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Pal ace of Kings

King Hol bian, the last Ganite King of Elundium is trapped,
siege-locked within the Ganite City. He waits in terror
bravely trying to master his fear of the dark as the bl ack
shadowy Ni ght beast armnmy swarns against the walls of his once
beautiful city. Unknown to the King during these desperate
daylights as the great wall crunbles, Thanehand, the candl enan’
s son he despatched with a | ast nessage to the fortress of
Underfall, has survived his dangerous journey and risen from
hunbl e nessenger in the shadows of Wrld's End to | ead the
warriors of Underfall to victory on the high plateau of
Mantern's Mountain before the Gates of Night.

Krul shards, the Master of Nightbeasts, has fled from

def eat back into the darkness and Thane waits with bated

breath between the black gates, stretching his hand up

towards the ow that hovers with his grandfather's sword held
inits talons. He knows that with that sword in his hand he can
enter the darkness and destroy Krul shards.

Into the City of N ght

Thanehand bal anced lightly on the balls of his feet, stretching
hi s hand towards the hovering ow . Laughing, he closed his
fingers around the hilt of his grandfather's sword and took it
easily fromEagle OM's tal ons

"Thoron i s somewhere beyond the bl ack gates,' he whi spered
tothe owl. "But I will find himno matter how thick the
dar kness becones.'

Thane turned towards the plateau and lifted his sword to

catch all the evening light, sweeping it in a glittering arc above
his head. The warriors surged forward, a shout of victory on

their Iips.

"Who will follow nme into the darkness?' he cried, taking a
step towards the black marble gates that led into the Cty of
Ni ght. Behind himan eerie battle silence spread across the
pl ateau. Thane hesitated and | ooked back towards the warriors
beneath the standard of the oW in blue and gold and

saw their fear of the dark pass |ike a shadow across their
faces.

"I's there none brave enough to hold nmy spark while | fight
with the Master of Night to free Thoron?' he shout ed.

Al the Marchers, Gallopers and Archers had shuffled to a

halt, unable to face their fears and | ook Thanehand in the eye.
Tonbel , the greatest Marcher Captain in all El undium

shoul dered his way through the press of warriors until he
stood before Thane. Lifting his broad Marching sword he

poi nted at the body of Amarch, Thoron's warhorse, where

1
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I will lead you, Thane,' rang a clear voice near the bl ack
gat es.

Tombel spun round and stared in bew | dernent at WII ow
Leaf, the tunnel slave who had hel ped to defeat the N ghtbeast
army at Battle's End fromwi thin the Gty of N ght.

"Who in all Elundium...?" gasped Tonbel, his |ook
passing fromW Il ow s shell-like ears and huge round eyes to
his white, alnbst transparent, skin.

Thane | aughed, for a nonment forgetting his haste. 'WII ow,
come and neet the greatest Lord of the Marchers ever to
cross Elundium'

"The horse at Wllow s side is a greater lord than | could
ever be!' said Tonbel, admringly.

"He is the Lord of Horses, Equestrius,' WIlow replied,
proudly, noving forward to stand before Tonbel. '"He is

the greatest warhorse ever to live. He took nme back into the
City of Nght and helped ne to rally ny people into a great
army. Together we won the black gates and the beautiful
sunlight.'

Then he renmenbered the old nare, Evening Star, who had

started it all an age ago when the Lord of Horses had served
her while the N ghtbeasts slept; and his | arge eyes grew soft,
filling with a far away | ook. 'Well, alnost the greatest horse
ever to live.'

Equestrius snorted, nudging Wllow with his head. Tonbe
| aughed, saying, 'You go too fast for an old Marcher, child.
Start at the beginning, tell me who you are.

Thane turned inpatiently towards the setting sun. 'Thoron's
life may hang on each word we waste. Let it be enough
for now to know that wi thout WIIlow and the bl ack warhorse

she lay, stabbed to death, before the black gates. He | owered
his eyes and wept.

"Dearly would | | ove to avenge her death and help you to

free your grandfather but without a glimer of starlight, no
matter how faint, how can |? | fear the dark and | cannot be at
your side, not even to hold the spark.

2

you woul d have found us tranpl ed beneath the Ni ghtbeast
arny.' -~

"Lord, | will lead you to the very heart of our tornent,
through bl ack chambers that are choked with the forgotten
bones of our people. | will guide you to the chanmber where
Thoron hangs, but you can only travel that road if you are not
afraid of the dark, for within the City of Night there is a
bl ackness so conplete that you will be lost, even within
yourself, if night holds any fear for you.

Wl low turned, grimfaced, towards the warrior arny and
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called in a loud voice. 'I will take anyone who is not afraid of
the dark."'

Thane | aughed, moving into the entrance. 'I was born to

the Candl elighter in Candl ebane Hall. | fear nothing in the
dark.'

"There are no candles in the City of N ght,' added WII ow.

"I will stand by your side,' cried out Kyotorm a little
nervously. 'The dash to Wrld' s End nade us brothers. | will
go with you.'

Tombel noved cl ose to Thane and whi spered, 'My heart
yearns to follow you, but | cannot face the darkness. Forgive
me. '

Thane took Tonbel's hand and gripped it tightly. 'Oh,

Lord and greatest Marcher Captain, when | cane to your

house, a | ow and hunbl e Candl eman's son, you nade ne

strong with patient hours of teaching. You readied ne for this

task and taught ne that we nust use the strengths we have.

Your place is here beneath the stars, marshalling day's end

and setting fair the weck of battle. Wait for us two daylights
on the high plateau. If we have not returned by then, go back
to Underfall and strengthen it against the Master of Darkness.
We are ready to go now.'

' There are no candl es beneath the nountain to |ight the
way,' repeated WI I ow.

‘"Nor were there candles on the road,' answered Thane.
"l ~ul cade, chief Loftmaster OM shall conme with us and be ny

3

eyes for he can see in the dark.

Esteron, the Warhorse who had carried Thane the | ength
of Elundium snorted and pawed the ground. 'Esteron shal
come, for he fears nothing that noves by night.'

Kyot hesitated between the great marble portals as a hot
wi nd bl ew on his face and cries of terror cane out of the dark
"I cannot cone with you into that blackness!’

' Take nmy hand, brother,' Thane whi spered as Rockspray
the Battle OM stooped to Kyot's shoul der and hooted a
chal | enge at the darkness.

Kyot | aughed, lifted his hand and caressed the ow's chest
feathers. 'You will be ny eyes, great bird of war. Now | can
foll ow"'

W | ow passed into the darkness, his eyes wi dening as the
Mght shapes cl osed off the |ast shades of evening light, and
followed the main highway into the heart of Mantern's
Mountain. ' Take care,' wllow whispered, 'for the N ghtbeast
arnmour has poison in the spikes.

They carefully picked their way between the fallen carcasses
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that littered and in sonme places al nost bl ocked their road.

"You fought a great battle here in the darkness,' Thane
called out softly to Wllow, lighting his spark to find a way
t hrough the heaps of dead.

"Put out the light!' hissed Wllow. 'l can hear voices far
ahead of us retreating into the high chanbers.

4
Seeds of Revenge

' Curse you, Thanehand!' screanmed Krul shards, the Master of
Ni ght beasts, withdrawing further into the safety of the Cty of
Ni ght, forcing a passage through the piles of Mhtbeast dead.

' Thanehand!' he snarled, halting between the now |ifeless

Gat ewat chers and turning to stare hatefully at the figure of
the young warrior standing defiantly between the black gates.
"I know your nane, foul Galloperspawn,' he cried, draw ng the
battle-torn black malice he wore tightly around his shoul ders.
"And | curse the day you crawl ed out of your nother's belly to
seek nmy ruin.'

Sobbing with rage Krul shards, the Master of N ghtnares,
spat at the ground. He | ooked past Thane at the Marchers
and Gal | opers of Elundium crowdi ng towards the gates and
saw the neasure of his defeat. The | ast shadowy nmass of his
Ni ght beast arny was being tranpled and overrun by the wild
War hor ses

' Thanehand! Gal |l oper's spawn!' he ground the name of

Hand between his teeth, watching the boy reach up towards

the ow stooping out of the clear evening sky, stretching his
fingers for the long Galloping sword in the ow's talons.

Krul shards struck his fist against the rough tunnel wall and
began to turn towards the secret roads that led to his high
chanmbers in the centre of the city, far away fromthe Iight, but
Thane cried out to the stooping ow, making Krul shards turn
back and lis'Eagle OM! | am Thanehand, Thoronhand' s grandson,

s

and | have great need of the blade you carry, for G andfather
is still a prisoner inthe City of Night. Lend nme the sword, so
that | can rescue him Please help ne.'

" Thoron! Thoron!' Krul shards whi spered, creeping back
towards the bl ack gates, searching his menory, going through
each and every bl ack chamber of his nightmare city; tryng to
remenber where he had chained this Thoron.

The ow was shunning Thane's hand, taking the sword up

away fromhim casting fear and doubt through the advancing
warriors. Krul shards |aughed and cupping his bone bl ack,
skinless fingers to his mouth, called back into the darkness,
summoni ng the Ni ghtshards he had bred to defend the high
chambers

"Cone to nme, blind beasts!' he shouted. 'Link your spare
bl ades and defend ne here in the entrance of night. Forma
shadowl ess circle in the dark while | seek the weakness in this
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warrior and find a way to kill him"' ~

The Master of N ghtmares watched the owl hesitate and

hover above the high plateau. 'Thoron!' he |aughed, roughly
pushing aside two of the gathering N ghtshards that bl ocked
his view of the black marble entrance. 'Now | see his
weakness,' he hissed, scratching at his raw grey layers of jaw
muscl e where they fused on to the bone.

'"He seeks to free his blood kin. He seeks to free the ancient
Gal | oper!' Krul shards | aughed agai n, renenbering the

anci ent rider he had unhorsed and captured near the bl ack
gates an age ago and hung up for torture in the high domed
chanmber deep in the heart of the city. He had al nost
forgotten the old Galloper, but nowif he was quick he could
spoi | Thanehand's victory.

"I"ll skin him Peel the strips of skin. . .' Geedy for revenge
Krul shards spun round towards the fastest, darkest road but
stunbl ed, catching at the broken arrow shaft enbedded in his
shoul der.

"Curse all Archers!' he screanmed, digging his fingernails
between the | ayers of rotten flesh beneath the black malice,

6

searching for the arrow head that Kyotorm had true-ained at

hi mduring the height of the battle. Cosing his fingers around
the broken shaft and screwing his red eyes shut against the
pain he wenched at the blade, gasping as it tore free.

"I will take your eyes for this, Archer, and feed themto ny
blind beasts,' he snarled, lifting what he thought was not hing
nmore than a steel arrowhead to his mouth. Savagely he bit at
it, clanping his jaws together.

"No!" he cried, too late as the blade crushed between his
teeth and ground to a fine powder. 'Curse glass arrow heads

of Clatterford!' he choked as the core of the arrow head
snapped, releasing a tiny point of sunlight that had | ong ago
been trapped within the battle blackened glass. It exploded in
a blinding flash of pure white light that burned on his tongue,
etching his foul shadow against the tunnel wall.

Krul shards screanmed, clutching at his throat as the white

|ight seared across the roof of his nouth. He staggered
backwards, trying to spit out the light but he fell against the
blind beasts and swal |l owed the burning flame. Burying his

head in the shadowy folds of the malice he wept as his

new made shadow | eapt up and plunged anbngst the circle of

Ni ght shar ds

"Curse all light!" he snarled, struggling to his feet and trying
to snother the shadow.

'Master' Master!' a harsh voice called out.

Krul shards shook his head free fromthe malice and stared,
bl i nki ng, towards the black gates.

"Who dares to enter the City of N ght? he hissed, draw ng
the | ong dagger he had used to kill the Warhorse, Amarch, as
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he retreated between the gates.

Heavy, dragging footsteps drew cl oser. Krulshards put the
dagger bl ade against his lips and licked at the \Warhorse

bl ood, easing away the bitter taste of the pure sunlight the
arrow head had left on his tongue.

"Master, are you hurt?' the harsh voice cried out. The
footfalls slowed to a shune, and then stopped a few paces

7

fromthe N ghtshards. Blind heads turned, follow ng the
Voi ce.

"Quiet, fool!' hissed Krul shards, seeing the bul ky, m sshapen
form of Kerzolde, his one-eyed, broken-clawed Captain,
just beyond the circle.

"What do you bring me, Nightmare, except whispers of
defeat? | saw you attack the Gall operspawn between the gates
and yet you failed to kill him"

Krul shards turned towards the captain, took one giant step
and roughly pulled Kerzolde into the circle beside him

"Master! | bring you news!' cried Kerzol de

"What news, but the victory of the cursed sunlight, fool?

can see the rout, the destruction, w thout the help of your

eye. But they shall pay. Every one of themw || pay; one by

one, alone and in the dark. | will take their skin, freshstripped,
before their bones grow cold, to nake new N ght beast

armour. None shall escape!

"Master!' Kerzolde begged. 'Elundiumis enpty. Every

warrior that could Iift a sword is beyond the gates. But the
great Ni ghtbeast arny you sent against the Ganite City is
safe and still unknown to the warriors that have defeated us
here. W nust escape and destroy the Granite King while

they rejoice in their victory.'

'"Escape with this shadow ' hissed Krul shards, pointing at

the dark shape that followed his every novenment. 'W nust

wait until the cursed light of Clatterford pales, then we shal
enter Elundium but first we will torture the Gall oper hangi ng
in the high chanber and then throw his corpse out on to the

hi gh pl ateau.'

Kerzolde lifted his broken claw to salute the Master of
Ni ght beasts and caught something hanging in the battle tears
of his cl oak.

Krul shards pointed at the claw. 'Wat is this?

Ker zol de | aughed, holding up the delicate silver finger
bow he had snatched from Thane's belt as they fought
bet ween the bl ack gates.

8
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"It belonged to the foul Thanehand, Master. | took it, his
treasure, the nonent before he-escaped ny | ast hamer

bl ow. '

"Treasure indeed!' whispered the Master of N ghtnares,
stretching out a hand to take the finger bow. It was snooth

and perfectly round i mshape, finely blennished fromthe

purest silver, and yet its touch was as ice in Krul shards' hands
and he recoiled, letting it slip through his fingers and fall to
the ground. It struck the tunnel floor with a clear sweet note
that rang out in the darkness, and rolled into the |ower folds
of the malice where they swept across the ground. Bending

qui ckly, Krul shards chased the silver cup and caught it up in
his fingers by the fine, broken, silver chain. Twitching at the
burni ng col dness of the chain against his skinless sinews he
lifted it up. He turned it over and over, scratching with his
fingernails at the finely engraved | egend that ran around the
lip of the bow .

"Eli onbel of Wodsedge, nmy f nger boreal,' the letters spelt, and
woven into the loops and tails of the letters a new word had
been etched, sharp to the touch.

' Thanehand,' Krul shards spat, followi ng the groove with his
fingernails.

' Thanehand,' he whi spered again, gathering a ball of hot
venomin his nouth and spitting it into the cup. The venom

hi ssed and bubbl ed, burning into the silver, staining it black
wi th hatred.

"Who is Elionbel? he cried, turning on Kerzol de.

Kerzol de shivered. The Master of N ghtrmares' hands were
on his throat, his new made shadow towering over him
searching for the truth.

'Master, she was the . Ker zol de hesitated, choking on
his own lies, feeling the iron grip begin to tighten

"The truth, you fool,' Krulshards hissed. '| made you in ny
imge to destroy others, not tolie to ne.’

"I was afraid, Master,' Kerzolde gurgled. The hand sl ackened
and allowed himto fall to the ground.

9
"Who is Elionbel? Krulshards hissed again, pressing the
finger bow hard agai nst Kerzol de's cheek

'She is Marcher Tonbel's daughter, Master,' Kerzol de
wept, clutching at the hem of the malice.

"You lied me into ignorance, Captainbeast! You knew of
her ties with the Thanehand and kept it a secret.

'"No, Master! | knew nothing of the |ove between them |
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had captured her as a delicacy for your table.

"The truth!' Krul shards roared, casting back the nalice to
expose the raw sinews and rotten flesh of his shadowy body.
"Only the truth.'

"Master, it was when you sent us after the nessenger who
rode towards the G anite City. W had chased him far across
El undi um and al nost overtaken himon the edge of the Bl ack
Forest but he escaped the circle of N ghtbeasts we set

agai nst himand sought refuge in the Wayhouse at Wodsedge.
Under cover of darkness, in the eye of a blizzard, we
attacked and sacked the Wayhouse, but the messenger had
gone, his tracks hidden beneath the snow. W killed all the
Marchers we could find and stole Elionbel, Master. | was
afraid to return enpty-handed. | was going to bring her to you
for torture, but the foul Galloperspawn, Thanehand, and

El i onbel 's father, Tonbel, overran us as the sun was rising
and took her back. G eat Master, | know nothing nore.'

"You dared to keep this a secret and lie to me about the
messenger's deat h?' Krul shards screamed, tearing his fingernails
in deep plough lines across Kerzolde's face. 'In better

times | would have stripped back your arnour and thrown

your skinless body on to the high plateau, to die when the sun
rose. But | have sonme need of you now.'

‘Master,' Kerzolde cried, craming forward, 'fear of your

rage made ne lie to you. The Gal | operspawn has pl agued ne,

Lord. | could not kill him He is a true nightmare that foll ows
me everywhere.'

Krul shards turned towards the entrance, licking at his
dagger bl ade, curling his tongue around it as he | ooked out

10

across the battle-strewn plateau. 'You say every warrior in
El undi um was gat hered here?' he asked. 'Even Tonbel, the
Mar cher ?'

'Yes, Master,' Kerzolde cried, rising to his knees. 'Perhaps
the messenger died in the snow and never reached the
Ganite Cty.'

Krul shards turned harshly on his Captai nbeast where he
knelt, huddl ed agai nst the tunnel wall, and pressed the dagger
bl ade into the coarse hairy skin below his jaw.

"You fool,' he hissed. 'The messenger escaped. | know it

now, and he warned the Granite King that ny Nightbeasts

were once nore | oose in Elundium Wy else would the King
have gathered the Marchers, Gallopers and Archers into a
great army. He was weak, terrified of the dark, and strangl ed
by indecision; but the nessenger nust have given him
strength and purpose, and the tine to march agai nst ne.
Unless . . .'

Krul shards hesitated, curling his |ips back across his

ragged teeth, 'Unless Nevian, the Master of Magic, warned
him'
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"But he did not march, great Lord,' Kerzol de whi spered
"He is siege-locked in the Ganite Gty, and nowhere to be
seen on this battlefield."'

Krul shards shrank back into his malice, wapping hinself
in dark thoughts.

- '"There is a new power in Elundium' he whispered, turning
hi s hooded eyes towards the gates. 'It is nore powerful than
the Granite King's. And this power does not fear the dark.'

' Thanehand, the Gall operspawn!' cried Kerzol de. 'He
brought the warriors to our doors, follow ng the bright banner
of the sun that he carries.'

Krul shards | aughed, draw ng Kerzol de so close to himthat
their foul breaths nmixed, filling the tunnel with yell ow
sul phurous funes.

' Capt ai nbeast,, he whi spered, 'you have stunbled on the
truth, blindly. He is the one | nust destroy, and you have

11
brought me his weakness. This foul finger-bow wll be his
undoing, and in time will lure himalone, into the darkness.'

'How, Master?' Kerzolde asked in a nervous voi ce.

"How?' | aughed the Master of N ghtbeasts. 'Nvhy, you shal

|l ead me to the Wayhouse on the edge of Maritern~s Forest,

and there | will steal the fair Elionbel, and bairn her back [g
the City of Night. She will be my lure. But first we will spoi
Thanehand's victory. Come quickly, follow ne into the high
chanmbers where | hung that ancient Galloper, for he is

anot her weakness in Thanehand, and | think the nost trivial
reason for the great arny massing at our gates. Magicians arid
messengers had nothing to do with this battle.'

Krul shards spat at the ground and | aughed. 'Victory will pe
a skinless corpse to carry home. Thanehand, and ruin arid
disaster will neet your every footstep. For | shall go before

you, burning and destroying all you hold deal.

Breat hl essly Krul shards ran al ong the darkened narrow

roads that led into the domed chanber where Thoronhand

hung, suspended by two iron chains froma giant stake driven
into the rough chanber roof.

" Thoronhand!' he hissed, prodding at the ancient warriors
dangling feet, cutting easily into the ruined |eather of his
riding boots with a spear bl ade he had snatched from one of
the Ni ghtshards, and sending himspinning giddily in the

dar kness.

"I bring you news, Thoron,' he nocked, |anding up the
silver finger bow above his head.

"Battle's end has now cone and | have a hard won trophy to
show you, cut fromyour dead grandson's hand. Look! Look,
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foul Galloper, for all is lost in the battle before ny gates, and
all those who gathered to take you back into the |ight have
perished. The sun is setting over the ruin, Thoron, casting

| ong shadows from where they lie, piled high ire carrion heaps
for an age of Nightbeasts' feasts.'

Krul shards | aughed cruelly, shaking the dead | ocks of
twi sted hair he had plaited across the top of his head.

12

1
A ;.

"Listen, Warrior,' he whispered. 'Listen to the silence of
your defeat. Listen to the darkness, Thoronhand. You are the
last warrior in all Elundium and the sun will never rise for
you again.'

Krul shards unsheat hed hi s skinning hook, wetting the
bl ade with his tongue.

"What say you now, Warrior?' he hissed, draw ng the
Ni ghtshards into a circle around the dangling prisoner

Thoron lifted his ancient head and stared down at the

Mast er of Ni ghtbeasts, catching a glinmrer of the faint rays of
sunlight that shone out beneath the malice. Throwi ng his

head back he | et a shout of laughter fall fromhis cracked and
dirty lips. "Rumpur is a poor truth, N ghtrmare. Look to your
cloak, for that tells of real day's end. What is it you hide
beneath that foul black rag? Is it arrowlights fromdatterford,
or ruin before the Gates of N ght?

"Truth! This is the truth!' screaned Krul shards, wrapping
the weakeni ng sunlight within the folds of the nalice and
thrusting the finger bowl up into Thoron's face, catching the
fine silver chain in the straggly ends of the old man's beard.

"There are fewin all El ur~di umwho could remenber the
Crystal Maker of Catterford and his foul glass arrow heads,'
hi ssed the N ghtbeast, 'but one lucky strike does not win a
battl e or speak of victory. Read the names upon the bow ,
Thoronhand, and then see who speaks the truth of battle's
end!"’

Thoron narrowed his eyes and traced each letter, spelling
out the words witten on the bow . 'Thane!' he whispered,
renmenbering the young lad, imagining himclearly in the
darkness sitting astride the great Warhorse, Amarch, with
Battle OM s perching on his shoul ders. Thoron |l et his head
fall forward.

' Thane!' he whispered again, only this tine fiercely,
squeezi ng back the tears, gathering his failing courage.
Proudly he lifted his head and stared into Krul shards' hooded
eyes.

13
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"Nightmare!' he whispered. 'One | ook fromyou, the Mster

of Nightrmares, is runmoured to kill a man, and one shout to
turn himdeaf, but | do not fear you, not even now, at the end.
You are nothing but a stench that spoils the air. A creeping
darkness that hides fromthe light.'

Thoron sobbed bitterly, shaking the chains that bound his
wists. 'l have nothing to fear fromyou, N ghtmare. You have
al ready destroyed everything | |ove.'

"Al'l dead!' | aughed Krul shards. 'Warhorses, OM s, Border

Hounds and all the warriors of Elundium and between the

gates of this beautiful city lies your blood kin. Here, smell his
bl ood on ny blade. Taste it before it dries.’

Thoron shuddered, turning his head away fromthe dagger

"But Elionbel, she lives!' whispered the Master of N ghtnares. '
And she will be mne, taken in victory as | sweep
across Elundium destroying the |ight.

"Eli onbel ?* Thoron cried, turning his face back towards
Krul shards, remenbering her; fair, gentle Elionbel of
Wyodsedge. ' Take my life, but spare hers!

Krul shards | aughed, reaching up with the curved skinning
hook and piercing the leathery winkl ed skin beneath Thoron
s chin.

"I already have your life, Thoronhand. You are not hing
here in the darkness but a |lost noment from the sunlight
worl d of Elundium You are hel pl ess and al one.'

Thoron gurgled, feeling the sharp edge of the hook touch

his jaw bone, and flinched against the pain. Suddenly he cried
out, 'Fly, great bird of war. Escape into the dying hours of
sunlight. Fly!'

Krul shards hesitated, letting his hand slip fromthe handl e
of the hook. Spinning round he snarled, 'Wo has dared to
enter the darkness?

Thoron | aughed, choking agai nst the curve of the hook and
wat ched the dark shape of Silverwing spread his wings to
stoop. Silent and unseen in the darkness above Thoron's
head, the oW had waited, turning his aged head fromside to

14

side, catching every tiny sound in the chanber. Now he was
ready and knew where each beast stood. Blindly he stared
down at the Master of Darkness and flexed his talons to
strike.

Kerzol de pointed into the doned roof with his broken claw.
'There, Master, above Thoron's head. | can see the white
eyes. Look!'

Krul shards | ooked up, unhooding his eyes to stare the ow
to death, but Silverwing, blind to the | ook, stooped at the
Ni ghtmare's face, tearing his razor-sharp tal ons across the
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raw, unguarded fl esh. Krul shards staggered backwards,
screaming as the ow's strike cut into his face. Thrusting
upwards with both hands he drove the dagger deep into the
ow 's chest.

Runni ng footsteps echoed in the high doned chanber,

drawn on by Kerzol de's warning shout as he | eapt to defend

the entrance. Blind beasts stunmbled into each other in the
rising tide of sound. Thoron kicked with both feet at Krul shards,
catching his boots in the malice.

"I amnot alone, Nightmare,' he cried, 'Listen! Listen!’

"Run! Run!' hissed WIlow, urging Thane to follow him 'The
Mast er of Ni ghtbeasts has your grandfather's life in his
hands."'

' How many Ni ght beasts?' Thane asked, running hard to
keep pace with WIIlow, stumbling against unseen faults in the
tunnel fl oor.

"Many!' WIlow replied, suddenly disappearing into a bl ack
void on Thane's |eft. Thane hesitated and Kyot collided into
him dropping his father's bow

"Curse this darkness,' he nmuttered, feeling gingerly in the
gritty marble dust for the weapon.

"I's this what you seek?' Thane asked, holding it up. 'You
can see in the dark!' exclainmed Kyot, feeling along the |length
of the bow for any damage to the oil ed wood.

"Alittle," Thane replied, turning into the black entrance
15

Wl ow had taken. The narrow tunnel spiralled upwards,

wel | marked with N ghtbeast claw prints. The air was

hot and stifling, filling their noses with the stench of rotten
flesh.

"Nightrmares,' WII|ow whispered, halting for a nonent to
sniff the air. 'W are close to them now.'

"Did you use tills tunnel to escape fromthe darkness?
Thane asked, keeping his voice to a whisper.

"No!" WIllowreplied, 'Qur route was by old, long-forgotten
roads, dug by ny grandelders. Look at this tunnel floor. This
was a wel | -used road before the bathe.'’

"But will it |lead us to where Thoron hangs?' Thane asked.

Wllow smled in the darkness, and replied, 'Snell She air,
Thane. '

Thane wrinkl ed his nose against the stench of rotting flesh.
It had grown stronger the higher they had clinbed and was
now maki ng him feel dizzy.

"This stench is far worse than any N ghtbeast | have ever
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snelt,' he choked. 'It is even worse than She N ghtnmare,
Ker zol de, and he snelt bad enough.'’

Wl low laughed. 'It is the snmell of death. It is the smell of
Krul shards, the Master of Nightbeasts, and he is the nost
terrifying and powerful beast chat ever wal ked in El undi um

Do not look into his eyes, or listen to his voice, for he wll
blind you and send you mad with deaf ness.

"How can | fight against hinP' Thane hissed, gripping
WIllow s arm

"First you nust tread on his shadow. The El der told ne in
his last death ratde chat to tread on the Master of Nightbeasts
shadow traps him frozen, for the killing stroke.

"But he is shadowl ess in the dark!' Thane cri ed.

"And al | -powerful, beyond man's power to kill,' WIIow
whi sper ed.

Thane ran his finger along the cutting edge of Thoron's
sword, feeling hel pless at She task ahead. Esteron nickered
softly, nudgi ng Thane's shoul der, and Mil cade hooted in the
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darkness. Thane | aughed, 'We are nore than nen, WII ow.
Lead us to tills N ghtnare.

W1l ow noved forward again, crouching against the tunne
wal | . The voi ce ahead of them had grown | ouder, alnobst to
shouting pitch.

"Quickly," WIllow cried, 'Krulshards is going to kill your
grandf at her! Run! Run!'

The tunnel turned a sharp corner and cane to an abrupt

end in the high-doned chanber. Thoron hung in the centre

of the chanber, kicking wildly at Krulshards, his feet tangled
in the nalice. The dark shape of an ow, hooked by its tal ons
on to Krulshards' face, beat its w ngs, shrieking as the

Ni ght beast plunged a bl ack-bl aded dagger into its chest.

Blind beasts in a circle around Thoron Thrust their spears at
his struggling body.

"N gh/shards!' WIllow cried, cowering in the entrance of
the chanber. 'They were in the Elders' stories. Only light can
harm themin the darkness, or penetrate Heir arnour!’

The Ni ghtshards had turned as one towards the sound of
WIllow s voice, and his words were | ost beneath their snarling
screans. Slowy they advanced, step by step, spears Thrusting,
on the entrance.

Thane | eapt into the chanber, plunging his sword at the

cl osest beast, but the blade turned harm essly against its
arnmour. Ducki ng beneath the Thrusting spear he struck again,

a slashing stroke chat sent up a shower of bright sparks in the

darkness as the bl ade bounced off the Ni ghtshard's arm
Thane's hand burned with nunbness fromtile force of a
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stroke and he quickly stepped back into the entrance.

' Thanehand!' Krul shards screaned, tearing the o from

his face and throwing it to the floor. The N ghtshards had
broken the circle around Thoron and now filled the entrance
of the chamber. Rage dribbled fromtheir nouths and jagged
spears were raised to kill Thane. Esteron reared, Thrashing
with his forelegs at the N ghtshards' arnour. Thane drew his
dagger, that Ducl os the swordsnman had given him and

17

ducki ng beneath Esteron's hooves he sl ashed hel pl essly at the

Ni ght mare shapes that towered over them Ml cade stooped

at the Nightshards' faces, ripping at their eyes, but his talons
only screeched across their snmooth, blind faces.

"Grandfather!’' Thane cried, as he lost his footing and
sl i pped beneath the | eading N ghtshard, the beast's spearbl ade
now a handspan from his heart.

Suddenly a rushing wind filled the entrance, passing so

close to Thane's shoul der that he felt it touch his face, and
sonet hing carried by the wind forced the N ghtshard back
sending his spear harmessly into the ground beside Thane's
head. A blinding flash of light filled the chanber, then

anot her and another, each one killing a N ghtbeast as it

expl oded, sending themcrashing to the floor. Krul shards
screamed, covering his face with his malice against the flashes
of light and reached up, scranbling wildly with outstretched
fingers for the skinning hook

"They will not find you alive, foul Galloper,' he spat at the
old man, gripping the handle of his hook and pulling hard at
Thoron's throat. Thoron struggl ed desperately as the bl ade
tore through the muscles below his jaw. Kicking with all his
strength at Krul shards' bone bl ack fingers he toppled the
Mast er of N ghtmares, sending him stunbling backwards to

trip over the body of Silverwing where it |lay on the chamber
floor. Thoron screaned as the hook tore free, his head

sl unmpi ng forwards. Darkness closed about him shutting out
the pain.

"Thane,' he gurgled, his nouth falling usel essly open

Krul shards sprang quickly to his feet, clutched at Thoron's
linp and lifel ess | egs and spun hi m once.

"He is dead, Master!' Kerzolde cried, junping between two

Ni ght shards still defending the chanber and sw nging his
hamrer at Thane. Krul shards | ooked from hi s weakeni ng
shadow to his dying blind beasts and grabbed Kerzol de by his
iron collar. |,

"W nust escape,' he hissed, 'before that Archer of
18

Clatterford strengthens nmy shadow with his foul blades of
gl ass. Quickly, come! There are secret roads where even the
Gal | operspawn will not dare to foll ow us.'
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"Master, | follow' Kerzolde cried, disappearing into a | ow
entrance on the far side of the chamber, running at the heels
of the Master of Nightbeasts into the bowels of the nountain,
where night grew thick enough to touch and tasted bitter on

t he tongue.

Thane had wat ched Krul shards attack his grandfather but

was powerless to help him Watever was killing the N ghtshards
was travelling in the rushing wi nd passing just above

his head. Carefully he turned, rolling on to his stonach, and
saw the great Bow of Ormin Kyot's hand, the string stil
singing softly fromthe last arrowshaft to touch it. @ ancing
back into the chanber he saw the floor littered with the

Ni ght shards' tangl ed bodi es.

' You overcane the darkness!' Thane whispered, rising to
hi s knees.

"No!" replied Kyot. 'Rockspray took each arrow out of the
qui ver; he guided ny hands and becane ny eyes. He really is
a mghty bird of war!'’

Thane | aughed, rising to his feet. 'And the Arnourers of

Stunmble H Il must have great skill with the hamrer to forge
such arrow heads, for each one brought sunlight into the
darkness. | clearly saw Krul shards' shadow.'

Kyot frowned, and noving forwards, turned over the
nearest N ghtshard, pulled out the arrow shaft and exam ned
it.

'These arrows are not fromStunble Hill,' he exclained,
passing the charred shaft to Thane. 'We have great skill to
forge steel arrow heads but these are made of glass!’

Kyot reached into his quiver, wthdrew the renmining

arrows and passed themto Thane. ' These arrows were nade

at Stunble Hill; ook how the Arnourer forged the fine steel
points, but I do not know who made the gl ass arrow heads, or
why Rockspray chose themout of the quiver. My father gave

19
me the quiver ready-loaded just before | left the tower of
Stunble HIl. Al he said before we took to the G eenway was

"Use each one sparingly, for there are none to match themin
all Elundium" '

Thane frowned, passing the arrows back to Kyot, 'Well

whoever nmade them they had a great power in the darkness,

but do not forget it is inthe armthat pulls the string that the
greatness lies.'

WIllow called out urgently, 'Hurry, Thoron is wounded.

Thane, with Mil cade on his shoul der, Kyot with Rockspray
on his, and Esteron, followed WIIlow into the hi ghdoned
chanber and stood bel ow Thoron's dangling boots.

Slowy he turned in the icy draught of nountain air, warm
drops of bl ood dripping fromthe gaping wound in his neck
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" Grandf at her,' Thane whi spered, reaching up to touch the
old man's boots, but they were beyond his reach

"Do you think he is still alive? asked Kyot, feeling the bl ood
spl ash on his face as he | ooked up into the darkness.

"It is safe to light your spark now," WIllow said, turning to
Thane.

Thane it the spark and handed it to Kyot. Esteron

whi nni ed softly and knelt for Thane to clinb on to the saddle.
Thane held on with both hands as Esteron rose to his feet,

and t hen bal anced on tiptoe and tried to listen for his
grandfather's heartbeat. Thoron's beard had grown into a

thick and tangl ed mess, full of half-eaten scraps of food that
were stiff and greasy to the touch. G ngerly Thane gat hered
the beard in his left hand and cut it away just bel ow the chin,
and putting his ear to the old man's chest, he listened and
heard in the night's silence a faint heartbeat.

"He is still alive,' he whispered, feeling tears of joy well up
in his eyes.

"Quick, bind the wound in his neck before he bleeds to
death,' Kyot called. 'Use the scarfs

Thane let the dirty beard fall to the ground and untied the
sunmer scarf fromhis arm It had becone his banner of |ight

20

in the shadows of World's End, sonehow catching and

hol ding the sunlight, and even here in the darkness the words
of love that Elionbel had sewn into the silk shone and
sparkl ed

"Elionbel," Thane whispered, lifting his grandfather's head

and carefully wapping the scarf across the gapi hg wound.
Thoron's bl ood quickly soaked into the silk, turning the

picture of the sun bright red and it seemed alnost as if it were
glowing in the dark.

W | ow gasped, |ooking at the bright colours in the scarf,
' The sun has cone into the City of N ght!

'That scarf has great powers,' Kyot nuttered, gripping the
spark to stop his hand from shaki ng.

"No!"' Thane whispered fiercely. "It is my nother's sumer

scarf. | took it fromher at our parting. If it shines at all it is
because it reflects her love of the sunlight, for she wove it in
the shadows of the great wall that rings the Ganite City.' The
anger in Thane's voi ce ebbed away as he whi spered, 'She did

not dabble in magic.'

Kyot bit his tongue, wi shing he had kept his thoughts to

hi nsel f. There was sonethi ng about the scarf, something

magi cal, that made it shine. He had seen it during the battle,
catching all the glories of the sun, and driving back the

Myht beast s' shadows. Sighing, he quickly changed the subject.

He pointed at Thoron's wists and asked how t hey were

going to cut through the chains to get himdown. Thane

exam ned the iron shackles and saw that the | ock was a sinple
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iron bolt, rusty with age, that passed through two crudel yhammered
flanges on either side of the shackles.

"Two hammrer bl ows shoul d break open these chains,' he
answer ed, searching the chanber floor for sonething heavy
enough to use.

"WIIl this do? WIllowcalled fromthe far side of the
chanmber, holding up the mace that Kerzol de had dropped as
he fled at Krul shards' heels.

Thane took the | ong-handl ed hanmer and struck a sharp
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bl ow at the shackle on Thoron's left wist. The force of the
bl ow sent the iron pin flying across the chanber and the
shackl e broke in two, releasing Thoron's arm and sendi ng

hi m spi nni ng agai nst Thane, knocking himoff the saddle on
to the chanmber floor. Esteron knelt again for Thane to clinb
back into the saddle.

"Let me help you,' willow called out, springing lightly on to
the saddl e besi de Thane and steadying the old man's | egs.
Thane swung the hammer again and broke open the second
shackl e. Thoron slunped into his grandson's arns and

Thane gently lowered himinto the saddl e.

"W nust get himto the Healer's,' he urged, putting his ear
to the old nan's chest again. The heartbeat was weaker now,
and stunmbling erratically.

"What of Krul shards?" W1l ow asked. 'He is escaping
through the I ower roads. | would | ead you down into the heart
of the mountain follow ng his voice. But we must go now'

Thane hesitated, |ooking fromthe | ow entrance where
W Il ow waited on his answer back to the tunnel that led to the
bl ack gates and the | ate evening sunlight.

"I nust follow the N ghtmare, G andfather,' he whispered,
taking the old man's fragile hand into his. 'I saw the |ight
beneath the malice and | dare not lose this nonent to tread
on his shadow and rid all Elundiumof his terror.

"The warriors are waiting for us, Thane,' whispered Kyot,

fearing to foll ow anot her darker road. 'It would seal a great
victory to take your grandfather out of the darkness,' he
ur ged.

"But the Nightbeast had a shadow. | saw it!' cried Thane,
"It followed himthrough that black entrance!"’

"Hurry,' urged WIllow 'Their footsteps are grow ng ever
fainter.'

Thane tw sted around, biting on his knuckles and took hal f
a step.

"Thoron will die without the Healer's hand,' hissed Kyot,
catching hold of Thane's sleeve. 'Is that what you crossed
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El undiumfor, to leave himin the dark?

"All Elundiumwill be covered in darkness if the Master of
Ni ght beasts escapes!' cried WI I ow.

Thane turned, his mnd torn in tw. He knelt to gather up
Silverwing's lifeless body into his arns. 'Wat would you have
done, brave Battle OM ?' he whispered in despair. 'Wich

road woul d you have taken?'

"All roads will be dark and dangerous if Krulshards |ives,"
cried out Wllow 'Hurry before your victory on the high
pl at eau turns agai nst you.'

"I know | should follow the Nightnare, but | cannot,' cried
Thane wetchedly. 'I cannot | et G andfather die!'

