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shadows and put fear aside. 'Child,' he once
said, 'Kings have no sinmple tasks, for all our
threads hang fromtheir fingertips and as

the Master Puppeteer they nove us all to
chase our fate.'
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be lent, re-sold, hired out or otherw se circul ated
wi t hout the publisher's prior consent many form of
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The Bondbr eaki ng

"I will teach you,' whispered a voice in the darkness. 'l wll tell you
what it is forbidden to know, of how the Granite Kings arose out
of the great darkness.'

"Lord, there is a curse on stories about tine before the
darkness cane,' answered a shy nervous voice. 'It is forbidden to
meddl e in magic.'

Laught er crackl ed, alnbst seenming to split the blackness in
t wo.

"Listen, child, and | shall tell you of a time before night was ever
thought of and how it cane to a world of perpetual light, in atinme
when the sun endl essly circled El undium'

The voice paused, and in its place a tiny speck of Iight began to
gl ow.

"It was the age of the Mason Kings, the architects of all that is
beautiful across the length and breadth of Elundium City after

city, each one nore intricate and delicate; each one mirroring the
beauty of a perfect world, rose up, glittering in the soft changel ess
light, until '

"Until ?* pressed the younger voice, eager to hear the story, yet
terrified that the Nightbeasts might be listening in the darkness.

"Until King Mantern took up his mason's chisel. He was driven

by strange dreans to fear the sunlight, and all he built shadowed
what the other kings had built. On the outside in hard bleak |ines
he used only dark stone, rough hewn and quarry raw, while within
there was black marble, traced in silver; it lined every room He
built the Granite City, sheer and wi ndow ess, a dark place of inner
courtyards and secrets, and in its mdst, rising in brittle points,
stood the Towers of Granite.

'He sought tirelessly for the purest black marble, and his quest
| ed hi mdeeper and deeper into the marble valleys until,

anongst the bl ackest shadows, he found a pure seam of the
richest marble ever known. It was etched in veins of silver.

The point of l|ight had grown stronger as the story unfol ded
and it reflected fine feathery veins around it. ~
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"Mantern raised his hammer and swung a mghty blow at his
chi sel and that hammer bl ow broke through the surface of ~:
El undium and fromthat tiny hole night burst out.

The young voi ce gasped in the darkness.

"Ni ght roared and screaned around King Mantern, tearing

the hole into a great split. Earthquakes shook the marble valleys
and black storns tore at its surface. Mantern tried to stop the
earth splitting but the nore he held on to each side the nore

vi ol ent the earthquakes becane until a great nountain had

fornmed beneath the struggling King and he stood in tota

darkness beside a black entrance. Wse nen say it was the first
monent that the world turned, but anpbng the Masters of Magic

it is knowmn that this was the noment of Krul shards' birth.'

The voi ce paused and the point of light grew smaller and
smaller until it becanme lost in the bl ackness.

"Wthout the sun, King Mantern was blind. He reached out
shaki ng hands agai nst the raging storns but all around himthe
wi nds began to | augh, cruel shrieking sounds of torment, and
hi s hand touched the Master of Night.

"Krul shards!' gasped the young |istener, huddling agai nst
the floor.

' The one whose eyes are the black holes of despair and
whose breath will overshadow the noon or blot out the stars.
He had arisen to destroy El undium'

"Did he make all the darkness?' asked the younger voi ce.
Agai n the laughter rekindled the point of |ight.

'There were, before that hamer blow, two worlds in

perfect parallel. One above the ground, at peace with nature, in
harmony with the sunlight. Wiile in the darkness beneath the
surface in the other world unnatural things had grown, nightmare
i mges that hated the light. The Mason Ki ngs had

stripped the surface of Elundiumin their search for the purest
stone, weakening and drawi ng the two worlds together, and in
their ignorance they had awaken Krul shards, the Master of the
Dar kness.

"Which world have | come fronP?' asked the |listener in
conf usi on.

"Patience!' hissed the other voice. 'Listen. The stornms of

ni ght gradually receded, |eaving King Mantern face to face
with the one he had touched and he cried out, clutching at his
wi t hering hand. Before himstood a mrror inmage of hinself,
the black inner self of his nightmares that had driven himto
make that hamrer bl ow. Krul shards. Before him stood a

figure nore powerful than any being that had ever wal ked in

El undi um Shadowy and terrible to | ook upon. Wapped in a

bl ack malice which covered corrupted rotten flesh that hated
the sunlight.

'He sneered at the King, gripping himw th bone bl ack

fingers, laughing in his face. "I have summoned you, Sun King,
to set me free and now | shall take everything and cover

El undi um wi t h darkness."

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferie...ndium%201%20-%20The%20R0ad%20to%20Underfall.txt (3 of 189) [6/4/03 10:55:54 PM]



filex/l/F|/rah/Mike%620Jeff eries/Mike%20Jef f eries%20-%20L oremasters¥%6200f %20El undium%201%20-%20T he%20R0ad%20to%20Underfall .txt

"King Mantern struggled hel plessly as Krulshards lifted him

hi gh above his head and cast hi m down the nount ai nsi de.

Ni ght w nds screamed and tornented himand savage storns

| ashed at his body as he fell, but eventually battered and

brui sed he reached the | ower slopes and came to rest on the

edge of a steep slope of living granite. It sparkled and gl owed in
the dark and as the King slid across its surface, searching for a
way down, he saw within the rock face a sleeping form'

"What fornP' urged the young voice

" Shush!' hissed the voice of wisdom feeling a slight change
inthe flow of air, 'N ghtbeasts are near

"I't was the sleeping formof the first Granite King. The
terrible storns had eaten away at the granite cliff and as King
Mantern reached out to touch the surface of the rock it

crunbl ed away and the first Granite King arose. Mantern

of fered up the handl e of his hammer fearing a greater nmmgic

than the nightmare of Krul shards and the wi nds of night that
screamed about his ears, but the Granite King refused the

hamrer and, drawi ng his sword, split night in half, and a little
I'ight shone in that dreadful place. Just enough light for Mantern
to see the ruin he had caused to the gardens of El undi um

for the storms had broken the branches of the trees and

smashed down the beautiful stone buildings, and night had

robbed all the colours fromthe flowers and they had shut their
petal cases agai nst the darkness. Mantern threw hinsel f down

at the feet of the Ganite King but strong hands lifted himup
and a gentle voice soothed himin the twlight.

"'l am Hol granos, the first Granite King. | shall w n back
what you have lost. | shall win back the light."

"Wth that he swept his sword against the granite cliff and it
shattered into a thousand crystals of |ight, each one brighter
than the sun. Krulshards fled back into his black hol e beneath

t he nountain.'

"But the darkness? Who brought back the darkness?' asked
the young voi ce.

"Crystals are not suns. Nor is their magi c powerful enough to
keep out the night. Mantern saw the ruin he had caused and

fled back to the Granite Cty, where he spent the |ast remaining
days of sunlight fortifying the granite towers agai nst the night
he knew nust cone and al ways his eyes were drawn towards

the horizon that hid the raw bl ack nmountain that had grown up out
of the marble vall eys.

'Hol granos, the first Granite King, clinbed to the top of
Mantern's Mountain, the darkest and nost feared place in all

El undium and, lifting huge sl abs of black nmarble, he bl ocked
up the nouth of night, trapping Krul shards in the darkness.

But each time the seal was al nbost conplete the Master of

ni ght beasts broke out, hurling rocks and stones at the Ganite
King. It was a tinme of giants, when the two mightiest forces in
El undi um stood face to face before the gates of night. Each
time they fought upon the boul der strewn | edge before that

dark hol e, Krul shards shadowed the sun, hiding his one
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weakness fromthe Ganite King; bringing with the darkness
bitter winters that changed the marble valleys into a bl eak
desol ate place that the ordinary people of El undium dared not

go near, and in tinme the marble valleys lost their true nane and
becane known as Wirld's End and a place to dread.

' Weakness?' asked the younger voice, 'There is nothing but
fear and terror here in the darkness.'

Pure | aughter blazed in the darkness showi ng a glinpse of
the ol der voice, splashes of colour dazzled the |istener

"Strong magic! Beware! Krulshards will destroy anything
that knows of his weakness, for he has the strength of ten
Granite Kings, yet children could render him hel pl ess and
ready for the killing stroke.'

' How so0?' gasped the other voice, searching the darkness for
the beautiful colours.

"Know e now, and | shall tell you, for | am Nevian, the
Mast er of Magic, the Lord of the Daylight and the Keeper of
the Sun.'

The light blazed again, and there in the darkness stood a
figure wapped in a rai nbow cl oak of many col ours.

"Tread on his shadow, if you can get close enough, for that is
hi s weakness. Here in the darkness he is shadow ess and

terrible, but in the daylight if you can step upon that nightmare
shape he is yours to destroy, for he cannot turn to fight or
escape into the Gty of Night. It took ny greatest magic to make
that part of himreal, and junp as high as he likes or run faster
than the wind he cannot get away fromit. Hol granos saw the
secret of the shadow but it was too |ate, he had fought for many

winters on Mantern's Muntain and his bones had grown

brittle fromthe cold. He had grown old and too weak to chase
the Master of Ni ghtbeasts and by then Krul shards was not

al one or so vulnerable, for he had spawned the N ghtbeasts
deep inside the City of night and forned theminto a shadow
circle that protected him and who could tell which was the

mast er' s shadow anobngst so many hi deous shapes?

"Are the nightbeasts afraid of the daylight? asked the young
Voi ce.

Nevi an | aughed, casting back the rai nbow cl oak. 'Ni ghtbeasts
are afraid of the daylight, they are weak and blinded by

the light yet their fear of Krulshards will drive themout to form
a shadow circle wherever he conmmands it. They wear the skins
of those they kill, fashioned into hideous arnmour and that
protects thema little in the light. Hol granos could no | onger
find the strength to clinb the nountain and in despair he sent
for King Mantern and asked as paynent for the light that the

| ast Mason King should build hima shelter at the foot of the
mount ai n, sonewhere strong and fortified where he could rest
fromthe battles with Krul shards. Somewhere the Master of

Ni ght could not enter.'’

"Did he build such a place? asked the young voi ce.
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"Yes,' whispered Nevian, drawing closer, 'It is but one
daylight fromhere, clinging on to the nountain's | ower slopes.

The young voice interrupted, 'Wat is a daylight?

Nevi an | aughed, 'You have so much to learn. A daylight is
the neasure of tinme between the nonent the sun appears in

the norning at World's Edge until it sinks from sight behind
Worlds End in the evening, four hundred daylights add up to
one sun.'

"But how long is a daylight?" pressed the young voice, full of
curiosity.

The magi ci an sighed, 'A daylight has many | engths, for

those who toil unwillingly at a task it can seemto take forever,
while in what seems no time at all a fast horse can travel a great
di stance in one daylight.

"horse?' queried the young voi ce.

Nevi an | aughed again. 'The horse is a living being. People

ride on them they are strong yet gentle; quiet, yet brave. But |
was telling you of the fortress King Mantern built at the~foot of
this mountain. Hol granos naned it Underfall, the pal ace of

Ki ngs. Sheer and terrible it rises, granite grey against the
mountain slopes. It is set with many galleries each one shadow ng
the one below and they are cleverly edged with iron spikes that no
ni ght beast coul d ever pass or force an entry through. It is a bare
pl ace of many Granite Kings.'

"Wre there nore than one?' asked the voice, finding his nmind
nmuddl ed and crowded with all this w sdom

"There were many,' replied the magician, 'stepping proudly out

of that granite cliff to win back the daylight and they all grew old,

i ke weat hered stone, before the task was even half finished, and

came to the final resting place at Underfall. It is in truth the pal ace
of the Kings.'

"Are there no nore GGanite Kings?' asked the young voice.
'Has darkness finally covered everything?

"King Holbian is a Granite King,' whispered Nevian, 'and he is
on the road, marching towards this nightnmare place and he nmay
carry your freedomin his sword arm'

"I'f he cones, who shall | say | am and where shall | tell himl
cone front

"You are no-one, ny child. Born without a name in the darkness,

a tragedy of Krul shards greed. Your forefathers were stolen by the

bl ack nonsters froma place long forgotten by the world that lives
within the light. You have been condemmed by the acci dent of

birth to live in the darkness, a slave to the Master of nightbeasts, to
| abour wherever he wields the |ash, hollowi ng out the City of

Ni ght, spreading his darkness under the world of the sunlight.

Nevi an sadly sighed, and reached out conforting hands in the
darkness, saying, 'But | have not forgotten you. | have travelled
through great danger searching in all the dark hol es beneath the
grimnountain to give you back the nenories and the know edge
Krul shards stole when he firstwalked in the light. Watch with ne,
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wat ch the point of light and it will show you all the wonders of the
wor | d above the ground.

Toget her they stood, hand in hand, and watched the speck of
l'ight grow and change froma mllion stars in the dark above
their heads into soft flowers swaying in a sunmer w nd. And
then it changed into a tall forest that nmarched beyond the edge
of sight until each and every wonder, no matter how | arge or

how smal |, had passed before their eyes.

' Choose a nane,' whispered the nagician. 'Choose one part
of all the wonders you have seen and keep it as your own.'

After a noment's hesitation the voice cried out, 'Leaf. |
choose a leaf. They are so beautiful, so delicate, as they dance
in the wind.'

"Then you shall be called Leaf, the first Elder, and those you
find in this black place shall be your famly, and you will teach
them of all you have seen and you shall nane them each one,
after the | eaves on the trees; oak, elder, apple. Nane them well
and forget nothing | have shown you.'

‘Lord, Master of Magic,' Leaf cried out, feeling the hand he
hel d begin to nelt away. 'Do not |eave ne here in the darkness.
Do not take away the light!’

Nevi an sniled and the rai nbow coat gl owed wi th warm

colours. 'l must return. | can hear the tranp of marching feet
and the shouts of the great arny. King Hol bian grows inpatient
and runs hard on Krul shards' heels. | hear the scream of

the Battle OM s and the nei ghing of the Warhorses, bridled and
ready for war. The light is yours now to keep, and share

anongst your people. Tell themof its beauty, for it will burn
ever bright in your heart. Look inward and see the green fields,
remenber the colours and follow themas quick as butterflies
from hedge to hedgerow. You have a great power in the

darkness now for you have a nane and a purpose, Leaf the

El der .’

"Wait, wait,' cried Leaf, turning in every direction.

"Look for the sign,' called out the vanishingvoice of Nevian
"If this King fails, |1ook out for the sign of the great black
War horse and the boy who risks all for love.'

As Nevian hurried back towards the |ight he stunbled on a snag

of black marble and fell heavily, driving the point of his sword into
the dusty floor. It snapped, |leaving a splinter of bright netal on the
floor of the Gty of night. Nevian cursed, and searched blindly but

he dare not wait too long, for he could hear the nightbeasts in the

| ower levels, roaring and screaning as they rushed up towards the

bl ack gate, driving a foul wind before themthat buffetted and

jostled the Master of Magic. Rising fromhis knees he fled on to the
hi gh pl ateau, and the steep descent on to the Causeway Fields, for

the great battle of Underfall was about to begin.

"Lord, Underfall is yours! World's End |ies beneath your feet!"'

Nevi an's voi ce penetrated the dyi ng sounds of bathe. He
paused for a nmonent, surveying the slaughter, weighing the
bal ance of night in the one hand and day in the other before he
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whi spered, 'Do not | ook back | est the paynent for this final victory
breaks your heart.'

Slowly King Hol bian turned away fromthe bl eak fortress that

rose before him searching for the rainbow cl oak. 'VWat place is
this? he cried, striking his sword inpatiently agai nst the rough
granite walls, casting sparks into the shadows.

"This, ny Lord,' answered Nevian, arriving breathlessly at the

King's side, 'is the palace of Kings. It is yours by right, just as it
was your father's and his father's before him as far back into

| egends as the people of El undium can renemnber.'

'"To Mantern, the |ast Mason King,' whispered Hol bian, the

col our draining out of his face. 'Is dais a part of Mantern's curse
that you have taught ne of? Is this the place where he set night
free?

"Yes, ny Lord, it is the place all Ganite Kings nust seek, for it
is here that night is made.'

Ki ng Hol bi an shivered, drawing his cloak tightly about his

shoul ders and touched the spark he kept well hidden in the inner
fol ds before he asked the nmmgician, 'Have we reached Battle's
End, is this enough slaughter to keep back the night.?

"It is not enough,' whispered Nevian fiercely, 'It is not the
darkness you have fought to destroy but Krul shards, the
Master of the N ghtbeasts that he spawns in the Cty of N ght.
Look, | ook, there on the | ower nountain slopes where the
shadow circle follows the sun, that is what you have crossed
Elundiumto destroy, for Krulshards is at its centre. Wuld
you |l eave himfree to spread nore terror throughout this |and
and | eave himfree to creep back under the cover of darkness
across the causeway fields and feed upon the dead flesh of
your great arny, feasting on the ones you | ove?

"No, Lord,"' hissed King Hol bian, raising his sword to catch

the last dying rays of sunlight, 'l shall follow the Mker of
ni ght beyond World's End and seal this victory before the
sun sets.'

Nevi an stretched his hands towards the setting sun and the
rai nbow cl oak he wore cast a thousand threads of |ight across
the Causeway as he called to the Lord of Horses, Equestri us,
and to the Lord of OMs, Orundus. 'These shall be our

wi t nesses,, he whispered as Equestrius answered his call and
gal l oped into the shadows of Underfall. G annog the great
Border Runner ran at his heels, fearing nothing that noved in
t he shadows.

"Now | et us ride upon the edge of the wind,' cried Nevian,
"before the night gives nore power to the shadows' circle.’

King Hol bian felt the rush of cold evening air against his
face and the snell of pine resin filled his nose as they gall oped
up through the forest that grew on the steep nountain sl opes

"Mantern's Gate!' cried Nevian, as they halted on the edge
of a wide heather plateau. Before themstood a bl ack gate
filled with darkness and in the centre, surrounded by the
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shadow circl e, wal ked Krul shards

VWhat is this place? cried Holbian, clinging on to Nevian's
Sl eeve. Orundus- spread his wings and shrieked at the dark
shapes in the shadow ~circle. Equestrius struck his hoof
agai nst the heather plateau and crouched ready to spring
forwards. Grannog growl ed, baring sharp white fangs as the
hackl es rose al ong his back

"This is a place of dark | egends, ny Lord,' whispered

Nevi an, 'a place where giants stand, their heads touching the
sky while they battle over the fate of things to cone. You, great
King, stand at the entrance to Night, on the threshold of al
men's fears.'

Ki ng Hol bi an di snounted and crept forwards, nearer to the

gates of night, lifting the heavy double hilled sword with both
hands. Orundus stooped on to his right shoul der, wi ngs
outstretched ready to strike, Gannog the Lord of Dogs stal ked
one pace ahead of the King, his yellow eyes fixed on the bl ack
shape of Krul shards where he stood in the centre of the shadow
circle.

"Granite Kings!' nocked Krul shards, spitting the words

with black hatred across the centre of the circle. 'There are no
Ki ngs here in the bl ackness of the night,' he hissed, pushing
the circle forwards, 'Only | hold power here!’

Krul shards snarl ed exposi ng rage-ragged teeth. The

shadow circl e began to nove as the N ghtbeasts interlocked
their spears and swayed backwards and forwards until the
circle had beconme a glittering wheel of black spear points
protecting the Maker of N ght.

"Kill this King,' screaned Krul shards, 'and bring everlasting
ni ght to El undium'

"Kill the King!'" chanted the N ghtbeasts in the circle as it
swept forwards to engul f King Hol bi an.

"Now! ' urged Nevian. 'Before the sun sets. Now is the
monment !

Hol bi an swung the great sword above his head and with al
his strength brought it down into the circle, crying aloud his
forefathers' names as he shattered the Ni ghtbeasts' spear

shafts with the force of his stroke. Orundus lifted fromthe
King's shoul der into a bright evening sky and for a second
hovered hi gh above the shadow circle waiting for the nmonent
to stoop, waiting for the nonment when Krul shards woul d | ook
out towards the setting sun

"Now great bird of war!' cried the Master of Magic, lifting
his arns, and spreadi ng the rai nbow cloak to catch the dying
sunl i ght.

Orundus plunged to earth, the shadow of his tal ons crossing
Krul shards' face as he struck at his eyes. The force of the ow's

stri ke sent Krul shards staggering backwards, - the circle was
broken. Grannog | eapt upwards at the N ghtbeasts' unprotected
throats. Equestrius charged into the circle killing with

each hoof-fall all the Nightbeasts that stood in his path.
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"Curse the daylight!' screamed Krul shards, raising his arns
agai nst the evening light that had entered the broken shadow
circle. "I will destroy your daylight, Ganite King,' he cried,
"and lay a curse of ruin on all Elundium You shall rule in
shadows and sit in fear of the darkness each night. None shall
be free of this fear and you, Granite King, shall fear it the
nost!'

"Nevi an, help me!' shouted King Hol bian, as he stood at the
circle's edge, 'CGuide ny hand agai nst these evil shadows. Help
me meke the killing stroke.'’

Krul shards | aughed harshly as he wove nore shadows into a
tighter circle, this tinme keeping the King with himbeyond the
evening light. Only Orundus, the Lord of OMs, could rise high
above the shadows and see King Hol bian's peril, for

Krul shards was drawing the circle towards the Gates of Night
and with each step he took nore Ni ghtbeasts to strengthen the
circle.

Face to face within the circle they fought spear against sword
in the growi ng darkness. Grannog flattened hinself into the
heat her and slipped unnoticed between the Ni ghtbeasts'
armoured |l egs until he had found a place to fight beside the
King. Orundus stopped tearing at the N ghtbeasts, trying to
break the circle. Krulshards raised his spear and with all his
force lunged at the King's heart, G annog saw the danger and

| eapt at Krulshard's throat, breaking the spear shaft with one
snhap of his jaws, turning the blade harm essly agai nst the
sword. The force of the thrust knocked the sword out of the
King's hands, taking it beyond the circle. Orundus stooped
into the heather collecting the fallen sword and delivered it
back into King Holbian's hands.

"I shall break your curse,' cried Holbian, lifting the sword
above his head for the killing stroke, but as he brought it down
fear made him hesitate. The centre of the circle was enpty, the
Ni ght beasts had gone. Before him as close as the hilt of his
sword, stood the Gates of N ght.

"Follow nme, Great King of the Daylight,' nocked a voice
fromthe darkness, 'Follow nme, if you dare, and Iift ny curse of
ni ght.'

A sharp hot wind bl ew against King Hol bian's face and from
far bel ow | aughi ng, shrieking cries rose up.

"My Lord,' whispered Nevian coming to the King's side, You
must foll ow Krul shards into the City of Night and finish this
day's work.'

"I cannot do it!' hissed Holbian, turning to face the Master of
Magic. 'Even if | wished otherwi se, | cannot enter that place.'

Nevi an took the King's arm gently turning himback to face
the entrance to night. 'My Lord, you nust follow Krul shards.
You are a Granite King, pledged to protect the daylight. You
cannot stand here and let himescape. Al Elundiumwll fall
under his curse and all you have won will fall into ruin.'

"I cannot enter that place!' cried the King, falling on to his
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knees and cl enching his hands in despair. 'Nothing,' he
whi spered, 'nothing in all El undiumcould nake ne walk into
that dark hol e beneath the earth.

"Lord,' cried Nevian, resting his hands on Hol bi an's
shoul ders, |ooking deeply into his eyes, 'your line was born for

this nonent. Renenber how your forefathers sprang fromthe

living rock to battle with the powers of the night. Renenber
how t hrough the ages, |eague by | eague, they brought the

daylight to all El undium Now you, ny Lord, the m ghtiest

Granite King, stand here at journey's end at the nouth of night,
with Krul shards' sword a thrust away yet you hesitate? Step
forward, Great King Hol bian,' urged Nevian, 'and snatch the

richest victory that could ever rest across a sword's blade. Strike
the bal ance between ni ght and day.'

"I cannot,' cried Hol bian, catching hold of the rai nbow cloak in
bot h hands and burying his head inits folds. 'l fear the dark and
fear the very blackness of night. | cannot foll ow Krul shards for
one step into that darkness no matter what it cost ne in defeat.

"Lord,' answered Nevian harshly, drawi ng himsel f away and

wr appi ng the rai nbow cl oak tightly about his shoul ders, 'Kings

are nore than nere nen. They carry the future in their swords.

There is no roomfor doubt or fear. Fail now to kill Krulshards
and you squander every hour of precious daylight you have won!'

"Do you think | want to fail?' cried Holbian in despair.

"Everything you have won will be |oss,' whispered the Master of
Magi ¢ turning his back on the King and wal ki ng towards the
pl at eau' s edge.

‘Do not | eave ne,' inplored Hol bian, stretching his hands
t owar ds Nevi an.

Nevi an halted and turned, casting a | ong sunshadow across the

King 'You are still a great King, ny Lord, but you shall be the |ast
Granite King to rule Elundiumand you shall stand alone in a

wor | d of grow ng darkness.'

‘Nevi an, Master of Magic,' Holbian cried, an edge of anger

creeping into-his voice. 'This is a cruel payment for all | have
striven to win. Elundiumwould still be in the twilight if | had not
built the great Greenways and chased Krul shards to this forsaken

pl ace at the end of the world.

"You are a great King,' Nevian repeated quietly 'and you have

won all your heart sought after. If only I had known of your secret
fear of the dark we could have trod a different path and trapped
the Maker of Night in the daylight'

were you blind to the candles | |it;' asked Hol bian bitterly,
"did you think Candl ebane Hall a holl ow nockery of the
dayl i ght ?'

"l thought that Candl ebane Hall was for those that followed
you,' answered Nevi an, seeing for the first tinme past the
King's weakness into a flaw in his own judgenent and the
councils he had cast to win a bal ance between ni ght and day.

"Lord,' he whispered, returning to the King's side, 'Wthout
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Krul shards the Ni ghtbeasts cannot rise again, and only

you have the power to destroy him But since you cannot enter
the gates of night, new Nightbeasts will rise in the shadow of
your victory on the Causeway bel ow and they will turn it into
defeat, bringing a newterror to all El undium'

"I's there any way that | can defeat hinP' cried Holbian in
despair.

Nevi an turned his face towards the dying sun and thought

hard, searching for an answer. 'Too |long have the Granite

Kings tried to win the light and failed within sight of victory.
El undi um nust now wait for a new King who can step into

t he darkness.'

"No!" shrieked Hol bi an, snatching up his sword. ' Nobody
shall rob ne of the crown. Nobody shall take ny place. | am
the rightful King of Elundium'

' Then enter the darkness, Lord, claimwhat is yours,' answered
Nevi an.

Hol bi an strode forwards, slashing at the bl ackness between
the gates, but he could not enter. He turned, red-faced with
rage, and raised his sword to strike the nmagician. O undus
st ooped and snatched the sword from his hands, G annog

| eapt between them fangs bared, Equestrius reared up,

thrashing the air above the King's head with razor sharp
hooves.

‘Do not harmhim' shouted Nevian, 'his weakness is ny

doing, his faults are ny haste. | have driven this King too
hard. If he raises his sword against nme in anger | amto
bl ane."’

Equestrius stood undeci ded, Orundus hovered, talons
spread, while G annog stood his ground, saliva glistening on
exposed white fangs.

"You shall stand al one, the bonds between us are broken,"
nei ghed Equestrius, the Lord of Horses.

" Al one!"' shrieked O undus, -stooping to Nevian's shoul der.
"You shall be alone and blind in the dark w thout my sharp eyes
to guide you.'

"Alone,' growl ed G annog, |lying down in front of Nevian, his
head across the magician's feet.

"What treachery is this to ruin an enpty victory?' shouted
Hol bi an, crouchi ng, enpty-handed. 'Wat magic tw sts have
you ensnared me with now?'

‘"None, ny Lord, that were not of your own doing,' replied
the magi ci an. ' You have broken the bonds that bound the
War horses, the Battle OM s and the dogs beneath your
standard. It was you who raised your sword agai nst ne.'

Ki ng Hol bi an gl ared darkly across the plateau and

whi spered. ' And now you wi ||l abandon ne here al one on the

edge of night for the N ghtbeasts to destroy, and give ny throne
to anewKing. Is this the final reward for the last Ganite King
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battl e-pressed at the end of a desperate road?

Nevi an st epped forwards, taking the King's hand and | ed

himto stand on the edge of the blackness. 'Lord,' he said,

poi nti ng out the black nightshapes that hurried past across the
twilight, "there are the carriers of darkness, nere shadows that
hol d no nenace. Far and wi de they carry night across al

El undium bringing sleep to the weary and rest to the just.

Why, even to Candl ebane Hall they will come, to weave

anongst the flickering flames, casting soft shadows of beauty in
the light.' Nevian paused seeking for words of confort that
coul d hel p the King.

‘Lord, | did not foresee this sad end to the road; nor can |
change or nend what has taken place. Return now to the

Causeway bel ow and gather together all those that survived
today's slaughter, for we shall neet before the doors of Underfal
as the new sun rises."'

"To name a new Kking,"' hissed Hol bi an, renenbering the
magi ci an's words. 'Lead me back and | shall slaughter every
man . '

"No! None shall sit in your place wthout your |eave.'

"Never! Show himto ne nowand | will finish this day's work
with his death.

Nevi an | aughed, casting the rai nbow cl oak back across his

shoul ders. 'Wul d you cut down the oak tree before it has split
the acorn seed, or spread its first infant root? He is not here,
brave lord, but this place where we stand will be his naking and
you shall know himlong before he wears your shoes. Enough of
this squabbling, we talk of days so far away that even you wll
have forgotten ny words. But renenber, Lord, he will growto
manhood despite all the treachery that surrounds himand he

will love you nmore dearly than his own life.'

"How shall | know him this King? asked Holbian, '"if his
comng is so far away that | shall have forgotten your counsel s?

"He will bring tolife old nenories, ny Lord, and you will see
in himan inmage of things long |ost. Remenber, his comng wll
drive the N ghtbeasts out of Elundium'’

"How can | keep this land worthy of Kingship if | stand al one
agai nst Krul shards' nightnmares?' Hol bi an asked bitterly.

Nevi an sighed, watching for a nonment as the N ghtshapes

filled the heather plateau, bringing the soft evening with them
"Strong men will help you keep this kingdom safe and be at

your side in the dark years ahead.

"Dark years! Enpty thrones! Were can | find these nen

that will help me to keep back the darkness?' cried Hol bian, ful
of despair.
"Lord, | can only tell you what | see, not where you shoul d

| ook for the answers to your fate. Go now and search anobngst
the weckage of this day's battle. Look bel ow upon the
Causeway. Go quickly before night draws its mande of darkness
over those you must find. R de back to the Causeway Fi el ds,
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for with the rising of the new sun the bonds will be broken and
Equestrius, the Lord of Horses, will be free.'

Hol bi an sank on to his knees, weeping, 'Il amlost and truly
al one."

Equestrius noved to Hol bian's side and brushed his soft

muzzl e against the King's arm 'Rise, Lord,' he whinnied

softly, '"and spend the |last nonents of magic in the saddle. Ride
once nore upon the edge of the wind before we part.'

It was twilight now upon the causeway field and griefseened
woven anongst the nightshapes that crowded there. Ghostly
echoes and cries of pain filled King Hol bian's ears as he
wal ked, uncandl ed, through the shadows of his great arny.
Everywhere he | ooked blind, lifeless eyes stared back and
everyt hing he touched had the feel of cold dead flesh, but
somewhere close at hand little nore than a whi spered sob
broke through the cries of death, and the King renenbered
Nevi an's words, 'Gather all the nen that still live.'

Ki ng Hol bi an took the spark fromhis pocket and in its feeble
Iight searched anongst the tw sted bodies of the dead

war hor ses that bl ocked the Causeway road. At |ast he saw where
the voice came from 'Here, boy, give me your hand,' he cried,
settling his armoured boot against the flanks of the Warhorse
that had fallen across the boy. 'Wwo are you, child? he
questioned, casting his eyes over the lad' s battle clothes.

' Thunderstone, Sire,' answered the youth, kneeling beside
the dead Warhorse, stroking his cold nuzzle.

Hol bian lifted the spark above his head and | ooked quietly
fromleft to right before asking harshly, 'Wo sent you here,
child, to fight anbngst the N ghtbeasts?

'The Captains, Sire, they sent all of us, apprentice Gallopers
and Marchers, to face the Gates of Underfall. W were to draw
the ni ght beasts out, Sire.

"And the Warhorses?' asked the King | ooking down at the
Iifel ess bodies.

"The | eader found me,' whispered Thunderstone, his lip

trenbling as tears filled his eyes. 'I was all alone, surrounded by
Ni ght beasts, bl ackness had covered the causeway, Lord. Then

he came, when all hope had fled, and using his great strength

he drove the shadows back, rising up in the clear norning |ight

to take the spears they thrust at ne. He was so beautiful.

Hol bi an | ooked down at the broken, bl oodstai ned spear
shafts driven deep into the horse's side and gently lifted
Thunder stone to stand beside him 'He was a Lord anongst

the Warhorses, child, it should fill your heart with pride that he
spent his strength to save your life. Here, lad, take my sword
and gently cut sone strands fromhis tail, keep themall your

days to remenber his sacrifice and his beauty.'

As Thunder st one bent, blinking back his tears and cutting at
the Warhorse's tail, Hol bian heard other voices crying out in
the darkness across the battlefield.

'Cone, |ad,' he commanded the boy. 'Help ne gather those
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that still |ive beneath our ragged standard.'

King Hol bian lifted the spark high above his head and
wal ked anongst the dead, pretending that he was not afraid of
the coning of the dark.

Nevi an wal ked qui etly anongst the slain, searching for those

not called by Death, laying his healing hands on any with a
beating heart, calling to themin a soft voice, freeing them of
their pledges to the Ganite Kings, but mxed with his words of
freedom he took new prom ses, that if any man should win their
trust through | ove or care, they nust rise again and offer help,
even with their Iives.

Up flewthe remmants of the Battle Birds, to scatter in the
wi nds that tugged at Mantern's slopes, but Silverwi ng and his
brother, Eagle OM, settled for a nonent on Nevian's

shoul ders. He | aughed, reaching up to stroke their chest

f eat hers.

"You two, great birds of war, will have nmuch to do with the
keepi ng of Elundium yet many nestlings will grow old before

you fly to war again. You shall have a great gift, the power to
see in the dark, and you will fear nothing that noves by night

but . . .'" lowering his voice, he whispered, ' . . . already | fear
for King Hol bian; but he nust rule alone even if fear drives
himto light a thousand candles to hold back the night.'

Movi ng anongst the Warhorses Nevian brought his gentle
touch, but for many life had fled forever. Al night he wal ked
the causeway road searching for a thread of life, a whisper
twitch or nmovenent that would heal beneath his hands. Long
bef ore dawn broke, he had gathered all those that he could
mend, but they were few, for his magic could not bring any
back fromthe dead. He bade themto return in peace into the
wild forest, beyond the call of man, 'No nore shall you feel
the saddl e on your backs, or the touch of spur upon your
silken skins . unless in tine, through |ove, you wish it

ot herw se."'

There was one though who stayed when all others turned

to go. She loved the youth who had ridden on her back to war
and wished to stay with him Nevian stood before her,
troubled in his wi sdom "Wy should you | abour in harness
when you have been given your freedon®’

' Thoronhand, the child Gall oper, found nme after wolves

had killed ny nother. Even as they turned to kill nme, a
hel pl ess foal, he junped into their closing circle, slashing at
their blood red eyes with his knife. Afterwards with gentle
hands he built a nmound of stones over ny nother's body,

setting many sharp pointed sticks around it to keep N ghtbeasts
away. | cannot |eave him |ove binds us.'

Nevi an cal |l ed Equestrius to his side saying, 'You nust
stand in judgenent with nme. | have broken the bonds but |
cannot break what [ove has built.'

" Your nane?' conmanded Equestrius, turning his gaze on
to the Warhorse

' Thoron naned me Amarch, near the place where ny
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nmot her's body lies.'

"Whi ch woul d you choose?' snorted Equestrius. 'To be free
to live or bound, as Amarch, to this Hand child, the Gall oper?

"A-life-time of toil, pain and hardship,' added Nevi an
seriously, glancing through the high w ndow on many
t onor r ows.

‘I am Amarch,' the grey nmare snorted; Nevian smled,
wonderi ng at the power of |ove.

"W nust find this child Galloper called Thoronhand if he
lives. One pledge, it seens, shall not be broken. Show me where
he fell.®

Thoron sat in grief. He thought Amarch had been killed and

| ay somewhere anobngst the heaps of dead. He had searched

and searched but he could not find her. Softwas the hand upon
his shoul der, softer still the velvet nmuzzle that brushed agai nst
hi s cheek.

"Amarch, you are alive!' he cried. Nevian stepped back as

Thoron threw his arms about Anmarch's neck, and he spoke

these words as a seer for he saw nuch that they woul d achieve
"Great is the power of love, for it will be with you all your days.
Both joy and tragedy are woven into your lives; men will know

you by your deeds upon the roads of Elundium Mich of your

real greatness will pass them by, Thoronhand, and now join

the King beneath his standard, for | have nmuch yet to do before
the new sun rises.'

"What of Silverwing the ow who came with me to war?'
shout ed Thoron after the receding figure of Nevian

"You will have nany neetings on the roads to Underfall.

call ed Nevian as he drew the rainbow cloak tightly about his
shoul ders, vanishing into the mist. At |last he stood before
Grannog and as he ran his fingers through the War Dog's hairy
coat he whispered, 'Lord of Dogs, | can give you nothing, for
you al ready have | oyalty beyond t he bondbreaki ng, and courage
beyond t he understandi ng of Man. You are already free and

shal | always be so.' G annog barked, wagging his tail and |icked
the ol d magician's hand before turning and bounding into the

dar kness.

Dawn had broken, pushing the grey hours before it. King

Hol bi an stood before the doors of Underfall, waiting for Nevian,
the Master of Magic. About himwere the remants of his great
army. None of his captains had survived the battle for Wrld's
End. He was surrounded by a shadow of the greatness of
yesterday, by nere | ads, apprentice Gallopers and Marchers.

Hi s heart was heavy, he doubted the Ward's words. How

coul d these children keep El undium safe fromhis enem es and
hol d a ki ngdom where better nen had perished, and who

anongst them hel d the seed of greatness that would spawn a king?
H s eyes studied themin the half |ight and his heart darkened.

"Great King!' echoed Nevian's voice fromthe highest gallery.
Sunl i ght caught the patterns of his rainbow cl oak

"l bring you gifts to bind your victory and wi se counsels for
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tomorrow. If Underfall should fall or cone to nothing, the powers
of night will rise again at Wrld' s End. nightbeasts and the
shades of shadows wi |l overrun El undiumand all that you have
won. Guard it well.'

"How, Lord?' shouted Hol bian. 'Wth nothing but underlings
and boys? | cannot call this an arny.'

'Look not on what you see, | ook rather on what they wll
becone. M ghty trees grow from small seeds.

Nevi an descended to stand before Hol bi an.

"Underfall, and each Wayhouse upon the G eenways' edge
must have a keeper chosen from anongst these gathered here.
Let the deeds of yesterday set the neasure of each house.'

"But they are children!

"Think not of themas children. The skill of their arms kept
themalive to stand with you at this place; the courage in their
hearts defeated the shadows they fought against. Your captains, in
their wisdom put themfirst into battle, yet they survived. Now
choose.'

Hol bi an | ooked fromface to face and saw not hing but hal ftraned
awkward yout h and knew that he dare not choose. He

woul d not be a Kingnmaker, nor throw his throne at a child's
feet.

"I cannot,' he replied bitterly, turning away. 'Pick whom you
will, for you see deeper than the last Granite King.'

Nevi an | aughed, taking Marcher Tonbel's hand, he said,
"Child, you shall be the Keeper of Wodsedge. Guard it well,
but I will pledge to you yet another inportant task.

"Lord, | amyour servant. Ask and it shall be done,' cried
Tonmbel , falling on to his knees.

Nevi an cast back the rainbow cl oak and gently lifted Ducl os,
the Swordsman, fromw thin its folds and put himinto

Tonbel's arnms. Dried blood had filled his ears and as his head
slunmped forwards it stained Tonbel's collar.

"This is the greatest Swordsnan El undi um has ever known.

He shall have the mark of the Kingsman on his armand yet he
will not seine you, Lord. Such was the skill of his arns that
al one he broke the shadow circle and stood before the Mster
of nightbeasts, daring to lift a blade against him Krul shards
has shouted himinto deafness and destroyed his bal ance.

Tonbel shall take himand watch over himw thin the boundaries
of Wyodsedge, and there in tinme a little of the greatness

may return.'’

Wth the mddle finger of his right hand he traced a tattoo on
bot h boys' arnms, an ow in blue and gold, holding a sword inits
tal ons.

"This mark binds you to the King. If it should ever fade
Elundiumw Il fall into darkness.

Strange nmmgi ¢ passed before Hol bian's eyes as the norning
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wore away, for as Nevian traced each tattoo he saw the bearers
of the mark as they would be in the fullness of tinme, proud nen
with steady eyes and hearts that feared nothing in the dark. Yet
not one hint or clue did Nevian give as to who would take the
throne of the King.

"Trueflight Orm'called Nevian in a clear voice, 'step
forward, child. Many that stand here today owe their lives to
your steady eye. G ve me your hand, child, and kneel before
your King.'

Trueflight knelt shyly, blushing at being called forward.

Nevi an continued in a loud voice, full of majesty, 'Yesterday,
when these doors burst open and bl ackest shadows filled the
road, when brave nen fled in terror, casting their bows and
qui vers on to the ground, you put fear behind the |ight that
shone in your eyes; you held a whisper of victory and nade
every arrow you shot find its mark until your quiver was enpty

and the Bow of Omlay still in your hand. As the neasure of
your courage | nanme you Archerorm and place into your care
the tower Wayhouse on Stunble HIl. Guard it well, for it rises

above the black |ands of Notley Marsh and holds the road to
Wrld' s End and this fastness of Underfall.

Hol bi an | ooked past the bowed head of the young Archer,

and saw only two the Master of Magic had not called forward.
Nevi an followed his eye, smling before beckoning

Thunder stone to his side.

'Geat deeds have set the measure yet the greatest deed has

so far gone unrewarded, for this child, beyond hope, held the
Causeway when all those around himfell. Wth only a broken

bl ade, and a shattered helm he fought against a wall of

shadows. Thus it was Equion, Lord anpbngst the Warhorses,

found himand gave his life that you, my child, should rise up in
the morning and keep the light forever bright at Wrld' s End.

"Lord,' stammered Thunderstone, falling on to his knees,
tears of shanme coursing down his cheeks, 'I let that beautiful
horse die. | amnot worthy.'

Nevi an reached out his arms and cast the rai nbow cl oak

about the lad's shoulders calling softly, 'Be calm be calm
listen to the nmusic of his hooves; see the sunlight on his silken
skin; be calmand w se, for you are the Keeper of Underfall, the
| ast Lanpmaster in a troubled |and.'

"I't nust be him' nuttered King Hol bian, under his breath,

't he Keeper of Underfall.'

Such was the power of the cloak that all those gathered about
the doors saw not hi ng of Thunderstone's grief but saw a

m ghty warrior, grown to cast a giant shadow, who feared

not hing. He had in his hand a sword, with a silver horse tai
woven into its hilt, that glistened in the sunlight. Beneath the
magi ¢ mantl e, Thunderstone heard again the thunder of

hooves heral ding the norning, and he saw the bl ack wall of
shadows crunble to nothing as Equion rose up to break their
power, taking the bitter shafts of death aimed at his heart, and
he saw t he purpose of the sacrifice.

"Lord,' he whispered, '"although | amnot worthy of the task,
wi || keep back the darkness at World's End all ny days and |ive
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near the place where Equion fell, so | may see such beauty once
again.'

' Keeper, take your sword!' cried Nevian. 'It has great power,
for 1 have bound within the hilt those strands of hair you cut
fromEquion's tail. Keep it all your days as sone small confort
in the dark.' Hi s voice becane a whi sper as he gui ded
Thunderstone to stand with the conpany. 'As much will fall to

ruin, so anongst the chaos you must stand al one and keep a
light burning in the troubled times to cone. Let courage keep
the tattoo bright upon your arm nmy children.

" Thoron. Thoronhand! Come forward, |ad, |last but by no

means |least. You are called before your King.' There was

| aughter in Nevian's voice and his eyes twi nkled with delight.
"Ki ng Hol bian,' Nevian continued, 'there stands before you

one that will have no house to call his own. | could not break the
pl edges between this boy and the great \Warhorse, Anmarch.
Love still binds themtogether. It is no small matter to be

passed off lightly, ny King, for through their |ove you have the
| ast errant rider to serve the Granite Kings. Thoron shall now
be his nane, though no Wayhouse shall bear this title above its
door. Every place fromthis great fortress at World's End to the
nmost |owly woodnan's hut will welcone his presence, for he

will bring hope in the norning and chase fears away at night.

Hol bi an noved forward to take Amarch's bridle but she

reared, striking at the air above the King's head. 'No, Lord,"'
shouted Nevian, pulling the King clear of the glittering,
razorsharp hooves.

' The bonds are broken, you cannot touch the Warhorses or

ever again ask an ow to perch on your shoul der. Amarch chose
to remain with the [ ad, Thoron, and take the nanme that he gave
her. Renmenber ny Lord that it is only Thoron who serves you
the bond of |ove between these two is theirs alone to share.

"Thoron,' Nevian spoke sharply as he led the | ad and Amarch
beyond the great doors, 'beware, child, that your bond of |ove
does not spread a web of jeal ousy across Elundium for you are
bl essed with | ove and you will nmake nuch happen in a long life.
Ohers will hate you for it. Tread carefully and do not step
beyond Wrld's End; that nuch | will tell you. Now go, and

Ki ngspeed on what ever road shoul d press beneath your great
steed' s hooves. Kingspeed!'

Wth the speed of a silver arrow Amarch | eapt down upon
the Causeway road, sparks scattering fromthe rings of stee
upon her feet, and raced for Mantern's Forest.

'"Great King,' Nevian said quietly, taking the King into the
shadows of the inner courtyard, 'I have | aboured hard to keep
El undi um saf e beyond today.'

‘I's it the boy, Thunderstone? WI| he take ny place and stea
my throne?' interrupted the King.

" Enough!' snapped the Master of Magic, his patience at an
end. 'Yesterday you raised your sword agai nst ne and today
your greed for power tranples on the safety of El undium You
try my patience too far!'
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Moving closer to the King, his eyes glittering with anger,

Nevi an continued, 'Yesterday O undus woul d have torn out

your eyes, but | stayed his talons. G annog was ready crouched
to spring at your throat, but | bade himsit and wait. Even

Equestrius pulled hard at the bridle to defend me. | did not spare
your life on the heather plateau before the Gates of Night to
haggl e over thrones. | spared your life and all its weaknesses to

seine the people of this land, to keep Krul shards and the terror
of the shadow circle out of El undium'

Nevi an paused, holding the King with his eyes.

"You have seen all those who survived yesterday's battle

pl edged to serve you with a binding nmark upon their arns;
study it well, my Lord, for as the oW protected ne before the
gates of night so shall they help you to protect this ki ngdom
and keep safe the throne you sit upon.'

Nevi an paused, glancing fromthe King's face to the steep
mount ai n sl opes that shadowed the fortress of Underfall

"Remenber,' he whispered, drawing closer to the King, 'l know
your secret fear of the darkness. It is not ny place to betray
your weakness to | esser nen. You al one nmust carry that

know edge. For only we know that Krulshards hides in the City
of Night. You nust |abour to hold back his black terror until a
greater King can face the darkness!

"Al'l your talk of-Kings and tonorrows,' replied Hol bian
bitterly, 'but what of today, what of the enpty world you have
fashi oned through the bondbreaki ng? How shall | cope with
that, knowi ng that the Warhorses and the Battle OuM s have
returned into the wilderness? WIIl they return? WIl they cone
with the new King and help himto step into ny shoes?

