both his swords up in front of him, forming a cross to catch the heavy weapon. As he did he launched himself backwards. The force of the mighty axe-blow knocked the longsword out of Taem’s right hand and smashed him to the ground. But as he fell, Taem turned to land on his left shoulder and rolled backwards away from his opponents. Using the momentum of the tumble, the Sodan jumped back up on his feet to face the disbelieving Ugurs, holding Estellarum in both hands.
The Ugurs flashed each other bewildered scowls, how had the man survived? Curse him!
The forest battlefield was far emptier now, many combatants from both sides had fallen. Taem used the extra space and circled to his left, lining the Ugurs up so he could take them on one at a time. Taem heard the crashes of steel-on-steel all around him, but none close enough to invade his sphere of combat. Taem bounded in. The scimitar wielding enemy was first. Snarling and baring its great teeth, the Ugur jumped forward to meet Taem’s attack.
Their swords clashed in the north-west of Taem’s fighting compass. And in the next instant, came diagonally down and met in the south-east as Taem blocked. The Ugur’s brute strength was countered by the Sodan’s speed and technique. Taem went on the offensive, swinging high, going for the Ugurs left temple. The Ugur threw up a clumsy parry. Taem riposted a lightning second strike at its left thigh, cutting deep. The Ugur crashed to the ground. Taem leapt forward, twirling Estellarum over so he held his blade point down. The Sodan drove the point of the Starblade down through the Ugur’s mail shirt into its chest. The burly Ugur gasped its last breath, as the celestial-blue sword pierced through its heart. Taem glanced around, searching for danger and a fresh opponent.
The Ugur who had almost cleaved him in two lay dead on the ground, shot through the eye by an arrow from Baek’s bow. The third one had turned and fled, stomping heavy-footed and hunched over. The Ugur cradled its bleeding arm as it disappeared into the forest, an arrow protruding from its shoulder.
All of a sudden there were no more foes. Taem saw the Krun that had not been killed were all fleeing, back into the depths of the forest.
Aborle horns were blown in triumph, and a great cheer exploded from the Leafholme army. The yelling snapped Taem to attention, as if waking him from a daydream, and relief surged through him. His heart soared as the elation of being alive hit him. Taem felt he was taking his first breath, feeling the sun on his face for the first time. He felt reborn! The feeling of euphoria was so strong that Taem could not hold back from roaring in victory, as he thrust his sword into the air. Taem’s feral battle-cry was so loud that all the Aborle joined him in hollering, raising their weapons in homage. Taem roared in triumph again as he drove his sword point skywards, and he noticed for the first time how the blade glistened with oily black blood. Had he killed that many of the enemy, Taem wondered?
Taem wiped the slimy blood off Estellarum, leaving only the blue sheen of the Starmetal. As the exhilaration of victory faded, and Taem regained his composure, he took a moment to assess the situation. He was standing sixty feet from the main Aborle line with Baek and fifteen other Aborle, including three Forest Guard. Around them lay hundreds of dead bodies, mostly Krun, but many Aborle also.
As the Aborle warriors continued to celebrate, the Sodan’s wary gaze swept the forest for any sign of the enemy. The forest was still, but Taem felt he should not let his guard down.
Baek came alongside and laid a hand on Taem’s shoulder, ‘Truly, you are a great swordsman. You must have killed two score Kruns today.’
‘I only made it because you covered me with your bow,’ Taem smiled, clasping a hand on his friend’s shoulder.
The Sodan still watched the distant trees. Beyond the laughter and shouting of the Aborle soldiers, Taem could sense the forest’s disquiet. The enemy were still close. But Taem reassured himself that the Krun were beaten, and they would be fleeing for their lives.
‘Come on,’ Taem murmured to Baek, as he turned back towards Leafholme, ‘there are wounded we must tend to.’
 



Chapter 8 – The Veil of the Mikeri
 
 
Taem watched, with a heavy heart, as the fallen of Leafholme were carried away on stretchers by groups of sorrowful Aborle. The mile-long forest trail to the north of the village was queued with a train of funeral processions, chanting as they slowly walked to the village graveyard. All those Aborle had the hoods of their cloaks up, covering their heads and hiding their tears. If they were not carrying stretchers they held Mikeri, silver poppies.
Taem thought the Mikeri were akin to the red poppies that flourished all over Hathlore, but the Mikeri’s petals glowed with a metallic silver sheen and their centres were pure purple. These silver poppies were found only in places where the Aborle had settled. They were the funeral flower of the Aborle, and Taem had heard they aided the passing of the spirit back into the embrace of the Light.
Within a few hours of the fighting, Mikeri had sprung up into full bloom all over the battlefield. Taem could feel they had a cleansing effect on that place of death, bringing the woods back into harmony with the rest of the forest.
During the afternoon the injured had been taken to the community hall, which had been turned into a makeshift hospital. The Krun bodies were piled up onto carts and dragged well away from the village, where the vile carcasses were burnt in great pyres. After the carts had been used they too were thrown onto the bonfires. For the Aborle those carts would never again be fair, after they had carried such evil.
There were counted to be over three hundred Krun dead, and forty-nine Aborle. Forty-nine too many, Taem grimly told himself. Scouts’ reports said the Krun and Ugur survivors had fled back in the direction of the mountains. After such a devastating defeat they would surely not regroup to attack again, but even so a constant guard was maintained, and Warders were set to watch the forest around Leafholme village.
That evening a great campfire – called a Fire of Honour by the Aborle – was lit on the forest floor, and there was celebrations of triumph and remembrance of the dead. Around the roaring fire there were tables laid with food and drink worthy of a feast day, but Taem found it a sombre affair. The jubilation of victory was shadowed by the sadness of the Aborle deaths. Taem noticed how all the Star Lanterns had been shrouded in purple veils, so the village with bathed in a purple glow.
‘Purple is the funeral colour of the Aborle,’ Baek murmured to Taem, as they sat eating with some of the other Aborle warriors. ‘When the time for mourning has passed, the purple veils will fall. But until then we are quiet.’ Baek gestured at all the solemn Aborle around them. ‘First we lament, then we celebrate.’
Taem felt how sorrow hung heavy over the village. And he perceived how the purple glow of the shrouded lanterns seemed to deepen the gloom. Many Aborle kept their grief to themselves, but some were talking in low whispers, and some were even singing a mournful song. Taem knew the Aborle were a sensitive people, and he could see this ritual of quiet reflection gave them some time to try and come to terms with their losses.
‘I’m going to find my father,’ Baek stood up, ‘I’ll be back soon.’
Taem smiled at his departing friend. He knew Baek and Gerandel would be relieved they had both survived. Taem felt a great sadness when he thought of the many Aborle families who would cry themselves to sleep tonight, if they could sleep at all.
The Aborle Taem spoke to treated him differently now. They had already accepted him before the battle, but now they looked at him with respect, and even awe. Taem saw groups staring at him, which was disconcerting.
Taem made his way to the Fire of Honour, and was warming his hands as he thought of the brave Aborle that had given their lives, when Captain Shandor Traylark approached him.
‘The Aborle talk about you,’ the Captain gazed into the fire. ‘They say you fought like ten men today, killing many Krun with skill that few believed possible. You are an honour to your sword, and I thank you,’ the Captain turned from the fire and held out her hand.
Taem warmly grasped the Aborle’s hand, and nodded.
‘I did what had to be done,’ Taem said. ‘Besides, I think you’ve heard exaggerated reports.’
‘Modesty is an admirable quality,’ Shandor said. ‘But I don’t think any who saw your actions will forget your efforts today. I certainly will not. I owe you a great debt, Taem Dratana. So, whenever you have need of me I will come to your aid, I swear it.’
In the way Shandor spoke, and by the certainty in her eyes, Taem knew the Aborle warrior would honour that oath.
‘Do you know why they stare?’ Shandor said to Taem, as she looked at the other Aborle by the campfire.
‘Why?’ Taem glanced around, and saw that he was indeed being watched. He felt uncomfortable to be the focus of such attention.
‘They wonder if the old legends have returned to Borleon,’ Shandor said softly. ‘People beyond the Great Forest may have forgotten the Old Ways of the Sword, but the Aborle have not. Some say you are Sodan, others refuse to believe it possible – neither knows how to react.’
‘What do you think?’
‘I know only a Sodan carries a blade like that,’ Shandor turned from the fire to look Taem in the eye, ‘Now, every Aborle here is wondering the same thing, could it be possible that the Sodan have come again?’
‘I am Sodan,’ Taem gazed into the fire.
‘I know,’ Shandor said softly, ‘and it was by the Light’s blessing that you came here.’
Taem touched the hilt of his sword, ‘I live by The Code. It was my duty to fight in the battle. But we all won victory, together.’ Taem turned from the fire and spread his arms wide, to encompass all the Aborle soldiers.
Shandor smiled, ‘Come then, my friend; let us go and toast our victory with some warm Shirsa.’
The Aborle around the fire parted to let Shandor lead Taem away. Many bowed or dipped their heads as the Captain showed Taem to a table where Aborle were serving the drink.
‘It is a blend of fruits of the forest, sugar and forest spices,’ Shandor passed Taem a wooden beaker full of Shirsa.
Taem inhaled the sweet aroma, and his taste buds soared into heaven. He sipped the full-bodied red liquid, and the warmth seeped right down into his fingertips and his toes.
‘This is fantastic!’ Taem raised his cup towards the Aborle Captain.
‘The secret is in the spices,’ Shandor smiled. The captain turned to face the Aborle around the Fire of Honour, and said in her commanding voice, ‘When we drink Shirsa we celebrate our victory. We celebrate our lives as we honour the dead; we celebrate the future and the paths we will tread. We remember the days and the friends we have known; we give thanks to the Light for leading us home.’
When the Captain finished, over a hundred Aborle warriors raised their Shirsa-filled beakers to the air, and silently touched their right palms to their hearts.
A few minutes later, Baek and Gerandel joined Taem and Shandor as the purple veils were removed to let the Star Lanterns shine with all their brilliant splendour. At that signal the celebrations were launched into full swing. The quiet time for grieving had passed. Where before there had had been only the sound of the crackling fire, now a band played merry tunes and Aborle were laughing freely. Taem felt a great relief that the purple gloom had been lifted from Leafholme. He found the change of mood exhilarating. In mere moments he had been lifted from melancholy into joy.
After Taem had been given another cup of mulled Shirsa, the band stopped playing and Taem could see a group of the village elders had approached the fire. All the Aborle crowded round the Fire of Honour, and Baek motioned for Taem to follow suit. When everyone was settled an elder named Cibriel stepped forward to speak. She was a small Aborle in the twilight of her years, wearing a flowing purple dress, with long white hair and a placid demeanour. Taem sensed there was a deep kindness within Cibriel, and he could see the respectful way all the Aborle looked to her.
‘A great victory for Aborle-kind and the Light was won today,’ Cibriel said grandly, ‘the Krun have been defeated, and driven from our forest!’
A rousing cheer went up from the crowd.
‘The Aborle fought with courage,’ Cibriel said, ‘and some brave souls gave their lives to save our village,’ Cibriel’s tone became sombre. ‘All will be remembered. Their essence will remain within the trees for all time.’ She uttered the words dictated by ritual.
‘Elliterati,’ said all the Aborle gathered by the Fire of Honour, touching their right hands to their hearts.
Cibriel swept her arms towards the fire, and the flame of the giant fire turned momentarily purple, for the instant that eminent word was spoken.
Taem knew that Elliterati was a prayer-word of the ancient tongue. It roughly translated as “Forever the Light will endure”.
‘Well done to every Aborle that aided the war effort.’ Cibriel said, once the fire had returned to its natural colour. ‘Thank you to the Forest Guard, and especially Captain Traylark who led us so well to victory.’ The elder gestured towards the captain, and Shandor nodded her head in acknowledgement.
Aborle around the fire clapped generously.
‘A special thanks also goes out to the swordsman Taem Dratana,’ Cibriel raised a hand towards Taem, ‘who fought and risked his life in our defence. He will always be welcome at this village, and his name will be passed throughout the Forest Realm. From this moment on he will be known as an Aborle friend.’
Thunderous applause and cheering erupted from the crowd. Taem felt honoured to be bestowed with such praise. He was happy that he was able to make a difference to the lives of so many. And, most pleasing of all, Taem knew Logan would be proud of his actions.
‘No doubt the Lord of the Wood and the Queen herself will desire to meet you,’ Cibriel said to Taem, once the cheering had died down.
‘I thank you for your kind words,’ Taem said, ‘and I truly desire to meet your King and Queen, but I must be going. I must find my friends.’ 
‘The Queen will be disappointed not to have met you,’ Cibriel’s eyebrows raised in surprise. ‘But you must do what you feel is right. When will you be leaving us?’
‘I must go tomorrow,’ Taem nodded to Cibriel.
‘If that is what you must do,’ Cibriel dropped her head sadly, ‘go with the blessing of all the Aborle of Leafholme, and all of Borleon.’
‘Thank you,’ Taem bowed to the elders.
‘All go and be merry,’ Cibriel said.
With that the music started and the Aborle dispersed to continue their revelry.
‘I must speak with you in private,’ Taem said to Baek, Gerandel and Shandor. ‘It’s very important.’
‘By all means, Taem,’ Gerandel put a hand on the Sodan’s shoulder, ‘follow me.’
Gerandel led them to the edge of Leafholme, out of earshot of any other Aborle.
‘I may have brought danger to Leafholme,’ Taem murmured.
‘Nonsense!’ Baek said.
‘I’m serious,’ Taem said softly. ‘Nargs ambushed my friends and I in Stheeman’s Hill. I barely escaped with my life. I was fleeing north, when I chanced across Baek. The Nargs may be pursuing me even now. I’m sorry.’
‘Nargs have not been seen in the civilised lands for years,’ Gerandel mused. ‘Are you sure?’
‘I’m sure,’ Taem said grimly, ‘I am Sodan, I know.’
‘Light protect us,’ Shandor whispered. ‘But they can’t be after you? Why would they be? Even if you are Sodan?’
Taem looked down to the floor, ‘I don’t know…’ Taem felt bad not telling the whole truth. ‘But that is why I must leave Leafholme, straight away.’
‘Did you bring the Krun here?’ Shandor said angrily. ‘You may be Sodan, but if you brought–’
‘Calm down, Shandor,’ Gerandel placed a hand on the captain’s forearm. ‘Think! That is impossible. Kruns and Nargs don’t work together. And the Kruns left the mountains before Stheeman’s Hill was attacked. How would they know where Taem was going?’
Nevertheless, the mere suggestion that Taem had caused the battle turned his stomach inside out.
‘You’re right, elder,’ Shandor said warily, ‘it’s not possible. But who are these companions you speak of?’
Taem hesitated, but he felt he owed them the truth, ‘Hirandar Firefist and Logan Fornor.’
Gerandel stared at Taem in shock.
‘Light,’ Shandor whispered. ‘You are the apprentice of Logan Fornor?’
‘I am sorry,’ Taem said softly, ‘I hope to the Light this raid was not caused by me.’
‘No Taem,’ Gerandel said, ‘it can’t be your fault.’
‘I’ll leave at first light.’ Taem’s shoulders slumped.
‘And I’m going with him,’ Baek put a hand on Taem’s shoulder.
‘What?’ Shandor said. ‘You cannot, it’s too dangerous!’
‘That’s why he needs a friend,’ Baek said strongly.
‘The Captain’s right, Baek,’ Taem murmured, ‘I won’t put anyone else in danger.’
‘Gerandel,’ Shandor shook her head, ‘talk some sense into your son?’
Gerandel paused, ‘Baek should go with Taem.’
‘You cannot be serious, Gerandel!’ Shandor stared wide-eyed at the elder.
‘I am,’ Gerandel said firmly, ‘and my son will go with Taem. The Light willed for Taem to save my son’s life, and – you know, Shandor – the Light was with our young Sodan in the battle! I do not believe in mere coincidence here, there is something more at work. My son travels with Taem Sodan.’
Taem did not believe the Light had anything to do with the last few days, but he was grateful beyond words that Gerandel had spoken up for him.
‘As you wish, Gerandel.’ Shandor bowed. ‘If one of our own is to go out into Hathlore, at least he’s going to be with Logan Fornor’s apprentice. Baek, Taem, good luck,’ Shandor bowed. ‘Now, I must see the Warder patrols are doubled.’ Shandor walked off.
‘I am honoured you wish to come with me,’ Taem clasped a hand on Baek’s shoulder. ‘But are you sure? I don’t feel good about knowingly leading you into danger.’
‘Well,’ Baek grinned, ‘you need me. Without me watching your back, you’ll only go and get yourself killed.’
‘Well,’ Taem said sarcastically, ‘you did save my life the first time we met... Oh no, wait! It was the other way round?’
‘Alright,’ Baek chuckled, ‘I’ve not forgotten. I’ll pay you back, don’t worry! Anyway, I don’t really want to travel with you… you’re just a good excuse for me to escape and see Hathlore!’
‘Well,’ Taem smiled, ‘I’m looking for a hunter and a chef – and someone to carry my bags – so I’ll suppose you’ll do!’
‘It would be an honour,’ Baek held out his hand, and Taem shook it warmly.
‘The honour is mine,’ Taem dipped his head.
‘I have met Hirandar,’ Gerandel said, ‘she is a good soul. I have heard the stories of Logan Fornor… and I even once saw him, long ago, fighting Nargs on the Northern Border… You are an extraordinary young man, Taem, look after my son.’
‘I will, I promise. I’ll leave you two to talk,’ Taem nodded, and walked back to the party, which was in full swing now.
Taem was surrounded by laughter and songs, and people that were just so very glad to be alive, but he felt in no mood for celebrating as he stared into the Fire of Honour. Taem knew he should be as happy as all the Aborle around him, but he kept remembering the pale, lifeless faces of all today’s dead. It reminded him of all the murdered bodies he had seen when he was a child. He tried to push those horrible visions from his mind, but he could not. And now, he felt the agony of the guilt that his presence alone may have caused the battle. Taem looked into the flames and the sight of so much death filled his head. The hurtful memories that he had buried deep came rushing back. Taem was powerless to hold them off. He tried, but was crushed under their weight. Even in the midst of all the surrounding revelry, the memory of the slaughter at his village made him want to weep, but he managed to control himself.
Taem turned and walked away from the fire, back towards the battlefield, eager to be alone. He left the lanterns of Leafholme for the dimness of the forest, and saw a shimmering carpet of silver blanketing the floor. Taem thought that each silver poppy seemed to shine as a star in the dark night. He crouched to pick a single Mikeri. What a strange flower it was, Taem thought, as he held it close to his face.
‘Do they wait for you?’ Cibriel said softly. ‘On the other side?’
‘Who?’ Taem stared into the Mikeri’s purple centre.
‘The ones you mourn still,’ Cibriel said.
‘How do you know I have lost?’ Taem looked up at the Aborle woman.
‘My eyes have grown old,’ Cibriel smiled, ‘but some things become easier to see. What do you feel when you look upon the Mikeri?’
‘Sorrow,’ Taem murmured, as he slowly twirled the Mikeri’s stem between his fingers and thumb. ‘And loss.’
‘So why do you think the Mikeri come?’ Cibriel said.
‘As a monument to those who have gone,’ Taem sighed. ‘To mark the passing of the ones we love.’
‘Partly… but they also blossom to help the living,’ Cibriel nodded her head at Taem. ‘Their magic is to help those who are left behind to grieve. To help them say goodbye.’
‘My parents,’ Taem said quietly. ‘They were murdered by Krun… And I can never forget what the Krun did... I hate them!’
‘But will you let that hate consume your life?’ Cibriel said, and Taem could hear the compassion in her voice. ‘Will you let one tragedy beget another? You are angry, Taem. But do you think your hurt will be healed by vengeance? You have held onto that anger, used it, fed off it, grown so accustomed to it that you assume it is part of you – but if you carry on like that you will never be at peace with yourself.’
Taem glared at Cibriel, and felt tears welling in his eyes.
‘Do you wish to see your parents again?’ Cibriel said.
Taem looked at the Aborle with doubt. But on seeing the surety in Cibriel’s eyes, Taem nodded.
‘Then embrace the scent of the Mikeri,’ Cibriel gestured to the silver poppy. ‘Let the purple veil envelop you.’
Taem slowly brought the Mikeri up to his nose and inhaled. Its scent was faint, almost ethereal, fresh like the chill wind of a darkening winter evening. Purple swirled round him; covered him, shrouded him. Suddenly the forest was gone. He could only see purple. Taem felt as if he was flying, being carried.
And then he was in another place entirely.
 
Taem was walking through open country and the sun was shining. But this world was different, everything was tinged with a golden glow. Taem walked on through the fields and past the woods, and somehow it all seemed so familiar to him. He joined the road, and climbed with it towards the crest of the hill. He thought the farmed landscape looked like a sea of gold. Taem gasped. He knew where he was. A warm breeze caressed his face as he looked down onto his village. It was just as Taem remembered it, from before the Krun raiders had come. The houses, the stables, the inn, the church – all the old buildings seemed to glow with an inner golden light.
Taem strode down the hill and into the village, drawn irresistibly towards his old home. As he approached the cottage a great joy welled up into his heart. His parents waited for him in the garden. They stood by the front gate, arm in arm, smiling – as happy as Taem could ever remember them. He stumbled on down the street, in an incredulous daze, to where his parents waited.
‘It is good to see you, my son,’ Taem’s father beamed. ‘You have grown into a fine man.’
‘Where are we?’ Taem reached out to hold his parents; he was amazed to find they were real.
‘You would call it Alarsium, Taem,’ said his mother. ‘We have gone to the Light’s embrace.’
‘I miss you,’ Taem threw his arms around both his parents.
‘As we miss you,’ his mother cradled her son in her arms. ‘But you still have your whole life to live, and it will be a good life, my son,’ his mother kissed Taem on his forehead.
‘All your life we have watched, Taem,’ his father patted his son’s back, ‘and you have done us so very proud. But I want you to start living free. Free of guilt, and free of sorrow. In your heart we will always be with you, but in the world we are dead, and you must choose to accept that.’
‘That is why you have been allowed to visit us,’ his mother said. ‘So we can say what we never got chance to in life; so we can say goodbye.’
‘I don’t want to say goodbye!’ Taem shouted.
‘You must, Taem,’ his father said strongly. ‘For your place is in Hathlore, and you are needed there.’
‘Fear not, my son,’ his mother said softly, ‘You will see us again – for we wait for you here. But – by the grace of the Light – I hope it to be many, many years before you join us.’
‘We love you, son,’ his father said, ‘and your sister and brothers. We always will.’
‘Wait!’ Taem pleaded, as he sensed the golden realm beginning to fade.
‘Live a good life,’ his mother smiled.
‘Always do what your heart tells you is right,’ his father said. ‘Stay true to yourself, no matter what.’
‘Now you must go,’ his mother said, as she reached out to him, ‘but never forget our love goes with you.’
‘Goodbye,’ Taem said as hugged them. ‘I love you both.’ 
Taem closed his eyes as he felt the purple veil envelop him, and he was flying once more.
 
When Taem opened his eyes the golden light of the otherworld was gone, and he was surrounded by the dark forest. He was aware of the sounds of distant merrymaking, and he saw the old Aborle woman watching him.
‘Did you find what you were looking for?’ Cibriel said.
‘I think so,’ Taem said softly. ‘Was that real?’
‘As real as you want it to be,’ She laid a comforting hand on Taem’s shoulder. ‘Some believe the Veil of the Mikeri allows you to walk with the spirits of the dead, where they wait for you in the last embrace.’
‘Thank you, my friend,’ Taem embraced the old Aborle woman. ‘I think you have helped me more than you will ever know.’
‘You are a good man, Taem Sodan,’ Cibriel smiled, ‘and you deserve happiness.’ The old woman bowed.
Taem gently pulled the old woman back upright and said, ‘You need not bow to me.’
‘On the contrary, Lord Sodan,’ Cibriel touched her palm to Taem’s cheek, ‘I know you are a guardian of my people, and I know what you did for us today. I gladly pay homage. Now, I’ll return to the fire, come find me when you are ready.’
Cibriel walked back towards the party, as Taem stood in the dark forest with the lingering memory of the golden realm in his mind. He felt a great sadness, but it was coupled with a great happiness that brought him almost to a smile. His last image of his parents was no longer their bloodied corpses, it was the joy on their faces as they looked at him for the last time. But just seeing them again had brought back the grief into his heart. And, once he was sure he was alone, Taem fell to his knees and buried his head in his hands, as a few tears trailed down his cheeks.
 
‘Thank you for supporting me father,’ Baek said.
‘I think it is the right thing for you to do,’ Gerandel put a hand on his son’s shoulder. ‘It is almost as if you were meant to accompany him.’ The father’s copper eyes shone with a sense of destiny. ‘He is exceptionally skilled for someone so young, and of noble mind.’
A creature barked out in the forest, just audible over the band playing, drawing the father and son’s attention for a moment. Probably nothing, they both decided. 
‘There is something about that young man,’ Gerandel stared out into the darkness, ‘in the way he holds himself. Something in his eyes. A certain nobility. I foresee he will go on to do great things.’
Baek heard the far-away wonder in his father’s voice.
Coming back to the conversation, Gerandel grinned to his son, ‘If I were twenty years younger, maybe I would go with him too!’
A violent howl pierced through the sounds of revelry. Both Gerandel and Baek swivelled, their gazes sweeping the forest beyond Leafholme’s lights. There it was again! Both Aborle spun around as they heard what had to be another beast – this time much further round to the north. And then again! Somewhere out in the east, on a different spot!
The merrymaking continued behind the father and son, but the forest was ever so quiet. Deathly silent.
‘Run!’ Gerandel roared, hurling his son back towards the great fire.
 
Taem sat in the dark forest as a torrent of emotion surged through his head. The Star Lanterns of Leafholme glistened a hundred yards behind him, and he could hear the singing and the band playing, but he was glad to be alone.
A howling whistled through the trees.
Taem looked up – what the hell was that? It was no wolf. Taem leapt to his feet and his hand shot to Estellarum’s hilt above his left shoulder. He stared out into the darkness. He concentrated on listening through the music of the party. He was as still as a statue. A rotten stench pervaded through the trees. Taem’s eyes narrowed.
The enemy must have seen him. Taem knew his silhouette would be outlined by the lights of the tree village behind. Shadows loped amongst the trees. They were everywhere. Dull yellow eyes crept forward, so full of malice and cruelty. Taem contemplated running – no! Some cunning Kruns had slunk up along his flanks and got between him and Leafholme. Taem cursed his carelessness, but it was too late for that now. The Sodan was motionless as the Krun encircled him. Trapped! Taem calmed his breathing, as he let the dark veil of night envelop his thought and hide his fear. The tune-filled revelry in the village behind continued on oblivious.
The surrounding Kruns pretended to cry, cackling to each other, and laughing and pointing at Taem.
‘Was ‘e cryin’?’ A Krun sneered.
‘Da we kill all ‘is friends?’ Another Krun cackled, and all the Kruns around Taem began to wail and pretend to sob, and laugh at him once more.
Taem let their taunts brush over him, as a wind blows over the mountain top. His eyes counted five Krun. His ears told him there were at least four more, their snarling breathing was but four yards behind him. Taem could feel their malevolent hate.
The distant music ceased. Taem heard screams and the howls of Krun slaughter in the distant village, but it was beyond his sphere of combat. A Krun snarled as it launched its gangly frame at Taem. Taem knew the Krun was coming before it even leapt at him. Estellarum swept out from its scabbard and cleaved the vaulting creature in two. The rest of the blighted beasts hesitated. That moment was all Taem needed. The Sodan bounded amongst the enemy, his sword flashing. Taem’s blue blade slashed through two Kruns before the others had even reacted. A twirling flick dropped another. He blocked and parried, fallen Kruns shrieked in the throes of death. Taem jumped, just tucking his legs over a Krun’s swing, slicing as he landed. He ducked as he deftly turned two enemy blows over. Taem shifted back as he swept his defence all over his fighting compass. The enemy swarmed him, but he danced amongst them: killing, defending and dodging. Taem evaded to the side and lunged forward, spearing the last Krun through the breast bone.
In the next moment he was gone. Exploding away through the trees, heading for the lights and the screams.
 
Taem sprinted through the sacred groves, hurtling for the great fire. The crash of blade upon blade was up ahead in the middle of the village. Taem careered over the ornate bridges, past the forest floor huts, bounding over dead Aborle bodies as he made for Leafholme’s centre.
The Aborle had been caught unawares! The Kruns had surged into the party, slaughtering the unarmed Aborle as they celebrated. Their cackling howls reverberated through the magnificent trees. The Star Lanterns bathed Leafholme with their heavenly glow, but there was no paradise here now.
Taem dashed between the bases of two mighty oaks, under the walkways above, flying into the central clearing. Mangled Aborle corpses littered the clearing around the fire. The rest of the Aborle had scattered, fleeing up into the village’s higher walkways. Kruns were all over Leafholme, chasing and murdering any Aborle they could get their hands on. Taem shuddered as he heard the terrible shrieks of dying Aborle.
A gathering of Kruns had strung an Aborle up by her wrists on a wooden spit, and held her out to roast over the Fire of Honour. The Aborle screamed in agony as the flames licked her body and burned her legs. Taem felt his anger rage as the Kruns snarled with laughter, as they taunted the shrieking Aborle. How could any creatures enjoy causing such pain?
Taem Sodan mowed into the back of those Kruns, hacking down half a dozen of them before they could turn and bring their weapons to bear. The Aborle over the fire squealed as her skin began to melt and she was burnt alive. Taem swathed through the remaining Kruns, using Estellarum to rip them to pieces. More Krun rushed to attack the Sodan, as he smashed through their comrades. But Taem cut them all down. Fury burned through every fibre of his being.
Taem hurried to haul the wailing Aborle out of the fire. Taem cut the forest woman down and gently lowered her to the ground. The Aborle’s skin was horrifically scorched, her face disfigured by charred burns, and her legs were black, but Taem could still recognise it was the placid elder Cibriel. A woman who, Taem was sure, could never do harm to anyone. Taem felt as if his blood was frozen. Seeing such a good woman reduced to this, was as painful as a spear thrust through the belly.
‘Thank you, my boy,’ Cibriel gasped through desiccated lips, as she pressed her hand to his cheek. 
Tears glistened in Taem’s eyes as he held the old Aborle woman. The horrific moaning of other Aborle being tortured swept through the once-tranquil village.
‘You are Sodan,’ Cibriel smiled weakly, as she gripped Taem’s arm. ‘Protect my people!’ Cibriel cried with the last of her strength. ‘Save my people, Sodan…’ 
Taem watched, powerless, as Cibriel’s soul fled from her ravaged body into the solace of the last embrace of the Light.
‘The Light will guide you, old friend,’ Taem murmured, as he clasped the Aborle woman close to his chest.
Tears trailed down Taem’s cheeks as he softly laid Cibriel’s body down. Implacable anger blazed through him. A white hot fury burned in his heart. Taem glared up through menacing eyes as he perceived Krun screaming towards him.
 
Baek and Gerandel had managed to reach bows and quivers just as the carnage erupted. They had cried for everyone to climb into the trees, but most of the Aborle had been too slow to react. Many were now dead, and much of Leafholme was on fire. Aborle had fled in every direction. Those that had made it into the dark forest were gone, but savage Krun gangs were stalking through the tree village butchering any survivors.
Shandor was with Baek and Gerandel, grouped together with many other Aborle warriors. They had picked up any weapons they could find and were hunting down the evil invaders. The Kruns were leaderless. And, having already divided into pillaging mobs, they were easy for the Aborle warriors to outnumber and overpower. Nevertheless, there were so many murdering Krun scavengers crawling all over the village that Aborle who were unable to defend themselves were being slaughtered.
‘Shayel!’ Baek cried as he loosed his bow. ‘Where are you!’
Gerandel struck down another enemy. He turned, and deftly used his sword to envelop the blade of the next charging Krun. Following through, Gerandel lunged and pierced the Krun through the heart. 
Baek looked down at a dead Aborle, Lareal, a friend of his mother’s. He saw how the Krun had cut her flesh into strips, and sliced chunks out of her face – and Baek realised how the Krun must have made her beg and scream before the end. For the first time in his life, Baek knew what it was to hate.
‘This way, Aborle!’ Shandor bellowed through the slaughter and the smoke, leading over one of the rope bridges towards the screams coming from the hut in the next tree. A dozen Aborle followed behind the Forest Guard Captain.
‘Baek!’ Shandor cried back. ‘Take the rest of the Aborle up to the second level.’
Baek bounded up the spiral stairway out onto a broad walkway, his father on his shoulder and other warriors behind.
Baek drew and loosed his bow into a foul Krun rummaging through an Aborle corpse. 
‘Split up and scour the second level!’ Baek yelled, as he ran on with his father and two others.
A handful of Kruns charged towards the father and son. Baek’s arrows were swift, and Gerandel’s sword flashed like lightning – under the glow of the Star Lanterns. Those Krun could not last long, and their corpses were soon staining the once beautiful timbers of Leafholme’s walkways with their dark blood.
‘Shayel!’ Baek roared. Where was his sister? Despite all the Star Lanterns lighting up the night, he could not see a thing through all the smoke billowing up from the huts below. It stung his eyes and clogged his throat.
‘This way!’ Gerandel cried, leading them on into a house. Just in time to fight off the Kruns who had been arguing over the best way to make the Aborles they held under knife-point suffer.
‘Have you seen Shayel?’ Baek asked the survivors, as his father slew the last of the hideous Kruns.
‘No,’ an Aborle-maiden wailed, as she broke down in tears.
And terror surged through Baek as he realised the girl was Delese, one of Shayel’s best friends. Delese crawled over to a man that Baek knew was her betrothed, and she cried as she cradled his head in her lap. Baek was filled with misery as he realised why Delese was heartbroken. Delese’s betrothed was Hanrel – a friend whom Baek had known since they had run through the woods as children – and he was soaked in blood. The wound to Hanrel’s chest was deep, and Baek knew his friend would be dead in moments.
‘Go to the Light, brother,’ Baek knelt down to clasp Hanrel’s hand. ‘Go with the knowledge that your life bought enough time for the others to live.’
‘Elliterati,’ all the Aborle in the hut whispered – both survivors and warriors – as they touched their hands to their hearts. Delese sobbed as she bent down to kiss Hanrel’s forehead.
There was nothing more Baek could do there, and there were still other Aborle out there who could yet be saved. He had to find his sister! So, with regret and sorrow in his heart, Baek turned away from his dead friend and gestured for his father and the other warriors to leave.
Baek hurried out the house. He looked over the edge of the walkway down to the forest floor, and saw it was utterly silent down there. Baek thought the complete quiet was ominous. Nothing lived by the Fire of Honour, neither Krun nor Aborle. It was as if death itself had swept through the forest village.
On the first level, Baek could see Shandor and her Aborle were hacking through and hunting down Kruns. Chasing the Kruns over the bridges and battling them on the platforms. As Baek hurried to survey the second level, he could see Kruns in many of the huts. And the wailing of tortured Aborle was horrific. How could this be happening?
‘Come on!’ Gerandel cried, urging the Aborle warriors on over the next walkway, onto a platform where half a dozen Kruns were slicing up a screaming Aborle-woman.
The enraged Aborle warriors were so angry that they howled as they charged towards those Krun, and hacked them to pieces.
Baek saw, fifty yards away, over a vast open drop to the forest floor below, two Kruns chasing after a screaming Aborle-maiden. Baek exhaled as he pulled an arrow from his quiver, notched it, drew his bow and steadied himself. He knew it was a difficult shot, but the girl’s life depended on it. As Baek exhaled again, his flight flew true and a sprawling Krun toppled over the edge of the walkway to the forest earth far below. The second pursuing Krun froze, an easier target. Baek pulled back and loosed again, piercing the creatures throat.
Gerandel and the other Aborle had just hurled the last two Kruns from the platform as Baek shouted.
‘Father!’ Baek pointed up to the third level. ‘The Hall of the Council!’
There must have been fifty Aborle fleeing over the walkways into the hall of cascading spirals. But to Baek and Gerandel’s horror, gangs of Kruns and Ugurs were converging on the hall from three different rope bridges.
‘Go!’ Baek said to his father and the other Aborle warriors, drawing an arrow and sighting a lumbering Ugur that was pursuing the helpless Aborle. Moments later the Ugur spluttered and fell, an arrow in its back. But Baek knew there were too many Krun up there. The Aborle warriors were on their way up – but they would never make it in time! Baek tried to calm himself as he pinned another arrow through a different Ugur, but he knew his people were about to be massacred.
 
‘We’re trapped in here!’ Shayel screamed from inside the spiral walls. ‘There is no way out of the Hall of Council!’
‘The Kruns are coming!’ An Aborle hollered, whilst he struggled to hold the thick oak door as the Kruns began to thump into it.
A massive axe-blade crashed through the door, dangerously close to one of the Aborle braced against it.
‘Aarrrggghh!’ the Aborle who had almost lost his head screamed, and all four Aborle who had been holding the door jumped away. 
A heavy booted foot kicked the door back, to reveal a snarling horde of malicious Ugurs, and Kruns jostling behind them.
The crowd of screaming Aborle ran to the far side of the hall, beyond the council fire, as the Ugurs stomped inside.
‘Screeem,’ one of the huge Ugurs growled, as he crashed his axe through an ornate carving, smashing it into pieces.
‘Light help us!’ Some of the Aborle wailed, as others broke down into tears.
‘Da Light ain’t guna elp ya,’ an Ugur gnashed its hefty tusks together, dribbling down its chin.
‘Time t’ squeal,’ an Ugur prowled forward, his blood-stained scimitar glistening in the Aborle lantern-light.
Another Ugur growled its sinister intent, salivating as it sneered at the Aborle’s fear. The Aborle huddled together at the far end of the hall, quivering and crying.
‘U’s guna wish u’s never been cut frum yer mu’vers gut!’ An Ugur licked the Aborle blood off his sword blade.
‘Gut em buoys!’ The lead Ugur howled back at the Kruns, as it glared at the ever so soft and sweet Aborle-maidens. ‘Chain em up an we’s take em back o-ver Dredgen wiv us.’ 
But as the foursome of monstrous Ugurs glared with greedy eyes at the fresh meat, no Kruns came. Unnoticed until that moment, there was no longer any cackling or howling from outside. There was nothing but silence beyond the Hall of Council.
‘Buoys!’ The Ugur leader roared, as it swivelled its hefty skull.
But to the monstrous creature’s surprise, there were no Kruns waiting in the hall doorway.
‘Where dem nattin cowards gone?’ One of the Ugurs snorted.
‘Yellar-bellied, durty, stinkin cheats!’ A massive Ugur growled.
‘Puny Krun!’ the Ugur leader hawked up a rancid ball of phlegm and spat it out on the floor. ‘Cursse em!’ It snorted as it stomped towards the dismayed Aborle.
‘Please don’t hurt us!’ Shayel begged.
The four Ugurs rumbled a vicious laugh.
One of the Ugurs snatched Shayel from the crowd. It glared as it brought her trembling face close to its own, and threatened her eye with the rusted point of its blood stained sword. The Ugur grunted and licked its lips, as it eyed her up and down from beneath its bony eye-brow ridges. It would enjoy sating its lust for blood and flesh on this girl. 
‘We’s goona play wit yu,’ the Ugur snarled at Shayel, ‘hurt yu, makes yu I’s slave – makes yu wis yu’s dead. An dere’s nufin yu can du a’bout it!’
‘I can’t,’ Shayel whispered; her eyes focused beyond the sword-tip that was a hair’s breadth from blinding her. ‘But he can.’
‘What?’ The Ugur grunted. 
As the Ugur turned to look, a slash of blue metal lacerated through its eyes – the last thing the nasty creature ever saw.
 
Taem had rocketed from the stairwell, out onto the platform outside the mesmerising spiral walls of the Hall of Council. The Sodan had torn into the Kruns, obliterating all of them, hacking them to pieces with fury and vengeance. There had been almost a score of the enemy up there, but Taem was possessed by a ferocious power. He had hit them hard and fast, and he had taken them unawares. Had the Kruns dared to all fight Taem at once, they would easily have drowned him with their numbers. But many had cowed and fled rather than face The Sodan’s terrible rage.
Taem knew a distant archer had his back, as the odd Krun was pierced by an arrow, but he was enveloped in the maelstrom of battle.
When Taem charged into the hall, and saw Shayel being threatened, he did not hesitate.
Two Ugurs were slain before the others knew anything was amiss. As Taem parried a high strike from one of the huge Ugurs, he ducked, pivoted and sliced horizontally through the belly of the enemy behind him. Spinning again, he turned just in time to rise his blade to his north, deflecting a blow meant for his head. Taem brought his blade smashing down like thunder, chopping clean through the enemy.
Taem whirled towards the door as he heard the trample of charging enemy feet approaching. The Sodan brought his blade up between himself and the door. Taem was ready to kill more enemy, but he lowered his blade when he saw it was Gerandel, and other Aborle with him, who burst into the Hall.
‘He is Sodan,’ Aborle in the crowd said reverently, touching their hands to their hearts as they gaped at Taem.
‘Yes, I am Sodan.’ Taem said to all the Aborle. And on seeing the look in Taem’s eyes these survivors were no longer afraid. The old legends had come again, and the Aborle were filled with hope.
‘It’s time to show no mercy.’ Taem said fiercely. ‘Kill them with honour, but kill them all!’ Taem roared as he ran from the hall.
The Aborle warriors followed after the Sodan, and they were furious and grim as they slaughtered every Krun and Ugur that had set foot in the ravaged village.
 



Chapter 9 – Kaladim
 
 
It had been a woeful few days as the Aborle of Leafholme struggled to come to terms with the raid. Countless Aborle had been butchered, and Taem doubted the woodland paradise would ever be restored to its former glory. The Mikeri had flourished everywhere, and the Aborle said the Great Forest had the power to overcome any affliction – but they were wrong.
The morning after the raid three companies of Forest Guard had arrived from the west, to be dismayed by the devastation they found. Taem lost himself in training during those miserable days, alone on the high platform. He was consumed by grief, and the dread in his heart that he was responsible for the Krun raid. Many of the Aborle gazed up to where they knew he lingered, puzzling the riddle of a living Sodan – eager to think on anything other than the sorrow for their lost loved ones. The day before Taem and Baek left, the elders decided to abandon Leafholme forever. They tore down and burnt all their buildings and walkways, and retreated further into the forest. Leafholme was broken and destroyed. It would never be the same again.
 
The Borleon Forest was so vast that it was two days before Taem and Baek lost sight of the great trees. They had rejoined the Mountain Way, as it travelled over grasslands and hills, and were heading north towards Dolam. Taem was quiet and troubled as they rode north. Always he looked over his shoulder, watching for Narg pursuit. Storm had survived Leafholme, and Baek had been given a Forest Guard mount by Shandor. Taem pushed the horses hard, but not to exhaustion. He wanted to leave them with the energy to out-run enemies, if needs be.
In the evenings Taem practised the Way of the Sword, whilst Baek cooked their supper.
‘Hunting our dinner every day is enough practise for me,’ Baek chortled to himself, as he waited for the deer to roast over the campfire, and he watched Taem repeat the same sword strike over and over, and over again.
What is it that drives Taem, Baek wondered? As Baek saw Taem shake his head in annoyance, he wondered if the Sodan could ever be satisfied.
‘I’m sorry,’ Taem walked up to the campfire. ‘About your people.’
‘I know,’ Baek passed Taem a cup of water. ‘You should not blame yourself, for I don’t. If not for you, I would be dead, as would every Aborle in Leafholme. Logan and Hirandar would be proud.’
Taem raised up his cup, with a grim smile.
‘You cannot understand or reason with Krun,’ Baek said darkly, ‘we’ve both learnt that the hard way.’
Rarely did the companions pass others on the road. When they did, other travellers stared at Baek – Taem knew that most people had never seen an Aborle before.
‘Tell me about the world?’ Baek would often ask Taem as they rode.
And Taem would tell his friend as much as he knew – which was not very much. Taem told Baek how Aritas was the largest kingdom in Hathlore, renowned for its fair legal system and for the greatest army. How the Crown of Justice was passed to the first born child of the Sun Throne, how the capitol of Arilon was reputed to be the most beautiful city in the world, and how the wealth of Aritas came from farming, mining and fine horses. But Taem could only speak of what he had been told, not of what he had experienced.
Nevertheless, Baek’s eyes grew wide as Taem spoke.
‘Ever since I was a youngling, Taem,’ Baek said, as they rode over the grasslands, under the glaring noon sun. ‘There has been so many places I’ve longed to visit; the wondrous sights my father told me of as a child. I want to gaze upon the majesty of the Royal Palace of the Sun, in Arilon; to hear and smell the trade of the markets of Marac, in Maresh.’
Taem smiled at his friend’s enthusiasm.
‘How I wish to listen to the waves crash against the white cliffs,’ Baek said, ‘hundreds of feet below the temple of The Light, in Jinamon. And what about Calledron? The City of Magic! And these are just a few of the famous landmarks I thought I’d never get an opportunity to see…’ Baek beamed. ‘But now, I might just get that chance.’
‘I guess you might,’ Taem smiled. ‘How did the Aborle come to dwell in the Great Forest?’
‘My people – like yours Taem, and like every nation of men and women in Hathlore – are descended from the Sartorians. Long ago, in the Golden Age, this ancient race of Men lived alongside the Rhungars, and the Sartorian Empire stretched over much of Hathlore. But during the Great War of the Dark, the world was all but destroyed. The Sartorians that could not live amongst the ruins of the old world – that could not face that the Golden Age was gone forever – retreated into the depths of the great forests, and these people became known as the Aborle.’
 
As they rode north one morning, four days after leaving the Borleon Forest, the heavens opened and rain poured out of the grey sky. The companions pulled the hoods of their cloaks up over their heads, as their mounts plodded on. They no longer talked, just kept their heads down and pushed on through the gloom.
A wagon came into view on the bleak horizon, and the companions urged their horses on through the rain. Taem could see men on horseback circling the stationary cart, and it did not seem right. There was something amiss in the way the horsemen were circling, the way they sat bolt up in the saddle. Baek and Taem glanced at each other, realised they were both thinking the same thing, and urged their mounts closer.
Taem could see there were four Rhungars, standing boldly on the wide hoodless wagon, as the pouring rain beat down. The Rhungars were positioned back to back, in a defensive square, covering all directions. With a shout, the ten men on horseback charged in on the wagon, bearing steel. An enormous, russet-bearded Rhungar swung out his hulking axe. The first rider to reach the wagon was smashed by the great axe, catapulted from his saddle like he had been rammed by a raging bull. The attack was stopped dead in its tracks, and the rest of the wary riders retreated to circle the wagon once more.
Taem gestured for Baek to follow him off road. They dismounted and tethered their horses in a clump of trees. The companions crept forward on foot, through heather and grass, until they could hear the men on horseback yelling and jeering at the Rhungars. The two friends crouched down to listen through the sound of the rain.
‘Give us your wagon,’ one of the men on horseback hollered, ‘and we’ll let you go!’
‘You must pay tax to use our road!’ Another horseman sneered. ‘Or we’ll kill you, and take your wagon anyway!’
‘Do come on then!’ A white-bearded Rhungar roared as he brandished his fist. ‘Let’s ’ave yhee! Yer sissies! This nay be thy road!’
‘We might even give you a head start,’ a different horseman said, ‘to run off on your stumpy little legs, before we chase you down.’
‘Why don’ yhee get down off yer horse,’ The russet-bearded Rhungar bellowed, ‘and let me put my axe through yer face! Yhee robbin’ scum!’
It was the closest Taem had ever been to a Rhungar, and he saw how each one was a hulking mass of muscle. Only five foot tall, but three feet across their massive shoulders, with a huge barrel chest three times the size of a man’s.
‘Thieves?’ Baek whispered to Taem, from their hidden position.
‘Must be,’ Taem murmured. ‘Hirandar warned me about bandits in this area. We have to help those Rhungars; I’ll not stand by and do nothing. Let’s move closer.’
The Aborle nodded to his friend.
Taem and Baek crept through the low cover so they were thirty feet from the circling horsemen. As the tirade of abuse went on between the two groups, the companions could now make out the individuals involved. Taem could see the horsemen wore every day clothes, but had dark scarves tied around their heads, covering their mouth and nose. Taem could tell these were black hearted men – their nature was in their eyes, on their brows, and in their very bearing. All of them were armed.
Peeping through the bushes, Taem got a closer look at the Rhungars, and he thought their massive muscular frames weighed double a Man’s. He could see they all had long beards, pronounced eyebrows and enormous – almost comical – noses. The Rhungars wore light armour and carried gleaming axes in their hands.
It was clear to Taem that the robbers, despite all their bragging, were unwilling to fight the Rhungars – even though they were ten against only four. But then again, Rhungars did have a ferocious reputation.
‘Stop!’ Taem shouted, as he and Baek stood up. ‘In the name of the King.’
The bandits reared up in surprise, as they turned to see the hooded companions. 
Taem felt his heartbeat quicken as the bandits’ attention was fixed on him, but he managed to remain outwardly calm.
‘This is no business of yours, travellers,’ one of the bandits sneered.
‘We have made it our business,’ Taem said.
‘There is only one king in this district,’ said the bandit spokesman, with a dangerous glint in his eyes. ‘And it is not the king you speak of, it is our boss, the Bandit King. He rules here. Kill them men!’ The bandit thrust his sword in Taem and Baek’s direction.
The mounted bandits wheeled their horses away from the wagon, and came hurtling towards the two companions. Baek reached over his shoulder and whipped an arrow from the quiver on his back, rain spraying off his arm as he pulled the arrow up, over and down. The Aborle shot one of the galloping bandits through the chest, knocking him from his horse.
The horsemen slowed their advance, worriedly glancing round to each other. By which time another of their number had fallen to the Aborle’s archery.
The russet-haired Rhungar reached down and flourished a small hand axe from a loop in his belt. Drawing it back over his shoulder, he launched it tumbling end over end, spinning through the falling rain until it slammed into the head bandit.
‘Have that!’ The Rhungar yelled, as the bandit slumped from his horse.
Dismayed and leaderless, and with dangerous warriors to front and rear, the bandits fled eastwards away from the road.
‘Hah! Cowards!’ The russet-bearded Rhungar bellowed, as he thrust his huge axe overhead. ‘That be teaching yhee ter mess with Rhungars!’
The other Rhungars all howled, and raised their weapons up in salute.
Taem and Baek loped up to the wagon, lowering their hoods as the Rhungars climbed down. Taem examined the wagon: it was sturdy and well-maintained, with crafted spoked wheels, rimmed with metal. There was something meticulous about its elaborate craftsmanship, sharp and stark but refined.
‘An Aborle,’ the white-haired Rhungar snorted.
Taem was struck by how grumpy and rude this older Rhungar was, and wondered why he spoke with such contempt of someone who had just come to his aid.
‘Me name be Forgrun Krojan,’ the russet haired Rhungar bowed, lowering his chestnut eyes, ‘son o’ Dugan, be o’ clan Ironstone.’ Forgrun wore black leather boots, baggy red trousers, a bright yellow shirt and a padded jacket sewn with pieces of shining steel plate. He was even bigger than his Rhungar companions.
Two of the other Rhungars wore similar clothes with equally bold colours – Taem’s eyes could barely take in the glaring colours these Rhungars were garbed in. All four of them had shaggy mops of plaited hair and beards. But one of them looked very different; he wore dark clothes and had a shaved head, with his scalp covered by circular black tattoos, like the rings of a tree.
‘These be me companions,’ Forgrun said, ‘Rodan,’ he pointed at his white-haired companion, ‘an’ Derad,’ Forgrun gestured to the black-haired Rhungar. Both these Rhungars eyed the Aborle-cloaked wanderers suspiciously.
Baek sullenly crossed his arms as the two Rhungars scowled at him. Taem wondered why the fourth Rhungar, with the circular tattoos on his scalp, was not introduced.
‘Yhee saved our lives,’ Forgrun bowed. ‘So I do give yhee me axe, until I have repaid thy favour.’
‘Master Rhungar,’ Taem said, ‘really, there is no need, we did not–’
‘My honour do demand it!’ Forgrun boomed. ‘In ye name o’ Kaladim, I do be duty bound ter accompany yhee.’
‘You don’t understand,’ Taem shook his head, ‘danger follows us, Nargs and Krun are after us–’
‘Good!’ Forgrun said heartily, ‘yhee do be need me axe!’
Rodan and Derad scowled, and looked at each other in disapproval.
Taem knew there would be no changing this Forgrun’s mind, and he had no desire to even try. Forgrun was as strong as an ox, and knew how to use those axes he carried.
‘We be on our way ter our mountain home,’ Forgrun pointed south, ‘ do return from tradin’ in Arilon.’
‘Well you can’t continue south,’ Baek said, ‘Krun have just raided Borleon.’
‘Hah!’ Rodan snorted, as Derad laughed. ‘We nay scared o’ them weak devil-scum!’
Baek shot Taem a disparaging glance.
‘Those scum be ambushin’ us and cuttin’ our ’orse loose,’ Forgrun looked down at the dead bandits. ‘They be toying with us, waitin’ ter come in close and finish us off. When they tried – by Gromm an’ Odrin! – we would be given ’em hell! But we were being outnumbered and would be been bested. It was fortunate yhee arrived and came ter our aid.’
Taem nodded, although he doubted the combat would have been such a foregone conclusion. He scrutinised the fighting axes all four Rhungars carried. The fabled Rhungari axe consisted of a black steel shaft, wrapped in two places with black leather for handgrips, and an enormous axe-head. On one side of the burnished steel axe-head there was the main curved axe-blade – a full three hand-spans long – and on the other side extended a curved spike. Gromm was the Rhungar god of war, and Odrin was the highest god, father of all Rhungars.
Rodan and Derad made off through the rain to search for their horse, whilst Forgrun went over to pick up his throwing axe. Forgrun stooped to retrieve his hand-axe, yanking it loose from the bandit’s head, and spat on the floor. The fourth Rhungar just stood against the wagon, patient and still.
‘I do hate these bandits,’ Forgrun snarled, ‘they be usin’ fear ter control ye whole region. We do come from ye west, but do hear ye town ter north be under thy control. He who be called ye Bandit King – he be stealin’ from ye man folk, and they be powerless to stop him.’ Forgrun shook his head.
‘What about the real King?’ Baek said.
‘From what I be hearin’,’ Forgrun muttered, ‘he’s be havin’ trouble enough rulin’ court in Arilon, let alone eastern frontiers. Aritas be not ye great nation it once was. They say it be a pale shadow of its former self.’
‘Sounds like these people need some help,’ Taem looked to Baek.
‘Aye! – yer goin’ ter take him on?’ Forgrun looked eagerly at Taem. ‘I do like thy style, we’ll give this scum a good thumpin’!’
Rodan came up to Forgrun, dragging with him the Rhungars’ massive horse, one of a breed of horses the Rhungars called Dhurrans. Taem thought the great beast was a shire horse, but the Rhungari horse would dwarf even one of those.
‘We be findin’ Cyril,’ Rodan reached up to pat the horse’s nose, ‘ye coward ran off scared!’
Cyril snorted at that, and contemptuously shook his long mane and stamped his hoof.
‘Hah Hah!’ Rodan boomed. ‘I be calmin’ him down an’ gettin’ him back tied ter wagon.’
‘Yhee two should carry on back home ter Dundean,’ Forgrun said to Rodan and Derad. ‘Tell me father I do be goin’ on a quest with me new companions – fer Kaladim an’ glory.’
‘I can promise little in the way of glory,’ Taem said.
‘Nay! – Nonsense!’ Forgrun bellowed. ‘We will be glorious!’
‘It be a bad omen,’ Rodan frowned, ‘ter travel with ye Aborle,’ Rodan glanced sceptically at Baek, and the Aborle glowered back.
‘Nay!’ Forgrun said gruffly. ‘Cousin Rodan, this here Aborle be savin’ our lives! That be good enough for me trust.’
‘Yer be young and impulsive Forgrun,’ Rodan grunted, ‘yhee be doing better ter return ter thy father.’
‘Aye!’ Forgrun snapped. ‘I thank yhee for thy counsel, cousin; but me Kaladim be nay trivial matter!’
‘O’ course, me Lord,’ Rodan bowed.
Logan had told Taem that Rhungars were formidable fighters: dauntless and strong, incredibly tough, and capable of extreme endurance. They were an oath-bound people, to them the smallest promise was unbreakable. Kaladim – what the Rhungars called honour – was all important.
‘My father do say there be much evil in this world,’ Forgrun said dourly, ‘tell him I be goin’ ter vanquish it with me new companions.’
‘Aye, Forgrun,’ Rodan nodded. ‘As yhee wish it… Thy mother be nay pleased.’ Rodan smiled. ‘Or thy betrothed, Ethselbed.’
‘Tell me mother an’ Ethselbed I be home soon,’ Forgrun mumbled, red-faced. ‘I be missin’ her, but I be stayin’ with this Man an’ this Aborle until I be returnin’ thy favour and be savin’ thine lives.’
‘An’ thy marriage?’ Rodan smirked.
‘O’ course,’ Forgrun muttered, ‘af’er I do return…’
The rain still fell in bucket loads so the new companions did not dawdle long. Forgrun had collected up a few possessions and lifted a hefty pack onto his broad squat form, whilst the two other Rhungars climbed up onto the wagon.
‘The Ancestors guard yhee,’ Rodan said ceremoniously, ‘an’ return yhee ter halls o’ thy father – sooner rather than later, fer thy sake.’
‘Aye!’ Forgrun said. ‘Journey well, Rodan.’ 
‘Good day to yhee,’ Rodan said briskly to Taem and Baek, as he flicked the reigns, stirring the huge horse into motion. As the wagon pulled away, Derad nodded his head to the four companions, but maintained the same stoic silence that he held throughout.
‘It be day an’ ‘alf north ter Gulren.’ Forgrun looked eagerly to his two new companions.
‘I’ll get the horses,’ Baek went back down the road.
‘Forgrun,’ Taem said, ‘are you sure you want to come with us?’
‘I ne’er be more sure in me life!’ Forgrun said happily. ‘Father do want me ter marry and be thy Lord o’ Citadel. I do want adventure, battle… an’ so much beer I can nay stand!’
‘Well if you want adventure,’ Taem laughed, ‘you’ve come to the right place. But who is your friend,’ Taem gestured to the fourth Rhungar, who had been neither introduced or acknowledged. This Rhungar was much smaller than Forgrun, and had a long black beard.
‘Be who?’ Forgrun said.
‘The Rhungar standing just behind you?’ Taem pointed at the Rhungar with the black tree-rings tattooed over the crown of his head, dressed all in dark clothing.
‘Oh,’ Forgrun snorted. ‘That be Bodran. He be sworn ter Gromm.’
Bodran dipped his head at Taem.
‘He is your manservant?’ Taem asked.
‘Nay servant,’ Forgrun shook his head. ‘He do be a helper, but he do serve me family ter regain lost Kaladim.’
‘How did you lose your Kaladim?’ Taem asked Bodran, but the Rhungar just shook his head.
‘He sworn nay ter speak,’ Forgrun said. ‘In truth, I nay do know his slight ter me family, but me father do sent him ter follow me.’
Bodran bowed to Taem.
‘Have you fought Nargs and Krun before?’ Baek returned with the horses.
‘Hah!’ Forgrun boomed. ‘Have me? Ev’ry summer since I be a whelp!’
Baek looked at Forgrun in disbelief, not sure if he was boasting or speaking the truth.
‘Let’s get moving then,’ Taem said, as they loitered in the rain. ‘We can be at this Gulren by nightfall tomorrow.’
‘Aye! What be we waitin’ fer then?’ The Rhungar said purposefully, as he strode off northward along the Mountain Way. Bodran followed close behind.
Taem and Baek grinned at each other, as they followed Forgrun through the downpour.
 
By the evening the cloud had cleared, and Taem could see the setting sun on the western horizon. The four companions set up camp in the open, at the top of a grassy hill, surrounded by views of the rolling downs.
‘Do we light a fire on this hilltop?’ Baek looked to the rolling hills to the south.
‘There’s been no sign of pursuit since Borleon,’ Taem gazed to the east and the Dredgen Mountains. ‘We can risk a fire up here tonight,’ Taem saw some small trees at the bottom of the hill’s western slope, and he set off to collect some firewood.
‘I be got some salt’d beef in me pack,’ Forgrun rummaged through his backpack as he sat down on the ground. ‘It be wet!’ The Rhungar rocketed back up onto his feet, whilst rubbing his behind. ‘Are yhee sure this be the bes’ place fer us to camp?’
Bodran smiled.
‘Of course it’s wet!’ Baek said sharply. ‘It was raining four hours ago. I thought Rhungars had memories as long as their beards?’
Bodran glared at Baek.
‘They do!’ Forgrun muttered. ‘At leas’ they do when it comes ter import’nt things’.
‘I picked up some mushrooms earlier,’ Baek set his backpack on the floor. ‘We could make a good hot pot with your beef.’
‘Be ruinin’ good meat with vegetables?’ Forgrun scoffed. ‘My mother be warnin’ me o’ Aborle cookery.’
Bodran grimaced at the thought of disgusting Aborle food.
‘Mushrooms are not vegetables,’ Baek said smugly.
‘They be ye same thing,’ Forgrun gestured for Bodran to get out the cooking pot and set up the tripod. ‘They do be comin’ from ground, be that?’
Baek shook his head with a knowing smile. ‘If only you would try some Aborle food – the flavours are exquisite! We have spices and herbs to make your mouth water. The Aborle tastes are so refined, so subtle. Perhaps too sophisticated for some to appreciate…’
‘Nay! – give me red meat,’ Forgrun said, ‘oozing blood an’ juice, before any o’ thy fancy stuff – any day!’
Bodran nodded his approval.
Taem returned with the firewood, set up the beginnings of a fire, and proceeded to rub two sticks together amongst the kindling.
‘Do allow me,’ Forgrun struck a match, and soon had the kindling aflame.
‘Thank you,’ Taem smiled. ‘Now that’s taken care of I can do some practice.’ Taem walked away from the others and drew his sword.
‘Rhungari matches,’ Forgrun said boastfully to Baek, ‘I do nay think ye Aborle can make anything like that.’
Baek scowled, and turned away to watch Taem flowing through the movements of Eagle Gliding on the Wind.
‘Is ye man not be tired enough after a day walkin’?’ Forgrun asked. ‘Nay that I do am, yhee understand.’
‘Of course not,’ Baek grinned, causing Forgrun to frown. ‘Taem is a Master swordsman – but get used to him going training every night at camp. He practices all the time, too much! But he says it helps him focus. He talks about being “one with the sword” – but I think he needs to relax a bit more.’
‘Focus?’ Forgrun snorted. ‘What nonsense! But I be admittin’, focused or nay, he be skilled.’
Baek began to stew Forgrun’s beef in the spherical black-iron pot. To Forgrun and Bodran’s disgruntled looks, the Aborle added in the mushrooms as the broth simmered over the campfire. Bodran shook his head in disgust.
‘I think, my Rhungar friend,’ Taem said as he approached, ‘you would be surprised how important training can be.’
‘Aye!’ Forgrun said. ‘But give me a good scrap, any day. Yhee sword may be swift, but my axe has ye power ter smash through anything.’
‘I believe it does.’ Taem said earnestly. ‘But can it parry, block and counter in quick succession?’ Taem demonstrated the moves with his sword as he spoke the words.
‘There be nay need,’ Forgrun scoffed. ‘One blow o’ me war axe,’ the Rhungar reached over his back and patted his weapon, ‘an’ it be all over.’
Bodran nodded his head in agreement. 
‘My axe can block,’ Forgrun said, ‘if needs be – but I do prefer attack. May I be seein’ thy weapon?’
Taem hesitated for a moment, and passed the Rhungar his sword so Forgrun could examine it, turning over the hilt to see both sides of the blade.
‘My people be fabled weapon-smiths,’ Forgrun murmured, ‘but never ’ave I seen ye like of this.’ The Rhungar gazed, enchanted, over the blue blade.
‘It was made long ago,’ Taem whispered, ‘before the Great War of the Dark.’
‘What metal is this?’ Forgrun eyed down the smooth curve of the blade.
‘Star metal,’ Taem said softly.
Forgrun’s eyes went wide as he nodded, ‘Tis finest blade I do ever see.’ He handed Taem back his sword, and Taem could see in his eyes that the Rhungar knew more than he was letting on. Bodran stared at the Starblade in disbelief.
‘An’ can I be seein’ yer bow?’ Forgrun said to Baek.
Baek paused in two-minds, but passed the Rhungar his bow.
‘It’s made from Silver Yew,’ Baek said, as Forgrun tested the bow’s flex and nodded.
‘What range?’ Forgrun held the bow at arm’s length, as if he were shooting.
‘Beyond that river,’ Baek pointed to a trickling stream far in the distance.
‘Nay!’
‘Yes,’ Baek said to the Rhungar. And Taem could see, by the eager look on Baek’s face, that the Aborle was pleased that Forgrun was impressed.
‘I be nay thinkin’ Aborle were cap’ble of such craft,’ Forgrun said mockingly.
Taem raised his eyes to heaven. Bodran stifled a laugh behind one of his massive fists.
‘Believe me, Rhungar, they are,’ Baek angrily stirred the stew. ‘Come to my forest home and you will see the greatest craft of all, the living workmanship of our immense trees.’
‘Ye use o’ Aborle
magic?’ Forgrun chortled, and Bodran scoffed. ‘I be not puttin’ much faith in that. I put my trust in steel an’ stone. Ter behold true wonder Baek, yhee must see ye marvellous engineering of ye halls o’ me people. Hewn from ye rock, some chambers do be fittin’ a village inside them – aye, with then some room ter spare.’
‘Cold and lifeless,’ Baek snapped. ‘Nothing compared to my living realm.’
‘Hah!’ Forgrun boomed. ‘Yhee speak of what yhee know nothin’!’
‘As do you!’ Baek yelled.
‘Son o’ ye Maliven,’ Forgrun muttered under his breath.
‘What did you say?’ Baek jumped to his feet, hand on his swordhilt.
‘Yhee heard,’ Forgrun said gruffly, but remained seated. ‘Thy ancestors do be traitors ter ye Dark. Men may do forget, but Rhungars do remember.’
‘Take that back you clumsy dim-witted oaf!’ Baek snarled. ‘you know nothing! Your people claim Kaladim, but have no honour! Not all Aborle became Maliven, but your stupid people left mine to die!’
Bodran shot to his feet, fists clenched in anger.
‘And thine betrayed mine!’ Forgrun growled. ‘Rhungars ne’er forget, ne’er forgive!’
‘That’s enough Forgrun,’ Taem said strongly. ‘That’s my friend you’re talking to, and we both lost a lot of Aborle friends battling the Krun only one week ago. Or had you forgotten?’
‘Aah,’ Forgrun said bashfully, and Bodran sat down.
‘Why do you Rhungars delight in tormenting us?’ Baek asked. ‘Is it not enough that my ancestors were traitors and were banished to the forest? Is it not enough to know the blood of Maliven traitors runs through Aborle veins? But let’s remember how the Rhungars treated the families of those Maliven, shall we? Those innocent spouses and children had committed no crimes themselves – other than to be born – and your people cast them out and left them to starve! Or worse, left them to be hunted by Nargs and Krun! And all their pleas for help fell on deaf Rhungari ears. Yes Forgrun, your people have a lot to be proud of!’
Baek slumped to the ground and stared into the fire. Taem had never heard anything like this before, but he realised it fitted with the Aborle being an isolated, secretive and feared people.
‘I do suppose I ne’er do see it like that,’ Forgrun murmured.
‘Well you wouldn’t,’ Baek sneered, ‘would you Rhungar? Your people’s arrogance is only matched by your ability to bear a grudge!’
Forgrun looked down at the ground, and Taem said nothing.
‘I be sorry,’ Forgrun said eventually, ‘I be shamed.’
Bodran nodded his agreement, and offered Baek a cup of water.
Baek looked at Forgrun and Bodran in surprise, ‘I didn’t think I’d ever hear a Rhungar say sorry.’
‘Well how many Rhungar do yhee know?’ Forgrun said softly.
‘You’re the first,’ Baek murmured.
‘Well we not all be all bad,’ Forgrun poured out a bowl of broth, and handed it to Baek, ‘we just be a bit rough round ye edges.’
Baek let out a half-smile.
‘There’s no reason for us not to be friends,’ Taem said, as Forgrun handed him a bowl. ‘Especially over something that happened so long ago.’
‘Aye,’ Forgrun poured some broth for himself, went to take a spoonful but stopped. Instead, he handed the bowl to Bodran. Bodran dipped his head in gratitude, which made Forgrun smile. It was the first time Taem had seen Forgrun show the Brother of Gromm any kindness.
‘I suppose I should apologise too,’ Baek said softly, ‘and the truth is, I would very much like to see your great halls under the mountains. But,’ Baek said sharply.
Forgrun looked to the Aborle in surprise, and Taem did not like the sound of this.
Baek smiled. ‘Only if you can guide me,’ he said to Forgrun, ‘to explain the splendour of the engineering.’
‘Aye!’ Forgrun said grandly. ‘I suppose yhee will need someone with knowledge accompanyin’ yhee ter full appreciate ye marvel.’
Taem and Baek both laughed at the Rhungar’s self-importance, and even Bodran was hiding his laughter behind a massive fist.
‘And I will show you the beauty of the forest realm,’ Baek said, ‘where no Rhungar has walked amongst the trees in living memory.’
‘Aye!’ Forgrun beamed. ‘Yhee know what, these mushrooms do nay be half bad!’ Forgrun held up a mushroom on his wooden spoon, causing the other three to laugh.
‘Well guess what,’ Baek said, ‘I quite fancy a Rhungari feast of red meat and beer.’
‘Oh aye,’ Forgrun patted Baek on the back, ‘and yhee shall have it one day, as me guest o’ honour. Now yhee get ye tea o’er fire Taem, an let me do tell thee o’ me mountain home, and ye famed hospital’ty o’ ye Rhungars!’
‘But first,’ Taem said, ‘why did Bodran become a Brother of Gromm?’
Bodran shifted uncomfortably, glanced at Forgrun, and shook his head.
‘I nay know,’ Forgrun murmured. ‘An’ he will nay speak o’ it. The pain ter lose all Kaladim be too great fer him.’
‘So he has forsaken his old life?’ Taem said with compassion. ‘And joined the Brotherhood of Gromm?’
‘Aye,’ Forgrun said, as Bodran stared into the distance, lost in his memories.
‘Brothers o’ Gromm,’ Forgrun put a giant hand on Bodran’s shoulder, ‘search fer glory an’ death in battle.’
‘I’m sorry Bodran,’ Taem said.
Bodran looked at the man in bewilderment. That was the first time anyone had ever been sympathetic to his situation. Other Rhungars thought of Brothers of Gromm as dead Rhungars walking. Bodran nodded his thanks to the young swordsman.
‘Do the tattoos mean anything?’ Baek gestured to the top of Bodran’s head.
‘Fer every month a Rhungar do be sworn ter Gromm,’ Forgrun said, ‘his Brothers do tattoo on another black ring.’
‘But why do they take the oath of Gromm?’ Taem asked quietly, and Bodran stared into the ground. 
‘We can nay speak it,’ Forgrun said softly. ‘The tragic death of a loved one,’ Forgrun glanced mournfully at Bodran, and paused, ‘or do could be bankruptcy an’ ruin, being abandoned by love, or somethin’ else so shameful that all Kaladim be lost.’
Bodran turned away from the fire, lied down, and pulled a blanket over his head. If it was anyone one else but a tough Rhungar, Taem would have thought he was crying.
‘Bet let us do talk on happier thing,’ Forgrun said. ‘Tell me abou’ thy families?’
And Taem entertained his new friends about tales of his ferocious sister, his stubborn brother Macen, and Edar’s pranks. They all laughed long into the night, as they sat by the warmth of the fireside.
 