"Fool s!* cried WIllow, thrusting the broken splinter of stee

he used as a dagger back into his belt. "If | was half the warrior
you are, Thanehand, | would follow Krul shards and rid

El undi um of his foul darkness, but | cannot do it al one.

"Forgive ne,' cried Thane, winging his hands. 'But to have
found Grandfather alive was beyond ny w | dest dreans.

"One life against so many,' nuttered WIllow, turning his
back on Krul shards' fading footsteps. 'He will haunt us all,
know it.'

Tombel had paced a thousand steps between the Gates of

Ni ght as the evening light faded. Battle's end had come

qui ckly and the Ni ghtbeasts' carcasses were piled high in
great nounds waiting for a burning torch to set them alight.
Tombel saw novement inside the gates. Soneone was

ener gi ng.

First WIllow and then Thane wal ked out of the darkness.
Tonbel |aughed with relief and gave the signal to Iight the
gi ant Ni ghtbeast piles.

' Thane!' he shouted, silhouetted against the streans of
crackling sparks that floated up into the darkening sky, 'You
have rescued Thoron! Is he still alive?

Thane hurried on to the plateau and carefully laid Thoron
besi de Amarch's col d body.

23
"Call for the Healer!' he begged, unclasping his cloak and

casting it across his grandfather's body to keep out the night
chills.

Thoron shivered and slowy opened his eyes. Above him
stretched a limtless sky, sewn with a thousand pale stars.

' Thane,' he whi spered, searching the dark shapes that
stood around him
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Thane knelt, taking the old man's hand into his. 'Sl eep,
Grandf at her, you are safe now, beyond the N ghtmares'

reach. | have sent for the Heal er.

' Thane,' croaked the old man, trying to rise, 'has Krulshards . . . ?
the blood gurgled in his throat, making him

choke.

Gently Thane eased himback on to the ground. ' Amarch

came to your rescue, G andfather, she chased the Master of
Ni ght beasts to the very Gates of Night. She is here at your
si de."'

Thoron slowy turned his head and | ooked into her soft
eyes. Death had clouded them and age had whitened her
muzzl e.

"Amarch,' he whispered, large tears formng in the corners
of his eyes.

'She was the first into battle,' Thane whispered. 'She |ed us
to victory!'

Slowy Thoron lifted his hand and cl osed her eyes. Tears
were runni ng down his face and his shoul ders shook with
grief.

' She was the bravest Warhorse in all Elundium' sang out
the musical voice of Duclos the Swordsman, and he cane
forward and knelt beside Thoron, putting his hand on the
old man's shoul der.

" A hangi ng basket of the sweetest lucerne grass will be set
in the gardens of Gl dersleeves in her nenory.

"And Sprint, the Archers' nmount, shall run in her nenory
carrying a quiver of silver-tipped arrows,' whispered Kyot,
kneel i ng besi de Ducl os and blinking back his tears.
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"Then in nenory of her greatness |let us weave tales in the
firelight, of all she did,' said Tonbel, bringing Wllowto
kneel beside Thane.

" Tonbel !'" Thoron whi spered, hearing his old friend's

voi ce, and looking up fromface to face. 'If tales of menory are
threaded through the firelight then they nust also tell of

Sil verwi ng who once rode to war on ny shoul ders, for he cast

asi de the cloak of a blind beggar and rose up to be the
mghtiest Lord of OMs in the darkness of the City of N ght.'

Lowering his voice to little nore than a sob he conti nued,

"He found ne in the dark followi ng rumours through a wild

and dangerous | and, long after all the other ows had cone to
my rescue with dead mice and stal ks of grass for ne to eat. He
came, searching blindly, flapping damaged wi ngs agai nst the
tunnel walls, to take up a lonely station in the nountain's
heart, and guarded me with his life.'

"He is beside you, Grandfather,' Thane said. '| brought his
body out of that black place and laid himin great honour
besi de Amarch.'
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Mul cade stooped to Thane's shoul der, hooting proudly as

he | ooked down with sadness at his father's cold and lifeless
body. Equestrius, the Lord of Horses, raised his head, calling
out to the stars, the Border Runners how ed and all the ows
hooted in a chorus, while the warriors of El undiumtal ked
until the grey hours touched the sky. They tal ked of the
braveness and the beauty that they should never see again.

Al'l night long the great nounds of N ghtbeasts burned and
crackl ed, sending sparks drifting across the high plateau

Tonbel called Wllowto sit beside him and while the Heal er
tended Thoron's wounds he listened to the boy's story,

marvel ling at the young man's courage and the quiet dignity
of a people stolen by the N ghtmare, Krul shards, and kept for
ti me beyond counting fromthe light.

"And you know not hing of where you cane fronf \Wet her
there were nountains, forests or streans?' asked Tonbel,
| ooki ng across the plateau to where Wl Il ow s peopl e had
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agat hered around a Mght beast pyre. As one they were gazing
up at the stars, their eyes shining with delight.

' Nevi an, Master of Magic and Lord of the Daylight, he cane
into the Gty of N ght and found ny grandel der, Leaf, and gave
hima tiny point of light, and with that |ight he showed him al
the beautiful things above the ground in El undium Even our
nanes came fromthat neeting,' WIllowreplied

Tombel sighed, vowing in his heart that a place would be

found for these strange people with their shell-shaped ears and
| arge round eyes. A safe place, in the sunlight, sonewhere in
El undi um

Thane left the fire and the talk of darkness beneath

Mantern's Mountain, and wal ked to the edge of the high

pl at eau. Behind him around each bonfire, rose the murnur of
victory, but in his heart he knew that this was a | ong way from
the truth. Far below in the darkness one | anp shone out
brilliant white.

"Underfall!' he whispered, sniling as he renenbered how he

had first seen the great fortress of Wrld' s End rising up out of
the morning mist, clinging on to the nountain's bl eak shoul ders,
all those daylights ago.

"What troubles you, Thane?' Tombel quietly asked, noving to
stand beside him

"Krul shards lives,' Thane replied. 'I had the chance to foll ow
and to kill him or to choose to rescue ny grandfather.’

Tonmbel put his hand on Thane's arm ' Choices are never
easy, Thane,' he whi spered.

Far bel ow a great cry shook the mountainside and the | anp
on the highest gallery of Underfall flickered and went out.
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"By Nevi an! What has happened?' Tonbel cried, drawi ng his
Mar chi ng sword.

"Underfall is under attack!' Thane shouted. 'Krul shards has
escaped into Elundium | knowit! | amthe fool who chose:
wrongl y!"

"But he will never be able to break into Underfall. It is the
26

Pal ace of Kings, built against the Master of Ni ghtmares!' cried
Tiethorm the First Archer of Underfall.

Bel ow, a terrible booning sound shook the nmountain's roots.
Twi ce it sounded, drawing all the warriors to the plateau's edge.

'"Forrm the Gal |l opers into a columm,' Thane shouted, 'and

follow us with the Marchers as quickly as you can.

Tonbel gripped Thane's amm and pointed with his sword
down into the darkness. 'Look, the great |anp has been relit!"’

"But it does not shine as before; it is weak agai nst the
darkness,' Kyot nused. 'Sonething terrible has happened there.'

Tonmbel raised his hands and shouted for silence. 'Warriors,'
he cal |l ed agai nst the panic.

Thane | ooked down at the broken | anps burning feebly
bel ow. ' Nowhere is safe now

"Warriors!' Tonmbel shouted again, denandi ng order across

the high plateau. Thane turned towards himand thought of
Tonbel ' s house, the Wayhouse at Wodsedge, and Elionbel,

the beautiful Elionbel. H's hand noved to his belt to touch her
gift, the silver finger bowl, but his hand found only the broken
silver chain.

"Elionbel!" he cried, spinning round and feeling in all of his
pockets, but the chain was broken, the last Iink on his belt
twi sted out of shape by the wench of Kerzolde's claw

' Ker zol de!'" he whispered, renenbering how the N ghtmare
had | eapt on himin the dark entrance, westling himto the
ground. Thane felt Tonbel's iron grip shake himand heard his

voi ce shouting himback out of his menories.

' Thane! Thane! What is it? Wiy do you stare at the bl ack
gat es?’

Thane shook his head, 'They have her bow ,' he cried. 'They
have her finger bow . She sent it to me as a love gift with the
messenger, Errant.’

Tombel | eapt back a pace, his knuckles whitening on the hilt
of his Marching sword as he turned the bl ade point-first
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ainto the soft skin just below the angle of Thane's jaw. ' There
were nonents in the battle before the Gates of N ght as we
fought side by side when | thought that you had grown

beyond your base begi nnings, Candl eman, and ny heart was
war mi ng towards you. 8ut now | should kill you for taking ny
daughter's |l ove token into battle.'

Tombel slowy levelled the sword and blinked away the tears

that blurred his eyes. '|I forbade it!' he cried, turning to where
Thoron lay. 'l pledged her to turn away from Thane, and | was
right, for he is not bl oodworthy of her. Yet she broke her

honour pl edge and di sobeyed ne and now t he Master of N ght

knows her name, he will take her, Thoron, he will take her in
revenge. \What do you say to that?

Thoron weakly lifted his hand and poi nted a shaking finger

at Thane: 'You took confort fromthe cold in the Wayhouse at
Wyodsedge; you took everything that was offered, and it was
gladly given, and yet you, ny grandson, the treasure of our
house, you took Elionbel's heart out into the darkness. Wy, oh
why?'

Thane took a step towards Thoron, spreading his enpty

hands. 'She did not break her honour pledge, G andfather,' he
replied bitterly, seeing clearly now the col dness of his last few
days at Wodsedge, understandi ng Tonbel's haste for himto
continue his journey to Wrld s End and the great fortress at
Underfall. Lifting his head, he net Tonbel's gaze and held it.

"l stole nothing, Gandfather, for nothing seened to be
withheld fromne. | did not know that Tonbel was agai nst ny

|l ove for Elionbel or that | should | eave the finger bow wthin
the safety of Underfall.

‘I gnorance is no excuse, Thane,' answered Thoron in an
angry voi ce.

" Behi nd nmy back |ike whispering thieves in the night,' i hissed
Tonbel , pushi ng Thane asi de.

"No, no!' cried Thane. 'She never spoke one word of her ;" |ove
for me and each tine | would have tal ked of it she
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pressed a finger to ny lips. She kept her pledge, but with her
crippled hands, in silent needl epoint, she enbroidered her
passion on to ny sumer scarf. Look!'

Thane ducked qui ckly beneath Tombel's angry hand and

knelt beside his grandfather. He lifted up the sunmer scarf from
where the Healer had laid it on the grass and it shone and
sparkled, reflecting the starlight fromthe fine gold and silver
threads chat Elionbel had woven.

Tonbel took the scarf and slowy read each word, seeing in

the careful stitches a story of |ove that shone brighter than
the daylight and it burned his fingers to touch it. Dropping the
scarf back into Thane's hands he knelt beside Thoron and t ook
hol d of the ancient Glloper's hand.

"I love you, Thoron, as a brother,' he whispered. 'For we were
battle close and once, in better tines, used the sane shadow,

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferie...0f%20Elundium%202%20-%20Palace%200f%20Kings.txt (23 of 227) [6/4/03 10:58:05 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jeff eri es¥%20-%20L oremasters%200f %20E| undi um%6202%20-%20Pal ace%200f %620K ings.txt

but to tie nmy blood to yours now chat the N ghtnmare knows of
El i onbel 's nane, chat is beyond any | ove.'

Thoron nodded, tears of shame and sorrow wetting his
wri nkl ed cheeks. 'You have | ost nuch, perhaps everything, dear
friend, to rescue a wordlless fool fromthe darkness.'

Tombel lifted his head and stared out past the brightburning

pyres of N ghtbeasts into the dark, limdess sky. 'I came not to
free you, friend - | knew nodling of your plight but on King
Hol bi an's orders to strengthen Underfall. | was agai nst such a

march and would with each step we took have turned back to
break the siege | ock chat the N ghtbeasts have ringed around
the Granite City. But | amnot a pledge breaker and I foll owed
the path set for me to these very Gates of N ght.

" Honour has pl ayed you hard and cruel with no reward, but

the Nightmare is free to plunder Wodsedge and terrorize al

El undi um' whi spered Thoron. 'Perhaps in sone snall part | am
to bl ane, perhaps if Thane had kept on the Nightnare's heels

"Wuld you rather | had left you to die? cried Thane in
angui sh, "athering Esteron's reins ready to nount.
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"No! No!' answered Tombel quickly, rising and putting his
hand on Esteron's bridle. 'Mich as | may curse you for the
finger bow, every warrior here on the high plateau would
have nade your choice in the City of N ght and brought
Thoron out into the light.

"But | amto blane for the N ghtrmare knowi ng Elionbel's

nane. It was nmy choice chat set himfree. Bloodworthy or not |
will follow Krul shards and destroy him and wi n back what
|itde honour | can in your eyes, for | |ove your daughter and
one daylight would beg you for her hand.

"Ask not for Elionbel's hand, or ever |et her nane slip past
your lips again, for now she will fall beneath the N ghtmare's
shadow where none can save her.'

"I will outrun ~he Ni ghtmare,' shouted Thane, setting his
foot into Esteron's stirrup and springing lightly into the
saddle. 'Gve ne roomto chase Krul shards!

Tonbel | aughed bitterly, releasing the bridle. 'You cannot
catch the Master of N ghtbeasts. He can outrun a shadow as it
crosses the noon.

"Esteron is a Lord anobngst the Warhorses and he can
outrun the wind,' cried Thane, spurring himforward.

"Halt!' cried Thoron, his fragile voice cutting through the
night air. 'Beware chat your |ove for Elionbel does not blind
your purpose, for there is nore at stake than a | oving cup. A
El undiumtotters on the brink of darkness now chat Krul shards
is loose. Destruction and death will shadow every road

he takes.'
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Thane halted, turned and rode back to where his grandfather
lay. 'l must hasten to put right all my wongs and reach
Wyodsedge before Krul shards and take Elion....'

' Easy, be easy,' whispered Thoron, beckoning Thane to

di smount. You nust take.counsel before choosing such a wild
and dangerous road. Even Tonbel, | am sure, would agree to
chat!'

Tonbel nodded gravely, pointing his hand towards the
warriors spread out across the plateau. 'Watever stands
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bet ween us, Thane, you are a |l eader of nmen. Strikes of
Archers and whol e squadrons of Gallopers stand poised to
foll ow you. Think carefully which way the wind bl ows before
you nove.'

Thane | ooked steadily into Tonbel's eyes. '\Wat of Elionbel?
How wi Il chat matter stand between us if | stay here on
the high plateau and foll ow counsel to take a different road?

Tonbel bowed his head, renenbering Elionbel's soft
touch and her gende voice. Blinking away his tears he | ooked
up and caught sight of the summer scarf, re-tied to Thane's

armoured arm It fluttered in the chill night breezes, her
stitches sparkling in the darkness. 'Although | am against it
and it darkens nmy heart, | see that a great |ove is between you.

Let it be enough that when Krul shards is dead and the siege
of the Granite City is over, then we shall tal k again.

Thane gripped Tonbel's a~n and offered up the hilt of his
sword. 'l will be bloodworthy yet, ny Lord, and rid El undi um
of Krul shards' foul shadow. That nuch | promi se!’

"First you nust bury your warrior dead, or the carrion

crows will pick their bones clean before the new sun reaches
noon,' interrupted Thoron, his hand gently caressing
Amarch's cold nuzzl e.

Thane frowned and | ooked beyond the N ghtbeast pyres

and saw for the first time the rows of battle dead: warriors,
War hor ses, Border Runners and Battle OMs laid ready for

buri al

'So many brave hearts,' he whispered, seeing the price of
vi ctory.

"Walk with ne,' he asked, draw ng Tonbel towards the

rows of battle dead, 'and tell me each and every warrior's
nane that marched or gall oped beneath the standard of the
ow, that | may never forget who cane when hope was gone
and who brought eveni ng sunshi ne beneath the Ni ghtbeasts
shadows. '

Tonmbel frowned, gripping the hilt of his sword. 'There is
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tragedy in this victory, Thane, for it will take us two daylights
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to bury our dead before we can chase Krul shards and by then
he will be far ahead of us, destroying and shadowing all that is
beautiful in El undium'

"Let us help you, Lord Tonbel,' WIlow called, |eading his
peopl e to where Thane and Tonbel stood. 'My peopl e have

great skill with the pick and shovel and it would be an honour
to serve you here in the light. Just show us where to dig.

Tonbel frowned as he lifted WIIlow up, 'Your people have
suffered great hurts and | would not add to them by having
you serve nme or any Marcher on this battlefield. Today you
have won your freedom and all Elundiumwaits to show you
its beauty.'

"Freedom' WIlow cried, |ooking at the Warhorses, the
Border Runners and the great arny of nen gathered around
them 'You nean we shall really be free and bound to serve
no- one?"

Tombel | aughed and lifted WIIlow high enough for all to

see and shouted, 'Warriors of Elundium | ook upon this |ad

and all his people. Let no nman stand in their path, or cross
their purpose with his shadow, for by their feats this day they
are forever freel'

Bef ore the sun began to burn World's Edge with the

nmorning |ight four great nounds had arisen on the plateau
They were laid in a crescent facing the Gates of N ght. One
for the Warhorses, one for the Battle OMs, one for the
Border Runners and one for the warriors of Elundium In
front of thema small nound stood on its own. Amarch and
Silverwing were |lain together and Thane and Tonbel between
them pl aced the | ast heather turf over their bodies as

the new sun rose.

Thane lifted his grandfather's sword above his head,
catching all the norning's glory on the bright steel, and
shouted their names out |oud. Spears clashed on shields,
Border Runners barked, the Warhorses stanped their hooves
and all the Battle OMs, large and small, rose into the air,
casting novi ng shadows across the black gate.
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Thane | owered the sword, calling in a strong voice, 'W
| eave many we have |loved to guard this foul place forever. The
gate is shut to all Nightbeasts. The way is closed for all tine!'

He lifted the sword again, reflecting a sunbeaminto the
bl ackness, and the key stones above the gate split, crashing to
t he ground.

"Mantern's Gate is shut. Now we nust~return to Underfall
and chase the Master of Nightrmares into the heart of
El undi um ' Tonbel said, turning towards the plateau' s edge

Thoron rose shakily to his knees, brushing aside hel ping
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hands, and craw ed to Amarch's burial nound.

'Leave him' whispered Tonbel, putting a hand on
Thane's armto restrain him

"Two Gallopers will wait just belowthe plateau's rimand
bri ng your grandfather down when he has watched awhile
besi de Amarch's grave, for he has a lifetime of nmenories to
search anongst and grief blinds himto everything el se. Cone
with ne, Thane, to Underfall.’

Thane reluctantly foll owed Tonbel, but | ooking back he
saw t hat Equestrius, the Lord of Horses, had noved to his
grandfather's side. Sighing he called to WIllow, offering him
a place on Esteron's saddle for the | ong descent to

Underfall.

Thoron knelt beside the single grave nound, his hands
pressed into the heather. Eagle OM descended on silent

Wi ngs to perch on his shoul der and Equestrius nmoved to his
side, snorting and whi nnying softly, but the old man was
unaware of their presence; he was far away, re-living the
menory of riding into norning, the first day he had ever sat
upon Amarch's back. A proud voi ce broke through the

nmenory.

"Thoron, lift up your eyes. Look into the sunlight and put
an end to your grief!’

"Equestrius! Wiy do you stand next to ne, a ragged old
man who has not hing but grief on his shoul ders? Wy?

'Because grief nust end. Amarch feared that your heart
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woul d break. She knew that her death was woven into your
triunph over the darkness.'

"And yet she cane to free nme,' Thoron said bitterly.

"Yes,' replied Equestrius, |ooking down at the nound

where she lay. 'And none could, or wi shed to stop her com ng,
for Nevian commanded it many sunlights ago at the Bondbreaki ng.
Love drew her to you and love drew all the others

who cane to rescue you fromthe darkness. Even those with

you at the Bondbreaking were drawn to Underfall and the

battle on this high plateau, for the tattoo that Nevian traced
upon their arms, of the ow in blue and gold, binds them'

"All just to set ne free! A wanderer of the G eenway turf?

"You are but a small part in these things, Thoron, but nany
threads of fate have stretched far across Elundiumto set you
free.'

"How can | ever repay what they have sacrificed? Thoron
cried, looking at the wi de crescent of burial nopunds.

"You cannot, and nust not try. The price of your freedom
had no neasure set against it. Come now and ride upon ny
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back to Underfall.'
34
Si ege- Locked

Ki ng Hol bi an cantered up through the Granite City, reined
Beacon Light to a halt before Candl ebane Hall and di snmount ed.
Anot her daylight!' he | aughed, shivering in the

chill dawn wind as he unbuckl ed his sword and rested the hilt
agai nst the broken Candl edoors. Breaknaster reined Mil berry,
hi s rough-coated pony, in beside Beacon Light and

al so di snount ed.

"W have won anot her daylight fromthe N ghtbeasts, mny

Lord,' he sighed, rubbing his hand wearily across his battl esmudged
face, and sniled at the edge of sunlight clinbing

over the horizon. 'But how | ong can we hold out against those

foul Ni ghtbeasts that hanmer on the gates of the city?

"Each daylight is a victory in itself, Breakmaster, we can ask
no nore. The shadow of the N ghtbeast arny has shrunk a
little, | think. Look beyond the outer walls, near the horizon
There is a green strip fresh-painted in dawn col ours. Cone,

we have rested enough, |let us nmake ready for the |ong night
ahead."'

"Do you never tire, Lord? Breakmaster asked, hurrying

-after the King and catching up with himas he strode through
the enpty Candle Hall. Early shafts of sunlight streanmed

t hrough the high vaul ted w ndows, chasing the night shadows

i nto gl oony corners.

Ki ng Hol bi an | aughed, drawi ng his fingers nusically across

the rows of enpty tall ow stained candlesticks that ran in
concentric circles up towards the high throne. H s arnoured
boots echoed across the polished marble floor as he clinbed

to the throne. 'The wicks of ny life are guttering, Breakmaster,
and the great Candl eman hovers with the snuffer behind

my shoul der. Ruin looms tall and bl eak enough al nost to bl ot

out the sunlight. No! | dare not tire, for | amthe last Granite
King and | must not fail the people of El undium Only Kkings

can wal k in the darkness and destroy the terrible N ghtmares.

I will leave this throne fit for a new king!'

Br eaknmast er stepped up to the throne and knelt before the
King. 'Lord,' he whispered, 'l neant no disrespect. You are
al ways first where the N ghtbeasts swarm over the walls,
fighting with the strength and energy of ten warriors. Lord,
you are the greatest Granite King.

Hol bi an reached down, putting his hand under Breakmaster's
\chin, and gently notioned himto rise.

"There are plenty here who would pl ot and schene and
show di srespect at every footstep, but | have never doubted

you, not since that day when you hid Thanehand fromthe

Chancel lors' rage. Now, sit by me and help nme nmarshal the
Chancel lors, for they are a treacherous | ot who woul d open

the gates of the city if they feared the N ghtbeasts less and if
they could see a little profit init.'
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"Shall | sumon the Chancellors and the defenders of the
outer walls into a full Battle Council, ny Lord?" Breaknaster
asked, turning towards the throne.

Hol bian Iifted his hand in silent approval; he was | eaning
forwards, engrossed in watching the nmorning shafts of sunlight
pick their way between the tall candle stems, filling the
Candle Hall with beautiful light, and he was unaware of how
closely the horse-breaker was studying his ungl oved hands

and his face.

Br eaknast er gasped and swal | oned; he had never sat so
close to the King before and his hands trenbl ed as he picked
up the calling bell.

"Granite Kings,' he whispered, stealing another |ook at the
King's face, following with his eyes the tiny hairline fractures
in the skin, until they di sappeared beneath his flow ng | ocks of
pure white hair.

"Surely,' he muttered, ringing the calling bell as loudly as
he could, '"the King is not made of stone? That is a night tale,
one whi spered by the ageing crones and witches in the | ower
circle of the city."'

A nmovenent in the darkness behind the throne caught
Breaknmaster's eye and he turned quickly to see a dissolving
flash of bright colours.

"Nevian! |Is that you?' he whispered nervously, searching
the shadows for the nmagician's rai nbow cl oak

"CGuard himwel |, Breakmaster,' a voice whispered out of

the darkness. 'For he is the last Ganite King.' Nevian

paused, gathered the rainbow cloak into tight folds to hide its
light and peered intently at the naze of age cracks on the
King's hands and face. 'He grows brittle with age, horseman

| fear that only one winter is left to King Hol bi an. You nust
hel p hi mreach the Pal ace of Kings by high sumer so that he
may be laid to rest in his father's house.

' Pal ace of Kings?' asked Breakmaster. 'I would not know
where to | ook for such a place even if we could escape the
siege |l ock the N ghtbeasts have ringed around the Granite
Cty.

Nevi an | aughed quietly. '"Wthin the shadows of Mantern's

Mountain lies the fortress of Underfall. That, horseman, is
the Pal ace of Kings, but if you cannot escape, keep the King
warmin the chill wi nds before the dawn; that will stop him

fromturning into stone.

Breaknmaster rose to his feet and took a step towards the
shadows ' Nevi an?' he whi spered. 'How do | keep the King
war n? He spurns all cloaks since the Chancell ors destroyed
the cloak of jewels.'

The voice in the darkness chuckl ed, 'You nmust search,
horsenman, for sonmething of great value. Something that you
woul d treasure agai nst the Nightbeasts, and wap it around
the King's shoul ders.'

' Search? Where?' Breakmaster hissed, stretching out a hand
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towards the voice

' Sonet hing you woul d treasure, horsenan.' The voice
chuckl ed, turned holl ow and vani shed as the first norning
sunbeam reached the | ast dark space in Candl ebane Hal l

Arrmour ed footsteps interrupted Breakmaster's whisperings,
ringi ng out through the upper circle of the city. Strong voices
| aughed and shout ed t oget her above the murrmur of battle talk

as the defenders of the Ganite Gty filed into Candl ebane Hall

"Wll met, warriors, to a new daylight!' shouted the King,
motioning themwith a sweep of his hand to be seated.

"Chancellors!' he called, the snmle fading fromthe corners of
his mouth. ' Conme forward, griefnongers, you are blotting out
the sunlight. Sit by the wax channel and tell us what news the
new dayl i ght brings.

Chancel | or Proudpurse hunched his shoul ders, gl anced
furtively at the warriors as they noved aside, and | ed the other

Chancel l ors through into the Candl ehall. 'Lord,' he cried, taking
his place on the edge of the cold wax channels. 'The lower city
| arders are near to enpty. Soon the people will have nothing to

eat but the sewer vermn.'

"They will be in darkness, ny Lord,' cried out Chancellor
Overlord, rising to his feet, '"for the lower tallow house is
drai ned of wax and only one in twenty nmen has a spark to |light
his way.'

Ki ng Hol bi an gl ared darkly at the Chancellors. 'Enough of

this pantom nme,' he hissed, pointing an accusing finger. Archer
Grey Goose rose quietly to his feet and slipped unnoticed out

of the room gathering a small strike of Archers around him He
entered the Chancellors' houses in the third circle of the city,
going from chanber to chanber, searching out the truth.

"l have watched you for many suns and countl ess daylights,’
the King roared, standing directly above the Chancell ors,
"plotting, taking and hoarding, |ining your

pockets and growing fat on the people of Elundium

"Great King,' Proudpurse soothed, spreading his snile as

wi de as his outspread hands, 'our toil is the life blood of
Elundium and all that is ours we would gladly give to the
people of the Ganite Cty, but. . .'

"But...' laughed G ey Goose, standing between the

Candl edoors, a rough henp sack slung across his shoul der.
Proudpurse turned, frowning at the Archer. 'You dare to
interrupt a Chancellor?

Grey Goose strode forwards and cast the contents of the

sack across the polished marble floor at the Chancellors' feet,

| aughi ng. He knelt before the King. 'l bring gifts for the people,
my Lord, fromthe Chancellors. | bring sparks to |ight the night,
bl ocks of pure tallow, coils and | oops of unused wi ck, cotton...

"Lord! Lord!' Proudpurse cried, treading on the sharp sparks
as he retreated to the edge of the wax channel, "I . . .'
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Hol bi an stared the Chancellor into silence, his face set in

lines of anger. 'What else do the Chancellors offer to the people
of the Granite City to ease their siege plight? he asked and
turned smling eyes towards his Captain Archer.

"Way, ny Lord, they are so generous that whol e

wagonl oads of oatmeal, snoked nmeats and bagged forest fruits

are being sent into the lower circles of the city as we tal k. They
have enptied their houses in their generosity.

Proudpurse bit his knuckles, shaking wth rage.

"What say you now to the Archer's interruption? King
Hol bi an asked, turning searching eyes to the Chancell ors.

Pr oudpur se opened and shut his nouth, the col our draining
out of his cheeks, but all he could utter was, 'The people, the
people wll. '

"Benefit?' pronpted Breakmaster, | aughing.

"Benefit, ny Lord!" choked Overlord, sitting down heavily
besi de the wax channel

Ki ng Hol bi an | ooked beyond the Chancellors into the
throng of warriors. 'Wwo can tell ne how the outer wall
wi thstood the night's attacks?'

"The great wall is crunbling, ny Lord, under the Ni ghtbeast
attacks. My mason gangs cannot keep pace with the
damage they do.'

'Cone forward, Mastermason, and tell us what nust be
done to strengthen the outer walls.

Arachatt, the Mastermason, squeezed through the press of
warriors until he stood shyly before the King. Kneeling, he
ki ssed the King's foot. 'W cannot repair the damage, ny
Lord. The houses built against the inner surface of the wall
are no nore than piles of broken granite. The Ni ghtbeasts are
br eaki ng through."

'How so?' asked the King, |eaning forward. 'The narrow

road along the top of the wall feels firmenough. It trenbles
and shakes under the Ni ghtbeasts' assaults, but it seens
strong and safe.’

"Lord, they are battering with whole tree trunks agai nst the
| ower sections of the wall, shaking the very foundations of the
city.'

"But the walls are seventeen paces thick, and each great
granite block is the height and width of three grown nen.
Surely trees are no natch agai nst granite?

'They are using ironwod, nmy Lord,' Arachatt replied.
"Splinters too heavy for ny nasons to carry have been hurl ed
into the city.'

"Ironwood!' G ey Goose nouthed. Once he had seen an
ironwood tree in the heart of the black forest. 'You can cast
sparks with the blade of your sword, or blunt arrows on that
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wood. It is match enough for granite.'

' They pound the walls all night wthout rest, ny Lord,

grinding the granite to a fine powder. | fear they will break
through into the lower city tonight,' Arachatt insisted. 'W

have piled the rubble fromthe houses agai nst the weakest

sections of the wall but the first circle of the city is a tangle of
wr eckage. '

King Hol bian rose to his feet and paced the high dais, deep

in thought. 'If we abandon the first circle, Msternmason, how
will we defend the city once the N ghtbeasts have breached
the wal | ?'

'The second | evel has a strong granite wall, nmy Lord, but it

has been hi dden for nmany suns beneath new buildings. It is
said that the houses on that wall have a view second only to
the views fromthe Granite Towers.'

Hol bi an smiled, 'But there are no gates. How will you stop
the N ghtbeasts from swarm ng up through every level until
they reach Candl ebane Hall? W will be overrun before the

new sun rises.'

"Lord, ny masons will denolish every house on the second
wal | and render it snmooth, without a hanthold for the

Ni ght beasts W will block the gateway with the rubble,
buil ding a new strong wall in the gap.'

Angry nutterings rose anongst the Marchers near the
Candl edoors and Marcher Cherink pushed his way through
the Battle Council to stand before the King.

"W will be honeless, Lord, if the masons strip the inner
wall. We will be left with nothing but the stars over our heads
at night.'

The King | ooked steadily into Marcher Cherink's eyes and
answered himsoftly, yet all could hear his words. 'Wat

woul d you have, Marcher? N ghtbeasts staring down at us
fromevery wi ndow on the wall, filling your honely chanbers
with their foul stench? What of the people fromthe |lower city?
They al ready have the stars for a roof.’

Mar cher Cherink hung his head and shuffled his feet in

conf usi on.

"We are siege-locked warriors,' the King called out in a
strong voice. 'And every one of us, even the Chancellors,
must give a little and bend beneath the Nightbeasts' foul
shadows, but remenber this, in the bending we are only
crouching, waiting for the moment to spring back and tear
their black hearts out!’

"El undi um El undium' shouted the warriors, clashing their
spear butts on the marble floor and beating the flat bl ades of
their swords against the fire-fluted candl e stens. Hol bi an
lifted his hands and called for silence.

' Saddl e the horses, Breakmaster!' he cried, unsheathing his
sword. The Battle Council |eaned forward, hushed and
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anxious to catch his every word.

- "W will clear the lower circle of the city before night falls,
Mast er mason. Set your stonechi ppers to work on the inner
wal | . Use every Marcher, man or boy, use everyone, but strip

it bare. Gallopers, spread out through the shadow of the great
wal | and bring the | owborn people up into the safety of the
inner circle. Archer Grey Goose, take your Archers up to the
great wall and with your careful sharp eyes watch over us and
mar shal our retreat.’

"Lord we are ready!' Breakmaster cried, holding Beacon
Li ght by the bridle.

'"Ride with nme, faithful friend,' the King whispered as
Breaknaster held the stirrup for himto nmount, 'for never in
all the history of Elundiumhas the Granite City fallen so far
under the Nightnare's shadow and | am afraid.’

Breaknaster tightened the horse's girth and handed the
reins to the King. 'I amyour shadow, Lord. Even in the
Ni ghtmare's darkness | will be at your side.

"Not as a shadow,' resolved the King, 'but as a fearl ess and
proud friend whom | trust with nmy life!l' Hol bian | aughed,
stood in the stirrups and beckoned his small squadron of
Gal l opers to follow, and their hoofbeats sounded as thunder
in the narrow cobbl ed streets that wound their way down into
the shadow of the great wall

-Fine stone dust hung in a gritty fog, blurring the | ower

limts of the city. King Hol bi an coughed, choking on each
breath that he swallowed and his eyes watered in the stinging
dust. The lower city |lanes and w nding all eyways had been
reduced to heaps of granite rubble, and rough sacking
shelters had sprung up wherever a wall remained standing.
Cooking fires lit the gloomy scene, sending up the stench of
roasting sewer vermn or worse

"What chaos!' nuttered Breaknaster, wrinkling up his nose
and reining his pony to a slow wal k as he picked his way
anongst the tenporary shelters

"Bring the cryers forward!' shouted the King, twisting in

the saddl e and sweeping his eyes across the weckage of the

| ower city. Far above himin the upper circle of the Gty the
noon bell tolled out the nmeasure of the daylight.

"Cryers!' he shouted, 'the daylight runs away from us.
Marshal the people up into the second |evel.'

Hol bi an spurred Beacon Light forwards, riding anbongst

the shuffling | owborn dwellers, urging themto hurry. 'The
people are slow to nove to safety,' he called across to

Br eaknast er as the eveni ng shadows | engt hened.

' They have suffered great hardship in the siege, ny Lord,

and their spirits are near to breaking.' Breakmaster hesitated.
"And they fear death in the upper circles of the city at the
hands of the Chancell ors.

A loud clap of thunder drowned out any nore of Breakmaster's
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words and the ground beneath their feet rocked and
trenbl ed.

"Death waits for themhere if they drag their footsteps,"
shout ed Hol bi an. ' The Ni ghtbeasts are battering on the walls.
Drive the stragglers to safety.

Gal | oper Earit saw the wall begin to bul ge above him He

spun his horse away and gal | oped clear as a shower of sharp
granite stone fell all around him H's horse stunbled,
floundering in the weckage as a section of wall collapsed
behind him Blinding clouds of stone dust rose. The Ni ght
beasts were swarm ng through the breach, roaring and

scream ng, reaching out with cruel claws for the last fleeing
dwel l ers of the lower city.

Ki ng Hol bi an wheel ed Beacon Light towards the Ni ghtbeasts
and spurred her forwards.

'The King! The King!' shouted Breakmaster, seeing his

Lord's peril as the N ghtbeasts surrounded him Beating the
flat of his sword against his pony's side he charged after the
King into the terrible shadows, calling to the Gallopers to
follow. King Hol bian slipped the reins and, doubl e-handed,
gripped the hilt of his Galloping sword. Boldly he scythed
through the N ghtbeasts' mail-clad arns and iron caps, as
Beacon Light reared and plunged, thrashing the air with her
forel egs, taking the King nearer and nearer to the breach;
further and further into the N ghtbeasts' shadows.

Grey Goose knelt at the edge of the great wall and watched
the King's perilous charge.

"Wait for ny signal!' he conmanded quietly. His strike of
Archers were spread out on either side of him Lifting his
right hand, the Archers necked newforged arrows on to
their bows and drew themtight until the feathered flights
lightly touched their cheeks. Beyond the piles of granite
rubble the Gallopers had rallied into a fast-noving |ine.
Spears | owered, they closed in on the N ghtbeasts to rescue
t he King.

Grey CGoose's hand trenbled and fell, the oil ed wooden

bows cried out as the arrows sang and shrieked their way
down into the N ghtbeast arny below The wall of N ghtbeasts
crunmbl ed and Breakmaster gall oped over them

' Abandon the breach, nmy Lord,' he urged, arriving breathlessly
at the King's side.

Hol bi an | aughed, sweeping his sword in a glittering arch.

"Vell met, Captain Archer,' he cried, |ooking up at the strike
of Archers on the wall. The Gall opers cl osed about the King,
their spears turned outwards in defence.

"The lower circle of the city is abandoned, Lord, it is time

to retreat,' urged Breaknaster. Mre N ghtbeasts were

al ready surging through the breach, clinbing over the carcasses
of those the Archers had felled.

" Abandon the wall!' Hol bi an shouted up to Grey Goose
"W will wait for you beneath the second wall."'
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Grey Goose saluted to Hol bian, then turned and quickly
led the Archers towards the ranp that | ed down into the
shadow of the great wall, but ahead of them siege | adders
crashed against its stones.

"Forma noving strike!' G ey Goose shouted as the first
Ni ght beasts swarned up on to the narrow road, blocking it
with their hideous shapes.

"What keeps then?' fretted the King, pirouetting Beacon
Light in the | engthening shadows.

"Lord,' a voice shouted fromthe top of the wall, 'we are
trapped! The Ni ghtbeasts have the road agai nst us!

Hol bi an | ooked up at the black shapes crowdi ng towards
his Archers, then spurred his horse forwards.

"Lord, the narrow road is too dangerous. W nust abandon
the great wall!' cried out one of the Gall opers.

"And | ose ny only strike of Archers? Holbian angrily
replied, checking his horse's stride and bending to snatch up a
si ege hook fromwhere it hung at the bottom of the ranp.

"Follow nme if you dare, Gallopers!' he cried, turning the
shaft of the siege hook until the smooth curve of shining stee
was | evel with the edge of the wall. Leaning forward he
stroked Beacon Light's neck with his rein hand. 'Gallop for

me, great-hearted friend, against the bl ackest shadows,' he
whi spered, pressing her forwards with his spurs.

Breaknmaster galloped level with the King, a siege hook in
his left hand, 'Let me go before you, Lord. Let me go and cut
the N ghtbeasts down.'

"It is the place of Kings,' Hol bian shouted agai nst the
thunder of their hoofbeats, 'to be first, and tread where the
danger is the greatest. But ride with ne, true friend; nmatch
me stride for stride and help ne tear the N ghtbeast |adders
down. '

Br eaknast er | aughed, urging his pony forwards, and gall oped
beside the King to the top of the ranp. Low evening

sunl i ght shone on their faces, but before themthe edge of the
narrow road was a forest of siege |adders. Beacon Light

nei ghed and sprang forward. Hol bi an swng the siege hook

agai nst the first crude wooden | adder and toppled it, sending
it crashing backwards into the deep dyke that surrounded the
great wall. Breakmaster attacked the second |adder, pushing it
out away fromthe wall until it overbal anced, shedding its

Ni ght beast | oad on to the ground far bel ow. Gall oping hard,
they cleared away the siege | adders one by one between them
and their Archers. G ey Goose saw the sunlight blood red on
the King's nail-clad arms as he cane to their rescue. Their
qui vers were enpty and their bows cl asped securely to their
belts. The Archers were beating their way towards the ranp.
The colum of Gallopers rode up on to the narrow road and

qui ckly overtook the King. Lowering their spears they

pl oughed t hrough the N ghtbeasts, clearing a gap for the

fl eei ng Archers.
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Bending I ow and running as fast as they could Grey Goose

and the Archers reached the safety of the ranmp and descended
into the shadows of the great wall. Their footsteps

echoed loudly in the eerie silence, and behind themthey

coul d hear the roar of hoofbeats as the Gallopers led the King
and Breakrnaster down off the narrow road. Beyond the great
wal | they could hear the screans of the N ghtbeasts, distantly
muffl ed by the wall's thickness.