Nevi an wung his hands in despair. 'Lord, Lord, nobody shal
steal it. The one who will be King is as yet unborn, and fate
must travel nmany tw sts before he stands before you and even
then you may not see himfor the |ooking.'

Ki ng Hol bi an | ooked away sadly, seeing in the cold

afternoon light all that his fear of the darkness had cost. 'Tel
me,' he cried, '"who will spawn the King? Tell ne and | shal
guard himfaithfully, as a son, as the nost precious jewel in al
El undium You have my word as the last Granite King!

Nevi an si ghed, seeing beyond the words into the pain of the
King's sorrow and regret that yesterday had | oaded on to his
shoul ders. Reachi ng beneath his rai nbow cl oake he lifted up a
heavy bundl e of cloth that sparkled and flashed in the shadowy
courtyard

"I cannot tell you, Lord, no nmatter how you ask me, who this
new King will be. He nust be allowed to grow to nmanhood al one,
for that will be his naking.

"Then he will be as alone as | am' whispered the King,
shivering as the 'thought of the com ng night cane to him

"No, Lord,' replied the Master of Magic, shaking out the
bundl e of cloth into the shape of a cloak sewn with a thousand
- jewels. Each gem had been cleverly cut to catch and hold the |light.
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"You need never face the darkness alone, ny King. This cloak
will catch the candlelight and give you confort in the dark.'

"This is treasure indeed!' cried Hol bi an.

"It is all you could desire; and probably nore,' answered

Nevi an. 'But hidden in the threads are snags that only w se nen
need not fear. Your saddl e days are over. Government will send

you back to keep El undiumsafe. This gift will lie heavily on your
shoul ders if not used with caution. Keep it well, for it was woven
with a speeding shuttle on a secret | oombefore the grey hours fled
in the face of a new sun.'

"How shall | use it.?" asked Hol bian, forgetting about new Ki ngs
as he caressed the jewels, screwing up his eyes against the
blinding light.

Nevi an shaded his eyes against their |ight and began instructing
the King. 'Each day, as the sunlight fades, put on the

cloak. It will give you strength in the darkness no nmatter how
long the night nmay last. Use the confort it brings to grow wi se;
rebuild and garden the wilderness that war has | eft throughout

El undi um'

'"Ri ches beyond desire,' laughed the King, lifting his arnms and
spiralling until he becanme giddy with the wealth that flashed
before his eyes.

Nevi an frowned at the dancing King. He stretched out a hand

and stilled him 'Riches, ny Lord,' he said sternly, 'are a share
if you hoard themfor their own value. Each jewel in the cloak is
worth a kingdom that is plain to see, but its real value is to
guard you in the dark. Conpare the cloak agai nst a new sunrise
and it is nothing but glittering stones, hold it up against a bl ack
night of howing winds and it is a treasure beyond neasure.

The cloak is but a part of the newworld you will rule. Before
the sun clinbed above the horizon's riml reset the secret door

| ocks of this Wayhouse and every Wayhouse on the roads of

El undium They will open at the first hint of sunlight and sl am
shut before night falls. Let no man step beyond the doors if he
fears the dark. Now you nust rule alone, for you are a great

Ki ng who stands on the threshold of w sdom'

"l can enter the City of Night,' laughed the King, lifting his
spark hi gh above his head, 'and destroy the creatures of
darkness wearing this cloak.'

"No, Lord," answered Nevian, forcefully, '"there is no light to
reflect in that dark place and your spark woul d be swall owed up
one pace beyond the gates. Do not enter the City of N ght

unl ess you overcone your fear of the dark. Be warned. Tread
carefully, nmy King, and trust only those who hold the tattoo
mark. '

Distracted by the wealth about his shoul ders King Hol bi an

was deaf to reason, and he missed Nevian's final words of

counsel for the dark years ahead. Looking up he saw the

rai nbow cl oak fading into nothing, and for a nonent felt the
enptiness of despair as he reached out a hand and touched the

cold granite walls of the grimfastness of Underfall that clung to
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the black mountain at Wrld's End. He shivered, draw ng the
cloak of jewels tightly about him

"Now we shall see,' he muttered, through tight lips. 'Wat
secrets are there in this fortress? Secrets that the Master of
Magi ¢ has hidden fromthe last of the Granite Kings!

Not hi ng?" he cried, drawi ng his sword.

"No, Lord,' whispered Thunderstone, retreating out of the
sword's reach. 'We have searched every chanber, every
gallery, there is nothing but shadows.'

' Shadows!' screamed the King. 'W fought to win shadows?'

"Lord,' a young voice called out, interrupting the King's
anger, 'legend says that this place is the tonmb of Kings. Perhaps
that is why there are only shadows.'

"Tonbs?' shouted the King, his face black with anger. 'l see
no value in tonbs.'

"There are steps that | ead down beneath the earth. Perhaps
they will show us.' The voice tapered off nervously.

'Take me to this place,’ commanded the King, beckoning
the lad and asking his nane.

"Tonbel, Sire,' he replied, 'the Keeper of Wodsedge.

"Wl |, Keeper of Wodsedge, |ead the way. And be qui ck,
night is but an hour away.'

Tombel | ed the King through a naze of enpty courtyards

and passages, each one narrower than the |ast, darker and nore
foreboding, until they reached the cold walls of Mantern's

Mountai n and there in deepest shadows they found the granite

steps that | ed down into the darkness. Tombel shrank back

away fromthe steps; his fear of the dark would not let himgo
forwards. King Holbian lit the spark, and |aughed harshly as

the jewell ed cloak burst into brilliant blinding light, driving the
shadows out of the tiny courtyard

"Stay here, Keeper,' the King hissed. 'You fear the dark and
I can tread where others dare not go.

Hol di ng the spark carefully King Hol bi an descended t he

stairs. He wore a cloak that would drive the shadows out, he
need not fear the dark, yet his hands trenbled and his footsteps
sl owed. He renmenbered Nevian's words of caution and

hesitated. What if the spark failed? Wat if night should
overtake him here al one, beneath the ground? A cold draught

of air touched his cheek, the fingers of death seened to be
caressing his face. He screaned, stunbling backwards agai nst
the steps. The spark bl azed pure white as it flew fromhis hand
and in the moment before it fell, extinguished, he saw themin
the cloak's reflecting light. Blind-eyed they stood anpbngst the
fl eei ng shadows, petrified and agel ess, beckoning to himto
cone forwards and take his place. Stunmbling and scranbling in

t he darkness King Hol bian fled up the ancient stone stairway,
his heart pounding as he raced for the small square of |ight
above. Wth each step he took upwards the cloak grew brighter
until on the | ast few steps he slowed, gathered his faltering
courage and stepped back into the courtyard, a brave and
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powerful Ganite King.

‘"Guard it well," he comanded Thunderstone as he hurried
to |l eave Underfall, shivering under his cloak at the thought of
what waited beneath the cold grey fortress at Wrld' s End.

"Build a great |anp, a beacon on the highest galleries to drive
back the darkness. Do it quickly, before the night cones.'

"Lord, I will," cried Thunderstone, but his words were lost in
the bitter winds that bl ew down from Mantern's Mount ai n.

Seasons cane, blossonmed into fullness, nellowed and decayed.

Leaf noul d thickened the forest floor, muffling the

hoot beats of the great Warhorses as they roaned in secret

freedom The ows kept their own counsel, blending into the

wi | dness that grew about them but little escaped their unblinking
eyes of how badly things stood for King Hol bian, for

he soon forgot Nevian's words anpngst the shouts of those who
sought the treasure that he wore

Thoron saw ruin spreading close on the heels of neglect but

he was powerless to stop the shadows gathering and as the

years passed, even the King refused himan audi ence, for those
that stal ked the cloak of jewels let no man with the tattoo mark

into the towers of granite. Small confort cane to himin the
dark and gave himcourage to keep his pledges to the | ast
Granite King. OMs flew to his shoul ders and the Border
Runners ran at his heels for they knew much of his deeds that
never reached the King's ear and |oved him for as Nevian had
foretold, he brought hope with the norning and feared nothing
in the dark.

As swiftly as Amarch ran, Thoron becane a part of |egends
while he lived, keeping the great G eenways open that |ed
towards Wrld's End, but tinme and wildness overtangled all his
efforts and gradually Underfall fell once nore into dark

whi spers, besieged by the growi ng shadows of Mantern's

Mount ai n.

Thunder st one kept his pl edge, grow ng through need to cast

a giant's shadow between the doors of Underfall. N ghtbeasts
hamrered on the doors and tore at the sheer granite walls, but
none coul d enter without the Keeper's |eave. He stood al one
anongst a world of nightmares, abandoned through the

treachery of those close to the King. Even the wetches sent to
hel p hi m guard the fastness of Underfall arrived in chains,
bound and branded, to end their days in the darkness of

Wrld s End. It becane a place of fear and exile where
Thunder st one drove the condemmed at the point of his sword

to overcome the terrors of the night, and though they hated him
and cursed his nane, he nmade theminto new nmen who, in tine,

wal ked with pride in the half light, and little by little Underfal
rose above the shadows and the | anp set above its highest
galleries burned with a blinding Iight through the darkest years
of King Hol bian's reign.

W thout Nevian's presence King Hol bian soon forgot the

wi sdom of his final counsel and quickly turned his back on al
the Master -of Magic had ever said. He cursed the

bondbr eaki ng and all dabblers in nmagic but nost of all he
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cursed his own fear of the dark, knowing that it would one day
|l ose himthe throne. Sending for his stonemasons and architects
he ordered themto rebuild Candl ebane Hall, and fortify it

agai nst the night.

"Polish the walls,' he commanded the masons. 'Rub them so

snooth that even the tiniest flicker of light will endlessly
reflect. Carve new candle stens and set themin concentric
circles, sone raised, sone |ower, but each nust have a fluted
channel for the nmelted wax,' here the King paused, gathering

his architects into a tight circle. '"Build me a throne, a
centrepi ece rai sed above the tallest candle stemthat | might see
the truth in nen's eyes.

"And the channel for the nolten wax, ny Lord,' asked an
anxi ous voice, 'Wiere do we direct it? Wiat is it for?

The King | aughed, a cruel empty sound that froze the bl ood.
"To test the truth in men's hearts.

Turning, the King overturned two huge candl es, pouring

the nmolten wax that had collected around their wicks into a
stone vessel. Into this he plunged his hand and kept it there
until the wax had cool ed and solidified. Raising the wax
encrusted fist he brought it down agai nst an edge of white
mar bl e, smashing the wax into a thousand pi eces. 'Kings do not
melt in the wax. Kings do not nelt in the fire,' he snarl ed.
"Build the channel for the nolten wax in a curve before ny
throne. There | shall find him there in the heart of the fire
shall find the one who will steal ny throne!’

The cl oak of jewels becane a terrible beacon in those dark
ni ghts of judgenent as the King sought to find the one he
feared. 'Bring himto nme!' he raged, and any poor wetch found
beyond the safety of his house after dark was dragged into
Candl ebane Hall, to face the rising tide of flickering candle
light and the last Granite King, high-throned and terrible

"Can you see in the dark? he would hiss, bending forwards
across the channels of molten wax. 'Only Kings can see in the
dark and only Kings are brave enough to risk the fire and fee
no pain.'

"No, Lord, no,' cried the accused, throwi ng thenselves on to

the King's nercy, but the Chancellors pushed and pulled them
towards the channel s of wax, deaf to their pleading and blind to
their pain, for there was no nercy in Candl ebane Hall, only the
screans of the innocent as their linbs nelted in the wax, rising
up to be | ost anobngst the high, snoking rafters. There the

ni ght shapes wept tears of pity to see such cruelty in the candle
fl anes.

Only in the evening of his days did the King for a nonent
hesitate and see the horror of what he had done, and cone to
know t he true nmeani ng of despair. For he saw fromthe high

wi ndows in the granite towers a river of wax woven with the
webs of his treachery and lies that he had spun to find the
throne steal er, and they choked El undium s beauty. He called
his Chancell ors to Candl ebane Hall, standing them anpngst

the inner circle of candles and he cursed them daring any man
anongst themto step forwards and tell himwhy. Wiy had they

| et him cause such misery and pain to the people of El undiun?
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"Were you blind?" he screamed, smashing frail candle stens
with his clenched fists. 'Wre you deaf to the suffering? Wo
woul d want this throne now that | have kept it so jeal ously?

" You conmanded us, Lord,' whispered Chancellor Proud
purse, 'It is your |laws we obey to keep this rich kingdom safe
fromthrone stealers.

"Rich?" shouted the King. 'Rich?

"Lord,' answered Proudpurse, kneeling before Hol bian, 'the
cloak of jewels is the richest prize in all Elundium W only
sought to protect it fromthe throne stealer.'

Hol bi an | aughed, bitterly, |ooking fromface to face. 'This

pi ece of cloth and col oured stones you value so much is

worthless. Its onlypurpose is to reflect the light. Is this what we
have plundered the people of Elundiumfor? A cloak of

wort hl ess jewel s?'

~Wort hl ess?' gasped Proudpurse. 'Wrthless? echoed the
Chancel | ors, stepping backwards, shaking their heads in disnmay.

"Lord, greatest of Kings,' Proudpurse called out, grow ng
bol d and snatching at the nmonent, 'you cannot say that the
cloak of jewels is worthless. Wy, each stone is worth a

ki ngdom and men would kill each other just to touch it. Lord,
you must not abandon the search for the throne stealer, that
woul d render all our work ampongst the people pointless.

Lord, we know the secrets within the secrets and we have

al most found the one who will take your throne.’

Hol bi an stood for |ong nonments, surveying his Chancellors
whil e wax dripped fromthe burning wi cks and Ni ght shapes

nmoved silently in the high dark corners beyond the candl es
light. He shivered, wondering just how powerful these
Chancel | ors had becone. Cearly he could see the greed and
envy reflecting in their eyes as they watched the cl oak of
jewels but beneath the greed he could sense a terrible lust for
power .

"Fool s!'" he shouted, tearing off a handful of the precious
stones and casting themat the Chancellors' feet. 'These wll
not save you when the Ni ghtbeasts cone, nor will they buy

you a kingdomin the darkness. |If everlasting rlight should fal
agai n who anongst you will take up ny sword and face the
terrors of the dark? Who?

" Ni ght beast s?' whi spered the Chancellors, hesitating in
their scramble for the jewels.

"Yes,' replied Hol bian, stepping up on to the throne's dais
and wrappi ng the cl oak about his shoulders. 'l have heard
them echoes of the terror that | fought and defeated at

Wirl d's End. They have spawned again and are | oose once

nmore in Elundium They are the ones who will snatch this
throne and spread the bl ackness throughout the |land. W

have been blind in our purpose. You!' Hol bian paused,

poi nting a shaking finger at the Chancellors, 'You have turned
your backs on the safety and the welfare of El undiumin your
quest for power and |...' again the King paused, |ooking
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i nwards at his weaknesses and for the first tine spoke of his
dread, 'and | have failed the people of this beautiful |and
through ny fear of the dark, leaving only ruin and chaos as
the inheritance of the one who will take ny throne.

Proudpurse could wait no longer, his fingers ached to
touch the jewels that lay at his feet. 'N ghtbeasts,' he |aughed,

"are a phantomfor those with tattoos on their arns. | fear
not hing. I ama Chancellor.’
"Then you are a fool,' replied Holbian, 'for every bearer of

the tattoo nark knows sonething of the truth of what could one
day return to plague this land, and they would willingly have
shared that know edge with you if you had not driven them
away in your thirst for power. You | aughed in ignorance and
you jest in the shadow of real terror. You do not understand.
Now take the jewels and in their light see a little sense.’

The Chancel | ors rushed forwards, pushing and barging to

snatch up the precious stones, but the nore they fought the |ess
they took and stone after stone slipped through their fingers
and fell into the channels of hot nolten wax.

"Fool s,' whispered Hol bi an, seeing clearly how they woul d
destroy El undi um by squabbling and fighting anong thensel ves
whil e the Ni ghtbeasts would rise to power. Only one

figure did not chase the glittering stones. He stood quite still,
hot wax froma spluttering taper splashing unnoticed on to his
hand.

"Candl eman!' the King called, softly notioning the figure to

come forward. 'Wen the Chancell ors have gone, set the

candl es straight and give ne light that | mght see a way into the
dar kness. "'

The Chancel | ors stopped fighting and each one, it seened

now, had sonething he wished to hide, and they all begged
King Holbian to let them | eave Candl ebane Hall as soon as
possi bl e. He disnmissed themin disgust, turning his mnd back
to the battle for Wrld's End and Nevian's | ast words of

wi sdom

"Where are they, Ironhand?' he asked, turning his gaze
towards the candl elighter, 'Wiere are the bearers of the tattoo
mar k?

I ronhand | ooked towards the King with vacant, childlike

eyes, his left hand i Mmersed in the channel of nolten wax.
"Who, Lord,' he sang, 'calls on the Candleman to send himto
bed. WO Lord, calls on the Candl eman to pour hot wax on his
head?'

"Ironhand!' the King hissed, |eaping fromthe high throne,
"Your hand, can you not feel the hot wax?

I ronhand | aughed, wi thdraw ng his hand and opening it,

pal m upwards towards the King, 'Lord, | amonly here to

pl ease, and to keep for you what you have won. Here, ny Lord,
are the stones fromyour cloak.'

" Throw t hem back into the wax,' Hol bian replied, 'and cone
and sit at the foot of nmy throne, for there is much | nust learn
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before the sun rises.'

Ironhand smled as he knelt at the King's feet, 'Lord, Lord,
am not hi ng but the Candl eman. In the tallow hall where the
candl es are nmade the Master cursed me as an idle child and
pl unged my hands into the hot wax as a puni shment. The
mol t en wax burned the skin fromny hands | eaving themraw
and bl eeding. | was cast out into the darkness to die.'

"And? Tell nme how you grew new hands that~have no feeling.
For that is a strange and powerful nagic.

"Lord, you will kill me if | tell you the truth, for you have
cursed meddl ers in magic.

The King | aughed, searching with his eyes anongst the

candl e flames for eavesdroppers before he pressed the rest of
Ironhand's story fromhim ' The N ghtbeasts are grow ng
strong, Candlenman, | have heard themroaring in the night.
Now is the tine for magic, tell me!

I ronhand swal | owed and searched back into his nuddl ed

menory to find the pieces. 'MWy father, Thoron, had cone to

see you, ny Lord, with grave news, | think, but the Chancellors
drove himout of the city and he found nme in the shadows of the
Great Gate, bleeding and raw fromthe nolten wax. He took

me by strange and dangerous paths into a place of tall trees and
there | saw a tall nan wearing a rai nbow cloak. It was put across
my hands and | wept as the pain left ne.'

" And Thoron brought you here to Candl ebane Hall,' interrupted
the King, 'and he begged me to take you in as a fool and a
witless sinpleton, into service as a candlelighter.’

"Lord, the price for my hands was ny wits. | ama sinple man
who knows not hing.'

"Yet the Master of Magic touched you with the rai nbow cl oak, '
muttered the King, darkly, '"and | took you in out of |ove for your
father for he served ne well until the Chancellors drove hi mout.
There is nore to this than sinple magic. Have you a son

Candl eman? Have you?

The candl el i ghter shook with fear, 'Do not kill him ny Lord,
he is dull-witted |like his father and a baby anongst the w cks and
snuffers of this great hall.’

Ki ng Hol bi an | aughed and drew the Candl eman up until their

faces were alnost touching. 'It is the Chancellors you nust fear

for they will kill you both if you so nuch as dip a finger into the hot
wax. Be warned, Ironhand, the Chancellors have grown into a

terrible power in this city. W nust hide your son sonewhere,

somewhere the Chancellors will never think of looking for him

just as Nevian hid you here in Candl ebane Hall.

"Lord, | amnothing,' protested |ronhand.

"Quiet! Play the fool for the Chancellors, not for ne! Now
listen. Nevian once predicted that the one who would take this

throne nmust grow to manhood al one, and yet if | |eave your son
unhel ped he will grow to be ignorant and ill-prepared to face the
Chancellors and they will find himeasy nmeat to kill."'

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferie...ndium%201%20-%20The%20Road%20to%20Underfall.txt (27 of 189) [6/4/03 10:55:55 PM]



filex/l/F|/rah/Mike%620Jeff eries/Mike%20Jef f eries%20-%20L oremasters¥%6200f %20El undium%201%20-%20T he%20R0ad%20to%20Underfall .txt

King Hol bian left the throne and descended to the inner circle
of candles and there trod a shadow on the snooth polished fl oor
as he paced the night away, going over and over in his head those

words of Nevian's that he could remenber. '| have it!' he cried at
|l ast just as the grey hours were filling the sky. 'Tormorrow | shal
pass a law that all the children of Candl ebane Hall nust attend
the Loremaster in the Learning Halls. He will not grow up in

i gnorance but he will become well-prepared to face the
Chancellors and they will never think to | ook anmongst their own

for the throne stealer.'
"Lord, shall | bring himto you before the new sun rises?

"No! no!' cried Hol bian, renmenbering clearly now the w zard's
words. '|I must remain ignorant of him Even his nanme you nust

not utter and if he cones into this hall to sene you | nust not see
him So go now in peace, Candl enan, and guard our secret well,

for we shall have to be clever and cunning to outwit the
Chancel l ors.'

"Who, Lord, calls the Candleman . . .' sang Ironhand, as he
moved anongst the candl es extinguishing the bright flanes with
his snuffer. 'Wio calls on the Candl eman to pour wax on his
head . . .’

"Who indeed?' nuttered the King, retreating into the Granite
Towers. Wearily he clinbed the circling steps until he reached

the hi ghest w ndow that would face the new sunrise, and there he
paused to | ook across the Granite City and think of all the changes
he must nmake. Below, the city had awakened to the hint of the

new dayl i ght. Cooking fires hazed the air with thin spirals of blue
snoke and criers noved anpngst the crowded houses shouting

the people out. King Hol bian swept his gaze across a forest of

weat her - bl eached sl ate roofs, followed the ribbon-w nding | anes

and dark alleyways until they were lost in the shadows of the outer
wal s, and there, built in rough grey granite, stood the stables and
the breaking yards. Once the first Iine of defence against the
wor |l d outside, nowthe King trenbled to see themfallen into such
negl ect, weed-choked and desolate in the early dawn |ight.

"My Chancellors are fools to think that stone walls and strong
doors will keep the Nightbeasts out. Where are the Gall opers and
their proud nmounts? Who can help nme?' he wept, resting his head
in his hand. 'There is so much | cannot change al one.

As if in answer to the King, the clear singing voice of the
Candl eman rose up out of the narrow streets that lay in the
shadows of the Ganite Towers. 'Wo calls on the Candl eman to
put himto bed? Wio calls on the Candleman to |ight himto bed?

Wthin the nuth of Night

H dden fromthe sun beneath a mllion tons of rock the City of
nFi ght brooded in silence.

'Leaves,' a voice whispered, gathering the tunnellers into a
tight circle.

'Yesterday was full of pain and today will be as bl eak when the
Ni ght beasts drive us to work, but while they sleep we will share
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the light.'

Leaf bowed his head and brought his hands together as if

hol ding a delicate cup. Then he began, as the Master of Magic

had taught him to build the point of light. He used the tree
picture, the one with all the |eaves in golden colours, bending in
the wind. The point of light grew, warm ng his hands. He passed

it on to the next tunneller who took up the story and so it went the
rounds of the circle.

"Tell us the story of the great black \Warhorse,' whispered
Wl ow Leaf, interrupting the Elder who had taken up the story of
the bending tree. 'The one who haunts the tunnels. |Is he real ?

"He is real, WIllow,' replied Leaf the Elder, sniling in the
darkness at the young boy, 'and he is a great blessing to us, for he
hunts the N ghtbeasts and they walk in fear of him'

'Have you seen hinP' questioned WIlow, his heart beating
faster.

"Hush, child, the N ghtbeasts are near!’

"Why does he cone here?' persisted the child. '"If | were free
woul d . '

"Hush, hush, WIlow ' snapped Leaf the El der, taking back the

point of light and holding it against his chest in his cupped hands.
"I will tell you when he first appeared if that will silence your
questions.'

Wl ow grinned, knowi ng how much the Elder loved to talk
about the Warhorse.

"It was after the noise of the Geat Battle had di ed away.

Krul shards returned, surrounded by the N ghtbeasts in the
shadow circle. It seemed fromtheir talk that the Ganite King
had won the battle but he was afraid to follow the Master of

Ni ghtmares into the darkness. It was a tinme of great despair for
us, as new N ghtbeasts were spawned in the |ower |evels of the
darkness and we wept, waiting patiently for the signs the
magi ci an had spoken of.'

"But what about the Warhorse? \What of hinP?' asked WII ow,
impatiently. The El der had never spent this long telling how he
had arri ved.

'"He comes to protect the horses that the Nightbeasts stea
fromthe I and of Elundiumand to put to work pulling the
rubbl e sl edges here in the City of Night. But you nust be
careful not to get in his way.'

'Has he ever harned a tunneller? asked WII ow.

"Never! Not a single hair has he ever touched anmpbngst us.

Why, long ago, just after he first appeared, | saw himand felt
the wind he stirred up as he gall oped past.' Lowering his voice,
al most as if speaking to hinself, the el der added, 'he could have
crushed me to death, but he left me crouchi ng agai nst the

tunnel wall, unharmned.’

A slight noise distracted Wllow fromthe Elder's tale and
broke the pictures in his mnd. There was a scuffle beyond the
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arch where the sl edging horses stood. WIllow started to ri se,
pushing a hand into the deep heavy dust; he froze, half
standing, as a great black shape noved silently through the
arch. It paused, and soft eyes surveyed him searching his soul
and held himstill. WIlow s heart was poundi ng and the sound
of his own blood thundered in his ears. To see such beauty, to
see the Warhorse, it was beyond any words the El der could

whi sper. The great arched neck and rippling sheets of nuscle,
the power and the majesty - all this was standing so close to
him Drips of water splashed into the pools and the group

huddl ed around the Elder, |istened to his whispering, oblivious
that the horse stood al nost cl ose enough to touch them A
voice within WIlow s head conmanded himto be still and

silent. It was not a threat, just a command. Wllow felt his fear
melt away and a great excitenent bubbled up inside him

Not hing i ke this had ever happened in any of the Elders
stories. He blinked his large round eyes and the Warhorse

di sappeared. He searched the shadows, wondering if it had

been a dream Quietly he struggled to his feet and crept to
where he had seen the horse; gingerly he felt the ground,
spreading his fingers and there, pressed into the dust, were
hoof prints, far larger than any left by the shackled horses. It
had not been a dreamafter all. Quietly WIlow took his place
amongst the circle of tunnellers, but he felt somehow different,
changed fromthe scrawny youth who had started the Elder

whi spering the story of the Warhorse. To those about hi m he
still |ooked the sane person, WIIlow Leaf, the rubble sledge
boy, but he had seen the Warhorse and had heard hi m whi sper

hi s name. The edges of a great adventure were at his fingertips.

Wth cracking whips and roaring voices the N ghtbeasts

appeared to drive the tunnellers to work, and as the group split
up to scurry to the rock face Leaf the Elder clung on to
WIllow s sleeve, for he had seen the change in the boy's eyes.

'One day our people will be free again. You have a part to

play. | see your fate spun in choices, and the right choice will set
us free. Renenber, boy, if you ever cone face to face with the
Mast er of Ni ghtbeasts, tread on his shadow.'

"What choi ces? What shadow?' cried WIIlow, grabbing the
Elder's frail arm 'I| know nothing but the black tunnel and the
grating sl edge.'

A lash cracked across the Elder's back and sent himreeling

in the dust, a clawed foot crushed his rib cage hard agai nst the
ground and, as life fluttered out of his broken chest he

whi spered to the boy, 'Follow your heart, child; let it make any
choi ce you have. And tread on the nightbeast's shadow, it
renders hi m hel pl ess.

Gitty tears blurred the sledge as Wllow grieved the Elder's
death but the old mare he | ooked after pulled hard agai nst the
traces and often rubbed her face against his in the dark wi nding
tunnel s, and through his | oss a great bond grew between them

Her vel vet-soft nuzzle brushed away his tears and bot h of

them sensed Equestrius near at hand.

W1l ow worked the sledge during the nonths that followed

the Elder's death. His back grew raw fromthe |lash and he took
many beatings meant for the old mare to ease her plight. He
had nanmed her Evening Star, for she had a splash of white on
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her forehead and he inagi ned that was what a star |ooked |ike.
During the short rest periods he would |ie beside her and touch
the star and dream of a thousand white points of |ight across the
tunnel roof, just like the night sky in the Elder's stories, dark
and yet full of light. And then he wept.

Wl low sank into hinself and spent all his tine with the old
horse. He kept his distance fromthe other nenmbers of the
group and a bitter resolve grewin himto avenge the Elder's
deat h, but how? The N ghtbeasts were giants agai nst him

Their arrmour nmade of strips of other beings' skins was tough
and it rattled when they noved, and could not be cut by any
metal he knew of. Their scythes or whips or spears were al ways
in their hands and they were rough and very quick for all their
size. But he woul d avenge sonehow.

Wllow, in his anger, devel oped the habit of clenching and

uncl enching his hands deep in the dust and sifting it through
his fingers. Sitting by the mare one freezing night, sifting in the
dust, a sharp pain made himcry aloud, and gingerly with

drawi ng his hand he found, sticking in his niddle finger, a
treasure beyond belief. Hanging froma bl eedi ng puncture

wound, gleaming dully in the dark, he saw a | ong broken

splinter of steel froman ancient blade. A hand's span long, stil
razor sharp along its cutting edge, jagged on the fractured side,
it ran down to a needle point. No King or wizard could have
granted a better gift to little WIllow. The tunnellers had only
the rags they stood in, even the nmeagre scraps of food they ate
were thrown down to themto eat off the floor. No tools to eat
with, or bowls to eat from But chance, or fate, or magic noves,
had armed young WIllow with a deadly bl ade whi ch he quickly

hid inside his ragged shirt and the touch of cold netal against
his dirty skin made him feel strong, and his hands itched to use
it. He snuggled in tight to his horse's side and closed his eyes to
sl eep. Dreans tunbl ed through his mnd. Dreams of swords
flashing high in the sun that he had never seen, of gall oping
horsenen on rolling hills with a forest of gl eam ng spears above
their heads. He stunbled in his dream and cane awake, the
jolting that had woken himwas a small convul sion in the old
mare's side. He put his hand gently on her and felt a kick

agai nst his hand. Puzzled, he felt her ears and her neck. She
did not seemdistressed. So much had happened since the

War horse had first appeared; he shrugged and drifted back to

sl eep, eager once again to ride with the spearnen.

Near him a horse nickered softly as Equestrius, the great

bl ack Warhorse, noved closer to Star, blowi ng her a gentle
greeting and snelling her side just above WIllow s head. His
lips and nostrils brushed over WIllow s sl eeping face and he
saw in a vision the boy ride to war with him N ghtbeasts fel
beneath his gall opi ng hooves and the sun streaned through his
flying mane. Wllow tightly held the jagged bl ade which
glittered and flashed in the sunlight.

The Passi ng of Thoronhand

'Late again, Candl ebrat Hand!' snarled the Lorenmster,

advancing on the ill dressed youth hovering in the doorway.
"Get to your place before | thrash the daylight out of you. Move
boy, nove!’
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Pi nchface, the Loremaster, struck out with the lash, cutting
across the back of Thane's knees, felling himw th one stinging
stroke. 'Boy, it was a black day that our King sniled upon the
rabbl e who serve at Candl ebane Hall letting them!|oose to stea
alittle learning, for it is a dangerous thing anong the ignorant.
Is that the truth ny boy!

"Yes, Sire,' ThAne replied, feeling the blood heating his
cheeks.

"Yes, Sire,' mnicked the Loremaster, wi nking at the other
boys seated in the Learning Hall, 'What else, boy?

"Sire, | ama Candlebrat from. Thane hesitated, |ooking
down at the rough string shoes and ragged | eggi ngs he wore.

He coul d see without |ooking and hear without |istening, the
cruelty in the Chancellors' sons who filled the hall. They were
waiting until the Loremaster had dealt with himthen they,

wi t hout nercy, would tornent him It was the Lore of the

Learning Hall just as it was the Lore of the Granite City.
' Chancel l ors are the power of El undium and their w shes are
the will of the people.’

"What el se, boy?' pronpted the Loremaster, an edge of
impatience in his voice. Thane lifted his head and brushing
back untidy straw coloured hair fromhis pale blue eyes faced

the assenbled class. 'Lord, | ama Candl ebrat from

Candl ebane Hall. | amignorant, ill-mannered, unlearned and
unt aught . '

"Uncl ean,' sniggered Silverpurse, Chancellor Proudpurse's
son.

"Uncout h!' | aughed anot her.

' Boys! Boys!' called out the Lorenmaster, finding it difficult to
suppress his delight at nocking the children of Candl ebane

Hall, for he hated them and their |ow beginnings. 'That is
enough, ny children,' he chided gently.

Turning cold eyes back to Thane he instructed himto go to

his place below the other learners and sit on the broken stoo
that had only two legs. 'And pay attention, Candlebrat,' he
roared, 'for today | shall teach you of the Gall oper who won the
battle for Wrld' s End.

Thane forgot the pain behind his knees and carefully

bal anci ng on the stool waited on every word the Loremaster
uttered, eagerly longing to hear how his grandfather, Thoronhand,
had fought his way through the black mass of Ni ghtbeasts,

urgi ng Amarch, the beautiful grey Warhorse, towards

the fortress of Underfall

' Morni ng was breaking into a glorious new daylight and the

ranks of Ni ghtbeasts covered their eyes against the Iight before
the gates of Underfall.' The Loremaster paused and | ooked

into each upturned face and saw the picture he had begun to

pai nt. 'Bravepurse, the Mghty,' he continued, letting his voice
fall to little nmore than a whisper, 'drove Amarch forwards,

sl ashing-at her sweating flanks with the flat of his sword. Fear
was in her eyes but he forced her on at spur point, for he was
the strongest and nost feared Galloper in all El undium always
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first into battle and always lifting nen's hearts with the skill of
his sword."'

"It is aliel' Thane cried, junping to his feet and interrupting
the Lorenmaster. Anger boiled in his heart and his fingers

cl enched and uncl enched at his sides as he fought to control his
voi ce. For fifteen whol e suns he had done his father's bidding
and kept a bridle on his tongue while the Loremaster told lie
after lie and the Chancellors' children bullied and beat him

but they would not call Amarch a coward or say that a

Chancel | or had sat on her back. 'There were none! None in al

El undium be he Chancellor or King, who dared to put a hand

on Amarch. Only ny grandfather, Thoronhand, was all owed

to ride upon her, for there was a bond of |ove between them'

The white-lipped rage in the Loremaster's face and the grim
stares of hatred fromthe Chancellors' sons should have halted
Thane, but he ran on, defending the great Warhorse without
pausing for breath. 'Wen ny grandfather died somewhere in

the wi |l derness beyond this city Amarch cane to us, wounded,
and asked for help but your fathers were deaf to her cries and
| ocked the city against her. For three whol e daylights she
screaned and nei ghed, pawing at the Great Gates before she
turned away and vanished into the wild |l ands. How can you say
that a Chancel |l or ever rode upon her back!’

Thane's voice fell away to nothing. He stood defiantly in the
silence knowi ng that he had said nore than enough to be
throwmn into a vat of nolten candle wax in Candl ebane Hall. Al
that renmi ned now was for the Loremaster to call for the
Learning Hall guard, but he did not nove. The silence
continued; bees hunmmed beneath the wi ndow sill and sunli ght
streamed through the vaulted wi ndows. Dust eddied in gentle
draughts and caught by the sunlight fornmed patterns that
shifted, broke and reforned, al nost inperceptibly, as the
Lorermaster rose and turned towards the door. The patterns
changed again and re-arranged t hensel ves into the shape of a
man, old beyond time, heavy with wi sdom who had about his
shoul ders a rai nbow cl oak.

"Stop!' comranded the ancient figure, pointing his finger at
the Lorenmaster. 'For too | ong you have twisted the truth and
whi spered lies in the pictures you paint. Come forward now
and tell us the truth of this great kingdom'

"Lord,' cried Pinchface, falling on to his knees, 'l only do as
the Chancellors command. It is the |aw to obey.'

Nevi an | aughed and shook the rainbow cloak, filling the
Learning Hall with blinding colours. "Am| not stronger than a
t housand Chancel | ors?

The Loremaster cried, burying his head in the folds of his
cloak. 'Lord, Lord, | ambut a servant.'’

"Then serve ne and all of this great city by telling the truth,
for without it you are lost, stunbling on the edge of everlasting
darkness. Cone to ne, Lorenaster, and teach these children

the truth.'

Wth that the voice faded and the rai nbow cl oak changed
into many pictures that matched the droning Loremaster's
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voice as he told the learners the truth of the great battle for
Wrld' s End and the fortress of Underfall. 'Ni ghtbeasts issued
out of Mantern's Muuntain in black waves of terror, hideously
spreadi ng the shadows of death across the Causeway Fi el ds.

The nen of El undi um coul d not | ook upon themand turned to

fl ee but Ducl os, the Swordsnan, gathered all those that could
hear his voi ce above the Ni ghtbeasts' screans and on to each

one he tied a blindfold of white silk. "Look into the cloth," he
whi spered to each man, "and listen only to my singing. Follow
nmy voice."'

"And the Gallopers,' pronpted Nevian.

" Thoronhand, my Lord, he galloped on to the causeway

upon the Warhorse, Amarch, and found all the Gallopers
mlling about in disorder. Terror had nade the common
horses shy and their riders were seized with panic. He

mar shal | ed theminto quiet ranks and | ed them towards
Underfall and al ways Amarch was a | ength ahead, rearing and
pl ungi ng, where the Ni ghtbeasts were thickest.

"And the Archers? How did they fare in this battle?
questi oned Nevi an.

"Lord, Tonbel, the Marcher, had rallied the Marchers tine

and agai n but the black waves of Ni ghtbeasts drove him
backwards until they fought in the shadows of the great dyke
besi de the causeway road. Trueflightorm the Archer, saw
Tombel ' s plight and formed those Archers he could find into a
strike, and he |l ed them deep into the Ni ghtbeasts' black
shadows and the song of the Geat Bow of Omlifted the
Marchers' hearts and they swept up out of the dyke across the
causeway fields, bright swords flashing in the sunlight.'

Nevi an | aughed, ' Truth has such beauty. But what of our
Ki ng and his Chancel | ors?’

Pi nchf ace | ooked nervously at the Master of Mgic and saw
beyond the col oured cloak and the twi nkling eyes a terrible
power, far greater than anything he had ever seen before. 'King
Hol bi an feared nothing, my Lord, tirelessly he fought upon the
rai sed Causeway sending crescent after crescent of the riderless
War hor ses gal | opi ng agai nst the Ni ghtbeasts' spears. He called
upon the ow s and they honoured their pledge, plunging in

countl ess stoops froma clear sky to tear at the N ghtbeasts
eyes. "'

"But the Chancellors, what of the Chancell ors?' insisted
Nevi an.

"They, ny Lord, could not face the black terror of the
Ni ght beasts and stayed here in the Granite Cty, governing the
peopl e and keeping everything in order for the King's return.

Nevi an turned towards Thane and his ancient face softened

into a snmle that the other |earners did not see, and he spoke in
gentle tones that only Thane could hear. 'You cried out for
justice, Thane, a dangerous thing to do anongst the

Chancel l ors' sons, for now they know the truth and will hate
you all the nore for it. Prudence should have stopped your
t ongue. '
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"lord,' whispered Thane, stepping backwards and tri pping

over the broken stool, 'l did not nmean to incur your rage, only
nmy grandfather brought Amarch into the Ganite Gty before

he died. He let ne sit on her back and he called oW s down out

of the sky to perch on the pommel and the cantle of the saddle

while he told nme all about the world beyond the city walls. And

- and, the Loremaster always seens to |ie about what really
happened. "’

'Be at peace, child, the Lorenmaster nust tell the truth while

am here. Listen and watch for the tale he is about to tell you. It
is of the Lord of the Warhorses, Equestrius, but as the pictures
fade run for your life, for I cannot undo your foolishness here in

the Learning Hall. Take the secret alleyways and dark | anes
that |l ead down to your father's house that shelters in the
shadows of the great wall. Tell himwhat has happened here

today. Renmenber! Go by the dark alleyways, the Chancellors
sons will not follow you into the shadows.'

'Legends tell us that Equestrius is the Lord of Horses. He is
as black as night's shadows and as fast as the Eastwi nd. He first
appeared in Elundium at the begi nning of King Hol bian's
struggl e agai nst the Ni ghtbeasts and he hel ped himto drive the
ni ght mares towards Wrld' s End. Great herds of Warhorses
gal | oped besi des the nen of El undium and they feared nothing

in the shadows. Equestrius gave all the Warhorses their
freedomafter the battle for Wrld' s End and they now roam
wherever they please. It is a foolish man who goes anywhere
near the Warhorses for Nature armed themwth rings of stee
upon their feet and they m strust us.'

The voice of the Loremaster receded as Thane watched the

pi cture change into a desol ate place of sheer cliffs, broken
pat hs, thorns and tangl ed undergrow h. Am dst this weck of
Nat ure, hard against a black nmountain, stood a grimfortress.
On its uppernost iron edged galleries one light burned. It

| ooked to Thane as he had i magi ned Underfall would | ook, it
mat ched the place in his grandfather's stories of Wrld' s End,
but there was nmovement in the picture. Horses cane and went,
hard-pressed with fear on their heels. Sparks scattered from
their hooves in the dark and gl oony cobbl ed yards. There was a
flash of mail shirts and swords beneath the Gall opers' cl oaks.
The rai nbow cl oak swirled, scattering the picture, and as it
faded into nothing a grey Warhorse reared up, pierced with
many Ni ght beasts' spears.

" Amarch!' Thane cried, recognising the Warhorse. The sun

had noved behind a m ghty buttress and the Learning Hall was
full of shadows. Nevian had vani shed. Thane was al one anobngst
the Chancellors' sons.

"Stone him' voices cried out.
"Melt himin the wax, the filthy Candl ebrat!' joined in others.
"Tear out his tongue,' hissed Silverpurse, rising to his feet.

Thane noved qui ckly, dodgi ng and ducki ng anongst the

hands that reached out to stop himand reached the doorway
ahead of the nob. For a nonent he turned and stood his ground,
"Truth! Know the truth!' he shouted. Then, |aughing, he turned
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and fled for his life, running as hard as he could through the nmaze
of corridors towards a |little used entrance at the back of the

Learning Hall. Behind himhe could hear the clanour of pursuit
as others joined in the chase but al ways above their angry shouts
he coul d hear the Lorenaster's curse -'Kill the Candl ebrat and

curse the nane of Hand!'

Thane | eapt through the doorway out into the afternoon

sunlight and ran down the stone steps, four at a tine, left and right
he turned, jostling and pushing his way through the crowded

streets. Quickly he dived into the first dark all eyway that woul d

| ead hi m home and stopped for breath, listening for the sounds of
pursuit.

"Kill the Candl ebrat!' echoed through the busy streets, but
nobody turned aside into the dark alleyways that |ed down to the
Great Wall. Thane smiled in the half-light, and carefully worked
his way hone, thankful that the high city dwellers feared the

al | eyways or what they thought dwelt in their shadows.

I ronhand could hear the Lorenaster's curse as the nob

conbed the well-lit upper streets of the city and he feared for his
son's life. Just after darkness fell he heard the outer door softly
open and waited for the closing click of the latch before he lit his
Candl eman' s spark and | ooked into his son's face.

"Fool ! he whispered harshly, unstrapping his | eather belt and
raising it to beat the boy. 'Al these years | have kept you safe and
well hidden in the Learning Hall, all for this!'

He pointed with a dirty tall ow stained finger towards the upper
circles of the city where the chant of the Chancellors' sons could
still be heard, '"Kill the Candlebrat, Kill the Candlebrat!’

"They will sack the city, boy, mark ny words! Watever you
have done today many poor souls will have to pay for it.'

"Father!' Thane cried, falling to his knees, 'I called the
Loremaster a liar and Nevian, the Master of Mgic, the one
whose nane we are forbidden to say, came and nade the
Loremaster tell the truth. Father, the rai nbow cloak was so
beautiful !

Ironhand smled in the soft light of the spark, remenbering

when he had seen the cloak so many suns ago. 'Tell me about it,
child,' and Thane told himall that had happened in the Learning
Hal | .

After Thane had finished |Ironhand whi spered to himas he
extingui shed the spark, 'I nust go to Candl ebane Hall for | amthe
Candl el i ghter."'

"No!' The Chancellors will kill you for what | have done. Let
me go in your place. I amnot afraid.

I ronhand smled and then | aughed in the darkness, a dry sound
without any joy in it. 'Thane, you could not take ny place any

nmore than | could take yours. A mllion candles will not nelt away
what happened today in the Learning Hall just as all that light wll
not stop the nightshapes entering Candl ebane Hall. The

Chancellors will not nelt you nor would the Bondsnman be

waiting to take you away in chains. If you step into that place the
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Chancellors will kill you two paces fromthe door. You have made
them see the truth, or even worse, you have nmade their sons see
the truth!'

"But if what happened goes unpuni shed, the night will grow
angry. That is the Lore, isn't it? Thane asked.

"I amthe sinpleton! You are the one who has had the | earning.
Listen to ne, boy, for even | know a little of the truth. N ght pays
no heed to Candl ebane Hall but cones no matter how many

candles | light.

"But what of the N ghtshapes? | have seen themin
Candl ebane Hall. They will take me if . . .°

"No!" shouted Ironhand, his patience at an end. 'They are

the harm ess carriers of the darkness. It is not against theml
Iight the candl es. Forget what the Loremaster told you. The

real fear in Candlebane Hall is the King's fear of the dark, and
the greatest danger there is the Chancellors' power. Now go to
your room and wait on mny return.

Thane clinbed the narrow stairway and crept into his
grandfather's enpty room It was nmusty and danp fromthe

| ack of use yet here he did not feel alone or afraid. He

whi spered to Thoron in the darkness, touching the bit rings
Amarch used to wear and setting themjingling with the nusic
of the Greenway turf. '| bet there are plenty of people out there
inthe wild world who can renenber you w thout seeing a

rai nbow cl oak or can speak your nanme w thout a pack of

bl ood- hungry Chancellors on their heels.' Thane put his head
agai nst the cantle of Amarch's saddl e and wept, renenbering
the last part of the vision in the Learning Hall

"What shall | do?' muttered |ronhand over and over as he
wal ked towar ds Candl ebane Hall.

'"Go not into Candl ebane Hall tonight w thout a body to cast
into the nolten wax.'

"Who is that?' asked Ironhand, searching the shadows, 'Wo
calls on the Candleman like a thief, afraid to show his face?

"Who i ndeed? Who el se would waste his tinme on Candl enen

and their brats but |, Nevian, the nover of small things. | have
come to warn you and to direct you down into the Breaking
Yards outside the city wall. There you will find the body of a

young | ad who died today in the sand school beneath the
hooves of the wild horse nobody can tanme. The body is yours to
take if you are brave enough to go beyond the safety of the city

and claimit.'

"How can | enter the breaking yards? The city is closed
agai nst the night,' asked the Candl enman.

"Follow the death bell and it WIIl show you a little used tunne

that buriers travel to collect the dead fromthe breaking yards. But
hurry, the Chancellors are growing inpatient with every flicker of
the candle's flane.'

Ironhand hurried down into the shadows of the outer wall and
waited for the buriers' cart. He shivered with dread and |i stened
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for the toll of the single bronze bell that would herald its arrival
He thought of his father, Thoron, and the trouble he had caused

the fanmily with his tal k of Warhorses and Kings. C ose by he

heard the runbl e of iron-hooped wheel s across the cobbl es and

saw the Buryman's cart piled high with the day's deat hs.

"Buryman,' he called softly, reaching out and nuffling the

bronze bell with his hand, 'ny son was killed in the breaking yards
today. Let ne buy the honour of bringing his body hone to rest

for a daylight with us. Here in paynent are two pure tallow

candl es.’

The Buryman snatched the candl es and peered closely into
Ironhand's face. 'Fetch him carry him do as you please. There,
through that hole, that's the way to carry the dead.