Chapter 10 – Gulren
 
 
The four companions got up late, tided the camp and breakfasted on some hard Rhungari bread. Taem and Baek eyed the grey bread suspiciously, but took some out of politeness as Forgrun assured them it never went off.
‘We Rhungars can do survive indef’nitely on this bread,’ Forgrun said proudly. ‘It be baked from yeast that do grew in deep mountain caves – very useful when ye strongholds be under siege.’
‘What else is it made from though?’ Baek grimaced, as he hurt his teeth biting into the bread.
‘It be made with bits o’ rock an’ crushed stone,’ Forgrun said casually.
Baek’s jaw dropped mid-chew.
‘Only jokin’,’ Forgrun grinned. ‘Rhungars are ’ard, but nay that stupid!’
Forgrun laughed out long and loud, as did Bodran. Taem chuckled along, and even Baek grinned. Taem could see the Aborle was not enjoying the rock-hard bread, but he himself found it harmless enough – tasteless, but not offensive to the senses either.
The four companions finished their breakfast and were soon packed up and on the move. The day passed in glorious sunshine as they made their way through the low hills, treading the winding road, leading the horses on foot.
Forgrun told the others about Rhungari culture as they walked through the blooming countryside, ‘We Rhungars do put value in might, in ye form o’ physical strength; wisdom, always be associated with age; and status, to be with wealth an’ ye fulfilling of oaths. But, above all else, we do value Kaladim.’
Taem was still trying to get his head round Kaladim. He thought it stood for honour, but at the same time it was courage, and it also meant rank and prestige. Kaladim was about fulfilling oaths and about saving face, not bringing shame on yourself or your family. For a Rhungar, disgracing himself was a fate worse than death. Taem remembered how Logan had told him that Rhungari warriors could be relied upon to follow orders without question. Even, as history had shown in the Nondis Pass, to march unflinching towards certain death.
‘Heredit’ry ties be most important ter Rhungars,’ Forgrun said, ‘respect thy ancestors, thy fam’ly an’ thy elders. Each fam’ly do belong ter Clan. There do be seven Clans, an’ many fam’lies be belongin’ within each Clan.’
‘Do you Rhungars ever fight amongst yourselves?’ Baek said.
‘All ye time!’ Forgrun grinned.
‘Does anyone ever get killed?’ Taem said.
‘Nay.’ Forgrun shook his head, as the companions strolled through the lush countryside and the birds twittered away. ‘Nay Rhungar may ever cross axes with ’nother Rhungar – that be law. We Rhungars do settle our quarrel in ye Gaunt Ruck games.’
‘Gaunt Ruck?’ Taem said.
‘Aye,’ Forgrun said happily. ‘They be hard games, bloody games, tough games – but they be fun games! Me brother Fucral an’ I be ye bestest Ruckers ’n all o’ Dundean.’
Taem saw Forgrun’s eyes gleam with pride as he spoke of his brother, and Taem could certainly empathise with those sentiments.
‘It be a great honour ter walk into ye coliseum,’ Forgrun said wistfully. ‘Aye, great Kaladim be found in Gaunt Ruck – win or lose.’
Taem and Baek shot each other bewildered glances, this was something that had to be seen to be understood!
Throughout the day Bodran trudged loyally behind Forgrun, carrying an enormous backpack. Sometimes Bodran smiled or laughed along at what was being said, but never ventured a word.
The red sky had darkened into dusk, and the companions could perceive the yellow glow of many lanterns in the distance. They walked on past tilled fields and grazing cattle as the night closed in. By the time they reached the lights of Gulren it was fully dark.
Gulren had a few older stone houses with thatched roofs, but most of the buildings were recent builds – of painted brick, timber frame and tiled roofs. Given the presence of all the modern houses, Taem thought that Gulren must have been prosperous in its recent past; however, he felt this town just did not have the same bustle as Stheeman’s Hill. And, he was startled by the townspeople that walked past with their eyes down and heads held low – too afraid to meet his gaze. Taem felt the weight of oppression bearing down on the townspeople, and he wondered, what has happened here?
There were all the shops one would expect to see in a large town: tailors, butchers, smiths, carpenters, and many more besides, but Taem saw no merchants. He had a strange feeling about this place, a sense of unease. He glanced into the dark corners. He pricked his ears, listening to the subdued town with a heightened awareness. He even sniffed the air as they walked down the empty street. Why was Gulren so quiet compared to the busy lanes of Stheeman’s Hill? Something was amiss. Taem glanced to his friends, and he could see they too were wary.
‘Excuse me,’ Taem said to an elderly lady.
The old townswoman just gaped at Taem with frightened eyes, before hurrying on round the four companions.
‘These people have no spirit,’ Baek looked around at the few other townspeople, saw how they were hunched and subdued, and watched the outsiders with wary eyes.
‘Aye,’ Forgrun said angrily, ‘it be driven from ’em.’
Bodran shook his head, with a menacing look on his face.
On the fourth attempt of approaching a local, the companions got a panicked response from a skinny young townsman.
‘The inn’s on the main square, that way,’ the townsman pointed down a street. ‘Just follow the street-lamps. Now, please, let me go! It’s not safe to be out doors after dark.’
 ‘Why?’ Taem tried to ask the townsman, but he had already run off.
‘Fear rules the lives of these people,’ Taem said to his friends, and that made him angry and sad.
Baek’s hand rested on his sword pommel, as Forgrun watched the dark lanes off to the side. They did not have to be Sodan to sense there was something dangerous here. Bodran walked behind the other three, leading the two horses by the reins. There was a look of sheer ferocity in his eyes. The Brother of Gromm felt there might be a chance for him to meet a noble death tonight.
The four companions started on down the main street, which was lined on both sides by wrought iron lampposts, painted Aritian blue. At this time of night Stheeman’s Hill would have been alive with revelry, but Gulren was dead – although Taem caught a few terrified pairs of eyes watching the companions through gaps in curtains.
The friends came upon the town square, and Taem was surprised at how grand it was – or how grand it once must have been, it had since fallen into a decrepit state. The square was paved with white stone slabs, and the weathered marble statue of a long gone king of Aritas stood in the centre, atop a majestic circular plinth.
In the square there was a once-splendid town hall, two run-down inns and some imposing residences that must have belonged to the town’s well-to-do families. These houses were many stories tall, with extravagant entrances and a number of sweeping stained-glass windows, many of which were now broken. Taem noticed how some of the brickwork was crumbling. These houses had front gardens that must once have been well-maintained, but were now unkempt.
An alarm went off in Taem’s mind when he saw the banners of Aritas had been torn down from the town hall’s flagpoles.
As Taem led the companions across the square towards the Hand and Crown Inn, he thought the statue of the old king must have been where the inn got its name. One of the stone king’s hands held a crown, the other hand was empty, held palm upwards.
How had such a wealthy town become so rundown? Taem wondered, as he saw the gauntleted fist, painted on a wooden swing-board, hanging above the abandoned Sheriffs’ office. The windows were broken and the door kicked in. The signs and flags had been torn down from the outside. How had this place fallen into lawlessness? Taem swept his wary gaze around the dark square, watching his friends’ backs, as they made for the inn.
Although The Hand and Crown’s red walls were in need of repainting, and there were tiles and bricks missing from the roofs and walls, Taem thought this inn still looked homely and warm. The companions were bade welcome by burning torches, held on each side of the porch. Glancing up to the beam over the porch, Taem saw a red plaque scribed with faded and chipped gold writing. It said, rather grandly, in flowing italic lettering, The Hand and Crown. Taem could hear the murmur of many voices as the friends came up to the solid oak front door.
But the common room went silent when the companions stepped inside, as all eyes turned to stare at the new arrivals. Taem well observed the shabbiness of these townspeople’s dress, and the weariness on their brows. Any flicker of happiness had long ago been crushed from these people.
As Forgrun and Bodran glowered back at the inhospitable locals, and Baek shifted uncomfortably under those questioning stares, Taem took in the surroundings. The common room had high ceilings, exposed beams and hardwood furniture with cushioned chairs. Despite the rundown appearance of the outside of the inn, Taem could see the innkeeper had made an effort to keep the common room smart. The walls were painted a deep red, and the chairs on the stone floor, and the benches against the walls, had red cushions. Opposite the stairway that led upstairs, there was a great fireplace that would have looked even better had it been alive with a roaring blaze. Old paintings of natural landscapes and cities hung from the walls, and Taem knew the inn had once been very prosperous indeed if it could afford the canvassed work of artists.
The three dozen townspeople remained silent, still just watching the new arrivals. A man with a chiselled goatee swaggered over to the companions from propping up the bar. Whilst this man strutted towards the four companions, Taem saw the rest of the local people watching this brazen man with fear. This man with a goatee wore ostensibly fine clothes, a red silk shirt, brown suede boots and a purple cloak that was trimmed with fur. He was of a thin build and average height, with dark hair and callous eyes.
‘Travellers are not welcome here,’ the man with the goatee sneered, as he contemptuously eyed the companions up and down. ‘If you value your necks, you’ll leave and not turn back.’ He said as he walked out the inn’s door.
‘How welcoming?’ Baek scowled, as the patrons of the inn reverted their eyes back to their own tables.
‘Aye,’ Forgrun laughed off the spiteful man, ‘he do be needin’ someone ter give ’im a mighty slap!’
‘Please friends, ignore him,’ said an approaching middle-aged gentleman, with a thick brown beard and wearing the apron of an innkeeper.
It was obvious to Taem that this friendly man had been reluctant to come over to them, until after the man with the goatee had left.
‘We may have lost our freedom,’ the innkeeper said, trying to sound upbeat, ‘but you should not lose your welcome. My name is Gomas Lahern, proprietor of this… once-fine establishment. All are still welcome in my inn – so long as it is still mine to call my own.’ 
‘Who was that?’ Taem gestured to the inn’s front door – through which the man with the goatee had left.
‘Our mayor,’ the innkeeper sighed.
‘How was that man ever chosen to be your mayor?’ Baek’s face was blank with astonishment.
‘Alas,’ Gomas shook his head, ‘Mayor Remar was not elected, as once was our way, but put in place by Morben Sleyhan – or the Bandit King, as he is more commonly known.’
A couple of heads in the common room shot round at mention of that name.
‘How do be business for yhee,’ Forgrun said, ‘under shadow of ye Bandit King?’
‘Local trade is steady – steadily dire,’ Gomas scowled back at the patrons giving him black looks. ‘Most people have little extra money for leisure these days.’ Gomas frowned. ‘Travellers and merchants, who were once frequent visitors to my house, have learnt to avoid Gulren if they don’t want to pay the taxes demanded by the Bandit King.’
‘Them bandits do be cheatin’ scum!’ Forgrun growled.
‘Has word not been sent to the rightful king?’ Baek said, unable to comprehend how such a thing could happen.
‘Morben rules with an iron fist,’ the innkeeper murmured. ‘His bandits take what they want, and those who oppose them are sent to Graveldeep Mine, and are neither seen nor heard of again. He steals our money, takes our women, and kills our brothers and friends.’
‘Why do yhee nay fight?’ Forgrun boomed.
‘We are not warriors like you,’ Gomas glanced at the companions’ impressive weapons. ‘The Bandit King has a hundred thugs under his command – mostly foreigners – but some locals who’ve turned their back on their fellows.’ The innkeeper scoffed in disgust. He also controls the handful of smaller villages within two days ride of here. The few of us that had the courage to stand up to him now mostly rot in the Graveldeep. Word was sent westward, but no help has come. It is as if the King of Aritas has forgotten us.’
‘Aye,’ Forgrun said, ‘they say he be havin’ enough troubles o’ his own.’ 
Gomas let out another sigh, ‘None dare try sending for help again. Morben has proclaimed that if he finds anyone sending for aid, they’ll be strung up and left to rot. The corpses of those that sent pleas of help before…’ Gomas quaked now as he spoke, ‘now hang from trees on the road to Graveldeep…’
Taem shook his head, ‘We are truly sorry to hear of your desperate situation.’
‘This is so wrong!’ Baek said angrily.
Bodran ground his fist into his other palm as he scowled.
‘That it is,’ Gomas’s shoulders slumped, ‘but there’s not much I or anyone else round here can do about it. Anyhow, what can I do for you travellers? Beds for the night?’
‘Yes,’ Taem said. ‘But first, we are looking for two travellers: an older woman named Hirandar, and another man who carries a sword, called Logan.’
Gomas paused for a bit, scratching his beard, ‘There is none here by those names, and no other travellers beside yourselves.’
‘We’ll take beds then anyway, Gomas,’ Taem said. ‘One large room of four beds will suffice,’ – safer to stay together if someone should try and silence them at night, Taem thought – ‘and please inform us of the arrival of my two friends.’
‘Very well,’ Gomas said. ‘And your name, young man?’
‘Taem Dratana.’
‘At your service,’ Gomas bowed. ‘Now, please, hand me your cloaks and make yourselves at home.’
‘Thank you,’ Taem dipped his head.
‘The Rhungars are always welcome in my house,’ Gomas said to Forgrun and Bodran, as he took their cloaks. ‘And you traveller?’ Gomas turned to take Baek’s cloak. ‘Where do you call home?’
‘Borleon Forest,’ Baek said, at which Gomas went pale, and all the patrons stared at the Aborle.
‘Borleon Forest?’ Gomas said fearfully, and he dropped Baek’s cloak as if it were poisonous. ‘That forest is haunted…’
The inn went so quiet that Taem could almost hear his own heartbeat. All the townsmen in the Inn were watching Baek as if he were actually a ghost, and the Aborle was completely lost for words.
‘Aye.’ Forgrun said, as he glared at Baek. ‘He’s not be all right in ye head,’ Forgrun cocked his head at Baek. ‘We do just come from Borleon,’ Forgrun said to the whole common room, ‘and that nasty place do ‘ave a way ter mess with yer mind. Yhee see, ye ghosts got ter me friend Baek ‘ere.’ Forgrun looked at Baek, and Taem could just tell the Rhungar was smirking beneath his great russet beard.
Baek glared daggers at Forgrun.
‘Pay him no heed,’ Taem said to Gomas. ‘It has been a long road, and we had to fight for our lives against the Krun inside Borleon. That can affect a man.’
Forgrun drew a circle around Baek’s temple with his finger, which caused the Aborle to give the Rhungar an ever blacker look. Bodran hid his laughter behind his massive fist.
‘I’ve heard the Borleon ghosts can do that,’ Gomas said, as he looked at Baek with pity. ‘Please make sure to keep your troubled friend under control, and go and take a seat. I will have some food brought to you, and I’ll have your packs put in your room.’
‘Ssshh, my crazy friend,’ Forgrun said to Baek, as he led him over to an empty table. Come take a seat, an’ be restin’ yhee troubled mind.’ Forgrun had a broad grin spreading over his face.
Baek just glowered at the Rhungar, as Forgrun led him – like he were a lost old man – over to a free seat.
Taem did not like the feel of this place. All happiness had been drained from these people long ago, and they were all so full of fear. He was sure to keep his hand close to his sword hilt, and his eyes wide open, as he followed his companions over to their table.
They ate a hearty meal of pot-roasted chicken and vegetables, throughout which they were watched with suspicion. No doubt the arrival of Rhungars was an extraordinary occurrence, but now Baek had claimed to come from the haunted forest as well, they were the strangest group of travellers these common folk had ever seen. The unnerving silence of the other patrons was so uncomfortable that Taem did not want to speak. Baek noticed it too, but Forgrun seemed oblivious as he boomed on about how good it was to finally get some proper food down him after days on the road.
With the meal finished, Taem left his friends in their comfy seats. The Aborle sat reading a book of the innkeeper’s, titled The History of Aritas, and the Rhungars were sampling the local ales – which, of course, could not match Rhungari beer in taste or strength.
Taem decided to go for a walk around the village, to work off some of the meal, and scout the town’s layout. His sword was strapped by his side, and – as he stepped outside and pulled the hood up to close out the chill wind – he was glad he had taken his cloak from the stand. The hour was late, but the town was quieter than it should have been. Taem felt the unease of the place as he noticed how window-shutters were bolted closed and doors were barred. This was not a happy community. Even in their own homes the people here did not feel safe.
Few lights were on in the houses Taem passed, and many of the dwellings were uninhabited. He even saw an inn that was boarded up and shut down. The only small signs of activity were centred on the town square and the inns there, the rest of Gulren was a desolate ghost town. As the wind whistled Taem shivered – but not with the cold, it was the oppressive atmosphere. It all felt so… wrong.
As Taem returned to the square from down a small unlit lane, he could see by the lamplight there was a disturbance occurring. Taem melded into the shadows. A cart burdened with a huge wooden cage was parked outside the town hall. Ten men with black scarves tied round their faces lurked around the cart, whilst a further half a dozen were forcing their way into one of the square’s grander residences. Taem’s eyes narrowed in anger as he spied the bandits.
Townspeople had milled out of the Hand and Crown and the opposite Golden Sceptre Inn. A few of the gathered people spoke in low whispers as the masked men were cruelly dragging a family from the ransacked house.
‘What is the m-m-meaning of this?’ Said a nervous voice from the crowd.
‘This family have broken the King’s Law,’ Remar said, as he emerged from the shadows of the town hall.
Taem had loathed Remar from the first instant he had set eyes on him. And now this serpent was smirking as his henchmen dragged a family from their home! These bandits were men with no honour, but they had cruelty and malice in abundance.
‘Falman and his family have sent word to the outside for help,’ Remar said to the crowd, ‘and they were harbouring the traitor Dane Ruddle! They have also been feeding Mrs Ruddle and her children – outcasts banished by your King! This family of lawbreakers will live in toil at Graveldeep Mine.’
‘They were starving!’ shouted a rounded middle-aged man with a handle bar moustache and ginger hair, as he was manhandled into the cage by two masked bandits.
Taem assumed this was Falman.
‘They are just children!’ Falman fought against the bandits. ‘We couldn’t just let them die!’
‘Silence!’ Remar snarled. ‘The King’s word is law! Teach him a lesson,’ Remar hissed to his henchmen.
A woman, two teenage girls and three younger children all struggled as they were loaded into the wagon by the bandit henchmen, as Falman was hauled back out. A bandit slapped one of the girls round the face, knocking her to the floor.
‘String him up,’ Remar gestured to his bandit subordinates.
‘No, please don’t!’ Falman tried to fight them off as he was dragged to the statue in the centre of the square. ‘No! I don’t deserve this! I didn’t–’
One of the bandits cracked Falman in the head and he slumped. The square was silent, as the rest of the townsfolk watched on in horror.
The children locked in the cage began to cry as their father was lashed to the statue with thick rope. Taem could see the children’s eyes, helpless and pleading, peeking through the cage at the people in the square. Was no one going to help them? They could not understand. The mother and sisters tried to shield the younger children’s eyes. Taem could see this family was in pain and full of fear, and he realised he could stand by no longer. A fire grew in Taem’s heart. It was his duty to defend the helpless. Taem knew there was only one way to deal with someone like Remar, and he found his hand was resting on Estellarum’s hilt.
But Taem was also afraid. His heart raced. Taem’s whole body tingled in apprehension. And, to his disappointment, he realised he was shaking. Taem took in a deep, deep breath as he tried to steady himself. The enemy were many, and he was alone. He knew he would die if he tried to take them on. No one else was going to do anything, so was it madness to even think of doing something? Should he wait until he had more back up? When the true King’s soldiers arrived, that would be the time to act – surely it would be safer to wait until then? Why should he risk his life now?
But then Logan’s words rang through Taem’s head, Have the courage to uphold what is right, regardless of the consequences. Taem steeled himself. He thought of The Code – of honour, of valour and of virtue – and his mind was certain.
A dazed Falman was tied to the statue, blood oozing from his face, as Remar stalked up to him, ‘Let this be an example to all who plot against the King.’ Remar smirked to the terrified crowd of townsman as he pulled out a knife.
‘No!’ Many watchers gasped.
‘Silence!’ Remar screamed. ‘This is the penalty for talking treason! Your family belongs to me now! Your women are mine, and your children go to the mines! Cut out the traitor’s tongue,’ Remar passed the knife to one of the other leering bandits.
The bandit with the knife brought the blade up to Falman’s neck, and Taem saw the grin on the bandit’s face as Falman’s eyes shot wide. Many townspeople turned away, unable to watch.
‘Hold!’ Taem said, as he made his way out from the shadows, into the centre of the square. Taem had no idea what he was doing, or what was going to happen. He just knew that sometimes you should not even have to question why, you just had to do the right thing.
All eyes – bandit and townspeople alike – turned to gawk at Taem.
Taem’s pulse raced under those hundreds of stares, but he managed to force himself to remain outwardly calm – even though he was trembling on the inside.
‘Who questions the law of our King?’ Remar said furiously, as he lingered close to the prison wagon and his scowling henchmen. ‘And from the hiding of a hood?’
Taem slowly lowered his hood to reveal his fierce blue eyes, but kept the cloak close around his body, concealing his sword.
‘You are a criminal, a thug and a coward.’ Taem said with a calmness he did not feel. ‘Let them go, now!’
People in the crowd gasped.
‘Foolish traveller,’ Remar sneered, ‘you have no idea! Look around you! You’re surrounded, outnumbered–’
‘I’m not finished!’ Taem shouted. ‘Leave now, never return, and you can keep your pathetic lives. Stay, and I will destroy every one of you.’
Remar’s rage seethed over, his face became a mask of fury, ‘I want his heart ripped out!’
The bandit who had been about to knife Falman, swept out a vicious cleaver and hurtled at Taem, brandishing the machete high overhead. Taem remained still, his arms hidden beneath his cloak. Relax, he told himself. Wait. But it took all of Taem’s will to force himself not to move.
The thug came charging at Taem. But still Taem did not flinch – did not twitch a single muscle. The bandit came hurtling on and chopped down with his machete, towards Taem’s head. At the last moment Taem stepped to his left. The enemy’s machete went sailing past his head, missing by mere inches. As he slipped aside, Taem drew his blade from its sheathed position on his hip, and sliced into the thug’s stomach. One smooth movement. The bandit dropped to the floor, dead.
Everyone looked pole-axed, not least of all the other bandits around the cart. Taem’s move had been impossibly fast. The townspeople gaped, questioning what their eyes had just seen, many with jaws dropped in disbelief.
Taem stared down at the dead man. Glazed lifeless eyes glared back at him. Taem looked up and focused on his sword, saw how the beauty of the Starmetal blade was tainted with blood. It hit Taem that he had just killed a man. His life would be changed forever from this night on. That made him feel cold. Empty. But only for a moment. Taem told himself he had killed in self-defence, and he had killed because he was standing up for what was good and right and true.
Taem smoothly brought his blade up, forming the guard position between him and the bandits. Taem took in a deep breath, and he glowered at the enemies surrounding him. He knew he was about to die, but he would do so fighting – with honour and valour in his heart. He would not concede to the enemy the advantage of seeing his fear. And, now Taem had killed one of them, he could see the rest of the bandits were now eying him with fear.
‘Leave now,’ Taem pointed his sword at the bandits, ‘or you will never see another dawn.’
‘So, you are a swordsman,’ Remar sneered at Taem, ‘but the greatest swordsman in the world – which you boy are not – could not face twenty men alone, and live.’
‘Not alone,’ Baek emerged from the crowd outside the Hand and Crown, carrying his bow.
Taem felt his heart leap as he heard his friend’s voice.
The townspeople parted to let the Aborle make his way to stand alongside Taem.
The Rhungars were right behind Baek, carrying hulking war axes.
‘Yer goin’ ter taste Rhungari steel,’ Forgrun growled. ‘Then foul mouth,’ he thrust his axe at Remar, ‘I be goin’ ter silence thy treacherous lyin’ tongue.’
As if the bulk of an angry Forgrun was not intimidating enough, Bodran was following close behind with an axe in each hand. The Brother of Gromm had removed his black shirt to reveal a muscular torso covered in swirling white tribal tattoos. Bodran emanated menace, with a stare that was death itself.
To see how the bandits looked at the Rhungars in terror, almost brought a smile to Taem’s face. Suddenly – now he was no longer alone – Taem felt very powerful indeed.
As the townspeople murmured between themselves with a sliver of new hope, the Aborle and the Rhungars took up position either side of Taem. There was no longer an arrogance about Remar’s appearance. He glanced anxiously at the Rhungars – both were in such a psyched up state that they were baring their teeth and growling.
‘Four against twenty,’ Remar said hesitantly, ‘the odds are still against you.’
‘I assure you,’ Taem said – and he himself was surprised at how strong his voice sounded – ‘the odds are well in our favour. If you run away now, you can still live.’
‘And I offer you, boy,’ Remar spat, ‘a life as my slave! Or if you’re lucky, death.’
With Remar’s yell, the bandits drew their weapons and advanced towards the companions.
As smooth as silk, Baek drew and loosed an arrow from his silver-yew bow. A bandit crumpled over, wincing at the arrow embedded in his stomach, as he slumped to the white flagstones. Forgrun could barely contain his built up aggression so, with a nod from Taem, the Rhungar let out a mighty war cry and charged at the bandits. Taem ran with Forgrun, and Bodran sprinted in front, so keen was he for a noble death. By the time Taem and the Rhungars reached the enemy, another bandit had fallen with an Aborle arrow through his throat. Forgrun’s axe thudded into a bandit chest. The force of the weighty weapon’s blow hurled the dead brigand straight to the paving slabs. A second opponent swung at the Rhungar horizontally. Forgrun’s axe smashed into the bandit’s heavy sword swing. The bandit hollered in pain, as his sword flew from his grasp. Forgrun swung his axe back, driving his axe-spike through the bandit’s neck.
Taem obliterated his first enemy with a downward strike, through the skull. No hesitation. He glided to the side, dodging an enemy swing. Taem dropped a bandit with a diagonal slash, bottom right to top left. He brought his blade back across his body, blocking to his right, as a third enemy rushed in to attack him with a broadsword. That was close, Taem thought. He had to move faster! Their swords clashed, and on Taem’s follow up movement the bandit fell clutching his ruptured stomach.
Bodran run through the bandits, hacking and smashing. With a hunger for death, and a ferocity Taem had never seen. Bodran was not a skilled warrior, but his savage rage took the terrified bandits by surprise. The Brother of Gromm felled three bandits with his whirlwind of axes.
Baek had shot another foe before battle was joined and, as he now ran into close combat range, the Aborle drew his broadsword. He spun his bow, with its steel caps on either end, whipping it into a bandit’s face, stunning him. A moment later the Aborle thrust his broadsword into the bandit’s side.
But Baek could not pull his sword out from the dying foe, and he had to defend himself against new adversaries! Baek abandoned his sword, leaving it embedded in the bandit’s body. He swivelled as two lumbering brigands charged him. Lashing out with his bow, Baek rapped one bandit across the knuckles. The thug whimpered in pain, dropping his cudgel. The Aborle snapped round to face the second adversary. He was too close! Baek just managed to evade the swing of the bandit’s cutlass, jumping to the side. As the Aborle moved to dodge the second enemy, the other brigand jumped on him from behind. The bandit grabbed hold of Baek, and squeezed the Aborle’s chest in a massive bear hug. Baek gasped as the crushing arms constricted. He convulsed and fought, frantic and breathless, but could not break free.
‘Don’t forget to breath, you dandy!’ The oaf snarled, as Baek wormed in his grasp. ‘You broke my hand – so I’m gonna break yer chest!’
Baek squirmed and kicked out as he choked for air. The Aborle’s hands spasmed, and he dropped his bow as he began to black out. The cutlass-armed bandit moved in, bringing his sword up to the Aborle’s neck.
Suddenly Forgrun was there. The Rhungar’s massive bulk shoulder-barged into the cutlass-armed bandit, sending him sprawling to the ground. The downed bandit looked as if he had been hit by a mine cart. Baek, who was still being squeezed from behind, stamped down on his other attacker’s foot with the last of his strength. The bandit winched in pain, and his grip loosened. The lapse allowed Baek to break free of the enemy’s grasp. As Baek struggled free he ducked, and the Rhungar came in and cracked the bandit square on the chin with a mighty punch. The bandit’s eyes shot blank and wide as he tumbled back.
Like lightning, Taem threw out one of the most powerful techniques of The Way of the Sword. Estellarum followed a full clockwise circle around Taem’s body and over his head, to build up momentum. The mighty strike cleaved right through a bandit.
The handful of remaining bandits fled the scene, overwhelmed by their opponents. Taem could not see Remar anywhere. The bandit leader must have slipped off into the shadows once he realised the fight was going against him.
A hope filled cheer erupted from the crowd as the bandits ran for their lives. Baek picked up his bow and notched an arrow, covering the two grounded bandits. One was unconscious, and the other lay hunched up clutching his chest and struggling to breathe, both had been taken out by Forgrun. The Aborle glanced to Taem, looking for the go-ahead. Taem knew Baek wanted to shoot the bandits, and perhaps they even deserved to die, but the Sodan shook his head.
Baek relaxed the tension on his bow, but kept his arrowhead fixed on the enemies, until townsmen came to take the prisoners away to get locked up in the Sheriffs’ Office. 
Townspeople rushed to untie Falman and break his family out of the back of the caged wagon, as Forgrun retrieved the Aborle’s broadsword, wiped it clean of blood, and handed it back to Baek.
Bodran was muttering and snorting in anger. He had failed to meet his death tonight.
‘Me debt ter yhee be settled, me Aborle friend.’ The Rhungar bowed.
‘Thank you, Forgrun Krojan,’ Baek slid his sword back into its sheath, ‘son of Dugan, of clan Ironstone. You are a Rhungar of your word,’ the Aborle lowered his head in respect.
Taem paused to gather his breath and his thoughts. He saw the dead bodies that now littered the town square. He looked from the dead bandits to the blood on his forearms and it made him feel cold. He had killed men. He had taken life. And it had been easy. Too easy. These were evil men – but they were still men. Nevertheless, they had attacked him, and he had acted for good. They had died in combat. And surely, because they were trying to kill him, he was justified in killing them? Taem looked to the Sodan Code. He asked himself, had he acted with honour? Yes. Had he fought with valour? Yes. Had virtue been in his heart? Yes.
Taem wiped his sword clean of blood, held the flat of the blade up, dipped his forehead to meet the blue metal, and closed his eyes.
‘I thank the Light for shining on my blade,’ Taem murmured, before sheathing his sword and going over to Baek, Forgrun and Bodran.
‘And yhee Taem,’ Forgrun clasped a giant hand on the man’s shoulder. ‘I still owe yhee debt under Kaladim. One day, I do save thy life.’
‘Thank you, my friends.’ Taem smiled. ‘Truly, I am fortunate to have loyal companions such as you.’
Baek touched his hand to his heart and dipped his head. Bodran grimaced with disappointment that he was still alive.
‘Aye,’ Forgrun said, ‘but next time yhee decide ter pick a fight, a bit more warning do be nice. I fin’lly found an ’alf decent beer in ye inn – derived from anc’ent Rhungari brewing methods no doubt – and Baek do come runnin’ in shouting that I be needed outside. That beer prob’ly gone ter warm now, an’ it were chilled from bein’ down cellar!’ Forgrun grinned.
Taem laughed, ‘Sorry, but I had to do something. Anyway, I was not starting a fight. I was defending the helpless.’
‘Aye! – Yhee and yer moral Sodan ways!’ Forgrun chortled, as he casually lent on his axe-shaft. ‘Call it what yhee will, but I say we be givin’ ’em a good smackin’!’ The Rhungar thumped one fist into the palm of the other. ‘By Gromm! We do smashed ‘em!’
‘I cannot disagree with that,’ Baek smiled.
Bodran held up one of his big fist’s, and grinned from ear to ear.
‘I be sure thy Sodan Code has no time fer ye undisciplined pastime o’ beer,’ Forgrun said. ‘But, the way I be seein’ it, yhee not yet a fully-fledged Sodan Master be?’
‘With regret,’ Taem smiled. ‘I must refuse.’
‘Aye – aahhh well,’ Forgrun held wide his palms. ‘An’ yhee, Aborle? Yhee ’ave never be samplin’ ye delights o’ beer?’
‘Only wine do the Aborle make and drink,’ Baek said.
‘Well yhee be in for a treat then,’ Forgrun said mischievously. ‘Cos it be celebratin’ time!’ Forgrun put a hand on Bodran’s shoulder. ‘Nay be too glum, ye ancestors wait for yhee, but nay tonight. One more night o’ beer with thy liege before ye go ter Misty Halls.’
Bodran exhaled, and reluctantly nodded his head.
While the four friends talked a jubilant crowd of townsfolk had gathered around them, and there was much back-slapping of the town’s new “heroes”.
‘Thank you great warriors,’ said an excited old man – he had not had reason to be so cheerful for longer than he could remember. ‘Finally my prayers have been fulfilled!’ 
 ‘Really…i-i-it wasn’t…m-me that did a-a-all that much,’ Baek said shyly, as townspeople rushed to shake his hand.
‘Our saviours have arrived!’ cried an ecstatic woman.
‘The Light be praised!’ shouted someone else.
‘You are most welcome,’ Taem said to each townsperson that came and thanked him.
Where his other companions were quiet and humble, and Bodran could only nod his head, Forgrun enjoyed bathing in the new found glory.
‘Aye!’ Forgrun roared to the awe-struck townspeople, hands on hips. ‘I do be Forgrun Krojan, an’ me friends do mighty warriors be! We be smashin’ ye bandits this time! An’ we be smashin’ ’em be they ever show thine ugly mugs roun’ ’ere again!’
The Rhungar bragged, but the townspeople lapped it up, glad to hear someone was going to stand up to the bandits.
The companions were herded by the townspeople into the packed out Hand and Crown Inn, where Gomas the innkeeper insisted the companions stay, eat and drink for free. Taem saw smiles where before there had been scowls, he heard laughter where earlier he had heard moaning, and he felt how there was life once more in this oppressed place.
The companions were eventually left to sit in peace, and Forgrun insisted they celebrate by trying the best beer he had sampled so far. Gomas eagerly brought over four tankards on a tray, and placed one down in front of each of the companions.
Forgrun gulped down half of his in two big slurps, then put the tankard down on the table with a satisfied, ‘Aaahhhhh. By thunder! If only me brother Fucral be here; he be likin’ his beer! Yhee should one day be meetin’ him Taem – aye – yheed be gettin’ by very well wit’ Fucral. Aye!’
Taem slid his full tankard over to the Rhungar, whilst Baek sipped his with a contorted face, as if he had been forced to eat a sour piece of fruit.
‘It be an acquired taste,’ Forgrun said to Baek. ‘It do get better if yhee drink more.’ The Rhungar smiled.
Baek chortled, unconvinced, as he swirled the frothy beer round in his tankard. The thought of drinking the rest of his beer was turning the Aborle’s stomach. Bodran downed his own tankard and, without hesitation, took Baek’s and downed that one as well.
The townsman Falman blustered into the inn, which roused a cheer from the now merry patrons. After having a quick word with Gomas, Falman came to the table of “The Warriors”.
‘May I join ye?’ Falman said with a strong country accent.
‘Please do,’ Taem gestured for Falman to pull up a seat.
Falman slid over a chair, sat down, and beamed, ‘Thank ye friends, I am indebted to ye – but have you thought what will happen when the Bandit King hears of what took place? Morben is a foul man, of little temper. He’s likely to come looking for ye four, and… perhaps… punish the people of the town as well.’
‘Let that pond-scum come,’ Forgrun placed a palm on his axe handle, as it rested by his side.
Bodran nodded eagerly, before finishing another tankard of beer.
‘We will be ready when he arrives,’ Baek said to Falman.
‘So you’ll stay?’ Falman eye’s flickered with hope.
Taem was not sure. Hirandar’s instructions were to go straight to Dolam if they became separated. And there was the possibility of the Narg pursuit to consider. But Taem also realised he had started something here, and he could not in good conscience leave without seeing it through.
‘Of course we’ll stay,’ Taem said.
‘We…’ Falman said cautiously, ‘have little money… to spare ye for payment. Ye Bandit King has made times lean in these parts.’
As Forgrun dubiously eyed the gold plated buttons on Falman’s sizeable tunic – which was also lined with an expensive velvet trim – the Rhungar began, ‘Aye, well, whatever coin yhee do have–’
‘We require no payment,’ Taem cut Forgrun off.
Baek glared at the Rhungar with disapproval, but Forgrun shrugged his shoulders, and finished his tankard.
‘Just your hospitality and cooperation,’ Taem said.
‘The Light be merciful!’ Falman said happily. ‘Ye are the heroes of old, righteous and just.’
‘Aye,’ Forgrun muttered, and downed Taem’s beer.
‘Where does this Morben Sleyhan live?’ Baek said.
‘At a camp called the Graveldeep,’ Falman said, ‘it’s not far.’
‘How many men?’ Taem said.
‘There can only be a hundred of them,’ Falman said. ‘And you’ve already killed a score of them! But they’re vicious and cruel, with enough brute force to hold this town under their boots.’
‘Could they come back tonight?’ Taem said. ‘In force?’
‘Not likely,’ Falman said, ‘it’s a few hours walk there, then they’ve got to get back.’
‘Great!’ Forgrun beamed. ‘Time ter get a few beers in,’ The Rhungar lifted his empty tankard up above his head, catching Gomas’s eye, gesturing that he and Bodran needed refills with a flick of his bushy eyebrows.
‘Are you sure you should be drinking beer?’ Baek said with disapproval. ‘If we might be fighting in the morning, or even tonight?’
‘Hah!’ Forgrun scoffed.
Bodran laughed out loud, as if that was the most ridiculous thing he had ever heard. ‘It do make us even better fighters!’ Forgrun smashed his tankard into Bodran’s.
Taem shook his head, ‘Can you organise some townsmen to set watch?’
‘Aye,’ Falman said.
‘At least four men,’ Taem said, ‘have them watch the inn.’
‘I’ll go now and get some men I trust,’ Falman stood up to leave, ‘before they drink too much beer.’
‘Good idea,’ Baek glowered at Forgrun, who just shrugged as he gulped more beer down.
‘I’m going to look around the town,’ Taem stood up, making for the door, ‘and plan some of the defences.’
‘I think I’ll come with you,’ Baek said, ‘and leave the foolish Rhungars to get drunk.’
‘Sounds like a plan,’ Forgrun held up his tankard, catching Gomas’s eye once more.
 
It was gone midnight, as Taem and Baek took a walk round the boundary of the town, but there were still many people out and about. Taem could feel how all the townsfolk had a new spirit about them, a new hope. Although Taem and Baek could not see much in the darkness, the only defensive feature of any note was a stone wall, six-foot high, that spanned the northern perimeter. Taem realised it would be impossible to build fortifications before morning.
By the time the warriors returned to the inn there was much noise and commotion emanating from the common room. As the two companions stepped inside, Taem saw Forgrun and Falman standing on a table, each with one arm around the other’s shoulders, stamping their feet and shouting, tuneless and dreadful, swinging tankards of ale and clunking them together. The other patrons merrily clapped and stomped their feet in time to the rhythm, joining in by relaying back the chorus, whilst Gomas played the tune on a penny whistle and someone else played a fiddle.
‘Gromm will smash thy enemy!’ Forgrun and Falman chanted.
‘Gromm will smash thy enemy!’ The crowd chorused.
 ‘Crash ’em! Bash ’em!’ Forgrun did an uppercut into each palm, in time with the beat.
‘Crash ’em! Bash ’em!’ The townspeople mimicked the Rhungar’s actions.
‘Karlstrom bless yer brewery!’ Forgrun and Falman clunked their tankards together. 
‘Karlstrom bless yer brewery!’
‘Great beer! Right ’ere!’ Forgrun swung his sloshing tankard side to side, in time.
‘Great beer! Right ’ere!’
‘Odrin be king o’ all yhee see!’
‘Odrin be king o’ all yhee see!’
 ‘High glen!’ Forgrun shot his arm in the air. ‘Low fen!’ Forgrun ducked down to touch the table he was standing on.
‘High glen! Low fen!’ The townspeople laughed as they copied the Rhungar.
‘Decu make bad spirit flee!’
‘Decu make bad spirit flee!’
‘Yer done!’ Forgrun pointed to his feet. ‘Dark One!’ The Rhungar stomped on where he had just been pointing.
‘Yer Done! Dark One!’ The townsman all followed the Rhungar’s actions, pretending to stamp on the Dark One.
‘Nyna bless thy family!’
‘Nyna bless thy family!’
‘Long life! Nay strife!’ Forgrun roared as he hoisted up his tankard in salute.
‘Long life! Nay strife!’ All the townspeople raised their tankards in a toast.
‘What is he doing?’ Baek shouted over the incredible noise, as he and Taem stared in amazement at the Rhungar. ‘I’m surprised that table can take his weight!’
‘Pfynere help thy wife love yhee!’ 
‘Pfynere help thy wife love yhee!’
‘Don’t show! Won’t know!’
‘Don’t show! Won’t know!’ Many married men laughed at this one, as the women scowled.
Claune be of’en full o’ glee!’
Claune be of’en full o’ glee!’
‘Jolly one! He be fun!’ Forgrun gripped his belly and shook his hands, as if his stomach were heaving with laughter.
‘Jolly one! He be fun!’
A swaying townsman meandered up to Taem and Baek, ‘My graaatitude frieeends!’ The townsman slurred his words. ‘I haaaven’t seen the towwwn this haaappy in yeeears! Thank ye!’
‘Joga’s knowledge doth decree!’
‘Joga’s knowledge doth decree!’
They’re done!’ Forgrun twice pointed out to the square. ‘We won!’ Forgrun twice thrust his thumb into his own chest.
‘They’re done! We won!’
The crowd all copied the Rhungar’s actions.
Forgrun noticed Taem and Baek had come back to the inn, and roared, ‘My friends do ’ave returned!’
‘Yeeaaahhhhh!’ The people in the common room cheered and clapped.
‘Come an’ be joinin’ me on ye table fer song!’ The Rhungar boomed.
‘That table won’t hold the four of us,’ Taem yelled back across the busy common room, as townsmen clamoured for him and Baek to go over and sing with the Rhungar.
‘Falman!’ A woman screamed from the inn’s door.
The music stopped immediately.
Falman leapt from the table – as a rabbit scrambles down its hole at the sight of an eagle – careering into another table of merrymakers, crashing ale tankards everywhere and making a right mess.
‘Clumsy fool,’ the townspeople muttered, as they wiped themselves down after their beer shower, but brightened up as Gomas brought them over another round on the house.
‘Yes, dearest,’ Falman said meekly, as he made his way over to his wife, dripping with beer and staggering heavily. The whole common room watched with bated breath.
‘Why are you spending all night in the tavern – with five traumatised children at home? How irresponsible!’ She led Falman out the Hand and Crown common room by the scruff of his neck.
Forgrun burst into raucous laughter, and the entire common room followed the Rhungar’s lead. The whole place was in uproar. Taem and Baek dodged their way through the animated crowd, over to the boisterous Rhungar, as the music restarted.
‘Come on Forgrun,’ Taem said, as he and Baek dragged the Rhungar’s massive frame off the table, ‘bed time for you. We’ve got an early start tomorrow.’
Ignoring Forgrun’s protests, and the objections of the entire common room, Taem and Baek got the Rhungar upstairs and laid him on his bed in the inn’s grandest room. They also found Bodran asleep in the corner of the common room, so drunk he had passed out, and dragged him upstairs too.
As they hauled Forgrun and Bodran inside their room, Taem took a moment to appreciate Gomas’s generosity. The room was large and luxurious, with its own fireplace. Dark beams ran across the ceiling, which contrasted with the light walls. There were two windows overlooking the main square, and four beds spaced out around the room, all freshly made with clean blue sheets.
Forgrun fell asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow, snoring away. Bodran had barely woken up as they carried the Brother of Gromm upstairs. Taem and Baek sat in the chairs by the fireplace and warmed their hands on the small blaze they had just lit. The two friends talked until the firewood had burnt to embers, and dawn was just round the corner. Neither wanted to sleep, in case the bandits came in the night.
 



Chapter 11 – A Feast for the Crows
 
 
Taem Forgrun, Baek and Bodran stood on the grassy fields, just beyond the last doorsteps and gardens of Gulren. The midday sun burned bright overhead. There were a couple of hundred townspeople lined up behind the warriors, armed with pitchforks, scythes, staffs and kitchen knives. A few of them had bows, and some even had swords and spears, but most had improvised with whatever they could lay hands on.
‘Riders approach!’ A townsman on top of a roof shouted.
‘There’s somebody coming!’ Another watchman yelled, as he pointed to the Graveldeep road.
The church bell rang out, and more townsmen rushed to join the companions. They lined up with their backs to the town, looking out over the fields that yielded Gulren its harvest of crops and vegetables.
‘I do see ‘em,’ Forgrun glared out over the fields, and watched the bandits spread out into a long thin line.
‘They’re only seventy,’ Baek said, ‘or maybe even less?’
Bodran’s icy stare took in the bandits. The Brother of Gromm took on a new menace and intensity whenever death seemed close.
The bandits knew they were outnumbered many times over, so they had manoeuvred into a wide thin formation to make it look as if they had more men. Taem knew it was a tactic meant to intimidate, just as the black scarves around their faces made them threatening. The only bandits not covered by black masks were Remar and a large man striding next to him.
‘Is that the Bandit King?’ Taem pointed to the great bear of a man alongside Remar.
‘Aye,’ Dane Ruddle growled. He had returned to Gulren when he heard how the warriors had fought the bandits off.
Morben Sleyhan was well over six foot tall, broad across the chest and with burly arms. He wore plate armour across his chest and shoulders, with a mail shirt underneath. The Bandit King had long brown hair and a thick beard. He carried a giant two-handed hammer.
 The bandit line came to a stop fifty feet from the townsmen. The men of Gulren stood firm. Taem knew the townsmen were afraid of these bandits, but they outnumbered them three times over, and the companions gave them courage. The fight in the town square had changed everything. Taem saw Morben glowering at him, Forgrun, Bodran and Baek. He could see this Bandit King’s self-assured eyes were capable of great malice, and there was murderous intent lurking in their dark depths.
Morben said something to Remar, and the weasel of a man came forward. Taem realised some of the townsmen around him were trembling with fear, but others were shaking with barely contained rage.
‘Don’t you all look so brave,’ Remar sneered at the people of Gulren, ‘standing there, behind your “heroes”. My business is with these outsiders. I speak on behalf of the Bandit King.’ Remar held his hand back towards Morben. ‘He has no quarrel with you warriors, in fact he wishes you well – so much so that he offers you ten thousand gold pieces to see you on your ways.’ A sickly smile spread over Remar’s face.
Ten thousand gold pieces was a lot of money by anyone’s standards, more than most would see in a lifetime, enough to buy a country estate. Some of the townspeople stole worried glances at the warriors, unsure if they could be swayed.
‘Yhee hear that,’ Forgrun boomed. ‘Ye Bandit King have such fear o’ us, he do offer ‘alf his fortune ter try an’ do buy us!’
The townspeople laughed out loud, some with obvious relief.
‘Go tell your boss we will not be bought,’ Taem said defiantly.
‘Nay fer ev’ry coin o’ Aritas!’ Forgrun roared.
‘Do not be foolish, friends,’ Remar said through gritted teeth.
‘I do not exchange words with snakes,’ Taem said fiercely, ‘tell your Bandit King to come forward and speak for himself.’
Remar scowled at Taem, but backed away towards Morben.
‘We do could jus’ charge?’ Forgrun said to Taem, and Bodran nodded.
‘We could,’ Taem said softly, ‘and we would win. But if we do that, many of these good men of Gulren – who are not warriors – they will die.’
‘What do you propose?’ Baek said. ‘I could just shoot him dead,’ the Aborle held up his bow, ‘save us a lot of trouble.’
Bodran snorted his disapproval.
Taem put a hand on Baek’s shoulder, shaking his head. ‘I will challenge this Bandit King to single combat, and I’ll take his head off.’
‘By Gromm yhee nay not!’ Forgrun roared. ‘I will do fight ‘im! Fer Kaladim!’
Bodran smashed his axes together, and the companions could see he was eager to do the fighting.
‘No I’ll do it!’ Dane Ruddle cried, and ran towards the bandit line, brandishing a broadsword.
‘No!’ Taem shouted. ‘Come back!’
‘Yhee hot-head fool!’ Forgrun boomed. ‘Do come back!’
But Dane ran up to within a few yards of Morben, ‘I challenge you to single combat, you bastard! I’m gonna have you!’
Morben shrugged, hefted up his hammer and walked towards Dane. Dane backed towards Gulren, leading the Bandit King on, so they stood between the two forces.
‘Fool,’ Taem muttered.
‘Shall I shoot this Bandit King now?’ Baek said.
‘Be do it,’ Forgrun nodded, but Taem shook his head.
‘You can’t,’ Taem said, ‘and that damn idiot’s going to get himself killed.’
Bodran shook his head. If anyone was dying in combat today, the Brother of Gromm thought it should be himself.
 
Morben spun his great hammer, and swatted away Dane’s wild sword swing. Dane turned and swung again, Morben easily knocked Dane sideways. Dane yelled and rushed forward, hacking madly with no skill or balance. Morben casually turned the blows aside, just playing with his opponent.
‘This is not going to end well,’ Taem murmured.
‘It’s just painful to watch,’ Baek said quietly.
Morben exploded into action. He jumped forward and smashed Dane’s sword. The sword flew, and clattered to the ground.
‘Pick it up,’ Morben backed off, ‘I’m gonna take my time with you, boy.’
Dane lunged down and picked up his blade, and ran at Morben again. The Bandit King knocked Dane’s sword blows aside once more, as easily as if he were fighting a child with a stick. Dane hacked away, but Morben just waited for him to tire, before hurling his hammer into Dane’s sword arm. There was an awful snap, as Dane’s arm bent the wrong way. Dane screamed, dropped his sword, and cradled his ruined arm. Watching townspeople sighed, and their shoulders sank.
‘Pick up your sword,’ Morben kicked Dane’s sword towards him.
Dane stooped to pick up the sword with his wrong hand, slowed by the pain of his ruined sword-arm, and launched into an awkward assault. He was weary and ragged, but still went all out to kill the Bandit King.
‘Ye boy do ‘ave Kaladim,’ Forgrun murmured, ‘but nay more than that.’
Morben made a show of using his hammer with one-hand to fend off Dane’s feeble attacks, making his Bandits laugh by looking the wrong way. Dane tired, and his sword dropped. Morben turned casually, and swung his hammer. There was a sickening thud and crack, as the hammer connected with Dane’s other arm and ribs. Dane crashed to the floor. Townspeople cried out in despair. Morben walked up to the prone man, raising his hammer above his head.
‘Hey, Morben ye arse-bandit!’ Forgrun prowled forward. ‘King o’ ye swines, ye rats an’ ye cockroach scum!’ Forgrun pointed his axe along the bandit line. ‘If ye be fed up bullying thy boys – why nay try me?’ Forgrun had a menacing grin on his face.
‘Crows will feast on Rhungar fat tonight!’ Morben snarled, and burst towards Forgrun.
Morben hurled his massive hammer at the Rhungar’s head. Forgrun ducked low and rolled forward, underneath his adversary’s swing. The Rhungar sprang back up onto his feet. Forgrun swung his mighty axe, as a great pendulum, into Morben’s back.
 The Bandit King dropped to his knees. Forgrun walked past, glaring at the other bandits. They stared back at the Rhungar with disbelief and fear. Morben toppled over on his side, eyes blank and lifeless.
‘Who be next,’ Forgrun smiled at the bandits. ‘I’ll do take yhee all on!’ Forgrun snarled, and raised his axe overhead with both arms. ‘Do come on! Ye be so brave at be attackin’ women an’ children, so do come on then! Which be ya want ter meet me axe next?’
The bandits hesitated for a few moments, and all charged towards the Rhungar.
‘Charge!’ men of Gulren shouted, running to meet Forgrun and take on the bandits.
A dozen bandits encircled Forgrun. The first bandit to reach him was cleaved in two by Forgrun’s great axe. Wide sweeps of his war-axe kept the rest back, but they were certain to flood him in moments. One from behind lunged at Forgrun’s exposed back with a spear. Bodran smashed his way through the enclosing circle and hurled his body in front of the spear thrust, stopping the killer blow. The bandit spear impaled Bodran through the chest. Forgrun turned to see Bodran drop limp to the ground. Forgrun went berserk, and hacked down the closest bandits. Taem and some townsmen fought through to Forgrun, and within seconds the remaining bandits were running for their lives.
Forgrun knelt down beside Bodran and clasped his hand.
‘I have me Kaladim,’ Bodran smiled. ‘Ye Gods do welcome me ter thine Misty Halls.’
Forgrun muttered something in a coarse language Taem did not understand. Bodran nodded and smiled, and closed his eyes and died.
Forgrun shot up to his feet, and Taem saw the tears in the tough Rhungar’s eyes. Forgrun glared at the fleeing bandits.
‘Bodran were me friend,’ Forgrun wiped his eyes, ‘even though he be sworn ter Gromm.’
‘It’s what he wanted,’ Taem put his hand on Forgrun’s giant shoulder.
‘Aye, tis at peace he now be.’ Forgrun murmured.
They watched in silence until the last of the bandits disappeared into the distance.
A group of townsmen called them over to where a gravely injured Dane Ruddle lay on the floor. They sent for a stretcher, and started carrying him back to the Hand and Crown inn. Taem knew it was unlikely Dane could survive his horrific injuries, but as they carried him across the town square, Taem saw two travellers coming in from the west he was not expecting to see.
‘Logan!’ Taem shouted, and motioned for the townsmen to put the stretcher down. ‘You’re alive! Thank the Light!’ Taem rushed to hug his Master.
‘And this surprises you?’ Logan said warmly. ‘It would take more than a few Nargs to finish us!’
‘Good to see you, my boy!’ Hirandar gave Taem a warm embrace.
‘Can you do something?’ Taem gripped Hirandar, and led the old woman over to where Dane lay pale and silent on the stretcher.
‘Stand back,’ Taem said to the townsmen, as Hirandar knelt beside Dane.
The Wizard closed her eyes and floated her hands over Dane. 
‘It’s not good, Taem,’ Hirandar whispered. ‘Both arms shattered, ribs smashed to smithereens, internal organs punctured, blood in the heart cavity. He will die soon.’
‘Do something!’ Taem said.
The Wizard placed her hands on Dane’s ruined rib cage and closed her eyes. A golden glow shone out from Hirandar’s palms. The townspeople gasped in wonder. The Wizard spent a minute on the chest, with the golden glow of healing seeping into the dying man, and moved onto Dane’s arms. Even Taem gaped in amazement, as he watched Dane’s mangled arm, bent the wrong way, with broken bones sticking through skin, move back into position, with skin and muscle meshing together and closing over the open wounds.
‘By Odrin!’ Forgrun gasped. 
‘By the Light,’ Baek murmured.
The townsmen’s faces were blank with astonishment. Their mouths hung wide open at what they witnessed – what they had not believed was possible. 
‘It’s a miracle!’ The people of Gulren whispered to each other. 
‘I cannot believe it!’ Another wide-eyed townswoman said.
‘This man will be very weak from the healing process,’ Hirandar mumbled to the startled townsmen. ‘He must be taken straight to bed.’
Taem realised Hirandar looked so tired she could barely stand. He put a hand on the Wizard’s shoulder, and Hirandar slumped against it, unable to support her own body-weight.
‘Such magic takes its toll,’ Logan whispered so only Taem could hear, as he also moved to support Hirandar.
‘Truly, you are a great one!’ said an awestruck townsman.
Hirandar just nodded, too tired to speak. Healing magic was difficult, complicated and dangerous. It was the most challenging type of magic, that involved drawing so much magic power through herself, she was in danger of being struck down dead, or even blown to pieces.
‘Get the lad to bed,’ Logan told the townsmen, as he and Taem helped Hirandar up and walked her towards the Hand and Crown.
‘How did you find me?’ Taem said.
‘My blue stone around your neck,’ Hirandar murmured. ‘You didn’t think I’d really let you loose, without being able to find you again?’
‘Guess not,’ Taem laughed.
‘New friends?’ Hirandar wearily gestured to Baek and Forgrun, who were following close behind.
‘Where are my manners?’ Taem chortled. ‘It’s the happy shock of seeing you! This is Baek Malaran, of Borleon,’ Taem put a hand on the Aborle’s shoulder, and Baek bowed.
‘This is Forgrun Krojan,’ Taem grasped the Rhungar’s shoulder, ‘son of Dugan, of Clan Ironstone.’
‘Me Lady Wizard,’ Forgrun bowed, and knuckled his right hand to his forehead, closing his eyes as he did so.
Baek and Taem looked at each other in bewilderment.
‘An’ Logan Fornor,’ Forgrun bowed even lower. ‘Even in ye citadels, we hear tale o’ thy legend.’
Taem was at a loss. He had never seen Forgrun be so respectful, and what was this legend?
‘Those stories grow taller with every year that passes,’ Logan smiled. ‘Come, the Wizard needs to rest.’
 
Logan and Taem left Baek and Forgrun in the common room, with Hirandar sleeping upstairs. They stepped out into the dusk, into the carnival of celebration in the town square. They managed to get through the throng of well-wishers, and headed out of town.
The dusk turned to twilight, and oil lanterns and candles lit up Gulren. Taem and Logan crossed the twilight fields, reached the crown of a hill, and turned to look over the town. They could hear the din of excitement and joy in the air, and could see the townspeople dancing and merrymaking in the town square. Taem thought how the homely town – full of warmth and light – was a welcome sight after weeks spent on the road and in the wilderness. 
‘Look down on Gulren now,’ Logan said to Taem, ‘what do you see?’
Taem sensed a deep purpose in the way Logan spoke.
‘Hope,’ Taem murmured.
‘Yes,’ Logan said warmly. ‘Down there you have freedom, faith and courage. Everything these people need to live happy and free. Last week, freedom was barely a whisper on the wind to these people. A sound that, even if you strained to hear it, you couldn’t quite make it out. A misty dream, nothing more. Tonight, you can hear the joy in every voice. Feel the elation in their spirits.’ Logan paused so they both could listen to the song, and watch the celebrations from afar.
There was so much that was good in this world, Taem found himself thinking, as he looked down at all the free men, women and children. So much that needed protecting.
‘Do you see it, Taem?’ Logan turned to look at the young man he had raised. ‘What you are capable of? You can lead people, inspire them, give them strength. Where you walk, men will follow.’
‘How can I do this?’ Taem said incredulously. ‘I cannot lead people!’
‘You already are,’ Logan smiled, ‘just always remember, live by The Code.’
‘I will Master,’ Taem nodded.
‘Come on then,’ Logan touched Taem on the shoulder. ‘Let’s get back. Hirandar will be feeling restored by now, we have plans to make.’
 
Hirandar, Logan, Taem, Baek and Forgrun sat round the grand table in the inn’s wood-panelled dining room. The candles in the chandelier flickered overhead, a small fire burned in the grand fireplace, and they all had mugs of tea steaming in front of them. And of course, Forgrun had a beer too. The wall mounted lamps were alight, and Logan gestured for Taem to pull the curtains across, to keep out unwelcome guests.
‘We are being hunted,’ Hirandar said softly. ‘We are in great danger, and we head where few would dare.’
The Wizard looked at Baek and Forgrun, her eyes glinting like sapphires in the firelight.
‘Are you sure you’re ready to come with us?’ Hirandar said.
‘Aye,’ Forgrun whispered, with a faraway look in his eyes.
‘I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,’ Baek murmured.
Hirandar nodded, ‘So let us speak freely. Whether the free peoples of Hathlore want to believe it or not, the power of Malveous rises.’
Forgrun shuddered. The Rhungar hunched his massive shoulders as if he were defending against the cold, knotting his hands into a ball, his two index fingers joined point at a point, as did his two little fingers.
‘The Dark is coming,’ Logan said grimly, ‘there can be no doubt. Nargs invade the southlands, and the Shadowborder rises.’
The signs of His growing power are everywhere,’ Hirandar said, ‘Dark forces plot against our rightful kings and queens – and even the mighty Empress of Darnea is in danger. The Maliven spread their evil across Hathlore like a seeping murk.’
‘My people say the same,’ Baek murmured.
‘It is time for action,’ Hirandar held up her fist, ‘or the war will be over before it has begun. Are you ready to fight? To do your duty, as warriors who walk in the Light?’ The Wizard looked to Baek and Forgrun.
‘Yes,’ Baek said quietly.
‘By Gromm, I be ready!’ Forgrun boomed.
The Wizard smiled at the Rhungar, ‘Good, we’ll need courage like that on the road, when the days are dark and home is a distant memory.’
‘We know Malveous is amassing his forces,’ Logan said darkly.
At mention of that name, Forgrun again interweaved his thick fingers. 
‘Tis ye Shielding-Sign,’ Forgrun whispered to Taem, when he saw the man looking at his hands. ‘It protects yhee from attention o’ ye Malice King.’
‘Nargs gather in the shadows of the world,’ Logan said. ‘His Black Servants spread evil and corruption, unseen and unchallenged. But one disciple the Dark One needs above all others: the Baledemon, Gorzaemon.’
‘Ye Baledemon?’ Forgrun said fearfully. ‘Ye great enemy in ye Great War o’ Dark?’
‘Yes,’ Logan said, ‘the leader of the Shadow forces, highest of the demons.’
Forgrun was shivering, and Taem was surprised at how much terror that name evoked in the tough Rhungar.
‘But legend do say,’ Forgrun said desperately, ‘ye Baledemon be imprisoned! Fer all eternity?’
Hirandar shook her head, ‘Known only to a few, this prison can be opened with keys.’
‘By Odrin,’ Forgrun gasped.
Baek had gone pale, his eyes wide. Seeing his friends afraid, and Hirandar so serious, sent a chill down Taem’s spine. He felt cold in the pit of his stomach when he remember the terror of the Nightdemon. And this Baledemon had to be even worse than that.
‘These keys you speak of,’ Taem said to Hirandar, ‘they are well-guarded in safe places though – right?’
But to the horror of the others, Hirandar shook her head once more. ‘Even with the knowledge of the Golden Age, the monster Gorzaemon could not be destroyed. So the wizards of the time set about a desperate plan to create a vortex, a gateway, to transport the demon to a celestial prison. In order to hold the magic power of the vortex, those ancient wizards made five Key-Pieces to act as focal points.’
Hirandar closed her outstretched hand, drawing into her palms all the light in the room. Baek shuddered at this new darkness, glancing into the deep shadows. Six balls of pure light burst alive in the air above the oak table. Each globe was a different colour: grey, yellow, green, blue, white or red. Taem realised there was one colour to represent each of the strands of magic. Forgrun gaped in wonder as the balls began to spin round in a circle above the centre of the table.
‘These Key-Pieces were made of Gentian,’ Hirandar pointed to the spinning balls of light. ‘Gentian is the essence of magic converted to solid form. The only substance strong enough to withstand the magic forces that would be channelled through the keys, to hold the gateway open.’
Taem watched as the rotating spheres got faster and faster, the circle of their orbit becoming smaller and smaller. The balls of light blurred into a kaleidoscope of colour, converging over the centre, until one dense, glowing lump hovered above the teapot. 
With a twirl of Hirandar’s fingers the floating, glowing lump split into five pieces that spread wide over the table – Taem supposed that these were the five Key-Pieces. A grey smoke erupted in the air above the teapot, billowing over and swirling round. In its midst, a pair of glowing orbs appeared, these yellow eyes held such malice that Baek was quaking and Forgrun had to look away. Taem shivered at those sinister glowing slits, they could only be a demon’s eyes.
‘In the same way that these five keys were used to close the vortex,’ Hirandar said, ‘they can also be used to create it. And the vortex is a bridge, from our world to the Baledemon’s prison.’
Just as the trembling watchers were sure a demon was going to burst free from the writhing smoke, beams of burning fire lanced through the haze from the five Key-Pieces. The lines of fire joined into a circle, trapping the smouldering malevolent eyes in its middle. Forgrun let out a great sigh of relief. The evil yellow eyes blazed with baleful rage, and from within the smoke a mouth bellowed in fury. But the evil grey cloud, and the demonic eyes within, dissipated to leave a blazing circle of light, hovering over the table.
‘These five Key-Pieces,’ the Wizard said, and the five points around the circle twinkled gold, ‘or Vokra they are called, were scattered throughout Hathlore for safekeeping. The first was kept in the vaults of Calledron in Marnion. To be guarded by the now failing line of Mage Kings. The second was hidden in the Temple of the Light, in Ruhr – kept secret by the monks there. The third’s location has never been known. All records of where it was hidden are lost – or were never written. The fourth lies in the tomb of Anaksum, The Nakramilis, far to the east beyond the Dredgen Mountains. The fifth was stolen and taken to the Shrine of Shados, an evil demi-god who is subservient to Malveous. That dark Shrine lies far to the north, beyond the realms of Men, deep in the Shadowlands of Zezometh.’
Baek shot Taem a troubled glance at mention of that evil land.
‘But the news is dark,’ Hirandar whispered, ‘Early this year the Temple of the Light was sacked by a horde of Narg marauders, coming from the Feral Lands. And six weeks ago, thieves broke into the treasure vaults of Calledron, and stole the Vokra held there.’
Baek and Forgrun gaped at the Wizard. Taem felt a sense of dread grow in his heart. ‘The work of the Dark One is everywhere,’ Baek murmured.
‘It is alarming beyond words,’ Logan said, ‘that the Temple of the Light was sacked. But with the theft in Calledron, and the third Vokra being unaccounted for, we can only assume that someone – or something – plans to raise the Baledemon.’
Taem felt a shiver run down his arms. He looked between Baek and Forgrun, and saw the dismay that lined their faces.
‘Of the remaining two Vokra,’ Logan said, ‘both are held in great danger and peril. But the tomb of Anaksum, is safer than venturing into the Shadowlands.’
‘We are going to get this Vokra?’ Baek said fearfully.
Hirandar nodded to the Aborle, ‘Over eight hundred years ago,’ the Wizard again drew all light into her hand. ‘When the fledgling states of man emerged from the destruction of the Great War of the Dark, Anaksum was an emperor of a nation of primitive Men. Cruel and terrible he was, and his people little more than slaves. Many generations of Anaksum’s people toiled to construct a palace of gargantuan proportions. He gathered as much treasure as possible in the many years of his long reign, including one of the Vokra. Using dark magics Anaksum extended his life for many centuries. He made a pact with a necromancer, to make him one of the undead. But the necromancer tricked the cruel emperor, for the necromancer coveted the emperor’s wife and kingdom. With Dark magic, the necromancer linked the emperor’s life force to the palace. In giving himself to undeath, Anaksum had unknowingly been bound there, to live out a half-life for all eternity.’
Hirandar’s words formed vivid pictures in Taem’s mind. When he was younger Taem had wondered if Hirandar used magic when she spoke, but now Taem knew it was just a natural ability to tell good stories.
‘With the emperor trapped,’ Hirandar said, ‘the necromancer seized the throne in a bloody coup, and the people swapped one tyrant for another. The necromancer forbade anyone to enter the new palace – the Nakramilis – anyone that did never returned, and it soon become known as the Tomb of Anaksum. The necromancer, however, did not have the military prowess of Anaksum, and he was killed by a slave uprising a few years later. Nothing now exists of that nation but the Tomb of Anaksum. The Kruns that now roam the Lost Realms fear to enter the tomb, and with good reason. The place itself is infused with the black magic of that dark pact, and the restless dead walk the catacombs and corridors of the Nakramilis. People now call it The City of Night. And that is where we now head.’
With her story finished, Hirandar allowed light to flood the room with a homely glow, causing the listeners to wake from their daydream of necromancers and cruel emperors.
‘Many adventurers go searching for The City of Night,’ Logan said. ‘Few return.’
‘Our road lies north through Aritas,’ Hirandar said. ‘To the city of Dolam, the fabled Gateway to the East. We will pass through The Gate, east into the Lost Realms and on for ten days, heading north-east until we come to the Nakramilis.’
‘Ye City o’ Night,’ Forgrun nodded. ‘Tales o’ tha’ place be well known ter Rhungars. My people do say tha’ place be full o’ treasure beyond imagination.’ The Rhungar’s eyes gleamed with the prospect of gold. ‘Legend do say nay only do ye dead walk tha’ curs’ed city, but ye Nakramilis be full o’ ingenious booby traps. Anaksum did nay wan’ anyone gettin’ his treasure! Nay!’
‘We need this Key-Piece,’ Hirandar said purposefully. ‘We cannot allow the Baledemon to be released. The creature would start a second Great War.’
Everyone was quiet for a time, thinking of the magnitude of the task ahead. Taem turned from staring into the fire, and caught Baek’s eyes, saw the determination there.
‘So,’ Forgrun planted his massive fists on the table, ‘this be ye quest o’ which yhee spoke. It be ye greatest adventure o’ our time.’
Taem saw the excitement in the Rhungar’s eyes. Taem knew that for all Forgrun’s life he had been waiting for such a challenge.
‘During the Great War of the Dark,’ Logan said, ‘Gorzaemon could not be killed. No weapon on earth could be used against it, and many brave heroes died trying. We must not let this old evil rise again.’
 ‘I think we were meant to take up this quest,’ Hirandar looked at each of the warriors in turn, ‘I do not believe it is pure chance alone that brought us together. I feel the pull of destiny, and the Light is with us.’
‘It is,’ Logan said reluctantly, ‘but faith will not save us, when the Nargs come in the dark. Only skill and courage will save us then.’
‘Still a sceptic, Logan?’ Hirandar smiled.
‘We are each masters of our own destiny,’ Logan glanced at Taem.
‘Agreed,’ Hirandar nodded. ‘We start for Dolam at dawn, it’s one month’s ride along the Mountain Way.’
Taem watched the smile spread across Baek’s face, and he knew the Aborle could not wait to see a city. Taem felt excited about seeing a city too – and not just any city, one of the biggest in Hathlore!
‘I suggest you all get a good rest for what remains of tonight,’ Hirandar said. ‘I think we will all find the road arduous.’
 



Chapter 12 – The Gateway to the East
 
 
‘Curse them!’ Remar said under his breath for the thousandth time. Of course, Remar was careful not to be loud enough that the ones he was cursing would hear, as he and his two companions drudged on through the endless dreary countryside. How Remar hated the countryside! Nothing but fields, hills and trees for as far as the eye could see.
‘Did you say something, Servant?’ Garslinn hissed, as he walked alongside Remar.
‘No?’ Remar looked down to where he was stepping his feet, anything to avoid meeting that terrifying gaze. The worst thing about this journey, by far, was Remar now found himself taking orders from Garslinn. That bloody peasant lunatic! Although Remar had once been a lord in the realms of Men, Garslinn was a higher Servant of the Dark than he. What had his life come to, Remar wondered? He was yielding to a disgusting peasant, who smelt like he bathed in horse manure!
‘Have a care with your tongue, servant,’ Dagmar said harshly, from atop Remar’s horse. ‘You can still serve our Dark Lord without it. And Garslinn likes the taste of human meat.’
Garslinn grinned. Remar looked up at Dagmar with dread, and he was met by the sinister glare of that green eye staring down at him. Sometimes Remar was convinced that dark emerald was glowing. Sometimes it was so dim it seemed to be drawing light in. At night it was another story entirely. That green eye disturbed Remar as much – if not more so – as the unhinged Garslinn. At least Garslinn was predictable and stupid, Dagmar was neither.
Garslinn smiled as he licked his lips, and Remar thought the freak looked more animal than human with those red jagged facial tattoos.
‘Yes, High Servant,’ Remar said submissively. But inside he was seething. The high-born Remar was grovelling to a common peasant! And that jewel-eyed criminal had taken his horse!
In the service of the Bandit King, Remar had suspected Garslinn was a Dark Servant Maliven. When Graveldeep prisoners were found with their throats cut and their skin slashed to strips, there had only ever been one suspect in Remar’s mind. If Garslinn was disturbed like that, he had to be a servant of the Dark One. But it was only now they were alone, amongst other “friends”, that there was no reason to hide their Dark allegiance. Remar was sure he had got away, but Garslinn and his handler Dagmar had caught him on the road north. He wished they had not, for Dagmar was a trusted servant of the Dark Seer of Dolam.
‘Do you think the Seer will reward or punish us?’ Garslinn asked.
A cold terror swept over Remar as he thought of the Seer. He would rather be going anywhere else in Hathlore than back to Dolam.
‘The Nefar do not like failure–’ Dagmar said.
‘No they don’t!’ Garslinn laughed. ‘Do you remember when the traitor Rageese was flayed alive! I liked that!’
Remar shot a look of pure horror at Garslinn.
‘But I don’t believe we failed.’ Dagmar said. ‘We did as we were ordered; you spread as much chaos as you could. The Seer will not punish me, anyway.’ Dagmar smiled at Remar, ‘You, on the other hand, I’m not so sure.’
Remar felt a lump rising in his throat.
‘I am Pledged to the Great Lord,’ Garslinn said softly. ‘My soul I give to the Darkness. My heart exists in the black of the Shadow.’
Even though Remar was himself a Dark Servant, it still made him shiver to hear the Black Pledge spoken aloud.
‘It displeases you to hear our Pledge?’ Dagmar asked Remar, on seeing the fear in the nobleman’s face.
Garslinn snatched a dagger from his belt. He snarled as he thrust the blade up onto Remar’s throat.
‘No!’ Remar yelled, as Garslinn’s dagger drew a drop of his blood. ‘I serve the Dark One! My soul and my life belong to the Dark! I exist to serve our Great Lord!’
‘Ha!’ Dagmar snorted. ‘You do remember the words!’ Dagmar motioned for Garslinn to release Remar.
Garslinn grimaced in disappointment, as he took his dagger away from Remar’s throat. Remar shivered as the tattooed freak licked the blood from his dagger, and glared at the nobleman with hungry eyes. Garslinn smiled before he turned and followed after Dagmar. Remar let out a sigh. And promised himself he would be more careful from now on. Remar knew Garslinn or Dagmar would kill him, without hesitation, if they thought he was not committed to the Dark.
Remar glanced back down the wooded trail, but he knew he would never make it far. Even if he was able to give Garslinn and Dagmar the slip – which he was not – there were Maliven everywhere and he would be found. Remar knew there was no escape from the Dark Cult, as he wearily trudged after the other two more fervent believers.
 
Logan led Hirandar, Taem, Baek and Forgrun north through the hills, forests and plains of Aritas, and then Grantle. The Sodan Master had the warriors practicing with their weapons during those light summer evenings. Baek and Forgrun soon found that not only was Logan a master of the sword, but he could also teach them the skills of axe and bow.
‘Come on!’ Logan would shout as the younger warriors trained. ‘Faster! Concentrate on the perfect technique! Don’t drop your guard! More power!’
Up and down Forgrun swung his axe, as Baek loosed arrow upon arrow into a nearby tree. Taem twirled his sword with all the speed and power he could gather, until his muscles quivered and he was gasping for breath.
‘Let’s go again,’ Logan would say after a short break, and the Sodan Master usually picked up his sword to join the practice, once he was satisfied the other warriors were performing correct techniques.
After skills training physical training would follow, leaving the warriors heaving in huge lungfuls of breath, at the point of collapsing with fatigue. Logan had them running and jumping, or lifting and carrying, until sweat ran freely from their exhausted bodies. At each campsite, Logan found his students some new exercise to enjoy. In his mind, tree branches could be used to hang from and pull yourself up with your arms, rocks could be jumped over or up onto, and big stones and small tree-trunks could be hauled up and borne aloft, or hurled as far as possible. Some evenings the warriors would even run whilst carrying each other on their backs. During those training sessions, the dusky countryside would echo with the companions cheering each other on.
‘Go on Taem!’ The other warriors would cry.
‘Run Forgrun! You’re almost there! Keep going!’
‘One more lift Baek, you can do it!’
‘Come on Logan!’
At times during that journey, Taem felt sorry for Forgrun. It was the Rhungar’s first time he had spent hours in the saddle, and that coupled with the harsh training, meant Forgrun could barely walk for the first two weeks his legs were so sore. But to Forgrun’s immense credit, he never once moaned. Taem found it sometimes comical to watch the Rhungar limp around the campsite, but he also realised he was seeing an amazing display of iron-hard will. Now he could see why Rhungars made such formidable warriors!
Spirits were high in the company, and friendships grew. After training and food, the companions sat and talked and laughed by the campfire. Logan would share some of his battle experience or Sodan lore, or Hirandar would tell them a story, or Forgrun would explain how fantastic the Rhungari Empire was – whilst Baek asked countless questions of everyone. As the days flew by, Taem realised how happy he felt, to be in the company of such good friends.
A month on the Mountain Way passed swiftly. The companions had travelled through a handful of villages along the way, but mostly they crossed the wilderness without seeing any dwellings or people for days on end. But then, one morning, the traffic seemed to grow and grow, as other roads and trails joined the Mountain Way. Under the summer sun, the companions came upon the expansive view of Dolam, in the river valley below them. Logan gestured for the company to halt at the top of the shallow rise.
The valley below was a sight that took Taem’s breath away. The first thing that struck him was the vastness of the city. Dolam was immense! Taem guessed there must have been thousands of buildings inside its walls, and tens of thousands of people. He had never imagined a city could be this big, this impressive. Dolam, The Gateway to the East, stood in the shallow valley on the western side of a gap in the huge Dredgen mountain range. Taem marvelled at the power and majesty of the towering grey stone battlements that encircled the city. That massive curtain wall seemed impenetrable, as it loomed up off the grasslands, dominating the country for miles around. How had this wonder ever come to be, Taem asked himself? How had it been built so tall? For a young man raised in the country the sheer scale of Dolam was incredible. Taem thought that an army of thousands could throw themselves at that great stone wall, and still the defences would not be breached.
Logan motioned for the company to all dismount, to give their steeds a rest. Even Forgrun was becoming accustomed to horseback after a month of practice, and he was the first to leap down from his mount. But then Taem realised why, as he saw a party of Rhungars heading towards the companions. Taem smiled, Forgrun did not mind riding in the presence of his friends, but he was too proud to let other Rhungars see him doing something so unnatural.
‘So much life, everywhere!’ Baek had barely ever dreamed of such a place.
‘This is the strength of civilisation,’ Hirandar said wistfully, as she leant on her staff. ‘It is the future.’
‘Well I prefer the mountains and the wild,’ Logan muttered.
‘Not everyone is such a grumpy lone wolf,’ Hirandar smiled wryly, ‘old friend.’
Taem gaped at the majesty of that gargantuan outer wall, interspersed by huge towers and commanding gatehouses. The round-based towers reached up well over a hundred feet to pierce the clear sky, and were crowned with roofs of yellow or blue tiles. At the highest points of those towers the flag of Grantle wafted in the breeze, a golden chalice on a blue field.
‘Those walls are magnificent!’ Taem whispered. 
‘I have only ever read about such places,’ Baek gazed at the great city. ‘But no book could do this place justice.’
To Taem, the square gatehouses in the outer wall were each a castle in their own right. Each entry point to the city was an impregnable stone fortress! On the roofs of the gatehouses there were machines of war – bolt throwers and trebuchets – and numerous soldiers manned the sweeping walls.
‘It is a mighty stronghold,’ Logan rested a hand on his sword hilt. ‘But stone is only ever as strong as the men holding it.’
Miles away to the right, along the valley, Taem could see the fabled “Gate”. See how it was not just a giant unassailable doorway, but also a hundred foot high, twenty-foot wide, defendable stone wall. Taem’s jaw dropped low. The walls of The Gate were so enormous they dwarfed even the city walls of Dolam. The Gate was colossal! Taem blinked, as if he were not sure if his eyes were deceiving him – the size of it! A great smile swept over his face. The Gate Wall extended from mountain foot to mountain foot, for over five miles. What a sight it was! Taem imagined it as a monstrous dam, shoring up the gap in the Dredgen Mountain range from the tides of wildness and savagery in the Lost Realms.
‘That Gate wall must have been an astronomical undertaking!’ Taem murmured.
‘Yes it was,’ Hirandar smiled. ‘It was the year of the Light Four One Seven when the Lost Realms became lost. The following year, the Order of the Sceptre supervised the construction of The Gate. Even with the help of the wizards it took twenty years to build. But it still stands to this day, almost six hundred years later.’
‘Men do ’ave grown in might beyond ye Golden Days,’ Forgrun muttered, in reluctant respect, ‘if they be buildin’ a place such as this.’ 
‘Dolam is one of the great cities of Hathlore,’ Logan gazed at the towering city walls. ‘But have a care. It may look grand from the outside, but there is plenty to be wary of on the in. This is a dangerous place with thieves and murderers on every street. And rumours are rife that the Maliven spread their decay amongst the high and the low. We need to watch the shadows at all times.’
The other warriors all nodded. After a month training under the Sodan Master, they would follow him into the Shadowlands themselves.
Logan waved for the company to walk on, leading their horses by the reins, and they rejoined the flow of traffic on the road, striding down toward the city.
‘Grantle is a weakly knit land of just one very large city,’ Hirandar gestured her gnarled staff towards the great walls of Dolam, ‘provided for by a hinterland of farming villages.’
‘Grantle must have a royalty?’ Baek said. 
Taem noticed the quick glance that swept between Logan and the Wizard, before Hirandar answered, ‘Yes, Grantle is united under a king – but not an all-powerful and dominant king.’ The Wizard paused, to check none of the other walkers or riders on the road were within earshot, then whispered, ‘In Grantle, the kingship is scarcely more than an honourary title. Political power here comes and goes like the changing of the seasons, and no king or queen of Grantle is ever truly secure. This is not Aritas. Grantle is a land where the nobles plot against the ruler and amongst themselves. Although the King of Grantle rules this country in name, his authority often only extends a little further than the city keep, The Rock – and sometimes it doesn’t even extend that far.’
‘Who is the king here?’ Baek asked eagerly.
Again, Hirandar looked towards Logan before answering, ‘King Balthus Dalonvega. Succession here is not hereditary like in other realms. The crown of Grantle will go to whoever holds the Chalice, the most important heirloom of Grantle.’ 
‘The city is sighted on the convergence of two rivers,’ Baek gasped.
‘Yes,’ Hirandar smiled at the Aborle’s enthusiasm. ‘Right at the city’s very centre these rivers join to form the great river Bodium. The Bodium flows on westwards for hundreds of leagues through Grantle, over the expanse of Jinamon, slinking its way into Darnea until it finally reaches the northern sea of Maclond.’
Logan’s sharp gaze surveyed the surrounding farmland as he spoke, ‘Grantle’s treasury relies heavily on Dolam being the staging point of every expedition to the Lost Realms. Such expeditions are extremely dangerous, and often parties never return. But if they survive the feral natives, there are treasures of the old civilisations to be found, and plundered. For before the Great War there were many realms of Sartorian Men to the east of the Dredgen Mountains. In the Great War, the Dark forces hit those lands hard, forcing all the survivors to flee westward behind the natural barrier of the Dredgen Mountains. Kruns and their kin – and darker creatures – now stalk those Lost Lands. But to many, the danger of those monsters is worth risking for the riches that can be found.’
‘This makes Dolam a vibrant, multi-cultural city,’ Hirandar gestured to the city walls ahead, ‘where adventurers come to join up into bands, and head out eastwards through The Gate. Adventurers are a lucrative source of income for the King of Dolam. Not only do these adventurers spend a lot of money in his city on gambling, drinking and living the high life, but when parties of adventurers come back through the Gate, the Defenders take one quarter of the riches they’ve found as a “Gate Tax”. If adventurers do return from the Lost Realms, they’re usually so wealthy from the treasure they’ve plundered that they’re not bothered about giving away some of the spoils. In fact, many a band gladly pays their dues. The sight of The Gate, manned by hundreds of armed Defenders, is very comforting indeed when being pursued by hordes of screaming Kruns.’
Hirandar winked, and Taem suspected the Wizard was speaking from experience. Gazing ahead, Taem could see the city gates were all guarded by many soldiers. Even from this distance, he caught the shine of their polished armour as it glinted in the sun.
‘Of course,’ Hirandar glanced around to check no other travellers were listening, ‘in a city where there is a lack of authority, corruption is rife. Although the current king has worked hard on cleaning up the streets.’
‘King Balthus?’ Baek said.
Taem saw Logan flash an unreadable glance to the Wizard, before Hirandar answered, ‘Yes.’
As Taem looked down into the shallow valley, he saw thousands of crooked and mismatched buildings inside Dolam, saw how the bewildering maze of streets and alleyways criss-crossed the city. There was no order or reason to it. Taem was surprised, the jumbled streets and rundown houses were such a contrast to the strength and uniformity of the great city walls.
‘Please tell us about the city, teacher?’ Taem asked.
Hirandar grinned, and seemed to stand up straighter, ‘As you can see, the city is circular with six evenly spread out gates.’
Taem nodded eagerly.
‘The number six is considered both lucky and prosperous for the people of Dolam,’ Hirandar said, ‘and is often present in Grantlean life. You see the castle?’
‘Yes,’ Taem said. Well beyond the outer city walls, Taem could see an imposing castle with a gigantic keep, surrounded by inner and outer defensive walls that enclosed many other buildings and parklands. Here was a palace worthy of a sovereign of a great nation. The towering stone castle was hexagonal based, with six battlement-topped towers in the inner wall, ringing the main castle. At the core of the great castle there was one central keep – an epic cornerstone of solidarity and endurance – that towered hundreds of feet above the sprawling city beneath it.
‘The Rock,’ Hirandar pointed to the great castle, ‘as it is called, is the tallest landmark in the whole of Dolam. Look how it dominates the whole city.’ 
‘The Rock is Dolam’s castle,’ Logan murmured, ‘and its heart.’
‘The Lord Of Dolam,’ Hirandar said, ‘and therefore the King of Grantle, sits in that great castle. The Rock towers above the fork of the waters, where the River Grendric meets the Treymar, to form the great River Bodium.’
‘Good strategic location,’ Logan eyed the people before and behind them in the long procession to enter the city.
‘Yes, Master,’ Taem had come to the same conclusion himself.
‘To enter Dolam by ship is quite a sight indeed,’ Hirandar said softly. ‘Sailing upriver from the west, boats pass through the massive harbour gates to be presented with Castle Dolam, standing tall and mighty, at the origin of the River Bodium. To come into the city by boat, at dawn, is an incredible vision. To see Castle Dolam framed by the rising sun, as your craft sails into one of the largest cities in the world... It is just something else.’
‘Amazing!’ Baek gasped. ‘I wish we were going in by boat!’ 
‘Dolam’s three rivers split the city into three parts.’ The Wizard gestured to three different areas as she spoke. ‘A northern third, a southern third and an eastern third. The eastern third is called the Old Quarter, where the city’s castle is nestled between the two river banks.’
‘The castle walls run along two riversides,’ Logan said, ‘to aid its defences.’
‘Also,’ Hirandar tilted her hat to shade her eyes from the sun, ‘the Old Quarter is made up of the barracks of the Defenders, a Rhungari Quarter, the Ecclesial Quarter and the Scholastic Quarter.’
‘The River Bodium,’ Logan pointed down to the city, ‘flows west, and splits the northern and southern city thirds into a rich-poor divide. The difference from one side of the Bodium’s bridges to the other is staggering.’
‘Cross ye river,’ Forgrun ruffled his horse’s mane, ‘an’ it be like yhee be in a diff’rent place entirely.’
‘Yes,’ Hirandar nodded. ‘To the north of the Bodium, there are large houses and grand mansions linked by smartly paved streets, scattered with parks and market squares, and Lahern Street with the city’s merchant guild. The Bodium’s northern bank is lined with riverside villas overlooking enclosed harbours, full of small pleasure craft. The southern bank of the Bodium is the complete opposite, lined with docks and warehouses, where trade-ships and fishing boats call port. Below the Bodium is Southside. The heartbeat of the bustling city.’ 
‘Here in the Southside,’ Logan said, ‘is where the poorest citizens live. Houses are crammed together one on top of the other, to create a maze of streets and back alleys. There are too many people there living in desperate conditions,’ Logan shook his head.
Taem heard the pity in his Master’s voice. 
‘In Southside we’ll find Dolam’s Industrial Quarter,’ Hirandar said, ‘of workshops and forges. But most importantly, Southside holds the Entertainment Quarter. This is the place where all the adventurers and travellers stay whilst in Dolam. A mixture of inns, gambling dens and alehouses, the city’s Watch headquarters and Dolam’s famed playhouse. The Entertainment Quarter is a decadent place, full of life, a haven for all sorts of strange and wonderful characters. Here is where the true spirit of Grantle is to be found.’
‘How many quarters are there?’ Taem asked.
Hirandar chuckled, ‘Yes, it is funny how a city can have six “Quarters”. But I can only put this down to – as you can with so many things in Dolam – the fact that the Grantleans have an obsession with the number six. Even if that means having two more quarters than the name suggests you should!’
Baek laughed out loud. This city was going to be a fantastic place!
 
The companions approached the soaring gatehouse, and there were so many people entering Dolam that they had to join the back of a long queue. Now they were up close, Taem could see just how imposing Dolam’s walls were. He had to crane his neck to look up at the majestic battlements. The stone gatehouse was many levels high, and two of its towers climbed up even higher into the brilliant blue sky. The gatehouse’s only windows were thin arrow slits, and the huge oak doors were reinforced with black iron. A jagged portcullis was raised up behind the doors, ready to be dropped in an instant. Taem could see that each of the gatehouse’s turrets was flying a flag of Grantle, and a flag of Dolam – a shut Black Gate on a yellow hexagon, on a blue background.
‘Soon,’ Taem murmured, as he rubbed Storm’s nose. ‘Soon we will find you food and water, my friend.’
Waiting to enter the city, Taem saw many countrymen and farmers – with carts loaded with produce – alongside well-dressed nobles and merchants, and numerous hard-looking and armed adventurers. The line trailed all the way up to the massive city gates, where Defenders of the Gate were vetoing people for entry into the great city. Taem could see the frowns of those queuing nobles, it galled them to line up with the peasants.
The companions joined the back of the queue, and a few of the crowd turned to examine the new arrivals. All could see Logan and his companions were a group of warriors, but Taem was bewildered as he watched some of the queuing people give his company an incredulous double-take.
Nailed to a wooden sign, by the roadside queue, Taem saw the poster of a wanted man. The artist had done well in capturing the criminal’s face, even Taem’s brother, Macen, would have been impressed by the drawing. The poster’s subject had a roguish look about him, with a long Dolami moustache and unkempt stubble. He was a handsome man, despite the cruel scar that ran down his face, cutting through what once was an eye but now appeared to be a jewel. Wanted! Dead or Alive! The poster declared. The emerald-eyed butcher. Ten thousand gold pieces reward.
As the companions made their way down the line toward the city gate, Taem watched as people glanced at him and his friends with wide eyes – then quickly turned away, whispering amongst themselves. What were they looking at, Taem wondered? He strained his ears to try and catch some of the conversations.
‘Can’t be,’ murmured a well-dressed merchant, sitting behind Taem, up on his horse. The merchant’s guards and his train of wagons waited off to one side. The man wore an extravagant fur-lined leather jacket, and a baggy silk shirt that hid his ample belly.
‘He’d look older than that by now.’ The merchant whispered.
‘If he’s still alive,’ replied a lady in a red silk dress, who, by her fine horse, had to be a noblewoman. ‘Which is doubtful. He hasn’t been seen for many years.’
‘There is no way he’s still alive,’ growled a lean soldier, who wore chainmail, and metal shoulder guards. ‘He was a fabled warrior, but no one could act like he did and live.’
‘He must be dead,’ agreed a young man, wearing the basic wool of a countryman and carrying a sack of wool for trade.
Taem noticed Logan had put on his cloak, and pulled up the hood to conceal his face. 
‘I be headin’ fer ye first beef satay stall we can be findin’,’ Forgrun said happily. ‘Oooh, they be delicious, Baek!’
‘Sounds great!’ The Aborle beamed. ‘But I want to walk the bustling streets first. Even out here I can feel their energy and life!’
‘First of all,’ Hirandar said, ‘we must secure accommodation, and stable the horses, before you can do anything else. Then you can go and explore,’ the Wizard grinned at their excitement.
After a few minutes, the five companions and their mounts reached the front of the queue. Two Defenders were stationed under the domineering gatehouse, checking people as they went past. High up overhead, Taem noticed the massive keystone of the gate’s arch was etched with an intricate carving of the Chalice of Grantle. He pointed the carving out to the Aborle, and a big smile spread across Baek’s face.
‘Ye Chalice be sacred ter Dolam,’ Forgrun said to Baek.
One of the Defenders stationed at the gate was a gnarled old veteran; the other, a youthful boy. The veteran’s hair was grey and his face was wrinkled, but his body was that of a much-younger man. The youth had intelligent eyes, foppish brown hair and was still scrawny. They both wore the quartered blue and yellow jackets of the Defenders of the Gate, with dark brown trousers and polished black boots. They carried halberds, and had longswords at their waists. On their jackets was a large badge on their left breast, the same crest that was on the flag of Dolam: the Black Gate, on a sandy hexagon, on a field of blue.
‘Purpose of visit,’ the younger Defender asked the companions, whilst the grizzled old gatekeeper eyed them suspiciously.
‘Travel and adventure,’ Hirandar stood tall, with her staff planted firmly.
The fresh-faced guard, who was growing the beginnings of a Dolami moustache, nodded his head.
Hanging from the stone wall of the gatehouse, Taem noticed a brass bell that, when rung, would surely bring many more Defenders charging out from the city. 
‘Length of stay?’ The young Defender asked.
‘One week,’ Hirandar said.
‘Number in group?’
‘Five.’
‘Where have you come from?’
‘Aritas.’
‘And where does the bowman come from?’ The young Defender looked at Baek strangely. ‘I see people from the four corners of Hathlore pass through this gate, but I’ve not seen his kind before?’
‘My friend is a man of Borleon Forest,’ Hirandar gestured to Baek. ‘One of the Aborle. His people are not often seen abroad. I will personally vouch for this man.’
‘Fine.’ The young Defender said, even though the old veteran scowled at Baek. ‘So, we have a man of Borleon, two Aritians, one Rhungar, and…?’ The young Defender directed the question at Logan, whose face was hidden by his pulled up cloak.
‘Show your face,’ the veteran Defender growled.
Logan took a step towards the veteran and Taem saw Logan’s hand was on his sword hilt.
‘Lower your hood!’ The veteran glared, and brought his halberd forward.
Logan pulled his hood down to reveal his stony face and piercing eyes. The veteran Defender gasped. 
‘Logan Fornor?’ The veteran’s jaw dropped. 
‘The Grim Wanderer!’ The young Defender said in amazement.
A dozen people turned to stare, their eyes full of wonder.
Logan stood motionless. Hirandar crossed her arms, with a thunderous scowl.
‘You are alive?’ The veteran Defender asked.
‘The greatest warrior of our time!’ The young Defender whispered.
Taem and Baek shot each other puzzled glances.
‘The Grim Wanderer?’ People in the crowd murmured in astonishment. ‘He is dead?’ They said to each other. ‘How can this be? He was slain in the Shadowlands, was he not?’
Taem watched incredulously as scores of people strained to get a glimpse of Logan. 
‘Who is the Grim Wanderer, father?’ A young boy in the crowd asked.
‘A mighty hero, son,’ a warm smile spread across the father’s face. ‘He has not been seen in ten years. All tales told of a noble death, fighting Dark enemies in the North...’
‘The Grim Wanderer has returned!’ Yelled a warrior carrying a shield and an axe, as he looked at Logan with nothing short of veneration, and the call was passed on back down the queue.
Forgrun looked at Logan in awe.
‘I told you,’ said the well-fed merchant sat up on his horse, to the noblewoman in the red dress by his side. ‘He is a man who cannot be killed.’
‘This is an honour,’ the veteran Defender bowed low, and went down on one knee. 
Taem heard the respect in the old soldier’s voice. It was a respect that could not be bought by money or titles, a respect that could only be earned by courageous deeds.
The young Defender copied his senior, bowing and kneeling down. All the travellers, both in the queue and leaving the city, had stopped in amazement to witness the spectacle. Half a dozen other Defenders came pouring out of the gatehouse, and they all dropped onto one knee in front of Logan. Taem could see the admiration in their eyes.
‘I saw your actions at The Gate fifteen winters ago.’ The veteran Defender said reverently. ‘Please enter, the city of Dolam welcomes your return.’ The Defender stood up as he swept his arm wide, gesturing through the gates.
Logan nodded to the Defenders before striding on into Dolam, with Hirandar close behind. Taem looked at Baek with bewilderment, but the Aborle held his hands wide and shrugged his shoulders. The hundred people at the gate to the city watched in silence as Logan walked away.
‘We must keep up,’ Baek pulled his mount on through the city gate, after Logan and Hirandar. ‘Or we will lose them completely.’
‘I still can nay scarcely believe it,’ Forgrun said softly. ‘I travel with ye Grim Wanderer…’
‘What do you know about this Grim Wanderer?’ Taem asked the Rhungar as they walked behind Logan.
‘He be man with nay fear,’ Forgrun murmured. ‘Ye greatest warrior o’ all Hathlore, ye champion o’ a dozen battle. A protector o’ ye weak. Some say, ye Narg-beasts even know that name, an’ be too afraid ter face ‘im.’
‘I always knew Logan had been a famous warrior,’ Taem whispered, ‘but the way all those people stared?’
‘He be a legend,’ Forgrun said, ‘as he do fight fer nay king nor flag, only ter defend ye people o’ Hathlore. An’ in these dark times, ye people need legends an’ stories, ter give ‘em hope, ter tell each other by fireside, when night do come.’
Forgrun and Taem hurried to catch up their three companions, who were disappearing into the bustling street. Taem could barely walk two steps without having to move aside to avoid bumping into someone else, made far harder because he was leading Storm. He had never thought there could be so many people in one place. The whole street was a sea of bodies, bobbing up and down and jostling into each other. Whichever way he went, Taem seemed to be fighting against the tide of the crowd.
Taem knew a Sodan must be aware of his surroundings. And he tried to be heedful, to search for danger, but there were just so many people everywhere that it was impossible to keep track. Many of them were armed, and they were all moving, but Taem watched them as best he could. His ears were bombarded by the rumble of a hundred conversations over-running each other, the trample of countless feet and the snorting of beasts. The sizzle of Dolami cuisine frying on hawker stalls made Taem’s stomach grumble. The hawkers were grilling beef and chicken kebabs over hot coals, and the smell of it was too great for Forgrun to resist. The Rhungar handed Taem his reins, and dived through the crowd. Forgrun passed the hawker some coppers, and returned with two sticks of skewered meat, one each for himself and Taem.
‘That is fantastic!’ Taem wolfed down the succulent meat.
‘Aye!’ Forgrun said happily, as he dribbled meat juices into his russet beard.
Taem saw plenty of Grantlean commoners and nobles – the Dolami men were identifiable by their wide moustaches – but there were also adventurers and mercenaries drawn from every realm of Hathlore. Most, Taem did not have a clue where they came from, but in less than a minute the company had passed some rough corsairs from Marac, a band of Rhungars, a trio of Darnean Reavers, all scarlet and burnished metal, and a messenger atop a powerful stallion. The messenger carried a satchel of dispatches, and wore a blue cloak with the crest of a golden lion, an emissary of Aritas.
The companions passed entertainers performing for loose coins, and plenty of beggars. All were yelling over the top of each other, and over the chirp of ornamental birds in wicker cages.
‘The streets are cleaner than I thought they would be,’ Taem said to Forgrun. 
‘Well,’ Forgrun said, ‘ye city do ‘ave an excellent sewer system – ye tunnels be Rhungari designed, yhee see.’ Which caused Taem to smile. 
‘Taem,’ Forgrun whispered as they walked, ‘can yhee take ol’ Krun-Smiter’s reins fer me?’
‘Of course,’ Taem smiled as he took the chestnut horse’s reins. He knew Forgrun did not want other Rhungars to see him even leading a horse that was not a Dhurran.
‘But could you not call him something different to “Krun-Smiter”?’
‘Ssshh,’ Forgrun whistled through clenched teeth. ‘I don’ know what yhee do mean,’ Forgrun boomed so loud that the other people passing around the Rhungar jumped. ‘He don’ be my ’orse, he do be a friend a mines ’orse…’
Some distance from the gatehouse, Logan turned and waited at the side of the street, for the other companions to weave their steeds through the bustle and hawkers.
‘Follow me and keep close,’ Logan made off again, as soon as all the companions had caught him up.
Logan led them down a wide but less busy street. Taem sensed how the atmosphere seemed to change. This place had more of an edge about it. It seemed more exciting, and more dangerous. It had to be the Entertainment Quarter. Taem saw sly men with sharp eyes, quick-fingered pickpockets, strong men and women carrying weapons, armoured warriors from distant lands, and some unusual people with extravagant clothes who, by the shocked way they regarded Hirandar, were other wizards. Taem knew why these wizards were so astounded, they were close enough to sense Hirandar’s magic strength.
The companions passed alehouses and gambling dens until Logan led them off at a steep angle to their right. Logan strode halfway down this street, and led the company towards an inn on the left. Tying his mount’s reins to a post outside, and gesturing for the others to do likewise, Logan headed inside the tavern.
‘Watch our horses,’ Hirandar passed a coin to the tavern guard.
‘Yes, ma’am,’ the guard patted his club.
Outside, the rundown inn had a cross-eyed jester on its signboard. Taem noticed the jester had the symbol of the Watchers worked into his multi-coloured jersey – a square inside a circle. Ever since Hirandar had told him about that sign as a young boy, Taem had been on the lookout for secret Watchers, but this was the first time he had ever seen the symbol.
Inside the rough tavern, Taem felt on edge. This inn was a haunt for some unsavoury characters. There were human and Rhungar adventurers, plus some locals who could have been street brawlers or pickpockets – or both. Taem saw a creepy man sat alone in the corner, in the shadows. Another group of adventurers, all with weapons on their belts, were so drunk that they were shouting at each other as they boasted of their exploits. One miserable man sat staring into the bottom of his tankard. The patrons of The Jester did not give the varied group of companions a second glance.
‘This do be my kind o’ place!’ Forgrun grinned.
Baek looked queasy, and his mouth was shut tight.
Taem saw the walls of the tavern had a layer of once-cream paint that had cracked and chipped to show grey underneath. The bare floorboards were crying out for a lick of varnish. Taem observed the mismatched furniture was a multitude of colours and styles. The chairs had seats with ripped cushions, and their wood had been scratched by numerous brawls over the years. The common room ceiling was open and stretched to the second storey, many feet above, where there was a balconied level, with more occupied tables, encircling and looking down over the common room floor underneath. Taem heard splintering wood upstairs. He turned to see there was a brawl going on up there, and two huge tavern-guards were busy cracking a few heads. Except Taem and his friends, no one else on the ground floor even bothered to raise their eyes to see what was going on.
A lady in her middle years looked up from cleaning tankards behind the bar, and stared at the companions. Taem watched as her face went wide with surprise on seeing Logan and Hirandar. She dropped the tankard she had been cleaning in shock, but caught it before it hit the floor.
With a start, the woman came to attention and hurried over to the companions. Taem thought she was an attractive lady; she had hazel eyes and curly black ringlets of hair that cascaded down her delicate face and neck. She wore a green dress, with ruffled lace at the arms, under the beige apron of an innkeeper.
‘How is a lady like that the innkeep of this drinking hole?’ Taem whispered to Hirandar.
Hirandar chuckled, ‘Woe betide any drunk who would think to take advantage of this woman. Bessie is well known, and well liked, in the Entertainment Quarter. Anyone that offends her will find themselves dragged out into the street, and will be lucky to escape with a good hiding. The locals round here are cutthroats and thieves – scum, or the dregs of the city, some might say – but they look after their own.’
‘It’s been a long time since you last darkened my doorway,’ Bessie looked at Logan. ‘Come quickly and follow me,’ she gestured to them all.
The lady innkeeper led the companions away from the common room, down a long passage with a scruffy red carpet, past battered doors, and windows clouded with grime. She took them right down to the very last door. She glanced back down the corridor before she reached inside her dress to pull out a key on a chain. Bessie quickly unlocked the door and bade them all to enter, shutting and locking the door behind the warriors. 
What was this all about, Taem wondered? They were all crammed into a windowless broom cupboard. The cupboard was pitch dark, but soon Hirandar had a small spherical ball of light hovering above her palm, that lit up the six of them as they stood crowded together like sheep in a market pen.
‘Watch carefully,’ Bessie said to Baek, Forgrun and Taem. ‘Only when the door is shut, will the mechanism work.’
The innkeeper pulled down a corner of a small shelf, then twisted a wall-mounted candleholder one quarter of a turn anticlockwise. Taem heard a click, just like when a key is turned inside a lock. And the entire back wall of the cupboard creaked open, away from the companions.
The three junior warriors’ mouths dropped, when they saw the secret room beyond the broom cupboard. In total contrast to the rest of the inn, this room was a luxurious, palatial sitting room. Sunlight beamed in through second storey windows. The walls were decked with paintings of famous wizards and kings, coloured silk drapes, and tapestries of long ago battles. Taem marvelled at these ancient heirlooms of history, as he and his companions stepped inside the secret chamber.
‘This is a room worthy of kings,’ Baek said softly.
Every scrap of available wall space was taken up with detailed maps of Dolam, Grantle, and the country around The Gate. The room was furnished with stylish armchairs and Dolami sofas, centred around a grand fireplace. The hexagonal grate was open to the room on all sides, as it sat below an elevated chimney that hung down unsupported from the roof.
‘How can somethin’ so heavy do have nay pillars ter support it?’ Forgrun gawked at the incredible chimney. ‘Or do be magic involved?’
‘There’s earth and air magic suffused through it,’ Hirandar grinned.
On each of the smooth six sides of the chimney there was a vertical golden sceptre, within a circle of gold.
‘Is that the sign for the Sceptre of Enycon?’ Taem walked up to the chimney, and ran his fingers over the smooth metalwork. Taem gawked as he touched the gleaming metal – it was real gold!
‘Yes,’ Hirandar smiled, as she stepped onto one of the Shacainian rugs – a mesmerising rainbow of colours woven into an intricate pattern – that was sprawled across the polished floorboards.
To one side of the secret room was a fine dining table, with high-backed chairs and made of a dark hardwood. Baek went over to the packed bookcases, and brushed his hand over the countless leather bound volumes.
‘I can hardly believe it!’ Taem murmured. ‘To think all this is hidden in the seediest of drinking dens – it makes no sense!’
‘Are you calling my tavern seedy?’ Bessie scowled, causing Taem to blush. But she smiled, allowing Taem to relax.
‘Does it not?’ Logan said to his apprentice. ‘It really makes perfect sense.’ 
‘Of course,’ Taem said to Logan. ‘Where else to hide something, than the place where people would least expect it to be?’
Logan smiled as he nodded at his apprentice.
Taem knew his brothers would love this secret chamber. Edar would like the cunning of its location; and Macen, the wonder of its existence.
The innkeeper shut the door, and curtsied to Hirandar, ‘My house is open to a Lady of the Order.’
‘Please, Bessie,’ Hirandar smiled, as she gently pulled her upright. ‘There is no need for such formality with us. I would not demand it as other, more… pompous… members of the Order would. I have known you all the years you have been a Watcher.’
‘With you travelling less over the last few years,’ Bessie sighed, ‘this room has been barely occupied of late. But always I will fulfil the Watchers duty, and maintain this haven of the Order.’
‘You have served the Order faithfully,’ Hirandar touched Bessie’s arm. ‘What news has reached your ears through the Network?’
Bessie gestured for all the companions to take a seat in the chairs around the fireplace. Hirandar put her feet up on a footstall, and placed her hands in her lap. Baek leant forward, perched on the edge of his chair. Forgrun sat back in his armchair, as if he was going to drift off to sleep. Logan sat up straight in his chair, with his feet planted wide and his forearms resting along the length of the chair’s arms. Taem decided to copy the way Logan sat.
‘Most pressing of all,’ Bessie sat down with them, ‘is the warbands of Dark creatures that have gathered in the Feral Lands north of Shacain and Ruhr, and south of Marnion.’
Taem saw the gloomy expression on Hirandar’s face.
‘To combat this danger,’ Bessie said, ‘and to counter the sacking of the Temple of The Light, Ruhr is petitioning the other nations for a crusade to strike into the Feral Lands. To obliterate the growing darkness there. Also, far to the north, The Shadowborder is worse than ever. Every week I receive word of another Narg raid.’
‘Dark tidings,’ Logan shook his head, ‘But I would be more concerned if there were no trouble at all on The Shadowborder.’ Logan turned to Taem, Baek and Forgrun, ‘That would signify a gathering of the hordes.’
‘There’s also something amiss with Hathlore’s weather,’ Bessie said, ‘especially out on the open sea. Sailors report unnatural storms whipping across the deep seas. Many boats and lives have been lost.’ Bessie shrugged sadly. ‘Trade along the sea routes is slow and restricted, ship captains are reluctant to stray too far from coastal waters.’
Taem knew little of seacraft, but this news surprised him. Surely, ships would be safer from rocks and choppy water by sailing further out at sea?
‘Strange goings on are afoot,’ Bessie whispered, ‘so The Order has sent a team of eminent wizards to launch an investigation.’
Hirandar snorted at that.
‘There’s been a rebellion,’ Bessie said, ‘begun by religious fanatics, in the Basque region, on the border of Darnea and Jinamon.’ Bessie trembled as she spoke now. ‘I’ve heard terrible things... unspeakable things. The region has been plunged into insanity by the League of Holy Purgence – they believe all magic is evil, and will burn any wizard they find. Those fanatics will make war against Marnion next. They’ve rallied in the name of The Light, saying all magic is the work of Malveous.’ Bessie shook her head, and Forgrun made the shielding-sign. ‘Now they’ve burned every hedge-wizard in the Basque, they’ve set their sights on Marnion and Calledron.’
Hirandar shuddered at the thought of these people.
‘In Aritas,’ Bessie continued, ‘reports say King Aswan is behaving out of character, inviting the Empress of Darnea on a state visit.’
Taem saw Logan’s face was troubled by this news.
‘It has long been the Empire’s desire to bring war to Aritas,’ Logan’s eyes were hard. ‘The Empress is the most powerful and ruthless ruler in Hathlore, and she hates the Lion Realm.’
‘And,’ Bessie said cautiously, ‘we Watchers have learnt the legion of Arillion Lancers has been pulled away from the Darnean border, and King Aswan has refused to give an audience to the Sceptrebearer…’
‘What!’ Hirandar grabbed the arms of her chair.
‘How can this be?’ Logan said softly. ‘Aswan would never pull his strength away from the Darnean border?’
Taem knew little of the world, but this news sounded shocking. King Aswan had denied Manewe Baldomere a meeting, the head of The Order – who held the status of a queen in her own right?
‘This is not right,’ Hirandar muttered. ‘These are not the actions of Aswan.’
Taem could see the worry in the Wizard’s sapphire eyes.
‘The winds of uncertainty are blowing a gale through the streets of Dolam,’ Logan murmured. ‘I can feel it in the air, in the people.’ 
The Wizard grimaced. She knew great upheaval was on the horizon.
‘Thank you, Bessie,’ Hirandar said, ‘for the report and the warm welcome.’
‘No doubt,’ Bessie crossed her arms and tilted her eyes at Logan, ‘I’ll soon be hearing rumours that the Grim Wanderer has returned from the dead. To embark on another foolish quest.’
‘I am no longer the Wanderer,’ Logan said darkly. ‘I left that vengeful path years ago.’ 
‘Well then,’ Bessie said angrily, ‘where have you been all these years, mighty Grim Wanderer? When you have been so sorely missed? When the Light has needed you!’
‘It is not my place to say,’ Logan said sternly.
‘Please, Bessie,’ Hirandar held up a placating hand. ‘He has been working for the Light, with me. I wish I could tell you our task, but I would not burden you with that dangerous knowledge.’ Hirandar shot the briefest of glances at Taem. 
‘As you say,’ Bessie scoffed. ‘But the legend of the Grim Wanderer has grown since his disappearance. His feats have become the stuff of storybooks.’ Sarcasm tinged her voice, and disapproval glowered in her dark eyes. ‘You must think what effect the return of the Grim Wanderer’s will have on Dolam, and how it may affect your desire for secrecy.’ Bessie left the room, making sure to slam the door behind her.
Logan shook his head in annoyance. 
‘Clever woman, that,’ Hirandar said thoughtfully. ‘She would have made a fine stateswoman – if she were not so dedicated to the ideals of The Order. Hers has been a virtuous life of service. I would tell her what she believes in is nothing more than a dream… but I could not bear to break her heart.’
‘What do you mean?’ Baek asked. ‘What is wrong with the Order of the Sceptre?’
Hirandar started, coming back from her daydream, ‘The Order is... in decline – like magic itself.’ The Wizard smiled weakly at Baek.
‘Nay!’ Forgrun boomed. ‘It can nay be! I do seen yer great magic, Me Lady?’
‘I thank you for your words, Forgrun,’ Hirandar reached over to tap the Rhungar’s huge forearm. ‘But magic is a failing power. Over the last few years I have sensed the ebb in the flow of magic. If The Decline continues, there won’t be any wizards in a hundred years.’
Everyone sat quietly back in their chairs for a few moments.
‘Who is the Grim Wanderer?’ Taem said casually. 
‘Ye greatest warrior o’ our time!’ Forgrun said grandly, leaping in before Logan could choose some careful words. ‘A man o’ nay fear!’ Forgrun shot his fist up into the air. ‘Who strode unafraid inter ye Shadowlands. Who single-handedly held off a Krun war party who be raidin’ a defenceless village, an’ stood alone, against o’er hundred beastmen, dauntlessly barrin’ gates o’ Cragmir when ye city be besieged by a Narg army–’
‘The tales of the Grim Wanderer,’ Hirandar said, ‘are so embedded in peoples’ minds, that they will never be forgotten.’
All the warriors looked at Logan.
‘I was the Grim Wanderer,’ Logan whispered, ‘long ago.’
‘I can nay believe,’ Forgrun bowed his head, ‘I do ‘ave ye honour ter travel with yhee.’ 
‘But people speak of the Grim Wanderer as if he were a myth?’ Baek stared at Logan
in awe. 
‘They have embraced the legend in their hearts,’ Hirandar said wistfully. ‘In these dark times, people need to hear of the good deeds of heroes.’
‘That was my old life,’ Logan had a cold gleam in his eyes, ‘much has changed since. I feared nothing, because I neither loved nor cared for anything. Yes, I was once called the Grim Wanderer, but I never spoke of it.’ Logan looked at Taem. ‘It does not change the person I am. The same person you have always known.’
‘Remember,’ Hirandar said to Taem, ‘first and foremost he is Logan, who is as close to you as a father. The man who taught you the sword, and how to ride. Who taught you to be humble, how to patch up a barn roof, and to help your auntie collect in the washing. Know that first, before you hear tall stories of the warrior who kings would kneel before.’
‘Ter be trained by ye Wanderer himself,’ Forgrun looked at Taem in disbelief. ‘What great Kaladim.’
Taem saw the reverence in Forgrun’s eyes, but he realised Hirandar was right. Logan was the same man he had known back on the farm. This famous name would make no difference to their friendship. If anything, it made Taem wonder how terrible Logan’s past must have been, if the mention of it made him go cold.
‘I want our stay in Dolam to be short,’ Hirandar said. ‘I remind you all that we must keep a low profile. You three should stick together at all times,’ Hirandar said to Taem, Forgrun and Baek. ‘We will have dinner later, but first I suggest a shopping trip.’
 



