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Chapter
One

 


In a crowd as
large as this one, it was easy to become distracted. It was right
then that the problem began. There was a constant hustle and
bustle. The calls and cries of merchants hawking wares. The deep
murmur of a myriad conversations. The rumble of carts and snorts of
animals. The sweltering heat, amplified tenfold under the heavy
armour, with its insulating padding.

This jostling
crowd constituted the varied people of the city, making their
purchases and obtaining supplies in one of the main market
districts of Greykeep. Back and forth people moved, from one stall
to another. Some led live animals, purchased to provide their
families with a meal, or a regular source of milk. Others hauled
linen and other materials for clothing and furnishings. Still
others lugged crates and jars of wine.

In one corner a
performing troupe acted out a mythical tale. One lad pranced back
and forth wearing a mask resembling a bull, while another, shrouded
in a dazzling scarlet cloak, posed dramatically, and then thrust
with his ornate wooden dagger. The blade was painted silver in an
attempt to add to the realism of the display. The scene was
accompanied by a ditty, played on a pipe and the rhythm of a small
drum.

As well as
those people who seemed to have specific tasks or reasons to be in
the marketplace, there were a huge number of people just milling
around, walking to and fro, and browsing the stalls. Small children
ran and played, kicking a ball between the legs of the adults, and
eliciting angry shouts for their trouble.

This was prime
territory for a pickpocket to be able to find work, and therefore
Watch Captain Eldeen Crowther was trying very hard to remain alert.
As well as providing protection for the merchants, he was also
tasked with keeping cart and foot traffic moving through the
square, and intervening in the event of civil disorder. While not
his primary role, he also had a duty to protect each individual
citizen. In a city as massive as Greykeep, there was inevitably a
large number of unemployed. Burglary and petty theft were always on
the rise as the poorest struggled to make a living.

Just as the
cries of the merchants seemed to reach their peak, the theft
happened. Eldeen was not sure he had really seen anything at first.
It was just the briefest of moments. A quick flash, and an
outstretched, cloaked arm returning to its owner’s side. Eldeen had
to think twice just to register what he thought he had seen, to
confirm that it had really happened. Even this short delay was
enough for the suspect to be off, the dark hood disappearing into
the mass of people. With all the confusion of the people and the
heat, Eldeen stood rooted to the spot, before he finally got his
mind on the situation at hand.

Instinctively
Eldeen began moving toward where he had last seen the figure,
brushing through the crowd as they swept left and right across his
path. As he neared the spot he could just about see a strand of
thin leather cord lying upon the cobbles.

“Pouch strap,”
murmured Eldeen, glancing around. Again, he got just the briefest
of glimpses of the cloaked figure, moving further and deeper into
the mass of people, gaining speed.

Immediately
Eldeen set off, following the figure, trying to remain
inconspicuous, despite his shining mail hauberk and blue surcoat.
He tramped through the crowd, gently nudging people aside in order
to make progress, but always keeping a distance between himself and
the thief. The hooded figure weaved between the crowds with the
ease of a shadow, seeming to avoid all contact with the press of
bodies. The pickpocket headed in the general direction of one of
the minor gates of the market district, a small passageway with a
portcullis. The gateway was quite small, allowing only one or two
people to pass unhindered in each direction.

Eldeen planned
to move in and bring the thief to a halt before they were able to
reach the gateway, but his plans were foiled by the sudden shriek
that erupted from the crowds behind. A noblewoman was screeching at
the top of her lungs, as she discovered the theft of her money
pouch. The ensuing commotion and shouts from the crowd alerted the
pickpocket to the discovery of the crime, and they gave a worried
glance over their shoulder. Not only did the thief see the
commotion, but clocked Eldeen as well.

Eldeen cursed
as the thief immediately broke into a run, darting through the
crowd. He attempted to give chase, but immediately lost his balance
and barged into a burly labourer, then ricocheted off a large cow.
Falling hard on his elbow, he rolled across the rough cobbles and
skidded to a halt. Leaping up, he began to give chase again, this
time even more determined to catch his man, ignoring the string of
expletives from the enraged labourer behind him.

The thief had
made good use of the head start, making considerable ground over
Eldeen. They had even created a few obstacles with toppled fruit
baskets and scattered cages of hens. Eldeen shoulder-barged his way
through the crowd of shocked onlookers, slipping on the skins of
the squashed fruits and receiving multiple pecks from the frantic
hens. They squawked madly at him, and fluttered in and out of his
path, obscuring his view.

Finally clear
of the obstacles, Eldeen focussed on getting as much speed as
possible. He called out for the thief to halt. The crowds began to
part as people turned to look at the commotion, giving him a
clearer path to his target. Unfortunately the thief had a big lead
and was nearing the gateway already.

Eldeen screamed
out to the Watchman on duty at the gate to release the portcullis
rope and let it drop to the ground, thereby trapping the thief
within the market area. The Watchman was an inexperienced novice
however, and stood dumbly, transfixed by the running figures and
the trail of destruction behind them. With a snarl, Eldeen shouted
again at the Watchman, who eventually began to comprehend the
message. He turned towards the portcullis restraint rope, but far
too slowly. With a huff, Eldeen reached for the small dagger at his
waist and drew it quickly, taking up aim at the rope. With a flick
of his wrist he sent the blade careening through the air.

The blade flew
straight and true towards the target, and with a thunk sliced into
the thick coil of the rope, narrowly missing the nose of the
surprised guard. While the dagger did not completely sever the
strands of the rope it did enough damage. The heavy weight of the
iron portcullis finished the job. The rope unravelled and the
portcullis fell sharply down with a clang. Bystanders threw
themselves clear, while within the passageway itself people sprung
backwards from the obstruction with alarm, falling like
dominoes.

The thief,
unable to adjust direction at such a speed, skidded and slipped
into the stonework to the left of the gate. They crumpled against
the wall, and then sprang off again, angling away from Eldeen and
towards the next gateway. Eldeen was able to sprint quickly and
close the gap between himself and the dazed thief. He lunged for
the figure, but missed by a hairsbreadth.

With a gasp the
thief spun away and ran for the shelter of the nearby blacksmith
foundry. Smoke billowed out of the building, and Eldeen lost sight
of the pickpocket for a brief moment. Skidding to a halt, he looked
frantically around with his dark hazel eyes for any sign of the
criminal. A clatter of pottery hitting stone sounded to his left,
where the foundry roof tiles were crashing into the cobbles a few
metres away. With a start he looked up and saw the thief
frantically scrambling across the roof of the single storey
building.

Eldeen began
following the thief on the ground, keeping pace as the thief
clattered over the uneven roof and past the plumes of smoke coming
from the foundry through the brick chimneys. The thief threw a look
his way, and for the first time Eldeen detected the pickpocket’s
fear. Their getaway had definitely not gone as planned. With a
spray of tiles the thief reached the other end of the roof, and
jumped across to the canvas roof of a vegetable stall. Sliding down
the taut material, the thief dropped the last metre to the
ground.

These
unexpected acrobatics had cost Eldeen some time, and he was now
behind the thief by several metres again. He could see the gate was
not far off now, and this time the dagger trick would not work.
This time the portcullis was controlled by a chain mechanism, and
it was far too large to close by conventional methods in such a
short space of time. Just when it seemed all hope was lost, he
received a boost of morale when he saw the two experienced Watchmen
who guarded this gateway. Calder and Harrow, joined the fray,
moving in with their long halberds to block the flight of the
thief. Spurred on by their support, Eldeen quickened his pace.

As the armoured
guards converged on the thief, halberds at the ready, the cloaked
figure dropped and rolled at great speed into their legs.
Unprepared, the guards were bowled over. Their weapons flew into
the air and dropped hard to the ground. The thief rolled to safety
on the other side of the tangled bodies. Eldeen leapt over his
fallen comrades, landing heavily on the cobbles, just a little too
late to grab the thief, who had spun off towards the gate
again.

A mere two
metres were all that separated Eldeen from his target now, who
ducked and weaved through the crowd like an eel in water. As the
thief reached the gateway, a large cart, laden with wares, lumbered
around the corner and blocked the majority of the passageway.
Eldeen cheered inwardly, but his mirth soon died when the thief
clambered up the wheel of the cart, over the crates of goods, and
dropped to the ground at the other end of the passageway.

Eldeen ran to
the gateway, and squeezed around the cart, inching along the wall.
The cart’s owner had brought it to a halt so that he could shout
back down the passageway at the thief. Eldeen negotiated his way
around a group of monks and ran for the end of the passageway.

As Eldeen
sprinted out into the larger thoroughfare on the other side of the
market wall, he could see the thief running towards an alleyway at
the other side of the street. With more room to move, Eldeen was
able to really stretch his legs, and divested himself of his
gauntlets and helmet as he ran after the elusive thief. The thief
entered the alleyway, Eldeen close behind. The pair sprinted
through the winding passages, rebounding off the walls and
startling the people who lived in the cramped hovels and alleyways.
They slipped through the mud in the pathways, these streets little
more than waterlogged dirt tracks, which had had little exposure to
the sun for months.

Eldeen was
tiring, but the thief was exhausted. Eldeen’s training had included
tests of endurance, in case he should ever need to defend the city
from attack. A long battle required dedication and a will to
survive. Gradually the cloaked figure slowed, until finally the
thief tripped on a loose stone and dropped to the floor. They slid
to a halt in a particularly undesirable patch of mud.

Eldeen pulled
up short of the figure, breathing heavily, hands on his knees. He
reached out and grabbed the hood of the cloak, and pulled it back
sharply. He drew in a quick breath of surprise as the face of the
criminal was finally revealed. Instead of a hard-bitten thug it was
a tall, young girl, perhaps only thirteen or fourteen years of age.
She had dark hair and pale skin, and resembled a victim of some
dreadful disease. Her eyes were pale and sunken, her face thin and
bony. Eldeen could see that she was malnourished and desperate for
food. He was shocked at the level of poverty the city had sunk to,
that a young girl would be driven to crime, and such a desperate
attempt at escape, just to get enough money for even basic
food.

This moment’s
hesitation gave the girl time to swiftly kick Eldeen in the back of
the knee. He crashed down in pain, gasping for breath. Taking the
opportunity the girl leapt up and sprinted away, around the corner
of the alley, leaving Eldeen clutching her cloak in his hand.

 


* * *

 


Eldeen marched
towards the stairs at the edge of the training courtyard of the
local Watch headquarters, tired after a long day of service. Coated
in mud and dripping in sweat he trudged up the wooden steps, and
looked out over the rail at the new recruits receiving their
weaponry instruction from the imposing sergeants. The yard was
covered with a fresh layer of sand, already stained with sweat, and
the oil used to polish and protect the blades of the weapons.
Dotted around the yard were elaborate mechanical training dummies,
controlled by a series of wooden cogs and ropes, and these were
giving some of the novices a hard time. Even as he watched, a
Watchman in training mistimed a slash at the dummy and received a
battering from its shield as it swung around behind him, knocking
him flat to the ground.

With a chuckle
Eldeen continued further up the stairs, passing the entranceway at
the first floor above the ground, going around the switchback and
up the second flight of stairs. As he climbed this set of steps he
could see out over the wall of the Watch offices and see the the
city beyond. Directly opposite the Watch building, but separated by
a distance of some miles, Eldeen could see the polished white
marble of the Temple district, where the people of Greykeep made
their devotions, especially on festival days. Behind that, hazy on
the horizon, was the towering edifice of the keep, the traditional
seat of power. The keep housed the various offices, courts and
majestic meeting rooms of the city’s political elite, and in
particular the elaborate Council House, where the Barons decided
upon matters of law and public spending. He wondered if they were
aware of the plight of the poor, such as for that young girl he had
chased earlier in the day, or even cared.

Fanning out
from the keep like fields of brick stood the many districts of the
city, each bordered by a stone wall, with a gatehouse at each major
junction of roads. As Eldeen looked over the wall of the yard
behind him, he could see all the way to the market district,
delineated by the fluttering pennants on the walls and gate towers.
And directly ahead of him as he climbed parallel with the Watch
office was the city park, a huge open area of cultivated gardens,
and a protected forest area of many square miles. Many tales and
stories told of creatures and horrors that lurked within that place
after dark, one of these the inspiration for the play enacted in
the marketplace.

Taking a quick
rest and a final scan of the surrounding city at the top of the
stairs, Eldeen stepped through the archway and into the Watch
station proper. The room he entered was surprisingly light and
airy. The doorway brought him to one corner of the long gallery. As
the Watch headquarters were originally a manor house, converted and
fortified for their new purpose, this room would have served as the
great hall. It had a high ceiling with wooden rafters, and tall
windows set deep in the wall. Many of these had been propped open
to allow a cool breeze to circulate in the room, and the tall
windows let in shafts of brilliant sunlight.

The floor of
the room was a base of thick wooden planks, utilitarian in nature,
but very practical for the floor of the busy Watch office. The room
was used by the desk officers for the processing of requests and
filing of paperwork regarding the general affairs of the Watch, and
the handling of crimes.

To Eldeen’s
side were a set of benches, populated by a mishmash of city
dwellers. Some looked deeply concerned, the victims of some crime
or other, while others stared arrogantly up at Eldeen as he
entered. Obviously they were the accused. Standing determinedly
next to them was a tall and highly muscled Watchman, who nodded and
grunted a greeting as Eldeen passed by.

The main area
of the room was filled with wooden desks and cubicles, where over
fifty officers scribbled away on parchment, or packaged sheaves of
paper together in leather case files, assembling statements and
evidence for upcoming trials. Eldeen could see Calder and Harrow,
inseparable as always, perched on stools beside the desk of one
officer. They were giving their statements about the market
district theft and subsequent chase. The officer at the desk
glowered over his spectacles, trying to piece together the two
stories into a coherent whole. He frenziedly crossed out statements
with a huff whenever an inaccuracy or missing detail was revealed.
He barked angrily when Calder dumped one of his thick soled, dusty
boots on the desk. The boots were quickly returned to their
original home on the ground.

As Eldeen
passed through the room, skirting around the rows of desks, he
nodded to his fellow Watchmen seated there. He headed for the
passageway at the other end of the room, below the old gallery
where minstrels would have entertained the master of the house, and
his family and guests. At either end of the gallery, large blue
banners were draped over the side and fastened with iron hooks.
Emblazoned upon them was the symbol of Watch authority, a crisp,
white emblem of a sword.

Looking down
from the central portion of the gallery was Assistant Grimes, who
gave a wicked leer when he saw Eldeen nearing the passageway,
before disappeared into the shadows behind him. As Eldeen entered
the narrow passageway, heading towards his personal office, he
could hear Grimes clatter gleefully down the winding stairs that
led down from the upper level.

“Watch Captain
Eldeen!” cried Grimes with a small cackle as he oozed himself down
the last few steps to the flagstone floor of the passageway. “I
heard about that little incident at the market today. How very
unfortunate that the thief got away.”

“Just one of
those days,” muttered Eldeen, trying to brush the man off.

“I would have
thought a man with your experience, a Watch Captain no less, would
have easily caught such an opportunistic, petty thief.”