"Do not stop until you are within the second circle,' shouted
the King, swi nging the siege hook behind him knocking the
near est pursuing N ghtbeast to his death on the piles of
rubbi sh bel ow.

Arachatt, the Mastermason, had driven his stonechippers

wi thout rest fromthe nonent the King rode down into the

|l ower circle of the city, and, as he had pronised, the inner
wal | rose bare and inposing in the evening sunlight. The
granite rubble fromthe denolished houses had been carried

down in wi cker baskets and piled into the gateway by the
Marchers, but Arachatt hinmself had built the new wall,

packing the granite in tight layers and trowelling in the nortar
agai nst the Nightbeasts. He had |l eft a narrow gap for the

retreating warriors and every Marcher, nman and boy, waited
behind the wall, a block of granite held ready to fill the gap
Two carts of wet nortar were poised upon the top of the wall
to seal it once the King was safely inside.

Breathl essly the Archers ran through the gap, with the
Gal | opers only a length behind. Breakmaster and the King
reached the wall together. Briefly they halted and | ooked back
at the ruin bel ow.

"W are siege-locked now, nmy Lord,' Breaknaster nuttered,
wat chi ng the Ni ghtbeasts pouring through new
breach-holes all along the length of the great wall.

' Si ege-| ocked and desperate,' answered the King in a tired
voi ce, turning Beacon Light into the entrance and riding up
into the second level of the city.

47

Underfal |

The giant doors of Underfall lay shattered and splintered
away fromtheir hinges. The inner courtyards were a junble
of w eckage and broken stonework.

' Thunder st one! ' Thane shouted, quickly disnounting from
Esteron's back and unsheat hing his grandfather's sword.

"Who lives in this great fortress? WIIow asked, junping
lightly to the ground.

' The Keeper of World' s End. The Lanmpmaster of El undi um
Tombel replied, grimy striding across the Causeway
to join the others standing between the broken doors.

"Who coul d have wought such damage?' cried Tiethorm
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| ooking up at the ruined tree-thick doors.

"Krul shards, the Master of N ghtbeats!' cried a voice from

the shadows of the first stone stairway that led up to the
galleries. Faltering, with his hand upon the rail, Thunderstone
descended the | ast few steps into the nmain courtyard.

' Thunders/one!' Thane cried, running to the Keeper's side
and catching himin his arns as he stunbl ed forwards.

"G ve nme room' Thunderstone wept, struggling to raise
the horse-tail sword, but it slipped fromhis hand and
clattered on to the cobbl estones.

"Fetch Merion the Healer!' Tombel ordered, bending to
pi ck up Thunderstone's sword.

"An arny of Healers will not stop himnow,' whispered
Thunderstone, clinbing dizzily to his feet, and taking back
hi s sword.

48

"How did the Master of Nightnares break into Underfall?'
Thane asked, hel pi ng Thunderstone to a stone bench at the
edge of the courtyard.

Merion the Heal er burst into the courtyard, his bag of oils
and herbs bunping heavily against his | egs. Thunderstone
stared absently at himfor a nonent, his forehead winkled in
a frown.

"The lanp gallery. Go quickly. Mrolda is tending Errant
beside the lanp.'

Merion ignored him dipped into his bag for an oiled cotton
and pressed it against the ragged tear in the side of the
Keeper's face.

'Go, fool!' Thunderstone roared, angrily pushing Merion
away. 'Errant needs you nore than |I. This is nothing but the
mark from a broken N ghtbeast claw.'

' Kerzol de!" Thane excl ai nmed, grimy.

"You know of this beast? Thunderstone asked, picking up
the oiled cotton that Merion had dropped and pressing it
agai nst hi s wound.

"W have fought nmany tinmes, even yesterlight in the Cty of
Ni ght, but he escaped. | had the choice between his death and
Thoron's life.'

"Thoron lives? Thunderstone cried, junping to his feet
and letting the oiled cotton fall to the ground again.

"He follows us with Equestrius, the Lord of Horses.

"Who?' gasped Thunderstone, |ooking fromface to face
and seeing Wllow for the first time standing on the edge of
the gat hering crowd.

"There is - much to tell you, Mster,' Thane | aughed,
stooping for the oiled cotton and returning it to Thunderstone
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s head. 'It is a long story, and nmany parts need others to
fit the pieces together. But tell us, how did Krul shards break
into Underfall?

Thunder stone turned his head and | ooked fearfully into the
i nnernmost courtyard where it touched the side of Mantern's
Mountain. 'He did not break in. He came fromw thin, out of

49

the very roots of the mountain. Up through the earth we stand
upon.'

The listening warriors shuffled uneasily, as if the ground
beneath their feet had suddenly grown too hot for them

"In a great scream ng wind he stormed up through the
gal l eries, burning the wooden fl oors and tearing down
the stone work, until he reached the |anp gallery. He
charged at the lanp, his black malice billow ng out
with hatred.'

Thunderstone hid his face in his hands and his shoul ders
shook with terror as he renenbered what he had seen. 'Qut
of the earth,' he whispered. 'A face of raw sinews, nore
horrible than death itself to | ook upon.'

Thane knelt and took Thunderstone's hands into his own
and steadi ed them before he continued with his story.

"Errant tried to conme between Krul shards and the | anp but

Krul shards picked himup and tossed himthe I ength of the
gallery and then he snapped Errant's sword in tw as if it had
been a stick of straw. The one-eyed nonster attacked nme in

the instant that Krul shards snmashed the crystal in the |anp,
but | caught a glinpse of that broken claw as he slashed at ny
face. Darkness descended across the gallery, even the starlight
seenmed bl acked out. Krul shards destroyed the gl ass of

the lanp and | aughed as he crunched the crystal into a fine
powder, but with the horse-tail sword gripped firmy in both
hands | tried to cut into the nmalice, slashing at the bl ack
fabric.'

Thunder stone sm | ed and touched the horse-tail sword,

' The silver strands of horsehair bound into the hilt of the
sword gl owed in the darkness, and whenever they touched or

wr apped thensel ves about nmy hands they seened to give ne
strength, the strength of the great warhorse, Equion, who
feared nothing in the dark. Twi ce Krul shards drove nme to ny
knees but each tine as he tried to make the killing stroke the:
horse tail shone so brightly that it gave the Nightrmare a
shadow, blinding himwith a silver light. Cursing and snarling

50

he turned on the shadow, tranpling it as he fled fromthe
| anp gall ery down towards the great doors.

Thunder st one paused for breath and all eyes turned
towards the ruined doors. 'I followed the N ghtmare sticking
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as close as | dared and watched the awesone power of
Krul shards as he wound the malice tightly around his shoul ders
and attacked the doors. Twi ce he hanmered on them

once to the left and once to the right, filling the courtyard with
blindi ng sparks. The iron studding nelted at his touch. The
doors fell, collapsing outwards on to the Causeway and

Krul shards was gone, escaping into the night.'

"W saw the great lanp falter and feared for you,' Tonbe
said, quietly, taking his old friend' s hand and | eading himinto
the sunlight.

"Tell me,' he whispered when they were beyond the others
hearing, 'did the Master of N ghtmares, or the other beast,
have a small silver finger bow ?'

Thunder st one thought for a nonment, and then shrugged

hi s shoul ders. 'Bl ack-bl aded daggers, cruel rusty iron spears
and the gruesone trophies fromearlier battles hung fromthe
one-eyed beast's belt, but nothing that shone |like silver. The
mal i ce hid nmuch of Krul shards' Nightnare shape and | could

not guess at what he mnight have carried but he did cry out to
the one-eyed beast to hurry for they had easier neat to catch
than the Lanpmaster of Underfall.

Kyot cantered Sprint easily up on to the Causeway, | eading
the Archers. Laughing, he junped to the ground. 'Thunderstone!
We conme back to eat the chair you sit upon!’

"And so you shall,' booned Mrolda's voice as she entered
the courtyard. Softly she smled at Ducl os and took his hand
in quiet finger-talk of all that had happened on the high

pl at eau.

' There was no finger bowl to see,' Thunderstone concl uded,
turni ng back towards the main courtyard and taking
Esteron's bridle to | ead himtowards the stables.
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I ronhand, woul d be proud of."'
52

Tonbel sighed with relief and fell into step with the
Keeper.

"W heard the battle on the high plateau,' Thunderstone

said quietly, '"and we feared for you. The tattoo of the ow on
my arm began to fade as the afternoon wore on. Despair
darkened our hearts. Then a great shout filled the air and the
tattoo burned with new col ours. Wat happened?’

' Def eat towered over your warriors. Thane and Kyot had
prepared to nake a | ast stand; we could hear their defiant
singing as we breasted the edge of the plateau. That shout you

heard was the Archers of Stunble H Il and the Warriors of
Underfall finding new heart to see us - late but in the nick of
tine.'

"And the small boy with the strange ears and the bul gi ng
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eyes?'

"WIillow He led his people out fromwithin the Cty of
Ni ght and won the bl ack gates.'

"Master! Master!' a voice cried out, interrupting Tonbel's
expl anation of Wllow s part in the battle. 'Thoron is on the
Causeway!'

Wth a rush of feet across the cobbles every nan and beast
ran to the broken doors, and the roar of their wel come echoed
across the Causeway Field.

Thunder stone waited until Thoron had been hel ped to

di smount before he offered himthe hilt of the horse-tail
sword saying, 'Welcome home, old friend. You have been
greatly mssed.'

Tonbel knelt, offering up the hilt of his Marching sword,
shouting, '"Hail to the greatest rider in all El undium who has
def eated the darkness and returned!'’

Thane pushed his way through the crowdi ng warriors and
clasped his grandfather's hands. 'Beyond ny w | dest dreans
you have returned fromthe dead!'

Thoron | aughed, his eyes sparkling with joy, 'You have
grown, child, into a strong young man that your father,

-

A shadow crossed Thane's face, his eyes grow ng wet
around the edges.

'"He is dead, G andfather.'

'Dead?' cried Thoron, the |aughter fading fromhis |ips.

The warriors fell into a hushed silence. Thane turned his eyes
towards the pine-clad slopes of Mantern's Muntain and told
Thoron how his father had died.

'He was the King's standard-bearer, G andfather, running

at his stirrup through a long weary day of retreating before the
Ganite City. At evening tine he fell, driven into the shadows
by a Ni ght beast bl ade.’

'The King rode back for him' Errant called out from

where he | eaned on the Healer's arm 'and took his body up
into Candl ebane Hall. The standard he carried to his death
was | aid across his funeral bier and was taken in great honour
to the buriers' yard.'

Thoron | ooked up at the standard of the ow in blue and
gold where it fluttered in the sunshine and wept. WII ow
squeezed through the press of warriors until he stood before
Thor on.

"Lord. Equestrius told ne that you are a great lord, so great
that all the aninals canme to help you. | amsure that they wll
grieve at your |oss.'

Thoron smiled down at WIIlow, brushing the back of his
age- stai ned hand across his cheeks to wi pe away the tears.
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"You are the boy, WIlow. The one who escaped into the
dayl i ght before the battle began. There was an old horse with

you.

WIlow smiled, but a sadness haunted his face. 'Her name

was Evening Star, but | have |ost her, Lord. W were together
the night before the battle, when she gave birth to a beautifu
foal, but after the battle she vanished. | | ooked everywhere
and | cannot find her.'

The warriors smled at each other and began noving
forwards toward the row of tables the servers had set upon
the Causeway for the victory feast, but Thoron strai ghtened
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aup, his eyebrows drawn fiercely together, and bade them
remenber who stood before them Wo, when all had seened
| ost, had won the black gates and turned defeat into victory.

"W shall ask the OMs and the Warhorses to search for
Evening Star and her newborn foal, but if she is not found
before tonorrow s sun sets every Galloper here at Wrld' s End
will ride out and scour the countryside.

"Cone warriors, Marchers, Archers and Tunnellers, we are
going to eat this victory table bare, and then young Kyot will
keep his prom se and eat the chair | sit upon!' shouted
Thunder st one, | eading Thoron to the Honour Chair at the
centre of the highest table.

- "W nust call a Battle Council,' Tonbel demanded, taking the
chair on the left of Thoron

"The Nightrmare is loose in Elundium' replied Thunderstone
from Thoron's right.

"And the King is siege-locked in the Granite City,' Errant
called fromfurther down the table.

Thane watched his grandfather picking at his food, lifting it

to his nmouth, chewing a little and then returning it to the plate.
Quietly he caught a server's eye and beckoned him 'Gve ne

your serving cloth. | will serve ny grandfather, he is not yet
strong enough for raw neats.'

Thoron sniled as Thane cane to his aid, and pulling himclose

he whi spered, '| cannot eat. Krulshards fills nmy mind with dread.
We nust speak privately of himbefore the Battle ~ Council is
called." ;

Thane felt a cold shiver at the nmention of the Nightmare's
nane, as if an icy hand had touched his spine. Kyot cane

| aughing to Thoron's chair and |inked his armthrough Thane's.
"W are brothers, Thoron, and closer friends you have never
seen. Let me wait with himand serve you all you desire.'

Eveni ng had drawn the shadows | ong before the feast was
finished and huge bonfires were |it upon the Causeway Field

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferie...0f%20Elundium%202%20-%20Palace%200f%20Kings.txt (41 of 227) [6/4/03 10:58:05 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jeff eri es¥%20-%20L oremasters%200f %20E| undi um%6202%20-%20Pal ace%200f %620K ings.txt
The Warhorses, OM s, Border Runners and nen of El ude
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diumgathered for the Battle Council. Thunderstone took the
centre of the field, drove the point of the horse-tail sword deep
into the turf and waited for silence before he spoke. 'Wen this
bl ade draws a shadow fromthe new sun then this council wll

end.’

"W should ride with the rising sun and break the siege of
the Granite City!' Tonbel shouted.

"Foll ow the Master of Nightbeasts,’' called another voice.
"Both paths will be along the sanme road,' said another.

"Strengthen Underfall and repair the doors,' Tiethorm
shout ed agai nst the rising clanobur of anxious voices.

' Thane,' Thoron whi spered, an edge of worry in his voice,

taking his grandson into the shadows away fromthe firelight

and sitting down by his side. 'l urged you to take battle
counsel, for that is the warrior way, but now that | am sure that
Krul shards has escaped into El undium | know you must foll ow

him He has linked your nane with fair Elionbel's; he knows of
your |ove through that cursed finger bow and he will take the
fastest road through Notley Marsh to the Wayhouse at

Wyodsedge to take her in revenge for his defeat before the

Gates of Night. | knowit.'

"Elionbel," Thane cried, closing his fingers on the broken
chain that hung fromhis belt.

‘"No matter what Tonbel thinks of you, |ow born or base,

bl oodworthy or not, you nust follow the N ghtrmare,' urged
Thoron. 'There are | eaders here, mny boy, plenty enough to
rescue ten Granite Kings, but you dared to enter the darkness
to rescue nme. | know you have the power to foll ow Krul shards
Go! Take the wild road through Notley Marsh. Go! Go now, or
it will be too late!"'

Thane rose to his feet and called softly into the flickering
firelight for Esteron and Miul cade. '"WIIl you foll ow ne?" he
asked, his hand on Thoron's arm

"When darkness hol ds the Greenway's edge and the grey
hours have yet to |ight the sky, look for ne then, or call ny
nane, and | shall cone to you with the soft jingle of battle
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harness and the thunder of Warhorse hooves.' Esteron
nudged Thane's arm and Mil cade silently stooped on to his:
shoul der.

Thoron turned his head towards the darker edges of the
Causeway. 'Men will council, Thane, strutting and shouting
to nake thenselves strong in the darkness, but listen - out
there beyond the firelight, there is the greatest power in al
El undium ' Thane turned his head and heard beyond the
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noi sy Battle Council the thunder of hootbeats on the edge of
the wind. 'l will follow you, Thane, on Equestrius, the Lord of
Horses, but first | nmust honour my pledge to WIlow and find
Evening Star and her newborn foal.'

Thane qui ckly nounted Esteron and handed the sword he
carried to Thoron. 'Eagle OM carried your blade the |length
of Elundium | only borrowed it to set you free.'

"But you will need it against the N ghtmare,' Thoron
insisted, making to give it back

"I amwell armed. | have the dagger Ducl os gave to ne on

the lawns of G ldersleeves. Gve ny farewell to Thunderstone,
tell himwe will nmeet again before the great |anp of
Underfal l.'

'Beware the N ghtbeasts on the road,' Thoron called into

t he dar kness, but Thane had gone, galloping over the soft turf
of the Causeway Field towards the ancient road that led to
Not | ey Marsh.

"Men will council,' |aughed a voice at Thoron's side

"Nevi an!' Thoron cried, spinning round towards the
shrouded figure. For long nonments they stood eye to eye.

"You did not forget ne or abandon me in the darkness,’
Thor on whi spered, reaching out a hand to touch the nuted
colours in the rai nbow cl oak.

"Many threads were pulled, old friend, to set you free.

"But what is the bidding? What is the pledge-task that you
woul d take in paynent?' Thoron asked, sinking to his knees
and offering up the hilt of his sword.

Nevi an | aughed, a sharp glint in his eye. 'You see deeper
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t han nost men, Thoronhand, and you know that nothing is

ever given without a price. The fate of El undium nay yet

bal ance on Thane's shoul ders and he nay need your sword

again. | pledge you to keep it safe for himand in his hour of
need offer up the hilt to Eagle OM, for he will wait, ready
perched on your shoulder, to carry the blade to Thane's hand.
For when the Ni ghtnmare haunts El undium no nore, a new

King will stand upon the Causeway Field, his banner shining
in the sunlight.'

"Nevi an!' Thoron cried, feeling the rainbow cl oak nelt
beneath his touch. 'Wo will be that King?
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Whodsedge

Branch fingers scratched agai nst the wi ndows of Wodsedge,
rattling and tapping in the chill evening breeze. Mart bel
shivered and drew her shawl nore tightly around her shoul ders
and, for the hundredth tine since the noon bell had
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rung, she | ooked along the Greenway that ran past the

Wayhouse close to the eaves of the black forest. '|I was agai nst
it," she nuttered, fretting with the shawl's edge. 'Night is no
time to wander out of doors.' Behind her a server coughed,
hovering in the doorway. 'We will wait,' Martbel called out,

wi t hout taking her eyes off the darkening strip of G eenway
turf that led towards the Ganite City.

"Elton,' she whispered, screwi ng the shaw between her
fingers.

Far off, three shadows broke away fromthe forest gl oom
hurryi ng towards the Wayhouse. Silver |aughter rang out
clearly in the evening light.

"Elton! Elion!' Martbel shouted, throw ng open the Wayhouse
door.

Laughi ng and teasing, Arbel and Rubel raced their sister

the | ast | eague to Wodsedge and tumbl ed, fresh-faced and
breathl ess, on to the cool flagstones of the great hall. Martbe
stood before them her face dark w th anger.

"You fools!'" she scol ded, pointing through the open door to
the forest eaves. 'Listen! Nightbeasts are close at hand. Your
father charged you to keep the Wayhouse safe and hol d

the Greenway open for his return. You spend the
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days in idle foolishness, risking your sister's life in
silly games!’

The | aughter died away. Arbel shuffled, blushing, and

unbuckl ed his broad Marching sword. 'Mdther . . .' he began
but she glared himinto silence and turned hard eyes on to
El i onbel

' The Wayhouse shoul d have been | ocked and bolted | ong
ago. You have risked all our lives with your foolishness.'

El i onbel hung her head and of fered up a basket of
sweet-snelling forest fruits. 'Arbel and Rubel were guarding
me while | collected these for our table.

Martbel's face softened as she took the basket. 'You are a
foolish girl, Elion. Light-headed with flights of fancy, always
dreanmi ng, you are | eagues away fromthe dangerous world

you live in. Beware, child!' Beyond the forest's edge a

Ni ght beast roared, cutting short Martbel's anger. She dropped
the basket and threw her wei ght agai nst the door,

slamming it hone.

"Bolt and bar the shutters,' she cried, drawi ng the short
sword she carried fromher belt and bracing herself for the
Ni ght beasts' attack.

El i onbel and her brothers raced fromw ndow to w ndow,

maki ng the Wayhouse safe, shutting out the |ast shades of
evening light. The Wayhouse Candl eman hurried into the

Great Hall, a spark blazing in his hand, and went fromwck to
wick, filling the hall with soft yellow Iight
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"W will eat as we stand, arned and ready,' Martbe

ordered, calling all the servers into the safety of the hall and
bolting the outer doors. 'The Ni ghtbeasts are on the G eenway
and it will not take themlong to realize we are al one and

def encel ess.’

"Mt her!' Rubel cried, striking sparks off the stone chi mey
breast with his Marching sword. 'Arbel and | wll defend
the Wayhouse. W are Marchers; pledged to it by our father!’

Martbel smled, 'l know you are Marchers, proud and
brave, but you are only two agai nst a swarm of shadows t hat
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goes beyond ny skill to count. Listen! They are gathering al
around us.

"I'f Thane were here with us he would drive the N ghtbeasts
away,' Elionbel said, smling as she remenbered how he

fought his way across the hollow to rescue her, but it seemed
so long ago now, even the scars fromthe N ghtbeasts' teeth
on her hands had pal ed beneath new skin.

Mart bel frowned at Elionbel, shushing her into silence.
"Count with ne, girl,' she ordered Elionbel to put away her
menori es of Thane and listen to the Ni ghtbeasts roaring on
the Greenway's edge. One, two, three, they were getting
closer, crowding in with the darkness.

"Light the stairhead fire,' Martbel whispered to Elionbel,
"and set branding irons to warmin it. Arbel, Rubel, armthe
servers.'

"There are at |least twenty Ni ghtbeasts!' Elionbel called out
softly fromthe stairhead. 'l can see themthrough the

casenment slits in the bell tower. They are | eaving the eaves of
the forest to ring the Wayhouse!

Martbel quietly threw nore logs on to the hall fire, making
it blaze hal fway up the chimey. 'W will eat now,' she
ordered, 'before the night attack.

Rubel tried to laugh but failed to mask his nervousness as

he carved thick chunks of cold nightboar and filled the waiting
pl ates. Elionbel pushed her plate away but Martbel insisted
that she ate. 'Strength for the night ahead,' she whi spered,
splitting a hard-skinned yell ow apple on the bl ade of her

swor d.

"But the noise of themscreamng ties ny stomach in a
knot,' Elionbel whispered.

"Eat!' commanded her mother, listening to the N ghtbeasts
drawi ng closer. Elionbel closed her eyes and chewed on the
coarse dark neat. She swallowed and filled her fork again.
The taste and smell of the meat rem nded her of the

Ni ght beasts in that awful hollow, paw ng and touching her,
breathing their foul odour in her face. Choking, she pushed
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the plate away, drew the | ong dagger from her belt and tested
the bl ade by cutting a deep groove in the stairhead bannister.

"You will not take nme again,' she hissed, gripping the hilt of
her dagger hard enough to nake her knuckles turn white.

' They are upon us,' Arbel cried, |eaping backwards a pace,
away fromthe Wayhouse door as it shook and rattled, bulging
i nwar ds.

Rubel dropped the carving knife and qui ckly noved across

the hall to take his place, a sword's length fromhis brother.
'Ready,' he whispered, as they raised their Marching swords,
gripping themto strike.

El i onbel stoked the stairhead fire and re-arranged the

branding irons to glow sparkling white beneath the | ogs

before she ran down the broad stairway and took her place

besi de her nother. Both held a | ong Marcher spear, the butt
firmy placed against the third stair-riser, the sharp pearshaped
bl ades pointing towards the nain doorway. Behind

them at each stairtread the servers crouched, swords and

spears glittering in the candlelight.

'One stroke only, boys, and then retreat to the stairway,'
Mart bel called anxiously to her sons as the door shook
violently, splintering on its hinges.

Ni ghtmare screans rose to a deafening pitch as the

Ni ght beasts hurl ed thensel ves agai nst the Wayhouse. W ndow
gl ass shattered, the shutters flew splintering across the
Great Hall. The iron-studded door shuddered, bul ged and
burst apart.

"Sing! Sing!' shouted Rubel, feeling the icy strength of
hatred fl ooding through his veins. 'Keep these nonsters out
of Wyodsedge!"’

H deous Ni ght beast shapes were crowdi ng through the
br oken doorway and spilling over the wi ndow sills.

"Elundium. . . a place of sunlight hours . . .' Arbel sang at the
top of his voice, lunging forward and sl ashing his blade at the
cruel spears and wi cked razor-sharp claws that reached out

towards him
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'One stroke only,' Martbel shouted above the N ghtbeast
roar.

El i onbel watched, horror-stricken, as her brothers waded
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into the withing mass of N ghtbeasts, slashing and cutting to
left and right.

"Arbel, Rubel,' she cried as the shadows cl osed around
them 'W nust save them' she shouted across to her nother.

El i onbel and Martbel sprang forwards, their spear shafts
gripped fimmly in both hands and charged, heads down, across
the hall. Wth reckl ess speed they crashed into the nonsters,
driving their spear blades deep into the Ni ghtbeasts' arnour,
sendi ng up bright showers of burning sparks.

"Arbel, Rubel, back to the stairway,' the wonmen shouted as
the inpal ed N ghtbeasts crunpl ed before themleaving a clear
gap for the boys to retreat through.

Turning, they fled in a tight knot to the safety of the stairs
and fell exhausted behind the wall of sewers' spears.

"Next time | give an order you nust obey it!"' Martbe
snapped breat hl essly.

The Ni ght beasts renewed their attack, surging in a nass of

bl ack shadows agai nst the stairway. Elionbel snatched up two
hot fire-brands and thrust them down into the N ghtbeasts
faces, searing into their coarse hairy flesh with the burning
metal . Rubel took up a spear, and Arbel a broad Marching
sword, and together they defended the | ower stairway.

"Bring every light and spark to the stairway,' Martbel cried,
thrusting her dagger between the bannister rails, and with one
sweep of the blade cutting a Nightbeast's throat. "It wll
weaken them'

El i onbel returned to the stairhead fire and qui ckly passed
out the white hot fire-brands. 'W are ready, Mdther,' she
whi spered, turning her head and | ooki ng back up the stairway
to where the sewers waited, the glowing fire-brands in their
hands.

Mart bel counted what were |eft of the N ghtbeasts in the
Great Hall and sprang forwards. 'Now,' she shouted, |eading
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the defenders of the Wayhouse down on to the broad

flagstones and singing in a clear voice of the beautiful sunlight
that would fill Elundiumw th the com ng dawn. Scream ng

and how ing, the Nightbeasts retreated, fighting each other to
escape the hot irons and bright lights that burned through
their scaly armour. The Great Hall quickly becane fogged

with bitter snoke, heavy with the snmell of seared skin. Rube
and Arbel chased the |last fleeing N ghtbeasts to the doorway
and slew themon the threshold stone. 'Victory, nother,' they
| aughed, returning into the ruined hall and resting wearily on
their swords' hilts.

Mart bel surveyed the wreckage and a frown drew her

eyebrows together. 'Victory is only a short breath away from
defeat. W have little time to rest. Quickly, barricade the door
and wi ndows before the N ghtbeasts return.’

El i onbel stepped over the N ghtbeasts' carcasses that littered
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the floor, her face grimwth disgust.

"They will come back, mark nmy words. They will return in
bl ack hordes to snother the starlight,' Mrtbel nuttered,
sheat hing her sword, and turning to the servers.

"Clear the hall, pile the Ni ghtbeasts in a heap beside the
doorway. We will burn them before the new sun rises.'

Turni ng back to her sons she ordered themto fortify the

Great Hall as for a siege. Elionbel she sent to the larders with
baskets for all the food she could carry. 'Before the new sun
sets this Wayhouse nust become a fortress. Sonething

terrible is loose in Elundium | can feel it, a black shadow at
my shoul der, a gnawi ng col dness in ny bones.'

El i onbel shivered, feeling the col dness of her nother's fear

and | ooked out at the black forest's edge. ' The grey hours
have cone,' she whi spered wi thout hope.
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The Hi It of Thorns

Dar kness blurred the Causeway Fields and spread in deep
shadows under the eaves of Mantern's Forest as Esteron
passed between the trees and took the ancient road that |ed
towards Notl ey Marsh. Thane crouched |ow in the saddl e,
hunched agai nst the rushing wind, his eyes narrowed by
stream ng tears.

"Forgive ne, Elion. Forgive ne...' he whispered in
rhythmwi th Esteron's poundi ng hoof beats. Wthout a backward
gl ance at the Battle Council or a thought of the danger

on the road ahead he pressed Esteron for all the speed he
could give, keeping himto the crown of the road, racing

bet ween the fl eeting nbonshadows. Before them |ess than
hal f a | eague distant, stood the tunbl edown Wayhouse hut of
thorns that Thane renenbered fromhis earlier journey to
Underfall. Ml cade suddenly shrieked a warning, digging his
talons sharply into Thane's shoulder. Al about them Ni ghtbeasts
swarned up on to the Greenway, roaring and scream ng

The hut! Run for the hut!' Thane shouted, urging Esteron

to gallop faster. Mil cade spread his wi ngs and stooped,
sinking his talons into the nearest N ghtbeast. Thane drew his
dagger and sl ashed at the black N ghtbeasts that bl ocked his
pat h. The door of the hut shimered in the night air, barbed
thorns were shining in the noonlight. Esteron surged forward,
taking the last stride to safety, rising Tomthe ground

in a graceful arch. He did not see the N ghtbeast spring out

fromthe shadows of the hut and thrust the cruel spear at his
flank, but the force of the crippling blade sent himcrashing to
hi s knees. Thane, unbal anced, fell beside him rolled once

and | eapt back to his feet.
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‘Into the hut! Into the hut!' he cried, as the injured horse
staggered through the doorway. The N ghtbeast was hangi ng

on to the spear shaft, driving it deeper into Esteron's flank
Thane ducked under the nonster's outstretched arns and

drove his dagger upwards through the thin strips of fou

arnmour with both hands on the hilt. He pushed his weight

agai nst the N ghtbeast and sent the screamng animal toppling
backwards, releasing his grip on the spear shaft. Thane pull ed
the bl ood-sticky dagger out of the N ghtbeast's chest and
fol |l owed Esteron, junping through the door of thorns.

Snorting and whinnying with pain Esteron half |ay, half

knelt on the earth floor, beads of sweat forming on his neck as
he tried to rise. Thane sheathed the dagger and knelt beside
him Ml cade stooped through the doorway and perched on

Thane's shoul der. The curtain of thorns fell across the

openi ng and rustled and shook as the N ghtbeasts tried to

force their way through, but it remained inpenetrable.

Thane shivered in the darkness and felt his way al ong the
spear shaft until his fingers reached the blade. The force of
the thrust had driven the barbed bl ade deep into Esteron's
flank and it would clearly need a Healer's skill to cut it out.

"l cannot pull it out!' cried Thane, taking Esteron's head
into his arnms. 'The nore | touch it the deeper it sinks.'

Esteron snorted through the pain, the whites of his eyes

showi ng in the darkness, and rose to his feet. Wth each

pai nful movenent the spear shaft di pped and swayed

wi I dly, nmaking the pain worse. Thane grasped the shaft as

close to the blade as he dared and, raising his knee, he

snapped it in two. Esteron shrieked and backed away unti

he stood against the far wall black with sweat. He was trenbling
fromhead to foot. Thane noved quickly to his side,

gently unbuckled the girths, renoved the saddl e and cut the

65

abridle knot, taking the steel bit out of Esteron'snouth.
"Tonmorrow,' he whispered, untying the sumer scarf fromhis
arm and binding it around the spear blade to stemthe fl ow of
bl ood, 'tonorrow, when a new sun burns above Wrld's

Edge the magic will fade and the N ghtbeasts will overrun
this Wayhouse. We nmust escape in the first shafts of
sunlight. I will go alone to Wodsedge and you rnust return
to Underfall, for only Merion the Healer has the skill to
renove the N ghtbeast's spearbl ade.’

Est eron nei ghed fiercely, arching his sweat-soaked neck, and
tried to cross the Wayhouse, forgetting for a nonent the
crippling spear in his side. Thane watched his slow halting
steps and whispered to hinself, 'They will cut you down | ong
before you reach the G eenway!'

Qui ckly he uncl asped his cloak and pulled off his fine
chainmail shirt. Wth the edge of his dagger he unpicked the
rows of fine glittering steel |oops and spread the opened shirt
across Esteron's back. Taking his cloak he cut the | ower half
into strips and bound the shirt securely. Stepping back he
smled in the darkness. 'Now you have a battle coat that even

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferie...0f%20Elundium%202%20-%20Palace%200f%20Kings.txt (49 of 227) [6/4/03 10:58:05 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jeff eri es¥%20-%20L oremasters%200f %20E| undi um%6202%20-%20Pal ace%200f %620K ings.txt

Equestrius, the Lord of Horses, would be proud to wear. It is
not steelsilver, but it will turn the Myhtbeasts' bl ades.

Esteron snorted, rubbing his head wearily agai nst Thane's
arm

"Merion is the only one with the power and the skill to pul
that black blade. You nmust go to him' said Thane as he pulled
the shortened cl oak about his shoulders. He felt the ow's

tal ons squeeze his shoulder and lifted his hand to caress the
soft downy chest feathers. 'Mulcade will go with you and
defend you on the road. | will clear a path through the

Ni ght beasts as the new sun rises and win you the best road
that | can.'

Thane paused, biting his knuckles with despair, know ng that
the road to Wodsedge woul d be endl ess without Esteron, yet
he had no other choice. Sighing, he pulled offhis boots, and
with two swift cuts of the dagger he cut them down

66

to just above the ankles so that he could run in them Esteron
whi nni ed. He woul d go as Thane had begged hi m and seek the
Heal er of Underfall, but once the spear blade had been renoved
he woul d use the gift of speed and raise a Warhorse arny
greater than the one that had gathered on the high plateau to
free Thoronhand, and they would foll ow Thane into the heart

of Elundiumto rescue Elionbel; and Miul cade, the Lord of Ow s,
woul d call a stoop of Battle OMs great enough to darken the
sun. Thane woul d not stand al one agai nst the Master of

Ni ght nar es!

Beyond the door of thorns dense bl ack shadows were

crowding in, the grey hours woul d soon touch the horizon's

edge with pale noving fingers. Thane shivered in the darkness,
drawi ng his cloak tightly around his shoul ders; night silence
prickled at his scalp, for he knew that beyond the thorncovered
wal | s the powers of night crouched encircling the

Wayhouse, waiting for the magic to fade. Thane rose to his

feet and quiedy |ifted Mil cade up towards the bl ackened

snmoke hol e.

"Fly high, great bird of war,' he whispered. 'Ri se above the
Ni ght beasts' shadows that trap us here, be our eyes and find
the morning. Bring a new sun to the Greenway's edge to drive
our enem es back.'

Mul cade dug his talons into Thane's arm hooted softly, and
lifted on silent wings, spiralling up through the sooty chi mey
towards the distant stars. Thane stood for a nonent peering
upwar ds, searching the night sky for a hint of the grey hours
that would herald the dawn, but only cold faraway stars filled
the bl ackness. He shuddered and turned back to confort

Est eron, weeping as he | ooked upon the ugly spear bl ade
enbedded in his flank. As Thane crossed the Wayhouse fl oor,
moving silently between the upturned furniture, sonething

made hi m pause and hold his breath. Sonething of terrible
mal i ce had arrived outside and was circling, testing the

tunmbl edown wal I s for weakness.

"Krul shards!' Thane whi spered, draw ng his dagger and
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ahurrying to stand between Esteron and the door, follow ng
the Mghtrnare threat with his eyes as it circled their refuge.

"I wish we had Kyot' sgreat bow and those gl ass arrowheads
fromStunble HIl,' he hissed, sumopning up the courage to
shout a challenge at the Master of N ghtmares. 'None can enter
this Wayhouse agai nst the power of Nevian, for he is the
Master of Magic who built it!" he cried, dry-nouthed.

A cry of hatred froze Thane's heart as Krul shards watched

the ow escape up into the night sky. Turning back to the hut
he call ed out Thane's name, 'Killhand! Killhand!' he hissed,
rising in a blanket of shadows to envelope the hut. '"Bring his
head to the City of Night for torment!’

He | aughed bitterly, pushing the ring of N ghtbeasts forward
agai nst the Wayhouse, and it began to crumnbl e beneath the
assault. The walls cried out as black brittle claws tore into
them and the barrier of living thorns that protected the
doorway shook and rattled as the N ghtbeasts began to tear it
down.

"You cannot enter!' Thane cried, advancing a step towards
t he door.

"Kill hand! Killhand!' chanted the N ghtbeasts, thrusting their
way through the thorn barrier

"Gl | operspawn, you are mine!' dribbled Krul shards,
advanci ng on the door, his bone black fingers between the
t hor ns.

"No!' shouted Thane, slashing with his dagger at the
Ni ght beast's claws, but instead of N ghtbeast his bl ade
touched a soft white wall of tiny flowers.

"It is the magic!' he whispered, gazing in wonder at the night
flowers. 'Nevian will keep us safe until the new sun rises. It is
carved in the |l egend on the lintel above the door. Esteron, we
are safel!l’

The heavy, sweet scent fromthe nightflowers filled the
Wayhouse, bringing blissful sleep to Thane and Esteron,
shutting out their fear and pain. For it was witten by the Lord
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of Daylight that none who treasure the |ight need fear the
powers of darkness for the space of one night while they
rested in the Wayhouse hut of thorns.

"Kill hand! Gal | operspawn!' screamed Krul shards, retreating
fromthe Wayhouse and spreading his malice to blot out the
starlight that reflected fromthe tiny white flowers. But the nore
the N ghtbeasts assaulted the walls or tore at the doorway the
more petal cases opened until the Wayhouse was buried

beneat h deep banks of brilliant nightflowers that dazzled and

bl i nded, and where the Nightbeasts touched the white petals
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they burned their claws, giving off a bitter snmell that drove

t hem back. Krul shards spat at the hut and | ooked at the greying
sky. He drew his Nightbeasts around himinto a circle of

bl ackest shadows.

"Tonmorrow,' he dribbled, touching the raw sinews that

Silverwi ng had torn open, 'when the sun touches the Wrld's
Edge as these foul flowers close, put on your wol Eskin eye
shi el ds and destroy the Wayhouse. Tear it stone from stone
and bring Hand's head to the Gty of Night. In the darkness
shal | pluck out his eyes and feed themto ny blind beasts.'

"Kill hand! Killhandl' the N ghtbeasts chanted, noving in a
slow circle, spears interlocked, waiting for the magic to fade.

Krul shards gathered the nmalice into heavy bl ack fol ds of
hatred about his shoul ders and summoned Kerzol de to his side.

"W are too fewto risk battle here. If that oW brings warriors
or Warhorses to Thanehand's aid we are dooned. Cone, there

is an old enemy in Elundium with a tattoo in blue and gold

upon his arm we shall destroy himbefore the new sun rises.'

"Who, Master?' Kerzolde asked, running to keep pace with
Krul shards' giant strides as he took the ancient road into the
heart of El undi um

"Archerorm the begetter of the foul Archer who did this!
snarl ed Krul shards, throwi ng back the malice to reveal the
ragged hole Kyot's arrow had made in his shoul der.
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A noise in the bl ackened snoke hol e brought Thane to his
feet, dagger ready, but he eased his grip on the hilt and

| aughed with joy as the shadow of Mil cade crossed the
Wayhouse floor. 'You have brought the norning,' he cried,
feeling the ow's dewwet talons on his arm Mil cade hooted
softly, bobbing his head backwards and forwards.