Chapter 13 – Fandivas Street
 
 
‘Come one, come all!
Come to train in the adventurer school!
See the wonder, feel the heat!
Nobody does it like Fandivas Street!’ Bellowed a herald. He wore a striking gold tunic with the Chalice of Grantle on the front. He stood on a pillar, just beyond the confines of Fandivas Street, beckoning for all to enter. 
Beyond the herald, people walked through a giant stone arch carved with stars, comets, moons, suns, lightning bolts and all manner of creatures. Over the arch’s roof there was a grand metal sign that said Fandivas Street. Through the arch, people milled up and down the alley as it stretched away until the street’s first bend.
‘What is this place?’ Baek said, his voice full of wonder.
‘Fandivas Street,’ Hirandar said, from underneath her grey hood, ‘Every adventurer that comes to Dolam will come here.’
Taem saw how everything in the street was bright and colourful, and full of life. The buildings on opposite sides loomed out over the alley as they got taller, so much so that Taem imagined it might be possible to jump from one top storey window to another, leaping across the cobbled street. 
‘Keep close together!’ Hirandar led the company on down the street.
Logan trailed behind the other companions, with his blue hood up to conceal his face.
Taem thought Fandivas Street must have been the busiest places in the whole of Hathlore. With everyone being confined in the narrow alleyway, it made it seem as if there were twice as many people as there actually were. Taem’s nose drew in the salivating smell of Dolami street cuisine, and there was more chatter, shouting and yelling going on here than at Cairbron’s harvest festival.
‘Have your blade ready,’ Logan whispered over Taem’s shoulder, and the apprentice moved his right hand onto his scabbard, by his right side.
The companions walked down the bustling alleyway, and Taem saw people of Aritas, and more natives from Grantle, but there were also many outlandish warriors from further afield. He saw olive-skinned pirates, who he assumed were from Shacain. He recognised barbarians from Croma, dressed in animal skins and carrying great weapons – every one of those Northmen was a giant of a man. Taem saw warriors with baggy trousers and curved swords, and he knew they were from Ruhr.
‘There are so many strange people here!’ Baek said. 
Hirandar shushed the Aborle, before she murmured, ‘The lure of treasure draws people from far and wide.’
A dozen Rhungars stomped past the companions, and each one was a squat mountain of muscle. They all nodded to Forgrun. Taem saw how they were all dressed in a wild array of colours, and a couple of them wore bright yellow and red – the same colours as Forgrun always wore.
‘Hail! Ironstone brother!’ The yellow and red wearing Rhungars called to Forgrun.
‘Hail! Brothers o’ ye Clan!’ Forgrun boomed back. 
‘Axemen of the Bardaron wilderness,’ Logan whispered to Taem, when he saw his apprentice looking at some fierce eyed warriors. They had long hair, with wolf skin cloaks, and braided leather bands tied around their foreheads.
‘They are a backward people,’ Logan murmured, ‘who live in tents and move with their herds, and pray to their own totem gods.’
Taem saw the middle of the street had cleared up ahead. Four Darnean Reavers were fronting up against a dozen Chevaliers.
‘Step aside, Darnean,’ sneered one of the Chevaliers.
Taem saw that all those Chevaliers wore burnished steel breastplates over white robes, and long brown velvet cloaks, emblazoned with a golden shepherd's crook.
‘A fight!’ Forgrun said. ‘Good.’ 
‘Long ago,’ Hirandar said softly, ‘the reverent forbears of the Chevaliers would never have gotten into street brawls. Neither would they have worn such extravagant cloaks and armour, but there’s nothing down to earth about Chevaliers these days.’
‘Where do they come from?’ Baek asked.
‘Jinamon,’ Hirandar said, ‘the realm north west of here, the centre of the church’s power.’
‘You bar my way!’ The leader of the Reavers scoffed. ‘A Darnean high-born move aside so a Jinen can pass? I think not!’
Each Reaver had jewel stud earrings in either or both ears, depending on their rank. They all had pruned moustaches, and manicured stubble with a triangular goatee beard. Taem knew the Reavers were the heaviest, and most feared, cavalry in the whole of Hathlore, famed for their long lances and barded warhorses. But no one could walk around in heavy armour all day, so these Darnean nobleman now wore the finest clothes, with swords on their belts. A Reaver had to be one of the Darnean high-born, and they all wore a gold earring with a purple stone to mark their noble status. Taem thought their silks and ruffles made these Darneans look like stuffed-up peacocks.
‘They may look ridiculous,’ Logan whispered to Taem, ‘but these Reaver Knights have the best equipment money can buy, and are extremely powerful in battle. I have seen a company of Reavers rout an entire army. But they only train to do one thing, strap themselves to their warhorses, point their lances and charge. So should you ever come to face them in war, Taem, remember how inflexible they are. They are effective in one direction only, forwards.’
‘Deadly,’ Taem murmured, ‘yet predictable.’
Logan nodded.
 
 ‘You dare deny a soldier of The Church?’ A Chevalier roared at the Reavers. ‘Heathens! We are Chevaliers, move aside now! The Light wills it!’
‘The Light wills it!’ All the other Chevaliers shouted, as they unlooped their maces from their belts.
‘Know your place!’ A Reaver snarled. ‘You disgusting peasant riff-raff! Were we in Darnea–’
‘Thank the Light we’re not!’
‘I’d have you peasant scum whipped for your insolence!’ The lead Reaver shouted, as the Reavers reached for their swordhilts.
The entire flow of people down Fandivas Street had been halted by the confrontation. Taem thought that most bystanders found it difficult to decide who they disliked more.
Taem saw Hirandar was impatiently drumming her fingers over her staff. Baek watched on incredulously, as Forgrun observed the argument with a wicked smile.
‘You must be servants of the Dark One!’ Howled the leader of the Chevaliers, as he brandished his mace.
‘You aren’t worthy to lick my boots!’ Glowered the Darnean lord. ‘Didn’t the Light teach you to defer to your betters?’
‘Blasphemy!’ The Chevalier bellowed. ‘We’re going to put you “Hound’s Hoods” to the mace–’
All the listeners laughed. Because of the exaggerated helmets the Reavers wore in battle, they were nicknamed Hound’s Hoods, or even Darnean dogs – but usually no one would risk uttering that within earshot of a Reaver.
Taem saw outrage flare in the Darneans’ eyes. They drew blades. The Reavers fanned out and lifted their swords up to guard, trying to look menacing. The Darneans were outnumbered three to one as they closed on the Chevaliers. Despite how much he despised these arrogant Darneans, Taem had to admit these Reavers had some guts. Although to his trained eye, none of them moved like they really knew how to use the swords they carried. And the Chevaliers were as stiff as planks. No, Taem decided, there was not a man there that actually had any skill at arms.
A horn was blown in the distance, back at the arched entrance to Fandivas Street, and everyone froze.
‘This isn’t finished,’ the Chevalier leader scowled, as he backed off into the far side of the crowd.
‘Tomorrow,’ the Darnean leader melded back into his side of the watching throng. ‘Dawn. Three miles beyond the harbour gate.’
‘By the grace of the Light we’ll be there!’
‘Don’t forget to bring some Light-blessed coffins,’ the Reaver snarled, as he and his cronies disappeared into the crowd.
‘You better say some prayers to your Empress!’ A Chevalier shouted, before he hurried off in the opposite direction.
 
‘Well that be a load o’ big talk an’ nay action!’ Forgrun boomed, and he winked at the retreating Reavers, who scowled back at the Rhungar.
‘Always the way around here,’ Logan murmured to Forgrun. ‘I doubt any of them have ever seen battle.’
‘Our company would a had ye lot o’ ‘em!’ Forgrun grinned, causing Taem and Logan to smile. ‘Do wearin’ earrings?’ Forgrun’s face contorted in disgust. ‘An’ do trimmin’ thine beards? What a bunch o’ pansies!’
Taem laughed.
‘An ye Chevaliers,’ Forgrun said, ‘they be so haughty they must do ‘ave that mace stuck up their arses-’
‘Thank you, Forgrun!’ Hirandar said sharply. ‘I’ll only remind you once, you are not to draw any attention to us. Now come on, follow me.’
By the time the City Watch arrived, there was no sign of a disturbance, and the companions were well on down Fandivas Street. 
 ‘Beef satay?’ Forgrun scampered back from a street-side barbecue, grinning, as he handed Taem and Logan some juicy kebabs of grilled meat.
‘Thanks,’ Taem bit into the dripping meat, as Logan nodded.
‘Com’ un,’ Forgrun mumbled, through a mouthful of succulent meat, as he passed Baek a skewer. ‘Do try it!’
Baek eyed the meat disdainfully.
‘Go on!’ Forgrun said.
‘It’s really good,’ Taem said to the Aborle. 
Baek timidly bit into the meat, and chewed it with a sour grimace, which turned into a smile.
‘That be better!’ Forgrun boomed. ‘We do make an adventurer of yhee yet, Baek!’
Unlike the Reavers and Chevaliers, most of the warriors around Fandivas Street displayed no hint of any allegiance. For every seasoned warrior in Fandivas Street, there was just as many novices walking around, all wide eyed and unsure of themselves. They were farmers who had spent their entire lives without leaving their villages before now, or city folk sick of working all day in the workshops, or on the docks, for a pittance. The chance of riches could captivate anyone. Taem shuddered to think how these novices would fare if they went east.
Taem saw a handful of wizards and mages walking Fandivas Street, and they were as varied as the seasons. They wore dramatic capes and cloaks, decorated shirts, spectacular hats and expensive robes. Taem realised Hirandar must have been concealing her magic-strength now, as she was drawing no reaction from all the flamboyant wizards they passed.
The Aborle strolled on by the Wizard’s side, oblivious, and enchanted by the diversity of life in Fandivas Street. Some pickpocket might think Baek a prime target while he was bumbling along, daydreaming, so Taem made a conscious effort to watch the Aborle.
Hirandar led the group on down Fandivas Street, passing the notorious ale and gambling houses.
‘These taverns are good places to recruit or be recruited,’ Hirandar said to Taem, ‘to find groups setting out on expeditions, and join up with them to go east. Always these dens are thick with rumours of newly discovered maps, and talk of the legendary treasures of the Lost Realms.’
Taem saw Forgrun’s eyes glaze over at the prospect of entering the taverns, the Rhungar had been forced to go without beer since Gulren. Taem, as well, was almost lulled inside by the intriguing rumble of adventurer’s stories. But the other companions were already moving off, so Taem had to drag his Rhungari friend on.
The companions passed by many curious shops, all with their own colourful signs. Taem saw armourers, weaponsmiths and animal traders. Shops that sold adventure clothing, and shops that specialised in provisions. Hirandar took the company to Sweltons general store, where they stocked up on travelling provisions, water sacks, rope and tinderboxes.
Baek stopped at a fletcher to stock his quiver. The Aborle swaggered out of the shop, triumphantly bearing a bundle of two dozen flights. But Logan shook his head, sending Baek back inside to get loaded up with two more cloth-wrapped, double-loaded packages of arrows.
‘Still not enough,’ Logan said, as Baek struggled back out for the second time. Taem rushed to help his friend and take one of the bundles, Forgrun lifted another.
‘But we cannot carry any more,’ Logan said reluctantly.
One of the most intriguing places the companions passed was a giant building, as big as a warehouse. The School of Weapons and Adventuring was written in silver letters, on a grand sweeping sign that hung over the doorway. There were posters plastered all over the walls, advertising a two week crash-course in adventuring for three hundred gold pieces. Inside the open double doorway, Taem could see a wide range of prospective warriors were training with blunt weapons. Most of them were painfully awkward and stiff, and Taem thought they would need a lot of training.
In the school’s next doorway, further down the street, there were would-be adventurers running a giant mechanical assault course of swinging sand bags, wooden bars – that swung out so they had to jump over them – balance bars, monkey bars and rope swings. A Rhungar supervisor looked on, with an unimpressed scowl, as exhausted adventurers completed the course.
Hirandar took the companions on to the Emporium of Magic. Taem thought it was an ordinary looking building on the outside, more drab than all the other shops and easy to miss. But Taem found it mysterious within. The room was lit by a few candles, and an ethereal ball of blue-tinged light floated close to the ceiling.
Forgrun gasped as he stared up at the glowing orb.
The magic shop’s walls and windows were covered with dark purple drapes. Taem surveyed the many bookcases that were stocked with magical tomes, and he saw how Baek’s eyes lit up at all those books. Upon the numerous shelves and pedestals in the shop, countless magical items were for sale. Taem saw the room was overflowing with thousands of jumbled goods, stored in no logical order.
Hirandar set upon the shop’s ware, compiling an unusual assortment of shopping: Moondust, Essence of Lightening, Firedraught, Earthwater, an orb of Silarnon, a tiny vial of purple liquid, Power Stones, Hellas Sticks, three bottles of an icy blue liquid, and three bottles of a glowing green draught.
Whilst Hirandar was busy, Logan led the three younger warriors to another section of the Emporium, through an insignificant doorway at the back of the shop. Taem’s senses tingled as he stepped through into a short passage, lit by candlelight. He realised there were magic weapons beyond the door at the end of the passage, but in the same moment he felt Estellarum’s presence on his right hip. Taem stopped in shock, as his companions walked on. Somehow, he was aware of the Starblade in the back of his mind. Taem felt some sort of connection, a presence. He did not even have to look at the blade, but he knew where it was. They were linked. Taem also realised the bond between him and the sword had always been there, this was just the first time he had been conscious of it.
‘Come on Taem,’ Logan said as he came back down the passage. ‘Why have you stopped?’
All of a sudden, Taem was dimly aware of a similar connection between Logan and the blade Mantioc, on the Master’s hip.
‘What’s the matter?’ Logan asked.
‘I do not know...’ Taem looked down at Estellarum. ‘I can sense my blade!’
Logan smiled, ‘Welcome, Taem. You are truly Sodan now.’ Logan placed a hand on Taem’s shoulder. ‘You are one with the sword.’
Taem grasped Estellarum’s hilt, and he felt the power he held in his hand.
‘Come on,’ Logan strode back to where Baek and Forgrun waited, outside the door at the end of the corridor.
 
Taem followed the other warriors into the dark room, and smelt the sweet aroma of balming lotions, used to keep blades clean. The walls were decked in purple drapes. Unlike the Emporium of Magic’s main chamber, this room was tidy and clutterless. There were weapons and pieces of armour, held on carved display stands, and that was it. An elderly man sat sleeping on a stool, slumped with his arms crossed and his eyes shut, but the companions did not wake him as they entered. Taem could see the man was in the twilight of his years, and he took pride in keeping himself neat and tidy. Taem watched the wisps of the man’s white Dolami moustache rise and fall with his heavy breathing.
‘Magic weapons are rare,’ Logan kept his voice low, so not to wake the old man, ‘and hard to obtain. Have a look around, but be careful.’ Logan left the room.
The three younger warriors examined the items on display. There were swords, axes, spears, shields and suits of armour. The arms and armour were covered in ornate decoration, but Taem searched beyond this, marvelling at the high craftsmanship of the goods. Only the best would be charmed with magic.
‘For weapons and armour,’ Baek whispered, ‘I have heard the process of enchantment is long and complicated.’
Taem imagined that any magic item of great power would be kept under more guard than those here. Such items would be incredibly valuable, even dangerous.
‘Normally they are kept as family heirlooms,’ the old man yawned, startling the three warriors. ‘Prize possessions that are never given up. But we at the Emporium acquire what we can, and make it available to the adventuring public.’
The old man seemed pleased to have someone to talk to, and Taem supposed he did not get many visitors coming to the shop.
‘We’ve got a Fireblade in stock at the moment,’ the old man swept out a broadsword, with rune markings scratched into the gleaming steel of its blade. The sword started burning as the old man picked it up, flames leapt across the length of the blade, causing the three friends to rear back in surprise. With a grin, the shop man handed the Fireblade to Taem. Who, to his immense satisfaction, began willing the flames to appear and then disappear.
‘Let’s see,’ the old man mused, as he looked around his shop. ‘An axe of Tritian.’ He held the axe out with two hands, so Forgrun could examine it.
Taem saw it was a heavy war axe, with a large Rhungari rune etched into the side of its weighty head, and a gleaming razor-sharp blade. Taem thought the rune was a sun, with countless square-cut edges superimposed on each other. Forgrun gaped at the mighty axe.
‘Makes you hit with the strength of a giant,’ the old man said. ‘Rhungari made, rune enhanced.’ The old man gave the axe a test swing.
The axe blade whistled past Forgrun’s nose, and he leapt back out the way.
Smiling at Forgrun’s reaction, the old man handed the Rhungar the axe. Taem could see the old custodian was enjoying having a little play with the three young adventurers.
‘Something Aborle,’ the old man regarded Baek. ‘Very hard to come by,’ the old man shifted through the weapons on the wooden stands, and those hanging on the wall, ‘magic weaponry of Aborle-craft. Very scarce. But what they do make is good. Unfortunately, the cost reflects the scarcity.’ The old custodian looked at Baek. ‘Tis a long time since I saw an Aborle abroad in Hathlore?’
‘Even Aborle can sometimes desire an adventure,’ Baek smiled.
‘I was an adventurer myself,’ the shop man grinned, ‘many years ago, then a captain of the Defenders. Here we are!’ He opened a finely crafted black-wood chest, with silver edging and green velvet furnishings inside. Inset into the velvet were a pair of exquisite daggers. Their blades were dark metal – a green as dark as the forest under a moonless night – and on the hilts and pommels there were markings of the clearest green frost.
‘Twin daggers of Sulamoth.’ The old man deftly twirled them round, one in each hand. ‘So light, so fast – but that’s not magic, that’s their craftsmanship.’ The old custodian shuffled the daggers through his fingers, spinning and flourishing them with an easy familiarity, before he passed them to Baek.
Baek, Taem and Forgrun all gaped at the old man’s skilful display, which pleased the old custodian no end.
‘They’ve got far more bite than a normal dagger,’ the custodian said, ‘but the best thing is they can be thrown with uncanny accuracy. In fact, it’s probably harder to miss a target than hit it with these.’ The old man’s eyes shifted around the room, gauging the distances. From nowhere he flipped up a small sheet of wood, ‘Throw!’ He yelled at Baek.
The Aborle was sharp enough to hurl one of the daggers at the falling wood. The flying dagger pierced the wood and pinned it to the far wall, lodging it with a resounding thud.
‘Whooaa!’ Forgrun smiled.
‘Well met!’ Taem said.
The old custodian grinned from ear to ear, ‘Regardless of the daggers’ magic that was a good throw. But alas, gentlemen,’ the old man sighed as he gathered back the weapons and restored them to their display stands. ‘I do believe these items may be too far out of your price range. These daggers of Sulamoth are the most expensive item in stock, ten thousand gold pieces for the pair,’ the old man took one dagger back from Baek, and retrieved the second from the wall.
Taem’s eyes went wide, Forgrun let out a low whistle and Baek’s jaw dropped loose. The old custodian sighed, ‘I suggest you head down the street to the weaponsmith, Ralhean. He’s the best around here, and he’ll give you a fair price. Get some normal weapons of good workmanship. Won’t give you that extra edge that a magic weapon does, but they’re a hundred times more affordable than what we’ve got here in the Emporium…’
The old man’s eye lit up as he caught sight of the sword at Taem’s waist, ‘May I see your sword, sir? It looks like…’ The custodian’s eyes glazed over, as his mouth hung low in astonishment. ‘You’re carrying an ancient Sodan blade! I can’t believe it!’ The old man gazed at Estellarum in amazement.
The sheer wonder in the old man made Taem feel uneasy, and he put a hand to his swordhilt.
‘In all my years I’ve never seen one of the great blades!’ The old custodian gasped. ‘How – in Hathlore? – did you ever come to carry this sword, young man? Have you any idea what power hangs at your waist?’
Baek stared at the old man in amazement.
Before Taem had chance to answer, the old man continued, ‘Incredible craftsmanship on the hilt, perfectly formed grip, the best I’ve ever seen. And I thought I’d seen it all.’ The custodian chortled in disbelief. ‘Please, may I examine the blade?’
Taem hesitated, but drew out the sword. The Starblade gleamed with its blue sheen. Even Taem was taken aback by how beautiful it was. He turned the blade over, so the custodian could see the shallow curve.
The old man gawked at the sword, and he was actually shaking with exhilaration, ‘Never in all my years…This sword is not just a Sodan sword, it must be a sword of legend!’ Baek and Forgrun exchanged an incredulous glance. They knew Taem’s sword was magic, but yet was there even more to it than that?
‘It’s so powerful I can almost feel it from here.’ The old man’s hand quivered as he reached out towards Estellarum.
Taem edged his sword away from the man’s grasp.
‘A Sodan does not give up his sword,’ Taem murmured, but the old man did not even seem to hear him, he was so caught up in the sword’s majesty.
‘Not for all the gold in Grantle.’ The old custodian shook his head. ‘What chance is this? How did this sword, fit for the Sartorian High Kings – this blade of a Sodan Lord – how did it come to you?’
Taem was too dumbfounded to answer.
‘Who are you, boy?’ The custodian looked at Taem in wonder.
‘Enough!’ Logan strode into the room, cloaked and hooded, and motioned for Taem to sheath Estellarum. ‘You are learned in weapon-lore, friend,’ Logan said to the old man, as he lowered his hood to reveal his face. ‘And that is a rare thing in these times.’ 
The old man was taken aback by Logan’s famous face, but recovered well.
‘I do not often ask something of someone I do not know,’ Logan said, ‘but I see a good heart in you. If the word of the Grim Wanderer has any sway with you, I ask you to never talk of this sword, and delve no further into its secret.’
‘As you command, Lord,’ the old shopkeeper bowed low. ‘As a fellow warrior, I would respect the Wanderer’s wishes without question.’
Logan nodded. ‘Come, our leader awaits,’ Logan gestured for the younger warriors to leave the weapon room.
As Forgrun and Baek were saying goodbye to the old custodian, Logan whispered to Taem, ‘Be careful with that sword, Taem. Remember, it should always be kept a secret! Promise me that?’
‘I will, Master.’
‘I only tell you this because I fear for you, Taem,’ Logan murmured. ‘One day I may not be there to protect you, and there are many people who would kill you for this sword.’
‘But I do not understand, Master?' Taem whispered. ‘If this sword is so great, why do I have it?’
‘That is a question you must answer yourself,’ Logan said softly, as Forgrun and Baek came over.
‘So where did you get that sword, Taem?’ Baek asked, as they were walking down the passage to the main chamber of the Emporium.
Taem felt torn. Baek deserved to know the truth, but he would not go against the Master’s wishes.
‘I do not yet know the full tale myself,’ Taem looked down at the floor, he could not meet his friend’s eyes as he spoke. ‘It is an ancient Sodan blade, and I am now its keeper. More than that, I cannot say.’
‘Ever since I do first lay eyes on yhee sword,’ Forgrun murmured to Taem, ‘I do know it be special. Rhungari myth do speak o’ a blade o’ Star metal–’
‘That is enough, Forgrun.’ Logan said. ‘Here is not the place to speak of such things.’
‘But Logan,’ Baek said, ‘why did you insist on the man’s secrecy?’
Logan remained silent for a few moments, ‘One well-meaning but free-tongued old man could spark a wealth of rumour. And that we can do without.’
Taem saw the glance that passed between Baek and Forgrun, and he saw their disappointment as they looked at him.
‘Please, my friends,’ Taem said as they came to the end of the passage. ‘I would trust either of you with my life–’
‘But it is a story for another time,’ Logan looked to all three younger warriors. ‘You will all know before too long, of that I am sure.’
As the warriors went through into the main Emporium, Taem saw Hirandar leaning against the counter, with a hefty green cloth bag packed and sitting ready by her feet. The old sorcerer who ran the shop was engaging Hirandar in an apparently fascinating conversation about the healing properties of different herbs. Taem could see Hirandar was only too happy to display her vast knowledge. Taem knew, once you had Hirandar talking it was very difficult to get her to stop, but the elderly sorcerer did not seem to mind. By the way the sorcerer leaned forward eagerly, Taem thought he seemed to have more than a professional interest in his teacher. 
‘You see,’ Hirandar nodded, ‘it is far more effective to crumple the leaves of Shepherd’s Wort, rather than just burning the roots to a char. It retains far more of their magic.’
The sorcerer nodded, enthralled with the apparently fascinating conversation. 
‘Ah ha,’ Hirandar noticed Logan and the other companions, ‘it looks like my friends are ready to go.’ Hirandar smiled at the sorcerer, ‘Farewell kind sir, may we meet again one day.’
‘It was good to meet you, my Lady,’ the sorcerer said. ‘Perhaps... you would like to come dine at my house?’
‘Alas, I must decline,’ Hirandar smiled and bobbed her head. ‘I have many tasks to accomplish before I leave Dolam.’
‘Farewell then,’ the sorcerer said quietly, and Taem saw his glum face as Hirandar left the Emporium, leading the companions back out into Fandivas Street.
 
‘Hirandar Firefist!’ Someone shouted, as the companions walked away from the Emporium of Magic.
Taem heard Hirandar curse under her breath. The Wizard had forgotten to raise her hood as they left the shop. Hirandar went to pull her grey hood up, but it was too late. Already people had stopped to stare. Taem noticed Logan move away from the other companions and lose himself in the crowd.
A self-important wizard, in his middling years, with brown hair and a permanently raised nose, introduced himself, ‘Fenglas Malahide, Keyholder of The Order at your service, my Lady,’ his crisp, clear voice marked him a wizard of Marnion. 
Taem thought Fenglas must have been wealthy; he was wearing voluminous robes of purple and green, and felt gloves of the deepest blue.
‘Cassandra Anjou,’ curtsied a Darnean sorceress who came up from behind Hirandar. She wore a long silver dress and a green cape over her shoulders. A silver chain encircled her neck, with a single sparkling diamond.
‘Voldo Asgarath,’ announced a bald and scowling man. Taem suspected, by his tanned skin and harsh accent, that Voldo was a sorcerer of Shacain. His fingers were covered in rings with colourful precious stones, and he had countless gold chains and bracelets on his arms.
‘Liria Sansyra,’ chirped a plump woman with a wide brimmed hat, a stout woollen dress and jewellery of wood and crystals.
‘Sibrian Lucan,’ an older wizard swept in to shake Hirandar’s hand. Sibrian had a long black beard, streaked with silver and tied with blue ribbons, and purple robes. By his familiar tone, Taem thought him a Wizard of Aritas.
Soon, Hirandar was surrounded by a dozen wizards and other types of adventurers who were keen to meet her. Taem had known Hirandar was renowned, but he had not realised she was this famous!
‘Is there a Sceptre Room in Grantle?’ Many were eager to know. It surprised Taem that they did not know. Apparently, only the highest of The Order knew the locations of the secret Sceptre Rooms.
‘Are you on a quest?’ Other wizards asked.
‘Where have you been?’
‘Are you taking apprentices?’
‘Quiet!’ Fenglas Malahide called his fellow wizards to heel. Taem thought there was a brittle edge of command about Fenglas. Fenglas was someone who assumed he was entitled to leadership and respect, rather than having to earn it.
‘Firstly,’ Fenglas said pretentiously, ‘may I say how glad we all are to meet you, mighty Lady Firefist.’
Taem chuckled at Fenglas’s insincerity, and Forgrun snorted with barely contained laughter.
‘Now,’ Fenglas glared at Forgrun, ‘as to the matter of apprenticeship, there are many here – even those who are already Keyholders – who would gladly present themselves.’
Taem could hear in Fenglas’s haughty voice that he thought of himself as the most outstanding candidate.
‘Lady Hirandar!’ Someone shouted from outside the group of wizards.
Before Hirandar could answer, a man squeezed inside the middle of the throng and fell flat on his face. Every one of the wizards laughed at this bumbling fool – except Hirandar. The man stumbled up onto his feet. Taem could see this man had a short dark beard, and green eyes that sparkled with a laughter for the simplest of jokes.
‘I am Amos Ballon,’ the Wizard scrabbled to wipe the dust from his clothes and straighten his long, wayward hair. If it had not been for whatever magic ability Amos possessed, he would still have been ploughing his fields somewhere in the back of beyond.
‘Please, my Lady,’ Amos said to Hirandar, ‘please take me as your apprentice.’
Many of the other wizards convulsed with laughter.
‘Amos!’ Fenglas Malahide barked. ‘Get out the way you ignoramus! Can’t you see there are real wizards doing business here?’
‘It is good to see you again, Amos,’ Hirandar said genuinely, ignoring Fenglas.
‘You remember me, Lady?’ Amos’s eyes sparkled with delight.
Hirandar nodded, ‘But what are you doing in Dolam? I told you to go to Marnion, to The Fortress?’
Taem heard the care in Hirandar’s voice, and he knew his teacher liked this Wizard Amos, despite his bunglings.
‘But I hoped you would take me as your apprentice?’ Amos’s bushy eyebrows drooped.
‘If I’ve told you all once I’ve told you a thousand times!’ Hirandar glared at them all. ‘I do not take apprentices! I told you to go to The Fortress of Magic,’ Hirandar said to Amos, ‘there you will find someone who will take you.’
‘I went there, Lady,’ Amos stared at the floor, ‘they would not have me.’
Taem felt desperately sorry for Amos. To have to admit that in front of so many people must have been embarrassing.
All the other wizards sniggered at Amos, but soon went silent when they felt the fury emanating from Hirandar.
‘They say I have magic ability,’ Amos said nervously, ‘but I don’t have the “aptitude” – I think that’s what they said – to be a Wizard of The Order.’
‘Fiddlesticks!’ Hirandar said angrily.
‘I know I would never be one of The Circle,’ Amos said earnestly, ‘but I could still serve The Sceptre, still help a lot of people.’
Fenglas Malahide and Voldo Asgarath sniggered to each other.
‘Of course you could,’ Hirandar said kindly, as she flashed a thunderous glance at Fenglas. ‘What of the Keeper Of The Keys herself? She will surely take you.’
‘She already has six apprentices,’ Amos sighed. ‘She said she would take me, but custom forbids her to have a seventh. She said maybe in a few years, when one of her apprentices was elevated to the Tower.’
‘And what of the other eight of The Celestial Circle?’ Hirandar asked. ‘The Watcher of The Flames, The Sceptrebearer herself?’
Amos just looked glum. Every wizard there knew, that save from the kind-hearted Keeper Of The Keys, none of the top wizards would take someone of such little potential into The Fortress Of Magic.
‘My Lady, I, a Keyholder,’ Fenglas sneered, ‘wouldn’t have him as my apprentice. None of the Celestial Circle would bother wasting themselves on him.’
Taem felt anger smoulder up inside of him, as Amos cowered down as if he were a beaten dog. Taem glared at Fenglas. No one deserved to be spoken of like that! Taem clenched his fists, and prepared to launch a flurry of punches.
‘Is that really the case?’ Hirandar glowered at Fenglas. ‘Well, if he’s not good enough for you – Fenglas Malahide! – perhaps I will take him as my apprentice.’
A dozen jaws dropped wide open in disbelief, including Amos’s.
‘Never, in my whole life,’ Hirandar said, ‘did I ever think the day would come, when The Fortress Of Magic would turn away someone with the will to learn. No matter–’
‘But, Lady Hirandar, please,’ Fenglas butted in, ‘there are wizards who are already risen to Keyholders, who would gladly serve and learn as your apprentice? But you, most exalted of wizards, why would you choose this soft-headed shepherd as your student?’
It made Taem sick to his stomach to hear Fenglas speak. Baek had to grab Forgrun’s arm, to pull him back from knocking Fenglas out.
‘Button your mouth Fenglas Malahide!’ Hirandar roared. ‘Before I do something we’ll both regret!’
Taem watched in amazement as all the surrounding wizards flinched, and edged away from Hirandar in astonishment and fear. Unbeknown to Taem, and all those who could not hold magic, Hirandar had drawn all the flows, all her power, into herself – as if she were on the brink of unleashing an immense spell.
The startled wizard onlookers had never felt someone draw so much magic. They shivered as they wondered what someone could do with all that power. For a terrifying moment, they must have thought the mighty wizard was about to destroy them. But the wrath of Hirandar passed, and she released the flows she had gathered, allowing them to dissipate into the sky and the earth. The other wizards breathed in relief.
‘Magic is a gift for all,’ Hirandar said softly, ‘not just for those who can wield it, but every person of Hathlore. There are far too many wizards who have grown arrogant and selfish,’ Hirandar gestured her staff at Fenglas, ‘but the ability to draw magic does not make a wizard. Even given The Decline, you here would deny this man his chance? If that is what wizards have become, then I am ashamed to call myself one!’
 Taem felt his heart swell with pride at Hirandar’s words. Baek watched on in awe. This was the biggest dressing down that these wizards, these pillars of respectability, had ever experienced in their lives. Taem could see they all looked embarrassed, with red faces and downcast eyes.
‘This wizard here,’ Hirandar pointed her staff at Amos, ‘stands above the rest of you where it really matters: in terms of honesty, humility and hard work. Well, I can tell all you now, he’ll be twice the wizard any of you are!’
Amos’s chest puffed up so much he was about to burst.
‘Now,’ Hirandar glared at the cowed crowd, ‘I am extremely busy, and my apprentice and I must be on our way. Good day.’ Hirandar strode off with Amos following close behind, leaving the huddle of bewildered wizards in their wake.
‘Where are you staying, Amos?’ Hirandar asked as they walked, and the rest of the companions fell in around them.
‘The Gatehouse Inn, my Lady,’ Amos said enthusiastically.
‘Go there and pack your things,’ Hirandar told him. ‘I’ll come and visit you tonight, after supper.’
‘Yes, my Lady,’ Amos disappeared off into the crowd.
Once Amos was out of sight, and well beyond earshot, Forgrun said, ‘Amos, he be a nice lad an’ all, but yhee nay be suggestin’ he come with us ter–’ 
‘No I am not!’ Hirandar snapped. ‘I’m sure this is not the first or the last time I’ll have to remind you, Forgrun of Ironstone, but some things should not be voiced where the world and his wife can hear them!’
The Rhungar’s enormous shoulders sagged.
‘Next time I need advice about matters of magic,’ Hirandar snarled at the Rhungar, ‘I’ll be sure to consult your expertise!’
Everyone else in the company was wise enough to stay quiet until they got back to the Jester Inn. Taem knew that the Wizard’s stormy moods could lash out like lightning. The only person who could speak up against the Wizard when she was like that was Logan, but the Sodan Master was making sure to keep some distance back from his companions.
On the walk back to The Jester, Taem saw the posters advertising the Festival of Masks, this coming Saturday night. A festival put on and paid for entirely by the King. Taem read the bold statement. The greatest party of the year, everyone wants to be here, so come and join the cheer! Taem had heard rumours about the Festival of Masks. It was a night when everyone in Dolam went party crazy, and nobles and commoners mixed unknown to each other amongst the revelry. It was infamous, throughout Hathlore, as the most decadent, fun and downright mad festival in the world.
The company got back to The Jester Inn, and sat down in the secret room of The Sceptre, to eat a dinner brought to them by Bessie. Thankfully, by the time they returned to the inn, Hirandar was now back to her cordial self.
‘What do be this?’ Forgrun asked eagerly.
‘Clay pot chicken rice,’ Bessie planted the huge round clay pots on the dining table. ‘A local speciality. The chicken and rice are cooked in herbs and spices, in these closed clay pots, over a roaring oven flame.’
‘Ooooh!’ Forgrun grabbed the serving spoon, reached for his own plate, but hesitated, and picked up Hirandar’s instead.
Hirandar smiled, ‘Thank you, Forgrun. And you have my apologies for snapping at you earlier. My anger should not have been directed at you.’
‘Yhee do be gracious,’ Forgrun knuckled his forehead, ‘an’ wise, an’ mighty, great Wizard. An I be nay worthy.’
It still amazed Taem to hear Forgrun speak like that. Most people who shouted at the Rhungar were likely to get their heads taken off.
‘Now it is I who is not worthy,’ Hirandar took the spoon from Forgrun, and served the Rhungar a massive plate full of chicken rice.
Taem savoured every mouthful of this tremendous claypot chicken. It tasted like the chicken and the rice had been cooked on a barbecue, and then it had all been mixed together with a black cooking sauce to set off the char-grilled taste.
‘Uuumm, this be good!’ Forgrun scooped into one of the clay pots, and piled another heap of chicken rice onto his plate.
Taem and the Rhungar ate like beasts, and even Baek was delving in. Forgrun could not get enough of this Dolami style of food that he had never tried before, and went back for thirds, digging deep into the big clay pots with the serving spoon.
Once the table was cleared, Logan pulled out a map-chart so he could outline their journey to the Nakramilis.
‘We will pass through The Gate,’ Logan showed them on the map, ‘heading east. Once we have cleared the mountains, we will start making in a northerly direction. Any more than that, we cannot plan for.’
Taem saw how the map was little more than blank canvas east of the Dredgen, in the Lost Realms. 
As the companions were examining the map, Bessie came into the Sceptre Room and said, ‘A letter has arrived for Logan.’ 
As Bessie gave Logan the letter, and he prised open the wax seal, everyone could see it was sealed with the Chalice Sigil of Grantle.
Logan read the letter, and said to his eager audience, ‘My presence is requested by the Lord of Dolam, to meet with him tomorrow afternoon, at The Rock.’
The younger warriors looked to each other with surprise and intrigue at this new development.
‘Requested, nay commanded?’ Forgrun raised his eyebrows.
‘Only a few would be requested by a king,’ Baek whispered.
‘No, no,’ Hirandar muttered. ‘This is not very good; not very good indeed! A quiet, uneventful stay in Dolam was what was required. It seems I underestimated the lingering legend of the Grim Wanderer, and there is the question of how they found the Sceptre Room?’
Taem could see that troubled the Wizard as much as anything else. It meant someone had been following the companions.
‘I could just not go,’ Logan muttered.
‘No,’ Hirandar shook her head, ‘that would not be prudent, or wise. Balthus is considered a friend. Knowing him, he would be put out by a refusal of an invitation to a meeting of old comrades in arms. If that’s all it is,’ Hirandar added darkly.
‘Balthus and I fought side by side in many battles,’ Logan said defensively – Taem thought it sounded like Hirandar had re-ignited an old argument.
‘Granted,’ Logan said, ‘there are some aspects of his character I do not like, but you cannot question his courage.’
‘Yes, okay,’ Hirandar spread her hands wide. ‘Visit the Lord of Dolam out of courtesy, but give nothing away of our purpose, or even direction.’
Logan nodded.
‘I have business to be getting on with,’ Hirandar rose out of her chair, ‘so I will bid you all goodnight.’ The Wizard reached for her hat and staff.
‘I will come with you,’ Logan stood. ‘Dolam is no place for an old woman to be out in the streets at night.’
‘That won’t be necessary.’ Hirandar tossed her hat in the air so it flipped over and landed on top of her head. ‘I can more than look after myself, and your fame will not aid me in my tasks this night. Stay here and rest with the others.’ 
‘My company may not be necessary, old friend,’ Logan pulled his cloak around his shoulders, ‘but you know I can evade being seen – use the shadows and the darkness to conceal myself. So even if someone recognises Hirandar Firefist they will not see her oldest companion.’
Hirandar smiled at Logan’s determination to go with her. Hirandar knew she was fortunate indeed to have such a loyal friend. And, Hirandar did admit to herself, she could be somewhat careless when her thoughts were elsewhere, so she nodded her agreement.
As the two old friends made to leave, Hirandar said to the three junior warriors, ‘Go to the common room if you like, but I ask you not to leave the Inn.’ 
‘And,’ Hirandar looked at Forgrun, ‘don’t go trying to impress anyone with tales of your adventures and the quest to come.’
‘Goodnight,’ Logan said, ‘and be watchful. Remember Taem,’ Logan followed Hirandar out of the Sceptre room. ‘Always carry yourself well.’
‘Yes, Master,’ Taem bowed his head. He caught the gleam in his Master’s eyes, and he knew Logan was telling him to keep his blade secret.
 



Chapter 14 – Whispers of Legend
 
 
Baek entered The Jester’s common room, but there were no free tables, so he went and stood at the bar. As it was evening the place was heaving. The constant murmur of adventurers sharing stories was thick in the air. It made Baek realise just how beneficial it was for The Network to have a Watcher running this place – so long as that Watcher knew how to sift through fables, to the snippets of real news. Baek had left Taem practicing his blade-work in the Sceptre Room, and Forgrun had gone to the stables with a carrot for Krun-Smiter.
‘What you doing here, boy?’ A hard-faced adventurer swaggered over to Baek. He was bald, with a beard, broad across the shoulders and with a big belly. This adventurer was wearing leather wrist wraps and had a leather waistcoat lined with knives. He was followed over by a trio of similarly dressed men, and they all had swords or axes on their belts.
‘Waiting for friends,’ Baek shuffled away from the four men.
‘Look at his face, Norgar,’ a long haired adventurer said to the bald man. ‘Ain’t it funny?’ 
‘Yeah,’ said a tall man with a Dolami moustache, ‘Flin’s right! He’s got slit eyes!’ The adventurer pointed a stubby finger at Baek’s eyes. Baek stepped back.
‘Looks more like a woman to me, Kanar!’ Norgar snarled.
‘Don’t know whether to kiss her or punch her,’ Kanar sneered, as the four adventurers moved to surround Baek.
‘Hey!’ Norgar said. ‘He’s one of them Aborle! Maliven scum!’
‘Descended from those Maliven traitors?’ Flin snarled. ‘We should give him a good hiding!’
‘Looks like that pretty face needs a beating!’ Norgar grimaced.
A space cleared around Baek and the four adventurers. The Aborle placed a hand on his broadsword, as the adventures encircled him with mean intent.
‘Careful, Norgar!’ Flin said mockingly. ‘The little runt’s armed!’
By now the entire common room had stopped talking to watch, and Baek saw one of the serving girls run off to fetch Bessie. The tavern guards were nowhere to be seen.
‘This ain’t no place for a little girl–’ Norgar gasped, as Baek jabbed him in the throat with a fingertip thrust. Norgar dropped to his knees, clutching his throat, as Baek kneed Kanar in the groin. The Aborle punched Flin across the jaw, sending a tooth flying. The fourth adventurer swung a hook punch into Baek’s stomach, causing the Aborle to bend double.
‘Grab him, Louse!’ Flin spat out blood.
‘I’ve got him!’ Louse seized Baek’s arms, and yanked them behind his back.
‘Hold that Maliven bitch!’ Norgar got back up to his feet.
Baek brought both his legs up, as Louse held him, and kicked both feet out into Kanar’s chest. Kanar went flying. Baek threw his head back, smacking Louse in the face.
‘You little whelp!’ Norgar slapped Baek across the face.
Baek’s head tilted over, in a daze, as Louse held him tight.
‘We’re gonna teach you a lesson,’ Kanar breathed out deeply, still clutching his groin, as he struggled to stand up straight.
‘Take this you freak!’ Flin recoiled his arm, ready to punch Baek in the gut.
‘Anyone touch ye Aborle do die!’ Forgrun growled.
Everyone in the common room turned to the inn’s entrance, and saw a menacing Rhungar standing there, both his giant hands gripping either side of the doorframe. Forgrun was only five foot tall, but he was massive even for a Rhungar. He filled that doorway with his hulking presence.
‘Go back to your cave, Rhungar!’ Norgar sneered.
‘Raaah!’ Forgrun launched himself into the inn, charging at Norgar and Kanar. Forgrun smashed into Norgar with his shoulder, folding him in two. Forgrun lifted Norgar off the floor and drove him forward, hurling him over the bar. There was a crash as Norgar smashed into the shelves behind. One of the Rhungar’s massive hands latched onto Kanar, as the other giant fist pummelled the adventurer three times before Forgrun tossed the man through the air to crash through a table. Forgrun swung a mighty punch at Flin, knocking him out cold. Louse let go of Baek and leapt on Forgrun, punching the Rhungar in the back of the head.
Forgrun turned to glare at Louse, with rage in his eyes. Louse recoiled in fear and stepped backwards. Forgrun leapt forward and grabbed Louse round the neck with both hands. The Rhungar lifted the big adventurer straight up, raising Louse’s head up towards the balcony, with his feet hovering helplessly above the floorboards.
At this display of sheer strength, there were gasps from around the common room.
Louse looked down in terror, meeting Forgrun’s wild eyes.
‘Yaaaah!’ Forgrun bellowed, as he ran and hurled Louse through the air to smash through yet another table. Forgrun turned, snorting wildly, and went back to the bar. All eyes in the common room were on the enormous Rhungar. Even everyone on the first floor balcony was leaning over to watch the spectacle. Forgrun reached over the bar, snatched up Norgar and dragged him back over – as easily as if he were picking up a small child, not a large man. The thug looked down at the Rhungar with dread.
Norgar smacked Forgrun in the nose, causing it to bleed. The Rhungar did not flinch. 
‘I dare yhee ter do that again,’ Forgrun smiled.
Norgar punched Forgrun in the face once more. The Rhungar’s nose cracked, and blood flowed down into his russet beard. Forgrun laughed.
Forgrun turned Norgar off his feet, spinning the big man over and smashing him through the bar, snapping a section of it in two. The whole common room gasped.
Kanar ran at Forgrun and threw a haymaker punch. Forgrun grabbed Kanar’s fist in his giant palm, stopping the punch dead. Kanar tried to fight against the Rhungar, tried to pull his fist back, but could not move.
‘Light help me!’ Kanar whimpered, as Forgrun grabbed him by the shoulders.
The Rhungar ran the man to the inn’s front door and hurled him, flying, through the open doorway. Forgrun dusted off his hands, and walked back to where Baek lay on the floor. The whole common room watched in silence.
‘Yhee alright, friend,’ Forgrun extended his hand.
‘I had it under control,’ Baek gasped, as he grabbed the Rhungar’s wrist. Forgrun lifted Baek onto his feet using just one arm.
‘Thank you,’ Baek said, and Forgrun grinned.
A few people in the common room started clapping, and everyone soon joined in, giving the Rhungar a standing ovation. Forgrun made a grand bow, as people in the common room started cheering, and came up to thank him for getting rid of those thugs.
‘You threw them around like ragdolls!’ Baek slapped his Rhungar friend on the shoulder.
‘Aye,’ Forgrun grinned, ‘Master Logan’s trainin’ do actually make yhee stronger.’
‘Two tankards o’ thy finest, please me lady,’ Forgrun said to the serving girl, as he leant against part of the bar he had not destroyed, ‘an half glass o’ finest wine fer me Aborle friend.’
‘Look out!’ Baek cried, as Louse ran at Forgrun with a dagger.
Forgrun spun, snatched Louse’s wrist with one hand, and grabbed his throat with the other.
‘O, ye should nay ‘ave do that!’ Forgrun said menacingly, as Louse struggled to stab him, but the Rhungar held him with ease. Louse used his free hand to punch Forgrun in the face. Forgrun just shook his head in disgust. He clutched Louse’s knife hand with both his huge hands, and twisted forcibly, snapping Louse’s wrist.
‘Aaaagh!’ Louse screamed as he dropped the knife.
Forgrun swung his great fist into Louse’s jaw, and the thug collapsed in a limp heap. Forgrun shrugged, and took a tankard from the gawping serving girl.
‘What in the whole of Hathlore has happened here?’ Bessie came running into the common room, with her two tavern guards close behind.
‘Little bit o’ trouble,’ Forgrun raised his tankard and took a big swig, ‘but I do sort it.’
Bessie looked at the unconscious men sprawled across her floor, and then at the broken tables and bar. She saw the way everyone in the silent common room was looking at Forgrun in awe, and she smiled at the Rhungar.
‘With the company you keep,’ Bessie shook her head, ‘it doesn’t surprise me that you taught these thugs a lesson.’
‘Aye,’ Forgrun raised his tankard, and downed the remainder his first beer, before picking up his second.
‘Take those men to The Watch,’ Bessie said to her tavern guards. ‘But search their pockets first – I need coin to cover all this damage.’
Taem entered the common room and saw all the broken tables.
‘Did I miss something?’ Taem came over to Baek. ‘What’s that red mark on your face? And why is Forgrun’s nose bleeding?’
‘It was nothing that Forgrun couldn’t handle,’ Baek smiled, as he told Taem what had happened.
‘There be seats o’er here,’ Forgrun called to his friends. The Rhungar had been beckoned to join a group of adventurers sitting around a table set back in one of the corners.
As Taem and Baek went over to the table, a heavy-set man with a shaven head stood up.
‘My name is Argan,’ he shook Taem’s hand cordially.
Argan was six foot tall, and must have weighed at least fifteen stone – most of it muscle. He had the Beacon scar seared black into his cheek. Taem noticed Argan’s limp as he went to shake Baek’s hand.
‘Nargs,’ Argan said to Baek, as he saw the Aborle looking at the scars on his arm and his face. ‘That filth is hard to kill. Still, these old battle badges,’ Argan pointed to the ridged scar that ran down his forearm, ‘are always a good talking point with the ladies!’ 
‘And how did you get that scar?’ Baek pointed to the black Beacon scar on Argan’s right cheek.
Forgrun growled at Baek, and Taem tried to catch the Aborle’s eye. Taem knew it was the mark of the Beacon, seared into the right cheek of every soldier of the Border Legion.
Argan stared at Baek. The Borderers had a ferocious reputation, and their honour was a serious matter. They already believed the soft Southlanders did not understand or appreciate the heroic work they did.
‘I’ll let that go, Aborle,’ Argan said eventually, ‘but I wouldn’t ask another Borderer that, if I were you. This scar is the mark of The Legion, a beacon atop a tower, seared into my flesh by the Raven’s Fire. It is a mark of honour to us Sarcaedians that pass the test, a reminder of our oath to guard The Border.’
Baek glanced at Taem and Forgrun, realising he had said something wrong.
‘Forgive my intrusion,’ Baek said, ‘but you are the first Borderer I’ve ever met, and I have great respect for The Legion.’ The Aborle put his hand on his heart and dropped his head.
Argan relaxed back into his chair, ‘Well you don’t often find us so far from the Shadowborder. But I’ve given twenty years service to The Legion, and now I’ve come to Dolam for one last adventure, before I settle down – though I will always answer The Call of the Border, if the ravens return.’
‘I would like to see the Borderlands,’ Baek murmured, to which Argan nodded his approval.
‘I am Lockfor,’ said the other man at the table. Taem thought this slight man seemed as if he were hiding something. Lockfor had a shifty gaze that darted all over the common room, and he kept his black cloak clutched tight around him.
‘I’m from Marnion,’ Lockfor said.
‘A wizard?’ Baek asked.
‘I know a little of the magical arts,’ Lockfor smiled.
Taem could not trust that smile.
‘I be Rani,’ said one of the Rhungars.
‘An’ I be Braknar,’ said the other Rhungar.
‘We both do be o’ clan Tsun Cloud,’ Rani said. ‘An’ do come from ye southern citadel o’ Ramduen.’
Unusually for a Rhungar, Rani was fair haired and fair bearded, but Braknar’s beard was a more common brown. Taem could see Braknar, although giving away a foot in height, was far bulkier and heavier than Argan. He almost matched Forgrun for size. Both of these Tsun Cloud Rhungars wore bright clothes of fiery orange and shining silver. Taem could not believe a clan would choose to wear such a discord of colour.
After Taem and Baek joined the table, talk soon turned to the great news of the day, the same news that was being discussed in every tavern of the city.
‘It’s true you know,’ Argan said softly. ‘I was there at Cragmir, fighting in The Legion, thirteen year ago. Dark times they were. Has any of you been to Cragmir?’
The six others at the table all shook their heads.
‘Well,’ Argan said, ‘Cragmir is a city built into a mountain. It has four tiers, each one accessible from the level beneath, and each one heavily defendable. If the lower tier is overrun, we Borderers retreat to make a stand at the gates to the higher level. Not in a hundred years had even the first tier been breached, but thirteen year ago a vast army of Nargs laid siege to Cragmir. For nights on end battle raged along the outer battlements. Every night the Nargs would come and try to scale the high walls, skulking forward with the darkness, and every night we Borderers fought them off. It was carnage, the most desperate fighting I’ve ever seen. Soon, even we trained men of the Legion began to lose heart, but one man inspired us to keep fighting.’
Taem could see the veneration in Argan’s eyes.
‘He was once a great captain and general,’ Argan whispered. ‘The Grim Wanderer men named him. Those of us who have seen into his dark eyes, we know well why men call him Grim. Although he never led the Border Legion into battle, all us warriors followed him. Always the Wanderer was where the fighting was thickest. His presence lifted us, and his mighty sword destroyed the Nargs.’ Argan shook his fist. ‘The Wanderer could wield that mighty sword faster than any man who has ever walked Hathlore. I saw it blow Nargs asunder! Destroy them with one touch. It was as if the enchanted blade knew of its master’s rage, and the Nargs soon learnt to fear him.’
‘The Wanderer’s sword,’ Lockfor said greedily, ‘must be a weapon of great power.’
Taem glared at Lockfor.
‘On the seventeenth night,’ Argan went on, ‘I remember a full moon looming in the night sky. The Nargs concentrated their forces, bringing a monstrous battering ram to smash the gates. For two hours they crashed on the doors of Cragmir with the ram, whilst we pelted them with arrows, bolts, stones, tar and fire. Countless Nargs were killed, but there were always more to take up the battering ram again.’
Taem and his friends listened with bated breath. Argan’s words conjured pictures in Taem’s mind, and he could almost imagine being there at the siege of Cragmir.
‘Despite our best efforts,’ Argan murmured, ‘the gates eventually cracked and splintered, and the Border Legion was ordered to retreat, to take up the defence of the second tier. We Borderers abandoned the first gate and the outer wall, and I remember running for the second tier, but my comrades were shouting. I turned to look, and saw a unit of besieged men were trapped inside the city’s first gatehouse. Below these doomed men, Nargs continued to smash against the battered gates, and we all could see the gates would soon give way. The Borderer commander ordered us to continue the retreat, to abandon the men trapped in the gatehouse to certain death, so the Legion could be ready to defend the second tier.’
‘You left those men to die?’ Baek asked.
‘It was the only decision our commander could make,’ Argan said. ‘To try and save those men would have risked breaching the whole city. That is the way of war, Baek. Some brave men die so that others can live. So it was with heavy hearts that we retreated to the second gate. But,’ Argan held up a fist, ‘when the first wall’s gates came crashing down, and the smoke cleared away, all us Borderers could see one man standing in the open gateway.’
Forgrun gasped. And Taem felt his heart surge.
‘The Grim Wanderer stood alone,’ Argan said proudly, ‘barring the Nargs’ entry to the city. It was the bravest thing I have ever seen, and I’ll never see the like of it again. As the Nargs rushed him, the Wanderer’s sword flashed. I watched as he battled the enemy, moving like no other man can. He struck down any of the beastmen that made it through those broken gates, until there were heaped piles of slaughtered Nargs. The beastmen had to trample over their fallen to reach the Wanderer, but any Narg that came within range of his blade died. It was impossible that one man could stand against so many, but the Light was with him.’
‘How could one man hold back an army?’ Lockfor asked.
‘Somehow he cut them all down,’ Argan said reverently. ‘Whatever mighty power was in the Grim Wanderer – I know not. But hold back an army he did, alone, in that narrow gap. Seeing this courage, we soldiers of the Border Legion charged back to the gate. The Wanderer had bought time for the men trapped in the gatehouse to escape, and they had managed to get out, but instead of heading to the second tier in retreat they took up position either side of the Grim Wanderer, and helped him hold the broken gates.’
Baek, Forgrun and Taem listened in incredulously. Taem was hanging off Argan’s every word.
‘We Borderers surged out into the Narg horde beyond the gates,’ Argan said, ‘setting upon them with fury. It was dangerous to leave the protection of the city walls, but the Wanderer was at our head, and he gave every man heart.’ Argan smiled as he remembered the glory of that battle. ‘Onward we pushed, decimating the Dark Horde until they could take no more. The enemy turned and fled north, their twisted tails between their legs. The Wanderer had turned the tide of the battle, and a great victory had been won for the Light. There is no Borderer alive who does not revere the Grim Wanderer, and owe homage to his courage and skill.’
Taem had been so enraptured by Argan’s story, that he had forgotten where he was as he envisioned the great defence of Cragmir. He looked at his friends, and saw they had been as captivated by the tale as he. Forgrun had even forgotten about his beer!
Rani raised his tankard to Argan’s story, ‘Even amongs’ we Rhungars I do hear ye name an’ some o’ ye legends. He be ye man who crusades agains’ ye Dark. Ter wander bravely where nay others would dare. Ye man who could nay be killed.’ Rani raised up his tankard in salute.
‘Do it be true?’ Braknar asked. ‘What I do hear abou’ ye Wanderer avengin’ murder o’ family by Narg raidin’ party? He do Track ’em back o’er ye border inter Zezometh, do kill ’em all an’ be rescuin’ a girl-child they do take as play-thing?’
‘There are many legends of the Grim Wanderer's heroic deeds,’ Argan said wistfully.
‘He do sound like Rhungari brother who do swear himself ter Gromm,’ Rani said to Braknar and Forgrun.
‘If only we could get this Wanderer to come with us and follow my map,’ Lockfor said.
‘May as well wish for wings to fly us into the Lost Realms,’ Argan laughed. ‘You think the Wanderer would go on a quest for gold? Were you not listening?’
Lockfor’s eyes narrowed.
‘Aye, but how abou’ this Drual Dhagren then?’ Braknar asked. ‘I be hearin’ abou’ him. It do sound like ’e do be useful.’ The Rhungar downed the rest of his tankard, and signalled the serving girls to bring him another.
‘Dhagren is an adventurer,’ Argan said contemptuously, ‘not a warrior.’
‘But don’ he be ye richest an’ mos’ successful adventurer o’ our times?’ Rani asked.
 ‘It is true.’ Argan said. ‘He is the most prosperous adventurer of our time. But I’ve heard his mouth is bigger than his deeds, and his arrogance is matched only by how much the ladies fall for his smile.’
‘He is a talented thief,’ Lockfor said, ‘of that there is no doubt, but I’ve heard he’s no warrior.’
‘Neveryeless,’ Rani said, ‘this Drual Dhagren do be soundin’ useful. Do there be any chance o’ recruitin’ him?’
Argan and Lockfor glanced at each other, and the two men laughed out loud.
‘No,’ Argan said, ‘he’s too happy where he is at the moment. He’s famous.’ The Sarcaedian warrior said bitterly. ‘Men listen to his stories, and women swoon at his feet. He’s very wealthy, and far too comfortable. Dhagren has no reason to head back eastwards, to risk danger and death.’
‘What about you three,’ Lockfor asked Baek, Forgrun and Taem.
‘We do see what yhee can do,’ Rani dipped his head to Forgrun, ‘Yhee do be great warrior.’
Forgrun sat up straight, with a self-satisfied look on his face.
‘An Aborle seldom leaves his homeland,’ Lockfor said to Baek, ‘and only when he’s got the adventuring streak in him.’
‘And you, Lad?’ Argan said to Taem. ‘You’re dressed like a farmboy, but there’s something different about you. I've soldiered for many years, I know a strong character when I see one.’
‘We have something in mind already,’ Taem said.
‘Shame,’ Lockfor muttered, ‘there’s a lot of gold to be had at the end of this map,’ the Wizard patted a jacket pocket where his prized map must have been. ‘We’ll each have an equal share?’
‘No,’ Taem said decisively, ‘my Master has a task for us.’
‘Ah, you’re a squire,’ Argan nodded. ‘I guess your lord took you from your village to be his second, and teach you how to fight? You’re loyal to him, I respect that. Leave them be lads,’ Argan said to his adventuring colleagues, ‘they’re already taken.’
‘An’ yhee, Forgrun?’ Rani said. ‘Yhee will nay come with thy own kind?’
‘By Kaladim,’ Forgrun put a fist on his heart, ‘I mus’ stay with Taem an’ Baek ‘ere. I give them me oath.’
‘Be fair enough,’ Rani said gruffly, looking at Forgrun with surprise.
‘Who be we goin’ ter get then?’ Braknar asked. ‘There be a lot o’ Krun in ye Lost Realms. We do be needin’ some more adventurers, in case we be hunted an’ surrounded?’
‘But,’ Lockfor said slyly, ‘the four of us could slip through unnoticed where a larger group might be seen. And, less people to split the spoils with?’ 
Taem did not trust the devious glint in Lockfor’s eye. There was no way Taem would ever be going to the Lost Realms in Lockfor’s company.
Baek, Forgrun and Taem left the new group of adventurers to their planning, and their talk of future riches and glory – the very same discussion that was going on at dozens of tables throughout the Entertainment Quarter. Even though it was late, Hirandar and Logan had not returned by the time the three younger companions went to their beds.
 



Chapter 15 – A Nest of Vipers
 
 
The companions sat down in the Sceptre Room for a late breakfast. Taem had never seen Logan dressed this way before. His normal countryman’s clothes were gone. Logan was clean-shaven, and his boots had been polished until they shone. He was garbed in a stylish black silk shirt and trousers of the finest brown suede. Around his neck he wore a courtly cloak made of blue silk – an ostentatious item of clothing that would offer little warmth and protection out in the wilderness. The Sodan Master stood and walked as if he had been born to be a lord.
‘Before you three say anything,’ Logan said stubbornly, ‘it was all Hirandar’s idea.’
‘But,’ Forgrun smiled, ‘I be goin’ ter say how smooth yhee do look.’
‘Yes,’ Hirandar smirked at Logan’s discomfort, ‘it was my idea. Logan has an appointment with a king. I’d wager, this meeting will be in front of the whole court, so King Balthus can show he personally knows the Grim Wanderer.’
Logan scowled at that, but Hirandar shrugged, ‘If Logan turned up looking like he was setting off on an adventure, people would want to know where he was going, and what he was doing. Maybe even swear to follow him. But,’ Hirandar held up her index finger, ‘if Logan turns up looking every inch the settled nobleman, no one will question him when he says he no longer seeks to wage his lonely war.’
Taem nodded thoughtfully. There was more to going to court than Taem realised.
‘Whilst Logan heads off to the castle,’ Hirandar said, ‘You three can come with me to look around the city.’
Beak beamed from ear to ear.
 
Soon after, the four companions left Logan behind at the Jester Inn and were walking the bustling streets of the Entertainment Quarter. The companions headed eastwards, into the Industrial sector of the city, where they saw hundreds of carpenters working in the furniture workshops, and countless men and women toiling in the forges and kilns of the giant factories. Continuing east, the companions crossed the river Treymar on one of the city’s many bridges. The bridge was as wide as a road, so horse-drawn traffic could cross, and was made of grey stone from the mountains. Taem marvelled at how the bridge had been carved by masons so that at each end it had gates – imitations of the true Gateway to the East.
Once the companions reached the eastern side, Taem sensed how the tone of the city changed. Everything here was ordered and polished. The pace was slower, the streets were tidy, and the buildings were smarter. Taem inhaled, smelling perfume, flowers and cleanliness – a contrast to the toil and grime of the Industrial sector. He also saw how Defenders of the Gate were present in force, unlike in the rest of the city.
‘It’s so quiet and peaceful here,’ Taem said, ‘compared to the noise and bustle just across the river.’
‘This is the grandeur of the Old Quarter,’ Hirandar spread her arms wide. ‘This is the rich area of Dolam, so have a care. We may not be so welcome here.’
Taem saw that the few people that walked through the Old Quarter wore fine clothes, as they strolled down the wide, stone-paved streets. Taem gaped at the elegant buildings. Many were set back from the roads by park-like gardens, and concealed by screens of trees.
The companions soon reached the Scholastic Quarter, with its libraries, museums and university. Taem was conscious that he and his companions were drawing glares from some haughty nobles they passed. Although the Rhungar seemed exempt from those critical stares, it was the old woman in the faded red travelling dress, the woodsman and the young farmboy those disdainful eyes followed. It was their clothes, Taem realised, and their weapons. Their clothes had been cleaned, but had seen weeks on the road, and countless nights sleeping under the stars. Hirandar was not bothered though, so Taem tried not to be either.
The Wizard took the companions to the edge of the Ecclesial Quarter – a cluster of churches, temples and a cathedral – which was nestled up against the city walls in the east. She led the warriors to a clubhouse of sweeping marble archways and galleried walkways. They climbed three levels of stairs, up into a glasshouse that led out onto a roof terrace. Taem thought the doorman was not going to let them in. But the doorman’s eyes shot wide at the amount of coin Hirandar passed him, before he bowed low and beckoned them to enter.
Taem was captivated by the tranquillity of this balconied terrace. There were miniature trees, planted in soil beds cut into the stone paved floor, and small mountain-stone tables sculpted with sweeping curves. There were seed pots inset into these tables – to attract birds to land in the roof-top garden. Luxurious Dolami sofa-chairs were shaded from the summer sun by parasols, and large potted plants with broad leaves. The only downside were the looks the companions were getting, from snooty nobles at the other tables.
Taem had to shield his eyes from the sun to look over the terrace’s stonewall, and take in the elevated view of the whole city. It was an extraordinary sight. The cityscape was dominated by the imposing six-sided keep of The Rock, with its flags fluttering in the breeze. Behind that pillar of strength, Taem could see the River Bodium flowing westward, out of the city and yonder, through the country and on to the western horizon.
 ‘That is some view,’ Baek whispered.
‘This is the Birdsong Terrace,’ Hirandar said, ‘a place for the high society of Dolam to come and while away their lazy afternoons. Despite some of the pompous clientele,’ Hirandar said loudly, as she looked around at the lords and ladies at the other tables, ‘it is my favourite place in Dolam. One can come and relax here, with a view over the entire city.’
Gazing out over Dolam, Taem still found it strange to see so many people in one place. Thousands were crammed inside a few square miles, when the world was so vast.
A young waiter bade the companions to take some seats, and they lowered themselves into the feather-padded chairs, set around a marble table that was etched with sparkling mineral veins.
Hirandar whistled a tune and, to the delight of the other warriors, a blue finch came down from one of the trees to rest on her outstretched hand.
‘A pot of Dolami tea,’ Hirandar said to the waiter, ‘if you please.’
‘How did you do that?’ The waiter pointed at the bird sitting on Hirandar’s hand.
‘I find,’ Hirandar winked at the waiter, ‘if you’re nice to people and creatures, then they’re usually pleasant back to you.’
The waiter laughed, as he went to go and get the tea. He brought over a ceramic teapot, and left four small handle-less cups on the table.
Hirandar poured some tea in each of their cups.
‘No milk?’ Taem asked.
‘Not in this tea,’ Hirandar said. ‘Try it.’
Taem sipped the tea and its invigorating aroma swirled into his nose, as a waft of fresh air drifts in off the spring meadows.
‘It’s not the match of our Aritian tea,’ Hirandar murmured, ‘but it certainly is different.’ The Wizard took a sip. ‘Aaaah, that’s nice. You know, nations have been built on this fine drink, and wars have been resolved over a cup of tea.’ Hirandar grinned.
‘Yhee would say that,’ Forgrun grimaced as he swallowed the herbal tea. ‘But beer be better.’
‘I quite like it anyway,’ Baek raised his cup to the Rhungar.
‘Yhee would too,’ Forgrun grunted, ‘thy people prob’ly do make thine tea from berries an’ bit o’ grass.’
‘Better than making it from rocks and dirt!’ Baek quipped, causing everyone to laugh, even Forgrun.
They spent an hour relaxing and laughing on the Birdsong Terrace. They each told stories about their homes and their families, and Hirandar pointed out different parts of the city worth visiting.
‘Sitting in this luxury,’ Taem said quietly, ‘it is hard to imagine we’ll soon be travelling the wilderness once more.’
‘Savour it while you can, my boy,’ Hirandar placed a hand on Taem’s shoulder, as she caught the eye of the waiter, and asked him for the bill.
‘That’ll be four gold pieces,’ the waiter said.
‘Yhee be pulling me leg!’ Forgrun roared. ‘That be outrageous!’
‘I’m sorry,’ the man said, ‘I only work here–’
‘Please ignore him,’ Hirandar gestured to the Rhungar. ‘We are more than happy to pay to drink tea in as fine a place as this,’ Hirandar dipped her head to the waiter.
The waiter smiled at the old woman, and Taem was reminded how the pull of Hirandar’s charisma seemed to influence everyone she met.
‘This one’s on me,’ Taem said confidently, and reached for his coin pouch. ‘I’m not as cheap as our Rhungar.’ Taem smirked at Forgrun.
Forgrun scowled. 
But as Taem rifled through his pouch, a nervous frown spread across his face. Three times he checked his coins – there was only three gold, one silver and three coppers. How could that be? He was a single coin short. He was sure he had enough money! Did he not? This was going to be humiliating.
‘Can… anyone lend me… a coin?’ Taem said sheepishly.
Forgrun had been watching with glee, as the anxiety spread over Taem’s face. The Rhungar had a gold coin ready in his hand, which he flipped in Taem’s direction. Taem snatched the coin out of the air, as Forgrun and Baek exchanged amused glances.
Taem smiled bashfully, as he handed the coins over to the waiter, who laughed as he collected up their cups.
‘You must all remind me,’ Hirandar said seriously, ‘to bring money with me, whenever Taem offers to take us all out for drinks.’
‘Hah Hah Hah!’ Forgrun bellowed. ‘Yhee be right Hirandar! Hah Hah Hah!’
Taem slunk very small as the others laughed. He did not think he would ever live that one down.
 
Logan waited in the Sceptre Room for a half hour, alone. He would allow his four companions to get well away from the Jester before he set out for The Rock.
As Logan started toward the castle, he prepared himself for the barrage of questions he would face. It had been a long time since he had mixed in courtly circles, and he hoped he was not too out of practice. Once, long ago, in the court of King Aswan in Arilon, Logan remembered a just and open court where people were free to speak as they wished. But Logan knew that dream had faded long ago.
Logan was wary of the city folk and adventurers that he passed. The Sodan assessed every person, saw their strengths and weaknesses, saw how he could beat them if they attacked him. Logan knew to never let his guard down.
After a few minutes, Logan could see the regal walls of the castle in the distance, rising up over the rooftops. Logan found it hard to believe in destiny, as he thought that each person had to make their own way in life. But yet, how else had he come to be where he was today? What else could have led a blacksmith’s son to stray from his village, into the forbidden forest? Logan remembered that day so well. No one ever went into Borleon Forest because it was haunted. But it was just before his fifteenth birthday, when Logan had been driven by a great curiosity to enter the forest. He went deep into the trees, until he found that house hidden amongst the boughs. It was spring, and the trees in that part of the forest were decked with cherry blossom.
‘Do not be afraid, boy.’ Said a small man who moved with such grace that Logan had thought he was a forest spirit. ‘You have come here to learn the way of this,’ the man drew his sword with such speed that Logan had never seen. ‘Do you want to learn The Way of the Sword?’
Logan had nodded.
‘Good,’ the little man had smiled. ‘Then you will call me Master, and we will begin.’
Logan smiled at the memory. He strode down a street lined with shops until he came to a magnificent bridge that crossed the Treymar. Towering on the other side of the waterway, Logan was confronted by the majestic walls of The Rock. Logan saw how the stone of the far half of the bridge flowed into the castle. This drawbridge could be raised in times of emergency, to seal entry to the curtain wall.
Logan’s heart grew heavier for every step he took towards the castle. And Logan knew it was not just his own feelings that made him uneasy, it was his Sodan senses telling him that something was not right.
Unlike the heaving street where Logan stood, there were no other walkers on the bridge. It was a minor entry point to the castle, a much quieter way in than the main gate, and that was why Logan had chosen it. The great castle was overbearing up close. Some might tremble under the imposing shadow of that fortress, but there were few things in Hathlore that could shake Logan Fornor.
Two Defenders, in their blue and yellow tunics, and polished breastplates and helms, stood posted at the street-side end of the bridge. As Logan strode up to them, the Defenders crossed their halberds to bar his passing. Logan stared at them impassively. These Defenders were little older than Taem, and would have been at school the last time the Grim Wanderer was in Dolam.
‘You may not enter here, my lord,’ said one of the Defenders.
Logan gave the Defenders Balthus’s letter. As they read the letter, the two soldiers gaped at Logan in astonishment. They jumped to attention and saluted, and Logan walked on past them across the bridge. But one of the Defenders came sprinting after Logan.
The Sodan did not like to hear someone running at him, especially when his back was turned. Logan’s hand went to his sword. Logan’s eyes remained forward. He listened and he felt. He heard the clatter of a halberd. The Sodan sensed the threat approach. This Defender was fortunate. Logan heard the Defender’s lumbering footsteps giving him a wide berth, as he went hurtling past him over the bridge, to alert the castle to the imminent arrival of an honoured guest.
As Logan passed underneath the yards thick outer walls, he glanced up at the raised portcullis. A dozen Defenders came rushing out of a guardhouse to catch a glimpse of Logan. They watched with amazement in their eyes, as Logan walked on into the castle grounds.
Logan’s sharp gaze scythed through the gardens. He heard the twitter of birds in the quiet garden, and could hear the faint rumble of where the two rivers became one, beyond the castle walls. Logan saw colourful flower beds, ornamental shrubs, cut lawns and not a single weed in sight. The land was sculpted so the paths rolled on to areas of stone-paved patios – adorned with benches, and statues from legend – islands of stone amongst a sea of plant life.
Logan saw no one in the landscaped gardens, and he thought that was unusual, until he realised that all the nobles must have be in audience with their king. Logan cut across the gardens, to avoid the crowds and enter The Rock through the back door. A young officer came marching down the path toward Logan, and gave one of the lowest bows Logan had ever seen. Logan observed this Defender’s spotless uniform had a green edge, marking the young man as a lieutenant. He was barely in his twenties and must have been talented to have been promoted so early. Or, he had an important family. By his balanced poise, natural athleticism and straightened bearing, Logan assumed this young lieutenant was a fair swordsman.
‘Your humble servant, my Lord,’ the lieutenant rose up from his bow. Logan saw the reverence in the lieutenant’s eyes. No doubt the young man had grown up on the tales of the Grim Wanderer. 
‘Please, follow me,’ the lieutenant said, ‘I am to escort you to King Balthus.’
Logan nodded, remaining silent. Not because he wished to be impolite, but because he knew his silence added to the awe.
The lieutenant took Logan through a gate in the inner wall, with its six gargantuan towers that ringed the keep, and into the courtyard. Logan glimpsed archers in those towers, and he felt vulnerable. Should they wish to shoot him, he was in the open, as a hunted deer in the meadow. The Sodan spread his senses, as his Master had taught him to, and his awareness heightened. Logan was ready to dive and roll aside if he heard the twang of one of those bows, or sensed the movement of an archer’s arm. Perhaps such caution was needless, but vigilance had kept him alive for years.
Logan walked past servants wearing yellow tunics with blue sleeves, grooms in brown shirts and more Defenders, but no nobles. The lieutenant headed across the courtyard, towards a high arched doorway that led into the imposing six-sided keep. Even Logan had to wonder at how those solid walls could soar so high up into the sky. The monumental keep was the tallest thing in the whole of Dolam. Logan had seen every great fortress in Hathlore, and this was one of the most impressive.
On the lieutenant strode, taking the Grim Wanderer into the fortress, past two Defenders on guard. Logan shivered as the air chilled the instant he stepped from the sunlight into the gloom of the castle. Logan was Sodan, and he could sense it was more than a dip in temperature that was sending a shudder down his spine. There was some dark force at work here. Logan no longer walked but prowled along, wary, ready to draw his blade in an instant.
The lieutenant led Logan through a zigzag of stone passageways, until they crossed a grand entry hall, with suits of armour and giant tapestries lining its walls. Logan saw enormous golden chandeliers, hanging down on long chains from the vaulted ceiling. The decoration here was lavish and bright, but the shadow Logan felt in his heart remained.
Logan and his guide walked down an extravagant red carpet through into a regal antechamber, and up to double doors bound in fine red leather. Six Defenders stood armed and on guard, three on each side of the doors. No doubt there were ten times their number waiting close by, who could be summoned in an instant. The six Defenders all gawked as Logan approached them. Two of the Defenders held open the doors, so Logan could enter the throne room.
Logan’s keen gaze took in the entire throne room in one sweep. Long silk drapes, in the colours of Dolam, hung from the high ceiling, and tapestries and pictures decked the stone walls. Light filtered in through stained glass windows, bathing the chamber in varying shades of light. Groups of nobles gathered around the regal chamber, standing on the stone floor and, at the far end, King Balthus sat on a gilded throne. Logan noted that the throne was the only chair in the room. On the King’s right hand side was the Chalice of Grantle, held in a jewel-encrusted silver stand. Six Defenders stood on guard surrounding the heirloom. The Chalice itself was magnificent. Even from across the throne room, Logan could see how it was made of gleaming gold, inset with three sapphires and three yellow diamonds.
The hum of numerous conversations continued, as the nobles turned to cast a critical frown over the new arrival. Logan read the nobles’ thoughts by their eyes. Few knew who he was. Those that recognised him scarcely believed what they were seeing. Most assumed he must be a lord from a faraway land. The Defender lieutenant walked over to a herald, who was garbed in a long blue tabard with the golden chalice on its front.
‘Logan Fornor,’ the herald announced. There was no reaction from the court. ‘The Grim Wanderer,’ the herald added, after being prompted by the lieutenant.
Everyone in the throne room turned wide-eyed to stare at Logan. It was what Logan expected, the same reaction that name had always got. Men respected, even venerated, him. The women admired him, and some of the women even desired him. Logan remembered how people had thought the Grim Wanderer had everything. But he had had nothing. For he had been the loneliest sole in Hathlore, trudging on in misery and sorrow. Revenge his only companion, vengeance his only purpose.
With the nobles whispering amongst themselves, and not taking their eyes off Logan, they parted to clear a path for him to walk to the throne. Logan’s sword drew some wary glances. Logan remembered the ridiculous rumours that said he would kill in a heartbeat, slay anyone that dishonoured him. But – he reminded himself – those tall tales had their uses, especially in a place like this. Logan made sure to prowl, walking in the stances from Lion Stands Proud, as he made his way through the nobles, and bowed to King Balthus.
‘I thought he’d be taller,’ a nobleman murmured to the man next to him.
‘He’s the greatest swordsman in the world,’ another hissed.
‘He’s so handsome,’ one lady whispered to another.
Balthus Dalonvega was a tall muscular man, much bigger than Logan, with short grey hair and green eyes. Logan saw how those eyes were dimmer than they had once been. Not in colour, but they had lost their vigour. Balthus’s face held kingly wisdom now, but Logan saw the turmoil etched into his old friend’s brow. Balthus was only one year younger than Logan, but the years had weighed heavily on him. Balthus had once had a beaming smile that made all the girls swoon, but Logan doubted if he ever smiled anymore.
‘Is he really as dangerous as they say?’ One young noble asked another.
‘I saw him a kill a thousand Krun at The Gate,’ one older noble said respectfully.
‘Don’t let him catch you looking in his eyes,’ a man said fearfully.
The King of Grantle rose from his throne, and the room went quiet. Strangely, Logan realised Balthus was clean shaven, without the Dolami moustache. He wore an extravagant golden crown, beset with yellow diamonds and sapphires. Balthus was draped in layers of yellow and blue silk robes, and covered with a deep green cloak that was lined with white fur. A brilliant silver chain held the cloak on his shoulders. Even Balthus’s brown leather boots were studded with jewels on their turned over tops, and he wore many sparkling rings on his fingers. Logan thought the King of Grantle gave his country the impression of great wealth, sitting wrapped in showy clothes and decked with priceless jewels. Although Balthus hid it well, Logan knew this man, and he was sure this aggrandised appearance was not Balthus’s own choice.
The King bowed to Logan, came forward and proclaimed, ‘Welcome brother,’ as he clasped Logan’s hand, and put an arm on his shoulder.
All over the throne room there were startled gasps and befuddled faces. The King never rose out of the throne for anyone but another king. And it was unheard of for the King to bow to someone!
‘Come, let us talk in private,’ Balthus said loudly, as he showed Logan to a door behind the throne.
The murmur of the nobles was cut out, as Balthus shut the door behind the throne. Without a word, or even a sideways glance, Balthus walked across an extravagant sitting room, expecting Logan to follow him. The Sodan glowered at the Lord of Dolam as he was led up a spiral staircase at the back of the room. Three times the staircase twisted upwards and round, until Balthus showed Logan through a locked door on the stairs, which Balthus was careful to lock behind him after they were through.
They walked on down a corridor, through another door into a smaller, but no less grand, sitting room. Logan thought this must have been the King’s private chambers. There were expansive windows, and a balcony outside, overlooking the gardens at the rear of the castle. The opposite wall was dominated by a grand fireplace.
As they entered, King Balthus tossed his crown aside, and carelessly slung his velvet cloak over a sofa. Logan saw Balthus’s mighty longsword, held vertically – pommel up, for ease of drawing – on a simple hardwood stand. Behind the great sword was a painting of the city of Arilon. Around the other walls there were more paintings of fantastic landscapes. Logan realised there was not a single canvas depicting Dolam or Grantle.
‘Please, Logan, sit,’ Balthus gestured to one of the many comfortable Dolami chairs. ‘Away from watchful eyes there is no need for formality.’
Logan defiantly remained standing, ‘That show you put on, brother? I did not come here to be used as some political pawn.’
‘Forgive me, Logan,’ Balthus humbly bowed his head, ‘but the kingship of Grantle is weakly held, at best.’
‘That little performance will keep your detractors on their toes?’ Logan said coldly.
‘Forgive me, friend,’ Balthus bowed his head again. ‘Too long have I been embroiled with the intricacies of court, when I should’ve been out in the wilderness, fighting by your side. Now you’ve finally come back, it reminds me how much I miss the old days. Remember the adventures we used to have?’
For the first time, Logan heard something positive in Balthus’s voice.
The battles,’ Balthus said wistfully, ‘the death-defying quests, the celebrations and the fame? Everything was so much simpler back then, so much clearer. Has it really been that long? Have times changed so much?’
Logan saw the despair in Balthus’s face, and it saddened him to see his old friend so low.
‘I know I am very different these days.’ Balthus said glumly. ‘But could our days of past glory return to us? Or is that part of me gone forever? Can I go back from the path I have wrongly taken? Be granted forgiveness for mistakes I have made?’
Balthus stared up at a painting above the mantelpiece. To Logan’s surprise, he was in that painting with Balthus. They were both standing beside King Aswan, whom they had both served loyally. The painting was set over twenty years ago, and all three men looked youthful and happy.
‘You always knew this day would come,’ Logan said strongly. ‘When you would assume the kingship that was promised.’
‘Yes, my Captain,’ Balthus touched his right hand to his chest, bowing his head, as he had done so many times before. ‘You always tried to ready me for it... but it was never quite what I wanted.’
Logan heard how Balthus sounded so weary once more.
‘Anyhow, where have you been?’ Balthus perked up a little as he changed the subject. ‘How is it I have not seen or heard of you in years?’
‘The Darkness looms larger with every passing year,’ Logan said solemnly. ‘As always, I strive to stand against it.’
‘Fine then, Logan,’ Balthus said harshly, ‘keep your secrets. No doubt you have your reasons.’ 
Logan detected the old hint of jealousy in Balthus’s voice, the factor that always lingered on their friendship. For it was Logan who had been King Aswan’s First Sword. Logan who had been Captain of the Lion Guard. Logan, the hero who the men followed and the people loved. Logan had even been first in the affections of Balthus’s own sister.
Logan was reminded of how different he and Balthus were. Logan had always fought for honour and what was right, whilst Balthus fought for glory and renown. Logan well remembered how Balthus, the noble of royal blood, had at first hated taking orders from Logan, a commoner – for in the Lion Guard all men were considered equal, regardless of birthright. Sometimes that old jealousy would flare up but, as always, it faded like the warmth of a winter campfire, swept away on a chill northern wind.
‘Oh!’ Balthus howled. ‘What has this crown done to me? My most trusted friend comes to visit me, and I only have hard words for him! Again, Logan, please forgive me.’
Logan nodded his head, ‘You see this kingship as a burden, not a privilege. But I gaze out over your city, and have never seen it so prosperous, so alive.’
Balthus smiled.
‘Our liegelord King Aswan would be proud,’ Logan said.
‘Yes, he would,’ Balthus grinned. ‘What was it he always said to us?’
They both repeated a phrase they had heard countless times before, ‘I rule all these people and have their allegiance, but it is I that serves them. For it is my kingly duty to repay their allegiance, by providing them with freedom and justice.’
‘Noble sentiments from a righteous king,’ said a powerful voice from a door on the far side of the room.
Logan noticed the smile drop from Balthus’s face.
‘Logan Fornor,’ Balthus withdrew to a formal tone. ‘Please meet my counsellor, Isornel, an emissary of the Sceptre.’
Isornel stepped forward into the room, and his flowing robes of purple and crimson swished as he walked. Isornel stood tall and straight, and Logan was reminded of a powerful bird of prey. Isornel looked to be in his middle years, but he was a wizard so you could never tell his age. He was suave and self-assured, with a sculpted beard that gave a severe point to his chin, and circled round his mouth to join the facial hair on his top lip – in the Jinen style. His black hair was covered by a purple skullcap, and his black eyebrows were jagged. He had a presence that exuded power. Logan detected no warmth in that face at all. And when he saw Isornel’s frost coloured eyes, the Sodan knew this Wizard was absolutely ruthless.
‘My Lord Balthus has told me all about you, Logan,’ Isornel said knowingly.
Isornel wore splendid jewelled rings on all his fingers, and some of those gems were as big as a thumbnail. Logan regarded the metallic six-pointed star that hung on a golden chain around Isornel’s neck. Each of the bronze star’s points was embedded with a different coloured gem. Logan recognised the significance of the colours of the six gemstones, each represented one of the six strands of magic. Red for fire, blue for water, white for wind, green for earth, yellow for spirit and grey for metal. Logan was certain the medallion was a powerful magic item.
‘Tell me,’ Isornel said, ‘is the Wizard Hirandar with you?’
‘I do not know her current location,’ Logan said awkwardly, ‘and have not seen the Wizard for some time.’
‘Really?’ Isornel scorned. ‘I have heard she is in Dolam at this very moment, and you were not aware of this? That does surprise me. I would very much like to meet the “great” Firefist. For she and I have a mutual friend. I am the student of the Firefist’s student.’
Logan did not move, but his mind leapt. ‘Your Maestro is Calagar of Geldor – The Lord of Storms?’
‘Yes,’ Isornel said aloofly.
Faster than a flying arrow, Logan swept his blade from its sheath and brought it up to Isornel’s neck. A look of terror flashed in Isornel’s eyes.
‘Logan!’ Balthus cried. ‘What are you doing?’
‘Give me one good reason,’ Logan glared at Isornel, ‘why I should not end you right now.’
‘Guards!’ Isornel shrieked, and he dared not move. ‘Guards!’
‘Your Maestro is my enemy,’ Logan said to Isornel, ‘and he is Maliven.’
‘That can’t be, Logan!’ Balthus said. ‘Stop! Stop this at once!’
‘Kill him!’ Isornel screamed at the Defenders that ran into the room. The seven soldiers encircled Logan, all with their swords drawn.
‘Hold, men!’ Logan roared. He did not take his eyes from the Wizard. ‘I do not want to spill your innocent blood, but attack me and you will not live to see another sunrise!’
The Defenders looked fearfully to each other. They were all trained soldiers, and they had the man surrounded. But this was the Grim Wanderer. And the surety in his voice made them all draw back.
‘Answer me Wizard!’ Logan said menacingly. ‘Are you Maliven?’
‘This is madness, my King!’ Isornel looked to Balthus.
‘Stand down Defenders,’ Balthus said strongly. ‘There will be no killing in my castle! Logan, for my sake, and the sake of my men, sheath your sword.’
Logan continued to glare into Isornel’s petrified eyes.
‘Logan,’ Balthus said sternly. ‘I am King of this castle, and I am ordering you to sheath your sword!’
Logan held Mantioc up to Isornel’s throat for a few more moments, before he stepped back and lowered his blade.
Isornel glowered at the Sodan with pure hate. The Defenders watched Logan warily. They kept their swords fixed on the Grim Wanderer.
‘This is madness,’ Balthus said. ‘Logan, I would not allow a Dark Servant into my counsel!’
‘No pupil of Calagar could be a Wizard of the Sceptre,’ Logan watched Isornel warily. ‘Calagar was thrown out of The Order!’
‘He lies, my King,’ Isornel turned to Balthus, with his arms spread wide. 
‘I never lie!’ Logan said coldly.
‘All that wandering with that killing rage has fuddled his brain,’ Isornel’s icy eyes turned to stare at Logan.
‘Enough!’ Balthus cried. ‘I have had enough of this! Logan, I will speak to you tomorrow. In the evening I am holding a party here for The Festival of Masks, and you are my guest.’
Logan nodded, as he continued to glare at Isornel. He did not want to go to this party, but he could not decline the offer of a king. And something told him his old friend was in desperate need of help. He did not have to be Sodan to know that.
‘I must return to the court,’ Balthus gestured for the Defenders to leave the room. ‘I will send for someone to show you out the castle.’ Balthus said to Logan as he left the room.
‘You are dead, Wanderer!’ Isornel hissed, once Balthus was out of earshot.
Logan saw the look of pure malice in the Wizard’s eyes, before he followed after the King of Grantle.
Logan sat down in one of the luxury chairs, and someone he had hoped not to see slipped into the room by a different door. Logan thought she had barely aged a day, even though it was years since he had last seen her. Her long silky hair was jet black, and it shone whenever it moved in the light. She had an oval face, with a delicate nose and full lips. Her body was slim and sleek, just as Logan remembered it. But it was her dark eyes that were truly enchanting.
‘Alyssa,’ Logan said coldly.
‘It’s good to see you too,’ Alyssa said warmly. ‘Somehow, I knew our paths would cross again, one day. And now you come back to me, the great man. The legendary warrior I always knew you would be,’ she purred as she edged toward Logan.
‘I am no different from the person I was twenty years ago,’ Logan said angrily, ‘neither, I doubt, are you!’
‘Oh I grew up,’ Alyssa snapped. ‘But you didn’t?’ She mocked him with a dry smile. You haven’t changed, Grim Wanderer?’
‘What men call me might have changed,’ Logan said, ‘but my belief in what is right has not.’
Alyssa scoffed as she raised her eyes skyward.
‘What happened to you?’ Logan asked. ‘There was a time, long ago, when you were a good person. What happened to her?’ 
‘I was a child then.’ Alyssa said callously. ‘I am a woman now.’ She smiled the most seductive of smiles.
‘Well, I remember.’ Logan said. ‘I remember how a beautiful girl fell from grace to become a heartless woman. It was an evil change.’
‘Evil?’ Alyssa said innocently. ‘A strange choice of words – oh mighty Grim Wanderer,’ Alyssa smirked. ‘From you, who has faced and killed true evil, Logan. Surely I am not that?’
‘Bad then,’ Logan said reluctantly.
‘I realised a few things about life,’ Alyssa shrugged, ‘that it was not so simple as we once thought it to be. How naïve we were!’ Alyssa crept towards Logan, pretending to be meek – as if a lioness could ever be considered meek. ‘Your heart is heavier than it once was.’ Alyssa’s voice was lined with care. ‘Your burden greater than ever. Your hair is greying,’ she reached out to run her hand through the silver hair at Logan’s temples. ‘But if anything, you look more handsome with age.’
‘A heart as cold as yours would not warm with time,’ Logan pulled his head away from Alyssa’s hand.
Alyssa pretended not to notice. Her hips swayed sensuously as she came forward, to stand in front of Logan. She bent down, so Logan could see down the top of her dress, and her silky hair trickled onto his shoulder.
She moved to whisper in Logan’s ear, ‘Why is it you were the one man I could not tame? When others would fight to court me, kill to have me.’
‘I was a man,’ Logan said, ‘who could see what lay beyond the outer beauty.’ 
Alyssa reared her head back to glare at Logan. He saw anger flash in those dark eyes, but it passed. Alyssa lowered herself to sit on Logan’s lap and lace her arms around his neck, bringing her face so close to his that their noses were touching. Logan could feel the throb of her heart as blood pulsed through her soft, warm skin. He tried not to think about running his fingers over that smooth skin, and through her dark hair. Logan did not move a muscle as he stared into those bottomless dark pools, those eyes that he once could have lost himself in – but never again, he urged to himself!
Alyssa edged closer to whisper into his ear, ‘You could have had me you know. Imagine if we had married?’ she nibbled on the top of his ear. ‘We still could,’ she murmured, as she gazed back into his eyes. ‘Together, we could do anything.’
Alyssa made to kiss him, but Logan turned his head away.
‘You once told me you loved me,’ Alyssa said softly.
Logan thought she sounded sad and, for the first time, he was reminded of the girl he had once known, before he had even been King Aswan’s First Sword, during his first year in the Lion Guard.
‘Many things change,’ Logan said softly. ‘That girl is gone forever.’
Alyssa’s sable eyes flared with wrath.
‘I know you,’ Logan met her furious gaze. ‘I know what you are capable of. I will never want you again.’
Alyssa leapt off him and flew into a rage, ‘I offer myself to you – what other men could only dream of – and you throw it back in my face? What is with you? You are so moral, so high and mighty, and just look where it’s got you! There is nothing in your empty life!’
‘You are wrong,’ Logan said strongly, ‘there is good in my life.’
His eyes gleamed with a noble purpose, and that look infuriated Alyssa further.
Logan watched as Alyssa’s eyes became burning black coals of glowing hate. A hatred greater than Logan had thought possible. That scorching glare shocked Logan. Were her eyes actually blazing with fire? He could almost see flames in them.
‘I’m sure your brother is awaiting your return,’ Logan got up and made towards the door, ‘he could never see through you like I could.’
‘Balthus is mine!’ Alyssa spat venomously. ‘You could not take him from me then, you will not take him from me now!’
Logan was shocked by the anger in her voice. It was almost unrecognisable. He opened the door but, to his alarm, it slammed shut as he did so – moved by some unseen force. He turned to look at Alyssa, ready to unsheathe his sword.
‘You see,’ Alyssa’s eyes flared with hatred, ‘I have not been idle over the years. Your Wizard mistress,’ Alyssa curled her lip in contempt, ‘the one you follow round like a lapdog, she refused to teach me the magical arts, so I found someone that would.’
There was real menace in Alyssa’s black gaze now. Logan tried the door handle but it would not budge.
‘Open this door now!’ Logan said.
‘You will not leave me this time,’ Alyssa hissed. ‘Perhaps you could become my slave! Do my bidding, and my pleasure,’ her eyes flashed. ‘It may be hard on you at first, but I think you’d learn to enjoy it. We both know, deep down, you want me.’
‘The only thing I feel deep down for you,’ Logan raised his leg high, chambering his knee against his chest, ‘is pity.’ Logan thrust his foot out to the side. Breaking the lock and smashing the door open.
The guards came running down the corridor and rushed into the King’s private chamber, the same Defenders that had flooded the room earlier. Logan stepped back into a fighting stance from Stag Knows no Fear, side on and right foot forward, with his hand on his sheathed sword and his weight back on his left leg. In an instant the Sodan could draw his blade and explode forward. The Defenders took one look at that stance, and the fury in Logan’s face, and they made sure to get well out of his way.
 