Eldeen groaned
when he heard how Grimes emphasised the word, goading Eldeen into
retaliating or trying to justify his failure. The truth was that
Eldeen was annoyed with himself for letting the thief lead him on
such a merry chase, but was still reeling somewhat from the shock
of coming across a girl, who should have remained innocent, driven
to crime by city life. He was not about to give in to petty
bullying however.

“I do hope this
doesn’t affect your standing with the men,” continued Grimes. “It
wouldn’t do to have any increase of insubordination in the Watch,
particularly when those in charge show their weaknesses.” Grimes
licked his lips as he said this, giving a wink to Eldeen.

“Perhaps its
best that you remain as an assistant then, rather than an officer,”
retorted Eldeen after a brief pause. “We wouldn’t want to give the
men any more reason for insubordination then they have
currently.”

With that he
turned away from the Assistant and began to stalk down the
corridor.

“By the way,
Captain,” called Grimes after him, a superior tone in his voice,
“Watch Master Penderghast has requested that you report to his
office as soon as possible.”

Eldeen grimaced
at the thought of the reprimanding he would receive from the
veteran Watch Master. This was likely to be especially severe, as
Grimes had likely already delivered his exaggerated report of the
marketplace chase, emphasising Eldeen’s failings with delight.

Eldeen strove
to give no hint of how the man had riled him with that comment. He
found it difficult to see why the Watch had to suffer the presence
of such a malicious individual, who seemed to take delight in
causing trouble for others. Then he remembered that it was by order
of the Watch Master that Grimes held his administrative position,
Penderghast himself under orders from one of the local Barons.
Officially the Council had no say in day-to-day Watch affairs, but
it would not be the first time Eldeen had seen one of the rich
Barons lean on a public servant, in order to get a relative into a
cushy job, or hush up the misdemeanours of a wayward heir or
heiress.

With a sigh,
Eldeen marched to the end of the corridor, and then headed through
a carved stone archway in the direction of his personal office
space. The manor house would originally have contained several
bedrooms, and those intended for the lord and his family had been
reserved by the City Watch for their higher ranking officers. As a
Watch Captain, Eldeen was in charge of patrols in several districts
of Greykeep, and enjoyed several perks too, one of which was a
cramped but well furnished office in one of the old bedrooms. The
room was often shrouded in darkness, with only two small windows
with dusty panes allowing light into the room. The natural light
just about illuminated the fairly low but ornately decorated wooden
ceiling and walls, and reflected off the highly polished shield
Eldeen had hung on the wall as a makeshift mirror. Eldeen’s office
did not have a door, which would have been a great blessing at the
times when he wanted some peace and quiet and time to clear his
head, but the office was situated at the end of a less travelled
corridor, and so he had few disturbances.

As he entered
the gloomy abode he turned to the lantern on the wall and lit it
with a match from his pocket. The flickering glow gradually filled
the room, reflecting off the ornaments and medals Eldeen had on
display in the alcoves of the wall. These recounted his heroic
deeds and faithful service over the years since he had joined the
Watch.

Stepping behind
his oak desk Eldeen opened a drawer and dropped into it his dagger,
decidedly worse for wear after a brush with a stone wall. The blade
was scratched badly, a little crooked, and missing chunks of metal.
He would have to get that seen to soon, as it was a favourite
weapon of his. It had been with him since his induction into the
Watch. Besides, it was against regulations for a Watchman, and a
Captain no less, to be missing any required equipment when on
patrol. He decided to take the dagger down to Redwyne, the jovial
armourer and blacksmith for the local Watchmen, at the first
opportunity. He chuckled when he thought of the jibes he would
receive from the man when he caught sight of the damage on his
blade this time. After all, it was not the first time Eldeen had
needed to visit Redwyne with some dent or scratch on his armour
gained during an elaborate arrest. He was sure it would not be the
last time.

Closing the
drawer, Eldeen next removed the strap that connected his scabbard
and sword to his belt, and propped the steel blade up in the corner
of the room. Fortunately that weapon saw relatively little use, and
Eldeen was glad to be rid of the weight at his side.

Pulling out the
desk chair, Eldeen placed it close to the wall beside one of the
windows. Slumping down in it, Eldeen leaned slowly back and tipped
the chair with his feet until he was leaning against the wall with
his back. This chair was fully capable of handling the weight of
Eldeen and his armour. It had been specially reinforced, at
Eldeen’s expense of course, due to the frequent breakages he had
caused with his carelessness around office furniture.

After gazing up
at the ceiling for a few moments, Eldeen leaned over and pushed
open the hinged pane at the top of the nearby window. The cool
breeze that entered the room fluttered his papers in the wooden
tray on the desk, but refreshed him a little after the long, hot
day. Once his eyes adjusted to the bright sunlight that now entered
through the window, Eldeen could see the outside world again. His
office backed on to the triangular garden at the back of the
building. Surrounded by the fortified wall of the manor house on
two sides, and the house itself on the third, the garden was
secluded and peaceful. He preferred this relaxing view to the view
over the training grounds, with the constant tramping of feet,
clanging of weapons and barked orders.

Listening to
the chirping of a small bird in one of the trees outside, Eldeen
closed his eyes again and tried to clear his mind. Still buzzing in
his head was the shock of seeing poverty drive even a young girl to
a life of crime, just to try and make ends meet. He knew that such
problems were a fact of life, but events in the city seemed to be
taking a turn for the worse, and the gap between the rich and poor
widening. Again, Eldeen could see the greedy hand of the Barons
behind many of the social issues.

Eldeen rested
his eyes for a few minutes, until he was disturbed by a light
knocking on the wall. He opened his eyes to see Calder leaning
around the stone door frame and rapping on the interior wall with
his knuckles.

“Cap?” he
inquired.

“It’s fine
Calder, you know it is. Come on in.”

The
hard-working watchman trotted in looking relieved. He quickly lost
this uncharacteristic sensitivity when, in an attempt to gently
perch himself at one end of the desk, he inadvertently crashed down
on the wooden surface with the full force of his body, sending
shockwaves rippling through the desk. Writing utensils and papers
scattered everywhere. Startled by the noise, Eldeen flew forwards
in his chair and almost toppled out of it and over the top of the
desk in front of him. He stifled an angry shout, but quickly
regained his composure.

Eldeen could
never be angry at this man who, despite his sometimes rough
attitude and behaviour, was a devoted family man and fiercely loyal
to Eldeen.

“Sorry,”
murmured Calder, sheepishly.

He waited while
Eldeen readjusted the equipment and papers on the desk in to some
kind of order and daubed up the spilled ink with an old rag. When
Eldeen was finished he gave another deep sigh. Calder continued to
wait, giving Eldeen the opportunity to speak his mind if he felt
comfortable doing so. After a few moments, Eldeen did begin to
speak.

“I can’t
believe it, my friend. She was young, so young, and so desperate. I
haven’t seen a thief that determined for months. Most give up when
we close in, but not her.”

“Certainly not
her,” grunted Calder, rubbing his behind where he had landed hard
on the cobbles after the pickpocket had swept his legs from under
him.

“She was truly
desperate. When I had her cornered in the alley, I saw her face.
She was a skeleton. Can’t have eaten decent food for days.”

“I know, mate,
I know,” sighed Calder. “I’ve seen my fair share of the poor these
last few weeks, and their numbers are swelling. Fair spilling out
of the slums they are. Wish there was something I could do to help
‘em, but what can we do?”

“I know she was
a criminal, but who can blame her?” said Eldeen in agreement with
the spirit of Calder’s words. “That was not a crime of greed, it
was a crime of necessity.”

Calder nodded.
“Its times like that that you start to question your job as a
copper. Nothing criminal like. It’s just that while we lock up the
desperate ones, the ones who don’t have a choice, the real
criminals always seem to get away with it.”

Eldeen sighed
again. The glorious ideals of truth, justice, and the protection of
the innocent, that he had held when entering the City Watch as a
young man, had gradually been eroded due to the realities of city
life. The last few months he had become ever more jaded, as he too
had noted the sharp increase in the number of those living in
poverty. Despite the best of intentions, Eldeen knew there was
little he could do personally to solve the problem, and protesting
at the gate of the local Baron was not likely to gain a quick
solution or even a listening ear. As Calder had aptly stated, he
had begun to question his motivations when faced with such a wide
injustice.

“I’m glad I’m
not alone in feeling like this,” said Eldeen.

“No you’re not,
Sir. Remember, you can always speak to me if you should need to. As
a father of three boys I’m no stranger to strife, I can tell
you!”

Both men
laughed, and Eldeen boxed the older man on the shoulder. “I’ll bear
that in mind!”

“Now,” stated
Calder, with an air of finality, “don’t go letting this throw you
off your usual form. You are a great officer, and respected too,
and it wouldn’t do for the novices among us to see their Captain
question his motives. You focus on your job, and don’t let a
situation you can’t change pull you down.”

“Thanks Calder.
I’ll try to remember that. I appreciate your honesty too. It’s a
man of integrity who can be as positive as you, yet realistic
too.”

With a quick
smile at his patrolman, Eldeen stood up from the chair, turned to
the window and pushed it closed again. Dusting off his muddy
uniform he stepped over to the wall and adjusted his tabard,
checking his appearance in the reflective surface of the shield.
Looking back to Calder he sighed again, and then said:

“I suppose I
had better go and see old man Penderghast and find out what my
punishment is then, eh?”

 



Chapter
Two

 


Eldeen crept
along the passageway and shuffled up the dusty spiral stone
staircase that clung to the corner of the manor. The twisting route
led to Penderghast’s office. Eldeen approached with a sense of
foreboding. Entering that room was the last thing he wanted to do
at this time.

Penderghast was
a veteran of several armed conflicts, including the famous battles
of Ash Falls and Westdene during the civil war years before, and
had struggled to settle back into civilian life. Hence he was
rigorously devoted to the City Watch and had risen rapidly to the
position of Watch Master. Penderghast had accepted the position,
not as a matter of pride, but merely as a means to an end. The
position offered him greater opportunity to dispose of crime in the
city.

As Eldeen paced
along the passageway to Penderghast’s office, he heard the
scurrying of feet approaching around the corner. A teenage
messenger boy swung around the turn and almost knocked into Eldeen.
He immediately muttered an apology and stepped to the side of the
narrow corridor, pulling his long hat closer over his head and
keeping his eyes fixed on the ground. Eldeen could recognise the
telltale signs of someone who had just come from Penderghast. The
boy’s ears glowed a bright shade of scarlet.

“Thanks,” said
Eldeen attempting to be cheerful, and stepped past him and around
the corner, prepared for a foul-tempered Penderghast.

Reaching the
end of the corridor, Eldeen rapped upon the large oak door. A loud,
commanding voice bid him to enter, so he grabbed the iron ring
handle and twisted it, pushing against the door. It swung
ponderously open.

Inside, the
room was cast with an orange glow from the evening sun, beginning
to dip towards the horizon at last. The room itself was simply
furnished: just plain furniture, and certainly no ornaments or
medals. Penderghast viewed pride as a weakness. He believed all
should serve merely for duty and justice than for any personal
advancement. He led an austere life, with justice and efficiency
being the most prevalent things on his mind at any moment. As such,
he required his office to be simple and practical.

The Watch
Master had commandeered the master bedroom when the Watch had moved
in many years back, but had removed a lot of the rich furnishings
and wall decorations. The panelled wood had been pulled down from
the walls, and the extravagant chandeliers replaced with simple
torches in wall sconces. Even the plaster had been removed,
revealing the patchy coloured bricks that lay behind. Hinged on the
wall beside the large windows which opened out onto the training
yard were several large, wooden shutters. These were flung fully
open, to allow the tall, bearded man that stood before them to
observe his new recruits during their training.

A table of
lightly coloured wood stood perpendicular to the windows, and
slightly towards the rear of the room, and served as a makeshift
desk. Behind this was an oversized leather armchair, scuffed and
distressed over its many years of service. The chair was positioned
at a slight angle to the table, the angle at which Penderghast had
vacated the seat after finishing his paperwork for the day. Eldeen
could see the wad of papers in the despatch box mounted on the wall
closest to the table, and a collection of quills, inks and seals
arranged in some logical order that Eldeen could not comprehend. He
knew that Penderghast viewed paperwork as a necessary evil, and
while he took no pleasure in it, he completed it with the same
degree of efficiency as he would a major criminal case.

“Sir,” stated
Eldeen, with a sharp salute, and then waited for further orders
from his commander.

Penderghast
remained at the window, staring out at the approaching sunset for a
few moments, stroking his short, white beard with a gloved hand,
before he began to speak.

“I’m sure you
are aware of the embarrassing position you have put this office
into,” rasped Penderghast. “A small-time crook leading one of my
top Captains on a dangerous chase through a crowded street.
Throwing a deadly weapon is bad enough, let alone doing so to
release a portcullis over a busy thoroughfare! What would have
happened if someone had been under it when it dropped? What were
you thinking?”

“I am truly
very sorry sir,” said Eldeen, his head bowed out of respect and
shame. He clasped his hands firmly behind his back.

“Not to mention
terrorising the local populace and damaging valuable wares. It
really isn’t good enough! I wouldn’t even expect this kind of
behaviour from a green recruit, let alone you, Captain.”

“I know
sir.”

Penderghast
began to pace back and forth in front of the window, and spoke
again. “Lady Datchet is considering making a formal complaint, as
she is not at all pleased with the efficiency of this office.”

Eldeen groaned
inwardly. He knew he should have recognised the victim of the crime
from the screams in the marketplace. They were the screams
actresses make during a theatre play: a banquet is in progress, the
lights suddenly go out, and once they are relit the guest finds
that her expensive jewellery has been stolen by a mystery thief.
Lady Datchet was famed for her melodramatic behaviour.

Eldeen also
noticed that efficiency was once again on Penderghast’s mind.

“Her valuables
have not been recovered, and are probably in a Caldeshian auction
house at this very moment. She tells me they were a gift from Baron
Edgar himself, and the their loss is a great embarrassment for
her.”

Eldeen was
tempted to groan again.

“You and your
patrolmen responded far too slowly to the situation. The good Lady
screamed for help, yet no attempt was made to stop the progress of
the thief until it was far too late to do so. Then there was that
portcullis charade!”

Eldeen riled at
the unfair assumptions within Penderghast’s comments, but dutifully
remained silent.

“Poor
communication and teamwork led to the damage of private property,
particularly that of a Mr Smyth, who is appealing to the Baron that
public funds be used to repair his damaged roof. If the Baron
agrees, then that cost will be laid squarely at our feet. Following
that, two highly trained, professional soldiers allowed a mere girl
to best them in a hand-to-hand fight! What example is this setting
for our novices?”

Eldeen nodded.
“I will make sure it is dealt with, Sir, and that the regular
fitness and weapon training schedule is adhered to.”

“We’ll see
about that,” murmured Penderghast.

Eldeen didn’t
fully comprehend that comment, but his thoughts were interrupted by
Penderghast again.

“Then, after
that chase through the alleyways, disturbing the peace of our
city’s people, you failed to make an arrest. Eyewitnesses said you
had her, right there, ready for the arrest. What happened? You let
her go! You never pause, you never hesitate! You always make the
arrest first and keep the suspect secure.”