"Where? | cannot see an entrance?

"There!' | aughed the Burynman, pointing down to a | ow archway
close to the ground.

I ronhand thanked the Buryman and crawl ed into the darkness.

Bl ack echoes ran past him unseen ni ghtmares touched his hands

and face. 'l amthe Candl eman!' he shouted at the darkness, '| do
not fear the dark!' and his tormentors faded into silence. Starlight
suddenly bl azed above his head and a deep voice called out his

nane.

"Ironhand! What are you doing in the Buryman's tunnel ?

I ronhand strai ghtened his back and breathed a sigh of relief,

' Breakmaster! | have cone for the boywho di ed beneath the wild
horse's hooves. | have great need of a body to throw into the
nmol ten wax.'

"I have heard ugly runmpurs that the Chancellors hunt a
Candl ebrat. Wat is he to you?

"They hunt ny son,' answered |Ironhand, spilling out his
heart before the Breakmaster, 'and | nust save himif | can.

Br eaknmast er | aughed, putting his arm around Ironhand' s

shoulder, 'l will save himfor you, old friend. W will hide him
here in the breaking yards. It will be a hard life, full of danger,
but at | east he will be beyond the Chancellors' reach. He can

take the place of the boy who died today, few saw the death and
less will care who pushes the broom or carries the bucket

tomorrow. Send him by the Buryman's tunnel before the new

sun rises. He will be safe with ne.

Hunbl y thanki ng the Breakmaster, |ronhand dragged the

young corpse through the tunnel into the Granite City. The
Buryman's cart had noved on, and far away on the opposite

side of the city he could hear the nournful toll of the bronze
death bell. The street was silent and enpty. I|ronhand

shoul dered the cold lifeless body and hurried up through the
darkened city towards Candl ebane Hall and the Chancellors

wr at h.

I ronhand paused to catch his breath beside the outer wall of
the Candle Hall and, putting his body into the shadows of a
rising buttress, he could hear the nuffled shouts of the
Chancel l ors inside and, noving closer, pressed his ear against
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the snooth stone wall to listen. Unknow ngly he had chosen a
pl ace where the channel for the nolten wax | eft Candl ebane
Hal | and passed into the tallow house. Clearly he could hear
each word and secret whisper frominside the hall

"How many nmore will you kill?' he heard the King shout,
def ensively, fromthe high throne.

"Every Candl eman, and all their children. The Candl eman's
boy, he must be cast into the channel of wax. He brought the
magi cian into the Learning Hall to tell a pack of lies to our
children. He nust be punished.'

" Chancellors! He is dead!' Ironhand burst through the inner

circle of candl estens and flung the body he had carried

through the city across the polished nmarble floor towards the

channel of nolten wax. It turned once, bruised arns and | egs
splaying out in the shape of a star. The head twi sted, staring
blindlyinto the Chancellors' faces showi ng broken teeth and torn
cheeks as it slid past and fellwith a splash into the channel of wax.

Pr oudpur se sprung forwards and grabbed one of the dead

boy's feet and pulled the body out of the wax. Turning it over he
exam ned the face, 'Is this your son, Candl eman? Cone forward

and answer ne!'

I ronhand reluctantly cane forwards, winging his hands. 'He

shamed me today in the Learning Hall with all his talk of his
grandfather and battle Horses. | beat himfor his lies, ny Lords,
and | beat and beat and beat the truth into himuntil he lay dead at
my feet. Forgive him ny Lords.'

I ronhand caught his breath as he | ooked into the face of the
dead boy. The hot wax had burned and snopot hed the features
beyond recognition. The nose had been nelted away, fine

threads of cold petrified tallow hung fromthe open nmouth and
one eye stared out through a filmof dried wax straight into the
Candl eman' s heart.

' Thane! Forgive me,' called out Ironhand, falling on to his
knees. King Hol bian | eaned forwards in his high throne.

"Are you satisfied now? You have the boy, let that be the end of
the matter. Cast his body into the channels.’

"But tonorrow, ny Lord, in the Learning Hall, how shall the
Loremaster treat the other children from Candl ebane Hal | ?
asked Proudpurse.

Despai r wei ghed heavily on the King's heart. He could not

bring hinmself to | ook at the body beside the channel of wax, he felt
al one and defeated anpbngst his enemies. 'Send themto the tall ow
house,' he answered in a broken voice, 'let themlearn the craft of
the Candl ehall as their fathers did. Now go and | eave nme in peace
and you, Candl eman, push the body of your son into the channe

and be gone forever fromthis hall."'

"Lord, let me serve you in penance for my son's crines. Let me
clean the "guttered wi cks or polish the candle stens.'

Ki ng Hol bi an sat unnoved, staring blindly at the
flickering flames bel ow the throne. The Chancel l ors had
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departed, only the Candl enan renmai ned, kneeling beside the
body of his son. 'Everything | touch has the feel of death
about it. Are you next, Candl enan? Your son died because

t hought he mi ght be King. Look at his face, half burnned and
hi deous, and | am powerless to stop them Even the Lore

they change to suit their purpose. This is no | onger ny Hal
of Judgenent, it has become their holl ow whispering house.

I here the Chancellors plot and schene. Soon | will be Iike
your son, of little use to themand ready for the hot wax.

I ronhand rose to his feet and pushed the body into the
channel of wax, where in nonents it had di ssol ved away.
The King and the Candl eman stood side by side. Eventually

the King broke the silence, 'I have hurt you, Candl eman,
and | know that there is not a jewel in this cloak that could
pay for your loss. | amsorry for your sorrow '

Ironhand turned to the King and, pressing a single finger
onto his lips, led himout into the dark and stood hi m near
the hot wax channel. 'Wait,' he whispered and ran back into
the Candl e Hall.

A voice suddenly filled the darkness where the King stood,
maki ng himjunp. 'Lord, the greatest of Kings,' the voice
booned, 'there was a purpose in ny son's death. Through the
danger and chances | took bringing his body here tonight I

found the secret listening hole. It is near where you stand, and
wi Il unmask all the Chancellors' schenes.

I ronhand | aughed as he returned to the King's side. 'Lord,
forgive ne ny haste and give ne leave to return hone. The

night is going too fast for all | have to do before the new sun
rises.'

Wth a puzzled expression on his face the King re-entered
Candl ebane Hall and paced away t he dark hours. There was

sonet hi ng about the Candl eman that had the snell of wi zards
about it, but the King could not place it.

Bef ore dawn chased the grey hours away |ronhand called

Thane down into the cubbyhol e beneath the stairs and there
whi spered out his fate. 'Thanehand is dead. The dreaner of
War horses and Battlebirds is gone forever. Wth the breaking
of a new daylight you will be apprenticed to the Breakmaster
beyond the city walls in the stabl eyards.'

' Dead?' asked Thane in bew | der nent.

"Yes, ny boy. You can never again enter the Ganite Cty,
even your nother will think you dead when she returns hone
tomorrow from her father's deathbed. You will take the place
of the boy | threwinto the channel of nolten wax, wear his
clothes and think his thoughts. You will be himforever.'

"Did you kill hin?" asked Thane. Ironhand was silent for a
monent, going over the events of the night in his sinple
m nd.

"l would have, child, if need had been that hard a mmster,
but no, | stole himand now you nmust take his place. Quickly,
foll ow nme."’
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Thr ough mean, narrow and dirty alleys Ironhand |led his

son to stand in the black shadows of the city wall. The great
doors were closed and heavily guarded but where they stood a
| ow arch, barely high enough to crawl into, echoed with drips
of water and the |ight nmovenents of the rodents that |ived
within the buriers' tunnel

"Follow that tunnel,' whispered his father, "It leads into the
breaki ng yards, beyond this arch only fate can keep you safe.

He gripped his son's hand, and darkness robbed Thane of
the tears his father shed at their parting.

'Keep safe, ny child, tell no one of your name, only the

Br eaknmast er knows who you are, and he has pl edged to keep

your name a secret. He knew and | oved old Thoron and has

agreed to take you in. Renenber, tell no one your name. The
grey hours are upon us; hurry boy!' Ironhand hissed in the
darkness, pushing his only son and firstborn into the bl ackness
of the tunnel

'Fat her,' whispered Thane, '| |ove you.'

"l know, child, but sonetines we are not the masters of our
own fate. Renenber how much we risk that you still live.'

Thane crawl ed into the tunnel, his el bows scraped the

sides, his knees soaked up the slinmy wetness of the floor, fear
made his teeth rattle and rats ran across his hands as he felt
his way forward. The tunnel seened endl ess and full of

Ni ght shapes, he cried out for courage, screw ng his eyes
tightly shut. He could not go back, there was no roomto turn
around, he knew he nust go on.

A rough | eat hery hand grabbed himby the scruff of his
neck, broken nails dug into his skin and pulled himclear of
the tunnel, Thane hung dangling froma strong arm

"Wl come, Thane, to a new beginning,' whispered a rich,

deep voi ce, showing a hint of disappointnent as its owner
inspected him 'You hardly seemworth all the fuss, but if you
are the one they hound to death, follow me; be quick, child,
dawn breaks.'

Thane followed in the Master's shadow, shivering as much
with the fear of what |ay before himas fromthe foul -snelling
dampness that clung to himfromthe tunnel

"Wal k beside me, boy, hold your head up and pretend to be

a part of this place. | shall call you Boy; that is now your nane.
I f anyone asks about your past, tell themyou cane with the

| ast batch of wild horses gathered beyond sight. You are an

or phan.'

"Master,' called Thane, "will | ever see ny nother again?
The rich voice | aughed in the darkness, the Master stopped
and turned to Thane. 'Child, | am Master here because | have
lived the | ongest anongst the wild horses we break to serve
the King. Who knows how long you will live amdst their

crashi ng hooves, or how many men | will bury before another
sun sets, but,' continued the Master, lowering his voice to a
whi sper, 'You are Thoron's grandson, and | shall protect you,
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if I can.'

Thane was shown where he was to sleep and given broons

and buckets to sweep and scrub the stable floors. As the Master
turned to | eave, he held up his left hand. 'Sl eep with your hands
inside your clothes for the rats will eat you alive if they get the
chance, and stay clear of the nmain sand school at noon, for we

have a rogue to break who has killed nany bi gger and braver

than you.'

"What is his nane?' Thane asked in innocence.

" Nane? Nane? He has no nane yet, but many have cursed
himand died for their trouble. Keep away, boy, if you val ue
your life.'

As the days passed by Thane lost all sense of time and he

soon found the rough and tumbl e of the breaking yards a pl ace

to escape his shame and forget the learning hall. It was a bruta
pl ace, full of cursing, shouting and the crack of rawhide |ashes
as the breakers fought to overcone the wild horses. Thane saw,
to his horror, many proud beasts brought to their knees, bloody
and injured before defeat stole their pride and they were ready
to serve the King. Wole trees were piled shoul der high

around the yards to take the crash on breaki ng days and only
brave men stood anidst the dust and lived. Oten, during the
busiest times, Thane would catch the Master |ooking up

towards the wi ndow far above their heads, set into the tower
wal |, but it was beyond his courage to ask whom he | ooked for

Wth the noon bell tolling out the hour a single barred door
was opened on to the main arena. Silence lay as heavy as the
settling dust; inside the darkened stable a horse snorted,
kicking violently at the walls. Curiosity drew Thane daily to
step closer and closer so that he could see the horse that
nobody could break. It was runoured that even the King |left
his chair to watch froma high wi ndow, for this horse was, the
breakers whi spered, a mirror inmge of the great Warhorses of

| ong ago.

Thane held his breath, peering over the wooden wall. Before

him pawi ng the sand, a full seventeen hands high, was the

nost beautiful horse he had ever seen, just |like the horses his
grandfather wove into his tales of |ong ago, before the battle to
win Wrld' s End had broken the pledges. Yet there was

sonet hing about himthat nmade himdifferent, a hardness in his
eye, the way he flattened his ears and bared his teeth at the
slightest novenent beyond the wall. Sheets of nuscle rippled

as he noved across the sand; his nmane shone like threads of silk
as he shook his head.

He knelt to roll in the hot sand. This was the noment the
horse breakers had waited for, crouching in the shadows. Now
they would naster himw th hobbles, ropes and chain halters.
Per haps as many as twenty strong nmen swarmed noi sel essly

over the high barricade and di sappeared into the cloud of dust
the horse had churned up. Fear stal ked anpngst them - the
horse had killed before and was hi ghly dangerous. Nei ghing
fiercely the wild horse fought them rearing and pl ungi ng,
scattering the breakers. Kicking and biting he drove them back
agai nst the barricades.
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"Clear the sand school. Get out before he kills you!' shouted
the assistant Breaknmaster, urging the scattering horsenen

back to safety. One by one they scranbled out, cursing their

I uck, knowi ng that they nust try again in the next daylight to
tame this wild horse

"Look,' cried Thane, pointing at the |last horseman trying to
| eave the sand school, '"he is injured and cannot clinb the
barricade. Aren't you going to help hin?

Cruel laughter shut Thane's nouth as two coarse-faced

hor senen grabbed himby the arnms and lifted himon to the top
of the barricade. 'you can help him boy, and die for your
trouble,' sneered a voice, and a strong hand pushed him
forwards until he was toppling on the edge of the wall.

The horse was cantering in circles around the injured man,

sending up small puffs of sand with each footfall. Tighter and
tighter closed the circle, ears flattened and eyes glittering with
hatred, ready for the kill.

'Breakmaster!' the fallen man screaned, the horse's hot
breath on his face. 'Save me!' he cried wi thout hope.

"Go on! Save him' sneered the cruel voice behind Thane,
and t he hand pushed himstunbling on to his knees in the
sandschool

From where Thane | anded in the sand he saw it all too
clearly. The nuscles bunched and tightened al ong the horse's
back, a nmonent's pause and then the hindleg | ashed out,
cutting short the horseman's screans. Wth that one bl ow he
snapped his neck and crushed his skull into the sand.

"That will teach you, boy, to hold your tongue,' I|aughed a
voi ce behind the barricades.

Far above the breaking yards King Hol bian watched froma

wi ndow in the Towers of Granite. At his side, trenbling |est
what went on bel ow di spl eased his Lord, stood the

Br eakmast er .

"Lord, he is wild to the point of being dangerous. Shall we
kill hinP

"And put an end to such pride? replied the King, raising his
eyebrows at the Breakmaster. 'Is that what you would do? Kill
what you cannot tame? Should | put to death every nan that

di spl eases ne? Have | done that during ny long reign? Have

edged the metal spikes along the city wall with those that woul d
not bend to ny demands?

"No, Lord,' answered the Breaknmaster, weakly, know ng that

he dare not speak his mnd. 'l have failed to tanme the best, the
nost beautiful horse to ever stand in the Granite Cty. Daily ny
nmost skilled breakers and horsenen fall beneath his hooves.

Lord, none can touch him'

Ki ng Hol bian interrupted the Breaknaster, holding up a
hand for silence and beckoned himto cone closer to the
casenment. 'Who is that boy kneeling in the sand?

"Who, Sire?' asked the Breaknmaster, craning his neck and
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seei ng Thane's i minent death bel ow. The horse had fi nished
crushing the breaker's skull and was advanci ng across the sand
towards the boy. Deceiving the King was treason and led to a
sl ow death and the Breaknmaster hesitated, searching for the
right words to perhaps blunt his punishment for hiding the
Candl eman's son. King Hol bian felt a stir of novenent behind
hi m and turning quickly found the Chancellors on tiptoe,
trying to | ook over his shoul der.

‘'Leave ne in peace to watch ny sport. Another horsenman
has di ed beneath the wild horse's hooves. It is nothing nore
than that. Leave ne!’

Rel uctantly the Chancellors retired, |eaving the King al one
with the Breakmaster. 'Who is that boy in the sandschool ?' the
Ki ng asked agai n.

The Breaknaster felt his hands growi ng danp with sweat.

"He is Thanehand, the Candlelighter's son. The boy the
Chancel l ors' sons chased through the city after the Master of
Magi ¢ appeared in the Learning Hall.'

A smle touched King Holbian's lips. 'And you would risk
your life hiding this boy fromthe Chancellors?

' The Chancel |l ors never venture beyond the great gates of
the city. Even the bondsnen fear to step into the breaki ngyards
for they fear the horses, Sire.'

"Enough!' interrupted the King, speaking as he watched the
sandschool below, 'If that boy lives beyond the first chinme of
the afternoon bell then you shall also live. Now watch with ne,
since your |ife hangs on such a slender thread.'

Thane knelt in the sand, pushing his hands agai nst the

ground to rise but the shadow of the horse was al nost upon
him the dull thudding of his hooves drowning out all other
sounds. He opened his nouth to cry out but nothing cane.
From a dark corner, high in the stable wall, an ow hooted and
was silent. The great horse stopped, his hooves al nost
touchi ng Thane's fingers; another step and he woul d have
crushed them beyond any healer's art to nend. Stretching his
neck he sniffed the terror-stricken boy, snorting in his face.

The horse was so close that Thane could feel his breath.
Flattening his ears, he struck Thane hard in the face, the bl ow
sent him crashing backwards into the wooden barrier where he

|l ay, trapped in dark dreans, unable to nove

"He will kill himnow,' whispered one of the breakers behind
the barrier, watching through a space between the boards. 'He
will smash his skull with one kick. |'ve seen himdo it to others.'

A hoof pawed the sand besi de Thane's head, al npst

touching his forehead, grains of sand fell into his hair. The
hoof was raised, nmuscles in the horse's shoul der flexed and
tensed to strike, his ears were now conmpletely flattened and his
Iips curled back exposing fearsome teeth. He had charged to
kill, only the oW had bade him stop

Wth gentle ease he placed the hoof upon Thane's head
pressing just hard enough to |l eave a sand-filled print across the
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boy's cheek. The breakers waited, breath held, for the skull to
crack. The Master saw clearly his own death, the nonent the
horse put his whole weight on that foot. King Hol bian sniled,
glancing at the Master. 'Wat say you now, Master?'

"I hid himout of |ove for Thoron, Lord,' whispered the
Master, his fingernails cutting into the palns of his hands.

The ow hooted again. The horse renoved his hoof, and

lifting his head roared out a challenge that made the bl ood
course hotly through King Hol bian's veins. He grasped the
Master's arm shouting with excitenent. 'Not since the battle
for Wworld's End have | heard that call. If you cannot tanme him
then set himfree for he nust be a Lord anpongst the horses.

Al t hough | know not why he has no rings of steel upon his feet;
was he not foaled in the | ower pastures within sight of this

wi ndow?'

'Yes, Lord, he cannot be a true Warhorse,' replied the
Mast er .

The horse nmoved, placing a foot across Thane's body,

pulling and rolling himuntil he stood once nore in the centre
of the arena, the unconscious boy lying in front of his forel egs.
A single bell tolled, Thane groaned, regaining his senses and,

| ooki ng up, saw how cl ose death stood. He could see clearly the
skin of the coronet where it met the hooves and tiny grains of
sand clinging to the silky hairs on the fetl ocks.

" & andf at her,' he whi spered, 'give nme courage to stand and

not be afraid.' But his hands shook and his legs felt as if they
were filled with liquid as he struggled to rise. The horse stood
perfectly still watching him The afternoon sun burned the

back of Thane's neck, dizziness made hi m stagger as he noved
forward, a hand outstretched, calling out the nanme of the
greatest Warhorse in all his grandfather's stories.

"Equestrius, Equestrius, Lord of Horses. Protect ne.' But

the horse crouched on his hocks, rearing up and his shadow
blotted out the sunlight. H s hooves hovered just above
Thane's head, striking the enpty air. Gains of sand fell into
his eyes as he sank on to his knees in despair calling out his
grandfather's nanme. ' Thoron!' Again the ow shrieked, flying

| ow across the sand, and the horse neighed with rage, |owering
his forelegs, striking Thane hard on the shoul der, sending him
sprawling on to his back. Snorting in anger the horse turned
and trotted into the dark stable.

Ki ng Hol bi an stood deep in thought, |ooking down into the
sandschool . Breakmaster hardly dared to breathe as he awaited
judgenent on his fate. Nobody clinmbed over the barrier to help
Thane to his feet, whispers of dark magi c went the rounds
anongst the breakers. 'Did you hear the name he cried as the
horse reared? Send word to the Chancellors, this boy is not
what he seens,' they nuttered, gripping the hilts of their
daggers.

'Breakmaster!' commanded the King. 'Stand by ny chair

and put the jewelled cloak about my shoul ders while we talk on

this matter. Be careful with it for it has grown a little each tine |
have plucked a jewel.'
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"Lord, it is so beautiful,' gasped the Breakmaster, afraid to
touch it with his calloused hands.

Ki ng Hol bi an | aughed, 'It is only col oured stones,

Breakmaster! Fear not to touch it, it is the wilves of the
governnent it keeps at bay. The Chancell ors have schened

and plotted to take it fromme, but nowit is too heavy for one
ordinary man to carry and they cannot find the trust anmong
thenselves to steal it together!

"But, Lord, how do you carry it?" asked the Breakmaster
struggling to arrange the cloak to the King's satisfaction

"Nevi an, the magician, fashioned the cloak for ne to wear.

He said there were secrets woven into the cloth. Once, in
anger, | tore off a handful of the jewels and threw them at the
Chancellors' feet and the cloak grewa little. At that nonent |
saw the power Nevian warned nme of, the power of greed. So |

use the jewels to divide themby throwi ng them one by one at
the Chancellors' feet. They fight over them sonme grow ng
richer while others think thensel ves poorer. But with each
squabbl e their power fades. | have brought many daylights for
the one who will eventually take ny place. Breakmaster, |
thought | had | ost everything to the Chancellors but little by
little, through the cloak, | have kept the throne and now | have
ways of finding out the Chancellors' secrets and thwarting each
move they nake. Wiy, two handfuls of jewels saved the

breaki ng yards fromruin. But we nust tal k about the boy.
Thane? |Is that the name you called hin?

"Yes, Lord,' answered the Breakmaster, hanging his head
'The Candl elighter's father taught me to ride and break horses
and it was in nenory of himthat | took the boy in.'

"Whom did the Candl eman throw i nto the channel of wax?'

"Lord, it was the body of a young boy the wild horse had
killed earlier that day. Wy, sire, you watched his death from
the wi ndow over there. The Candl eman cane to ne after dark

by the Buryman's tunnel asking for help.'

"Did he light his way through the tunnel ?

"No, Lord, | heard himcry out as he crawl ed towards ne that
he did not fear the dark.'

Ki ng Hol bi an | aughed quietly, repeating to hinself, 'He did

not fear the dark.' Turning to Breaknmaster, Hol bian notioned
himcloser. 'The Chancellors will kill Thane, even if they do

not do it thenselves they will find those who can. But | will not
have himhurt. Today we saw sonme of his nmagic and we nust

keep himsafe until he grows in power.'

"What power, Lord?" asked Breakmaster, puzzled by the

whol e affair. By rights he should have been tortured and put to
death for deceiving the Chancellors but here he was |istening
to the King's secrets.

'Breakmaster, if you had been a Chancell ors' man Thane

woul d be dead. Your love for the boy's grandfather and the act
of hiding the boy is proof enough that | can trust you. Do not
ask why you nmust guard him it is nmy command. Each day he
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shall face the wild horse.

"Lord, he will die. |I cannot guarantee his safety in the
sandschool .’

"Perhaps,' nused the King, renmenbering the horse's
nei ghi ng chall enge and the owl's shrieki ng hoot.

The King called after the Breakmaster as he reached the
chanmber door. 'The boy shall nanme the horse as custom
demands. It nust be a sinple nane that hides the truth for
there is much about them both that we do not understand.'

"Name hi n?' nunbl ed Thane, rubbing gingerly at the bruises
on his head, 'Me? Nanme hinP’

'Yes, boy, you are to nane himtonorrow when you enter the
sand arena and stand before him now think on a suitable nane
and keep it sinple.'

Wt hout another word the Master turned and di sappeared

into the night before Thane could tell himhow the breakers

had turned their backs on him spitting on the ground, as he left
the sand school. Thane sat long into the night listening to the
rats gnawi ng at the wooden boards of his cot. Yesterday he

woul d have feared them and driven themout with a broken

broom handl e he kept hidden for that purpose, but now they

were nothing conpared with facing the wild horse in the

nmor ni ng. He wondered what he should call him trying to

renenber all the names his grandfather had used when he

spoke of the great Warhorses at the battle for Wrld' s End.
"Well, one thing is for sure,’' he whispered to hinmself in the
darkness, ' G andfather woul dn't have done tonorrow what he

could do today.' He arose, quietly left his bed and crept across
the sand school to neet his fate head on. Fate has many tw sts,
for as Thane left his bed and ventured across the darkened

sand school, grimfigures noved in the shadows, naking

towards the bed he had sl ept upon

The stabl e door creaked on its hinges as Thane pulled it

open; the startled horse snorted, striking the ground with his
hoof. 'Quiet, great Lord,' whispered Thane, as he gathered his
courage and stepped into the dark stable.

He pull ed the door behind himuntil it stood just off the

latch. "I cone in peace,' he began to say; the door snapped shut
behi nd hi mand cruel voices |aughed in the darkness outside.
"Die, boy, and rid us of your magic.' Sonething was jamred
across the latch. Thane was trapped al one with the nost
dangerous horse ever to stand in the breakers' yard.

An owl hooted high up in the rafters, the horse noved

towards him He felt the horse's presence rather than saw him
and al nost junped out of his skin as a velvet-soft nuzzle
touched his cheek. At that nonent a quiet voice called out in

t he darkness above his head, '| am Mil cade, Chief Loftnaster
OM, the son of Silverwing, the Lord of Battle OMs. You cane
to nane the horse; your King commands it but you cannot

think of a nane for him Perhaps that is because he al ready has
a nane handed down fromfather to son, a nane carried on the
wild wind fromwhere his father roans in freedom'
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"What is that nanme?' whispered Thane into the darkness.

"Esteron, Esteron,' chanted the owW Thane tried the nane,
reachi ng out a shaking hand, feeling for the horse's shoulder to
caress. 'It is just the name G andfather woul d have chosen for
you,' he whispered, waiting for the horse to strike, but

Esteron gently nudged him pushing and pushing until Thane

| ost his balance and fell on to the soft warnth of the bed.

Esteron stood close to Thane, listening to the night sounds
beyond his stable door, alert and ready |est any should try and
kill the boy who had given himhis name, for above his head

Mul cade, Loft-master OM, chanted out the Lay of

Thor onhand, whose grandson now lay at his feet. 'Harmhim

not, for he is but a child driven by fate to your door, worn out
with worry, trenbling with fear, his hand may touch you in

| ove even as his grandfather's hand gently cl osed your great
grandfather's eyes upon the battle field at Wrld' s End, at the
bondbr eaki ng. '

The ow tilted his head, searching for the slightest hint of

| isteners beyond the door, and continued with his story. 'You
are a Lord anobng Horses, in the line of Equestrius, none shal
tame you or sit upon your back unless you wish it.

"What of the boy?' Esteron asked in soft whinnies. 'He has to
tame ne when the sun burns overhead. If | ama Lord anong
the Warhorses, howcan | let himuse ne, even to save his |life?

Mul cade, wi sest of ows, sat in silence for a long time before
answering, 'Thoron, his grandfather, was considered a Lord

anongst the free; thus in love for himall free beings will in time
come to the aid of his grandson, bringing hope in the norning

to chase fears away. Fate has called you to be first, Esteron, son
of Equestrius, to treat himas you will. But renmenber, he cane

al one tonight, putting fear behind him w th nothing but the

| ove of his grandfather to give himcourage.'

Esteron snorted, peering closely at Thane; Mil cade
swooped to perch on the manger

"I cannot stop you killing the boy even now as he lies there if
that is your wish. Yesterday you held his |ife beneath your hoof
but you spared him' Esteron |ooked up at the oW, 'You bid ne
spare his life; he carried no whip, nor any anger in his heart,
and he cried al oud Equestrius's nane.'

'The grey hours are upon us,' hooted the owm. 'Before a new

sun drives the shadows back, you must decide if he will live or
die. Think hard Esteron, Lord of Horses.

Pandenoni um and rage erupted in the breaking yards over
shadowi ng the birth of a new day.

"Where is the boy?" shouted the Master Breaker, wielding a
rawhi de whip at his nen. 'If that boy dies I'lIl nail all your hides
to that wall. Were is he?

Sonewhere at the back of the throng of nmen beneath the
sand school barricade a voice answered, 'Perhaps he ran away,
Master, we're best rid of himand his magic.'

' Magi c?' screamed the Master. 'Who said anything of magic?
The King has commanded me to put the boy in the sand schoo
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at noon. Who anong you will take his place?

Fear hel d an uneasy silence as the breakers | ooked from one
to anot her.

"Alone in the sand school,' was the King's command, and

shal | choose who shall stand in his place. Before the noon bel
tolls, | shall find the guilty. Now Search for that boy - your
|ives depend upon it.'

The Master turned towards the winding stair, dread of
reaching the Kings chanber in every step. A shout fromthe
sand school nade him hesitate and | ook down.

"Master! The latch is jamed shut on the wild horse's
stable.’

"Then the boy is dead,' nmuttered the Master to hinself, 'and
my death will cone before this sun sets.'

Est er on

"Send word bel ow,' ordered King Hol bian, 'to open the stable
door at noon, and you, Master, shall wait with me to see how
your fate has turned.'

"Lord, if | amto die, let me face the wild horse and neet a
death with sonme snmall honour."

Hol bi an | aughed, dism ssing his Chancellors and hol ding a
finger against his lips until they were alone, and said, 'You have
little faith in the boy, and yet you ganbled your life on his.

"Great King,' answered the Master quietly, 'Thoron

brought hope in the norning and soot hed away our troubles at
night. Thane is but a boy, raw and awkward, who has nuch to
| earn.'

The norning hours dragged by slow y; uneasy eyes were
turned towards the sand school and fear noved through the
breakers |i ke a shadow crossing the sun. Who would the
Mast er choose to stand al one, when the noon bell rang?

"It is time, my Lord,' whispered the Master, watching the

striker lift his hamrer beside the bell. Light flooded into the
open stable; Esteron snorted, flattening his ears and curling his
I'i ps back before he charged the door, bucking and kicking to
stand in the centre of the school, paw ng the ground. Tota
silence surrounded Esteron; not a nman dared nove | est he

caught the Master's eye. Sweat trickled down their backs; tight
hands hel d their rawhi de whips.

"Esteron. | name you Esteron,' Thane called fromthe stable
door. He was still slightly dizzy fromsleeping so late, and the
I'ight made hi m blink.

"Lord, he lives!' shouted the Master, forgetting where he
st ood.

"There is nore to this boy than nost nmen see,' nuttered the
King, leaning on the casement to watch what was about to
happen in the sand school
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Thane advanced across the sand, his eyes grow ng

accustomed to the sun's glare, calling again, in a softer voice, '
nane you Esteron, a Lord anmpngst Horses.' Lowering his

voi ce to a whisper, he thanked the horse for sparing his life,
addi ng scarcely audibly, 'l have to tane you, but | don't know
how. '

Esteron turned his head, whinnying, and pushed Thane

hard in the chest; then he reared up, thrashing the enpty air
with his forel egs and thundered, cantering and pl ungi ng,
across the school. Thane had watched the breakers pul

smal | er horses down, sit across them and hang on until they
becane qui et through exhaustion, he had seen them hobbl e

and cast the bigger ones, only reaching down to cut the bl ood
soaked ropes after the horses' spirit had been broken. He had
no whi p or hobble ropes nor did he wish to have them for he
renmenbered Thoron's hatred of the breakers' cruelty, hearing
the old man's words echoing in his head. 'How can the proud
be expected to serve when their pride is broken?

Esteron charged towards him churning the sand into a

cloud of stinging dust; Thane reached out, springing up to |ock
his arns around the horse's neck. Esteron stopped abruptly,
pirouetting violently away fromthe boy's arns, sending him
crashing against the barrier. 'Gently,' hooted the ow, Esteron
trotted to where Thane lay, and pulled himaway fromthe
barrier with his head and gri pped the boy's collar between his
teeth. Thane's battered senses cleared and he stood up slowy.
'Keep himsafe,' hooted Mil cade. ' Many beyond the barrier

wi sh hi m dead; keep himat your side.' Esteron nudged and
pushed Thane towards his stable, herding himinto the safest
place in the Granite Cty, where none dared enter for fear of
the wild horse.

"Wll, Master,' nused the King, 'it seens you have done ne

a great service hiding young Thane fromthe nob. Perhaps,
just perhaps, his fate is bound by many invisible threads to
m ne, just as Thoron's was. Set food and drink outside the
stable, and we shall watch each day the tam ng of this horse.

Thus through high summer and a gl orious nellow autum

Thane strove to tanme Esteron. In blissful ignorance his hand
touched the silken skin of Equestrius's son. Had he known with
whom he westled in the sand, he would have fled, for the
bonds were broken at World's End and none could ride the

wi | d Warhorses. Choking dust ground between his teeth;
gritty-eyed and bruised he hung on to the lunging line as,
bucki ng and pl ungi ng, Esteron dragged hi m hel pl ess around

the breaking yard. Raw, bl eeding hands and broken nails nade
dressing and eating an agonising feat but with each day Thane
drew a little closer to understanding the horse that no one
could tanme. Yet, for a tine, he was confused by Esteron's
contradi ctory behaviour. His gentle, biddable softness and
sensitive obedience in the stable was replaced with deternm ned,
unt aneabl e pride before the eyes of nen and the boy

coul d scarcely approach him

First winter's snowwas in the air, frost bit deeply into the
sand school, breaking Esteron still seened no nore than a
far-off dream Thane blew on to his nunmb fingers as he
adjusted the tack and tried for what seened the thousandth

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferie...ndium%201%20-%20The%20Road%20to%20Underfall.txt (50 of 189) [6/4/03 10:55:55 PM]



filex/l/F|/rah/Mike%620Jeff eries/Mike%20Jef f eries%20-%20L oremasters¥%6200f %20El undium%201%20-%20T he%20R0ad%20to%20Underfall .txt

time to ride the horse that he had grown to |ove and admire.

"Don't hurt ne today,' he whispered. 'The ground is bone
hard, nuch too hard to fall upon.'

Gal | opi ng hoof beats interrupted Thane's whi sperings;

al ong the Greenway below the city wall, through the great gate
and up the steeply sloping cobbled streets, thundered the
sound of hooves, bringing back to Thane's nenory his
grandfather's races along that sanme path to the King's door;
bringing grave news of far away di sasters upon the road to
Wrld's End. He sighed, |eading Esteron out to collect the
day's brui ses.

Mul cade, too, heard the running horse and rose on silent

wings to perch high in the King's chanber.

‘"Let me past,' a strong voice called out as the chanber door
burst open. 'None but the King may hear Thunderstone's
nmessage. '

A travel -stained warrior filled the open doorway, pushing
the Chancellors before him

"Quards! Quards!' shouted the Chancellor, waving his fists
at the messenger, 'seize this intruder. Seize him'

The Warrior |aughed, drawi ng back the sleeve of his nail

shirt to show the bonding brand of Candl ebane Hall. 'You sent
me away in chains to die at Wrld's End, Chancellor, but
Thunder st one gave nme back ny pride. | do not fear you or your
guards. '

' Chancel l ors, stand aside!' commanded the King

"Lord!'" called out the Warrior, falling on to his knees, 'l am
Errant of Underfall. Thunderstone pl edged ne to bring you
news of World's End and the bl ack shadows that |ive out there.

"I's your nmessage a warning of the N ghtbeasts? asked the
Ki ng, |ooking past the bowed head of Errant into the
Chancel l ors' eyes.

"Yes, Lord,' whispered Errant, trenmbling as he renenbered
all he had seen at Underfall.

"Then let the Chancellors hear it, for they govern this |and
and t hey shoul d know what m ght one day cone, even to the
gates of the Granite City.'

Errant reached into a sack tied across his shoul der and

pul l ed out a dispatch pouch, engraved upon it was an enbl em

of an oW in blue and gold. 'This is the bondsman's pouch, ny
Lord, that and the chains that bound the prisoners was all that
was | eft of the poor wetches you sent to us during the |ast sun
Before the winter set in we found their bones in Merenmire

Forest strewn along the crown of the road, still chained

toget her. Ni ghtbeast footprints had burned the ground al

around them'

As the King listened to Errant he watched the Chancellors and
saw their fear rise, draining their faces white.
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"Who now wants this cloak of jewels? Now that the N ghtbeasts

have conme again, who will wear it and stand before the gates of the
Granite City? Proudpurse, you are always the bol dest, cone

forward and take the cloak.'

"No, Lord, it is too great an honour. | could not be so bold."'

Hol bi an | aughed, putting his hand upon Errant's shoul der to

stop himleaving and dism ssed the Chancellors, telling themto
find strong holes to hide in. Wien they were al one the King bade
Errant to fetch hinself a chair. He offered himneat and drink
and asked hi m how Underfall woul d stand now that the Ni ght
beasts had arisen again.

"Lord, the N ghtbeasts have plagued Underfall for suns

beyond counting, but it is a mghty fortress manned by strong nen
who fear little if Thunderstone, the Keeper, is anongst them
Thunder stone sent nme, Sire, to ride through great danger and

warn you that the terrors of the night are spreadi ng beyond
Mantern's Forest. Soon, he fears, they will be strong enough to
spread across all Elundiumunless you can marshal an arny to
fight against them'

"Strong enough to travel in the daylight? whispered the King

'They have travelled as far as Meremire Forest, ny Lord, and
that is only two daylights from Underfall."'

'The Greenways and the Wayhouses al ong the edge, how did
they seemto you? Howwi | | they stand agai nst the N ghtbeasts?

Errant spread his hands, 'Lord, the G eenways are overgrown
and tangled with wildness. In sone places the trees have seeded

and grown up, rendering the wood inpassable. Only near each
Wayhouse was there any order, but the Wayhouses are in good
repair and will fight bravely against the nightbeasts.

'The bearers of the tattoo mark, are they still the Keepers of the
Wayhouses or have the Chancellors driven them out?

Errant | aughed, 'Lord, they are old and winkled but their eyes
still shine and their swords are quick and sharp. The Chancell ors
have tried to starve them and kept them short of nen but they

are true nen, pledged to serve you.'

"True nmen, but not enough to marshal into an arny. What am
| to do, nessenger, send you back to Underfall with the news
that Elundiumtotters on the brink of disaster, waiting for ruin?

"Lord, forgive ne, but Thunderstone said | was to offer you

the hilt of ny sword. He is a fearl ess Keeper who sees nuch that
other nen miss. Bit by bit fromthe stories the prisoners told us
each year he has seen your peril and he warned nme of the

Chancel lors. Lord, take ny sword.'

Hol bi an | aughed, 'Errant, Errant, | have a Captain at |last, well
mounted on a brave horse. | heard you gall opi ng up through
the city, footsure and strong, what is the nane of your horse?

"He is naned Dawnrise, Lord. He is the first stallion anpongst
the Ni ghthorses and he is the bravest horse at Underfall.’
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"Ni ght horses?' questioned the King, |eaning forwards in his
chair.

"They are half--wild, proud beasts that Thunderstone has
gathered fromall the wild places near Wrld' s End, ny Lord. He
has tamed them and they stand ready each night, battl edressed
to face the N ghtbeasts.'

"WIl you ride for nme, Errant? Now, without rest, and find as
many true nen as you can, Gallopers, Marchers and Archers,
and bring theminto the Breaking Yards?

Errant | ooked out at the cold frosty | andscape and shi vered.
Snow had foll owed himacross El undium deep winter was settting
in. Kneeling before the King he offered up the hilt of his sword
saying, 'I will, ny Lord.'

"Tell no one! Here in the city there are too many Chancellors
men,' insisted the King as Errant rose to | eave.

"My lips are sealed,' whispered Errant, quietly closing the
chamber door.

King Hol bian shifted restlessly in his chair, the joy of the
moment had ebbed away. He was al one agai n.

"Where are these warriors | have sent Errant to find?' he
mutt ered, plucking absently with age-worn fingers at one of the

jewels of the cloak. '"Wio will be brave enough to stand at ny
si de when one shout from a N ghtbeast can extingui sh every
candl e in Candl ebane Hall. Thunderstone shoul d be warned of

how t hi ngs stand here in Granite City but there is no one | could
send. Errant nust stay here and seek out every true-hearted
man. | dare not send hi m back.

' Thoronhand,' he nunbl ed, speaking his thoughts out | oud,
"the roads are bl eak and enpty since your death. Wo can
take your place; who?

Moverent hi gh above his head caught his eye, soft hooting
broke into his thoughts as Mil cade strutted on the king post
beam Looking up at the ow he spoke aloud, '"If only the

pl edges had not been broken, the roads woul d be full of

War hor ses and many sharp eyes to search out the way. Whom
can | send, great bird; who in your wi sdom would you choose?

Hol bi an did not expect an answer fromthe ow - the bonds
had been broken so long ago - but his presence filled the
chanmber with beauty.

" On whose shoul der woul d you perch, great bird of war, if
you could help a tired King in the evening of his life?

Mul cade spread his wi ngs and stooped to perch on the
casenent, turning his head towards King Hol bi an. ' Fol | ow,
King, follow nmy wisdom' he hooted and Hol bi an rose fromhis
chair, hearing a call that took himback beyond the pl edge
breaking, a clear note in the norning bidding himto | ook and
fol | ow sharper eyes

St andi ng beside the ow, Hol bian | ooked down into the sand
school where Thane was about to try mounting Esteron. Frosty
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sand clung to his clothes and his knees were wet from kneeling
whil e he gathered his wits to renmount.

Hol bi an | aughed, '| cannot send a child. How would he arrive,
on foot? Leading the horse he cannot tane?

The ow 's hoot rose to shrill, piercing notes, Esteron |ooked
up, listening, for he had heard his father's name and word of
the darkness on the roads to Wrld's End. He snorted, pawed
the ground and bent his front legs to kneel in the sand. Pride
arched his neck, fire sparkled in his eyes as Thane placed his
feet in the stirrups.

'Rise, great Esteron,' he whispered, waiting for Esteron to
rear and plunge himback on to the sand but Esteron only
straightened his front |egs and stood perfectly still. Ml cade
stooped and settled gently on Thane's shoul der. Looking up
towards the King he spread his wi ngs and commanded Esteron

to show for the first time that he was indeed a Lord anobngst the
horses, who feared nothing that hid where the shadows

gathered, who could, if he chose, protect the child upon his
back and keep him safe through the blackest night. Esteron
lifted his head, roaring out a challenge that rattled Thane's
bones in the saddle, and noved lightly forwards over the frozen
sand.

The King gripped the casenent still, the Master dropped his
whi p, and frightened whi spers went round anong the breakers
gat hered beyond the barrier. None had seen the Warhorse
paces since the battle at Wrld' s End, the easy power and

el astic grace as each hoof touched the ground. Ml cade flew
back to perch on the casenent, hooting softly as he held the
King's gaze.

"W sdom asked for has been given. That is sufficient, even
for a King.'

As early darkness gathered beneath heavy snowfilled cl ouds
Thane was | ed by Breaknaster through secret passages into
the King's chanber.

"G now, Breakmaster, and guard the door. Wat passes

between this young man and nyself must remain a secret,’
commanded Hol bi an quietly. 'Breakmaster,' added Hol bi an,

closing his fingers around one of the jewels on the cloak, 'Your
|l oyalty shall be rewarded.

‘"No, Lord, do not try to buy ne as you do the Chancellors. |
| ove you as Thoron did or any of the bearers of the tattoo nark.
To serve you, Lord, is enough.'

'Breakmaster, in time we shall make this kingdom strong and
worthy of the one who will take ny place.

Smiling, the King rel eased Breakmaster's hand and turned
hi s gaze towards Thane.

Mul cade, unseen, perched beyond the torch Iight. Thane

knelt, hardly daring to lift his eyes, the gens set in the cloak that
wr apped the King al nost beyond sight were nore wonderfu

than any of the stories he had ever heard.

' Thoronhand' s grandson. Just a boy,' he nused, as if
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speaking to hinself. 'Stand, child, that | nay see all of you.'
Thane rose, blushing, but still keeping his eyes downcast.

"Look at nme, boy! You stand in the prints of a great man,
whom | badly wonged. Let ne see your eyes, for they will tel
me what is in your heart.'

Thane slowy raised his eyes and al nost forgot where he

stood as he gasped in astonishnent at the sight of the winkled
ol d man enconpassed by the cl oak. 'Even Kings grow ol d,

child; worry wears them away qui cker than nost with the rub of
time. Cone, sit by ny side and tell nme of the pictures you saw in
the Learning Hall, for runours are a bad cloak for the truth,
and give ne guidance in the grave decisions | nust nake. You
were feared in the city. The Chancellors plot your death. Bad
magi ¢ was nmixed with your nane and now the breakers fear

you, for with the breaking of Esteron they realize who you are.
The ow upon your shoul der frightened themso that they wll
kill you if you stay within the Granite City.'

‘Lord,' whispered Thane, 'I meant no harm | did as the
Master bid. Wiy do they hate me so? | did not call the ow to ny
shoul der .

Hol bi an | ooked at the boy with sadness in his eyes, 'W live

in brittle times, child, and the people fear anything that m ght
upset the bal ance of their lives. The watchnmakers check each
second of daylight and weigh it against the night before they
I'ight one candle. For they know that one too many will enrage

the N ghtshapes just as one candle too few may nake ni ght | ast
forever. Envy follows the great, child, and fear treads in all the
shadows, even on small begi nni ngs.

"How can | stop it, ny Lord?" asked Thane, fighting back his
tears. 'For all | have done is to |ove ny grandfather who, while
he lived, |oved ne.'

Ki ng Hol bi an reached across to a small table where a

hundred candl es burned and picked one up, tilting it until the
hot wax had run on to the floor, 'Now child, can you remnake
this candl e?

"No, Lord, it is inpossible,' said Thane, staring at the
solidifyi ng wax.

" Then neither can you stop what you have started,’' said King
Hol bi an, adding bitterly: 'Fate cares little for those who try and
swi magainst the tide but remenber this, child, Thoronhand

pl anted a seed that nen would tranple on and destroy before it
bears fruit.' The King's voice rose, grow ng stronger, as he
lifted his hand and placed it on the boy's shoulder. It was so
brittle and frail with age that Thane hardly felt its weight, yet
his heart beat faster to be touched by the King.

"I will not have your blood stain this cloak. |I thought that the
Chancel lors' plots and schenmes were nade to find the throne
stealer. Now | see nore clearly that all they have done is to
destroy ny name, and now they use ne as an enpty puppet.

But you, child, they shall not have. You must grow strong, as
strong as Thoron, your grandfather, far, far away fromthis

pl ace.' He paused, watching the boy's eyes, searching for a
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weakness before he whispered, 'Underfall, the fortress at

Wirl d's End, where shadows hamrer on the doors and the

days are full of darkness; where quick nmen die for want of being
qui cker. Wuld you travel that road in your grandfather's
footsteps and dwel|l anobngst his nenories? Wuld you gat her

up ny standard and carry it into the shadows as he did?

"Lord,' stammered Thane, his eyes shining with tears, but
the King held up his hand for silence.

"Your eyes are but wi ndows to your heart and | see all your
answers clearly w thout words.'

Reachi ng deep inside his cloak King Hol bian pulled out a
letter, heavy with the royal seal

"This is for the hand of Thunderstone, the Keeper of

Underfall. Show it to no one else, child, and tell him..

Hol bi an hesitated a nmonment, renenbering Nevian's words,

"Tell himthat | doubted the hearts of the nost loyal friends a
man could ever wish for, and that | would give away this throne

of thorns to stand once nore by their sides in the Iight of the
great lanmp at Wrld's End. | dare not wite that in the letter
Beware, child, of those you neet upon the road. Beware, but

you are not sent in punishment, renenber that. Nor will you go

al one into darkness, as a beggar, cast out, for | give you a great
gift for the road, perhaps a gift as great as life itself. | give you
Esteron.'

"Lord,' gasped Thane, blushing scarlet, 'l could not take him
as mine. | amnot worthy.