Chapter 16 – The Hand of Fire
 
 
Taem, Forgrun and Baek were eager to go and explore Dolam, as Hirandar left them to go off to the library. The first thing the friends saw was the Cathedral of the Light, with its world renowned fresco ceiling. The trio of friends stood in awe under that breathtaking dome. Taem gazed up in wonder at how the ceiling was a huge painting that showed the Light giving life to the first Sartorians and Rhungars.
‘I still find it amazing,’ Baek said, ‘that men can build such a thing.’
‘This dome be a good piece o’ engineering,’ Forgrun said reluctantly.
Taem saw the pillars and the floor were gleaming marble. He gaped at the statues of pure gold, and the walls adorned with precious stones. But amongst all the wealth, there was the plainest of altars, fashioned of ancient stone. 
The companions left the cathedral to tour the winding cobbled streets of the city. Every which way they turned the streets rose up and down with the lay of the land. As the warriors approached the Rhungari Quarter in the north-east of Dolam, the streets grew more crowded. Over the throng Taem could see the high stone wall that enclosed the Rhungari Quarter, see how it was unlike anything Men could fashion. He marvelled at how it was not visibly sealed together in any way, but appeared to be just one piece of stone. 
Taem felt delving fingers brush under his cloak. He slapped them away as his hand went to his sword hilt. He scoured the heaving crowd, as a hawk sweeps for mice. He caught a cloaked individual dogging Baek’s footsteps up ahead. Taem rushed up to his friend as the pickpocket lifted the Aborle’s purse.
‘No you don’t,’ Taem clamped a hand on the pickpocket’s wrist, and snatched Baek’s leather purse from the thief’s hand. Taem was surprised that the wrist was so thin and delicate.
Baek swivelled, and Taem passed the purse back to his startled friend.
‘What ’ave we ’ere then?’ Forgrun grabbed the short crook round the throat, as other walkers stopped to watch.
‘Stop!’ A female voice squealed. ‘You’re hurting me!’
‘Eh?’ Forgrun pulled back the crook’s hood. The Rhungar released his grip when he saw it was a girl. ‘What? Aye! A girl? Forgive me, I nay be meanin’ to hurt yhee–’
The pickpocket kneed the Rhungar in the groin hard.
‘Oooohhh,’ Forgrun winced, as the pickpocket scampered off, evading the grasping hands of people who had seen what had happened. Taem and Baek let her run off as they reached out to steady their trembling friend.
‘By Odrin that ’urt!’ Forgrun gasped, as his companions got him walking again, each with a shoulder under one of the Rhungar’s gigantic arms.
By the time the friends reached the gilded gate to the Rhungari Quarter, Forgrun had shrugged off the blow.
‘If that sneak nay be a girl,’ Forgrun snarled, ‘she do be in fer a knuckle sandwich!’ The Rhungar mashed one fist into the other palm. ‘O’ course, I be nay hittin’ a woman so I let her go.’
‘We know,’ Taem slapped the Rhungar’s shoulder. ‘You did the right thing.’ Taem could see the blow had hurt Forgrun’s pride more than his crown jewels.
‘Aye.’
‘How do you build things like this?’ Baek ran his fingers over the smooth walls of the Rhungari Quarter. ‘No mortar, no joins, just one single piece of rock?’
‘That be secret,’ Forgrun tapped the side of his nose.
‘I do not understand it,’ Baek murmured, as he gawked at the shut Rhungari gates, strapped with burnished silver. ‘Why do people steal from others?’
‘There jus’ be some treach’rous scum!’ Forgrun glowered. ‘Specially roun’ Dolam!’
‘And,’ Taem said, as Forgrun went to talk with the Rhungar gatekeeper, ‘there are others who are so poor, that the only way they can eat is to thieve.’
Baek gasped, ‘But there are so many rich people round here! Surely, if everyone gave a little to everyone else, there would be plenty to go around?’
‘If only everyone thought like you, my friend.’ Taem smiled. 
It took much deliberation on Forgrun’s part to try and get Taem and Baek inside the Rhungari Quarter.
‘Non-Rhungars do only be allowed on official business,’ the Rhungar gatekeeper said. He was much smaller than Forgrun, and he wore bright green and gold clothes. ‘But I trust ye look o’ ye Aritian,’ the gatekeeper pointed his axe at Taem. ‘Ye Aritian can pass, but nay Aborle can do enter ‘ere.’
Baek frowned at the gatekeeper, and crossed his arms.
‘Well,’ Taem held his palms wide. ‘If Baek’s not allowed, then I won’t go either.’
‘Do yhee nay hear me, Man?’ The gatekeeper said harshly. ‘Yhee can pass.’
‘If my friend cannot go in,’ Taem gestured to Baek, ‘then I am no longer interested.’
‘Suit yheeself,’ the gatekeeper said gruffly.
‘But Taem,’ Forgrun said eagerly, ‘there do be so many wonders I want ter show yhee?’
‘Go on Taem,’ Baek nodded, ‘I’ll just wait out here.’
Taem was tempted, and he really did want to see the Rhungari Quarter.
‘No,’ Taem walked away from the Rhungari gates. ‘Let’s go friends. There’s plenty of other things to see in Dolam.’
The warriors followed the imposing curtain wall of Castle Dolam, but they could only catch glimpses of the courtyard and keep within, through open gates. The three companions strolled over the Grendric River, on a spectacular white bridge, and through the Royal Park. To Baek’s delight, deer lived within the walled park. The companions tried out the famous public baths, in the north of the city, and walked on through the main market square, a hive of activity, populated with stall sellers, entertainers and pickpockets.
‘There be horse racing here on Wednesday night,’ Forgrun stopped to read a poster. ‘But who could race an ’orse? Surely, nay man be faster runner than horse?’
‘Surely not,’ Taem grinned, as Baek wandered on.
‘You there!’ A local thug yelled. ‘Squinty eyes!’ He sneered, as he and half a dozen mates swaggered over to Baek. ‘What you doin’ ’ere, freak?’
‘Nothing,’ Baek said earnestly.
‘Nothing?’ The thug sneered, ‘It looks like you’re walking through my square? And it’ll cost ya to walk through ’ere.’
The thug squared up to Baek, leaning his face in close to the Aborle’s, and tensing his shoulders.
‘Will it?’ Baek said seriously. ‘How much does it cost?’ Baek reached for his purse.
‘Hey?’ The thug said in surprise. ‘Oh… umm… two gold pieces.’
‘With whose authority do you speak?’ Taem stepped up alongside Baek, and deliberately put his hand on his sword hilt.
‘Ummm,’ the thug stepped back. At first glance the thug had little to fear. Taem was less than average height, broad for a Man, but he looked young and innocent. The thug saw the blond man carried a sword – nothing out of the ordinary – but it was the way he carried the sword that made the thug hesitate. And there was a ferocity in the swordsman’s blue eyes.
‘Forget it mister, all right?’ The thug edged back, spreading his arms.
Baek watched on, with a puzzled look on his face.
‘Oi!’ Forgrun roared as he stomped forward. ‘Bully boy!’
The thug trembled as he set eyes on the monstrous Rhungar, and the great axe in his giant hands.
Taem leapt forward, drawing his sword, and cut the heavy purse from the thug’s belt. The thug froze, as his purse landed on the cobbles, and Taem’s blade point hovered an inch from his ribs. The thug’s mates backed off, watching the swordsman with fear in their eyes.
‘Do not move,’ Taem swung Estellarum down, cutting through the thug’s belt, causing the thug’s trousers to drop to his ankles.
All the watching people burst into laughter, as the thug stared at Taem’s sword with a look of dread. The thug patted his belly to check for blood, and when he found none that scared him even more. 
‘Throw me your purse,’ Taem said, and the thug reached a trembling hand down to pick up the leather purse and toss it to Taem.
Taem caught it in his right hand, and passed it to the nearest street urchin.
The boy clutched the purse, and looked at Taem in wonder as he felt the weight of the coins.
‘Now be gone!’ Taem glared at the thug.
‘Unless yhee wan’ ter meet me right hook,’ Forgrun brandished his huge fist, ‘yhee best be runnin’ home ter cry ter yhee mammy!’
‘Leg it, lads!’ The thug screamed to his gang, as he gathered up his trousers. They fled from the market square, as the watching traders jeered.
‘What just happened?’ Baek asked.
‘Hah! Hah! Hah!’ Forgrun bellowed as he walked on. ‘Yhee Aborle do be so gullible! Yhee do thought they thugs do work for ye city? Hah! Hah! Hah!’
Baek’s face went blank, as the Rhungar laughed.
‘They were robbing you, my friend,’ Taem placed a hand on Baek’s shoulder, before he strolled on to join Forgrun.
‘Oh...’ The Aborle went a deep shade of crimson. ‘I see,’ he mumbled, as he followed after his companions. ‘I don’t think I’ll ever understand this city.’
Once through the market square, the companions strolled through the villas and harbours of the North Bank and crossed the River Bodium into Southside. They walked amongst the docklands through into the Entertainment Quarter. By the evening, the three friends were back inside the Jester Inn.
Taem, Baek and Forgrun saw Hirandar in the common room, speaking to Bessie about dinner.
‘Hello, boys,’ Hirandar said warmly. ‘I’ve only just got back myself. Good day?’
‘Great day!’ Baek beamed.
‘Aye!’ Forgrun said, as Taem smiled and nodded.
‘Good to hear,’ Hirandar said. ‘Come on, let’s go back to the room, and you can tell me all about it.’
They found Logan sat waiting for them in the darkened Sceptre Room, hidden in the shadows as he gazed into the firelight. Despite the darkness, Taem saw something was troubling Logan. Hirandar also picked up on Logan’s mood as they all sat down for dinner, but Forgrun and Baek still chuckled away as they told the Wizard about their day. Logan did not speak as they ate. 
Baek had just finished telling Hirandar about the thugs in the market square, when Logan said, ‘Balthus has changed. He is not care-free as he once was, and he has people pulling him on strings every which way.’ 
The atmosphere at the table became serious.
‘Alyssa?’ Hirandar asked.
Logan nodded.
‘Always,’ Hirandar said, ‘she has had her claws into her brother. She is beautiful like the Moon Shadow Orchid, and just as deadly.’
‘Even more so,’ Logan said, ‘now she has found a maestro to unlock her magic.’
Hirandar’s face became severe, ‘Regardless of how people said Alyssa once was, by the time I met her she had fallen into wicked ways. Alyssa had the potential to become a Wizard of average strength, and I had the authority to send her to the Fortress of Magic for training – but I refused. I knew no good would come of it.’
‘A slight she has not forgotten,’ Logan said warily. ‘There is also a Wizard advising King Balthus, called Isornel, and I distrusted him the moment I first set eyes on him. I sense a darkness within Isornel.’
 Taem could tell Hirandar was worried by the intensity in her blue eyes.
‘Isornel claims to be an apprentice of the Lord of Storms,’ Logan told Hirandar.
‘If that is true,’ Hirandar said softly, ‘then Isornel is a servant of an old enemy of mine. No doubt, Isornel has embraced some of his Maestro’s… darker ways.’
‘This Isornel is evil,’ Logan said. ‘I sense it in him, the darkness of the Maliven.’
‘Like Calagar before him,’ Hirandar murmured, ‘the great Lord of Storms.’
Taem shuddered, and he saw Forgrun was trembling and Baek had gone pale.
‘Who is this Lord of Storms?’ Taem whispered with dread.
‘A long time ago,’ Hirandar said, ‘A bright-eyed young man, named Calagar, came to Calledron, and there was a great Spark within him. Calagar had heard of the mighty Firefist, and he sought me out, begged to be my apprentice.’ Hirandar snorted. ‘I was flattered, reckless and proud, and Calagar was an eager student. In fact, he was a maestro’s dream. He learnt quicker than any of The Order believed possible, devouring all the knowledge. Arrogant I was,’ Hirandar shook her head, ‘Calagar’s progress was so rapid that I believed I must have been a great maestro, and I revealed all the secrets of magic to him. At nights, when all the other apprentices were asleep, he would be in the Great Library, researching. During the days off, he would trek deep into the wilderness, always alone. Within six months he rivalled the power of a Keyholder. Within a year, he had the magic to sit on the Celestial Circle. The progress was unheard of. And of course, I was praised for being his maestro.’
By the way Hirandar was speaking, Taem was reminded of when they had talked in the Dredgen. When the Wizard had said how great magic could be a burden.
‘Calagar quickly became a famous hero too,’ Hirandar said, ‘Between us we destroyed an entire Narg Horde with lightning and fire, and The Order toasted how magic had risen to be the greatest power in Hathlore.’ Hirandar shook her head. ‘I was a fool. I will never be that naïve again. I seemed to have overlooked the nastier side of Calagar. He never laughed. Calagar was spiteful, envious and cruel, and he was ruthlessly ambitious. I must have been walking around with my eyes shut. Calagar was a charismatic man – powerful and famous – and he soon gathered a strong following. Other Wizards of The Order began to notice, how anyone that Calagar took as a disciple became harsher and colder.’
‘I spent the summer of Eight Four Five walking in the World’s End Mountains,’ Hirandar glanced secretively at Logan, ‘searching for an ancient prophecy. When I returned to Calledron in the autumn, I sensed the darkness that had grown there. The Fortress of Magic was full of rumours of strange lights in Calagar’s tower by night, of black ceremonies and Dark powers. There had been a string of suspicious deaths. And there were whisperings that Calagar had begun to speak of the closeness of Light and Dark. On the eve of my return, I gathered all the High Wizards of the Celestial Circle, and we set out for Calagar’s tower in the wall of the Fortress. We crossed the courtyard, and Calagar strode forth from his tower, alone, to meet us. I could see the change in him, from the young man I once knew. I remember the shadow in his eyes. And I sensed the terrible power within him, knew that he was a match of the entire Celestial Circle.’
‘Calagar,’ the Sceptrebearer, Ymain, said, ‘we are entering your tower.’
‘You will call me The Lord of Storms,’ Calagar said. ‘And none may enter my tower.’
I can still remember now, the shiver that voice sent down my spine.
‘Do you deny the Sceptrebearer?’ Ymain said. ‘And the Celestial Circle?’ 
‘A new order has risen to replace the old,’ Calagar said, and I heard the lust for power in his voice.
‘What do you mean, Calagar?’ The Watcher of the Flames, Kadoth, raised his staff.
‘Join me, sister,’ Calagar said to me, ignoring all the other High Wizards. ‘We will form this new order, together. We will rule Hathlore from the Dredgen to the Worlds End. The power is ours. Yours and mine! There are none who can stand against us.’ Calagar looked at the other wizards with contempt. ‘Do you not see, Hirandar?’ He said. ‘You can help all the peoples of this world. Bring them peace with your wise and controlling hand. There are some who do not know what is best for them. But we will tell them the way it should be! Force them to understand, if needs be – it’s for their own good! You and I will be the rulers of Hathlore. Nations will fall at our feet... or they will be destroyed. The strong must rule the weak!’
‘In that moment, I saw Calagar for the evil he was. The fact I had unleashed this madness on the world – that I had been so blind – made me sick to my stomach.’ Hirandar shook her head. ‘I looked around me at the rest of the Celestial Circle, and saw they all knew I was the only one who could stop him.’
‘Careful, great Lord of Storms,’ I said. ‘You are not the first to speak in such a way. I know of other great warriors and wizards that spoke like that, long ago. It was those traitors that started the Great War of the Dark. You are not the first to speak of such tyranny!’
‘Fool!’ Calagar hissed at me.
‘I looked around the Fortress’s courtyard, and saw Calagar’s disciples appear from the shadows.’
‘Ymain,’ Calagar said. ‘Give me the Sceptre.’
‘Never!’ Ymain said.
‘Calagar obliterated her with a blast of Anti-Fire. The Dark Fire is the most evil of spells, and Calagar’s turning from the Light was laid bare for us all to see.’
‘Destroy them!’ Calagar howled, and the battle that followed was the greatest use of magic that Hathlore had felt since the Great War of the Dark.’
‘Calagar killed most of the Celestial Circle that night, but I managed to best him. I wounded him, but he got away. And that is the darkest chapter in The Order of the Sceptre’s history. The few Wizards of the Order that remained, voted to cover up this dark secret. It was decided that if people knew the truth, all trust in wizards would be gone, forever. I did not agree with keeping such a secret. I believed the truth should be known by all, that to cover it up would make it even worse. But I was out-voted. They wanted me to be the Sceptrebearer, to preside over this lie – but I refused. I stepped away from The Order, as I could not stomach their deceit. That was the beginning of The Decline, and now magic fails in the world.’
Baek’s mouth was gaping wide open in shock. Taem felt shaken to his core. Everything Forgrun believed had been smashed to pieces.
‘But did you not hunt Calagar down?’ Taem asked Hirandar.
‘I, and many others of The Order,’ Hirandar said, ‘searched everywhere for Calagar. Even with the help of the last of the Sodan, we could not find the “Lord of Storms”.’
‘He might be dead?’ Baek said.
 ‘Not likely,’ Hirandar murmured, ‘I believe he is the highest Maliven in Hathlore. A dark and evil spider, at the centre of a great web, pulling strings that cover the whole world.’
Taem felt himself shudder with dread, and he could see Baek and Forgrun were also shaken by mention of such evil.
‘And you have taken no pupil since?’ Baek asked.
‘No,’ Hirandar said sadly. ‘I would not risk unleashing another Calagar upon Hathlore.’
‘What about Amos?’ Taem said. ‘You have just taken him as your apprentice?’
‘Yes, Hirandar nodded, ‘it was a moment of recklessness on my part, but I want Amos to be a wizard. If that means taking him as my next apprentice after Calagar, then so be it. But Amos will never be a Lord of Storms. He has only one tenth of the power, and – more importantly – Amos has a good heart.’
‘We should be goin’ ter kill this Wizard, Isornel!’ Forgrun stood up and reached for his axe.
‘It’s not that simple, Forgrun,’ Hirandar held up a pacifying hand. ‘What are we going to kill Isornel for? We cannot just kill him for mentioning the name of a known Maliven. There have been Dark rumours swirling around Isornel for years, but even with those I cannot condone his killing. It would not be right.’
Forgrun’s grimace said he disagreed.
‘I worry for Balthus,’ Logan said, ‘he stands trapped between two poisonous snakes, unsure which way to go.’
‘Yes,’ Hirandar considered for a moment. ‘But perhaps, he is not so unwilling to be charmed by the snakes. Perhaps, over time, his will has been broken, and he too has become one of them.’
Taem saw Logan’s eyes go grim and his jaw muscles tense up.
‘Balthus is a friend and ally,’ Logan said angrily. ‘And a great warrior.’
‘A strong body does not make a strong mind,’ Hirandar said sagely. ‘Look beyond the battle brother and into his heart.’
‘His heart is good,’ Logan murmured, as he held up a fist to emphasise how much he believed that. ‘I have seen Balthus risk his life to save others, many times. What greater goodness is there than that?’
A tense silence followed, as Hirandar did not answer. Taem found the strain palpable. Baek’s lowered eyes darted around, and Forgrun began to hum a nervous tune.
‘It is your gift, Logan,’ Hirandar said softly, ‘to always see the best in people, even those who cannot see the best in themselves. I do not trust Balthus. He is not a moral man. Never has been, never will be. He would betray us.’
‘Enough of this!’ Logan said angrily. ‘You of all people are free to speak your mind, but you go too far!’
There was a loud knocking at the Sceptre Room’s secret door. Baek sighed in relief. Forgrun leant back in his chair. And Taem felt thankful for the interruption. He had never before seen his guardians argue. Disagree maybe, but never shout.
‘Please forgive the intrusion,’ Bessie said formally. ‘You have two guests, the ones you were expecting.’
‘Ah, yes,’ Hirandar said as she stood up, ‘send them in.’
Behind Bessie, a tall olive-skinned woman came forward. Taem saw the tanned woman had long brown hair and blue eyes. She had a striking face, with prominent cheek bones and a sharp nose. She was garbed in a brown leather waistcoat that bared her tanned arms, and brown leather trousers. She strode into the room as if she owned the place, moving with an athleticism that said she was a warrior. Her brown hair was tied back by a woven leather headband, and she had similar armbands, of bound leather and gold tassels, twisting round her upper arms and wrists.
Logan stood up and welcomed the two new arrivals. ‘This is Jvarna, of Shacain.’ Logan introduced the woman.
Jvarna eyed them all intently. Taem could tell she was sizing them up. She stood tall and proud, confident in her own abilities. Jvarna carried a simple spear of planed oak, six-feet long and wrapped in leather bindings, with a leaf-shaped blade of tempered steel. Taem saw how Jvarna held that spear, with a familiarity that showed she knew how to wield it. He also noticed there were knives in Jvarna’s belt and strapped to her calves.
Behind Jvarna followed the largest man Taem had ever seen. He was almost seven foot tall, and – to Taem’s amazement – his shoulders were even wider than Forgrun’s! Taem guessed this giant man must have weighed thirty stone – and all of his bulk was muscle. The man had a mane of shaggy black hair, and a full, thick beard. Taem saw his eyes were as grey as mountain rock, but there was a clarity in his gaze that said he was more than just an exceptionally strong man. His trousers were made from brown reindeer hide, as were his boots. Both were trimmed with wolf fur. The barbarian’s massive chest was bare, except for a thick leather cross that met at a hefty steel ring, which sat between his slabs of pectoral muscle. The straps of leather were studded with steel rings, and held a wolf’s-fur scabbard on the huge man’s back.
‘This is Ragad,’ Logan said, ‘a Northman from Cromarch.’
The giant of a man dipped his head.
Taem could see a massive two-handed sword in Ragad’s scabbard. Over Ragad’s colossal shoulders was a bear pelt cloak, lined on the inside with red cloth. Taem noticed the heavy signet ring on his left hand. Ragad carried a giant double-headed warhammer that Taem would never be able to wield. It was crafted entirely from steel, shaft and all. One blow of that warhammer would crush a man’s skull as if it were a water melon.
‘Please sit,’ Hirandar gestured to the empty chairs, ‘and be welcome at our table, friends.’
‘A woman warrior?’ Forgrun growled.
Before anyone could tell Forgrun to watch his tongue, Jvarna swept a dagger from her belt and pounced. The shining point of Jvarna’s dagger slammed in between where Forgrun’s thumb and index finger sat rooted to the table. As Jvarna moved, Taem jumped to his feet, drew his sword and laid the flat of the blade upon her neck. Forgrun’s eyes shot wide, and his body was frozen solid.
Without a thought for the sword blade at her throat, Jvarna said fiercely, ‘A woman’s blade is no less deadly, Rhungar.’
‘And sometimes more ruthless,’ Logan said wryly, as he gestured for everyone to sit back down. Taem took note that Logan had not bothered to draw his blade. Forgrun remained as still as a statue. At long last, Taem thought, someone had rendered the Rhungar speechless!
Jvarna retrieved her dagger and sat back in her seat.
‘Try to engage that thick head of yours,’ Hirandar snarled at Forgrun, ‘before you let those stupid words out your mouth!’
Forgrun stared at the floor.
‘You’re fast, young one,’ Jvarna said to Taem, without even glancing at him. ‘What is this quest you spoke of?’ She demanded of Logan. ‘We came here in search of adventure and coin – under good faith – but this Rhungar of yours would choose to trade insults.’
‘Forgive him,’ Hirandar shot Forgrun a stern glance. ‘His ways are very different, and he is still learning ours.’
‘I do not have your names?’ Jvarna said. 
Taem could see she spoke for the Northman as well; Jvarna had an air about her that said she was in charge.
‘Not even yours,’ Jvarna eyed Logan suspiciously.
‘I am Logan Fornor.’
Jvarna did not recognise the name, or showed no sign of caring if she did. Taem thought she was a forceful women. Jvarna was not the slightest bit intimidated by being shown into a luxurious secret room, hidden inside one of the roughest taverns in Dolam.
‘This is Hirandar of The Order,’ Logan motioned to Hirandar. ‘Baek, an Aborle of Borleon Forest; Forgrun, of the Rhungari Empire; and Taem.’
Taem got a closer look at Ragad’s signet ring. It was made of faded silver and incredibly intricate. Etched onto its flat surface, there was a scene of a long boat moored in a mountainous estuary of snow-capped peaks.
‘Pleased to meet you all,’ Jvarna said, and Taem thought she was fascinated to hear there was a Wizard of The Sceptre amongst them. ‘You look like a worthy band. I hope my first impressions prove right when we go through The Gate. May I hear of the quest now, Logan? You were very secretive yesterday, hidden beneath your hood,’ Jvarna’s gaze measured Logan. ‘Made me wonder what you were hiding. Today you wear the clothes of a nobleman, but you are a warrior. Blademaster, by the look of that sword and the way you carry it. I’d guess the boy to be your apprentice.’
Taem did not like the way Jvarna was calling him boy and young one.
‘All will be revealed soon, Jvarna,’ Hirandar held up a placating hand. ‘We await the arrival of one other.’ Hirandar pointed to the one free chair at the dark wood table. ‘Then we will begin.’
No sooner had Hirandar said this, and Bessie came into the Sceptre room leading a handsome man. Taem saw he had shiny chestnut hair, and quick brown eyes. The man gave a brilliant smile of pearly white teeth. This man did not walk, he strutted, and Taem took an instant dislike to the arrogant way he carried himself. The man wore a stylish purple shirt with shiny gold buttons down the front. Taem saw the leather belt of knives slanted across the man’s chest. And Taem caught the flash of more knives hidden inside his brown leather trenchcoat. This man had got dressed in a palace wardrobe.
‘Plush place,’ the man nodded to himself, as his gaze took a speculative sweep over the finery of the Sceptre Room.
With a flourish of a bow, and a glance that took in all of the warriors, but seemed to twinkle when he looked upon Jvarna, the new arrival announced, ‘My name is Drual Dhagren.’
Drual was pleased at the furore this caused amongst the people sitting at the table. Jvarna and Ragad talked in hushed voices amongst themselves, glancing at Drual with disapproval. Logan’s eyes narrowed as Drual swaggered over to the table, and eased himself down into the free chair.
Taem thought Drual’s fashionable suede trousers would barely last a day in the saddle. Taem saw Drual’s fine boots were cut from black leather and lined with gold stitch. Even the buckles on Drual’s boots, and on his belt strap, were made of real gold. Regardless of Drual’s arrogance, Taem wondered if there was something more to the famous adventurer than met the eye.
Hirandar introduced Drual to each of the others, and Drual said, ‘It will be my pleasure to grace this company with my presence.’
To which the warriors reared back in outrage, and Hirandar shook her head. Taem could see the fury in his Sodan Master’s glare. Taem knew it took a great deal to rile Logan, but it seemed he had had enough today.
‘Hirandar,’ Logan growled through gritted teeth, ‘I must speak with you.’
As Hirandar and Logan got up and walked over to the fireplace, Drual winked at Jvarna, at which she returned a hostile stare.
‘As I’m sure you know,’ Drual pulled a knife from each hand, from thin air, ‘no man has seen more of the Lost Realms than I.’ Drual tossed the knives high into the air, spinning them over and over, as he plucked two more from somewhere. His gaze remained forward as he sent those two knives twirling upwards as well.
‘No man has escaped the jaws of death as many times as I,’ Drual spread his hands wide, still looking at the other warriors, ‘and there is no adventurer more famous than me.’ At that very moment, without Drual even once glancing at his hands, two knives landed safely in each of his outstretched palms.
Baek stared wide-eyed as Forgrun whistled. Taem held his breath so not to gasp. Taem had to admit, that was the most impressive bit of juggling he had ever seen.
With a whirl of Drual’s fingers, which left the five other warriors bewildered, the knives somehow disappeared.
How in Hathlore did he do that, Taem wondered? Those knives must have gone up his sleeves but… how?
‘Yes,’ Drual smiled, ‘I know what you’re all thinking, you are most fortunate to have a great adventurer like me lead you through the Lost Realms.’
Taem glared at Drual in disbelief. Jvarna glowered at the rogue, as she fingered the hilt of one of her daggers. Forgrun seemed on the brink of hitting him, but settled for grinding a fist into the palm of his other hand. Taem could see Baek’s face was confounded, whilst Ragad displayed as much emotion as a stone. The most astonishing thing, Taem found, was Drual was oblivious to the reactions he was getting.
‘There is one of our group more famous than you,’ Taem said in a calm voice that did not portray his anger, ‘and he is far more respected. Yet, he does not have to go around shouting about his greatness.’
Drual’s face soured, ‘And who is it you speak of, boy?’
‘The Grim Wanderer,’ Taem gestured over his shoulder at Logan.
Drual’s face dropped. Jvarna’s mouth went wide with amazement, and even Ragad’s eyes flashed.
 
‘It is not normal for me to question your judgement, Hirandar,’ Logan said, ‘but you would choose this bumbling idiot over my old battle-brother?’
‘I would not ask Balthus to join us,’ Hirandar warmed her hands on the fire. ‘I would not think it wise.’
‘Drual is arrogant and self-serving,’ Logan gestured back to the table, ‘at least Balthus would be a useful extra blade in a fight.’
‘Not Balthus,’ Hirandar shook her head. Before Logan could disagree, the Wizard went on, ‘I do not think Drual is a great warrior–’
‘More likely a hindrance than a help,’ Logan scowled.
‘But whatever else he says, there is truth that he knows the lands to the east better than anyone – even you and I. Drual has been to the City of Night a few times, and we may need him as a guide. True, Drual is not a fighter,’ Hirandar raised a finger of one hand, ‘so he must be a top-class treasure hunter, with an uncanny ability to escape danger. How else would he be so successful and have lived so long? I think he will give our company an extra facet, different to the skill at arms we have already gathered.’
Logan nodded reluctantly.
‘I’m not happy,’ Logan murmured, ‘promising these warriors coin we don’t yet have.’
‘That’s why I’m going to do it,’ Hirandar smiled.
‘We should not be part of a lie, Hirandar,’ Logan said fiercely. ‘It goes against my Code – no matter if it’s done with good intentions.’
‘Logan,’ Hirandar patted the Sodan on the shoulder, ‘I know you could never be party to this… half-truth. So the promise of payment will be from me alone.’ Hirandar nodded, and her sapphire eyes seemed to sparkle in the firelight. ‘Anyway, from a certain point of view, we may well find a fortune whilst we’re in the Lost Realms – from which we will pay our new friends handsomely.’
‘That’s a fanciful way of justifying a “half-truth”,’ Logan growled, ‘even for you.’
‘Trust me, Logan,’ Hirandar squeezed the Sodan warrior’s shoulder. ‘Once our new friends realise how important this quest is, they will understand. I believe in our three new companions. No matter how they seem on the surface, they all have good hearts. In time, we will win them round.’
‘I hope you’re right, Wizard,’ Logan whispered. ‘I don’t think Drual Dhagren will be feeling charitable, when he finds out we have no coin to pay him.’
‘This quest will bring out the best in all of us,’ Hirandar murmured. ‘Even Drual, I’m certain of it.’
‘I wish I believed that as much as you do,’ Logan muttered.
‘Drual will be all right,’ Hirandar said, ‘if he learns to keep his mouth shut.’
At which Logan shook his head, before stalking back to the table with a grimace on his face. 
‘Listen to me!’ Logan growled at Drual.
Drual slouched down and his shoulders wilted.
‘In this company,’ Logan said harshly, ‘You take orders from me – and keep your mouth shut! – or I will have your head,’ Logan put a hand on his sword hilt.
Drual shivered as he looked at the Wanderer’s sheathed sword.
‘Do I have your attention now?’ Logan asked.
‘Yes,’ Drual murmured as his looked at the floor.
‘I hope,’ Logan said, ‘for your sake, that we need not mention this again.’
Logan and Hirandar retook their seats, and Taem saw Jvarna looking at Logan, impressed.
‘If we are all ready,’ Hirandar looked around the table to each of the warriors, ‘then we will begin. You have been invited here to join our company, to head eastward through The Gate. Our road will not be easy, for we make for the Nakramilis. If this is not for you, you should leave now and forget this meeting ever happened. Make your choice.’
Jvarna and Ragad glanced at each other.
‘Of all the known places in the Lost Realms,’ Jvarna murmured, ‘that is the place avoided above all others. Few set out for the city where the dead walk, and fewer still return.’
Taem heard the dread in Jvarna’s voice, and he thought how unusual it must be for her to show any sign of unease.
‘The City of Night,’ Jvarna said quietly, ‘is a place where even the Krun fear to tread.’
‘So,’ Hirandar said gravely, ‘you know this is not a quest to be taken lightly.’
Drual – although he had lost his arrogant manner – had regained his confidence, and said, ‘Two years ago I was there. The stories are true. The restless dead roam that cursed city, but there are ways of keeping them away. For one, they cannot tolerate sunlight. Two, they hate fire. Three, their senses are dull. You worry the Kruns fear to tread the City of Night?’ Drual asked Jvarna. ‘I say that is to our favour. That means there is no chance of meeting Krun inside the dead city, and treasure untouched by their greedy hands means there is more to be found…’
Logan nodded to Drual, and a smile returned to the rogue’s face. Taem also saw his Master nod his head to Hirandar.
Turning to Jvarna and Ragad, Drual said, ‘We’ll be in the safest company, if only half I’ve heard about the Grim Wanderer is true.’
Taem thought that Jvarna seemed reassured by the rogue’s confidence, whilst Ragad gave nothing away. Taem wondered about the silent Northman, wondered what his story was. Most people must have seen a mindless barbarian when they looked at Ragad, but Taem could tell there was a greatness hidden within the giant man.
 ‘However,’ Hirandar said, ‘there is more you should know. For I would not let you enter into this blindly. My four companions and I are warriors of the Light.’ The Wizard glanced around to her friends with pride. ‘We fight the Dark power rising over Hathlore. We fight so there may be a future; we fight because there are no others who can. And it is for the safety of Hathlore we go to the City of Night. We search for a Key-Piece, to take it into safekeeping, and prevent the terrible consequences of it falling into the hands of the Maliven. If we should fail in this great undertaking, Hathlore will become a darker place.’
Taem could see that even Drual was moved by the Wizard’s words, and the rogue was someone who never looked beyond himself.
‘If we are fortunate,’ Logan said, ‘we will only pass Krun tribes and the walking dead of the Nakramilis, but it is likely our path will be shadowed by the servants of the Dark One.’
‘You will each be paid twenty-five thousand gold coins on our return,’ Hirandar said to Jvarna, Ragad and Drual.
Taem saw the befuddled looks on Jvarna and Ragad’s faces, and these were seasoned adventurers. Even Drual – who had found, stolen and spent many fortunes in his time – let out a low whistle. Taem also saw Logan’s grimace of disapproval at mention of so much coin. Taem assumed the Master was uncomfortable paying people to do something they should feel it was their responsibility to do anyway, as part of being an honourable person in the world.
‘What are your decisions?’ Hirandar asked. ‘Will you join us?’
‘I will,’ Drual said quickly, his eyes glinting with the fame this quest would bring.
Jvarna stared into Ragad’s stony eyes and said, ‘As will we.’
‘It is settled then,’ Hirandar nodded. ‘But you must now swear your allegiance under the Light. Let every person here bear witness to the commitment of the others.’
Taem thought these were strong words, binding unto death, and beyond.
‘You have my allegiance,’ Jvarna said. ‘I walk in the Light.’
‘And mine,’ a deep voice said. That was the first time Ragad had spoken all night, and his low voice boomed like thunder echoed in the valleys. ‘I swear homage to Hirandar Firefist, and the Light.’
‘And mine,’ Drual added after a pause, although he did not speak with the conviction of the other two. ‘I give you my allegiance,’ the rogue dipped his head.
‘Good, ‘Hirandar murmured. ‘I will hold you to your words.’ The Wizard stared into the eyes of each of them in turn, watching if anyone could not meet her gaze. Drual’s eyes faltered, and the rogue had to look away. Taem saw the troubled gleam in Hirandar’s eyes, and the cautious way Logan watched Drual.
‘We’ll be needin’ a name,’ Forgrun said eagerly. ‘Our company – aye! Somethin’ tha’ be inspirin’ hope in good people, an’ fear in our enemies.’
‘Yes,’ Hirandar said thoughtfully. ‘Maybe that would be a good idea.’
‘I be havin’ it!’ Forgrun beamed. ‘Our name be Ye Fist o’ Gromm!’ He shot one of his giant fists into the air. ‘Ye Rhungar god o’ combat an’ war. By thunder! Tha’ would inspire terror in any Krun ter hear it! They’ll be trumpetin’ Ye Fist o’ Gromm in ye rooftops, an’ cheerin’ it in ye streets!’
The others stared at the Rhungar with a mixture of mirth and disbelief.
‘That’s a really great name for all the non-Rhungar members,’ Baek said sarcastically.
Forgrun’s puffed out chest deflated with disappointment.
‘No, let us think,’ Hirandar tapped Forgrun’s massive forearm. ‘Something that combats the dark has to be bright, strong, light, forceful.’
‘You know,’ Logan said, as a great twist of fate occurred to him, ‘As Hirandar was once renowned as the Firefist, we could use part of her old title.’
‘Of course!’
Hirandar shot a knowing glance at Logan. ‘There is only one name for us. We shall be called, The Hand of Fire.’
‘The fiery hand that fights back the encroaching darkness,’ Logan said, feeling the pull of destiny. ‘Whose might protects the Light, and defends the helpless.’
The others all brightened, sitting up straight in their seats.
‘Sounds good to me,’ Jvarna murmured, ‘the Hand of Fire we are.’
‘Think of the stories they will tell,’ Drual’s eyes shone, ‘of the quest of Drual Dhagren, with the Grim Wanderer and Hirandar Firefist… And the mighty warriors of the Hand of Fire.’
‘Aye!’ Forgrun said enthusiastically. ‘We all do need fiery hands sewn ter our clothes. Like badges – so people do recognise us.’
‘There is more to our company than fame!’ Taem said sharply.
The Rhungar’s shoulders and bushy eyebrows drooped. Drual just shrugged. 
‘No, Forgrun,’ Logan said softly. ‘The Hand of Fire is secret, and must never be displayed or mentioned casually. Secrecy will be our greatest strength.’
Forgrun nodded to Logan.
‘You’d do well to remember that too,’ Logan said harshly to Drual, who wilted under Logan’s cold eyes, nodding his agreement.
‘We shall set out three mornings from now,’ Hirandar said, ‘at the break of dawn. Stay in your own inns tonight, but tomorrow I will organise for you three to have rooms here.’
 ‘Have a care,’ Logan said warily, ‘all of you. I was followed back to the Jester this afternoon, and the inn is being watched, even now.’
Taem glanced in surprise at Baek and Forgrun. And he saw the uneasy look that passed between Ragad and Jvarna.
‘Followed?’ Taem asked Logan.
‘I know not who followed me,’ Logan said, ‘nor for what purpose.’
‘Dark servants?’ Drual asked. ‘Some people are naive enough to think the Maliven are a story, but they are many in Dolam – I have seen them. One night I broke into one of the great houses north of the Bodium to... borrow some jewels,’ Drual smiled. ‘But when I was inside, I saw a gathering of many robed figures all chanting to a Dark altar.’ Drual shivered. ‘Needless to say, I got out quick.’
‘Which house was this?’ Hirandar asked, her eyes intense.
‘Lord Dochan’s house,’ Drual said softly, and Hirandar shook her head.
‘That is dark news,’ Logan said. ‘Dochan is the marshal of the Defenders of the Gate.’
‘What?’ Taem said, as Baek gasped.
‘How do that be?’ Forgrun asked.
‘The Maliven are everywhere,’ Hirandar said darkly, ‘they fester in many positions of power. Every year their influence grows. And every year more people are seduced into the service of the Dark. When the war comes, there will be many who will betray Hathlore.’
‘So we take no risks,’ Logan said strongly. ‘None of us. By midnight tomorrow, I want you all back in this inn. Tell no one of what you have heard this evening.’
Ragad nodded at Logan.
‘You have my word, Grim Wanderer,’ Jvarna said.
‘I will speak of this to no one,’ Drual bowed his head.
 



Chapter 17 – Lurking in the Shadows
 
 
The next day saw the city well and truly alive. Taem sensed it in the air, saw it in the streets and heard it in people’s voices. Preparations were in full swing for the Festival of Masks. It was a Saturday, so most people were not working, and some of the celebrations were well underway.
After individually sneaking out from The Jester – to avoid being seen together by any spies watching the inn – Taem, Forgrun and Baek met up at the six-sided playhouse, two streets over, and headed out into the decadent revelry of the Festival of Masks. 
The three friends headed along the streets of Southside, walking with the crowd and making for the market square, across the Bodium. The wide street was full of hundreds of people but, despite this, Taem saw something untoward out of the corner of his eye. He looked again, and yes! It had not been his imagination! Down a side lane, Taem saw someone small had been grabbed from the crowd and was being bundled through a doorway by a gang of men.
‘Follow me!’ Taem shouted to his friends, as he dodged through the crowd and into the lane. Baek and Forgrun shot each other bewildered glances, before following after Taem.
‘I saw someone being taken,’ Taem told his friends, as his sharp blue eyes surveyed the ramshackle lane. The rundown buildings were derelict, with broken windows, cracked walls and missing roof tiles. Half of one side of the lane had been ravaged by fire.
Taem ran to the house he had seen the kidnappers go into, drew his blade and burst through the door. Taem was ready to unleash his sword into the kidnappers. But nothing moved. His gaze swept over the room. The building was empty. Taem listened, but there was only the sound of his friends shuffling in behind him. He saw how the house was filthy, and surely had not been lived in for years. Forgrun and Baek fanned out behind their friend, as Taem crept forward. The Aborle had his broadsword out, the Rhungar held his great axe.
‘Are yhee sure?’ Forgrun asked doubtfully. ‘Twas across ye busy street.’
‘I’m certain,’ Taem murmured.
Taem rushed to the only through door, Estellarum raised high. He exploded into another squalid room. Taem was ready to strike out. But he sensed no movement. Taem crinkled his nose as a foul smell filled his nostrils. He saw how the room had only a dusty flea-bitten mat on the floor, and an old cooking stove up against the far wall.
‘There be nothin’ ’ere, Taem.’ Forgrun shot a dubious glance at Baek.
‘It stinks in here!’ Baek pinched his nose.
‘Maybe we are in the wrong building,’ Taem said in frustration, as he looked back out into the street, through a grimy window. ‘Although I could have sworn this was the place–’
‘Wait!’ Baek bounded forward and yanked back the filthy rug. Underneath, there was a wooden trapdoor with a rusty old handle.
‘All right!’ Forgrun said eagerly, as Baek sheathed his sword so he could cover the entry hatch with his bow, arrow notched.
The Rhungar bent down and wrenched the trapdoor up, jumping back with his axe raised. Forgrun waited, primed to smash any enemies that came. But there was nothing in the hole except darkness.
‘We have no torch,’ Baek loosened the tension on his bow, but kept his arrowhead fixed on the black below.
‘My eyes do be more accustomed ter darkness than thine,’ Forgrun nodded to his friends, as he dropped his feet into the hole to find the top of some steps. ‘We can be goin’ down in a line, be keepin’ one hand on ye person in front’s shoulder.’
Forgrun and Baek both looked to Taem for his decision. The Sodan could see the Rhungar was keen, whilst the Aborle was not.
‘If someone is in danger,’ Taem said, ‘we should try to help them.’
‘Aye,’ Forgrun motioned for Taem to scabbard his sword, before the Rhungar descended into the hole. ‘Don’ be wantin’ that sharp blade do stab me in ye dark by mistake,’ Forgrun murmured, as he disappeared in the murky darkness.
Taem lowered himself into what turned out to be a dry, narrow passageway. Taem crept down the tunnel with his hand on Forgrun’s shoulder. Forgrun may have said his Rhungari eyes had better night vision, but Taem thought it was still the blind leading the blind, as he felt Forgrun stumble for the umpteenth time.
‘Are you sure you can see?’ Taem whispered.
‘Yes,’ Forgrun murmured, just as Taem felt the Rhungar walk into a wall.
‘Ouch!’ Baek grimaced, as he walked into Taem’s back.
‘Really?’ Taem said sarcastically. ‘You can see, can you?’
‘Well,’ Forgrun turned and walked on, ‘more or less...’
The passage went on and on, sloping downward. Taem made a mental note that they were heading eastward, towards the centre of the city.
Minutes had passed when, far down the tunnel, Taem saw a light in a chamber up ahead. The warriors advanced cautiously toward the soft glow, from where they could hear voices grumbling.
 
‘Come on, get that urchin up!’ A rough man snarled. ‘She’s rested enough.’
‘On your feet, wench!’ Another man sneered.
‘Get up, you snivelling little whelp!’ And there was a thud, as the cruel man booted the little girl.
‘Carry her if you have to,’ said another. ‘We don’t want to keep them waiting, or it’ll be us up on the altar’.
‘I heard there was going to be a special guest today,’ a fifth man shivered. ‘One of The Chosen. Not something to be made to wait.’
 
In the torchlight, Taem could just make out the Rhungar’s silhouette, as Forgrun edged closer to the light. By the sound of things, Taem had seen correctly back up on the street.
 
‘One of the Great Lord’s own?’ Another of the kidnappers sounded petrified. ‘I didn’t join the Cult of the Dark for this.’
‘I’d watch your tongue,’ snapped one of the others, ‘and do as you’re told – if I were you. Do you know what happens to the Pledged who displease the Seers? I heard the last one was tied up, covered in blood, and left in the sewers where only the rats would find him.’
 
‘Kill them all,’ Taem whispered to his two companions, in the dark tunnel, ‘save the girl.’ He had heard enough. ‘There will be no mercy for Dark Servants.’
 
‘Get her on her feet!’ One of the Maliven kicked the girl hostage, as Forgrun charged into the dim cave. Forgrun’s axe chopped clean through one of the Dark Cultists, spraying blood everywhere. The men of the Maliven stumbled to react to the ambush. Taem was close behind his Rhungari friend, and a horizontal swing of his blade smashed another Black Servant. Steel flashed in the torchlight, as the Maliven drew blades. They came swinging at the companions, and the clash of blade on blade rang out. Taem chopped down one enemy with a diagonal blow. There was nowhere for the Maliven to run. Forgrun chopped a Maliven’s head clean off. Roars and screams echoed through the tunnels. Taem blocked a sword strike to his east, and clove a Maliven head in two with his riposte. The closeness and the dim light made the combat furious. Baek’s sword cut the throat of an enemy, as Forgrun and Taem killed the final two Maliven. Taem rammed Estellarum’s sword point through a Maliven’s ribs. Forgrun’s great axe chopped clean through a Dark Servant torso. The warriors had burst upon the Black Cultists like terriers sent into a rat hole.
Taem surveyed the dead bodies of the Servants of the Dark, and he saw their captive lay curled up in a ball on the floor, too frightened to move. Those Maliven men had looked so normal, no different to the hundreds of other men the companions had seen today. But then – Taem pondered, as he and friends examined their fallen foes with surprise – what did the warriors expect? That these Maliven would all have marks on their foreheads bearing their Dark allegiance for all to see? No. The Cult of the Dark could only survive if it remained hidden.
As Baek and Forgrun checked the enemies were all dead, Taem sheathed his sword and knelt down to the terrified girl, who was no more than eight years old.
‘You are safe now,’ Taem said gently, as he touched the girl’s trembling hand, and her fear seemed to melt away. ‘Can you stand?’
The girl nodded and Taem helped her up to her feet.
 ‘Go,’ Taem said softly, as he picked up one of the dropped lanterns. ‘Follow the passage back to the surface and get some help.’ Looking to Baek and Forgrun, Taem said, ‘We must go on.’
‘Thank you,’ the girl mumbled, despite her cut lip and swollen jaw.
Taem saw the look of sheer terror on the young girl’s face, and it reminded it him of his sister, on the day their parents had been murdered. Taem knelt down a put a hand on the girl’s shoulder.
‘You’ll be alright,’ Taem murmured, as he put a lantern in the girl’s quivering hands. ‘There’s only one tunnel, just follow it back to the surface, get help.’
The terrified child stared into the dark tunnel.
‘Are you afraid of the dark?’ Taem said, and the girl nodded.
‘Well I think you’re very brave,’ Taem gripped the child’s shoulder. ‘And you just need to hold the lantern out in front of you, and count out-loud the number of steps back to the trapdoor. You’ll be there before you even know it. Now go,’ Taem gently pushed her towards the passage.
‘I won’t forget you,’ the child whispered, before disappearing into the dark of the tunnel.
Taem turned to his friends, as the girl’s lantern disappeared in the distance. ‘Whoever these Maliven were meeting is waiting at the end of that tunnel.’ Taem glared into the darkness. Picking up a burning torch, Taem started down the passageway that led down into the depths, and his two friends followed.
The trio carried on for another ten minutes, but their progress was much faster now they had torchlight. Baek was at the rear, and he kept most of his attention turned back the way they had just come. Sometimes the Aborle heard a scratching in the dark behind them, but he could see nothing. Baek hoped it was just rats – but then again, maybe not. The Aborle had heard those dark creatures were known to be in the service of Malveous.
Taem could see light emerging from further ahead, at the end of the passage, so he put down his torch and crept forward. Taem passed torches in wall brackets, and wooden supports reinforcing the tunnel ceiling. The Sodan crept up to the opening, with his friends on his shoulder. Taem could feel his heart thundering. His body quivered as he stepped lightly. Every crunch of his boots seemed to echo down the passage as loud as a drumbeat.
Edging forward, Taem saw hooded robes hanging up around a chamber. The robes were the colour of dried blood. He thought this cave was some sort of giant changing room. Taem reared back into the passage as he saw a robed and hooded figure at the far end of the chamber, waiting at the entrance to the next passage.
A sly idea sprung into Taem’s mind, and he motioned for Baek and Forgrun to stay where they were, before he casually stepped out into the cave.
‘Where have you been?’ The robed figure demanded. ‘You fool! You’ve been holding up the whole ceremony! Did you bring a child to sacrifice?’
Taem walked towards the hooded man but did not respond. Taem could hear the hooded man’s aloof voice was used to giving orders, and talking down to servants.
‘The Nefar will gut you,’ The hooded noble sneered, ‘like the peasant dog you are! For making them wait! Hold, you’re not–’
Taem’s blade silenced the hooded man with an upward diagonal strike, straight from the draw.
A wide passage led out of the cloak chamber, to more sinister lights further on down, but there was also a smaller opening, off to the side, with steps that led upwards. Taem shivered as he heard the strange chanting of many voices, speaking words he did not understand. By the shadow cast over his heart, Taem knew that chanting was evil.
Taem gestured to the steps, and the three warriors crept up them. The fearful chanting grew louder and louder as they went on. Taem had to steady himself, and breathe deeply, when he thought of how many voices it would take to generate that terrible murmur. Taem saw the frightened look in Baek’s eyes, and even Forgrun’s face had gone pale. Taem knew they were both looking to him to lead them on.
The stairs led the warriors up a dark passage which, after a distance, opened out into a huge catacomb that was lit by torchlight. The companions crept toward the opening, and found themselves standing on a galleried balcony, cut out of the earth, overlooking a vast cavern floor. None of the companions could have anticipated the scene that was spread out beneath them. Taem trembled at what he saw. And he could see the dread that was in his friends’ eyes.
‘The Light watch over us,’ Baek whispered, as he looked down into the catacomb. There could be no doubt they had come upon a Black Mass of epic proportions.
Forgrun made the Shielding Sign was his hands.
The numbers involved shocked Taem, rocked him to the core. He had never imagined a Cult of Maliven would be so numerous, or organised. There were over five hundred Maliven standing in the catacomb, facing towards a Dark altar at the far end of the cave. The Dark Servants wore ceremonial robes, the colour of dried blood. It seemed, even amongst other Maliven, Dark Servants had to conceal their identities.
In the giant cave there were burning torches placed along the walls, and Taem spied numerous other passageways leading off into the catacombs. He guessed that this warren of tunnels must have led all over Dolam. There were sinister braziers spread out over the cavern floor, with great fires burning within, and all the Maliven were turned towards an evil altar at the far end. Taem saw the altar was draped in a black cloth that displayed a blood-red inverted pentagram, the symbol of the Dark One Malveous. Taem felt Baek quake in terror as the Aborle set eyes on that evil shrine. By the altar there towered seven deathly individuals that wore black robes.
‘The light protect me!’ Taem gasped. He could feel the evil emanating from those black-robed figures. Taem assumed they must have been Dark Servants of superior rank – maybe they were Seers? Only one figure, menacing over the Dark altar, had its black hood pulled down to reveal its face. Taem shuddered when he saw that face. He knew that face was the source of all the foreboding that he sensed. The creature exuded malice. Taem’s hands began to tremble, and he grasped Estellarum for reassurance. All three warriors shrank down away from that horrific face. Taem saw how that face’s black soulless eyes were incapable of pity, and brimming with evil.
‘Baku,’ Baek whispered, too scared to breathe.
‘Odrin do give me strength,’ Forgrun dropped his head. His knuckles went white, he was gripping his axe so tightly.
Without any sign the sinister chanting stopped. Taem, Forgrun and Baek all jumped, and ducked down behind the balcony’s wall. They had been in such shock that they had just been standing up on the balcony like fools. Now they crouched down, with their eyes peeking over the rock wall.
A black-hooded individual stepped forward to address the congregation, ‘I am Pledged to the Great Lord. My soul I give to the Darkness. My heart exists in the black of the Shadow.’
All the other Maliven repeated this Dark oath, and Taem saw he was not the only one of the companions that shivered at these damning words.
The black hooded man who had first spoken, who seemed to be conducting the mass, said in his hollow voice, ‘Our Lord’s power grows with every passing day. Soon the Shadow of his hand will spread out over all the lands. His faithful servants will be rewarded, and his cursed enemies of the Light destroyed.’
Taem noticed this Maliven wore a bronze medallion of a six pointed star.
‘The Prince of Darkness will soon be with us,’ the frosty voice continued, ‘then let all who oppose our Great Lord tremble with fear. Darkness will sweep the earth, and all the good peoples will be enslaved. Only the loyal Maliven will go unpunished, as governors ruling the slaves in the name of our Great Lord.’
‘Our souls and our lives belong to the Dark,’ the Maliven congregation chorused, ‘we exist to serve the Great Lord.’
This time, the Baku spoke in a soulless, rasping voice, ‘Our Dark Master sees and knows all.’
That demonic voice chilled Taem to the bone. Baek cowed down in terror, clamping his hands over his ears. Forgrun gripped his axe, and Taem could see even his mighty hand was shaking. Taem thought the Baku’s voice made his soul tremble. He held onto Estellarum’s hilt like his life depended on it.
The Light will shine on my blade, Taem thought to himself. The Light will shine on my blade!
‘An old enemy of our Great Lord has come within the city.’ The Baku hissed. ‘It is our Dark Master’s desire the Firefist, and any that travel with her, be killed.’
At that moment a small, hunched, Krun-like figure, with folded leathery wings, approached the Baku, bowing as it did so. Taem saw it was two foot tall, with sooty grey skin, and dull yellow eyes. Taem watched as it muttered something to the Baku.
‘It seems,’ the Baku spat, ‘we are not alone.’
The Nightdemon glared up to the balcony where the warriors were hiding, its eyes black pits of malice. It was the most horrible moment Taem had ever experienced. He felt as if his stomach had dropped to his feet. Taem caught the Baku’s gaze and all his muscles turned to ice. The glower of the demon made him too frightened to speak. The three companions looked to each other in dread. The Baku pointed up to the balcony. Taem watched as the hundreds of crimson robed Maliven turned to look, and that was a terrifying image. Because of the shadows in the torchlight, all those cowls looked as empty as the lost souls that hid inside them.
‘Spies!’ The Baku howled.
‘Decu watch o’er us,’ Forgrun mumbled.
Taem spun round. There were footsteps coming up the stairs towards the warriors.
‘We’ve got to get out of here!’ Baek hollered, as all three warriors leapt to their feet.
‘This way!’ Taem led them along the balcony, away from the footsteps, and down a different passage. As Taem and Baek ran past a dark side-tunnel, a red-robed figure leapt out in front of Forgrun to tackle him. The Maliven got smashed to the floor by the charging Rhungar. The Dark Servant’s crimson hood and cloak fell back to reveal the blue and yellow uniform of a Defender of the Gate. Forgrun gaped. The Black Servant had a beard, a mark of an officer. The mortified Defender officer turned and covered his face, as he frantically pulled his hood back over his head.
‘Leave him!’ Taem shouted back to Forgrun. There was no time to stop running.
The warriors came to a fork in the passage. The left hand route was lit by torches, the right hand side was black. Taem grabbed a torch off the wall, as Baek and Forgrun glanced back.
‘Which way?’ Baek said anxiously. The sound of countless feet, trampling down the passage towards them, was catching up fast.
‘This way!’ Taem led his friends on down the unlit tunnel.
They ran flat out for what seemed minutes on end, and always the sinister patter of pursuing feet was not far behind.
 ‘Hurry!’ Taem roared, but they were going as swiftly as Forgrun’s pace would allow. Taem’s eyes delved into the darkness up ahead. He strained his ears for danger, ever alert. An enemy could emerge from the black at any moment. Fear had been forgotten, excitement now coursed through Taem’s body as he ran, giving fire to his muscles and sharpening his senses. The light pad of the Aborle’s feet, Forgrun’s heavy clumping and Taem’s loping steps echoed through the black. Their torch flickered, animating their own shadows, deceiving the companions into thinking there were figures looming in the dark. The Rhungar was gasping for air as they continued their relentless pace. Again, Taem took a right fork in the tunnel where, after a while, the rough passage began to slope upwards.
Taem allowed them to stop for a breather, at which point Baek – who was at the back, making sure Forgrun did not drop behind – turned to see the glow of torchlight far back down the tunnel.
‘They pursue, and in large numbers,’ the Aborle’s keen ears could hear the footfalls of countless running bodies.
‘Come on,’ Taem pulled Forgrun along.
The Rhungar was exhausted, but somehow managed to get his legs moving again.
The companions raced alongside a stinking sewer, turned down another passage and joined a different sewer. Baek retched as they ran past those sewers, and the stench filled his mouth and lungs. Taem tried to map their direction in his head, always taking the turning he thought would take them furthest away from the giant catacomb of the Black Mass.
‘There’s a ladder up ahead!’ Taem gasped, in between heaving gulps for air, as he ran forward and climbed the cast iron ladder. It took them up to another passageway that they followed for a time, until… no! Taem panicked as a wall loomed out of the darkness. He had led them to a dead-end!
‘Damn it!’ Taem cried out in frustration, as Forgrun and Baek caught him up. They were all panting for breath. Taem wished for some fresh air as he gulped in mouthfuls of the tunnel’s stale air. His brow dripped with sweat. Forgrun’s gargantuan chest was expanding to an even greater size than normal, as his lungs laboured harder than they ever had before.
‘We’ll have to turn back,’ Taem said, in between deep breaths. But how could they head back towards their pursuit? They would be outnumbered hundreds to one!
‘Wait!’ Forgrun wheezed, as he came up to the tunnel’s end. ‘It not be solid,’ the Rhungar tapped the wall with his knuckle. ‘Stand back!’ Forgrun barked, as he drew his axe over his shoulder. The Rhungar used his axe’s counter-balancing spike to smash the wall at the dead end. Again and again Forgrun crashed his axe into the wall, creating a huge dust cloud so the three of them, choking and coughing, were soon caked head to foot in grime. Taem and Baek anxiously watched the darkness behind them, expecting red robed figures to come swarming out of the murky black. Forgrun battered a hole big enough for them to squeeze through.
‘Go!’ Forgrun bellowed.
The companions were through into the basement levels of an ancient building. Taem saw they were in an old stone room that, by the layers of dust on the floor, had not been used for years. The warriors came up against a locked door, which Forgrun made swift work of with his axe. After a long stone passage, the warriors were through another door into a grand chamber with magnificent stone tablets set into the walls. Taem could just make out, by his flickering torch, the adorned ceiling was domed. The stone tablets were grey like mountain rock, and had flowing gold marks carved into them.
It was gold! Taem found out, as he ran his hand over the cool metal. He thought this chamber was unusual, as there was no centrepiece to the windowless room. The stone flagstones on the floor were bare, not even a rug covered them. Taem held the torch up to examine the tablets of stone as Baek and Forgrun searched frantically for a way out. Taem could see the gold markings were writings of the ancient tongue. He knew little of the old Sartorian language, but some parts he could make out.
As Taem ran his eyes over the words of the ancient tongue, he translated aloud as best as he could, “Master of Old Ways that are lost.” One line read. “Lord of Battle revered in might,” he thought another part roughly translated as. “Only one can draw Demon’s Bane from Flame”. And, there was a continual reference to the “Time of Reckoning” and “The Swordbearer”. Taem puzzled over these tablets, as his two friends hunted through the dark for a way out.
A door flew open and a priest of the Light burst in. The companions leapt towards the priest with their weapons raised, but they all pulled back when they saw the robes, the round bald spot and the haughty hooked nose. The priest stumbled back and almost feinted. He gulped in a big mouthful of air, and then glared at the three warriors.
‘What are you doing here?’ The priest said pompously. ‘How dare you? The chamber of the Swordbearer is private, and secret to all but the most learned scholars. Get out!’
Forgrun and Baek did not need to be asked twice, and they grabbed Taem and brushed past the self-important priest.
They climbed a long stairway and charged out into a well-lit room full of people, and Taem realised they were in Dolam’s cathedral, with its world-famous fresco ceiling looming overhead. The extravagant main chamber had hundreds of occupied chairs arranged to face the plain stone altar, and natural light filtered in through sweeping stain glass windows – Taem was so glad to see outside light again. Everything in the cathedral was so fine, from the gilding that edged the marble pillars, to the tasselled cushions on all the chairs. Unfortunately, amongst all the splendour, the three warriors – plastered with layers of dust and sweat – stuck out like rocks amongst jewels.
Taem could see he and his companions had interrupted a service, and the incredulous crowd was full of the city’s high-born. Taem felt his cheeks burning red, at being scrutinised by hundreds of scornful eyes, as he realised he and his friends must have looked ridiculous caked in dust.
‘So let us give thanks…’ the bishop giving the sermon trailed off, as he realised all his audience were gawping at the intruders.
The cathedral was quiet enough for Taem to hear Forgrun’s heavy breathing. Baek’s nervous gaze swept from side to side. Taem saw aloof people glaring with contempt at the three warriors, whilst he could see the more laid-back observers were doing their utmost to hide their smiles. But then Taem remembered he and his friends were still running for their lives. He gestured for Baek and Forgrun to follow, as he strode away. He tried to walk like Logan did, confident and powerful, oblivious to the gawking aristocrats. The three companions paced down the aisle between the rows of seats, as the crowd murmured their disdain.
‘What in the name of the Light?’ The bishop boomed, as the three companions scampered for the door without turning back.
Taem motioned for the companions to hurry. There was no way they were going to stay around for explanations – explanations they would have to give from a prison cell.
‘Defilers!’ The priest who had found the warriors screamed, as he emerged from the stairs into the main chamber.
‘Oh dear,’ Baek whispered, as the companions hurried for the door.
Several of the noblemen in the congregation rose from their seats, some reached for their weapons.
‘You there,’ a nobleman drew his sword, ‘come back here!’
‘Do run!’ Forgrun yelled, as people rushed to get hold of them.
The three companions sprinted out the cathedral, down its front steps and into the streets of the Ecclesial Quarter. Angry shouts pursued them, but the warriors’ swift feet carried them free.
The companions did not stop running until they crossed the Treymar into the Southside.
‘Now I do be glad,’ Forgrun gasped, ‘o’ all ye runnin’ Logan do make me do on journey ter Dolam.’
‘You ran well, friend,’ Taem touched the Rhungar on the shoulder, and patted Baek on the back. ‘Come, we must make haste.’
They were lucky they had not run into a Defender, who would have questioned why they were shrouded in dust and running away. Fortunate indeed, Taem thought, now he had seen the Defenders were compromised by the Maliven. It was dusk by the time the three young warriors returned to The Jester, and the trio of weary companions trampled down the shabby passage to the secret Sceptre Room.
‘Where have you been?’ Hirandar rose out of her chair by the fire. ‘I’ve been worried… Oh,’ the Wizard gaped in wide-eyed surprise, when she saw they were covered in dust and grime. ‘Are you hurt?’
Taem shook his head, ‘We were in terrible danger – in truth, I think we still are.’ Taem recounted everything they had just experienced: the kidnap in broad daylight, the house and the trapdoor, the passage, rescuing the girl, the Cult of Dark worshippers, the Baku in the city and their flight through the passages, sewers and cathedral. The Wizard’s eyebrows rose up in shock on more than one occasion.
‘Go and freshen up,’ Hirandar said once Taem had finished. ‘Pack your belongings as fast as possible, then Taem and Baek go and find Drual. He’s staying north of the Bodium, at the Stag and Hare hotel. Here’s the address,’ Hirandar passed Taem a piece of paper. ‘Collect him, and tell him we leave tonight. Forgrun, you stay here with me.’
The companions set about what needed to be done. Taem knew the quest had begun in earnest now.
 
Amos whistled himself a hearty tune as he loaded his travel pack. He had been in such a fantastic mood all day – he was finally going to be a proper wizard! Amos checked his room at The Gatehouse Inn to make sure he had gathered all his possessions. He almost had to pinch himself to make sure he was not dreaming. He was going to be the apprentice of Hirandar Firefist! The most powerful Wizard in Hathlore! Last night, his Maestro had come to visit him, and she had given him directions to The Holdstead – some haven of the Light in the Bardaron Wilderness, south of the Blue Mountains – where the Maestro would join Amos as soon as she could.
Amos’s Maestro had left him strict instructions to leave that morning, but Amos had wanted to get a magic book from Fandivas Street before he left – to prepare for when the Maestro started teaching him, and to try and improve his reading. Amos did not know how it had taken all day, but all of a sudden the sun had set, and he still had not left Dolam. The Maestro would not be pleased, Amos thought.
Amos was packing his last few items into his sack, when a knock at the door startled him. He shrugged, and shuffled over and opened the door, yawning. Amos was confronted by a hooded stranger, wearing a rich green cloak. How odd? Amos thought. He recognised the man from somewhere – he was sure the stranger was someone famous? Amos just could not put a name to him.
‘Excuse me, friend,’ the stranger asked, ‘do you know where room number seven is?’
‘Second floor,’ Amos pointed up the staircase.
‘Thanks, friend. Say,’ the stranger said cordially, ‘aren’t you the new apprentice of Hirandar Firefist?’
‘Why yes,’ Amos beamed proudly.
The stranger smiled, whipped out a dagger and plunged it into Amos’s chest. The stranger grimaced at Amos’s startled expression. The stranger thought of how he loathed all wizards, as Amos gurgled on his own blood. Every time he killed another one, the stranger imagined it was the Wizard that had killed his sister.
Amos slumped to the floor, his face rigid with bewilderment and fear. Within moments his life was gone.
The hooded stranger casually walked away, careful not to rush, leaving Amos Ballon lying dead in his doorway. A finely crafted dagger protruded from Amos’s heart, with a gold and silver chalice etched into the weapon’s hilt.
 
Logan strode to the castle, as the red evening glow of a summer’s day dulled towards night. At least the gold-coloured mask he was wearing served to hide his face. Logan made sure his blue cloak covered his distinctive sword as he walked. The streets were teeming with masked people having a good time, and Logan knew a night such as this was a prime opportunity for people to do mischief, hidden behind their masks. His Sodan senses were alert as merrymakers stumbled past him. If one of them was stupid enough to attack him, Logan was ready. And he would have to be on guard tonight, as Isornel would surely be there at the castle. Logan did not fear wizards – they died as easily as any other man – but he knew they were powerful and dangerous.
As Logan approached, the majestic castle appeared more forbidding than ever in the shadows of dusk. Guards met him and he showed them his invitation. The Defenders let him in without question, and without even checking the face under his disguise. Logan walked past incredulous. Any assassin could have been hiding behind one of these masks.
The Sodan again felt the evil that lingered over the castle, as he crossed the courtyards and gardens. He was directed by another Defender into the great hall, toward the sound of music and revelry. Logan managed to slink inside, and elude the herald. He planned to keep to himself, and observe. He only wanted a chance to speak to Balthus again, before he slipped away. Logan knew Isornel would be skulking around here, and he kept his left hand on the sword hilt at his left hip. Logan felt the touch of Mantioc’s comfortable hilt, and he sensed the connection between himself and the blade. The great Sodan blade could cut through magic spells.
The ball had all the pomp and splendour Logan expected of a royal occasion. The great hall was decorated with glittering streamers, metallic ornaments and fairy lights held in coloured lanterns. Couples, spread evenly over the hall’s floor, danced in step to the gentle music of an orchestral band.
The Sodan watched the nobles gossiping amongst themselves about the latest society news and scandal, whilst servants glided between them offering more champagne from trays of crystal glasses. Logan could see the nobles were in competition with each other, as to who was wearing the most lavish mask, and the finest clothes. There were a team of acrobats and entertainers waiting against the wall, doing nothing at the moment, but when the dancers took a break they would provide some spectacle for the privileged guests.
Behind Logan’s mask no one knew who he was. Sometimes someone would approach him, and Logan would politely answer any question they had, but he avoided getting into lengthy conversations. No doubt, anyone who spoke to Logan found him boring. One drunk gentleman even asked him if he had heard the rumour that the Grim Wanderer was back in Dolam!
Logan had endured the party for about an hour, and there was still no sign of Balthus, or his Wizard counsellor. Surely the King would come soon? He could not miss his own party? Logan still felt the unease in the castle, and he was ever vigilant for signs of danger and Isornel.
‘I remember there was once a time when you liked to dance.’ A lady whispered in Logan’s ear.
Logan turned to see Alyssa looking every inch the resplendent princess. She wore a flowing gown of regal green silk, with sparkling emerald jewellery to match. Logan thought that stunning gown revealed far too much leg and cleavage than was proper, and he felt desire stir in him. But Logan was Sodan. He was disciplined, and the moment of weakness passed. Alyssa’s mask was an extravagant head-dress made of real gold, unlike all the others at the party. As her head moved plumes of wafer thin metal swayed mesmerically, floating like wisps of smoke on the wind.
‘Those times are as long gone as your innocent self,’ Logan turned away to watch the dancing.
‘I wonder if your feet remember what a dancer you once were,’ Alyssa weaved her fingers inside Logan’s hand. ‘Would you give me the honour?’
‘I don’t dance,’ Logan shied away from her touch. ‘Especially not with you.’
‘If you are so righteous,’ Alyssa sneered, ‘how can you not grant me forgiveness?’ 
‘Even if I believed you,’ Logan said coldly, ‘I would still never forgive you. Goodbye Alyssa, may we never meet again. Send your brother my regards,’ Logan made for the door.
‘Please Logan, don’t go,’ Alyssa said with concern. ‘I don’t want you to go out there.’
Logan was startled. It was like he was speaking to a different Alyssa. She spoke with a softness that he not heard in twenty years. Had the tone of her sultry dark eyes also altered, Logan wondered? He thought there was compassion in her eyes now. They seemed more… human?
‘I must,’ Logan murmured.
’The Light speed you on your journey,’ Alyssa snarled, with all the spiteful malevolence returned, her dark glower almost burning through her mask.
Confused, Logan turned away and left the ball. He could not understand the woman, and it was beyond him to help her find redemption.
How could the girl he had once loved become such a monster? Logan thought, as he tossed his mask into a fire in the castle’s entrance hall, and walked outside the keep and back through the gardens. A girl he had once, long ago, hoped to ask for her hand in marriage – how could she turn so cruel? So cold?
Logan had spent six years training with his Master, in Borleon, before he first arrived in Arilon, during the summer of Nine Seven Three. He was twenty one, and Master Talion had finally deemed Logan worthy to be ennobled as Sodan. He travelled to the great capital, with the intention of using his skills to serve noble King Aswan. On the first day of the Lion Guard trials, Logan had bested any warrior that was sent against him. It did not matter if they sent two, three or even four men against Logan. The Lion Guard trainers watched in amazement as the villager outmatched their best swordsmen with ease. The court had gathered to watch the spectacle. The First Sword of the King, Jagar Ebron, challenged Logan in front of the whole court. Logan had his wooden sword point at Jagar’s neck within moments. Logan remembered the shock in Jagar’s eyes as the crowd gasped in disbelief.
‘One day,’ Jagar had said to Logan, ‘you will be revered as the greatest swordsman in all of Hathlore.’ Jagar bowed his head to Logan.
‘What is your name, swordsman?’ Aswan came over to the combatants.
‘Logan Fornor, my King,’ The Sodan dropped onto one knee.
‘What do you want, Logan?’ The King asked. ‘A man of your skill could take the whole world.’
‘It is not my place to take, my King.’ Logan said. ‘I want only to serve, with honour.’
Aswan smiled, ‘You will join my Lion Guard, Logan; and I expect great things of you.’
Logan bowed his head, and when he raised his eyes he met the gaze of the most beautiful girl he had ever seen. He fell for her in that first moment.
Logan and Alyssa had courted in secret for a time, and both hoped to take it further. But they were young and free, happy to let nature, and the years, run its course. And besides, they had little choice. Those were the days before Logan’s legend grew into the Grim Wanderer, and Alyssa’s royal family would never have approved of their daughter with a lowly commoner. So they had continued a courtship of secret meetings, until Logan was called away to war, in the year of the Light Nine Seven Five. When Logan returned from that war a hero, Alyssa had been unrecognisable to him.
Logan left Castle Dolam through one of the minor gates. He was lost in his thoughts, as he made his way back through the maze of streets, but it did not escape his attention that there were many shadows following him. When Logan slowed, so did the footsteps behind him, and when he sped away they followed. The street ahead was unusually quiet, except for the men loitering in the distant shadows. Logan grimaced. He knew it was too quiet.
Logan could tell by the way they walked, the men ahead had been waiting for him. Glancing to the sides, Logan knew there was no escape, and not enough time to climb to the rooftops. Windows had their shutters closed and, Logan was sure, all the doors were barred.
Street lanterns revealed the dozen men ahead were all armed. Logan checked back over his shoulder, and saw the men standing some way down the street behind him – the ones that had followed him since the castle. The Sodan watched how the men stood, how they moved. He saw many of them had taken up a proper fighting stance, and Logan knew these were no normal footpads. These were all trained warriors, and they had come for him. Logan had always thought he would die in a great battle, but not here, and not when the boy still needed him. There was so much for Logan still to teach Taem. The Sodan Master had hoped to see his apprentice to that final day, to stand by his side on that Day of Reckoning. But if it was his destiny to die tonight, he would do so with honour, Logan thought as he drew his blade.
Logan counted twelve assassins to the front and eight behind, as both groups stalked towards him. The Sodan looked down at his blade, Mantioc, and asked the Light for strength. He turned and charged the eight assassins that had followed him. Logan saw the shock on their faces as he ran at them. He was so outnumbered, he had to do what they least expected. In his mind Logan prayed to the Sodan Code, as his gleaming blade hit aside a thrown knife.
 
Taem gaped at the luxury and style of the Stag and Hare hotel. He and Baek found Drual easily enough in the upmarket hotel, but getting the rogue to hurry up and pack was the hard part. Eventually, the famous adventurer decided what clothes from his vast wardrobe would be most suitable, and they headed back to The Jester Inn.
Drual had a broadsword strapped to his side, and carried what Taem was sure must have been the rogue’s most prized possession. It was a rare Rhungari repeater crossbow, custom made for the rogue and capable of shooting four bolts before a reload was needed. Taem marvelled at the craftsmanship. Its only wooden parts were the two twin composite bows, the rest was all burnished metal and tanned leather. Taem could see the repeater crossbow had four different triggers, one for each of its bows. On both sides of the butt there were silver plates engraved with “Drual Dhagren” in a flowing script. Taem was also amazed by how many blades the rogue carried. Drual now wore a belt holding ten throwing knives – and that was in addition to his knife lined baldric, and the knives hidden inside his coat!
The three adventurers crossed the river Bodium, by the main Prosper Bridge, passing groups of masked revellers as they walked through the Entertainment Quarter. Taem was sure a hooded man had been watching him from the other side of the street, but when he looked back the man was gone. The man had made Taem feel uneasy. Inside the watcher’s hood, Taem had caught the sparkle of an emerald jewel, but before Taem could think further on it he saw there was a fire up ahead. The warriors ran once they saw The Jester’s roof was ablaze.
 