"Esteron,' Thane whi spered as the Warhorse struggled to
his feet, 'Mil cade has seen the new sun. Here, touch the
j ewel s of daybreak before they vanish.

Esteron stretched his neck and brushed his nmuzzl e across
Mil cade's talons, feeling the beginnings of a new day.

' Soon we nust part,' whispered Thane, collecting his

courage and turning towards the door, renenbering now in

their last brief monents together all the little things that had
bound them that had made their |love so strong. That first
monent in the sand school, far away in the Ganite Gty,

when Esteron had been wild and set on killing him but the

ow had made himspare his life. He smled, remenbering

how he had naned hi m Esteron. Ml cade tightened his tal ons

on Thane's arm making himlook into his own eyes.

"How could | forget,' he | aughed, 'how you stooped to ny
shoul der and we started our journey to Wrld' s End so | ong
ago? | love you both nore than life itself. Hurry to Underfal
and seek out the Healer.'
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Esteron snorted fiercely, nudging Thane's shoul der. The
flowers were fading and the new norning's |ight was streamn ng
into the hut through the ruined walls. Milcade shrieked a
war ni ng, for beyond the cl osing petal cases he saw the

Ni ght beasts' shadow circle rising up to hide the sunlight.
Thane ran to the doorway and | ooked out into the sun. The

Ni ght beasts were advanci ng on the hut.

"Gve nme a nonent to clear the way,' he called and junping
through the thorn barrier he plunged the dagger into the
nearest beast. It screaned, stunbling blindly against him
slashing with a rusty jagged bl ade above Thane's head. Thane
jerked the dagger free and attacked the next, felling it with
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one upward thrust. He hesitated before tackling the third and
circled it on tiptoe, carefully studying its face. It was blind; it
had a | ayer of skin over its eyes to protect themfromthe
dayl i ght. Thane | aughed; the beast spun round, follow ng his

voice. Roaring, it called the other beasts to where Thane

stood. He stayed perfectly still with bated breath, poised on

the balls of his feet, until the N ghtbeasts' spearbl ades were a
handspan from his chest.

"Ni gh/ beasts!' he shouted, ducking and scooping up a

handf ul of stones before he slipped sideways as the Ni ghtbeasts
| unged forward, inpaling each other, scream ng as the

spear bl ades tore through their scaly arnour. 'Now go!'’

Thane shouted, scattering the stones anpbngst the N ghtbeasts
as he urged Esteron over the threshold stone. The

Ni ght beasts stunbled into one another, follow ng the noise of
the stones while, far away, beyond the Ni ghtbeasts' screans,
the first blackbird burst into song and the new sun spread its
warnth across the ancient road, drying out the jewels of the
nor ni ng.

"Go quickly,' Thane urged, hel ping the crippled horse on

to the enpty G eenway. Esteron snorted through the pain and
tried to trot, Mil cade hovered above him talons spread ready
to stoop to his defence.

"I love you both,' Thane called out, running back through
the N ghtbeasts, taunting themwi th his voice and throw ng
handful s of sharp stones to distract themfromthe fleeing
horse, drawi ng them after himtowards Notley Marsh.

"Kill hand! Killhand!' the N ghtbeasts chanted, follow ng

his voice in a ragged line. Thane ran on ahead of them as fast
as he could, keeping to the centre of the road. \Wen he
reached the rimof the steep valley that | ed down into Notley
Marsh he | ooked back and saw t hem spread out across the

road, close to his heels.
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Krul shards Stunble Hill
Sonething nore terrible than death had cone with the grey

hours, that much old Archerormcould feel in his bones and
smell on the dry nightwind. It made himshiver and the fear of
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it gnawed at his stonach as he paced the enpty Wayhouse

Tower on Stunble Hill. It had cone in the dead of night,
encircling the Wayhouse, |ooking for weakness and a way to
enter, but finding none it had settled before the great wooden
doors, pressing against the iron studding and fiercely rattling
the | ocks. Archer dared not guess at what, or who, had cone

to the tower, and he feared each shadow that filled the dark
courtyard. The tattoo of the owl carrying the sword itched
upon his armand, pulling his sleeve away, he gazed at the
mar k Nevi an had traced all those suns ago beneath the walls

of Underfall and gasped, for the colours burned with a fierce
light, driving the shadows out of the courtyard.

"Nevian,' he cried, lifting his bow arm above his head. 'You
have it my darkest hour. Now | have the power to see who
haunts the road before ny door!'

Archer hurried into the armoury and sel ected the best,
strongest bow and the heavi est quiver of newforged arrows.
He clinmbed to the top of the tower and | ooked through the
d ass of Omat the road bel ow.

"Krul shards!' he cried, stepping quickly back fromthe

gl ass, not daring to raise his eyes to |l ook at the N ghtnmare that
had covered the Causeway and pressed his black hatred

agai nst the door.
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"Trueflightorm' a voice hissed, splitting the night air as it
rose up out of the malice. 'I have not forgotten your nane,
foul Archer, nor have | forgotten how you once stood between
me and victory over the daylight, destroying nmy shadow circle
with the Bow of Om'

Archer took shallow breaths; the palns of his hands were
growi ng wet with fear as he gripped the oil ed wooden bow
tightly.

"I have cone to claimyou, Trueflightorm and keep you in
the darkness, for ever sightless fromthe sun,' sneered the
voi ce of hatred

"Nightrmare!' cried Archer, necking an arrow on to the
string and aimng into the shadowy folds of the malice. 'You

could not kill me on the Causeway Road before the gates of
Underfall. You shall not, by the mght of ny arm take ne
now '

Cruel laughter filled the night air as a gnarled bone bl ack
hand reached up out of the nmalice, snatched the arrow as it
flew and snapped it in two. 'Your son, foul Archer, has the
Bow of Orm' nocked Krul shards, 'and he lies dead in the
Cty of Night. You cannot harmme, Archerorm nor can

t hese doors keep ne out.'

Krul shards snarled, curling his lips back agross his ragged
teeth, and threw the weight of his malice against the doors.
Twice the tree-thick tinbers rocked backwards and forwards
before the | ocks smashed into a thousand pieces. 'You are
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m ne!' he hissed, entering the courtyard.

"NO "' shouted Archer, |eaping down the tower steps four at

atinme. Tears of rage filled his eyes and anger boiled in his
heart. 'l shall avenge Kyot's death even without the Bow of

Om and | will bring his body out of the depths of night to see
the sunlight once nore. Do you hear me, foul est N ghtmare,
dirtier of daylight? | shall drive you out of mnmy house before the
new sun rises!’

"Run!' nocked Krul shards, nmoving forward. 'Hide, puller
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aof toy bows, but I will find you and keep you beyond the
candl el i ght for ever.'

"Run!' replied Archer, coldly, stepping into the courtyard and
necki ng another arrow on to the string. 'You have dared to
enter ny house without ny |eave, bringing black news of
despair.’

"I bring nmore than bl ack news!' spat the Master of
Ni ght mares, 'l bring defeat and darkness to all El undiun'

Archer drew the bow taut and rel eased the arrow at the

centre of the malice, putting all his strength behind the shot,
but Krul shards | aughed, opened the nmalice and agai n caught

the arrowin md-flight, throwing it harm essly across the
cobbl es.

"You cannot hurt nme, foolish Archer. You gave away the
only bowin all Elundiumwith that power and it now |lies broken
inthe City of Night beneath your son's body!'

The anger in Archer's heart turned icy cold as he

renmenbered Nevian's words, 'Keep safe the Bow of Om and let no

ot her hand butyours upon the string until the Nightmare is dead. Use
none but the f ne-forged gl ass arrow heads of Catterford if you w sh
to pierce the centre of the darkness.'

"I have been a blind fool, over-anxious to |let Kyot do ny

work. | should never have let himlead the Archers of Stunble
Hll into battle before the Gates of Night. It was ny place with
the Bow of O mto stand against this N ghtnare.

Rubbi ng away a tear upon his sleeve Archer reached back

into the quiver and took the third arrow, cursing its blunt stee
edge and wi shing his hand was cl osing upon the cold crysta

bl ades of Clatterford. Wetting the dull steel point with his
tongue he necked the arrow on to his bow and faced the dark
shape that stood between the ruined doors.

"Krul shards!' he cried, noving quickly across the courtyard
until his back was firmy braced against the solid oak shooting
butt. 'I remenmber your nane, N ghtmare, and the curse you laid
on Elundium | amthe Wayhouse Keeper of Stumble Hll, set

upon the Geenway's edge to defeat your foul kind.
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Even wi thout the Bow of Om | have the power to send an
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arrow strike into your black heart. Look to the tattoo upon ny
arm'’

Krul shards hesitated, wapping the malice tightly about his
shoul ders. Perhaps this Archer had nore strength. Perhaps he
did have the power to stand agai nst the darkness. 'Kerzol de!"’
he rasped, pushing his Captain before him 'Take the Archer's
bow and break it across your knee.'

Kerzol de rushed at the Archer, a broad-bl aded spear in his
good claw, only to be knocked off his feet, scream ng, as
Archer's arrow pierced his arnour and sank deep into his
chest. Kerzolde crawl ed back to his Master, clutching at the
enbedded shaft with his broken claw.

"Guard the door!' Krulshards hissed, wenching the blade of
the arrow free and pushing Kerzol de roughly out of his path.

Archer acted quickly in the few nonents it took Krul shards

to pull the arrow He dug deeply into his jerkin pocket to find
the spare bow string and with it he bound hinmsel f against the
oak shooting butt. 'None will pass this spot,' he whispered
through trenbling lips, pulling the string so tight that it cut
painfully into his sides. Now his mnd would be free to face the
Master of Ni ghtmares. No matter how much he wanted to run

there was no escape. Gimy he nocked another arrow on to the
string and sang Kyot's nane al oud as he brought his eyes |evel
with the Master of Nightnmares.

"Now, Ni ghtrmare, you shall know who is the Keeper of
Stunble HIl. By the light that burns on ny armyou shall not
enter this Wayhouse. It is closed to all your foul kind.'

Krul shards threw the malice back across his shoul der and
charged at Archer, a bl ack-bl aded spear in his hands. Archer
bent the bow until it cried out, and | oosed the arrow at the

Ni ghtmare's heart. He laughed to see a ragged tear in

Krul shard's shoul der and knew that Kyot had used well the
great Bow of Orm before his death. Archer's |aughter turned
into a scream as Krul shards' spear blade struck his chest,
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shattering his rib cage, tearing through his chest to pin himon
to the shooting butt.

"Kyot, Il ove you!" he cried, grinding his teeth against the
pain, but lifting his eyes he saw Krul shards on his knees, both
hands clutching on the arrowshaft in his chest.

Krul shards rose to his feet, the malice boiling with hatred,
and snapped the arrowshaft in two, closing his fingers

around the steel arrow head. He advanced across the cobbl es,
molten steel fromthe arrow head dripping between his

fingers. Slowy, painfully, and w thout hope, the old Archer
reached back into his quiver, knowi ng the steel was no match
for the Nightmare, wishing with all his heart that his fingers
could touch an arrow fromd atterford, with sunlight trapped
in the cool glass blade. That would have found a way through
the malice and it would have avenged Kyot's death.
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' Deat h! Dar kness!' spat Krul shards, throw ng his weight

agai nst the spear shaft, forcing the bl ade deeper into the oak
post. Archer screaned as the steel bit into him his hand
gripping the snooth polished shaft of the arrow. Wth the

|l ast of his strength he took the arrow and necked it on to the
bow. Screwi ng his eyes tightly shut he cursed all N ghtmare
shapes, drew the string tight and let the arrow go, aimng it
deep into the bl ack shadows of the nalice. Bright blazed the
tattooed ow upon his arm lighting a path through the shadowy
folds that threatened to engulf him 'Wth this arrow | have
fulfilled nmy pledges to the Granite King, and kept this
Wayhouse safe through the darkest reaches of the night.

"You shall not see the new sun rise!' Krul shards screaned

at himas the arrow knocked hi m backwards, forcing him

across the cobbles, slicing through his rotten flesh and cutting
himto the bone. 'You will die slowy for this,' he hissed, rage
dribbling through his quivering |lips as he advanced on

Archer, his hands outstretched to tear at his face. Archer

| ooked up through his tears at the paling dawn sky, know ng

that he | acked the strength to take another arrow fromthe

qui ver.

7

"I have won the norning,' he whispered, hearing far away

the first blackbird break the dawn silence, filling the G eenway
with sweet nusic. Krul shards' shadow bl ocked out the

dawn |light as he spread the nmalice in terrible hatred above
Archer's head.

"Trueflightorm' Krul shards whispered in a voi ce heavy
with the gloat of victory, "you will pay dearly for your skill with
t he bow. '

He reached back into the shadows of the nmalice, unhooked

a long curved knife and tested the cutting edge agai nst

Archer's throat, drawing a fine trickle of blood across the
black nmetal blade. 'I could kill you now, Archer, with one
stroke of this blade, but that is far too hunble a death for one
who dares to stand agai nst nme, the Master of Nightbeasts.

No, oh no!' he hissed, putting his face so close to Archer's
that the old man could al nost taste the foul odour of

deat h.

"I shall leave you alive, Trueflight, the greatest Archer in all
El undium You will be blind to your quarry and unable to
reach into the quiver or take up the bow'

Laughi ng, Krul shards gripped both of Archer's hands,

rai sed the curved blade to flash in the dawn sunlight and
brought it slicing down across the bowran's wists. Archer
screanmed, straining against the binding bowstring, but there
was no escape. The tattoo of the ow in blue and gol d burst
into blinding light above his bl eeding stunp.

"Curse you, Nevian,' Krulshards hissed, burying his head
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fromthe light in the malice and reaching for Archer's eyes

with his bone black fingers. Archer sobbed through the pain,
gasping in shall ow breaths as he twisted his head fromleft to
right trying to avoid the Nightmare fingernails that tore at his
face.

"I can see you without eyes,' he cried, as the Nightmare's
nai |l s hooked and gouged into his face, "and I will avenge the
death of ny son, Kyot, w thout nmy hands upon the bow Mark
well nmy words, N ghtmare, for | shall foll ow you beyond
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death. The Great Bow of Omw |l haunt you and bring |ight
into the Gty of Night.'

Slowy Archer lifted his bleeding tattoo armand thrust it
through the folds of the nmalice into Krul shards' face, and the
tattoo burned the Nightrmare's raw nuscles with the colours

of a new norning, driving the Master of N ghtbeasts out

beyond t he Wayhouse doors on to the G eenway.

"I shall follow you,' Archer wept through bl oody tears,
tensing hinmself for the next attack, but the Wayhouse was
enpty. Krul shards had fled, taking his Captainbeast, Kerzolde,
with him Early sunlight filled the courtyard, falling

gently in a golden halo around Archer's bowed head, and he
wept, nmunbling over and over as his life blood soaked into the
cobbles. He did not feel the sun nmove through the stations of
the day, nor see the shadows draw | ong in the evening, nor
hear nor sense the lone figure enter through the broken

door way.

"Archer, oh Archer,' a soft voice called out, 'what has the
Ni ght mare done to you?

78
The Passing of Archerorm

Thane noved qui ckly down the steep sl ope into the marshes.

Behi nd hi m he could hear the pursuing N ghtbeasts chanting

his name, 'Killhand, Gall operspawn!’' He knew they were

al rost blind in the daylight but all hope of slipping past them
vani shed for they had spread out in a grimarc of hate. They
were beating every tree and bush with their cruel -bl aded

spears and | ong curved scyt hes.

"Ni gh/ beasts!' he whispered, catching his breath and
plunging into the undergrowth beside the road for a nmonent'
s rest. 'l will have to run faster than the east wind to
reach Wodsedge before these N ghtbeasts catch ne.'

Ri sing shakily to his feet he took off his heavy netal helm
and threw it aside. He missed the protection of the nmetal shirt
outside the hut of thorns as he dodged anongst the Ni ghtbeasts
spear bl ades but now he was truly glad he had spread it

across Esteron's back; the cut-down hal f-cl oak was easier to
wear and did not snag his every stride. Bending | ow, he ran
forward, drawing in deep breaths with every | oping stride.
Gradual ly as the day wore on he drew ahead of the N ghtbeasts
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and the sounds of pursuit fell away to a distant

murrmur. Now he was in the centre of the marsh and all

around himthe air grew heavy with the snell of stagnant

water as it hissed and bubbled in bl ack pools beside the road.
G ant dragonflies hovered, beating the still air with their

wi ngs; marsh spiders scuttled away from beneath his hurrying
feet. There was no rest as he forced his feet on
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Ahead of himhe saw the ring of ash fromhis earlier battle

with the Nightbeasts on his way to Underfall. He |aughed and
paused for breath, crouching to suck in great lungfuls of air. "If
the Battle OM s or the Border Runners were with ne | would

turn and fight,' he nmuttered, rising to his feet. Holding his
breath he listened to the marsh silence, straining his ears for
sounds of pursuit. Far away he could hear that they were stil
following him closing the gap with each nonment he rested.

He | eapt forward in the stagnant silence. '|I must run until ny
bones crack and my nuscles knot with cranp,’ he hissed in
the silence. 'l must run to Elionbel.’

Wth each footfall the ground grew firmer beneath his feet.
He was clinbing out of Notley Marsh towards the great
Greenway crossroads that led to Stunble Hill. "I nust not
stop again,' he said to hinself, "until | reach the Wayhouse
Tower. There | will take breath and fight these Nightbeasts
with a strike of Archers at ny side.’

Bendi ng | ow he pushed on, kicking against the steepness of

the valley, following the winding road up until it breasted the
valley's rim Here he paused to | ook back and he saw the

Ni ght beasts spread out across the fire-burned road. They

were fewer now, running in close order and gaining on him

with every stride.

' The darkness!' he gasped, in a tired voice, |ooking at the

| engt heni ng shadows on the valley floor. 'It nust give the

Ni ght beasts new strength. Ch Esteron, if only | had your gift
of speed to outrun these beasts, or Milcade's power to rise up
into the soft evening air and escape!'’

"Kill hand! Killhand!' rose the distant chant fromthe bl ack
bubbl i ng marshes bel ow. Thane could just hear the dry rattle
of their arnmour; they were on the first steps of the steep
ascent. Turning, he fled, running as fast as his tired | egs
would take him 'Run or die,' he repeated in rhythmwith his
poundi ng heart, 'Run or die,' until he could run no further.
He stopped, bent doubl e, shaking and choking for breath.
Slow y he straightened, blinking against the stinging sweat
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~ITu.
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that was trickling into his eyes and | ooked at the silhouette of
t he Wayhouse Tower, etched in dark col ours against the
eveni ng sky.

"Stunble Hill,' he gasped, |ooking back across his shoul der
towards the marshes. The road was strai ght and enpty; he

had outrun the N ghtbeasts and safety waited a hundred paces
before him d enching his fist he hurried forwards, eager to
take a strike of Archer's best bownren back towards Notl ey
Marsh and destroy the N ghtbeasts.

Looki ng up at the Wayhouse he hesitated, a frown creased

his dirty, sweat-stained forehead. Sonething was wong. He
took deep breaths to steady his racing heart and listened to
the early night sounds. He strained his ears for the slightest
clue. The hairs at the base of his neck began to prickle. Far
away on the edge of the wind he could hear the sounds of
pursuit, but here on Stunble Hi Il the evening held its breath,
there were no ni ght sounds. He searched the dark bul k of the
Wayhouse but nothi ng noved, the tower stood wapped in
silence. Fearfully he drew his dagger and began cautiously to
climb the hill, looking into each shadow and testing each dark
shape with the point of his blade until he stood upon the
Causeway, between the broken doors.

"Krul shards!' he hissed, noving noiselessly into the centre
of the courtyard, balancing lightly on his toes as he swept his
gaze fromleft to right.

"Archer?' he whispered, seeing the shape of the figure in
the gl oony darkness beneath the centre archway that led into
t he Wayhouse.

"Who dares enter?' a weak voice cried out. A blinding |ight
suddenly burned upon the figure's arm casting a giant
shadow across the cobbles fromthe cruel spear shaft that
pinned it on to the oaken shooting butt.

"Archer,' Thane called softly, crossing the courtyard and
kneel i ng beside the old man. 'Who has done this to you?' he
wept, gently taking the bl eeding stunps into his hands.

' Thane, Thane is that you?' Archer cried, searching in the
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direction of Thane's voice. 'The N ghtnare said that Kyot is
dead, lost for ever in the Gty of Mght. He said that the Bow of
Om|lay broken beneath him' Archer coughed, choking over

the words, crying bloody tears. 'Ch, Thane, | know it was the
truth for | sawwith ny owmn eyes the nark of the arrow strike in
the N ghtmare's shoulder. | know that Kyot used the bow well

before he died.'

Thane lifted Archer's ruined armand kissed the tattoo mark
then, taking the scarred and bl oody head into his arns, he

whi spered gently, 'Kyot is alive and well; he sits at the Battle
Counci | before the doors of Underfall. Together we won a great
victory before the Gates of Night. In the new daylight he wll
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| ead your strikes of Archers back hone. Have courage, ny
Lord, he will be with you soon."'

"There is no tine to waste,' Archer whispered urgently.

"Listen to me, child, while there is still breath in nmy body. Kyot
must be well arned to face the Nightmare, Krul shards. He nust
follow himand stand in ny place.’

Thane | eaned closer to catch every word, putting his ear to
Archer's bl ood-encrusted |ips.

'Before you were born, long before the great battle to win

Wirl d's End had even begun, Nevian, the Master of Magic,

took ne into the heart of Mantern's Forest into a secret grove
of black yew trees and showed ne the tree, the perfect yew
tree, and ordered nme to cut only enough wood for two great
bongs.' archer paused, drawing in shallow breaths. 'If ever the
Bow of Ormis broken seek out that other bow. Renmenber it has
my mark upon it.'

"Who has the other bow?'" Thane asked. 'Wiere is it hidden?

Archer coughed, new blood gurgled in his throat. 'The
arrows,' he munbl ed, deaf to the question, 'nust be hotforged
and drawn sharp at Catterford by the Arrowraster who knows
of the light!'

"What is his nane?' Thane urged gently, feeling Archer
begin to slunp against him

"Fairday of Catterford,' Archer cried, straining against the
spear blade. 'Tell himthat you need new arrows shaped in

glass. Tell himthat Krul shards, the N ghtmare of Darkness, has
come forth into Elundium Tell him child, that | have sent you.

Archer slunped forwards and then feebly tried to lift his
head, 'Free nme, Thane,' he whispered, turning his bl oody head
towar ds where Thane knelt. 'Free ne, Thane, fromthe binding
cord of nmy fate. Cut nme |oose.' Thane gripped the spear shaft
with both hands and, using all his strength, wenched it free.
Archer sl unped forward agai nst the bl oody bow string. Thane
cut the string with one sweep of his dagger and carefully laid
the old man on the cobbl es. Suddenly, roaring screans broke
the night silence just beyond the broken entrance. Thane's
pursuers had reached the Wayhouse. Turni ng, he crouched

r eady.

"I will avenge you, Archer!' he cried, reaching for the fallen
bow at Archer's side, but he hesitated. He was a swordsnan
trained with the skills of G ldersleeves. Qickly he threw the
bow asi de and drew the dagger that Duclos had given him

"Kill hand, the Gall operspawn!' rose the N ghtbeast chant.

Fi ve shapes, perhaps ten, their nunbers were difficult to count
as they swayed forwards in an ever-changing pattern,

swal | owi ng the courtyard beneath their foul shadows.

Archer lifted his head, a frown cracking the dried bl ood on

his forehead. As he listened, a large tear, blood streaked,
escaped down his cheek. 'Thane!' he whispered, '|I can hear the
Ni ght beast chant, but | cannot see them | ampowerless in this
dar kness, al one and hel pl ess!
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"No, no,' whispered Thane, cradling Archer's head, 'I wll
keep you safe until Kyot conmes. You need fear nothing that
moves in the night.' Archer wept, lifting his nutilated armwith

the tattoo mark towards the N ghtbeasts. 'There is no time |left
for me, Thane. Fate's hand is upon ny shoul der. Tell Kyot of
Clatterford.'

Archer's head slipped sideways and his | ast breath nisted
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the steel arrow head that |ay unused in the quiver. Thane

rose to his feet and |l eapt forward. Through blurring, angry
tears Thane sl ashed with the dagger, cutting into the

near est Mghtbeast, and as the first drop of its blood spl ashed
on to the cobbles the tattoo on Archer's armburned with a
white fire, blinding the N ghtbeasts, sending them stunbling
into one another. Thane strode forward anongst them

sl ashi ng and stabbing, driven on by the terrible sight of
Kyot's father.

"I will build a wall of N ghtmare dead! Carrion heaps to
shadow the sun!' he cried, letting the rage and anger guide his
dagger arm Silence once again filled the courtyard, and the
light fromthe tattoo began to fade. The shadows softened and
grew deeper. Thane | owered the dagger and |let the anger

melt away. Before him in a wide crescent, the Mghtbeasts |ay
piled to the height of his shoul ders, and none had cone
within a dagger's length of where Archer lay. The anger had
now gone, he felt alone, enpty and drained of strength. He
shivered, drawi ng the ragged half-cloak tightly about his
shoul ders, and knelt beside Archer.

"I have killed the N ghtbeasts. You can rest the watches of
the night in peace,' he whispered, unclasping the old man's
cloak and laying it across his body. Already the cold air had
taken the warnth out of Archer's flesh and the tattoo had
faded to a soft phosphorescent gl ow.

A noise fromthe stabl e-yard nade Thane freeze. Silently

he rose, his hand on his dagger, and nmade to step across the
courtyard, but as he left Archer's side the tattoo flared
brightly through the weave of the cloak and then faded back
into a soft gl ow

'Beyond death, this Wayhouse will be safe. None will dare
enter while the tattoo glows!' he thought in wonder.

W deni ng his eyes agai nst the darkness Thane entered the
stabl e-yard and slipped the iron | atch upon the |ong barn
where the relay horses were stabled. Hooves clattered on the
cobbl es and sonewhere in the shadows a horse snorted
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There was fear in the horse, Thane could sense it, the silent
fear of the hunted who, with bated breath and poundi ng

heart, crouch waiting for the hunter to pass. Quietly Thane
sought the spark he carried in his pocket, closed his fingers
around it and lifted it high above his head, squeezing it into
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life. Wiite eyes flashed in the darkness. Hoof beats crashed on
the cobbles. Stunble, the last relay horse of the Wayhouse
Tower, |owered his head to charge. Bright spark |ight

reflected fromthe finely-woven battle coat that |lay across his
back and | ong shadows | eapt up fromthe bow and the quiver

of newforged arrows fixed on to the ponmel of the saddle.
Proudly he sprang forward.

"Stunbl e!" Thane cried, jumping out of the horse's path. "It
i s Thane!'

Stunbl e stopped and turned, casting sparks with his near
fore as he pawed the cobbles. 'Have you forgotten ne? | am
Thane, Esteron's rider, Kyot's friend.'

The horse hesitated, snorting, uncertain, the whites of his
eyes still showi ng fear. Thane sheathed the dagger and

wal ked forward, his enpty hands outstretched, remenbering
the story Kyot had told himof how Archer had found

St unbl e wandering on the G eenway, an orphan foal, how he
had taken himin and how every warrior loved himfor his
qui et cour age

"Your master is dead,' he whispered, stroking the frightened
horse. 'He gave his life defending this house agai nst the
most terrible Nightrmare that has ever wal ked El undium'

St unbl e whi nni ed, bowi ng his head, a great sadness filling
his soft gentle eyes. '"WII| you help me?' Thane asked. 'WII
you carry nme and follow the Master of N ghtmares to seek
revenge?'

Stunbl e arched his neck, stretching the battle plaits woven
through his flow ng mane and rubbed his nmuzzl e agai nst
Thane's arm snelling the fabric of his ragged cl oak and

renenberi ng who stood before him
' Cone,' whispered Thane, taking the reins in his hand,
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‘conme and see the greatness of your nmaster. See how in death
he still protects his house!’

They stood together, side by side, in the main courtyard,

and watched the tattoo's warni col ours gl ow blue and gold
beneath Archer's cloak. Stunble stretched his neck and

brushed his lips on the old man's cold cheek. Anger flashed in
his eyes and his ears flattened agai nst the side of his head.

' Take me to Wodsedge!' Thane urged, springing up into
the saddle. 'I know the Nightnare seeks to destroy that
Wayhouse and steal Elionbel, the Keeper's daughter!

Thane ran his hand across Stunble's shoul der until he

reached the heavy steel-ringed battle coat. 'W need speed to
catch Krul shards and this battle coat will slow us down. Better
to | eave it here defending your naster,' he said, disnounting
and | oosening the girths. Gently Thane renpved the heavy

chai nmai | coat and spread it over Archer's body. Before rising
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fromhis knees he took the armwith the tattoo and laid it on
top of the battle coat across the old man's chest.

St unbl e whi nni ed and stood quietly while Thane refitted

the saddl e and remounted. 'Let us gallop to the Nightmare's
deat h,' he shouted, wheeling Stunble towards the ruined
doors and urging himinto a canter.

"Wait!' he cried, reining the horse to a halt, 'l nust |eave
word for Kyot, his father pledged ne to it.'

Di smounting, he ran back into the courtyard, 'How do
| eave a nessage?' he asked the enpty shadows, ' How?'

86
The Battle Council Breaks Up

' Candl ef ool ! Base neddl er!' Tonbel shouted, red-faced, his
hand upon the hilt of his Marching sword. Thoron stood
before him waiting for the rage to subside, waiting for
Tonbel to draw breath.

"I sent himto protect your daughter, Elionbel. It is his duty
to repair the danage he did by taking her |ove token into the
City of Night,' Thoron answered, in a firmquiet voice.

'Love token!' Tonbel hissed, stepping a pace nearer to
Thoron. '"Not only is he not blood-worthy to carry Elionbel's
token but now he has gone galloping off at the Nightmare's
heels and | ordered himto the Battle Council!

Thunder st one stepped qui ckly between them pushing

both fighting bl ades down into the ground. 'Varriors, warriors,"'
he soothed, 'this is not the place to settle differences

of blood. Al Elundiumtotters on the brink of ruin. W nust

act quickly, with bold purpose, to save the daylight."'

"He is not brood-worthy,' Tonbel nuttered, darkly, sheathing
hi s Marchi ng sword.

Thunder st one frowned, caught Tonbel by the arm and

turned himsharply towards the assenbl ed warriors, whispering,
You are the greatest Marcher Captain that El undi um has

ever known and yet you cannot see past the end of your nose.
Thane is nore than just the son of a Candlenan, he is a

| eader of men, a force in the darkness stronger than any man
at this Battle Council. He brings life to old | egends and
propheci es. Beware how you treat him'
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aTonbel shrugged and begrudgi ngly extended his hand

towards Thoron. 'We will settle this squabble in the privacy of
the trophy room at Wodsedge when the siege |ock- on the
Granite Cty has been broken and Krul shards is no nore.

Thoron reached out and took Tonbel's hand. 'So be it!' he
replied, adding, 'If any Wayhouse stands for us to neet within!'

"Lord! Lord!' Kyot cried, turning all eyes towards the ancient
road that | ead down fromthe hut of thorns. '"Esteron is on the
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road, and ny eyes tell nme that he is gravely injured.

Four Warhorses | ed by Equestrius broke away fromthe

crescent and gall oped out across the Causeway to escort
Esteron to the Battle Council. Slowy he passed through the
ranks of silent warriors who watched the norning sunlight
shining on the steel links of Thane's torn mail shirt where it
protected his back and reflected the bright colours of the
sumrer scarf that he had wound about the cruel spear blade in
hi s fl ank.

"Esteron!' Thoron cried, unbinding the scarf to reveal the
terrible spear wound

"Call for the Healer!' Thunderstone shouted, cutting away the
strips of cloak that held the netal shirt across the horse's back

Merion broke through the press of warriors and, w thout a

word, led Esteron away into the fortress of Underfall. "It will take
all ny skill,' he whispered to Esteron, as he set out a tray of
cubed silver knives and needles threaded with tw sts of gold,

"but I will nake you whole again to run the G eenways.

Mul cade hooted and settled on a | ow beamto watch the
Heal er perform his nmgic.

' Thane nust lie injured somewhere out there!' Kyot cried,
throwi ng his saddl e across Sprint's back.

"Mre likely he is dead,' Tonbel answered crossly. 'l feared to
Il et himgo alone. The G eenways are a dangerous place now

that Krul shards is loose in Elundium Nevian only knows how
many Ni ght beasts are ahead on the G eenways.
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“I' will find him' Kyot shouted, |eaping into the saddle and
spurring Sprint up through the bordering dyke on to the
Causeway.

"Wait! Wait!' shouted Tonbel, striding after Kyot, but his
voice was lost in the thunder of Sprint's hooves.

"It is nadness of youth to tread beyond our counselling,"
Thunder stone nmuttered, taking the summer scarf from Thoron's
hands and carefully folding it away beneath his cl oak

The Battle Council was dissolving into a rout. Men and

horses swept this way and that, |eaderless, across the

Causeway Field. The Archer strikes that Kyot had led to the
battle on the high plateau were readying thenselves to foll ow
him The Gallopers of World's End nilled in disorder, calling
Thoron to | ead them Duclos, the Swordsman, |ooked at the
rising tide of chaos and ran into the fortress of Underfall. He
clinmbed up through the galleries until he stood before the
dayl i ght bell. Unsheathing his best blade he struck the bell. Ful
seven strokes it took to bring order to the Causeway Field

bel ow.

Thunder stone rai sed his horse-tail sword in salute to Ducl os
and wi thout delay or further council he marshalled the warriors
into long lines of Marching nen, squadrons of Gall opers and
tightly-forned strikes of Archers
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"Warriors!' he shouted in a grimvoice, 'you march w thout

delay on the Ganite City to break the siege |ock and rescue the
King. Tonmbel will |ead the Marchers and the Archers, Thoron

will lead the horsenen and scout the road ahead. Prepare the
baggage trains!'

The travelling gear was packed away. The horses were

saddl ed, and the crowded courtyards were a bustle of activity
as the warriors assenbled in two | ong wi dening col ums t hat

| ed down to the Causeway. Thunderstone's eyes were full of

tears as he stood between the ruined doors awaiting the fina
farewel | s. Equestrius had gathered all the Warhorses until they
stood, rank upon rank, on either side of the warriors, and the
Border Runners had assenbled in a great pack that
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stretched across the Causeway Fields. Eagle OM rose up
from Thoron's shoul der and drew the Battle Birds into a

m ghty stoop whose shadow darkened the sky as they wheel ed
and swooped across the roofs of Underfall.

"It is tine!' Tonbel said, noving forward and taki ng
Thunderstone's hand, 'for old friends to say goodbye, and
follow their fate at the Nightmare's heels.'

"So be it!" Thunderstone cried, lifting the horse-tail sword
to flash in the noonday sunlight. 'W shall neet again beneath
these very walls!'

"You have no saddle or bridle!" Thunderstone called out to
Thoron as he clinmbed on to Equestrius' back

Thoron | aughed, and bent | ow over the horse's back. 'MWy
saddle and bridle lie sonewhere on the road to Wodsedge,
wherever Esteron ran on to that foul spear blade. | will find
them and in his honour will put themon Equestrius

Meanwhi | e keep Esteron safe for Thane and heal him

qui ckly, for | know he frets for the road.

" Ki ngspeed!' shouted Thunderstone, as the two col ums
began to nove slowy forward

"Wait!' called Thoron, halting the procession, as WII ow
rushed to stand before him 'Wat is it, child?" he asked,
bendi ng f orward.

"Forgive ne,' WIlow whispered timdly, "but | still cannot
find Evening Star and we are about to start on the journey.

Thoron frowned, saying, 'She nmust be found. | will help
you, Wllow, but first a question, little warrior. Does freedom
fromthe City of Night belong to both of you?

'Yes, of course, but we nust be together; she is all | have.

"WIllow,' Thoron said sadly, 'you have everything. The sun,
the stars, the wind upon your face. Evening Star has her
freedom which may | ead her on a different path to yours.
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Woul d you begrudge her the wild forest or the enpty
grasslands, to follow you and your people to the Granite City?
Renenber she is an Errant horse and all Elundiumis her

hone. You have yet to seek a place to call your own.'
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W1l ow | ooked down at the cobbles and felt the noonday
breezes ruffle his hair. 'No,' he whispered. 'No. | would
rather have died in the City of N ght than hold her for one
monent agai nst her w shes.'

' Then | ook up, chanpion of the heather neadows, and
warrior of the high plateau, |ook up and rejoice!' |aughed
Thoron, pointing past WIIlow towards the Causeway Road.

"Star! Star!' shouted WIlow, seeing the old mare for the
first tine, and he turned and rushed down on to the

Causeway to the place where she stood surrounded by a snall
crescent of Warhorses. The shouts of his battle honours
before the Gates of Ni ght were but whispers in his ears as he
threw his arnms around Evening Star's neck. Wth a great
effort he blinked back his tears as the old nmare rubbed her
head agai nst his chest.

"Run wild and free,' he whispered, then Star's gentle voice
filled his m nd.

"Qur escape fromthe darkness nmade a bond that not hing
can break."'

W1l ow noved back a pace and | ooked at the beautiful foa
nudgi ng at Star's flank and snil ed.

"You will be safer with the Warhorses. They will be able to

guard you far better than I!'

St ar whinni ed, brushing her soft nuzzle against his cheek
"W shall neet again, Wllow, | promse. Wen ny foal is ful
grown and powerful we shall see each other, for fate has
bound us together.'

"Star, one thing before we part.’
"Ask, Wllow If it is within ny power you shall have it.'

"Alock of mane to hold when | amall alone, to touch and
remenber how we won the |ight.

"Use the blade that freed us and gladly take it,' the old mare
replied.

Wth a careful hand WIllow cut a | ock of mane and held it
tightly, swallow ng back the tears

"If danger threatens you, wherever you are in this beautiful
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|l and, call out ny nane and | shall cone, no matter how great
the distance that |ies between us.'

W1l ow quickly turned his head, bowed with grief, and

retraced his footsteps to Equestrius' side. A strong famliar

voi ce floated through his head as Equestrius spoke. 'WI I ow

Leaf. Fate has driven you hard for others' benefit, |eaving you
with a great sorrow in your heart. Yet you shall |eave this place
with a gift too great to give to Kings. Evening Star nust travel
with the Warhorses for the foal's protection, but when he

conmes of age he shall be yours to ride, and as a mark of the
giving you shall name himthe first tine you sit upon his back.

"Then | really will see Evening Star again?
'Yes, many tines.'

Wl ow turned, shading his eyes, and saw Star trotting away
towards the eaves of Mantern's Forest, surrounded by a great
conpany of Warhorses

"Many limes!' he |laughed, running to |lead his people on to
the Causeway. '\ will clear the Greenways and garden the
roads as we travel!' he shouted. 'W will repay these people
for our freedom Cone, Tunnellers!

"Forward, warriors!' shouted Tonbel .

"Forward!' hooted Eagle OM, hovering inpatiently, far
above Wrld's End, watching the ruin and chaos spreading as
a bl ack shadow across El undi um
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Firldirlg the Secret Road

Fi ne stone chi ps crunched beneath Ki ng Hol bian's iron-shod
boots as he paced along the top of the innernpost wall of the
Ganite Cty.

"W are near defeat, Breakmaster,' he nuttered, without
turning his head towards the horseman or checking the
measure of his stride. Breaknaster hunched his shoul ders
and | ooked out despairingly across the ruins of the city.

"Where are all those foul N ghtbeasts hatched?' he asked,

wat chi ng the shadows begin to nove, with the weakeni ng of

the sunlight. 'They have us siege-trapped, caught tighter than
rats in a barrel of wax.'

Hol bi an turned, grim faced, to Breaknmaster. 'Wuld you
still, if you had the choice, ride with me now t hat def eat
washes in a black tide against our |ast defence? W have
nowhere left to run, brave warrior.

Breaknmaster quickly knelt. 'Lord, greatest of Ganite
Kings,' he said, and drawing the hilt of his sword he offered it
up to the King.

"Rise, true friend,' whispered Hol bian, stretching a hand to
Breakmaster, 'for we shall face death together as the new sun
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ri ses whether we wish it or not.