Hol bi an's | aughter cut into Thane's words, 'Child, | think he

is not a horse to be bartered in the market place or neasured by
your worth, but by sone freak of nature his blood lines are tied
to those of the Warhorses. He will never belong to any man,

even a King such as | could not claimhim but you are

Thoron's grandson and he has let you sit upon his back, that is
cl ai m enough for the nmonment. You shall |eave tonight. Beneath
the cl oak of darkness vanish; the Master Breaker will see to
that. Few will rnourn you here.

"But where is Underfall? queried Thane. Hol bi an | aughed
agai n.

"Follow the Greenway to Wrld's End, nmy lad. No nore

questions. The road is black enough to strike terror into brave
Warriors' hearts. One road and all roads |lead to Wrld' s End.
Put your courage before you and do not | ook back, lest the
shadows swal | ow you up.'

Thane rose to go, hesitating and fidgeting. 'Wat is it, boy?
asked Hol bian gruffly, anxious to rest.

"May | see ny nother before | go?" he asked. 'For | |ove her,
and | would like to say goodbye.' The wrinkles around the old
King's eyes softened and he saw before himthe child he had
just commanded to ride perhaps to his death, or worse, on the
road to Underfall, and he was snmitten with guilt, enough to
make him a Ganite King, | ook away. A voice in his head
mocked, 'How great is the man who sends a child to do a man's
work, a child who goes in ignorance and trust where brave nen
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fear to tread?'

The ow hooted, making the old King | ook up and the hard

cold eyes held his and he shook with fear knowi ng that the ow
had seen into his heart, right through his plots and schenes to
send a nmessenger to Underfall and cheat the Chancellors out

of a child' s death. Small power in a faded King which made
himwant to | ook away. Mil cade turned his head, releasing the
King fromhis stare and the old man, ashaned at his deceit,
said softly, 'You shall see your nother tonight and take anyone
you wi sh to make the road safer. A squadron of Gallopers, a
stri ke of Archers; command it and it will be done.'

Thane | ooked fromthe King up to the owl and paused for

only a second before answering, 'Lord, it is enough to followin
my grandfather's footsteps; he rode alone, thus shall | re-trace
his steps.'

' Then Kingspeed, child, on a desperate road,' whispered the
King. 'Kingspeed, little heart.'

The Sumrer Scar f

The first step of the journey was the greatest and nobst severe.
Thane was but a boy to be rudely thrust into an unknown

worl d. He had been his nother's favourite and she had often

had to shield himwi th untruths and half-told lies to save him
fromhis father's wath. Now, to hide her grief, she tal ked fast
of trivial matters while she packed enough to cl othe an arny.
She seened so snmall and frail now, those tw nkling eyes wet

with tears, her knotted hands tight upon a crying cloth, keeping
back those sunlit menories |est they break her heart.

He | ooked long into those gentle eyes, saw all his youth and
his folly and wi shed it all undone, took her hands into his own
and held themtight.

‘I love you, nother, and now feel shane for this great hurt.
Forgi ve ne, please, and ease ny pain upon the road. For in the
darkness of the night |I shall need your love.' Wth that he gently
pul l ed a summer scarf, carelessly hanging forgotten from her

apron pocket, which had upon it a picture of the sun. He held

her tight,

"This shall be ny banner, to light the dark and tw sted paths
am about to tread.' He turned and left quickly, for he could
only tell her of his exile, nothing of the letter in his inner
pocket, nor how closely on his heels the shadows of death trod.

"Son!' called his father beside the outer door. 'Forgive mny

wrath, we cannot undo what has been done, so let us part with

|l ove. You will be lost fromsight, perhaps for ever, so let us part
as friends. A foolish man | have been, perhaps, to think and
schene for you, but take this gear to keep you safe upon the

road.’

Wth that he pulled into sight sone ancient riding gear that

had bel onged to Thoron. A battered hel mand nail coat that,

when Thane put it on, made himstoop. It was w ought of the
finest steel, as yet overlarge - it reached bel ow his knees - but
was cunning in the forging, and would turn a blade or blunt a
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bl ow. 'And take this, his cloak, which, also large, will keep you
war m upon the road. Finally take his saddle, bridl e and the
girths. Legend has it that your grandfather ran the G eenways

in this gear and never fell or was unseated. There are nany

tales and songs still told, | hear, in the borderlands, of the
maki ng of this saddle and the forging of the bit, and perhaps

one day in a long forgotten place you nay neet sonmeone who

can translate the tale carved over the cantle and along the reins.
The |l anguage is long-forgotten here; all we knowis that the
saddl e and bridl e nust be used together but what power or

charnms it holds no one knows.'

Ironhand's voice fell silent, tears touched the corners of his
eyes. Thane grasped his father's arm |ost for words. He

coll ected up his gear and wal ked down the spiral steps to the
breaki ng yards, pausing now and then to listen for the footsteps
of pursuit; but he was al one anbngst the enpty shadows, al one
and afraid of what m ght stand or creep beyond the last lanp's
I'i ght.

"W | eave tonight,' Thane whispered, setting the saddl e and
bridle on the floor of Esteron's stable and lighting a torch from
the spark he kept hidden in his pocket. For a nonent he stood
admring the horse he was to ride to Wrld's End. 'l know all
about your nother, Esteron,' Thane said, renenbering his

own sad parting a short while ago. 'She was an errant horse at
Wrld' s End, the Master told ne her story. Her nanme was

Beacon Light and her rider was killed in an anbush, she fled in
panic into the darkness of Mantern's Forest, tearing off her
saddl e and bridle against the trees that bl ocked her path. A year
| ater she arrived here at the gates of the G anite City, alone and
heavily in foal. I'll bet your father was a great Lord anong

Hor ses.'

Mul cade hooted, for he knew the rest of the story, but Thane
coul d not understand the ow's hoots and mi ssed the beauty of
the mati ng between Beacon Light and Equestrius. Thane

sighed, listening to the nusic in the ow's voi ce.

"W had better be on our way, before the grey hours herald

anot her dawn. This was ny grandfather's saddl e, Amarch

wore it on their great Greenway rides and she was the | ast
Warhorse to serve the Granite Kings,' and he lifted it reverently
on to Esteron's back

The anci ent saddl e, though strangely nmade, sat well upon

his back, and for all its age was soft and supple. Thane ran his
fingers lightly over the | egend carved about the cantle, felt the
finesse of the work and wondered about the deeds of which it
spoke. Perhaps it told of saddlers' halls where trees were

shaped and patterns cut, |eather tool ed, and the whol e put
together with | ong, cubed needles. Perhaps it told of charns or
spells that kept the rider safe within the seat upon a dangerous
road. He pressed his fingers on the |eather skirts and laid his
head upon the seat, his other hand upon Esteron's neck and
slipped into dreanming of the road; saw sweeps of hills, blinding
snow and frozen ponds and fords, black spiky trees pressing on
the road; saw lights below the track, villages shut up tight, and
shadows nove across the path. Esteron noved, his hand

sl i pped, the cream was broken. Perhaps the magi c of the saddle
lay in the things it told when touched. Esteron, tacked, began to
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fidget for the road. A last | ook round, a whispered quick
goodbye to the enpty stable. The girths were tight, keepers,
buckl es, straps were all in place, he led himto the door,
mount ed and set off on the road to Underfall

First winter's snow was swirling through the narrow streets

| eading down to the city's gate and soon snoot hed out the
prints they left. Wapped tight in the cloak and mail he passed
the silent watcher at the stable gate who had had orders to |et
hi m pass. The Master Breaker stood beside the guard, sword
drawn, lest treachery end the journey before it began, and

wat ched Thane and Esteron di sappear, nere shadowy forns in

the snowy night. 'Keep safe, child,' he whispered.

Thane rode until the dawn, late to break, wi th heavy snow
filled clouds, cast enough light to take stock of his bearings.
Rel uctantly he disnmounted from his warmw apped seat, icy
nmoani ng draughts set his mail shirt rattling and his cl oak
flapping at his heels. He had heard the dispatch riders tal k of
how they spelled their horses on |ong journeys, when haste did
not press too hard, and how they wal ked or jogged at their
horses' heads to ease the wei ght upon their backs and save their
strength to run the further. He soon realised what nmen of stee
these riders were, for after one hundred paces in the uneven
snow, burdened with his shirt's weight, he renounted Esteron,
alittle disgraced with his |lack of strength. 'Sonme Rider I|'l
make! A hopeless boy to fill a man's shoes,' he thought, but
worse was to conme. In youthful haste Thane had set out with
little thought of what to take on such a journey, he had foll owed
blindly the road down fromthe city and had nmade his way from
lanp to |l anp as each one rose out of the swirling snow until he
passed the last, and in the bl ackness w apped up tight within
his grandfather's cloak, felt the snow bite against his face and
sting his eyes and dreant of dragons and great deeds upon the
road. Riding for the King, paying little attention to where
Esteron took himin the snow dark

Now he was | ost, without a | andmark, danp, soaked through
hi s breeches where snow had settled on his saddle. Wite, he
wal ked at Esteron's head, his hands were nunmb with cold and
sl i pped upon the reins and icy draughts found hi dden ways
beneath the cloak. No sign of life noved upon the grey-white
| andscape. Bending clunps of trees tugged in the w nd, noved
slow y past Esteron's neasured pace. No bird or aninmal noved
and enptiness stretched in each direction. The only signs on
the road were the way-posts set to keep a traveller safe from
straying and they vani shed in perspective before and behi nd.
Esteron seemed no better off, head down into the snowy wind,
his fl owi ng mane had becone a tangle of wet hair, lying linp
upon his neck, and snow had settled on his quarters.

Al'l day they wal ked, and all day they grew col der and

hungri er; towards dusk Thane's spirits were at their | owest.

Wet through and frozenly funmbling in his inner pockets he
touched his nmother's scarf and through the nunbness in his
fingers felt the snoothness of the silk, wound the scarf about
his hand and crushed it tight. Perhaps the novenent of his

hand nade the bl ood begin flowing, for first it tingled, then
burned and felt warm He transferred the scarf fromhand to
hand, rubbed Esteron's neck with it and tried hard to keep back
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the darkness that was grow ng about them He told Esteron

tales he had heard of great adventures fromthe past, but mnuch
of what he said was pulled away by the wind, and his tales and
stories faded into silence as he slunped forward, worn out with
tiredness and despair. Wth one hand clutching tightly to the
scarf, he slipped from consci ousness into dark dreans.

Lost to feeling fromthe nunmbing cold, he did not notice the

wei ght settle on his shoulder, or the talons press into his mai
coat, see the sharp cruel beaks or |arge unblinking eyes, or see
or feel the ones that followed - black silent shapes descendi ng
fromthe night to settle on his back, or hear the soft hoots that
were used to guide the ol der ones, |ess sharp-eyed than the
rest, until his back was covered with a feather blanket fromhis
shoul ders to the high cantle of the saddle. Still they sat,
unbl i nki ng wat chers through the night, turning a head this way
and that for these were dangerous roads with many hunting in

the dark where winter food was hard to find, and Thane,

unar nmed, unconsci ous, nmade an easy prey.

He had seen themoften, but paid little heed, except to

admre their beauty and silent dignity in the tall barns, stable
| ofts and sonetines in the trees about the court. Watching in
silence, unblinking, all the com ngs and goi ngs of the King.
Royal procl amation protected them from bei ng hunted and
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their presence was considered a good omen, for many stories
fromthe past told of how they fought side by side with the
horses, using beak and claw to defeat their common enem es,

or acted as nessengers, for little m ssed their blinkless eyes.
Mul cade, Chief Loftmaster OM, watched all the com ngs and

goi ngs about the breaking yards and marked Esteron's high
breeding fromthe first day of his arrival. He saw through the
gangling of youth and his awkwardness to the directness of his
line and traced with his eye where great sheets of nuscle would
repl ace the sumer grazing fat. He saw that trace of comon

bl ood that made hi mtough enough to outstay by far the other
horses in the yards; he saw his father's tenper and knew from
whom he came. Ml cade, wisest of all the ows, with only the
merest turning of his head, had seen and heard it all. In silent
flight he had settled on the twi sted beamthat spanned the king
post where Esteron stood, racked short to eat, and in quiet
hoots and whi spers had told himwhat fate had befallen Thane.
In the time left while Thane held his nother close and took his
father's hand he had told Esteron all he knew of the secret
paths that led towards Wrld' s End, of little used G eenways,
overgrown and broken Causeways, now fallen into neglect. He
said he would foll ow and gi ve what hel p he could and counse

for the roads ahead. He would fly in danger in the daylight,
however, for ow s had many enem es outside the power of the

Ki ng.

The stable guards had | et Miul cade pass invisible; high above
the gate he flew, buffeted by the storm Al day he flew
searching in a great circle about the city, flying through the
falling snow over a vani shing | andscape where everything

bl ended in tones of grey and white except for the black hedges
and clunps of trees, bent by the wind. Angry at the snow that
wei ghed hi m down and forced frequent stops to shake his
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feathers dry, and fear that death mght wait in a trap behind the
first hedgerow Esteron passed. At |length he saw t hem as | ast
Iight faded; he saw Thane slunped forward lifeless in the
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saddle. Flying high he cast a wide circle, calling to his kind for
hel p and | ooked for a warm safe place to guide Esteron to; but
there was none that even the swi ftest horse could reach before
nmor ning; the road was enpty of enemes, but also enpty of
friends. The owWls with great care covered all they could and
kept hi mwarm t hroughout the watches of the night. They kept
Esteron to the snowy path and he took confort fromhis extra
burden, for without the ows he would not have known his way.
By norning light their feathers' warnth had dried Thane's
cloak and warned right through his mail shirt; now conscious,
he sl ept and dreaned of feather beds, soft quilts and sunshine
in his hair.

Wyodsedge

Brave Esteron, unconpl aining, had now wal ked two ni ghts and
one day, his linbs were aching and tiredness pulled at his
frozen eyel ashes and a rimof frozen snow had set a coronet
about the headpi ece of the bridle, but still he forged ahead,
now breasting drifts that touched his shoul der. Ml cade woul d
whi sper out the way | est he waken Thane and urged himon, for
now just in sight between two hills, hard against a jet black
wood, a spiral of snoke rose up to neet the winter sky.

Stretching their wings, |looking round with tirel ess eyes, the
ows lifted lightly into the icy air and, swooping over hedge and
tree, roosted in the wood to keep a silent watch, except

Mul cade who clung to Thane's shoul der, beak and cl aws

tensed, ready lest the lonely house be unfriendly. Esteron took
themto the door and pushed it with his head; but to no avail

The door renmained fast and he nerely dislodged sonme of the

snow that covered his brow He turned inpatiently and,

hunching up his quarters, punched out the door. One bl ow
fromthose iron-hard hooves shattered the door, post and janb,
and sent splintered tinbers flying into the air. Turning,

Esteron stepped through the broken entrance to face a ring of
bright sharp swords held in unsteady hands, for huge he

| ooked, bl ocking out the light, steamrising fromthe nelting
snow upon his back, his ears flattened back and his teeth bared.
Thane seenmed no nore than the shade of a | ong-dead hero,

dressed as he was in errant riders' gear and lying lifeless on the
horse's back. Mul cade with razor sharp claws flexed, beak

open w de upon his shoul der, shrieked, ready to stoop to the
attack.

VWhat apparition stood before them from beyond Wrld's

End? What hi deous beast, wapped in vaporous steanf? \Wat
carrion of the darkness sat upon those lifel ess shoul ders?
Tombel , master of the house, nmoved fearfully forwards, flexing
his arms to swing the doubl e-handed marchi ng sword, but
Esteron reared, thrashing at the air with his hooves, driving
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Tonbel back towards the wi de staircase

The crashing of Esteron's hooves upon the stone fl oor

snapped Thane awake and rising tall in the stirrups he grabbed
in vain for the sword he had forgotten to take. Instead, in his
haste, he dropped the crunpled scarf upon the floor. Unarned
ami dst a world of foes he felt a fool. In that nmonent, while he
saw his folly and | ooked at his scarf, Tombel saw Thane for
what he was; a half-frozen boy, an ow, and a horse, |ost and
al one upon the winter's road.

"Easy, lad,' he called softly, putting the marchi ng sword upon
the ground and notioning his sons and his Wayhouse nen to
lay their blades next to his

"W nean you no harm lad, but we live in dangerous tines
and we were battle-ready at the first sound you nade beyond
our door.' Tonbel's eyes softened as he recogni zed the cl oak
and hel mthat Thane wore, but he | ooked uneasy at Mil cade
and Esteron.

Thane foll owed his gaze fromEsteron to the ow upon his
shoul der and recogni sed himas the one who had flown on to
his shoulder in the sand school and he | aughed, bl ushing
scarl et and junped to the ground.

"Forgive ne, sir. | did not know we had reached a house. |
must have fallen to sleep in the saddle.’

Looki ng behind himat the broken door he turned a deeper
red and whi spered,' Ch dear, did | do that?

Tombel stood staring at Thane, 'House? Did you call this a
house?"

The Wayhouse nen snil ed, nudgi ng one anot her and
Tonbel ' s sons | aughed.

"Yes,' replied Thane, |ooking fromface to face.

This is nmore than just a house, ny lad, this is the Wayhouse

at Wodsedge. The last refuge, or the first, whichever way you
travel. It is here that travellers rest their tired mounts. M nd
you, we don't keep the horses in here, cone, let me show you
where the stables are. Bring your horse, and we shall feed and
bed hi m down.

Est eron, unsaddl ed and rugged with the best bl ankets that
Tonbel could find, rolled in the golden straw, snorted, shook
himsel f fromhead to tail and threw hinmself on to his food. He
had one foreleg lifted, ready to attack. Tonbel paused at the
stabl e door, lost in thought, watching Esteron eat.

"You have the makings of a great horse there, ny boy. Even
better than the one that rested here three, or even four,
daylights ago. M nd you, he was | eaner and run up as light as a
Border Hound at the end of a hard road. Did you pass hin?'

'Pass who, sir? The road was dark and enpty when | left the
Ganite City, and all | saw during the | ast daylightwas blizzards
and driving snowfl akes.'

"Come, we will talk sonme nbre on this matter,' Tonbel said

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferie...ndium%201%20-%20The%20Road%20to%20Underfall.txt (62 of 189) [6/4/03 10:55:55 PM]



filex/l/F|/rah/Mike%620Jeff eries/Mike%20Jef f eries%20-%20L oremasters¥%6200f %20El undium%201%20-%20T he%20R0ad%20to%20Underfall .txt

| eadi ng Thane back into the Wayhouse to stand before his
sons, Rubel and Arbel, and the Wayhouse Marchers that |ived
at Wodsedge.

"Now, lad, | want an explanation of why you journey alone in
such dangerous tines. There is clearly a lot to tell us. Come,
out with it before ny Marchers grow edgy with their swords.'

Thane told all he could without betraying the confidence of
the King, but he soon began to stammer and stunble over
every word to keep the purpose of his journey vague.

"And what of that ow perched on your shoul der? Were

does he fit in the scheme of things? An ill-dressed, half
starved, half-frozen |lad, who rides on a horse too good to be a
casual gift, with an ow on his shoulder. Wth the bl ack troubl es
we have now you had better give me a nore solid story of why

you use this road, or you will kick your heels |ocked up in ny
cellar. I will send word to the Chancellors and await a better
expl anation. perhaps they will tell me nore or nmaybe they will
even know Who you stole the horse from'

Mul cade coul d see how badly it was going for Thane and

hoot ed, spreading his wings to stoop. Tombel reached for his
bow, Arrah, the Marcher, drew his sword. Rubel and Arbel | eapt
behi nd Thane and suddenly the Wayhouse Marchers had encircled
himin a ring of drawn swords.

" Enough of this nonsense,' snapped Tonbel, steppinginto the
circle, nocking an arrow on to the string and taking aimat the ow.

"Stop! Stop! | have a letter fromKing Holbian. | amto deliver it
to the Master of Underfall. That is the purpose of ny journey.

The letter is inside ny shirt.' Ashamed at giving his secret up so
easily, yet relieved to see the bow put down, Thane breathed a
sigh of relief. He did not understand the owm's part or where it had
joined him O why, but he did recognize himas Loftnaster

Mul cade, who had often perched near Esteron's manger, and had
flown to his shoulder in the sand school. Perhaps the old | egends
were true about ow s and horses having a comon bond. He had

al ways |iked Mil cade's silent presence in the yard and now he
hoped that he would stay with him

' Keeper,' E;thric, the Marcher, called, tugging at Tombel's

sl eeve as he turned the letter over and over in his hands, 'the
mor ni ng wears away, Lord, we nust start searching or the daylight
will fade before we reach the deeperparts of the forest.'

Tonbel | ooked up fromthe letter's seal, his features softening
into a smle; he took Thane's arm 'Cone, lad, and sit by the fire.
Qpen your heart to nmy Marchers and tell themtruthfully, did you
cross Nightbeasts' tracks on the road?

‘Lord, the road was deep in untrodden snow. | was al one upon
Esteron's back. But why do you ask about Ni ghtbeasts' tracks?

Tombel rubbed a hand across his tired eyes and for a nonent
| ooked very ol d.

"During the night, after Errant had left us to finish the last part
of his journey tog the Granite City, N ghtbeasts attacked us, here at
Wyodsedge. They al nost overran the Wayhouse, taking us
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conpl etely by surprise.' Tonbel paused, drawi ng his eyebrows
together. 'l think nowit was Errant they were after, they nust
have fol |l owed himhere. But he had gone, hardriding Dawnri se
with whip and spur. Sonething, perhaps second sight, had
warned himto flee. The Ni ghtbeasts seened to be searching

for sonething or soneone and finding only us they killed two of
my Marchers and stole ny greatest treasure before we drove
them out of the house.

Ethric gripped Thane's arnms in his huge hands, 'They stole
the Keeper's daughter, boy, they stole Elionbel, the beautifu
El i onbel .’

Tonbel sighed, burying his head in his hands, 'Were in al
the wild woods shall we search today?

"Gansyl died at the stair head trying to defend her,' broke in
Rubel , honing the bl ade of his sword inpatiently with a

whet stone. 'Let us start now, father, and | eave the tal king unti
supper tine.'

"Inpatience will not find her! But you are right. W shall talk
of Kings and the great fortress at Wrld' s End at evening tine.
Today, search towards G | dersl eeves and while you are that

way warn the Fencing Master, Duclos, of the N ghtbeasts. He

may have seen signs of them'

Tonbel watched Ethric and Arrah | ead the Wayhouse

Marchers out on to the G eenway, 'Keep safe and beware the
shadows!' he called after themas they spread out and di sappeared
beneath the eaves of the black forest.

"Each daylight we have searched wi thout reward,' Tonbel

said, returning to stand with his back to the fire. Elionbel had
not gone easily and he knew she would pay a high price for
putting up such a fight. Thane had slipped forwards in his
chair, his head falling on to his chest. Tonbel smiled down at
hi m and pull ed the cloak across himlike a bl anket.

"Sleep, child," he whispered, notioning to Martbel his wfe,
who stood in the doorway, to tread quietly around the young
man.

On silent wings Mil cade rose and | eft Wodsedge. He flew

over the black forest calling in shrill hoots, summoning all who
could hear himto a council in an ancient tree beside the
G eenway.

"Ni ght beasts are about. Tell nme all you have seen while hunting
in the dark.'

Mul cade sat upon the highest branch and listened to the quiet

noi ses that filled the gloony forest. Tombel had guessed right, a
band of N ghtbeasts had foll owed the nmessenger across

El undi um but Wbodsedge was the only house they had attacked,

so far. Mil cade turned his ear this way and that but there was no
news of the fair Elionbel. The N ghtbeasts had vanished, it
seemed, into the heart of the forest with her.

"Who will help ne?" he hooted against the cold afternoon w nd.
"Who will hunt the nightbeasts with ne and fly at nmy wing tip to
find Elionbel ?
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In the silence that foll owed Mil cade held themw th his eye,
unbl i nking for |ong noments. Sone could hold his gaze and

those he knew were true Battle (ows, but there were sone who
shifted on the branch and | ooked away. Mil cade, with the

wi sdom of a Loftnaster, softened his stance and hooting quietly
bid themto fly home and raise the alarm Fly, and spread the word
t hroughout El undium that the N ghtbeasts were once nore at

| ar ge.

Gathering the owls that had proudly held his gaze into a stoop
in the highest branches Mil cade told them what they nust do.

"W nust stoop here and fold our wi ngs upon the tree before

the night grows dark. nightbeasts nust rest by day so we nust fly
hi gh above the forest and | ook for signs. They have little thought
for tree or branch and weck nuch as they march, so look in this
dark and tangled wood for damage that Nature would not cause

Do not be seen or give alarmbut mark the place and cone sw ftly
back."'

The sky darkened to their w ngs. Heads | ow, eyes sharp, they
flewoff in all directions over a nass of black wi nter trees.

Thane sl ept all day, oblivious to the bustle of preparation going
on all around him Sparks flew round the grinding wheel as

not ched swords were honed to sharp new points and nicks and

chi ps hacked off by iron collars were ground out. The doors and
wi ndows were barred with wooden beans. Fresh | ogs were

carefully stacked up high about the hearth and dry sticks, tar

di pped and tied in bundles, had been heaped behind his chair.

G ggling anongst the serving girls woke him The early setting

sun was sinking behind the black forest, casting | ong shadows to
the door. Thane stretched and rose stiffly to his feet, and saw the
roomtransformed as if for war.

'Come, l|ad,' |aughed Tonbel, seeing the young man standing
by the fireplace, 'Come and choose a sword before supper, just in
case the ni ghtbeasts return.’

"WIl they come back?' asked Thane with an anxious note in his
Voi ce.

"I doubt it, lad, not tonight anyway. They al ready have the
greatest treasure in nmy house. But one day they will sweep across
all Elundium mark my words!'’

Thane shivered, drawi ng his grandfather's cloak tightly about
hi s shoul ders. Tonbel saw the fear in Thane's eyes and stretched

out a reassuring hand to him 'Soon ny Marchers will return.
This is a strong house, but | have yet to have a nane from our
guest. Who are you, |ad?

As Thane was about to answer he heard running footsteps on
the snowcl eared path. Tonmbel spun round, drawi ng his sword

Arbel burst through the newy repaired door. 'Father, father!

We have found Nightbeasts' tracks leading into the heart of the

bl ack forest. | have left the others guarding the place. Wat shal
we do?'
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Tonmbel quickly gathered up his | ongbow, two doubl e-edged
swords and a close-work cutting knife.

"Lord,' cried Thane, 'let me conme with you and repay your
hospitality.'

'No, | ad, you owe us nothing!’

Tonbel turned away and took two paces towards the open

doorway then abruptly stopped. Mil cade was silently hovering

in the opening with a scrap of torn fabric in his talons, beside
hi m anot her owl hovered with a bl oody eye in his claws.

"Eli onbel ," Tonbel whispered, reaching up to the torn scrap

of fabric, seeing again the laughing girl on the stairs, feeling her
goodni ght ki sses on his cheek and the touch of her gol den | ocks
brush agai nst his face.

Mul cade alighted on Tonmbel's arm and pl aced the scrap of

fabric in his hand. The other ow |et the hideous eye fall from
its talons. It bounced upon the floor and rolled agai nst
Tonbel ' s foot.

"Ni ght beasts!' Tonbel cried, pointing towards the eye.

Bendi ng his arm Tonbel gently brought Mil cade so cl ose that
their heads were al nbst touching, 'You know of the mark upon
my arm you saw right through the cloth, even though | reached
for my bowin tenper. You understood ny grief and you have
searched in the wild wood outside and found Elionbel. You
know where she i s!

Mul cade hooted softly and pressed his talons into Tonbel's
arm then he flew to the doorway and hovered as if waiting.
Rockspray, the other oW, flew towards Arbel, circled him

once, and then also flew to the doorway.

"Run back to the others, tell themto followthe oM. He wll
| ead you to your sister,' Tonbel cried as he raced after
Mul cade

Thane ran out into the early darkness and quietly found the
stabl es and saddl ed Esteron. He had renenbered to bring the
sword he had earlier chosen and clunsily gripping the hilt in
one hand he wound the reins around the other. 'Gllop

Gal l op!* he urged, pointing Esteron towards the edges of the

bl ack forest, follow ng Tonbel's footprints in the snow. As they
gal |l oped a stoop of ow s descended out of the darkness and | ed
them t hrough the trees.

Thane gave up trying to direct Esteron and | eaned forwards,
huggi ng his neck. He drew his knees up as high as he could in
the saddl e as they cantered through tight gaps, barely wi de
enough for Esteron. Black and scratched they came to wider

gl ades and yet, galloping hard and silent on the snow, they
could not match Tonbel's Marcher's strides. Al ways just

ahead hi s shadow or noon-reflected mail showed between

the trees. Up steep slopes of tall pine trees or down into tight
val | eys where the trees grew in close dark tangles, on they ran,
t hrough the night, horses following the ows who flewin a
straight line towards the N ghtbeasts' canp.

Kerzol de had thought it secure. A hollow ringed with
hawt horn trees and broken granite bl ocks. Kerzolde, their
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captain, had chosen it, a place to rest and tornment the girl they
had stol en

They had | ost the messenger, somehow he had vani shed,

but the girl's death would make up a little for that. They were
well forward with their torture, now they were to draw her
nails one by one. Kerzolde gripped her hands in his claws,
sneering and dribbling, pressing his foul face against hers.
Mul cade, hi gh above the forest, drifting on an icy current,
caught within his tufted ear a scream torn out in pain, faint
upon the wind. He might have missed themin all that dark
wild forest, but now he had a beacon and far below, a nere
speck ampngst those gnarled and spiky trees, he saw El i onbel
hung up, stretched tight by bleeding wists between two trees.
In that split second before Kerzolde bit at her finger tips
Rockspray, the gentle ow flying at Mil cade's wi ngtip,

pl unged to earth and as he stooped, wi ngs stripping feathers
wi de the speed, he unhooked his talons and spread them wi de
torip and tear. Down he fell, dizzy with the speed. The shock
of his stoop flung Kerzol de backwards and, hooking his talons
around one of the nonster's eyes, he ripped it out, tHen
swooped of f between the hawt horn trees, shrieking with
victory. Mil cade had stooped silently into the N ghtbeasts
camp and plucked the torn strip of nightdress froma hawt horn
spi ke and together the ows had carried their news to the
meeting tree, and then into the Wayhouse at Wodsedge.

Mul cade tightened his talons on Tonbel's arm indicating

that they were close to the N ghtbeasts' secret canp. Stealthily
Tonbel crept to the hollow s rimand hid between the

hawt horns. Dawn was in the tree tops and soon the

Ni ght beasts would be at their weakest. There, suspended as

Mul cade had seen her, hung Elionbel, with fresh tears running
down her face. Tonbel forced his knuckles into his nmouth and

bit hard to stop hinself crying out as he saw Elionbel's bl eeding
hands.

The Ni ght beasts were mlling about prodding at her with their
spears, cruelly laughing and nocki ng her as she | ooked up
towards the dawn.

"You cannot steal the sunrise, or stop the daylight painting
winter colours in the trees,' she cried out, letting her head fal
forwards in despair. Blinding light flashed across the hol | ow.
Tombel could wait no |onger, up he junped between the trees,
sweeping two broad swords aloft to catch the early norning
sunl i ght.

Esteron in that instant sprang from beyond the hollow s rim
clearing the | owest spiky hawthorns to | and besi de Tonbel .

"Elionbel! Elionbel!" Tonbel shouted, plunging the great

mar chi ng swords into the nearest Nightbeasts. Esteron lifted his
head and nei ghed until an answer canme that darkened the sky.
Thane | ooked up, expecting the shadow of death, but instead,

just like a part of one of his grandfather's stories, the sky was
full of ows; stoop upon stoop falling out of a clear blue
nmor ni ng sky to attack the Nightbeasts.

Thane hung on tightly to the saddl e as Esteron reared and
pl unged his way deeper and deeper into the hollow, natching
Tonbel stride for stride. 'Run! Run!' a voice shouted in Thane's
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head. The N ghtbeasts' foul shadows were swall owi ng them up
his sword armfelt heavy and paral ysed. Fear nmade hi m gasp for
breath as huge claws reached out to pull him down.

"Lord, | cannot,' he cried, trying to turn Esteron away.
"Father! Father!' a voice called out across the holl ow.

Thane heard her cry as clear as silver bells on a candl e night
and, lifting his head, he turned in the saddl e and saw her,

El i onbel of Wodsedge, surrounded by Ni ghtbeasts ready to
plunge in their spears.

Mul cade and Rockspray were defending her, both I|eading a

stoop of ow s at the N ghtbeasts' eyes, but for each beast they
destroyed anot her |oomed up to shadow the sunlight. Thane | et

go of the saddl e and, inexpertly, swung the borrowed sword in a
glittering arc. 'Thoron!' he shouted to give hinself courage as
Esteron plunged forwards towards Elionbel. Thane sl ashed the

blade wildly fromleft to right, feeling it shudder as it struck the
Ni ght beasts' armour. Twice it was alnost torn out of his hands

as it pierced through into their black hearts.

The owW s were being driven backwards into a tight circle

around Elionbel. Soon the N ghtbeasts' spears would be able to
reach her. Esteron saw her peril and fought his way on to the
steep rimof the holl ow, bel ow where she hung. They were
surrounded now by hi deous N ghtbeasts. Thane |eapt to the

ground and thrust his sword into the swarm ng nass of terror,
while his arns grew nunb and tired, the hilt of his sword

becane slippery in his hands from N ght beast bl ood and he
stunmbl ed over their fallen carcasses as he strove beside Esteron
to hold that piece of ground.

‘'Death!' screanmed a bl ack shape, rising above the other
nightmare fornms. 'Death!' it screamed again, advanci ng on
Thane, blotting out the sunlight. One-eyed Kerzol de had heard
the other Marchers. They were rapidly closing in on the holl ow,
now was the time to run but first he would kill the girl and
per haps the boy who stood defending her. He drove his spear

up towards her heart, throwing all his hatred of the people of
El undi um behind the thrust. Thane saw the flash of sunlight

fromthe blade and, spinning round, he struck desperately at the
spear shaft. He shattered it, catching Kerzolde's

clawwith the flat of the blade. The force of the bl ow knocked
the sword out of Thane's hands and he stood defencel ess

bef ore Kerzol de

"I ' will kill you one day!' hissed the bl ack shape, its raw eye
socket oozed pus and its danmaged claw twi tched hel pless at his
side. He stepped nenacingly towards Thane and then, | ooking
back into the hollow at the advanci ng Wayhouse Marchers, he
turned and fled over the hollow s riminto the black forest.

The tide of battle quickly turned and sil ence descended
across the hollow. The Nightbeasts fled, followi ng their
captain into the forest.

Tombel rested aching hands upon the hilts of his notched
and splintered swords and quietly directed Ethric to take the
Marchers and hunt the N ghtbeasts beyond G | dersl eeves. He
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then | oosed the cutting knife fromhis belt and clinbing the
steep rimof the hollow cut the bonds above Elionbel's wists.

Tombel gathered Elionbel into his arms and hel d her cl ose.
There were tears in his eyes as he turned towards honme. A soft
muzzl e pressed against his arm He turned his head and smled
at Esteron. 'Thank you, great warrior,' he whispered. Esteron
pressed his arma little nore forcefully and bent his forelegs,
offering the enpty saddle. 'You are a true Lord ampobng Horses,"
he said, setting Elionbel gently in the saddle. Such was
Tombel 's relief at finding Elionbel alive and his concern over
her mutilated hands that he forgot all about Thane as he

wal ked besi de Esteron, his hand on Elionbel's knee to steady
her .

Thane stood for a noment on the hollow s rim casting his

eye over the N ghtrmare shapes that lay scattered before him

" Ni ght beasts!' he whi spered, knowi ng now the full horror of
the nonsters his grandfather had told himof. Quickly he
turned and followed in Esteron's hoofprints, light in heart to
have hel ped Tonbel a little and proud that Esteron had offered
his saddle to Elionbel. He remenbered their battles in the
sandschool and | aughed to see himnow in gentle najesty, neck
arched, seeking out the safest way between the tangled tree
roots, hidden under first winter's snow.

Thane soon fell far behind, but he was not al one or |ost,
Esteron's hoof prints were clear to foll ow and Rockspray kept
pace with himflying frombranch to branch. Now he had tine

to | ook about and he saw the beauty of the world beyond the
Ganite City. Tall trees, mightier than castle colums, with
branches that seened to touch the sky; shafts of sunlight nore
beautiful than a thousand candl e flames, that fell upon the
forest floor. Distant pigeons cooed and wild white doves flewin
the misty light. Al about himthe forest was alive. Squirrels
searched the ground for winter food, or leapt fromtrunk to
trunk, sometines keeping pace with him sonetinmes in their
haste letting fall a hard-sought autum fruit. Startled deer
moved t hrough the shadows and rabbits dived for cover. Far
ahead he caught a glinpse of Esteron's tail swi shing as he

wal ked or a flash of sunlight reflecting from Tonbel's

mar chi ng swords where they rested across his shoul der

Hot and danp beneath his mail shirt, Thane sat a while

resting his back against a tall, smooth chestnut tree whose
trunk patterns tw sted round and spiralled up to disappear
anongst many forking branches. He drifted into sleep and he
woul d have let the sun slip out of sight had not Rockspray
pul I ed hi m back awake by tugging hard on his sleeve, for

though they had won a great fight the forest was no place yet for
Thane to wander al one after dark. There perched on his knee,
Rockspray in all his feathery beauty sat with bl ackened,

bl oodst ai ned tal ons spread to keep his bal ance and with eyes

hal f hooded he | ooked | ong, unblinking into Thane's eyes and
made soft noi ses deep inside his throat. Soft enough to make
Thane reach out and stroke his feathery chest and run his hand
over the horny skin on his talons. Wat joy to be so close to such
wi | d beauty.

' Cone, brave owl, or the Keeper of Wodsedge will have
bolted the door!' Thane said, struggling to his feet. Rockspray
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flew to perch on his shoul der and they wal ked together as the
afternoon wore on, pulling their shadows | ong, making giants
of them mighty warriors striding through the woods that none
woul d dare go near. So they came to Wodsedge and Tonbel 's
hone with early lights in the windows casting crystal patterns

on the snow as the last |ight faded.

"Stables first to see Esteron set fair for the night,' Thane said
to Rockspray, turning away fromthe house towards the stable
yard. But the stable door hung open. Esteron was nowhere to

be seen. He called his nanme, near to tears and ran back towards
the darkened tree line. 'Esteron! Esteron!' he called, in desper
ation. A nuffled answer cane, soft at first but clinbing through
the scales to reach a roaring neigh that shook the w ndow
franmes and set the candles dancing on the tables. It cane from

i nsi de the Wayhouse, pouring through the open door, ending

in a clear high note of joy that finished in soft whinnying and
bl owi ng through vel vet snmooth nostrils.

Thane ran, crunching through the snow, to stop and stare.
Upon the threshold stone he paused for there before him
mghty in the firelight, stood Esteron. The scarf Thane had
taken fromhis nother hung fromthe pormel of the saddle as a
banner.

"I wish the King could see you now,' Thane whi sper ed.

Tonbel crossed the stone flagged floor and gripped Thane's
arns in wel cone.

'Conme, great warrior. For what you did today this house is
forever open to you. My swords and the bow of black forest yew
| hunbly lay at your feet.' Wth that Tonbel laid his bl oody
not ched swords and the bow at Thane's feet.

Thane stanmered, blushing, 'It was Esteron that pulled nme

into that dreadful place. In faith, I would have fled to hide

but . . .'

Tonbel with a steady hand lifted Thane's chin and | ooked

with softness into his eyes. 'l felt your fear and | heard you cry
out, but you nmastered the fear nmy boy. Wiy, | saw you defend

my fair Elionbel. I know what courage it takes to face the

ni ght beasts. It is true your horse brought you to ny side and you
could have clung there like a babe, cradle fresh, whining and
dribbling until the fight was done but your blade and the scarf tied
to the saddl e brought hope in the norning and won us a great

victory! Cone, brave warrior, and no nore talk of hiding, for your
hel p was nmuch needed and will be |ong renenbered. Cone,

unsaddl e your horse.'

Tonmbel | ed Thane over to Esteron and hel ped hi mrenove the

saddl e and bridle. Running his hands across Esteron's shoul der
Tonmbel exclainmed, 'You know, | haven't seen the |ike of him

since ny youth in the great battle for Wrld' s End. Yet he will ask
not hing for today's | abour save we keep our faith in friendship
with him a bow of food, clean bed, or the freedomto go where
ever he chooses. Today he helped to win back this house's

greatest treasure and fromthis noment this Great Hall shall be

his stable, and ny best crystal bowl his manger.
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"Lord,' ventured Thane timdly, 'just before the ow s brought
news of your daughter you had asked ne to give ny nane.'

Tombel | aughed, his eyes full of mschief, 'l knew you, |ad,

even as | put ny marching sword on the floor when you burst
through that door. That cloak, that helm even the saddle told ne.
You have his ways, his manner and the sane straight |ook in the
eyes. Wl cone ampongst friends, Thanehand, wel come.

Thane | ooked up, startled, at Tonbel's speech and dropped
the scarf he had just renpved fromthe saddl e.

"You knew ny grandfather and the Warhorse, Amarch?

Tombel smiled, bending to pick up the scarf, but he quickly
dropped it again as the colours burst into life.

"That scarf has magic init!' he gasped, bending forwards to
take a cl oser | ook.

"No, it is just my nother's scarf that | took in parting to Iight ny
lonely path. It gave nme courage on the road and it seens to catch
and hold the sunlight. It has her warnth, her strength and |ove
sonmehow woven in anongst the threads.'

Thane's eyes brimed with tears as he renenbered her in

that dark little roomin the shadow of the great wall

‘Mot her! Martbel, cone quickly,' Tonbel cried. Turning

back to Thane he gripped his arm 'Forgive me, Thane, | have
been a rough host. Martbel, cone, conme show Thane the best
roomthis Wayhouse can offer. Up, boy, for there will be a
grand feast tonight and you must attend. Go now, follow
Martbel, she will show you the way.'

| ater that evening Thane tiptoed to the head of the stairs

and peered down at the throng of people gathered in the G eat
Hal|. He had been at a loss to know what to do with the jug of
wat er and the bow set on a stand beside his bed and the mrror
had startled him naking himjunp backwards. He had

| aughed at his reflection and brushed his fingers through his
hair.

"Warrior!' he had whispered, puffing his chest and frowning.

" ni ght beast slayer!' he had cried sweeping his cloak across his
shoul ders and lungeing at the reflection. Then he had noticed
the dirt on his face and, wetting his fingers, w ped what he
coul d away. Now he stood there in the shadows, nore terrified
and al one than ever before. The nmurnur of battle talk rose up
the stairway. The noise of laughter and the clink of pewter, the
ring of the crystal cups froze Thane, his mouth felt dry and his
heart pounded in his chest. Sonething noved in the darkness

and noi selessly settled on his right shoul der, then another on
his left.

' Mul cade, Rockspray!' he whispered, |ooking at each of the
ows. Softly they hooted, flying up to perch on a beam and the
talk in the Great Hall fell away to not hing.

" Thane!' Tonbel called, clinbing the stairway to find him
hiding in the shadows, 'My Marchers, ny sons, Martbel and all
my house await you. Cone!'

"I cannot. | was born to Candl ebane Hall, Lord, | could not go
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anongst your high born folk. My place is with the tallow taper,
lighting the candles.’

124

Tombel smiled, putting his arm around Thane's shoul der
and was about to bring himdown the stairs when he noticed

the dirt still on his hands and face and his untidy hair.
Turni ng he took Thane back into his roomand bid himsit on
t he bed.

' Bei ng hi ghborn does not nake you better, lad. It does not

make you nore worthy to stand with ot her people. You talk of
lighting candles with a taper, yet today you lit a |light far greater
than all the candles in this Wayhouse when you fought beside

me in that dreadful hollow Cone now, wash your face, here,

| et me show you.

Tonmbel poured the water fromthe jug into the bow and
spl ashed it on his face, laughing, then dried it on a towel.

' You have stepped beyond Candl ebane Hall, now, but never

be ashaned of your humnbl e begi nnings, or ever forget them
Now do as | have done and wash your face and use a comb upon
that tangle of hair, it |ooks worse than a cornfield after a
t hunderstorm'

Tonbel waited while Thane washed and conbed his hair,
and he smiled inwardly as Thane hesitated before the mrror,
seeing hinself for the first tine.

"Marchers! Warriors of the Geenway! Friends and fanmly, |

wel cone to this Wayhouse Thanehand, the Candlelighter's

son, who lit today a torch that will shine forever bright in ny
heart .’

Silver goblets, pewter nmugs and crystal cups were raised and
shouts of welcome filled the hall

Tonbel spread his hands and the conpany fell silent.

"There are others we shall welcome, for without themit would
be a bl ack night of weeping. Esteron, the bravest horse in al
El undium who will be known as Elionbel's chanpion. And,'
Tonbel smiled, |ooking up at the Kingpost beam ' Ml cade,
Loftmaster OM, and Rockspray, a Lord anbngst Battle OuM s

| pledge you safety in this small corner of Elundiumfor as |ong

as | can lift a hand to make it so, for we owe Elionbel's life to you.
Again shouts of welcone filled the Geat Hall and toasts

were drunk to Esteron and the Battle OMs.

"Father,' a soft voice called fromthe far side of the Hall, 'let
me thank the greatest warrior in all Elundiumfor ny lifel!’

Thane | ooked across the hall and caught his breath, hot

bl ushes touched his cheeks. Elionbel smled up at himfrom
where she stood in an open doorway. She was dressed in a

sinmple long silk gown that reached her feet. Her golden hair
fell on to her graceful shoulders in waves of tunbling |ight but
her hands and wists were covered in many bandages that hid

the N ghtbeasts' wounds.

"Lord,' she said, kneeling at the bottomof the stairs, '| saw
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you junp the ring of trees, the bright banner on your saddle

catching the norning sunlight. | saw your sword sweep through
bl ackest nightmares as you fought your way to ny side. Let ne
serve you at table as small paynent. Great Warrior! | thank you
for nmy life.'

El i onbel turned, keeping her eyes on Thane, and led the

grand conpany through two open doors at the far end of the

hall into a feasting roomset with long tables in a three sided
squar e surrounded by hi gh-backed chairs. Thane | ooked in

wonder at the feast and marvelled that the tables, for all their
sturdy | ooks, held the weight w thout bending.

"This is a great feast, fit for a King," he said, hesitating in the
doorway, not knowi ng which way to turn or which chair was his.

"Indeed, it is set for a Kingsman,' whispered a soft voice at
his side. 'Cone, follow nme, Kingsman, and eat your fill.'

Thane turned his head and | ooked into the beautiful eyes of

El i onbel who stood there beckoning himto foll ow her. She
showed hi mthe Honour Seat, set above all the other chairs,
raised on a dais at the centre of the nmain table. To his right sat
Tonbel, Martbel and the Marcher, Ethric. On his left sat

Rubel and Arbel, Tombel's sons, and beyond them sat Arrah,

the second Marcher. The |ower tables, set at each end of the
mai n tabl e, were hosted by Marcher Holgymand his fanmly on

the right and Arfon the Marcher and his famly on the left.
Servers waited on the | ower tables and hovered at either end of
the main table. Elionbel stood just behind Thane's chair.
Everybody was | ooking at himas if waiting for himto do

sonmet hing. He had to start the feast. Thane | ooked at the array
of eating tools laid out before him Each one |ooked to be a
little different fromthe rest and set beyond them were three
enpty drinking vessels, a silver goblet, a pewter nug and a
crystal cup, all of themfinely engraved with the enbl em of an
ow in blue and gold. On Thane's right was a small bow filled
with a scented drink. He breathed deeply, carefully picked up
the bow and sipped at it. In the deathly silence that followed a
serving girl giggled, Elionbel spun round towards her and | et
slip the china plate she had been bal anci ng on her bandaged
hands. Tonbel coughed to hide a | augh and Ethric turned

nearly bl ue behind his sleeve hiding his face. Thane bent down
to help Elionbel with the broken china and found her crying
with laughter on the floor.