Logan charged in with fury. Every moment in ferocious attack, he had to trust in speed alone to be his defence. The Sodan Master knew the only chance he had of surviving this night, was if he finished these eight assassins in the moments before the other dozen reached him. Logan killed the nearest three enemies as he stormed in, swinging his blade diagonally upwards, straight down and horizontally back across his body. He blocked an attack with a high sideways parry. Logan dropped to a low stance and cut through his opponents exposed mid-section. His charge had taken the gang of assassins by surprise. Two enemies came swinging at Logan. Acting on reflex, the Sodan swept his blade all over his fighting compass as the men attacked. Logan knew these assassins were trained warriors. Their strikes were fast and precise, but the Sodan blocked and dodged them all. Logan surged forward and hit outwards. He enveloped the enemy’s blade with his own, and thrust his sword point up and through the assassin. He pulled back and defended a downward chop with a rising block. Logan swung down without hesitation, cleaving through the enemy from forehead to navel.
The Sodan looked for the other two assassins, and saw one had been impaled through the chest by a spear from behind, the other had been hurled against one of the buildings to the side. He turned, knowing the charge of the other dozen assassins was imminent, but he saw, instead, how they hung back warily. Fortune favours the Grim Wanderer this night, Logan thought.
‘Hirandar sent us,’ Jvarna said, as Ragad made sure the assassin he had flung into the wall was finished. The huge Croma buried his warhammer in the still body for good measure.
The three warriors lined up to face the remaining twelve assassins.
‘Leave none alive,’ Logan said grimly, as he brought his Sodan blade up. The opposing parties closed on each other.
The Sodan warrior blocked to his left, and struck out powerfully through a foe on his right. Logan flicked his blade out to another assassin on his left, nicking the enemy’s throat. It was a shallow but precise cut. The assassin toppled to the floor, trying to stem the blood pumping out of his body. The Sodan blade flashed, and a third assassin’s head was removed clean from its shoulders. Three more assassins surrounded the Sodan. Logan blocked to his front. Brought the sword over his back, point down, to defend his rear. He swung his blade round to the side, deflecting the attack of the third. The Sodan Master was forced to repeat that sequence three times within two seconds, until the assassins faltered. Logan swung his blade in a mighty circle, whipping all around him, and cut all three enemies down in one move.
Ragad had caved in the chest of one of the assassins, and was about to deal a fatal blow to another – who was lying lame on the floor, the enemy’s leg sliced by Jvarna’s spear. Another enemy was gasping for breath, leaning against a wall at the side of the street, a dagger piercing his side. Jvarna drove her spear through the heart of one of the remaining assassins that rushed her, whilst Ragad’s hammer made a mess of another assassin’s face, and Logan leapt forward and chopped through the last of the enemies.
‘Thank you,’ Logan flicked the blood from his Sodan blade, ‘you saved my life.’
‘Not sure about that,’ Jvarna gasped. ‘It is true, the Wanderer is the greatest swordsman that ever lived. I have seen it with my own eyes now. Perhaps you might have survived on your own?’ Jvarna gave a sly grin.
‘Best we did not find out though,’ Logan nodded.
Ragad was rifling through the bodies, searching for anything that would give them a clue as to who sent the assassins.
'Hirandar said you may be in danger,’ Jvarna glanced around at the dead assassins, ‘and she was right.’
‘She usually is,’ Logan smiled. ‘The others,’ Logan gasped. ‘If they tried to kill me, they likely went for Hirandar as well. Come, we must get back to The Jester!’
 
Taem, Baek and Drual ran down the lamp-lit street, towards the burning Jester Inn. Taem watched as a flaming figure was hurled through the air out of the inn door, his body consumed by blue fire. As the three warriors ran closer another man stumbled out of the inn, with a phantom green light boring a hole in his stomach. Taem saw another enemy crash through the common room window. This one was holding his bleeding side, a more worldly wound – but no less deadly – dealt by a great axe. Yet another man came running out the doorway, screaming, as he flapped to put out the green flames that were devouring his arms. Hirandar came rushing from the inn, a blur of red cloth, as she chased the assassin with a ball of pure blue energy in her open hand. Hirandar launched the magic bolt toward the fleeing assassin, but it missed, blowing a hole in the building across the street from The Jester. Baek drew back his bow, eying down the shaft, and relaxed as he released his three fingers. The would-be assassin convulsed, mid-stride, as the arrow thudded into his back, and he collapsed down dead.
Hirandar was checking the assassin she had hit with blue fire, as Taem, Drual, and Baek reached the Wizard. Taem saw the assassin lying in the street was badly burnt but still breathing, although he would soon be dead. The man had long white hair, and his whole face was covered in a red jagged tattoo that give him a frightening demonic appearance. Baek gaped at the man’s face.
‘Who sent you?’ Hirandar said sternly.
‘You’ll never win, Firefist,’ the burnt man gasped, and Taem shuddered at the look of unhinged glee in the assassin’s eyes. ‘My Master is more powerful than you could ever imagine. The Great Lord will take the world and devour your souls,’ the Dark Servant hissed with his last breath.
Hirandar turned away in disgust. Forgrun emerged from the inn, helping Bessie out of the smoking building.
‘Forgive us, Bessie,’ Hirandar placed a hand on her shoulder, as she checked the woman was uninjured. ‘We have brought danger to you, and destruction to your house.’
‘The workings of the Dark One are not your fault, Hirandar,’ Bessie said calmly. ‘I have always known there was risk being a Watcher, but still it was the life I chose. My house can be built again; I’m just glad we’re still alive. I should be thanking you for saving my life.’
Hirandar bowed, ‘The Order will see you right.’
‘That be amazing!’ Forgrun gawked at Hirandar. ‘Yhee be more powerful than a unit o’ ye Kalador Guard. I be yhee servant, great Wizard.’ Forgrun knelt, touching fist to forehead in homage.
‘You fought well,’ Hirandar smiled as she patted the Rhungar’s shoulder, ‘Forgrun, great warrior of Clan Ironstone.’
The Rhungar’s eyes shimmered with pride as he looked up at the Wizard.
Turning to Taem, Baek and Drual, Hirandar said, ‘I had Forgrun store everyone’s packs in the barn with the horses. If you’re quick you can get them!’
 
When they got to the barn, the end that was attached to the main inn was aflame.
‘Hurry!’ Taem urged Forgrun, Baek and Drual as they ran inside.
 Taem ducked as he inhaled smoke, and the warmth of the flames touched his face. Baek and Drual both coughed. Taem saw that all the steeds had fled, except Storm and Krun-Smiter. Storm glared at the fire but did not retreat, and the unflappable Krun-Smiter did not seem bothered at all.
‘The other mounts must have bolted!’ Taem gathered Storm and Krun-Smiter’s reins.
‘Here be ye packs!’ Forgrun picked up four of the massive packs in his great arms, and Drual and Baek ran over to get the other three.
When Taem, Forgrun, Baek and Drual returned to Hirandar at the front of the inn, Logan, Jvarna and Ragad arrived, and Logan told everyone how he had been ambushed.
‘We dare not delay any longer,’ Hirandar said to the gathered company. A huge crowd had amassed to gape at the disturbance, and the Wizard knew The Watch would be mere moments away.
‘Dolam is no longer safe for us,’ Hirandar whispered, ‘we leave the city, now.’
 



Chapter 18 – A Winding Road
 
 
The Hand of Fire left Dolam under the cover of darkness, and headed east towards the lights of the Gate Wall. As they walked through the dark fields, Taem glanced back beyond the trail of their lanterns, back to the torches lining Dolam’s walls, searching for any pursuit. He heard the drone of the celebrations of the Festival of Masks far in the distance, but the grassland the company walked through was quiet, bar from the light pad of their steps and the odd snort of their horses.
Looking forward, Taem saw how the Gate Wall loomed out of the darkness. High up in the black sky, Taem could see the line of burning torches on the battlements of the great wall, a line of flickering lights that stretched far into the distance. The torchlight and the shadows made the forbidding wall seem even greater than it had done in the daylight. 
‘We will have to wait here until morning,’ Logan gestured for the Hand of Fire to halt, ‘and take what rest we can find.’
They had stopped on what seemed to be the edge of a village. Because of the many lanterns and torches, Taem could see armed Defenders moving in the shadows at the bottom of The Gate, at the far end of the settlement. Looking up high above, he could see Defenders lining the battlements. Taem watched as a group of Defenders emerged from one of the stone buildings built against the foot of the Gate Wall, and he caught the glint of their armour in the torchlight.
‘Why do we have to wait till morning?’ Baek asked.
‘The Defenders are forbidden to open The Gate between dusk and daybreak,’ Logan began to unload the packs off Storm’s back, and Taem went to help his Master.
‘The Gate never opens in darkness,’ Drual laid out a mat to sit on.
‘But our business do be urgent?’ Forgrun said.
‘In three centuries The Gate has never been breached,’ Hirandar patted Krun-Smiter’s nose, as Ragad and Baek unloaded the packs the chestnut horse carried. ‘And in all that time The Gate has never been opened by night – a wise rule, for the Kruns would surely use the darkness to attack. We have no choice but to wait till dawn, so I suggest everyone try and get some sleep,’ Hirandar pulled out some blankets and laid them down on the grass.
‘I will keep first watch,’ Logan said, as all the companions wrapped themselves in cloaks and blankets. Taem was so weary from the flight through the underground passages that he fell asleep within moments.
 
‘Wake up,’ Logan shook Taem’s shoulders.
Taem opened his eyes to see the grey of dawn upon the world. In the dimness, he could see his other companions beginning to rouse themselves. Taem looked to the east and saw the towering walls of The Gate, and the numerous torches that lit up the great wall in the shadows of daybreak. The companions breakfasted on some bread, cheese and beef, before they packed their backpacks on the horses, and marched towards The Gate.
Taem regarded the stone buildings and numerous huts around the road as it led up to The Gate. He knew these must be the barracks, storehouses and armouries of the army of Defenders stationed at The Gate. As the company got closer, Taem gazed up at the hundred foot high battlements, and he realised the amount of stone needed to build such a thing was immense. He looked upon the colossal doors of black oak with wonder.
‘These are the only thing,’ Hirandar gestured to the huge Gate doors, ‘that stand between the civilisation of Hathlore and the wildernesses of the Lost Realms.’
‘Them and an army of stout Defenders,’ Logan said. ‘The courage of men is what holds The Gate.’
Taem saw how two enormous towers served as gateposts for the massive black gates. This titanic doorway had the heaviest locking mechanism that Taem had ever laid eyes upon. The huge crossbeam of wood that barred the great doors would have taken twenty men to lift it.
‘The main gate has not been opened in years,’ Logan told the companions, ‘You see that passage to the left?’
 ‘Aye,’ Forgrun said, as Baek nodded eagerly.
‘That passage leads through the Gate Wall,’ Logan said, ‘and is barred with a thick door at the far end. That is “Adventurer Tunnel”, and it is lined with pit traps and portcullises that can be dropped if the tunnel is compromised.’
Jvarna pointed her spear at the passage, ‘That is the only way adventurers can get into the Lost Realms.’
Taem saw there were a unit of fifty Defenders formed up in front of The Gate. And, craning his neck to look up, he saw there were hundreds more lining the battlements. By the murmur of their excited conversations, and the eager way Defenders hurried to follow orders, Taem could tell something unusual was happening.
‘Why are there so many soldiers at The Gate, Logan?’ Hirandar asked.
‘There can be only one reason,’ Logan said grimly.
Hirandar shook her head in frustration.
‘An enemy approaches from the east?’ Taem asked his Master.
Logan nodded, and gestured for Taem to take hold of Storm’s reins, whilst he gathered Krun-Smiter’s, as the company approached the entrance to Adventurer Tunnel.
Taem saw how the unit of fifty Defenders were standing in a rectangular formation, waiting for an officer to give them orders. They all stood the same way, with halberds resting against their shoulders and yellow and blue shields planted in the ground.
‘We need passage through The Gate,’ Logan said, to another Defender who was striding away from The Gate. Taem noticed how this Defender’s uniform was decorated with a green trim.
‘No can do,’ the lieutenant said. ‘No one is to pass through The Gate until further notice. By the order of King Balthus himself.’
‘We are on a very important quest that cannot wait,’ Logan said.
Seeing the adamant look in Logan’s eyes, the Defender lieutenant motioned for the Hand of Fire to follow him, ‘Come, see for yourselves.’
The Defender led the company inside the left hand tower, and up to the battlements of the Gate Wall, round and round and up the circular stairs they climbed. Taem gaped in amazement at the spectacular view of daybreak over Dolam. He had never been this high up! Taem saw how the many Defenders stationed up at the battlements had bows at the ready, as they gazed out over the Lost Realms onto a sight that made Taem’s heart sink.
As dawn’s first light was cast upon the world, Taem saw the thousands strong Krun army that was camped out of bowshot, to the east. There were tents arranged randomly for a mile to either side of The Gate, and shadowy figures moved amongst those crooked tents. Taem could see the flags of different Krun tribes flying around the massive camp. He counted the flags of fourteen different tribes. Taem knew this was a monumental gathering. An alliance between the warring factions of the Krun and Ugur world, united against their hated enemy, Man. Taem glowered at the countless foes, and his hand went to his sword hilt.
‘The Light blind them!’ Jvarna muttered, as Ragad stared at the great horde.
Taem saw the eager way Forgrun ran his finger along his axe blade, and Baek looked out at the Krun with determination in his eyes. Logan glanced at Hirandar, and the Wizard shook her head as her shoulders slumped. Taem saw the fury in Logan’s glare, as the Sodan Master turned to survey the Krun encampments.
‘You see,’ the Defender lieutenant held his hand out towards the Krun horde, ‘even if I could let you through Adventurer Tunnel, you would not stand a chance. The Krun arrived last night, and – even as we speak – all the companies of Defenders are being recalled to The Gate. These Ugurs are wild enough to try anything, even try to take The Gate. If they do,’ the lieutenant shook his fist at the distant horde, ‘they’ll face the full Defender Army. We will stand defending The Gate with our swords, our blood and our lives’, the guard said proudly, ‘as is our vow.’
‘Runners!’ A Defender bowman yelled.
Everyone on top of the battlements hurried across the broad ramparts, to glance down through the eastern crenellations.
By the dim light of dawn, Taem could make out four shadowy adventurers hurtling towards The Gate, through the long grass, being pursued by hundreds of screaming Kruns. Taem heard those feral howls, and he remembered the battles of Leafholme.
‘Drop the ropes!’ The Defender lieutenant bellowed, and Defenders hurled out half a dozen climbing ropes, each hanging from their own pulley and bracket, suspended away from the battlements.
Taem saw that one of those running adventurers was limping. He did not envy those two men and two Rhungars, as they bounded towards – wait a minute! Taem recognised those runners!
‘It’s Argan, Lockfor, Braknar and Rani!’ Taem said to Baek and Forgrun.
Taem heard the whistle of scores of arrows, as the Defender bowmen lining the battlements began shooting down at the pursuing Kruns.
The running adventurers sprinted for the dangling ropes, as the Kruns pulled up and began to flee from the arrow onslaught.
‘They’re looped on!’ The lieutenant yelled as he looked down over the battlements. ‘Drop ballasts!’
To Taem’s bewilderment, counter-balancing rocks were dropped off the western side of the battlements. There was a whirl of pulleys as rope raced across the ramparts, well over Taem’s head. Taem gawped back over the edge of the eastern battlements to see the four adventurers whizzing up towards him, their feet looped into little nooses in the ropes, and their hands clinging on for dear life. As Argan and his colleagues hurtled up the battlement, their speed slowed as they reached the ramparts, and Defenders grabbed hold of the adventurers and hauled them inbetween the crenellations.
‘Rhungari design,’ Forgrun said smugly, as he saw Taem gaping at the incredible pulley system.
 Lockfor was hesitant to let go of the rope, gripping it almost with rigor mortis, his face drawn and pale, but Defenders yanked him inside the battlements. Rani and Braknar looked unsteady on their feet, and even Argan seemed queasy.
‘That’s some ride, hey?’ The lieutenant grinned at the four shocked adventurers. ‘Well done men,’ the lieutenant called to the Defenders, ‘good job!’ Turning back to the four quivering adventurers, he said, ‘You need to go down and pay your Gate Tax.’
Defenders started to lead Argan and his companions, still witless from the ride on the ropes, down to the Gate Tax office.
‘Taem!’ Argan suddenly came to his senses. ‘And Baek and Forgrun! Good to see you! And these must be your friends…’ Argan’s eyes shot wide open as he recognised Logan. ‘Grim Wanderer!’ The Sarcaedian murmured in veneration. ‘I knew there was something special about you, lad,’ Argan called back to Taem, as Defenders ushered him to the stairs. All the Defenders turned to look at Logan in awe.
 
The Hand of Fire trudged down the steps inside the tower, and out past the barracks and well away from The Gate. Taem felt downhearted, and he could see how the spirit of the company had fallen, everyone was walking as if they carried a great burden. Logan waited until they were a hundred yards away from the last building, before he motioned for the companions to halt. The warriors slumped down to sit on their packs, and Taem could see the frustrated looks in their eyes.
‘Coincidence,’ Hirandar said darkly. ‘Or is this an immense Dark conspiracy? It would not be the first time the Kruns have acted in the service of Malveous.’
Forgrun still shuddered when that name was spoken, making the Shielding Sign with his hands.
‘A whole army?’ Jvarna realised what Hirandar was suggesting. ‘Just to stop us?’ 
‘It matters not at this moment,’ Logan said defiantly. ‘They are there, and our route is blocked. We will have to try the mountain path.’
‘The Mountains?’ Drual said incredulously. 
By the anxious look on her face, Jvarna did not like the sound of that either.
‘No one crosses the mountains!’ Drual threw his arms up in the air. ‘They’re more dangerous than the Lost Realms themselves! Are you crazy? I’ve heard worse things than Kruns abide there…’
‘It is the only way,’ Logan said strongly.
‘Some friends there are in the mountains,’ Hirandar assured Drual and Jvarna. ‘A warrior people who put fear into the dark hearts of evil creatures.’
Forgrun’s chest puffed up with pride.
‘We will head back west,’ Hirandar pointed her staff back towards the city, ‘past Dolam, circle round the foot of the mountains and head north for two days. From there, we take the mountain road east to the fortress citadel of Khan Zhen. That road, and most of the western mountains, is kept safe by the Grey Rangers. At the Rhungari city of Khan Zhen we will find solace before we take the treacherous high passes. We will be going around the corner to cross the street, but we will not lose as much time as you might think.’
From what he could remember of the map, Taem thought it sounded to be a good contingency plan, and Forgrun, at least, seemed to perk up at mention of a Rhungari city.
‘No one ever said this was going to be easy,’ Logan patted Drual on the shoulder, as he stood up and gestured for the rest of the company to get up.
‘Remember the quest,’ Hirandar said softly, ‘and its grave importance.’
‘We will honour the quest,’ Ragad boomed, as he pulled Drual up onto his feet.
‘What be we waitin’ fer then?’ Forgrun hefted his pack onto Krun-Smiter.
‘Follow me,’ Logan turned back to Dolam and led on.
 
From Dolam, the Hand of Fire journeyed north for two days through the Grantlean countryside. They travelled along the Mountain Way, which would run on all the way through Sarcaedia and eventually on to Kendar – one of the three border cities of Sarcaedia, which stood right on the edge of Hathlore, holding back the Shadowlands. The company walked through countryside that was shadowed by the enormous Dredgen Mountains. It was wild country, and there were no villages, but the road was sometimes busy with passing traffic. During the evenings, Logan did not make them train like they had on the road to Dolam – much to Baek and Forgrun’s relief – for he said they would need their strength in the days to come. Nevertheless, Taem and his Master could not let those summer evenings pass without moving through the Sodan Forms.
Early on the third day north, when the sky was overcast and grey, Taem was curious when he saw a paved stone road joined the Mountain Way, leading off to the east. Taem found the contrast in the roads extraordinary. The Mountain Way was a simple trail of hard-packed earth, whereas the Rhungari road was paved with thousands upon thousands of cut stone slabs, in an exact repeating pattern. Taem saw a metal signpost that declared, in a flowing script of gold characters, “Khan Zhen and ye Rhungari Empire 38 miles”. Hirandar motioned for the company to take this stone road.
‘There’s gold in that sign,’ Drual said incredulously, as the company walked on past. ‘How is it that no one has stolen it?’
‘Ha!’ Forgrun snorted. ‘None do be stupid enough ter steal from ye Rhungari!’
‘Not everyone’s as dishonest as you,’ Jvarna scowled at Drual.
At every mile on the smooth stone road there was, without fail, another signpost with how many more miles it was to Khan Zhen. Every mile-sign Taem and his companions passed was a motivational spur, encouraging them to press on harder.
At thirty miles to Khan Zhen the stone road began to rise, as it left the flat wooded plains, and the companions were now striding through the rocky countryside of the low mountains. For as far as Taem could see up the grey road, as it wound and stretched high into the Dredgen, there was no sight of anyone else but the company of The Hand of Fire. Taem looked up at the great mountains, saw how they were so tall their peaks pierced through the grey clouds that filled the moody sky. There were still clumps of woodland and plateaus of grassy pastures in these low mountains, but Taem gazed ahead to where the road climbed and meandered through grey rock. Staring back west, Taem could still make out the sliver of the Mountain Way down below, trailing over the Grantlean plains, and leagues and leagues of countryside beyond, until the murky fog of a dreary day shrouded anything further.
‘Beaut’ful country!’ Forgrun patted Taem on the shoulder, as he paced on up the road.
‘Yes it is,’ Taem murmured to himself, as he followed after his companions.
The Hard of Fire trekked on past a squat stone lodge, set back from the road. Taem thought this lodge, with its dainty windows and small chimneybreast, was more akin to a sculpted cave than a house. It was so in keeping with its surroundings that, from a distance at least, it was hard to distinguish it from any other rocky outcrop.
‘Is this someone’s house?’ Baek asked his Rhungar friend.
‘Nay!’ Forgrun said. ‘It be a Ranger station, a Mckayley hut. There be many Mckayleys in ye western mountains, specially along ye roadsides.’
‘For in the mountains,’ Hirandar turned back to the others as Logan scouted ahead, ‘the weather can turn in an instant, from a mild day to a severe thunderstorm.’
‘Aye!’ Forgrun paced on after Logan. ‘Only in Dredgen can yhee ’ave four seasons durin’ one day!’
‘Yes,’ Hirandar gestured up towards the gathering clouds, ‘the thunder and lightning can be so fierce here, it’s safer to be under cover when the tempest strikes. The Grey Rangers take it as a matter of pride that there is always tinder, coal, drinking water, some dried foods and clean blankets to be found by those in need.’
‘They do be basic shelters,’ Forgrun said as they hiked past the Mckayley, ‘maintained an’ used by ye Grey Rangers. Any traveller be welcome ter find refuge within.’
‘The Grey Rangers allow not just Rhungars,’ Hirandar said, ‘but also men to use their shelters.’
‘Aye!’ Forgrun said proudly.
Taem could feel there was something brewing in the grey sky. Logan sensed it to, and urged the company to push on.
‘Drual!’ Jvarna called back to the rogue, who was lagging behind the horses.
‘I’m just covering the back trail!’ Drual snarled, but everyone could see he was tired and out of breath.
‘Well hurry up!’ Jvarna waited for the Darnean, with a cruel smirk on her face, as the others pushed on up the trail. ‘How is it an old woman has got more stamina than you?’
‘Look,’ Drual scowled, ‘your majesty, Drual Dhagren takes commands from no one–’
‘Except Logan Fornor, of course,’ Jvarna said flatly.
‘Well,’ Drual glared, ‘certainly no Shacainian!’
‘Okay then,’ Jvarna glowered at the rogue, ‘I guess the weakest of us should travel back here, behind the horses…’ The Shacainian jogged back up the road to report to Logan, leaving Drual glaring daggers into her back.
 
An hour later, the companions all glanced up as a loud crack of thunder rumbled through the mountains. Within moments, it began to pour harder than Taem had ever seen or felt. And there was nowhere to shelter. Whichever way Taem looked, lashing grey rain blocked his vision. The companions pulled up their hoods and struggled on through the rainstorm. Despite his Aborle cloak, Taem could feel his drenched clothes were sticking to his skin and growing ever heavier as they soaked up more water. When the next Mckayley hut came into view no one needed to be told to run for it, and all the companions sprinted for the stone shelter.
The company huddled into the one room hut, dragging Storm and Krun-Smiter inside through the low door.
‘Well this is cosy,’ Jvarna huffed as she was forced over the other side of the low room, away from the jumpy horses.
‘Perhaps,’ Drual sneered at the warrior woman, ‘you’d prefer it back outside?’
‘Well, perhaps,’ Jvarna said, ‘you should try and calm Storm and Krun-Smiter down, but they don’t suffer fools–’
‘Gladly!’ Drual snapped. ‘Even those horses are better conversation than you!’
‘I would say likewise!’ Jvarna said angrily. ‘Storm has better manners than you, and more of a backbone!’
‘You two would get on famously,’ Drual scoffed, ‘same intellect–’
Storm whinnied loudly, and Taem wondered if the mare’s ears had been burning.
‘Silence!’ Logan glared at Drual and Jvarna, as he rubbed Krun-Smiter down. ‘If you two do not stop your bickering, you will both be going for a walk outside to cool down.’
Jvarna and Drual continued to glower at each other.
Ragad had to drop his head and hunch his shoulders, the ceiling was so low. The Croma began to rub down Storm, and Taem heard the great Northman murmuring a song to the horse. It was so quiet that Taem had to strain his ears to hear it. He did not know if the song had words or was just a tune, but Ragad’s humming was so peaceful that both horses calmed down. Taem found it a pleasant sound after listening to Jvarna and Drual squabbling.
Baek discovered some candles in a wooden chest, and passed them to Hirandar. The Wizard lit up the dark room by sparking the candles with a thread of fire magic. Forgrun dragged some heavy woven mats out of a cupboard, so the companions did not have to sit on the stone floor. In the fireplace there were carefully stacked coal briquettes over a nest of dry tinder. Taem thought that fire would always be left ready to be lit, in case someone struggled into the Mckayley without the strength to build a fire. A tendril of flame spurted from Hirandar’s outstretched finger, and within moments a roaring fire was alive in the fireplace. Taem observed the flicker of disbelief in Ragad’s eyes at the magic, but it only lingered for an instant. Taem marvelled at the Croma; Ragad’s ability to conceal his emotions rivalled even the Sodan Master’s.
The companions all hung up their sodden cloaks to dry, and bunched together around the fireplace, warming their hands as they sat on the woven mats. Baek began to sneeze uncontrollably. The only other sound was the crackle of the fire, and the rain rattling on the glass windowpanes.
Taem thought he caught something moving past the outside of one of the hut’s windows. Logan spun round too. There was a silhouette against a dark sky. A loud knock at the door followed. Taem readied himself to leap into action. The door opened. Lightning tore the outside sky. And a Rhungar casually made his way inside.
Everyone turned in surprise to watch the new arrival. Logan loosened his blade in its scabbard. The Master did not release his grip on Mantioc’s hilt, as the Rhungar hung up his grey cloak and said, ‘That be an unusually cold one fer this time o’ year.’
As if the presence of eight outlanders were a normal thing, the grey-cloaked Rhungar put down his crossbow and axe, and sat down next to Ragad, to warm his hands at the fireplace. Taem saw this Rhungar had dark eyes, and jet black hair and beard. He did not wear the audacious clothes Taem had come to associate with Rhungars, but greys and shades of brown – to blend into the mountain terrain.
‘I be Strumval,’ the newcomer said, ‘o’ ye Rangers, an’ clan Galvin Tor.’
Logan released his grip on his sword.
‘Thank you,’ Hirandar said to Strumval. ‘For the Grey Rangers provided us shelter and warmth today.’
‘All be welcome here,’ Strumval said cheerily.
How refreshing it was to meet a genial Rhungar, Taem thought. Apart from Forgrun, this was the only friendly Rhungar that Taem had ever met.
Hirandar introduced herself, which received the honourary bow and knuckling of the forehead. After which, Hirandar went on to present everyone else to the Grey Ranger.
‘O’ clan Ironstone,’ Strumval remarked of Forgrun. ‘I be a friend ter many Ironstone in ye Mountain Rangers, thy clan-Rhungars make good fighters.’
‘I be Forgrun Krojan, son o’ Dugan. I too be havin’ friends o’ Galvin Tor, at my native Citadel o’ Dundean, far ter south.’
‘Yhee father be Lord o’ Stronghold?’ Strumval asked.
Forgrun nodded.
‘Yhee do be welcome ter ye lands o’ Khan Zhen,’ Strumval said to them all. ‘It be uncommon fer travellers ter enter these lands, but ye Rangers will see safe passage fer all good folk.’
‘You are alone?’ Logan asked, and Taem could tell this was unusual.
‘Me partner do left two day ago,’ Strumval said, ‘ter escort another party up ter citadel. In truth, he be jumpin’ at any excuse ter head back as his wife be with child, an’ be due any day. I be waitin’ down ’ere fer relief force, so I too can return ter citadel.’ Strumval glanced over the diverse members of the Hand of Fire. ‘It be a strange an’ unusual thing, ter meet such a mixed group be bound for me people’s empire. Strange enough ter meet one party, but yhee be ye second in as many days.’
Taem could see everyone’s ears perked up at this, and each of his companions leaned forward. Logan was the only one that did not move, but Taem knew the Master would be listening more carefully than anyone.
‘They be a larger group than yheeselves,’ Strumval went on. ‘Though nay nearly as friendly as yhee people. Nay! I do be feelin’ nay comfor’ble with them – nay at all. Strange that, non-Rhungars be rarely treadin’ ye winding mountain road, an’ then two groups do come along at once? In fact, that nay be ye only odd thing,’ Strumval rubbed his bearded chin. ‘I be due ter be relieved last night, or this morning at latest, but no Ranger do come? I do be never known fer Rangers ter be late...’
‘What do you remember of this other group,’ Hirandar asked intently.
‘Let me do think,’ Strumval mused. ‘There be a lord, an’ at least ten soldiers o’ his household – they be havin’ many ’orses. That man do nay be in charge though, ye leader be a nasty man with purple skullcap, black pointy beard, he be havin’ cold piercing eyes.’ The tough Rhungar shivered. ‘He may be wizard, but there be nothin’ good abou’ him.’
‘The lord was wearing house colours?’ Hirandar asked, although she had already formed suspicions.
‘Nay official house colours, I nay think,’ Strumval said. ‘But he be a big strong man with silver hair, but nay greyed through age, fer he be only in his middle years.’
Taem saw Logan shift uncomfortably.
‘The soldiers of the household?’ Hirandar said.
‘Oh aye,’ Strumval said. ‘Now I do remember. Aye. They all be havin’ badges on their jerkins. Their jackets be quartered yellow an’ sky blue, their house badges do be havin’ black doors on ’em.’
‘Defenders of The Gate?’ Jvarna said.
They had to be, Taem knew.
‘Led by their king,’ Hirandar said softly.
‘The description fits,’ Logan said reluctantly. ‘But why would Balthus go to the Rhungars?’
‘I fear it may be for the same reason as us,’ Hirandar said darkly.
This statement brought some uneasy looks amongst the companions. Taem looked to Baek, and his Aborle friend shook his head in disbelief.
‘They must have left Dolam the same time as we did,’ Hirandar sighed. ‘By horseback, they could have reached here before us – if they came direct. And they only would have done that if they had known The Gate would be besieged. Even the King of Grantle could not have known Kruns would be blocking The Gate... without some inside information,’ Hirandar muttered.
Baek gasped at what the Wizard was implying.
‘That is, of course,’ Hirandar spread her palms wide, ‘if this group is whom it suggests.’ Hirandar paused to weigh her words before she went on. ‘Isornel was once a Wizard of Jinamon, but he disappeared over ten years ago, whilst Logan and I were still travelling the length of Hathlore. Back then, Isornel was expelled from the Order for his increasingly… dangerous attitude.’
‘And we now know where Isornel has been in the years since,’ Logan said, ‘learning Dark magic from Calagar, Lord of Storms.’
Taem trembled at that damning proclamation, and he could see the worry in all the listening companions’ eyes – except Ragad’s. The Croma just looked intense. Taem could see the thought of a Greatseer of the Maliven did not bother the strong man.
‘Isornel came to the Fortress of Magic just before The Incursions,’ Hirandar said, ‘twenty years ago. Long was my search during those troubled times,’ Hirandar glanced at Logan, ‘and rarely was I at the Fortress as I travelled Hathlore. Whilst I was away, Isornel rose to become the highest Keyholder, and was set to join the Celestial Circle. But the Order had learnt much from the treachery of Calagar. The Circle kept a close watch on Isornel, and it was discovered he was indeed pursuing darker interests… Rather than face trial Isornel fled, and he has been on the run ever since. Whether Balthus is his conspirator, or unwilling pawn, is yet to be seen.’
‘I will not pass judgement until more is known,’ Logan said solemnly. ‘But sometimes the facts speak for themselves. However much you do not want something to be true, your will alone cannot make it so.’ Logan shook his head. ‘I will cease deceiving myself, and wishing things were different. If Balthus and his party are Dark Servants, we will deal with them like any other Shadowsworn.’
Taem heard how his Master’s voice was merciless. He knew, and so did all the rest of the company, that any Dark Servants unfortunate enough to meet Logan would not live long.
The rains of the storm cleared as swiftly as they had arrived. Soon the companions had left Strumval, and were trekking high towards the peaks. By the way Forgrun paced forth at the head of the company – for once quietly keeping to himself – Taem could tell his Rhungari friend was eager to get to Khan Zhen. When the Hand of Fire stopped for camp that night, Forgrun spoke of the hospitality they would receive at the Rhungari fortress, of the great feasts, the merriment to be found at the alehouses, and the colourful traditions of the Clans.
‘I too am excited to see the Rhungari city,’ Baek touched Forgrun’s shoulder, and the Rhungar became even more animated, as he raved about the sights he had promised to show the Aborle, many weeks ago, as they had walked towards Gulren.
As the company sat by the campfire, joking and laughing, Hirandar’s thoughts were more troubled than they had been in a long time. Although the Wizard would not burden the happy mood of the others, she knew the quest was becoming more dangerous with every step. Enemies were all around, and appearing unexpectedly. Hirandar hoped things would seem brighter once they reached the Rhungari city.
But the Wizard found heart, as she watched her friends around the campfire – their aliveness and their courage. Drual was cracking another joke to which everyone was laughing, including Logan, and even Jvarna – Hirandar allowed herself a wry smile at that. And Hirandar was pleased to see Logan laughing along too. The Sodan Master had been in a dark mood since Dolam, but with good reason. Hirandar knew Logan always had faith in people, believed people could be something more than they were. Hirandar hoped Balthus did not turn out to disappoint his old friend.
 
The following day, the company had made steady progress up into the high mountains when, as the dusk closed in, the next signpost told them the citadel was only two miles away. The warriors followed the path on with enthusiasm, past giant rocks and over rises in the undulating land.
‘We be arrivin’ in time ter catch dinner feast,’ Forgrun said eagerly, as the Hand of Fire strode on.
As the Rhungar told his companions of the great meal that awaited them, Logan cut in, ‘Quiet! Everyone!’
The company’s mood became serious and alert. In the distance, Taem could hear the faint noise of a mass gathering. Logan motioned for the company to make a defensive formation. Ragad and Baek took up the rearguard, Forgrun the left flank, Jvarna the right and Taem and Drual moved forward to match pace with Logan at the front. Hirandar remained in the centre. As the road went on, and the dusk darkened to night, Taem heard the drums become louder and the feral shouting recognisable. Taem shook his head in anger. How could the company suffer yet more misfortune? Taem knew those wild screams did not come from the throat of Man or Rhungar. They were the howls of his enemy.
 



Chapter 19 – Dark Forces Conspire
 
 
Taem could just make out the hunched shapes of Logan and Baek on the rocky ridge above, their outlines silhouetted against the night sky. He heard the clamour of a mass of unruly creatures, as it swayed in on the soft night wind. From time to time a tremendous boom reverberated through the dark mountains, and Taem wondered what in Hathlore could be making such a noise.
The other companions waited at the foot of the ridge for their friends to return. Jvarna stared up at the two shadowy figures lying on the hill rise. Ragad appeared unbothered, but Taem suspected the Croma was heedful of everything. Forgrun examined the edge of his war axe, running a finger along its polished edge, lost in his thoughts. Hirandar sat cross-legged with her eyes shut, deep in concentration. The Wizard’s palms were together, almost in prayer, with the middle and ring fingers folded over. Her hands shook, as they moved slowly up and down. Drual’s anxious gaze darted around into the surrounding darkness. Taem stood watching the ground to the rear of the ridge, just in case any enemy came that way.
Logan returned to the main party, leaving Baek at watch on the top of the rise. Logan gestured for the others to come in close, and the companions gathered round.
‘The stronghold lays under siege.’ Logan whispered. ‘A force of thousands of Kruns and Ugurs is encamped on the plateau outside the gates. With catapults positioned on the south-eastern ridge, the Krun launch boulders at the walls of the citadel. Whilst the Rhungars return fire with their black powder war machines, cutting swathes through the midst of the horde. Even as we now speak, the Ugurs are hammering a great battering ram against the fortress gates. But the conflict is in a stalemate. Those Rhungari gates will hold for weeks, and the Krun are too numerous for the Rhungari warriors to charge out and battle them on the plateau. It is impossible for us to enter through the front door. Are there any secret entrances?’ Logan looked to Forgrun.
‘Aye there must be,’ Forgrun murmured, ‘but nay that I do know. I never do be here before, an’ know nothing o’ Khan Zhen’s mysteries. Years ago, when ye Rhungars be greater in number, there would be many entrances ter ye stronghold.’ Forgrun sighed. ‘But there be no longer enough soldiers ter maintain all ye passages an’ gates of old, so corridors havin’ been sealed and filled in fer defence.’
‘Can we go around and continue the quest?’ Jvarna asked.
By the way Forgrun glared, Taem could see the Rhungar did not like that suggestion, but Logan shook his head anyway.
‘The path ahead will be infested with Ugurs,’ Logan whispered. ‘Progress would be slow and dangerous, all but impossible to slip through.’
‘Didn’t think you’d be one to shy away from danger,’ Jvarna said mockingly.
 Logan gave her a flat stare.
‘So what are you saying?’ Jvarna shrugged. ‘We wait for weeks – maybe months – for the siege to resolve itself, and maybe not in Rhungar favour?’
Forgrun snorted at that.
‘Dark forces conspire to delay our quest,’ Hirandar woke from her trance, and wearily rose to her feet, ‘when every hour plunges us into greater danger. We need both Rhungari support and counsel to aid the quest. We need to get inside the stronghold.’
‘The darkness is not always the enemy,’ Logan said softly, ‘it can be a strong ally on the battlefield.’
 ‘The Kruns can be deceived in the confusion of battle,’ Hirandar nodded to Logan.
‘Hold on a minute,’ Drual spoke for the first time. ‘You want the eight of us to mount an offensive against an Ugur army, thousands strong? Are you out of your minds? I knew this quest would be pure folly when I joined up with you people! I don’t even know why I’m here! Dangerous stupidity; not worth risking, even for the amount of gold you were talking about–’
‘Be silent!’ Logan said harshly.
‘Do you not care about anything but yourself?’ Jvarna glared at Drual. ‘Some of us are trying to do the right thing,’ she scowled, ‘but if gold is all you care about, the only thing you value in your life, don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll be well compensated later.’
Drual wilted in shame, and his arrogant façade dropped. Taem was surprised at Jvarna’s passionate outburst, and he could see he was not the only one. The warrior woman stalked off up the rise, to join Baek on the ridge.
Hirandar placed a reassuring hand on Drual’s shoulder, ‘You have a good heart, Drual; better than you would like to admit to yourself.’ Hirandar smiled at the downcast rogue. ‘Now all you need is a little faith.’
Hirandar said to them all, ‘The darkness can play tricks on the mind. Using my magic, and the night itself, we can deceive the Kruns into thinking our numbers are a hundred times greater.’ The Wizard grinned. ‘Taem, Forgrun and Ragad go back down the trail to the trees we passed two hundred yards back. Cut as many poles as you can carry, only so long,’ Hirandar held her hands one shoulder width apart, ‘and hurry back to this spot.’
Taem, Ragad and Forgrun jogged off into the darkness, and found the mountain trees. Taem gestured for Forgrun to attack the trees, and the Rhungar scowled. 
‘My axe do be a weapon,’ Forgrun said sourly, as he set to chopping up the trees with his war axe. ‘It nay be a woodsman’s tool!’
‘Keep your voice down!’ Taem glanced around into the darkness.
As quietly as they could, Taem and Ragad snapped the branches into bundles of smaller sticks. In no time, the three warriors returned back to the main company carrying no less than fifty branches. They had managed to pile at least thirty branches onto Ragad alone, in the cradle of his massive arms. Taem and Forgrun piled the sticks on the ground, and Hirandar pulled a yellow velvet pouch from a pocket in her cloak. The Wizard reached inside the pouch and took out some thick yellow paste, which she smeared over the point of a stick.
‘These need to be put at intervals along the ridge of the plateau,’ Hirandar handed the stick to Taem. ‘Either pushed into soft ground or held upright by stones, so the pasted end is at the top.’
Forgrun passed the next stick to Hirandar, and the Wizard smeared yellow paste on one end, as the rest of the company gathered round to help.
Taem climbed to the top of the ridge with some of these sticks, and got his first view of a Rhungari citadel. What Logan had called the plateau was a flat expanse bordered by low mountains.
‘Taem!’ Jvarna whispered, from where she lay beside Baek. ‘Over here.’
Taem kept to a low crouch as he ran to where Jvarna lay.
‘That horde is immense,’ Taem gaped at the Krun horde, sprawled out in a great muddle across the eastern plateau. They were a chaotic mass of swarming bodies, and he guessed there were four thousand Krun and Ugur. Their jeers and howls filled the night with menace. Taem looked to his left, and saw how the plateau’s largest peak housed the Rhungari fortress. It was hard to tell where the mountain ended and the citadel began. What had first seemed to be rocky outcrops, were battlements and towers carved from the mountainside, with many torches lining the ramparts. In the centre of the mountain wall was a great door. It was not made of wood, but rock that was darker than the stone of the surrounding mountains. 
One by one, the other companions scurried up the rise to join Jvarna, Baek and Taem.
‘Spread out the poles along the top of the ridge,’ Logan murmured. ‘Keep low to the ground!’
In a few minutes the warriors had spread the yellow-tipped poles for three hundred yards along the top of the ridge, and gathered back in the middle of the pole line.
Taem could see Drual and Jvarna shooting dubious glances at each other, unsure of the Wizard’s plan, whilst Forgrun eyed the noisy Krun Horde with an angry stare. Baek was frightened and withdrawn, wondering how they could possibly get to the citadel. Taem trusted Hirandar, but he could not see how this plan would work. He looked at the sheer size of the enemy army, and looked to his companions, saw their brows were heavy with fear and doubt. Even Ragad seemed full of misgiving. But then Taem saw Logan standing on the ridge, dauntless as ever, and that gave him strength.
‘Now, Drual,’ Hirandar said, over the howls of the far-off horde, ‘witness the power of ancient magic.’
Hirandar began to chant. As she spoke wisps of fog began to rise off the ground at her feet, and spread out to the boots of Logan and Ragad, by the Wizard’s sides. The Northman gawped in wonder – the first time Taem had seen unguarded emotion in the Croma. Even Drual, with all his worldly experience, had astonishment in his eyes.
Storm neighed in wild-eyed fear, but Taem steadied the mount. Baek caressed Krun-Smiter’s nose, and whispered reassurance to the whinnying horse.
The mysterious mist grew into a huge dense fog that covered the companions, and it surged out down the ridge, towards the clamouring Krun army. Taem felt goose bumps all over his body. It was not the cold of the mist, but the unearthly feel of magic that caused him to shiver. Taem saw the petrified look in Forgrun’s eyes. Jvarna was clutching her spear and shaking, Drual was sweeping his crossbow from side to side, and there was even a grimace of fear on Ragad’s stony face.
 Half the plateau was now enveloped in the grey haze, and most of the Kruns had ceased their jeering to gape at the ethereal fog. It was so thick that Taem could no longer see his companions’ faces, only their vague outlines. Hirandar gripped her staff in two hands, moving to hold it vertical, as she continued to cast her spell. Without warning, a brilliant white flare erupted from the top of Hirandar’s staff. All the companions except Logan leapt back. The blazing staff lit up the ground and fog around the company. It was so bright that Taem had to shield his eyes. Hirandar pointed the flare-tipped staff far away to the left. Most of the companions gasped, as the left-most pole burst alive with the same bright light. The next one in line rent the night with pure light, and the one adjacent to that, like a spark running along a trail of black powder, until all the poles from left to right were alight. Taem’s jaw hung low as he gawked at the blinding wall of supernatural light, shrouded in fog and shadows, that stretched from one end of the ridge line to the other.
If Taem could have seen the faces of the Kruns, he would have seen panic spreading through their ranks.
Holding her staff in her right hand, Hirandar raised her left palm upwards. As she did, strange booming whispers began to emanate out of the fog. The companions cast uneasy glances into the mist. The spectral echoes started as whispers but, as Hirandar’s hand rose, they became piercing screams. Something moved in the mist, and Taem reared back in fright. He glanced over his shoulder. There it was again! He swept Estellarum from its sheath. A shadow was sweeping, circling and swooping. Taem sensed the creature. Felt its chill. The shadow moved too fast and too lightly. A spirit from another world! A shiver tingled down Taem’s spine.
‘What was that?’ Baek cried.
‘Decu watch o’er us,’ Forgrun mumbled from somewhere in the fog.
More shadows were gliding through the mist, forming the silhouettes of the warriors – phantom doppelgangers of the real companions. The companions leapt back and huddled together, as the ghostly forms drifted through the haze.
Grasping her staff like an infantryman, Hirandar marched forward into the fog. Logan drew his blade and followed, with the others just behind, loosening their weapons and catching up to Hirandar and Logan. None of the companions wanted to be left alone in the mist.
The Wizard thrust her staff into the air, in the direction of the Krun army, and the companions watched in amazement as a sphere of red light whooshed out of Hirandar’s staff, followed a few seconds later by a green and then a blue globe. Unbeknown to the warriors, the spheres of coloured light twirled high into the air above the Kruns’ heads. The Kruns and Ugurs stared up at the balls of light, mesmerised. But they all recoiled in fear as the flying globes exploded, in starbursts of light, with a deafening bang so loud it shook the ground.
‘What was that?’ Baek asked, as the earth moved.
‘The Light knows!’ Jvarna shivered.
‘Light help us!’ Drual yelled.
‘Relax,’ Logan said calmly, ‘and keep close to Hirandar.’
Shaken by the boom, the Kruns cowered away from the mist, from which an army of shadow warriors menaced toward them.
‘Da Spirits ov Rhungar ancestors!’ Some Kruns screamed.
‘Ghosts!’ Cried others.
It was at this opportune moment that the great gates of the citadel opened. Hundreds of armoured Rhungars charged to meet the Kruns, bellowing their battle cries. The Krun army turned tail and fled the plateau, abandoning their camps and war machines.
All this was unknown to the companions, who could see and hear nothing beyond the spectral whispers and shrieks of the fog around them.
‘The Krun have broken,’ Hirandar whispered, she alone could see ahead.
The rest of the company just followed the Wizard’s blazing staff, as they shot frightened glances into the mist.
The white flame on the end of Hirandar’s staff winked out of existence. The moment it died, so also did the white lights back up on the ridge, and the ghostly noises of the mist.
‘Thank the Light for that!’ Baek whispered, and most of the companions sighed in relief.
Taem knew those spectres had been Hirandar’s creation, but he was still relieved they were gone. The mist dissipated, and Taem perceived more of his surroundings. Hirandar was leading the Hand of Fire to the gates of Khan Zhen, as the last of the Rhungar warriors returned inside the citadel.
A couple of minutes later, the company strode through the great doors into the mighty fortress of stone. Taem glanced around in wonder at how the gigantic doors were operated by a complex system of giant cogs and chain pulleys. Even The Gate, back in Grantle, was not as substantial as these Rhungari doors. Taem was bewildered when the doors slammed shut behind Logan, crashing together with surprising speed, and with no visible gatekeepers to operate them.
Inside the enormous gates a Rhungar in full armour, with a long greying beard and determined silver eyes, waited for them. Taem could see a great passage led on into the depths of the mountain, illuminated by burning torches set into the tunnel walls.
‘Logan Sodan,’ the grey bearded Rhungar said in shock, ‘an’ Great One Hirandar!’ The Rhungar shook his head in amazement. ‘Yhee are favoured by ye Ancestor-Gods! I should do known, when I see such magics. There be few in Hathlore who do command such power.’ The Rhungar knuckled his forehead to Hirandar. ‘Yhee an thy friends be most welcome, most welcome!’ He bowed to the whole company, and shook Forgrun’s hand in the Rhungar manner.
Taem winced as the Rhungars’ arms slammed together with bone crunching power, each clasping the other’s right forearm with their right hand.
 ‘This be an honour, Lord Captain Harnan,’ Forgrun mumbled, and dipped his head low as he met the Rhungar Lord.
‘Yhee still be alive, Grim Wanderer?’ Harnan grinned.
‘Still alive, my friend,’ Logan clasped forearms with the Rhungar Lord.
‘Yhee Light do truly favour yhee so,’ Harnan shook his head in disbelief.
Taem marvelled at the Rhungari Lord’s heavy armour – it was etched with zildar decoration! He knew zildar was the most precious element of Hathlore, a metal more ardent than silver, more glowing than gold. The same metal that swirled through Estellarum’s crosspiece.
‘For yhee that do nay know,’ the Rhungar Lord began, ‘I be Harnan Molboroth, Captain o’ ye Citadel Guard.’
Taem saw how Harnan had an axe of Kalador engraved into each of his metal wrist guards. Taem knew, from Forgrun, that those were badges of valour, which said Harnan had served protecting the Clan King in the legendary Kalador Guard.
‘I do nay begin ter understand ye power o’ magic,’ Harnan shook his head, ‘but we truly be seein’ thine worth today! We be thinkin’ relief force be comin’ from a southern stronghold, but nay! Our saviours do be numberin’ just eight! A strange an’ varied group yhee be,’ Harnan glanced from person to person. ‘Thy efforts lifted ye siege, fer which yhee have me thanks, an’ ye gratitude o’ ev’ry Rhungar in this city. Please, yhee be comin’ with me. Me Lord Drogal, ye Lord o’ ye Citadel, will undoubt’ly want ter speak with yhee.’
Harnan led the Hand of Fire into the mountainside, down a vast passage, through a second set of colossal doors – the twins of the outside doors – and under an elevated portcullis. Harnan took the company along a passage with a smooth arching roof, fifty foot wide. In the passage walls, Taem observed there were small slits in the rock. Through those shadowy arrow slits, Taem could see many pairs of Rhungari eyes watching the company.
A distance from the second door, which was now closing – again, with no one visibly operating it – were a third pair of opening gates, and another raising portcullis.
‘It’s ingenious!’ Taem whispered to Baek. ‘These doors are linked like a chain of weirs in a canal.’
‘Aye,’ Forgrun said. ‘If one door be open, the others must be shut.’ 
‘These Rhungar tunnels are layered with defences upon other defences,’ Taem glanced up at two large holes in the ceiling, between the door and the portcullis, from where hot tar could be poured down on invaders.
A further hundred foot deeper into the passage, Taem could now see the tunnel was blocked by a stone wall that loomed up out of the darkness, sealing the whole passage from floor to ceiling. In the centre of the wall was a small door, and to each side and above this last door, Taem saw more lines of arrow slits. In the centre of the wall, above the door, there were two deep sunken holes.
‘Fer cannons.’ Forgrun pointed up, when he saw the puzzled look on Taem’s face. ‘Any enemy that ever do penetrate this far into ye mountain will be havin’ balls o’ lead flying at them at tremendous speed.’ Forgrun smiled at the thought of Kruns fleeing from the wall, under cannon fire.
‘Throug’out hist’ry,’ Harnan gazed at the wall with admiration, ‘nay enemy do ever breached ye inner wall. Fer an enemy ter reach ye citadel, they do be havin’ ter absorb enormous losses.’
The group walked on through the inner wall, in single file. Taem heard the muttering rumblings of Grumbold – the coarse Rhungari battle language – coming from arrow slits and tar holes overhead, as he walked through the tight passage.
After the inner wall, the wide passage continued as before, and Taem saw tunnels running off to the sides, to the arrow slits that lined the previous passages.
‘It is astonishing,’ Taem whispered to Logan, ‘the cleverness of this defensive system. The whole citadel can be defended, right up to the inner wall, without a single Rhungar warrior being in real danger.’
Logan nodded, ‘Many years of threat and war, have taught the Rhungars they need to build great fortresses to live up here, to protect their people from dark creatures that roam these mountains.’
Now that the Hand of Fire were through the inner wall, they saw many Rhungars stomping past. Taem noticed how every Rhungar carried their axe with an easy familiarity, and he saw the great strength of body and will in these sullen warriors. Taem watched as many Rhungar soldiers touched their fists together in homage to Harnan, as the Rhungar Captain paced on past.
‘What does this mean?’ Taem touched his fists together, as he spoke to Forgrun.
‘Tis ye Gromm sign o’ respect fer skill in battle,’ Forgrun murmured.
Harnan led the Hand of Fire through a vast antechamber, twice the size of the paddock back at Taem’s home farm. This great chamber was full of shadows, lit by the flicker of countless torches and fires. There were hundreds of Rhungars in the chamber, all stout and stern, and ready for war. Taem saw there were many Rhungari Clan warriors – in the colours of their clans – two hundred Citadel Guard, five score Brothers of Gromm, a thirty strong unit of Storm Hammers, and handfuls of Grey Rangers sitting around the campfires.
The gathered Rhungars glanced up at the diverse company of the Hand of Fire, and Taem could see many of those Rhungari stares were sceptical.
Taem recognised the Brothers of Gromm, sitting separate from all the other Rhungar warriors. Like Bodran, their bodies were covered in swirling white tribal tattoos, showing their dedication to the way of Gromm. Taem thought those tattoos made them look ghostly and ferocious – truly terrifying to the enemies of the Rhungari Empire.
‘No need to stare,’ Hirandar murmured to Baek, as Harnan led the Hand of Fire on.
‘Why do they have white tattoos?’ Baek whispered to the Wizard.
‘White is the colour of the Shade World,’ Hirandar said quietly. ‘When Rhungars die they believe they go to the Shade World, endure there whilst the Ancestor-Gods deliberate whether they are worthy to enter the Misty Halls. If the Gods prevent their entry, they are condemned to an eternity as a wraith. I believe the Brothers of Gromm cover themselves in white tattoos because they see themselves as living wraiths.’ 
‘Well,’ Drual said smugly to Jvarna, ‘looks like you succeeded in keeping me around for a little longer.’
Jvarna gave the rogue an icy glare, ‘You must be delusional.’
‘I know when a woman wants me,’ Drual smirked.
‘You’re soon going to know what it’s like,’ Jvarna laid a hand on one of the daggers in her belt, ‘when a woman wants to kill you!’
‘Ha,’ Drual scoffed, ‘join the queue! I’m sorry princess,’ Drual grinned, ‘but it wouldn’t work between us–’
‘What!’ Jvarna hissed.
‘I can’t go out with you,’ Drual said innocently. ‘I’m Drual Dhagren, the dashing hero! Imagine the outcry amongst the ladies at court if you and me… no. It wouldn’t be fair on all my admirers.’ The rogue trailed off after Harnan and Logan, leaving Jvarna fuming.
Taem shook his head at the rogue, as he and his friends snaked through the Brothers of Gromm. Taem was amazed how the Brothers of Gromm all had massive muscular torsos. But then, he remembered Forgrun had told him their only pastime, aside from drinking stupefying quantities of beer, and searching for death in combat, was doing unfathomable numbers of press-ups.
‘In becoming a Brother of Gromm,’ Hirandar whispered, ‘Gromm will forgive a Brother his sins, allow him admission to the Misty Halls – regardless of the wishes of the other Ancestor-Gods. For Gromm is the strongest of all the Gods, and none can stand against him – save Odrin.’
‘Odrin?’ Baek murmured. ‘Forgrun said Odrin is the King of all the Rhungari Gods?’
‘Yes,’ Hirandar said softly. ‘Odrin is the Lord of the Ancestor-Gods, but it is not his place to decide admittance to the Misty Halls. For he is the eldest of the Gods, the father to all. If the choice were to Odrin, he would never turn any Rhungar away from his halls. However, this simply cannot be. So Odrin must leave the other Gods to decide who enters the Misty Halls. And if Gromm wishes a Rhungar to enter the Halls, there is no other who has the strength to oppose him.’
Harnan led the company across the cavern, past the campfires of the Storm Hammers. They had burnished heavy armour, which had a dark blue sheen, and wore long black cloaks – black was the Rhungar colour of piety and responsibility. All Rhungars were stern, but none were more sullen than these Storm Hammers.
‘Don’t stare!’ Hirandar murmured at Baek. ‘Those Rhungars are not fond of the Aborle.’
‘They have no axes?’ Baek said in amazement.
‘The Storm Hammers,’ Hirandar whispered, ‘as the name suggests, carry a warhammer – the Rhungari weapon of retribution.’ Hirandar took a shifty look around before she continued, ‘Rhungars believe storms happen when the Gods are angry, and the Storm Hammers fight to appease the wrath of the Gods. They are the avengers of the Rhungar world, the grudge bearers who will right any slight committed against their people. They are also the custodians of the Rhungar temples, and absolute sticklers for tradition.’
Taem marvelled at how much information the Wizard had on the Rhungars, but he knew Hirandar had spent years studying their ways.
 
‘I wouldn’t want you if you were the last man in the whole of Hathlore!’ Jvarna hissed under her breath, as she and Drual followed Harnan and Logan – who were talking amongst themselves about the Krun threat.
‘You don’t need to pretend with me anymore,’ Drual smirked, as the warriors made for the torch-lit tunnel out of the first antechamber.
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about?’ Jvarna snarled.
‘You know.’ Drual smiled.
Jvarna scowled, ‘The only thing you’re going to know is the back of my hand–’
‘Woa!’ Drual threw his hands wide, ‘settle down my Lady! There’ll be plenty of time for that later…’
‘What!’ Jvarna screamed. ‘You big-headed buffoon! I’d sooner kiss a Rhungar!’
At which many Rhungars, sitting around the campfires, turned to the Shacainian. Jvarna went the deepest shade of purple, as she hurried on to catch up Logan.
‘Well, my Lady,’ Drual grinned at Jvarna, ‘as you can see,’ the rogue gestured to the many watching Rhungars, ‘that can easily be arranged!’
 
The Hand of Fire went through another set of great gates, into Khan Zhen’s main chamber, the Under City. They were all struck dumb. Even Logan and Hirandar, and the two Rhungars, were awed to silence by the incredible spectacle. Taem gazed up at the vast roof, hundreds of feet overheard. The Rhungars called this vast space a chamber, but Taem thought that was an inadequate word to describe the sheer size of this immense space. The Under City was as big as Gulren. How the mountain peak was supported by little but air was a structural impossibility.
‘Amazing!’ Taem whispered. Taem had to blink and refocus his eyes, but they were not deceiving him. The massive roof seemed to have nothing to hold it up! It was the most astonishing architecture Taem had yet seen.
‘I told yhee that yhee do be impressed!’ Forgrun grinned at Baek, as the Aborle gazed over the Under City in wonder.
‘Durin’ day time,’ Harnan said, ‘ye city chamber be lit by outside light via a system o’ shafts an’ mirrors.’
But as it was night, Taem looked out over the Under City and saw how it was covered in a blanket of lights, each one a twinkling glow of warmth in the darkness of the underground. Staring up, he saw how crystals gleamed far overheard, reflecting the light below, and he wondered if the Rhungars had embedded their own stars in the rock ceiling of their Under City. Taem could see there were hundreds of giant iron braziers, full of smouldering red coal, scattered over the rock floor. They bathed the entire chamber in a red glow, giving the Under City a welcoming feel, and the impression of great strength. The rumble of hundreds of Rhungar conversations circled around the city, both in Grumbold and the common tongue.
‘Forgive me, my friend,’ Baek laid a hand on Forgrun’s huge shoulder. ‘I was ignorant when I called stone cold and lifeless. I never even dreamed of such a place as this.’
‘Yhee be humble,’ Forgrun bowed to the Aborle, ‘an’ gracious o’ speech – far more than I. Long may we be friends, Baek o’ Borleon.’
There were numerous single-story houses, made entirely of stone, with flat stone roofs and stout little chimneys. Taem saw how the buildings themselves were all bland and grey, but clan allegiance was often blazoned across them by way of a coloured metal plaque, or sculpture, attached to the house. In some places, houses were built on top of other houses in stacks. Up the sides of the sweeping chamber walls there were also dwellings built into the rock face, joined by stone stairwells, with lamp-lit balconies overlooking the Under City.
Harnan led the Hand of Fire towards the stronghold at the far end of the great chamber, and they passed through different areas of the subterranean city, each denoted by sculptures – crafted metalwork of the symbols of the different Clans.
‘That be Ironstone’s,’ Forgrun pointed out to Taem his clan’s insignia, of a hammer hitting an anvil. ‘An’ that be Arcanlode’s,’ Forgrun gestured to a metal sculpture of a lightning bolt striking fire. ‘Arcanlode be ye smallest clan, an’ ye most secretive. They do tend ter be engineers or met’lurgists. Arcanlode colours be light green an’ deep blue. An’ that be Bronzkiln’s symbol,’ Forgrun pointed to two crossed pick axes.
‘Bronzkiln is one of the smaller clans,’ Hirandar said to Taem and Baek, ‘they take pride in their mining culture. The Bronzkiln colours are bronze and purple.’
‘Although Bronzkilns be mining specialists,’ Forgrun said as they walked, ‘all Rhungars do learn ter mine, because using pick do build up ye strength an’ dexterity needed ter use fightin’ axe.’
Taem was amazed at how noisy, how active and how alive the Under City was. Rhungars shouted to each other with their booming voices, Rhungari children ran and played loud games, and everywhere Taem looked he saw the swirl of the colours of the clans. Even though half the Under City was uninhabited, the streets that were lived in were full to the seams with Rhungar families. Taem found that strange. He would have thought that, given there were so many empty houses in the stone city, the Rhungars would spread out to fill the space. But instead they all preferred to live on top of each other.
Taem could see all the Rhungar-women were prepared for war too. The women all looked stout and tough. They each carried a Rhungari war axe, and had bigger shoulders than any man Taem had ever seen – except for Ragad.
Despite the cold reception from the Rhungar warriors in the ante-chamber, Taem and his friends was greeted warmly by the Rhungars in the Under City. Taem saw the disbelief in Baek’s eyes as he watched the thumping way the Rhungars greeted Forgrun. They smashed each other so hard with their handshake that anyone but a Rhungar or Ragad would have been sent flying.
‘Welcome ter Khan Zhen,’ a grey bearded Rhungar said to Taem, as he extended his hand.
‘Thank you,’ Taem hesitantly held out his arm, and braced for impact.
The Rhungar gently clasped his massive hand on Taem’s forearm, without any thunderous backswing. Taem smiled in relief, and the grey bearded Rhungar winked at him, before he went on to shake arms with Forgrun in the usual crashing Rhungari way.
The Hand of Fire walked on past open squares where placid Dhurran horses were crowded together, penned in with livestock that would have normally been housed outside the citadel on the plateau. The company also passed numerous Rhungari alehouses as they strode down the street to the stronghold. Taem saw that each alehouse was advertised by a sculpture of an ale tankard frothing over with beer. The taverns were all full, and the sound of gruff talking and shouting was thick on the fumy air. Taem even caught snatches of the battle song Forgrun had taught the townspeople of Gulren.
‘As you know from our very own Forgrun,’ Hirandar said to Taem, ‘a Rhungar’s favourite pastime is gossiping in the alehouses, whilst consuming vast quantities of beer.’ 
‘Aye.’ Forgrun glanced into the alehouses. ‘Other than be drinkin’, an’ when we nay away fightin’ wars with Kruns and Ugurs, we Rhungars do love ter hunt ye dangerous creatures that be livin’ in ye wild mountains – ye evil trolls, Gaurgans an’ cyclops.’
‘It is hard to comprehend all this life goes on under mountain rock,’ Taem said to Forgrun, ‘concealed from the outside world. I gaze over this great Under City and I see courage, life and strength. It is a wonderful place.’
‘Aye, my friend,’ Forgrun patted Taem’s shoulder, with a beaming smile.
‘We will have to stay here,’ Logan said to Hirandar and Harnan, ‘until we have some notion of what the Krun are doing. They flee eastwards along the paths we need to take, and there is no other way around.’
‘Agreed,’ Hirandar nodded, ‘the pass is too narrow to slip through unseen. We’ll have to wait and see what the Kruns do. But they are restless creatures, and won’t stay where they are for long. If they head back south, taking the easier path back to the Lost Realms, the high pass will be open to us.’
‘If the Ugurs return to lay siege,’ Logan murmured, ‘will they not cage us inside the mountain?’
‘If they do,’ Hirandar whispered, ‘I know an old passage, a dark way, all but forgotten. The Krun will not know to look there. It is an exit only, and impossible to find from the outside.’
Heading for the stronghold at the Under City’s far end, the companions passed the hammering chink of metal struck on anvil, and the smouldering fires of the busy weapon forges. Taem knew the night-time was better for forging blades – easier to see when the glowing metal reach the right heat.
‘The weaponsmiths,’ Hirandar gestured to the forges, ‘the most prestigious of the smiths, work up here in the Under City. But in the sub-levels below, there are great forges and furnaces where other smiths create the majority of the metal-craft. These workshop fires warm the Under City via excavated tunnels and vents – it’s all very clever,’ Hirandar grinned. ‘Further beneath the workshop levels, far deep under the ground, there are great mines and grottos where metals, coal and gems are found in abundance. You see, Rhungars have an uncanny knack of discovering rich veins of mineral deposits. More than half of Hathlore’s metal is mined from the handful of remaining Rhungari citadels.’
Taem gaped up at the lord’s stronghold, with its torch-lit towers and battlements cut from the rock. Dauntless, fierce and indomitable, the stronghold loomed over the subterranean city, exuding shelter and protection. If things got to their worst, the Rhungars could fall back to the stronghold and make a last stand. Taem knew that stronghold must extend deep into the rock, and he could only see part of the citadel from the outside – a half ring of battlements, which were so smooth they had the look of being carved from one piece of rock.
‘Yhee will be received by ye Clan Council,’ Harnan said to Hirandar and Logan, as they walked up to the castle gates.
Citadel Guards jumped to attention and saluted Harnan, as the company passed by. These Citadel Guard had hulking plate armour, over a black tunic weaved with gold thread. They bore round shields and domed helms, with the crest of a swooping gold falcon in a silver sky – the insignia of Khan Zhen. Taem saw the respectful gleam in the Rhungari soldiers’ eyes, as they watched Captain Harnan stride past.
Harnan led the companions down a passage with sweeping stone arches overhead, and iron torches set at every pillar. The passage had no furnishing or pictures. Unlike the way Rhungars dressed, their buildings were devoid of any colour. Inside the castle, serving Rhungars rushed past the companions on urgent tasks, wearing brown tabards with armbands displaying their clan colours – always two colours in alternating bands.
‘What are the other clans?’ Taem asked Forgrun as they walked.
‘Strumval’s clan,’ Forgrun said, ‘Galvin Tor, usu’ly be Rhungars known ter like ye outside. They be good hunters an’ trackers, an’ of’en do became Grey Rangers. Ye Galvin Tor colours be sky blue an’ navy blue.’
Tsun Cloud were known as strongly religious Rhungars. They looked to the sky for inspiration, and were likely to become priests or rune lords. The Tsun Cloud colours were orange and silver. Claymore were another clan with a strong warrior ethos. They were the only Rhungars that were certain to be carrying swords. They carried axes as well, but always had a Claymore strapped to their side. The Claymore – from which the clan took its name – was a heavy double-edged long sword of Rhungari design. Claymore colours were red and green.
From Taem’s point of view, the most unusual of the Rhungar clans were the Browen Dal, the gardeners of the Rhungars. The passion of these Rhungars was not in metals or stone, but in living things. The Rhungars of Browen Dal tended the land and cultivated whatever the citadels needed in terms of livestock, vegetables and crops. They also shepherded the herds of mountain bison and flocks of giant flightless birds called gollys. The Browen Dal colours were green and gold.
Harnan – still deep in conversation with Logan – took the Hand of Fire into a large chamber. By the direction they had come, Taem thought they were deep inside the mountain rock. This chamber had a monstrous fireplace, at the far end of the vast hall, which must have had a chimney to the outside. A roaring blaze in that massive hearth would keep the Rhungars warm in their bitterly cold winters. Despite there being no windows the chamber was bright, for there were lights, lanterns and iron braziers afire everywhere. The grey stone walls were plain, and the room was full of seated Rhungars. The tables were made of beaten sheets of curved metal, with a dark red sheen. Taem counted seven parallel tables, one for each of the clans, and all the Rhungars sitting at these tables wore their clan colours in different styles of baggy tunics and billowing trousers.
There were twenty Rhungars at each table, and the eclectic group of the Hand of Fire drew some surprised stares and murmurs. Especially, it seemed, the Aborle who was one of them. Taem noticed, of all the Rhungars he had seen, Forgrun was the biggest around – matched only by Harnan.
Taem had heard food and drink – and mealtimes in general – were important to the Rhungars, and this great room served not only as a room to receive guests and discuss policies, but as a grand dining hall. The chamber had an eighth table on a raised platform, running perpendicular to the heads of the seven clan tables. Each of the Clan Lords sat at this high table, looking down their own clan tables. Seven Clan Lords in total, sitting either side of the Citadel Lord. Also on the high table, sat a venerable Rune Lord and a High Priest of Odrin. These important Rhungars sat with their backs to the wall, gazing out over the dining hall and the Rhungars of their Clans.
The company came to a halt in front of the high table, with the clan tables at their backs, presenting themselves to the Citadel Lord.
Drogal, the Citadel Lord, rose and said formally, ‘Be welcome friends, old an’ new. Receive ye thanks o’ ev’ry Rhungar here an’ in me city. Be seated at me table.’
Drogal of Bronzkiln, the Citadel Lord of Khan Zhen, was one of the few Rhungars at the tables not wearing clan colours. The Citadel Lord was supposed to favour no clan above any other, but often looked preferably on his own – known unofficially as the “ruling clan”.
Taem saw that Drogal had a long wolf-grey beard, and wise brown eyes. Even for a Rhungar, Drogal’s nose was big and his cheekbones protrusive. He was elderly, but not frail. Taem could see that, despite his age, Drogal’s body was filled with the vigour of Rhungari fortitude. On his finger was a ring of pure zildar. That metal drew Taem’s eyes. He noted how there were no guards in this great hall. There was no need. Every Rhungar was a warrior.
Serving Rhungars came forward, carrying metal chairs for the companions, and Harnan went and sat on the other side of the table, on Drogal’s right hand side. Hirandar and Logan sat opposite Drogal and Harnan, whilst the other companions spread out down the table.
‘Yhee be few in number,’ Drogal announced for everyone to hear, ‘but thy might drove ye Kruns away. Yhee are fore’er welcome ter citadel Khan Zhen. Let ye feast begin!’ The Citadel Lord bellowed, and all the Rhungars in the room began talking amongst themselves.
Serving Rhungars began running plates, stacked with meat, and huge tankards full of ale, starting at the high table then moving down to the clan tables. The Rhungars ravenously attacked the meat and beer, like nothing Taem had seen before. They ate with their hands, slopped food and drink down their fronts, and talked with their mouths full. Still, Taem knew it was just their way, but goodness knows what Baek thought of it all, with his reserved Aborle sensibilities. Taem realised Forgrun had done them a great politeness in the past, eating in a way that would not offend his non-Rhungar friends. But now Forgrun was back at a Rhungari table, he was worse than any other that sat there.
‘Great One,’ Drogal said reverently, touching his forehead in the strange way Rhungars always did to show their respect for a Wizard. ‘Ye Firefist be most welcome in ye halls o’ Rhungars, especially in these dark times.’
‘It is good to see your mountain halls again, Drogal,’ Hirandar dipped her head, ‘Lord of Khan Zhen. But alas, we cannot stay long. Our path heads eastward through the high mountains to the City of Night.’
‘Yhee mean ter take ye Blizzen Passes?’ Drogal asked.
‘Ye danger o’ that road be great,’ Harnan said.
‘The need is greater,’ Hirandar said solemnly. 
‘Tis strange,’ Drogal mused. ‘Two day ago, one o’ Rangers returned sayin’ there be a wizard headed fer ye Blizzen Passes. I do be forgettin’ it, as ye Kruns be comin’ hours after that Ranger do returned.’
Hirandar raised her eyebrow at this.
‘Neveryeless,’ Drogal said, ‘that party o’ this other wizard must be dead, for their path do be meetin’ ye Kruns.’
‘Indeed,’ Hirandar grimaced, less convinced than the Citadel Lord.
‘I do know this ranger,’ Drogal rubbed his chin thoughtfully. ‘He be stout, but something do have him flustered. He do been glad ter escape this fright’ning wizard an’ his friends. Said he could nay help but be feelin’ uneasy an’ fearful o’ them.’
‘He’s lucky to have his life,’ Hirandar sighed.
Although Drogal did not notice, Logan, Harnan and Taem heard the deeper meaning in the Wizard’s words.
‘What do send yhee eastwards by treacherous roads,’ Drogal asked, ‘an’ with such haste?’
‘A quest for an item of huge consequence,’ Hirandar said cryptically.
 But Drogal seemed satisfied as he nodded his head, ‘Yhee ’ave always be a selfless ally o’ Rhungars, Hirandar o’ ye Firefist. If I could spare yhee army, I would. But with Kruns do knockin’ at my doors, an’ far worse in ye eastern mountains, I can nay spare yhee a single axe.’
‘Me Lord,’ the old Rhungari priest jumped in, sat on Drogal’s left. He wore long robes of brown and grey – dull for a Rhungar, Taem thought. ‘Ye rains have nay fallen fer nine days, an’ ye wind continue ter blow from ye north, tis certain signs that Odrin favours us again. I be assured by these signs that Kruns do nay return. Odrin’s hand do move ter protect us! Ye weather omens be definite proof.’
Harnan raised his eyes to the sky, as Hirandar shook her head in disbelief.
‘Aye, aye,’ Drogal said dismissively to the priest. ‘As Odrin wills it – I take comfort from thy council, Priest Grond. Yhee be sayin’, me Lady Hirandar?’
‘I have amassed a company of might for this task,’ Hirandar gestured to her companions sat at the table. ‘For which the Rhungars are represented.’
‘Forgrun Krojan, o’ Dundean,’ Drogal nodded. ‘He be a strong an’ proud example o’ me people. His father do be well known, as it be said he do be in time – after he do pass ye impetuousness o’ youth.’
‘How be a friend o’ mine be nay welcome at this table?’ Forgrun slammed his tankard down on the table, and stood up. The great hall went silent. Everyone in the chamber turned to watch Forgrun.
‘I merely be remarkin’,’ said a Rhungar, sat opposite Baek, ‘how times do have changed, ter be havin’ Aborle present in ye halls o’ me ancestors.’ This Rhungar had a Claymore sword, and wore the red and green of his clan. ‘Yhee Aborle be nay friend o’ us Rhungars. Even if Forgrun o’ Ironstone do forget ye past, we Claymores do remember! We Claymores still respect ye ancestors!’
There were murmurs of agreement throughout the great hall. The Aborle should not be trusted. They had the blood of traitors.
‘This Aborle be battle-brother worthy o’ thy Ancestors!’ Forgrun raised a fist towards the Claymore.
Taem saw many rosy Rhungar faces go wide open with shock and outrage.
‘This Ironstone do break ancient custom,’ the watching Rhungars muttered amongst themselves.
‘More than that,’ Forgrun boomed, ‘this Aborle be me friend, ter which, fer me it do nay matter which people!’
‘An’,’ the Claymore Rhungar roared at Forgrun, raising his voice in challenge as he stood up. ‘How ye times do take a turn fer ye worst if an Aborle be sittin’ at ye table o’ me forefathers!’
‘Yhee insult me friend!’ Forgrun snarled. ‘Therefore, yhee insult me!’
‘Come on lads we’re all friends here,’ Drual held up his hands.
Taem saw the look of sheer bewilderment on Baek’s face.
To his alarm, Taem noticed Harnan was smiling – smiling!
‘I do insult yhee Ironstone,’ the Claymore Rhungar bellowed, as he planted his fists on his hips. ‘For are yhee true Rhungar be? Or do yhee be weak half-Rhungar turncoat?’
Forgrun shouted something back, but Taem, who sat at the other end of the table, could not hear what it was. Because every Rhungar of Clan Ironstone was up on his or her feet and shouting, including their Clan Lord – which in turn brought the Rhungars from the Clan Claymore table to start yelling at the Ironstone table. Taem thought the deep booming of many Rhungars shouting in Grumbold was like the gathering of thunder in storm clouds.
‘Enough!’ The Citadel Lord's booming voice cut through the racket, and everyone went silent. ‘It appears we do have a matter that can nay be resolved between two Rhungars, two clans. Only by Gaunt Ruck can settled this disagreement be. Will yhee, Forgrun o’ Ironstone, be issuin’ forth ye challenge fer Gaunt Ruck?’
‘I be!’ Forgrun shouted.
‘Do yhee, Sturad o’ Claymore,’ Drogal asked, ‘be acceptin’ ye challenge?’
‘I be!’ Sturad bellowed.
At this, every Rhungar in the room, bar Drogal, began howling and whooping. Taem thought they sounded as if they were a bunch of drunks trying to imitate wolves. Baek wrinkled his nose in disdain. In an instant, all the hostilities had been forgotten – apart from the fierce glares being exchanged between Forgrun and Sturad. Seven of Clan Claymore got up from their table and made their way to stand behind Sturad. Four of Clan Ironstone went to stand behind Forgrun.
‘Yhee can nay even back up thy challenge with a full team!’ Sturad yelled, and the Claymore table exploded with laughter, as did some of the other clan tables.
Harnan Molboroth stood up, at which the whole room went silent, and walked over to Forgrun’s team.
‘Me Lord Captain Harnan,’ Sturad said respectfully. ‘We can nay be challengin’ thyself in Gaunt Ruck? Yhee be a Rhungar o’ mighty Kaladim. We can nay hit yhee.’
‘Do treat me nay different ter any opponent,’ Harnan boomed. ‘For yhee be nay receivin’ smooth treatment from me in ye games!’
The Ironstone table roared at this, banging their fists and tankards on the table, barking like dogs, cheering and howling, as did the Browen Dal – Harnan’s clan.
‘Yhee still do need two,’ Sturad said mockingly. ‘Are thy friends so little in number, Forgrun, that yhee can nay be gatherin’ a team?’
There was jeering from the Claymore table as no one else came to Forgrun’s side. It was embarrassing for Forgrun so, taking a deep breath, Taem stood up and went to his friend’s side. Hirandar gestured for Taem to sit back down, but it was too late. The Wizard scowled at Taem.
Rhungars in the great hall muttered amongst themselves.
‘It nay be custom fer non-Rhungars ter be permitted ter Gaunt Ruck,’ Sturad boomed. ‘But as this one be so puny,’ Sturad sneered as he pointed at Taem, ‘I do be makin’ an exception, if ye Lord do allow it?’
The hall was filled with raucous Rhungari laughter.
Puny? Taem thought to himself. Taem was on the short side for a man, but with a broad sprinter’s build, and he knew he was strong for his size.
The laughter in the hall died, as Ragad stood up and went to join Forgrun’s team. Taem saw how the Claymore team looked at the giant of a man with awe and fear. Forgrun was five-foot tall, which was big for a Rhungar, but Ragad was closer to seven-foot than six, and he had the shoulders of a Rhungar to match.
‘Nay non-Rhungars ter be allowed!’ Sturad shouted.
‘Yhee do say so thyself, Sturad,’ Drogal said sarcastically. ‘Yhee would be makin’ exception if thy Lord allows – an’ he does.’
To which the Ironstones mocked and jeered the Claymore table.
Taem saw Baek looked pale, put out by the howling racket of the Rhungars.
‘Come be tomorrow morn,’ the Citadel Lord announced. ‘Let ye trials begin!’
 



Chapter 20 – The Roar of the Crowd
 
 
The Hand of Fire were led to their guesthouse by a Citadel Guard, and Taem could feel the excitement in the lamp-lit Under City. The chant of “Gaunt Ruck! Gaunt Ruck!” was coming from the packed alehouses, and Rhungars ran through the streets to spread the word. Whilst the company walked, Taem looked at one of the most curious things about the underground city: stone channels that ran throughout the chamber, held above head level by stone pillars. From within the stone channels, Taem could hear the murmur of trickling water.
‘They be aqueducts,’ Forgrun grinned, as he saw Taem eying the stone slide they were walking under, ‘aqua be ye ol’ Grumbold word fer water.’
It was strange for Taem to see water running above the stone floor! He had heard the Rhungars were resourceful inventors, but a river running through the air, what would they think of next?
‘Ye water be comin’ from mountain springs,’ Forgrun gestured to where a Rhungari woman was filling a bucket of water from a tap, beneath one of the aqueducts.
The companions were taken to a typical Rhungari house. Inside, Taem could see there was a rug in front of the fire, surrounded by some Rhungari armchairs. The armchairs were made from glazed green metal, and held a cradle of bright yellow cushions. Taem’s attention was drawn to two incredible pieces of craftsmanship in the otherwise barren room. Taem walked up to the sculpture that took up a whole corner of the room, and he gasped in amazement at its intricacy. The feature was fashioned from a single boulder of stone, and had hundreds of tiny metal Rhungar figurines walking up an ethereal bridge to a city in the clouds. It was so detailed that Taem could see the features of the tiny miniatures’ faces, and the swirling clouds looked as if they were moving.
‘Does this show Rhungars entering the Misty Halls?’ Taem asked Logan, as he gestured to the huge sculpture.
‘Yes,’ Logan said softly. ‘That is where the Rhungars will go after life. Just as we Sodan will find our final solace in the stars – in Alarsium – the worthy Rhungars will enter the Misty Halls, and take their place alongside their ancestors and their Gods.’
The other thing that Taem saw in the room was a stone prayer table. The table held a stone carving of the inside of a sweeping lord’s hall. In the prominent positions in the hall were figurines that Taem knew were the Ancestor-Gods, and beyond them stood countless Rhungari figures. Somehow, the sculpture gave the impression of a sea of Rhungars spreading back into the halls. Taem examined the prayer table from different angles, but he could not work out how the sculptor had made the hall extend far back into nothingness. Taem watched as Forgrun lit some incense sticks, dropped to his knees in front of the shrine and joined his hands in prayer, murmuring in Grumbold. Taem smelt the incense, and it reminded him of fresh air after a storm.
‘Thank you,’ Baek said to Forgrun, once the Rhungar had finished his prayer. ‘To defend an Aborle in front of all your peers took great courage.’
Forgrun nodded and smiled.
‘Let’s get a few more coals on the fire,’ Drual rubbed his hands together as he walked over to the huge fireplace.
‘It is chilly,’ Jvarna massaged some warmth into her arms. 
‘These mountain cities are untouched by rain or snow,’ Logan lit an incense stick and knelt down in front of the prayer table, ‘but neither are they warmed by the sun. Even in summer the Rhungars need fires to ward off the cold.’
Taem noticed the windows of the Rhungari house had no need for glass panes to keep rain out, but were covered by thick curtains to help keep warmth in. Even the doors were made of heavy stone, set on durable metal hinges.
‘Rhungars never use wood for anything,’ Taem said to Forgrun, ‘do you? I have not seen a single bit of wood since we arrived in this great city – everything is made from stone or metal?’
‘Aye,’ Forgrun ran his hand over the metal chairs, ‘Wood can nay be wasted in makin’ doors and chairs, or be burnt on fire. It be too scarce in ye high mountains.’
‘Taem!’ Hirandar glared at the young man, causing him to jump. ‘You foolish boy! What were you thinking? Logan may have trained you to be a swordsman, but there’ll be no swords in the arena! Do you know you’ll be competing – with shoulder and fist – with some of the toughest Rhungars of Khan Zhen? Every one of them will be looking to send you to the apothecary! A Man playing Gaunt Ruck? They’ll be trying to take your head off!’
Taem gulped, perhaps he had been too hasty. And the stormy look in Hirandar’s eyes made him shudder.
‘Nay come on,’ Forgrun spread his palms wide. ‘No one be goin’ ter get seriously hurt. May be as well ter worry abou’ trippin’ on rock an’ cracking thy head open…’ The Rhungar trailed off, as he saw Hirandar’s look become blacker.
‘And you, Master Rhungar!’ Hirandar snarled. ‘You have brought added risk to my quest? Not just to yourself, but you now risk three of my company, getting injured in your silly games!’
 Forgrun looked down at the floor.
‘Fear not, Hirandar,’ Ragad said. ‘I will watch over Taem in the games. And regardless, brute strength alone is not enough. I wager Taem can run twice as fast as any Rhungar. A Rhungar cannot hit what he cannot catch.’
Hirandar, and the rest of the company, looked at the barbarian in surprise.
‘What’s done is done,’ Logan raised an appeasing hand to Hirandar. ‘We are not so weary yet that we need the rest. If anything,’ Logan gestured out the door, back out into the city, ‘this Gaunt Ruck has raised the spirits of a people under siege. Look around the Under City. You can see it, feel it, everywhere.’
Logan paused, and all the companions could hear distant Rhungars cheering, and chanting Gaunt Ruck.
‘Besides,’ Logan put a hand on Taem’s shoulder, ‘you underestimate my apprentice, Hirandar. Any Rhungar that thinks he is a small, weak Man, will be in for a big surprise.’
Logan nodded at Taem, and the Master’s approval gave him heart.
‘Aye!’ Forgrun boomed. ‘Nay man can move like Taem o’ Logan! I can nay wait to see ye shock in thine Claymore eyes. By thunder, Taem do show ‘em!’ Forgrun punched the air.
‘This Gaunt Ruck is a needless delay,’ Hirandar glowered at Forgrun, as she went to warm her hands on the fire. ‘With enemies ahead of us, and putting more distance between us.’
‘But the Kruns block the Blizzen Path, old friend,’ Logan said calmly, as he came alongside Hirandar, putting his palms out towards the fire, ‘the delay was already there before Forgrun defended his friend.’
Forgrun grew taller, and his chest expanded as Logan spoke.
‘I suppose Rhungars will be Rhungars,’ Hirandar muttered.
‘And we wouldn’t want them any other way,’ Logan put a hand on Hirandar’s shoulder, as he smiled at Forgrun. ‘That’s what makes them the most ferocious warriors in Hathlore. A ferocity we may yet need in the days to come. But for now, we should all get some rest.’
Taem was glad to find Rhungars did not sleep on mattresses of stone, but in comfortable cloth beds covered in furs and blankets. After days in the wilderness, Taem was happy to have a cosy bed, and fell into a deep sleep.
 