Eldeen looked
Penderghast in the eyes for a brief moment, then lowered them. “Yes
Sir.”

“All of this
puts me in a rather difficult position, which I can definitely say
I do not enjoy. I have been considering what action to take, and
with this incident I do not think things look good for you.”

Eldeen suddenly
felt sick and very warm under his mail armour.

“However, there
has been a development, although I couldn’t say if it is really a
blessing for you or not. You should take a look at this. I received
it earlier today.”

Penderghast
stepped over to the table and collected a message scroll, with he
passed across to Eldeen. The small sheaf of paper was crumpled and
slightly tattered, and marked with a red line where a rubber ring
had been used to keep the scroll tight. It was rare that Eldeen had
handled one of these scrolls, as they were reserved for long
distance message conveyance. Messages around Greykeep were usually
conveyed by hand, through a messenger, or in the case of the Watch,
coded messages could be sent using signal fires and special
lanterns. A message scroll delivered by bird was something out of
the ordinary for Eldeen, who had never been involved in the
diplomatic world where such things were commonplace. He carefully
removed the ring, trying not to damage the flimsy paper.

Unrolling the
message, Eldeen could see that the page was covered in small,
spidery letters, with little blobs of ink obscuring letters on
several words, and splashes of ink where the author had dipped his
quill and spilled excess ink as he returned to his work. Holding
the paper close to his head, Eldeen squinted at the message and
attempted to read it. It read:

To whom it may
concern,

Request is made
that Captain Eldeen Crowther of the City Watch be given leave to
attend the funeral of Jacob Crowther of Black Point. These
proceedings shall take place one month hence from the scribing of
this request.

F Owl - Legal
Representative of the Estate of J Crowther

The message
went on to give specifics of the official date for the funeral and
locations, but Eldeen was in too much shock to give them any heed.
Great-Uncle Jacob was dead.

 


* * *

 


Eldeen made his
way home deep in thought. He walked through the streets, heedless
of the people and carts around him. He even stepped straight into a
deep, dirty puddle in one of the back streets, soaking his
clothing, before he awakened to what his body was doing. He
squelched off again, the wet boots not doing anything to improve
his feelings.

Upon reading
that scroll, written in a plain, matter-of-fact style, his mind had
been sent reeling. Great-Uncle Jacob was gone. He was not sure what
to think. Eldeen had never had a chance to be very close to the
man, separated as they were by great distances at all times.
Eldeen’s youth had been spent in the fields near his home, in the
Western Provinces, a great many miles from Jacob’s home in Black
Point, one of the furthest areas east and south of Greykeep.

He had met the
man a few times, at important family events such as weddings and
the like. Jacob had seemed quiet and distant, often in the
background when the toasts were made or the dancing began. However,
he had never appeared aloof to Eldeen. Instead Eldeen thought he
was pained, emotionally perhaps. When Eldeen had approached him, he
was surprised to find him to be a warm and friendly man, any hint
of that pain in his demeanour gone. Eldeen sat close to him while
Jacob entertained with stories and tales, featuring anyone from
smugglers to sultans, embarking on daring quests.

Once, before
the war with Caldesh, Eldeen had travelled with his father to visit
Jacob at his manor home. Eldeen was around ten years old at the
time, if his memory served correctly. He had some recollections of
the house. It had seemed very large at the time, although Eldeen
wondered if that was just because of his age when he had been
there. He remembered tiled hallways, exquisite paintings, and a
library with books stretching from ceiling to floor on every
wall.

Eldeen had
snuck into the room several times during his stay, picking out some
volume or other that contained local myths and legends. He
remembered getting caught once, but Jacob hadn’t scolded him.
Instead he had put Eldeen into one of the old, leather armchairs,
lit a fire, and read the book aloud until Eldeen had dropped off to
a comfortable sleep.

Eldeen loved
the estate around the manor. It was extensive, featuring an
ornamental garden closest to the house, a series of meadows, and a
large wood. Eldeen remembered running through the trees, exploring
the old ruins that lay within, relics of an older community that
had once dwelt there.

The meadows had
at one time been cultivated fields, but Jacob had never used them
that way, as far as Eldeen was aware. The fields ran down the
sloping hill from the house, towards the cliffs overlooking the
rough seas. Eldeen and his father had walked the cliffs a few
times, looking down at the fierce waves. Across the bay, Eldeen had
seen a lighthouse, but he had never been able to visit the place
despite pleading insistently with his father.

After a few
days, Eldeen and his father had left Jacob’s home, never to return.
Black Point lay but a few scant miles from the disputed border with
Caldesh, and once the war started, his father thought it too unsafe
to travel so near to possible conflict. As it happened, there had
been no major battles near the isolated community, but by the time
the war was over, Eldeen had come of age and all thought of
returning to the town had been forgotten. Spurred on by the tales
of the returning veterans, Eldeen was eager to prove himself, and
headed for the big city of Greykeep, where he joined up with the
City Watch.

What Eldeen
felt now, trudging home, covered in mud, was regret. Regret that he
had not returned to that manor house by the sea, and seen Jacob
again, at an age when he could really have developed a closer
relationship with the man. He imagined the friendship they could
have enjoyed, but that was an impossibility now.

Eldeen drifted
back to the real world when he reached Patriarch Square. Crossing
the paved area, Eldeen passed by the large statue and fountain,
depicting the fight between one of the founders of the city and a
fierce bear. During summer, the local children played and splashed
in the cool water, once their lessons for the day were concluded.
On a regular basis, a travelling fair passed through, and adorned
the square with their pennants and other colourful decorations. The
many stalls sold tasty meats and sweet delicacies, while actors,
jugglers and musicians entertained the populace with tricks and
japes of all kinds.

Eldeen
traversed a grassed area, rejoined the pavement, and entered the
street where his apartment was situated. His modest wages allowed
him to live in a good district, where most enjoyed a comfortable
lifestyle. He thought himself lucky to have found his feet in this
way, unlike so many others. The streets in this district were clean
and safe, and there were several well-kept parks to enjoy after a
stressful day. Eldeen considered bypassing his home and sitting for
a time in the cool night air of one of the parks, but he decided
against it in favour of entering the apartment, removing his soiled
clothing and letting sleep take him.

He climbed a
short flight of stairs from the street, pushed open a wide oak door
and entered the hall of the building where his apartment was
situated. The hallway was spotless. The porter, Frederick, prided
himself on his work, and treated the hallway and stairwell like a
delicate vase, regularly cleaning it and polishing it. Frederick
lived in a small apartment of three rooms on the ground floor, just
to the side of the main entranceway. Eldeen employed the porter as
a manservant from time to time, when the apartment was suffering
badly from the after-effects of a young man living alone. Frederick
worked very hard, and Eldeen always gave him a good wage for his
efforts.

To avoid
damaging this good relationship, Eldeen decided it would be best
not to traipse through the hallway in his soiled boots, spreading
mud everywhere. He removed his boots instead, carried them in his
hands and tiptoed along the hallway and up the staircase to his
door. He unlocked it with the large ring of keys he produced from
his knapsack. Once inside, he removed his clothing, washed and
dried himself, and changed into a clean tunic and trousers.

Settling into
the comfortable couch in his cosy living quarters, Eldeen thought
back on the day and tried to make sense of it all. Penderghast had
been surprisingly understanding, and Eldeen began to wonder if the
man really did have a caring side after all. He had told Eldeen he
was not going to take the matter any further, due to his good
record of service for the Watch, and in view of the unexpected
family circumstances. Penderghast had told Eldeen that as long as
he took a leave of absence for a few weeks, to attend to matters in
Black Point, they could both forget the whole debacle. Eldeen
thought that a generous offer, and readily accepted.

After
reminiscing for a time about Jacob, about the thief, and about the
city, Eldeen turned his attentions to the journey ahead. As much as
he wanted to fall into bed right now, he knew that he needed to
prepare for the journey ahead.

Eldeen decided
to travel light. He did not want to carry a large number of
possessions on the long journey. Searching through his belongings
in the cupboards of his apartment, he realised how much he had set
down roots in the city. The few things he had carried with him in a
single bag when he had arrived in Greykeep from the farming
provinces had multiplied many times over, somehow. It took over two
hours before he had been able to sort through them all and pick out
vital items for the trip.

He chose
several items of clothing, including an elaborate dress uniform
that the Watch used for special occasions, and that he planned to
wear at the funeral. Although there would likely be many inns and
taverns from which to purchase supplies along the route, he also
took along a few food rations. These were just for emergencies of
course, genuine or otherwise. Eldeen sometimes had bouts of extreme
hunger mid-way through a long day on patrol.

Finishing up,
Eldeen then selected a small dirk with a carved handle, and his
trusty personal sword, freshly oiled and polished. He carried these
weapons out of habit, the regimented training of the Watch kicking
in. The chase in the market reminded him that being ready and
prepared at all times was essential. Eldeen completed his
preparations, packing the items into several carry bags.

Then he entered
his bedchamber, and settled down to sleep. The summer nights were
humid at this time, and he tossed and turned for a while, replaying
the chase in his mind, interspersed with memories of Jacob and his
childhood. Nevertheless, by the time of the changing of the guard
at the midnight hour he was asleep.

 


* * *

 


Eldeen rose
early the next morning, feeling much refreshed, and set his mind to
the final arrangements for his journey. He padded downstairs to
Frederick’s quarters, and employed him as a house-servant for the
duration of his trip. Frederick gladly accepted the assignment, no
doubt relishing the prospect of giving Eldeen’s apartment a good
clean and polish. Eldeen gave him written authority to handle any
matters until his return, such as paying taxes and expenses from a
collection of coins Eldeen handed him in a pouch. Eldeen felt
reassured that someone as trustworthy as Frederick could watch over
his home during his absence.

Heading out
into the early morning sun, Eldeen flagged down a cart driver in
the street and paid him a generous sum to transport Eldeen and his
belongings to the docks. Pleased with the payment, the man was
especially helpful, carrying the bags from Eldeen’s door to the
cart and loading it up. Eldeen was almost embarrassed at the number
of bags he had with him. Despite his best intentions of travelling
light, he realised he had probably brought one too many packs of
rations with him.

The city was
still quiet as the pair set off, trundling along the cobbles
through the winding streets to the docks. The journey was quick,
with little traffic apart from farmers and traders heading to
market with their crops and livestock. Eldeen enjoyed this part of
the day, when the city was relatively quiet and still. The tension
of a night patrol could finally be released and calm could
return.

Once they
reached the docks Eldeen tipped the driver. He gladly led the horse
and cart around after Eldeen, guarding the luggage. This left
Eldeen free to search among the many boats moored up for a suitable
vessel for his journey. The docks were a small city in themselves.
Eldeen could see men among the sailors from a whole variety of
different lands, some known to Eldeen, and others unknown. He
picked his way between the towering sailing ships, along congested
jetties and ascended slippery gangplanks. The air was fresh and
salty, despite the considerable distance to the sea.

Eldeen
approached many captains, but few were travelling the desired
direction along the river Wentworth. The majority of river traffic
was heading back west along the easily navigable channel to the
sea, where they could trade the crafts and goods of the city in the
large ports along the coast, and return with luxuries from the far
off islands.

The river
narrowed considerably several miles east of Greykeep and there were
few large settlements within striking distance of the river, so
most captains did not take the trouble to make that journey. The
large north-eastern cities were accessed via the wide King’s Road
or by the ships heading around the northern headland. The eastern
river route was unprofitable by comparison, so the captains of the
larger vessels were unwilling to make the difficult trip along the
narrow navigation.

After an hour
of tiring negotiations Eldeen found a quieter corner of the
dockyard, away from the main loading areas. In this corner there
were only a handful of tall ships, and most of these appeared to be
in a state of shut down. The crews had likely returned from a long
voyage and were enjoying extended leave in the city. Instead, most
of the berths on these jetties were occupied by river barges. These
long, wide, low-lying craft were ideal for travel on the inland
rivers, and were designed to carry a relatively large amount of
cargo. The holds were small compared to the tall ships, but for the
purposes of supplying the towns and villages along the quieter
stretch of the Wentworth, they were more than capable.

Within minutes
Eldeen had secured passage east on board the barge named Faithful,
a family owned vessel. The captain, Edward Brigsworthy had traded
supplies up and down the Wentworth with his three sons for several
years, and was an amiable man, who readily accepted Eldeen’s
proposal. He even agreed to lower the price of passage for Eldeen
in exchange for an extra hand aboard the ship.

The cart driver
unloaded Eldeen’s luggage and, with a wave, went on his way. Eldeen
and Brigsworthy’s youngest son Luther, a tall lad of fifteen years,
carried the luggage on board and into a small cabin in the stern.
The boy explained that the cabin was empty and was usually reserved
for his mother, on the infrequent occasions when she joined the
males of the family on their trading run to Greykeep. The cabin was
small but comfortable. Instead of the hammock Eldeen was expecting
he found a simple bed. Luther explained that the Faithful was
always moored at night. There would be little use of a hammock on
the relatively still water, much unlike a tall ship on the rough,
open sea. When the boy had left, Eldeen stowed his belongings in a
large chest that sat in the corner of the cabin.

Eldeen returned
to the deck and reported for duty with Brigsworthy. The man clapped
him on the back and gave him some tasks, along with a smile. The
vessel was preparing to shove off later that day, so Eldeen joined
the rest of the crew of ten in loading the last of the cargo. The
majority of the crates were light enough to be loaded by hand, but
a few particularly bulky items necessitated the use of a rope and
pulley system. The cargo transfer was hard but rewarding work, and
they were finished within two hours. Soon the barge was ready to
get under way.

The first mate
grabbed a pair of signal flags, climbed the rigging of the mainsail
and began to wave them vigorously. His message was returned with a
wave of a similar flag from the harbourmaster’s office, indicating
that the Faithful was clear to leave her berth and begin the
journey. Eldeen looked on in awe as the crew ran to their posts and
raised the sails in record time. The wind caught in the sails
almost immediately, and they were soon moving. The first mate
handed Eldeen a pole and instructed him to punt the barge away from
the dock as they shoved off.

Brigsworthy and
one of his sons stood alert at the tiller affixed at the stern of
the barge. The barge had a sizeable rudder that required two men
just to control it. They made gradual adjustments to safely turn
the barge away from the dock and towards the large gateway that
guarded the eastern waterway into the city. Brigsworthy called for
less speed in the busy waters, and two of the smaller sails were
lowered in response, affording him more time to make corrections of
their course. They weaved their way around the other jetties,
barges and an anchored tall ship, then into the main navigable
channel of the port, delineated by a chain of bobbing lanterns.

They soon
passed under the massive archway that marked the boundary of the
city and entered the Royal Canal, a man-made waterway that ran
along the southern wall of the city. To either side of the archway
were two large, fortified towers, each sporting a heavy ballista at
their top.

Brigsworthy and
his son quickly turned the barge to port and called for full sails.
All sails were raised, and the real journey east began. Eldeen
quickly grew accustomed to the movement of the barge, although
their speed was limited as they were heading against the flow,
upriver.