' Thane,' she whispered, pulling his head so close to hers that
he could snell her fragrance, 'Do it again, please.

"Do what?' he asked, feeling his cheeks burning with
enmbarrassment .

"Drink fromthe finger bow,' she replied, 'You are the "test
of honour. Everybody must copy you, it is tradition. Please! Do
it for ne.’

Thane | ooked down at his bl ackened finger nails and coul d
have di ed of shame seeing how his ignorance had al ready made
hi m | ook such a fool and they had not even started eating yet.
Swal l owing the lunp in his throat he | ooked fromleft to right
al ong the tables, each face seened to be |l aughing at him yet
each right hand had reached out towards the finger bows. H's
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m nd raced forwards, imagining the nightrmare neal to cone.

What if he used the wong tools for each course, or drank from
the wong cups? Lowering his head again he whispered to

El i onbel

"I will trade with you. For every sip fromthe finger bow you
will lead me and tell what | should do, what tools to use and
cups to drink from Just as in the hollow each thrust of ny
sword brought your rescue closer.'

She st opped | aughi ng and | ooked seriously at the young man
before her. Here was soneone very different from her brothers
or the Marchers' sons who lived at Wodsedge. She touched

his armw th her bandaged hand and pointed secretly to the
silver goblet. 'Place your hand on the goblet and say, "Let us
begin. "'

Thane lifted the finger bow to his |lips and took a |ong sl ow
sip. Tonmbel followed suit and all the Marchers and their
famlies |ikewi se. 'Let us begin,' Thane called, in an uncertain
voi ce, touching the goblet.

Drink was then poured and trays of tiny slivers of a bright red
fish were laid before him Each sliver had been rolled and
spiked on to a waxy yellow fruit that Thane had never seen
bef or e.

' Renove the spi ke and squeeze the forest apple over the
fish,' Elionbel whispered. 'Use the two-pronged fork to eat the
fish and do not eat the apple, that is for the servers.

- The feast was a seem ngly endl ess procession of culinary
delights all new and wonderful to Thane. Between each course

he sipped fromthe scented bow, and this becane the signal, as
the others drank, for entertainers to sing or recite or juggle in
the centre of the Eating Hall. Under cover of these entertainers
El i onbel reveal ed what next he should do or what tools to eat

wi th; laughing, they |ooked into one another's eyes and the
secret of the finger bow spun the first threads of a bond

bet ween them Throughout the feast Tonbel and the

Marchers seated either side of the Honour Chair |aughed and

told stories of the great marching men who had fought upon

the Greenways of El undium and never once did they | eave a

gap of awkward silence or let the talk turn to why Thane
journeyed or of its purpose.

Gradual ly the talk died away and even Tonbel began to

hesitate, his eyes drawn towards the doors that led in from

the Geat Hall. Elionbel bent down close to Thane and

poi nted with her bandaged hand at a | ong thin dagger to the
right of a large plate she had | aid before him

"Now is the monent,' she whispered, 'when you nust

| eap up and plunge the carver into the beast's heart. Remenber,
it is the tradition for the one in the Honour Chair

to nake the first cut, but nore than that renmenber as you

move forwards: think of the Nightbeasts between us in the

hol | ow and make such a |l eap that none will ever forget!’

Sonet hi ng heavy banged into the doors. Marchers

reached for their swords, Thane sat tense, watching the
doorway. Then the doors suddenly burst apart and all the
feasters junped in their chairs. Tonmbel hal f-rose, gripping
his sword in his hand but Thane sprang ni nbly across the
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table to land, sure-footed, the carver held firmy in his hand.
He stood before the beast as it crackled and hissed, staring
into his eyes, lips curled back in a snarl, exposing |ong,

yel | ow f angs.

"Kill the beast! Kill the beast!' chanted the feasters.

Thane, on tip-toe, raised the carver high above his head and

pl unged the bl ade into the animl a hand's span behind the
shoul der. Down, down it sank until the hilt pressed agai nst

the prickly skin. Hot fat spluttered over his knuckles and the
smel | of delicious roast neat filled his nostrils. Elionbel |ed
hi m back to the Honour Chair am dst shouts of praise,

tradition had been fulfilled to the letter.

"What beast is that?' Thane asked, staring at the huge
ani mal he had just stabbed.

El i onbel |aughed softly and whi spered, 'N ghtboar. The

nmost ferocious animal in the black forest. Legends say that
one winter just after the battle for Wrld' s End a savage
Ni ght boar attacked this house, charging through the G eat

Hall into this room'
"And your father killed it thus founding this tradition?
i nterrupted Thane.

El i onbel smled, putting her hand on his shoul der, ' No,
Thane, it was your grandfather, Thoron, who had the Honour
Chair that night He killed the beast and fed the

Marchers of Wodsedge for a whole winter on the carcass.
He was the one who started the Ni ghtboar tradition.

Thane sniled back at Elionbel and thought of his
grandfather sitting in the same chair all those years before and

he shuddered knowing that if a real live N ghtboar had broken
in tonight he would not have had the courage to stand and
face it.

"Eat sone of the neat, Thane,' Elionbel's voice whispered
across his thoughts. 'The feasters are waiting for you to start.'

Thane | oosened his belt and attacked the nmeat. He had

never eaten so well or fromso many strange plates before. As

a Candl eman's son he had been lucky to eat one neal three
dayl i ghts out of seven, and then only a tasteless gruel froma
wooden bowl . He had truly eaten hinself to a standstill. The
servers carved at the flank of the N ghtboar generously filling
every plate but Thane declined the offer of a second hel pi ng
and the beast was lifted on two strong staves beneath the
carving table and pushed out of the Eating Hall

"How did it appear to rush in upon us?" he asked Elionbe
as she nmoved the last fork and spoon into place ready for him
to use.

'The carving table has small wheels set into the |egs, and

the servers have devel oped a great skill at making the N ght
boar | ook real and frightening as they push it through the
doors."'

Thane | aughed with her as she recounted how one honoured
guest had fled the Honour Chair in screans of terror as
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the N ghtboar rushed in.
"Were you serving hin?

Elionbel's smle faded, '| amnot a server, Thane,' she
replied, offended by his question. 'It is not the place of
Wayhouse Keepers' daughters to serve at tables.

Thane bl ushed and stunbl ed for words but Elionbel's

face softened when she saw the ignorance in his question

and | aughed, brushing the error aside. Two of the servers
who had renoved the N ghtboar now returned carrying a

| arge gol den pastry between them They set it down on a
tabl e beside the Honour Chair. Elionbel cut and laid a piece
on Thane's plate explaining that it was wild forest pie. A
m xture of rare berries and fruits, found only in the heart of
the forest and picked before the | eaves turned to autum
colours and then pickled in honey. It had a spicy smell and
tasted delicious, especially the bottom | ayer of pastry that
had soaked up the sweet syrup fromthe fruit.

"Wonderful, the best food | have ever eaten,' said Thane
to Elionbel, finishing up the Iast mouthful and w ping the
pl ate cl ean of crunbs.

El i onbel frowned. 'Surely in the Granite City the King
and his warriors nust have feasts like this or better every
day?'

"I amnot a Kingsman,' Thane replied, |ooking down at
the table. 'These clothes are my grandfather's. | amonly the
Candl eman' s son.

He wanted to tell her nore but he was too shy and
ashaned of his hunbl e begi nni ngs.

A gentl e bandaged hand lifted his chin until their eyes
met, ' Candl eman. You are the greatest warrior in al
El undium and | honour you.'

Turning with tears in her eyes Elionbel |ifted Thane's
finger bow in both hands, and put it to her lips and called
the servers' toast.

" Thanehand! Who brought hope in the norning and
chased nmy fears away.'

' Thanehand!' the feasters shouted, draining their
fingerbow s.

131

a' Thanehand, the Doorbreaker!' |aughed Tombel, draining his
crystal glass. 'May he al ways be wel cone in this house.

Late next norning with the frosted patterns nelting on the

wi ndows Thane, refreshed froma dreamn ess sl eep, nade his way
down into the Geat Hall. Nowwith tine to | ook about he saw
the beauty of the room The dark oak panels each set with a
finely sculptured lanp and the fireplace, big enough to seat a
dozen people. A huge log, glowing red, lay in the hearth
between two fine dogs that were made of tw sted and hanmered
brass. The polished stone-flagged fl oor showed sonme scuffs
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and scrapes that | ooked to match Esteron's hooves and in a

corner by the hearth, broken stalks of straw fromthe horse's bed
lay scattered in disorder. Thane blushed to think of Esteron

sl eeping in such a beautiful roomand hurried towards the door

to find a broomto clean up the mess. He stopped in the

doorway and | ooked out at the brilliant |andscape of snooth

white rolling hills falling to a frozen sea agai nst the bl ack forest
edge. There Esteron ran free, head tossing in the sunshine.

Thane raised his hand to wave but behind himhe heard a door

unl atch. Turning he stared in foolish youthful ness at a world of
beauty caught in the streaming sunlight. Elionbel's appearance

| eft him breathless and bl ushi ng.

"My father bids you attend himin the Trophy room' Elionbe
seenmed cool towards him yet her eyes were full of laughter as
she led himto the Trophy room door.

While they waited for an answer to Elionbel's knock on the
door Thane thought of a thousand things he wanted to say to
her but his tongue seened tied in knots. He only nanaged to
call her name before Tonmbel summoned himto enter. Thane
hesitated on the threshold but Tombel's voice drew himin.

"Enter, Thane, the day wears on and we have nuch to talk
about .

He crossed the threshold and gazed in wonder at the secrets
spread about the room The banners hanging fromthe beans,
pictures on the walls, mail shirts and swords propped and
heaped in disorder, tiny coins, trinkets, spurs and ornaments
bet ween rows and rows of books.

'Cone. Be seated,' commanded Tonbel as he threw a | og on
the fire to set it crackling and sendi ng sparks shooting up the
chi mey.

Tonbel settled back in his chair, resting his Iong boots on
the fender. He sighed, smiling gently at Thane.

"Now to these grave matters we must discuss. The letter you
carry and its secrets would be a great prize for the Chancellors
to seize, but you are beyond their power for the noment, at

| east until the snows clear. But you have a greater enemy now
that the Ni ghtbeasts have awaken, for itwould give thema clear
pi cture of how weak the King has become and how near to the
brink of disaster Elundiumtotters.

"You have opened the letter!' cried Thane, |eaping out of his
chair. 'That was for the Keeper of Wrld' s End. | pledged ny life
to deliver it.'

Tonbel | aughed and handed the | etter back to Thane. He had
resealed it with the enblemof the ow carrying the sword,
drawi ng back his sleeve he showed Thane the tattoo on his

arm '|I amalso pledged to serve the King. Wio would you have
trusted, Thane, if you were wearing ny shoes? A half-starved
boy on a wild errand, or the careful hand of the King? After all it

m ght have been a Chancellors' trick.
Thane hid the letter in his shirt and angrily sat down.

Tonbel continued. 'You tread a dangerous road, ny |lad. Far
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nmor e dangerous than the King could have dreanmed of. Wy
even | cannot guarantee your safety further than one day's ride

fromhere.'
"Way is it nore dangerous now?' asked Thane.

Tonmbel thought for a nonment putting the pieces together in

his mnd. 'Wen you first arrived | asked you if you had passed

a rider on the road. Fromthe letter | learned that he had arrived
before you left. Cearly neither the King nor Errant knew the

Ni ght beasts had the power to reach this Wayhouse at

Wyodsedge, who knows how nmany are hiding out there in the

black forest or lie waiting in the grasslands to attack any
travell er using the Greenways. Al | can tell you for sure is that
the nightbeast with only one eye escaped, ny Marchers chased
himfar beyond G | dersleeves but they lost his tracks in the
blizzards.'

"Then, Lord, | amlost and | shall never reach Underfall!

"I'f you don't, Thane, then all Elundiummy falter as night
closes in upon these twilight years covering the | abours of
honest nen.'

"Lord?'" whispered Thane, |ooking in bew |dernent at
Tonbel , 'What does the fate of this beautiful |and have to do
with ny journey to Underfall?

"Beautiful? It was once, Thane, nore beautiful than a fairy

tale. The norning sunlight had the touch and sparkle of pure
crystal, shadows were vel vet black and hel d no nore nenace

than gentle shade for a traveller. Yes, itwas beautiful once, |ong
ago, before the bondbreaking. A land of gardens, with the great
Greenways neatly trimred and stretching away as far as the

eye coul d see. People |aughed and travelled in safety, birds

sang in the hedgerows . '

"But,' interrupted Thane, 'those trees in the woods, the birds,
the squirrel s? Yesterday. '

Tonbel | aughed, 'Only shadows, lad. If you had seen it
many suns ago.' He paused, a frown creasing his age-worn
face. 'Listen, Thane, we stand on the edge of the bl ackest
night, with swords in our hands against a terror we cannot
master. The Marchers are scattered, the Gall opers have
vani shed and who, who could forma strike of Archers? Have
you read the letter, Thane? Did the King tell you what you
carry?

"No,"' answered Thane, his eyes wi dening as he | eaned cl oser
to Tonbel

' Then you know not hing of King Hol bian's purpose?

"No. Only that | was to give the letter to Thunderstone, the
Keeper of Underfall, Lord. Fromwhat | overheard the King

has been buying daylights fromthe Chancellors with the jewels
and he seeks true nmen, but he sent ne out of the Granite Cty
because he didn't want ny blood on the cloak of jewels. | think
amto warn the Keeper in sone way.'

' Not hi ng nore?
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"Wll, he did ask me if | would raise his standard in the
darkness at Wrld' s End following in ny grandfather's
f oot steps.’

Tonbel smiled, stretched out his hand and gri pped Thane's
arm 'And so you nust, mny boy, for Nevian foretold your
journey long ago beneath the walls of Underfall.

Thane shuddered, whispering, 'Wy ne? Wat have | done
to be hounded and cursed by the Chancellors and cast out to
start a journey | cannot finish?

' Because you shine, lad. You carry the light.'
"Light? What |ight?

Tonbel | aughed,' You followed nme into the black forest; did
you for one nonent hesitate or gather a bundle of candles to
Iight your way? Can you see in the dark?' asked Tonbel quietly.

Thane thought for a monent before answering. 'Darkness
hol ds no fear, ny Lord: but | grew up in Candl ebane Hall,
where ny father kept back the darkness, he told ne at our
parting that night didn't care how many candles we lit.'

Tonbel | aughed again, striking the table with his hand,
"Then your father is a fool, nmy boy, to tell you such things. He
knows not hing of real night where the N ghtbeasts craw .’

Tonmbel paused to | ook closely at Thane before draw ng the
boy to him 'Didn't you learn anything in the Learning Hall?
Anyt hi ng about the light or the bal ance between |ight and
dar kness? Anythi ng about the beautiful |ight before the
bondbr eaki ng?

'No, Lord, King Hol bian threw a curse on stories about the
ti me before the bondbreaking.

Tonbel sighed, resting his head on his hands for a nonent
bef ore asking, ' Then you know nothing of tinme before King
Hol bi an won the battle for Wrld' s End?

"Only what ny grandfather told ne in his stories,' answered
Thane.

Tombel smiled, wistfully, |ooking past Thane's head to

where storm cl ouds were gathering over the winter trees, 'I wll
teach you, Thane, how the world began | ong ago before the
Granite Kings arose. Long, |ong ago before night was ever
begun.’

Tonbel built the fire and lit every candle in his Trophy
Room and drew Thane's chair as close as he possibly could to
his own before he told himall he knew of tine before the
Granite Kings.

After Tonmbel had finished the story Thane sat for a |ong

time in silence, watching the flanes rise and fall between the
| ogs. Eventually he turned to Tombel and asked in a puzzled

voi ce, 'Were did you learn all this know edge? It is nore than
all the Lorenmasters together know. '
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Tonmbel smiled at Thane, spreading his hands, 'Wen | was

young Nevian canme to ne and taught me all | have just told you
He charged nme to collect the history of El undium and piece by
pi ece keep it here in the Wayhouse of Wodsedge. Look

around you, Thane, | ook.

The ol d man paused, watching the confusion cross Thane's
face as he struggled to try and understand and to find his place
in the story.

"But why ne?' he cried, 'Il amonly the Candlelighter's son!'

Tonbel took Thane's hand and soothed himinto silence,

"You are nore than that, lad. Nevian cane to you in the
Learning Hall. He passed by the last Ganite King and all the
Chancel lors to stand before you. Not since the bondbreaking
has his presence been seen in the Ganite Gty and

because . . .' Tonbel |owered his voice and went on, 'the ow
flew to your shoul der and you tamed the wild horse that none
coul d touch.’

"But | did not ask the ow,' cried Thane, his eyes filling with
tears.

"Nor did you ask to be born,' whispered Tonbel, |eaning

even closer. 'The bonds were broken, child, and we have stood
alone all these years growi ng old anbngst our fears, regretting
what we lost at the Battle of Wrld' s End.'

"But | was forced to tane Esteron. The breakers spat at ne
and locked ne in his stable.'

'Easy, child, we do not choose our fate, nor are we born with
the shoulders to carry it. Now, listen carefully. Long ago,

Nevi an broke the bond and | oosed the great\Warhorses to roam

in freedom he released the oW s and the dogs fromservitude to
the Granite Kings, because a bal ance had been won. N ght

woul d foll ow day, each having its place and allotted tine. That is
what Ki ng Hol bi an won at the Battle for Wrld s End. Mgic

was no | onger needed to nake the sun come up or stars to come
out at night. W stood al one, Thane, in a beautiful |and and

| aughed at the Master of Magic. But we were fools for we only
knew half of the truth. Even now | stunble in the darkness of

i gnorance to know what really happened between the King and
Krul shards, the Master of Nightnmares, before the Gates of

Ni ght.'

"History in the Learning Halls said that the King destroyed
Krul shards, and we are forbidden to even nmention his nane.'

Tonbel |aughed at Thane's reply.

"Your grandfather found a little of the truth, Thane, high up
above the shoul ders of Mantern's Muuntain on a bl eak pl ateau
of rocks and heather. He had been chasing N ghtbeasts, hard
riding theminto a cl oudl ess dawn, when Amarch caught her
hoof on a bl ack ridge of rock. Her stunble threw your
grandf at her and the Ni ghtbeasts escaped into a dark gully.
Thoron decided to wait for the sun to rise before descending

back to Underfall.

"What did he find?' interrupted Thane.
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'He found a shadow circle, burned into the ground. How it

got there is a mystery, but at its centre was one shadow nore
hi deous than the rest and outside the circle was the shadow of
Ki ng Hol bi an. Thoron foll owed the shadows for they were clear
to see in the dawn sunlight, weatherworn and slightly raised
above the plateau they led himtowards a bl ack gate full of
wai ling and tornment. There the circle disappeared. Only the

Ki ng' s shadow renuni ned."'

"What did the shadows nmean?' asked Thane.

"What indeed? My fear is that the King did not kill the Mster
of Darkness, Thane. My fear is that sonewhere beneath this

| and new Ni ght beasts are bei ng spawned; but even to say that
is to speak treason, let alone to believe it.'

"Do you believe it?" asked Thane, shrinking back into his
chair.

"Many things have pointed to it, Thane. Nevian's gift to the

King at the end of the battle, the bondbreaking, the rise of the
Chancellors and their thirst for power, Errant's news of
Underfall. Perhaps the truth shouts at ne, yet | nust believe the
King, for I ampledged to it.

"And you think that ny journey to Underfall is in some way a
part of it?

Tonmbel shrugged his shoul ders, 'Sonetines, Thane, it is
difficult to know what is happening to us, or why it happens at
all. Mxed up in all the things | have gathered are runmpurs and
propheci es; which ones we are supposed to followis a nystery
to ne. The King saw you nount and tame the wild horse, the

ow flew to your shoul der, yet where are the Border Runners
that are supposed to run at your heel s? | suppose we nust
follow fate and chase circunstance and do the best we can.

' Border Runners? Who are they?' asked Thane.

"WIld dogs!' | aughed Tonbel. ' Savage hounds. Sone are as

tall as a pony but beware of them Thane, if they are your
enem es. Treat themw th great respect if they be your friends,
for they were at the bondbreaking and roamin freedom

bel onging to no man, not even the King. Nevian foretold that
the new King would ride a wild Warhorse with the Lord of OMs
upon his shoul der and at his feet would run a savage hound. He
woul d carry a standard that blazed with Iight and he woul d fear
not hing in the darkness of night.

Thane thought for a nonent then burst out |aughing,
"Esteron is not a Warhorse and | amnot a King.'

Mul cade, who had been sitting quietly on the chi mey beam
shri eked, hooted and stooped to perch on Thane's shoul der.

"Well, that part of the story's true,' chuckled Tonbel,
stretching a hand towards Mil cade, but the ow screeched,
stabbing his beak into Tonbel's mddle finger. Thane stared in
horror at the bleeding finger, expecting Tonbel to strike the ow

in rage, but he nerely let the hand fall, forgotten, to his side,
saying, 'You see, Thane, Mil cade protects you, even if the
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|l egend is not the truth, rumour is enough to get you kill ed.
Deliver the letter as the King asked.'

Thane rose to his feet and | ooked out of the wi ndow at the
blizzard that had started while they tal ked.

"Do | |eave tonight? he asked.

Tonbel joined himat the window and for a nonent wat ched
the swirling snowfl akes.

'No, Thane. Wnter darkness is a dangerous tinme to travel and
you do not need its cloak to hide beneath. From now on you

will take the crown of the road, using every precious hour of
sunlight to reach Underfall. You shall wi nter here at

Wyodsedge and learn the history of Elundium and | shall send
you to Gl dersleeves as soon as it stops snow ng. Duclos, the
Swordsman, lives there with his wife, Mrolda, in a house full of
cats. He will teach you to use your sword better than any
fencing master in all Elundium Now see your horse to bed and
join us in the Eating Hall for supper.

"Do you eat every daylight? Thane asked as he noved
towards the door.

Tonbel smiled, 'l will answer your question truthfully, young
man, and then ask you a question in return. Marchers

eat when they can upon the road, using their daggers as

knives and their fingers as forks, but when at home we eat
every daylight, we break the fast in early daylight, noon food
in the mddle of the day and feast or supper before we go to
bed dependi ng on the occasion. How do you eat and toast

your guests in the Ganite City? Surely it is the sane, or

per haps custons have changed with the passing suns?

Thane bl ushed, seeing clearly the reference to the
fingerbow .

"Lord,' he replied, gathering his courage and | ooking

Tombel squarely in the eye, 'At home in ny father's house
there is only one tool to eat with, that is a spoon carved from
a broken saddl e tree that grandfather had thrown away.

There is only one wooden bowl, we shared it, passing it from
mouth to mouth, drinking the watery gruel and toasting our
luck to have even that. | have never seen such things to eat,
or felt so many different tastes as those put before ne | ast
night. Yet in all the joy and honour of the feast | was
ashaned of ny |ack of manners. But Elionbel rescued ne,

and hel ped ne, whispering what tools to use and which plate
to eat from'

"And the fingerbow ?* asked Tonbel, 'was that her idea to
make a fool of you, or naybe to nake fools out of all of us?

"Lord, | drank without pronpting, out of ignorance.

" Perhaps,' sighed Tonbel, still a little suspicious, not of
Thane but of Elionbel's part init. He knew how she loved to
tease his Marchers.

Later that evening, towards the end of suppertine, talk
turned to Thane's grandfather and his adventures on the
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G eenways.

"Ch, he pledged me to secrecy,' |aughed Tombel, 'but that
was before he passed into the shadows, now | shall bring
hi m back to be anpbngst us here tonight.'

"How wi || you do that?' asked Thane leaning forwards in
surprise.

"A person only dies when there is nobody left to renenber
them That is the nmoment of true death. Al the

while we talk of Thoron he is here in the pictures we make
in our hearts, here in this roomor anywhere anbngst a
group of Marchers who are, perhaps, gathered around a

camp fire, or wherever his nane is called. There he stil
lives. We will all see himdifferently, but he will be anpngst
us, striding across the room |aughing, his iron jacket
a-glitter in the candle-light.'

Thane saw himas he listened to Tonbel's voice, dusty

and tired at the end of a long road and his eyes filled with
tears as he saw how roughly he had treated himon his rare
visits to the Granite City. How, unthinking, he had begged
himto take himto the top of the Granite Towers or down

the countless winding steps to fish in the Geat ilundium
river, and all the other thousand places he had insisted on
seeing. Silently he wept, hiding his head in his hands.
Tonbel touched his shoul der and broke the dream

"l cannot control what you see, Thane, that power only the
Soot hsayers have.

"I saw how thoughtlessly |I treated him' Thane whi spered.
"I would have loved himjust as much if we had sat in a quiet
courtyard, while he rested."

'No, Thane, you did not hard press himin selfishness, he
wanted you to see and feel and touch everything in the

i nnocence of chil dhood. He foresaw the Chancellors' rise to
power and used what little time you had together, filling
each nmoment with precious nenories. Rejoice and | augh for
that is how he would wish it now'

Thr ough short days wi nter deepened beneath a heavy snowy

bl anket and harsh w nds pushed powdery snow fl akes into

deep, inpassable drifts that bl ocked all the roads and woul d
overtake any foolish traveller with a white and frozen death.
Thi s Thane, through luck, circunmstance and gentle tugs on

the strings of fate, dodged, avoiding Nature's bitter test and
weat hered out the worst of the winter at Wodsedge, within the
circle of Tonmbel's care, and | earned nuch that would help him
on the road to Underfall. He discovered his first feelings of |ove
for Elionbel and felt confused by the way it nmade himfeel both
strong and weak and filled his head with dizzy thoughts that
made Underfall seem far away and uni nportant.

Tonbel saw how Thane and El i onbel were drawn together,

saw Thane tangl e-tongued, awkward and shy whenever

El i onbel turned her eyes upon him and he saw a shi ning,

| aughing light in her that chased any doubts away that he ni ght
have. Tonbel called Elionbel to his trophy roomand faced her
with his fears.
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"He is the Candl eman's son, born in the lower circles of the
city. You are a Marcher's daughter, high-born to this
Wayhouse. Elionbel, oh Elionbel, how could you think of himas
nmore than just your rescuer?

El i onbel 's face flushed with anger, 'He was good enough to
save ny life, and you gave hi mthe Honour Chair. And what of
his grandfather? Isn't that high-born enough?

Tonbel | aughed harshly, 'Thoron was not high-born, girl, fate

or chance plucked himout of the lower circle of the city when he
rescued Amarch as a foal froma pack of wolves. He was not

born a Galloper. Wy, if the bond between them had been

broken he woul d have returned after that battle at Wrld' s End
into the shadows of the Granite City to beconme a Server

Candl eman, Burynan or perhaps, if he had been | ucky, a

Br eaker.'

"I thought he was your friend, so close he was to you that
you al nost shared the sane shadow. | thought you | oved him
El i onbel whi spered, close to tears.

"Love!' replied Tonmbel, fiercely, gripping Elionbel's arm 'I
loved him child, like a brother and matched hi m bl ade for bl ade
agai nst the ni ghtbeasts. Hi gh or Iowborn, it did not

matter, we were warriors together and fought a comon eneny,

but you are of ny blood and | forbid you to | ook on Thane as

an equal .’

"How shall | | ook upon himthen?' she cried. 'As our
Candl eman, and snap ny fingers when the sun sinks out of
sight and then throw scraps to himat supper tine?

"Child, child, treat himas a warrior, with nmuch respect, even

as a friend. But | beg you, turn your heart away, turn it towards
Ethric's son, or either of Arfon's boys, they are Marchers, born
of this Wayhouse, and worthy of you.

"Worthy!' she laughed bitterly, turning towards the door. 'You
have al ways taught me to nmeasure a person by their heart, not
by the cut of their cloak or the treasure they hoard. Now | see
the truth in your heart here in your treasure room'

Tonbel angrily lifted his hand to strike Elionbel, but a shril
screech fromthe chi mey beam stopped him Looking up he

saw Mul cade' s unblinking stare and uneasily | ooked away.

El i onbel smled up at Miul cade and he softened his stance,
blinking in the firelight.

"I will do as you bid, father, and treat Thane as ny rescuer

and show hi mthe honour that he deserves, but | wll not

change the way | val ue others or | ook upon the Servers, or
anyone else in this Wayhouse, any differently. | shall stil
measure by the heart and the straight ook in their eyes just as
Thane's grandfather did, and | know that he | oved us both

wi t hout wei ghing out or neasuring our worth.'

Bef ore Tonbel could answer his daughter she had crossed

the threshol d, slamed the door and run, sobbing, to her room
During the darkest hour of the night Elionbel gathered the
courage to creep down into the Great Hall and renove the scarf
from Thane's saddl e. The next nmorning, in greatest secrecy, she
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began to thread her needl e, but her bandaged hands nade it
i mpossi bl e. She dropped the thread, and burying her head in

the scarf she wept.

"Elionbel!" a soft voice whispered, 'Elionbel, greatheart,
| ook on the bed beside you and you will find two needl es
al ready threaded, one with silver and one with gold. Use
them well and needl epoint all your |ove upon the scarf.?

El i onbel | ooked up and saw for a fleeting nonent a
rai nbow cl oak dissolving in the sunlight that streaned
t hrough her w ndow.

"Use themwel I!" the fading voice called out.

"Nevi an!' Elionbel whispered, reaching out to pick up the

gol den thread. An old face smiled at her, full of gentle care,
the sun di sappeared behi nd bl ack snow cl ouds, throw ng her
roominto deepest shadow. The thread glittered and shone,
seeming to catch and hold any speck of light in the darkened
room ' Magic!' she |aughed, working the needle through the
weave of the scarf.

Tonbel was deeply troubl ed by Elionbel's answers and

paced the trophy roomfor two daylights, thinking on all she
had said. On the third daylight, his m nd nmade up, he sent
for Thane and sat himby the fire.

'l set great value on you, Thane,' he said, 'and | would be
a selfish fool to keep you from Ducl os the Swordsman a
nmoment | onger. The weather has eased a little, you shal
journey to Gl dersleeves today, w thout further delay. Co,
and saddl e your horse!

Thane rose, and gl anced out of the wi ndow into a darkening
snowst or m

"Lord, have | displeased you in sonme way?'

Tonbel gave a short | augh, 'Nothing displeases ne,

Thane, except the fear that you will not be ready and wel |l
prepared to continue your journey when the snow nelts.

This snow stormwill clear within the hour, followthe

Greenway as it skirts the edge of the black forest, after
travelling for half a daylight a small track will appear between
the trees, followit until you reach G | dersleeves.

Thane felt the change in Tonbel's manner and saw

beneath the smles and the |laughter a col dness he coul d not
understand. He felt pushed and hurried as he saddl ed Esteron
and led himout on to the G eenway.

" Renenber, Thane, keep to the G eenway,' Tonbe
shout ed agai nst the rising wnd.

G | der sl eeves

Thane shivered and drew the cloak tightly around his shoul ders,
bowi ng his head and screwing up his eyes against the storm After
travelling for many hours he felt with nunb fingers for the scarf,
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searching in all his pockets before realising he nmust have set out
without it. He remenbered leaving it tied on to the saddle in the
Great Hall and now regretted being so carel ess. He al nost turned
back towards Wodsedge but a clear picture forned in his nind

of the cold Iook in Tonbel's eyes and he pressed on miserably for
G | dersl eeves. The snow storm gradual ly | essened, Mil cade and
Rockspray shook their feathers, dislodging the settled snow fl akes
and lifted into the grey afternoon air to search out the way. They
snel l ed and heard the di stant danger |ong before they sawit.
Rising on an icy wind they saw far bel ow t he shadow of a man
fighting for his life, long thin blade whirling in his hand,
surrounded by nmany foes. He danced a graceful circle in the snow
as he cut and thrust, his left hand on his hip but he could not for
| ong outfence so many ugly | ooking brutes. Mil cade swooped | ow
and fast, just above the ground, the quickest way back to Esteron

' Come, Equestrius' son, we have work to do,' he screeched.
Esteron flattened back his ears and | engthened his stride.

Thane sensed trouble fromthe ow's call and forgot the
nunbing cold as Esteron forged forwards through the deep snow
drifts. Clunsily he drew his borrowed sword and grabbed the
mane, his reins falling in a tangl ed knot.

"I"'mnot cut out for this sort of thing,' he thought. Behind heavy
snow covered trees he heard the ring of steel and cursing shouts.
Esteron roared out a challenge that shook Thane in the saddle

and set his teeth rattling in his head.

Ducl os was fighting for his |life against so nany coarser bl ades
that a few nore cuts or blows and he would be theirs. The
snowy ground silenced Esteron's footfalls as he galloped in
towards the robber band, charging straight at their |eader.
Suddenly his ear-splitting neighing roar made their captain
spin round as Esteron rode himdown, a brief glinpse of the
gal l oping horse and the flash of bright netal and he was dead
and tranmpled in the snow. Esteron checked his pace, wheel ed
and reared to strike again. Thane swing his sword and al nost
sliced off Esteron's ear, but the sword found its mark upon a
robber' s neck.

"Kingsman!' the shout went up and pani ¢ spread anpngst

the evil band. Mil cade stooped and tore off a nose, Rockspray
renoved an eye. Esteron kicked and bit, while Thane held on
tightly to the saddle. But the day was won. Sone wounded
villains made the safety of the woods but many |ay dead upon
t he bl oodst ai ned snow.

"Kingsman, | thank you!' rang out an oddly nusical voice.

The intonation and enphasis seened out of key but the owner

of the voice | ooked even odder. Thin, of nedium height, a

wri nkl ed, happy face set either side with |arge, -jug-handl ed
ears, full of tufted hair. Heavy, horn-rimed spectacles

bal anced near the tip of a dented nose behi nd which twi nkled
qui ck honest eyes. The Swordsman bowed his nose until it

al nost touched the snow to show a shiny done, wi thout a single
hair. Straightening up he took a graceful step, turned his rapier
bl ade faster than a wink and laid the hilt upon Thane's knee.

Again the voice began to rise and fall, 'Duclos, the
Swor dsman, once Fencing Master of the King, now at your
service, young warrior of the roads!' Ducl os | aughed, sheathing
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his rapier. He inspected the young horsenen fromhead to foot,
casting his expert eye over him He judged that the |ad nust be
the one that Arbel was telling himabout, there could never be
two such well-nmounted riders at Wodsedge

"Come, Sir, follow and learn a little of how to sw ng that

bl ade you carry.' Ducl os paused a nmonent, | ooking hard at
Thane's sword arm before turning to di sappear between the
trees. He did not wait to hear or answer any of Thane's
questions for deafness had cruelly shut himout of El undium

| ong ago. He had grown too inpatient with the rudeness and
the m stakes he nade to waste tine trying to read other
people's lips. Deafness had driven himfromthe Ganite Gty
to seek safety within the circle of Tonbel's care less than a
day's march from Wodsedge

Esteron traced the ninble swordsman's steps into the
undergrowmt h and followed a neat and wel |l -tri mred path.

Thane sat nervous and alert in the saddle, the ows dug their
talons into the netal shirt and watched the path ahead. It

wi dened into a lawn-filled clearing, ringed with well-pruned
snow covered trees; box hedges nmade an inner ring, each

hedge scul ptured to the figure of a fencing nan, and in the
clearing's centre stood a fairy tale house nmade up of turrets,
bal coni es and wi ndowed galleries, a junble of the nost

amazi ng styles of architecture that Thane had ever seen.
Hangi ng baskets filled with winter flowers, vines and creepers
twisted up the walls and al ong wi ndi ng stone-fl agged paths.

A boom ng voi ce nade Esteron junp, the ows flapped their

wi ngs and hung on tight, 'Ah ha! Duclos! The boy is here

with some birds on his shoul ders. Were is that confounded
man? Danci ng about fencing with the cats again | shouldn't
wonder, I'll have to tie his toes together. Cone on, boy, you'l

frighten the cats away with the horse and the birds, whatever
next ?'

Mor ol da, Ducl os' sol e conpani on, except for his collection

of tail-less cats, arrived breathless in front of Esteron. It was
difficult to see her shape, wapped as she was in so many
flowing silks that she billowed as she noved. A hand appeared,
heavily ringed with glittering stones, and waited inpatiently to
be kissed. 'Cat got your manners, boy?" Al this talk of cats

di sturbed the ow s who, as Thane nervously di snmounted, flew

to perch in the trees that ringed the snowy |awn.

Thane did not nanage to kiss the hand; one foot touched the
ground and he tripped over his sword and fell in a heap. Soft
hands pulled himto his feet, firmly jammng his helnet back to
front down past his ears.

"Silly, clunsy boy. Cone, let us find Ducl os before another
cat loses its tail!'

Thane now stood in total darkness, unable to see through
the helnmet's rimthat covered his eyes, stuck fast, and foolishly
he tugged at the nmetal hat.

Esteron snorted behind him Sonething rubbed and wound

itself between his |legs, pushing at his boots. Visions of serpents
coiling in a death | ock made himpanic. 'Blast this confounded

hel met,' he shouted, kicking out in fear and anger. There was a
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hi ssing shriek, but his boot found nothing but enpty air. He
toppled with a crash that rattled his skull fromside to side. The
final thunp dislodged the iron cap which rolled away across the

| awn, sunlight nade himblink and then stare, gaping foolishly
around -hinself for dozens of sleek black cats stal ked or sat
around himon the awmn. Their purring shook the ground,

curiosity drew them ever closer. Never had Thane seen so

many cats, each with a silver collar, nost of themw thout a tail.
Esteron arched his neck, snorted and stanped his feet, but the
cats stood their ground. As one, their heads turned, the purring
reached a roar.

Ducl os danced across the lawn, 'My boy! My brave knight!
Don't just sit there talking to the cats, cone, bring your horse,
come!"’

Thane rose, feeling foolish, and followed in procession a |ine
of gleam ng cats; Esteron reluctantly brought up the rear,

pul l'ing hard against the reins. Shadows fell across the | awn
thrown there by a setting sun, all too soon the day had fled

away.
"Well, at |east we have reached G | dersl eeves before night
fall!' After all Tonbel's tutoring, the last thing Thane want ed

was a night in the open; but who was this Duclos, retired
fenci ng-mast er and keeper of so nany cats? How many spells
had he woven to nmake such an enchanting house? And who was
Mor ol da? Was she Ducl os' keeper, or was she a wi cked witch?
He wi shed the weight of the owls were on his shoul ders, they
woul d know what to do.

As if in answer to his thoughts, a |long | ow hoot broke the

early evening stillness. It seemed to say, 'Fear not a man with an
owl upon his arm' Tonbel carried the mark, but Thane had

not seen one on Duclos' arm- but then he hadn't | ooked.

I f Thane thought the outside of the house enchanting, the
interior took his breath away. A living garden grew up every
wal | and overflowed in creeping vines of many col ours across
the ceilings, pots of every shape and size filled every corner and
overflowed across the floors. Such perfune and col our over
came Thane's senses. Duclos and the cats ninbly negotiated
the flowers and plants, but Esteron and Thane overturned
three heavy tubs in the entrance. Thane hesitated to take a
further step, Esteron pulled back, broke free and stood well
outside the door. 'No Wodsedge wel cone here,' thought

Thane, m ssing Tonbel's friendly face.

"Silly clumsy boy!' Mrolda' s voice was softer now, all smiles
and not hering charm 'Duclos thinks | frightened you! Silly

man. He thinks | frighten the cats, but who can frighten cats?
There seenmed to be no end to the flow of Mdrolda' s chatter

When Thane knew her better, he understood the relief of

having an ear to listen to all she had to say. Mrolda, through

| ove for Duclos, shared his silence, spoke over-loudly, carefully
forming the words with her lips, and with quick fingers drew

the letters that nmade up the words that passed between them

She had not allowed Duclos' exile to drive himmad through

i dl eness and isolation, she had kept himbusy breeding cats,
fencing with their shadows and buil di ng extravagant new follies
to practise his sword play in. Mrolda was the nother of
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i nvention, the power behind the rapier blade. Love had noved
the forest back and chased away the bitterness that had nearly
overwhel med the greatest swordsman in all El undi um when

deaf ness had stopped both his ears, and, for a |long while,
destroyed his bal ance too. Her energy engul fed Thane and
Esteron. She organi sed an outbuil ding for Esteron which had a
neat well-trinmmed | awn for a bed, and hangi ng baskets full of
the sweetest |ucerne grass. 'Now mind you don't spoil the | awn
with too many nasty hoof prints.'

Much to Thane's surprise, Esteron seened to |ike Mboral da,

and let her pull his ears. Thane was propelled back into the
house, this time through an open wi ndow, scattering cats in all
directions. 'Quicker than the door, and fewer plants for you to

kick over! I'mgoing to tie Duclos' leg to the table and you can
tell me all about yourself, your birds and where you are going.
He cannot hear you so | will tell himeverything you have to say;

but if he asks you anything, have patience, ook directly at him
and speak slowy, formng the words with your lips. Do not be
shy!'

Wth his spectacles perched on the tip of his nose and
munchi ng a bowl of cress, Duclos did not |ook up until Thane
was seated opposite him 'Wlcone, little knight; a nane, ny
hero must have a nane!'’

' Thane.'
"Plane? That's a strange name for such a handsome | ad.

Moral da gently took control of the conversation and pronpted
Thane to answer slowy, and, with her fingertalk,

unfol ded all Thane's adventures thus far along the road to
Underfall. Never once did she | ose patience with Ducl os
muddl ed understanding of the tale, and as the evening wore
away, she cleverly edged Thane to answer wi thout her help.

Just like old tinmes Duclos tal ked, | aughed and sang, it didn't
seemto matter how nuch he really understood, he had

soneone to talk to who had the patience to listen and to answer
all his questions.

Thane was enthralled with Duclos' tales and hardly noticed

his disability. Candles nelted, overflowing on to the table in
frozen streans of wax. Thane sl eepily yawned. Morol da had

I ong been asl eep, her head resting on a fat black cat. Ducl os,
tireless in his quest for conpany, had forgotten how late it was
and suddenly noticed his guest falling fast asleep where he sat.
He | eapt up, dragging the table with him Crashing plates and
spilling cups tunbled down the table top, washing in a mucky
tide around Mrolda' s snoring head.

She rose, startled and raging, from her sleep, tangled | ocks

of hair stuck to her face, fists clenched. 'Block the doors! Pul
up the bridge! Armthe cats!' she shouted. She took nuch

shaki ng before she was full awake, and what a sight they both
made. There was bedraggl ed Mrolda sticking to her silks, and
Duclos still tied to the table, towing it around as he grabbed at
towels to dry his | oved one.

Thane | aughed al oud, renenbered his manners and put a
hand across his face. Mrolda regained her self control,
gathered up her dignity anmidst a tangle of half-eaten food.
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"Silly man! Even if you tie himdown, havoc dances with him'
But the tw nkle was back in her eyes so great a |love flowed
bet ween t hem

None of the dignity of a great Marcher Captain existed at

G ldersleeves; it was all theatre and chaotic fun. Even putting
Thane to bed snacked of the pantom ne. Mrolda ran from
gallery to gallery, gathering Iinen and sl eeping rugs, singing
and shouting as she dashed about. Cats used up many lives as
she danced past. Sleep cane easier than Thane expected in the
Fencing Master's house. OM s hooted in the woods and lulled
himsafe to sleep and all night |Iong the green eyed cats
patrolled. Fear of this silent feline arnmy kept many foes away
and gave the fairy-tale house a little peace to sleep secure in a
troubl ed | and.

Bri ght sunlight broke through the | eaves that crowded
around Thane's wi ndow. Warm and sl eepy, stretching in the

feather bed, he disturbed a dozen cats, who junped to the fl oor

hi ssing and spitting. He had not realized he had so nany

guardi ans through the ni ght. Ducl os, keen for conpany,

hurried Thane through a hasty breakfast, eaten on the nove.

Today he had a pupil and itched to teach the mastering of the
glittering blade. 'Take off that metal shirt, top boots and cl oak
Here, lad, put on this padded suit and netal face guard worn by
the masters of this art.'

Changed and ready to |l earn he found the new clothes fitted
himwell, and he soon forgot how foolish he | ooked as the sweat
dri pped and the nmuscles ached as he began to dance the

Master's steps. Wth knuckles raw and ni cked through

clumsiness he trod the piste, for Ducl os was quicker than a
shadow and harder to catch. Before the norning ran to noon
Morol da re-appeared with long kid gl oves for Thane to wear

that reached alnost to his el bows, they took the rapier's needle
poi nt but nothing could ease the cuts he took to learn the
Master's skills. The hours blurred together as repetition taught
Thane the fencing noves, neat, small and accurate he became

in flesche or parry to match Ducl os' blade. He |l earned to
riposte, reprise and di sengage, but in the early hours and days
"touche' became the common call and many brui ses and bunps
showed where he had been caught offguard. But |earn he did,

and with new fighting skills, grace and bal ance becanme second
nature. The counter noves became a game, as G| dersl eeves
echoed to the clash of steel and shouts of 'advance, quarte,
sixte, counter, parry,' up and down the stairs, along the
galleries and the quiet, flowered wal kways. Laughter filled al
the corners where the cats had crept to hide, but sport becane
hard work and kept Duclos on his toes, for Thane had a natura
aptitude and al ready showed the makings of a great

swor dsman.

Early afternoons saw Thane back in the saddl e, and peace

and safety flourished wherever Esteron strode, but exercise

was forenost in Thane's nmind to ease the aching thighs and

tired wists, and feel the bitingw nterwind upon his face. Little
by little, he became aware how nuch his new found skills

hel ped his balance in the saddle. Esteron felt |ighter between
his knees and responded to the nerest touch, and now t hat

| i ght ness showed how nuch the horseman he had becone. He
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took the bit and ran with joy through deep snowdrifts in the
woods and al ong the tangl ed tracks near the fencing nmaster's
house. But all too soon night pushed the winter sun to bed and
Thane was called to supper beneath the hanging | anps of

G | der sl eeves.
Mealtinmes were a riot of fun, Mrolda saw to that. Tiredness

turned aside, as dance or song, or serious talking, noved within
the candle's flanme, for she had once been a great soothsayer,
and still held the enchantress' gift for weaving magic in the

m nd and building castles in the air for those who hung upon

her words. Even Ducl os, through her finger talk, could visit the
pl aces of their dreans. Drowsi ness woul d catch Thane unawares
anongst the purring cats that rubbed around his tired

| egs or dangling hands, for there was nusic in the voices that
lulled away the early hours before the: dawn came. First |ight
had Thane on the fighting floor, rapier or sabre in his hand.

Qui ckly he had grasped the noves and counter-noves beneath

the wat chful Fencing Master's eye. Now daring attacks pushed
Thane into junping the stairs and landing lightly on his feet;
parry fast and clean, |eap through wi ndows, beat wide a path
with flashing steel, or plunge froma chandelier, blade between
his teeth, then escape to fight again. And fight he did, whenever
Ducl os crossed his bl ade.

Soon Thane woul d be ready for the road again, and better

mat ched to continue his journey. In sadness Mrol da knew he

had to go. Fate had pulled himto G I dersleeves, now fate nust

set the steps he was to follow on that dreadful road to Underfall.
The very name had her shivering in her silks and reaching

for a woolly shawl. 'Duclos will mss himwhen he has gone,’
she whispered to the cats, and as an afterthought added, 'So
shall 1.'

But neither Ducl os nor Mrolda showed sorrow as the | ast
fencing | esson began, and both knew that there was no nore to
| earn when Thane's bl ade touched the enbroidered silk heart

on Ducl os' padded jacket. Both bl ades di sengaged; 'My dear
boy, you are now the Master.' For the first tine since Thane's
arrival, he noticed again the odd rnusical intonation in Duclos
voi ce, he dropped his sword and enbraced his teacher.

"No, Master, you will always be the greater,' he said slowy,
formng the words carefully with his lips, 'For you taught ne. If
| draw the blade it will always be your hand that guides it.'