The next morning soon came, and the crowds were out in force and heading for the Gaunt Ruck pitch. Taem gazed up at the city roof in wonder. Beams of sunlight, reflected down long shafts by great mirrors, spread over the Under City and illuminated its darkest corners. Taem held his palms up to bathe in the light, and he simply could not believe it was possible.
The Hand of Fire joined the flow of walkers, and went down a passage that led into another chamber. When the company reached this Gaunt Ruck chamber, it really dawned on Taem he did not know what he had gotten himself into. He and his companions halted outside a massive stadium of stone. The coliseum was so tall that it reached up and came within feet of touching the vast rocky roof. Taem thought the architecture was typically Rhungari – of grand flowing stone, and steep archways with pointed peaks. Taem knew that if Macen were to see this mighty sight, he would have been in his element. And, from what little Taem knew of Gaunt Ruck, his brother Macen would have excelled at these games.
Rhungars clambered past Taem to reach their seats inside the coliseum, and the huge chamber was filled with excited Grumbold chatter. Everywhere Taem looked he saw rowdy Rhungars grasping great ale tankards in one hand, and huge meat kebabs in the other. Forgrun herded Taem and Ragad through the crowds, into a small door under one of the tall stands, and down into a changing room where Harnan and four Rhungars of Ironstone were waiting for them.
‘We do give Claymore a good thumping!’ One Ironstone boomed.
‘Aye!’ The others shouted and laughed.
‘I be going ter smack Sturad in ye games!’ Another Ironstone yelled.
‘Aye! Aye! Aye!’ The other Ironstones chanted.
‘Be welcome Forgrun,’ Harnan shook Forgrun’s arm, ‘an’ Taem an’ Ragad.’ He passed them all blue tunics, so everyone in the changing room was wearing a blue top.
‘Aye!’ The other Ironstones yelled, as they heartily embraced the newcomers.
‘What is Gaunt Ruck?’ Taem asked Harnan.
‘Nay worry, little man,’ Harnan placed a massive hand on Taem’s shoulder. ‘Be close ter me, an’ ye be okay. There be four games first, where we do collect a shield fer each win. Then there do be three shields ter win in Gaunt Ruck itself – be seven shields in all, fer each o’ ye seven clans.’
‘Fine,’ Taem said confidently, even though he was shaking inside.
‘Good,’ Harnan nodded, with a reassuring smile.
Taem was bewildered as Forgrun and the other Rhungars started crashing their heads together, punching each other in the arms and chest, and slapping each other round the face. The Rhungars were snorting, growling and bawling like deranged wild beasts – Taem caught Ragad’s eyes, and he could see the Croma was as mystified as he was. Ragad dipped his head, and Taem saw the giant man give a rare smile, before the barbarian leapt amongst the Rhungars and started smashing his huge shoulders into them. The Rhungars looked at the Northman in surprise, but then they all howled as they started charging, thumping and wrestling with Ragad. As Taem kept well out of the way, he wondered if he was the only sane one in this changing room.
The teams ran out into the arena, and Taem was almost bowled over by the roar of a huge crowd. He found himself trembling with excitement under that attention. The arena floor was circular – Taem estimated eighty yards in diameter. There was row behind row of Rhungars sitting in the tiered stands, which stretched up twenty stone tiers high at least, and for the full circumference of the arena. The Rhungars in the crowd jostled, swayed and sang, a giant bubbling cauldron of frivolity. Drums were banged, and supporters chanted for either red or blue – Claymore or Ironstone. Taem could see a sea of faces looking down at him, and he felt even more nervous than he had in the changing room. He wondered what they all thought of his small frame, when they compared him to all the giant Rhungars stomping around the arena, and he hoped he was not about to make himself look stupid. Taem took a deep breath and calmed himself, as Logan had taught him, by concentrating only on what he would have to do – trying to ignore the noise of the crowd.
The two teams lined up alongside each other in front of the Citadel Lord’s booth, which stood out on stone columns in front of the main stand. Taem could see the other five warriors of the Hand of Fire were also sat up the Lord’s booth. He regarded the colourful flags that hung down in front of the booth: seven smaller flags, one for each of the clans, centred around two large flags. These two large flags were one for the Rhungari Empire – storm clouds hovering over snow-capped peaks – and one for Khan Zhen, a golden falcon swooping on a silver field.
The crowd went quiet as Drogal, Lord of the Citadel, stood up and said, ‘Forgrun o’ Ironstone do challenge Sturad o’ Claymore. All who be takin’ ter arena, do so in Kaladim. Let ye games be begin!’ Drogal cried out, and the crowd roared.
A great bell tolled, and Taem looked to the left of the Lord’s booth at the giant bronze Gaunt Ruck bell, emblazoned with the insignias of the Clans. Drogal pointed down to the arena floor at a large wheel, and everyone turned to watch. The colourful wheel was split into eight sections, and on each segment was written a task: Drag Pull, Bridge, Rock Chuck, Pyramid, Duel, Gauntlet, Stones and Rune Hammer. A stately Rhungar, wearing a black and gold shirt, gave the wheel a mighty spin, sending it into a tumbling kaleidoscope.
The quiet crowd waited as the revolving wheel slowed to a halt, and the pointer landed on Gauntlet. The whole crowd exploded with cheering and whooping. Serving Rhungars, in brown tabards, ran about the arena using teams of Dhurran horses to drag equipment from storage sheds underneath the stands. The two teams put their arms around their teammates’ shoulders, forming tight circles.
‘We do need ter spilt team in half,’ Forgrun said, ‘offence an’ defence. Ter win we be needin’ ter get our four runners down Gauntlet first. Simple – aye? Our defenders do be duffin’ up their runners an’ be mashin’ their defenders.’
Although Harnan was the senior Rhungar, Forgrun had issued the challenge, and so had taken the role of team-captain.
‘Taem and Ragad do be play runners,’ Forgrun looked to each of his friends. ‘So all yhee have ter do is barge or dodge yhee way through Gauntlet. I be runnin’ ye last leg. Pendran, yhee can go first so ye Men can see how it be done. Harnan, yhee marshal ye defence.’
Taem watched as the Gauntlet was assembled in the centre of the arena floor. It was a straight track, a hundred foot long and twenty foot wide, bordered by padded barriers of black and gold canvas. The Gauntlet had random blockades that were five foot cubed, and padded with red and blue canvas. The four defenders from each team took up huge padded tackle shields, the colour of which matched their tunics, and the four runners from each team were loaded into individual cages lined up in a block of eight. Taem thought these cages were like the ones Men used for dog racing – but these contained people!
The crowd yelled and cheered, as the eight runners were loaded into their start cages, alternating the runners from different teams. Taem watched as a wave rippled through the howling supporters sat in the stands.
Taem was shaking now. He knew he was fast, but he also knew many Rhungars would laugh if he got pummelled by the huge blockers. Taem tried to steady his breathing. He set his sights at the end of the Gauntlet. He watched the hefty defenders from both teams, with their gargantuan tackle pads, space themselves along the Gauntlet, and he prayed he would be too quick for them to hit him. Just get to the other end, Taem told himself, as his cage door slid down, locking him inside. His heart felt as if it was about to burst through his chest.
Claymore had opted to spread their defenders evenly along the length of the track, but Ironstone had decided to stand in pairs. Before the game had even started, Taem watched through his bars as the blockers nudged and jostled each other for better positions.
 The huge Gaunt Ruck bell rang out. The crowd roared. Taem watched as the first runners burst from their cages. The Claymore Rhungar ran full pelt at a pair of Ironstone blockers, and was knocked back reeling. The blue Ironstone runner, Pendran, thundered into a red blocker, but managed to bounce off him and keep going, only to be smashed to the floor by a different red blocker. Who in turn ate dirt as two blue blockers, one of them Harnan, crashed into him. The red Claymore kept running and was again clobbered back by blue defenders, this time into a blockade. He hit the floor, but rolled deftly to regain his feet and swoop around outside the defence, along the Gauntlet’s edge, avoiding the remaining blue tacklers as two red blockers obstructed them. The Claymore crowd exploded as their runner made it to the safe zone.
Taem’s heart raced when he heard the clunk of chains and cogs, and the next Claymore runner was away down the Gauntlet – until he was bashed into the padded side – whilst the Ironstone supporters cheered as their first runner made it home.
Soon after, Ragad was lumbering forward, gathering speed and momentum, aiming straight for the first red blocker, who was hurled through the air to land flat on his back. The crowd roared in appreciation. The red Claymore runner gasped, as he was sandwiched between two Ironstone tacklers. Taem felt the tingling in his stomach grow, as he knew his time approached.
Taem watched as a red blocker smacked into Ragad, but did little more than slow him down. A third red defender smashed the barbarian straight afterwards, knocking the big man back. Led by Harnan, blue tacklers arrived on the scene, swarming in to block the red defenders and allow Ragad to sprint straight through to the safe zone. The red Claymore runner, although limping, was only moments behind. Both crowds cheered as the runners made it home, and Taem’s gate began to lift up. He quivered as he felt thousands of Rhungari eyes fixing on him.
Taem dived on his side through the low gap under the gate, rolled and jumped to his feet. Now he was moving and focused on getting through the Gauntlet, Taem forgot the crowd – all the jeers, whistles and cheering – and looked at the red Claymore blockers that stood spread out in front of him. He traced a path through them in his head. All his nerves urged his body on. Taem ran straight and swift, every muscle striving to bound him further forward.
Taem veered left then sharply pushed right, off his left foot. He sidestepped the first red blocker. The crowd howled. A double-take wrong footed the second. And a fake side-step saw Taem past the imminent arrival of the third. Taem was travelling at such speed that he swung wide round the left side of the gauntlet. Arcing him past the fourth red blocker, who would not have caught him even if he was not being held by two blue defenders. The crowd went wild as he cruised into the safe zone, loving every moment of Taem’s graceful running. A smile of immense relief spread across Taem’s face. He knew he had not only survived, but performed well.
‘Hi aye!’ Said Pendran of Ironstone, as he whacked Taem on the shoulder.
Taem staggered back from Pendran, and Ragad put a steadying hand behind Taem’s shoulders.
‘Aye,’ one of the Claymores said grudgingly. ‘Yhee do give a fine display.’
‘Aye,’ the other red-bibbed Rhungar held his arm out to Taem, ‘I ne’er do see any one do run Gauntlet so fast.’
‘Thank you,’ Taem smiled as he shook the Claymore’s arm. ‘I am just glad I made it in one piece!’
‘Aye,’ the Claymore grinned, ‘yhee may nay be so lucky next time, now we do know ye run like an hare!’ The Claymore winked, and the smile dropped from Taem’s face.
The third Claymore runner loped into the end zone as Forgrun was already well on his way out the traps. Taem thought Forgrun had a surprising turn of speed – no doubt Logan’s training had done the Rhungar the world of good. Forgrun was nowhere near as fast as Taem, but he was considerably bulkier, and the first red blocker felt the full force of his momentum. The blocker went flying back to collapse into a stunned heap.
As the Ironstone crowd jumped and shouted, spilling their ale tankards everywhere, a second red blocker rammed Forgrun sideways, but not hard enough to make the strong Rhungar fall over. The fourth red runner tried to catch Forgrun, but was stopped dead in his tracks by a crushing double team of blue defenders. Forgrun took another bashing into a barricade, which slowed him, and made the crowd yell and scream, but he battled his way through the last two red defenders with the aid of a blue blocker.
Forgrun crossed the end of the gauntlet and loped into the safe zone, hands spread wide in a gesture of triumph, with the last red runner not even halfway down the Gauntlet. Forgrun punched his fist into the air, and the Ironstone supporters went into a frenzy. The blue teammates congratulated each other with jovial punches and slaps. First blood to Ironstone.
As stewards cleared away the Gauntlet, the competitors went to the giant gaming wheel, to find out what the next challenge would be. Taem observed the stony faces of the Claymore team, and he could see they were dead set on avenging the defeat. The wheel was spun by the Rhungar gamesmaster, and the crowd hushed as its colours blurred into one.
‘Pyramid!’ The gamesmaster yelled, as the wheel glided to a stop.
The crowd went ballistic, barking in near insanity as flags were waved, beer was downed and Rhungars smacked each other on the shoulders. The blue and red teams got into their huddles, and Forgrun chose three of his Ironstone Rhungars to compete in the Pyramid. 
The huge pyramid was dragged out into the arena by teams of Dhurran horses. Taem could see it was square-based with four diminishing levels. The bottom was very broad, the top very narrow, but each level’s walkway was wide enough for Rhungars to stand four abreast without falling off to the level below. The aim was simple. The two teams would scramble to the top of the pyramid where they would pick up a leather ball out of a basket, and get it down to the red or blue treasury.
Three blue and three red Rhungars went to stand on opposite sides of the pyramid, by their own treasuries. The six competitors had put on what looked like cloth suits of armour for protection – padded all over with stuffed felt – and the entire pyramid was covered with the protective padding of black alternating with gold canvas, filled with cloth or feathers. Taem thought the pyramid was a massive three-dimensional chequers board.
Taem looked up at the booth of the Citadel Lord, and waved to his companions. Hirandar was engaging Drogal in conversation, but his friends waved back and Logan held up a fist – urging Taem on. Taem could see his friends laughing and enjoying the occasion, and that made him smile. Forgrun had once told him how Gaunt Rucks started over an argument, but served to bring people closer together. At the time that had seemed ridiculous to Taem, but now he understood. He looked up at the stands, and saw how banners of Claymore were swung in opposition to the flags of Ironstone, but in every place there was no hostility amongst the fans. The same could not be said down on the arena floor.
From the first bell, the blue-bibbed Rhungars of Ironstone and the red of Claymore hammered, hurled and shoved each other off the pyramid, in a race to scrabble to the top. Rhungars tumbled down, but landed on soft padding at the bottom of the pyramid, and picked themselves up to rejoin the battle. Rhungars wrestled each other, and punches were thrown as the players really got involved. The crowd loved every moment. Cheering every time a ball made it to the safety of a team’s treasury, or a crushing shoulder challenge went into a Rhungar on the opposing team. Taem decided Forgrun had avoided choosing any of the companions for this challenge not because of Kaladim, but so that they would still be able to walk afterwards!
Claymore had gone two-one up, and now extended their lead to three-one with some good teamwork, passing the ball around between two players as their third teammate acted as a defensive blocker. Taem winced at some of the booming challenges that went flying in. The teams battled the sand timer, their opponents and the steep climb of the pyramid itself. Two of the opposing Rhungars had forgotten any notion of the game and were fighting each other, going at it hammer and tongs. Both had black eyes, and the Claymore Rhungar had a badly cut lip. He punched out and smacked the Ironstone Rhungar, whose sizeable nose exploded, spraying blood everywhere. Nevertheless, the Ironstone was not hurt, just enraged. Taem watched in amazement as they latched onto each other, grappling at close range, throwing in head butts, knees and elbows. The crowd cheered every strike. Eventually, a group of stewards ran on to separate the two players rolling around the arena floor. Even when being held back, the fighters struggled against the stewards to rip back into each other.
‘That be Gaunt Ruck!’ Forgrun bellowed from the sidelines, as the two combatants were led away to the sin bin to cool off, each one cheered on by both sections of the crowd.
‘If this is how Rhungars relax,’ Taem said to Ragad in disbelief, ‘just imagine what they are like in war!’
Now the pyramid was two players on two. Ironstone had closed the gap in the scores to three-two, but no sooner had they done so when Claymore scored again. So it went on. Players hurled each other off the pyramid, tussled to the top, knocked balls out of the opposing team’s hands, and gave it their all. As the final bell tolled, Claymore had clutched onto the lead they had held all match, to win the pyramid seven-five. The crowd bawled in appreciation, chanting and howling; a whirling mass of cheering faces and swirling flags, as the task finished and the players returned to their watching teammates. Taem saw how the Ironstone players had slumped shoulders, whilst the Claymore Rhungars were grinning, jumping, hitting each other and shouting.
A hush fell on the arena, as the gamesmaster spun the giant wheel and everyone waited in expectation. The coloured wheel slowed towards a standstill. When it became clear it was going to finish on pyramid again, the gamesmaster jerked the wheel on one segment.
‘Duel!’ The gamesmaster roared, and the crowd hollered their approval.
Taem saw the grim look in Forgrun’s eyes. And he saw the way each of his Rhungari teammates looked stoically at Forgrun and nodded.
‘What is going on?’ Taem whispered to Harnan. 
‘Only be ye Rhungars that do initiated Gaunt Ruck do go in fer Duel,’ Harnan said. ‘Ter send any other in thy stead be a loss o’ Kaladim.’
Stewards used teams of Dhurran horses to haul out, from underneath the stands, a raised circular platform that stood eight foot above a round container full of waist deep water. The whole thing took ten rope-pulling Dhurran to drag it out, on its wheels, to the centre of the arena.
Forgrun and Sturad stared at each other, as stewards handed them a giant baton each. The club was blue for Forgrun and red for Sturad. Taem could tell the batons were padded out with cloth, and were fashioned to resemble an axe.
Raising his blue baton to the crowd brought Forgrun an almighty cheer, as he climbed the ladder across the pool of water, onto the circular duel platform. On the opposite side of the elevated disc, Sturad climbed up on a different ladder to face the Ironstone Rhungar. As the Rhungars glared at each other, the ladders were removed from the platform.
The Gaunt Ruck bell rang out, and Taem watched the combatants stalk across the disc, holding their batons as if they were axes. Forgrun rushed forward in attack, smashing across. Sturad ducked, just in time. Forgrun swung his baton back over his head then straight forward and down. Sturad caught the blow with the middle of his baton, in between his hands.
The crowd howled and cheered, loving every moment. This was pure combat. As close to a real axe fight as it was possible to come, without someone getting injured or killed. Those batons were padded, but Taem imagined it would still hurt to be caught with the heavy end, enough to send you seeing stars. Taem willed Forgrun to move faster, strike harder and keep going. He was so excited that he felt as if he was up on the platform with his friend!
‘Come on Forgrun!’ Taem yelled, but his voice just melded into a hundred other booming voices.
Sturad attacked, snarling and foaming at the mouth. Forgrun went on the defensive, evading and blocking a fast combination from the Claymore Rhungar. In a brief respite, the opponents warily circled each other. They were evenly matched. Sturad thrust forward viciously with everything he had, but Forgrun held him off – defending himself against blow after blow. Taem could see Forgrun was holding back, moving around and blocking, weathering the storm of Sturad’s attacks, but not expending too much energy. Clever Forgrun, Taem thought, let the Claymore tire himself out.
Sturad’s offensive began to let up, after he had hurled at least two dozen attacks, but Forgrun was not going to let him rest now. Roaring, the Ironstone surged forward, going all out to knock Sturad’s head off. The Claymore could barely defend himself from the forceful offensive. One of Forgrun’s blows skimmed off Sturad’s baton, as the Claymore hefted it up to block. Forgrun’s baton went swinging into the side of the Claymore’s head. The crowd howled. Sturad buckled, unsteady on his feet. Without pausing, Forgrun stepped off to the side and swept his baton into the back of Sturad’s leg, behind the knee. The Claymore Rhungar was upended, and slammed down hard on his back. Bringing his baton above his head, Forgrun made to win by knockout.
Forgrun’s axe flew down at the grounded Claymore. Sturad rolled aside at the last moment, bringing him right to the edge of the duel disc. The crowd gasped as one. Forgrun went after the prone Sturad but, as he pursued, the Claymore thrust the butt of his baton into the charging Ironstone’s ribs, and swung a booted foot out to catch the backs of Forgrun’s ankles. The Ironstone crashed to the floor. Both were now lying parallel on the disc. Sturad swivelled over and smacked Forgrun in the stomach with his baton. The crowd shuddered, feeling every blow themselves. The Claymore tried the same strike again, but this time Forgrun turned the blow aside, his baton handle pressed close to his body. The combatants rolled away and jumped to their feet, beards flailing wildly.
The crowd screamed louder than they had all morning. Both Rhungars ran inward and clashed on the middle of the disc. Baton met baton with a thud. Again the mock axes smashed together. And again. On the fourth meeting they remained interlocked. The two Rhungars struggled against each other with all their might, battling like two titans to cast each other from the disc. With a shove the combatants were apart once more.
Forgrun’s baton came downward, and Sturad defended it well. At the same time as the clash of batons, Forgrun’s foot came up and lashed out to the front. Forgrun’s heavy boot landed square on the Claymore’s chest, sending Sturad sprawling. Forgrun roared, and the crowd echoed his roar. Sturad got up slowly. Taem could see Sturad was winded, as the Claymore staggered to his feet. Forgrun lunged hard for Sturad with a furious strike. The weary Claymore tried to parry the blow, but managed only to deflect it and send it slamming into his groin.
The coliseum’s crowd let out a collective groan. Sturad lay on the disc, defenceless, wincing in pain and struggling for breath. With a huge battle cry, Forgrun hoisted his baton high into the air. The crowd went silent. Sturad closed his eyes and braced himself, but Forgrun stopped short of smashing it into his downed opponent. Forgrun let his baton drop to his side, and the full crowd stood up and gave the Ironstone a rousing applause.
As Forgrun turned to face the crowd, looking smug and soaking up the clapping and cheering, he glimpsed Logan’s face. The Sodan Master was shaking his head at Forgrun, with disapproval. Forgrun was baffled, what had he done wrong? 
There was a thud on the back of Forgrun’s head, as Sturad’s baton landed with shuddering force. Forgrun’s eyes went blank as he toppled. The crowd booed at Sturad, pointing their thumbs to the ground.
Forgrun should not have let his guard down, Taem thought, not until the great bell rang out. 
Forgrun rose up to his knees, his eyes were dazed as he swayed. Sturad bellowed. He swung to knock the Ironstone out cold and finish it. But this time, Forgrun was ready. He ducked and rolled as Sturad struck. Coming up fast, Forgrun cracked the Claymore across the jaw with his baton. Charging forward, Forgrun hammered into Sturad with his shoulder, following through to pick him up over his back. Forgrun ran to the edge of the disc and hurled Sturad off, down to the water, to the crowd’s deafening approval. But somehow, the Claymore grabbed Forgrun’s clothes, whilst scrabbling to catch his foot on the edge of the disc. Sturad did just enough to take Forgrun tumbling over the edge with him.
Together, the combatants plummeted the eight-foot into the water pit below. Forgrun hit the water first, and Sturad landed on top of him. The icy chill enveloped them both, and the sound of the cheering crowd went dull to their submerged ears. Confusion washed over them. Stewards jumped into the pit and yanked the floundering pair out of the water. Both the combatants were bewildered and bruised. Taem saw the entire crowd talking amongst themselves, no one knew who had won. As their team-mates congratulated the combatants on a hard fought battle, the Gaunt Ruck bell rang out and everyone in the coliseum went silent.
The gamesmaster spoke out, ‘Claymore do had last foot on duel disc, an’ Ironstone be hittin’ aqua first. Shield be awarded ter… Claymore!’
The Ironstone team screamed their frustration at this, as did the crowd, and an army of stewards had to get between them and the Claymore team. The Claymores pulled their ears out with their hands, puffed up their checks, stuck out their tongues and blew raspberries at the Ironstones. The crowd yelled their disapproval. The Gaunt Ruck bell rang out anew, scything through the chaos, as everyone stopped to watch the mesmeric twirling wheel. Taem knew Claymore now led Ironstone two shields to one. The wheel glided to a halt, falling on the next challenge, which was to be:
‘Stones!’ The gamesmaster cried out, and the crowd went wild all over again.
‘Meself and Ragad be ye ones fer Stones,’ Forgrun said angrily, as he glared over at Sturad.
‘Forgrun,’ Pendran said, ‘ye just do compete a gruellin’ duel, yhee should rest–’
‘Nay!’ Forgrun roared. ‘Ye barbarian an’ me do win ye Stones!’
‘Yhee be ye captain,’ Harnan nodded his head at Forgrun. ‘An’ if yhee say yhee can win – then go be win!’
‘Aye!’ All the Ironstone Rhungars hollered.
Taem knew his friend wanted to win this Gaunt Ruck more than anything – especially now he had lost some of his pride in the duel with Sturad.
The stewards rushed around the arena to secure the necessary equipment for Stones. Taem saw there was a marked out loading station – from where the stones had to be moved to a treasury in the end zone, in ascending order of weight, fifty feet away. The twelve spherical stones had to be transported by heavy carts, with metal spoked wheels to bear the hefty burden. The smallest of those enormous stones must have weighed more than Taem. Each stone had to be lifted by one person. Taem could see this was a test of raw strength, and he knew he would have had no chance of completing this task. There were three heavy carts for each team – one for each run of stones.
Forgrun was fired up as the giant bell tolled, throwing his first couple of stones on the back of the cart, quickly followed by Ragad getting his two on board. They sprinted round to the front of the cart, each grabbing either side of the yoke, and hurtled the loaded cart down the track, leaving the two Claymore Rhungars for dust. Taem could see this first run of three was more a test of speed-strength than pure strength – as the challenge went on the Stones got larger.
As the crowd howled, the Ironstone team did not let up their terrific pace. Forgrun and Ragad dragged their loaded cart into the end zone, and sprinted back down the track to start the next load, four stones of medium weight. Taem thought those stones looked incredibly heavy. But Forgrun and Ragad made swift work of getting them on the second cart, urged on by the deafening roars of the cheering stadium. With a massive initial exertion, Forgrun and Ragad got the heavy cart rolling down the track to the end zone. As they jogged wearily back to the loading zone, they passed the well behind Claymore Rhungars, huffing and puffing as they dragged their second laden cart the other way.
‘Never do team complete ye final load o’ stones!’ Harnan said to Taem, as they watched Ragad and Forgrun walk over to the last four massive stones.
‘On come, Ragad!’ Forgrun growled, as he went down on his hunches and got his huge arms under one of the mammoth stones.
Knowing Forgrun well, Taem was sure the Rhungar wanted the honour of completing the Stones.
Taem could see that to lift those hulking stones required a muscle bursting effort in the arms, the legs and the back. He saw how Ragad and Forgrun each strained with every bit of their great strength. The crowd roared as the contestants wrenched with all their might. With a bellowing cry, Forgrun loaded each of his two stones up to the third cart, as Ragad silently hefted his – wordless, but the struggle and the tension could be seen in the sinews of the Croma’s face, and the quivering of his bulging muscles. The Claymore team ran back to their third loading station, but they recognised they had little chance of even completing the last run, let alone catching the blue team.
Spurred on by the overwhelming roar of the crowd, Forgrun and Ragad wearily plodded to the front of their third cart, and took up position behind the yoke. They each grabbed one side. Taem saw a determined glare flitted between Forgrun and Ragad before they flung themselves against the yoke, wrenching with their whole bodies. They tried to get the cart rolling, giving their maximum exertion. The cart would not budge, and everyone in the audience feared that even the prodigious strength of these two was not enough. But then, with the coliseum a cauldron of raucous, heartening cheers, Forgrun cried out the loudest battle cry Taem had ever heard, and the wagon edged forward an inch.
‘Go on! Taem yelled, but his voice was drowned out amongst the deafening din of a hundred similar shouts.
Once Ragad and Forgrun had the cart moving, they knew they could not let it stop, and they continued to haul with everything they had. The crowd screamed them on, louder than ever.
Inching the heavy cart forward took all of their effort but, ever so slowly, it gained momentum, and they trudged it on towards the end zone, crossing the line running with the cart. Forgrun and Ragad both collapsed to the floor from the exertion, their breathing deep and gasping, their muscles trembling. The crowd erupted in admiration for the warriors’ efforts. Loud and long the spectators cheered. Everyone knew that no one ever finished Stones – but these two had!
The blue of Forgrun’s Ironstone were duly awarded the shield for their efforts, and the whole stadium dispersed for a lunch break, with the Gaunt Ruck proper scheduled to begin in the afternoon.
Taem followed his team to a quiet room under the stands, so they could talk tactics over lunch without being disturbed. They ate quickly, to give their food time to digest before they had to start running again, and because they were famished.
Once everyone had scoffed down their bread and meat, Forgrun ran through the rules of the Gaunt Ruck game, which would involve the entire teams of both sides. From what Taem could gather, there were three additional shields available in the Gaunt Ruck, but it was also possible for the teams to steal shields already stored in the other team’s treasury.
‘Ye whole stadium be ye Gaunt Ruck pitch,’ Forgrun said to Taem and Ragad. ‘There be two opposite treasuries on pitch’s circumference, an’ also two opposite tackle posts – each spaced like ye twelve, three, six an’ nine o’ a clock.’
‘Like the points of a compass?’ Taem said, for Ragad’s benefit.
‘Aye,’ Forgrun nodded. ‘Each team be startin’ with shields they collected from ye challenges in their treasuries – in today’s match it be two each. Ye remainin’ three shields be placed in centre o’ coliseum. All we have ter do is be havin’ more shields inside our treasury than theirs by time ye final bell rings out. Are yhee with me thus far?’
Both Men nodded.
‘Shields do be pilfered from opponent’s treasury,’ Forgrun held up a single finger, ‘but only one shield be carried at a time. If yhee get tackled, yhee must be runnin’ ter nearest tackle post. If yhee be carryin’ shield as yhee be gettin’ tackled, yhee must be droppin’ it ter floor. That be it. They be all rules.’ 
‘How do you tackle?’ Taem asked.
Forgrun’s eyes glinted as he smiled, ‘Be grabbin’ opp’sition player anywhere below shoulders, an’ do get him ter floor any way yhee can.’
‘Sounds just like when my brothers and I play Maul back home,’ Taem said.
‘Positions!’ Forgrun gestured for the whole team to gather round. ‘Strategy! That be beauty o’ Gaunt Ruck! Taem an’ Donval an’ I be playin’ raiders. We be hunting fer shields, an’ be getting’ ’em inside our treasury. Harnan and Ragad do be keepers – yhee defend our treasury. And Pendran, yhee be catcher.’
Taem knew Pendran was – for a Rhungar – a fast runner.
‘Catchers hunt down ye opponents carryin’ shields,’ Forgrun told Taem and Ragad. ‘And yhee two do be roamers.’ Forgrun said to the two Ironstones who Taem thought were the least effective players on the team. ‘Yhee must do be both raidin’ an’ keepin’. Tis most important role,’ Forgrun said boldly, and those two Rhungars swelled up with pride.
Taem smiled at his friend’s ability to inspire.
With this decided, Forgrun motioned for the team to suit up. Taem felt worried when he looked at the amount of padding that was sewn into his blue uniform. The elbows, forearms, shoulders, torso and knees were all covered by cushioned pads. There was even a padded helmet to put on. Taem wondered anxiously about what kind of ordeal needed this level of protection. He was also surprised at how quickly they had fashioned a padded suit for his smaller frame.
Forgrun turned to Taem and Ragad, ‘Ye first minute do be a mad an’ senseless free for all!’ Forgrun beamed, and Taem knew his Rhungar friend was really going to enjoy this. ‘As both teams do scrap fer ye three shields in centre. Once these be claimed, players do adopt their positions an’ set ter stealin’ opponent’s shields – whilst be protectin’ our own, o’ course.’
As Taem’s teammates began psyching themselves up by hitting each other, he had no idea what was about to happen. But given the physicality of the preliminary challenges, Taem knew he was in for a rough ride. All too soon, a two-minute warning came and the players made their final preparations for a battle, of sorts.
 



Chapter 21 – Ironstone Expects
 
 
The Ironstone team jogged out into the arena, and headed to the blue end of the Gaunt Ruck pitch. Taem had not thought it possible, but the coliseum was more full now than it had been during the morning, with more banners draped along walls, and countless flags being waved. Taem trembled with excitement as he loped onto the pitch. The roar of the crowd was so loud he could barely hear the instructions Forgrun was shouting.
Seeing thousands of Rhungars watching made Taem feel as light and as powerless as air. But his footfalls felt heavier than the stomp of a Dhurran horse. He tried to ignore the queasiness in his stomach, by concentrating on breathing deep and slow. Was he about to make a fool of himself? He was not worried about getting hurt, looking stupid was what bothered him. Taem’s whole body tingled as a shudder of exhilaration coursed through him. He looked up to his companions in the Lord’s booth. He smiled and waved to them, showing them he was calm, although inside he was quaking.
Taem lined up in front of the blue treasury, alongside his padded-up fellows of the blue Ironstone team. His Rhungar teammates slapped him on the back. Taem took in a deep breath and gulped, in an attempt to settle his stomach.
‘Ironstone! Ironstone!’
The crowd chanted over and over again.
Taem’s heart jolted in time with the chant. He saw the swirling movement of the crowd, and watched the opposing team smashing their chests into each other. Taem was by far the smallest player on the pitch, even though he was the second tallest. But he always did like a challenge. He knew he would have to try and run round the other team, not through them. Taem had been the fastest runner back in the village growing up, and that gave him some comfort. Speed was the only way he could survive this. Taem prayed that would be enough.
The giant Gaunt Ruck bell rang out. Taem’s attention was on the game. Fear was forgotten, as a pack of howling Rhungars charged towards him. Taem ignored the coliseum’s raging crowd, as he and his team-mates sprinted toward the centre of the pitch, on a collision course with the Claymore Rhungars.
Both teams reached the middle at full pelt, and the Rhungars did not even slow down as they slammed into each other. Rhungar bodies went flying as Taem dodged aside and through the Claymores’ furious charge. The Rhungars on both teams launched themselves into the fray without any regard for safety, shoulder charging each other with juddering force. They growled and roared as they thumped into one another, and tried to up end each other. Taem saw fists flying in everywhere. He knew he had to move fast, as snarling Claymores swirled all around him.
A handful of Rhungars were already sprawled on the ground, now only semi-conscious. The conflict centred over the three shields: flat, firm discs, two hand spans across, covered in quartered red and blue felt, and stuffed with cloth. Taem slipped between the fighting Rhungars, eluding their strong grasping arms.
Forgrun had wrestled the first shield free, and was heading back to the blue treasury with the spoils. Ironstone Rhungars smashed into the Claymores. One red Rhungar hung around Ragad’s neck, as another worked on tripping his legs. Taem glanced around, before scooping down to pick up a free shield. Taem caught a flash of red out the corner of his eye. It was all happening in terrible slow motion. But Taem knew he was too committed to dodge out the way. Taem stood back up, and tried to brace himself. But he was smashed by a thundering shoulder charge. Taem flew. Hit clean off his feet. He saw the ground rushing towards his eyes, and struggled to get his hands up. His head smacked into the floor. Taem’s mind dazed as he gazed up, bleary eyed, to his attacker.
‘Welcome ter Gaunt Ruck,’ the Claymore Rhungar sneered, down through his great beard, as he picked up the shield Taem had been holding, and sprinted off with it back to the red treasury.
Taem stumbled up to his feet and shook himself off. All the other players had left the centre and were heading back to their treasuries to regroup, or were scampering away to one of the tackle posts if they had been knocked off their feet.
Taem returned to the blue treasury, via a tackle post, and Forgrun was bellowing orders:
‘Pendran, yhee take up thy catcher’s role outside their treasury. Ragad, don’ be afrai’ ter throw thy weight around, yhee see what they just done ter Taem…’ Forgrun’s voice trailed out of earshot as Taem got to the blue treasury.
‘Yhee be all right, lad?’ Harnan asked. The mighty Rhungar had taken up his keeper position, defending the treasury.
‘Yes,’ Taem said stoically.
Harnan smiled at the man’s courage, ‘I be seein’ thy speed, lad. Don’ try an’ compete with brute force, play ter thy strengths.’ Harnan patted Taem on the shoulder.
Heading back to the centre, evading the incoming Claymore raiders, Taem saw Ragad bowl over one of the Claymores. Forgrun hurled another to the ground, stealing the shield the red player had just picked up. Sturad, the Claymore captain, had just tackled an Ironstone Rhungar who had stolen a shield from the red treasury, latching onto the thieving raider’s legs and pulling him down. The stewards sent the downed blue Rhungar scurrying off to a tackle post. Seeing Sturad take up the dropped shield, the thrill of the chase overcame Taem’s hazy head and he leapt after the Claymore Rhungar.
Taem urged his legs to move faster as he gained on the fleeing Claymore. He caught Sturad just outside the red treasury and pounced like a lion on the Rhungar’s back, sending them both tumbling to the floor. With a look of incredulity on his face, Sturad wasted no time in heading to the nearest tackle post, leaving Taem to pick up the shield and run wide round the arena floor, avoiding any red tabards, to store the shield in the blue treasury. There were three shields in there now.
‘Well done, Lad!’ Harnan bellowed, as he jumped forward and dropped his shoulder to block red Rhungars trying to raid the blue treasury. Ragad picked one of the Claymores up and dumped him to the ground, sending the Rhungar dashing off to a tackle post with a sour grimace on his face. Leaving the keepers to their jobs, Taem headed back out to the main field.
Claymore mounted a serious assault on the Ironstone treasury, coming away with two shields, whilst blue raiders and roamers had turned their attentions to the red treasury. But Forgrun and two other Ironstones were dispatched with thumping hits from the Claymore defence. Their attack blunted, the blue Ironstones were sent scurrying off to a tackle post, once they had picked themselves off the floor.
This was the most exhilarating game Taem had ever played – even better than Maul! There was so much going on all over the pitch, and you had to keep your wits about you and your eyes open all the time. The reds were everywhere! Surrounding Taem, but he managed to elude them by turning, changing direction and accelerating away.
A bone-crunching tackle went flying in, as the red catcher intercepted a blue Rhungar running towards home with a pilfered shield. The Claymore’s shoulder hit the Ironstone’s waist so hard that the blue Rhungar was bent in half, and knocked clean off his feet. But Harnan was on hand to pick up the dropped shield and deposit it in the blue treasury. Another shield outside the red goal zone changed hands three times before it was returned to the safety of the red treasury.
Taem saw the defenders inside the red tackle zone open up and he darted forward on a daring run. Stepping this way and that, he cut through two red players. Taem looked all around. He slowed to steal a shield from the red treasury, jumping aside as one of the red keepers tried to mash him between two great fists, and accelerated away from the Claymore defenders. Red catchers spread over the pitch to ensnare him. He knew he could side-step faster than them. Taem just had to wait until they were committed, not make his move until the last moment. He criss-crossed so many times that he muddled the first red catcher into tripping over his own feet, and dodged through and around the other two. There was a huge roar from the crowd as Taem put the shield in the blue treasury. Taem realised the Rhungars were all running out of puff. It was time for him to try and up his game.
Harnan and Ragad were keeping up a solid defence of the blue treasury, putting in monstrous hits on the invaders, with only a few red runners getting through. Even so, shields seemed to be changing hands with a frenzied frequency. In the middle of the coliseum, Forgrun and Sturad had both grabbed the same free shield at the same time, and were now engaged in a ferocious fistfight. The stewards arrived and pulled them apart, sending them both off the pitch to separate tackle posts.
Taem launched a second ranging run and raided the red treasury – to which the crowd again screamed their approval. But Taem realised there were many Claymores eyes glaring at him. They had had enough of his looping runs, and were going to knock the wind out of him.
Three Claymore Rhungars encircled Taem, all grasping to get a hold of him. Taem dodged aside the first. The second, Taem managed to leap over his swinging arm. The third Claymore hit Taem square in the chest with his hefty Rhungari shoulder. Taem felt the air sucked from his chest as he was bent double, lifted clean off the ground and smashed to the floor. He could not breathe! Taem panicked as he wheezed for air, clutching at the pain shooting over his chest.
Forgrun roared a battle cry, when he saw what the Claymores had done to his friend. He charged over Taem’s body into the fray, fists flailing. The furious Ironstone clobbered down two of the Claymores with mighty haymaker punches. Other Ironstones came flying in behind their captain. More Claymores arrived, then Ragad and Harnan joined the brawl, now every player on the pitch was involved in the all-mighty scrap. The bellowing Rhungars exchanged vicious punches and elbows. Within moments, every one of them had dark bruises on their belligerent faces. The team-mates backed each other up to the hilt. The Gaunt Ruck bell rang out time and again across the arena, as stewards piled in to separate the teams, whilst the crowd cheered every punch and wild swing. Finally, some order was restored by the gamesmaster.
Looking up at the giant sand timer beside the Lord’s booth, Taem saw there were thirteen minutes gone and seven remaining, as he wearily got back up onto his feet. Play restarted and the teams were off again. After the rough treatment he had received, Taem was determined to relieve the Claymores of more shields. Cutting back through the red defence, he did not even slow down as he scooped another shield from the Claymore treasury. He realised the Rhungars were getting even slower, as the game wore them down.
Taem chased after two red raiders who had each just thieved a shield from the Ironstone treasury. The thrill of the hunt surged through Taem. With his light, ranging strides Taem loped after the fleeing red Rhungars and leapt, taking down the first Claymore in a diving tackle. Taem jumped up. He hurtled after the second fleeing Rhungar and sprung on him, as a hunting hawk takes down its prey. A great roar rose up from the crowd at Taem’s athletic display. Both red players were sent traipsing back to their tackle post, muttering and grimacing at Taem.
‘Be held back!’ Forgrun roared to the two blue roamers. ‘Take him!’ Forgrun boomed, sending one forward, as he held himself in reserve to sweep up any red players that got through. ‘Yhee be takin’ ye other!’ The Ironstone captain yelled over the cheers of the crowd. One of the blue roamers thudded home a thumping hit, upending a Claymore. The other blue roamer went flying off the wrong way as he missed his tackle, but Forgrun was right there to clean up, smashing the red raider to the floor.
‘Follow me!’ Forgrun bellowed, now the Claymore ranks had been thinned. ‘Raid! Yhee do take left! Yhee do take right!’
Taem surged forward. He swooped into the red treasury, side-stepped through the defence and swiped a shield, but was confronted by Sturad on the way back to the blue treasury. Taem feinted one way then the other, and bolted back the other way again. Sturad stumbled. Taem was sure he was through and round the Claymore captain. But as he passed Sturad, the Claymore dived after him, catching Taem’s heel with his lunging hand. Sturad tapped Taem’s foot enough, to send the man off balance and tumbling to the floor. It was a skilful tackle.
Ragad was a wall as solid as stone that blocked the blue treasury. Taem shuddered as a charging Claymore was upended by the Northman’s muscular frame. As the red raider was tossed high up into the air, tumbling over and round for what seemed to be an eternity, the bronze Gaunt Ruck bell rang out.
The crowd screamed and cheered their appreciation. Stewards rushed to the treasuries. The steward at Claymore’s red treasury held up two fingers; the steward at Ironstone’s, three. The blue team raised their arms, howling in victory as they hurried to bear-hug and high-slap their Ironstone team mates. The red Claymore players slumped in despondency, muttering to themselves as they stared at the floor, but began to applaud the winners.
The Ironstone team walked a lap of the arena to appease the crowd – who whooped and cheered, and downed whole tankards of ale. 
Chanting “Gaunt Ruck!
Gaunt Ruck! Gaunt Ruck!”
Or, “Ironstone!
Ironstone! Ironstone!”
Taem was amazed by the passion of the Rhungar crowd’s support. The whole coliseum was a sea of jovial faces, all bellowing and bringing their fists together to make the sign of Gromm. Taem imagined that if this screaming Rhungar throng were to charge from the citadel now, they would be able to take on the Krun horde – even if it was five times their number – and win.
The blue Ironstone team met the Claymore team in the centre of the coliseum, where every player congratulated each player on the opposing team. Taem was struck by the humility of the Claymores in defeat. Taem watched the Rhungars smacking each other’s forearms as they shook hands, and he realised that this was an important part of the ritual of Gaunt Ruck. After all their bravado, the opposing teams praised and consoled each other with dignity and respect, as the crowd clapped a thunderous round of applause. Taem could at last see what Forgrun had meant, when he said how Gaunt Ruck brought the Rhungari people closer together.
 
That evening, a great feast took place in a massive dining hall. The chamber held a hundred long-tables, each one capable of seating forty Rhungars, and all the players and spectators were shepherded in. Taem had never seen the like of the feast that was put on. It must have been the Rhungari idea of heaven.
As Taem followed the other Ironstone players, he passed musicians and entertainers wearing clothes that were the colours of all the clans at the same time. Past the merry strumming and tapping of the Rhungari musicians, Taem went and sat with both the Ironstone and Claymore teams, on a huge table close to the Citadel Lord’s head table. The other companions came and sat with Taem, whilst Hirandar sat up on Drogal’s right hand side.
Taem was amazed to see the afternoon’s combatants were all now getting on well, and even Forgrun and Sturad were slapping each other on the back, and thumping each other in the shoulder.
‘That be a great punch,’ one Ironstone Rhungar pointed to his shining black eye, as if it were a badge of honour. Taem could see that eye would not be opening again for some time.
‘So do be this,’ the Claymore Rhungar pointed to the cut lip the other Rhungar had given him. Taem saw how the Claymore had needed stitches to put his lip back together.
‘Cheers!’ They both raised and clunked their tankards together, and gulped down some beer, whilst Taem shook his head in disbelief.
Taem saw Logan was not drinking beer, so he did not either. His stomach rumbled, as he gazed over the dishes of roasted wild boar, venison steaks, sirloins of beef and ribs of mountain bison.
‘It surprises me the tables of Khan Zhen have such wondrous variety,’ Taem gestured to all the different meats.
‘There be lots o’ animals do livin’ in mountains,’ Pendran sat next to Taem, ‘if yhee knows where ter look.’
‘What are these?’ Taem pointed to the roasted birds that were as big as small boars.
‘Gollys,’ Pendran ripped a huge leg off the roasted bird, and dumped it on Taem’s plate. ‘They be giant an’ flightless birds that do live in huge flocks in ye mountains. What else do take thy fancy?’
‘Steak is my favourite,’ Taem felt his stomach rumble again, as he set eyes on the pile of giant mouth-watering steaks. Pendran speared a great slab of steak with a serving prong, and slapped the meat down on Taem’s plate.
Taem ripped into the succulent steak, and had to make sure he did not drool everywhere, as the meat’s juicy red centre was revealed. As Taem savoured each chew of the delicious steak, he caught the frown on Baek’s face and smiled. The Aborle watched with disdain, as the Rhungars on either side of him ripped off strips of roast boar with their bare hands, and stuffed the meat into their mouths in between swigs of ale.
With the meats, Taem feasted on puddings and stuffings, and the perfect gravy. Needless to say, there was gallons of strong Rhungar beer to wash it all down with.
Taem marvelled at the towering dishes of roast potatoes, parsnips, carrots, suede, green peas, turnips, and steaming cabbage, leak and broccoli. Despite them being up in the mountains, Taem was surprised to see the full range of vegetables on the Rhungari tables – courtesy of Clan Browen Dal – but vegetables were merely secondary to the meats. Taem saw many Rhungars had plates stacked only with luscious flame-grilled or roasted cuts, and nothing else. Taem could certainly get used to eating like this!
‘Be tryin’ a wee bit o’ mountain boar,’ Pendran slammed a great chunk or wild boar on Taem’s plate.
‘I’m too full!’ Taem held up his hand in protest.
‘Go on,’ Pendran and the other Ironstone players encouraged him.
‘I cannot!’ Taem puffed.
‘Yhee be too skinny!’ The Rhungars chortled, as they piled yet more steaks on his overloaded plate.
Luckily for Taem, Ragad nodded at him, and he managed to pile most of the meat onto the Croma’s plate, whilst none of the Rhungars were looking.
After a drawn out dinner, during which Taem saw some Rhungars put away more food than he could manage in a week, the main course was cleared by the serving Rhungars to be replaced by cheeses, breads and biscuits, and then a huge selection of mammoth desserts. Taem’s eyes watered as he saw the sponge cakes, cheesecakes, apple pies, custard, treacle pudding, a range of nuts, fruit tarts and cream to dollop all over it. But he had eaten so much already, he could not manage any dessert.
Beer flowed freely, and Rhungars sang rousing choruses of their battle songs, always followed by a toast and the downing of entire tankards of Rhungari ale. Taem loved the cordial atmosphere of the Rhungar party. Rhungars became more forthcoming and friendly once they had each sunk twenty tankards of beer. He thought how there was no other people in Hathlore that could match the Rhungars for merrymaking, as he wearily headed for his bed in the early hours, whilst the party was still in full swing.
By chance, the next day was another day of celebration for the Rhungars, called The Moon-Lantern Festival. The Rhungars needed little excuse to continue their merrymaking into that following day.
Forgrun showed the Hand of Fire around parts of the Rhungari city. Forgrun took the companions to the temples, where Rhungars could come any time of day to say prayers or give offerings to the Ancestor-Gods.
Taem saw how the temples were always watched over by a giant statue of their patron Ancestor-God. He found them tranquil, spiritual places, where numerous sticks of incense were always burning. Taem sighed as he inhaled the soothing aroma that lingered over the temples. These shrines were areas of calm in the otherwise hectic Under City. Taem watched as Logan and Forgrun lit a stick of incense each, and knelt down in front of a statute of Odrin. He decided to join them.
‘You are unusually quiet, Baek,’ Hirandar murmured, as the other companions watched Forgrun, Taem and Logan praying.
‘I am ashamed,’ Baek looked down at the floor. ‘I had assumed the Rhungars were just brutes and savages – but, as I look over this spiritual place, I know I was mistaken.’
‘Do not think too harshly of yourself,’ Hirandar placed a hand on Baek’s shoulder, ‘it takes a good man to admit when he is wrong.’
‘The Rhungars are savages,’ Ragad said.
Baek and Hirandar stared at the Croma with surprise.
‘But no more than I am,’ Ragad’s keen gaze turned to Baek, ‘or you are, Aborle.’
‘Well spoken indeed,’ Hirandar raised an eyebrow.
‘The Rhungars are not the only ones,’ Jvarna nodded to Ragad, ‘who are deeper than they seem on the surface.’
‘Evidently,’ Hirandar mused to herself, as Forgrun got up from praying, and made to lead the company on.
As they walked through Khan Zhen, Taem noticed the prayer tables by the sides of the streets, or within buildings. These stone tables were spectacular carvings with harsh edges, with a detailed statue of at least one of the Ancestor-Gods. Taem could see Odrin and Gromm were the prime choices, but other popular options were Decu, Joga, Claune the god of children and merriment, Nyna the god of the home, Karlstrom the glutinous god of beer and food, and Pfynere the god of wisdom and common sense.
Often, Taem observed there was some small food or drink offering placed under the statue, or maybe some coins, or a small item of treasure.
‘Are these offerings for the Gods?’ Taem gestured to the pile of coins and mug of beer, placed on a nearby prayer table.
‘Aye,’ Forgrun nodded. ‘Ter bring ye favour o’ ye Gods an’ ye Ancestors.’
‘Unlike the church of Men,’ Hirandar said, as the company walked down the street, ‘the Rhungars do not have religious services. They just take a few minutes of quiet prayer, from time to time – whenever they feel it right.’
‘Fascinating,’ Baek said, as Forgrun led the Hand of Fire on. ‘We Aborle pray to the Light, like other Men. But who is praying to the right gods? Us or the Rhungars?’
‘Who can say?’ Hirandar murmured. ‘None can say for sure. Wars have been fought over such things.’ Hirandar shook her head. ‘But I believe there are many forces for good in this world, and there is more than enough room for the Light and the Ancestor-Gods.’
 Forgrun could not let their tour pass without a visit to a rowdy Rhungari alehouse. As the Hand of Fire entered, every Rhungar in the alehouse called them over to take a seat. Taem knew Rhungars had a reputation for being sullen and unfriendly; however – in their own city at least – Taem could not imagine a more welcoming people. Ragad, in particular, was embraced by the Rhungars. The barbarian demonstrated such a fondness for their ale that, to the Rhungars’ open astonishment, the Croma could match them in the number of tankards they drank down.
‘Master,’ Taem whispered to Logan, ‘is it wise for all the soldiers to be getting drunk, with the enemy still so close to the stronghold?’
‘It is foolish beyond words,’ Logan shook his head, as two Rhungars lined up five tankards each along the bar, and raced each other to down them all, whilst the rest of the alehouse cheered them on.
‘But try telling that to a Rhungar,’ Hirandar smiled, as the two Rhungars finished their five tankards, and howled as they smashed each other in a Rhungari handshake.
 
That night, the Moon-Lantern festival was held inside the Under City. It normally would have taken place on the plateau, but the stronghold was still on alert. All the lights inside the citadel chamber were put out, until only Moon-Lanterns lit the chamber with their eerie yellow glow. The company were honoured to join Lord Drogal and Captain Harnan, on the citadel battlements, from where Taem gaped at the enchanting view of the darkened Under City.
‘But how can they loose fireworks inside the cavern, Forgrun?’ Taem asked.
‘Be on shortened fuses,’ Forgrun grinned at Taem’s amazement. ‘Such miracle do be simply elemen’ry fer ye Rhungar engineers.’
Taem felt the tingle of anticipation in the air, as the usually loud and frantic Under City waited in a hushed quiet. Taem could see the Rhungar children all held Moon-Lanterns, and were brimming with barely contained excitement – some of the adult Rhungars were no different either.
‘It be long ago,’ Forgrun told the Hand of Fire, as they stood up on the battlements of the stronghold, ‘when a single Rhungar warrior be ye sole survivor from group o’ messengers sent from ye eastern outpost, ter ye capital stronghold, Kaladoon. His duty do be ter warn agains’ ye biggest Krun army do ever be assembled, heading ter attack ye High King’s stronghold. The messenger be bloodied an’ wounded, but did nay stop his relentless journey – as he do knew, if ye citadel were ter be saved his message had ter get through.’ Forgrun held up a clenched fist. ‘It do be a dark night – as black as ye pitch – an’ ye messenger be lost an’ all but finished. So ye messenger, as his last chance, do pray ter ye Ancestor-Gods fer help.’ Forgrun brought his hands together in prayer. ‘When he do open his eyes a huge full moon do reveal itself in ye night sky ter guide his steps. He could now be seein’ where ter walk, but he still do nay know ye way ter Kaladoon. By chance, that night do be ye High King’s birthday, and ye citadel walls be lined with party lanterns that only do give off ye weakest o’ dull glows.’ Forgrun gestured over the battlements, at the hundreds of Moon Lanterns in the city. ‘These faint yellow lights do allow ye messenger ter find his way home, and alert ye citadel ter ye impending threat o’ Krun invasion. Because of that brave messenger, ye defences be prepared in time fer ye onslaught.’
‘So, ev’ry year,’ Harnan said, ‘ye messenger’s courage be celebrated in ye festival fer Moon Lanterns, which do be lightin’ his way.’
With a whoosh the first rocket launched up into the mountain roof, and everyone looked up. Taem saw the rocket fly up, tracing a trail of sparks over the dark city, and explode into a burst of green stars.
Soft cries of, ‘Oooohhh!’ and ‘Aaaahhhh!’ whispered through the lamp-lit Under City, and Taem heard how the cheering emanated from where the Moon-Lanterns were concentrated.
Taem watched as rocket after rocket zoomed up towards the mountain roof, hissing as they blazed a trail through the air, until there was a great bang. Scintillating colours exploded in great blasts, which stayed for a few seconds on this giant canvas in the air, and faded into nothing. More starbursts of gold and silver, purple and blue, red and orange zoomed into the air. Taem looked at his friends, and saw how all the companions gazed overhead, enchanted.
With the fireworks still going on, and fire crackers being set off all over the city, one of the Citadel Guard came up to Harnan.
‘Lord Molboroth,’ the Citadel Guard bowed. ‘Ye Grey Rangers be returned. They do follow ye Krun horde as they be fleein’ east, ter entrance ter ye high passes.’ The guard snorted. ‘Here, ye Krun do stop ter regroup, an’ steady thyselves. Neveryeless, they do had their rest now, an’ be comin’ back toward stronghold. Rangers estimate, by morning ye Krun be returned ter our gates.’
Taem watched Harnan’s face become harsh.
‘See ye Citadel Guard be ready,’ Harnan said to the guard, ‘double ye number o’ sentries on outer wall. Have ye Fire Walkers be preparin’ their war machines. Ye Brothers o’ Gromm an’ Storm Hammers still be on standby?’
‘Aye, me Lord.’
‘Good,’ Harnan nodded. ‘I be informin’ Lord Drogal, but nay tell ye Clans till after festival. Let our people be enjoyin’ tonight, before they have ter be thinkin’ o’ siege again.’
‘Me Lord,’ the Citadel Guard bobbed his head respectfully, before he went away to follow the orders, whilst Harnan went to speak to Drogal.
Taem saw the smile from the fireworks drop from the Lord of the Citadel’s face, as Harnan told Drogal the bleak news. But the mass celebration went on, in blissful ignorance.
When Harnan had finished talking to the Citadel Lord, Logan said to the Rhungar captain, ‘My friend, I know there is much on your mind, but I will need the supplies we spoke of.’
‘Yhee be havin’ them,’ Harnan dipped his head.
‘Thank you,’ Logan nodded.
‘Are yhee sure yhee nay want suits o’ Rhungari armour?’ Harnan asked.
‘It is a kind offer, my friend,’ Logan touched Harnan on the shoulder. ‘But we must travel light through the snow of the high passes. And in the Lost Realms, speed is our greatest defence.’ 
The Rhungar Captain bowed, and strode away to speak to the Citadel Guards.
Logan turned to his companions of the Hand of Fire, ‘The path ahead is open. We must all rest well tonight. For in the morning we will chance our escape, and get back on our quest.’
 



Chapter 22 – Journey into the dark
 
 
The only noise Taem could hear in the sleeping Under City was the footsteps of the warriors, as the Hand of Fire paced down the empty streets to the stronghold. His backpack seemed heavy already, but he knew the companions needed to carry enough supplies and blankets to get them over the mountains and beyond. They were leaving the horses at Khan Zhen, Logan said the mounts would not survive the Blizzen Passes. Taem stared up at the mountain roof as he walked, and was still amazed at how dawn’s first light was reflected down mirrored shafts into the vast chamber.
Harnan met the companions outside the fortress and led them inside, accompanied by ten Rhungars of the Citadel Guard, armed with crossbows.
‘Where are we going?’ Drual murmured to Taem, as they followed Harnan.
‘Not sure,’ Taem whispered, as he glanced back at the crossbow-Rhungars following behind. Why did they need guards with them inside the stronghold, Taem wondered?
Harnan took the Hand of Fire down seldom used old passages, deep within the citadel. Onwards and downwards they went. Harnan led the party through stiff locked doors and rocky passages laced with deadly traps, which Harnan disarmed before the group could enter.
They came to a barred metal door, inlaid with the sturdiest of locking mechanisms. Taem could see the elaborate mesh of steel put metal bolts not just across the door, but also straight up and down – slotting the bolts into the stone doorframe all around. Taem found it quiet down here in the depths, ominously quiet. Harnan motioned for the Hand of Fire to stop, twenty yards from the door, as he gestured for his soldiers to go in front. The Citadel Guards crept forward into the tunnel, spreading wide, keeping their crossbows trailed on the locked door. Taem shivered when he saw how torchlight glinted off the metal door, and he thought how this sinister door could be the gateway to another world.
Behind the line of crossbow-Rhungars, Harnan turned to Hirandar and Logan, ‘Yhee be sure abou’ this?’
‘There is no other way,’ Logan kept his eyes fixed on the barred door.
‘A desperate measure for a desperate time,’ Hirandar said darkly. ‘Not lightly do we brave such a treacherous journey.’
‘Ye Light speed yhee then,’ Harnan bowed to all the companions. ‘Odrin, ye other Gods, an’ all ye Ancestors be watchin’ o’er yhee.’
Harnan ordered the door unlocked with a gesture of his hand. One of the guards struggled to turn a massive key in the giant keyhole at the centre of the door, and all the bars round the edge clicked open in sequence. The warriors all took a few steps back, as they reached for their weapons. Taem shuddered as a sense of dread filled him.
With a heave, the Rhungar guard hauled the door open and jumped aside, so the crossbow-Rhungars had a clear shot at anything that was lurking in the darkness beyond. Through the open door was the blackest darkness Taem had ever seen. The Rhungars waited stone still for a minute. No one spoke. Taem concentrated on listening, but the only thing he could hear was the sound of the Rhungars’ breathing.
When nothing came out from the darkness, the wary Citadel Guards advanced through the open doorway. Every step the Guards took was slow, silent and hesitant, as they edged out into the ancient caves. Some of the guards bore torches, and they used their lights to sweep the black spaces close to the door. The Rhungars clutched their weapons close and concentrated on straining their eyes and ears for any sign of movement. Taem knew why the Rhungars were so cautious. The Sodan sensed a lurking menace in the dark.
The Rhungar guards stopped a few yards beyond the door, forming an outward facing defensive circle, their crossbows covering the encroaching darkness. A wary glance flitted between Ragad and Jvarna, then on to Baek, Drual and Taem.
The companions each thanked Harnan before they passed through this last door. Each of the friends was quiet and subdued, and heedful of the evil presence in the darkness beyond.
‘The Light shine on your blade, Harnan,’ Logan said the honourary blessing of the Sodan.
‘An’ Gromm favour yhee, Grim Wanderer,’ Harnan bowed, ‘An’ Odrin watch o’er ye all,’ Harnan put a hand on Forgrun’s shoulder. ‘I be lookin’ forward ter meetin’ yhee again, so yhee be tellin’ me thy battle sagas.’
‘An’ do I, Lord,’ Forgrun dipped his head to Harnan. They clasped forearms, before Forgrun entered the darkness after the rest of his companions.
Taem stepped beyond the last door of the Rhungari citadel, and found it was intimidating, deep and black. Taem sniffed, and he felt the cold damp fill his nose. He heard water dripping into shallow pools, but he could see nothing but shadows and black all around him. The companions huddled close together, weapons ready. Some of them were trembling as they eyed the nebulous black. Was there something out there, watching them? Taem had heeded the wariness of the Citadel Guard, and he knew there must be something terrifying in these dark depths to frighten those stout warriors.
‘These caves are a natural formation,’ Hirandar murmured, and the other warriors jumped out of their skins. ‘They existed long before the Rhungars first excavated the mountains.’
Taem made out the silhouettes of looming rocks in the vast darkness, as the Citadel Guard retreated to the safety of the Rhungari passageway, keeping their crossbows trained on the shadows. The moment the last Rhungar was back inside the passage, the steel door was slammed shut, and locked with a multitude of clicks and shunts that resounded through the darkness. Taem looked at each of his companions, and he saw the fear in their eyes – all except Logan, whose eyes were strong or harsh, but never afraid.
Taem stared out into the foreboding darkness, and realised the company were on their own. All was deathly still. The darkness was all-consuming. Taem had an urge to run off as fast as he could, in search of fresh air and natural light. But Taem reminded himself he was a Sodan warrior. He mastered his own fear, the fear did not master him.
Forgrun and Ragad both clenched Rhungari lanterns in their free hands, whilst Taem, Logan and Jvarna held burning torches. Without their lights they were dead. The shadows from their flames flickered over jagged rocks. Both Baek’s quivering hands were on his bow, an arrow notched, and Drual grasped his personalised crossbow with two shaking arms, swinging it from shade to absolute blackness. Jvarna’s hand trembled, as she touched her forehead and then her chest – the gesture for the blessing of the Light.
Hirandar twirled her fingers to produce a sphere of white light, as bright as all the lanterns and torches put together. Taem brought his hand up to shield his eyes. He felt more at ease now Hirandar’s celestial light lit up the cave, and he could make out the ragged rocky roof, hundreds of feet above, and see the countless tunnels leading off in many directions.
‘That door cannot be opened from this side,’ Hirandar whispered, ‘and is it impossible to find your way down here from the outside… finding our way out, from the inside, is only slightly easier than that.’
‘It’s so dark out there,’ Jvarna stared into the black.
‘Not to worry,’ Baek murmured, ‘we know from experience Forgrun can see in the dark.’
‘Not be this type o’ dark,’ Forgrun scowled.
‘How many types of dark are there?’ Baek frowned.
‘Well there be darkness by starlight,’ Forgrun glared at Baek, ‘and there be ye darkest o’ lightless black – this be that!’
‘Quiet,’ Taem whispered to his bickering friends.
Hirandar started forward with purpose, straight for one of the passages, and Taem felt reassured that at least the Wizard knew where they were heading. The rest of the company followed her, careful to stay close. Baek went to the front, to keep his bow alongside the Wizard, and Logan dropped to the back, motioning for Drual and his crossbow to take up the rearguard aside him.
‘Eyes open,’ Logan’s voice echoed through the cave, even though he whispered. ‘Evil things hide in the lightless deep.’
‘Ye Nemeth,’ Forgrun muttered under his breath, ‘or worse…’ 
‘Anything you see that looks suspicious,’ Logan said. ‘Any sound out of the ordinary – even if you think it just your mind playing tricks – I want to know. Immediately.’
As if the Citadel Guards’ wariness had not been enough, Logan telling the company to be so vigilant put their senses on the keenest edge possible. Every step they took was measured, and every effort was made to keep their noise to a minimum.
For three gloomy hours they continued, without a word, over slippery rock and through pools of water. Taem thought the oppressive darkness would never end. Always, he felt there was something lingering just beyond the torchlight. Sometimes the cave was so immense and black that Taem could not see rock – apart from that of the floor – in any direction. That dark was so all-consuming that even Hirandar’s light could not penetrate it. At one point, the company trudged through icy water that came up to their waists, and then their shoulders, enveloping their bodies in freezing shadow. Taem shuddered as he waded through. None wanted to enter the black water, but the thought of turning back was even worse. Taem dreaded to think what was in these black pools, where he could not see his feet and legs, or whatever he was stepping on. All the companions struggled to keep their backpacks and their weapons from getting wet. Ragad had to lift Forgrun through the deepest parts so the blackness did not swallow the Rhungar whole.
‘Keep going,’ Hirandar whispered back, as she waded on through waist-deep darkness.
Everyone rushed after the Wizard’s disappearing white light. None wanted to stay in the black pool any longer than they had to. Taem heard a sound echo from the distance, something large dropping into water.
‘Light!’ Jvarna whispered as she leapt back into Drual.
The companions stopped dead. Weapons, torches and lanterns were raised back in the direction of the noise. An icy chill seeped into Taem’s heart. Nothing came. Nothing stirred in the dark. Taem had never in his entire life been more terrified then he was in that moment. He was sure a dark creature stalked their footsteps. The Light protect us, Taem thought, as he reached over his left shoulder, grasping for his swordhilt.
‘Calm down, my Lady,’ Drual said sarcastically.
‘Get your hands off me!’ Jvarna snarled, as she pushed him away through the black water.
‘You jumped on me! I can’t help it if you’re drawn to me–’
‘Ssshhh!’ Logan growled. ‘Be silent!’
Taem strained to hear anything in the darkness. He looked out over the underground pool, but nothing disturbed the dark surface that lapped against his waist. He flashed out his sword from its scabbard. Taem felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise up. He shivered from the chill of his soaking shirt. Taem felt as if his tiny torchlight was on the brink of being swallowed by the darkness.
Logan drew his sword. The Sodan Master gestured for the warriors to press on through the black pool. Logan turned to guard to the rear. Taem glanced ahead, past the torches of Ragad and Jvarna, and he saw Hirandar and Baek had almost reached the shore. Forgrun had dropped from Ragad’s back, and held his great axe up above his head ready to strike down, and Drual was behind Taem waiting for Logan. They all made for the ball of white light in the Wizard’s hand. Taem felt his heart beating so loud, that any predator in the underground lake would have been able to feel it through the water. He crept towards the shore, with all the stealth he could manage. The extra weight of his backpack and the waist deep water conspired to make him unsteady on his feet. The swirl of the water seemed louder than a drumbeat as he waded through that black pool. He glanced back and forth and around, sword ready. If there was a creature in the dark pool, Taem knew the warriors had entered its territory and the beast would have all the advantages in a fight.
Taem shivered and gasped as he climbed out of the freezing cold water. The terror of their predicament made him shudder, as he tried to shake the chill water from his sodden clothes. He heard water lapping and gurgling in the distance. All the companions swivelled. Fear surged up in Taem. No one dared move. By the glow of Hirandar’s light, Taem could see Logan still standing in the pool, facing away from the shore, with dark water still up to his knees. Taem shuddered when he realised the danger his Master was in.
‘Come quickly, Logan!’ Hirandar whispered, as she cast a great beam of light across the dark pool. ‘Make haste whilst they still fear our lights!’
Logan walked backwards out of the pool, keeping his sword between him and the deeper water. Although fear tingled thorough Taem’s body, he prepared to leap forward and fight by his Master’s side.
Forgrun and Ragad shone their lanterns back over the pool. Taem put his hand on Logan’s shoulder to guide the Sodan Master as he walked backwards. The companions huddled close together. Taem glanced at Baek and Jvarna and saw the terror in their eyes. He heard Drual’s crossbow rattling against his sheathed sword, as the rogue’s hands shook.
‘Powerful evil lingers here,’ Logan stared back at the pool, as he continued to back away.
‘Hurry!’ Hirandar pointed her staff down the next tunnel, and she led the company off at a brisk pace.
The Hand of Fire trekked on through the murky cave system, and Taem forgot it would have been morning in the daylight, miles above through solid rock. He could see how the blackness weighed all his companions’ hearts down – see the fear in their shadowed faces. These caves had a sinister feel that chilled him to the bone. The fear touched his soul. Every step further seemed to feel heavier, and he began to feel weary.
‘There’s light ahead!’ Baek said.
And Taem felt such relief surge through him, as he looked beyond Forgrun, Jvarna, the Aborle and the Wizard, to glimpse natural light at the end of the tunnel.
‘Thank the Light for that!’ Jvarna murmured, as the company pushed on faster, keen to escape.
As the rest of the companions moved onward, Hirandar dropped to the back, and Baek followed, to cover for anything that could be stalking them. If there was something trailing them in the dark, it would know they were coming up to the outside light, and might make a last ditch attempt to snatch one of them. Logan motioned for Taem to follow, as the Sodan Master advanced to the head of the company.
Logan and Taem removed their backpacks, crept up to the edge of the cave mouth and flattened themselves against the side-wall, looking over the mountain country for any sign of Kruns. As they edged out into the daylight, Taem soon discovered they were in the midst of a rocky outcrop, to the east of the plateau outside the Rhungar stronghold. Shifting round the edge of the giant rocks, Logan and Taem saw the Krun army was a couple of miles away, entrenching themselves on the plateau, out of range of the Rhungars’ war machines. They listened and watched as drums were banged and horns were blown, and one of the impatient tribes charged the great doors of Khan Zhen. Booms echoed through the mountains, as Rhungar cannons hidden above the fortress walls targeted the charging Kruns. Cannonballs ripped through the screaming horde. The Krun charge lost momentum, and the creatures were soon fleeing back outside the range of the cannons.
Taem and Logan flanked back round the rocks, to find the company had all safely emerged from the caves. From the outside, the cave entrance was a small hole that gave no clue to the extensive subterranean network it led down into. At Hirandar’s suggestion, Drual and Baek had kept their missile weapons fixed on the black opening. Ragad, also, had not taken his eyes from the cave, whilst Jvarna surveyed the landscape and Forgrun scrutinised the surrounding rocks. There was no talking now. They were seasoned warriors and this was a time for concentration.
‘Even if the Kruns knew there was a secret exit inside,’ Hirandar said, ‘they would somehow have to navigate the cave system, and whatever monstrous creatures there are down there.’
‘The Kruns have returned to their siege,’ Logan gestured around the edge of the rocky outcrop, ‘and are camped on the plateau. The eastern path is open to us, but there may be scouts patrolling the trail.’
‘It’s ten miles on from here,’ Hirandar gazed eastwards, toward the gap between two snow-capped mountains, ‘till the start of the Blizzen paths.’
Behind those two mountains, Taem could see the mountaintops rose to pierce the clouds.
‘Lead on, Logan,’ Hirandar stared warily back into the dark cave.
‘Stay close,’ Logan set off eastward over the loose soil, weaving through scattered boulders. ‘Taem and I will push ahead. Baek, watch the rear. And Forgrun, watch Baek. Make sure he does not fall behind.’
All the companions were eager to press on and leave the shadow of the menacing cave, but the rearguard did not turn their backs until it was far in the distance.
The Hand of Fire soon left the sight of the Krun army, as they traversed the open country of the grey mountains. Taem saw each of his fellow warriors was ever watchful, sweeping their gazes all around the rocky country, and listening for any sound of an enemy. Logan found the mountain path, and Taem saw the countless imprints of thousands of boots on the softer parts of the trail.
‘The sheer volume of markings means I cannot find sign of Isornel and Balthus,’ Logan said to Taem, as they crouched down to look at the tracks.
‘But on the plus side,’ Taem said softly, ‘it also means our company will barely leave a trail here.’
‘Right,’ Logan smiled.
Besides a whole army of boot-prints, Taem saw signs of the Kruns passing everywhere. The Kruns had hacked down the hardy mountain shrubs and flowers within reach of the path, and had broken any mountain trees they had come across. Even the sparse patches of thick mountain grass had been burnt.
‘Why have they attacked these trees?’ Baek pointed to a smashed copse by the trailside.
‘Malice and spite,’ Hirandar shook her head in disgust. ‘The Krun and Ugurs are wicked creatures. They get malevolent enjoyment from destroying anything that is fair and good.’
‘Scum!’ Forgrun snarled.
‘They are creatures of darkness and evil,’ Logan said grimly.
‘It is so senseless,’ Hirandar said angrily, ‘but it is typical of Kruns.’ 
As Taem surveyed a line of broken trees, and the patches of stomped on flowers, he hated the Kruns for the destruction they caused.
‘Come,’ Logan waved his hand towards the snow-capped peaks, ‘we have much ground to cover before nightfall.’
The trail snaked on between the bases of the two low peaks, before coming to an obvious crossroads. Taem saw how their path crossed the main trail as it stretched away, to the south and north, through more low mountains and beyond. A smaller track led straight on eastwards, climbing as it wound upwards through the high mountains. Taem knew this was their path.
It was late in the afternoon, but Logan gestured for the company to continue on without a moment’s rest. Taem knew it was too dangerous to dawdle here. Logan wanted the Hand of Fire to be well into the high passes, before setting up camp for the night – just in case there were Krun scouting parties.
As soon as the company stepped onto the Blizzen Path they began to climb. Taem soon found himself shivering, even though his legs were burning from the exertion, and he pulled his cloak tighter. The path became narrow, often running alongside crevasses and ravines. Although some of these sheer drops fell down into hidden valleys, many fell into the darkness, reminding Taem of the sinister cave system where they had spent that morning. At one point, the company was skirting a mountain edge over a thousand yard drop. Taem gazed over the edge, trying to glimpse what lay beneath mountains, but it was too far down to make out. The wind seemed so cold here that its biting chill burned his face. Baek and Jvarna had wrapped cloth around their mouth and noses, as they struggled into the wind, whilst Forgrun seemed to be enjoying the fresh air as he hummed a quiet tune. To Taem’s amazement, Ragad was still bare-chested under his great bearskin cloak.
‘Are you not cold?’ Taem asked, as he pulled his cloak tight.
‘I like the feel of the cold,’ Ragad said, ‘it makes me feel alive.’
‘It makes me feel half-dead,’ Drual muttered, through his chattering teeth.
‘It will only be for a few days,’ Hirandar said half-heartedly.
‘Accept the cold,’ Logan said to the whole company, ‘do not fight it. You must pay it no heed. Be one with the elements.’
‘Easy for a Sodan to say,’ Drual murmured once Logan was far out of ear shot.
Taem glared at the rogue. He stopped and placed his left hand on his sword hilt.
‘Sorry,’ Drual shrugged his shoulders.
‘Just remember whom you speak of,’ Taem said harshly, ‘before you open your thoughtless mouth!’
‘Come on,’ Jvarna pulled Taem along up the trail. ‘He’s not worth it,’ she glowered back at Drual.
Ragad shook his head at the rogue.
‘What?’ Drual threw his arms wide, as Ragad turned and followed after the rest of the company.
 
That night, the adventurers built a huge campfire, chopping or breaking down any of the mountain trees they could find. Under Logan’s instruction, the fire grew to a massive roaring blaze, and gave off so much heat no one could bear to sit too close.
Looking westward, and far down below them, Taem saw there were hundreds of campfires spread out over the plateau. Taem thought the countless tiny twinkles of red light rivalled the number of stars in the sky. The outer walls of the Rhungar citadel were hidden – the Khan Zhen Mountain obscured their view. Taem thought on how his sister Elena would have loved to have seen this amazing sight.
‘We need more firewood,’ Logan told Forgrun and Ragad.
‘Are you planning on keeping us warm,’ Jvarna asked, as the two bulky warriors sunk away into the twilight, ‘or roasting us?’
Taem had also wondered why Logan insisted on the fire being so large.
‘The Nemeth stalk the high mountains,’ Logan watched Forgrun and Ragad working on some trees out in the dusk. Even in the twilight, the Sodan Master knew it was dangerous to be too far from the light.
‘They are like shadows in the night,’ Logan’s hand rested on his sword-hilt. ‘Hunting any they come across. But they loathe sunlight, and cannot tolerate any other light. And they have a great fear of fire.’
‘Evil creatures,’ Hirandar rested by the warmth of the fire, ‘but not servants of Malveous. The Nemeth are as old as the mountains themselves.’
Forgrun – who had returned from gathering more firewood – said, ‘They do have big claws an’ razor sharp teeth. Whenever people be disappearin’ in wild mountains, more of’en than nay ye Nemeth be ter blame. They do run fas’er than any Man,’ Forgrun whispered as he held up his fist. ‘An’ they be size o’ bears, but do have gaping, dripping jaws,’ Forgrun used his hands to pretend he had a massive snout, ‘an’ long black fur.’ Forgrun waved his hands outwards and backwards.
The Rhungar’s wide-eyed dread sent a shiver down Taem’s spine.
‘They be unnat’ral creatures,’ Forgrun muttered. ‘Yer in deep trouble if yhee can see thy green eyes shining out from darkness.’
Taem saw how all the company had edged closer to the fire, and now clutched their weapons tight, as they stared out into the darkness with anxious eyes. Baek had gone paler than normal, and even Drual was silent for once.
‘The fire must keep burning until first light,’ Logan said strongly. ‘No one leaves the fireside at night, not for any reason.’
‘Will the Kruns not see our fire?’ Taem gazed down at the distant campfires.
‘Not with this working,’ Hirandar reached under one of her blankets, and brought out an orb in the palm of her slender hand.
Taem watched, transfixed, as the sphere glowed yellow then green then purple, and proceeded to meld and swirl into every colour under the sun. Over and through each other, melting and moulding together in a continuous kaleidoscope.
‘This is an Orb of Concealment,’ Hirandar said. ‘Called an Orb of Silarnon – after the wizard who invented it.’
Taem heard the respect in his teacher’s voice.
‘From a distance,’ Hirandar went on. ‘It can hide us, and our fire. But for anything within a hundred yards, it is beyond the orb’s magic to conceal.’
‘Even so,’ Logan stared out into the darkness, ‘we take no chances here. We need a constant watch throughout the night. Taem and Baek first, then Hirandar and Drual, myself and Jvarna, and finally Forgrun and Ragad.’
‘Now that be settled,’ Forgrun said heartily, ‘anyone do be up fer some grub? Cos I be famished!’
Taem smiled as the Rhungar set to building a spit for the campfire, and he could see he was not the only companion who had been encouraged by Forgrun’s good spirits. The thought of food had banished any thought of the Nemeth from the Rhungar’s mind.
As the other companions chatted away, over their dinner of spit-roasted gollys, Ragad gazed up to the night sky.
‘You have guided me all this time, mighty spirits,’ Ragad murmured, as he looked up at the stars. ‘When my courage is questioned it will not be found wanting. I am thy humble servant until the end,’ Ragad dropped his head in silent prayer.
From across the fire, Hirandar watched the barbarian. Whilst Forgrun entertained the others, with tales of his ancestors’ incredible – yet improbable – bravery and guile.
‘What unnerves you, Ragad?’ Baek asked.
‘The nightship waits to take me,’ Ragad gazed up to the stars, ‘on the last lonely voyage across the Starlake. The helmsman, Elor, calls for me, but I will not board his vessel – not yet. Not until my purpose is fulfilled.’
Taem could see Hirandar was listening with interest, her bright blue eyes fixed on the Croma.
‘Cheer up!’ Jvarna placed her arm over Ragad’s massive shoulders. ‘You’re safe from this boatman. There’s no water round here anyway!’ She smiled, trying to lighten Ragad’s heart. ‘It’s Nargs and Kruns you should be worrying about.’
‘In life we all search for something,’ Ragad rumbled, as he stared into the fire, ‘I will not go before I have found it. It was prophesised my life would be given in great service to the Light.’
‘He’s always pensive,’ Jvarna shrugged her shoulders to the other companions. ‘Always going on about his fate. His destiny to die a great death… Needs a good woman to cheer him up a bit!’
‘Don’t we all,’ Drual winked at Jvarna.
‘From what I’ve heard,’ Jvarna’s eyes could have withered stone. ‘You’ve already had plenty of good women.’
‘Well, well darling,’ Drual grinned at Jvarna. ‘You can’t get too much of a good thing! I can’t help it if I’ve got scores of women in love with me.’ Drual chuckled, but no one else was laughing.
Taem saw Jvarna fingering the hilt of one of her throwing knives. 
‘You’re too in love with yourself to ever love anyone else!’ Jvarna snarled.
‘Wooaaa!’ Drual beamed one of his dazzling white smiles. ‘Relax, princess, there’s plenty of me to go around.’
Logan glowered at the rogue. And Taem felt angered enough to punch Drual.
‘You must be deranged!’ Jvarna scoffed. ‘Did you slip and bump your head? The last time your cheating girlfriend was chucking your cowardly arse out of her house? You must’ve died with fright, when you heard her husband coming home early from court!’
Most of the companions sniggered. They had all heard that rumour in Dolam.
‘I prefer brave men to cowards,’ Jvarna looked down her nose at the rogue. ‘You don’t measure up, in any department!’ Jvarna snatched a throwing dagger from its sheath and launched it at Drual.
Drual hurled his legs apart as the dagger thudded into the tree trunk he was sitting on, landing inches from the rogue’s groin. Drual let out a relieved sigh as he glanced down, wide-eyed, at the dagger juddering just below his manhood.
All the other companions erupted with laughter at the look of terror on the rogue’s face.
‘Looks like Drual do be losin’ his balls, again!’ Forgrun jeered, to more guffawing from the others.
‘Ho ho ho,’ a deep voice rumbled, a laughter like no other, so low it almost shook the ground. The companions all swivelled, to see Ragad trying to stifle his mirth behind one of his massive fists, which in turn caused all the friends to laugh some more.
‘Well thrown,’ Logan gestured for Drual to give Jvarna back her knife, ‘and well said!’
Drual scowled as he returned Jvarna’s dagger, whilst everyone else laughed some more. Only Hirandar was quiet and thoughtful, as her sapphire eyes twinkled by the firelight. She was an old woman, who had seen much of the world, but it could still surprise even her.
The companions were still joking and laughing when they got in their blankets and laid down by the fireside. No one got more than broken sleep that night though, just a few snatched hours between shifts. Taem knew he would have to get used to such little rest in the weeks to come.
 
 



Chapter 23 – Fires in the Night
 
 
The companions had already been striding up the mountain trail for an hour, when the sun emerged from behind the snow-capped peaks to the east. Taem could see, further up the trail, the rocky path would soon lead them higher up into snow.
Logan’s keen gaze scoured the ground for tracks as they walked.
‘Hoof-prints are nigh on impossible to conceal,’ Taem pointed down at the horse tracks, ‘where the trail leaves rock for softer ground. But they made no effort to hide their passing?’
‘Yes,’ Logan gestured for the other companions to walk on, ‘either they thought there was no risk of being followed, or they did not care if they were. How many were they, Taem?’
Taem surveyed the numerous markings trodden into the bare soil, and said, ‘A score of horses, all heavily laden by the depth of the prints.’
‘Correct,’ Logan gazed up the mountain trail, searching for any sign of them in the distance.
‘My friends,’ Logan called, as he and Taem walked on after the company, ‘we must make haste. They have two days head start at the least.’
The trail climbed ever higher, and by midday the company trod ground blanketed with snow. By the afternoon the snow was above their ankles, sometimes over their knees, and they had to wade through. Taem found the snow heavy going, but he braced himself against the chill air, draped Rhungari blankets over his trembling body, and battled on. Taem saw Baek staring glumly down at the floor, as the Aborle trudged through the snow.
‘Keep going,’ Taem murmured, as he touched Baek on the shoulder.
Baek nodded with a weak smile, and seemed to wade on with more energy than before.
Because nothing grew up in the peaks, each companion lugged with them a few bits of firewood collected in the lower mountains.
‘As if I don’t have enough to carry already,’ Drual muttered under his breath, but none of the other companions heard.
‘In winter,’ Hirandar strode on through the snow, ‘these high paths are sealed, simply impassable. And even though it’s summer, and the sun is shining,’ the Wizard pointed her staff up to the sun, ‘this chill in the air will become bitterly cold by nightfall.’
‘Be thankful the day is still,’ Logan’s breath frosted. ‘When the winds come, it will be twice as cold.’
Taem had never been this high, and he marvelled at the mountain peaks, how they stretched away for an eternity, until pure white snow met brilliant blue sky.
‘Ye heights be covered in white all year round,’ Forgrun puffed out great clouds of mist, in between deep breaths.
Taem could see the Rhungar was struggling. It must have been hard ploughing through that snow with short legs, carrying firewood, when you weighed well over twenty stone. He wondered if Forgrun was regretting his brashness that morning, when he had strapped six logs to his pack – twice as many as anyone else. But Taem also knew the Rhungar would never admit he was having difficulty.
‘Follow my footsteps,’ Taem whispered so one else would hear, as he strode through the snow in front of the Rhungar.
‘Thank yhee, me friend,’ Forgrun patted Taem on the shoulder, as he followed behind the Man.
 
Taem thought he saw shadows during that icy day. He caught a whisper of a black form crouching on the mountainside, or down a gully, but on second glance there was always nothing.
Logan looked at his companions, saw how they trudged through the snow with heavy feet and heavy hearts, weighed down by the cold, their hefty backpacks, and firewood strapped on top. He needed to give them something to keep their spirits up, something to hold their minds off the cold.
‘Where were you before Dolam?’ Logan asked Drual.
‘On a job in Calledron,’ Drual looked up from where he was plodding through the snow.
‘Calledron?’ Hirandar raised a questioning eyebrow, her breath frosting in the chill air.
‘Yes,’ Drual nodded. ‘Unfortunate incident.’
‘So,’ Hirandar’s keen gaze pierced the rogue, ‘before Dolam you were in Calledron to steal something?’
‘Unfortunately it fell through,’ Drual said casually, not noticing the firmness of the Wizard’s tone. ‘Oh no, not that!’ Drual spread his arms wide, ‘believe me when I tell you, it takes a magician to break into the vaults of Calledron. I couldn’t have stolen your Key-Piece – even if I’d wanted to!’ Drual shook his head and smiled. ‘And I wouldn’t go for the Mage-King either. I respect him, he’s a good man.’
Taem stared at Drual in disbelief. He had thought the rogue respected no one. Taem looked at the other companions and saw they were as astonished as he. The amazement was even visible on Logan’s controlled face, and Taem saw the flash of delight in Jvarna’s eyes.
‘There’s an art to being a thief, you know,’ Drual smirked, all the arrogance returned. ‘To steal something and flee the authorities is hard enough, but to steal something and leave everyone bewildered at who did it – and how it was done – that shows real class.’
Logan gave Drual a sharp look, in between scanning the mountains ahead.
Drual caught Logan’s disapproving eye, and said to the Sodan, ‘I only steal from people who can afford it, and try to go for those that deserve it.’
 ‘Oh you’re a real saint,’ Jvarna shivered, as she pulled her blanket tighter. ‘Did you ever think of giving some of your ill-gotten gains to those that actually need it?’
‘I don’t know?’ Drual snarled, ‘There’s an almhouse and an orphanage in Dolam, which have been run by the donations of an anonymous benefactor for many years! Why don’t you ask them?’ Drual glared at Jvarna.
Jvarna looked away, hiding her red cheeks. Logan looked at the rogue in disbelief. Taem was amazed, and he really hoped that was the truth.
‘Are you outlawed in Shacain and Marnion?’ Hirandar waded through the snow, leaning on her staff.
Drual nodded, ‘And Darnea, the country of my birth, though I hold no allegiance to that unjust land.’ Drual shook his head. ‘I hate the way the poor are treated there.’
‘So,’ Jvarna said mockingly, ‘you’re not a thief? You’re an agent of wealth redistribution? Is that how you’d describe yourself?’
‘I never said I was perfect,’ Drual smiled, with a dangerous glint in his eye. ‘But the Empress and the Lords of Darnea live their lives in luxury and plenty, whilst they strangle the people with taxes and cruelty.’ Drual kicked the snow angrily. ‘I chose the life of an outlaw over one who has nothing. The peasants there barely even own their own lives, scarcely more than slaves. I will die before I live like that again.’
Taem had disliked Drual before now. But now he wondered if there was a good man underneath the rogue’s aloof exterior.
‘No one should have to live under the yoke of tyranny,’ Logan said defiantly, and he nodded at Drual. Taem thought Drual seemed to grow two inches taller with the Sodan Master’s approval.
‘Well the rich of Marac are no better,’ Jvarna grimaced, as she stomped through the snow and glared up at the mountain. ‘They deserve to have every coin tossed down from their cliff-top palaces, down into the desperate arms of the city’s poor.’
Jvarna told her companions how she had spent her childhood on the cruel streets of Marac. How Marac’s Lower City was a dangerous place where criminals ruled, and the poor people suffered, whilst the nobles glanced down from their cliff-top palaces and did nothing.
‘By eight years old,’ Jvarna kept her head down, driving forward through the snow, so no one could see the tears glistening in her eyes, ‘both my parents had died. By eleven, I knew how to use the blades I carry,’ Jvarna patted to where her blades were hidden in her clothes, ‘and by fifteen I escaped Marac and Shacain, stowing away on a trade ship. I have never settled since.’
Taem saw the sheer disbelief on Baek’s face. It made Taem realise how lucky he was, to have found people who wanted to take care of him after his parents were murdered – and he had his siblings. Jvarna had no one. Her loneliness was laid bare for all the companions to see, and it filled Taem with sadness.
After a minute of trudging on through silence, Hirandar touched Jvarna on the shoulder, ‘The hardships endured can make us appreciate the simplest joy of life, strengthening our character and our hearts.’
Hirandar stopped to wipe a tear from Jvarna’s cheek. The fierce warrior’s grimace turned into a smile, as she nodded to the old Wizard.
The Hand of Fire battled on through the snow, carrying backpacks, firewood and weapons. The original five members each told the newer companions a bit about themselves, before Ragad spoke of the wintry wilderness of his Croma homeland, the Everwinter lands. He told of the great lakes and pine forests that were, for more than half the year, covered in snow and ice. His voice boomed through the still mountain air, as he powered through the snow at the front of the company, clearing a path for the others to follow.
‘I became a slave in the Southlands,’ Ragad’s breath frosted as he spoke, ‘when my longship was destroyed in a storm. All my crew and comrades perished, but I was plucked from the Balyon Sea by pirates, who found me clinging to a piece of driftwood. The pirates sold me to the Southlanders.’
Taem knew Southlanders were a strange and cruel people, who lived in their jungle kingdoms beyond the Wasadi desert.
Logan shook his head, ‘Slavery has been abolished in the northern realms of Hathlore, but is still rife in the Southlands.’
Ragad dropped his head in shame, ‘I was forced to fight and kill other slaves in the arenas, and I became a champion gladiator. It was They die or you do,’ Ragad said solemnly. ‘That was the code under which we fought. I am shamed to say I killed many innocent men, but I had no choice. I tried to kill quickly, a small mercy, but the faces of those fallen slaves will haunt me to my dying day.’ Ragad’s cold eyes looked back over the company, towards the setting sun. ‘Jvarna rescued me from the hell of those Southland dungeons. Although she never asked for it, I follow her because I owe her my life.’ Jvarna smiled, as Ragad ploughed on through the snow, ‘We soon became friends, and have travelled together since.’
Taem could see why Jvarna and Ragad had kept each other company for so long. They were two lonely kindred spirits, each seeing themselves in the other.
‘You have not returned to your beautiful homeland?’ Baek asked the Croma.
Ragad shook his head, but ventured nothing.
Taem glimpsed shadowy silhouettes watching the Hand of Fire struggling through the wintry wilderness, skulking amongst the shadows of the mountain. But he looked again, and they were gone.
‘The pass forks into two up ahead,’ Logan held up a fist, the gesture for everyone to be quiet and watchful.
The company came up to the divide, and Logan checked the snow, examining the numerous tracks and furrows. The fork in the pass was in the shadow of the peak, so the tracks had not been covered by fresh snow here.
‘They took the left fork in the path,’ Drual’s breath misted in the cold.
‘You don’t need to be a master tracker to tell us that,’ Jvarna gestured down at the hoofprints in the snow.
‘They have taken their mounts with them,’ Logan shook his head. ‘Their horses will not live to see the other side of the mountains.’
‘The right fork is a shorter route,’ Hirandar held her staff towards where the right path wound on round the mountain, ‘but more treacherous. If we take it, we can make up ground on Isornel.’
‘The right path is dangerous,’ Logan said warily, ‘but we are already so far behind. We must brave the risk.’ Logan looked to each of his companions, and they each nodded back to the Sodan.
‘Onwards then,’ Logan said purposefully. The Sodan led them on until night fell, forcing the Hand of Fire to stop and set up camp.
 