The weather was
extremely favourable, with plenty of sunshine but a strong, cooling
wind. With the hard work completed, now that they were out of the
city, Eldeen had plenty of time to himself. He retrieved a small
stool from the mess and perched upon it on the upper deck by the
rail, looking out at the passing countryside. Eldeen had not
travelled far this direction from the city, so the journey would be
a real treat for him. He watched this new world that they passed
with interest. Patrolling soldiers marched quickly, while young
lovers ambled along the pathway, oblivious to the world around
them. Local fisherman nodded or shouted greetings at the passing
barge. Farmers and hired labourers were hard at work in the
cultivated fields near the city.

They cruised
for several miles in a easterly direction, before the river turned
sharply at the base of a hill, and then went through a series of
meanders. The land here was less tamed than near Greykeep, with
fewer cultivated fields and more open meadows. Every so often the
river was joined by a small stream or gurgling brook, though there
was no way the large barge could ever navigate along these narrow
waterways.

About the third
hour of the afternoon they reached a small hamlet where a small
parcel of mail for the inhabitants was dropped off and a new one
taken on board. Then the barge moved off again, this time heading
into thick woodland. This didn’t allow Eldeen to see the stunning
vistas he was hoping for, but was very pleasant scenery
nevertheless.

Soon the sun
began to set, and the light created beautiful patterns on the
surface of the water. Brigsworthy finally called a halt on the
outskirts of a small village. The inhabitants welcomed them warmly,
holding the mooring lines of the barge while the crew directed the
vessel to the small public jetty and secured everything for the
night. Eldeen was glad to step off the barge for a while, and found
himself surprisingly weary, despite the short distance they had
covered during the first day.

While
Brigsworthy bartered with the local merchants, who had reopened
their stores at the first sign of the sails appearing over the
treetops, Eldeen joined the rest of the crew in the local tavern.
It was an ageing stone building painted decades ago with a now
faded whitewash. The interior had a rustic charm, with its low
ceiling and dirt floor covered with rushes. A large open fire lay
in the centre of the room, surrounded by flagstones designed to
catch the sparks. A line of aged barrels sat upon a shelf at the
rear of the room. The taps embedded in each barrel enabled large
flagons to be filled with the local ale, brewed from the local
barley crop.

Eldeen and the
men enjoyed a well-earned drink and a feast of roasted boar,
plucked freshly from the spit mounted by the fire. A local jester
entertained with tall tales and traditional ditties played upon a
lute.

The hour was
late when Eldeen finally returned to the Faithful, and he was glad
for the moon’s light as he made his way across the deck of the
barge and into the main cabin corridor. Luther, the unwilling
watchman who had remained behind while the rest of the crew
disembarked, lay slumped on his stool in the corner of the
corridor, snoring away. Eldeen stepped carefully around him and
into his cabin. He returned moments later with a warm blanket,
which he draped over the boy.

Eldeen returned
to his cabin, stripped to his underclothes, and clambered into the
bed. He found it surprisingly comfy, and soon drifted off to sleep,
rocked by the gentle swell of the river, and the beautiful lullaby
played by the wind chimes, tied to the side of the boat beside his
cabin window.

 



Chapter
Three

 


The onward
passage of the Faithful took a further five days. Eldeen found the
journey relaxing, a welcome relief from the busy city and
accompanying stress of his position as a Watch Captain. He spent
most of his time either helping the crew with sundry tasks on the
deck, or at the tiller, discussing the surrounding countryside and
its people with Brigsworthy. The man had spent years trading on the
Wentworth, and had grown very familiar with the area. He was well
known in the villages and hamlets that they passed through, and
several locals approached him to collect their orders placed with
him on his previous journey.

When Eldeen
questioned him about the land more distant from the Wentworth his
knowledge was a little hazy. Eldeen realised that much of his
information was gathered second-hand from the village dwellers, as
Brigsworthy had not actually travelled much further inland than the
river banks.

When it came to
trading, Brigsworthy was one of the most honest. He charged fair
prices for his goods, while still covering his costs and making a
modest profit for his family to live on. His amiable and honest
personality had rubbed off on his sons, and despite Luther’s
shyness, he too was very courteous and helpful.

On one
particularly long midday stop-off for a round of trading, Eldeen
took the opportunity to explore the landscape a little. Witley was
a small settlement of about forty homes, constructed with
wattle-and-daub walls and thatched roofs. The village was fairly
empty at the start of his walk, with just a few women and children
looking curiously at him. Within minutes a large number of men
began to arrive, streaming in from the fields round about as news
of the barge’s arrival spread. Eldeen realised that the arrival of
the barge was quite an event for these country-folk, eager for news
from the city and desiring to purchase quality crafts and goods, or
perhaps an exotic item that Brigsworthy had managed to find in the
city.

When Eldeen
reached the outskirts of the village, he looked back along the dirt
track between the houses and chuckled when he saw the crowd
surrounding Brigsworthy. He stood atop a crate, bartering and
auctioning off items that the crew managed to pry from the stock on
board the barge, and vigorously shaking hands with old
acquaintances.

Eldeen turned
and looked up at his goal: the hill above the village. He continued
along the road that led through the fields, and then cut off after
several hundred metres following a tall hedge along the border of
the field. Passing through a low hole in the hedge he entered the
small wood at the base of the hill. A small brook bubbled
peacefully there. A set of stepping-stones gave Eldeen passage
across it. The local chapel was nestled between the trees on the
other side, but today the building was dark and empty.

Eldeen passed
behind the ageing building and took a narrow pathway that angled up
and across the face of the hill. The path narrowed considerably the
higher Eldeen climbed, and gnarled tree roots encroached on the
path. The way was rocky and he slipped on some loose gravel,
reaching out for a mossy stone to steady himself. Once he exited
the tree line, the well worn path disappeared and was replaced by a
large, area of open grass looking out over the village below.
Eldeen could see trails of trampled grass, indicating the route
previous visitors to the area had taken. He walked a few metres
into the area with longer grass and sat down, resting after the
surprisingly strenuous climb.

The view was so
different from what he was used to in the centre of the city. He
supposed he should have been accustomed to a rural setting, having
come from the Western Provinces, but the countryside around his
home was much flatter, the land all but given over to farming. His
home county was a patchwork of fields interspersed with market
towns and paved roads. The landscape he could see from this
hillside was quite different, much more rugged and wild, untamed by
man.

When he felt
sufficiently rested, Eldeen set off for the summit of the hill. As
he neared the flat top of the rise he passed through a collection
of abandoned huts and stone dwellings. The crest of the hill was
dominated by a stone lookout tower. Eldeen had spied the tower from
the barge when they had entered Witley earlier that day. He poked
around the buildings for a time, and found them to be in relatively
good repair, if a little overgrown with weeds. It seemed strange
that these stone buildings should be here while the village itself
was built of much poorer materials. Eldeen broached the subject
with Brigsworthy’s oldest son Kalin, when he returned to the
Faithful after his jaunt.

“That’s a
hang-over from the war with Caldesh,” explained Kalin. “The
Wentworth was the second defence line during those times. If the
border defences failed and the garrisons stationed in the forts all
along the south couldn’t hold back the invaders, then the army had
instructions to fall back to these small outposts and make the best
of things. The hill here in Witley is one of the highest in the
area, so it was picked to be a permanent look-out due to its
strategic benefit.”

“And the
buildings?” enquired Eldeen.

“They were the
commander’s office, an armoury and a bunkhouse for the troops.”

“So it was a
permanently manned position?”

“Of course,”
continued Kalin. “Witley was a vital link in the defensive chain at
that time. With no major roads this far east, keeping the Wentworth
protected required permanent river patrols and guard posts, such as
here in Witley. Any messages bound for the eastern forts and the
coast came through the commander here.”

“So it was
quite an important place back then,” admitted Eldeen thoughtfully,
gazing around at the collection of dwellings by the river, that
disguised the historical value of the place.

Kalin laughed.
“Yes, although you wouldn’t think it to look at the village now.
War is not something these folk are accustomed to. The majority of
the troops stationed here were from Greykeep and the west, and when
the war drew to a close all of the troops returned home. The people
here quickly fell back into their old ways, from the time before
the war. This is a traditional farming community, and it takes a
long time for the technological and cultural advances of the city
to make their way here.”

“You seem very
knowledgeable about all this,” complimented Eldeen.

“I’m luckier
than most, having had a captain for a father. We spent a lot of
time in the city as a family. I even went to school there for a few
months. I frequented the City Library, studying the scrolls and
books for information on the history of this area.”

Kalin went on
to explain more about his time in Greykeep, his schooling. He
described more of the ancient and mythical history of the area
around Witley, and his home settlement of Vineton, so named for its
many vineyards and orchards.

“I’m afraid we
won’t be able to take you any further east than my home,” said
Kalin with a sigh, “much as my father and I would like to. You will
need to continue on foot or by horse to reach Black Point. There
have been an increasing number of raids on the hamlets and farms
south of the river east of Vineton. Some say it is brigands, while
others fear Caldeshian scouts are abroad. Father’s afraid of taking
us any further than we need to in case those fears are
well-founded. You can see that we are not equipped to repel an
attack. It just doesn’t seem a wise move to take the chance and
risk the Faithful in that way. I hope you understand?”

“Of course,
Kalin, of course,” replied Eldeen, reassuring the man with a
squeeze of his shoulder. “I would never want you to think I
expected more from you than you have done already.”

The man beamed
and, in imitation of his father, clapped Eldeen heartily on the
back. This sent Eldeen’s pitcher of ale flying as he jerked his arm
in surprise. Immediately both men burst into laughter, Eldeen
brushing down his tunic to try and clear it of some of the liquid
and froth that had spilled upon it.

When they had
both recovered, Kalin spoke again. “You have been a real asset to
us in the short time you have been here, and I would like it very
much if you could travel along with us again some time. I wish I
could go along with you to Black Point, as it has been a good few
years since I last saw the coast there. Unfortunately, we will need
to set off for Greykeep again almost as soon as we arrive in
Vineton. Where would the Faithful be without a her faithful first
mate?”

He winked, and
they both sniggered again.

“However, I
don’t want to leave you stranded, so when we arrive I’ll introduce
you to a few good men who can sort you out with provisions and a
horse. I know an excellent guide too.”

“I appreciate
it my friend,” said Eldeen gratefully. “I would like to meet your
mother too and pass my regards to her. I need to thank her for
letting me use her accommodations while I’ve been on board.”

“I’ll be happy
to make the introductions.”

 


* * *

 


The ongoing
journey to Vineton took another three days, with stops at several
villages to trade and pass on news. In that time Eldeen crew quite
attached to the barge and her crew, and when the whitewashed
buildings of Vineton appeared on the horizon, Eldeen began to feel
sad that their time together was almost over.

The countryside
had grown steadily drier and dustier as they had travelled, more
reminiscent of the warmer land to the south, Caldesh. The plant
life here was sparse - mostly just stubby grass, hardy weeds and a
few stunted trees.

The scenery
rapidly changed when they reached the outlying boroughs of Vineton.
Here the land was fully cultivated, and regularly watered through a
series of irrigation ditches and channels fed by the river. Staple
crops such as wheat and barley were grown, but as the landscape
grew more hilly the fields disappeared and were replaced by neatly
ordered rows of vines. Trees lined the minor roads and pathways,
providing welcome shade for the cultivators as they took a rest
from their work under the hot sun.

The banks of
the Wentworth and roads near Vineton were altogether much busier
here than any of the previous settlements they had passed through,
barring Greykeep itself of course. Brigsworthy explained that
Vineton was viewed as the last port of call along the river, as no
vessels were willing to brave the wilder country beyond, especially
in view of the violent attacks in that region. Instead, any
inhabitants of those isolated hamlets travelled to Vineton for
their supplies and the latest gossip.

As they pulled
up to the large mooring jetty and secured the vessel, Eldeen could
see that today was a busy one for the provincial town. Beside the
mooring area was a large open stretch of grass, in front of a town
hall and inn. Several stalls had been constructed, and traders were
selling their crops and large bunches of grapes, while others
encouraged local people to sample their wines and ales.

The arrival of
Faithful had the usual effect upon the locals, who abandoned their
transactions at the stalls and rushed towards the barge with
expectant glee. What followed was an hour of intense labour and
bartering for Eldeen and the crew, as they attempted to unload the
cargo and display the items that were held within the crates. The
crates were scarcely open before eager hands were grabbing their
contents. Gradually, they worked through the crowd until the flow
of people ebbed and they could relax again. Satisfied, the
customers returned to the stalls again.

Eldeen settled
up with Brigsworthy over a pint of ale in the inn, paying the
remaining fifty percent of the fare, the other half already having
been paid as a deposit before they left Greykeep. Brigsworthy told
Eldeen that he could keep his belongings on board until he had
sorted out his onward journey. Eldeen considered how he would
continue the trip. The river was obviously out, as there was little
chance of hiring even a small boat. All the people were too fearful
of being ambushed.

Brigsworthy
drew him a rudimentary map of the area between Vineton and Black
Point on the back of an old parchment, indicating major landmarks.
From the looks of the map, Eldeen could see that he would be better
off leaving the Wentworth behind anyway, as the river turned
southwards a few miles further ahead, and away from his
destination. He would be required to walk to the coast from there
and try and get another boat back up the coast if he followed the
route.

Faced with this
long and complicated journey, Eldeen preferred to ride the straight
road across Longford Moor by horse as Kalin had suggested.
Brigsworthy explained that it was a hard day and night’s ride, but
Eldeen planned to take it easy and rest overnight, perhaps in the
barn of some kindly farmer.

When their
drinks were finished they met up with Kalin outside. He had
retrieved a wagon from the Brigsworthy’s large house so that the
non-perishable goods which had not sold could be stored for future
sale. They spent several minutes loading up the wagon, and then set
off through the town to the house. The town had a far more lived in
feel to it than Witley or the other rural villages. The homes here
were constructed from the local stone, painted white, and many
featured flat roofs and balconies in imitation of the dwellings
across the border in Caldesh. When Eldeen looked back across the
town as they climbed a short rise, he could almost imagine he was
in Caldesh, if he squinted a little.

They made their
way through the winding streets and past the houses until they
reached the home of Brigsworthy and his family. It was a large but
simple stone dwelling, with a large rear garden that consisted of a
manicured lawn and a vegetable patch. Mrs Brigsworthy was hard at
work tending to the plants and shrubs when they pulled up in the
cart into the gravel driveway to the side of the house. Kalin made
the introductions as promised, and then led the way inside.

The inside was
well furnished with dark woods and deep green rugs, edged with
golden thread. Eldeen was led into the main room used by the
family, where a large oak table stood dominating the room. The
family servant soon brought drinks and a light meal, and Eldeen
spent the next hour talking to the family about their history and
plans for the future.

After the
noon-day sun had begun to cool Eldeen realised that it would be
best to set off now before night set in, and it was too late to
make any headway on his journey. He said his farewells to
Brigsworthy and his wife, and joined Kalin back on the wagon
outside.