The | ast supper at G ldersleeves was the nerriest, the

noi si est and the longest. Duclos hid the grief he felt at Thane's
departure in laughing, fun-filled stories fromhis youth, and no
mention touched his lips of Underfall. Tucked into the sl eeve

of his flowing shirt he had a gift for Thane that in his youth had
kept him safe upon the Causeway road and had hel ped himw n

the tattoo upon his arm It was a sinple dagger nade of steel,
forged with cunning, tenpered hard, forever sharp, it never
spoi l ed or showed a spot of rust. Wen thrust, it had pierced

the Ni ghtbeasts' arnoured skins where other blades had

snapped, and for a nonent, long ago, it had held the bal ance of

a King's battle beneath the walls of Underfall

Morni ng cast shadows across the snow covered | awns of
G | der sl eeves as heavy- hearted goodbyes were said. Ducl os
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took Thane's hand and placed the hilt of the dagger in it.
"When hope has fled, and N ghtbeasts press on every side,
push back despair, unsheath this little blade, for it knows

not hi ng of defeat and will inspire the hand that holds it. Legend
says that Duronal, the Master Arnourer, hamered out its
edge upon an oaken anvil, long before the Granite Kings arose.

Use it well, ny lad!"

Ducl os turned and with himstalked the cats of G dersleeves
back into a silent world of sorrow, but Mrolda stayed a
monent, stirrup cup in hand, for she saw the pain- of parting
touch them both. 'Fret not, young Thane, spring cane again
for Duclos while he taught you the swordsman's strokes, and
you gave himan even greater gift, for now the Fencing Mster
wal ks again with dignity. His gift to you was his greatest
treasure, and the only tool of war | dared not use to trimor
weed the garden. Fencing shadows may again fill Duclos
dayl i ght hours, but during supper times the power in ny words
will paint you in his mnd. Now ride back to Wodsedge, tread
carefully on this dangerous turf, for soon the snows will nmelt.’

As an afterthought she added, alnbst to herself, 'Stay safe,
my little knight.'

Thane heard Mrolda's final words since her voice rang

clear across the lawns of G |dersleeves and echoed back from
the trees that pressed all around that beautiful garden. He
knelt, gently took her bejewelled hand and, this tine with easy
grace, kissed it.

Esteron had stood quietly waiting while goodbyes were said;
now he stepped forwards, and bl ew gently through his nostrils
agai nst Morolda's cheek. She pulled his ears a final tinme:
'Birds, boy and horse, whatever next. Begone, before | cry!’

Thane checked Esteron's stride at the lawn's edge, Mil cade

and Rockspray were back on their shoul der perches, and he

| ooked back just in tinme to see Mrolda, silks billow ng,

striding back into that elfin castle. "Well, ny Battle Birds, there
seens nore magi ¢ on the roads than ever | dreaned of.

Leaving G| dersleeves with a heavy heart Thane trudged
through the nelting snow t owards Wodsedge. The trees on

the forest edge | ooked pinched and bl ackened as if they had
shrunk against the winter weather but at the tips of all their
branches new buds were swelling in readiness for the spring.
Col d and shivering, Thane hamrered on the Wayhouse door

and readily took the seat nearest to the fire and warned his
fingers while he told Tonmbel of the fencing | essons and the
fairy-tale house of G I dersleeves.

"Did he really break the shadow circle? Thane asked,

wat chi ng Tonbel's eyes, searching for that col dness that had
been there the day he had left for the Swordsman's house.
Tombel smiled at Thane, his eyes softening, full of gentle
hurnour .

it was wonderful to watch, Thane, the way he junped and

| eapt between the shadows, his blades flashing in the sunlight
and his clear voice |leading the warriors of Elundium Yes, he
broke the circle, and for a nmonent held Krul shards at sword's
poi nt but the Master of Darkness dodged the bl ade and
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cuppi ng his foul hands to his black nmouth he shouted in

Ducl os' face. We heard the shout a | eague away. The sky
darkened and the Nightbeast arny swayed |i ke hi deous stal ks of
corn before a stormand the noise shattered Ducl os' eardrunms,
destroyi ng his bal ance. Nevian found himas dawn was breaking
and pledged nme to watch after himall his days. Yes, Thane, he
did break the circle.

Servers then announced the evening neal. 'Come, young

man,' smled Tonbel, 'conme and eat with us for soon you nust
take the road and travel past G| dersleeves, through the bl ack
forest and the grasslands beyond to the tower on the sunmt of

Stunble Hill, and then . . .'

"Father . . .' the clear voice of Elionbel called fromthe stair
head, 'Let me take the armof ny rescuer and lead the way in to
supper.'

Anger flashed clearly in Tonbel's eyes and he noved to step
bet ween Thane and the stairway. Elionbel |aughed, descending
to face her father.

"Surely you nust keep the bargain and treat Thane with al
the honour of ny rescuer? That is what you bid ne to do!

Turning to face Thane, but keeping her eyes fixed on her
father, she took Thane's arm and secretly squeezed it. Supper
was | ess formal than the grand affair of the Honour Chair. The
Chair had been renoved and the two | ower tables had been

drawn together. Thane had watched carefully at each nealtine
and had quickly learned the custons and manners of the
Wayhouse Marchers and now he felt nmuch nore at ease with

the array of eating tools, plates and cups put before him

El i onbel smled, and tal ked freely to those about her and gave
Thane all the honour he deserved, while Tonbel sat quietly
avoiding all conversation, intent, it seened, upon his neat.

"Marchers!' he said at length, waiting for the table talk to die
away. 'The thaw has set in, within seven daylights our guest,
Thanehand, will take the road to Underfall. Use that tinme to
check the way is safe for him Scour the forest and teach him
what woodcraft you can.'

Pewt er cups were raised to toast the start of the journey and
El i onbel turned and, smiling, raised her cup, 'To ny rescuer's
return.’

Thane was kept busy throughout the remaining days of his

stay at Wodsedge, learning to build a fire ring agai nst attack,

to track or follow scent, or find a path through unbroken forest,
and in the evening tinmes Tonbel kept himin the trophy room

eating with himwhile he told himtales by the firelight of far off
pl aces, and showed himfragile flowers, blades of strange

grasses or chips of wood or stone suspended in pieces of clear
crystal, sone so snmall that Tonbel had to pass the eye |lens for
Thane to see nore clearly the beauty trapped within the gl ass.

'How are they put into the crystal ?" Thane asked, turning a
crystal flower between his finger and thunb and wat ching the
col our change in the firelight.

"Fairday is the Crystal Maker,' replied Tonbel, 'but setting
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trinkets and trophies in glass shows nothing of his skills,
Thane. Fairday is the Master of nmany secrets. Look at this,' he
cried, unlocking a dark cupboard in the corner of the room and
bringing forth a heavy chunk of crystal that required all his
strength to nove

Thane stared in horror at the crystal. A gasp choked his
throat and rapid heartbeats drumed in his ears. Darkness
overcane the firelight as he tried to | ook away. A steady strong

hand on his shoul der pulled hi m back

"Look long, Thane, on this freak of nature that once again
pl agues the world. Do not touch the glass, none know if any
power remmins trapped within the crystal or what will be the
consequences if the glass is cracked!’

Thane gathered up his courage to raise his eyes back to the
gl ass.

' Easy boy, hold your courage. Steady, here, grip the hilt of
the sword that slew him The eyes that hold your gaze once
hel d the power to freeze you paral ysed or drove nen nad

enough to kill thenselves. But nowit holds only a nalice to
search out weakness in those that dare to look into the glass; it
keeps the hatred, despite being frozen in the crystal. | buried all

its spoils of human flesh that hung about its belt after | had slain
the beast. Look now upon his face, and know your eneny. For

many have gone before you w thout the privilege of know ng

what they fought, and in the press of battle cone face to face

with a fear that they could not nmaster. Those you fought within

the holl ow were brothers to this beast.'’

As Tonbel tutored Thane the head in the glass began to | ose
sonme of its nenace and dead-eyed stared out fromits prison
Hairy skin was drawn tight across its form ess face, two

bl ackened, dribbling nostrils overhung a snarling nouth whose
lips stretched back to expose needl e sharp yellow teeth. The
eyes, red-veined and huge, glistened in the firelight and
seened to follow Thane wherever he noved.

' Ni ght beast s!'' Thane whi spered, his voice dry, crackling in
hi s throat.

" Know your eneny!' repeated Tonbel, renoving the crysta
toits resting place and returning to his chair beside the fire.

"In the days and suns that followed the bondbreaki ng and the
battle for Wrld' s End your grandfather and | and all those
with the tattoo mark scoured El undium for the N ghtbeasts.

We | ooked in every dark hole, underneath each stone. It was a
time of terrible slaughter for we slew every Nightbeast we
found until we had rid the world of them But in all our care we
feared we may have ni ssed sone and we sat nany | ong

wat ches, waiting, but each night was enpty and passed
peacefully. The sun rose clear and bright in the norning and
we grew forgetful. Thane, beware! These creatures are once
nmore | oose in Elundiumand the bearers of the tattoo mark are
scattered and cannot help you. You nust ride al one!'’

"Lord, with your blessing | nust start the journey soon,
before fear nakes nme seek a safe hole to hide in.
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Tombel | aughed, and gripped Thane's arm 'Holes are the

| ast place to hide, ny boy, Nightbeasts |ove the dark. No, no,
take the high ground with the sun at your back, there you wll
stand a chance. Of to bed with you now, at first daylight your
j ourney begins!"’

Thane descended the great stairway for the last tinme, sad to
| eave yet anxious for the road. Esteron waited, saddled, by the
door, and at his head stood Elionbel

Near by Tonbel, Martbel and their sons waited in a group,

the men had dressed for battle as a mark of honour, for today
Thane woul d ride beyond their safety and they feared for him
on that dark road.

Thane crossed the hall, Martbel w ped away a tear and

rem nded himof his nmother. Rubel and Arbel teased him

lightly to stay awake and keep to the road, but Tonbel held him
in alast mnute counsel of the road and lastly pressed into his
hands the hilt of the sword he had used in the holl ow saying,
"Qur gift and bl essing be always at your side to blaze aloft and
make your courage strong, Keeper of the Hollow Your bl ade!’

"What a beautiful, beautiful gift,' whispered Thane, gripping

the hilt.

"Use it well, young nman,' |aughed Tonbel, the Keeper of
Wyodsedge, 'for you earned the right to carry such a bl ade
when you rescued Elionbel. It is yours now to use against the

Ni ght beasts on the road ahead.

Thane drew the sword fromits scabbard and found engraved
al ong the bl ade his nane and the | egend of the sword,

' Thanehand, the Shadow Breaker, who brought sunlight in the
mor ni ng and drove the Ni ghtbeasts out.'

' Make haste, Thane,' Tonbel urged, 'cover every | eague
you can while daylight lasts, and speed back to us if you can one
day. Kingspeed upon the Greenway turf.

Thane turned and stepped through the doorway as shafts of

early sunlight broke through the clouds, casting a shining halo
in Elionbel's golden hair. She smiled softly and put into his
hands the sumer scarf she had secretly taken from his saddle.

"Read it,' she whispered, helping himto carefully spread out
the scarf. Thane bl ushed redder than the sun and guessed the
hours of |ove and pain the enbroidery nust have taken, for

Il ovingly worked in threads of gold and silver along the borders
and around the picture of the sun, ran the tale of Elionbel's
rescue. It spoke of her love for the great warrior who had
junped the ring of trees and fought his way to her side and of
how Esteron, a |ord anongst horses, had stood between her

and the Ni ghtbeasts' spears and who had carefully carried her
home when the battle was won.

"Candlenman it said in silver letters. | ampledged to silence,
yet nmy heart will shout with joy to hear your footsteps on the
Greenway's edge. Cone swiftly back to ne when your task is
done."'

Thane felt her love, and saw it in her eyes. He tied the
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summer scarf to his arnpured arm and qui ckly nounted

Esteron, and from his high seat | ooked down into those
beautiful eyes, a smile crossed his face and he | eaned down and
whi spered, '| shall return, though all the world' s darkness
stands between us. | |ove you, Elionbel."’

Esteron pawed the ground and snorted, snatching at the
bridle.

"I will return,' he shouted. The ows stooped to settle on his
shoul ders. A roaring neigh, a flash of sun sparkling the nail
beneath his cloak, his banner, rippling with the speed, floating
out behind and then Thane was gone, pacing out the | eagues to

Underfall .
Tombel | ooked darkly at the forest edge where it pressed

hard upon the Greenway. 'Trouble stirs everywhere, mark ny
words. There are dark tines ahead for all of us.'

The Border Runners

Thus far the road had been easy to follow for Tonbel's

Marchers had nowed the turf and pruned the edge but as

G | dersl eeves dim nished with each neasured hoof -beat, the
trees pressed harder on to the road and in places arched high
above Thane's head. Dull clouds hid the sun, gl oom

danpened a spring afternoon and made himpull his cloak

tightly about his shoul ders. Mil cade and Rockspray fl ew ahead
on silent w ngs, pausing often to search either side of the
narrow road. Esteron turned his ears in every direction,
listening for the slightest noise of danger in the tangl ed
undergrowt h. Afternoon wore on, and with it Thane's uneasi ness
grew stronger, they were not alone, that nuch he

could feel, but what stalked himon either side was well hidden
and he could not guess at their shapes. Esteron seened

suddenly to relax and pricked his ears, the ows returned to his
shoul ders and began a fussy preening. Mil cade even slept a
little. Chill breezes heral ded evening, and with the falling
darkness, silence held its breath.

Snap! Crack! Thane's ears picked out the noi ses made by
the pursui ng beasts fromjust beyond the edge of his sight.

"Esteron, run! Pick us a space to stand and fight, there is no
roomto swing a sword in this narrow track. Run!’

Esteron did not change his pace. Thane searched his

pockets for a spark, 'Light aring of fire and stand within it'
echoed Tonbel's words. So far away fromthe safety of his
friends, the woods about him seened crowded and dark with a
thousand foes. Dark shapes broke cover either side, anber and
brown eyes caught the fading light. Hairy coats in sable, black
and tan filled the narrow track. Sword drawn, Thane hesitated;
Esteron and the Battle Birds nmade no nove to run or fight. The
road widened into a |arge grass-covered clearing. Thane's fingers
tingled fromthe tightness of his grip upon his sword's hilt but stil
he made no nove. Sonething Tonbel had said beside the fire in

the trophy roomcane tunbling into his terror-stricken m nd.
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' The Border Runners,' Tombel had called them ' Show no

fear,' he had said. Sitting high as he did on Esteron's back sone of
those nighty Border Runners could brush agai nst his boots.

Thane felt nmore than fear, he felt total terror. There nust be at

| east a hundred dogs crowdi ng around his horse's |egs, npbst of
them | ooking directly up at Thane, tongues show ng between

rows of huge white teeth, their panting breath sending cl ouds of
vapour up to mingle with the branches hi gh above their heads.

Esteron reached the centre of a clearing and halted; before him
stood three of the biggest dogs he had ever seen. They seened
Lords anpng the pack, and they stood as if waiting for Thane to
do sonething or make sone sort of nove. He contenpl ated

sitting the night out in the saddle, that seened to be the only
sensi bl e choice apart fromdi snounting and risking being torn to
pi eces before his boots had touched the ground. But he need not
have feared the Border Runners, for rumour of his com ng had
travel l ed fast from Wodsedge, and watchers on the roads had
been set, for he would need nany friends if he was to nake
Underfal | intact.

The three great Border Runners noved aside and reveal ed a

pil e of broken sticks and twigs and with a hidden signa
sunmoned others fromthe pack to carry kindling sticks in their
jaws and place them upon the rapidly growing pile. The nearest
dogs to Esteron lay or sat upon the ground, sonme with paws as

| arge as Thane's hands, and stretched as if a |long wait was over

"I can't sit here all night,' whispered Thane. ' G andfather
woul d never forgive such rudeness, for he told ne nany tal es of
the courage of the Border Runners, and Tonbel said that they
were friends upon the road. | must dismount.’

Wth a lunmp in his throat and a thunping heart, Thane

di smounted and the Battle Birds stayed perched on his

shoul ders, for they knew the Border Runners as allies and did
not fear them The three great Border Runners waited unti

Thane stood before them then they sniffed him I|icked his face
and hands and lifted their heads high and how ed. Louder and

| ouder grew the howing as all the dogs joined their voices and
called to the clear patch of evening sky above the trees. Thane
woul d have bl ushed with pride had he known the tal e passing
anongst the host for it spoke of Thoronhand, the greatest

hor seman, who nurtured and cared for all natural things who

had fallen into the shadows, and of the boy now standing in
their mdst, who was the old warrior's grandson. 'Mark this
well; we give honour to Thane, for he steps in the prints of
Thor onhand and shall have confort in the dark wherever the
Border Runners gat her.

Long woul d have been the story, for Thoron was wel|l known
amongst the Border Runners and |onger still with the added
verses of Thane's journey thus far along the road to Underfall
but the how ing stopped abruptly, hackles rose, the dogs' voices
changed to snarls, lips curled back to expose rows of sharp,
white teeth. Mil cade snatched at the spark, forgotten in

Thane' s hand, swooped and dropped it anobngst the heap of

sticks. The drier kindling twigs burst into flames, |ight danced
within the clearing and reflected back fromevil |ooking red
eyes crowding in on every side as w cked scythes and spears
shone in the firelight.
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"N ght beasts!' Thane shouted, draw ng the Hol | ow

Keeper's blade fromits scabbard; in the other hand he gri pped
Ducl os' dagger. Bright blazed the fire as the flames raced from
branch to branch turning night into day, and |ong were the

| eapi ng shadows as the Border Runners fell on to the N ghtbeasts,
ripping and tearing at their hideous faces. The Warhorse
chal l enge rang | oud as Esteron reared and plunged anobngst

their armoured skins, crushing and killing all that fell beneath
hi s hooves. Steely rang Thane's hanmer bl ows upon their iron
caps, sparks danced along his blades as tHey bit into the

ni ght beasts' arnour. C ose beneath the jagged scythes he

junped, lunging, defrosting, using all the skills that he had

| earned. Mil cade and Rockspray blinded nany, hooking eyes

out with tHeir bloody talons, but victory belonged to the Border
Runners, for they drove the N ghtbeasts back into the darkness
of the woods and hunted themto death beyond the safety of the
fire. Many did not return until the grey hours had lit the sky
with ghostly light and they withdrew exhausted and bl oody to
lick their wounds.

Only the firelight danced in the clearing. Heaps of dead or
dyi ng N ghtbeasts seenmed to be everywhere Thane | ooked.

Not all the dogs had pursued the fleeing N ghtbeasts; nmany

had stayed and now padded softly anobngst the fallen, sniffing
out the wounded. A snarl and then qui ck snapping or ripping
teeth upon the nonsters' necks dispatched them quickly. 'No
prisoners' thought Thane, keeping his eyes on the fire. A giddy
si ckness swept over him words fromthe past echoed in his

m nd about the Border Runners, 'The Ni ghtwal kers cook
themalive, torment themslowy over open fires.'

Still feeling a little sick, Thane busied hinself collecting
wood, and had a roaring bonfire of alnbst his own height

bef ore he renenbered Esteron or the ows. Looking round he
saw t hem a few paces away, Esteron pulling nouthfuls of grass,
about to step on the reins, and Mil cade and Rockspray

perched, one on the cantle and one on the pomrel of tHe
saddl e. They seened quite unperturbed by the final slaughter
going on all around tHem

"Vell, ny friends, | amglad we didn't neet those hideous
beasts on our own!' Esteron snorted, Mil cade hooted and
Rockspray transferred hinself to Thane's shoul der, and

rubbed his bl oodi ed beak agai nst Thane's cheek. Esteron did

not seem harned during the fight; untacked he continued to
graze; the only blood spilled on the owms |ooked |ike that of the
Ni ght beasts, only a few feathers appeared ruffled. Tiredness
sat heavily on Thane's eyelids as he sat near the fire. He had
intended to stay awake, watchful in case tHere were further
attacks, but sleep crept up in gentle waves. The three great
Border Runners noved close to him one either side, and |ay
down to keep himwarm and the third became a pillow as

Thane' s head nodded back in dreanml ess sleep. What a story he
woul d have had to tell if sleep had not robbed himof half the
ni ght. How as the hunters crept back into the clearing tHey had
fornmed a great ring of sentinels about his sleeping body, each
dog staring out into the black trees, for none would step near
Thoron's grandson without tHeir |eave.

Morni ng sunlight cast |eafy shadows across Thane's
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sl eeping face. Mul cade pulled at a |ock of hair. Waking with a
start, Thane sat up quickly, rubbing his eyes, stretching stiff,
nunb |inbs, for the road was no feather mattress.

' They have gone!' he called, not a single dog remained, even

the carcasses of the N ghtbeasts had been renoved. Thane

junped up and searched the clearing; had he dreanmed a night

full of adventures? He rubbed his eyes again, felt for the hilt of
his sword and found an enpty space; the dagger was al so

m ssing fromhis belt. Looking near the fire where he had sl ept,
he found themlying in the grass. Wen sleep had pulled him

down tHey had slipped unnoticed from his hands. Dew

sparkled on the steel, but sticky, drying blood spoiled both the
bl ades. It was no dreamin which the N ghtbeasts overran the
clearing, and he renenbered clearly his first meeting with the
Border Runners. Grandfather's stories had not exaggerated

tHeir power, or tHeir dignity. Tombel had spoken of tHeir

unsel fishness; in victory tHey had gone as magically as they had
appeared. Sadness filled Thane, he wi shed he coul d have

thanked his rescuers, rubbed his hands in their thick silky
coats. He felt ashaned that sleep had nmade hi m seem di scourt eous,
and nost of all he knew that the N ghtbeasts would

have cut himdown if he had been al one.

Wth Esteron ready for the road, Thane nounted; the battle
Birds settled on his shoulders ready for the journey, but thirst
tubbed at Thane's throat.

"W nust find a brook or a stream | feel dirtier than a
chi mey sweep after a week in the castle chi meys.

Esteron foll owed the track out of the clearing. The forest

| ooked nore friendly, |ess oppressive, perhaps the sunlight
pushed the trees back fromthe track, or filtering shafts of |ight
broke up the gloom Birds flew anongst the trees, insects
hovered in the air and danced in the shafts of |ight. Today the
jingle of the bridle bit rings blended with the forest sounds,
where yesterday they had sounded out of key in the heavy
silence before night closed in. Perhaps, thought Thane, terror
drives the aninmals to hide when N ghtbeasts are abroad.
Sonetimes far fromthe road between the trees Thane thought

he caught a glinpse of the Border Runners, but he could not be
sure. A flash of sable coat would cross the forest floor, or
tangl ed branbl es move without a breath of wi nd. The birds

kept singing, and nowhere was there the fear of yesterday.

A different sound gradually caught Thane's ear as it rose in
vol une above the other forest voices. For sone tine Esteron
had increased his stride, he had snelt what they badly needed,
| ong before Thane recogni sed the sound. Cool sweet water,
tunbl i ng over stones and racing through the gravel beds of
Bordern River. Down the bank they slid, knee deep; Thane

| aughed and spl ashed the cl ear water everywhere before
drinking. Esteron sucked up the water with | oud gul ping
sounds and the ows flew off to hunt the forest rodents.
Thane's nmetal hel m becane a drinking bow, and he drained it
twice before his thirst was quenched.

Then as he stripped off his arnpur and washed off the
journey's dirt, relaxed and happy, for an instant his concentrati On
slipped. He was about to pull a tuft of grass to wash
the Ni ghtbeasts' blood fromhis sword and dagger, when
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sonet hing hit the bank beside his hand. A whining noise, angry
|ike a wasp, gave just a second's warning of the deadly arrow.
Esteron charged across the brook, water spraying hi gh above

the saddl e; he could have died, pierced by a stormof arrows

al ready strung, for the robbers of Gl dersleeves had laid a
deadly trap. They had crept up to the silver brook, drawn by the
m dday | aughter, as they had done nmany tines before to catch
unsuspecting travellers while they drank. They had waited,

wel | hidden, while the owls flew away to hunt and Thane

disarned to wash. The first arrow had mssed its mark. The big
horse spoiled their plans by charging towards them across the
water. Arrows were strung, strings pulled, but their aimwas
never taken. The Border Runners attacked. In one rush of

| eapi ng, canine might, the robbers fell beneath the snarling,
ripping jaws. It was over in an instant, so quickly that Thane's
hand did not reach the hilt of his sword, nor Esteron reach the
ot her bank.

Thane waded across, shanmefaced at being so careless as to

need a second rescue. But it was a |lesson well |earned, for he
woul d never kneel again to drink w thout a hand upon his

sword or an eye upon the undergrowh. Mil cade and

Rockspray swooped all too |ate and never again hunted

toget her unl ess Thane and Esteron had the safety of a
Wayhouse. Theirs was the gift of sight to search out safety on
the roads and they sul ked for days with each other over their
car el essness.

The dogs were easy in victory, licking Thane's hands and
face for they wel coned a chance to repay the old man of the
roads. Miuch was still owed to Thoronhand for deeds performnmed
al ong the Greenways. Curiosity drew Thane to | ook at

hi s anbushers, wondering what type of man would kill an
unarned traveller on the road. The torn out w ndpipes

si ckened him but they were hardly as gruesonme or hideous as

the N ghtbeasts dead. He recognised two fromthe road near
G | dersl eeves; one wore an eye patch that covered Mil cade's

talon mark, an enpty socket still raw and wet with poison. It
was doubtful that any woul d nourn their death.

"You have rid the world of nmuch evil,' Thane said to the
dogs as he turned to wade across the river and collect his

cl ot hes.

Thane dressed and re-arnmed, watched by the Border Runners;

he tightened the girths and nounted Esteron. The way ahead

was easy to follow, the forest soon canme to an abrupt end. Open
rolling country spread before them clunps of dense trees stood
sentry still, like forgotten chess pieces, knee deep in the wild
grassl ands. Not hi ng noved except the slender stal ks of grass,
bendi ng before a light spring breeze. Silence stretched to the
hori zon's edge, broken only by skylarks singing far above them
mere specks in a limtless sky, and the swi sh of padded paws

al ong the grassy track. The dogs spread out either side of the
road, the owl s flew ahead checking each tree-filled copse |ong
bef ore Esteron drew near them

Thane broke the silence, it seemed quite natural to tal k out

loud to Esteron, the ows or even the dogs, if any broke cover

| ong enough to listen, but those held by his voice tried not to be
di scourteous and break away too quickly for they were busy
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searching out the way. 'The Warhorses of yesteryear nust have
been great creatures to have run the gap between the

Wayhouses in the space of just one day. |I'll bet you could run
that fast, Esteron,' Thane said, and added after a nonent's
reflection, 'Let us hope we are never put to the test.'

League after |eague passed beneath Esteron's hooves. The

| andscape did not seemto change, the grasslands narched to
meet the setting sun which rested for a noment, angry red,
upon the horizon's rim

"Anot her night in the open,' thought Thane. Suddenly

snarling barks had all the dogs | eaping high above the stal ky
grass somewhere to the right in the shadows of a ranbling

copse. Thane wheel ed Esteron round, draw ng his sword which
shone red, reflecting the glorious setting sun. Thane's heels
drove Esteron forwards into the chest-high grass, galloping as
hard as the tangled grass allowed. G ant Ni ghtbeasts reared up
hacking wildly at the Border Runners, but the

dogs were badly hanpered by the tangl ed grass. Thane

counted three, one on the left, two on the right, his blade sung
through the air as he swept it down upon the nearest scaly

neck. He turned and gall oped on to cut the next Ni ghtbeast

down but the third was nore prepared and rushed at Thane.

Cruel scythes swept in a bitter arch, but it was burdened by the
dogs hanging with their jaws |locked into its neck, Thane could
not risk the sweeping stroke he had so carefully |earned at

G | dersl eeves, the dogs were in the way. Low al ong Esteron's
side he leaned, rein hand gripping tightly on to the pormel; his
sword hand just above the poundi ng hooves, he drove his

| ong sharp bl ade up through the nonster's heart. Arnour

sparks burned his face as Esteron gall oped past, tHe sword
pierced right to the hilt and was wenched fromhis hand with
the force behind the thrust. Rockspray and Mul cade swooped

down, and by the tine Esteron had turned the fight was over

and t he day bel onged to Thane.

Wagging tails and joyful barking greeted himas he retrieved
the Hol | ow Keeper's bl ade and wi ped it clean upon the grass.
Victory eased his shane of the incident beside tHe brook earlier
in the day.

A search for safety drove themon, cantering half the night

away, but tHey had to rest or fall asleep as they travelled. The
dogs ran, panting hard at Esteron's heels but the ows flew far
ahead, for tHey knew rumpurs of a place if tHeir sharp eyes could
find it in the dark. Their tired w ngs beat beneath a silver noon
and at |l ast they found the place where N ghtbeasts dare not

tread. A rocky hill, weather worn and bare of |ife above the

i nky | andscape. Esteron followed the ows' hoots, his weary

head swi nging fromside to side; Thane, nunb w th exhaustion,
stayed awake just |ong enough to whisper his thanks to

Esteron as he untacked him He stood for just a nmonent, sword

in hand, upon the sunmt rim]looking out over a hostile world,

so like an ancient warrior in a mghty fortress. About the rugged
sl opes, tHe Border Runners stood guard and on the

hi ghest rocks the Battle OMs sat. Dogs and ow s soon nodded

into sleep, for they knew the | egends of the rock. It was not
chance upon the wing that brought the birds to Battle HIl. No
beast of the night dare put a foot upon the hall owed nmound for

| egends whi spered of a ghostly Warhorse squadron that kept
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Battle Hill secure for any Kingsman, horse, bird or dog to rest
t he wat ches of one night beyond all fear

Morning light reveal ed the grasses tranpled flat all around
Battle Hill as if besieged by many in the night, but not a sound
had broken the dreams of those who slept on the ol dest and

saf est Wayhouse in the land. A pool of crystal water, fed by a
secret spring, gave the host a norning drink and hunting in the
grassl ands provi ded a hasty breakfast, though Thane thought
little of raw rabbit or hedgehog and closed his eyes to swall ow
the slippery neat.

Thane clinbed, refreshed, back into the saddle, the ows
alighted on his shoulders, swiftly the dogs fanned out along the
Greenway's edge and started running. Time was their eneny,

dawn had reveal ed the N ghtbeasts' tranplings beneath their
temporary refuge. The dogs knew that evil tidings would have
gone before them faster than the bending wind in the grass,

even Thane coul d see that the N ghtbeasts' tracks were all

going in the sane direction

' The N ghtbeasts will be setting an anmbush, Esteron. Cone,
we nust find shelter before dark.

Thane tightened the girths as they noved off and each

boundi ng stride took themnearer to Stunble Hill. But they

must make the doors before night fell, or perish in the dark
Esteron high-blew with each stride, sweat |athered white upon
his sides, but he was Equestrius' son, and he had the heart to
outrun the wind if the need arose, and fromthe dogs he | earned
that they had that need, to run and run and run, for the sun
went down all too quickly and shadows fell |ong across the
track.

Al'l day the | andscape changed, rolling grasslands becane
enpty downs, rising with the sun into ragged distant peaks.
Dense oak forest passed on either side, rotting |leaf nould
squel ched beneath their flying feet, resin-scented pine woods
pressed hard against the road. Pine needles |aid a whispering
carpet, and the roar of waterfalls drowned all other noises as
t hey passed through shadow gorges and | eapt the angry
boiling streans. Al about them wildness rul ed. Burned out
ham ets stood forlorn beside the road, but who knew what now
| urked behind the doors or what crouched waiting for the dark
beneath the broken wi ndow sills? 'Run! Run!' barked the dogs.

Need jostled the desperate conpany on a | ong, unforgiving

road; twilight gave no hint of journey's end. The sun was it's
own naster, the Lord of Daylight, that none could ask to wait;
not even Equestrius, Lord of Horses, nor magic in the rai nbow

cl oak could stop one tick of the clock. Butwoven in the sunmer
scarf that Thane carried was a picture of the sun, and all about
the hema |l egend of |ove and sacrifice in precious needl epoint.
Mul cade tugged at the cords that bound the banner to Thane's
armoured arm and as cord after cord snapped the banner

spread, rippling taut behind them For Esteron was gall opi ng
faster than the wind towards the last uphill |eague of Stunble
H Il and a dying sun paused at the world's edge, reflecting all its
glory in the banner, so that a new sun dashed the gap on
Stunble HIl, and for a little while turned deepest shadows
back into daylight where N ghtbeasts waited in a deadly trap.
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"Run! Run!' barked the dogs. 'The doors are closing. N ght

pulls themshut.' In a last mghty effort Esteron stretched his
neck, the doors stood before them a closing crack to safety, but
still the banner blazed, catching the last rays of the sunlight.

Ni ght beasts filled the road's edge and swarmed between the

trees. Mil cade hooted in defiance and spread his talons. This
time they were far outnunbered, death within sight of safety
seenmed a cruel defeat after such a great race, for he knew that
the dogs would stand to the last, tired and without hope. But his
call was answered, no hollow echo to be pulled away upon ni ght
breezes but froma thousand Battle OMs the call cane back

Word had spread from Wodsedge - Thoron's grandson is on

the roads, all those that |loved the old man nust spread a wing to
hel p. The sky was bl ack beneath the talons of death, sharp the
beaks between those blinkless eyes that in the very nick of tine
stooped on Stunble Hill. But the ows and the dogs were not

al one, the Archers of Orm had nade ready in the Wayhouse

Tower. Fear took their hearts as the banner shone brighter than
the sun but Archerorm the Keeper, held them at the casenent
slits. "Magic!' hissed a voice behind the bows of Om forearns
bul ged as fingers | ocked to pull the strings so tight that the oiled
wooden bows began to groan and feathered flights lightly

touched the archers' cheeks. In patience they would wait unti

the N ghtbeasts bl ocked the road, and every arrow knew its

mark, for they had great skill with the feathered shafts of death.

The ow s and the dogs fought to hold the road, drawing into

a tight pack around Esteron, but the N ghtbeasts' trap was
sprung and they swarmed in waves of black terror out of the
trees and dykes on either side. Thane, twisting in the saddl e,
| ooked qui ckly back and saw the road behi nd choked with

hi deous Ni ght beaSt fornms. Before themtowered a forest of

bl ack spears, reflecting the |last rays of dying sunlight.

"When hope has fled and N ghtbeasts press on every side

' echoed the nusical voice of Duclos in Thane's head. The
banner was fadi ng, overwhel ned by the ni ght mare shadows al
around them and their dash to the Wayhouse Tower had
slowed to little nmore than a wal k.

Thane slipped the reins and drew both bl ades. 'Run,
Esteron, ' he shout ed.

"Gve us room he cried out to the Border Runners |eaping at
the N ghtbeaStS before them The dogs fell back and Thane
spurred esteron' sweeping both blades in a glittering, humm ng
arC, smashing N ghtbeasts' spear shafts and slicing through
their grasping hands and claws that reached out to pul

hi m down. Esteron reared and plunged, striking out with his
forel egs.

"G ve us room' Thane shouted again as Esteron began to
surge forwards

' Thanehand!' a Ni ght beast voice screaned out, '| know you,
Thanehand - Thoron's spawn - | shall kill you and your ows.'

One-eyed Kerzol de burst through the Ni ghtbeasts, pointing
a claw at his enpty eye-socket.

' Ker zol de! ' Thane gasped, sw nging both bl ades towards the
towering ni ght mare
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Ker zol de | aughed cruelly, wadi ng through the dogs and

grabbed Esteron's bridle. Esteron reared,~the whites of his eyes
flashing in the darkness, turned his head and bit at the claw,
pul I'i ng backwards as his teeth closed on the snooth brittle
horn. The cl aw snapped in two, Kerzol de screamed, thrusting
wildly at Thane with his spear. Neither of them heard the angry
whi ne of the arrows or saw the careful archers draw again to
shoot, but the solid wall of N ghtbeasts between Esteron and

saf ety wavered, stunbled and coll apsed. Kerzol de jerked
backwards, throwing his spear high into the air, |ooked briefly
at the gl eam ng arrow heads ained at himand fled into the trees
beside the road. Esteron let the broken claw fall to the ground
and, |eaping over the heaps of dead N ghtbeasts, gall oped
through the doors of Stunble Hill.

Stunble Hi Il

Wth the noise of a thunderclap the doors slammed shut. Bolts

and beans were shot. Thane pirouetted Esteron and nmade to

charge back on to the road, for his friends were still beyond the
safety of the doors and he would not desert themin the dark, but
the barriers were shut. Esteron stood trenbling with exhaustion,
steamrising fromhis [ athered sides, pools of dripping sweat
form ng on the cobbles. He woul d have run agai n had Thane

wi shed it, but in his heart he knew that the fight was over. It was
Thane that the Nightbeasts wanted to destroy. Evening's chil

made him shiver, all was silence beyond the doors of Stunble

Hll, far off an ow hooted and distant barking drifted on the w nd.
The Border Runners were hunting in the dark

Thane di snounted, eased the girths and whi spered many

t hanks, for now he knew how great a nmount he rode to Underfall.
A hand upon his shoul der made himjunp, and raise the Holl ow
Keeper's bl ade.

'Rest, Kingsman, the race is done, victory is yours, but much is
owed to those who ran with you.' The man standi ng before him

| ooked too small to be a warrior, sturdy with nmassive arnms but
gentl e-eyed and softly spoken. He held out a night rug with his
right hand. In the other he held a wooden bow that dwarfed him
"You have a great horse, Kingsman, keep himwell and rug him
warm for | have seen fewto match himin a long life.'

Thane unsaddl ed Esteron and spread the rug across his back

while the archer's careful eye studied him confusion pulling his
eyebrows into a deep furrow. The horse seened to have stepped

out of a fairy tale. The rider was a nmere boy dressed in clothes he
recogni sed' the Border Runners ran at his heels and Battle OMs

sat on his shoul ders.

' Young man, custombids us to give refuge to travellers on

the road, but in return we take the name and a little history from
those we help.'

There was an edge of hardness in the quiet voice and silence
filled the courtyard of Stunmble Hill. A ring of bowren fidgeted
in the shadows, Thane's life rested on his answer. Ml cade and
Rockspray squeezed Thane's shoul ders, needl e tal ons kept him
still to retain a place so dearly won.

' Thanehand, Thoronhand's grandson. | ride upon King
Hol bi an' s bi ddi ng, and while within your house offer you ny
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sword for | cone in peace and friendshi p.

Using the skill of Gl dersleeves, before an eye could blink, he
turned the Hol | ow Keeper's bl ade and offered it, hilt first, to the
man standi ng before him the point against his own throat, and

as he knelt saw for the first tinme the mark that Tombel had

tutored himto seek, an ow in blue and gold upon the armthat
reached for the hilt of his sword.

'"Rise, cone |ad, stand again! No Kingsman, young or old, has
ever bent a knee before old Archerorm Thoron woul d have ny
life for treating you so roughly. Forgive ny harshness but nagic
seened in the air with | egends beating on ny door. Cone,

Thane, and see your horse to bed for he | ooks gaunt and tired
out. And then the news of all you saw upon the road, if you had
the time to |l ook.' Archer |aughed as he steered Thane towards
the stable yard. Al day they had watched Esteron and the
Border Runners, a dust cloud passing across the grasslands,
racing the road towards them Through the Great d ass of Om
set high in the Wayhouse Tower they had urged them on. New
arrow heads had gl owed white in the forge, bows had been
restrung, for all who | ooked through the gl ass saw the hel m and
the cl oak of Thoronhand racing the sun to bed, and they woul d
be ready shoul d he nmake the door before night fell

Thane hesitated, turning to Archer; so nmuch had happened,

so quickly, he had al nost forgotten. 'Wat of ny friends, the
dogs and the owl s? Wthout them| would have been | ost upon
the road. How will they stand in the darkness w thout our

hel p?'

Archer saw in the anxi ous young face so nuch of his old
friend, Thoron, always a chanpion of others' troubles, nore
often than not nursing a | ane dog or a broken bird, always in
haste but never without tine.

' Cone, Thane, and ease your heart, clinb the w nding tower
stair, and | ook on what you won, disturb not the watchers at
each twist of the stair for they keep us safe.

Following in Archer's footsteps Thane ascended the great

tower. The steps wound in a continuous spiral; soon they nust
pass Through the clouds. On his right, at each twi st, he passed
the watchers standing in the casenents, arrows ready on the
strings, facing the night outside. He gave up counting the
steps for fear of falling asl eep as the nunbers becane nuddl ed
in his head, but at |ast he reached the top and stood beside the
A ass of Stumble Hill. Wndows | ooked in every direction, the
moon rode brightly in the sky casting bl ack shadows over a
silver road far below. Archer took his arm and gently guided
hi m

' There bel ow, | ook and fret no nore, youngwarrior, the road

is still. Nothing noves anongst the Nightwal king dead. Not a
singl e dog nor ow |ies anmobngst them Here, use the glass and
take a closer look.' Archer swung the sl ender cylinder of
pol i shed brass, gliding on its well-oiled wooden wheels so that
it pointed directly towards the heaps of dead bl ocki ng the road.
Thane al nost jumped backwards, falling against Archer, he
rubbed his eyes and cautiously | ooked through the gl ass again.

"It brings themso close, it is alnbst as if they were here
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with us in the tower; Here is magic on the roads.'

"No, lad, skill and know edge ground the gl ass, now | ook
and tell ne what you see.

' Heaps of Ni ghtbeast dead. Broken arnour full of arrow
shafts, scythes and iron caps |lie where they fell. But

sonet hi ng noves anongst the dead.'

"Where? Let ne | ook!' Archer grabbed the glass and strung
an arrow as he | ooked but let it fall forgotten on to the platform
sadness filled his face.

'Look again, Thane, with nmuch pity in your heart upon the
rewards of age and the bitterness of fate, for there, picking at
the spoils of war, perches Silverwi ng. He was once a great
captain anongst the ow's, he rode to war upon your

grandfather's shoul der. None feared the dark with Silverw ng
near at hand, now age has pulled at his feathers, cataracts have
blurred his sight, and begging on the G eenway's edge has
stripped all the dignity away to | eave a ragged shadow that the
ot herbirds shun or chase away. They feel a great shanme for one
who steals what others kill.'

Mul cade hooted angrily, digging his talons deep into

Thane' s shoul der and seened al nbst to hiss at the shape on

the road below, 'The Lord of OMs, my father, a beggar!’

Mul cade turned his head away t hen hooted softly, 'Father,

father,' but the old bird was deaf to his cry, caught in the act of
stealing he flew hesitantly into the trees, bunping blindly into
branches he did not see, dropping a strip of N ghtbeast flesh in
hi s haste.

Archer sighed sadly, picking up the arrow, 'W | eave neat

for the old bird near the doors and would gladly take himin and
care for himbut sonewhere deep in the feathered chest a spark
of pride still glows. Since your grandfather disappeared,
Silverwing' s stealing and bad ways have increased twenty fold,
he did have a brother but none have seen him since the

Causeway wars | ong ago Cone, see your horse to bed, and then

sl eep, for you are tired. Tomorrow we eagerly await all your
stories of the road.

The stables were opposite the great doors, set back on the far
side of the main courtyard. Witewashed walls and polished

wood beneath a gabl ed roof of oiled cedar, all the rings, chains
and catches were WgUKht from solid brass and shone warmy

in the torchlight. Deep bracken beds were laid in all the stalls,
fresh hay in the mangers that gave out a snell of new nown

grass. Three horses stood saddled and bridled as if ready for
the road, swords in scabbards were fitted on to the saddl es and
hangi ng by each stall were |long oiled bows and quivers full of
arrows.

"W were ready to clear a way to your side if the archers
failed,' Archer said rubbing the neck of the horse nearest to the
entrance.

Esteron whinnied to the horses as Thane |led himin, he
dwarfed the three hal f-breeds, but in no way outshone them for
they were the last of the relay horses left alive on Stunble Hil
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and wore the scars of battle with great pride, much snorting
and tal ki ng passed between the relay horses and Esteron as
Thane trod wearily to bed, for Esteron was Equestrius' son and
sought news of his father. The owl s roosted near the horses,
Thane was safe enough in Archer's care and their sharp ears
were eager for any gossip of the roads to Underfall.

Mor ni ng opened the doors and a great bonfire di sposed of

the dead N ghtbeasts. Thane took breakfast with the Archers

of Omand related his adventures on the roads, careful to keep
the purpose of his journey a secret, but Archerormwas not a
fool and frowned often as the stories unfol ded. Later he took
Thane up to the top of the great tower to seek out the truth.

"I'f you were not Thoronhand's grandson | would turn you

upsi de down and shake the secrets out of your pockets,' but he
| aughed as he spoke. 'Cone, lad, there's nore to this journey.
My bowren may settle for breakfast stories but the dogs run
with you, owls on your shoulders, a horse in the image of those
fromlong ago. WIIl you not ease ny mind to help you further

on the road? The Ni ghtbeasts want your hide and paid a heavy
price in failure last night; next tine it could be you who pays
with your life,' he added as an afterthought.

Thane | ooked out over a wild and hostile | andscape that
stretched to the world's edge, 'Wich way lies Underfall?

Archerorm s face darkened. 'You make for that dreadful

pl ace? Nay, lad, it is too heavy a burden for one so young.' He
put his hands on Thane's shoul ders and | ooked searchingly

into his face, 'You have sonething of great value that King
Hol bi an wi shes to hide, or keep safe? He is a wi se and cl ever
King.' Al nost speaking to hinmself Archer nmused, 'Gve it to a
boy to creep in; secret, dangerous, but quite clever! The dogs,
the ow s and that great horse!' Delighted by his own powers of
deducti on Archerorm danced about on the pl atform al nost
upsetting the glass. But Thane brought Archer back to earth.

"No grand plan was ever nade. | travel to exile Underfal

upon King Hol bian's orders. The reasons are private. The

horse was the King's personal gift to nme, the owls were with ne
when | reached Wodsedge, the dogs appeared only a few

days ago, unasked. In truth they have saved ny life three tines
and still Underfall is beyond sight.' Thane felt weary of the
journey. Everybody he net wanted to know his business or

spoke of Underfall with such dread. And none so far had been
there for a long while, if at all. He had been hoping it was not
really so bad, and secretly hoped that Stunble H Il was
journey's end. Well, he could not ride on today; Esteron |ooked
run up lighter than a greyhound and still seened asl eep when

he had visited himbefore breakfast. A quiet walk was all he
woul d have today to ease his aching joints, Thane thought.

Archer interrupted his thoughts, and took his attention
beyond his reverie, with a pointing finger

'See that range of nountains, hazy beyond the horizon's
edge? Follow that line, there! Just in sight, the tallest, that is
Mantern's Mountain. Underfall clings on to its |ower slopes.

Both stood a long tine |ooking towards the end of Thane's
journey. Each was lost in private thoughts. Thane's drifted
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hone, and he touched the summer scarf and renenbered his

nmot her' s goodbyes, his grandfather's enpty roomand his
fingers touched the threads that Elionbel had needled in and
want ed the journey over and Tonbel's friendly house just
around the bend.

Archer was back upon the Causeway road, a strike of

bowren at his side beneath the shadowy walls of Underfall. How
he wi shed that they had really won that war.

A flapping of wings and hooting brought them both back to the

tower on Stunble HIl. The ow s stooped over the tree tops

bel ow, Archer followed themw th the glass. Speaking sharply, as

he saw what was hidden in the shadows. 'N ghtbeasts hide in the
woods. Do not | eave the Wayhouse today!'Wth this he fled down

the stairs, shouting orders as he went. Stunble H Il becane a
fortress preparing for a siege: during the norning the few fanilies
that |ived nearby abandoned their houses for the safety of the
Wayhouse, for as Archer's foot touched the first stair he had cut
the rope on Oms Bell, freeing it to clatter a warning to any wi se
enough to listen. The forges gl owed white and sparks burnt the
arnmourer's aprons as they hammered out new arrow heads;

swords and | ances kissed their grinding wheels; carpenters prepared
the shafts for the arrows and oil ed the wooden bows of

Om

The three relay horses were made ready for battle, pride

arched their necks as fine mail coats were spread across their
backs. Special saddle cloths were fitted that flowed past their
stifles, enbroidered upon themwas the enblemof an ow in gold
threads on a bl ue background. Manes and tails were plaited,
hooves polished until they shone; they nmay have been small and of
common breedi ng but they | acked nothing in courage, standing
there fretting and champing on their bits. Wth them stood
Esteron, and they hoped he mi ght see them hold the check and
sway where once upon a tinme only the Warhorses were allowed to
battl e.