' Take the Marchers and the Gall opers, Lord. Marsha
theminto a hollow colum and force a passage through the
|l ower circles of the city. Lead us out on to the G eenway.'

Ki ng Hol bian sl owly shook his head and poi nted down into

the innernost circle, 'l could not abandon them Break
93
amaster, they are ny people. | could not save nyself and | eave

them here. The N ght beasts woul d be anbngst them before we
had ridden two | eagues.'

Breakmast er | ooked down, blinking his eyes against the haze
of blue snoke that rose up fromthe cluster of cooking fires in

the shadow of the inner wall. The crowds of city fol k noved
slowy, alnost ainlessly, around and around the sheer walls of
Candl ebane Hall. Cearly there was nowhere to escape these

Ni ght beast s.

Ki ng Hol bi an sighed and turned to the narrow steps that |ed

down into the inner circle. 'W have conme to it, friend, the |ast
night of the Granite Kings. | will fall with ny city. Set ny
standard before the doors of Candl ebane Hall that | may die
defending my people with the rays of a new sun shining on ny
face.'

"Lord, Lord!' inplored Breaknaster. 'Armthe people. Let
them make the Nightbeasts pay dearly for the doors of
Candl ebane Hal | .

Hol bian snmiled softly at Breakmaster. 'These people are not
warriors, nmy friend, but sinple craftsnmen, cryers, servers and
candl enen, they are the life blood of tile city. You and | and
chose few Marchers and Gallopers with us nust carry the

burden of defending what is left of the city, but armthemif you
wi sh. Break open tile arnoury, let every man, wonan and child

be armed if they wish it.

"Who has the key?' Breakmaster asked, his foot upon the
first step.

" Chancel | or Proudpurse,' called the King, turning for a | ast
| ook at She setting sun

Br eaknast er searched through the crowds in the Inner Crcle

but Proudpurse was nowhere to be found. Grey Goose fell into
step with the hurrying horseman, aski ng whom he sought, and

| aughed at the reply, pointing with the tip of a steel arrowhead
towards the towers of Ganite.

'l saw himand his son, Silverpurse, making for the arnoury
just as the masons were sealing the inner circle of the city.

94

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferie...0f%20Elundium%202%20-%20Palace%200f%20Kings.txt (69 of 227) [6/4/03 10:58:06 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jeff eri es¥%20-%20L oremasters%200f %20E| undi um%6202%20-%20Pal ace%200f %620K ings.txt

3

|
Hi

Breakmaster nuttered under his breach and turned towards

the Granite towers, his lips pressed into a chin grimline. 'Cone
with nme, Archer,' he hissed, his knuckles white w de anger

upon the hilt of his sword.

The doors of the arnoury were slighdy ajar. Breakmaster put

hi s foot against them and roughly kicked them open. Evening
light flooded into the dark granite halls, reflecting back in a
t housand points of light fromarnoured bathe plates, chainnail
shirts and bathe hel ns. Whol e forests of spears marched back
into the darkness besi des rows of polished sword bl ades,

wai ting for eager hands to snatch them up

" Proudpurse!' Breakmaster shouted, striding forward,
scooping up the nearest sword in his free hand. 'Were are
you, rat shadow?'

"There is treachery afoot in this place,' nuttered G ey Goose,
searching along a broad avenue of horse arnmour. As he strode
forward a figure broke away fromthe shadows directly in front
of himand raced towards the far end of the arnoury.

"Stop! Stop!' Gey Goose cried, nocking an arrowon to tile
bow and loosing it after the fleeing body.

' Chancel | or Proudpurse?' he shouted again, trying to cross
the arnoury by forcing a passage through a tall stand of

spears, sending themcrashing and spilling on to the broad
aisles. Gey Goose's arrow struck a steel breast-plate and,
gl ancing of f, sent a shower of sparks into the darkness.

"There! By the far wall!' G ey Goose called, nocking another
arrow on to his bow.

"Where?' cried Breakmaster, funbling in his pocket for a
spark. The spark hissed, spluttering into life, driving tile
shadows back between the rows of bathe arnour. Both

warriors strode forward Through the arnoury, eyes sharp for
Pr oudpur se and his son.

' They must be somewhere in here. Nobody, not even a
Chancel | or, coul d- have slipped past us,' whispered G ey
Goose as they reached the far wall.
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"Look!"' he hissed, stretching out his hand to direct the
horseman' s spark towards a well-hi dden corner where a stand
of horse armour had b~en disturbed. Sonething glittered with
the col ours of watered silk.

"Steelsilver!' Breaknmaster cried, kneeling and touching the
anci ent batde coat with his finger tips.
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'No, beyond chat. Look, dlree steps |ead down to a
heavi | y- st udded door.'

Grey Goose noved past the kneeling horseman to the

stai rhead and descended the three steps to the door. He

tested it, pressing with the palmof his bow hand. It creaked a
handspan ajar. Cold musty air flowed out touching his face

and far away he heard the echo of running footsteps.

' Chancel l ors!' he hissed, running back up the steps and
al nrost stunbling over Breainaster's kneeling figure as he
made for the main door to the inner circle of the city.

"Find the King!' he shouted, 'and bring himto the
Armoury. '

"Steelsilver!' Breaknaster whispered to hinmself, putting his
spark back into his pocket and letting the fine battle coat slip
through his fingers. It sang as it noved, in whispering tones,
with the sound of horse bells in a gende breeze. 'Steelsilver,
he sighed, "athering the coat to his chest, feeling its warnd
through his rough | eacher jerkin and steel-ringed shirt.
Runni ng footsteps nade himstart and quickly hide the

steel silver coat, pushing it hastily beneath a pile of fallen
shi el ds.

"My Lord,' he cried, rising to his feet and stepping forward
to neet the King. 'It snells of treachery, nmy Lord. A dark
hol e beneath the city chat echoes to the sound of Chancellors
feet.'

Ki ng Hol bi an put his hand on Grey Goose's arm notioning
himinto silence. He bent his head in drought and paced

up and down the long aisle. 'Light two candles!' he conmanded,
turning at length to Breakmaster. 'And then tell ne, who

was fleeing? he asked, peering beyond the heavily-studded
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door and | ooking down into the black w ndi ng passage.

"It is darker than the City of Night!' he whispered fearfully
before hastily noving back fromthe darkness.

"It is a black hole, without a glint of starlight to show the
way, ny Lord,' replied Breakmaster, lighting his spark and
steppi ng bravely between the door and the King

"Who has fled?" he asked again, |ooking away al ong the rows
of arnmour.

"l think Proudpurse and his son, ny Lord,' answered
Br eakmast er .

"Lord!'" Grey CGoose shouted, running back into the

armoury. 'The tallow house has been sacked. The grain stores
have been plundered. There are no nore than ten candles in
the entire inner circle.

" Chancel l ors!' shouted Breaknaster, flinging shut the studded
door. 'They have all fled and gone, no doubt, to sell us to
the N ghtbeasts!"’
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' Everyone? Even Overlord?' asked the King, "athering his
courage to inspect the rough granite wall on either side of the
door.

"The city is without a Chancellor, and all the better for it. It
is without their treacherous ways at last,' replied Gey Goose,
standing at the King' s el bow

"Who woul d have known of this black hol e? asked the

King. 'Who woul d have told the Chancell ors? They had no
dealings with weapons or cause to visit dlis armoury. It was
only after the siege |lock was put on the city chat Proudpurse
came to nme and asked for the key.'

Taki ng both G ey Goose and Breaknaster by the arm
Hol bi an | ed them out beyond the arnoury doors. 'Find me
the Mastermason, he m ght know . '

Suddenl y shouting broke out near the Candl edoors.

‘Lord,' called Adarius, the Archer, breaking away fromthe
frightened, milling crowd and sprinting towards the arnoury.
"Al'l the Marchers have gone, all the Gallopers and the
Archers; they have abandoned the top of the wall and
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vani shed. We are defencel ess, w thout food or |ight.

' St eady, steady,' soothed the King, his forehead creasing
into a hundred folds of worry as he checked Adarius with a
strong hand. 'Now tell me slowy, who has gone?

"Lord, we three are your arny. We three are the only
defenders of Granite City!"’

'The horses!' cried Breaknaster, 'have they taken the

hor ses?'

'Only Beacon Light and your pony, Milberry, are still here,"’
Adarius replied, turning anxi ous eyes on the advancing city
dwel | ers.

King Hol bian turned to face the frightened city fol k and

with one raised hand he brought themto a halt. 'Be easy, ny
peopl e,' he soothed, 'Chancellors are but chaff before the
rising wind, who scatter easily at the first sign of danger. Wit
with me a while and find and bring nme the Loremaster of this
once great city, for he my be able to tell us much of the
treachery that shadows our |ast daylights.'

Grey Goose noved quickly through the crowd, ducking
into the shadows near the arnoury doors. 'Here, Lord,' he

shouted, '| have the Loremaster. | saw himcreeping through
the shadows towards the armoury with a heavy bag over his
shoul der .

Hol bi an gri pped the Loremaster's arm and fiercely shook
hi m

"Tell the people - tell them how you betrayed t hem and
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sol d your know edge of the wi nding path that |eads through
t he darkness. Tell them'

'"Greatest Lord. Mghtiest of Kings ...' Pinchface the
Loremast er pl eaded, 'The Chancellors forced ne to tell ny
secrets.'

"And did they also force you to take what bel onged to
others?' Grey Goose asked, tipping the contents of the
Loremaster's bag across the cobbl es.

"Lord,' Pinchface wept as new tall ow candl es and satchel s
of grain spilled out at his feet.
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"You sold them your know edge of the secret way and
bargained with it for a place with themin the escape to safety
far fromthis city.'

"Yes, Lord,' Pinchface whispered, hanging his head.

Hol bi an | aughed grimy, pushing the Loremaster on to his
knees. 'You did not have the power to deal in treachery with
the treacherous, you sinple-mnded fool. The Chancell ors
have | ong gone, they have no place for Loremasters. You have
served your purpose; they have abandoned you!'

"Lord, forgive ne,' pleaded Pinchface, stretching his hands
towards the King's arnoured boots.

"Bi nd hi m between the Candl edoors as an offering to the
Ni ght beasts. Perhaps they will take his treacherous tongue!’
shout ed Breakmaster.

"No! I will leave nothing for those Ni ghtbeasts, not even ny
enemies. Bind him we will sit in his judgenent in better
times.'

"How di d you guess that the Lorenmaster knew of the secret
way in the arnoury, ny Lord?' asked Grey Co, ose as he

bound Pi nchface's wi sts.

Hol bian smiled. "It was witten clearly above the door in

King Mantern's own hand, "The w se shall know the way. They

shal | have the know edge to reveal the w nding path through the
darkness. For it shall be witten for all to share in the Books of
Lore".'

"Lord, the Ni ghtbeasts are assaulting the walls. How shal
we defend the city? shouted Breakmaster above their roaring
screams and the renewed thunder of their battering rans.

Ki ng Hol bi an | ooked into the darkeni ng sky, 'Light every
candl e and spark we have left. Take the people into the
armoury and as they pass through, armthem and | ead t hem
down through the secret way. | will wait here until the |ast
person is beyond the door and then | will follow Masternmason
Where i s Mastermson?'

"Lord, | amherel' cried Arachatt, brushing the stone dust
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out of his eyes.
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'Look at the secret path and find a way to seal it after we
have retreated. Breaknaster!' cried the King, turning quickly
to the horsemnan.

"Lord?'" Breakmaster answered, |eadi ng Beacon Light and
Mul berry, ready-saddl ed, across the cobbl es.

"You are a great Captain,' |aughed the King, running his
hands t hrough Beacon Light's silky coat, 'to know ny
commands before | utter theml'

Breaknmaster sniled, unelipping the siege hooks from both
saddles, 'Are we to ride once nore to the top of the wall and
battle with the Nightbeasts beneath the shining stars?

"No, nmy friend, we will marshal the people into the arnoury
and foll ow them wherever the secret way | eads.'

Long after darkness had descended across the enpty

Candl e Hall and swal |l owed all the shadows in the inner city
the King and Breakmaster waited, holding the horses, while
Arachatt sealed and bolted the great outer arnoury doors.
Hol bi an shivered in the feeble sparks of |ight and | ooked
fearfully beyond the doorway that |ed down into the bowels of
the earth.

Hesitantly he Lied to follow the nmuffled noise of the
descending city folk as they trod the secret road but he could
not nove, his iron-shod boots seened frozen to the granite
floor. "All | strove to overconme has shrivelled to nothing,' he
whi spered, tears of helpless despair wetting his eyes.

"Once in all my power | chased the Master of N ghtmares

to the very Gates of Night but | could not follow himinto the
darkness and destroy him and now a lifetime later that same
weakness | eaves ny peopl e abandoned in their noment of
greatest need, for | cannot |ead themthrough that same

dar kness."'

Slowy the King turned away fromthe black entrance and
call ed Breakmaster to cone forward. 'You have been a
strength at nmy right hand in these last grimdaylights but |
woul d ask one nore thing, perhaps the nost difficult any man
coul d undertake.' King Hol bi an paused, | ooking for |ong
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monents into the horseman's eyes before he slowy lifted his
hands towards the crown upon his head. 'l pledge you to take
this crown of Elundium and keep it safe until the new King is
found. There is none save you, dear friend, that | could trust
with such a task, for you are true-hearted beyond fault.’

"No, Lord!"' cried Breaknaster, fearing that the King would
stay alone in the arnoury to defend the entrance to the secret
road, buying themtine to escape. 'Follow the city folk, ny
Lord, and let ne be the one to defend the door. Let ny sword
arm grow weary that you might |ead the people back into the
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sunlight.'

King Hol bian smiled and then fiercely gripped the horseman’

s arm 'Your love for ne blinds you, fool. |I have no

choice. I, the last Granite King, cannot walk in the darkness
because, because, " King Hol bi an | ooked away, blinking at
his tears, 'because | amafraid of the dark. Now you know mny
weakness. Go and do ny bidding and I et nme hide ny shane
beneath a wall of N ghtbeasts. Go, | command it.

"Keep himwarm' whispered a voice in Breaknmaster's

head. 'd oak himw th somet hing you val ue above everything

el se, sonething that will give himcourage in the dark, for he
is old and brittle with age and afraid of the weakness that
other nmen will see.'

Breakmaster struck his fist against the wall, ashaned at
how cl ose he had come to deceiving the King, seeing clearly
hi s own weakness, knowi ng that he woul d have kept the
steelsilver coat to hinself. Nevian's words shouted at him as
he bent and searched anongst the fallen shields until his
hands cl osed on the silken warnmh of the battle coat.

‘"lord," he called, barely able to nmeet the King' s eyes as he
held up the battle coat. 'This will give you courage to walk in
the dark, for it is steelsilver of the finest weave. Listen to the

soft sounds of morning as it noves, feel the touch of sunlight

it still holds. Cone, ny Lord, and let ne wap it around your
shoul ders."'

"Steelsilver!' whispered the King. 'l thought Errant took the
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| ast steelsilver battlecoat for Dawnrise to wear on their dash to
Wrld' s End!'

"This is the only one in the arnoury, ny Lord, perhaps the

only one in all Elundium and of a nuch finer quality than the

one Errant took. It is . . .' Breaknmaster fell silent as he draped
the coat around the King's shoulders, his hands trenbling

with relief as he threaded the fine silver buckle at the King's

t hr oat .

"Pure steelsilver,' whispered the King, running his brittle
fingers across the fine netal weave, reflecting the joy of a
summer's day in his eyes as he | ooked down into its soft
shimrering colours. Tilting his head he could, for a noment,
hear the whispers of a neadow |lark and the first blackbird of
the norning. 'Breaknaster,' he sniled, taking the horseman's
hand, ' Breaknmaster, | know the measure of this giving, | can
feel it through your fingertips and hear it in your silence.
promi se you, my dearest friend, when we reach the light this
coat will be yours, and | will find a Lord of Horses to wear it.

Breaknmaster | ooked up into the King's eyes and saw how

the hairline fractures on his face had crazed in fine starshaped
patterns and he felt glad to have given away the beautiful coat.

"Lord, | shall follow the soft sound of bells, for the coat makes
a gentle nusic. It will guide ne in the dark.'
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Beyond the bolted doors the faint thunder of iron trees

battering against the inner walls shook the arnoury floor. "It is
time to abandon the city, Arachatt. Seal the secret way behind
us. The daylights of the Ganite City are now at an end.'

Ki ng Hol bi an passed sadly through the doorway, with one

hand holding tightly to Beacon Light's bridl e and Breaknaster

following with Mul berry. Arachatt waited until the King

was safe, then pulled the studded door shut, and with his iron
spi ke the steel hammer he quietly | oosened the nmiddle granite

bl ocks around the door until he could ease the spike into the

narrow crack.

"Now! ' he whi spered, swinging the hamrer and junping
qui ckly back. The heavy granite block fell. For a second
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not hi ng happened, fine granite dust settled on the mason's
hands as he fled down the secret way, and then slowy the wal
began to bul ge and sway. Then the sheer tower that rose
above the arnobury began to subside. Roaring and runbling it
col | apsed, burying the arnmoury and the begi nnings of the
secret road for ever.

"It is done, my Lord,' panted Arachatt, catching up with the
Ki ng.

"It is done!' whispered Hol bian, blinking the tears fromhis
eyes as he noved forward.

aLures For
Thanehand

"G ldersl eeves!' snarled Krul shards, uprooting tile neat, wellclipped
hedge figures of fencing nmen as he strode in black
hatred towards the swordsman's house.

"G ldersl eeves!' he dribbled, reading the nane caned above

the doorway and lifting hate-filled eyes towards die

strengt heni ng sun chat had risen above the tree tops of the

bl ack forest. Turning away, he buried his head in the nalice and
gingerly touched the raw wound Archer had inflicted on him

with the last arrow strike. 'Foul tattoo chat burned white widl a
light that could enter the nmalice!' he nuttered, searching the
early norning tree line for Kerzol de, his Captainbeast.

"W will rest here, Captain,' he shouted inpatiently as
Ker zol de broke through the trees and staggered across the
dew wet | awns.

"Master,' he gasped, crawming into the | ong shadows of a
flower-filled gallery, '"the Archer's arrow has weakened ne. |

cannot keep to your pace.' -~

Krul shards snarl ed, snapping at his ( ;aptain, 'Keep pace, or we
| ose the advantage. W nust reach Wodsedge before the
Gal | oper spawn.
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"But the Ni ghtbeasts chat ring the hut of dehorns will have
captured and killed him Master!’

Krul shards curled his lips back across his teeth. 'He has a
rare gift for life, but he will die, when | have the Elionbel."’

Krul shards reached up and tore a handful of new y-opened
flowers froma hangi ng basket and squeezed t hem bet ween
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it.

his fingers, drawing out all the sweet nectars. Laughing, he
dropped the flowers, now grey-pressed, dry crunbs, on to the
gallery floor.

"I owe this swordsman nmuch for the skill of his arns before

my bl ack gates. Repay hi mnow by destroying H s house of

G |l dersl eeves and leave it night-bl Iick and burned before tile
sun sets.'

Kerzol de rose wearily to his feet and swung his broken cl aw
through the stemwoven chains of the fl ower baskets, tearing
them from Heir hooks and treading theminto a black tangle
along the galleries and wal kways. Krul shards |aughed with
spite as he spread the malice through the | ower chanbers,
wilting tile hanging vines, burning and withering the living
garden chat Myrolda had grown with care

"Night treads in ny footprints,' he whispered, "athering tile
malice into folds of contentnent and waited with hooded eyes
for the sun to set.

"Master!' hissed Kerzol de, slipping through the doorway.
"Two young Marchers are at tile edge of the [awn.)

Krul shards nmoved noi selessly to tile nearest w ndow and

wat ched the advancing warriors, closing his eyes to nere slits
agai nst the noonday gl are. 'Take them Net themin darkness

as dley enter the doorway!' whispered the Master of N ght,
taking a shadowy ni ghtnmesh fromw thin the malice and
spreading it above the doorway.

"There is danger here,' whispered Rubel, pointing with his
sword at the uprooted hedges and bl ackened footprints that
crisscrossed the | awn.

" Ni ght beasts have been here,' answered Arbel, boldly
stepping into the first gallery and stopping a pace fromthe
mai n door way.
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"Wait!' called Rubel, winkling his nose. 'Whatever has done
this damage is still here, | can snell it. Do not enter!’

Arbel froze.The acrid funes were spilling through the open
doorway, nmking himchoke with each breach. 'Rubel, help ne!’
he cried, trying to turn and run.
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Rubel |eapt forward, gripped Arbel's hand in his and

pul I ed hi m backwards out of the gallery. Krul shards screaned
with rage and pushed Kerzol de through the doorway after

t hem

"Kill them Killl' he snarled, spinning the nightnesh above

his head and hurling it at Arbel, catching the young warrior's
feet in the slippery black threads and bringing himcrashing to
the ground. Rubel slashed at the black threads, Arbel kicked
his legs, but the nore he struggled the tighter the ni ghtnesh
wound around hi s ankl es.

"I cannot nove!' he cried, swinging his sword with all his
strength at Kerzolde, splitting the Nightmare's spear shaft

just above the cruel barbed bl ade. Rubel sheathed his sword.

He bent low and lifted his brother over his shoulder and ran

as fast as he could for the safety of the tree line at the lawn's
edge. Kerzolde foll owed them sw nging a | ong-handl ed

scythe at Arbel's heels, trying to catch the hooked bl ade in the
flowi ng threads of the nightmesh, but the noon sunlight

bl i nded hi mand he cursed, stunbling over the uprooted box
hedges, and crashed to his knees.

"Marchers!' he cursed as the two warriors reached the
clearing's edge. Rubel had run hinself to a standstill; he
could go no further with Arbel's weight on his shoul der so he
| onered his brother to the ground and hid behind a tree.

"Cut yourself free with your dagger,' he whispered, turning
back towards the lawns, 'I will keep watch for the N ghtbeasts.

Arbel sighed and cl osed his eyes agai nst the darkness that

was sweeping over him It was warm and crowded with visions
of the great Marcher he woul d one day be, clothed in black

arnmour, the nost powerful warrior in . '

"Hurry, night will be with us soon!' hissed his brother,
shaking his arm

Arbel jolted awake, shivering at what he had seen and hid
the bl ack visions deep in his heart as he began cutting at the
ni ghtmesh. 'I amgoing as fast as | can, only the cut threads
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keep trying to catch hold of nme again. It is as if it has a life of
its own, it is so horrible and clinging.

Rubel wat ched the shadows | engthen across the | awmn of
G | dersl eeves. 'Hush!' he warned, putting his mddle finger to
his lips. 'The N ghtbeast has come with the nost terrible
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beast | have ever seen, they are |eaving the house, | . . .' Rube
sank to his knees, his nmouth silently opening and closing, his
eyes wide with terror

The Master of N ghtbeasts stood in the centre of the | awn,
enfolded in his malice, and stared at the forest edge, searching
for the warriors' fear, sniffing the cool evening breeze

for the scent of his enemies. Slowy his raw, skinless head
turned towards Rubel, dead | ocks of lank hair falling across

the folds of his malice. Rubel shrank into a tight ball, his
knuckl es white. Arbel felt the Nightnmare stare and hacked

qui ckly through the last of the withing threads. He wanted to
see nore of the dark dreanms and touch the N ghtmare's

promni ses

"Rubel ," he whispered, junping free and turning to his

brother. "Rubel . . .' he swallowed the word, falling on to his
knees beside his brother as he saw the face of Krul shards for
the first time through the | eafy undergromh. It was so
different to the dreams, nore awesone and powerful, crue

and without nmercy. Hi s tongue felt rough and swollen and all

he coul d do was press the pal ns of his hands over his eyes to
bl ot out the Nightnmare's stare.

"Marchers!' Krul shards sneered, drawi ng a bl ack bl ade
fromthe folds of his malice; he could see themat the forest
edge, covered by the undergrowh. Putting the blade to his
tongue he licked the cutting edge, leaving a thin |line of
bubbling spittle on the bare netal

A fast-noving shadow spread across the | awns, bl ocking

out the sunlight.

"OMs' breath!' hissed Krulshards, raising his armto
protect his face as he fled fromthe ow's, his blade upturned
towar ds the sky.

aArbel felt the Mghtmare's eyes turn away, releasing him He
rai sed his head and stole a glance at the enpty Om, know ng
that one daylight he would touch that power and take sone of it
for his own. He shivered and pulled at Rubel's sleeve, urging
himto follow 'Rubel, come on, run!'

Toget her they fled deep into the forest, following a littleused
path that led towards the flat grasslands and the Tower of
Stunble HIl. The stoop of Battle OMs flew | ow over the
swordsman's house, calling in shrill hoots at the Master of

Ni ght mares as he di sappeared beneath the eaves of the forest,
running in the direction of Wodsedge.

"Krul shards, the Master of Darkness!' they hooted as the
Wayhouse of Wodsedge passed beneath their w ngtips.
'Beware, the Nightnmare is near!

Mart bel | ooked up into the evening sky at the darkening

stoop of ows, her forehead drawn in a frown. 'They have bad
onens in their call,' she said to Elionbel. 'Listen girl, bad
onens!'
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'The boys are late,' Elionbel worried, |ooking up at the ows
and biting her lips before she turned her eyes back to the road
that | ed towards G | dersl eeves.

"Bad onmens from Underfall. Defeat at World's End. |'m sure
that was in their voices,' nmused Martbel, shivering as she
t hought of Tonbel and draw ng her shawl nore tightly around
her shoul ders.

'They were fools to go,' Elionbel nuttered.

"The King ordered it. It was beyond their choice!' snapped
Mart bel, her face blood red with anger.

"No, no! | mean the boys! Gl dersleeves is enpty. | am sure
Fat her sai d Ducl os and Morol da woul d foll ow the Marchers
and the Gallopers to Underfall. There was no need for themto

check that the swordsnman's house was safe.’

"They are Marchers, set to followin their father's footprints.
It was hard enough keeping themhere, away fromthe glories of
battle, to guard us. Be not over-hard on them
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Elion. If your father, Tonbel, is dead they will take the
Keeper ship.'

El i onbel smled, renenbering how they had boldly driven the
Ni ght beasts out of the Wayhouse. 'Brave warriors or not,

Mot her, they are late, and | hope they will have the sense to
shelter the dark hours at G | dersleeves.'

' Cone, daughter, worrying will not shorten their road. Cone,
bolt the doors. There is sonmething in the air that bodes great
evil, sonmething on the Geenway. | can feel it gnawi ng and
naggi ng at ne. Cone, stoke up the stairhead fire and prepare
for the dark night ahead.'

El i onbel shivered, taking a |l ast quick | ook towards

G | der sl eeves and paused, frowning. For a nonment she thought

she saw two figures in the half-light. 'N ghtbeasts on the road,"’
she cried, as the two figures cane cl oser, enmerging from

beneath the eaves of the forest. She could see themclearly

now, one a humnped grotesque N ghtbeast with a broken cl aw,

the other a taller, nore hideous figure, wapped in a dark cl oak
that billowed out, spreading in ragged, tangled shadows about

his feet. Elionbel turned and fled into the Wayhouse, sl anmn ng
the door and shooting hone the bolts as fast as she coul d.

Wt hout pausing for breath she raced to the stairhead and

stoked the fire into a roaring blaze, thrusting as many fire-irons
into the fire as she coul d.

" Ni ght beasts! Ni ght beasts!' she shouted, stunbling over the
words. 'On the road from G | dersl eeves!'

" Ni ght beasts? Before the sun sets?" Martbel cried

'Come up here, Mdther, to the safety of the fire. They were
more terrible than anything | have ever seen before. Pl ease
come!' Elionbel's voice faded away, she could hear their
footsteps on the gravel outside, and smelt an odour of death.
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' Mot her,' she wept, backing into a corner of the hearth and
sinking to her knees. The footsteps had stopped and in the
darkening silence that followed a faint whisper began.

"Elionbel. Elionbel," it whispered as softly as a gentle breeze
in the treetops. Louder now it called her nane, forcefully
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| aughi ng fromthe darkness, 'Elionbel. | have cone to take
you!'

El i onbel shrank into a tight ball, the pal nms of her hands

trying to press the sound of the N ghtbeast voice out of her
ears. Martbel took a defiant step towards the door, her sword
armrai sed, but the voice turned to shrieking | aughter that
froze her to the flagstones. The door franme shook, the door
bul ged and rattl ed.

"Elionbel! | have cone for you with a gift from Thanehand,
the Gal |l operspawn!' screamed the voice. 'Come, stand before
me, the Master of Darkness, and take the gift!"’

The great door shook again, the wood tearing away from

the iron studding' splitting across the main beam brace.

Krul shards drew back his arm and punched at the door,

shattering the tinbers apart. H's bone bl ack hand appeared
through the jagged hole, delicately holding the silver finger
bow by its broken chain. The hand flexed and threw the

silver cup across the great hall, bouncing it on the flagstones.

"Thane!"' Elionbel cried, watching the cup cone to rest. For

a long moment she stared in silence at her |ove token, seeking
in it Thane's pale blue eyes and | aughing |ips. 'Thane,' she
whi spered again as the picture faded and she shuddered to
think of his death at the Ni ghtbeast's hand.

"I promised himthat | would come for you!' sneered the

Ni ght mare voi ce of Krul shards. Elionbel |ooked up across the
hal | at the skinless, beckoning hand that had bl ackened and
despoil ed her |ove token, and felt anger swell up, pushing
back the despair, and giving her strength. For a nonent she

had nore strength than ten Granite Kings.- '|I |ove you,
Thane,' she whispered, pulling a white hot fire-iron out of the
flanmes, "and | will avenge your deat h!

Springing forwards, both hands holding the hot iron in

front of her, she rushed headl ong down the stairway, glittering
tears of rage and hate stream ng down her face. She

charged blindly across the hall, plunging the fire-iron deep
into the centre of the Nightnmare hand. Bl ack, acrid snoke
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billowed up fromthe rotten flesh as the fire-white neta

seared through to the bone. Krul shards screamed with pain,
shutting his fingers on the dull red-hot iron shaft, cooling it in
his grasp before snatching it back through the hole in the

door.

"Elionbel!" he thundered, swelling the malice with rage and
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throwing it against the entrance to the Wayhouse. Wth one
devastating blow it destroyed the door and wall in a shower of
crunmbling masonry. 'Elionbel!' he hissed, dribbling her nane
across the flagstones as he entered, 'You shall pay dearly for
this, just as Thanehand paid for daring to enter the City of
Ni ght .’

"You can take nothing nmore than ny life!' answered

El i onbel coldly, the strength fading as she retreated to the
foot of the stairs and took a Marcher |ong spear fromthe
server who was crouched, defending the first stair-riser.

"Living death in the darkness. Life without I|ight,' |aughed
Krul shards, advancing towards her. 'I bring darkness to all

El undium but to you, Elionbel, | bring the key to the City of
Ni ght.'

El i onbel tightened her grip on the snooth polished spear

shaft and hurled it at the centre of the Ni ghtnmare, shouting as
it left her hand, 'Die, foul N ghtdemon. Die!' but Krul shards

| aughed, stretched out his snoul dering hand and caught the
spear long before it reached the malice. He turned the bl ade
and drove it through the first server kneeling beside Elionbel

El i onbel stared, open-nouthed, at the quivering spear shaft
and retreated as Krul shards stepped forward, his shadowy

foot on the first step. 'l want you, Elionbel, it is paynent for
the love token | took from Thanehand. You have hurt ne with
a power that | do not understand, but only a king can kill ne

and he is far away in Ganite City. Cone to ne!’

"No!' Elionbel hissed, proudly Iifting her head, 'M/ power

comes through love, and with that love | shall defend this
house agai nst you.' Bendi ng, she took the second server's
spear and turned it towards Krul shards.
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"You are as weak as Thanehand,' cackl ed Kerzol de, creeping
forward in the shadow of the nalice. Elionbel spun round
angrily and flung the spear at Kerzol de, catching hima

gl ancing bl ow on the shoulder. He snarled and | eapt at the

stai rway, hooking his broken claw in the second server's cl oak
and pulling her through the splintered bannisters. One sweeping
stroke fromhis cruel curved scythe cut short her screans.

El i onbel hesitated, poised to take a spear fromthe third
server. Krul shards now had his foot upon the second step

' Thane is dead, Elionbel,' whispered the Nightnare, casting
back the malice, '"and to prove it | have a second gift for
you. Here, hold his hand once nore.

Laughi ng, Krul shards unhooked fromhis belt one of the
Archer's hands, severed in the Tower at Stunble H Il and
threw it at Elionbel. She screaned, stunbling backwards, as
the hand fell on to the flagstones below, rolled once and
touched the hem of Martbel's skirt. Martbel spun round, the
spell from Krul shards' shout broken, and | ooked carefully at
the severed hand.
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"Mght mare!' she cried, sweeping her sword at the bul k of
the malice. Krulshards snarl ed, snatched Sethot from beside
El i onbel , turned and used her as a shield agai nst the sword
stroke. Elionbel cried out as Martbel's thrust cut into the
server.

" Enough!' she shouted. 'Wat do you want of nme if not ny
deat h?'

Krul shards grinned, a trickle of saliva wetting his chin and
let Sethot's lifeless body fall and tunble its way down to the

great hall. '"You!' he hissed, reaching out, 'I want your life in
paynent. Your death would be nothing but a nonment's
pl easure!"’

"You choose wongly!' cried out Martbel, slipping between
them '| amElionbel. It was ny |ove token you brought here!

Krul shards | ooked from nother to daughter; the grey strips
of flesh bound across his forehead drew into a frown.
"Eli onbel ?' he whi spered, holding themboth at armis Iength in
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| a vice-like grip. Undecided, he turned to Kerzol de.
"Which one is Elionbel?

"Master, Master!' Kerzolde cried, cleaning the Server's
bl ood fromhis chin. 'The younger one is the one we took
fromthis Wayhouse, but we did not ask her nane.'’

‘I amElionbel!" Mrtbel shouted, struggling to bite Krul shards
hand. Elionbel slipped her hand inside her cloak and

unsheat hed a small narrow bl aded dagger. 'N ghtmare!' she

hi ssed as she thrust the blade upwards into the folds of the
mal i ce.

Krul shards felt the point of the blade tear through the
mal i ce and shrunk away fromit. Lifting his foot he kicked
El i onbel's wist, nunmbing her hand into dropping the knife.
Frowni ng he pushed both wonen towards Kerzol de. There

was a strange power in the Wayhouse, clearly these wonen
were not kings and yet twice they had hurt him 'l have two
queen-1|i ke creatures who have dared to hurt me, the Master
of Darkness. | shall take you both!' he hissed. 'Both of you
shall come into the darkness of the City of N ght.

Kerzol de snarled and held themtightly, pinching the skin

of their arnms in his one good claw. Krul shards reached into
the malice, digging with his long sharp fingernails into the

| ayers of rotten flesh that covered his black heart, and
carefully pulled out his Iife thread. Thin and spider-fine, it
glistened in his hands. Carefully he | ooped it around both

El i onbel and Martbel's necks and tied the end in a bl oody
knot. Stepping back he | aughed and turned his head towards
the remai ning servers crouching in the stairhead hearth.

'Darkness is spreading across all Elundium' he sneered.

El i onbel bent, scooped up the dagger and nade to plunge it
into Krul shards' back, but as the blade touched the malice the
life thread | ooped around her neck began to tighten, choking
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her to her knees. Krul shards turned his head back towards
her, a sneer of delight wetting his |ips.

"You are mine now, you are a part of ne, joined by ny life
thread. If danger threatens ne the thread will shrink. Sleep
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ing or waki ng you are bound to ne!' Gipping Elionbel by the
folds of her cloak he pulled her close, Iifting her off the
ground, and spat the words into her face. 'If the foul
Marchers or Gallopers attack ne it will be you that suffers ny
pain. If an Archer's strike of arrows breaks through this
malice, it will be your lives they threaten. You are nothing
now, nothing!’

Krul shards dropped Elionbel on to the hard stone floor and
turned away. The thread sl ackened around her neck but she
could feel it pulsating with every beat of the N ghtbeast's
heart .

"You have us in your power. Please let the servers go,'
pl eaded Mart bel .

"My Captain is hungry, he needs food for the |ong road
ahead of us,' nobcked Krul shards, letting Kerzolde clinb on
to the first step.

' Pl ease,' begged Elionbel.

"Wait!' ordered the Master of Nightbeasts, halting his
Captain on the second stair. 'W nust |eave our mark in this
Wayhouse for all N ghtbeasts to see.’

Picking up the finger bow he placed it at the centre of the
hall, and in a pattern around it he stanped his name into the
flagstones, shattering themwith large black letters, 'KRULSHARDS
THE MASTER OF NI GHT'

‘Meet nme beneath the walls of Ganite City,' he shouted to
Kerzolde. 'l shall be with your brother Kerhunge who is

| eadi ng nmy N ghtbeast arnmy. Together we will finish the siege
and destroy the last Granite King!'

Krul shards turned away fromthe stairway and strode out
on to the dark Greenway, dragging Elionbel and Mart bel
behi nd him

'The servers, please, spare them' WMartbel cried. Krul shards
only laughed and qui ckened hi s pace.

"My Captain is hungry, but he is kind, he will save sone for
you!'

"W are better off dead!' gasped Elionbel as she tried to
114
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keep pace with the Nightmare. 'Father is dead! Thane is
dead!’

"No!"' whispered Martbel. 'That hand he threw at you. It
was not Thane's!'

Dawn streaked the sky and the Ni ghtbeast had sl owed
down. Elionbel and Martbel noved closer. 'Womdid it
bel ong to? Do you know?'

"Do not ask, child. Nanes are dangerous things to utter
when Ni ght beasts are near.
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Ner ds of Kr 7vl shards

Dawnl i ght had spread the jewels of norning all along the
Greenway's edge. Skylarks clinbed into the early sky and
sang of the new daylight. Thane slid quietly to the ground,
easing his weight out of Stunble's saddl e and t hanked him for
a great run agai nst the darkness.

"You are as bold as a Warhorse, and as tireless as a
greyhound,' he | aughed, running his hand down the horse's
sweat - soaked shoul der and he fell silent for a nonent,
renenbering that the little relay horse had none of Esteron's
fine breeding. 'Forgive me, | have ridden you too hard in ny
haste to reach Wodsedge before the N ghtmare, Krul shards.'

Stunbl e snorted, his eyes full of fire, and arching his
achi ng neck he | engthened his stride to keep pace with
Thane.

"You have a great heart,' he laughed, 'just Iike your brother,
Sprint. He knew nothing of defeat and ran tirelessly for Kyot.'

Thane was qui et agai n, hoping agai nst hope that Kyot

woul d find and understand the nmessage he had left at

Stunble HiIl. He sighed gently, pulling at Stunble's ears as

he took the reins over his head and | ed himforward through

the grasslands. Stunble's coarse coat dried quickly in the

fresh norning breeze and shimered, reflecting the sun from

the fine |l ayer of salt he had sweated on their night gallop. The
qui ver of steel-tipped arrows, clipped on to the pomrel of the
saddl e, rattled with each neasured stride he took and the
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oi | ed wooden bow hangi ng next to it sang out a haunting
musi ¢ as the wind tugged at the fibres of the bowstring.
Thane listened to the bow.

"Foll ow me, Kyot, with new forged arrow heads from
Clatterford,' he whispered, wondering what and where was
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Clatterford; he certainly had not passed it on his way to
Underfall.

Looki ng ahead he could see a faint snudge on the

hori zon's edge; a dark line that marked the eaves of the bl ack
forest. "Elundiumis a limtless place,' he nmuttered between
panting breaths as the sun clinbed across the sky, shrinking
his hurrying shadow. Thane slowed to a wal k and chose a
solitary clunp of trees for a short noonday rest. The Ni ghtbeasts
tracks would still be there to follow, blackened

footprints burned into the G eenway, no matter how | ong he
rested. Even the heat of the sun had not dispelled the fou
odour of death that Krul shards had spilled on to the grass as
he passed through El undium And Tonbel had been right in

hi s counsel; he could not match the N ghtbeast's pace no
matter how hard he tried

But Thane could not rest while Elionbel's life was at risk

and he fidgeted in the shade of the trees, waiting while

Stunble took a long drink froma shallow pool. "I will run

until the sun sets,' he said, brushing the salt out of Stunble's
coat with the flat of his hand, 'and |I shall only nount you for
our ride through the night. Cone, we nust take the road

again, or arrive late."'