“I’ll see you
back down to the town,” he said. “We should be able to find that
guide I mentioned, at his home. His name is Fletcher. He’s the
local bowyer for the area, and does good work too. He is a fine
tracker and hunter as well. He’ll get you to Black Point, no
trouble.”

“I trust your
word, Kalin, so I know he will.”

They set off
again, back down the hill into the centre of Vineton, which by this
time was a much quieter place. Many people had returned to the
fields, to their vineyards, or set off for the longer journeys on
foot to the hamlets further along the Wentworth. Sensing their
trade was drying up, the market traders were closing up and packing
their wares into crates, ready to be loaded onto their carts for
the journey home.

Kalin led them
behind the inn and up a sandy roadway heading north out of the
town. The homes here were smaller but still well constructed,
something Eldeen appreciated very much. He wished the building
workmanship could be replicated in Greykeep, to prevent the slum
conditions of the poor developing again.

As they reached
the outskirts of town, the row of houses on one side of the road
finished and were replaced by a series of fields in which sheep and
cattle were grazing peacefully. Opposite one of the fields was
Fletcher’s cottage. A collection of bows hung from hooks along the
outer wall, and Eldeen could see a target set up in the rear yard.
The man himself was sitting on a stone outside his door threading a
string onto one of his longbows. At the sight of Kalin and Eldeen
he grinned and called out a greeting.

“Hello my
friend!” he called out to Kalin. “How can I help you this fine
day?”

“My greetings,
Fletcher,” replied Kalin, embracing the bowyer while clasping his
wrist in a sign of close friendship. “My friend, Eldeen here, seeks
passage to Black Point, and as I see it, you are the best guide for
thirty miles around.”

“Then you’ve
been well informed,” said Fletcher, scrunching his eyes in the
bright sunlight. He pulled back his black cowl a little. “You won’t
find a better guide I assure you, Eldeen. Been looking for an
excuse to go to the coast too, as you mention it.”

“That’s good,”
commented Eldeen. “As I am unfamiliar with the area, I would
welcome your experience and knowledge of the area we are to pass
through. Particularly in view of the attacks on the homes to the
southeast.”

“All valid
points,” stated Fletcher. “However, you should not be worried about
there being any risk of attack. We will be well away from the
Wentworth and there have been no attacks north of the river. There
hasn’t even been any word of brigands for many months now. Our
passage over the moor will be trouble-free.”

“That is very
good news,” replied Eldeen. “Things have changed such a lot since
last time I passed this way. That was before the war.” He began to
describe some of what he remembered of the journey and of Black
Point when he had been a child.

“Aye,”
continued Fletcher, “it was a different place then, a different
time. Used to be able to pass freely over the border then. My
father himself would trade in the Caldeshian towns, and had a good
relationship going with some of them. I often wonder why that war
started, because neither us, or them over there, had any argument
with each other before it began.”

“I sometimes
wonder if we will ever understand it,” commented Kalin. He breathed
deeply and looked out across the Wentworth towards the border.
After a few long seconds he spoke again. “Well, no sense you
standing around chatting. You’d be best to make the most of the
light and get some miles under your belts.”

Eldeen and
Fletcher arranged to meet in a few minutes back at the square.
Eldeen and Kalin returned to collect Eldeen’s belongings from the
Faithful, and to hire two horses from the stable master behind the
inn. Eldeen was still strapping his belongings to the horse when
Fletcher arrived, garbed in a long, dark green cloak. Tied to his
waist with a cord was a pouch of supplies, and on his back was a
quiver of arrows and a recurve bow, suitable for archery while on
horseback.

Fletcher helped
Eldeen balance the weight of his belongings evenly on the horse,
and took two bags to attach to his own horse. When they were
finally ready, Eldeen passed his regards to the stable master, and
then trotted out and into the street, Fletcher just behind. Kalin
awaited them, standing opposite the stable entrance. He gave a
wave, but Eldeen dropped back off the horse, ran over and gave him
a firm handshake and a smile.

“Until we meet
again my friend,” he said.

 


* * *

 


The two men
rode their horses lightly through the town and up the hill to the
north-east. The road was paved but the surface soon changed to a
sandy but firm soil, which was easy on the horses’ hooves. Fletcher
took the lead and spurred his horse on to a fast canter as they
left the houses behind. After the initial rise from the town the
land flattened out and they passed through several vineyard
estates. The long rows of vines were attended to by hard working
men and women, dressed in flowing garb, each carrying the tools of
their trade in a large sash tied at their waist. Some wore
wide-brimmed hats to protect their skin and eyes from the sun. Here
and there, dogs dozed, soaking up the last rays of the sun. The
beautiful weather and views relaxed Eldeen, and he began to settle
into the ride. Occasionally they would pass by a wagon loaded with
baskets of grapes, heading for the estate owner’s barn, or a group
of cultivators marching like soldiers from one field to another
with their hoes and pitchforks.

After passing
by the estates and the wheat fields beyond, the road began to head
uphill steadily, away from the river valley and up towards Longford
Moor. The fields became less cultivated and gradually filtered into
meadows of long grass and wild flowers. They rode for nearly thirty
miles, gently uphill all the way. The climate in this area was
quite different from in Vineton. Large, mossy stones bordered the
road, weathered by heavy rains. The grass here was more scrubby and
rough, overgrown with straw-like weeds and heather.

A chill wind
soon began to blow, and Eldeen was glad that he had worn a riding
cloak. The quality of the road deteriorated rapidly, damaged by
long seasons of wind and rain. The uneven surface forced them to
slow their horses, to prevent the animals stumbling and sustaining
an injury.

Eventually they
crested the long rise, and Eldeen had his first glimpse of Longford
Moor. The wide, boggy grassland stretched as far as his eye could
see, and was accented by grey sky and mist. The moor was pocked
here and there with small mounds, outcroppings of rock jutting from
the ground like sharp claws and the blades of daggers.

Large, menacing
storm clouds loomed large over their heads, big, black clouds like
fortified cities. Moments later the rain began. The inclement
weather set in, forcing Eldeen to pull his cloak even tighter
around his body to try and keep some warmth in. He needed to
protect his human frame, fragile compared to the power of the
storm. The wind quickly picked up speed, huge gusts shrieking
across the open landscape.

Eldeen called
ahead to Fletcher through the gale. The man didn’t even register
his shouts, the wind catching Eldeen’s words, so Eldeen spurred his
horse to quicken the pace and charged after the bowyer. When their
horses were level he called across to him again.

“Fletcher!
Fletcher! Do we turn back?”

“No! We keep
moving, and find some shelter on the moor!”

Eldeen nodded
vigorously to convey his agreement, and then dropped back behind
Fletcher again. He tried to keep on the tail of Fletcher’s horse,
relying on the other man to cut through the wind and rain, leaving
a passage of clearer air for Eldeen to ride in. This plan had
little success, with the wind and rain attacking them from both
sides. There was a sudden bright flash as lightning grounded not
far off, and Eldeen was momentarily blinded. A split second later
came the deafening boom of the rolling thunder, directly
overhead.

Fletcher threw
his head back over his shoulder toward Eldeen and screamed out over
the deafening din. “We must find shelter soon! Lightning could
strike us at any moment! Keep your eyes open!”

Eldeen,
unfamiliar with this extreme weather, now had an extra worry. He
had heard thunder before, of course, but it had always been off in
the distance. Lightning had always been a fascination for him, when
he had watched it light up the sky with brilliant flashes of
crimson, deep blue and white. But now these childhood attractions
had been transformed into brutal enemies, ready to take his life at
any moment.

The thunder
rolled deep and low, shaking the ground and pounding Eldeen’s
chest, leaving him shocked and breathless. Still Fletcher rode,
increasing the speed of his horse, rather than reducing it. Eldeen
struggled along behind, trying to get his horse to maintain the
same speed as Fletcher’s mount. Eldeen could sense that this storm
had caught even the experienced Fletcher by surprise, with its
speed of arrival and great ferocity.

The roadway was
a torrent of water, transformed by the deluge of rain. Itwas
spattered with clods of mud that had been dislodged from the banks
of grass to either side. As they passed through a cutting between
two large mounds of earth, Fletcher’s horse suddenly reared up as
the animal attempted to clear the deep pool of water that had
collected at the bottom of the dip in the road.

Eldeen and his
horse and no time to react and they both plunged into the water.
The horse, not expecting the sudden immersion in the freezing
liquid, whinnied at top volume and began to rear and buck in
fright. It started splashing back and forth in the water,
terrifying itself even more. Eldeen clung on for his very life,
gripping the reins and holding himself close to the body of his
horse, trying to balance his weight and prevent himself being
thrown off. As the horse thrashed and screamed he could feel his
vision blurring, and dizziness began to take hold of him, tempting
him to just give in and let his body fall.

Just when he
thought he could hold on no longer he felt the horse slow its
violent movements, and then her screeching was replaced by a low
grumble. Eldeen opened his eyes blearily to see Fletcher,
dismounted, holding the horse’s head close to his own face,
whispering continually into its ear. When the horse finally
quietened, Fletcher turned to Eldeen with a look of relief, the
worry quickly dissipating from his eyes when he saw that Eldeen was
not permanently injured by the ordeal, but merely dazed.

With the storm
continuing unabated around them finding shelter was the immediate
concern. Fletcher helped Eldeen slide to the ground, and then led
him and the horse out of the water and along the road, to a drier
stretch. There he grabbed the reins of his own horse in one hand,
the reins of Eldeen’s horse in the other, and commanded Eldeen to
lean upon his shoulder. Together the men struggled on along the
road, fighting against the elements.

Eldeen slowly
regained his full faculties, and joined Fletcher in scanning the
moor around them for any sign of shelter. In this desperate
situation, Longford Moor was oppressive and merciless. They both
struggled on, leading the horses, attempting to find some means of
shelter.

Just when all
seemed lost, Fletcher gave a shout of joy and pointed frantically
to a small hill a few hundred metres across the moor. Eldeen
strained his eyes to peer through the rain and mist, and was just
able to discern the dark outline of a cave mouth. He clapped
Fletcher on the back, and with a shout of joy led them off the road
and onto the grass.

The ground was
saturated with water and was soft and spongy beneath their boots.
They immediately began to sink into the mire, the mud creeping up
their legs and into their boots. The horses tramped back and forth,
trying to free their legs from the suction of the muddy ground.
Eldeen broke into a run, or as close as he could get to it. He
willed himself to become weightless, so that he could drift across
the ground and avoid becoming caught in its grip, but this proved
almost futile.

The crossing of
the mud took, what seemed to him, an eternity. Eldeen gazed ahead
at his goal as he squelched through the mud, yet never seemed to
reach it. Suddenly though, his feet were free and he was onto more
solid ground again. He slipped and skidded in his mud-caked boots
like he was crossing a patch of ice, and the loose stones on the
ground threatened to take his legs from under him. Yet, his
determination and will to live kept him aloft.

Almost before
he knew it he was tramping across solid rock, his footfalls and
those of his companion echoing off the rocks around them in the
sheltered curve of the hill. With the horses clattering across the
rock behind them they flung themselves into the cave, finally
reaching blessed shelter.




Chapter
Four

 


Eldeen awoke
with a crook in his neck and a sharp pain in his behind. He lifted
his head from the folded cloak he had used as a pillow. The cave
was gloomy, but he could see the early morning light outside. He
looked around the cave and thought back on the previous night.

The violent
storm had soaked them through, so as soon as they had secured the
horses inside the cave they had removed the clothes and changed
into some of Eldeen’s other outfits. They had placed the sodden
garments on a large rock to dry. Fletcher had suggested they turn
in quickly so that they could make an early start the next day.
Eldeen had slept at the rear of the cave near the horses, while
Fletcher had stayed near the entrance, sleeping with his face to
the elements. Eldeen could see that the man was at home in the
natural world. Fletcher was soon asleep despite the downpour and
crashing of thunder all around them. Eldeen, though, had trouble
sleeping with the din, and it was not until the early hours of the
night when the storm finally calmed a little to a light shower that
he could finally sleep.

Standing up and
stretching, he moved to the mouth of the cave and looked out.
Fletcher had already risen, and had led the horses out to feed from
some of the supplies they had carried for the purpose. The man
himself was tending to his gear, polishing his blade and testing
his bow. As Eldeen watched he knocked back a couple of arrows and
let them fly at a small rock a good distance away. His aim was
excellent and he hit the target both times. Eldeen could see that
Fletcher’s famed reputation as a bowyer was not based on mere
myth.

Eldeen turned
back into the cave and decided to check his belongings. He found
the cave empty save a couple of packs of his gear. Another bag was
lying at the rear of the cave, missing the straps that had held it
to the horse. Eldeen frantically searched for the rest of his
possessions and realised with a grimace that they must have been
lost in the storm. His whole body ached from when the contortions
of his frightened horse, and he supposed that the violent movements
of the horse had shaken some of the bags of belongings clear. He
decided to search the area to see if any of his possessions were to
be found.

As Eldeen
stepped out into the hazy morning light and rising mist he could
see several of his belongings and a bag embedded in the thick mud.
The bag was ripped and damaged from the frenzy of activity in the
storm, and the clothes it had contained were strewn all across the
ground, caked in mud and trodden down by the hooves of the horses.
Eldeen thought them beyond repair and chose not to bother with
traipsing around the moor attempting to collect the rest of his
posessions.

“How are you?”
Fletcher called out to him.

“Fine,” replied
Eldeen, “although a little stiff.”

“You’re lucky
you didn’t break your neck. I’d be glad if all I had was a stiff
neck after that ordeal. Haven’t seen the likes of it for
years.”

Eldeen agreed.
He hadn’t ever seen a storm like that, and neither had he been on a
horse when it was in a fit like that.

“How are the
horses?” he asked.

“Both fine,
although yours is still shaken up and bruised. I’m amazed neither
of you got more injured. I’ve seen other horses driven mad in that
situation, and they’re not fit for anything afterwards.”

“So the horse
is well?”

“As well as can
be,” replied Fletcher. “She should be fine, but just to be safe, I
think you should take my horse from now on. I wouldn’t want you to
be on her if she should lose control again.”

“I appreciate
it Fletcher. I can see you are a natural when it comes to horses.
Where did you learn your skills?”

“I grew up with
them, and have been riding since I was just a lad. Used to lead the
horses for the farmers, and I worked in the stables for a time.
Used to take the younger ones out on rides from time-to-time. When
I started hunting with my father we would often ride for miles
around Vineton looking for deer. That’s why I use this bow,
see?”

Eldeen walked
closer to Fletcher and examined the recurve bow. Fletcher pointed
out various aspects of the bow.

“Its not half
as cumbersome as a longbow, which you wouldn’t have any hope of
firing while on horseback. This bow is much smaller, but I can get
almost the power of a full-sized bow. Comes in handy when you have
to get a quick shot at the deer. They can move when they want to,
let me tell you.”

“I know, but
surely surprise is your best weapon? Wouldn’t you shoot them down
from a hiding place?”