Thane was handed a | ongbow and quiver full of arrows, but it

was soon taken fromhis funbling hands. '"If it comes to fighting,
use your sword, you could do a | ot of damage with a bow but

whi ch side woul d conme off better?' The Archer snmiled as he said
this and treated Thane with nuch respect.

Thane had little to do but explore the Wayhouse fortifications
and watch the archers prepare agai nst attack. Afternoon wore into
early evening, the last cart full of farmchildren runbled
towards the doors, pulled by an old sway-backed, bony nare.
Beside the cart a thin ragged man drove a flock of sheep, his
shepherd dog kept a careful watch and penned them near the

centre of the road. Wthout warning the dog's hackl es rose,
grow i ng he backed against the cart. The ow s screeched and

st ooped, arrows whi ned as N ghtbeasts |eapt on to the road.

The farmer raised his staff to have it split in two, hardly
breaki ng the sweeping arch of a jagged scythe, but a strike of
wel | -ai med arrows drove his attacker back into the ditch beside
the road. Qut charged the relay horses, lances in their riders
hands, up went a shout fromall the shooting butts for the little
hor ses needed great courage to stand agai nst the Ni ghtbeasts

and the Archers knew that, though outnmatched in fighting skill
they would hold the road or die where they stood. But they
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were not al one: Esteron reared, broke his chain and stable
door, and roared out the Warhorse chal |l enge. Sparks flew
across the cobbl ed yards, Archers scattered as he gall oped
through the giant doors. Few N ghtbeasts dared to stop upon
the road with such a horse abroad and those that did remain

di ed qui ckly beneath his flying hooves. The air was thick with
arrows, though none flew near the horses, who in a running
circle round the cart, guided it through the doors to safety.

Esteron and the three relay horses snorted and stanped in

the courtyard as great shouts of honour echoed all around
them The three small horses |ed Esteron towards the stables;
he had | earned nmuch about them during the night and found

many ties of blood fromhis mother's side in the tough little
equi nes of Stunble HIl. The snallest, called Sprint, was a

di stant cousin, the fastest on the hill. Ninble, a sister far
renoved, who had rare glinpses of the el evated paces, and
lastly, Stunble - none knew his blood lines, for he was
orphaned at birth and was found wandering on the road, thus
his name which fitted well for he | acked the speed or grace of
the other two horses but every man who knew him Il oved him

for he never shied or napped in tight spots and took the shock
of battle in his stride. Esteron hung back and slipped quietly
into an enpty courtyard, for all the honours should be heaped
where they were nost deserved, and he was hardly nissed. As
war m hands sl apped the relay horses' sweaty necks, Thane and
the ow s found himdrinking |long cool draughts froma water
trough. Thane threw his arns around Esteron's neck, so gl ad

to see himsafe and unhar ned.

' Come, Esteron, you nust rest; tonorrow with the first |ight
we race the road to Underfall and draw away the Ni ghtbeasts
that plague this house for it is us they gather to kill.'

As darkness fell, Thane clinbed to the top of the tower, and
through the gl ass studied the wild, shadowy | ands that he
woul d enter before the sun arose. It was a |l ong and bitter night
that stank of death. Arrows fell, a bitter rain upon the N ght
beasts storming the hill, but nothing seened to stop them
hamreri ng on the doors, battering with torn up tree trunks
against the walls. How |l ong could the Wayhouse stand agai nst
such a press of hatred none knew. The doors shook, the beans
splintered and war ped, and stone crunbl ed beneath the

Ni ght beasts' strength. Al night the arnpburers' hamrers rang
upon the newforged arrow heads. Each bolt found its mark as

piles of dead built up against the walls, but still they cane. Fear
took the Archers' hearts, for they saw no end to the dark shapes
that filled the road and choked the dykes on Stunble Hi|l. But

Archerorm Master of the House, had the tattoo on his arm and
hel d his nen steady.

' Make every arrow count, take careful aim soon the dawn,
soon the dawn.' Between hammer and anvil they fought, and
hoped to weat her out the night.

The Great Dash

During the | ast hour of darkness before the grey light drove the
ni ght away, Thane went into the stables to prepare Esteron for
the great dash. To his surprise he found Archerormand a
slightly built youth a little older than hinself getting Sprint

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferi...dium%201%20-%20The%20R0ad%20t0%20Underfall.txt (109 of 189) [6/4/03 10:55:56 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Mike%20Jefferi es/Mike%20Jeff eri es%20-%20L oremasters%6200f %620El undi um%201%620-%20The%20R0ad%20t0%20Underfall.txt
ready for the road.

"My son,' said Archer, a hand upon the young man's

shoul der, 'Kyot.' Archer's son was dressed to match Thane, a
different notif on the helmbut the netal shirt, cloak and boots
| ooked the same, 'We have a plan, to win alittle tine and spread
confusion on the roads.'

Archerormpulled a dirty parchment from a | eat her pouch
hanging fromhis belt and spread it on the cobbled floor. 'The

Roads to Underfall,' nuttered Archer, pointing down at the
map. 'Look closely and renenber your path. There are only
two Greenways still open, both of them are dangerous.' The

ow s alighted on the map, searching out the way. Esteron and
Sprint peered over their riders' shoulders, the only sound cane
fromthe flickering torches spluttering as they burned down
through the tar. '"One road is direct and kept well clear, the
other is little used for it runs through Notley Marsh and none
here knows how overgrown or treacherous it has becone.'

Archer paused, |looking slowy fromface to face. 'Qur plan is
sinmple, the nonent the doors are sprung Esteron and Sprint

will gallop out together; a |eague beyond the doors, the road
divides,' Archer pointed carefully at the parchnment, using one
of the few arrows saved for the nonment their flight began, 'I
doubt if the N ghtbheasts will be able to tell which of the two of
you they seek to kill.'

Archer held Thane's eye, 'W ganble Kyot's life and little
Sprint's great heart and courage to get you safely on your way;
my son begged the chance to ride with you if only for the first

| eague, for all of us knew your grandfather and | oved himdearly,
he taught Kyot to ride and Sprint to run, and many tinmes held
the road and bought us tinme when hope had fled before the

dawn. For himalone we owe it, but to you we also owe, for the
tattoo binds us.'

The stable doors burst open, cutting into the flow of
Archer's words, 'Archer, no man has nore than two arrows |eft
and the doors are breaking down!

Archer | ooked past his bowran into the black ni ght where a
touch of grey nudged at the sky. 'The doors will hold, the grey
hours are with us, clear a path just w de enough for two horses,
every man will draw his sword. Now go and make ready the

way. '

Thane spoke with tears of pride in his eyes. To find a man so

Il oved by his friends that they will risk their lives in the nenory
of him or chance all for his grandson, is too great a price. | nust
go alone, Grandfather would not wish it otherwise. | loved him

in childish ignorance and wi sh | had known hi mbetter. Your

| ove repays all debts and |I thank you for it.' Thane turned away

to saddl e Esteron, and to hide the tears he shed in his mane,

but a gentle hand turned hi m back

"Do not take my chance to gallop in his menmory, or rob Sprint
of his dash to glory, for we all loved himand in many ways he
bel onged to us all, even a humbl e Keeper's son.'

Thane turned again, but Sprint held his eye, so proud he
stood, poised for the start, neck arched, eyes bright and full of
fire. The new set of road studs set into his shoes cast sparks on
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the cobbl es as he pawed the ground. What chance had he to
stay alive? But this was his choice, none would rob himof that.

Wth a smle touching the corners of his wet eyes Thane
spoke, 'At Underfall we will neet again, though all night's
creatures stand before us!'

"It is settled then, the first | eague you ride together. Then
which road will you take, Thane?' asked Archer

" Through Notley Marsh; | give the Greenway to Sprint.

Sprint snorted, snatching at his bridle for he had the better
road, but still it was further than he had ever run before and it
woul d test his strength and courage to the linmt. Kyot grasped
Thane's armin silent Hanks, for deep within his heart he had a
lot to prove: being Archerormis son was no easy place to grow.

Both riders mounted in the outer courtyard and whi spers ran

the rounds anpongst the Archers of Om for they marvelled at
young Kyot's courage. Grey dawn w nds tugged at his cloak

and showed his secret to all gathering near the doors, he had
taken off the mail shirt and wore no arnmour, save the helm thin
cotton breeches, parchnent thin boots and the |ightest rapier

bl ade hung fromthe snullest saddl e ever seen. Archer stepped
forward, raising his bow and | ast remaining arrows. Hi s face was
grey and lines of grief furrowed his forehead.

"No, father, not even the Bow of Omw Il | carry. Nothing but
your blessing for the road | est the burden wears Sprint's great
heart down.' He was indeed Archer's son, and none woul d ever
say again that he walked in his father's shadow.

The doors creaked, a crack appeared, and dawn broke the

night's power. Esteron roared a challenge, Sprint crouched, his
nostrils flared. Every archer bent his bow, the crack becane a
gap, in that |last nmonment Rockspray |eft Thane's shoul der and
flewto Kyot. Such great honour Kyotorm had never dreaned

of, to have a Battle OM wupon his shoulder. The doors were
sprung! Arrows, noisy as a hornets' nest, felled the N ghtbeasts
in the gap. Esteron reared and plunged and junped the heaps of
dead and beside him stride for stride, ran Sprint.

"May the precious drop of Warhorse bl ood course through

your veins, little Sprint. Run, great horse, run!' shouted all the
Archers on Stunble Hill as they dropped enpty quivers and

snatched up their long, sharp swords. Gimwere their faces and
tight their lips, for the son of O mwas on the roads and needed

all the tinme their blades could buy.

Shoul der to shoul der their horses gall oped, necks stretched,
nostrils flared. Ni ghtbeasts |eapt at themon either side, but the
sun rose and pushed them back into the shadows, for Wrld' s
Edge was afire with a new sun's birth whi ch shone upon the
swords of the Archers who ran behind the fleeing horses,
catching all nmorning's glory on the bright netal. Skyl arks took
to the wind, blackbirds sang al ong the G eenway's edge and a
fresh breeze chased the ni ght beyond nman's sight for the span
of another day. How the minstrels will string their lutes or
weave a tale for winter by the fire none yet knew, for the ride
fromStunble H Il had only just begun
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Esteron had the bl ood of his father and could run all day,

and when need snapped at his heels could give alittle nore.
Sprint, on the other hand, had only a trace of Warhorse in his
breedi ng, but his size and wiry frame gave no hint of the heart
full of courage he hid beneath a common coat. The first |eague
tested nore than strength in the little horse, for black shapes
filled the road, reaching out to pull himdown. Fear filled his
eyes, terror took his heart. He pressed close to Esteron's
shoul der |l est he be left behind, but Esteron feared nothing that
wal ked by night and spread his courage |ike a bl anket around
the little horse and kept himsafe until daylight drove the
shadows back.

So tight were the riders crouched over their horses' necks,
manes streamng around their faces, that they did not see the
Border Runners | eapi ng anongst the shadows, white teeth
tearing the ni ghtbeasts down, or the shadows of the ow s that
fl ew above their heads. Blurring speed, roaring wnd, and
poundi ng hooves were all they knew until the horses eased
their pace. Birds sung all around them dew sparkled in the
grass, norning was about them the road was theirs.

A | eague behind, the new sun lit up the tower on Stunble

Hll, alone figure stood on the platform the great Bow of Omin
his hand, the last arrow on the string. Tears flowed down his
cheeks, pride and sorrow ningled, for his son had taken

not hi ng i nto manhood save his bl essing. 'Kingspeed,

great hearts, Kingspeed,' he whispered as he wept.

Cantering easily now Thane reached across and grasped

Kyot's hand. 'Till Underfall, Rider Om' laughter was in his
voi ce, 'You have a great horse between your knees; keep to the
crown of the road, spell Sprint only in the open spaces.' The
di vi de was upon them Esteron and Sprint neighed their
farewells, the ow s hooted. Rockspray would stay with Kyot
until he reached the doors of Underfall, or perish on the way.

"To many neetings at Road's End!' called Kyot as the gap
wi dened and the road divided.

Behind themin hot pursuit ran the Border Runners, but they
halted at the fork in a long noisy council of snapping and
grow i ng. None wished to | eave the pack, the road through
Not | ey Marsh was treacherous and they were pledged to guard
Thane. Eventually, long after the riders had becone nere

di stant specks in a wild | andscape six of the |argest Border
Runners pledged their help to Sprint and Kyot for they deened
themworthy of it and this was agreed anongst the pack. Wrd
woul d spread as they travelled that the Son of Orm had won his
spurs on Stunble Hill.

Esteron cantered half the norning away, an easy |loping gait
that pushed the G eenway | eagues beneath his hooves. The

road was good, far better than Archer had | ed Thane to believe,
perhaps a little overgrown, but clear to follow

"W could nmake Underfall by nightfall if the road stays this
clear.' Thane was full of optim smwhich soon eddi ed away.

They reached the rimof a wi de valley bel ow which [ ay Notl ey
Marsh. The Greenway vani shed into a total wilderness. Esteron
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slowed to a wal k and picked his way carefully between the
hangman' s creepers that bl ocked the track. Branbles scratched
his legs, quick thorn spikes dug into his flanks, everywhere
dead trees | eaned dangerously across the path and where
sunlight forced a beam of |ight giant dragonflies hovered. A
stink of rotting vegetation filled the air, there was no room for
Mul cade to fly beneath the trees and he spent the afternoon
fighting off the swarns of marsh insects trying to eat

Thane and Esteron alive. Spiders dropped off the branches on
to Thane's neck, npbsquitoes hovered ready to strike and the
st agnant pool s bubbl ed as Esteron trod near themrel easing
foul smelling fumes. The further he wal ked the deeper his
hooves sank into the ground. They were |ost! Fading |ight
warned them that afternoon was nearing its end.

"Ni ght nust come early in this dreadful place, we nust
prepare a ring of fire as Tonbel taught me or die when the
shadows begin to nove. This seenms just the place for all the
Ni ghtwal ki ng creatures to gather.' Thane shuddered as he
spoke, his voice cane as a whisper in the heavy atnosphere.

The dogs were still a |ong way behind and knew not hi ng of

the danger Esteron had al nost wal ked theminto. He had

strayed off the track and followed a Mud Wal |l ower's path into
Not | ey Marsh, another twenty paces and they woul d have

di sappeared, swallowed up by the nmud pits in the valley fl oor
Even the stoop of ows had | ost sight of them beneath the
tangl ed trees and they dared not call out; N ghtbeasts were in
Not | ey Mar sh.

A hot sticky evening's labour built a ring of broken branches
and dead tree trunks as high as Thane's shoulders. In the
centre he piled as nuch extra wood as he coul d gather before
the shadows began to nove. He drew his sword and read the

| egend on the blade with the last glimer of twilight. He felt
nmore al one and afraid than ever before. Esteron noved to

stand besi de him and rubbed his soft nuzzle on his cheek and

bl ew gently on his neck. Mil cade took the spark from Thane's
pocket and it glowed in his beak casting a giant ow's shadow
agai nst the tangled trees that hemmed the tiny clearing. Thane
was gl ad that Mul cade held the spark, he had the courage to
wait, sharp eyes on the shadows, and not waste the precious fire
in what could be a long and dark night. But the darker it grew
the nore his scalp tingled and the tighter the knot in his
stomach becane. He drew Duclos' little blade and held it

ready, he dare not touch the scarf for that would tell the

Ni ght beasts who he was. Twi gs broke, creepers noved, stil

Mil cade waited with the spark, but he spread his wings, lightly
bal anced on Thane's shoul der ready for the stoop

The | ast patch of sky had deepened through subtle shades of
blue to black and far above a canopy of stars shone white and
col d. Suddenly there was a roaring between the trees. Breaking
branches, Mil cade stooped; white gl owed the spark, and drops
of fire fell upon the kindling wod as the oW lit their barricade.
Al ong the dead branches danced the flames of hope and only
just in tinme, for beyond the blazing ring night shapes had
crowded in. Esteron snorted, pawed the ground and reared as
scaly skin grew scorched and burned outside the honermade
fortress. Seeing Thane safe within the ring of fire drove the
Ni ght beasts mad with rage and clawed feet trod through the
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flames. Again and again the Hol | ow Keeper's bl ade thrust at
their armoured hides and brighter burned the ring of fire in
Not | ey Marsh. The bl aze drew t he Border Runners and far
above the ow s had a hom ng mark, for none would have found
Thane in the dark wi thout the beacon's |ight.

Fear fled, there was no space or time to keep a tally as round

and round they trod, fighting to keep the N ghtbeasts out. Soot
snmudged their faces and snoke stung their watering eyes.

Slow y the night hours passed away. N ghtbeast after Ni ght

beast fell am dst the roaring flanes and fuelled a greedy fire,
sendi ng new sheets of flane high above their heads. The

collection of firewod piled in haste in the centre of the ring | ay
unused.

' These nonsters nake a nerry blaze!' Thane shouted above

the screans of the Nightbeasts and the roar of the fire as he
drove his bl ade through another Ni ghtbeast's heart. But there
was a note of despair in his voice, his sword arm had grown
nunb and his legs felt heavy with tiredness. There seened no
end to the hideous shapes breaking through the flanes. He

| ooked beyond the swarm ng N ghtbeasts into the dancing
shadows thrown agai nst the edge of the clearing and saw

sonet hing that made himcatch his breath. A black shape far

| arger than the other Ni ghtbeasts that noved as he did,
followi ng his every step, driving the attackers agai nst him

' Ker zol de!''" Thane whi spered, recognising the injured claw
and enpty eye socket. Then he | aughed, feeling the tiredness
fall fromhis shoul ders. The assault had sl ackened, now he
could count the nonsters beyond the flanes and see an end to
the battle.

Suddenly the ring of fire roared, fanned by the wind of a
t housand wi ngs, stooping fast on Notley Marsh. A noise of
snarling, snapping jaws drowned out the Ni ghtbeast screans.

'The owl s! The dogs!' cried Thane.

' Thanehand!' hi ssed Kerzol de, escaping into the shadows,
"Next time | trap you | will catch you alive and peel off your skin
to nake a new suit of arnour!’

Thane took a step and sprang lightly over the fire ring and
foll owed Kerzol de's voice towards the edge of the clearing

' Thanehand!' called the voice, begging himto foll ow

Est eron whi nni ed a warning, Ml cade stooped quickly to his
shoul der and Thane hesitated, turned and junped back into
the safety of the ring of fire.

Thane blinked and rubbed his dirty face, pushed Ducl os

dagger into his belt, drove his sword's point into the ground

and rested heavily on the hilt. Just beyond the fire the clearing
filled with friendly shapes as the Border Runners not hunting

in the dark, settled for the night. Creaking branches on the
clearing's edge told where the ow s sat watching out the night.

Sl eep did not cone easily to Thane, each tine he closed his
eyes nightmares cane crowding in. He shivered and cried
al oud, and many tines called his grandfather's name. Esteron
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stood beside him brushing his cheeks with his soft nuzzle,

Mul cade whi spered nestling lullabies but only in the grey

hours did sleep finally come, and with it a strange dream of the
other road to Underfall. His |lips noved and Mil cade | eaned

close to listen to the munbl ed words, 'Run, Sprint, run

Dayl i ght comes to those who chase the night.' A smile touched
the corners of his soot-snudged lips for in his dreama little
horse broke through the shadows and crossed the first shaft of
sunlight into a new day, sparks scattered from his worn out
shoes, sweat streaked his |abouring sides, his rider crouched

bl oodi ed from many wounds, a broken rapier in his hand, but

his eyes were full of light, for before himunfol ded anot her day
and the road stretched safe and enpty before him

The great ring of fire had burned itself to ash, distorting the
fallen N ghtbeasts' iron caps and jagged scythes beyond the
hamrer's skill ever to straighten out; half-burned arnoured
skin lay on the fire's edge am dst the weck of war. Half the
mor ni ng was spent draggi ng or pushing the refuse of the battle
into the snoul dering ash. A nauseating task that brought waves
of sickness over Thane.

"What this place needs is strongwinds to blowit clean.' None

of the aninmals seened to take any notice of Thane's comments.

They all wanted to be gone as quickly as possible and they

| aboured hard to clean the clearing. At last the filthy, aching job
was finished, now they would | eave Notl ey Marsh. The dogs

sniffed out a route between the treacherous bogs, so overgrown

and tight that Thane wal ked ahead of Esteron and used his

sword to clear the path. The marsh insects plagued t hem but

not hi ng bigger than the giant dragonflies dared to attack so

many Border Runners in the gloony daylight. After many

hours anpbngst the reeds and rotting vegetation the ground

beneath their feet becane firmer and Esteron's hooves no

| onger sank past his fetlocks at every stride in the sticky nud. At
| ast they were ascending the far side of the valley. The track
becane wi der, the tangled roof of creepers gave way to

openings to the sky above, a few nore steps and they reached

the valley's rimand the track opened on to the ancient way to
Underfall, now unused and overgrown, but it was a road

bordered by m ghty oaks that nmarched on as far as the eye

coul d see beneath an evening sky.

'The road! We have the road!' cried Thane. He ran his hands
through the nearest dog's thick hairy coat. 'Wthout you we
woul d have perished, lost forever there in that awful place.’

Sonet hi ng made all the conpany turn and | ook back into the
val | ey bel ow where dense cl ouds of snoke billowed in a
changi ng w nd.

'The marshes are on fire!' called Thane, |eaping on to

Esteron's back and standing in the stirrups to get a better view
"Qur ring has fed upon the N ghtbeast dead and caught the
undergrow h alight. The wind is pushing the flanes towards

Not | ey Marsh! None can foll ow us now'

Even as he spoke bl ack shapes fled before the flames to a
certain death in the bottom ess nud pits that lay in their path
and fire cleared the road that none had dared to tread for years
beyond counti ng.
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Li ghter in heart Thane turned Esteron towards the avenue
of oak trees.

"To Underfall, but first a streamor pool to wash away the
stench of death that hangs on to us.' As an afterthought he
added, 'A safe place to sleep the night away woul d be a great
gift on a hard road,' but he sorely doubted that they would find
such a place. 'l wonder how Kyot and little Sprint fared |ast
night with only Rockspray to guard them | dreant that they
gal l oped into norning but Kyot |ooked sorely hurt. Can

dreans be true?

Mul cade and Esteron had no answer to Thane's questions
and dared not specul ate or hope.

The trees thinned out and grassy clearings opened on either

side of the road. The dogs spread out, noving silently, noses on
the ground; barking suddenly broke out somewhere just ahead.
Thane felt conpelled to draw his sword, but Mil cade did not

move from his shoul der perch or seemat all perturbed. The

dogs had found water beside a ruined hut, tunbling froma

nmossy fountai nhead. Carved on the creeper-covered lintel of

the hut were words that Thane could just see. Reaching up he
pul l ed the creepers clear and rubbed the tinme-worn stone unti
the | egend was clear and he read, 'Though darkness hol ds the
road, he that seeks refuge may enter and sleep in peace until a
new day dawns.' Washed and refreshed Thane pondered the

broken doorway. N ght was closing in, dare he enter the hut?
How i ng far off towards Notley Marsh made the hairs on the

back of his neck prickle, a shiver ran up his spine. Hackles rose
on the dogs' backs, their lips curled in silent snarls.

"Wl ves!' cried Thane, pushing his hand agai nst the thorns
and creepers that grew across the doorway. They shoul d have
needed hacki ng down but they parted easily at his touch and
drew back in the shape of a curtain, revealing a dust-covered
gl oony room

' Nobody has used this place for suns!' he gasped, sticking his
head inside. 'It nmust have been a Wayhouse once, |ong | ong
ago. '

The howl i ng was growi ng cl oser and he had to decide

whet her to believe the | egend over the door or run before the
wol ves. Anot her quick | ook into the tumbl e-down hut showed

hi man enpty fire-place, snoke-blackened and col d. Broken
chairs and tables, once part of a hollow square now |ying
scattered with weeds and wild flowers growi ng up through the
earth floor. The wol ves were al nost upon them

"Quickly!" he cried, his mnd nade up, 'And | et us hope
strong magi c wote the | egend over the doorway and that it stil
hol ds true!’

Esteron, Miul cade and all the Border Runners foll owed
Thane across the threshold. The door of thorns rustled,
swayed and fell back into place, an inpenetrable wall.

"Strong nmagi c!' Thane whi spered, crouching by the w ndow.

The first of the wolves reached the hut. It stopped, then
trotted in circles, sniffing the ground before lifting his saliva
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dripping jaws to the darkening sky and how ing. Soon the road
was crowded with the rest of the wolf pack, red eyes and yell ow
teeth shining in the early noonlight. The dogs were uneasy,
lifting their lips in silent snarls but none uttered a sound.
Esteronstood very still, Ml cade perched on the saddl e, w ngs
spread ready to stoop

The | eading wolf cane right up to the doorway, snarling and
growing. It pulled at the thorns, shaking themfromside to
side. Ohers joined in, snapping and snarling until the barrier
shook and trenbl ed, and turned its thorns towards the wol ves.
Yel ps of pain replaced the angry snarls and the wol ves retreated
into a large circle around the hut, licking at their torn lips and
claws. One by one they crept nearer, howing in turn at the hut.
Thane | oosed the dagger and drew it. The | ead wolf charged at
the hut, biting at the crunbling stone work, tearing at the
thorns with his claws, another followed, then another unti

every claw and fang was attacking the nasonry. Thane coul d

snell their foul carrion breath and hear their grunts of effort as
the thorn barrier began to fall apart. He leapt to his feet and
drew his sword but as he advanced to the doorway he noticed a
different snell filling the hut, and saw through the thorns a
bri ght ness outside the hut that was nore than noonlight. The

wol ves were retreating, snapping at each other in their haste to
escape. The legend witten above the door was the truth.

Nevi an had built the hut and carved the words |long ago and in
bet ween each | ayer of the stones he had pl anted nightfl ower
seeds that only bloonmed in darkest ni ght when great danger
threatened. Inside the hut the sweet, heavy scent of the

ni ghtfl owers brought a dream ess sleep to the hunted, even

Mul cade, and they cl osed their eyes and slept. Fromthe

outside the hut had becone buried in banks of small white

fl owers bl oom ng between the thorns that gave off a bitter acid
scent that had driven the eneny away.

Road' s End

"Trouble stirs! Armthe horses well! Make sure that every
saddl e carries an extra sword throughout the watches of the
ni ght."'

Thunder st one gave his orders without turning or |ooking

back, his voice carried authority into the furthest corner of
Underfall. 'Sonething is going to happen, mark ny words,' he
muttered to hinmsel f, standing between the doors watching the
bl ack cloud of snoke drifting over Notley Marsh

'Too many shapes are noving after dark, nmake fast the

doors!' he shouted to the watch-keepers, stepping back into the
fastness at Road's End and turning his back on the |ast shades
of evening. 'Set the best bowren you have on each watch.' He
want ed sharp eyes in the galleries tonight and steady hands on
the bowstrings. Trouble turned his heart as he checked the

horse lines for the twentieth time since the snoke rose, but he
could find no fault no matter how hard he | ooked. Every

buckl e, keeper and strap was adjusted to perfection. The first
wat ch- horses stood ready, aglitter in the flickering torch-1ight,
reflecting fromthe countless tiny |oops of polished steel woven
into their battle coats. Manes were tossing, hooves pawed and
scraped the cobbles for the nighthorses fretted for the road.
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"Be calm ny friends, trouble is near enough,' whispered
Thunder stone, noving with a gentle hand anpbngst his horses,
settling themquietly on their halters. 'Save your strength, be
ready, be ready.'’

Long after the noon had sunk from sight, Thunderstone

slept fitfully in the watching chair. He awoke with a start,
letting his |ong broadsword clatter on to the gallery floor.
"Sleep is a curse carried by the old," he nuttered angrily, rising
to tread life back into numb legs, for night chills had crept
beneath his cl oak while he slept.

' Sonet hing noves on the road from Notl ey Marsh, Master,'
whi spered the watcher on the wall. 'Wlves are how ing. Shall
fire a blazing torch to see what noves beneath night's mantl e?

"Yes, but with all your skill make the arrow curve high above
the ol d disused road, for need drives sonething from Notl ey
Mar sh.

"But none woul d use that path, Master, no man or horse
woul d dare to risk the marsh, except old Thoronhand, and he
has | ong passed into the shadows.'

Tiethorm first Archer of Underfall, did not |ike wasting
arrows, and nmunbled to hinself as he di pped the blunted

bul rush shaft into the sticky tar, but Thunderstone was Master
of Underfall and knew which way a |l eaf would fall when tossed
into a changing wi nd. Hands froze on the bowstring as the
blazing arrow lit up the ancient G eenway, the old road was ful
of nmonstrous Border Wl ves, saliva hanging from open jaws,

red eyes glowing in the arrow s light. 'They hound sone poor
devil to his death, or chase soneone we have m ssed upon that

| onely road."'

Thunder stone' s voi ce broke the spell that held the Archers'
fingers on the strings, and many arrows found a mark before the
torch burned out.

During the | ast hours of darkness, the wol ves besi eged

Underfall, |eaping at the doors and biting at the granite walls,
but the first glimrer of daylight chased theminto the w | derness
of Mantern's Mountain beyond the bowren's reach, |eaving

Thunder stone to ponder on whomthey hunted, for none had

ridden or marched to Road's End since Thoronhand had passed

awnay.

Thane awoke to a chorus of snoring dogs; the nearest nust
have dug a twitching elbow into his side

' Chasing rabbits in your dreans?' he |laughed, glad to be

alive. He stepped carefully between their sleeping bodies. The
thorn barrier gave easily to his touch but scratched a little as he
passed t hrough. Esteron and Mil cade were already outside, the

ow flying back fromsearching the way ahead. He alighted on
Thane's shoul der, a forest rodent in his beak

' Breakfast for sone,' commented Thane spl ashing water from
the fountain head on to his face. 'Wat a strange old hut, it
| ooks nothing but a ruin fromthe outside, overgrown wth
thorns. It is lucky the wolves didn't stop to sniff around.
doubt if we could have held it for long.'
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It was a beautiful norning; pigeons cooed in the woods,

bl ackbirds sang in the branmbles and just a breath of wind stirred
the | eaves along the G eenway' s edge. Thane untacked Esteron,
worried that the saddl e was rubbing sores on his back. He

| ooked dirty, dried sweat and nud fromthe marshes caked his
sides, his tail was full of clinging burrs. 'What a mess you | ook;
we can't arrive at Underfall |ooking |ike vagabonds.' Luckily he
didn't carry a | ooking glass to show the travel stained, dirty
clothes that he wore, or the snudges on his face the fountain's
wat er had not washed away. Using his fingers he scraped as

much of the mud and sweat out of Esteron's coat as he coul d,

but he still |ooked to have travelled a hard road.

The dogs junped through the thorns, stretching and

yawni ng at the Greenway's edge, drinking quickly, they al so set
about a rapid groomi ng session, scratching at their nuddy and
bl ood- st ai ned coats. Eventually the whol e conpany seened
satisfied with its appearance. Esteron was saddled, the girths
tightened and ready for the road, Thane gave a parting | ook at
the ruined hut and the last part of the journey began

Through shafts of early sunlight they strode, travelling at an
easy pace that wore away the Greenway | eagues. Forest and
woodl and fell behind, tall nmountains rose, weathed in a
morning mist. 'Mantern's Peak,' said Thane, pointing a dirty
fingernail; it made hi mshudder to | ook at the towering

pi necover ed sl opes shadow ng his new hone.

"Underfall rust lie sonmewhere bel ow the rocky spur,' he
muttered. Sonething caught his eye far away to the left.

"That must be the other road from Stunble HIl. Ml cade,

fly high and be our eyes, there in that dark wooded valley. Fly,
great oW, fly." Wth a hard push agai nst Thane's shoul der

Mul cade rose on silent wings to search the countryside.

Esteron pricked his ears and pawed the ground, for he had

heard hoof beats, far away, running fast, and a howing in the

wi nd. Thane shielded his eyes fromthe sun, 'If that is Sprint he
is long overdue.

Now he al so could hear a galloping horse. 'Run, Esteron

Run as if the wolves were on your heels. If it is not Kyot, then
anot her Ri der has great need of help.' Before Thane had

fini shed shouting Esteron had snatched the bit and set the
Greenway grasses bending with the speed of his hooves, | ooking
for a place to junp the bordering dyke. On the first bend he
found a place and | eapt, plunging down towards the valley's
wooded bottom twisting between trees, junping tangled

hedges, over secret streams they ran. Throughout their

breakneck descent the fleeing hootbeats grew ever |ouder unti
down the | ast steep bank, tranpling wild wayside flowers,
Esteron and the dogs leapt on to the road, just as little Sprint
gal l oped past, a sword's length fromEsteron. Eyes glazed, and
deaf to the help that had come at |ast, Kyot raised the broken
rapi er bl ade, slashing as though at Ni ghtbeasts on the road.

"Go Sprint, run!' cried Kyot, his voice full of desperation, for
he knew that Sprint's strength was at an end and they nust
perish, he dared not | ook back to see defeat on their heels.
Tears were in his eyes as he slipped his feet out of the stirrup
irons, and whispered his farewells to the best friend he had ever

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferi...dium%201%20-%20The%20R0ad%20t0%20Underfall.txt (119 of 189) [6/4/03 10:55:56 PM]



filex/l/F|/rah/Mike%620Jeff eries/Mike%20Jef f eries%20-%20L oremasters¥%6200f %20El undium%201%20-%20T he%20R0ad%20to%20Underfall .txt

had, ' They shall not kill you, Sprint. Wthout ny weight you
can run the last few | eagues to Underfall. Keep safe.' with a

| ast caress of Sprint's bloody, sweat-covered back, Kyot

junped, crying out as he crashed on to the road, 'They shall not
have you. Run!'

214

Brui sed and bl oody he arose, facing back the way he had

conme; how he wi shed for his father's bow and a quiver full of
the sharpest new forged arrows to build a wall of Ni ghtmare
dead, but he only had the broken bl ade and he swore that none
woul d pass while he lived.

Two dogs raced into viewwith an ow fluttering just above

the road, and there was joy in his face as he recogni sed the two
Border Runners that ran to his side, exhausted and bl oody
fromugly gashes in their sable coats. They were the only ones
left alive on the great dash from Stunble Hill, and Rockspray,
with many flight feathers hacked away, swooped just above the
ground. Kyot scooped the oW up as he flapped his danmaged

wi ngs hel pl essly on the crown of the road and tried to tuck him
in the folds of his cloak but Rockspray was a bird of war and
sought only his shoul der perch to fight from

"None shall pass us,' hissed Kyot, a fierce light in his eye.

The dogs noved, one either side of Kyot, crouching on their
haunches, lips curled in defiant snarls. But the terror of pursuit
had stopped, a roaring nei ghing shook the valley road; both

doubt and hope touched Kyot's heart but he stood his ground.
Sprint answered the call, for he had halted as the first note of
the Warhorse chall enge rang cl ear upon the norning w nd.

Esteron and the dogs let Sprint run past and filled the road
facing towards Stunble Hill. Their ranks silently opened for
the two exhausted Border Runners and Rockspray who woul d

take no aid even from Mul cade. N ghtbeasts and all their kind
heeded nothing. They believed the road was theirs, their

quarry was al nost run to death. They rounded the bend and

their screans of pursuit turned to hows of terror and rage
when they saw their way bl ocked. Strength and power held the
road underneath the banner of the sun. Blinded by Thane's
scarf, their hairy hands rent enpty air, hissing, dribbling

Ni ght beasts tranpl ed the wol ves under razor sharp claws in
their haste to flee. Esteron and the dogs | eapt forward, sunlight
caught the valley top and shone upon the sunmer scarf.

The road is closed to all your N ghtmare kind; begone!' cried
Thane, lifting the Holl ow Keeper's bl ade to catch a beam of
sunlight and the shadows fled, wailing and grinding their enpty
teeth in defeat.

KyQt could not believe his eyes, he blinked and rubbed his

face with a bl oodstai ned hand. Where all hell's creatures should
have choked the road, Esteron and Thane stood with the "order
Runners beneath their banner of the sun. He shouted with joy

and threw his broken sword high in the air.

Though all the G eenway | eagues stood between us you
came when hope had fled. Sprint, Sprint, we are safe...
KyGtortn turned and al nost fell over his little horse who had
retraced his aching steps the nmonment he had heard the

War hor se chal | enge
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"W are safe, safe,' he cried, throwing his arns round little
Sprint's neck, but Sprint had run his heart out. He was beyond
care, legs trenbling, unable to lift his weary head nore than a
hands span fromthe ground. He seened to hear famliar

friendly voices fromafar, but even the pride of his great dash
meant nothing, it was overpowered by the pounding of the

blood in his ears. Each | aboured breath burned his | ungs.

Thane snatched hi s dagger and slashed the girths and the
bridle's plaited knot, carefully taking the bit out of Sprint's

bl i stered nouth.

"Water! Ml cade, use your searching eyes, and hurry before
Sprint dies!

Kyot wept as Thane carefully renoved the saddle, for

Sprint's back was a nmass of raw skin. Thane spoke with pride
and ~ wonder as he | ooked at Sprint, 'Geat is the heart that
beats beneath his ruined hide. Though worn to a shadow he is
as full of courage as the best Warhorses of |ong ago.'

No greater praise had ever been spoken of the little relay
horse, bU Sprint did not hear it, he was sinking into darkness,
his | egs were buckling beneath him

"Quicly Kyot, help nme guide Sprint to the road' s edge

beneath that shadowy tree.' All the conpany pulled and pushed

the little horse into the shade, Mil cade returned, Thane's hel m
upturned in his talons full with cool clear water. Kyot held
Sprint's head as Thane renoved his nother's scarf and dipped it
into the water. He gently wiped Sprint's |ips and squeezed a
trickle on to his blackened and burning tongue. 'Drink slowy,

let it gently cool your throat,' whispered Thane, using the wet
scarf to wash and cool Sprint's face and bathe the many ugly

cuts upon his neck. Gadually a spark of life glowed in the little
horse's eyes. Thane tipped the helmand Sprint drank it all to the
| ast drop in the bottom Ml cade, unsummoned, hooked his

talons on to the rimand flew back to fetch nore water. How

many tines he | aboured with the heavy netal hel mwent beyond
counting, but the |ast one he carried he offered to Kyot as
tribute to his courage on the road to Underfall.

Thr oughout the struggle to keep Sprint from death Esteron

stood close, calling in soft whinnies the battle honours that

bel onged to Sprint, and nuzzled his face. The dogs |icked cl ean
the |1 ong gashes on his sides and |l egs, cut deep into his flesh by
the N ghtbeasts' whips and scythes. Al held their breath as the
spark flickering in the horse's eyes grew stronger. He rose to his
knees, paused a second before struggling to his feet ani dst

deaf eni ng bar ki ng, hooting and cheering. Kyot whispered to

hi mwhil e running his hand through his nmane but the words

could not be heard in all the noise. Sprint snorted and stanped

a broken horse shoe on the ground, and

then rubbed his weary head on Kyot's arm

The Border Runners were tough and hardy and tended each

other's wounds with rough cl ean tongues, but Rockspray's
injuries were beyond any healing skills that Thane or Kyot
possessed. The ow clung perilously on to Kyot's shoul der,
trying to keep his bal ance but as they prepared to take the road
again Kyot coaxed the ow into the folds of his cl oakwhere he
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fell into a coma and knew nothing of the last few | eagues to
Road' s End.

Sprint and Esteron wal ked together. Only after nuch
persuasi on woul d an exhausted Kyot nount Esteron

"I must wal k through the doors of Underfall beside Sprint,’

he munbl ed, as he fell asleep with his head resting in Esteron's
mane. Thane checked that Rockspray was safely tucked into

the folds of the cloak and woul d not slip or fall as they noved
forward. He lifted a hand to ruffle the soft downy feathers on
Mul cade's chest. He would niss the owl's weight on his

shoul der as he woul d have m ssed his right hand.

"W're near journey's end now, | hope you'll stay with nme in

my new honme.' Ml cade | ooked at himw th | arge round eyes,
shifted his weight and rubbed his beak agai nst Thane's dirty
cheek, pulling at the strands of hair escaping beneath his helm
and hooted softly. The dogs, in two |long colums, tails waving
behind them |led the way on to the causeway but would go no
further. Before themtowered the walls of Underfall, stil

wr eat hed in shadows, for the sun had not yet clinbed above

Mant ern' s threatening shoul ders.

"Underfall!' gasped Thane, noving forward with | eaden
steps. 'What a dismal place it | ooks!'

The walls rose sheer, set with many galleries, each one

overl apping the one below, but all of themwere edged with iron
teeth so bound and worked together that no N ghtbeasts could
ever enter. The lower walls were polished snboth without one
single hand or claw hold for an attacker to use. Thane swept his
gaze up across the galleries to the great lanp on the highest
battl ement, but nothing noved. Underfall | ooked desert ed.

Narrow casenment slits, well beyond a giant's reach, stared
enpty-eyed back at him Even the wind had fallen away to

not hi ng but a breeze that bent the torch flames set either side of
t he massive iron-studded wooden doors. The doors stood

open, drawn back across well-worn cobbles to reveal inner
courtyards, full of dancing shadows cast from nmany hi dden

wal | | anps Narrow stone steps skirted each courtyard, running
upwards out of sight and tall archways deep in shadow joi ned

the courtyards together. The further Thane | ooked into the
fortress of Underfall the darker it becane. He shivered and
turned his eyes to the newy nown | awns that swept fromthe

rai sed Causeway to the granite walls giving the only splash of
colour that he could see in such a bleak and dreadful place.

"Underfall. If | had really believed that it would |l ook as grim
as this | would have stayed at Wodsedge forever. -’

Thane's spirits had sunk to the level of his boot straps. He
shook Kyot's armto wake him 'Road's End, Rider of Om
Time to put your feet back on the ground.' Kyot stirred and
opened his bleary eyes but sat up quickly, reaching for his
br oken sword.

"l have heard winter tales to make the blood run col d about
this place, but none could nmatch the reality. Wth a ook of pity,
he wat ched Thane summon up the courage to take the |last few
steps into exile. Dismounting, he took his friend s hand, for the
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great dash had nmade them even nore than brothers; '"I'll stay
for as long as you need ne.'

Mul cade hooted softly, gripping Thane's shoul der tightly

with his sharp talons. Thane's eyes |ost that haunted | ook, he
| aughed, 'Wth friends Iike this who needs to fear the dark
Cone, this was ny grandfather's second hone, here | can

tread in his footsteps and perhaps learn to know hima little
better!'

Thane drew his sword and knocked three tines on the

massi ve doors but even as the hilt touched the wood for the
third tinme he saw that they had not conme unnoticed. Beneath

the I owest gallery in deep shadow sat a host of the grimmest
horsemen nmounted on the finest horses Thane had ever seen

Each rider held a | ance and all of them were pointing towards
the doors. The horses appeared to be crouching, hocks close to
the ground, ready to |leap forward and their battle coats flashed

and sparkled in the shifting torch Iight.

The Keeper of Underfal

Bet ween the two horses opposite the doors stood the fiercest
and ol dest Warrior imagi nable. He wore no arnour save a
closely woven nmail shirt. H s boots and | eggi ngs were nmade of
pal e cal fskin, undyed and age-stained from frequent wear.

Upon hi s shoul ders hung a sinple blue cloak, drawn together
beneath his beard with a golden clasp, wought in the shape O
an oW . H's face was angular and finely etched with care-1lines
and his old eyes winkled with concern as he | ooked at the two
travel -weary young | ads that stood before him Thunderstone
smled and threw back his cloak to reveal a sword with a |ong
horse tail woven into the hilt. Above the hand that held the
sword was a tattoo of an ow in blue and gold that shone as
freshly as the day that Nevian had traced it.

' Conme! Cone, fear not those who are gathered about ne for

they are battl e-dressed and ready | est any should dare hold you
up on the Causeway agai nst your will."' Thunderstone spoke
softly, yet his hawk sharp eyes had al ready searched each one of
them and he coul d hazard a good guess as to who they were.

But why had they come unheral ded to Underfall?

Bef ore Thunderstone had fini shed speaking the warriors of
Underfall galloped past the weary travellers with a roar |ike
t hunder. Through the doors they charged to forma ring

beyond the entrance so that none could enter w thout the
Master's | eave.

Thunder stone rai sed his hand and called for Merion, the
Healer. 'Tend to the horse,' he comanded, pointing towards
Sprint, '"for his was the hardest road to Wrld's End.

Merion took the halter from Kyot and was about to | ead
Sprint away when Thane stopped himand gently opened the
folds of his cloak and lifted Rockspray towards the Heal er

Merion turned to Thunderstone. 'There is a great tale to tell of
the road by the | ook of these two!'

Thunder st one frowned and pulled Kyot's cloak aside, '"I'l|
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wager this young man was with themthrough the worst of it.
Ofwith you now, go with the heal er before your wounds from
the N ghtbeasts' blades fester and turn poi sonous. Your father,
Archerorm would never forgive nme if you died through | ack of
care in ny hone!’

"You know ne! Before even asking ny nane!' excl ai med
Kyot .

Thunder st one | aughed, ' You, young man, have the Archers

steady hand and eye. It is the way you nove even w thout a bow
in your hand. Wy, old Archerorm has grown a son few

enenmies woul d care to stand before. But Archers travel in
strikes and do not roamthe roads alone, | wll hear why you
travel after Merion has dressed your wounds.'

After Merion had | ed Kyot and Sprint away towards the
heal er's courtyard Thunderstone turned to Thane.

"When the horse that owned this tail lived and was, for a

moment, the light of ny life, | had two friends whose mirror

imges are with me now' Thunderstone was stroking the horse

tail woven into his sword's hilt, but his eyes had a distant | ook as
he conti nued, 'Beneath these very walls we stood. Cone,

young man, and |let nme guess your nanme. You cannot be the

son, you are much too young, yet the sanme look in the eye, the

owl upon the shoul der, the dogs upon the causeway, the clothes

are those of a Galloper. Thoronhand! You nust be his

grandson, young Thane. How quickly the years run from us!

Wth nore than a touch of sadness in his voice

Thunder st one conti nued. 'How proud he woul d have been to

see you grown this far. But my manners have grown coarse and
hard |i ke the place we stand in, let nme call for meat and drink
and chairs to sit upon, and then you can tell nme what has driven
you to take the road to Wrld' s End.’

Thunder st one cl apped his hands and a table and chairs and

all that was needed were set in the centre of the courtyard, even
a trough of water and a bucket of hard feed was set upon the
cobbl es for Esteron. Thane began searching through his

pockets for the letter from Ki ng Hol bi an.

Havi ng found the letter, he laid it on the table before the
Keeper of Underfall. It had been a very hard road, the ivory
parchment was stained with sweat, crunpled and very dirty,
and a fine red powdery dust fell out as Thunderstone opened
the letter.

"So nmuch for the King's seal,' |aughed the Keeper, and then
added, only a little nore seriously, "there is much to teach a
Kingsman if he is to carry news, for the one who receives it
nmust be able to read it!’'

Thane told all that had befallen himon the road, the ows',

dogs' and Esteron's parts in it all, right up to their arrival before
the doors that norning. Thunderstone |istened between

frowns and smiles, often re-reading the letter while Thane

paused for breath. The sun had beconme a ball of fire resting on

the hill tops, shining through the massive doors, when Thane

had finished his tale, the horsenen returned and the sun sank
fromview The doors swing shut with the sound of runbling

t hunder.

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferi...dium%201%20-%20The%20R0ad%20t0%20Underfall.txt (124 of 189) [6/4/03 10:55:56 PM]



filex/l/F|/rah/Mike%620Jeff eries/Mike%20Jef f eries%20-%20L oremasters¥%6200f %20El undium%201%20-%20T he%20R0ad%20to%20Underfall .txt

Thunder st one sat | ooking at Thane passing the letter from
hand to hand as if settling a difficult question in his mnd.
Darkness had fallen and the torches gl owed anew before he
spoke.