Evening tinme had drawn Thane's shadow out far behind

hi m before they reached the eaves of the black forest and
passed beneath the trees. Thane clinbed wearily up into the
saddl e and Stunble forged bravely ahead, cantering hard over

a muffling carpet of |eaf nould. Twilight had darkened the
forest floor and Thane slunped forward in the saddle, his

head nodding in half sleep to the rhythmof the horse's stride.
Suddenly Stumbl e halted, whinnying fiercely, jolting Thane
awake. He reached for the dagger and searched the
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shadows. Two figures crouched at the edge of the G eenway.
Clearly he could see their Marching swords glittering in the
dar kness.

"Who, in all Elundium hides in the darkness?' he chall enged,
squeezi ng Stunbl e forwards.

' Thane?' a voice called as the figures rose.

"Arbel! Rubel!' Thane cried, recognising Tonbel's sons.
He junped quickly to the ground. 'Wat brings you this far
from Wodsedge? |Is the Wayhouse safe?

"The Nightmare! The nost fearsone, terrible ..." Arbe
began.

'Wodsedge! Has he overrun the Wayhouse? |Is Elionbe
safe?' Thane interrupted, but he could not finish, his voice
shook with fear and he gripped Rubel's arm painfully.

"No! We saw it at Gl dersleeves. It has destroyed the
gardens and t he baskets. Only the stoop of ows that flew
over head saved us.'

"Where did the Nightnmare go?' Thane asked, renounting
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St unbl e.
‘"It was on the | awns when we fled, |less than two hours ago.'

"Run! Gallop as fast as you can. Krul shards, the Master of
all Nightbeasts, is on his way to destroy Wodsedge. Run!

Thanc spun Stunbl e back on to the crown of the road and
urged himforward. Arbel and Rubel followed, running as if
all the Ni ghtbeasts ever dreaned of were at their heels.
Thane hardly drew rein as they entered the | awns of G | dersl eeves,
and even in the night darkness before the npon rose

above the trees he could see the destruction in the gardens
and the galleries. The suck of the fencing master's hone
seened conpl ete. He | ooked in anger at the enpty w ndows,
circled the house once before returning to the G eenway.
Bending low in the saddl e he searched the road, sniffing

at the night air. Behind him Tonbel's sons entered

t he | awns.

"They are before us on the road!' Thane shouted, pointing
to the burnt footprints and asking Stunble to gallop as he had
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3L

never done before. 'Do not draw breath until you reach the
Wayhouse!' he shouted to Arbel and Rubel as Stunble
carried himforwards under the eaves of the black forest.
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A Nero Keeper at Stunble Hill

Kyot reined Sprjnt to a halt before the ruined hut of thorns ;
and di smounted, covering his nose and nouth with his sleeve,
and picked a way through the carcasses of the slaughtered

N ght be8St S ~ qui ck gl ance showed him Esteron's saddl e and
bridle with the broken spear shaft |ying beside them 'Thane
must be on the road through Notley Marsh,' Kyot muttered,
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stroki ng Rockspray~s chest feathers as he left the hut and
renounted Sptint For a nonent he sat, undeci ded. He knew
the quicker, straighter road through Mantern's and Meremre
Forest but if he rode that way he woul d nmiss Thane who
could be lying wounded, |ess than half a | eague into the
mar sh He shivered, nocked an arrow on to his bow and
spurred Sprint on to the ancient road that |ed through the
mar shes

F, at her woul d counsel against this road, but need pushes us

to I't, he thought as they descended, |eaving behind the clean
afternoon air and the bright sunlight on the valley top. Lifting
his arm he sent Rockspray up into the sky, bidding himto

search flee road ahead

"Run, Sprint, run! And keep us to the centre of the road
through this foul place,' he shouted as the little horse
| engt hened his stride.

By | ate afternoon they had passed the bubbling pools and
ascended the steep slope on the far side of the narshes.
Reaching the great divide Kyot pulled Sprint to a halt and
di smount ed.
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, 1~

"Thane can run as fast as | can ride,' he exclaimed,
examining the footprints that led towards Stunble H Il. Kyot
pointed with an arrow at the N ghtbeasts' prints that spread
across the road. Muving on with care and with a sharp eye on
the | engt heni ng shadows Kyot covered the |ast |eague to the
Tower and stood before the ruined doors.

"Ni gh/ beasts!' he hissed, tying Sprint's reins in a knot on
the saddle, leaving himfree to fight in true Warhorse fashion
Crouching, he drew the bowstring and, with his carefu

Archer's eyes, he searched every shadow, tree and stone

before he darted forwards into the darkened courtyard. A
blinding white light stopped and dazed him making himl oose
the arrow, sending it shrieking across the courtyard to strike
sparks of f the tower wall

"Father!' he cried, seeing Archer in the centre of the white

light that glittered beneath the horse's battle coat. 'Father,' he
whi spered, running forwards and falling on to his knees at his
side. Gently he touched the cold mutilated arns, pressing his
fingers into the tattoo mark that burned with white fire.

"Who has done this? he wept, |looking up at the towering
crescent of dead Nightbeasts a dagger's |ength away. 'Wo

has done His cling? he shouted in rage, leaping to his feet,
necking every arrow in the quiver on to his bow and | oosing
theminto the pile of N ghtbeast dead until he fell back in
despair on to his knees whi spering over and over, 'I |ove you.
| ove you'. Bending down he "athered his father up into his
arns and rocked him crying out against the night for revenge.
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Gradual |y his weeping stopped and he laid his father gendy
back on to the cobbles, drawi ng the coarse steel-ringed bathe
coat up over his head. Sitting quietly the enptiness of the
nmonment overtook him

"Who did dais? he questioned, |ooking at the wall of the

Ni ght beast dead. ' You could not have taken his hands. None

of you trod close enough to do chat. But who stood here with
you, Father?' Kyot frowned, |ooking around the courtyard,

and his eyes rested on the barbed spear bl ade |ying beside the
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aoaken shooting butt with theneady-cut bowstring. 'Thane! He
must have brought the Ni ghtbeasts close on his heels through
Nodey Marsh and found Fadler tied to the shooting butt.'

Kyot exam ned the |ifeless N ghtbeasts and nodded to

hi msel f. The only arrows used agai nst themwere his own,

| oosed in anger, long after they were dead. Each one had a
dagger wound. Thane had obviously fought them al one.

"I will avenge your death, Father!' he cried, kneeling and
gri pping the hemof the bathe coat so hard chat the steel rings
bit into the palnms of his hands.

"Only one foul Nightmare could have done dlis . Ky ot

shook with a new rage and rose to his feet. 'Sprint!' he called,
summoning the relay horse to his side. 'Krulshards, the Mster
of Nightrmares, has destroyed ny father. | shall hunt him

Thr oughout El undium no matter where he hides. WIIl you take

me and carry nme into such danger?

Sprint arched his neck and sniffed the bathe coat, his eyes
glittering with anger. Lifting his head he neighed at the
darkness and struck sparks fromthe cobbles as he pawed tile
ground. Kyot leapt into the saddle and turned Sprint swiftly
towards the broken doors and cantered himhard out into tile
dark night.

"Which way?' he cried, pulling Sprint to a halt ten paces

beyond the doors and reaching into tile quiver for an arrow.
"Fool!' he nmuttered to hinself, his hand cl osing on enptiness,
renmenberi ng chat every spine had been | oosed into die

Ni ght beast dead. Turning, he rode back into the courtyard,
shielding his eyes against the tattoo's blinding |ight chat shone
even through the steel rings of the bathe coat.

"Father, you still guard tills place, but I will ring your body
with newforged arrows. They will protect you until the
Archer strikes return.'

Di smounting, Kyot entered the arnoury and lit his spark. 'By
Nevi an!' he hi ssed, dropping the Bow of Orm and j unping
backwards. The spark fizzled and died in his hand.
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Quickly he took a tar-dipped torch fromthe wall beside the
door, lit it and held it aloft to face the far wall.

" KRULSHARDS! ' He read in | arge-scrawl ed, bl oody letters

pai nted across the wall. 'Go to Catterford, seek out Fairday,
he knows the neasure of your revenge. He will armyou

agai nst the Nightnare.'

Kyot ran to the arnoury wall and touched the bl ood-sticky
letters.

"Thane wote His,' he cried, 'but where is Catterford? And
how will | be armed, why rmust | go Here? Surely | should hunt
down the Master of N ghtmares; he cannot be nore Han one
dayl i ght ahead.'

Kyot sank down, his back resting against the wall, and
absent m ndedly kicked over the arnourer's iron pot chat Thane
had filled with Ni ghtbeast blood to paint the letters. He sat
and t hought hard as the night hours passed away, trying to
riddl e out She neaning of the words. "Clatterford! Cdatterford!
What or where can it be?" he sighed, twi sting his head and

| ooking up at the other name witten on the wall. Rockspray
flewinto the arnoury and stooped back to his shoul der,

hoot ed and spread his wi ngs before lifting fromhis shoul der
and hovering by each bl ood-painted word. Stooping to the
arrow stands he hooked an enpty quiver up in his talons and
brought it to Kyot, dropping it at his feet.

"Yes we will take new arrows with us. If only I could know

who Fairday is or where Clatterford lies,' sighed Kyot again.
Pushi ng aside the quiver he began to rise. The tar-dipped torch
spluttered, "uttering on its wick, and went out, plunging the
armoury back into darkness. Kyot searched in his pocket for

anot her spark, nmuttering to hinself. 'The grey hours are upon
us and | amstill none the wiser which path to take. The

Ni ght beast tracks will be cold and nore difficult to followif |
hesitate here any | onger.'

' Keeper of the Tower,' whispered a voice in the darkness.
Archer's tattoo blazed for a nonent in the courtyard, casting
| ong shadows in the arnoury. Kyot drew his knife and
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crouched, his eyes wi de and steady, watching the doorway.
' Keeper of the Wayhouse on Stunble Hill - cone forwards
and be naned!’

The hair on the back of Kyot's neck prickled and he

shivered. A single tiny point of |ight had begun to glow in the
doorway. Now it was noving, growi ng stronger as it travelled
bet ween the rows of hanging, oiled wooden bows. Past the

arrow stands it came, filling the armoury with a beautiful soft
light. 'Conme forward, Keeper, be not afraid,' soothed an

anci ent voice. The |ight had changed and taken the shape of a
rai nbow cl oak.
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"Nevian!' Kyot cried, dropping the knife and falling on to
his knees. 'Father has been nutilated by the N ghtmare,

Krul shards, and tied on to the shooting butt. Thane has been
here, | think he defended Father, |ook, he has left ne a
message | cannot understand.'

' Peace,' whispered the Master of Magic, stepping forwards
and spreadi ng the rai nbow cl oak over Kyot's shoul ders.
"Know t he neasure of your father's battle with the Master of
Dar kness and understand the words that Thane w ote upon

the wall, for | have come to give you the Keepership of this
Wayhouse and rel ease your father fromthe pl edges.'

Kyot | ooked up into Nevian's caring face and asked,
"Hasn't death given himrest?

Nevi an sniled and covered Kyot's head with the cloak,

taking himback in tine to the dark enpty tower before the

Ni ghtmare arrived. 'Father,' he whispered, tears in his eyes as
the battle unfol ded before himand he watched the courage in
his father's death. 'Fairday of Clatterford - the Crystal
Maker!' he cried, listening to his father's faltering words as
Thane held himin his arms. Now he understood t he power of

the gl ass arrow heads and where they had come from The

rai nbow cl oak had di nmed, the armoury was full of grey dawn
I'ight.

'You, Kyotorm are the Keeper now, and | bind you by
words alone to guard this place and keep it safe against the
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powers of the night, for you are a part of the new El undi um
that has a strength that stretched far beyond a bindi ng mark
upon your arm'

"But how can | seek out Clatterford if | nust guard the

Tower ?' Kyot cri ed.

Nevi an snil ed and handed Kyot the great Bow of Om

'Revenge will dimthe power of this bow and it will blur your
vision and blunt the arrow s edge. Seek nore than revenge

and when Elundiumis safe once nore fromthe N ghtnare,

Krul shards, then you will keep this Wayhouse. It is as nuch a
gift as a duty. Follow the sun to Catterford and be at Thane's
right hand in the darkness, for he will have great need of your
skill with this bow. Hurry, lest the sun sets before you have
4 reached the Crystal Mker's house.'

"Nevian!' Kyot cried as the rainbow cloak nelted. 'Thunderstone
sai d that Thane brought old | egends to life, that he

m ght one day be King, or carry a King's standard - is this
true?

Nevi an | aughed and nelted into the first ray of sunlight that
entered the arnoury, |eaving Kyot alone with the great Bow of
Omin his hand, and Rockspray battl e-perched on his

shoul der. Beyond the tower Kyot could hear the swift running
feet of his Archer strikes and hurried out to nmeet them
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aDespair at
Wyodsedge
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Wyodsedge | ooned up, a black shape on the G eenway's edge.
"Elionbel," Thane called out quietly, slipping to the ground,
dagger drawn. He noved forward cautiously, watching the

spiral of smoke that rose fromthe main chimey stack. Nothing
el se noved in the darkened Wayhouse. Arbel and Rubel ran
silently to his side and together they entered the great hall
pi cking their way between the broken bl ocks of masonry and
shattered beans.

"Curse this darkness!' Rubel whispered, tripping over

somet hing soft on the stone floor. Thane Iit his spark and
gasped with horror. Before him his face gorged with bl oody
crouched Kerzolde, the torn remains of a server held in his

one good cl aw.

"Gal | operspawn!' the N ghtbeast screaned, hurling the hal featen
girl at Thane's face, knocking himover backwards and
maki ng hi mdrop the spark

' Kerzol de!'" Thane shouted, stabbing at the fleeing shape as it
escaped into the night. Rubel turned and chased it to the

G eenway' s edge, but he was near to nightblind and soon | ost
trace of the fading footsteps.

"Elionbel!" Thane called, lighting every candle he could find
in the hall.

"Mt herl' Arbel cried, searching anong the fallen servers

Thane suddenly stopped in the centre of the hall and fell to
his knees. "Elionbel!' he cried, closing his fingers on the silver
finger bowl and lifting it up. 'GCh, Elionbel!
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11
it.

"What is it?" Arbel asked, |ooking at Thane's clenched fist. 'The
Ni ght mare has her. Look!' Arbel followed Thane's shaki ng

finger to the cruel name shattered into the flagstone floor and
gasped, catching his breath. 'Krul shards, the Master of

Ni ght beasts, he has her. He has taken her in revenge,' cried
Thane, pressing the silver cup to his forehead.

' Revenge? Why revenge, how did he know ny sister? asked
Rubel , standi ng before Thane.

"That evil beast we found here stole Elionbel's |ove token
fromny belt as we fought between the Gates of N ght.'

"You took her token into battle!' screaned Rubel, 'You you
stupid fool! I will kill you for that!' Arbel noved quickly, he
could snmell the Nightrmare's darkness and the taste of it made
hi mdi zzy with desire. Shaking his head he turned his brother's
sword stroke wide, sending a shower of sparks up into the air
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" Enough of this madness. To | ose Elionbel and our nother is
enough to break nmy heart, but to kill Thane would only add to
the N ghtbeast's deed. W nust follow himand rescue them

qui ckly, wi thout delay!'’

Rubel turned away, hurling his blade across the great hal
and stood shaking with rage. Turning back to Thane he
gripped himby the cloak clasp. 'Find her, Candl eman, and
return her safe home, or I will take your life in paynment.’

"No!' cried Arbel, prising his brother's fingers from Thane's
throat. 'I amthe eldest and | say there will be no bad bl ood
bet ween us.'

'Father called hima base Candl eman; he was agai nst him
ever |ooking at our sister. | heard himtell her that Thane was

not bl oodworthy of this house.'

Arbel turned savagely on his brother, 'Bloodwrthy or not,

El i onbel |oved himand gave the token of her own free will.'
Lowering his voice he turned to Thane. ' She | oved you, Thane,
and whi spered your name each evening time. WIIl you come
with me on the Nightrmare's heels and try to bring her back?
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- Thane took Arbel's hand and gripped it firmy. "I have run
and ridden on the heels of this N ghtmare across El undi um

only to arrive too late. But we will follow Krul shards together
no matter how bl eak the path, for | love your sister nore than
life itself and to be without her would be to live in the
shadows. '

Arbel |ooked past Thane into the darkness beyond the door

and heard a black voice in his head, 'Hurry, Marcher, on your
dark and dangerous road for one day we will be brothers,
brothers in the darkness, | know it!"' Arbel shivered at

Krul shards' whispers and tried to shut themout. 'W nust
hurry,' he said, 'or the trail will grow cold.’

"CGo quickly then,' Rubel shouted, angry at seeing Arbel

standing so closely with Thane, 'and do not cross the

threshold of this Wayhouse again if Elionbel is not by your side.
For if you do | wll kill you!

Thane turned and gripped Arbel's hand. 'I will gallop

ahead; follow as quickly as you can.' Wthout another word he
| eft the Wayhouse, running the short distance to where
Stunbl e waited. ' The N ghtmare has taken Elionbel,' he

whi spered, quickly nounting the horse and searching for the
bl ack footprints. 'He has taken her to the Ganite Cty!'

"Wait!' shouted Arbel, running out on to the G eenway.'
think the Nightrmare took our nother as well. She is nowhere

to be found!'

"W will find them both,' Thane shouted, hol ding Stunble

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferie...0f%20Elundium%202%20-%20Palace%200f%20Kings.txt (93 of 227) [6/4/03 10:58:06 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jeff eri es¥%20-%20L oremasters%200f %20E| undi um%6202%20-%20Pal ace%200f %620K ings.txt

by the bridle. Turning in the saddl e he called out as the horse
surged forwards, 'We will not rest until they are safe and the
Ni ghtmare is dead. You have ny word on it!'

Arbei turned back into the Wayhouse and for a nmonent

wat ched hi s brother searchi ng anongst the dead servers. A
darkness was filling his body, spreading upwards in itching
lines fromwhere the N ghtmesh had entangled his legs, it was
maki ng hi m nove forwards across the Wayhouse fl oor,

forcing himto | oose the dagger at his belt.

"Rubel ,* he whispered, drawing the blade, 'you mnmust not
128
follow the Master of Darkness. You must stay here.

Rubel spun round and cried out as the dagger cut into his
outflung arm sending himcrashing heavily against the first
stair-riser, knocking himunconscious. 'No! No!' Arbe

cried, as the darkness dissolved and he saw what he had done.
Bendi ng, he gathered up his brother's body and laid him

carefully across a broken chair. 'l could not help it!'" he cried.
"That foul nmesh that entangled me at G | dersl eeves, sonetines
it seems that it is still there, filling nme with darkness,

maki ng ne do things.'

Munbl i ng and crying Arbel bound his brother's wound

and then ran to the doorway and | ooked out at the Iightening
sky. 'The darkness draws me, beckons me to follow but
sonehow | nust overconme it and rescue Elionbel and

Mot her .’
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In the Ruins of the G anite Gty

El i onbel ran wearily at Krul shards' heels, pulled along by the
life thread | ooped around her throat. Behind her Martbe
stunbl ed to keep the N ghtmare's hurrying pace. Dawn

brought little but chill winds to confort themas the early light
changed fromdismal grey to soft green as the sun clinbed

above Wrld's Edge. Before themon the rising ground bl ack
shadows surrounded a huge nmound of granite grey bl ocks,

piled, it seemed, in tunbling disorder. Each slab was thrown
upon the other as if the bones of El undium had erupted from

the ground; only on the summit of the mound above the edges

of the shadows did the chaos end in a smooth wall that rose
sheer against the nmorning light. Just above the ruin of the wall
El i onbel could see the steep gabl es of weathered slate that
covered an ancient hall.

‘Mot her,' she whi spered between running steps, 'what
place is this?

Mart bel peered around the billowi ng folds of the nalice

that Krul shards had spread across his eyes against the |ight
and her face drained of colour. "It was once the Granite City,"'
she replied, falling back behind Elionbel

Krul shards turned his hideous head, dead | ocks of tangled
hair streaned in the wind, and he | aughed, cruelly and
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without pity. Spreading his arns he shouted, 'Behold the |ast
of the Granite Kings. You see the beginning of a |long night of
darkness where only |, Krulshards, the Master of Darkness,
rul el Nightbeasts - your Master!
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The dense bl ack shadows began to sway and in answer to

the Nightmare's cry they chanted, heralding his victory,

"Krul shards, Master of Darkness. Krulshards, the King of al

El undi um '

El i onbel shrank in horror and hung back agai nst the pull of
rthe life thread. ' The shadows are N ghtbeasts! The city is
surrounded by the N ghtmare's arny!

t Krul shards | aughed and tugged both women al ong on their
knees through the ranks of his beasts. Cruel claws pinched
and sl apped their arnms and | egs. Nightbeast faces |eered and
| aughed at them and everywhere hung the stench of rotting
flesh and the dry rattle of N ghtbeast armour. Only when they
stood in the shadows of the highest innernmpbst wall did

Krul shards halt. Reaching out he pressed his bone bl ack
fingers against the snooth granite, scratching his sharp nails
across the fine grooves |left by the masons.

' Ker hunge!'" he boomed, 'Come to your master!’

Ker hunge, Kerzol de's brother, heard the summons,

qui ckly cl anbered out of a dark hol e between the granite

bl ocks and hurried forward to kneel at Krul shards' feet,
offering up the handle of his twelve-tailed whip. 'Master, the
Ganite City is yours!'

"You lie! This city will not be mne while the Granite King
lives,' Krul shards shouted, hooking his fingers into
Kerhunge's iron collar and pulling himto his feet. 'Were is
the Granite King's head. Bring it to ne now'

El i onbel listened in horror as Kerhunge stammered out the

| ast nmonents of the Granite King, pointing to the top of the
wal |, and telling the Master of Night how Ki ng Hol bi an had
retreated into one of the Granite Towers seconds before it
col l apsed, burying himfor ever beneath a thousand granite

bl ocks. 'The inner circle of the city is enpty, Master. There is
only the strange light in the Candl ehall and a stoop of ows
guardi ng the anci ent roof. Nothing nore.

Krul shards seethed with new anger. Picking Kerhunge up

by his collar he tossed himdown towards the | ower ruins of
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the city. 'l want the King's head!' he roared. 'Destroy the
inner circle and find ne the King. Tear out every brick and
stone, dig down into the bones of El undiumand find the
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Ki ng. El undi um cannot be nmine until | have his head!

"Master, it will be done!' cried Kerhunge, crawling back to
lie at the N ghtbeast's feet.

"Now! ' screaned Krul shards, cracking the twelve-tail ed

whip in Kerhunge's face. Kerhunge fled towards the siege

| adders that |ay propped against the inner wall ready for the
final assault. Shouting and scream ng he drove the waiting

Ni ght beasts forward in a black nmass and they scal ed the

| adders and breasted the top of the wall, spears and scythes
casting a forest of shadows across the enpty cobbl es bel ow.

Krul shards stretched out a | ong inpatient hand, caught

Ker hunge by the collar and pulled himclose. 'Wy do you
hesitate?' he hissed, watching the N ghtbeasts pause on the
top of the wall

"Master it is the light!'

"Light?' snarled Krulshards, clinmbing on to the first rung of

t he | adder.

"There is a strange |ight that shines blue and gold in the
Candle Hall. It burns into our eyes even through the wol fskin
shields.'

"Light!' sneered the Master of Darkness, reaching the top

of the wall and roughly pulling Elionbel and Martbel up with

him "I will destroy this hall and all the light that ever shone in
this foul city!’

"It was beautiful once,' Mrtbel whispered to her daughter,
stealing a furtive glance back across the ruined | ower circles
of the city. 'The sheer strong walls once cast deep vel vet
shadows over the naze of narrow streets that wound their way
up towards Candl ebane Hall.'

Krul shards hi ssed and tugged sharply at his life thread,
silencing Martbel's whisperings. 'It is nore beautiful now that
my army has rebuilt it!'

El i onbel |aughed bitterly, pointing at the broken doors of
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the Candle Hall, 'That is a hallowed place that you cannot
destroy, |ook!'

Krul shards turned back towards the Candle Hall, his face
bl ood red with anger and screaned out with rage and pain,
throwi ng the malice over his head against the light.

"It is a hallowed place!' |aughed Elionbel, her hair blow ng

in the clear norning breeze, her face reflecting all the brilliant
light that flooded out of Candl ebane Hall. Krul shards | ashed

out at Elionbel, catching her behind the knees with his black
knuckl es, al nost sending her toppling over the inner edge of

the wall to plunge to her death on the cobbl es bel ow. Martbe
sprang forward and w apped the life thread around her

hands, 'Elionbel! | will save you,' she shouted as the thread

went taut, cutting into the palnms of her hands.
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"Elionbel!" Krul shards hissed, know ng now which one of

t he Marcherwonen he sought. He reached down into the

blinding light and hooked his fingers into the fabric of

El i onbel 's cloak, pulling her back to the safety of the top of
the wall. '"Now | know' he sneered through the folds of his
malice. Sitting back on his haunches he | aughed and grabbed
Mart bel by his other hand. Hol di ng both wonen before him

he stared at themthrough a crack in his malice, |ooking from
one to the other.

'You are paynent agai nst Thanehand,' he hi ssed at Elionbel
For his crimes you shall hang in tornment in the Cty of

Ni ght. But you, Marcherwoman,' he sneered, dribbling the
word across his nmalice, 'you shall serve nme a purpose.' Half
turning his head, he | ooked down at the Candl e Hall shielding

his eyes against the light. 'I cannot enter the Candle Hall, or
destroy the inner circle of the city, the light is against ne, but
you, Marcherwoman, | can take, and enter, and spoil. You

shall be ny last act of destruction in the Ganite Cty.'

"No! No!' Martbel screaned, struggling agai nst Krul shards
strong grip as he dragged her into the malice. 'NO'

El i onbel bit at the Nightmare's hand and wiggled free.
Tur ni ng she kicked and beat on the outer folds of the malice
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but it was cl osed against her. Muffled and far away she could
hear her nother's screans as Krul shards took her, raping her

wi thout nercy. 'She is mne!' gloated the Master of N ghtmares,
his eyes blood red and swollen with victory.

"I ' will kill you for this, you foul Nightnare!' Elionbel cried,
falling to her knees. 'l will tear out your black heart for what
you have done this daylight, by Nevian I will!'

Krul shards | aughed at her, pushing her aside as he opened
up the nmalice. 'Magicians cannot hel p you, Thanehand
cannot help. | take what | please!l | amthe Master of

El undium' Wth a sneer of satisfaction he thrust Mrthbe
back into the daylight. Stunbling forward, the bloody torn
hens of her skirts wetting the granite dust, she fell into
El i onbel's arns. Her nouth was trenbling, her eyes were
wide with terror.

Krul shards reached out for Elionbel, a cruel snarl on his
l'ips, but before his fingers could touch her the ground shook
and a piercing cry tore the shadows apart. Pure blinding |ight
spill ed out of Candl ebane Hall across the cobbles. Krul shards
screanmed as the light entered his malice, burning into his
face. Turning, he fled scranbling down the nearest siege

| adder.

El i onbel stood her ground, the |ight edging her cloak in

bl ue and gold. 'Even the bones of Elundiumcry out against
what you have done!' she shouted as the N ghtnmare dragged

her after him 'Elundiumw |l have its revenge, and | shall be
its sword maiden, | swear it!' she cried, tunbling down the

| adder, bruising her shins on the rough granite rubble as she
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| anded on the ground.

"I may not have taken the inner circle of this city but | have
pl anted sonet hi ng nore powerful and awesone here in its

ruins. Cone,' commanded Krul shards, pulling at the life

thread. 'We travel a secret wild road back to the City of Night.
A road that is safe fromroving bands of Marchers or col ums

of Gallopers seeking revenge for all that | have destroyed.'

"Master!' Kerzol de gasped, clinbing breathlessly over the
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rubble and falling at the Nightmare's feet, 'Thanehand has
reached Whodsedge. He is on ny heels and behi nd hi mon
the road is the Marcher we trapped with the nightnesh.

' Thanehand?' the Nightmare snarled, staring back across

the ruins at what was once the begi nnings of the green

wi nding road to Underfall. For a noment fear crossed his

cruel face and the life thread tightened on Elionbel and
Martbel's throats then he | aughed, spitting out fine trails of
saliva on to the front of his nmalice. 'He will never find us,
Capt ai nbeast. Look, the ground is spoiled and trodden bl ack
for | eagues around the city. There is nothing here to tell the
Gal | oper spawn of our passing. W | eave no waynmark save the
destruction of the city!’

"Thane is alive and he will find us, N ghtrmare!' Elionbe
shout ed defiantly.

Krul shards turned fiercely on Elionbel. 'You are |ost for
ever, Marcherwoman, | ost in my darkness. There is no-one
left to search for you. Thanehand is dead!

"He is alive. | heard that foul, broken-clawed beast speak
his name. He will never stop searching for us, no matter how
dark the road."'

"Quiet, Marcherwoman,' Krul shards hissed, shrugging his

shoul ders agai nst Elionbel's whisperings as he sumoned his
Ni ght beast arny into a great shadow that covered the | ower
ruins of the city. Lifting his arnms he spread the nalice and
wai ted for silence. 'N gh/beasts!' he cried, thrusting a bone
bl ack finger towards the tranpled G eenway. 'You have taken
the Granite City and nade it yours, go now into all El undium
and spread ny darkness. Render everything that |oves the
daylight into ruins, but while you travel, sweeping as a bl ack
tide, search carefully for one called Thanehand, and if you
find himbring himto the City of Night, for he is nine, mne
al one to destroy!’

Am dst the roar and rattle of N ghtbeast arnmour the bl ack
shadowy armny spread out beyond the city. Kerzolde and his
brother jostled Elionbel and Martbel to follow the Master of
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Ni ght beasts into the wild | ands beyond the outer edges of the
Granite Cty and they vani shed without a trace on the heels of
the billowing malice, for Kerzolde and Kerhunge were carefu
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that nothing was dropped as a wayrnark for Thanehand.
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3
The Battle Crescent is Forned

Tonbel raised his hand and with a single twist of his
arnmoured gl oves he halted the swift colum of narching nen.
Wthout further comrand, the warriors unsheathed their

broad, doubl e-edged swords and drove thempoint first into
the soft edges of the Greenway. Renoving their netal hel ns
they laid them enblens facing inward, on the short cropped
grass and knelt in respect as the slow noving Archer funera
passed between them Tonbel saw Kyot |eading the strike of
Archers that followed the funeral litter, each bowran with an
arrow necked lightly on to the string.

"Whom do you bury?' Tonbel asked in a whisper, falling in
step with the young Archer.

"My father lies on the litter of oiled bows,' he answered
grey-faced with grief. 'He defended this Wayhouse al one
agai nst Krul shards, the Master of N ghtbeasts, and paid
cruelly with his life!

-'Then the Nightmare is before us on the road!' Tonbel
gasped, | ooking up at the sinking sun.

"He is at |east one daylight ahead of you, ny Lord,"'
answered Kyot. 'My father's body was cold | ong before
di snmount ed. '

"Where do you bury your father? Tonbel asked, | ooking
past the litter along the broad and enpty G eenway.

"My father was the Keeper of this tower. It was his wish to
wal k the Buryman's path as far as a true-ainmed arrowwill fly
fromthe platformin the top of the tower. Once around the
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arrow we carry him then back to the grave ni che beside the
great wooden door. This was carved out by the arnoburers

|l ong ago. Father will watch over us even in death. It is the
custom'

'"He was the greatest Archer in all Elundium' Tonbel
whi spered as they wal ked around t he spent arrow.

"And his grave niche will be set with one hundred silver
arrows. He will not want for a bowstring nor oil to wet and
supple the bow, it will be placed before himeach daylight as

the sun rises,' whispered Kyot, blinking back the tears in his
eyes. They had passed into the shadow cast by the tower and
stood, heads bowed, before the grave niche. Carefully Kyot
pul I ed back the blue and gold cloak that covered his father's
body, lifted himoff the litter and set himinto the niche. The
armourers moved forward and with swi ft strokes they hanmered
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the silver arrows into the stone wall of the tower. Kyot
knelt and kissed the tattoo nmark on his father's arm

"I will avenge your death, even though Nevi an was agai nst
it," he whispered, pouring cedar oil on to the bow resting
agai nst Archer's shoul der.

"WIl you take the Keepership if the King deens you fit to
take such a post?' Tonbel asked as Kyot rose and turned away
fromthe grave.

"Nevian has already pledged ne to it,' Kyot answered as
Sprint trotted forward neighing a greeting, "but first | wll
seek revenge on the Master of Nightbeasts, for he tortured ny
father to death.'

"You woul d take the Keepership w thout the blessing of the
Ki ng?' Tonbel cried as Kyot sprang lightly into the saddle.

"No,' answered the young Archer, his eyes hard wth anger
"First | will seek out the Crystal Mker, Fairday of Catterford,
for he alone can forge glass arrow heads to pierce the

Ni ght beast's heart, and then, well-armed, | shall stand at
Thane's right hand and rid this |and of Krulshards. Only
then, when the great Bow of Omis silent, will | take the

Keepership, King willing.'
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"WIl you ride alone? asked Tombel, searching the courtyard
for signs of other Archers preparing for the road.

But Kyot only | aughed and pointed out along the dusty
Greenway towards Notley Marsh. '|I have other friends, ny
Lord, who have hel ped ne through great danger. Loya
friends who sleep lighter than a downy feather and are
fearless in the dark. Look, here conme the Border Runners
who defended ne agai nst the N ghtbeasts on the road to
Underfall, they will help ne to find Catterford.

Tonmbel stepped hastily backwards as two huge savage dogs
bounded into the courtyard and ran to Kyot's side. Turning
towards Tombel, their hackles rose razor sharp along their
backs and their lips curled in | ong-toothed snarls. Crouching,
step by step, they advanced, hard anber eyes fixed on

Tonbel . ' Be easy, Tonbel is a friend,' |aughed Kyot, calling
the dogs back to sit by his stirrups. 'You see, ny Lord,' he
smil ed, reaching down to rub his hand through their thick
sabl e coats, 'l ambetter armed than | |ook!"’

'"CGo, then, with ny blessing, and follow the sun to Catterford,’
shout ed Tonmbel with an edge of relief in his voice after
Sprint's recedi ng hoof beats.

The Marchers crowded into the courtyards of Stunble
Hll, filling themto overflowing. 'Rest until eventine. Eat and
be ready for the road before the sun sets,' called out Tonbel.

"It is all so wonderful. The colours, the touch and feel, the
snells, so wonderful; so nuch better than the Elders' stories!’
Tonbel turned and sniled, seeing WIIow standi ng between

the broken doors | ooking out across the flat grasslands that
led towards the Ganite City.
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' Perhaps the stories would have held nore colour if your
El der had seen the daylight!' |aughed Tonbel, nmoving to
WIllow s side and putting his hand upon the young Tunne

|l er's shoul der.

"It is so nmuch larger. So much . . . different!' WIlIlow fell
silent, renenbering the Elder's stories; remenbering how
the old man woul d take the tiny point of |light and carefully
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build the picture of a tree, branch by branch, leaf by leaf. H's
| arge, round eyes blinking, he gazed across the forest of trees
that grew al ong the Greenway' sedge and si ghed; each one

was so different in all its tiny details, and yet they were so
much the sane. He frowned, |ooking up at Tonbel. ' How

many trees are there in El undi un®

Tombel | aughed, 'They are all individual, WIIlow because
each one grows al one and wi nd and weat her touch them
di fferendy. They are beyond counting.'

Wl ow frowned, shading his eyes and pointing out beyond

the trees. 'There is a columm of dust, ny Lord, rising out of
that dark valley beyond the road that we used. What can that
be?'

"That is the direction of Notley Marsh,' Tonbel mnuttered
darkly, drawing out his sword and calling the Marchers into
battl e order.

"Gall opers are on the road fromthe Marshes!' cried out a
wat chman fromthe tower platform Tonbel rel axed and

wai ted easily between the doors as |ong colums of Gall opers
rode into view.

" Ni ght beasts have used the Marsh Road,' Thoron cried,
di smounting stiffly from Equestrius' saddl e and grasping
Tonbel's armin greeting.

"Equestrius!' willow shouted, running forward and throw ng
his arnms around the great Warhorse's neck

Thoron | aughed, 'Guard himwell, young warrior, for we
ride a hard and dangerous road on the Ni ghtbeast's heels.

Wl ow | ooked up at the proud |ines of Warhorses that had
hal t ed behi nd Equestrius before turning back towards

Thoron. 'You have bridled himand put a saddle on his back,'
Wllow cried. 'l thought the Lord of Horses ran free with no
man as his naster!’

Thoron sniled, stretching stiffly, '"No man will ever be
mast er of Equestrius, his freedomis beyond question. W
hunt the Nightbeasts together as friends; he wears Esteron's
saddl e and bridle to help an old nman on a hard road. W
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found the tack in the hut of thorns beside a broken spear
shaft. Thane nust have fought a great battle there and littered
the Greenway with many slain N ghtbeasts before he escaped.

We followed the N ghtbeasts' footprints through the marshes;
they were close on Thane's heels.

'How can you be sure he did escape then?' WIIow asked.

Thoron reached up and unclipped a battered and dirty
hel m fromthe pomrel of the saddle. 'I found this helm
beside the road in the nmarshes.

' Thane reached this Wayhouse!' Tonbel interrupted, nodding
in the direction of a huge bonfire that crackled in the
evening air. 'Those are the N ghtbeasts that he sl aughtered
defending Archer in the last nmonments of the Keeper's life.

" Archer dead?' Thoron cried, seeing for the first time the
grave ni che beside the broken doors. 'How so?

"Krul shards, the Master of Ni ghtbeasts,' Tonbel replied,
honi ng the edge of his sword with a sharp stone attached to
his belt.

"Which road did he take?

Tombel silently pointed with the stone across the grassl ands
t owar ds Whodsedge.

"Horsermen! W ride before the sun sets!' cried Thoron,
summoning Errant to his side. He hurried to kneel before the
grave niche. 'We will nake the Nightmare pay dear, friend,'

he whi spered. 'All those that |love the norning |ight and soft
shadows at noon will gather. You have ny word!' Reaching
forward he tipped a trickle of oil on to Archer's bow and then
st ood.

"Errant,' he said quietly, taking himanongst the spelled
horses, "will you turn north through the far edge of the bl ack
forest? | fear we run on too tight a road and may niss the

Ni ght mare in our headl ong dash for Granite City.

Errant lifted his head and called for Dawnrise in a | oud

voi ce above the clatter of hooves and jingling of harness al ong
the horse lines. The first stallion of Underfall came forwards,
snorting, his steelsilver battle coat glittering in the evening
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light. Catching the reins Errant asked, 'WII| you run for ne
again on a darker wlder road than the one that |eads to the

gates of the Granite City? WII| you take nme out to the
wi | dl ands beyond the bl ack forest?' Dawnrise stanped his
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hoof and snorted and waited for Errant to nount.

"I will take the N ghthorses of Underfall, for they were bred
on the dark side of nmorning and gathered fromall the wlder

pl aces. Thunderstone has readied them for such a gallop,"

Errant cried, calling all the N ghthorses and their riders into
neat colums. 'We ride beyond the El undium of |egends into

wi | d | ands where N ghtbeasts crouch in every dark shadow'

Qui ckly he reached down and gripped Thoron's hand. 'To a

safe King and a | and wi thout Ni ghtbeasts!’

Equestrius reared up, neighing fiercely and called forward

hal f of the Warhorses that had travelled with Thoron through
Not | ey Marsh. ' The bonds were broken,' he snorted to the

old warrior, 'but the Warhorses will follow Errant to fight for
the sunlight.'

Eagle OM flexed his talons and hooted, rising up from
Thoron's shoul der into the evening sky. 'Battle OuMs,' he
shrieked in piercing notes, calling all the ows that had
survived the battle before the Gates of Night into a stoop that
darkened the sky. "Fly with the warriors of Underfall and
search out the way, be their eyes on the dark road ahead.'