“That’s fine in
the forest, but out here on the moor or further west in the open
country they can see you coming from afar and start to run. Best
you can do is try to catch them, which is why myself and my father
used horses. You have to use the lie of the land to block their
view of your approach as best as possible, and then move in at a
gallop. Most of the hunters in the area catch their prey this
way.”

Eldeen nodded,
thinking about the tactics Fletcher had described. Eldeen had
viewed himself as fairly skilled with a horse before the previous
night, and was trained in the use of bows for his duties in the
Watch. Combining the two sounded very difficult to him. He knew
that Caldesh had used cavalry archers in the war, but Greykeep did
not seem to have made much use of them, or so he had gathered. It
was interesting to note that the people of the border regions had
adopted several different things from Caldeshian culture, including
housing and weaponry. He wondered how much else they had taken on
and would take on in the future.

He watched
Fletcher take a few more practice shots with his bow, and then
asked the man, “When do we ride?”

“As soon as you
are ready. You lost a lot of your supplies to the storm, so if you
want to eat first I’ll need to go and catch our meal.”

“Good idea. How
can I help?”

Fletcher stood
and planted an old dagger in the ground at Eldeen’s feet. “Could
you get a fire going?” he asked, although it was more of a
statement than a question. Fletcher trudged off across the muddy
moor land, bow and quiver of arrows in hand.

Eldeen picked
up the old dagger. The blade was bent and scratched, and was no
good for fighting or even cutting things any more. Eldeen could see
that the handle was charred black where it had been burnt by fire.
Fletcher would use the dagger to create a spark with which he could
light a fire. He walked across to the cave and picked up a flinty
rock. Eldeen scraped the dagger blade across the sharp rock and was
pleased to see that the blade was still keen enough to create a
series of sparks.

Next he began
to look around for some suitable materials for the fire. This was a
hard task as there was little vegetation on the moor. What little
there was, Eldeen found waterlogged from the torrential rain of the
previous night. He managed to find a few twigs in the cave, and an
old tree limb that had been scorched by the lightning in a nearby
bowl of the moor. Finally he took some heather that had dried
crisply in the sun, and then set to work building the fire.

Eldeen placed
the make-shift camp fire on a large flat rock outside the cave
mouth, and then laid a base of leaves and twigs. He edged the fire
with some larger stones to protect it from the wind, and then
placed the crisp dry heather at the top. Striking the stone with
the dagger, he created a shower of sparks that ignited the heather.
After a few attempts he managed to get a small flame burning, and
he carefully watched over it until the leaves and twigs began to
burn well.

Fletcher
returned carrying a large rabbit by the ears. He had already bled
the animal, and so was pleased to see that the fire was ready to
cook the meat. He quickly skinned and gutted the rabbit, and then
chopped off some of the better parts of the flesh to be cooked. He
skewered a few pieces on his old dagger and then cooked them over
the flames.

While Fletcher
prepared the meal, Eldeen saddled the horses again and collected
what remained of his things together. He strapped these to
Fletcher’s horse, now his horse. A few minutes passed while he
examined the damage done to his gear, until Fletcher called out
that the food was ready. They both sat down to enjoy the food. The
meat was chewy but well-cooked, and Eldeen was quite pleased with
the results considering their circumstances – out in the wilds on a
desolate moor. After they had finished eating Fletcher put the
uneaten meat into the leather pouch at his waist.

The sun was
already well up and the pair decided to head off. Eldeen checked
the cave for any stray belongings one last time, and then joined
Fletcher outside. They stepped gingerly over the churned-up ground,
leading the horses along the way by their reins. When they reached
the stony road Eldeen stamped his feet to try and remove some of
the mud that caked his boots. Fletcher mounted up and rode a few
metres ahead, and then looked back as Eldeen mounted up stiffly.
Once Eldeen had caught up Fletcher spurred the horse and took off
down the road.

The morning
mist was starting to clear, and this gave Eldeen a much clearer
view of Longford Moor than he had seen before. It looked far less
menacing than the previous day, lit as it was by the bright sun. It
was still very desolate however. The clear weather gave views over
much greater distances, and Eldeen could see that the moor covered
a large area. He could see no end to the rolling grassland, banks
of heather and fiendish outcrops of rock.

The poor
quality road required Eldeen’s undivided attention though, so he
had little time to examine the horizon while he guided the horse.
The sandy soil was now a thick mud interspersed with large stones.
The heavy rain had washed away the earthy foundations of many of
the stones, leaving them loose and unstable. Several times the
horses tripped and stumbled on these stones as they rode along,
threatening to throw Eldeen and Fletcher off.

After long
minutes of this difficult riding the road surface improved and the
two men could breathe a little more easily. Eldeen made himself
more comfortable in the saddle. He looked around more often now,
taking in the views without needing to worry about the road
surface. Fletcher called out a warning from time-to-time, whenever
there was a particularly bad pothole or obstruction in the road
ahead, but other than that they rode in silence. The wind blew
gracefully across the long grass, causing it to shake back and
forth lazily. The wind also served to cool the riders down, a
welcome relief now that the sun, rising higher into the sky, was
causing the temperature to soar.

As they rode
Eldeen thought back on the city, and compared the bustling, tiny
streets with the vast space available in the countryside. It seemed
completely incongruous now for so many people to live so close
together, when there was ample space for them out here. After
considering this for a time, he began to dwell on his own concerns,
awaiting him at Black Point.

 


* * *

 


After some time
they came upon a large stone circle, perched atop a small hill on
the moor. Fletcher suggested that a short break was in order, so
they clattered up the rocky hillside on a narrow set of stairs,
leading the horses alongside on the scrubby grass. When the reached
the top, they tied the horses to an outcrop of rock jutting out of
the ground.

Eldeen was glad
to be off the horse again, although he felt he was becoming
accustomed to the saddle. He was not as sore as he had been after
the ride the previous day. That had likely been his longest ride in
a single day. He had ridden on horses in Greykeep, but only for
short distances on patrol and during parades, and more as a sign of
authority than for travelling long distances.

The circle
itself was a series of tall, sharp stones. The base of each stone
was stained brown and black with mud, rain and moss. Each stone had
the same rough shape, but had its own character due to the passage
of time and erosion from the weather. Every stone was set upright
bar one, which was leaning over the edge of the hill precariously,
where the earth beneath it had been washed away. Each stone was
decorated with carvings. Most were graffiti from what Eldeen could
see, but each stone had a different marking that faced inwards
towards the cairn in the centre of the grassy hilltop. The cairn
was a carefully constructed pile of round stones, placed one on top
of another so that the cairn was roughly conical in shape.

Eldeen plonked
himself down on a flattish stone and gazed around the circle,
waiting for Fletcher. Fletcher scouted around the circle a little,
and then joined Eldeen. He opened his pouch and drew out two pieces
of the cooked rabbit for them to eat. As they munched on the smoky
meat Fletcher explained a little of the history of the place.

It had been a
holy site for hundreds of years, and each stone represented one of
the gods of the great pantheon. After the establishment of the
Order of the Temple in Greykeep, the old religious ways had slowly
disappeared. Instead of the stone circles and burial mounds people
headed to the temples and chapels.

“That explains
the state of disrepair,” commented Eldeen.

“Just so,”
replied Fletcher. “There’s not many who still come to this place,
or any other.”

“I never came
across any sites like this where I come from, in the west. Every
town and village has a temple or chapel, but nothing like this. It
all seems so ancient in comparison.”

“Aye, that’s
been Temple ground for many a year,” was Fletcher’s explanation.
“Many of the old sites would have been torn down in the west, a
good few hundred years before you were born. Out here though,
people held on to their beliefs for a lot longer, and some of the
traditions and holy sites, such as this one, linger on. You’ll
still find believers among some of the farmer folk. They’ll make
their devotions at the chapel and then come out here to appease the
old gods.”

Eldeen raised
his eyebrows involuntarily in surprise. Coming from an area that
was historically a Temple stronghold, learning these details about
the religious affiliations of the rural provinces came as quite a
shock. He looked across at a pile of wheat that Fletcher pointed
out to him, that rested at the base of one of the stones – an
offering for the god of agriculture.

“We should get
moving again,” said Fletcher after they had rested for a few
minutes. “We can make Black Point today if we don’t tarry and the
weather favours us.”

“I agree, we
should ride,” was Eldeen’s answer.

Both men
readjusted their equipment, checked the saddle straps and then led
the horses back down to the road again, before mounting up. As they
set off again Eldeen looked back several times at the ancient
stones on the hilltop, now silhouetted by the bright sun behind.
They were vestiges of a different time, a different land, even,
that could now only be glimpsed in the corner of your eye, through
these snatches of the past.

 


* * *

 


They rode
several miles across the moor until the land flattened out, and it
was now possible to see to the horizon. Eldeen could see the forest
and hills ahead of them, that guarded the roadway into Black Point,
and he rejoiced that they were finally nearing their goal. To the
south the moor stretched away, as far as the peaks of the mountains
that straddled the border with Caldesh. The highest had patches of
snow around their peaks, and Eldeen could see storm clouds drifting
over the land on the other side.

After pausing
for a short break at the edge of this great expanse of grass,
Fletcher indicated that they should move on. As they made their way
across the vast plain, Eldeen realised that it was far larger than
he had first imagined, and the journey soon began to drag. After
two hours of solid riding they were only a little over half the
distance to the forest. Eldeen felt drowsy due to the combination
of the cooked meat and warm sun, and the rhythmic movements of the
cantering horse lulled him into a doze. His head began to drop down
with sleepiness.

He suddenly
jerked awake, dazed and confused, when there was a hiss from
Fletcher on the horse ahead. It took a few seconds for Eldeen’s
mind to focus, and he was unsure how much time had passed. When he
regained his senses he was glad that the horse he rode upon was
obedient and trustworthy, and had followed closely in the wake of
Fletcher and his horse during his period of unconsciousness. Eldeen
realised that he had been asleep for several minutes when he saw
the unfamiliar landscape around him.

Now that he was
fully awake, Eldeen turned his attention to Fletcher, still hissing
at him to try and gain his attention. He gazed blearily up at the
man. Fletcher was twisted around in his saddle, gesticulating off
into the distance.

“What is it
Fletcher?” Eldeen enquired.

“Riders. Look!”
He pointed again, across the moor. “Coming up from the south.”

Eldeen turned
his head and peered into the distance, in the direction that
Fletcher was trying to indicate. “Where?” he asked.

“Right there,”
said Fletcher, slowing his horse and pointing some more. “There,
where the smaller mountain curves down to the foothills to the
west.”

Eldeen peered
again, for longer this time, but was unable to see any riders. He
was about to call out to Fletcher that he must have imagined them,
when he caught the faintest glimpse of a bobbing, dark shape, tiny
in stature. As his eyes adjusted to the sight he could see that the
blob was not one blob, but several, all bobbing above and below the
horizon in unison. “Riders,” he confirmed. “How many do you think
there are?”

“It’s hard to
tell,” said Fletcher. The bowyer squinted, slowing his horse to get
a clearer view of the distant figures, Eldeen following suit. His
trained eyes, used to gauging distances when launching arrows,
served him well, and he soon spoke again. “I make seven, no, eight,
maybe nine riders. They are riding in a group.”

Eldeen peered
at the group of riders again, amazed at Fletcher’s skills of
observation. Eldeen had been told where to look and still had had
difficulty seeing them, but Fletcher had spotted them while riding
and at such a distance, with no idea of their existence or
location. He felt glad that he had listened to Kalin’s advice, and
taken up Fletcher’s services as a guide. Fletcher had saved his
life during the storm, and was on the look-out even now, keeping
him safe.

“Who are they?”
asked Eldeen, drawing level with Fletcher.

“Outriders,
most likely. There is a small garrison stationed beyond those
mountains. The army sends out mounted patrols from time-to-time,
along the border. I’ve never seen them so far north, though.
Strange.”

“Why would they
be here?”

“I don’t know.
Perhaps there has been another bandit attack, and they are out
hunting for them. If so, those bandits are becoming ever
bolder.”

They began to
pick up the pace again, spurring the horses on after tarrying for a
time, gazing across at the riders. Eldeen kept close to Fletcher,
which proved easier over the flat ground and good road surface. He
looked over to the right every so often, straining to see the group
of riders again. He only spotted them once or twice, but they were
soon lost in the small dips and behind the hills of the plain, that
were initially invisible to the eye. He focussed on the ride, and
almost forgot about the mounted band.

After they had
ridden several miles more, Eldeen turned again to look out over the
plain. He gave a start when he noticed how much closer the riders
were, and that they were heading towards them, riding furiously in
pursuit to try to cut them off.

“Fletcher!” he
cried out. “They are coming for us!”

Fletcher
whipped his head around in surprise. After their initial
conversation about the riders, he had not given them any more heed,
and had not certainly not expected that he and Eldeen should be the
target of their patrol. He gazed out at the horsemen again, and
then grimaced when he saw the scarlet uniforms and armour.

“They’re not
our men,” he said, in a dark tone.

“Who are they
then?” asked Eldeen worriedly.

“Caldeshians,”
admitted Fletcher, crestfallen.

“Caldeshians?
Here?” retorted Eldeen, with a gasp. “What do we do?”

“Not much we
can do. We don’t stand a chance against them in a fight. There are
too many of them!”

“So we just
give in? Surely there is something we can do? Can’t we outrun
them?”

“Outrun them?
They are on warhorses and we are on a local farmer’s cart pullers!”
He grimaced again, rubbing his chin. “On a straight run we have no
chance. Our only hope is to try and make it to the forest before
they can cut us off. Our horses will be fit for nothing then, but
at least we might have a chance of losing them in the trees.”

He called out
to his horse and kicked his spurs in, and sent the horse off into a
gallop. Eldeen copied him, straining to keep up with the more
experienced rider. They rode with all haste, driving their horses
to faster and faster speeds, the grassland flashing by as they
galloped along the road. Eldeen peered past Fletcher along the road
ahead at the still distant forest, and then over his shoulder at
the pursuing warriors.

With each
stride Eldeen’s horse took their horses took three, the men riding
upon them intent on their goal. Fear sunk into the pit of Eldeen’s
stomach, and waves of nausea washed over him as nervous tension
began to grip him. As the riders closed in his fear increased, and
he could feel the surge of adrenalin in his body, urging him to run
as fast as possible. He wished he could inject this same feeling
into the farming horse he sat upon, willing it to ride faster and
faster and take him away from the Caldeshians behind him.
Nevertheless, it was struggling now after these long minutes of
hard riding.

Their pursuers
rode upon trained warhorses, used to fast speeds over long
distances. Now, with this advantage, they were gaining quickly on
Eldeen and Fletcher. Eldeen could hear the snorts of the large
horses, the pounding of their hooves upon the soft ground, and the
sound of armour and weapons clinking together. Throwing another
quick glance over his shoulder, Eldeen caught a look at the black
horses, champing at the bit, and the fearsome warriors in their
scarlet armour. In the centre of the group Eldeen spotted what
looked to be the leader of the group, decked in some kind of
fearsome armour. Eldeen had little time to discern the details, as
he turned to focus once again on the road and on getting as much
speed as possible from his mount, completely unsuitable for riding
such as this.