"It is not often the apprentice surpasses the nmaster before the
first day's work has begun, or even before their first neeting.
To have fenced within the fire in Notley Marsh, or to have held

on to the Greenway road is nore than any swordsman here
could do al one, even aided by the dogs and the ows. To have
won the road to Stunble H Il and then to have ridden out and
won the road again, is nore than ny best horsenen and ny
best horses could do. Wio is the Master now? What can | do
with you that will not feed resentment in nmy nen's hearts or
hunbl e your feats upon the road which all nmen shall cone to
hear about soon? What can | do with you, who should have
peri shed on the way had you been any but Thoronhand's

grandson?"

"Master, | amexiled into your service and would do as you

bid ne and not begrudge the neanest task. Luck and all mny
friends saw the journey through, | amraw in |earning and beg a

chance to know your skills and grow a little like ny
gr andf at her.'

"What of Nevian's noving pictures in the Learning Hall that
the King wites about? Is this magic? Men fear what they
cannot understand.' Thunderstone waited on an answer.

"Ifit is mgic, which | doubt, | cannot conjure it up or contro
it in any way. Only once has it happened, but you are right, nen
feared it. The Chancellors plotted ny death, fearing a power |
do not hold. Even the King hung nuch inportance on ny day
dreamin the Learning Hall.'

Thunder stone' s face darkened, 'The King does not make

m st akes! Never cheapen his name within these walls or mx
treachery with your words. Elundium rmay have fallen into
shadows at the hands of the Chancellors, but we are here to
keep the light for a great King. W are bound to serve.'

Thane shrank back into his chair, seeing for the first tine the
power and the anger of the man who kept the | ast outpost at the
end of the world secure so that other men could sl eep wthout
fear.

"You shall be apprentice undergroom under-rider, under

dog, under-anything to make you into the nman your

Grandfather was. A true Kingsman. Now take your horse, bed
himwell, clean your tack and all your gear of war. Your place is
in the straw above his stall, anpbngst the other curs who think
they m ght be nen!’

Thane fled fromthe Master of Underfall, -rushing headl ong

into the stable yards, looking for a place to hide. But Esteron
proudly stood his ground, holding the Keeper's eye. Mil cade,
perchi ng on the high ponmel of the saddle, did not flinch or
move. Two voi ces bl ended in Thunderstone's head, barely

| ouder than the nightw nds that whispered through the
courtyards.
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"Judge himnot too harshly, Keeper. He is but a boy, hard
driven to stand before you at the end of a desperate road. He
| oved your King enough to face the darkness alone. Look to the
roof tops high above your head or watch for eyes beyond the
Causeway road and see that he has gathered many friends al ong
the way, just as his grandfather Thoron did. In many ways we
are all born to servel!l'

Thunder st one | ooked up and caught his breath to see so
many bl inkl ess eyes watching him and a distant barking
echoed on the wind.

' Keep your pledges and teach himall you can, and we,
through love, will honour ours.'

As a cloud passed over the nobon the owls on the roof turned
away, Esteron nade his way towards the stables but Mil cade
moved to the saddle's cantle to watch the Keeper until Esteron
had |l eft the courtyard

Thunderstone sat, a tired and old nman, worn out with

hol di ng back the tide of fear that washed agai nst the walls of
Underfall. He rose on weary legs to find his new charge and
qui eten the anger in his heart.

"lord,' whispered Thane, shrinking back fromthe Keeper
of Underfall, 'I meant no disloyalty. | |ove our King nore than
life itself.'

Thunderstone smled, lifting Thane to his feet. 'Child,' he

said softly, "we live in troubled times and you bring whispers of
disquiet fromthe man | have | oved and served for a whol e
lifetime in this shadow place. It was not the talk of magic or
how our King viewed it that made nme angry with you but the
tricks and treacheries that have driven himto send you here

al one."

'No, Master, he did not send nme al one, he gave me a horse

and offered me a strike of Archers or a squadron of Gallopers to
see ne safely here.'

Thunder stone | aughed bitterly, 'Did you read the letter, boy?

'"No, Master,' cried Thane, '|I was the nessenger. | dared not
touch the seal.'’

' Somebody has tanpered with it!' accused Thunder st one.
"My anger was partly out of fear that the Chancellors or one of
their spies had read the letter. Wio broke the seal, Thane?

Thane swal | owed, feeling the blood rush to his cheeks,

" Tonbel , ' he whi spered, fearing Thunderstone would strike him
"but | didn't mean to let himknow | carried the letter, only he
was going to kill the ow.'

Thunder st one | aughed again, only this tine it cane fromhis
heart. 'Lad, | m sjudged you. Tombel would not deal in
treachery, or kill a bird of war, he is a true Kingsman.'

"WIIl the Chancellors kill hin?

"Who? Kill who?' asked the Keeper
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"Tonbel ,' Thane replied. '"Only | stayed at Wodsedge during
the winter.

Thunder st one t hought a nmonent, touching the horse tai
sword before he answered. 'Wuld you cross swords with the
greatest Marcher Captain in all El undiun®’

"No, Lord, never,' whispered Thane.

"Nor woul d the Chancellors, Thane. It would be a different
matter if Tonbel entered the City of Granite but he is safe
enough at Wodsedge whil e King Hol bian lives.'

"What will happen when the King dies? asked Thane,
renmenberi ng how ol d he had | ooked.

Thunder st one frowned, drawing his forehead into deep

winkles, 'It depends on nmany things, lad, fate, luck or clear
eyed judgenent fromthe last Granite King. But if he dies

| eaving us without a new king the Chancellors will destroy
everything, even each other, in their struggle for power.
Renenber, |lad, only one man can rule this El undium'

"Who coul d be the new king? Wwuldn't he cone from

anongst the Chancel |l ors?' asked Thane in innocence.

Thunder st one | aughed, |ooking fiercely at the boy who

stood before him '"How little you know or understand. Nevi an
foretold | ong ago that the new king would arise here in the
shadows of World's End. The Chancellors fear this place and
none have dared risk their lives on the chance of growing into
Ki ngship in the shadows. Only the condemed are sent to

Underfall in chains to perish.’
"But,' interrupted Thane, 'the riders at the gate were not
chai ned.’

"No, lad, nor will you see one link of the shackles that
dragged them here to die. | break their chains and nake them
into men of honour. Underfall would | ong ago have fallen into
bl ack despair if | had treated the guardi ans of Wrld s End as
the Chancellors wi shed. You see, child, if this fastness had
fallen Nevian's predictions could not cone true. Wiile Underfal
stands the Chancell ors cannot seize power.'

' Perhaps one of the nen sent in chains will be King,'
wonder ed Thane.

Thunder st one si ghed sadly, 'No, Thane, not one single man
anongst them has the makings of a King. They are proud and
honest, but not the stuff of Kings. He will come one day, mark
my words, child, and raise his standard on the Causeway Fi el ds
as Nevian foretold, and we shall flock to that standard in the
sunshi ne of a new El undi um '

"When, Master?' cried Thane, eagerly.

'One day,' replied Thunderstone, quietly. 'But | have grown
old and tired waiting and you, ny lad, nmay grow as inpatient as
| before that standard flutters before these doors.

"Master,' Thane asked, anxiously, 'has my comng here really
risked the King's life?
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"Yes. But it was not your doing. He could have left you to the
merci es of the Chancellors, or given you to the nob, but he saw
sonmet hing in you, perhaps the vision, or the oW alighting on
your shoul der, sonething that noved himto cheat the
Chancel | ors of your death.

"But why was it so inportant that | travelled here? | could
have hi dden anywhere al ong the road."'

' Coul d you?' | aughed Thunderstone, 'Wth those owl s on

your shoul ders and a king of horses between your knees. No,

my boy, there was nowhere else to hide but here at Underfall.
You are Thoron's grandson and had to follow your fate

whet her you liked it or not. Fate pushed you forward, Thane, to
stand before a desperate King and you have won the road for

hi m where greater riders have failed and delivered a ray of
sunshine in the darkness, for now | know that King Hol bi an

has seen through the Chancellors' struggles for power.'

Peace was nmade in the candlelight, but Thane woul d stil
serve his time as underling as any true apprentice woul d.
Secretly he was gl ad; he was the youngest at Underfall and
knew that he had nuch to |l earn fromthe nmen who guarded
Worl d's End.

Sprint

Kyotorm recovered fromhis wounds within the space of four

days, at |east enough to wal k about, but he grew thinner,

seem ng sonehow ol der, and often his careful Archer's eyes

had a di stant | ook. Ni ghtshapes haunted his dreans and he

cried aloud in his sleep, tossing and turning, stabbing his hands
at the Nightbeasts in his nightnmares. Thunderstone sat with

hi m t hr ough many wat ches and pressed into his hands the hilt
bound with horsetail but even that talisman only eased the pain
alittle. Miul cade perched on his pillow but he could not drive
out all the shadows from Kyot's dreans. In desperation
Thunder st one summoned Thane to corme down from his bed

of straw and sit out the watches by his friend s bed. He brought
his nmother's scarf, bloody, dirty and creased and gently laid it
across Kyot's forehead and sl eep cane; the |lines of pain were
snoot hed away, for in Kyot's dreans he rode into norning and
the sun shone on his face and the N ghtshapes fl ed.

Many ni ghts Thane sat beside Kyot and each time, through

his troubl ed nunblings he pieced together the epic ride his
friend had nmade to reach Wrld's End. He shuddered at what

he heard, and saw clearly the great courage and strength he and
Sprint had spent to win the road. After they had parted at the
di vide Kyot had junped to the ground and run beside little
Sprint to save the horse's energy. He had spelled himoften in
the open spaces, rapier drawn | est any dared to attack. By late
afternoon the six Border Runners caught up with them

barking softly and wagging their tails. Merenire Forest
stretched before them and day was near its end, only with the
last glimer of twilight did Kyot renpunt, just as the shadows
began to nove. Gipping the rapier's hilt tightly with a shaking
hand, Kyot urged his horse forwards; there was no turning

back, the road behind was full of shadows. Merenire Forest
spread before them its tangled hangi ng branches creaked and
groaned and the silver star-reflecting road di sappeared beneath
its threatening eaves
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Rockspray fl ew ahead. The dogs ran on either side as Sprint
gathered speed. The forest enveloped themwith its bl ackness.
A stride inside and the stars were blotted out. Nightbeasts
moved between the trees, roaring and scream ng; scythes

gli stened and whi ps cracked. The dogs snarled and | eapt,
tearing N ghtbeasts down as they swarned on to the road. Kyot
swung and thrust the rapier on either side, Rockspray hooked
out eyes on bl oodied talons as sparks scattered from Sprint's
worn studs. He kept to the crown of the road, shutting out the
pain and terror as best he could, running for his life. The
roaring in his ears grew | ouder and | ouder until his pounding
heart mastered the N ghtbeasts' screans. Kyot's arns were

wet with his own bl ood where noi sone bl ades had cut deep

but he heeded nothing but the road ahead. Whips cut and
twisted around Sprint's |egs, but such was his speed that he
wrenched them out of the N ghtbeasts' hands, tearing off
rage-tight fingers in his haste

Long after mdnight, gasping hard, they reached the sunmnmt

of along hill and for a fleeting noment saw how nuch stil
needed to be won. Meremire stretched beyond the edge of

sight, but over to their right a great beacon blazed in the
direction of Notley Marsh and it fed doubt in the N ghtbeasts
hearts maki ng them waver even as they sprang to bl ock the
road. Wth courage and strength nearly exhausted, Sprint
charged at the towering shapes, as the road narrowed to a snal
crack between the shadows. Kyot plunged the rapier blade so
hard that it snapped, two of the dogs died on the Wl kers
scythes; but even as death took themthey saw Sprint win the
road. In that nmoment they saw the little horse break free,
runni ng hard upon the G eenway's crown, sparks dancing
beneath his shoes, for the grey hours had come and the road
gl owed |i ke beaten silver beneath his fadi ng hoof beats.

Tears ran down Kyot's cheeks, and in his munblings he

vowed to raise two great nounds beside that road and set about
thema ring of silver arrows, for he owed his life to those Border
Runners. Wth norning in the sky they had gall oped into

sunlight and left Merenmire, a dark threat behind them Wthin

a | eague Sprint had slowed to a wal k, Kyot di snounted and

nursed him stopping often at pools and streanms to wash his
horse's bl oody wounds. Rockspray, tattered and bl oody, sat

once nore on his shoul der, while the four Border Runners

I'icked their wounds and watched the road.

Al'l too soon the sun began to sink, drawi ng | ong shadows in

its wake. 'You nust run with the setting of the sun, Sprint,' said
Kyot, 'for Mantern's Forest stands across our path. It is far

ol der than Merenmire and our way | ooked fromny father's map

to be descending into dark canyons and bottom ess ravi nes.
Tonmorrow we nust reach Underfall or else die upon the road.'

Ti ghtening the girths as they noved forward Kyot prepared

to nount, leaving it to the very last monent. His own thin boots
were scuffed and torn and bl ood oozed fromraw blisters on his
ankl es. 'Run! Run!' barked the dogs, but even as they spoke

ot her noi ses echoed in the wi nd, blood-chilling hows, still far
behi nd, but growi ng | ouder as darkness fell.

Thus it was that Thane had found them al nbst run to death
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and nearly overtaken on the road to Underfall. Kyot had never
spoken about the ride from Stunble H I, not even to Thane,
and he tried hard to shut it out of his mind, but often when
standing on the upper galleries his eyes strayed beyond the
Causeway road to the wooded edge of Mantern's Forest, and
those near himwoul d sonetines catch his whispers, 'The

dogs, the great Border Runners, how rmuch | owe that can

never be repaid,' and then tears would fill his eyes.

Thunder st one had sat the watches with Thane and had

marvel l ed at the boy's courage and made it known that Kyot,

son of Archerorm should have the freedom of Road's End and
none should stand in his path, which was a great honour for one
S0 young.

During the weeks that followed their arrival, Thane began

to understand the true neaning of the | egend carved above the
stabl e entrance. On his first evening he had passed beneath the
time-worn letters without a second gl ance, but now each word
seemed etched into his heart.

" Har dshi ps make hard men, and hard nmen make not hi ng of
har dshi ps."

The | egend becane a way of |ife: starting with the first touch
of sunlight that opened the great doors until night drew them
shut, not a nonent of daylight was wasted. Stables were

cl eaned and scrubbed, horses groomed and kept in constant

r eadi ness agai nst Ni ght beast attacks, and whenever a nonent

of idleness drifted through the courtyards, the undergroons
were ordered to polish the horses' battle coats until, ring by
ring, they glistened, reflecting back every precious ray of light.
But the evenings were a tine of uneasy rest, when fear drew the
frightened together, for N ghtbeasts how ed in the gathering
shadows on Mantern's Mountain and night, when it cane,

seened to have no end. Yet the gallery boards creaked and

| aughter echoed in the gloony half-1ight as Kyot and Thane

wal ked toget her, sharing their hopes and dreans, for the great

dash from Stunble Hi Il had bound them cl oser than brothers
and they did not fear the dark nor anything that crept beneath
its mantle.

Thunder st one wat ched Thane and Kyot as they wal ked the
galleries and marvell ed at what he saw, but his inner thoughts
were troubled; if these two boys were the beginnings of a new
age of men who could arise strong enough to rule them this
King woul d have to be nore than a man

Thunder st one si ghed, remenbering Nevian's words ' And

he shall set a standard on the Causeway Fields that nen .
Sonething jolted the old Keeper's menory, sonething about
that first norning a few nonths ago, two weary travellers
surrounded by a host of dogs, the sky above Merem re Forest
full of Battle OMs, a forgotten scarf tied to Thane's armthat
sparkled in the early sunlight.

"No,' he laughed, '"he is but a child,' but his eyebrows drew

into a frown and he whispered, 'If he is the one then | shal
protect himwith ny life; Thoron old friend, you have ny word
onit!'
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Sunmer had come to an end before Kyot was fully recovered
and ready for the road back hone to Stunble Hill
~Child," said Thunderstone, 'you must return to your father's

house before winter conmes and closes the road. | shall send a
squadron of ny best horsenen to guard you but you rnust |eave
soon or winter will cut off their return.

"No, Lord," replied Kyot, a smle touching the corners of his
mouth, 'l need no escort home, nor would | ask for one.'

Thunder stone frowned, raising his hand to brush aside
Kyot's words saying, 'Your father stood at ny shoul der | ong
ago; in friendship to himl cannot |et you wander unguarded.
Archer woul d never forgive ne.’

"lord,' laughed Kyot, 'l shall not be alone but in the
conmpany of a thousand friends.'

"who?' cried Thunderstone. 'Who could guard you better

than the men of Underfall who swept down on to the causeway

as you arrived, travel weary, at the end of a desperate road and
risked their lives that you should wal k through these doors
unhar med?"

Thunder stone began to turn away full of anger but Kyot's
reply stopped himshort.

"Who el se, Lord, but those who kept ne safe upon the road,
who in the darkness came when | was all alone and stood with
me in the face of defeat. Wo el se but the Border Runners.'

The Keeper | ooked nystified.

' The Border Runners, Lord, they have been gathering all
summer | ong al ong the Causeway. Wenever | have ventured

out on to the road they have cone to ne, led by the two great
Border Runners that ran at ny side on the dash from Stunbl e
Hll. They will escort ne hone; | knowit in ny heart.'

"Then go with much honour,' |aughed Thunderstone, his

anger forgotten, 'for you have guardi ans nore nunerous than

the | eaves upon the trees and a greater safety than | could ever
guarantee but, my child, |eave before winter cones, for it will be
a dark and desperate tine.'

Kyot turned to go, thinking the Keeper had finished with him
but Thunder st one notioned Kyot to conme cl oser.

"The scarf,' he whispered. 'Wat do you know of it?' Kyot
shrugged his shoulders, fearing to give away any of Thane's
secrets.

"It was his mother's scarf,' Kyot replied, vaguely. '"He took it
at their parting and carries it in nenory of her.'

"Don't treat me as a fool, boy!' hissed the Keeper, towering
over Kyot. 'l saw it catch the sunlight and soothe away your
nightmares. It has great powers. Now Tell ne all you know.'

Kyot | eapt backwards, away from Thunderstone, 'No, Lord,
not even if ny |life depends upon an answer will | betray
Thane's confidence and trust.'
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Thunder st one si ghed, holding up his enpty hands. 'Neither

of you will cone to any harm Let its secrets keep your tongue
still, child, for a nmonent | thought old | egends were coning true
at last. | asked without hope, thinking that the scarf m ght be
the standard that he would set up on the Causeway Fields."'

"Who?' Kyot asked, noving closer to Thunder st one.
' The new King,' answered Thunder stone

Kyot | aughed, ' Thane has no anbitions for Kingship. Finding
the bones of his grandfather and raising a tower to the stars in
his nenory fills all of his mnd.

"But the scarf?" asked a bewi | dered Thunderstone. ' Perhaps
he carries it in ignorance, perhaps the new King is sonewhere
on the road.’

Kyot sighed, seeing the Keeper of Underfall as he really was,

a tired old man who stood crushed beneath the worries of a
lifetime's toil. 'Lord,' he said, quietly, taking Thunderstone's
hand, 'the scarf, it has great power but the magi c seenms woven
into everything Thane touches, the ows, the dogs, why even

the sunshine seened to sparkle nore brilliantly as norning took
the road on our dash from Stunble HIl. He is different from any
ot her person | have ever known, except his grandfather,

Thoron, who had that sanme touch of nmagic, yet if | hold the
scarf it is nothing but woven silk. It holds no nagic.

'Yes, perhaps | have judged himwongly,' replied

Thunder stone, sadly. 'Perhaps | am |l ooking for sonething that
fills nmy dreans but as you say he is in many ways so like his
grandfather. He coul d have taken Hol bian's crown any day he
wi shed, he had the power yet took nothing.'

"Ch no, Lord, he is quite different,' insisted Kyot,

renenberi ng how Thane had stood between himand the

Ni ght beasts on the road through Mantern's Forest, the summer
scarf blazing with early sunlight. 'l think he has greater power
than Thoron for the ows are on his shoul ders and the Border
Runners run at his heels.'

"Then | nust guard himnore closely than a thousand cl oaks
of jewels.'

'"No, you cannot, unless your eyes are sharper than the ow s',
or you can run as tirelessly as the dogs. Nature's arny has
brought him here and waits upon the G eenway's edge; he wll
be safe anobngst themuntil any | egends there are cone true.

Late autum had pull ed the | andscape into a bl eak depressing

pl ace, m st and rain hung on Mantern's shoul ders, Kyot

shivered, drawi ng his cloak collar up around his ears, drizzling
wi nd bl ew dead | eaves al ong the G eenway's edge to fill the
muddy puddl es.

"Wnter's in the air. Soon snow will block the road,' Thane
sai d, huddl ed next to Esteron with Mil cade and Rockspray on
hi s shoul ders, hunched agai nst the weather. Reluctantly Kyot
mount ed Sprint. Reaching down he gripped Thane's hand.

"Duty takes ne back, Thane. | owe it to ny father to return
honme and hel p himguard the tower, and Thunderstone insists
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| leave before winter sets in, but | would rather stay here with
you and face the shadows that threaten El undi um together

Kyot | aughed, ' None coul d stand before us; not even the one

eyed ni ghtmare, Kerzol de!'

"Do not speak of him Kyot,' Thane whispered, '|I feel that he
has some dark power and is w ~t.Ahin~r ~ frr, A ~T; A~ ~ "I

each new daylight.

Kyot | ooked back towards Underfall where a great conpany
of horsenen had gathered to see himstart the journey back to
Stunble Hill.

"If the N ghtbeasts hunt you in the dark, if Kerzol de or
somet hi ng wor se conmes down the nountain, send word, send

Rockspray, and I will come, Archers in a strike, to help you
drive them back. Renenber!' shouted Kyot, turning Sprint
and squeezing himinto a gallop. 'Send word, and I wll cone!

"I"ll mss you,' Thane called after himbut Kyot had gone,
gal | opi ng anongst the Border Runners.

" Ki ngspeed! Kingspeed!' he shouted, running a few paces

al ong the Greenway, but his voice was pulled away by the w nds
on Mantern's Mountain, and sadness turned his footsteps back
towards the great fastness at Wrld' s End.

A Bitter Wnter of Darkness

Thane's cl oak becane a bl anket in the dark, but it gave little
warnth or confort when the straw he slept on froze as icy
draughts breached the wi ndow cracks. Only during work or

while he held his steaming bow of gruel did alittle life returnto
his nunb fingertips. Brief winter's sun could do nothing to
prevent ice and blizzards sealing the great wooden doors. The
tree-thi ck beanms groaned agai nst each other, splintering the
grain. Spikes and stanchions ground their brittle netal teeth
inan effort to break winter's bitter |ock, but the doors stood
firmy shut. Nature's springs were frozen solid. Even the owWws
stayed indoors, hunting for their neat between the granary

bins. Wnter deepened and the daylight hours becane a

shadow of the night. Even with all the torches burning,

per petual shadows gathered in all the corners. Only the ows
coul d penetrate the gloomand their unruffled courage gave the
men of Underfall new heart

Never had Thunder st one known a season as bitter or one

that filled his nen with such disquiet, for upon the frozen drifts
of snow, wol ves and Ni ghtbeasts in their thousands gathered,
how i ng and screamning, battering on the very doors of Under

fall, and he was powerless to stop them Bow strings snapped,
brittle with the ice trapped in their frozen fibres, even his
spearmen found their shafts frozen to their hands as they
stretched to throw. They were besi eged, and Thunderstone

felt his heart nore troubled than ever before in his long life by
the sea of hate washi ng agai nst Wrld's End.

"Valk with ne, child,' Thunderstone commanded Thane,

calling himto cone to the highest gallery. And as he waited for
the boy to clinb the countl ess wi nding steps he drew his w nter
cl oak about his shoul ders, touching the frozen horse tail at his
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Thane stepped on to the gallery, Ml cade and Rockspray on
hi s shoul ders. Thunderstone | ooked into the ows' eyes, smled
and | owered his gaze.

"Already the nmen think nuch of you, lad. You win hearts
even as you won the road to ny door.'

As the Keeper spoke, his nmind ran back over the nonths

since Thane's arrival, thinking of his | abours to hold his place at
Road's End. 'Look out with me on all | have failed to win. Nevian
charged nme to keep a light burning at Wrld's End, but to what
purpose have | worn a life away? O d and tired the Keeper

turned towards the snowy | andscape. 'There are nore shadows

and nore fears out there now than another lifetine's toil could
push back. Have | failed? What is your answer to that ny | ad?

"Lord, if you had once doubted your purpose, the night

woul d have taken over |ong ago and the Causeway Fi el ds
woul d be a bl ack place for any new king to set his standard.
Thane dared not say nmore, or trip over his tongue again, but
the Keeper smiled at him

' Cone, Thane, you walk with only your own shadow. King

Hol bi an was right, the seed of Thoronhand will growinto a

m ghty tree. Men will follow you when the time is ripe, that

much | can see. The signs were there at your arrival, but | feared
it then.' Thunderstone shivered, drawing his cloak tighter, 'WII
you hel p me, even as your grandfather did, to drive the

shadows back?'

Thane felt the ow's talons press into his shoul ders as they
spread their wings, hooting softly.

'Look, Master, |ook!' shouted Thane, pointing towards the

eaves of Mantern's Forest, for even as Thunderstone put his
pride aside and bent beneath the wi nd of wisdomto ask for help
fromone so young, the dark shapes of a great pack of Border
Runners crossed the snow, |ate wi nter sunshine gl ow ng on

their sable coats.

' The dogs, the Border Runners!' Even as Thane spoke, they

fell upon the nightbeasts and the arny of terror fled. Only the
wol ves turned and stood their ground, lips curled back across
their yellow teeth, and fought beneath the walls of Underfall
Many of the wolves died, ripped and broken in the bl oody snow
for the Border Runners had the advantage of nunbers and

greater courage and they cleared the Causeway road. As they
tore apart the last wolf the sun sank into the bl ackness of
Mantern's Forest.

In close formation, barking and | eaping, the Border Runners

vani shed between the trees. 'Never since | stood beneath the

rai nbow cl oak have the dogs cone to our aid,' whispered
Thunderstone; the warmh fromhis hand had nelted the frozen
strands of horse hair woven into the hilt of his sword and it felt
soft, silky, alnpst alive. H's speculation was interrupted by
Thane's unsteady voice as he dared to answer the Master from

his heart.

"Master, Lord of Underfall, not only will | help and pl edge mny

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferi...dium%201%20-%20The%20R0ad%20t0%20Underfall.txt (134 of 189) [6/4/03 10:55:56 PM]



filex/l/F|/rah/Mike%620Jeff eries/Mike%20Jef f eries%20-%20L oremasters¥%6200f %20El undium%201%20-%20T he%20R0ad%20to%20Underfall .txt

life to drive the shadows out, but all free beings are at your
side. Turn your head and | ook, for Mil cade and Rockspray
have perched within this fortress of their own free will.'

He paused, watching the Keeper's face waiting for the frown

of anger. Wth his courage building, he chanced to add, 'N ght
overcones us all, fear draws us together, |love binds us in the
dark. | think the dogs cane because you asked for help.'

' Thane,' nused the Keeper w thout any anger in his voice,

"You have the wi sdom of your grandfather and the pluck to

speak where fear holds others' hearts. Tell nme, have | not held
Wirl d's End secure through Iove or has this life's work been for
ambi tion only?

Thane consi dered a bunpy plunge on the end of
Thunder st one' s boot down the wi nding stair, and chanced his
Master's anger to speak his m nd once again.

"Men risk their lives for you, Lord. They fear you and hold

you above others, for you are the Keeper. There is a grimess

and a hardness like the very walls that rubs into everybody at
Wrld s End, but there is little love, little that shows.' Thane
kept his eye level with Thunderstone, |ooking up into the
Keeper's face, and dared to go on; 'At school we |earned the

| egends of the Man of Granite who holds World' s End by the

poi nt of his sword; he breathes fire and grinds bricks between
his teeth. Dread fills the hearts of any who feel that fate would
push them along the road to Underfall.

‘Do you fear me, |ad?' There was thunder in the voice, but
no real anger.

'Yes, and no, Master. | know nore about you than nost who
tread these roads although nmuch of what ny grandfather said
was beyond ny under st andi ng.

"Thoron was ny only friend. If he was in truth that close to
me why do you fear ne, |ad?

"Grandfather | oved you and once likened you to a tall thistle
that had grown anobngst a bank of nettles. Proud, clothed in
many thorns that waited only for the sun to open the petal case
for all to see the beauty of the flower.'

Thunder st one | aughed, | ooki ng away from Thane and the

ow s. 'Much is changing, lad, and | must change things here
before spring comes, or it may be too late to drive the shadows
back. What you have said of ne is the truth, and it has taken a
lifetime's toil to learn the wisdomin a child s words. Thoron
tried to show ne but ny eyes were blinkered by the warrior; |
never | ooked into the man.

Whi | e Thunderstone strove beneath all Thane had said, to

see hinself as others did, Rockspray flew to perch on his
shoul der, and new light shone in the old warrior's eyes. The
| oneliest man at Wrld's End had friends i ndeed and new hope
eased his heart. 'Come, Thane, tonight and every ni ght the
men of Underfall shall eat at one table. Love shall bind us
together, not only pride and honour.

Howl i ng beyond the walls nmade the Keeper | ook out again
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but | aughter creased his bearded face, 'W are besieged again
| ad, but fear nopves anpbngst the N ghtbeasts, they watch the
forest eaves. Cone let us set this house to rights.

Thunder st one kept to his word and worked hard at changi ng

all he could anpbngst the nen of Underfall, but it was not an
easy task to change the habits of a lifetine, hold a grip upon his
tenper and yet still seek standards high enough to keep

Wirl d's End secure. Laughter chased the gri mess out and
new heart and effort had everyone fromthe captains down to
t he humbl e undergroonms bending their backs in preparation
for the spring. In his wisdomthe Keeper nade every nan an
equal at his table and shared his hopes and doubts about the
way t hey stood.

"Nature is gathering at Wrld' s End,' he said one night at
table. 'There are owls in the tree tops, the Border Runners are
beneath the eaves of Mantern's Forest and only today | caught

a glinpse of wild Warhorses upon Mantern's | ower slopes.'

Even against the roaring blizzards that buffeted the walls,
every man who heard Thunderstone's words wanted to rush up

on to the galleries and |l ook into the blackest night to see the
l'iving | egends.

'They gather for sonme great purpose, | amsure of that. Mke
sure that each one of you is ready, for we are at the centre of
what ever storm shoul d break.'

From out si de Underfall stood unchanged, grey granite walls
rising sheer in the snowy | andscape. Carrion crows picked at
the frozen wol ves' carcasses lying half buried in the

bl oodst ai ned snow but whenever the Border Runners or

wol ves came near they flew away in search of other bones to
pi ck over. Wnter slowmy began its retreat back into the
mount ai ns, and each new day saw the sun grow i n power,
pushi ng agai nst the doors of Underfall, grinding the ice to
powder that clung fast within the | ocks and hi nges.

' Soon we nust saddl e our best horses and cl ear the roads of
the N ghtbeasts that have plagued us through a |ong winter,'
Thunder st one sai d, watching the doors straining against their
icy seal. "Walk with nme, Thane, while there is still tine, and
wat ch the woods for they have filled with nore than winter's
snow. W& have so nany allies out there now, help ne ponder

on what is about to happen.'

Thane followed in the Keeper's footsteps, but he could not

cast any light on what noved Nature to gather at Underfall only
Mul cade, Rockspray and Esteron knew that pledges nust be

kept, for they had heard the runours on the w nterw nd and
fretted to be on the roads again.

Many ot hers along the Greenway edge were as puzzled and

troubl ed as Thunderstone at the great migration headi ng towards
Wirl d's End. Tonbel found Warhorse hoof prints in the snow at
Wyodsedge and prepared his battle clothes in readiness for the
spring. The gardens of G| dersleeves were tranpl ed down and the
hangi ng baskets of |ucerne grasses eaten down to the |ast stalk.
Morolda, in all her grunbling, bet a cat's tail that the boy with
the ow s had something to do with it and snmiled and renmenbered
hi m as she plundered the | ofts searching for Duclos' war bl ades.
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Archer stood on the platformin the tower at Stunble H Il and
wat ched shadows cross the forest floor and called his son Kyot to
hi s si de.

'Not since the Causeway wars have | seen the beauty of the
War horses or so many Border Runners. W are witnessing the
begi nni ngs of something, son. Since your return from Underfal
the ani mal s have been gatheri ng.

As he spoke he | ooked down at the two great Border

Runners lying at his son's feet. 'Silverw ng has di sappeared and
the N ghtbeasts hamer |ess often on our doors; you have

those magnificent aninmals always at your side. W are on the
edge of sonething, but what?'

"I'f the Warhorses and the Border Runners are making for
Underfal |, perhaps Thane has called them' Kyot offered as an
expl anation, his eyes had a far away | ook as he rubbed his
hands through the dogs' thick winter coats.

"I"l1l lay a quiver of silver-tipped arrows that he's mxed up in it
sonewhere, but | don't think he could call on the Warhorses

even Thoron did not have that power.' Half speaking to hinself
Archer added, 'Although Esteron was as near the \Warhorse as

|'"ve ever seen, | doubt that he could sunmon the War horses.

They were pl edged to freedom | ong ago when Nevian broke the

bonds; only love could bind themagain.' He sighed, resting a

hand on Kyot's shoul der and | ooked deeply into his son's eyes,

' Thane may need your hel p before high sumer comes, ny

heart tells me that you will go, no matter how great the danger.
see you facing an army of fear. Prom se ne one thing,' he
paused, 'you will take the Bow of Om as well as ny bl essings;

no other bow has its strength, and it would ease ny heart to
know t hat your hand was upon its string.

Kyot knew the neasure of the gift and felt a lunp growin his
throat as he stunbl ed over words to thank his father but Archer
was hinself near to tears as he renenbered the begi nning of
Kyot's ride to Underfall and turned quickly back to stare at the
di stant nmountain tops.

"G quickly, take as many woodsnen as will follow and cut

new arrow shafts, touch not any horse that crosses your path

or lay a finger on their skin for they are free and go where they
wi sh. Nevian ordered it."'

As he spoke and Kyot turned to go the dogs |icked Archer's

hands and rubbed their heads against his legs for they knew
the greatness of the gesture, and then they |eapt, barking,
down the stairs to foll ow Kyot.

Age does not nake the Warrior, nor innocence know the
measur es of defeat. Thus Thane sat upon Esteron at
Thunder st one' s command before all the Riders of Underfall to

head the flying colum waiting for the doors to open. Mil cade
and Rockspray sat on their shoul der perches and fl exed their
talons on his nmetal shirt. Thane wore no badge of rank, but on
his arm he wore his nmother's sumrer scarf and it sparkled,
catching all the light that found its way into that gl oony
courtyard
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'"The I egend is comng true,' whispered Thunderstone to

hi nsel f, Mil cade turned his head and hel d the Keeper's gaze.
"Silence, Lord of Underfall!' a voice comanded in

Thunderstone's head. 'Now is not the tinme to speculate. You are

pl edged to keep the light, let others followtheir fate wi thout an
old man's babbling." The ow blinked and then turned away.

Thunder st one opened his mouth but the ow turned back

and stared himinto silence. Horses snorted and stanped,
shaki ng their heads and setting the bit rings jangling.
Torchlight reflected fromthe thousands of tiny netal rings
sewn into their battle clothes. Sparks danced between their
hooves as they waited, fidgeting for the road. Two days they
had stood ready while the doors rocked to and fro, groaning
and straining against the frozen | ocks.

Crack! A splinter of light appeared. Crack! The horses

nei ghed, paw ng at the cobbles as the doors swung open
Crouchi ng, hocks al nost on the cobbles, the horses | eapt
forwards with a mghty roar and the sound of thunder. They
swept on to the Causeway road, swords and spears glittering in
the sunlight. The banner of the sun burned white with |ight,

i magi ng the beauty of summer days.

Hard and fast they rode, in and out of the snowfilled dykes
searching out the shadows that waited for the night, until, with
the horses breathing hard, they reached the eaves of Mantern's
tangl ed forest and could go no further. Sweat vapours rose in
clinging clouds of steamfromthe horses' heaving flanks as grim
eyed Warriors sought to penetrate the banks of tw sted thorns.

' The Deepling Gorge!' booned a voice across the snow from
wher e Thunder st one stood, sword in hand, between the doors.

' Check the way is clear. Ride to the Deepling Bridge.' Even as
the Riders turned, plunging through the chest-high drifts that
| ay agai nst the Greenway edge, he | ooked up at the sun and

wei ghed the wi sdom of his words and knew that all too soon

the day would end. 'Ride like the wind,' he shouted after them
but his words fell to nothing anobngst the thunder of their
hooves.

Al'l afternoon the conpany gall oped and always just a length

in front ran Esteron with the standard of the sun. But the wood
was enpty, the snow lay crisp, white and untouched by any

foul Ni ghtbeast claw prints. To the Deepling Bridge they rode,
wi thout a single challenge called. An eerie silence hung al
around them Thane urged Esteron across the bridge and rode

on for half a | eague before he realised that he was al one.

"Thane!' a faint voice called out fromacross the bridge, 'N ght
will fall before we have returned, cone back. Hurry!'

Thane turned, |aughing at the Riders' fears and cantered
easily back to the bridge

"Warriors!' he called, anxiously re-crossing the bridge and
searching the hoof-tranpled snow. It was clear to see that they
had gone, retracing their steps towards Underfall, |eaving him
all alone in the gathering darkness.

"Warriors indeed!' he nuttered, drawi ng his cloak about his
shoul ders and asking Esteron to follow their hoofprints. Fear
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had taken the Riders' hearts.

"W nust go now,' they had cried, mlling about on the
Greenway before the snow covered bridge

' Thane! Thane!' they had called, begging himto return

' Perhaps the N ghtbeasts have taken him' one Rider muttered
darkly.

"Night draws in and will claimus all,' shouted another,
spurring his horse in a tight circle.

"W nust ride back,' urged a third, turning his horse away
fromthe bridge.

"Go now Now '

"W cannot | eave Thane,' shouted Sygnis, first Captain of the
Ni ght horses. Spurring his horse he stood between the other
Ri ders and the bridge.

"Wait if you wish and die in the darkness!' shouted Fagneon,
forcing his way past.

Pani c then seized each Rider in turn and they all fled, driving
their spurs deep into their horses' flanks and beating the flat

bl ades of their swords upon the horses' battle coats to reach the
doors before night cane.

In wild disorder, blood dripping fromtheir spurs, they reached
the Causeway road, jostling and barging to be first back to safety
butwith less than half a | eague to run the doors slanmed shut and
the riders cursed and shouted, hammering in vain, calling to
Thunder st one wi thout hope to open them But each man knew

that only the sun held that power. 'W are dooned,' they wail ed,
mlling in disorder.

A clear voice floated down fromthe galleries, 'Were is
Thane? Surely ny best Warriors have not |eft himalone upon the
road while you scuttled back to save your own hi des?'

As Thunderstone realised the full weakness of his nen, his
rage reached hei ghts he had never known and those at his side
cowered, crouching on the galleries.

'"Ride back! No man is to be left alone. Even as the doors shut |
summoned Ti ethonn with his best bowren to man the walls and

keep you safe until norning cane but if that boy dies through
your cowardice, not one arrow will be fired in your defence. You
will stand alone in the darkness.'

In disgust the Keeper turned, winging his hands with shane;

but a nmusical tinkling drifting in on the wind made hi mturn back
and peer out into the evening shadows and what he saw brought

tears of joy into his ancient eyes. 'Thoron, Thoron if only you were
with me now to | ook upon the greatness you planted | ong ago,' he

whi spered, gripping tightly on to the horse tail hilt of his sword.

'Look now, you band of whinpering curs who hamer on the
doors, look and in your cowardice see who hol ds the Causeway
road!"’
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The conpany turned, fear in their eyes, shaking hands tight
upon their swords and spears, and | ooked into the gl oom and
hung their heads in shane.

"There is the only one true Kingsnman beyond these walls. If
you val ue your lives at all you will do as he commands.
Thunder st one | ooked beyond the nmen huddl ed bel ow, for in

truth he knew any man beyond the walls woul d perish before the
ni ght was done. The Keeper wal ked anongst hi s bownen,

setting by each man a flanming barrel of tar and many bul rush
blunted arrows ready for a |ong dark night.

Esteron had followed slowy cantering easily for he had seen
many friends between the trees on either side who gathered on
the Greenway's edge as they passed by. Thane | eaned down and
rubbed his hands through the Border Runners' coarse w nter
coats in greeting.

' The Dogs are our true friends on the road to Underfall,'he

said to Esteron and the dogs barked, wagging their tails, |eaping
up to lick his face. Mul cade dug his talons hard into Thane's
shoul der, 'And the ows,' |aughed Thane, | ooking into the tree
tops. 'who fears the dark with such friends by his side?

Then he remenbered the despair that took the Riders' hearts.

"WIl you help ne tonight to keep the nen of Underfall fromthe
terror of the nightbeasts? They know al nost not hi ng of your
strength or courage, save through rumours. None of the Riders
with me had the tattoo on their arns; will you help me? The doors

will be shut and they will die paralysed with fear once the shadows
move. | nust stand with them and do what | can, even as ny
gr andf at her woul d have done had he been here.'

Thane | ooked in wonder at the grow ng host of dogs that

joined himwith every step Esteron took until the road was ful

to bursting and he | aughed, 'If only Tonbel could see nme now'
Above his head, ows flew through the branches, Mil cade and
Rockspray strutted and squawked, ducking their heads

backwards and forwards. 'Wthout you all the world would be

such a dull place.' He |l aughed again, |ooking all about him 'but
we nust hurry before fear drives the Riders into the dykes.'

Ni ght could send all its shadows to Wrld' s End, but Thane

had many friends, nmany that he did not even see. Only Esteron
heard their voices and drew great confort fromtheir presence
By the time Thane reached the causeway the | ast shades of
twilight were fading, Mantern's Muntain seemed to | oom
threateningly, stretching shadow arms out to engulf Underfall.

Pressed agai nst the doors, bucking and rearing, driven to

madness by their riders' fear, crowded the battle horses of
Underfall, striking their hooves on the granite walls. Shrieking in
terror they cast their riders on to the ground. Esteron called in a
clear voice that rose and fell through nei ghing shouts to soft

whi nni eS, ' Fear not! The shadows that nove by night are not
invincible. Be calm | am Equestrius' son.' The mmjesty and pride
in his eye held themstill, sweating and trenbling, show ng the
whites of their eyes; but they listened. 'No N ghtbeast shall touch
your skin. Look down upon the causeway, the Border Runners

are gathered to keep you safe and with them stoop the Battle

oM s
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The horses drew great confort fromthe nultitude assenbling

in an enornous sem -circle fromthe causeway to the walls. They
mastered their fear, putting aside doubt, and forned into a |line
behi nd Esteron, snatching at their bits and pawi ng the ground, for
each one had a trace of Warhorse bl ood and knew t he | egend of
their kind fromlong ago.

Thane had di snounted and stood before the cowering riders.
He Spoke in a soft voice that held no nmalice or anger at being left
at the Deepling Bridge but lifted them and cast fear aside.

Thou fear night you are |lost, overmastered with the thought of

it If you think only of the morning light it can hold no fear over
you If we stand upon this spot tonorrow and watch a new sun rise

we shall have won life itself and driven our greatest fear back into
the shadows. Who will stand beside me, look into night's face and

gb? For there can be no |ightw thout darkness. Who will be the
stronger tonight? Those who stand with me will think of nothing
but the sharp edges of their swords and will see nothing beyond

the great host that now gathers upon the causeway road, for you
are not abandoned to die, nor do you stand al one beneath the
wal | s of Underfall. Look to the Causeway.'

- The nmen who had thought thenselves Warriors lifted their

eyes and gazed in wonder at the Border Runners assenbli ng.

"What magic is this? they whispered. 'Never in all the tales and
stories of this dreadful place, never have the dogs conme to us, only
with Thoron did they run, and then only in his stories of the road,
not here at Wrld's End.' Then they asked anpong thensel ves,

"But will they really help us when the shadows nove?

Thane replied sharply, 'Look not to what they night not do,
| ook to your swords and see what this night's work may bring to
those who put their fear behind them'

A voice fromfar above their heads called out, 'Thane! You
are safe? Unhar ned?'

'Yes, Master,' Thane called back. 'The dogs and the ows
are with ne . '

W1 d barking and deep grow i ng broke out upon the
Causeway, interrupting Thane. The nmen snatched up their
swords, a grimlight in their eyes; Tiethormbent his bow

"Light! We need light!' shouted Thane, and Ti et horm and
all the bowren at Wrld's End | oosed their flani ng bul rush
arrows high into the night sky.

Beyond the furthest dykes, N ghtbeasts swarnmed thicker

than the tangl ed roots of Meremire Forest. Scythes and spears
cast w cked shadows in the arrows' |ight. Hissing, scream ng,
treading the snow to ruin, they advanced. The dogs crouched,
hackl es spiky on their backs, waiting for the nonent. As the
arrows fell spluttering to the ground they |eapt, fangs bared,
ripping and tearing. Esteron could wait no longer, he roared a
chal  enge and charged and with him coats aglitter in the
arrows' light, ran the battle horses, neighing out their |ong
forgotten fathers' nanes. The circle of dogs parted as the
horses swept down on to the causeway and the sound of their
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hooves was |ike thunder in the wind and their speed blew the
snow into new drifts that settled over those they tranpled to
deat h.

Beneath a sky of burning arrow shafts, Thane and all the

besi eged warriors strode on to the Causeway road singing and
shouting old, half-forgotten battle rhymes as their swords rang
and hamrered on the nightmare iron caps. OuM s stooped, dogs

| eapt and the horses swept to left and right driving a clear
wedge t hroughout the arnmy of terror, |leaving a wi de path of
tranpl ed bl oody snow behind them dory lay all about them as
new bal | ads were in the making at Underfall

"Master,' shouted Tiethorm above the battle's roar, 'the;
bul rush arrows are near to finished, soon blackest night wll

take the field.'

Thunder stone sniffed at the wind and wet a finger, 'Even the
weat her bl ows to our advantage,' he shouted. 'Look, the clouds
are breaking, noon and stars will cast a silver light upon the
field." In haste he ordered, 'Tear up the gallery boards! Split
theminto arrow shafts, dip themdeep into the tar, use every
pi ece of wood. Keep the night ablaze with light.' even the stairs
were plundered, ripped up and chopped into |l ong splinters,
without flights or any time to trimfor balance they filled the
night. H gh and | ow, sone spinning as they flew, the arrows
kept the sky full of fire as bowren bal anced on the newly bared
j oi sts.

Thane knew little of the strategy of war, and drew the nen of

Underfall into great peril, for they followed, inspired by his
word and the skill of his sword beyond the safety of the Border
Runners, advancing far into the centre of the swarm ng Ni ght
beast s.

"Whom do we chase?' shouted Sygnis, above the roar of
battle, breathlessly. He had kept at Thane's side, defending his
right flank.

"A nonster nore powerful than nost N ghtbeasts,' Thane
shout ed back, plunging his sword doubl e handed into a bl ack
shape that had risen up to block out the arrows' 1ight.

'Beware of him Sygnis, he has a broken claw and only one

eye. He dogged nmy footsteps all the way here to Underfall. His
name i s Kerzolde and | know he is somewhere near. | feel his
presence, | can alnost snell his foul breath!’

Looki ng across the Causeway Fields towards the higher

ground Thane saw him far away, head and shoul ders above

the mass of N ghtbeasts, driving themtowards Underfall, a
whip fixed into his broken cl aw.

' Kerzol de!" he shouted, grimy, forcing his way forwards.

Ker zol de | aughed, |owering his whip and beckoni ng Thane

to come to him The N ghtbeasts fell back, draw ng Thane's
smal | band of Warriors into a trap away fromthe dogs. Quickly
they swept all around them forcing themcloser and closer to
Kerzol de. Thane's nen were pressed into a tight knot, black
shadows towered on every side, only in front of Thane was the
ground |l eft open, a clear path to Kerzolde's feet. Mil cade saw
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