‘We are being followed,’ Logan murmured, as the company sat round the fire, enveloped in thick Rhungari blankets, whilst the frozen winds howled round the mountain and through the camp.
Taem shivered, as he leaned closer to their massive campfire. He was thankful of the Rhungari blankets. They were so thick that, as he sat on the blankets, the cold of the snow did not seep through. Nevertheless, most of the warriors were still shuddering, but if it were not for the Rhungar blankets Taem doubted any of them would survive the night. Ragad, however, seemed to be relishing the freezing temperatures, as he gulped in the icy air, letting the cold cleanse him. Whilst the others huddled under their blankets, the Northman had just one draped casually over his shoulders. Taem thought the Croma was unbelievably tough, or half-mad.
‘Even now they watch,’ Logan said warily. ‘They might be very close. Our fire draws them like moths to the lantern, but without it they would surely attack. For fresh meat, they might even brave the fire.’
‘The Nemeth?’ Drual whispered, terrified, shaking with the cold.
Logan nodded grimly.
‘So there were dark shapes in the mountains today,’ Taem shuddered, as he rubbed his arms with his hands.
‘I saw them too,’ Ragad added.
‘As did I,’ Baek said through chattering teeth, as he hugged his torso with his arms.
‘This is too cold,’ Hirandar said wearily. The Wizard rummaged through her pack and produced a smooth pebble, scored with a rune of power. The Wizard also pulled out a bottle of ruby-red draught. The warriors watched as Hirandar dripped some of the gleaming liquid onto the marked stone and tossed it into the fire.
Taem felt the blaze grow in warmth threefold, as Hirandar stored the Fire Draught back in her pack. The companions all heartily thanked the Wizard.
‘No use in secreting ourselves with a small fire,’ Hirandar grinned, warming her hands on the roaring blaze, ‘if we die from the cold.’
Glancing up from the fire, Taem saw faint slivers of glowing green out in the darkness. They were sinister lights in the black. Those green slits sent a shiver across his shoulders. Taem looked out into the night and saw another set. And another. They were all around!
‘We’re surrounded!’ Taem leapt up and drew his blade.
‘Odrin do shelter us!’ Forgrun rocketed to his feet, and held up his axe.
‘Sit down,’ Logan whispered. ‘Do not leave the firelight!’
‘Do not show movement!’ Hirandar yelled.
The black shadows, with their beady green eyes, crept up to the edge of the firelight. Their growls and snarling encircled the companions. Taem trembled as he saw they were monsters from the worst nightmares. Saliva bubbled between huge teeth in gaping jaws, glistening in the firelight as it dripped to the snowy ground. Their glowing green eyes emanated malevolence.
Taem gripped Estellarum’s hilt, and held the Starblade up to form a barrier between him and the darkness. He tried to steady his shaking hands. The Nemeth emerged from the shadows, taking form from the darkness, and Taem now knew the horror of which Forgrun had spoke. Countless terrifying creatures stalked towards them from out of the murk of night.
He felt Logan and Hirandar get to their feet, and Taem heard the whisper of metal on leather as Logan drew his sword.
‘Back creatures of shadow!’ Hirandar roared. A bright white light shone from the Wizard’s staff, lighting up the snows like the daylight, to reveal at least fifty of the horrific beasts. The creatures let out ear-piercing screams. Those screams grated on Taem’s bones, and made his muscles shiver. He thought the beasts were crying out in pain at the brightness of the light, but it was agony for any listener to endure. Baek, Jvarna and Drual cupped their ears with their hands, in a futile attempt to keep the cries out. Taem’s whole body convulsed against the horrific noise.
Hirandar fired tendrils of fire at the fleeing Nemeth, catching some of them as they loped off to hide, igniting their black fur and engulfing them in flame. This brought ashen wailing different – but no better – than the ear-wrenching screams. Hirandar’s staff faded so there was nothing but firelight again. For a few moments, Taem could perceive only fire and black, until his eyes readjusted to the dimness of night.
‘I hope Isornel was far enough away,’ Hirandar muttered, ‘that he did not feel any of that firework display. But perhaps that is too much to wish for.’
‘They will not return tonight,’ Logan sheathed his blade. ‘But we will keep watch anyway.’
‘Ye Nemeth do kill fer delight o’ slaughter,’ Forgrun shuddered as he sat back down by the fire. ‘An’ be playin’ with their food before they be killing it, if they do get ye chance.’
Forgrun sounded like he was telling a ghost story to children, sat round the campfire, but these evil creatures were anything but fable.
‘What is with those green eyes?’ Baek said fearfully, as he crouched with his back to the fire.
‘My people do say,’ Forgrun stared out into the darkness, and held his axe across his body, ready to strike, ‘there be mountains o’ good temperament that do welcome travellers. ‘An’ mountains o’ black intentions, where rocks be dislodgin’ themselves an’ storms do try ter whip yhee off cliff edges–’
‘Unfounded superstition,’ Hirandar scoffed.
‘Ye Rhungars say,’ Forgrun continued, undeterred. ‘Ye Nemeth be angry spirits o’ evil mountains, who do nay like trespassers walkin’ in thine high peaks.’
Taem could see the Rhungar’s story had a lot of the companions convinced, and he had to urge himself not to tremble. Drual’s gaze shifted around the encircling dark. The rogue cradled his crossbow, finding reassurance in its leather handle. Baek’s eyes were wide with terror, and Jvarna whetted her spear blade, her hands shaking.
‘Whatever they are,’ Logan said dauntlessly. ‘The Nemeth feel steel as sharply as any other creature.’
Taem saw how all his companions took heart from Logan’s words, as if a weight had been lifted from their shoulders. Even Ragad seemed more relaxed, as he let the massive head of his warhammer rest against the snow.
‘Come on, rest now,’ Logan sat down and got under his blankets, and gestured for the others to do the same. The Sodan Master kept his gaze towards the darkness.
None of the company could relax though, knowing what was out there. No one easily fell to sleep, even though they knew they had friends to watch over them. Taem kept seeing green eyes out in the dark, and he would shoot upright and reach for his sword. He looked around, searching for the Nemeth, and realised he was imaging them in his nightmares. Taem saw two of his friends awake and watching the night, and tried to return to his troubled sleep, laying shuddering in the cold dark.
 
At the first sign of daylight, the companions were up and packing their blankets into backpacks, keen to get walking and bring warmth to their frozen muscles.
‘Where are all the Nemeth dead?’ Baek gestured around the camp. ‘I saw Hirandar destroy them with fire magic, but where are the bodies?’
‘They nay be easy ter kill,’ Forgrun said darkly.
‘No, they eat their own dead,’ Logan said strongly.
‘Especially if it’s been roasted,’ Drual quipped in, and everyone laughed, even Forgrun – who seemed to be dwelling on the legends he had heard since he was a child.
For once, Taem thought, Drual had managed to say something at a delicate moment that eased tension.
They walked through the snow that morning, and passed some hardy evergreens in rare sheltered spots by the trailside. Today, everyone in the company leapt to gather or cut down anything that could be burnt on a fire. They all now knew the extra weight would be well worth the burden, once night set in, and the Nemeth lurked out in the dark.
‘I am afraid, Taem,’ Baek whispered, as they trudged through snow, at the back of the company.
‘Why are you afraid?’ Taem whispered, so none of the other companions would hear.
‘I am not a legendary hero like the Grim Wanderer,’ Baek nodded at Logan, ‘I am not a great warrior like you – or even Forgrun,’ Baek said grudgingly, ‘I’m not strong like Ragad and I have no magic like Hirandar. I was terrified last night when the Nemeth came – I am ashamed to say it, but I was.’ Baek stared down at the snow as he walked. ‘And now we are in this cold and dangerous place, and I’m asking myself if I should even be here. I do not know how much more I can take.’
‘Baek,’ Taem said strongly, ‘you are the best shot I have ever seen. And you are a better swordsman than you give yourself credit for. You had the strength of will to survive that arduous journey, wounded and close to death, through Borleon. And even after all that, you became a hero of your people in the battle of Leafholme. If those are not the actions of a great warrior, then I do not know what are,’ Taem nodded, causing Baek to smile. ‘You are an important part of this company, and you are my good friend.’ Taem patted the Aborle on the shoulder.
‘Thank you,’ Baek murmured.
‘We all get frightened,’ Taem whispered, ‘I thought we were dead last night. It’s only natural–’
‘Logan is never afraid,’ Baek said wearily, ‘ever.’
‘As you said yourself,’ Taem said softly, ‘Logan is a hero of legend. He was born to be a warrior. We are fortunate to have him lead us.’
‘I think we would panic and flee,’ Baek murmured, ‘if his will was not holding us together.’
Taem nodded, ‘The Light is with us, Baek.’ Taem respectfully touched his sword hilt.
‘You don’t actually believe that though,’ Baek whispered, ‘do you? I believe we are out here all alone. There is no Light to save us, out in these dark mountains.’
I believe in you, Baek,’ Taem said fiercely, ‘and the strength of the company. If we stay together we will get through this.’
Baek nodded at his friend, and looked up to the mountain peak above, as they waded on through snow.
‘You’re a good friend, Taem,’ Baek smiled. ‘Your determination is extraordinary. I have never known anyone like you,’
‘You honour me by your words,’ Taem put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. ‘I think we have both succeeded in making the other feel better, agreed?’
‘Agreed,’ Baek grinned. ‘That is what friends are for.’
‘Right,’ Taem smiled, as he ploughed through deeper snow, ‘then let’s catch up our other friends, before they miss us.’
By midday the trail became jagged and irregular. The clouds had grown dark, and snow fell as the company drudged on, wrapped in their blankets to keep in whatever warmth they could. The Hand of Fire’s path had started to cross stone bridges spanning the many deep ravines. Forgrun examined every bridge before any of the company took it – which they only did one person at a time.
‘Most o’ these bridges,’ Forgrun scrutinised the stone foundations, ‘be stood since before ye Lost Realms be first lost. But this be Rhungari craft,’ he said proudly, ‘and it be standin’ fer another age yet.’
But Taem could see the cracks and missing blocks in those ancient stone bridges, and he did not feel safe as he crept across them. He tried not to look down, at the snowy valleys far below. Taem saw the dubious look in the eyes of his other companions. Jvarna was hesitant to step out onto the crumbling bridges, and Baek at first refused – but the others always managed to coax the Aborle across.
After a few crossings with bated breath, the path turned to reveal a gap fifty yards across, and a drop of miles down to the ground beneath. Taem saw how it was traversed by a spindly bridge, of frayed rope and broken slats, layered in snow. A cold wind whistled across the gaping crevasse, and the rope bridge swayed with the breeze. Jvarna gasped as the rope bridge pendulumed over the wide ravine. Hirandar stared through the snowstorm, with doubt in her eyes. Taem took in a deep breath. The rope bridge looked so fragile that the extra weight of the falling snow might send it tumbling into the ravine. That falling snow was now so dense that he could barely make out the path, on the other side of the ravine.
No way, Taem thought to himself.
‘Looks like it could fall any second,’ Baek murmured.
‘I’m not stepping on that!’ Drual held his hands up in protest.
‘Is there any other way?’ Jvarna asked fearfully, as she turned to the Wizard.
Forgrun pressed the posts embedded in the rock, ran his eye down the length of the bridge, and shook his head.
‘We have to cross,’ Logan said firmly. ‘It is too late to turn back.’
But Taem saw the pensive way Hirandar’s forehead crinkled up, and Taem knew by the Wizard’s silence she was reluctant.
‘It be folly!’ Forgrun tested the tension in the rope, and found the wooden posts were loose in their foundations.
‘We’ll have to go back and take the other fork,’ Jvarna turned to face the way back. ‘That bridge will break,’ Drual watched the bridge sway in the wind.
‘What rope do we have?’ Logan said.
‘Not nearly enough,’ Baek’s shoulders drooped.
Taem felt the company slump into a depressed mood. He shivered as he pulled his hood forward, in a vain attempt to deflect some of the biting wind. The situation was bleak. The sky was dark, snow was falling heavy, and it was cold beyond freezing. They were in one of the most inhospitable places in Hathlore – bar only the Shadowlands – and to go forward was perilous, but the thought of traipsing back the way they had come was worse than anything else.
‘I'll go across,’ Ragad said quietly.
‘It can’t be done.’ Drual said at the same time. ‘What did you just say?’ The rogue gawked at the Northman.
Everyone gaped at the barbarian in amazement.
‘I said,’ Ragad stared over the ravine, ‘I will cross the bridge. If it can take my weight it can take anyone’s – even yours, Forgrun.’ Ragad let out a rare smile.
Ragad stepped onto the rickety bridge, which creaked and swayed under the huge man’s bulk. Before anyone could hold him back, the Croma began to advance across the spindly bridge.
Forgrun let out a low whistle as the others watched anxiously. Step by step, Ragad edged forward through the swirling snow, both hands grabbing onto ropes either side. Some steps stretched over gaping holes in the bridge, over nothing but air and an endless descent below. Ragad slipped, and the watching companions gasped as his foot went through a slat, and he clamped his hands onto rope. But Ragad regained his footing, and crept onto the other side. All the other companions cheered with relief, as the giant Croma stepped onto firm rock again.
‘Ragad is a man of courage,’ Logan stared across the crevasse, nodding his head at the great Northman.
‘I have never seen the like of it,’ Baek said in disbelief.
‘Aye,’ Forgrun nodded. ‘Odrin himself be watchin’ ye Croma across ye bridge.’
‘Right,’ Hirandar said confidently, ‘you’ve seen how it’s done. As Ragad said, if it can take his weight it can hold any of ours. Let’s go, one by one.’
 Taem stepped onto the bridge next. He edged his way across, slow and sure. Taem made certain he never had less than one hand gripping the bridge, as he tested every bit of wood with his foot, before he put his weight on it. His heart thundered through his chest. His mouth went dry. Taem just kept his eyes fixed on the bridge, and where he was putting his next step. He dared not look down. Like the way he applied himself to anything, it was only one step at a time.
Taem made it across and was followed over by Baek, the others, and finally Forgrun. The Rhungar was the most unsure of any of them. But eventually – by taking tiny steps and gripping on for dear life – Forgrun made it to the other side.
By nightfall the Hand of Fire had traversed all the bridges, and the snow-covered ground had become continuous once more. They built their fire up as high as possible that night, with whatever material they had been able to scavenge. A vigilant watch was maintained through the dark hours, but none of the company saw anything all night. If the Nemeth watched them, they did so from a distance. Taem lay shivering in his blankets, striving for sleep, and he wondered if Hirandar’s magic display the night before was enough to keep the Nemeth back, or if the sinister creatures would not take the bridges.
 
By the following midday, the company had left the snow of the high peaks, and descended into the eastern mountains. This side of the mountains was lawless and wild. There were no Grey Ranger patrols here. That afternoon, Logan found fresh footprints in the soft earth of the path, a group of fifteen to twenty men on foot, a day old. There were no horse tracks.
‘They lost their mounts in the Blizzen Passes,’ Baek shook his head. ‘No place to take horses.’
Taem thought that Balthus would have known his mounts would perish in the mountains, but if the Lord of Dolam was Maliven, would he even care?
‘The enemy are on foot now,’ Logan gazed on down the trail, into the valleys, ‘and they took the longer route through the high peaks. We have made ground on them. If we quicken our pace, we could yet catch them. Let’s move.’
Taem felt the afternoon get warmer as the company walked lower into the eastern mountains, over the rocky terrain with its sparse plant life. Before the mountains he had enjoyed winter, but now he would be happy to never see snow again.
The companions walked on past a highland stream and through a tranquil glen, dropping downward as they passed through a lush valley, nestled between two peaks, and then down steep mountain ridges. It was upon one such ridge that the Hand of Fire stopped for the night. Their campsite had a commanding view over the surrounding highland country. Team looked out over the mountains by twilight, and found it a wild and beautiful land.
‘We left the threat of the Nemeth in the high passes,’ Hirandar reached inside her backpack, ‘so tonight there is no need for such a big fire. Nevertheless,’ Hirandar pulled the Orb of Silarnon out of her pack, and its colours began to swirl into each other, ‘this will hide us from searching eyes.’
‘Good,’ Logan nodded, ‘for up on this mountainside, our campfire will be visible for miles.’
‘The orb will have enough charge for two more nights after tonight,’ Hirandar placed the orb back in her pack.
The companions sat looking over the dusky mountain landscape, as Drual and Ragad prepared a deer that Baek had shot earlier. They soon realised the value of the magic orb. Three miles to the north, down in the valley, Taem saw there were campfires burning – enough for scores of men. Five miles to the south, on one of the mountain sides, there were a similar number of campfires. There were more to the east too, further away.
‘Dare I ask what they are doing in the mountains?’ Jvarna laid out some blankets.
‘Is one of those Isornel?’ Hirandar gazed out towards the campfires.
‘Impossible to say,’ Logan stared at the distant fires, and Taem sensed his Master was troubled.
‘At each of those camp there must be fifty men or more,’ Taem gazed down, ‘by the number of their fires.’
‘If they are Men,’ Logan said darkly.
‘What do you mean by that?’ Drual looked at the Sodan Master with wide-eyed fear. 
Logan did not answer, he just stared out into the dusky mountains. Taem knew the Master’s Sodan senses were more attuned than his, but realised he also could feel there was something wrong about those distant camps.
‘What are they doing here?’ Taem murmured. 
‘Could be looking for something,’ Logan said warily, ‘or
someone. They are too far away to tell, but if they come closer I will be sure. But I feel uneasy at their presence.’
The warriors all shot cautious glances between each other.
 Now that Taem thought about it, he realised he also could feel whoever was at those fires, lingering on the edge of his periphery. It was a feeling of dread, of darkness. He had sensed it once before, at Stheeman’s Hill.
‘They are Narg fires,’ Taem whispered.
‘Yes,’ Logan nodded, to the alarm and distress of the other companions. 
Baek’s shoulders hunched over with worry, as he looked down at those camps. Forgrun’s face went withdrawn, with an anxious frown.
‘Nargs,’ Jvarna murmured, her eyes wide with fear.
‘So far from the Border?’ Ragad even had concern in his voice.
‘How can you know that?’ Drual’s voice shook with panic.
‘There are other skills to being Sodan,’ Logan put a hand on his sword, ‘as well as the Way of the Sword.’
‘They are so many,’ Baek’s eyes were full of dread, as he counted the glowing campfires.
‘They are looking for us,’ Hirandar gazed out over the darkening twilight. ‘To believe any less would be foolish. Our fire is hidden from them, but in daylight the magic of the Orb cannot conceal us.’
‘We will have to move fast tomorrow,’ Logan said, ‘if we want to make it through.’
Logan looked at his companions, saw in all their eyes how terrified they were.
‘Do not forget, my friends,’ Logan held up a fist, ‘we are only eight, and they need to find us first. Taem and I can sense them coming, we will avoid them.’
The tension in the warriors’ shoulders eased, and the terror in their eyes lifted. The companions knew the Grim Wanderer – the hero who had strode alone into the Shadowlands – was the one man in Hathlore that could get them through this alive.
‘Should we move on, Logan,’ Hirandar whispered, ‘head out into the night?’
Logan shook his head, ‘It’s too late for that. We have the orb, and the night is the ally of the Shadowsworn. Better to rest here till morning. Everyone must eat,’ Logan gestured to the deer roasting on the spit, ‘and get some sleep. I will take the first watch with Hirandar.’
After days of provisions, roasted deer tasted divine. Taem was so tired, he curled up in his blanket and fell to sleep, as soon as he had finished eating.
It was still dark when Forgrun woke Taem, to take his turn as sentry. Although it seemed only moments ago that he had shut his eyes. Taem roused himself and took his place alongside Jvarna. Logan made them keep watch in twos, to keep each other awake. The fire had died down, but the embers were still glowing and gave off some warmth. Taem bathed his hands in the heat. Gazing out into the darkness, he saw the campfires to the north and south had faded. But Taem could still feel them, sense their evil.
 



Chapter 24 – The Light Shine on your Blade
 
 
Jvarna and Taem woke their sleeping companions as first light swept away the night. The Hand of Fire were soon packed away and ready to move. The campfires they had seen last night filled all the warriors with haste and dread.
‘Enemies circle us like crows,’ Hirandar looked up at the bleak dawn sky.
‘We must all be wary today,’ Logan gazed down into the valley, where they had seen fires last night. ‘Every step must be taken with caution. For the enemy are close.’
The warriors barely spoke as they walked, and every member of the company scoured the surrounding mountain country, searching for signs of danger. The verdant glens were no longer a source of joy, but places where menace lurked. The Hand of Fire left the ridges behind and descended into a valley basin. Two out of Baek, Logan and Taem – the swiftest and most careful of the group – were always scouting ahead of the main party.
It was on one such scout ahead that Logan and Baek came across numerous tracks, on an expanse of grass that had become muddy and soft alongside a trickling stream. Logan grimaced, as he saw how the deep impressions in the mud revealed whoever had made the tracks had been heavy – far bulkier than Man or Rhungar. Logan brushed his hand over the flattened shoots of grass, and he felt them stretching back up skywards. The tracks were fresh, one to two days old. Logan saw there were boot marks in the churned up earth, but mostly there were hoofprints, with a scattering of other impressions where the feet had been padded, as a giant dog.
‘Cattle?’ Baek pointed at the heavy print left by a cleft hoof.
‘No,’ Logan shook his head darkly. ‘Whatever left these walked on two legs, not four.’ 
‘You mean...’ Baek gaped with terror. ‘These are Narg tracks? They must be so close!’
‘Yes,’ The Sodan scanned the immediate terrain with a new level of vigilance. ‘Come, let’s get back to the others.’
Taem saw the dread in his friends’ eyes, as they listened to the news of the ominous tracks.
‘Nargs stalk this valley,’ Logan said, as the companions gathered around. ‘They are close, and they are many. They may even be watching us, waiting for the time to strike.’
The shadow of fear grew in Taem’s heart, at the thought of the terrifying enemy hunting them.
‘Nargs!’ Drual’s glance skittered around the dale, trailing his crossbow across the scenery.
Baek notched an arrow in his bow, as his anxious gaze scoured along the ridge lines. 
Ragad eyed the trees within the valley. Taem saw the Croma’s cold eyes had no fear in them.
‘They do nay of’en stray inter mountains,’ Forgrun rubbed his bearded chin.
‘They would not be here without reason,’ Hirandar muttered. ‘It is rare enough for them to be so far south–’
‘They wouldn’t be here for us though,’ Jvarna said fearfully, ‘would they?’
‘They have come for us,’ Logan said warily. ‘Those camps last night were set to watch the eastern mountains.’
‘But you said there were over fifty in each camp?’ Drual said frantically.
Logan nodded again, and Drual’s mouth dropped open in horror. Taem sensed the foreboding descend on the company. They each realised that the Hand of Fire was alone out in the wilderness, far outnumbered, and no help would come. The companions had each other, that was all. Jvarna was shaking her head, and Baek was looking anxiously to Logan. Forgrun seemed to be looking inwards, preparing himself, whilst Ragad’s clear gaze continued to watch the surrounding country. Taem thought even Hirandar seemed unsettled, as the Wizard gripped her staff tight.
‘They must be all around us!’ Drual glanced up at the ridge line.
‘We just have to stay out their way,’ Logan said calmly, as he gestured for Drual to lower his crossbow.
‘What do come, do come,’ Forgrun said boldly, as he patted his war axe.
‘They are well behind us,’ Logan looked back up the valley trail. ‘If we want to keep it that way we need to up our pace.’
The Sodan Master looked into each companion’s eyes in turn, and Taem felt how each warrior took strength from Logan. It was in that moment – as Taem watched even the mighty heroes of the Hand of Fire turn to Logan for courage – that he realised what it meant to be a leader.
‘Baek, drop back,’ Logan gestured for the Aborle to turn around, ‘watch the rear with Ragad. Taem and I will go ahead.’ Logan motioned for Taem to move to the front. ‘Everyone stay alert, and we will live through this.’
The next few hours were tense as the company pushed on towards the foot of the eastern mountains, not knowing if enemies were close, or in what number. It was mid-afternoon when, with no noticeable signal, Taem and Logan both drew their swords and spun to face behind the company. Taem sensed it immediately. His hackles raised. Danger was coming, a Dark presence the Sodan could feel was close.
Baek and Ragad came running from back up the trail.
‘They’ve picked up our scent!’ Baek panted – Taem knew if the Aborle was struggling for air, they had been running fast. Ragad was gasping, too out of breath to even speak.
‘They’re moving fast and gaining on us.’ Baek added between heaving gulps of air.
‘Fire and brimstone!’ Hirandar said angrily.
‘Bloody Hell!’ Drual pointed his crossbow up the glen’s slope.
Taem’s eyes were fixed on the back trail, the Starblade gleamed blue in his hands.
Jvarna cursed under her breath.
‘By ye luck o’ ye Black Pit,’ Forgrun muttered.
‘How many?’ Logan demanded.
‘Five score at least,’ Baek said wearily.
‘Can we get off the trail,’ Hirandar asked Logan, ‘let them pass us?’
‘Not if they’re tracking us,’ the Sodan gazed up to where the trail disappeared over the ridgeline. ‘The Narg-Baal can smell as well as dogs, and there’s nowhere to hide in this open country.’ Logan turned to Baek, ‘How far back?’
‘They’d just entered that last valley,’ Baek looked back to the crest of the last rise. ‘I’d say five minutes, if that.’
‘Come,’ Logan glanced around. ‘We’ve got to move fast. Everyone stay together, move!’
Logan sheathed his blade and strode off across the glen, the others followed.
If they got ambushed here – Taem realised, as he scabbarded Estellarum – caught in this deep-sided glen, there would be no escape.
Taem knew Logan must have thought the same, and the Master upped the pace to a run. Every few moments, Taem checked back over his shoulder for pursuit. But his Sodan senses told him the enemy were not that close – yet.
The company soon climbed out of the steep-sided glen, but Logan kept them moving at speed. The trail led on through the fells, rising as it clung to a steep mountainside, skirting the edge of a high drop to ragged boulders below. The adventurers’ path wound upwards over a crest in the mountains then sloped down again, covering rocks and patches of grass and shrub. It was twenty minutes since Baek had returned with his dark sightings, when a horn was blown behind the Hand of Fire, well in the distance.
‘They have our trail!’ Logan cried.
As he shouted, the companions swivelled to the south, as an answering horn was blown, then whirled to the north-east as a third horn sounded.
‘Hurry!’ Logan held up a fist, urging the company into a run.
Taem’s frantic gaze searched the mountains as he ran. He knew the enemies were circling, closing in on the Hand of Fire. They were surrounded! The company hurtled down the long mountainside slope, heading eastward, the descent rolled on for half a mile at least. When they reached the bottom, Taem glanced back up the trail.
‘The Light blind them!’ Taem roared. ‘They’re right behind us!’
The companions all spun round to look back. Their faces dropped at what they saw. Swinging round the curve in the mountain, Taem watched a horde of ravenous Nargs start down the long mountain slope, in pursuit of the warriors. His heart beat raced as he saw the company was outnumbered many times over. The way the Nargs bounded on, beasts sensing a kill, brought a shudder to Taem’s spine. He saw the primitive power in their altered bodies, and their monstrous cries chilled his soul.
The companions bolted down the steep trail, hurtling into a fertile valley. But as they started down into the next glen, Logan pulled up.
‘Stop!’ The Sodan Master reached to grab Taem from running on any further.
Looking down the trail, through the grassy valley, past clumps of trees, Taem saw a Narg war party was racing towards the company. His mouth went dry as his heart missed a beat.
‘Back!’ Logan roared. ‘We must loop right! Logan ran uphill past the other warriors, climbing to where the trail entered the valley.
Logan led the Hand of Fire round the base of the northern ridge, down into the next valley, and they started eastwards again. More horns sounded in the distance all around. The companions dashed across the valley floor until Hirandar began to falter. Even though Ragad was half carrying her, the Wizard was wheezing and her exhausted legs could barely hold her upright. Taem rushed to support the old woman. Logan gestured for the company to slow to a walk. 
The warriors staggered through a patch of trees, gasping and heaving, and they saw a sight that stole what little breath they still had left.
Nargs were coming straight at them from the east, and soon the Narg pursuit would enter the valley behind them, cutting off the west. Taem looked to the north and south, and saw there were mountains that rose thousands of feet high, thwarting any possibility of escape.
‘Up on that tor!’ Logan yelled, starting to run again, urging the others to do so.
Somehow, the companions all summoned more energy and stumbled into a weary run. The warriors made for the tor in the oval valley’s southern side. Taem could see the tor rose fifty feet above the valley floor, and the sides were steep, but climbable. If they sprinted, the adventurers should just reach the tor before the eastern pack of Nargs. Even though Hirandar was slight, Taem felt the Wizard become ever heavier with every few steps. Pain sliced through Taem’s faltering shoulder, as the extra weight numbed his arm.
‘We’ll be trapped up there!’ Jvarna screamed, as they hurtled through the low grass.
‘We’re trapped anyway,’ Logan shouted back to her, ‘At least up there we can make a stand.’
After a couple of excruciating minutes – during which Taem saw many of the company thought they could not go on, but forced themselves through the pain – the Hand of Fire reached the bottom of the rocky tor’s sheer sides. Taem felt his body quivering with exertion as the run finished, and he was the fittest of the company. Every heaving breath he took seemed to burn inside his chest. Forgrun dropped to his knees, but Ragad lifted the Rhungar back onto his feet. Taem and Baek held up Hirandar, and the old woman felt as if she would collapse without them. Jvarna leaned on Logan, and Drual was coughing like he was going to be sick.
‘Climb!’ Logan said forcibly. ‘Climb because your lives depend on it!’
The breathless warriors scrambled up the craggy side, grabbing rocks or tree roots and helping each other up to the top. All whilst a stampede of charging Nargs chased after them, as loud as a thundering herd of wild bison, their guttural cries filling the valley. Taem pushed Hirandar up over the edge and heaved himself up afterwards. He wearily rose to his feet, and saw the tor was larger than it looked from afar, with a flat top that was a hundred by forty yards. Two of its sides were vertical rock-face, and there was the steep side the company had just climbed, plus a fourth gentler slope to the south, carpeted in low grass. He saw that the southern rise was shallow enough that it could be walked up without the need to climb with the hands. That was where the attack would come, Taem thought.
‘Help me get them up,’ Logan gestured for Taem to lift the wheezing companions to their feet. Even Ragad had dropped to one knee, but Taem saw the hard look in the Croma’s eyes as he rose to his feet.
‘Show me some Rhungar spirit!’ Logan clasped Forgrun’s shoulder, and the Rhungar climbed to stand and glower at the Nargs.
Taem held Jvarna’s forearms and pulled her up. She rested on him for a few moments, her chest heaving, but he saw the strength of will in her blue eyes. Hirandar gasped, pale faced, as she used her staff to support herself, and Baek helped Drual to stand.
‘This way,’ Logan led the group across the flat tor to the top of the slope. On the way the companions discarded their packs and cloaks, and drew weapons. Logan formed them up in a line across the top of the slope, so the Nargs would have to fight them uphill.
 ‘They will assault us here,’ Logan said dauntlessly, as the puffing companions faced the shallow rise, and the bawling Nargs surged across the valley. Taem shivered as he heard the Nargs’ haunting cries, cries that promised to tear the Hand of Fire to pieces. He watched as the beasts of the Dark battled each other to be the first to get to the slaughter. Taem looked upon the jostling monsters, and their smouldering rage turned his muscles to ice.
‘Do not let them get amongst us,’ Logan’s steely voice rang out over the bestial clamour. ‘Keep them downhill, it is our only chance. There is no retreat! We stand or fall here!’
Taem saw how the valley floor was filled with over a hundred Nargs, with more on the way. He saw malignant and depraved red and yellow eyes – and some that were far too human – glaring up at the companions, from the jostling sea of monstrous forms. Taem looked at his friends and saw the terror on Baek’s face, and the stubborn resolve on Forgrun’s.
‘So many,’ Jvarna said incredulously.
‘Too many,’ Drual sighed.
‘Enough for a glorious death!’ Ragad held up his massive warhammer.
‘Aye!’ Forgrun roared.
Drual gawked at Ragad and Forgrun in disbelief, ‘I’d rather live–’
‘This slope is just narrow enough for us to hold them,’ Logan cut out the desperate talk, ‘if we stand together!’
Baek and Drual shot arrows and bolts off the tor into the snarling Narg ranks below. With a whoosh, a sphere of fire emerged from Hirandar’s palms. The Wizard issued forth a fiery conflagration that grew to be a massive ball of fire as it flew down the slope and bowled into the screaming Nargs, engulfing a handful of the foul creatures in flame.
‘We stand as a few friends opposing the Dark,’ Logan said strongly, ‘against ten or twenty fold our number – but I say, the Light is with us!’
A blast of white brilliance surged from Hirandar’s staff, burning through the foul beastmen as they started up the slope. Baek was floating a continuous stream of arrows at the oncoming Nargs, whilst Drual had just reloaded the four bolts of his crossbow and was loosing them down into the enemy. Taem blocked out the fear of those horrific bestial cries as he focused on his Sodan blade. Together, as one. He watched as the sunlight glimmered off his sword, shining blue.
‘I have never stood before a finer group of warriors,’ Logan said bravely. ‘Courageous, strong and skilful – it is my privilege to stand beside you, my companions; my friends. You are each worth ten trained soldiers, and do not forget we have with us the greatest wizard of our age.’
Hirandar held crackling raw energy in each of her fists. With a cast of the arms the Wizard launched a searing blue sphere of tumultuous lightning. The lightning destroyed the Nargs it tore into, sending countless others sprawling to the floor, clutching their scorched out eyes.
‘It’s times like these when you must discover who you truly are,’ Logan said, ‘ask yourself, how do you want to be remembered?’
Glancing around to his determined friends, Taem took heart. He could not have hoped for better friends than these. They were all great warriors, and he could see each was resolved to kill Nargs.
‘Fight for the Light and each other!’ Logan roared. ‘Fight because this moment could be our last! Fight because none of us deserves to die out here!’ Logan lifted his sword, touching the flat of the blade against his forehead. ‘The Light shine on all your blades!’
Ragad, Forgrun, Jvarna and Taem raised their weapons in a battle salute.
‘The Light shine on your blade, Master!’ Taem cried out the Sodan blessing.
With a start, Taem realised Estellarum was gleaming with a dull blue aura. His breath caught. There was more than sunlight reflecting off the blade now, the Starmetal was imbued with an inner blue light. Taem gazed in wonder at his mighty sword.
The Nargs loped up the tor, swarming forward in a savage mass. Taem saw how their eyes glinted with malice, and they bawled and screamed cries of pure evil. They almost had the bodies of men – each as big, if not bigger than Ragad – but had the heads of bulls or goats. And their bodies were covered in dense fur, their huge hands ended in claws, and their legs ended in hooves.
‘Gromm!’ Forgrun roared, as he went berserk crashing the butt of his war axe against a rock. ‘Gromm!’ He bellowed out across the valley louder than any Narg cry. ‘My calls do yhee hear! These warriors nay be o’ our kin, but they do fight fer our kind! Let ye spirits o’ ye great warriors o’ ages past – me Ancestors an’ ye ones that do went before – yhee be hearin’ me now! Do heed me call ter be watchin’ o’er this company o’ friends!’
Raising her arms, Hirandar beckoned lightning down from the sky. Taem had never seen the like of the carnage that followed. The serrated chains of light scourged through the Nargs on the valley floor, lacerating beastmen flesh to leave lifeless, charred remains. Taem knew the Nargs were feeling the full force of the Firefist unleashed, but the enemy were so many, and so full of bloodlust, that Hirandar’s magic could not deter them. The beasts of Shadow climbed the slope, and Taem knew the Nargs were intent on rending apart the line of warriors, and then feasting on their marrow.
Gathered to the valley by the horn calls, over two hundred of the evil beastmen stood below the tor, and charging up its side. Taem could see the Nargs were in a frenzy, baying for blood, and striking out at each other just to be first to the slaughter. The boar-like Narg-Kul drove the horned Narg-Vak forward, with a few of the weasel-like Narg-Baal jostling amongst them. Taem watched as the rat Nargs, the Narg-Yils, were sent to climb the rock-face to come up behind the warriors. Damn them, Taem thought! Once the ratmen scaled the tor’s rock faces the company would be engulfed by enemies from all sides.
The Nargs stormed the slope, and Baek and Drual shot down the forerunners, but there were many more to surge up and take the places of the fallen. The Aborle and the rogue worked flat out, to scythe down as many Nargs as they could, only moments before the first wave reached the top of the tor. Taem watched as fire from Hirandar’s fist ripped through the enemy as they came on, whilst arrows and crossbow bolts further thinned their number, as the fearsome monsters reached close combat range. Taem waited, filled with foreboding. He remembered how the Nargs were truly terrifying up close. Massive creatures of evil, half man, half beast. The largest ones over eight feet tall. There was great variety amongst them, but all growled with bloodthirsty rage.
Taem looked down at his Sodan blade in awe, saw how the metal was alive with a dull blue glow.
Nargs roared as they leapt on the warriors, and combat exploded. Taem’s blade slashed across a Narg throat. He stepped aside. The bull-headed monstrosity fell to the earth, gurgling through blood for air. A cleaver came across from the left. It was too slow to catch Taem. He ducked and sliced through the Narg’s shin. He leapt forward to strike down and finish the foul creature, as it writhed in agony on the floor. He noticed the trace of blue light wherever his blade flashed.
Taem fought on with fury, and was aware of his friends fighting to either side. Taem felt the air tinge with magic, as Hirandar drove more raw power onto the Narg horde. Forgrun bellowed as his axe chopped down one of the berserker Narg-Kul, and Logan’s blade tore through Narg flesh. Logan’s sword slashed left and right in combination, removing a Narg-Kul’s arm below the shoulder then severing right through a Narg-Vak torso. Bringing his sword down by his side, the Master sprung backwards to elude an attacking goat-headed Narg. He brought his sword up high, knocking aside the beast’s weapon. The Sodan Master cut through its chin and jaw. Logan’s sword dropped back down, a meteor falling from the sky, smashing through its twisted horned skull.
Estellarum was a blue blur in Taem’s hands. The sword’s celestial sheen traced a path through the Narg enemy. Taem dealt them all killing blows, but more Nargs threatened to overwhelm him. An overhead downward swing tore through matted brown fur, flesh and bone. Taem threw out an upward slash, followed by a parry of a strong club blow, and a downward diagonal strike through a rusty breastplate. Two more Nargs fell.
Logan had killed many of the Dark creatures but still more came, with scores more clambering behind the next wave. Logan knew the prospects were bleak. The Hand of Fire would soon be submerged. The Sodan Master saw Ragad fight like a titan, matching the Nargs in strength, but the Croma had been bitten on the shoulder and it was restricting the use of his left arm. Jvarna was fierce as her spear kept the beastmen back, even though one of her sides was gashed crimson. Drual had dropped his crossbow and fought with his broadsword. The rogue reached inside his trench-coat and retrieved a throwing knife with a flourish that embedded the flying blade in a Narg. Time and again Drual produced another glinting dagger from nowhere, and launched it into a rampaging beastman. Forgrun was dauntless as his axe smashed through Nargs. Logan saw Baek fighting alongside the Rhungar, his sword darting as the Aborle evaded the ponderous Nargs, as a willow sways in the breeze.
Logan’s blade tore through two Nargs with one strike. His sword was a powerful enchanted blade, but was eclipsed by Taem’s Sodan blade, fighting somewhere to his right. The Master could sense the magic of Estellarum being unleashed against the enemies of the Light once more. Logan cut up through a Narg-Kul’s chest, and stepped off and clove down through the horned head of a Narg-Vak, before he glanced at Taem. The Master was sworn to protect his apprentice, and he made sure to stay close. Even Logan was startled to see, Estellarum was alive with blue light in Taem’s hands.
Masses of Nargs were gathering to assault the tor.
‘Hirandar, do something!’ Logan cried as his sword point split through a Narg heart, the blade sinking up to the hilt.
The tor was deluged with Nargs. The company fought for their lives. Taem knew they would soon be swamped. Taem’s sword clashed with the cutlass of a Narg-Baal – unlike the giant Narg-Kul and Narg-Vak, the snarling weasel-Narg was similar to a Man in size. Again, the swords crashed together. And again, as the combatants fought. The Narg could not hold out long, before Estellarum removed its weasel head from its shoulders.
Hirandar’s magic had been quiet for a while, but Taem soon saw why. A roaring firewall spurted from the earth at the base of the tor, separating the Nargs already on the slope from the ones off it. Taem cleaved through another Narg, before he glimpsed how the Nargs reared back in fear from the firewall – an impenetrable barrier of leaping flame, a hundred foot long, that reached up ten foot high.
‘Hurry!’ Hirandar cried. ‘I can’t hold it for long,’ the Wizard strained as she fought with all her might to maintain the magic firewall.
There were twenty Nargs trapped on the slope between the firewall and the warriors. The moronic beasts were bewildered by it. Their vacant stares transfixed by the magic blaze. They still had stupid looks on their savage faces as Baek started shooting them down with arrows. Enraged by their fellow Nargs dying, the beastmen charged up towards the warriors, whilst the fire held back the rest of their brethren.
Waiting for the Nargs to come, the warriors closed around Hirandar, shielding the Wizard as she stood deep in a vulnerable trance, her concentration devoted to the firewall.
Baek drew back his bow and killed another Narg, before the company was again beset with fighting the enemy hand-to-hand. This time the company did not fare so well, being already so tired from having killed so many before. Drual was cut deep across the chest by a fierce Narg-Kul, but Ragad – who himself had numerous injuries – killed the Narg before it could finish Drual, smashing his warhammer into the Kul’s skull. Baek was gouged across the leg, but could still just manage to stand. Forgrun had been nicked on one of his shoulders, but was not letting the flesh wound bother him. Nevertheless, Taem saw the blood seeping into the Rhungar’s bright clothes. The wound on Jvarna’s side was opening further, dripping blood to the ground as the brave woman fought on.
Taem attacked with fury. He thrust Estellarum through a Narg windpipe. He ruined another Narg with a colossal downward strike, which split the enemy in half with a flash of blue light. Logan cut open a bestial stomach with a mighty sideways swing. He ducked a Narg axe then pounced forward. Logan’s Sodan blade slashed three times before he landed, and three horned Nargs toppled to the ground. Forgrun chopped down a beastman as it closed on Drual, his axe reaching up to decapitate the Vak’s massive head, and Ragad smashed a giant horned Narg-Vak as it made for Baek. The Croma’s great hammer thumped into the Narg’s chest with such force that the eight-foot tall monster was knocked fully off its feet, rolling backwards down the tor’s slope to stop limp, in a crumpled heap.
All the Nargs on the tor were dead. Their altered corpses littered the ground. Over a hundred waited on the valley floor below, held back by Hirandar’s firewall, giving the company a brief respite.
‘Behind us!’ Baek screamed, swivelling awkwardly because of his injured leg, to bring his bow to bear.
Narg-Yils had reached the top of the tor, having scaled the cliff face. The warriors that could still stand charged across the tor to engage the enemy. Each Narg-Yils was only as tall as Forgrun, and only half the Rhungar’s bulk. Logan chopped through three Yils, each step a different scything strike. Taem cleaved down another. His blade flashed out horizontally, deflecting a different Narg’s attack, then answered with an inward swing. Forgrun dropped two with one enormous swing of his axe, whilst Ragad hefted one of the ratmen up with one hand. The Yils bit and scratched the Croma, trying to elude his wrench-like grip, as Ragad hurled the creature off the edge of the tor. The Yils were all dead as the warriors stumbled back to Hirandar and the others.
‘I can’t hold this firewall much longer,’ Hirandar gasped. Taem saw the immense strain on her brow.
‘Let it go,’ Logan murmured.
Hirandar dropped her outstretched arms, and the firewall sunk away into the charred earth.
‘This is it!’ Logan cried, as the vicious Narg horde tore up the slope.
Hirandar cast a massive fireball into the oncoming Nargs, and Baek loosed his bow again and again with deft speed and precision.
‘Show them our Light-blessed courage!’ Logan shouted as the friends met the Nargs for the last time.
Taem and the still-standing companions fought like the warriors they were. Faced by overwhelming odds, they showed the Nargs the meaning of courage. The earth shook as Hirandar flung the last of her power at the enemy, but it all seemed in vain as Forgrun was speared by a sword thrust and knocked to the ground. Ragad fell, bundled underneath a scrum of Nargs. All was lost. The foul beastmen were surging up the tor in ever-increasing numbers, but Taem and Logan still fought on as Hirandar tore through the air with fire and energy. Taem knew this was the end. He battled on, regardless. Confronted by the inevitability of death – accepting it – Taem became an even more formidable warrior. The Nargs roared on, ever more numerous. Logan and he were surrounded. Taem would kill as many as he could before they overcame him. He would do his Master proud. Taem cut down more Nargs than he could remember, determined to prove himself a Sodan worthy of entering Alarsium. He could not match the might of Logan, but his will was strong, dauntless to the last. Estellarum shone with an even brighter blue light, as if the blade itself was driving him on.
Taem and Logan fought back to back. The Nargs all went for them, drawn towards the blue gleam of Estellarum. Both Sodan blades cut through the enemies of the Light. Taem knew he was going to die. Nargs closed in. He would take one more Narg with him. A giant Narg rushed him. Another came from the side, raising its axe. Taem roared in defiance, and rammed his shining blade through the charging Narg. He expected to die in the next instant. But he felt power surge through his body. Light exploded from his Starblade. It was as if a star detonated inside the speared Narg. The Narg was blown to pieces, as blinding light shone out from Estellarum. Taem screamed as the light burnt his eyes, and he clamped them shut. There was an almighty boom, as a shockwave of light burst from the Starblade. The closest Nargs exploded as the lightwave hit them. The force of the explosion smashed Taem to the ground. 
 
Taem gasped in pain. He opened his eyes but could see only stars. He stumbled to get up on his feet, as his vision returned. All the Nargs on the tor were dead. But many more Nargs were fleeing the valley. Taem heard Logan moan, and he rushed to help his Master laying prone on the ground.
‘Can you see?’ Taem helped Logan to stand up.
‘My sight returns,’ Logan gasped in amazement, as he saw all the dead Nargs.
‘What was that,’ Logan looked at Taem’s blade in awe. The glow had left the Starblade. It was just blue metal once more.
‘I know not,’ Taem murmured, as he gazed down at the gleaming Starmetal, and the slight curve of the blade.
There was movement in a pile of Nargs, and both Sodan rushed over. They pulled Ragad out from underneath the dead Nargs. The Northman was dazed and incoherent but, incredibly, had no serious injury, although he had a dozen flesh wounds over his body. They supported the great Croma, and pulled a stunned Hirandar to her feet. They all limped over to where Baek lay with the gash on his leg. Drual struggled, his breathing shallow, as he sat with the Aborle. But Taem rushed to Forgrun. The Rhungar was close to death, with a Narg sword embedded in his chest.
Jvarna held the dying Rhungar with his head in her lap, her own arm cut down to the bone, and blood from her side was turning her trousers red. Taem knelt down beside his friend, and grasped Forgrun’s wrist in a Rhungari handshake. The company gathered round as Logan pulled the sword from Forgrun’s body. It barely registered a response from the dying Rhungar. Hirandar put a hand over the gaping wound in Forgrun’s chest, bathing it in a golden glow.
‘Don’t leave us, friend,’ Taem murmured. ‘You must fight!’
The glow of healing shone forth from the Wizard’s hands, as she placed one on the wound and the other on the Rhungar’s brow. Hirandar closed her eyes to concentrate, whilst the Rhungar’s eyes shot wide open as a warmth filled his body, pushing back the chill of death’s cold touch. For a full minute Hirandar battled to save the Rhungar’s life, the Wizard mumbling under her breath. The others watched and waited in silent hope. Taem willed for the Light to help his friend. The Rhungar bolted upright and gulped in a lungful of air. As if he had been dunked in icy water, and jumped back out from the shock of it. Hirandar lost consciousness, and fell back to be caught by Ragad.
Forgrun glanced around at his smiling companions with surprise, feeling his exposed chest through blood-stained and torn clothes. Where he expected to touch a wound, Forgrun felt – to his utter amazement – nothing but smooth skin over healed chest muscle. Gawping down, the Rhungar could not believe what he was seeing. Even the cut on his brow, that had dripped blood into his eyes as he fought, was gone as if it had never been.
‘Thank the Light for that!’ Logan clasped a hand on Forgrun’s massive shoulder.
‘I thought we had lost you, my friend!’ Taem laughed, and embraced the Rhungar.
‘Be a little scratch like that?’ Forgrun boomed. ‘Nay likely! I be Forgrun Krojan! O’ ye mighty Narg-slaying Hand o’ Fire!’
Everyone laughed at Forgrun’s brashness. The Rhungar howled a victory cry, and everyone else roared along with him, raising their weapons to the sky.
‘Odrin himself must have been watching over you!’ Baek cried over from where he lay, unable to move because of his lame leg.
‘Logan,’ Ragad supported the unconscious Wizard in his huge arms, ‘is Hirandar alright?’
‘She’ll be fine,’ Logan went over to Ragad. With one hand, Logan gently held up Hirandar’s head, whilst his other hand shook the Wizard by the shoulder.
Jvarna winced, as Taem pressed some cloth to the wound in her side.
‘Sorry,’ Taem murmured, ‘but we have to stop this bleeding.’
‘It’s okay,’ Jvarna grimaced, as she put her hand over Taem’s to hold the cloth.
‘Drual’s dying!’ Baek pointed at the ashen faced rogue.
Logan ran over and peeled back Drual’s blood-soaked shirt, to reveal a terrible wound. Baek crawled over and propped the rogue’s head up.
‘Go to the Wizard’s pack and find a vial of green liquid,’ Logan said to Taem, as he went over to Ragad and Hirandar. ‘Hurry!’
Taem rummaged through Hirandar’s backpack, found the potion, and gave it to Logan, who fed some to the exhausted Wizard. Hirandar regained her senses, snatched the bottle from Logan and downed the remainder of its green contents. With renewed strength Hirandar jumped to her feet, grabbed another green potion from the backpack and downed that too, before rushing over to Drual. Taem watched in amazement as Hirandar glowed with magical power, and she used healing magic on Drual, then Jvarna’s arm and side, Baek’s leg, and finally Ragad’s cuts. By which time, the Wizard was so weary she could not speak. She slumped to the floor and closed her eyes. When Taem thought of how much power the Wizard had summoned this day, he held nothing but awe for the old woman, as he wrapped a Rhungari blanket around her.
‘Are you alright?’ Taem murmured to the old woman. He knew drawing so much magic onto herself was dangerous, and healing was the most intricate aspect of magic.
‘There’s bite in this old wolf yet,’ Hirandar smiled, but kept her eyes closed. ‘Holding onto the raging magic of healing – whilst releasing from it the tiniest weaves of magic – is no mere sorcerer’s trick. It’s as if I’m walking a tightrope over a ravine, juggling cloth balls and wearing a blindfold.’ Hirandar murmured. ‘One wrong move can kill either of us.’
‘You are a Great One,’ Taem tucked the blanket close around the old woman.
‘What happened?’ Baek murmured. ‘We were surrounded and finished. The Nargs were on us, ready to slaughter us – and then there was the most blinding light?’
Taem stayed silent. He did not know what to say, as he was not sure himself.
‘It was so bright,’ Jvarna murmured, and glanced at Taem, ‘that it burned my eyes. When I could open them again, all the Nargs were dead or fleeing…’ 
Ragad stared at Taem, but said nothing.
‘I just heard an almighty boom,’ Drual whispered, ‘and was knocked from my feet. Then the blinding light came. When I reopened my eyes all the Nargs were gone!’
‘By Odrin!’ Forgrun gasped. ‘I do miss this? Was it ye Wizard casting ye mightiest o’ spells?’
‘Must have been,’ Logan murmured, as he shot a glance at Taem.
‘Well thank the Light for our great Wizard,’ Drual said happily. ‘She saved all our lives!’
‘If that was the Wizard’s spell,’ Jvarna frowned, ‘it was like nothing we have yet seen. And she has already shown us the greatest magic… but this was on another level.’
‘You… didn’t think… I had it in me?’ Hirandar struggled to find the strength to speak. Climbing to her feet drained what little energy she had left. She still had enough wit to shoot Taem a cautionary glance though – a sharp look that told him to be quiet.
‘No, Great One,’ Jvarna said affectionately, as she helped the old woman to stand. ‘Just not sure if my eyes deceived me,’ Jvarna glanced at Taem.
‘We are not out of danger yet,’ Logan looked across the valley. ‘Many Nargs escaped. We need rest,’ Logan looked at the weary companions, ‘but we will find none here.’
‘I’ll not make it far, old friend,’ Hirandar murmured, as she leant on Jvarna.
‘I know, my friend,’ Logan touched the Wizard’s shoulder. ‘What you did today was extraordinary, even for you. But we need to move. The Nargs will be back.’
‘Agreed,’ Hirandar sighed.
So with leaden legs, the companions hefted their packs onto exhausted shoulders and followed Logan off the tor, careful to step around the twisted bodies of dead beastmen. No one wanted to salvage anything off those warped corpses. The sun was low in the western sky as Logan took the company eastward, across the valley that had once been beautiful, before today’s bloodshed and death. Taem saw how the crows were already feeding on the Narg corpses – they were not particular about what their next meal was.
Most of the company were too tired to speak as they trudged on, the combined efforts of a fierce battle won, against all odds, and the exhaustion of having the body healed by magic. Hirandar stumbled – she had more reason to be tired than any of them – and Ragad picked the Wizard up, and carried her in his great arms.
Forgrun staggered on in a daze, as did Drual. They were so weak from healing that they could not carry their own packs, and seemed that they might fall asleep as they walked. Baek and Jvarna also shuffled along, shattered, and Taem was feeling the weight of carrying both Forgrun’s pack and his own bearing down on him.
By full darkness the company had rejoined the eastern trail, and Logan motioned for them to set up camp. Everyone else was too tired to move, so Taem went for firewood with Ragad, whilst Logan searched the warriors’ packs for provisions. The Sodan Master made sure the others all ate something before letting them fall asleep.
Taem took out his sword, and examined it as he sat by the firelight. He did not know how he had unleashed the magic in Estellarum. Taem turned the blade over, watching the firelight dance along its single edge.
‘That is no mere sword you carry,’ Ragad said, from the other side of the fire.
‘Indeed,’ Logan murmured, as he watched the darkness.
‘In my time I have seen much,’ Ragad began in his deep voice. ‘The best and worst of life. I have lived long enough to see within you, Taem, the strength of heart to be a great warrior and leader of Men.’
Taem saw the faraway look in Ragad’s eyes.
‘You are the strongest warrior I have ever seen,’ Taem said plainly, ‘the match of a Narg in strength. You fought like a hero, Ragad; it was an honour to stand beside you.’
‘It is you who honours me with your words,’ Ragad said humbly. ‘For I could never wield a sword like you do, or unleash such ancient magic.’ Ragad gestured at Estellarum.
All three companions stared at the Starmetal blade in Taem’s hands.
‘This sword is secret, Ragad,’ Logan murmured.
‘You have my loyalty,’ Ragad nodded his head. ‘None of us would be alive, if not for that sword,’ Ragad gestured to Estellarum. ‘I have never seen the like of it.’
‘Taem took that sword from blue flame,’ Logan whispered, ‘no other can wield it.’
Ragad’s eyes shot wide, ‘That is the sword of the blue flame?’
‘What does that mean?’ Taem looked down at his blade.
‘We will all know soon enough,’ Logan whispered. ‘There is an old legend of this sword, that it will be needed when the Darkness rises again. You drew Estellarum from the blue flame,’ Logan said to Taem, ‘it is a sign the war is coming. Evil rises in the north. The sword must be used to fight the Shadow.’
Taem shuddered, as he felt the heavy weight of destiny bearing down on his young shoulders.
‘The Shadow is rising,’ Ragad grimaced, ‘covering my country in darkness. Every year the Shadowlands spread westward killing the land of my people, claiming what was once Cromarch and turning it to Zezometh. The war already rages along our border, as fiercely as it does in Sarcaedia, but we have neither the warriors nor the stone castles to hold it back.’
‘You are no normal adventurer,’ Taem said, moved by the Northman’s eloquence. ‘You desire neither fame nor fortune – why are you not in the North? Defending the country you love so much?’
Ragad was silent for a time. Taem hoped he had not offended Ragad by questioning his purpose. His fears were allied when the Northman spoke again.
‘Among my people there are soothsayers,’ Ragad said, ‘who listen to the wind and the whispers of the earth. They watch the skies and read the bones. They told me the war against the Darkness could not be won from within Cromarch, that the Shadow could not be defeated by strength of arms alone. They told me, The one who can save the Everwinter Lands will not be of our blood. It was decided I could best serve my people by scouring Hathlore, for anything that could win the war against the Dark. That search has led me on this quest. My heart longs to be back in Cromarch, defending my people and fighting a war that cannot be won, but I must find what I search for before I return.’
Taem wondered why the giant Cromarch always said “my” people, as if he had some tie to all of them.
Ragad sat staring to what he knew, by the Wayfarer’s Star, was the north-west. Taem realised Ragad’s longing gaze drifted towards his homeland, faraway across mountains, land and sea.
‘I am a Prince of Cromarch,’ Ragad said simply.
Taem’s mouth hung low with incredulity, and even Logan’s eyes went wide.
‘Yet I do not know what the future holds,’ Ragad stared into Taem’s eyes, measuring the young man. ‘But what I have seen over the past weeks has made one path clear. I will follow you Taem Dratana, to the ends of the earth and beyond. I swear it on the lands of my people; the Everwinter Lands that are so dear to me.’
Taem was astonished, and lost for words.
‘But I am a countryman,’ Taem whispered, ‘a farmboy! How can I receive an oath from a prince? What possible difference can I make?’
Ragad smiled, ‘My father once told me, “Nobility is not a birth right, it is revealed by a person’s deeds”. In the war against the Dark, do you think Men will follow lords and kings – who care only for riches, lands and titles? Or will they follow a common man, who they can believe in?’
‘If it is in me to be such a man,’ Taem murmured, ‘I will accept your oath.’
Ragad bowed his head.
‘I have trained Taem most of his life,’ Logan put a hand on his apprentice’s shoulder. ‘Readying him to bear that sword.’
‘Swordbearer?’ Ragad whispered, looking at Taem in awe.
Logan nodded.
‘What does that mean?’ Taem said.
‘Scarce more than you know already,’ Logan said, holding back the truth. ‘It is a long story, better suited to the comfort of a hearth, not these dark mountains. We will speak of it when we return west, I promise you.’ Logan touched Taem on the shoulder. ‘But you claimed the blade from the blue flame… And you have the true heart of a Sodan.’
Logan paused; he knew how the weight of destiny and responsibility could destroy a young man. 
 ‘But now is not the time for the stories of old,’ Logan threw more wood onto the fire. ‘You two should get some rest. I’ll take the first watch.’
 
When Logan was certain all the companions were asleep, he reached deep into the Wizard’s backpack, and found the secret pocket. Logan took out the tattered piece of parchment, yellowed and torn with age, that Hirandar had shown him long ago. By the light of the campfire, Logan unfolded the ancient paper and re-read The Prophecy of the Swordbearer. These were the words that had ended the Grim Wanderer’s lonely quest, the words he had read many times before:
 
 
No throne but a blade he will claim,
Look to the thaw of the North frost;
Come the Wanderer seek no fame,
Guard of the Old Ways that are lost.
The Hand of Fire is forged anew,
Drawn by her might come heroes true;
Blue Star Light is Demon’s bane,
Only one can draw sword from flame. 
 



Chapter 25 – Betrayal
 
 
The sun was already high in the sky, by the time the company was ready to move again that next morning. Taem felt so weary, as he, Logan and Ragad had shared the night watch between just the three of them. The other companions looked no better rested though, still exhausted from the battle and healing.
But Logan got the shattered warriors moving. The Sodan knew the Nargs would be back. They had to move, or they were dead. The Hand of Fire headed east. Looking back, Taem could see nothing but mountains and their snow-capped peaks, through where the Blizzen Paths ran. He was glad to be able to put his Rhungari blankets away into his pack, as the company walked through the low mountains. After the freezing peaks, it was a relief to feel the warmth of the summer sun bathe his arms and face again.
Logan and Taem scrutinised the trail as they walked. Taem noticed how swathes of tall grass had been flattened near the trail, but he knew there were many herds living in these lush valleys that could have done that – if the Nargs had not killed them out of malice.
The company stopped to lunch on the grassy banks of a low mountain, and headed on, descending into verdant meadows and through native orchards, where wild flowers grew at the trees’ feet. They had seen no sign of Nargs all day, and the companions were even laughing again, as they plucked the delicious fruits and flipped them to each other, eager for their friends to try the juicy berries, grapes, apples or pears.
‘This is a beautiful place,’ Baek tossed a blackberry up in the air, and caught it in his mouth.
‘Yes,’ Hirandar grinned, ‘these wild valleys have not seen Men or Rhungars for hundreds of years.’
‘Narg ahead!’ Taem growled.
Further down the trail, as it dropped over the next hill, Taem could see a Narg-Baal was lurking. Its shoulders were hunched over and its weasel ears pricked back. It stood just on the edge of bow range. The companions readied their weapons, and Baek drew back his bowstring, but the Narg slunk down over the rise, out of sight.
 Logan held up an open hand, and the companions spread out into a circular formation around Hirandar, as they advanced through the high grass.
‘Could be a trap,’ Taem scanned the surrounding hills.
‘Or just a scout,’ Jvarna said, the long grass brushing against her midriff.
‘Live bait,’ Forgrun said eagerly, his eyes determined.
‘It’s all possible,’ Logan watched the ridgeline. ‘But we have no choice but to go forward. Best to cover this open ground quickly. Baek watch the rear, Ragad the left, Forgrun the right.’
In a couple of minutes, the company reached where the weasel-Narg had been standing, and took in the sweeping view. Taem gazed down the hill into a valley that sloped away from the companions.
‘Down there!’ Baek pointed. 
A quarter of a mile further down the trail, Taem saw a group of ten Defenders of the Gate, sitting idly. Their blue and yellow uniforms were obvious as they sat resting on the grass.
‘To their left!’ Taem shouted in alarm. 
Coming down the slope of the valley was a horde of forty Nargs.
‘If Nargs attack them,’ Hirandar said, ‘they must still be with the Light!’
‘Forward!’ Logan commanded.
Backpacks were dropped and the company hurtled down the trail, towards the impending battle.
The Defenders spotted the Narg threat and jumped to their feet. The soldiers formed a battle-line and shot their crossbows into the oncoming horde. Half a dozen of the bestial frontrunners fell, tumbling on down the hill, but the other Nargs charged onwards. Their savage cries echoed through the valley. Taem bounded toward the imminent combat, and he could see the Defenders of the Gate were drilled, disciplined troops. They reloaded their crossbows swiftly – despite the pressure of the onrushing Nargs. The Defenders loosed another barbed volley, dropping eight more beastmen, before close combat was joined. But the Nargs were ferocious foes. Even though the Defenders were trained soldiers, they were outnumbered. Taem shuddered as he heard the terrifying screams of battle. He was horrified at the sight of Nargs tearing men to pieces. But he charged on. The Nargs had killed most of the Defenders by the time the Hand of Fire joined the melee.
Catching the Nargs unaware, the companions cut them down without mercy. Taem stormed in with fury, his Sodan blade smashing through Nargs. Ragad obliterated a Narg-Vak with his titanic hammer, following up again as the Shadowsworn lay writhing on the floor. Taem’s shining blade flew. The Sodan cut through a Vak torso, armour as well. He leapt in and cut a different horned Narg in half. Jvarna impaled the lookout Narg-Baal on her spear, whilst a huge Kul took all four of Drual’s crossbow bolts before the monstrous thing hit the floor, gurgling on its own blood. Logan scythed a wide path through the foul Nargs. The Master’s Sodan blade moved faster than the eye could follow. Within moments, Logan had left a trail of five decapitated or cloven Narg corpses. A ball of pure arcane energy – leaping from Hirandar’s hands – and Baek’s bow killed five more Nargs between them. Forgrun cut one of the Nargs into two. Taem impaled an enemy on his blade point. Logan felled another with a reverse swing. The Sodan Master stepped through with a return strike, severing inwards through a different Beastman, slicing down to its naval.
Taem saw one of the Defenders still stood. By his decorated clothes this Defender was their captain, and he – at least – knew how to use the longsword he carried. This captain hurled out his great longsword, removing a Narg’s bull-like head from its massive body. Taem halted, stepped back. A bestial enemy flew at him from the side. The Narg howled as it swung out a rusty sword. Twirling his blade in a figure of eight, Taem knocked aside the Narg sword, and smashed through rusty armour and ribs.
Logan jumped beside the Defender captain to take on an advancing Narg. The Sodan Master blocked to his right, deflecting a blow aimed at his face. Logan followed through with a horizontal swing that left a gaping hole in the Narg’s chest. The Defender captain slew another of the beastmen, whilst Forgrun and Ragad took on the last remaining Narg, hacking the vile creature into pieces as it still stood.
The captain was the only Defender still on his feet. He had striking features, with charismatic green eyes and grey hair. This captain had a presence about him, of someone who was both distinguished and majestic.
The Defender captain gasped for breath as he nodded at Logan, ‘Your sword has kept its sharpness over the years, Logan.’ The Defender captain kept his eyes fixed on the dead Nargs that lay around him, expecting one to try and attack.
‘As has yours, Balthus,’ Logan plunged his blade through a dying Vak.
‘You’re bleeding,’ Taem said to Balthus, gesturing at the gash that was turning his yellow and blue Defender’s coat crimson. But Balthus just stared at the bodies of his dead soldiers.
‘I’ll live,’ Balthus said nonchalantly, ‘this man won’t,’ Balthus knelt down beside a dying soldier.
‘How could he betray us, my King?’ The young Defender choked, as Balthus gently held the soldier’s head up.
Taem saw the dying Defender was barely older than he was. Taem grimaced at the tragedy of the wretched young man. What remained of the soldier’s body was a mangled and pitiful sight. The Defender had lost his right leg below the hip, and his left leg had all but gone as well. His left arm was broken and useless, the elbow shattered. The soldier also had a wound to his stomach, so wide he had lost some of his intestines.
Balthus grasped the young Defender’s hand as he knelt beside him. Taem felt sadness course through his heart. It was a deep sorrow for another soldier who had died before his time, fighting in a land far from his home.
‘Your own councillor,’ the dying Defender spluttered up to his King, ‘sworn to the Shadow?’
‘Hush, lad,’ Balthus tried to sooth him.
Hirandar rushed over and touched the young Defenders forehead, a golden glow shining out from underneath the Wizard’s palm.
‘Don’t worry about that now,’ Balthus murmured, as Hirandar tried to heal the dying soldier. But these terrible wounds were beyond even her power, so she settled for numbing his pain. Easing his suffering was all the great Wizard could do.
 ‘I assure you,’ Balthus said bitterly, ‘one day, I will kill the traitor Isornel. I’ll see he gets everything he deserves.’
The warriors of The Hand of Fire encircled the King of Grantle, as he held the dying soldier, with their heads bowed and their eyes full of sorrow.
Hirandar shook her head at Balthus, as the glow under her hand faded, ‘This is beyond my power. He has but moments. He needs the comfort of the King he loyally served,’ Hirandar touched Balthus on the shoulder before walking away.
‘My King,’ the dying Defender struggled. ‘Forgive me. I could not save the Princess Alyssa from the Black Servants. Forgive me… my King… I failed you.’
‘No,’ Balthus said vehemently. ‘It is I who failed you and the men. You fought valiantly, and always did your duty. The Light receive you, and honour one who has served with a noble heart.’
‘Thank you… King,’ the young soldier sounded relieved, as the last remnants of colour drained from his face. ‘The Light aid you in… avenging our deaths…’ 
‘Go in peace,’ Balthus said gently. ‘Walk in the valleys of the Light, my loyal warrior.’
‘You honour me, my King,’ the Defender said laboriously. ‘I feel the warmth of the Light…’ the young soldier gasped his last words.
Taem watched as the young Defender passed away from his last grasp of life, with a smile on his face and the king he had served by his side. The Defender’s chest went still. His eyes went blank. Balthus moved his shaking hand to close the dead soldier’s eyes, and dropped his head to his chest. Hirandar placed a hand on Balthus’s neck, and the golden glow of healing shone out. Balthus barely realised what was going on as the gash down his side sealed itself.
All the mournful companions stared at the dead soldier, killed well before his prime. Taem could see the fury in Logan’s eyes, and the despondency in Hirandar’s. Forgrun glowered at the dead Nargs. Ragad’s face was stone, whilst Drual shook his head in sadness. Baek placed his palm on his heart and dropped his gaze to the ground, and Jvarna touched her forehead and then her chest, the gesture of the Light.
Taem hated the Nargs for what they had done. He loathed their very existence. Above all, Taem hated their evil maker, Malveous.
‘Isornel!’ Balthus cried out. ‘Damn you traitor!’ Balthus shook his fists up to the sky. ‘By my blood,’ Balthus took a dagger out of his belt and cut his palm, squeezing his hand back into a fist so blood dripped to the floor, ‘I will send you to hell when we meet again! I swear it.’
After that outburst, Taem was sure Balthus would kill the Maliven Wizard.
The company buried the dead Defenders in a line under the branches of some willow trees, whilst Hirandar torched the Narg corpses, engulfing them in magical fire. Taem saw how Balthus was inconsolable with grief. His eyes were empty. Balthus was a man who had seen countless battles, but Isornel’s betrayal had hit him beyond hard. Even Logan, his oldest friend, could do nothing to bring the King of Grantle round. Taem had never seen a man look so broken. Everything Balthus thought he once was, everything he had once believed in, had been taken from him.
‘The Light welcome these souls into its last embrace,’ Hirandar swept her staff over the graves, and the air shimmered with mystical energy. ‘These were good men, brave men. May their path into the Light be swift and straight, like the first rays of the dawn sun.’
Whilst the company readied themselves to move, Balthus still knelt, with his head in his hands, by the graves of his men.
‘Come, Balthus,’ Logan put a hand on the shoulder of the broken King of Grantle. ‘We must leave this place. There are still Nargs in these mountains.’
Balthus got to his feet and joined the standing group of companions. The Lord of Dolam did not venture a word for the whole afternoon, as the sombre company strode through the eastern mountains.
By nightfall, they had stopped to camp. The company had been quiet all afternoon, leaving Balthus some peace in his mourning. But by the evening, the companions had returned to their usual exchange of jovial banter and serious conversation.
As they enjoyed mountain deer roasted over the campfire, Forgrun told the other companions the mirthful tales of Helf Ugursbane, the most legendary Brother of Gromm. Forgrun said – whilst using exaggerated hand movements – how Helf had carried a slain sea wyvern’s skull around with him, at all times! Dragging the monstrous thing behind him on a long chain. The creature – before it met Helf – had been known to swallow sailors whole, but Helf had been adamant that he would take his most prized trophy with him everywhere he went, despite the skull being twice the size that he was!
The warriors laughed long and loud at Forgrun’s story, but everyone went quiet as Balthus began to speak.
The King of Grantle told the company how his powerful Wizard advisor had told him about a secret quest, for an item of great power – that had to be retrieved for the sake of Dolam. Isornel knew Balthus was eager to get away, to find a new adventure, and he ensnared the Lord of Dolam with tales of this great quest, which would take them deep into the Lost Realms, to the City of Night.
‘When Isornel found you were coming to visit me at The Rock,’ Balthus said to Logan, ‘he told me our quest was too secret to share – even with you, old friend. I now know why.’ Balthus shook his head in disgust. ‘That Maliven knew you would threaten his position. Isornel betrayed me!’ 
 Taem could see the wrath in the King of Grantle, see how he could not bring himself to terms with the situation. Such a complete betrayal had shattered his spirit.
Balthus glared into the fire, ‘I didn’t think it right the Kruns allowed us safe passage outside the Rhungar citadel. But when Isornel consorted with Nargs in the dead of night, that was a step too far – even for him. I questioned Isornel on it, and my soldiers drew blades. But he had men sworn to him with us, and two Rhungars also. No doubt as black to the core as he is.’
Taem saw the disgusted snarl on Forgrun’s face, as the Rhungar formed the Shielding Sign with his thick fingers.
‘They grabbed my sister, Alyssa,’ Balthus shook his head, ‘threatening her at knife point, so my soldiers could not attack.’
By the way Balthus’s voice trembled, Taem knew he was fraught with worry over his sister.
‘Only then was the full horror of Isornel’s betrayal unveiled,’ Balthus said darkly, ‘as one of his men lowered his hood to reveal the empty, evil face of a Baku.’
Taem shivered at the mention of the Nightdemon, and he saw the terror in most of his friends’ eyes as well. Jvarna shifted uncomfortably, Ragad stared out into the darkness and Baek’s hand was on his sword pommel. Drual’s face had gone pale. Forgrun glared out into the blackness of the night, watching for the shadow of a Baku approaching the firelight.
‘For days the demon had ridden in my company,’ Balthus dropped his head into his hands, ‘beneath a hood, and I hadn’t even thought to question it. Isornel smiled as he told me he had always served the Dark One, ever since his childhood. Whilst his men held my sister, Isornel told me not to follow, or he would kill her. At first, I couldn’t understand why the Dark Wizard hadn’t killed me, my men and my sister there and then… I found out when the Nargs came.’ Balthus scowled into the flames. ‘That traitorous coward didn’t have the stomach to risk his own life, not when there were Nargs waiting to do his bidding. If you warriors hadn’t of come along, I’d be lying dead with my men.’
Taem thought Balthus sounded like he wished he was with his men now. But there was always vengeance to live for.
‘Why was Alyssa with you?’ Logan asked. 
Balthus shrugged his shoulders, ‘Alyssa pleaded to Isornel that her magic could be of use on the journey. With his own agenda in mind, the Dark Wizard thought it a good idea she come.’
‘How did you know to take the path over the mountains,’ Baek asked, ‘rather than go through the Gate?’ 
‘Isornel was certain the mountains would be a better route,’ Balthus grimaced. ‘His Dark treachery runs deep. It is now clear he has servants or allies amongst Krun, Narg and even Baku – there is no limit to his evil.’
‘If Isornel could secure you safe passage through the Krun hordes,’ Taem said, ‘why take the mountain passes at all? Why not take the easier route through the Krun army at The Gate?’
‘Think, Taem,’ Hirandar said. ‘If Isornel had taken the route through The Gate, people would have known he and the King of Grantle were consorting with Kruns. Such a rumour would have spread like wild-fire, and be too damaging for them to ever return to Dolam.’
‘Balthus, you must eat something,’ Logan passed the Lord of Dolam some deer meat. Balthus shook his head.
‘Do not think yourself at fault, King of Grantle,’ Hirandar said gently. ‘Isornel is wily and cunning. You would not be the first to be tricked by his lies.’
‘Thank you, Hirandar Firefist,’ Balthus brightened up a little. ‘For the first time in years, I hear the words of truth from a member of The Order.’
 Hirandar bowed her head.
‘And don’t call me King or Lord,’ Balthus said to the whole company. ‘Just call me Balthus. Speak to me as you would an equal – for that is what I am. It is a long time since anyone has spoken to me plainly, with all the airs and graces of court forgotten. A state I’ve often wished to return to.’ Balthus’s shoulders drooped. ‘I’ve seen many men die in battle – Logan would know this.’ Balthus glanced toward his old battle-brother. ‘But never have I felt the bitterness of such a complete betrayal,’ Balthus shook his head in disbelief.
‘Your Defenders died today,’ Logan said strongly, ‘but Isornel’s betrayal does not take away their honour. They fought as warriors against the Dark. Their deeds will live on long after they are gone. When we return to Dolam, I know you will see your Defenders remembered for their valour.’
‘My people do say,’ Forgrun said. ‘Thy brave soldiers be findin’ thine way ter ye halls o’ thine Ancestors.’
‘And mine would say Elliterati,’
Baek murmured. ‘May their souls find peace in the eternal Light.’
‘Elliterati,’ Taem, Logan and Hirandar responded at the same time, as was Aborle tradition.
‘Come, Balthus, yhee mus’ eat,’ Forgrun said cordially. ‘It be nay of’en a king be comin’ ter our table! Even if ye table be in wilderness, far from roof, hearth an’ comfort, yhee will still be received as a guest should be.’
‘Nevertheless,’ Balthus smiled, ‘the welcome is no less warm from this campfire, than the great hall of a castle.’
‘Aye! Aye!’ Forgrun raised a wooden beaker filled with water, and the rest of the companions followed suit. ‘So, Balthus,’ Forgrun said grandly, as if they were two lords resting in chairs by the fire after a feast, ‘be tellin’ us some o’ ye exploits o’ Logan Fornor.’
Logan glowered at Forgrun, but the Rhungar deliberately took no notice.
‘He do be too modest,’ Forgrun told Balthus, ‘an’ do nay speak o’ his past adventures. He be like a closed book! Even ter his bestest friends.’ 
Logan shook his head as he glared at Forgrun.
‘Well,’ Balthus said thoughtfully, ‘where to begin? Have you heard of the Lion Guard of Aritas?’
‘The greatest fighting force in the world?’ Taem said wondrously. 
‘In ye world o’ Men,’ Forgrun said gruffly. ‘But do go on.’ 
‘The captain of the Lion Guard is the commander of the armies of Aritas,’ Balthus said, ‘and is known as the First Sword of the King. Before Logan became the Grim Wanderer, he was the First Sword of the King.’ Balthus grinned as his listeners were stunned into silence. ‘Logan led the alliance of nations that turned back The Incursions, some twenty years ago. It was his blade that kept the Darkness at bay. His military genius that turned back the greatest threat since the battle of the Tyran Pass. There were thousands and thousands of warriors, from the length and breadth of Hathlore, all willing to give homage to The First Sword of the King – the hero of The Incursions.’
Forgrun’s mouth dropped in incredulity. Taem was wide-eyed with bewilderment. Baek shook his head and blinked – had he heard Balthus right? Jvarna raised her eyebrows in surprise, catching Ragad’s gaze so something passed between the two old friends. Drual was so intent on the story he had forgotten about the succulent deer meat in his hand, as it dripped juices down his forearm.
‘You honour me too much,’ Logan whispered.
‘Not enough more like,’ Balthus said. ‘Always humble, Logan, despite being the greatest swordsman and general. That is why the people loved you, and the men followed you. They would have marched through the Shadowlands all the way to the Cymmerel Portal without question – if you had asked them. Of course, Logan Fornor left the Lion Guard and became the Grim Wanderer at the end of The Incursions, but we need not bring up that dark day here and now,’ Balthus finished solemnly.
‘And what of you, Balthus?’ Baek asked.
‘I played my part in the wars,’ Balthus said modestly, ‘as Logan’s second.’
‘And were a great hero of the Light,’ Logan gestured at his old comrade, ‘who won many battles.’
‘Yes,’ Balthus smiled at his old friend, ‘but never quite your match. After the sad events of The Incursions, I became captain of the Lion Guard for a time, after Logan relinquished the title. But it was never the same without my old battle-brother. A few years later, the call came for me to contest the Chalice of Grantle. I have ruled Dolam ever since.’
‘Do be thy travels,’ Forgrun leant forward, ‘ever see yhee fight alongside Rhungars?’
‘Many times,’ Balthus nodded. ‘In the Lion Guard, then as commander of the Defenders of the Gate. The Defenders hold a firm alliance with the Rhungars of The Dredgen. Always we have answered their call to arms, as they have likewise done for us. Harnan Molboroth is an old friend. He and I have stood side by side on the battlefield many a time.’
‘Really! Aye!’ Forgrun’s eyes blazed with a new-found respect.
‘Why did The Incursions start?’ Taem asked.
Hirandar fidgeted, readjusting her travelling dress, as she flashed a glance at Logan.
‘No one knows for certain what set off The Incursions,’ Balthus murmured. ‘But the entire Shadowlands emptied, and the Nargs invaded northern Hathlore. There were some who said there was a pattern to the raids, others that said it was just random madness.’
‘It was madness for sure,’ Hirandar shook her head, ‘but never random.’
‘You played a part?’ Jvarna asked.
‘Of sorts,’ Hirandar said elusively. ‘My task took me away from the battlefield, but was of the utmost importance. I travelled through Sarcaedia, along the front, helping where I could. At that time, Logan and I were barely known to each other, having only met a handful of times in Aritas, and then on the front of the war.’
Logan discretely shook his head at Hirandar, so only she saw, telling her not to say too much.
‘They were dark days,’ Hirandar whispered, ‘terrible days. The Border was broken. Sarcaedia was overrun by Nargs, and thousands of people were fleeing southwards from the monsters that came out from the Shadowlands. The three great fortress cities held, but were all under heavy siege. An alliance of Aritas, Jinamon, Grantle, Darnea and Marnion was formed, to make a stand against the Dark hordes. Later, troops from Cavan, Ruhr, Shacain and even Croma Northmen arrived to push the beastmen back. It was Logan Fornor that led those vast assembled armies.’ The Wizard whispered.
The rest of the company gawked at Logan in sheer disbelief.
‘You were the leader of the Light Alliance?’ Taem said in awe.
Logan nodded, but there was a cold gleam in his eyes. King Aswan had headed the Light Alliance, but Logan was the general who commanded the armies.
‘It is a sad thing,’ Hirandar said wearily, ‘that the only time our realms can ever seem to be united, is in the most dire of wars. If we fail in our quest now, the days will be darker than they were then, twenty years ago, when the Shadow threatened to claim the whole of Hathlore. If all our toils come to nothing, and Gorzaemon again walks our world, there will be none who can stand against him.’
There was silence around the campfire, as each companion reflected upon the Wizard’s dark words. They all knew the time for great deeds was coming; a time of sacrifice and courage; a time of heroes and warriors. It was their time.
‘We will not fail,’ Baek said firmly.
By the look of them, Taem could see the rest of the companions all agreed with the Aborle.
‘Isornel is but a day ahead, if that,’ Balthus sounded positive now. ‘We lost our horses to the night creatures in the high passes,’ he shook his head. ‘We tethered them too far from the fires, and the Nemeth took them in the dark of the moonless night. Unfortunate for our poor mounts, but it will slow Isornel.’
‘Once we reach the eastern base of the mountains,’ Logan’s gaze scoured the surrounding darkness, ‘it’s over a hundred miles eastwards to the Nakramilis. In ten days we’ll be at the City of Night. With luck and haste, we can overtake our enemies and beat them there. We must rest well tonight,’ Logan gestured for everyone to turn into their blankets. ‘Set the watch in pairs, as usual.’
Drual and Forgrun took the first watch as everyone else fell asleep by the fire. The Rhungar swept his blankets around him and faced out into the night, and Drual did the same on the other side of the fire. The rogue shuffled a throwing knife through the fingers of his right hand, concealing it as if it were a playing card. He may as well have been on watch all night. He could never sleep when there was something on his mind. Drual just did not trust Balthus. The others might be taken in by the Lord of Dolam – even the Wizard and the Sodan Master were fooled – but Drual had played enough cards, and been around too many scoundrels, to know when someone was bluffing.
But as he was a roguish bluffer himself, was he seeing a bluff that was not there? He just was not sure anymore. Drual watched out into the dead of night, and the darkness enveloped his confused thoughts.
 
The company woke with the rising sun and seemed better rested. Forgrun was humming to himself as he packed his backpack. Baek’s eyes had regained their brightness, as they gazed back at the mountain peaks. Jvarna was honing her spear with a whetstone, Drual was asking Logan about the best techniques for his broadsword, and even Ragad was smiling for once, as he took in deep breaths of crisp mountain air.
The Hand of Fire were soon pushing hard down the mountainside. As they trekked, Taem took in the glorious landscape of the Lost Realms laid out for leagues before him, all the way until the green forests and grasslands met the blue of the cloudless sky, on the far-off horizon. Taem inhaled, and the smell of fresh wilderness and the flowery scents of summer filled his nose.
 The company passed the skulls of outlandish creatures set on poles by the trailside. Taem saw piles of bones and sinister structures of wood and stone, topped with a skull and covered with evil tribal markings.
‘What are these evil things?’ Baek whispered.
‘I do not like the feel of them,’ Taem’s hand was on Estellarum’s hilt, as he eyed the ominous painted skulls.
‘Do not touch them,’ Hirandar said warily. ‘They are bound with curses of Dark magic. The magic is weak but, nonetheless, best not to go anywhere near those foul shrines. They are warnings from the Krun not to trespass on their territory.’
‘Much more effective than signs with “keep out” written on them,’ Drual murmured.
These evil shrines were not the only signs that encouraged the warriors to be vigilant. Earlier in the morning, Logan had found clues of Isornel’s passing: a campfire that held the last remnants of warmth – which the Dark Servants had not bothered to conceal – plus numerous tracks and some discarded food.
At midday, the company halted to sit on a grassy bank and take some rest. They looked out over the Lost Realms and its uncharted wilderness, whilst snacking on some light provisions. Miles to the south-east, Taem saw a settlement of wooden shacks, from where smoke rose.
‘They are Krun villages,’ Hirandar said, when she saw the companions gazing down. ‘Deeper into the Lost Realms there are giant Krun cities, where Ugur warlords fight for ruler-ship of the tribes. The Kruns have built their dwellings amongst the old empires that once existed here in the Lost Realms, using the old ruins as a base. Their structures are always poorly built though. The Kruns have neither the temperament nor the ability to build anything that would last.’
‘The Kruns of the Lost Realms live in some semblance of a civilisation,’ Logan gazed out over the wild landscape. ‘But I find it a cruel parody of what the good peoples once made here. To me, it is a vengeful reminder of what the Kruns destroyed, six hundred years ago, when the Lost Realms became lost.’
‘What makes a Wizard of the Sceptre turn to the Dark,’ Jvarna said in disgust, ‘and become a servant of evil?’
Hirandar sighed, ‘I think Isornel was a Dark Servant long before he was a wizard. Balthus’s story confirms it. I had my reservations about his admittance to the Celestial Tower, but The Order vetoed in his favour.’ Hirandar shrugged. ‘You see, wizards are getting fewer all the time, and The Order would see that whatever magic could be preserved, would be. I would not follow this policy to the cost of all else.’
‘How could anyone swear themselves to Malveous?’ Baek shivered, as he shook his head. ‘Let alone a wizard.’
Forgrun shuddered at the Dark One’s name being spoken aloud, forming the Shielding Sign with his hands. The Rhungars always called Malveous the King of Malice, or the Bane King, or any other of a number of variants, because they could not bear to hear his real name said. Rhungars believed that to utter that evil name brought bad luck, and worse, down on the speaker. The Shielding Sign went some way to deflecting the Dark One’s attention – or so the Rhungars thought. 
‘It is hard for us to comprehend,’ Hirandar said sadly. ‘There are some who just have evil in their character, some who do not have the will to resist, and some who do it out of greed and desire for power. All Black Servants pledge their soul to Malveous. He takes it in their death. It is the bargain every one of them makes with the Dark One to get the rewards of the Shadow. Many Maliven believe immortality will be theirs, but very few are granted this reward. There are two ways to go to hell: as a willing guest, or a damned prisoner held in eternal torment. Black Servants believe it is better to swear themselves to the Dark One and go as the former, rather than the latter. They believe if Malveous breaks free from his hellish world, his loyal servants will come with him. The gates of hell will open, and the damned will walk the earth. The fate of everyone else will be as slaves, existing in eternal damnation.’
Taem looked round at his companions, to see he was not the only one trembling. He was glad it was a warm summer’s day in a beautiful mountain country, and the sun was beaming down to banish any shadows.
‘I believe this apocalyptic nightmare could happen,’ Hirandar said – and Taem saw Forgrun and Jvarna shudder, and saw the fear in Baek and Drual’s eyes. ‘It is the reason why we fight. It is hard to believe some people would betray everything that is good in this world, aligning themselves with evil, just to escape this possibility.’ Hirandar shook her head. ‘There are some things that go against conscience, and what you know to be right. Such things should never be succumbed to, no matter what the prize is.’
‘The Maliven are weak,’ Logan said harshly. ‘They must be destroyed without mercy.’
Hirandar glanced around to see her company were shaken, so she said warmly, ‘But take heart, friends. For take comfort in the knowledge that the Dark force of Malveous is opposed by a force of greater good. The Light, the maker of our world, will not see its great work undone.’
Taem glanced at Logan, and Jvarna and Ragad, and saw the dubious looks in their eyes. They did not have the same level of belief as the old Wizard.
‘But, why?’ Baek quivered. ‘Why does the Dark One hate us so?’
‘The evil of Malveous is beyond our reasoning,’ Hirandar said, as Forgrun hurried to make the Shielding Sign. ‘No doubt the Dark One enjoys such a position – that he perceives shows his superiority – but in that lies his vulnerability. For the Dark One’s great weakness is he knows not of the pure good emotions of love, valour and honour. He does not understand them. Take encouragement in this, for with the acts of good people the Light will forever endure.’
‘Can Dark Servants come back to good?’ Drual asked. 
Drual’s question raised a few puzzled eyebrows, although Hirandar did not seem to mind. Logan watched the rogue with wary eyes.
‘No soul can fall so far into Darkness that it cannot be brought back to the Light,’ Hirandar quoted the old saying. ‘Before death, a Dark Servant may repent their sins, and relinquish the Dark promises of the Black Pledge. If they renounce evil with conviction, the Light will fight Malveous for their soul. Nevertheless, even if a Maliven renounces evil, their heinous past acts cannot be forgotten, and most deserve death for their crimes. But at least with confession, they can meet the Light with a cleared conscience. If the Light will not take their soul, however, they will meet Malveous in hell.’
One of the company quaked with terror, when he thought of what awaited him in death. Although, fortunate for the Maliven traitor, none of his companions noticed. His shroud of deceit prevailed.
‘And,’ Hirandar went on, ‘even if Dark Servants live after they’ve renounced Malveous, their old fellows of the Maliven will seek them out, see they go through unimaginable agony before the end. You see, Dark Servants are many times worse on turncoats who switch back to the Light. Traitors amongst themselves, are dealt with even more brutally than the torment the Maliven would inflict on anyone else.’
‘Let us talk about something more cheerful,’ Balthus suggested what everyone was thinking.
Taem knew it was essential to know such things, but they did not make for comfortable listening – even out in the bright sunshine of a warm summer’s day.
‘What be it like ter be a king?’ Forgrun eagerly asked Balthus.
‘Well,’ Balthus said, ‘it can be both the hardest and the most rewarding job in the kingdom. The greatest king I have ever known once told me, A king exists to provide his people with freedom and justice.’ Balthus smiled at this.
Taem was watching Ragad, but the Croma did not even flinch – even though he too was going to be a king, and must have seen his father rule the kingdom. Taem did not know why Ragad was so evasive amongst friends. But if the Northman did not want to say anything, Taem was not going to betray his trust. Then again, Taem realised, he was keeping secrets himself. The secret of the true nature of his sword.
‘For the Sodan,’ Logan said, ‘the way of the king is in close kinship to The Way of the Sword. The goals are the same, the path similar. King Aswan is an honourable man. ’
‘Yes,’ Balthus said happily. ‘A man of vision and compassion. A man who created his dream of a land of justice.’
‘I do not see the freedom and justice,’ Drual snarled at Balthus, ‘that you grandly speak of, in the slums of Dolam! Or even at the royal court!’ 
Drual stormed off away from the company.
‘What do ’ave him riled?’ Forgrun said sourly, and Taem could see Baek, Jvarna, Logan and Ragad all looking at Drual with disapproval. Taem thought Drual had no manners. Balthus was genuine and open, and he had killed many Krun, and fought many battles against evil. Perhaps Drual was jealous. Balthus’s popularity had quickly risen in the group, and the Lord of Dolam had eclipsed Drual’s position as the centre of conversation.
Jvarna hesitated at first, but went over to see why the rogue was sulking.
‘The hardest thing I have found,’ Balthus rolled his head in the rogue’s direction, ‘in kingship and in life, is that it’s impossible to please everyone all the time.’
 