Suddenly,
Fletcher, on the horse ahead, pulled across towards the side of the
road and reduced his speed until he was almost level with Eldeen.
The man drew his bow and picked an arrow from his quiver. He
quickly turned over his right shoulder, aimed and released an arrow
at the riders. The arrow shot past Eldeen, ripping through the air.
Eldeen flung another glance over his shoulder and saw that the
arrow had failed to hit a target, but the group of riders had had
to swerve and duck out of the way.

Now
disorganised, it took several seconds for the men to recover from
the attack and regain their pursuit speed. This was valuable time
for Fletcher and Eldeen, who spurred their horses on again and
again and managed to regain some distance over their pursuers.

Fletcher
released another two arrows, but the men were more prepared this
time, and easily dodged the missiles, guiding their horses to
either side to avoid them. Fletcher cursed and refocused his
attention on the road. The riders had now reached the edge of the
road, and clattered onto the stony surface. The good ground now
gave more support to the horses, allowing them to gain extra speed.
They quickly accelerated and began to catch up with Eldeen and
Fletcher again.

In response
Fletcher released several arrows in quick succession at separate
targets, exhausting his supply of arrows. One arrow glanced off the
armour of one of the riders, causing him to cry out and fall
backwards from his horse. The sudden obstruction caused the two
riders following him to pull their horses up short. The animals
shrieked and reared, toppling their surprised masters to the
ground.

Fletcher and
Eldeen cheered as the three riders exited the chase in a dramatic
fashion, but the pursuit was still on. A further five riders
remained, including the experienced leader in the full body-length
armour, who was pressing ahead of the group now that Fletcher’s
supply of arrows was finished. He drove his horse hard, and Eldeen
could hear the thud of the horse’s hooves on the road getting
closer and closer behind him.

Fletcher called
to him and gestured towards the rapidly approaching tree line. He
led Eldeen at full speed off the road and through the long grass to
the edge of the forest, the riders a little further behind,
surprised by the sudden change in direction. Fletcher led the way,
blasting between two trees with interlocking branches, sending
leaves and snapped twigs flying. Eldeen ducked as he careered
through the shower of debris and felt the tug of the stronger
branches on his clothing as he passed through the narrow gap.

As he followed
Fletcher he heard shouts and grunts as the band of men behind tried
to negotiate their way through the gap. He could hear curses as
several collided, some even being knocked from their mounts. Others
spotted the obstruction and took different routes, crashing through
the tree line in different directions, and then adjusting their
heading to begin the pursuit anew.

Eldeen had
little time to watch his pursuers however, as he struggled to
maintain his position behind Fletcher as they crashed through
another line of trees and then another, leaping over fallen trunks
and through bushes. Fletcher turned left and right, sharply around
obstacles and calling out the dangers as they reached them, with
just enough time for Eldeen to react. As they cleared a large stone
Eldeen lost his balance and swung half out of the saddle. He clung
on with all his strength as the horse ploughed onwards through the
undergrowth.

The horse
continued to follow Fletcher’s mount, which Eldeen was grateful
for, until he saw that they were again passing through a thick
clump of trees. As they neared the thick trunks Eldeen swung
himself upwards again and again, attempting to reseat himself in
the saddle, but was unable. As a large tree loomed up, he called
out to Fletcher over and over. Again he slipped back down to the
flank of the horse, his feet twisted in the stirrups and straps of
the saddle. He felt sure that at any moment he would hit the tree
and his life would end in a sickening crunch.

Just when he
gave up all hope, he felt a sharp tug on his boot, and then felt
himself being pulled slowly back upright. He raised his head and
gazed across as Fletcher grabbed firmer hold on his leg and pulled
him back into the saddle just as they entered the narrow gap
between two trees. Eldeen was not quite upright as they entered the
narrow space and received a heavy blow to his shoulder, knocking
him back hard and winding him. Gasping for breath he motioned his
gratitude to Fletcher. He felt queasy, but glad to be alive.

He could hear
the barked orders of the mounted leader behind them, as the group
of riders tried to find the trail that they had taken through the
trees. Fletcher’s skill at riding had led them on a torturous,
winding route through the trees, and the unexpected turns were
confounding the attempts of the men to track them. Eldeen heard
their calls receding into the background as he and Fletcher made
good of the time they had garnered. Maybe they had some hope of
escape now. The horses were exhausted now, and were slowing fast.
They reached a small river, which flowed surprisingly quickly
through the forest, and directed their horses into the water.

“We’ll head
downstream a little, and then out,” hissed Fletcher. “Maybe it will
confuse them for a time.”

He led the way
again, their horses splashing through the cool water, stumbling
over the loose river stones and slipping on the slimy underwater
moss. Eldeen’s breeches were soaked and he began to shiver as they
progressed further downstream. The water was surprisingly deep,
which impeded their progress. All Eldeen could think of, though,
was the band of men behind them, intent on their capture or
death.

After they had
made their way a considerable distance down the stream, Fletcher
led them out and onto the bank on the other side. They set off
again, out of the muddy ground and into the trees again. They took
a winding route again, trying to throw off any chance of being
followed. Eldeen hoped that their pursuers would not be able to
follow their trail once it entered the river.

The horses were
now at their end, so Fletcher mercifully called a halt. They both
dropped down from their saddles, and Fletcher gave the exhausted
horses a sharp slap on their hinds and a shout, to send them
running off between the trees. Then he and Eldeen ran further on
foot. Eldeen was a good runner, as his chase in the marketplace had
proved, but the uneven ground and tree roots threatened to trip
him. They crashed through shrubs and bushes, ducked and dived under
low branches and clattered over loose stones and rocks.

 


* * *

 


Fletcher
sprinted ahead, and then led them down a short hill to a large
fallen tree trunk, covered in moss and fungi. Jogging around to the
other side they both collapsed to the floor, gasping for air.
Eldeen rolled onto his back, his shoulder throbbing, while Fletcher
breathed deeply, scrunching his eyes with pain from his overworked
muscles. Eldeen grabbed his water flask, one of his few remaining
possessions, and guzzled a long draught of water, emptying the
flask. Throwing it aside he whispered hoarsely across to
Fletcher.

“Do you think
we lost them?”

“Hard to say,”
gasped Fletcher. “I should hope so… after all that.” He sucked in a
lungful of air after each phrase. “I used every trick… I know. They
would need… the best tracker… to follow us through that.”

Eldeen dragged
his tired body across the ground until he could lean against the
damp, rotten wood of the tree trunk. He rested his eyes briefly,
and then pushed himself further upright until he was in a more
comfortable position. He looked over as Fletcher rose to a crouch,
more recovered from their exertions after several minutes of
rest.

“What do we do
now?” enquired Eldeen.

“I say we push
on. No sense heading back west towards them. They could easily be
lying in wait to ambush us if we try and double-back to the road.
We should continue on and make our way east through the forest and
try and find some other road or track that will take us to
civilisation. There must be a tavern or farm nearby where we can
lay low until we get some proper rest. Then, on to Black
Point.”

“When should we
go?”

“We should get
a little more rest, and then head off. We need to keep a good speed
up as we move onwards, in case they pick up our trail. We don’t
want them hitting us from behind while we run.”

Eldeen nodded,
and settled down, glad to rest his weary limbs. The fear he had
felt earlier had subsided somewhat. Fletcher’s cool attitude gave
him assurance that they were in a far safer position than they had
been a short time back.

He relaxed
enough that he barely noticed Fletcher rise steadily, drawing his
blade, and padding softly across the leafy ground to peer around
the massive fallen tree. Fletcher hissed a warning at Eldeen, and
he snapped back to full alertness, fumbling around for his sword on
the ground where it had dropped. He frantically swept his arms back
and forth across the ground, until his fingers closed around the
leather scabbard. As he fought with the straps, trying to release
the weapon, he heard a sharp twang of a crossbow releasing a
volley, and looked on in horror as Fletcher reeled backwards from
around the corner of the trunk with a gurgle, a bolt embedded in
his chest.

 



Chapter
Five

 


Eldeen drew in
a sharp breath, choked with shock at the sudden attack. Eldeen
immediately felt very ill, and terrified. The attack had come with
such suddenness. So swiftly, without warning. Even after the chase
across the moor, Eldeen had begun to believe that it was all behind
them and now they would be safe. Yet this act had shattered that
illusion, and he was again in great peril.

Fletcher
collapsed to the ground, and then lay still, unmoving. Eldeen had
to assume that he was dead. He had no time to confirm his
suspicions, though. He could hear the sound of men closing in
behind him through the undergrowth. As stealthily as they were
trying to move, he could hear their armour rubbing and knocking
together, and the crack of branches under their feet. He needed to
focus on how he was going to survive the next few seconds, before
he could properly consider what had happened to Fletcher. These men
were not looking for prisoners. Surrender would mean a quick
death.

As Eldeen
glanced around, looking desperately for some method of escape, he
could see thick banks of ferns surrounding the clearing. If he
could make it to the ferns, he had a much better chance of slipping
away unnoticed. He could hear footsteps approaching from both ends
of the fallen tree trunk, which left him few options. If he ran
either right or left he would alert the men and suffer the same
fate as Fletcher. If he ran straight ahead he would alert both
groups of men, and double the risk of getting an arrow in the back.
If he tried to move slowly and creep away, he would quickly be
discovered as the men rounded the tree trunk, as there was no cover
in the clearing itself.

He was frantic
now, just as he had been when searching for his sword just those
few moments before. It seemed he had no method of escape, and was
destined to die here and now in the forest. He turned his head left
and right, searching for anything that could help him. It was then
that he noticed a small dip in the ground a few metres further down
the trunk. He quickly crawled across to it, and saw that the dip
was actually part of a larger hole in the ground that the large
tree trunk was balanced across. Grabbing his sword, Eldeen flung
himself to the ground and dragged himself through the small gap
between the tree trunk and the ground, and slid quietly into the
hole.

He kept his
body flat against the soil once inside, and raised his head a mere
fraction to peek out at the approaching soldiers. He could just see
the men’s boots and scarlet breeches jogging through the ferns
across the leafy ground mere metres away. One of the men dropped to
a crouch, and Eldeen could see up to his waist. The man wore a long
red tunic over the breeches, which was cinched at the waist with a
black sash. Attached to his thick belt was a scabbard, a curved
blade within. Eldeen could see from the length and angle of the
curve that the man carried a scimitar, characteristic of the
Caldeshian people. As Eldeen watched, the man took hold of the hilt
of the weapon with his right hand, and saw the left arm go up,
presumably to indicate some order to the other men.

Another two
pairs of feet ran past the crouched soldier, heading for either end
of the tree trunk, closing off Eldeen’s escape as predicted. One of
the men held a crossbow, which was presumably the weapon that had
murdered Fletcher. It dangled at the man’s side as he jogged across
the clearing towards the fallen tree trunk, knocking against his
leg. His head, just like those of the other men, was wrapped in a
black tagelmust, a long piece of cloth that wrapped around the
head, neck and shoulders of the man. It covered his head like a
turban, and served as a veil and disguise for his face, leaving
only a narrow slit for vision.

Eldeen watched
the man, anger brimming in his heart against him. He was disgusted
that the man could murder another in cold blood. Eldeen again began
to wonder why these men had chased them, and seemed so intent on
their deaths. Surely it was something more than just racial pride.
Perhaps, thought Eldeen, they were trying to mask their presence in
the realm. After all, they were much further north than Fletcher or
anyone else had expected, much deeper into the land than the small
raids that had taken place south of the River Wentworth. Were they
perhaps a scouting group, investigating the lay of the land ahead
of a larger expeditionary force? They could have realised that
Fletcher had spotted them, and decided to kill both Fletcher and
Eldeen before the alarm could be raised. Yet, Eldeen found it
difficult to believe that Caldesh would want to break the uneasy
truce between the two nations and risk all-out war.

His attention
was arrested again, when he saw the leader of the group of riders
approaching. He was clad in scarlet yoroi armour that stretched
from his shoulders to his feet over silk clothing. The armour
consisted of plates of lacquered iron and leather, braided together
with thick black thread. This allowed the plates to shift back and
forth as the wearer walked, freeing his movement and allowing him
to keep up a fast pace. His arms were shod with a single-piece
plate, as were his shin guards. His hands were covered with
identically coloured gauntlets - gloves covered with intricate iron
plates. His head was protected by an elaborate kabuto helmet,
featuring the crest of some Caldeshian noble or lord. The most
striking feature of the armour was the terrifying menpo mask that
Eldeen had glimpsed when he had glanced over his shoulder at the
pursuing horsemen. The mask gave the man a fearsome appearance,
transforming what Eldeen assumed were normal human features into
that of a devil’s.

The man barked
some commands to the waiting soldiers, who readied their weapons
and edged around the fallen trunk into the open area where Eldeen
had sat just moments before. Eldeen pushed himself even lower to
the ground in case one of the men should spot him laying there. He
followed the man closest to him with his eyes as the soldier
carefully stepped around the end of the tree, mere centimetres from
Eldeen. As soon as he had passed around the obstacle he gave a
shout of anger. The other side of the tree did not hide the other
target. There was nothing there except the body of Fletcher. The
man in the yoroi armour gave an angry grunt in response to the
shout, and Eldeen spun his head back around to watch the leader.
The man marched briskly to the other end of the fallen tree to pass
around at the furthest point from Eldeen.

Eldeen saw his
chance to make his escape. The back side of the tree was still
guarded by another soldier, but Eldeen had a much greater chance of
reaching the ferns that were tantalisingly close to his hiding
place. They were just mere metres away. The soldiers were arguing
behind him, giving him a masking sound to cover the noise he would
make leaving the hole. The guard on the other side of the tree
trunk had turned away from him, looking at the route that the
leader had taken. This meant that he had his back almost completely
turned away from Eldeen. Grabbing his chance, Eldeen squeezed his
way out of the hole, trying to make as little noise as possible. He
got his foot caught in the small gap between the wood and the dusty
floor, and was worried for a moment that the soldier who had been
guarding the clearing would hear the crack of his the rotten wood.
Then he was free, stumbling and rolling on all fours into the
bracken. The leaves rustled as he brushed past them and into the
thicker undergrowth.

One of the
soldiers close to Fletcher’s body gave a cry at the noise
Immediately the leader spun around and arked more orders at them,
gesturing at the undergrowth in Eldeen’s general direction.
Immediately the soldiers set off, running towards Eldeen. Eldeen
immediately ceased his slow crawl and lay curled on the ground,
covering himself with his dark cloak. He had picked up a fair
amount of dust and leaves from the ground on his clothing, which he
hoped would disguise his form from any inspection the soldiers
would make. The men charged across to the surrounding ferns,
searching high and low, and slashing a few of the larger fronds
away with their swords. One came perilously close to Eldeen, and
was making a thorough search, turning over almost every leaf in his
hunt to find the man that eluded them since the moorland chase. A
sudden rustle in amongst the undergrowth deeper into the forest
distracted the man from his task, and with a shout the men set off,
running at top speed after the noise. Eldeen presumed that it was
some woodland creature, a rabbit perhaps. It had made the noise at
just the right time, and had probably saved his life.