W1 d barking broke out along the Geenway's edge as huge
Border Runners bounded on to the road. G annog, Lord of
Dogs, crossed the Greenway to sit at Thoron's feet, yawned
lazily, then licked his ancient hands.

"You will not be alone,' cried Thoron, against the thunder

of hool beats, as Errant |ed the horses across the G eenway
and out into the grasslands beyond. Grannog grow ed softly
and rose, wagging his tail, and |l ed the Border Runners into
the grassl ands, fanning them out on either side of the colums
of horses. Stoop by stoop the ows flew ahead, searching out

t he way.

"W will neet again in better daylights,' cried Thoron,
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turning back into the Tower of Stunble Hill.

Tonmbel frowned, doubting Thoron's counsel as he narshalled
the Marchers into readiness for the long night's

journey ahead. Thoron sighed, taking Tonbel's hand, 'There
was a tine |ong ago when each of us trusted the other's
second sight, and knew that w sdom tenpered each nove.'

To*' bel | ooked steadily into Thoron's eyes. 'l fear for
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El i onbel . It weakens ne and blinds ny purpose.

Thoron drew Tonbel close. 'I fear for Thane, yet it
strengthens ny resolve and clears all other things aside. Lean
on me now, old friend, put your hand upon ny shoul der and

let nme | ead you through the blindness.

"What woul d you counsel ?' Tonbel whispered, afraid that
his Marchers woul d see his weakness.

Thoron drew Tonbel out on to the G eenway and pointed

along the narrow road that |ed through the grasslands. 'If we
conme too |late to Wodsedge or the Granite Cty, Krulshards
has all Elundiumin which to vanish. Spread your Marchers
into a great crescent twenty | eagues w de. Take only one
columm of your fastest nmen along the G eenway and |let ny

hor senen be spread throughout the crescent in swft-noving

squadrons. The Warhorses and the Border Runners that
remain with us are already noving in a wide crescent; follow
their wi sdom'

Tonmbel squeezed Thoron's hand and saw t he wi sdomin

hi s counsel. 'Thank you, old friend,' he whispered before
calling for his captains to cone forward into a nmarshalling
counci | .

Shortly after darkness had fallen the two old warriors

clinmbed on to the platformin the Wayhouse Tower and

| ooked out over the wi de crescent of advancing lights that now
twi nkl ed across the grasslands. 'Wen the furthest lights
reach the horizon we will follow you,'" Thoron said, smling at
his friend in the darkness.

"None will escape us!' Tonbel whispered, his foot upon the
first step. 'But ride hard and fast that you nay be at ny side at
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Wyodsedge' he call ed, running down the tower's wi nding
st eps.

Thoron | eaned out of the arched wi ndow and | ooked down

at his waiting colum of horsenen beside the tower fretting
for the road. "W will not be far behind you,' he cried. 'You
will see us, a string of fast-nmoving lights shining out in the
darkness. Look for the lights of our candles!’

' Ki ngspeed!' shouted Tonbel fromthe G eenway as the
tranp of marching feet faded into the night air.

The wound on Thoron's neck ached as he descended the

tower stairway, dully throbbing with each footfall. 'Kingspeed,
Thane,' he said, knowing that his grandson was all al one
sonmewhere out there in the darkness.
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On the Nightnare's Heel s

"Gallop, Stunble, gallop!' urged Thane, driving the little relay
horse as hard as he dare, trying to catch up with Kerzol de.

The grey hours had come, spreading cold m st between the

close, crowding trees on either side of the road. Thane cursed
the half-light; ghost tails that fogged the G eenway, making

hi m duck beneath | ow branches or junp fallen trees that

suddenl y appeared across the path.

' Ni ght beasts have used this road,' he shouted, |ooking at
the damage all about him Stunble suddenly |urched forward,
crashing to his knees, sending Thane head over heels on to
the wet grass. Thane grunbled and clinbed to his feet.

Taking the reins he put his foot back into the stirrup to
renount but Stunble snorted with pain and backed away
fromhim his head nodding violently with each step. Thane
slipped the reins over Stunble's head and bent down to pick
up the horse's foreleg. The shoe had been partly torn away
fromthe hoof and a jagged splinter of ironwood was enbedded
in the sole of the horse's foot. Thane gripped the splinter
between his thunb and first two fingers and wenched it free.
Bl ood oozed fromthe narrow wound on to Thane's hand as

he cl eaned out the foot. Taking Stunble's fetlock between his
knees he used his dagger to prise off the shoe, unbent the
nails and tucked the twi sted shoe into his belt.

"W will never catch Kerzolde now' he nuttered angrily,
wal king a few paces ahead into the nmist. 'Everything that |
touch seens cursed with ill luck.' Stumble |inped painfully
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forward and brushed his nist-wet nuzzle on Thane's cheek
Thane stroked Stunble's neck and gently pulled his ears.
"Forgive ne. | pushed you too hard and hurt you with ny
haste.'

St unbl e whi nni ed, pushed past Thane and |inped on

towards the Granite City. Thane called after him calling him
to stop, 'l ampledged to chase the N ghtmare. Love of

El i onbel drives me forward, but you, great heart, need not
follow this road. You are free to return to Stunble Hill or
wander where you pl ease in Elundium but first give ne your
foreleg and I will plug the wound.

Stunbl e neighed, lifted his front | eg and stood patiently
still while Thane cut a strip of |leather fromthe top of his

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferi...f%20Elundium%202%20-%20Palace%200f%20Kings.txt (105 of 227) [6/4/03 10:58:06 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jeff eri es¥%20-%20L oremasters%200f %20E| undi um%6202%20-%20Pal ace%200f %620K ings.txt

rui ned boot and forced it up into the wound. 'That will keep
the dirt out,' he sniled, putting the foreleg back on the
ground and runni ng his hand through Stunble's nane.

Stunbl e arched his neck and nmoved slowy forward, nodding
his head each tinme he put the injured foot on to the ground.
Thane qui ckly overtook himand wal ked at his shoul der. ' You
are a great warrior, Stunble, and a better friend than I
deserve in these dark tines.'

Stunbl e forged ahead, biting on the bit, grinding his teeth
against the pain. He fixed his eyes on the horizon's rim

| ooking for the sunrise. Thane bent |ow, searching the

G eelnway. 'The N ghtmares' prints have vani shed anmongst

all these other foul N ghtbeast tracks. All we can do is to
follow the G eenway to the Ganite City.'

Stunbl e snorted and tried to |l engthen his stride. 'Easy!
whi spered Thane, catching the rein and gently pulling him
back to a slower pace. 'Haste will cripple you for ever,
Stunble. | have caused you enough pain in bringing ne this
far, please walk carefully.’

Stunbl e sl owed his pace and the noon hour slipped quickly

by before the giant nound of granite blocks that had once

been the proud City of Granite Kings canme into view. Thane
paused, gazing in horror at the ruins. "It was so beautiful,' he
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whi spered, his hand tightening on the reins. He narrowed

his eyes and stared at the devastation. 'But there is a
shadow around the base of the city. It is nore solid than a
dust haze and stiller than smoke.' Frowning he nmuttered,
"How can a ring of shadows formin clear sunlight? Look, the
shadows are noving, spreading out across the field

towards us!'’

Tur ni ng, Thane searched the G eenway and saw far
behind hima single figure hurrying forward. 'That nust be
Arbel. | wonder if he has seen the shadows yet?

As the shadows drew cl oser they took on hideous shapes

and Thane saw clearly what they were. 'N gh/beasts!' he

cried, looking round frantically for a place to hide. 'Quickly,
we will go to that copse of tangle-trees and branbl es besi de
the road."'

Toget her they di sappeared between the cl ose-grown tress,
squeezi ng under their |ow branches, forcing a passage

through the thick clunps of brambles, until, scratched and

bl eedi ng, they were conpletely hidden in the centre of the
copse. 'Hush,' whispered Thane, putting a bl oody thornpricked
finger to his lips. Stunble whinnied softly and knelt,

his ears twisting in the direction of the coarse N ghtbeast
voices and the dry rattle of their arnour as they passed all
around t hem
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"Master rules now' |aughed a voice, its owner slashing at
the tangle-trees with a hooked scythe.

'Everywhere will soon be covered in beautiful darkness,'
shout ed anot her.

"Find and kill Thanehand!' roared a deeper voice. '"He is

somewhere on this road. Destroy the tangle-trees, search
under every stone.

' Ker hunge has set watchers by the ruined gates. They will
kill himif he slips by us!

"Kill!" sneered another. 'Master will hang himup beside the
dirty Marcher worman he has captured and peel off his skin,
| ayer by layer.'
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alLaught er anobngst the Nightbeasts turned into roars of
del i ght.

"He will pull his nails out one by one!’
"He will nibble on his eyeballs!’

"Find the Gall operspawn!' screaned the deep voice, driving
the Ni ghtbeasts forward with a twelve-tailed whip that cracked
at their heels. 'Spread the darkness throughout El undium'

The tangl e-trees were being torn branch from branch; cl oser
and cl oser the cruel curved scythes slashed through the
under gr owt h.

'Look! Look over there,' snarled a N ghtbeast voice | ess than
two paces fromwhere Thane and Stunble were hiding. 'There is
the Gal | operspawn the Master seeks, running towards us al ong
the Greenway. Quickly, set a trap and catch himalive, bind him
tightly for our Master of Darkness.'

The search through the copse of tangle-trees abruptly

stopped and Thane bit on his knuckles, powerless to go to

Arbel's aid as he heard the faint ring of steel and cries for help
on the G eenway. He dare not reveal where he was hiding, he

had little hope of hel ping Arbel against so nmany Ni ghtbeasts.

He must wait until the Ni ghtbeast arny had passed and then try

to follow Krul shards. Yet the screans of Arbel's defeat burned

in his ears and echoed | ong after he had been taken prisoner,

and he felt wetched and cowardly hiding beneath a canopy of

t horns.

Thane and Stunbl e crouched in statue stillness, hardly

daring to take nmore than shallow breaths. Only after |ate

aft ernoon had pulled the shadows long did the [ ast wave of

Ni ght beasts pass their hiding place. Gadually the dry rattle of
their horrible arnour faded and sil ence settled over the black
tranpl ed fields around them Thane frowned and slowy rose
fromtheir hiding place. Wiy had the N ghtbeasts not returned
with Arbel towards the city? Were had they taken hinf

Krul shards had taken Elionbel from Wodsedge and from what
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the Ni ghtbeasts had said he had her prisoner
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somewhere in the Granite City. Touching Stunble's mane he
whi spered, 'We nust tread carefully, there are watchers set by
the gates.'

Dar kness had fallen and the night sky was sewn with a

t housand stars before Thane and Stunbl e noved cautiously

from shadow t o shadow, working their way al ong the |ast

| eague of the Greenway that led to the ruined gates. Far above

them on the summit of the hill, a sheer wall rose, blocking out
the stars and within the wall a fierce light burned with the

col our of nmolten gold. 'Look at Candl ebane Hall!' Thane

whi spered. 'It nust still be held against the N ghtmare. Look at
that light!'

Thane | aughed and stared hard at the roof of the Candle

Hal I ; he blinked, shook his head and | ooked again. 'Either the
st onemasons have been busy or ow s perched on the roof. W

may yet have friends in this dark place.

The broken columms of the gate | ooned before them Thane
listened to the night wind and caught the faint rattle of

Ni ght beasts' arnour. Draw ng the dagger he slipped down into
the dyke beside the road. Followi ng the wet bottomof the ditch
he entered the shadows of the gate. The first watcher stood
above him sil houetted against the stars. Thane | ooked to the

|l eft and the right, but the second watcher was nowhere to be
seen. Hand over hand he scal ed the steep slope of the dyke, the
| ong bl ade of his dagger gripped between his teeth. Near the
top his foot slipped, sending broken granite chippings
cascadi ng down behind him

"Who?' snarled the watcher, spinning round, his spear bl ade

hel d out nenaci ngly agai nst the bl ackness of the dyke.
"Gl | oper spawn!"’

Thane rol |l ed asi de as the spear bl ade sank into the steep

gravel slope beside his head. Reaching up he thrust the

dagger, follow ng the shape of the watcher's arm keeping the

bl ade parallel. He felt it slice through the thin arnour beneath
the arnpit and sink deep into the heart.

"Gl | operspawn!' the watcher cried again as Thane pulled
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the bl ade free. A noise behind Thane made himjump

forwards, away froma curving scythe that cut through the air

just above his head. Turning he saw three watchers, two with
spears drawn back ready to throw, the third was turning the
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scythe ready to strike again. Thane crouched and for the first
time wished he had kept his grandfather's sword. Putting his
free hand on to the ground he scooped up a fistful of granite
chips and flung it at the watchers. Ducking to the left, the
dagger held firmy with both hands, he rolled into a ball,
expecting the watchers to pounce upon himbut instead he
heard piercing screanms and the clatter of spear shafts falling
on to the Greenway. He junped up and saw the watchers
struggling and clawing at three Battle OM s that had stooped
out of the darkness to attack their faces. He | eapt forwards
and three times he plunged the dagger.

" Thank you, ow s!' he called softly as the N ghtbeast

wat chers fell forwards, faces torn and bl eeding, on to the
Greenway. 'Quickly,' he whispered, sumoning Stunble out

of the darkness. 'There nust be dozens of watchers. Foll ow

me into the first circle of the city, |I know all the secret ways.'

Wthout a sound the owl s hovered above the ruined gates,
| ooking fromleft to right before they lifted up and away into
the darkness as silently as they had cone.

Toget her Stunble and Thane entered the city, picking
their way carefully through the rubble-strewn streets.

' "Ware the shadows!' Thane whi spered, his eyes wi de

agai nst the dark silence. 'The Learning Hall once stood here,"
he whi spered, touching the snooth broken door posts with his
free hand. He tried to laugh, but it came out as a dry sound
wi t hout hurour, renmenbering that this was where it had al
began; the Loremaster and the Chancellors' sons hot on his
heel s for revenge.

"Ch, Nevian,' he whispered, 'l have failed the Granite King
and brought nothing but ruin to this beautiful city. Help ne
now, Master of Magic, to find Elionbel, just as you once gave

me justice here in this Learning Hall and nade the Lore
150

master tell the truth. Help ne now' Running his hand through
Stunbl e's mane he tried hard to push back the begi nni ngs of
despair. 'We nust search every |l ane and back alleyway, every
dark corner and secret hole and if need drives us we nust
turn over every fallen block of stone, but we must find

El i onbel !'’

A long night of searching | ed themup through the ruined

but empty circles of the city. Twice they hid behind huge

sl abs of stone as N ghtbeast watchers passed them by, but they
found nothing, not a whisper of Elionbel. Thane stood wearily
| ooking up at the sheer granite wall of the inner circle.

"Too late, always too late!' he shouted, clenching his fist

and striking it angrily against the wall. Sinking on to his knees
he bowed his head and wept. 'Watever | touch, wherever |

go, the Nightmare runs before ne, destroying, ruining and

taking. | ama curse of all El undium"

Thane drew his dagger and stared through his tears at the
bl ade.
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' Eversharp, Duclos had said; when all hope fades then take

out this blade.' Thane gripped the hilt and waited. 'Wll,"' he
sobbed at the darkness. 'Were is hope? Gone before this

Ni ghtmare just |ike everything else.' He laughed bitterly, and
then turned the bl ade i nwards towards his heart.

"Elionbel, | have failed. | know not where to | ook for you

The city is ringed with black, burned footprints, watchers

wal k in each ruined circle. Elionbel, oh Elionbel! This ruinis
all ny fault.'

Thane pressed the point of the blade agai nst the coarse
weave of his undershirt and it cut through, bringing a snall
trickle of blood on to the blade. Stunble whinnied and

| onered his head to push Thane's hand away.

' Tonbel was right, | amnot bloodworthy, | am not even
brave enough to stand beside your brother, Arbel, and die like

a man!'

Stunbl e nei ghed fiercely, forcing his head between the
dagger and Thane's chest, pushing the bl ade away. Thane
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suddenly realized the bond which had grown between him

and the little relay horse and, ashamed, he resheathed the
dagger. He stroked the horse's ears and whi spered, 'Duclos
was right. The dagger does bring hope and together we wll
hunt this N ghtmare and nmake hi m pay dearly for what he has
done!"’

A soft voice |laughed in the darkness, 'Hope is the power
that comes fromwithin. It is the thread that weaves our fate
and separates the weak fromthe strong.'

"Nevian!' Thane cried, leaping to his feet and | ooking from
left to right. 'Nevian, where are you?

"Enter the part of the city that the N ghtbeasts coul d not
def eat and we shall neet,' whispered the voice

Thane | ooked qui ckly about him scranbling through the

rubbl e. Sonmehow he had to scale the wall. Stunble snorted,
scraping at a N ghtbeast siege |ladder that lay at the foot of

the wall. "I1'"lIl never be able to nove it,' Thane hissed, gripping
the top rung and pulling it away fromthe wall. It noved

qui ckly and lightly, bumping over the granite bl ocks, and
tri pped Thane over. Laughing, he leapt to his feet and
bal anced the | adder, resting the top rung near the rim of
the wall.

"Stay hidden fromthe watchers and wait for ne,' he

whi spered to Stunble, clinbing hand over hand into the
darkness. Chill nightw nds tugged at his ragged hal f-cl oak
maki ng hi m shiver and he pulled it tightly around his

shoul ders. Below himin deep shadow the Candl e Hall stood,
the roof crowded with a stoop of staring Battle OMs, but the
inner circle of the city was enpty, nothing noved. Thane
stared along the inner curve of the wall |ooking for a way
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down. Twenty paces further along the wall he could see the
shadow of the narrow set of w nding steps that | ed down to the
cobbl es.

"Stay well hidden,' he called down to Stunbl e before he ran
lightly down the steps and crossed the cobbles to the doors of
Candl ebane Hal | .
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"Nevi an?' he called, entering the tall echoing hall. 'Were
are you, Nevian?'

A soft light glowed on the high dais of the throne, noving
through all the hues and col ours of a sunmer afternoon

"I am here, Thanehand, sitting at the feet of Kings. Cone
to ne.' Thane crossed the snooth polished marble floor,
frowning at the enptiness, and hurried between the high
fluted colums of broken candle stens to the throne.

"Where are all the candles? he asked. 'This place was once
so full of light it hurt your eyes to enter on a dark night.'

Nevi an | aughed, taking Thane's hand and guiding himto

sit on the enpty throne. 'The city has been siege-|ocked by
the N ghtbeasts, Thane, and it cost every candle for King
Hol bi an to break the siege and rise triunphant against their
shadows. '

Thane frowned, 'Break the siege? The city is weak and the
King is gone, how can that be a triunph?'

Nevi an sniled and turned to watch the grey hours flood the
sky with cold dawn light. 'Long ago, young man, when

El undi um was new fornmed, Krulshards, the Master of Darkness,
strove to steal ny daylight. W both fought and argued,
setting his Nightbeasts and N ghtmares agai nst nmy Warhorses

and the Granite Kings until,' Nevian paused, draw ng the
rai nbow cl oak over Thane's | egs against the chill dawn w nds,
‘until in haste | took King Hol bian, the |ast G anite King,

fromthe living rock wall before he was whol e, before he was
fit to be a King. He had a terrible flaw that | had overl ooked.
He feared the dark. Krulshards was quick to find his

weakness and through it he has brought darkness and despair

to all El undium'

"Where is the triunph then?' demanded Thane.
Nevi an | aughed, cl apping his hands together. 'Were is the

Ki ng? That shoul d be your question. Were is the |ast
Granite King? Show nme which corner he hides in.'

Thane stared in bew | dernent at the Master of Magic and
answered, 'Perhaps he lies crushed beneath the fallen tower.'
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Nevi an's laughter faded. 'He has gone, Thane. | know not
where, but he overcane his fear of the dark and used every
candle fromthis hall to keep back the N ghtbeasts. He

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferi...f%20Elundium%202%20-%20Palace%200f%20Kings.txt (111 of 227) [6/4/03 10:58:06 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jeff eri es¥%20-%20L oremasters%200f %20E| undi um%6202%20-%20Pal ace%200f %620K ings.txt
cheated Krul shards out of his victory and left himonly ruin!

"But the Ni ghtbeasts are bringing darkness and ruin everywhere. -
El i onbel and her mother are with Krul shards!' Thane

cried. 'l heard the Ni ghtbeasts tal king about their victory
while we hid fromthemin a clunp of tangl ewood trees. W

only escaped capture when the Ni ghtbeasts saw Arbel on the
Greenway; they thought it was ne.'

Nevi an sighed, putting his hands on Thane's shoul ders.

"Krul shards has gone, and the ruins of this city are nothing
but a fool's victory. Revenge agai nst you, Thane, ran him
clear across Elundiumto take Elionbel and fear of you,
Thane, drives hi monwards."'

'Fear of ne?' asked Thane. 'How could the N ghtmare fear
me?'

' Because you do not fear his darkness. Thane, Krul shards

has a weakness as great as King Hol bian's; he has shown how

his power is born of fear, of fearing the dark, but you fight
anongst his Nightbeasts and brush his Ni ghtnares aside. You
enter the City of Night and bring light to all his secret places;
you drove himout of the darkness. You are the beginning of a
new age and he knows not how to fight you, save through

revenge.

" Through Elionbel!’

'Yes, Thane, she has in many ways been your weakness,

drawi ng you, luring you. Krul shards sees this and through her
he will try and destroy you. He has Elionbel and her nother,
Martbel, tied by his |ife thread. Harm himand the thread
tightens around their throats choking themto death.

"How can | fight against this N ghtmare? How can | ever
rescue Elionbel ?

"I know not,' whispered Nevian, 'but you nust followin
Krul shards' footsteps and find the way. You nust follow your
fate wherever it leads for all Elundiumwaits on your purpose.’
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Thane rose to his feet and gripped Nevian's hand. '| feel so
weak and hel pl ess agai nst Krul shards and so afraid that | will
fail.'

'Yet you have trodden where only Kings can go and

brought defeat to the very doors of night. Look to the
mor ni ng, Thane, and find hope in the new daylight. Look for
the N ghtmare's shadow, for that is his greatest weakness.'

"Everything | have touched the Ni ghtnare has destroyed,’
Thane whi spered, turning to face the begi nnings of a new
dayl i ght.

"He is desperate, Thane, and sees his own ruin in you. You
are the new El undium that does not fear the dark. The power

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferi...f%20Elundium%202%20-%20Palace%200f%20Kings.txt (112 of 227) [6/4/03 10:58:06 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jeff eri es¥%20-%20L oremasters%200f %20E| undi um%6202%20-%20Pal ace%200f %620K ings.txt

that will one day put an end to his N ghtmares and his
Ni ght beast s.

Thane | aughed bitterly. 'You talk of power and Kings and

yet | walk alone in the darkness with only a lane friend at ny
side. | have nothing with which to fight this N ghtmare but the
bl ade Ducl os gave ne at our parting on the | awms of

G | der sl eeves. '

Nevi an turned sharply, throw ng the rai nbow cl oak across

his shoulder, filling the Candle Hall with the |ight and beauty
of a sumrer day. 'You are a fool if you think that, Thane.

Even now the arnourers are hammering out hot iron on the

anvil and the Warhorses, Border Runners and Battle OMs are
fretting to fight the darkness. Cone with ne to the top of the
wal | and see if you strive al one.

Cat ching Thane's hand in his own, Nevian ran out through

the Candl edoors across the cobbles and up the narrow

wi ndi ng steps. 'Look!' he commanded, throw ng his arns

open. Thane caught his breath and gazed out across the still,
dark fields and hedgerows to the bl ack horizonAeverywhere

there were lights, ribbons of slownoving |ights spread out in
a wide crescent as far as he could see. Columms of fasternoving
lights pressed through the crescent and raced up over

the hillocks or vanished into small valleys only to reappear
monents | ater.
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"You are not alone!' Nevian |aughed. 'That is the vanguard

of the arny you led on the high plateau. They have narched
and gal | oped without rest on your heels.

"They come too late. Too late to save the Granite City and
too late to save Elionbel.

"It is your place to follow the Master of N ghtbeasts, Thane.
Tombel and your grandfather Thoron will turn the warriors
and hunt the N ghtbeasts throughout El undium?"”

"Which way do | travel ?' Thane asked, his foot on the top
rung of the siege | adder

Nevi an | ooked to the horizon edge to where the sun was
beginning to burn with a bright red fire. '"Look in all the wild
pl aces where the sun does not shine. Follow the flight of the
grey swans.'

"Stunble is lame!' Thane call ed as he descended the
| adder .

Nevi an | aughed, '|l amthe Master of Magic and | say he is
sound and ready for the road!’

"You are a great power!' Thane answered, calling up into
the grey morning |ight.

Nevi an sighed quietly to hinself, 'l ambut a shadow
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agai nst your power, Thane, for in you there is a power that
succeeds without magic.' Thane reached the first rung of the
| adder and junped down on to the ground. Stunble whinnied
and trotted to meet him

" Nevi an has touched you,' Thane cried, seeing the horse
movi ng soundly, 'and he has taken the horseshoe fromny

belt without me seeing or feeling it go. He is truly a great
magi ci an. '

"Follow the swans!' Nevian cried. 'Hurry, hurry!’

"Whi ch way?' Thane shouted, |ooking up at the rai nbow
coat flapping in the norning breeze.

Nevian lifted his hand and silently pointed towards the

ri sing sun. Thane shaded his eyes and foll owed the hand,
searching the dark horizon |ine, |ooking past the sl ow noving
crescent of |ights.
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'There, Stunble, just above the horizon. Look! There are

two lines of dark shapes that beat the nmorning wind into a gale
beneath their sweeping wi ngspans. Look at the grey swans!'
Slowmy the swans flew over the ruined city, their |ong sl ender
necks and sharp orange beaks held out before them Qgion,

the | eadi ng swan whose feathers were the col our of wnter
shadows, cried out in haunting notes of the N ghtbeasts he

had seen and the destruction that was spreading as a bl ack

ti de across El undium'

'"Lead this warrior, Thanehand!' Nevian cried. 'Show hi m
the Nightmare's footprints.'

Qgion flew | ow across the roof of Candl ebane Hall, circling

once around the Master of Magic. 'O d legends foretell of this
search for the N ghtmare, Krul shards, they cry out bad onens

that will lead us into silence. It would be our peril to help this
warrior, Thanehand.'

Nevi an | aughed, letting the rainbow cloak flow out in the

wi nd the swans had stirred up. 'He carries the fate of al
Elundiumin his sword arm and he cares nothing for ancient
tales. He hunts the N ghtmare, Krul shards, and greatly needs
your sharp eyes to guide him'

Qgion circled again, 'There would be nothing but despair

in such a search,' he hissed, turning towards the w | dl ands.

'"The Battle OM s have perched upon this warrior's shoul ders
and Equestrius' son has let himride upon his back; he
woul d protect you and make all El undium safe for your
cygnets once Krul shards is dead.
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Qgi on hissed and turned back, swooping | ow across the

pl ace where Thane stood. Looki ng down he searched

Thane's heart and found it full of sorrow and pain. 'Wy does
he foll ow the N ghtmare?' he asked, sharply.

' Because,' whi spered Thane, lifting his head, 'because he
has stolen everything | |ove, and destroyed everything | once
hel d dear.’

"Lead himto the Nightmare and all Elundiumw || be safe
for you,' urged Nevian.
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Qgion circled again and flew | ow over Thane, calling out

his name, before he turned away fromthe city. Thane sprang
into the saddl e and spurred Stunble to follow the vani shing
swans. Qgion cried out Thane's name against the rising w nd.
Far, far ahead, not yet touched by the rising sun, he saw

Krul shards' hurrying figure, the malice streamng out with his
haste. Ogion beat his black wings faster, urging the horseman
on.
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A Council in Candl ebane Hal |

Wearily Tonmbel reached the top of the siege | adder and

of fered an arnour-gl oved hand to Thoron as he clinbed the

| ast few rungs. Together they turned and | ooked out into the
sunrise to see the junbled weck of the Ganite Gty spread
out bel ow t hem

‘"We have run hard to this defeat,' Tonbel muttered

bitterly, watching the great crescent of |ights stop at the outer
edges of the city and let the faster-noving col umms of

Gal | opers pass into the | ower rubble-strewn streets.

Thoron turned and stared down into the enpty inner

circle, searching the shadows. 'Sonmething is out of place,' he
whi spered, touching Tonbel's arm 'There is no destruction
beyond the wall. The N ghtbeasts did not take the inner
circle!'

'The Candl e Hall doors are broken, and one of the Granite
Towers has col | apsed destroying the arnoury, but otherw se
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it is untouched,' Tomnbel observed.

' Come,' whispered Thoron, treading carefully down the
narrow steps. 'There must be survivors of the siege, perhaps
even the King. Perhaps they are hiding in Candl ebane Hall.

The silence felt eerie and unnatural as their arnoured
boots echoed on the cobbl estones. Tonbel unsheathed his
broad Marching sword and Thoron drew his | ong Gall opi ng
bl ade as they cane level with the doors of the Candl e Hall

"W cane hard-riding to break the siege and free our
Ki ng!' Tonbel shouted.
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"Conme out into the new daylight!' Thoron cried, striding
into the gloomy hall. The enptiness stopped hi mone pace
i nside the doors and he stared in disbelief at the broken
candl estens and col d wax channel s.

"Who in all Elundium' he hissed, 'has dared to strip the
Candle Hall of all its beauty and let the night overpower the
I'ight? Who?'

"Enter, warriors. Cone forwards, siege-breakers. The
Candle Hall is yours!'

"Nevian!' Thoron cried, running forwards across the
polished marble floor. 'We are conme too |late! The King has
gone. Has Krul shards, the N ghtmare, taken hinP' -~

"What of Thane? He rode before us, that nmuch we know
fromStunble H Il and Tonbel's son, Rubel, whom we found
badl y wounded at Wodsedge.'

"Nevi an, Nevian,' Tonbel cried, falling to his knees beside
Thoron. 'The N ghtnmare has Martbel and Elion. He took
themin revenge from Wodsedge. W fear for them Arbel is
on the road with Thanehand, that much we know.'

Nevi an reached out his hands and laid themgently on
Tonbel ' s shoul ders, letting the rainbow cloak fall in soft folds
across the Marcher's back.

'Be at peace, ny mghtiest Captain,' he whispered. 'Elionbe
and Martbel are safe for the nmoment. Krul shards will not

kill them while Thane lives; he took themto |ure Thanehand
to his death. But of Arbel | knowlittle nore than you, only
that the Ni ghtbeasts overtook himon the road and took him
prisoner.'

"All nmy fam|ly are destroyed,' cried Tonbel, casting hinself
down on to the cold polished floor

'Fate has played you hard, and even |, the Master of Magic,
cannot change it,' Nevian answered, helping Tonbel to his
feet.

' Come, cone, my warriors,' Nevian urged before he turned
and clinbed the high dais to the enpty throne and sat down.
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"Sit!" he commanded, pointing to the lower step. 'Sit and
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listen and grow wi se. | do not make your fates, nor choose
whi ch ones should conme forwards. At the Bondbreaki ng you
bot h stood before me, raw boned and young, the survivors of
that great battle on the Causeway road and to each of you
gave a task. Thoron, through earlier deeds, was to ride the
War horse, Amarch, and thus travel into | egends as the |ast
Errant rider of the Granite Kings. It cost you nuch, dear
friend: the loss of Amarch and the Lord of OMs, Silverw ng,

but still you served me well and kept hope in nen's hearts
during the dark years, riding the lonely G eenways at mny
bi ddi ng. '

Turning to Tonbel Nevian smled. 'Yours was the nore
difficult task, the Keepership of Wodsedge, which becane
with the passing suns a place that the N ghtbeasts m ght
attack, but nore than that, the keeping and renenbering of
all the Lore of Elundium that was a heavy burden for even
the bravest Marcher Captain.

"And | did not fail you, ny Lord,' Tonbel cried, his face
flushed and angry. 'Although | have- lost everything, | did not
fail you. | remenbered every jot of Lore.'

"No, you did not fail me,' Nevian whispered, 'but on that

|l onely road you | ost your way and found nmore in nen's deeds
than you did in the nmen thensel ves. The glitter of glory

bl i nded you and the shock and crash of battle deafened your
ears.'

Tonbel hung his head and replied, '|I strove to serve you,
Lord, and keep pure all the Lore you taught ne.'

Nevi an smled and | eaned forwards. 'If that is so, which is
the greater man - he who lights the way in the darkness or he
who carries the King's standard into battle?

Tonbel frowned. 'Only a king can choose who carries the
standard!’

"But the man who pays for the candl e choses the Candl enan.

Ki ng Hol bi an chose Thane's father to carry the enbl em

that is now furled at your side. He carried the standard of the
ow in blue and gold and on his death the King laid himacross
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this throne as honour to all he had done lighting the way in a
dark world.'

"Then | judged Thane wongly,' Tonbel whispered.
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"No! You only judged himblindly. There was no nalice or
greed, just blindness.'

Tombel turned to Thoron, with tears in his eyes, and took

his hand. 'My loss will be ten thousand tinmes worse if | |ose
your friendship for the way | treated Thane and how | spoke
to you on the high plateau.'

Thoron smled and gripped his friend s hands. 'Wen the
Ni ghtmare is dead and Elionbel and Martbel are safe hone
then you can wel conme Thane into your house, that will be
enough. '

Nevi an snil ed and cl apped his hands, shaking fol ds
of the rainbow cloak to fill the Candle Hall with a bright
I'ight.

"Now to nore pressing matters - to King Hol bian and the

Ni ght mare, EQul shards. Two nights ago | entered the Ganite
City, secretly passing through the N ghtbeast ranks up towards
the sheer granite wall you scaled to reach this hall. I

saw the Granite Tower trenble and coll apse and in the dense
stoneli ke fog that hung over the city | entered the Candl e Hal
and defended it against the Mghtbeasts, lighting the sky with
a blinding light of blue and gold.’

"The King,' Tonbel asked. 'Wiere was the King?

"In the morning light | searched the summit of the city but
the King and all the city folk, high and | ow born, had
vani shed. It was enpty.'

"Perhaps they are beneath the tower,' Thoron ventured,
| ooki ng darkly at the nmound of granite bl ocks heaped up
beyond t he Candl edoors.

"No. | have searched anpngst the rubble and the King has
gone. Al | knowis that he overcane his fear of the dark and
sent the light of this hall out against the N ghtbeasts.

"When did Krul shards reach the city?" Tonbel asked.
"Were we far behind hinf
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'He was one daylight before you, hard-pressed and desperate
for victory.'

"W will follow the Nightmare now without rest and rescue
Mart bel and Elionbel,' Tonmbel said, honing his sword on the
sharp stone that hung fromhis belt.

"No!" answered Nevian firmy. 'Thane is on the N ghtmare

s heels, guided by Ogion the grey swan. Your purpose is

to turn the warrior army you led to this city and hunt the
Ni ght beasts through all El undium'

"But Thane is only one nan. How can he destroy Krul shards?

Who followed Krul shards into the City of Night to rescue
Thoron and bring himout into the Iight? Wwo else can face
t he dar kness of Krul shards?
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Tombel stood silently, |ooking down at the polished marble,
seeing clearly his weakness reflecting back.

"Kyot was with Thane, and WIIlow the Tunneller |ed them
both to the high chanber where | hung,' Thoron answered
quietly. "Only they have the power to face the darkness.'

"But Thane is alone,' cried Tonbel. "Kyot is riding to
Clatterford to seek Fairday the Crystal Maker.'

Nevian snmiled. 'Let themfollow their fates, just as you
must foll ow yours. Marshal the warriors and turn the crescent
back into El undium'

A novement between the doors of the Candle Hall turned
Tombel ' s head and he | aughed aloud. 'WIllow, WIIlow, comne

forward and nmeet the Master of Magic. Cone and neet
Nevi an. '

Wl ow shyly crossed Candl ebane Hall, his eyes full of the
beautiful colours in the rainbow cl oak. Kneeling at Nevian's

feet he touched the hemof the cloak and said, 'It is so nuch
nmore beautiful than the Elder's stories - the colours! The
light!'

Nevi an reached down and took WIlow s hand. 'The El der
only saw the light of the pictures | painted in the darkness of
the City of N ght, but he had a great power, for he
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renenbered every | eaf and branch and subtle shade | showed
him and in his turn he painted the pictures for you.'

"He named ne after the willowtree, ny Lord,' WIIow
answered, |ooking up into the face of the magician.

UNevi an smiled, 'And he named you well, for you will put

firmroots into the soil of Elundiumand be a blessing to its
peopl e."'

"Lord,' WIIlow asked, hesitating. 'Was this once a

beautiful city? Only | felt it in the bones of the |and beneath
the piles of rubble as | clinbed up to this

hal I .'

"It was the jewel of Elundium WIIlow, built by King
Mantern, the |ast Mason King before the Granite Kings
arose. But why do you ask?'

"We have | aboured, Lord, for tine beyond counting in the
darkness. Let us celebrate our freedomby rebuilding this city
out of the rubble. Let us use our skills, |earned through
torture and pain, to raise the fallen Ganite Tower sheer and
beautiful up into the sunlight!’

Thoron | aughed, and Eagle OM, who had sat silently so far
on his shoul der, hooted at the sunlight, and Tonbel lifted
WIllow up on to his shoul ders.
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"It will be fit for a new King, and nore beautiful than
before!' Nevian cried, |eading the way out into the sunlight

and up the winding steps to the top of the wall.

"Each house and hall, each |ane and w nding alleyway, wll
grow up out of the ruins, you have our word on it,' WIIow
| aughed.

"And you have ny word that Elundiumw || be cleared of

Ni ght beasts!' Tonmbel said grimy, turning towards the siege
| adder .

Thoron gripped Nevian's hand in parting. 'The sword is
ready and honed to a razor's edge. Eagle OM is perched, and
eager to carry it!"’

"Eagle OM will hear the call,' Nevian whispered, taking the
hilt of the sword and drawing it fromits sheath, 'But age has
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weakened the bl ade. Look how it chips and ni cks agai nst the
granite wall.'

Nevi an handed back the sword. 'Find DurondeD, the
Arrourer, show himthe blade and he will reforge it strong
enough to shatter stone.'

"Durondell is a |legend!" Thoron answered. 'How can you
find such a thing?

Nevian snmled. 'If he has becone a | egend you nust find

the truth that the I egend grew fromand there have the bl ade
reforged. Go now with the new norning and seek the forge of
Dur ondel | .

W1 ow stood beside Nevian and, taking the magician's

hand, he watched the crescent of Mrchers, Gallopers and
Archers slowy turn and spread out across the fields bel ow the
city. The Warhorses and the Border Runners fanned out

beyond the furthest points of the crescent, running hard on
the Ni ghtbeasts' heels, following theminto the wldlands
where t he peopl e of El undi um sel dom went .

Nevi an sighed as if a great task had been conpl eted and
smiled down at WI I ow.

'The future of Elundium has gone beyond ny sight but

Fate will weave its webs and show us all its twists and turns in
the fullness of tinme. Evening Star will cone to you when the
city is nearly rebuilt. She will bring her foal to the gates. Be
ready for that day; be ready to ride and take only a stone
searcher in your hand.

"WIl | ride on Evening Star?' asked WIlow, |ooking up into
Nevi an' s face.

"She will carry you,' Nevian cried, the rainbow cloak fading
as the sun passed behind towering rain clouds, 'and she wll
take you to the ends of the world!"
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Doul ~ts in the Fortress of Ur~derfal

Esteron fretted and pulled at the hay piled in the manger.

Miul cade sat statue-still upon the king post beam and wat ched.
Merion the Heal er was fussing at the ugly wound in the

horse's side, touching the fine gold threads he had sewn
across to draw the edges together after renoving the N ghtbeast
spear bl ade.

"Many daylights' rest yet,' he sang in a high-pitched voice.
"But you will be as good as new.'

Esteron snorted, his ears flat against the sides of his head,
and struck out inpatiently at the stable wall

Merion turned his head, making a disapproving sound with
hi s tongue.

"Patience will heal the wound - bad nanners will split it
open again!'