‘What troubles you?’ Jvarna asked Drual. 
The rogue stared out over the Lost Realms, holding silent for a while before speaking.
‘A great many things.’ Drual said pensively. ‘What am I doing here? It’s not my style. Risking my life for good? For the Light? But yet, somehow, it feels right?’
The rogue turned to look at Jvarna, and he noticed how her blue eyes sparkled, and her hair caught the sun. No! Drual scolded himself. You fool! Drual Dhagren needs no one. But he saw the kindness in Jvarna’s face, and he knew she was a good person. Given that, Drual knew he would only end up letting her down.
Drual was unsure whether to tell Jvarna of his misgivings about Balthus or not, but something of his old self held him back. He just did not trust that sly fox. And Drual was scared no one else would believe him, that they would all side with the King of Grantle against him.
‘What?’ Jvarna said coyly, ‘What are you staring at?’
‘Nothing,’ Drual glanced away.
‘Perhaps,’ Jvarna smiled, ‘the goodness of others can rub off on someone, even a rascal like you.’
‘You know, I think you might be right,’ Drual grinned mischievously. His mind was made up. And this fierce Shacainian did have a fantastic smile. Drual had known more women than he could remember, but he had never met one with Jvarna’s spirit.
‘Come on,’ Drual said, ‘Looks like Logan wants to leave.’
‘You’re a strange one Drual Dhagren,’ Jvarna murmured, as they walked back to the others. ‘Beneath all the bravado there’s a good person, isn’t there?’
‘Of course,’ Drual smirked. ‘The pure white character of Hirandar Firefist or Logan Fornor is greyed by the shining integrity of Drual Dhagren,’ the rogue gave a sweeping bow.
Jvarna laughed out loud.
‘You need to learn to sit in the saddle before you can gallop,’ Jvarna said flatly.
‘Perhaps, however and nonetheless,’ Drual mimicked Hirandar’s sagely tone, ‘I would therefore conclude, the only way we can move, undoubtedly and irrefutably, is one step at a time.’
Jvarna raised her eyes skyward, ‘It is unbecoming to ridicule your betters.’ She glared at Drual.
‘Oh, would you calm down!’ Drual shrugged. ‘Just try relaxing, for once.’
Jvarna crossed her arms and grimaced.
‘Okay, listen,’ Drual held up his hands. ‘The old woman is the finest person I’ve ever met. And it was wrong to… if you must know I look up to the Wizard… she is kind, and she is a good person. Well, you know… she is someone who genuinely cares, and that’s a rare thing these days…’
Jvarna smiled at the rogue’s honesty.
‘Anyhow,’ Drual smirked, with the dangerous glint back in his eye, ‘I wouldn’t want to be too good now, would I? Where’s the fun in that?’
Jvarna shook her head and sighed, as they rejoined the rest of the company. Drual was an insufferable tease, but yet, despite all her reservations, Jvarna could not help finding him charming with it. She knew it was just plain stupid to feel for such a man, but why was Drual so afraid of letting people get close to him? Whenever anyone was trying to be thoughtful, Drual got uncomfortable and threw up his arrogant shield that hid who he really was. Did he think to trust someone was to risk being betrayed? Or was he hiding something? The rest of the day passed swiftly, as Jvarna wondered about the mysterious rogue.
 
That night saw the company to the edge of the eastern mountains. By the following day, they were walking through the woodland of the Lost Realms. There was no trail anymore, so the Hand of Fire followed the stars, the sun and the compass. Drual proved to be an indispensable aid, always chipping in useful comments from what he had experienced on his previous journeys to the City of Night. Taem reflected on how, perhaps, Hirandar’s faith in the rogue would be proved right after all.
Always, the company moved carefully in these wild lands, and continued to post sentries throughout the nights. But the Nargs seemed long gone. The Hand of Fire followed the path of a river as it crossed the grassy plains. Ever cautious, ever watchful. These were Krun lands, and all the companions knew they were in incredible danger. The tribes of Ugurs and Kruns would be furious if they found trespassers in their territory. One region they crossed was littered with giant boulders and, that night, they camped in the relative safety of a cave. Lucky for them they found a roof that evening, as it rained all night and straight through until morning. The company passed ancient ruins; so old that the forest had grown around and inside the old towers and walls. Often, the Hand of Fire saw signs of Kruns, but always Logan led them away from the direction of the tracks.
Since the company had left the mountain trail, they had not seen a single sign of Isornel and his Dark company. Unlike in the mountains, however, there was no set route to follow to the Nakramilis, and Isornel’s company must have passed a different way.
The warriors of the Hand of Fire talked as they walked, and conversed around their nightly campfires, but never any louder than a murmur. Drual’s irritation at Balthus had not resurfaced, and the group were forged into a closely-knit company.
One afternoon, as the companions travelled through a forest, a lone Krun hunter crossed their path, and Baek put an arrow through him from fifty yards.
‘I was fortunate the wind was with me,’ the Aborle said modestly, as the others complemented him on his incredible bowmanship.
The Krun hunter never knew what, or who, had hit him. The company hid the body in some deep undergrowth, and hoped the corpse would not be found by his fellow Kruns for a long time, if ever.
On the eighth day since the mountains it was sunny and cloudless, yet Taem shivered as a strange wind whistled through the trees of the forest. Others would have thought nothing of that wind. But Taem was Sodan, and he sensed foreboding on the air.
The company emerged from woodland to see – two miles away to the north, across open ground – the Nakramilis. Finally, their destination was close. But Taem was on edge. He felt the lifelessness of this place. For miles around the Nakramilis, the earth was dead. Nothing lived or stirred. There was no grass or trees, no birdsong or rabbits. It was deadly silent, bar from the hissing breeze, as the Hand of Fire crossed the ashen desert.
A massive sandstone wall, thirty yards high, extended in a perfect square box around the City of Night. Taem gasped, in awe and dread. In the exact centre of the huge city, a colossal sandstone pyramid rose up, towering over the city walls. He saw Drual, Jvarna and Forgrun cower away from the shadow of that monstrosity. That pyramid exuded menace. It was the biggest structure Taem had ever seen – one hundred yards high, at the very least. It dwarfed the Rock of Dolam and the trees of Borleon Forest, dominating the landscape for miles around. There was something unnerving about that grand pyramid – all the warriors knew that. It was a great monument, with a dark side that held the promise of terrible power, hidden within its smooth surfaces.
‘Decu be shieldin’ us,’ Forgrun muttered.
Taem saw how the masons of long-ago had placed great emphasis on geometric precision. Everything in the desolate city was centred in relation to everything else. Even the city streets and buildings were laid out in a precise grid, of perpendicular angles and parallel lines, all centred on the pyramid. The wary company crept up to the enormous black doorways, thrown open in the middle of the sandstone city walls, inviting anyone who dared to enter. Despite the wind, Taem smelt the air was old and stale, like a cave. Or a room that had spent the whole summer with its windows barred shut. He could hear nothing. No birds calling, no animals foraging, no trees swaying in the wind, nothing.
‘What does the Key-Piece look like?’ Jvarna broke the hushed silence, as she watched the city gates. ‘Remind us again.’
‘We are searching for a triangular pyramid,’ Hirandar murmured, ‘small enough to fit into the palm of your hand, and the colour of the blackest obsidian. It is inset with precious stones, and its edges laced in flowing gold metalwork. It’s made of Gentian. Which, at first glance or touch, may seem like kiln-fired clay, but this material is unbreakable.’
‘Weapons out,’ Logan commanded, as the Hand of Fire stood on the edge of this city of ruins.
The rustle of metal blades on leather whispered across the silence. Taem watched the ominous ruins beyond the forbidding gates.
Logan stared into the city, ‘We’ll hide our packs inside the gates. Stay together. If we get separated, meet back at the packs at sunset, no later.’
With that, Logan crossed the threshold into the dead city, blade in hand and senses on a knife-edge. The rest of the company followed, emboldened by their dauntless leader. The place was quieter than a tomb. No sign of life. Taem shivered as he felt the pervading death. Not even vermin lived amongst the city ruins. Nothing moved but the companions. Their footsteps barely registering in the overwhelming silence.
 
In the darkness deep below the city, a lingering evil – as old as the stone itself – roused as the living once again encroached on forbidden ground. The cursed dead were awoken, and they were ravenous. Ages had passed, but still they endured. Not in life, but a woeful half-death where the evil hunger, and hatred for the living, was all they knew. These things drove the undead mad in their otherwise empty minds. They were filled with an insatiable need to devour warm flesh, and kill any that walked in their City of Night.
 



Chapter 26 – Ancient Evil in the Deep
 
 
The sun felt warm on the back of Taem’s neck, as it climbed overhead, baking the lifeless soil in which nothing grew. The company crept on through the desolate streets. The city was deserted. Taem’s gaze darted around the ruins. He perked up his ears, straining to hear anything untoward. All was silent bar the shrill whistle of the wind, as it cut between the old sandstone ruins. He shivered at the doom and death that hung heavy over this ruined city. But Taem found some comfort in the reassuring weight of Estellarum in his hands, the feel of the soft leather hilt, the way sunlight glinted along the blade. Whatever endured in this dark city, he knew the Starblade had the power to destroy it.
The adventurers searched into the dark buildings and shadows of this wasteland, advancing to the pyramid at the city’s centre. They knew the sunlight should keep whatever skulked in the cursed city back, but all made sure to be vigilant. Forgrun shot Taem a dubious glance. The Rhungar felt uneasy in this place, but Taem knew Forgrun was brave. Taem was glad the bold Rhungar was by his side. Taem noticed Drual was ice cool, as he walked at the front beside Logan. How had the rogue become so composed? Taem presumed it was because Drual had been here before, but he was startled to see the rogue so… focused. It was as if his true self had been hidden by a mask, and only now was he revealing himself.
This City of Night was haunted by worse than spirits, and the eerie presence felt as if it were lingering just behind Taem all the time. He felt a chill shadow fall over his heart. Often he turned, expecting something fearsome to be right on his shoulders, but there was never anything there. There was only emptiness, and that made Taem shiver as well. Evil permeated this city. It was so oppressive it seemed it might suffocate him. Make him forget to breathe. The air itself was dead. Taem looked around at his companions, and he knew this dark place was making his friends as apprehensive as he. Baek and Jvarna seemed jittery as they swept their weapons from side to side, whilst Hirandar, Ragad and Logan surveyed the encircling ruins, calm yet aware. The Wizard had an intent look on her face, and Taem was sure she must have been preparing magic spells to unleash.
Taem knew his companions were all courageous warriors though, capable of overcoming their fear. He saw they all had a determined gleam in their eyes, and none more so than Balthus. Balthus was keener than all of them to find the Vokra first. Since Balthus had joined the Hand of Fire, there was one thing that drove the Lord of Dolam on, revenge.
Taem heard no voices penetrate the quiet, only the softest steps on the barren soil, as the companions crossed the silent city, heading towards the monstrous tomb. That pyramid was a malevolent entity, rearing up over the city, dwarfing all the other forsaken shells of buildings hundreds of times over. Taem shuddered as he realised that, somehow, the titanic Nakramilis had escaped the ravages of time, unlike everything else in the ancient city. The huge pyramid was unadorned in any way, except for the single imposing doorway that led inside, into the darkness. Although lying at an angle, its four exterior sloping walls were as smooth as sheets of glass. The massive sandstone blocks used to construct the pyramid were all cut at the angle of the slope. It was a feat that would have taken the lives of thousands of slaves, in those ancient times.
‘This place be evil,’ Forgrun whispered to Taem, as the Rhungar held his great axe close to his body.
‘A cloud of darkness lingers over that,’ Baek looked up at the pyramid, and Taem saw the dread in the Aborle’s eyes.
‘Stay close together,’ Taem nodded to both of his friends, ‘do what Logan and Hirandar tell us, and all will be well.’
The Hand of Fire crept to the pyramid’s base, and Ragad lit all the lanterns and torches they had brought with them. Taem caught Ragad’s stony gaze as the Croma passed him a torch, and the Sodan saw a rare emotion there. There was no fear in Ragad, only eagerness. Perhaps the Northman would find what he was searching for within the sinister pyramid?
The Hand of Fire climbed a long flight of steps up to the entrance, and passed into the darkness inside the Nakramilis. As the company crossed the threshold, and left the rays of the sun, Taem shivered as he felt the temperature plummet. Why did Taem fear that was the last time he would ever feel the sun? I am Sodan, Taem thought to himself. The Light will shine on my blade.
Taem caught the look in Jvarna’s eyes, and saw the Shacainian was terrified. Taem reached out with his Sodan senses, and his heart missed a beat. He sensed a great well of evil souls beneath the pyramid. His hands began to shake.
‘Taem,’ Forgrun murmured, ‘what do be ye matter?’
‘We are not alone in this place,’ Taem whispered.
‘Nay problem,’ Forgrun grinned, as he patted Taem on the shoulder with one of his massive hands. ‘We’ll ‘ave ‘em! It do take an army ter stop ye mighty Hand o’ Fire.’
Taem smiled weakly, before following behind the Rhungar.
The soft glow of the company’s lanterns flickered over stone, which had not felt the touch of light in many seasons. The company slunk down a long passage – bare, square-cut and empty. The only sound that Taem could hear was the soft muffled footsteps the warriors took. He saw how all the warriors grasped their weapons tight, finding solace in the reassurance of steel.
They headed deeper into the lifeless place. Making for the pyramid’s centre, the company came up to a monumental chamber – which was dark and void of anything, but its sandstone walls. The wary adventurers glanced at the looming shadows, expecting something horrific to come out of the dark. They were tiny figures in the vastness of this giant antechamber. It once might have been a grand throne room, but with the passing of ages everything had been looted, or long ago crumbled to dust.
Taem could just perceive, submerged in the black, a wide flight of steps far in front of them, leading down into the darkness below. There were passages to the sides of the stairs, which ran off the main room, and on into lightless places. With every further step the companions took, Taem felt the malevolent presence grow larger and more overbearing. It set him on edge, poised to react. His muscles wanted to burst into action. Alongside him, Baek’s gaze skittered over the darkness, and the Aborle was quaking. Ragad, on the other hand, seemed unbothered as he watched the company’s back trail. And Logan, of course, showed no fear, as he held his blade in the guarding ready stance. Hirandar was gazing around in amazement, trying to take in every detail of the ancient tomb.
‘There are many levels above and below ground,’ Drual whispered.
Taem understood why the rogue did not raise his voice, the quiet of the pyramid was so absolute that no one wanted to break it.
‘Any treasure will be deep down there,’ Drual pointed down the wide flight of steps.
‘Everyone stay close and be watchful,’ Logan walked to the steps.
Taem found there was such certainty in Logan’s voice, it made him feel calmer.
‘Should we split up,’ Balthus pointed his longsword towards the shadows, ‘so we can find the Key-Piece quicker?’ 
‘No,’ Logan said softly. ‘If we’re going to get lost, let us all get lost together.’
‘At least then we won’t be lost from each other,’ Baek stared into the shadows.
Taem saw the relief on Forgrun’s, Jvarna’s, and even Hirandar’s faces that the company would be remaining in one big group.
The Hand of Fire descended the once-grand stairway into a large chamber, where their lantern light revealed three high, squared doorways leading off in different directions. Taem saw how each doorway towered twenty foot tall, and was ten foot wide.
‘It’s this way,’ Drual pointed to the left hand door.
‘No it’s not,’ Balthus snapped. ‘It’s this door,’ he gestured to the centre door.
‘How would you know?’ Drual raised his voice, glaring at the Lord of Dolam.
‘I think I’m more trustworthy than a thief,’ Balthus sneered.
‘Begging your pardon, your majesty,’ Drual took a pompous bow. ‘But I think it’s you who’s untrustworthy!’
Balthus tensed up in outrage.
‘Silence!’ Logan growled. ‘You’re making enough noise to wake the dead! Let alone bring the undead down on us! I don’t know what the problem is between you two, but it ends now,’ Logan glowered at them both. ‘We take the left doorway. Drual was taken as a guide, so we’ll follow his route.’
Drual showed Balthus a mocking smile, and winked. The Lord of Dolam went red with wrath – his eyes bulged, about to pop out of his head, his jaw muscles contorting. Balthus was so furious that Taem thought he was going to run the rogue through.
‘Drual, lead on,’ Logan said strongly. ‘Baek, go forward with him, then Forgrun, Ragad and Jvarna; then Balthus. Taem, watch the rear.’
As the other companions moved off down the empty passage, Logan nodded to his apprentice with a look that said be careful.
Taem was bewildered by the intensity of Balthus and Drual’s dislike for each other. Even Ragad was riled up, and the Croma never seemed bothered by anything.
‘What do you think, old friend?’ Logan asked Hirandar, as they moved after the other warriors down the tunnel.
‘The pyramid is a maze,’ Hirandar whispered, ‘haunted by the spirits of the restless dead. But if we do not rouse them, we may pass through undisturbed.’
Taem followed his guardians, and the torches of the rest of the company up ahead. Being the last man he kept his eyes fixed on their back trail, and his ears strained for anything that could be following them. Taem sensed the oppressiveness become thicker as the company went deeper, and the air became ever more stale and stifling. It was close to suffocating him. Nothing moved except the companions, and the pyramid’s utter silence made the darkness more intense. He shuddered when he sensed all the lost souls beneath this tomb beginning to stir.
‘Master,’ Taem said anxiously.
‘Yes, Taem,’ Logan whispered, ‘I sense them too. We Sodan feel the darkness of this place. But we must find the Key-Piece. We must go on.’ 
At the head of the company, Drual went forward with a casual swagger, his crossbow resting on his shoulder, burning torch in the other hand, confident now he was leading. Baek was edging along by Drual’s side with a different attitude. The Aborle’s every step was careful. His bow was ready, with an arrow notched, and his gaze scoured the shadows ahead.
‘Stop!’ Forgrun hollered out, from behind the front two, flailing a hand in the direction of Drual’s foot. But it was too late.
There was a click. A rasping echoed through the darkness. All the warriors scanned around, terrified. The careless rogue had stepped on an obvious panel in the dusty stone floor, and it dropped into a depression under Drual’s weight. Taem heard the sound of ancient rollers grinding away. All the companions looked around the passage, in panic, knowing that a trap had been activated. Glancing back, Forgrun saw a stone slab lowering from the ceiling above Balthus’s head.
‘Be lookin’ out!’ Forgrun yelled at the Lord of Dolam.
Balthus stared up in surprise to see the huge stone door, moments from falling on his head and crushing him. Logan shoved Balthus from behind, hurling the Lord of Dolam clear of danger. The stone slab slammed into the ground, separating Logan, Hirandar and Taem from the rest of the company.
‘What happened?’ Balthus asked, eyes wide with fear.
‘There do be pressure switch on ye floor,’ Forgrun pointed underneath Drual’s foot.
‘I might’ve guessed you had something to do with it,’ Balthus glowered at Drual. ‘Maybe you led us this way on purpose–’
‘What do you mean?’ Jvarna snapped.
Ragad and Forgrun strained against the stone door, with all their mighty strength, but it was immovable. Forgrun tried tapping on it, but heard nothing back from his friends on the other side.
‘I mean,’ Balthus said darkly, ‘what if he deliberately led us into this trap.’ Balthus stared at Drual.
Everyone glanced round uneasy at this. Each warrior now suspicious of the others. There was a horrible realisation amongst them, that they did not know each other at all well. Forgrun, all of a sudden, felt Baek was the only one there he really trusted.
Drual said nothing to defend himself. He just snorted and glared at Balthus. Maybe he thought the allegation so absurd it did not warrant a justification. Maybe, some of the adventurers pondered, Balthus could be right.
‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ Jvarna said furiously.
‘It was an unlucky step that any of us could’ve taken,’ Baek held up his hands, in a calming gesture towards the Lord of Dolam.
‘Really?’ Balthus said sarcastically, ‘I didn’t see you prancing around carelessly, my Aborle friend.’
Ragad and Forgrun shot wary glances at Drual. The rogue had been careless; they had all seen it.
‘Let’s just move on,’ Jvarna said. ‘The passage is sealed. We can’t go back, we must go forward. We’ll locate the Key-Piece, find a different way out, and meet the other three back on the surface.’
The other companions saw the sense in this, and began down the passage. Drual took up the front position again, with Baek and Jvarna by his sides, but now Forgrun, Ragad and Balthus watched Drual’s movements as carefully as they searched around and looked back up the passage. Of all of them, Ragad was the most anxious. The uncomfortable possibility of a traitor had him unsettled.
 
‘What happened?’ Hirandar asked, as Logan ran his fingers along the bottom of the stone-slab door.
‘Someone must have triggered a switch,’ Logan handed their lantern to Taem. ‘Can you move it?’
‘It’s too heavy to lift using air magic,’ Hirandar said. ‘It’s solid rock. Fire will do nothing, and raw power may not be able to destroy it. I could try breaking it with earth magic, but green magic is wild and unpredictable. My attempts could bring down the entire pyramid on our heads.’
Taem was still heedful of back up the passage, whilst his guardians examined the fallen stone that barred their way.
‘We must go back and try a different route,’ Logan led back towards the chamber with three doors.
The trio went back and took the middle passage that Balthus had advocated. This tunnel sloped downwards and was crossed with other passages, but they kept going straight. They went straight so it was easier to work out where they had gone, and would be easier to retrace their steps. The three of them stayed close together. Taem watched the rear, and Logan led at the front, whilst Hirandar lit up the deserted passage with a floating ball of magic light. As they travelled the spooky passages, Hirandar attached Power Stones to walls at the prominent crossroads of their route. Each time she channelled the smallest strand of fire and air magic into the stones, leaving them with a faint yellow glow.
Taem heard a knock faraway in the dark, and his pulse raced.
‘That was a long way in front of us,’ Logan whispered, as he gestured for Hirandar and Taem to stay close. ‘Be wary.’
The three companions walked on, and Taem heard a bang far back in the tunnel behind them. Taem spun. His hand shot to his sword hilt above his left shoulder. Logan and Hirandar froze. Hirandar’s magic orb lit up the passage. Taem strained in the darkness, beyond the light. The sound of his own pounding heartbeat seemed deafening in the silence. Taem readied his sword to lash out. But nothing came. Nothing stirred in the dark. Taem’s Sodan senses told him dead souls were close, and they were full of malice.
Logan glanced at Taem, and whispered to Hirandar, ‘We can feel the walking dead approach. I sense they know we are here, and they want to kill us.’
‘Light protect us!’ Hirandar stared into the darkness. ‘The wickedness of this place has made the dead evil. And now they want our souls as well. Best not let them catch us,’ Hirandar looked to Logan.
‘Follow me,’ Logan stalked on down the corridor, every footstep heedful and vigilant. Hirandar and Taem kept close behind, thankful the dauntless Sodan Master was leading them.
Taem’s fear grew with every minute that passed. Logan had them moving fast now. Taem stiffened as he heard shuffling, as if a broom was sweeping the kitchen floor. He sensed the lost souls trapped in this place had become agitated. A tapping echoed through the darkness, as if a workman were chiselling away. The noises made the three companions glance around the tunnels, alarmed, not sure where the sounds were coming from. Taem felt a shadow of terror swamp his heart. His trembling hand clasped Estellarum’s hilt.
The ominous sounds got closer and louder, and behind them as well as down the side passages. Taem’s nerves balanced on a knife edge. He was filled with the urge to run. They had to get out! Taem could hear low, mindless groans with the sounds of movement now, as a great many things lurched in the shadows.
 
‘We’re going the wrong way!’ Balthus moaned, for what seemed the thousandth time, as the group of six adventurers traipsed on through the empty passages.
‘We don’t know that,’ Jvarna said through gritted teeth. The fierce Shacainian was growing more exasperated with the King of Grantle and his ceaseless whining.
‘This passage has to lead somewhere,’ Baek said dubiously.
‘We mus’ do be a mile from ye pyramid by now,’ Forgrun muttered.
Ragad was stone faced, his gaze darting all over the passageway, but his thoughts he kept to himself.
‘Maybe we should take one of the side tunnels,’ Drual said reluctantly. ‘But I’m sure this was the way to the treasure chamber when–’
All of a sudden, the passage floor jolted.
‘What’s going on?’ Jvarna yelled, as she planted her feet and her spear butt.
‘It be a trap!’ Forgrun hollered.
From a level tilt, the juddering floor realigned to form an angled slide that fell away into an opened pit, further down the passage.
‘We don’t want to go down there!’ Drual searched for handholds on the smooth passage walls.
The six companions struggled to retain their balance, swaying one way then the other. The rumble of grinding stone drowned out the warriors’ cries. The lurching floor shook the whole corridor, and the adventurers all lost their footing and plummeted down the slippery slope into the hole below, screaming as they went.
The slide did not stop there. It continued going down and the falling companions gained speed. Round and round, over and under they tumbled. Baek feared the terrifying ride would never end. He heard the horrified shrieks of his companions magnified in the narrow tunnel. In front of him, Baek could hear Forgrun bellowing, and see the glow of the Rhungar’s lantern-light, as they all zoomed down the smooth slide. The darkened walls rocketed past the slipping adventurers. Baek did not know which way was up. He began to fear what could be at the end of this slide. Panic overwhelmed Baek when he thought the shoot could end in a spiked pit trap, or a vat of ancient acid. The slide wound off in different directions so the warriors were swirled and turned so many times that they were disorientated, but still the tunnel slid on and down.
The six adventurers were flung out the slide, spinning onto a flat stone floor, skidding into a heap, lying against each other. Forgrun had managed to protect the lantern as he fell, cradling it in his massive arms, but the other torches had been lost. As the dazed adventurers regained their feet, Baek saw the chamber they had arrived in was many levels tall and was square. In fact, Baek thought through his dizzy head, the chamber was a perfect cube. Relief flooded in when he realised they had not fallen into a fatal trap. He saw there were tunnels leading off this chamber at ground level, as well as stone stairs that climbed up to passages on the levels above. Every way Baek looked there were more tunnels, or stairs ascending up to the level above or leading down below. They were right in the middle of a three-dimensional maze.
‘Brilliant,’ Balthus grunted, as the party shook themselves off, and their dizzy heads began to steady.
‘Which passage do we be takin’?’ Forgrun glanced around the chamber, at all the different passages and stairways.
All the adventurers looked around the underground chamber, searching for some clue. They all heard worrying noises stirring in the countless dark passages.
‘What is that?’ Baek said nervously, as the shuffling approached.
The anxious companions huddled close to each other, around their one lantern, facing out to the dark chamber on all sides. The menacing sounds grew louder and more numerous. They were surrounded!
‘What – by the Light – is coming?’ Jvarna trembled.
‘We need to get out of here,’ Drual said fearfully.
A sinister moaning reverberated through the deep, and was echoed a hundred times in the tunnels. The warriors grabbed their weapons. The groaning became louder still, as the apprehensive adventurers waited in the middle of the chamber. A great many things approached from the dark passages, from all directions. Baek shirked back, quaking in terror, as he watched skeletons came stumbling out of the passages.
The skeletons’ hollow eye sockets and rictus snarl gave them a miserable expression, which transformed into hatred at the sight of the living defilers. Baek felt Jvarna quivering with sheer dread, he could see the terror in Drual’s eyes, and even the unflappable Ragad seemed fearful. Forgrun had a determined look on his face though, and Baek was glad the powerful Rhungar fighter was there with him. Balthus was grinning! If anyone could find humour in this predicament, he had to be a madman.
‘The Light protect us!’ Baek cried out, as the skeletons leered at him with wicked intent. ‘There is no escape!’
Being faced with this macabre horde was a spine-chilling prospect for even these stout warriors. The adventurers’ eyes were frozen wide open, and their faces drained of colour. The Aborle could see a lot of the skeletons carried ancient, rusty weapons, and the rare one wore an archaic piece of armour, but most were simply the bare animated bones of long dead people. How these skeletons could stand with nothing visible holding their bones up was a frightening mystery. Somehow, they growled and moaned, despite having no remnant of living tissue. And those black orbits – where eyes once were – could see the adventurers. When those black pits fixed on the living people, Baek and his friends shuddered as the skeletons’ growls became angry.
Baek realised that, in seconds, the chamber would be full of the roused skeletons.
‘This way!’ Forgrun bellowed, as the skeletons shuffled toward the group.
The Rhungar’s deafening roar shocked the quaking companions into action. Forgrun sprinted to the bottom of some steps. The courageous Rhungar bounded up the first few steps, swinging his great axe. Forgrun threw himself into battling the skeletons coming down the stairway. The steps were wide enough for two, and Balthus soon joined Forgrun as they smashed through the undead warriors, or threw them off either side of the steps. As the last companions made it to the bottom of the steps, the skeletons had flooded the chamber and were scrambling to get the adventurers. Jvarna and Ragad just made it onto the bottom of the staircase, and swivelled to smite down any undead that came close. Massive swings of the Croma’s huge warhammer destroyed four skeletons at a time.
The skeletons may have been fear-inspiring to look upon, but the warriors soon found they were slow moving. When the companions’ weapons crashed into the old bones, they lost any sign of life, and their broken bodies slumped to the floor. Even Baek’s longbow and Drual’s crossbow could destroy whatever essence held these living dead upright, as they shot off the staircase to the ambling skeletons below. Sometimes, Baek saw a bolt or arrow pass right through where flesh would have once been, not touching any bone, but even this was enough to destroy whatever dark force held the bones together. Nevertheless, the undead may have been slow but they were relentless. Baek knew the skeletons could overwhelm the adventurers if they got surrounded.
Forgrun and Balthus surged up the stairs, cracking skulls or smashing through rib cages, fighting to get out of the overrun chamber. The furious Rhungari axe and the knightly longsword scythed through the enemy with ease. Jvarna and Ragad – turned to guard the lower steps – used wide swings of their weapons to smack back any skeletons that tried to ascend the stone steps. Baek loosed his bow at undead climbing up the sides of the staircase. The Aborle could see Forgrun and Balthus had pushed to the top of the stairs, and entered the passageway, but up on the higher level there were yet more
skeletons to kill.
‘Go and help them clear the passage!’ Baek yelled at Drual, as he turned to support Ragad and Jvarna. The Aborle gulped hard as he took in the horrific vision below. The skeletons had now filled the cubed chamber, numbering hundreds. Baek saw the nightmare of a writhing pit of empty skulls, glowering up from the shadows.
‘We do have been fought our way free!’ Forgrun shouted back to the other adventurers.
‘Time to move!’ Baek cried to Jvarna and Ragad, who now stood at the top of the stairs, barring the oncoming undead horde.
The rearguard spun and hurtled down the cleared tunnel. Charging for Forgrun’s lantern, they caught up to the other adventurers, who joined them in sprinting away. The six of them fled down the passage at full pelt, dashing past more of the undead in side passages. The companions reared back in terror, as the lantern light revealed yet more snarling skeletons off to the side. But the warriors just ran on past. If the skeletons barred their way in front, the companions just found a new tunnel to turn into.
Forgrun pulled back, Baek went crashing into the Rhungar’s solid back, and everyone else piled into him. Up ahead, the passage was blocked by shadowy undead coming for them. Twisting round, Baek knew the tunnel behind was filled with shambling silhouettes.
‘We do go in ’ere!’ Forgrun yelled. The Rhungar had found a room. ‘It be lookin’ like we can be barrin’ ye door, if we be gettin’ it ter come down!’
The adventurers rushed inside the empty chamber – the size of an inn’s common room – as Forgrun struggled with the door mechanism.
‘It be jammed!’ Forgrun pulled on the lever by the side of the door.
‘Hurry!’ Baek hollered, for the living dead were closing in down both sides of the dark passage.
‘It do nay budge!’ The Rhungar howled, as he tried with all his might to get the door mechanism working.
The other five warriors lined up by the doorway, ready to fight the oncoming skeletons. But they all knew it would be impossible to battle their way out of this place. The sinister moaning cries were yards from the door, hidden in the dark of the passage. The warriors raised their weapons. As the skeletons reached the doorway, clawing and snarling, the stone slab of a door came crashing down, crushing the first of the undead.
Forgrun turned to his friends, with a smug grin. The Rhungar had managed to hammer the jammed release lever down, by smashing it with the back of his axe.
The other companions stared at the Rhungar in disbelief, their eyes full of thanks and relief. Forgrun responded by giving a cool shrug of his shoulders.
The skeletons began hammering and scratching away at the other side of the stone door, growling their dreadful moaning noises.
‘Now what do we do?’ Baek said.
‘They might just be gettin’ bored an’ do go away,’ Forgrun said hopefully.
‘We’re trapped in here,’ Balthus slumped down to sit on the ground. ‘That’s for sure. Even if we could lift that door, there must be hundreds of those cursed skeletons outside. We’re trapped in this empty, dingy crypt, and I can’t help but feel we were led into it,’ Balthus glared at Drual. ‘If the Dark Wizard wanted to sabotage our party, where better to do it from, than a Maliven placed within our group?’
‘Oh, for heaven’s sake!’ Jvarna shouted. ‘Not that again.’
‘What is it with you and Drual?’ Baek asked Balthus.
‘Who says if there’s a traitor it would be me?’ Drual snarled at Balthus.
‘It do seem we do been very unlucky recently,’ Forgrun said doubtfully.
Ragad shifted on his feet, glancing at Drual and Balthus with suspicion. Of all the companions there, he only really knew Jvarna. Ragad had concealed things from the company, were there others who had done likewise?
‘I say we watch him carefully,’ Balthus nodded in Drual’s direction.
‘I’ve just about had enough of this!’ Drual jumped in front of Balthus, and put a hand on his sword hilt.
‘What, exactly,’ Balthus said mockingly, ‘are you going to do about it?’ Balthus did not move from his seated position, despite Drual towering over him.
Everyone knew Drual would have no chance in a fight with the Lord of Dolam.
‘Shut up, Balthus!’ Jvarna snapped. ‘Drual is no Dark Servant, none of us are.’ 
The King of Grantle frowned at the Shacainian woman. Baek could see the anger in Balthus’s haughty face, anger that Jvarna presumed to question him.
Ragad grabbed his warhammer. His stoic eyes dead set on the Lord of Dolam, unsure, ready to defend Jvarna.
Balthus sat back against the chamber wall, relaxed and easy, though his sword was close to hand. Balthus knew he was the best fighter amongst the six, except maybe the Rhungar.
Baek watched the Croma, finding it peculiar how Ragad had reacted. But the Aborle could never tell what was going on in the barbarian’s head – he was, after all, a mindless savage.
‘How do we know we can trust you?’ Drual scowled at Balthus. Drual held his crossbow point towards the floor, but was primed to bring it up in an instant.
‘Hey,’ Forgrun glowered at Drual, raising up his axe. ‘I do nay know why yer stirrin’ trouble again,’ the Rhungar directed his axe-blade at Drual. ‘But an old comrade o’ Harnan Molboroth do be trusted by me. If he be a comrade ter ye hero o’ Rhungar-kind, he be a friend ter all Rhungars.’ Forgrun stood beside Balthus. ‘I did nay see yhee battlin’ by me side ‘gainst ye skeleton horde.’
Baek felt the atmosphere become deadly. You could cut the air with a knife. Companions were glaring at each other, ready to fight if it came to it. Baek thought Balthus and Drual were ready to kill each other. The Aborle caught Forgrun’s gaze, and they both nodded to each other. If it kicked off in here, Baek and Forgrun both knew the other would fight by their side. A similar glance passed between Jvarna and Ragad. In the silence, all the companions realised the incessant clawing on the stone door had ceased.
‘There’s a shaft up there,’ Baek pointed to a small opening, eight foot above the floor and big enough to crawl into.
Distracted by this new possibility, the six adventurers crowded round below the shaft. Ragad gave Baek a lift up to peek inside, using their one remaining lantern.
‘It’s clear,’ the Aborle said as he climbed up, bearing the torchlight with him, and motioning for the others to follow.
 
Hirandar, Logan and Taem had run to escape their ponderous pursuit, and were now alone, with only the sound of their own footsteps in the quiet tunnel. Because of their run, they had lost any sense of direction as they twisted and turned through the desolate passageways. Taem paused, feeling wary, hesitant to advance. The tunnel coming up ahead had an ill feel about it, the memory of evil events from long ago remained. Taem glanced to Logan and Hirandar, and he could see they were all mindful of the tunnel’s wicked aura. Logan motioned for them to creep forward.
The unsettling passage led on through a menacing archway, engraved with archaic markings that hurt Taem’s eyes to look upon. Ever alert, he followed behind Logan and edged under the archway. Logan swept Mantioc out from its scabbard. Taem placed the lantern on the floor, drew his blade, and gripped his sword hilt with both hands. Taem and Logan crept into the chamber, and discovered an ancient sarcophagus lying flat on its back. Taem sensed how dread lingered here. The Sodan stalked around the tomb’s edge, heedful for any hint of danger. Taem saw the sarcophagus was made of black stone, and every inch of its surface was covered with evil markings. Although Taem could not read what they said, he knew they were symbols of dark magic. Every part of the floor, walls and ceiling was etched with more of the malignant symbols.
‘That thing is a source of great evil,’ Hirandar whispered. ‘It is the focus point of the necromantic magic that flows through this entire place.’
‘What’s inside?’ Taem asked with bated breath.
Hirandar shook her head, ‘I do not know.’
‘Only one way to find out,’ Logan never took his gaze from the sarcophagus, motioning for Taem to approach from the other side.
The Sodan warriors slunk up the steps on opposite sides of the great coffin. Taem saw how the lid had been pulled back, and black wisps of dense smoke flowed over its sides, cascading onto the floor. In this chamber, the sinister atmosphere of the pyramid had grown to an unbearable level. It threatened to engulf Taem, consume him. He wanted to collapse onto the floor and curl up into a ball. An overpowering terror filled his head. Taem shuddered. He sensed how the evil here was strong and ancient. So powerful. It took all of his Sodan discipline to keep going toward the ancient coffin. What was lurking in there? Taem feared to think, but he expected to be confronted with an undead being of horrendous power. He prayed they could finish the creature before it had a chance to react.
Hirandar waited at the dark archway, holding her glowing orb, preparing beams of light magic she knew were effective against the undead.
Step-by-step, the Sodan crept to the coffin. Taem held his blade out before him, poised to pounce at any moment. Logan edged forward on the other side, Sodan blade ready to strike. The stillness magnified every shuffle of their boots. Taem found the foul symbols etched on the sarcophagus were now so horrible to look upon, that he had to steel himself not to avert his eyes. Every urge in his body told him to get out. But Taem and his Master stalked on, blades ready.
They leapt up the last step, to glimpse over the tall sides of the sarcophagus, swords raised. Taem would cut through the enemy! But the Sodan peered inside the coffin, beneath the wispy mist, into the dark recesses, and saw nothing but black stone. Logan gestured back to Hirandar that it was safe to approach, but remained vigilant, glancing at the side passages.
The Wizard came up the steps, and read the prominent symbols on the sarcophagus lid, ‘Here sleeps the Great King of the pyramid.’ Hirandar’s gaze traced over the archaic markings.
‘So, the Undead warrior king, Anaksum,’ Hirandar gestured into the empty sarcophagus, ‘is roused and on the move, somewhere in the dark passages of this evil place.’ The Wizard shivered as she spoke, and that made Taem afraid.
‘We must hurry!’ Hirandar said. ‘This ancient king of death will have terrible power.’
Logan and Taem glanced around the sinister burial chamber, and the four doors that led into it, anticipating, any instant, to be set upon by a long-dead warrior king.
‘Come on,’ Hirandar walked for one of the other passages. ‘Let us try this way.’
With a heightened sense of danger, the trio set off down the new passage. Taem was glad to put the horrible burial chamber behind them, but was now all too aware the King of the Dead had risen.
 
Forgrun found the tight tunnel unnerving. He had drawn the short straw and been the last to crawl through. Now, with the group’s single lantern far up ahead, his imagination raged with what could be following him, in the narrow dark behind. He was forever glancing back down the claustrophobic shaft, expecting a skeleton to come scuttling out of the dark, snapping at his toes. The worst thing about the confined passage, was it was so tight Forgrun was not able to turn. If any skeletons came skulking up the shaft, he would have to fend them off with his feet.
What was that? Forgrun heard a noise. There it was again! Forgrun was sure of it. The Rhungar turned his head back, eyes wide with fright. His boots ready to lash out, but nothing came from the shadows. Forgrun thought he heard something a few more times. But after a while of listening, motionless, he scampered on after the disappearing light. The prospect of getting lost in these narrow tunnels, all alone and in darkness, was as bad as the fear of being caught unaware from behind.
The warriors were in the tunnel for a few minutes, but it seemed an eternity for the Rhungar. Forgrun reached the tunnel end, and shot out like a startled door mouse. The other companions jumped back, raising their weapons, expecting something to come scuttling out behind Forgrun. Once the other warriors realised there was nothing chasing Forgrun but his own shadow, a few of them gave him flat stares.
Forgrun got to his feet, and said gruffly, ‘I thought I be hearin’ fightin’ out ’ere.’
Jvarna relaxed her grip on her spear, and Balthus nodded at Forgrun. Ragad put a steadying hand on the Rhungar’s shoulder, and Drual handed him back the lantern. The other adventurers could have mocked Forgrun, but they accepted his explanation without a word. They all knew it took a lot to frighten the stout-hearted Rhungar.
Baek looked around, and his eyes went wide with amazement. There was gold and jewels everywhere. It was extraordinary! The amount of riches on display was beyond anyone’s wildest dreams. Baek had led the six adventurers into an enormous treasure chamber. What incredible fortune, Baek thought. And he could see the astonishment in his fellow warriors. They could barely believe what they were seeing.
By the light of their one lantern, Baek gazed out over a sea of glinting gold. The chamber floor was covered in gold coins as numerous as pebbles on a rocky beach. In some places, the coins were piled up into mounds as tall as a person. Buried amongst the coins, Baek saw priceless gems and jewellery, and weapons, crowns and sceptres decked with precious stones and made of gold and silver. Baek felt the need to pinch himself to make sure he was not dreaming.
Ragad laughed and slapped Drual and Baek on the back.
‘This must be the greatest hoard in Hathlore,’ Balthus said longingly, as Baek shook his hand.
Jvarna threw her arms around Forgrun, and planted a kiss on the Rhungar’s cheek. But Forgrun did not even register a response. His eyes were glazed over, enchanted by the fabulous collection of priceless treasures. The greed of the gold rush had overcome the Rhungar.
A wide smile beamed from Drual’s face, when he realised he had guided them – in a roundabout way – to the treasure chamber. He grinned at Balthus, and the Lord of Dolam scowled back, but then reluctantly dipped his head towards the rogue. Jvarna hugged Ragad, as the Croma’s booming laughter echoed throughout the hall, and Baek jumped on Forgrun’s broad shoulders.
‘Some treasures have trigger switches underneath them,’ Drual swept his gaze over the sea of countless gold coins, ‘so be careful!’
But the rest of the adventurers were far too preoccupied with ogling the treasure to take any heed of the rogue.
‘We don’t want to go and set off any alarms,’ Drual said, ‘so don’t touch any of the big treasures. If there are any traps here, they’ll be on the most valuable and enticing items – it’s always the way...’ Drual shrugged, when he realised no one was listening to him.
The group spread out, scanning for the Key-Piece, shifting through the mountains of wondrous treasure. Baek found it hard to concentrate on what they were supposed to be looking for. The Aborle and his five companions had forgotten they were in a dangerous place, surrounded by undead monsters.
‘There’s enough gold here to buy a whole country!’ Drual picked up a diamond as big as his palm.
‘Or an armada of Shacainian wave-cruisers,’ Jvarna grinned, as she tried on a sapphire necklace.
‘With all this treasure,’ Balthus said wistfully, ‘I could build an army to strengthen The Gate. Protect my city and my people, maybe conquer the Lost Realms as well.’
Baek listened to the others talking, but he just did not feel the same way as they did about riches. He would be happy with enough coin to buy a fine horse, travel the whole of Hathlore, and return in safety back to Borleon.
After a few minutes of searching, Ragad gathered the adventurers around.
‘I have it,’ Ragad held up a small black pyramid in his hand. Each of its sides had a giant ruby in its centre, and the edges were covered with ornate gold metalwork.
‘Well done, Ragad!’ Baek slapped the Croma on his enormous shoulder.
‘The Key-Piece is exactly as Hirandar described it,’ Jvarna put an arm each around Balthus and Drual.
Unknown to the rest of the adventurers, Forgrun had long since forgotten the search for the Key-Piece. The Rhungar was off in the treasure chamber by himself. He gazed enchanted at a majestic crown, sat atop its own regal pedestal. Forgrun could see the crown was made of the purest gold, with priceless emeralds and rubies banded round its middle. It looked so inviting, so beautiful. He gaped at how the lantern light reflected off the shiny metal, and the gems glowed as if with an inner light. Forgrun thought it the most splendid piece of treasure, in this room full of riches. There was no harm in trying it on, Forgrun decided, as he reached out to take the crown. He could put it straight back once he had seen how it looked on his brow. The Rhungar stared in disbelief as the crown crumbled to dust in his hands. With a shake of his head, Forgrun came to his senses as the pillar the crown had sat on receded into the floor, and a wailing alarm sounded.
‘You idiot!’ Balthus screamed, seeing what Forgrun had done.
‘I said not to touch anything like that!’ Drual cried, as all the companions looked over to Forgrun. ‘We’ve got to run for it!’ Drual shouted, as he led off to one of the passages. The rogue had been in situations like this before, and he was the first to react. ‘This place will be swarming with the living dead in no time!’
As Drual said it, Skeletons were ambling into the treasure chamber, through one of the other passages. The six adventurers ran and ran, through tunnels and passages, until Forgrun, Drual and Jvarna could take no more.
‘Let’s rest for a minute,’ Jvarna gasped, and the heaving warriors stopped in the middle of an empty corridor. But there was not to be a moment’s respite for the adventurers.
‘I’ve had enough of this,’ Balthus snarled, as he drew his sword and brought the point up to Drual’s chest. ‘You are Maliven, I’m sure of it.’
The other companions were all shocked by the murderous glint in Balthus’s eyes.
‘I’m not the one who set the alarm off!’ Drual said desperately. ‘The Rhungar did.’
‘Ye crown,’ Forgrun said bashfully. ‘It do be so beaut’ful. I could nay do take me eyes from it,’ the Rhungar shook his head, and looked to the floor in shame.
‘I don’t know who it is,’ Balthus’s gaze skittered around the group. ‘But one of you is Maliven. When you’ve been fighting the Dark as long as I have, you see things others would miss.’
‘Like you saw your own advisor was a Dark Servant?’ Drual said sarcastically. But wished he had not as soon as he uttered the words.
Wrath filled the Lord of Dolam’s eyes. Baek thought Balthus really did look crazy enough to kill the rogue. Balthus’s sword trembled in his unsteady hands, inches from Drual’s sternum.
‘Enough of this!’ Jvarna demanded. ‘No one is a Dark Servant.’
‘I agree,’ Ragad said calmly. ‘Lower your blade, Balthus,’ the Northman said, but the barbarian gripped his warhammer, ready to smash down the Lord of Dolam.
‘Let’s just get out of here,’ Baek said, and everyone nodded at the Aborle.
‘Aye,’ Forgrun said quietly, still embarrassed he had set off the alarm.
‘I still think there’s a Servant of the Dark amongst us,’ Balthus muttered under his breath, as the six adventurers started on again.
‘Stop being so paranoid!’ Jvarna said fiercely.
Baek thought that was brave of her, considering how unhinged the Lord of Dolam was. The Aborle drew his broadsword, in case Balthus attacked Jvarna.
‘Pull yourself together!’ Jvarna said to Balthus. ‘You’re being ridiculous! We may yet need to fight again, for which we need you with us, and thinking straight.’
To the Aborle’s amazement, Balthus sheathed his sword and nodded at Jvarna.
‘Maybe you’re seeing things,’ Jvarna said softly, as she put a hand on Balthus’s arm, ‘seeing Dark Servants all around, because you’re still shocked by Isornel’s betrayal.’
 ‘Perhaps,’ Balthus sounded tired and confused, ‘I am overreacting, and seeing things that aren’t there. But I could have sworn…’ Balthus paused, with a troubled look on his face. ‘Let’s just get out of this cursed pyramid,’ Balthus added, saying the first sane thing he had said all day.
 
‘Lights out,’ Logan whispered back, from in front of Hirandar and Taem.
Hirandar’s magic sphere winked out, and Taem blew out his lantern’s wick. The last thing he saw was Logan motioning for them to stand flat up against the passage wall. Fifty feet up ahead there was a faint glow, where their passage crossed another tunnel. As the trio waited, they heard voices and footsteps approaching, and Taem realised they were not the familiar voices of his friends. Taem stood still as a statue.
‘They’re here,’ rasped an evil voice up ahead. ‘They’ve stirred the walking dead.’
Taem felt a shudder across his back at the sound of that voice.
‘No matter for us,’ said a sharp voice. ‘I can control the undead easily enough.’
Hirandar, Logan and Taem were silent. They did not dare make a sound. They all knew the rasping soulless voice could only belong to a Baku Nightdemon. The other voice had to be Isornel’s. Only a Dark Wizard, well versed in the black arts of necromancy, could command the undead.
‘Do you think our spy has made his move yet?’ Said a different snivelling voice.
Taem felt Hirandar tighten up, and he pricked his ears. Had Taem heard right? Were they talking about a Dark Servant spy within the Hand of Fire?
‘Quiet, you imbecile!’ Hissed the Baku. ‘Or I’ll cut out your tongue.’
‘Oh, Remar,’ Isornel said disdainfully, as he came into view at the crossroads. ‘You can be useful, but also moronic beyond words. I’d hate to have to kill you, and send you to meet our Great Lord – before you’ve had chance to fulfil The Pledge.’
‘No, Highseer Isornel,’ Remar said fearfully, ‘forgive me.’
‘You Baku are right,’ Isornel sneered, as he passed out of sight, ‘humans are pathetic.’
Taem watched as seven men, four women and two Rhungars followed after the Dark Wizard.
‘Alyssa,’ Logan whispered, as the Dark party passed.
Taem did not think Alyssa had looked as if she were a prisoner, as she glided alongside the Dark Servants.
‘There is a Maliven betrayer amongst our company,’ Hirandar said gravely, once the evil party was well gone.
‘Do we follow?’ Taem asked. ‘We could take them by surprise?’
‘We can’t follow,’ Logan murmured, as he stared up towards the intersection. ‘We have to go back.’
Coming down the passage, Taem could make out shadows stumbling towards them in the darkness, hear their spine-chilling moans.
Turning back the way they had come, Hirandar said, ‘The Maliven traitor may already have made his move on our friends. We must find the others, before it’s too late!’
 



Chapter 27 – The Darkness Within
 
 
The six adventurers trudged on, led by Jvarna and Baek. Ragad was silent as ever, Balthus had become pensive, Drual thought it best to let someone else try leading their group, and Forgrun was keeping to himself, embarrassed after setting off the alarm. They did not know which way led back to the entrance, so they decided to keep going straight. If the path forked, Jvarna always took them left – in an effort to keep track of their route.
 One of the six was plagued with a different fear. The Dark Servant had not slept well since he joined the Hand of Fire. He repeated the Black Pledge in his mind. Words he had not realised would be so binding, in his younger days. How reckless and foolish he had been. Those Dark words tormented him. He wished he could take back the Pledge, but it was too late for that.
Looking at the companions around him – friends he had made, or rather the people that had befriended him – made the Maliven sick to the pit of his stomach. The thought of betraying them made him hate himself. He looked at the amiable Rhungar stomping alongside him, and he was ashamed to think he would kill them all to claim the Key-Piece. But what choice did he have?
The Dark One only liked treachery to happen one way. If a Dark Servant were to betray the Black Cult, the Maliven’s revenge would be brutal. If he renounced the Black Pledge, it would make him the hunted – his name passed to all the Maliven in Hathlore. If he went for help from the forces of Light, he would have to try and explain why every Dark Servant wanted him dead. Besides, it was like that trusting old fool of a Wizard said, if the authorities worked out he had once been Maliven, he would be executed for his crimes. Even if he renounced the Dark One and begged The Light’s forgiveness – even with his fame and fortune – it would not save him. Plus, he knew, first hand, how saturated the authorities were with Maliven.
If he renounced the Dark One, the Maliven would catch him, and he would die a long and excruciating death. He knew he would suffer the worst agony imaginable before the end. It made him shudder, just thinking of the murders that had been carried out on Maliven turncoats. He had heard of traitors being force-fed live rats, and then being eaten from the inside out by the frenzied vermin. Those that betrayed the Maliven were flayed till they died, or slow roasted over hot coals, or lowered inch-by-inch into a pit of Nargs.
The traitor knew his only option was to continue as a Dark Servant. But there were certain advantages to that, he reminded himself. Perhaps he would just stay on the Dark path. Yes, he would have to. For the Dark path had, thus far, given him great benefits in his wretched life. If he could retrieve the Key-Piece he would be well rewarded – he might even be raised to become an Overseer. He just had to deal with the good warriors of the Hand of Fire first. His task had been made considerably easier, with their separation from the Wizard and her Sodan guard dogs. Without them, the group was leaderless. It had been easy for him to prey on the insecurities of the remaining companions, creating distrust and suspicion.
‘Are you all right?’ Baek asked the traitor.
The Maliven nodded his head, as the six warriors walked on, following the lantern Jvarna carried. The Dark Servant thought the woman was bright, but was a trusting fool, taken in by his lies. Like the Wizard, easy to deceive. The Rhungar was faithful and stupid. One of the men was suspicious, but his ignorance was his downfall. Maybe the wild man might be a threat to him, if things continued as they had done. The traitor might have to kill some of them first, before he disappeared into the darkness with the Key-Piece. The Maliven would enjoy murdering some of these warriors, and the others he did not care either way. If he had to, they also would die by his hand. He would leave these fools clueless and bewildered – the Dark Servant thought to himself, as his companions walked on around him, oblivious to his evil thoughts.
 
‘There’s light in the chamber ahead,’ Logan said, as the three old friends walked down a wide passage. ‘And it cannot be Isornel, from the direction we left them.’
‘If it’s the others,’ Hirandar said sternly, ‘act normally. Say nothing of one of them being Maliven, but stay on guard. I’ll draw out the traitor.’
Hirandar’s sphere of magic light shrunk away to nothing, as the Wizard closed her palm. Taem shut the metal door of the Rhungari lantern he was carrying. The three of them had not discussed who the treacherous Dark Servant was, but the list of possible suspects was short. Taem knew it just could not be one of his friends, Baek or Forgrun, and it was not Jvarna – the Dark Servants had implied the traitor was male. Taem did not want to believe Ragad, Balthus or Drual was capable of such a betrayal, but one of those three was the traitor. 
Taem, Logan and Hirandar could make out six silhouettes, by the approaching lantern light they carried. The Wizard and the two Sodan got ready to meet their companions and be normal. Taem steeled himself to conceal the strain and anger he felt.
 
Baek led the adventurers into a huge chamber, floored not in stone but with sand underfoot. To the Aborle, this chamber seemed more a subterranean cave than a constructed room. Baek froze when he saw someone had entered the far end, under the cover of darkness.
‘There’s somebody over there,’ Baek whispered, and his five companions stopped, drawing their weapons. The Aborle notched an arrow. But to Baek’s tremendous relief, one of the figures lit up a magic light to illuminate their way, and he saw it was Hirandar, Taem and Logan.
‘All’s well,’ Baek whispered.
‘Ha ha!’ Forgrun boomed. ‘By ye luck o’ ye Gods!’
Of the group of six, only the Aborle saw the wariness with which Taem approached – for Baek knew his friend well. Though Hirandar and Logan let nothing show, they also must have been heedful of something, which made Baek uneasy. The other five warriors alongside him did not see it, as they rushed forward to greet the members of their company.
As the Hand of Fire reunited in the chamber, they all felt the ground begin to shudder. The companions shot worried glances between themselves. Taem looked to Logan as the rumbling grew, but the Sodan Master was scanning all around the chamber, hand on his sword hilt. Hirandar leant on her staff, fighting to retain her balance. Ragad stumbled into Drual as the chamber jolted, and Balthus dropped to one knee. The whole cave was shaking, not just the floor. Taem planted his feet in a wide stance, bent his knees, and held out his arms.
‘The inner tomb is sealing itself!’ Drual shouted.
Jvarna screamed as something grabbed her ankle in a vice like grip. Taem looked down at Jvarna’s feet, and saw a skeleton hand had broken through the sand and latched onto her. Balthus cut the grasping arm away with a deft swing of his sword. All over the juddering floor, Taem saw skeletons punching up through the sand.
‘It’s a trap!’ Logan roared.
‘The pyramid is stirring the living dead!’ Hirandar yelled over the thunderous rumbling, as hundreds of skeletons struggled up through the sand.
Taem gaped in horror, at how the chamber floor was strewn with a crop of grasping, fleshless arms, a nightmarish vision of a netherworld.
‘Run for it!’ Balthus bellowed.
All the company sprinted to get out of the sandy chamber – their running clumsy and jagged as the floor shook. In the chaos of the skeletons’ raising, and in their haste to escape, the companions starburst in different directions.
‘Wait!’ Logan cried. ‘Everyone this way.’ The Sodan Master halted at the mouth of a passageway, but it was too late. The company was separated again by a new horde of the living dead.
 
Most of the adventurers had followed Hirandar’s sphere of light, but Ragad’s way to the Wizard had been blocked by emerging skeletons, so he was forced to take a different passage. Lucky for him, he held one of the company’s Rhungari lanterns to light his way. Ragad could not go back through the skeletal horde, so he would have to follow this tunnel, going on alone. After a while, he remembered he had held the Key-Piece before all the chaos.
Worried it had fallen from his pocket, Ragad set the lantern on the floor and searched. To his relief, he found the Vokra in his right trouser pocket. Ragad took out the small black pyramid to examine it. It was a strange thing that had caused all this trouble, the Croma ran his finger down the Key-Piece’s sleek obsidian sides. The Vokra was warm to touch. It was such a small thing, yet so many desired this trinket. So many would do anything to possess it, and now he held it. He smiled at the irony.
Ragad flinched. He heard a sound in the darkness behind him. The Croma brought his attention back to the passage. He pocketed the Key-Piece and brought up his huge warhammer. The giant Northman pricked his ears, listening, waiting motionless. He heard nothing. Ragad dismissed the sound as his imagination and bent down to pick up the lantern. As he relaxed his guard, he heard something move again. Ragad turned to face the noise, and was hit hard between the eyes. The giant man collapsed to the passage floor, his vision blurred. Ragad put his hand up to his head, and felt the wet blood flowing down his face. But whatever hit him had been blunt, not sharp. The blow had been meant to hurt, not to kill. Through his dazed eyes, Ragad could not make out his attacker’s features. But as his head slumped face first to the floor, he recognised the distinctive boots. Ragad’s last thoughts were confused, as the world went dark and his eyes closed.
 
When the rising skeletons had sent the companions running every which way, the Maliven traitor had chased after the giant Northman. It had been easy to follow the Croma’s lantern. The Dark Servant had bided his time, edging closer towards the lumbering simpleton, until he had been near enough to strike. He did not want Ragad dead yet, in case he needed to interrogate him about the Key-Piece. But he had known he had to knock the Croma out, for even only semi-conscious the Northman would still be dangerous. One hefty blow from his sword pommel had been enough. Using the lantern light, the Dark Servant rifled through the savage’s pockets and found the Key-Piece.
At last the Maliven had the prize in his grasp. His hands quivered as he held the sleek black pyramid. The Overseer would be thrilled with his guile. The Dark Servant pulled a knife from his belt to cut Ragad’s throat, but stopped short as he heard somebody coming down the passage. The Dark Servant leapt back and ran down the tunnel, away from the oncoming people, clutching the Key-Piece. He had survived as a Dark Servant all these years by knowing when to stand and fight, when to creep up and stab someone in the back, and when to run and stay in the shadows.
 
Baek and Forgrun fled the skeletons together.
‘Where be ye others? Forgrun whispered, as they ran through the dark passage.
‘They must have gone a different way,’ Baek strained his eyes to see what was in the darkness ahead.
‘We mus’ do go back an’ be findin’ ‘em,’ Forgrun slowed down, and turned to look back up the passage.
‘We can’t!’ Baek pivoted, and saw the shadows of skeletons blocking their way back. As he and Forgrun watched the skeletons shamble towards them, and heard their angry moans, the passage grew dimmer until it was as black as pitch.
‘Gromm watch o’er us!’ Forgrun gasped, as the terrifying cries got closer in the complete darkness.
‘We have no light!’ Baek shuddered as he listened to the skeletons advance.
Forgrun struck a match from the small box in his pocket. For a split-second, he and Baek both saw lurching skeletons were almost on top of them.
‘Run!’ Baek shouted, and they both blindly hurtled away down the passage.
‘Do curse our folly,’ Forgrun murmured, as they stumbled on through complete darkness.
Baek trembled with terror as he fumbled through the black, fearing skeletons were still behind and maybe in front. He kept his ears pricked, straining to hear anything other than the shuffle of his or Forgrun’s feet. Baek’s hand quivered, as he ran it along the passage wall. The sound of his own breathing echoed in his head, as if it were as loud as a ringing bell. Baek had found these tunnels frightening enough with a light, but in complete darkness they were terrifying. His other hand shook as he held the Rhungar’s shoulder, and he tried to steady it. Neither of them spoke, for fear of being discovered by more skeletons. Baek felt the greatest relief he had ever experienced, when he saw there was a light up ahead. He and Forgrun rushed forward, but what they saw made them stop and gawk, and shoot a bewildered glance to each other.
 
Taem, Logan, Hirandar and Jvarna had stayed together, even though their other companions had scattered. They had fled for a long time from the chamber of sand, only stopping once Logan deemed they had lost any skeleton pursuit. As they paused for a moment’s rest, Jvarna told the other three about finding the Key-Piece. The others were listening for any clues to the Maliven traitor’s identity, when a figure stumbled out of the darkness. Everyone jumped to draw weapons, and prepared to strike down some fearsome enemy. When Taem realised it was Drual he lowered his blade, but did not relax. He saw how Logan held his sword by his side, pointing down and away, but ready to be swung forward in an instant.
Drual leant a steadying hand on the passage wall, ‘I’ve been trying to catch up to your light,’ he gasped.
‘What happened to you?’ Logan demanded.
‘I tried to follow Balthus,’ Drual wheezed between deep breaths. ‘But I couldn’t keep up and he lost me.’
Logan looked to Hirandar, but the Wizard’s expression was unsure.
‘We have to find the others,’ Logan said, moving off, and gesturing for Drual to walk in front of him.
Logan, Taem and Hirandar kept one eye on the rogue, as Jvarna led the group on. She soon discovered there was another opening up ahead. The ceiling towered far overhead in this huge chamber. Once he was inside, Taem realised he was standing at the bottom of a giant pit. Thirty feet above the steep sides, a walkway lined the edge of the pit.
‘What are those walkways for?’ Jvarna pointed up.
‘This chamber was once used for cruel sport,’ Hirandar murmured, as the glowing orb in her hand grew, to light up the dark corners of the vast chamber. ‘The ancient people here would have watched from those walkways,’ Hirandar raised her staff towards the balconies, ‘as gladiators fought, or prisoners were thrown to be eaten by dangerous creatures.’ Hirandar shook her head.
Taem could imagine how, centuries ago, this arena would have been alive with a cacophony of screams and cries. But now the footsteps of the warriors were the only sounds that disturbed the quiet. Taem heard heavy stone slam down behind him. He swivelled back in alarm. A stone door now blocked the entry passage, trapping the companions inside the pit. Taem’s pulse leapt, senses on a blade edge. He looked to the only other passage that led into the pit, and he heard a rumble of groans that sent a tingle down his spine. It was the clamouring noise of skeletons approaching in large numbers. Their undead cries – so mournful and so lonely – made Taem tremble, and he felt as if his blood was going to freeze.
‘Does everyone hear that?’ Jvarna whispered.
‘We need to find another way out,’ Logan gazed up at the walkways, ‘fast!’
Taem’s heart pounded through his chest, as he and the other frantic warriors searched the pit, listening to the mindless enemies approaching. The companions all came to the grim realisation that there was no way out, and they were snared for sure this time. One of the companions must have triggered another switch, to see them trapped inside the pit. Taem noticed a silhouette stood above the pit, staring down from the elevated walkway. Taem was relieved when he saw it was Balthus.
‘Balthus,’ Logan shouted up. ‘Help us! Undead are coming and we’re trapped!’
The Lord of Dolam stood motionless, as a sly smile spread across his face. Taem felt as if he had been dunked in an icy lake. Without saying anything, Balthus slunk away from the pit and disappeared.
 
Baek and Forgrun rushed over to Ragad. The Croma was lying flat on his face, in a pool of his own blood. Baek thanked the Light, as he and Forgrun managed to shake Ragad awake, and get the big man sitting upright.
‘Balthus attacked me,’ Ragad mumbled, his eyes dazed.
‘What?’ Baek gaped at Ragad.
‘Hurgh?’ Forgrun looked at the Croma as if he were speaking Krun.
‘He took the Key-Piece,’ Ragad said laboriously.
‘Why do be he do that?’ Forgrun asked.
‘There is only one explanation,’ Baek said sternly, ‘Balthus is a traitor.’
‘Eh?’ Forgrun’s gruff face contorted. ‘By Odrin, nay!’ The Rhungar whispered in disbelief.
 
‘Balthus?’ Jvarna yelled up out of the pit.
‘Where are you going?’ Drual hollered after the Lord of Dolam.
‘Balthus is a Dark Servant,’ Logan drew his blade to face the unlit tunnel, from where the skeletons approached. ‘We are on our own.’
Taem eased Estellarum loose from its scabbard, as he saw Jvarna and Drual look dumbfounded at each other. Taem saw the denial in their eyes, as they realised an enemy had been in their midst all this time. Someone they had all thought a friend, and a member of the company, had betrayed them.
Hirandar unleashed a sphere of arcane energy at the stone door that trapped them. Taem felt the juddering impact shake the whole pit. But as the haze cleared, the door was unscathed. The Wizard scourged the stone door with chains of lightning from her palms, but to no avail.
‘Can’t you fly us out of here?’ Drual asked the Wizard.
‘Impossible,’ Hirandar turned to face the oncoming moans. ‘Air magic flows and wanes like the wind itself. I would just as likely raise you only a couple of feet in the air, or launch you head first into the roof.’
Taem knew the situation was dire as the first skeletons stumbled into the pit. The warriors were backed into a corner, and the only thing left to do was fight. Taem obliterated the first skeletons that came for the companions, twirling his blue blade into a blur. Logan’s sword crashed through the enemy. The Sodan Master swept through the ponderous skeletons, a swirling blade tempest. Jvarna and Drual fought alongside the Sodan, hacking and slicing through the countless skeletons. Hirandar threw spell after spell at the undead monsters, blasting the archaic bones to ashes and dust.
Taem used the relentless attack of the Stag and Bear Forms, as he smashed through ancient skeletons. The situation was not as bleak as it first seemed. The companions were surrounded, but Taem found the dead ones were slow and easy to beat. Taem’s Starblade devastated the skeletons, crashing through brittle rib cages, demolishing skulls and severing bony necks. Logan fought alongside him, a force of raw destruction. Whilst Drual and Jvarna destroyed their fair share.
In no time all the skeletons lay dead.
‘Stuff you, Balthus!’ Drual yelled triumphantly.
‘It’s not over yet,’ Logan said calmly. ‘We’re still trapped. We must
get out!’ Logan gestured for the warriors to follow him, down the passage from where the skeletons had come.
The five companions came to a barren chamber with a closed ceiling. Taem saw that one passage led out of this giant chamber, in the far wall. The warriors strode towards the exit tunnel, but as they crossed the middle of the chamber a stone door began to grind down, inch by steady inch, to block their only way out.
‘That’s a sealed door!’ Drual shouted. ‘It’s part of the pyramid’s locking system! Once the Nakramilis locks down, we’ll never get out before nightfall!’ Drual was already running for the closing door.
‘Hurry!’
Logan howled, urging Taem, Hirandar and Jvarna to run.
The companions all sprinted to get under the grinding door. But a portcullis slammed down in front. All the warriors reared back, and shot each other worried glances. Turning, Taem saw a fearsome skeleton had operated a lever in the wall. Taem shuddered, as he realised this skeleton was different. This skeleton radiated an aura of dread. A dread that was ancient, sinister and powerful. To Taem’s dismay the stone door, behind the portcullis, continued its relentless crawl towards the floor.
‘What is that?’ Jvarna gasped, and Taem heard the horror in her voice. ‘A demon from hell…’
The monstrous skeleton’s eyes glowed with a purple light. The creature wore ancient heavy armour that had rusted to a shade of blood red, and atop its head sat a spiked battle crown. The razored crown had the texture of granite, but was blacker than the night. This wicked crown pulsed with a dark green glow.
‘The King of the Dead,’ Hirandar muttered with dread.
Drual shook with terror. Jvarna’s quivering hands were closed in prayer. Those sinister purple eyes made Taem tremble. They pierced his soul. He wanted to look away, but the purple glare had locked his muscles, stole his breath.
The Undead King brandished an evil sword that was pronged as if it were a metal serpent’s tongue, with a vicious serrated edge. The crosspiece was spiked and bladed, as was the pommel. The sword dripped with venom, as if the evil blade salivated at the prospect of biting into flesh. Taem could feel the dark soul of that sword, sense the black magic swirling over it. Encased in its hulking armour, the King of the Dead towered over the companions. The immense bulk of its blood-glazed armour added more terrible presence to the nightmare creature.
‘I don’t think it’s going to let us go,’ Drual mumbled.
‘No,’ Hirandar whispered. ‘This creature is pure evil. It wants our souls.’ Hirandar surged an energy bolt at the ancient king, eclipsing the creature in shining magic.
Taem and the other companions had to shield their eyes. When the brilliance rescinded, Taem gaped in terror as he saw the creature still stood, unharmed. The evil crown gleamed with a dark power, having absorbed the magic of Hirandar’s spell. The crown did not glow, but drew in all the light around it.
‘The Light protect us,’ Hirandar gasped. That had been her most powerful magic.
Taem saw how Drual and Jvarna were even more frightened than he was, as they both gawked in horror at the great skeleton.
The Undead King snarled its implacable hatred of the living warriors. All of the companions quaked at that declaration of evil intent – except the Sodan Master.
‘Wait here,’ Logan strode out across the chamber. He knew what had to be done, and a terrible adversary barred his way. ‘When the gate opens don’t wait for me.’ Logan called back, his eyes fixed on the enemy. ‘Get Taem out, that’s all that matters now! You must get out before nightfall.’
Logan stalked towards the great skeleton, as in Leopard Stalking the Undergrowth.
‘Logan!’ Taem roared, forgetting his fear, as he made to join his Master.
‘No boy!’ Hirandar held Taem back. ‘You heard what he said. We must go after the Key-Piece! It is more important than our lives. Logan knows this!’
Logan charged forward, sword raised, to smite down the King of the Dead. The giant Skeleton King crashed forward to meet the Sodan, and their blades thundered in a mighty impact, causing a shockwave of celestial power to surge out through the chamber. Taem watched in amazement as sparks flew when the magic swords crashed against each other time and again. The door continued to fall. The King of the Dead, Anaksum, was a more powerful foe in death than he had ever been in life. The necromantic magic, which coursed through his ancient skeleton, gave him strength and speed beyond any normal man. But it was no normal man that the evil creature fought.
Logan surged forward with the techniques of Lone Wolf Hunting, feinting left and right. The Sodan pushed the creature back, swinging his blade and side-stepping. Strike and counterstrike, Taem could barely follow the combat it was so fast. Logan continued his offensive, demanding the undead monster block his calculated attack patterns. An incredible exchange of lightning parries followed. Taem saw Logan perform advanced strikes that the Master had never taught him. The Skeleton King was forced to jump back, fleeing from the Sodan’s onslaught.
The Sodan Master rushed to switch the wall-mounted lever. Logan slammed the lever up, and swivelled to face his adversary. The portcullis began to rise.
‘Go!’ Logan yelled to his friends, shielding the prowling dead king from the lever with his Sodan blade. ‘I don’t know how long I can hold the creature!’
Anaksum surged back at Logan with an ear shattering howl, and the Sodan was driven away from the lever. But Logan threw a dazzling combination of sword strikes, forcing the creature to defend itself. The devil had no opportunity to wrench the switch back down.
The portcullis raised enough for Jvarna to dive under. Hirandar and Drual pushed Taem through but he shrugged them off.
‘I’m not leaving Logan!’ Taem turned back.
‘Taem!’ Hirandar shouted, ‘Come with me, now!’
‘I can’t,’ Taem shook his head, and charged back out in the chamber, holding Estellarum back and low as he ran.
‘You’ll be trapped!’ Drual shouted, but Taem ignored him.
‘Foolish boy!’ Hirandar muttered. She looked at the passage beyond the descending door, and turned back towards where Logan was battling the Skeleton King.
‘To hell with it,’ Drual pulled up his crossbow, checked it was loaded.
‘We’ll I’m not going on alone,’ Jvarna ducked back underneath the descending door, as the companions raised weapons and charged Anaksum.
 
Logan and the Undead King battled on in a relentless duel. Neither could gain the advantage long enough to strike a winning blow. Logan blocked to his left, twice, as the Skeleton King’s blade came swinging in with the force of a battering ram. The Sodan retaliated with a heavy downward blow. But Anaksum swept it aside. A furious exchange followed. Both combatants swung for each other, and a shower of celestial sparks exploded as the magic blades smashed together. The Undead King was as powerful a foe as Logan had ever faced.
The combatants’ swords collided again, and became interlocked. The enemies strained to edge each other’s blades back on themselves. Their faces were almost touching. Logan’s cold eyes stared up into the pure malice of those purple orbs. With a sharp flick, Anaksum tried to cut the Sodan on the wrist with its sword’s bladed crosspiece. Logan managed to slip his hand aside, and dodge back out the way.
Crossbow bolts thudded into Anaksum’s armour. The Skeleton King staggered back, as Drual, Taem and Jvarna lined up alongside Logan. The Wizard hung back, her magic ineffective against the creature.
‘I told you all to go!’ Logan roared, but kept his gaze fixed on Anaksum. ‘This enemy is beyond any of you!’
‘Not if we stand together!’ Taem held Estellarum in the guarding ready stance.
‘Well spread out then,’ Logan said, as the Skeleton King prowled towards them. ‘Encircle it, attack from all directions!’
The companions spread wide, but Anaksum launched at the warriors before they could set. The creature swung its great sword, crashing into Taem’s Sodan blade. Taem held his sword in two hands and blocked. But he had never been hit like that in his life. The young Sodan was launched off his feet. His sword flew from his hands. He hit the ground back first, which knocked all the wind out of him. He laid still on the stone, stunned, gasping for breath, in too much pain to move.
Jvarna hurled her spear at Anaksum. The skeleton battered it away. Drual thrust with his broadsword, but the creature deflected his wild swings. Logan charged the ancient king and the skeleton rushed back, barging into Drual, as it defended the Sodan’s attacks. The rogue was battered aside by the undead lord, as it continued its lightning-fast exchange of whirling sword strikes with Logan.
Anaksum charged away from Logan, and made for Jvarna. The creature swung its huge sword at the warrior woman. Jvarna braced her spear to block, but the Skeleton King’s sword snapped the spear in two. The evil blade followed through, and cut deep across Jvarna’s stomach. The warrior crumpled to the floor.
Drual flourished a dagger in each hand, and launched them at the Skeleton King’s back. They both thudded home, penetrating the blood red armour, but the creature just roared its outrage. Anaksum hurled itself at the rogue, swinging its evil blade with such force that, although Drual parried the blow with his sword, the might of the skeleton’s attack flung him back against the chamber wall. The rogue cracked his head against the stone, sliding down the wall into a defeated heap on the floor.
Logan pounced on the fearsome creature, swooping in with a colossal strike that would have split the horizon. Such a blow would have shattered any mortal enemy, but the Undead King met the Sodan’s swing, just turning it aside enough. The force of the impact generated a tremendous pulse of raw magic, exploding from where the Sodan blade met the necromantic sword. Blinding sparks swept over the chamber.
The skeletal lord dropped its jaw and bellowed an almighty roar. That roar was deeper than thunder, heavier than stone. A challenge. A declaration of hate.
Logan raised his Sodan blade above his head, as in Eagle Gliding On The Wind, and stalked towards his enemy.
But Anaksum turned, and charged to where a dazed Taem was struggling to get up on his knees. Taem’s sword was yards away. He was so stunned, he did not see the great skeleton hurtling towards him. The King of the Dead slowed to swing his sword at Taem. Logan dived in first, hauling Taem to the ground, pulling them both away and under the huge swinging blade. Both Sodan lay prone on the floor. Anaksum towered over them. A magic firebolt thudded into the Skeleton King, but the creature ignored the great blast. It raised its sword overhead, and swung down at the floored Sodan. Logan powered upwards, thrusting his Sodan blade round at the same time. Logan’s sword cleaved through Anaksum’s armoured wrist. The skeleton roared. It’s evil blade clattered to the floor, armoured hand still grasping the hilt. The monstrous skeleton lashed out with a hefty metal boot, smashing Logan’s sword out of his hand. Logan scrambled to get back on his feet, to put himself between Anaksum and where Taem lay dazed. The King of the Dead swung its remaining armoured fist down as Logan rose from the floor, whacking the prone Sodan’s jaw, knocking him out cold. Anaksum reached down with its remaining hand, and picked up its evil sword. The beast glared down at Taem with the most vindictive stare imaginable.
A huge bang rocked the whole chamber. The explosion smashed Anaksum in the back. The King of the Dead was hurled through the air. Taem was thrown, tumbling and rolling along the ground. But Anaksum had been closest to the blast, and absorbed most of its force. The mighty armoured figure crashed to the floor. The chamber wall had exploded, shattering the ancient stone, sending up an enormous dust cloud.
Taem raised his dazed head, and watched in amazement as a monstrous squat figure charged out of the cloud, towards the floored Skeleton King.
‘Yhee rotten bastard!’ Forgrun stomped a huge foot, down in the middle of Anaksum’s back, planting the skeleton’s face in the floor. The skeleton’s head smashed into the ground so hard, it’s dark crown was knocked off.
‘Now yhee die!’ Forgrun raised his great axe overhead, and chopped down through Anaksum’s neck. The hulking armoured skeleton went limp. Anaksum’s skull rolled away, the purple glow in its empty eyes gone forever.
A thin silhouette, and a tall massive shadow, stepped out from the dust cloud. Baek and Ragad hurried to help their fallen companions.
‘Even yhee mighty Sodan,’ Forgrun reached a hand down to Taem, ‘need ye help o’ Rhungari steel.’ Forgrun grinned, as he pulled Taem up to standing.
Taem struggled to breath, wincing as he leant on the Rhungar. He remembered Logan was hurt and rushed to the Master’s side. Taem knelt down beside Logan, found he was still breathing, but could not rouse him. Taem laid the Master on his side, to keep his windpipe open, the way Logan had always taught him.
‘What was that?’ Taem turned to Forgrun, and pointed at the broken wall.
‘Rhungari Boomsticks,’ Forgrun said proudly.
‘Boomsticks?’ Taem said.
‘Aye!’ Forgrun grinned. ‘Do got ’em at Khan Zhen. Be made by Rhungari engineers with ye black powder. Dynamite – clan Arcanlode do call it.’
‘Well whatever magic that is,’ Taem murmured, ‘thank you, my friend. You saved our lives.’ Taem gripped the Rhungar’s shoulder.
‘Fulfilled me debt ter yhee have I,’ Forgrun winked, and tapped Taem on the shoulder, before he went off to see if any of the other companions needed help.
Baek had managed to bring Drual round, but the rogue was confused. Ragad supported Jvarna, as the Wizard hunched over the gaping wound in her stomach. The golden glow of healing shone out, and sealed the wound, but a purple and black bruise remained.
‘This wound,’ Hirandar murmured, once she had let the golden glow go, ‘was made by a sword of dark and terrible power. It will take me days to try and cure this poison.’ Hirandar gestured at the marks on Jvarna’s stomach. ‘And even then, there is no certainty she will survive.’ Hirandar placed a hand on the unconscious woman’s brow. ‘There’s no way she can travel.’
‘I will carry her to the surface,’ Ragad nodded to the Wizard.
Hirandar noticed the makeshift bandage tied round the Northman’s temple.
‘What happened?’
‘Balthus,’ Ragad took of his great bear-pelt cloak, and wrapped it round Jvarna, ‘he has the Key-Piece.’
‘Damn,’ Hirandar muttered, ‘and Isornel is within the pyramid.’
Ragad looked at the Wizard in shock.
‘How did you know we were here?’ Hirandar said.
‘On the other side of that wall,’ Ragad pointed to the gaping hole in the chamber. ‘We were walking in a passage, where light streamed through spy holes. Naturally, you know who,’ Ragad dipped his head toward Forgrun, ‘could not resist a peek through.’
‘Thank you, Ragad,’ Hirandar put a hand on the Croma’s shoulder. ‘Look after Jvarna, I must see to the others, then we move. It’s not safe here. Anaksum may be dead, but his skeleton slaves still endure.’
 
The weary warriors of the Hand of Fire pushed on through the empty passages, in search of a way out. Jvarna had not woken, and the great Croma carried her in his arms. They continued for a long time, re-tracing their steps at dead-ends, and going round in circles. Until, finally, Taem saw a glowing Power Stone that Hirandar had placed on the passage wall. From here Hirandar led them on, following the trail of glowing stones, back up to the entrance chamber.
The Hand of Fire crept down the passage to the outside. To their dismay, Hirandar’s light revealed the entrance had been caved in.
‘The Light blind them!’ Hirandar examined the fallen stones. ‘Isornel must have done this from the outside. Damn them to hell! They’re getting away with the Key-Piece.’
‘Have you got any more of those boomsticks?’ Taem asked Forgrun, but the Rhungar shook his head.
 ‘There may be another way we can get out,’ Hirandar stared back down the passage.
Taem looked around at his friends, saw how they sat slumped and dejected against the passage walls. Jvarna was pale, her eyes closed. Drual’s eyes were tired and weak, and even Logan looked drained – after being thumped by the Skeleton King. Forgrun had lost his legendary enthusiasm, and Baek’s shoulders were drooped. The prospect of going back deeper in the tomb was grim.
Taem helped Hirandar get the companions up. They went back to the entrance chamber, and took passages and stairways that led up higher into the pyramid. They had only just spread out to search, when Baek shouted.
‘Over here!’ Baek called, and the warriors gathered round. The Aborle showed them into a room that had a doorway out onto a balcony.
After the stifling pyramid, Taem found it indescribable to breath fresh air again. He never could have anticipated it would feel that amazing. Taem walked up to the balcony, closed his eyes and inhaled. He felt his body relax. Freedom. Taem opened his eyes, and gazed out into the dark sky, and his heart sank. The mood of the company plummeted. Forgrun glared out into the dark, muttering under his breath. Baek put his hands up to his temples in despair. Ragad shook his head, and gently laid Jvarna down. There was a look of crushed hope in Drual’s eyes.
Drual had brought rope with him into the Nakramilis, so they could have climbed down the side of the pyramid. But it was not the height that daunted the Hand of Fire. Dark was falling on the City of Night, and the undead had come out of their lightless holes. Taem’s shoulders slumped as he saw how the streets of the dead city swarmed with skeletons. They shambled around, in their thousands, a horrible parody of the way they once lived.
‘Lights out, get down!’ Logan said, and the companions all dropped below the balcony, extinguishing any lights they held.
‘Now the sun has set,’ Drual muttered, ‘the undead are free to walk their City of Night.’
‘I had hoped to be away before nightfall,’ Hirandar sighed, as she sat down beside Jvarna, and put a hand on her cheek. ‘We now have no choice but to stay here tonight, and pray we are not discovered.’
‘We bar the door and set watch,’ Logan said defiantly.
‘There is nothing we can do but hope for the dawn,’ Taem murmured, as he listened to the lost cries of hundreds of skeletons.
‘Jvarna needs your cloak,’ Hirandar said to Baek. 
Hirandar spread Baek’s cloak over Jvarna, on top of Ragad’s cloak. The Wizard took off her own cloak and laid it on top with care. Drual placed his jacket over the cloaks, with concern in his eyes. The other companions had all left their cloaks with the backpacks.
‘I do hardly be believin’ ye betrayal,’ Forgrun said glumly, as the companions sat on the balcony in the darkness of night.
‘A carefully constructed ruse designed to win our trust,’ Hirandar murmured, shaking her head at the dishonesty of Balthus. ‘It shows what a Dark Servant is capable of, how low they will go.’
‘After his grief at the death of his soldiers,’ Taem said in disbelief, ‘back up in the mountains, it would take the blackest heart to deceive us like he did.’
‘Balthus was a hero of the Light,’ Baek said incredulously, ‘and a king? How could he become a Dark Servant?’
‘Maliven can be found amongst the high and the low.’ Hirandar said gloomily. ‘All walks of life can be lured to the Shadow.’
‘Anyone,’ Logan said coldly, ‘who turns from the Light to the Dark – discarding all that is good and right in this world – deserves death.’
Taem saw Ragad and Forgrun nodding. Anger and hatred stirred in Taem, when he thought of the young Defender, who died being comforted by the insidious Dark Servant responsible for his death.
Given their predicament, it was hard for the companions to feel positive about anything. Taem shivered as the night wind brushed the bare skin of his arms. He brought his knees up to his chest, trying to keep warm, as he thought how the Hand of Fire had travelled all that great distance, through danger and fighting countless enemies on the way, to have nothing to show for it. They were tired and wounded, trapped in a dangerous situation, with hundreds of miles of hazardous country, and foes, between them and safety. Taem looked around at his trembling friends, and knew they were all thinking the same dark thoughts.
The doubt was etched in all their faces, but no one spoke for a long time. They had no blankets, Jvarna had all their cloaks – and they certainly did not risk a fire – so each of the companions began to rub their arms or stamp their feet. They had no food, and no water left in the flasks some of the company carried. The companions shuffled up next to each other, sitting shoulder to shoulder against one of the walls, trying to hold the heat in, each left to their own dreary thoughts. Taem watched Jvarna murmuring, fighting off the fever, and he hoped to the Light she would pull through.
‘There is so much evil in this world,’ Baek said darkly.
The Aborle’s eyes held such sadness that he looked on the brink of crying. Forgrun sighed miserably, as most of the others wilted. Logan glowered westward, out into the darkness, filled with the fire of vengeance.
‘But yet so much good,’ Hirandar said strongly, as she lifted her hand away from checking the temperature of Jvarna’s brow. ‘For think of the citadel under the mountain you have seen,’ a warm smile swept across Hirandar’s face. ‘So happy – so content! – the Rhungars are. Then there is the joy and freedom we brought to Gulren, or all the bustle and life on the streets of Dolam. What would these people do without us? It is easy to forget what lies westwards, in safer lands, when we are trapped here, with enemies all around.’ Hirandar held up a fist, ‘But when you need the hope and courage to go on, look back to the good things we fight for.’
Hirandar’s belief was so strong, and so infectious, that Taem felt glad to simply be alive. The Wizard’s smile and enthusiasm spread to all the companions. 
‘Thank the Light you are with us, old friend,’ the Sodan Master touched Hirandar on the shoulder.
‘Yhee truly be a Great One,’ Forgrun knuckled his forehead, as was Rhungari custom.
Taem looked to each of his friends in turn, seeing how the Wizard’s words had heartened them all, and he grinned at his teacher.
Hirandar dipped her head to Forgrun and Logan. Sometimes, Hirandar knew, even if you did not believe it yourself, you had to tell others what they needed to hear.
The companions went about settling down for the night, organising a rotation of the watch, and making sure the door was barred. But Taem and his friends soon found it was difficult to sleep that night, whilst they heard the walking dead shuffling through the ancient streets. Those spine-chilling cries were dreadful sounds to drift with into the world of dreams.
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