With the
crashing of the running men disappearing off into the forest behind
him, Eldeen untangled himself from the cloak and peered through the
foliage, between the leaves, back towards the clearing. He could
see both sides of the tree trunk now, and the area was empty save
for the leader of the band, holding his hands up in despair at the
ineffectual soldiers under his command. The man cursed, and then
turned on his heels and walked slowly back to Fletcher's body on
the ground. As he neared the body Eldeen moved further out of his
new hiding place to see what the man would do.

The man in the
armour halted, his back to Eldeen, and stood very still for a time,
head bowed. The seconds seemed excruciatingly long to Eldeen, with
the worry of being discovered almost equalling his curiosity about
the vicious killer that stood mere metres from away from him. The
man was so still, and seemed so calm. Eldeen began to entertain
thoughts of revenge, of creeping over the forest floor and killing
the man before he knew what had hit him. However, these thoughts
were quashed when the man moved again, this time walking around to
Fletcher’s feet before settling down on one knee. The man leant
forward and stretched out one arm, reaching towards Fletcher.
Eldeen leant forward too, craning to get a better look at what the
man was doing.

It was then
that the branch snapped with a loud crack that echoed throughout
the forest. Eldeen cringed as the fearsome menpo mask swung
immediately to face him, the dark eyes boring into his soul and the
mouth twisted in rage. The scarlet armour seemed almost to be
aflame as the tall man sprung to a ready position, reaching for his
katana sword. Eldeen immediately turned to flee, his ears hearing
the terrifying scrape of steel on leather as the blade was
unsheathed from its scabbard. When the weapon was fully extended
from its protective cover it rang out through the forest, with a
sharp metallic tone. To Eldeen’s ears its note was a fearful sound,
like a mystical bell of the Temple.

As Eldeen
stumbled and tripped through the thick clump of ferns he swung a
look over his shoulder to see the man behind him, sword at the
ready, marching quickly towards him. When the man reached the ferns
his pace did not break.

Eldeen’s fear
rose as the man closed in. He broke into a run, or as close as he
could get to it, and the soldier behind increased his pace to match
Eldeen’s. Again Eldeen attempted to increase his speed, but only
succeeded in getting his feet caught again, and stumbled badly,
almost toppling over. His enemy continued inexorably onwards,
seemingly unaffected by the terrain. To Eldeen he was unstoppable.
He had never seen the Caldeshian fight, but he knew without a doubt
that the man was a master of weaponry, highly skilled with his
blade. He would have no chance against this warrior in a straight
fight. All he could do was run, run again, just as he and Fletcher
had already. If they had not tarried, perhaps Fletcher would still
be alive, instead of lying dead on the floor like a hunted animal
at the end of the chase.

Eldeen
continued to stumble through the dense patch of ferns. They seemed
to stretch for eternity, and Eldeen could hear the light knocking
of the armour behind him constantly, a fear-inspiring reminder of
the situation he was in. He could hear the thud of the man’s feet,
his heavy breath like that of a bull pawing the ground before its
charge. Every fern, every weed seemed placed precisely to trap his
feet, to choke his progress, and leave him defenceless before his
foe. He prayed that the other soldiers would not realise what had
happened and double-back to join the chase. Eldeen’s mind flicked
back to the market, when the tables were turned and he had been the
pursuer rather than the quarry. Now he truly understood what had
driven that girl - unbridled fear.

He could see an
end to the ferns, and attempted to reach the open ground with as
much of a lead over his pursuer as possible. He tried to make
himself weightless, to be able to float over the ferns rather than
have to place his feet between the tangled roots. He crossed the
final few metres as if he were crossing hot coals and with a jump,
landed on the spongy, moss-covered grass that carpeted the forest
floor. Now he could enter a sprint, and he put his head down,
concentrating on achieving the greatest speed that he could from
his jelly-like legs.

He had made it
almost thirty metres into the trees when he heard the sound. It was
a stiff rush of wind, approaching him from behind. Something
streaked past his head and embedded itself in the nearby tree. As
he blazed past the tree he glanced up and studied the object. It
was a round chunk of metal, its circumference covered with
razor-sharp spikes of metal. He shivered as he realised how close
he had come to being struck down by his foe, with a Caldeshian
throwing star. He now changed direction, sacrificing straight-line
speed for manoeuvrability, and dashed on a random path through the
trees while maintaining a general heading directly away from the
man behind. As he ran a second, and then a third throwing star hit
nearby trees. A fourth brushed past his arm and dug itself into the
ground just ahead of him. The man in the yoroi armour had
impeccable aim, and it seemed only a matter of time before he would
hit Eldeen.

The ground now
angled downhill somewhat and, on one side of Eldeen, fell away
quite sharply, forming one boundary of a large bowl-shaped
depression. A cluster of trees perched on the loose soil on the
sharp incline, and some distance below, Eldeen could see the bottom
of the depression was thickly forested. As another throwing star
zipped past his head, Eldeen made the decision to take his chances
on the slope over trying to stay alive in this desperate chase. He
sprinted over the few metres that separated him from the slope, and
flung himself down into the depression.

He travelled
several metres through the air before landing hard on one leg.
Immediately gravity pulled him down the slope. He skidded down,
struggling to maintain his balance. Within seconds he had collapsed
onto his back, and was sliding feet-first down the hill, crashing
over rocks and branches, bouncing over small mounds of earth and
tree roots, sending jolts of pain through his tired body. Eldeen
had no time to think of his enemy behind as he approached a cluster
of trees. He gave a shout of fear, and threw himself onto his side
as he shot towards the thick-trunked trees at full speed. He
clipped one tree with his leg and bashed his head lightly on the
other, but managed to clear the obstruction. By throwing himself
clear he had unbalanced his body, and his descent began to skew.
Gravity pulled his body round until he was rolling sideways down
the hill, disoriented and in great pain. After clipping a small log
lodged in the earth he was knocked so he was sliding head-first
down the slope, his jaw thudding on the ground and his mouth
filling with dust and leaves. Then he was cart-wheeling, head over
heels, bouncing down the slope, his body jarring painfully at every
impact.

Mercifully, he
soon reached the bottom of the slope and crumpled into a heap
underneath a large bush. He heard several crossbow strings
snapping, and then air rippling as the bolts soared. They were well
wide of target, falling harmlessly into the forest many metres away
from him. He gazed back up the slope, and could see the small group
of soldiers had returned to their leader’s side. Two held
crossbows, and were loading new bolts as fast as possible, while
the leader and two other lackeys glared down at him. The soldiers
were shaking their fists and shouting, but the man in the armour
just stared down at Eldeen, his face shrouded by the mask. As
Eldeen set off deeper into the forest, the man snapped his blade
back into the scabbard at his waist, making an elaborate show of
his displeasure.

Eldeen passed
between the trees, more bolts landing in the earth or hitting the
trees around him. As the distance between him and the marauding
band increased, the shots lessened, until he was far out of range.
He could hear the distant cries of the men, trying to find some
safe route down to the bottom of the depression, but none were as
desperate as Eldeen had been, so he figured that it would be some
time before they could pick up his trail. Nevertheless, they had
proven to be very resourceful, and had doggedly pursued Fletcher
and he. Underestimating their skills had led to Fletcher’s demise,
and Eldeen vowed not to make the same mistake again.

Hence, Eldeen
made as much of an effort to blend into the forest as he could,
covering his cloak with even more soil and leaves, hiding his
weapons beneath his clothing and covering his face with mud from a
small pool to disguise his light skin from casual observation. He
consciously planned his route, trying to avoid soft ground that
would leave his boot prints as clear markers of his route. He also
stepped carefully around the trees and bushes, so that he avoided
snagging his clothing on the sharp branches, or snapping the twigs,
as this would immediately alert a tracker to where he had gone. He
also doubled back a couple of times and chose a new path to try and
throw any would-be pursuers off the scent. These were the few
things he could think of to do in the situation, inexperienced as
he was in the skills of forestry and tracking.

He had not been
able to see any easy way to leave the depression in the landscape
when he had flung himself down into it, so Eldeen travelled towards
the opposite side from where he had entered. He was counting on the
Caldeshian’s unfamiliarity with the area and the large area that
the terrain covered to cofound their attempts to head him off. He
prayed they would not be waiting for him when he tried to leave the
depression. He kept as fast a pace as he could, giving the soldiers
as little chance of flanking him as possible. He aimed to be up and
out of the bowl before the Caldeshian’s could reach him.

Eldeen jogged
along, almost into a routine of covering his tracks, weaving
between the trees and doubling back, when he heard a loud crack
behind him. Immediately he dived behind a large tree and burrowed
himself into the small hole under the gnarled roots, striving to
make himself as small and unnoticeable as he could. There was
another, quieter crack, and then silence. The forest was still, the
distant call of a bird the only noise. He waited and waited, the
minutes ticking by, straining to hear any other sounds. Had it been
the sound of someone creeping along and attempting to ambush
him?

Yet, there was
no sound. Eldeen gradually unfurled himself from beneath the roots,
cautiously peering around the tree, alert to any disturbance or
movement. When he saw the cause of the mysterious noise he was
almost gave a nervous laugh, but just caught himself. A branch,
rotten with age, had fallen from high among the trees and had
crashed down to the ground, splitting in two when it hit one of the
lower branches.

Waves of
exhaustion swept over him as the build-up of nervous tension began
to release. He set off again, struggling to maintain the same pace.
His mind fought with his tired body, willing it to carry on moving,
never to give up.

When Eldeen
caught sight of the grassy slope that marked the boundary of the
bowl appearing through the trees he hunkered down and rested,
regaining his strength in preparation for the climb ahead. The
earth looked more secure than it had been on his descent, and there
were many trees dotted across the incline, the trunks, branches and
roots providing ample foot and hand-holds. Once he felt somewhat
recovered, Eldeen scanned the brow of the hill for any sign of the
Caldeshians, and after assuring himself that the coast was clear,
jogged through the ferns to the base of the hill.

Just at that
moment he heard the heavy breath of a horse, and spun away from the
hill. Sprinting back towards the centre of the depression he flung
himself into the cover of the ferns and bracken. The loud steps of
a war-horse trotting filled the forest, and then deep, heavy
breathing again. With a snort and the tinkle of the metal loops on
the reins the massive horse appeared at the crest of the hill.
Seated upon it was the yoroi-clad commander, katana sword drawn and
ready in his hand. His masked face scanned the forest, hunting for
Eldeen. As the horse cantered along the man searched with his
burning eyes through the trees and into the bushes and ferns.
Eldeen realised that he had made it to cover just in time and had
not been spotted by his enemy. However, now he was pinned down,
concealed as he was by the greenery and his makeshift disguise, and
it seemed only a matter of time until he would be spotted, and then
the chase would begin again.

The man on the
horse led his horse back and forth along the edge of the hill
several times, slowing to a crawl every so often so that he could
peer out into the forest around Eldeen’s hiding place. Eldeen lay
motionless, his cloak over his head, trying to be as inconspicuous
as possible. The man pulled his horse up to a halt, and gazed down.
Eldeen felt for sure that he had would be spotted, and squinted up
at him from between semi-closed eyelids, in case the whites of his
eyes would give his location away. Under the scrutiny of the
armoured man the forest was silent and calm. No animals called, and
even the gentle breeze seemed to abate. Eldeen considered running
again, but the lack of cover would make him an easy target as soon
as he moved.

Suddenly the
man at the top of the incline called out to his horse to move,
digging his spurs into its side, and he was off, the horse
galloping back the direction the man had arrived from. Eldeen
breathed a sigh of relief, and rested his head for a moment, his
eyes closed. As soon as the rumble of hooves had drifted off into
the distance Eldeen jumped to his feet. He decided to play it safe
and travel further around the edge of the basin before making his
ascent. At any moment the leader or one of his followers could
return, and he didn’t want to be half-way up the slope if and when
they did.

He returned a
fair distance towards the centre of the depression, until he could
only just see the top of the bank through the trees, and then
followed a course parallel with it. The slope seemed to maintain a
constant height, and in some parts the angle of the bank grew even
steeper, making it nigh on impossible to climb. He had little hope
of clambering up the slope there, and so he was forced to keep
walking.

The terrain
remained much the same for a further hour, until Eldeen began to
notice a change in the topography. At first he thought the bank was
gaining height rapidly, but he quickly realised that it wasn’t the
hill getting taller but the ground falling away. He hadn’t noticed
the gradual slope at first, but now it was becoming more and more
pronounced. As he descended small stream flowing from the centre of
the bowl area and towards the bank. He began to follow the stream,
hopping along the stones and tufted grass that lay beside it.
Looking up he saw that there was a split in the hill ahead, where
the stream met the edge of the large bowl. The split widened into a
deep gorge between two grassy cliffs. The gorge broke right through
the hill, giving him a method of escape from the natural
prison.

He scampered
over the few remaining metres elatedly, for the first time feeling
that he now really had a chance at escape. He caught himself
however, remembering that he was not out of trouble yet, and slowed
down to a more stealthy speed. As he passed between the cliffs and
into the gorge, he looked up to see if he was being observed, but
no-one was there. The gorge grew more rocky and the stream became
something of a torrent, carving its way through the channel. The
initially grassy slopes of the gorge were replaced by jagged
cliffs. The rock was dark and almost like slate, and Eldeen picked
up a small, loose handful from the bank of the stream and toyed
with it as he walked.

Now that he was
out of the tree-line the hot sun burned down upon Eldeen. He was
glad that he had missed the worst of the midday heat while
travelling under the cover of the trees, but even so the hot air
was stifling. He removed his cloak and bundled it over one arm. His
throat dry and parched, he stooped down, placing the cloak on a
large, flat rock. Then he turned to the rushing water in the
stream, and scooped out a measure of his water between his cupped
hands. Raising his hands to his lips he drank deeply from the cool
water. After repeating the process several times he felt quite
refreshed. He splashed more water on his face and inside his
clothing, and then turned to collect his cloak again.

It was then
that he heard the rumble of hooves again, several sets this time.
Grabbing his cloak he immediately ran for the cliff, flattening
himself against the wall in a shady overhang, looking nervously at
the cliff top. The rumbling noise was gone now, but he waited a
little longer, listening to the gurgling water. Then the noise
started again, the clop clopping of metal shoes on stone. Eldeen
gazed up at the top of the cliff. As he leant out from the rock he
could just make out the forms of the Caldeshian riders, mounted on
their war-horses, cautiously traversing the edge of the cliff. The
sun cast their shadows across the opposite cliff face, and Eldeen
could see that they had all re-grouped. He pulled himself back to
the cliff face when one of the men looked down towards the stream,
but his presence went unnoticed.

He set off,
following along their route beneath them, skirting the edge of the
cliff at all times, carefully placing his feet on the shaley ground
so that he wouldn’t accidentally scatter any small pieces of rock
and give away his location. The stream had grown in size and was
now a small river, and its loud volume covered the sounds of his
steps. The river passed down several minor waterfalls and
eventually spilled into a deeper channel. Eldeen had presumed the
men above were searching for a suitable place to cross the gorge or
descend down into it, but their efforts had gone unrewarded.
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