Est eron nei ghed, shaking his head fromside to side

"How | ong, Heal er?" Thunderstone asked, opening the
stabl e door and giving Esteron a sugar slice he had kept. 'How
| ong?'

"Many daylights, Lord, perhaps even a season or at nobst a
sun. The spear bl ade had severed nore than just flesh and the
| ong road back to us only worsened the wound.'

Thunder st one si ghed, taking Esteron's head into his arnmns;

a season had passed already and he feared for Thane's safety
as he stood silently in the straw, worrying. His fingers noved
beneath the heavy blue cl oak he wore and touched the

sunmmer scarf, feeling the fine needl epoint Elionbel had sewn
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N

with silver and gold threads. The picture of the sun seened
al nost to burn the tips of his fingers. "W will keep it safe for
his return,' he whispered, 'for it brings old |legends to life.

"dd |l egends, ny Lord?" asked Merion, rummaging in his
sack for an oiled cotton to dab at the wound. Thunderstone
had forgotten Merion and his voice startled him

G uffly he answered, 'Don't you remenber, old fool ? The
saying, "And his standard shall light the Causeway Field and
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it will be the sign of the new King"."'

Merion sniled blankly at Thunderstone, turned and pressed
the oiled cloth to the wound.

"Fool!'" nuttered Thunderstone, |eaving the stable and
climbing to the highest gallery to clean the wick in the great
| anp. Wnter would soon be on themand still there was no

word. What was happeni ng beyond t he Causeway Field and

the dark trees of Mantern's Forest? Wiat had happened to

the great arny Tonbel and Thoron had | ed towards the

Granite City? Cdosing the | anp he paced the gallery, watching
the shadows | engthen as the sun dropped towards World's

Edge.

"What news?' he shouted as he passed the watching chair.

"News, Lord?'" answered Tiethorm startled back to wakeful ness.
Not hi ng but the whisper of the wi nd through the

grasses of the Causeway Field and the nmurmur of doves on

the high roof slates. The Greenway is an enpty road, ny

Lord.'
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aAcross the Grasslands to
Clatterford

Kyot followed the sun, but no matter how hard he pressed
Sprint the sun overtook himeach daylight and sank in a ball of
fire beyond World's Edge.

At evening tine Sprint slowed at a touch on the rein and
began to l ook for a place to rest. Kyot nocked an arrow on to
the string and slipped noiselessly fromthe saddl e, his eyes
fixed on a grassland hare. The arrow sang, the hare twitched
and cried out just once as the steel blade struck it down.

" Supper!' Kyot shouted, sending the two huge Border

Runners out through the I ong grass to pick up the hare.

Dar kness had fallen before Kyot had built a ring of dead wood

in readi ness against the N ghtbeasts and |lit a fire in the centre
to cook his supper. Sprint stood close to the fire, his

saddl e Iying on the ground as a pillow for Kyot.

"Elundium has linmitless horizons,' Kyot said, pointing a

ni bbl ed hare bone out past the watchful dogs, back fromtheir
own hunting, into the darkness. 'No matter how far we travel the
sun still seens just as far away. | always thought that Wrld's
Edge was just beyond the horizon, and that Catter

ford would be Iess than a day's ride away.' ;

Sprint snorted, pulling at the rough grasses within their ring.
Rockspray hooted and lifted off Kyot's shoulder to hunt his

supper in the darkness beyond the firelight, while the dogs

yawned and settled down on either side of Kyot. He arranged

six arrows in a makeshift arrow stand, their points thrust lightly
into the ground a hand's reach beyond the saddl e, but
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the seventh arrow he necked on to the bow, and thus armed he
settled back, his head resting against the saddle, and tried to
sl eep. Beyond the firelight the grasslands rustled in the soft

ni ght breezes. Rockspray hooted once and was silent. Sprint
snorted and noved a pace in search of better grazing. Kyot
opened his eyes and | ooked up at the stars. He felt so small, so
tiny, so alone; a mere speck in the wild dark grasslands that
stretched away in every direction towards the flat black

hori zon. He shivered, pulled his cloak up around his ears and
tried again to sleep but sleep would not cone.

"W have been travelling for twenty daylights,' he sighed,
sitting up, 'and nobody can tell us where Clatterford is.' Kyot
renenbered grimy how the villagers fromwhom he had asked

the way had cl osed their gates against himand how they had
thrown sharp stones to drive away the dogs. Only twi ce had he
been col dly wel coned inside the deep-dyked barri cades and
given bad neat to eat and a rough place to sleep. 'Clatterford!
the villagers had sneered, 'is a legend fromthe tine of Kings
that once kept the Iand safe from N ghtbeasts. Froma tine that
only old nen remenber, when we tilled the |and and gat hered
fruit wi thout |ooking over our shoulders in fear. A curse on al
Ki ngs!'

"There will be a new King!' he had shouted back. ' The

Ni ght beast armny runs before the warriors of Elundium' But the
villagers had only |laughed at him pulling their high barricades
shut against the world they feared.

Si ghi ng, Kyot sank back agai nst the saddl e and cl osed his

eyes. The warm snell of cured oiled leather filled his nose and
the soft sable fur of the dogs on either side finally hel ped him
drift off to sleep. Sprint snorted a quiet greeting to Rockspray
as the ow stooped silently down on to the high cantle of the
saddle to sit out the watches of the night.

Unbl i nking, he stared into the darkness just before the dawn
and wat ched a shadowy figure nove towards them Slowy he
unhooked his talons and spread his wi ngs, his beak hal f open,
to call a warning, but taco eyes |ooked into his; dark
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eyes that held the secrets of twilight, clear eyes that were
strong enough to bid himto be still and give no warning.
Sprint snorted and turned his head, letting a neigh of rage
turn to a soft whinny of greeting, the dogs |ooked up and
bared their teeth in silent snarls.

"Be still,' whispered a gentle voice. Sprint pricked his ears,
|l etting Eventine, the daughter of Fairday of Catterford,
stroke his shoul der as she knelt beside Kyot and took the sixth
arrow fromits place in the earth beside the saddl e. Reaching
back into the quiver she replaced it with one of her own
arrows.

Smiling down at Kyot she whispered, 'My father is nore

than just a whispered | egend; and he has waited overlong for
the Archer who carries the Bow of Om Keep faith in your
heart and you will find us. Follow the sun to Catterford.
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Kyot murnured in his sleep and turned on the hard earth.
Eventi ne stepped back hastily into the shadows away fromthe
fire's glowi ng enbers, then sprang lightly over the ring of
ki ndli ng sticks and di sappeared into the growi ng dawn |ight.

Kyot yawned, stretching his arns beneath the cl oak and

rose stiffly to his feet. The chill dawn had coated the
grasslands with a fine |layer of hoar frost and the norning was
rich with the snell of autumm. 'Beautiful! This is beautiful!
he said, |ooking at the fine threaded patterns the frost had
spread on to the bl ades of grass, marvelling at the jewell ed

| ace in the spiders' webs that bent before the early breezes.

"W ride with the sun,, he | aughed, stooping to pick up the
saddl e, but instead of taking the saddle he stared foolishly at
the small footprint, slender and delicate, inprinted in the
crisp grass a hand's span from where he had sl ept.

Falling to his knees he touched the print. 'By Nevian!' he

whi spered, standing and | ooki ng out beyond the kindling

wood to where other prints in the frost led in the direction
that he was about to travel. Frowning, he collected his arrows
and returned themto the quiver. The sixth felt different, the
shaft was snoother and the goose feather flight had a

170

different shape to it. Rubbing the dirt fromthe bl ade on the
edge of his cloak he gazed at a sl ender gl ass blade that burned
with a white fire, catching all the glory of the norning sun.

"There is magic here!' he whispered, turning the arrow
cautiously in his hand. 'l did not take this arrow fromthe
armoury of Stunble H Il and | did not push it into the ground
| ast night before | slept.' Sprint neighed and Rockspray

hoot ed, noddi ng his head backwards and forwards. Kyot

slipped the arrow into his quiver then quickly saddl ed and
bridled Sprint.

' Sonet hi ng nust have cone with the arrowin the night,' he
muttered, putting his foot into the stirrup and nmounti ng.
"Run, Sprint, and take us away fromthis nagic place. Run!'

Sprint neighed and took the bridle, cantering fast across

the grassland, following the frosty footprints. Al day Kyot
rode Sprint hard, putting as nmany | eagues as the little horse
could run between themand their |ast resting place. He

avoi ded a small cluster of houses ringed by a deep dyke,
keeping well away fromtheir harvest fields, galloping Sprint
into a white lather until the houses had di sappeared behind
themin the noonday haze and they were once nore al one.

Fear had nmade hi m edgy and he junped at shadows and

noises in the long grass, loosing two arrows foolishly at rising
skyl arks. As the sun began to sink towards evening tine
Sprint's head hung wearily forwards. Kyot di snmounted and

took the reins over the horse's head. 'Let us find a place,
somewhere safer than last night, a ridge or a hill, sonewhere
that | can defend.'

Rockspray lifted off his shoul der and searched far ahead,
rising up on warm draughts of evening air. Hovering, he saw
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bel ow bl ack shapes novi ng through the | ong grasses, encircling
a small ham et of stone houses. He shrieked a warning,

flying | ow across the weatherslated roofs. H's cry spread panic
through the crowded streets as animals and children were

herded into safety, doors were slanmed shut, bolts were shot

and wi ndows shuttered.
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The Ni ght beasts broke cover. Roaring and scream ng they
storned the wattl e-woven wal |l s of defence, snmashing them
down. Soon they were swarning through the streets.

Kyot had heard Rockspray's cry and renmpunted Sprint.
"Run!' he cried, 'the N ghtbeasts are here before us.'

Ri di ng hard through a gap in the broken wall Kyot nocked

arrow after arrow on to the string and the great Bow of Om
sang with a clear voice in the evening light, destroying the

Ni ght beasts. Again and again the Border Runners |leapt at the
monsters' throats. Twi ce Kyot thought he heard the voice of
anot her bow but he had no tinme to | ook behind or to the left

or right. Before himthe last three beasts towered; reaching
into the quiver his fingers closed on the strange arrow.

Aimng at the centre beast he | oosed the arrow and it sang
through the air, exploding with a flash of blinding light against
the N ghtbeast's chest. Kyot reached for another arrow but
before he could take aim or the dogs tear them down, the two
other Ni ghtbeasts had fallen with arrows in their throats. Kyot
pirouetted Sprint, searching each street; he galloped out into
the grasslands and circled the hamet, but he was al one.

Slow y the doors opened and the villagers canme forward.

"Who has a bow?' he shouted. 'VWhere is the Archer who
fought at ny side?

‘Lord,' answered a white-haired elder, 'if the arrow heads
be nmade of glass then it was the Lady of Catterford.

"Lady of datterford? Kyot whispered as he knelt and

exam ned the arrows in the fallen N ghtbeasts. The bl ades
were snooth as ice and reflected the evening sunlight. Paling,
he slowmy stood up. 'Tell ne of this Lady of O atterford.
VWere may | find her?

The el der spread his hands. 'Lord, she is nowhere - and

yet she is everywhere. She is the light in the norning and the
soft sun in the evening. She is beauty beyond a whi sper and
she keeps us safe fromthe roving bands of Ni ghtbeasts.

' Rockspray warned you, and | rode to your defence,’
Kyot answered, an edge of anger in his voice. 'Were
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is this Lady of Catterford? Does she have a nane?'

"Lord, greatly we thank you. Qur lives are in the pal m of
your hand. Take anything you desire. W are now yours to
clean the arrow heads and oil the bow, but we cannot show
you the Lady of Clatterford for she is her own mistress and
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she goes where she pl eases.'

Kyot | aughed, taking both the elder's hands and pulled him
to his feet. 'I want nothing but the way to Clatterford. | seek
not hing but to kneel at the feet of Fairday, the Crystal Maker.'

"But Lord, we owe you our I|ives!

Kyot | ooked past the elder at the rough stone houses and
the nmean, worn streets. 'Does the Lady of Clatterford own
this village? Are you in her keeping?

"Lord, she takes nothing but the grains of corn we leave in a
dish at the village edge.

"How can you offer nme nore than you offer the Lady of
Clatterford? Kyot questioned.

' She has never stood before us, as you have, ny Lord, but if
she did all she desired would be laid at her feet.

"I will take nothing fromyou, elder, for | have seen the
beauty of El undiumand that is riches enough.’

Kyot gathered the reins and renmounted Sprint. 'l bid you a
ni ght free of shadows,' he cried as Sprint took the bridle and
headed out into the grassl ands.

"Stay with us and honour our village!' cried the elder, as
Kyot, with the Border Runners on each side, passed through
t he dyke.

"There is no tinme!' he shouted back. 'l nust find datter

ford. But | will return when the Nightrmare is no nore.'

Kyot rode wi thout ceasing until the lights of the village had
vani shed far behind him Slowing Sprint to a walk he

di smounted and found a place they could rest, a slight nound
of bare earth that rose above the grassland, surnounted by a
single gnarled hawthorn tree. Setting his remaining four
arrows, points deep, into the ground he sat and waited,

wat chi ng the darkness.
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"Stay close,' he whispered to Sprint. 'Be my eyes lest |
shoul d sl eep,' he asked Rockspray, stroking the snmooth brittle
horn of his tal ons.

Rockspray hooted and runethis chest feathers as Kyot

sl i pped from wakeful ness into sleep. Eventine smled in the
darkness of the grasslands and silently clinbed to the top of
the nmound; there she knelt at Kyot's side and quickly took
two arrows from her quiver and exchanged them pressing the
glass points firmy into the ground. Laughing to herself she
pl aced a small wooden bow at his feet, filling it with a snal
mound of uncooked grai n.

‘"It is his share of the paynment fromthe village,' she
whi spered to Sprint, kissing the velvet-snooth skin of his
muzzl e. Reaching out to the Border Runners she playfully
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pulled their ears. 'Guard nmy Archer well, and bring himsafely
to Clatterford,' she whispered before | eaving as quietly as she
had arri ved.

Kyot stretched out feeling the early warnth of the norning
sun touch his face. Opening his eyes he | ooked down at the
arrows he had fixed into the ground and sniled. 'You have
great nmagic, Lady of Clatterford.'

He took her arrows out of the ground and rubbed the danp

earth fromtheir smooth gl ass bl ades. ' Magic enough to

sil ence even you, Rockspray, a sharp-eyed Lord of OMs, and
brave enough to risk your hooves, Sprint, and the teeth of two
savage dogs.'

Sprint snorted, rubbing his head against Kyot's arson, and
Rockspray ruffled his feathers and hooted quietly, his eyes
hal f cl osed. Kyot sighed, collected the other two arrows and
rose to his feet. Looking at the base of the nmound he saw
smal | cl oven hoof prints that |ed away into the grassl ands.

Kneel i ng, he exanined the prints and neasured their
stride. 'She rides a great beast! Cone,' he called to Sprint.
"Today we will follow the Lady of Catterford."'

Sprint lifted his head, snelt the norning breeze and
174
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1

snorted in alarm Rockspray lifted fromKyot's shoul der and
shrieked a warning. Kyot turned and ran quickly to the top of
the mound. He gazed out across the grassland, shading his
eyes agai nst the norning sunlight. 'N gh/beasts!' he hissed,
qui ckly counting the line of dark shapes running towards him
as he saddled Sprint. 'Follow the lady's hoof prints!' Kyot
whi spered, nounting and urging himforwards. 'W do not

have enough arrows to stand and fight.'

Sprint cantered down the nound, kicking over the wooden
bow that Eventine had left. In his haste to flee fromthe
Ni ght beasts Kyot saw the grains of wheat scatter across the

ground and | aughed. 'This will be our cornfield, Lady, and we
will harvest it for the village in better times. Now, run, Sprint,
runt'

Sprint bounded forward, galloping hard to catch his

shadow as the grasslands swal |l owed them up. Only at noon

did Kyot slowthe horse to a trot and stood on the saddle

| ooki ng back at the distant |ine of N ghtbeasts He could see
that they were blind to himin the noonday glare by the way
they beat the tall grass with their spear bl ades and crue
hooked scyt hes.

"W nust run again,' he whispered to the Border Runners,
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"but I will run beside you for as many | eagues as | can, as they
are spread wide to catch us and follow cl ose on our scent
There is no way but forwards.'

Sprint neighed and waited while Kyot tied the reins in a

knot. Rockspray took to the air and stooped on the |ine of

Ni ght beasts, tearing off two sets of wol Eskin eye shields before
Kyot called himback. 'Stay with us, Lord of OMs, and fight
besi de us when we can run no further. Fly ahead now and

find us a place where we can face the N ghtbeasts with the

dyi ng sun on our shoulders. A hill or a nound where Father's
bow can sing out against the darkness.

Rockspray lifted silently and flew far ahead. Sprint, Kyot
and the dogs followed, running side by side, heads bent in
effort, over the rough grassland. Behind themthe line of
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Ni ght beasts | engthened their stride and gradually, as the
afternoon wore into evening, they closed the gap between
them Kyot could hear them now, roaring and scream ng just
behind him Sprint flattened his ears and rolled his eyes in
fear, the dogs turned, hackles up, ready to fight. Rockspray
stooped out of the late afternoon sky to the cantle of the
saddl e, hooting about the place that he had found.

"Follow, follow,' he shrieked, rising up and hovering just
above Kyot's head. Kyot |ooked up and saw t hrough the I ong
grasses a long | ow nound of bare-trodden earth. Running to
the base of the nound he reached back into his quiver and
nocked one of the Lady's arrows on to his bow Six |aboured
strides took himto the top and there he stopped, the arrow
resting lightly against the bow, and stared with wi de eyes at
the neat rows of arrows, ready-pressed into the earth to form
a makeshift arrows stand.

"The Lady of Clatterford is with us!' he cried, taking arrow
after arrow fromthe stand and | oosing theminto the advancing
I'ine of N ghtbeasts.

Rockspray stooped at their eyes, ripping and tearing at their
wol Lski n shields, the dogs |eapt at the Nightbeasts' throats,
tearing them down and Sprint turned, rearing and plunging

t hrough the broken eneny line.

Behi nd them beyond the mound, a shadow crossed the | ow
eveni ng sun, maki ng Kyot pause and turn his head. Laughing,
he rai sed his bow hand in salute

"I thank you, Lady of Catterford,' he cried, watching for a
monent as the mighty stag she rode halted and lifted its

crown of sweeping antlers up towards the first evening stars. '
thank you, Lady!' he cried again, |ooking at the slender figure
in the flowing cloak that held a bow as |arge as the great Bow
of Om

"Follow nme to Clatterford!' she called in a voice that cut

through the N ghtbeasts' screans. 'Foll ow ne when the | ast
arrow has found its mark!' She urged her mount forward and
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vani shed anongst the tall grasses.
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|

Rockspray stooped roughly to Kyot's shoul der and dug his
sticky bl ood-soaked tal ons through his cloak, shrieking a
warni ng that the | ast swarm of N ghtbeasts were crouching at
the base of the nobund. Kyot shook his head, scattering the
menory of Eventine's beauty, and set about destroying the
remai ni ng Ni ght beasts. He could snell their foul odour and
see the scales of their arnour rattling and swayi ng as they
breasted the nmound. He | oosed arrow after arrow until only
one beast was still rushing forward. Taking the |ast glass
arrow he knelt and released it, turning his head fromthe
blinding flash of Iight as the bl ade sheared through the
arnmour ed scal es, shattering the breastbone.

‘"Die, N ghtbeast!' he shouted as the arrow strike forced the
beast backwards, tunbling it to the bottom of the nound.

Kyot rose slowy fromhis knees and | ooked out across the
heaps of Nightbeast dead into the silent enpty twilight. 'W
have won!' he whi spered to Rockspray, ruffling the ow's

chest feathers. Sprint snorted, the dogs barked as they picked
their way through the Ni ghtbeast carcasses and wearily

clinbed the nound.

"W will follow the Lady!' he | aughed, clipping the Bow of
Omon to the saddle, and led Sprint down off the mound in
the direction she had taken

M dni ght slipped by unnmarked before the Border Runners

| ed Kyot and Sprint through the edge of the grassl ands and
passed unheral ded into Clatterford. Kyot yawned and stopped,
sniffing at the night air; kneeling he touched the ground,
feeling the difference in the length and texture of the grass.
"Hush!' he whi spered, putting his finger to his lips and
listening to the night.

Rising to his feet he | ooked across a rolling noonlit
| andscape that stretched away to a dark horizon of tall trees.
"This nmust be Catterford. Snell the new nown grass and

listen to the Ni ghtingales.'
Turning his head he heard the noi se of shall ow water
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rushing over gravel. 'There nust be a stream cl ose by. Cone,
we will find it and rest there until the new sun rises.

Sprint nickered and trotted off into the darkness. Kyot

wearily foll owed the noise of the stream which grew | ouder
with each step he took, until he canme to the bank. He slipped
down and drank deeply, splashing the crystal-cold water on to
his face and hands. It tasted better than the w ne of Stunble

H 1l and slightly sweeter on his tongue. Snmiling, he dried his
hands and settl ed back agai nst the bank. Thinking of the

Lady's beautiful face silhouetted agai nst the setting sun he fel
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into a trouble-free sleep

After sunrise Sprint roughly woke himby snorting fiercely

into his face, Rockspray perched at his side, preening his
feathers. Sitting up, Kyot stretched, yawned, then quickly
dropped his arns to his sides and scranbled to his feet. 'W

are at Clatterford!' he hissed, brushing his fingers through his
hair and trying to straighten his travel-stained jerkin and

cl oak.

"Welconme to Catterford!' called out a voice from beyond
the stream

Kyot | ooked out across the streamtowards a hall of gl ow ng

crystal set anongst neat |awns and fl owered wal kways. Bri ghtcol oured
peacocks strutted on the | awns, and between the

flowers that swept down in neat rows to the water's edge and

filled the norning with a heavy scent. Upon the first step of

the Hall of Clatterford stood a tall, white-haired figure

dressed in robes of pale sky-washed bl ue.

"Wl conme,' he called again, beckoning to Kyot to cone
across the streamto the hall. 'There is a ford,' he said,
pointing away to Kyot's left.

Kyot followed the stream and turned down an avenue of tal

yew trees; he cane to the ford and heard a roar and thunder

of two waterfalls that guarded the dark entrance to the | awns.
Covering his ears against the noise he- crossed, ninbly
junping fromstone to stone, and stepped up on to the

cl ose-nmown grass. The peacocks shrieked in warning and,
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shaking out their feathers into brilliant glow ng patterns, they
wat ched his every step as they flanked himin escort to the
doors of Catterford.

Kyot reached out a hand and touched the wall beside the
doors, running his fingertips across the snooth transparent
crystal. He bent down and stared in wonder at the gl ass,
forgetting the inpatient peacocks on either side and Fairday,
the Master of Clatterford, waiting a few paces further on

A hand on his shoul der made himjunp and turn in

confusion to face his journey's end. 'Lord,' he cried, falling
on to his knees. 'My father bid ne bring you grave news. | was
to tell you that the N ghtmare, Krulshards, is once nore | oose
in Elundiumand that | need new arrow heads to pierce the

dar kness. "'

Fairday smiled down at Kyot and reaching out, he took

hol d of his hands and turned them over. 'You have the hands
of an Archer and, | amsure, the heart to match them But why
do you seek these arrow bl ades?'

Kyot | ooked up, his eyes clouding with anger. 'The
Ni ghtmare tortured nmy father to death and took his hands.
seek the Nightbeast, Krulshards, in revenge.'

Fairday | aughed with a sound of silver touching crystal and
pul l ed Kyot to his feet. 'There are no glass arrows for
revenge. Steel is a better blade for that. Steel is hard, cold and
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unfeeling.'

"Steel will not enter the malice the Nightrmare wears, only
light trapped in the glass can harmhim Nevian taught ne
that on the night ny father died.

Fai rday turned and took Kyot's hand and led himinto the
gardens. 'l would | oad your quiver to overflowi ng to fight
agai nst the Nightmare but not one spine or blade will | give
you to use in revenge.' Stopping, he turned sharply and

| ooked deeply into Kyot's eyes. 'Archer does not want your
revenge. He would curse you for it. He chose to stand agai nst
the N ghtmare and keep pure his pledge. He sent you to carry
his burden, not to add to it.'
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Kyot frowned. 'What was his burden?

"To guard the daylight, thatwas his burden, just as itwas every
Wayhouse Keeper's task. But the Tower on Stunble Hill stands

at the great crossroads and is the first Wayhouse agai nst the
darkness, chat is why Nevian gave your father the Bow of Orm

and one quiver of glass-bladed arrows fromny forge. Now all

the arrows are spent, chat is why your father sent you, full grown,
to stand in his place, clear-eyed against the darkness. He woul d
not have wanted this revenge chat you carry.'

Fai rday | aughed. ' Conme, ny young warrior. Eat, drink and
rest away your troubles. We will talk nore on this at supper
time and clear your heart for the task ahead.'

He cl apped his hands and summoned the white-robed

servers out on to the lawn. 'Tend to your guest,' he comuanded.
G ve himeverything he desires for he is Kyotorm the

new Keeper of the Tower at Stunble Hill.

Kyot turned and stared at the Crystal Maker. 'How do you
know nmy nanme and where | cone fronf

Fairday smled, 'It was foretold |l ong ago chat the Bow of

O mwoul d one daylight cone to Clatterford and | ong have

wai ted. The N ghtmare thought he took the hands of the
greatest Archer in all Elundium but nmalice and hatred

bl i nded his purpose. Kyot, you are the best Archer in all

El undium full grown beyond your father's power, and | knew
you | ong before you crossed into Clatterford. Wth the first
runour of Nightbeasts abroad the watchers have brought ne
much news.'

"So you knew of my journey and still you |let nme wander
hel pl essly in the grasslands?' whispered Kyot.

Fairday smiled, |ooking past Kyot to a slender figure that
stood, cl oak-w apped, between the flowered wal kways. Raising
his armthe Crystal Mker gendy turned Kyot round.

'Eventine, ny daughter. She has watched over your |ong
journey and brought me news of your coming. You wandered

no further than to lay a crooked path shoul d the Ni ghtbeasts
foll ow you."'
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"Eventine!' Kyot whispered, dazzled by her beauty. Crossing
the lawn to her he said, 'Twice you saved ny life fromthe

Ni ght beasts and | thank you for it.' Taking her hands into his
he ki ssed them feeling her cool slender fingers against his
l'ips.

Frowni ng, she pulled away from himand stood a nonent,

her eyel ashes fluttering agai nst her tanned cheeks. 'There is
darkness in your heart, Kyot, a hatred chat feeds on revenge.
It is a shadow chat cones between us.'

"But Eventine,' he cried, |ooking into her gentle eyes, 'I owe
you mmy life, surely | can thank you for chat?

"You owe ne nothing, Prince of Archers,' she whispered,
shaki ng her head, nmaking her hair shimrer with the col our of
fire-burned gold. "All | did was to strengthen your resolve to
find us.'

"I have found nore than just Clatterford,' he answered,
bl ushing at his own forwardness.

Eventine smled, holding his gaze for a second before she
turned and ran quickly into the Crystal Hall. Fairday smled
sil endy, watching Kyot follow Eventine with his eyes until she
had vani shed out of sight. 'A daughter is a rare treasure,' he
sai d qui edy, guiding Kyot into the care of the servers. 'Be
rested and refreshed, young nman, we will neet again at

supper tine.' Gathering his sky-washed robe across his arm
Fairday left the lawms to the strutting peacocks and entered
the long forging hall, pulling the glass doors shut behind him

'd assnmakers!' he called above the nuted roar of the
furnaces. 'Cone to ny noulding chair and listen, for | have
grave news to tell. News of Krulshards, chat Mster of

Ni ght mares, who is | cose once nore in Elundium'

'Then the news of the Ni ghtbeasts is not just gossip!
gasped Tyadall, the vase naster, dropping his bl owipes on to
the veined marble floor

"The tine has cone,' Fairday shouted, rising up out of his
moul di ng chair. 'The tine has come to forge new arrowheads

agai nst the darkness and rekindle our lost skills to trap a ray of
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sunlight in each blade. See to the forges and fan themwhite

hot to mirror the centre of the sun.

"What of the crystal bow's, the plates and the w ndow
panes?' asked Tyadal |, waving a goatskin sheet of denands.

"And the fluted flower vases and trinkets?' asked another
gl ass naker.

Fai rday scow ed, drawi ng his bushy white eyebrows fiercely
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together. He reached out and snatched the demands from
Tyadal | and threw theminto the forge. 'Elundiumw |l have
no use for bow or crystal glass to keep out the cold if the
Ni ghtmare is not destroyed. C ean down the anvils and set
themin the waters of the ford; polish the brass hamrers and
the silver bl owipes. Be ready when the new sun rises!

182
The Secret Road

Ki ng Hol bi an si ghed and sat down, resting his aching back

agai nst the black tunnel wall. 'How | ong, Breakmaster?' he
asked, feeding a few grains of corn to Beacon Light. 'How
| ong have we been in the darkness?

Br eaknast er nmoved close to the King, follow ng the nusica

whi spers of the steelsilver coat. '|I have |ost count, my Lord,
but we nust be many | eagues away fromthe Ganite
Cty.'

'Has there been any sign of the Chancellors or ny
treacherous warriors? the King asked.

"Lord,' replied the horseman, 'G ey Goose |eads the way

and he has found us much to eat that the Chancellors have

di scarded. They were careless in their haste to flee the ruined
city and | doubt if they know we have foll owed them'

"They shall pay for their treachery, mark these words and
remenber them Breaknaster. They stole the |ast few nmonents
of the Granite Kings and | set a high price on the

daylight that we lost."'

King Hol bian fell silent then slowy clinbed to his feet and
moved forwards again, a hand stretched out against the rough
rock wall to guide him For nany | eagues the secret road that
|l ed out of the Granite City had wound downwards, follow ng

a hidden fault through the bones of Elundium tw sting and
turning before it turned to the north and passed in a straight
I'ine under the roots of the Black Forest. Far ahead of the
King Grey Goose could hear the sound of the Chancellors
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and lifted his hand to halt the colum of city folk that followed
hi m

"Put out the sparks, and snuff the candles,' he whispered.
"Send for the King and ask himto come forward.' Gey

Goose seeded back to wait for the King, counting the arrows
that remained in his quiver

The sound of the steelsilver coat brought Grey Goose to
his feet. 'Lord, the Chancellors and the Marchers are before
us, | cannot tell how far, perhaps a | eague or maybe two, but
they are shouting and arguing, ignorant that we follow'

"What do they say?' asked Hol bi an.

Grey Goose hesitated, |ooking down at the ground.
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' Speak plainly, Captain, for | hold you as a true friend.'

"They call you a fool, ny Lord, and a weak shadow of a
Ki ng, easily deceived, who wal ks in fear of the darkness.'

"Was that all they said?" asked King 1lol bian, after a |ong
si | ence.

"Proudpurse's voice was the | oudest and he scorned your

fears saying that since they had trapped you in the Ganite
City they should deliver you up to the Ni ghtbeasts for a dozen
barrels of wax.'

Ki ng Hol bi an | aughed, bitterly, w thout hunour. 'Well, ny

| ast two Captains, what say you? Am | worth as much here,

al one and an easy victimin this darkness? Wat say you to the
Chancel l ors' twi sted tongues?

Grey Goose | aughed, taking the King's hand. 'You are

here, nmy Lord, without a spark to Iight the way, hot on the
Chancel lors' heels. | can hear your power through the nusic
of your cloak and | know the Chancellors and the warrior
traitors will be made to bite their twi sted tongues and eat
every treacherous word they have uttered.'

"But,' nuttered the King, thinking aloud, 'how can we
chal l enge then? We are only three.'

"W will walk in their shadows,' whi spered Breakmaster,
"and await an opportunity.’

"W will be ready, ny Lord,' added G ey Goose.
184

Hol bian snmiled, "Here | stand, a light, wasted King, with
just two friends, and we talk of victory. How many arrows
have you, Archer, or fierce Marchers to marshal ?

‘"It is not the nunber, ny Lord, but the heart and the eye
that ains the bow That is where victory lies.'

"Who taught you that, Captain? asked the King, reaching
out and taking Grey Goose's bow hand.

'The greatest Archer in all Elundium ny Lord. Archerorm
the Keeper of Stunmble HIIl.'

"Then |l ead us forward, brave Captain, with his wisdomin
our hearts; but tread with cautious stealth and keep a good
di stance behind the traitors. Renenber we will choose the
monent, not them Now | ead on!'

Grey Goose turned, reaching out into the darkness for the
rough rock wall and noved forward. Breakmaster hel d back.

' The horses' hooves will echo on the rock floor, ny Lord. |
must nuffle them before we foll ow '

Movi ng anongst the city dwell ers huddl ed agai nst the wall
Br eakmast er found what he sought and returned to the King
triunphantly holding up a dozen coarse Hessi an sacks and
| eat her binding thongs. Picking up each hoof in turn he tied
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the heavy sacks over their iron shoes.

"Now we can follow with | ess than a whisper in Gey
CGoose's quiet footsteps,' he | aughed, |eading both horses

forward, one at either shoul der

Ki ng Hol bi an t ook Beacon Light's reins fromthe horsemaster’

s hand and followed in his footsteps. Slowy, one by

one, the city dwellers overtook the King for he wal ked lost in
the music of his steelsilver coat, re-living sumers he had too
easily squandered before the N ghtbeasts arose

‘' Move along,' growl ed a voice, breaking through the nusic

of the coat to the left of the King. A ragged figure was pushed,
stunbling forward, tripping over and spilling a neagre bundle

of possessions at Beacon Light's hooves. Hol bian turned his

head irritably towards the scuffle and gripped the collar of the
figure that had done the pushing.

185

a' Who dares to harass ny peopl e?" he hissed.

"W are falling behind, ny Lord. The old worman was sl owi ng
our pace.'

"Quiet, fool,' snapped the King, bending to help the old
woman to her feet.

"Lord, you are a great King, who cares as the shepherd does
for his flock, no matter how weak they are,' she sighed.

Ki ng Hol bi an | aughed and then frowned. There was

sonmething in the voice he recognised, a tone that he had heard
sonmewhere before. 'Wiat is your nane, old woman?' he asked,
staring at her through the darkness.

" Angi shand, ny Lord, the Candleman's wfe.'

"Ironhand,' whispered the King, gripping her hands tightly,
and renenbering how the Candl enan had, for all his

si npl em ndedness, been his first true friend against the
darkness. 'You should be carried in honour, Angishand, for if
fate had treated us better you would have been the nother of
Ki ngs, the handmai den of greatness.

Smiling sadly, he lifted her, bird-light and frail as she was,
and set her side-saddl e on Beacon Light's back. 'Ri de beside

me, |lady of Elundium and share ny dark hours for this is all we
have, all that is left.'

Bef ore Angi s coul d answer Hol bi an had knelt and scooped

up her bundl e of bel ongings and thrust theminto the hands
that had pushed her on to her knees. 'Guard these treasures
wel | ,' he commanded, taking the reins and | eadi ng Beacon Li ght
f or war ds.

Looking up into Angishand's face he smled. 'W will talk of
things to cone; of the daylight at the end of the road and of
your son, Thanehand, who took a darker road than this to try
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and save the daylight. There was a nonent when | thought he
m ght have the power to be a King, but now there is nothing left
to rule.'

"Lord, is he dead?' she whispered, her eyes misting with i tears.

186

~in

"Do you have the second sight? asked the King, fear filling
hi s voi ce.

"No, Lord, | was only the weaver, the threadl ady of the great
Granite Hall, and ny life was spent repairing the enblens of

El undium painting in new colours where they had faded with
age or neatening ragged endings, binding thembright with fine
gold thread.'

Ki ng Hol bi an sighed with relief. 'Your son may live yet.
Thanehand may still be growing strong at Underfall. We nust
not give up hope no matter how dark the road becones.'

'He took nothing, Lord, save a sunmer scarf | had woven
fromthe spare ends of enblemthread. | fear that he was so il
prepared he nust have perished in that first winter's snow. '

"Enblemthread!' cried the King, turning sharply and setting
the steelsilver coat rattling in the darkness.

"Lord,' Angis whispered, shrinking back away fromthe King.
"I did not steal the threads, they were rag ends only fit for
burni ng.'

"No, no, | care nothing for what you took, but what pictures
did you weave? What was upon that scarf? Tell me, tell nme!!l’
cried the King, his heart racing with excitement as he tried to
remenber Nevi an's propheci es. There had been words about a
standard, that he was sure

"It was a picture of the sun, ny Lord, a sumrer sun in a blue
sky.'

"Did you edge it with blue and silver?' persisted the King.
"Was it like the royal standards that hung in the Towers of
G anite?

"Ch no, ny Lord, that would have been far too grand for the

likes of a Candleman's wi fe. People would have | aughed at ne

or stolen it to exchange for tallow or other treasure of the light.
It was a sinple picture of the sun.'

' There nust have been an owl in blue and gold somewhere in
the picture,' persisted the King. 'Wat size was the scarf?

Angi s smled, renenbering her |last few nonments with Thane
before he started his dangerous journey into exile.
187

"No, nmy Lord, it was a summer sun and in ny hands it was
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not hing nore than a scarf, but the nonment Thane took it, it
seenmed to change in shape and size and yet it passed easily
into his pocket.'

"Did it burn or shine with light? pressed the King

Angi s frowned and then slowy nodded. 'The picture did
seemto cone alive as Thane touched it.'

Ki ng Hol bi an | aughed, his heart lighter than it had been for
many daylights. There was still roomfor hope, even here in
this dark hol e beneath the ground, and he forged ahead to
cone to Breakmaster and Grey Goose in heated argument.

' The road divides here, ny Lord,' Breakmaster said, as the
King drew | evel

"Can you tell which way the Chancell ors chose?' asked
Hol bi an, searching in his pocket for a spark

'They took the left-hand road,' Gey Goose replied in the
fierce light of the spark.

"That is our road then. We nust follow them' commanded
the King.

"What is that?' asked Angis, pointing up into the roof of the
secret road. Taking the King's spark she reached up into the
roof, noving her hand backwards and forwards.

"It is roots,' laughed Breaknaster, 'the roots of a giant tree.
Look, they arch the road in both directions. W nust be
passi ng beneath a great forest.'

Wth the extinguished spark safely back inside his pocket
Ki ng Hol bi an noved on. He felt warminside the steelsilver
coat but a chill wind now bl ew agai nst his face and far ahead
he coul d hear a roaring noise and he shivered, fearing what

m ght |ie across their path.

188

Swanwat er

Qgi on | ooked across the darkening | andscape, searching for a
pl ace to rest. Far behind on a broken ridge the horsenen had
slowed to a wal k.

"Rest, rest,' he hissed, descending towards a grey stretch of
mar shl and wat er. Fanning his w ngs he touched the | ake and

pl oughed up a white crested wave, sending small ripples
through the tall black-flecked bullrushes. One by one the grey
swans foll owed Qgi on down and | anded on the | ake.

Thane saw the sun reflected in the ripples fromthe swans
whi ch spread across the | ake and he di snounted. Yawni ng he
| ed Stunble down through jagged thorn bushes to the water's
edge and began cutting branches for a fire.

"No fire!" QOgion hissed, wadi ng ashore and knocki ng the
bundl e of wood roughly out of Thane's arnms. 'The Ni ghtnmare
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has set nmany Ni ghtbeast watchers. No fire.

Thane shivered, wapping the ragged half-cloak tightly

around his shoul ders, and sat down on the cold danmp marshy

earth. He had | ost count of the daylights and half daylights
they had followed the Nightmare, cantering and gall opi ng
whenever they could to keep pace with the swans, never

daring to rest while the great birds were in the sky. 'Elionbel,"’
he whi spered, |ooking into Qgion's eyes.

Qgi on turned his long neck and brushed beaks in greeting

with Qusious, his life mate, as she left the I ake. Turning back
to Thane he hissed, 'She runs at the N ghtmare's heels,

cruelly driven by the one-cl awed beast. She is proud and

189

bitter with hatred and suffers each daylight for her pride.

"And Martbel, her nother?' Thane whi spered, his eyes
haunted with dread.

'She runs,' Ogion hissed, turning away to seek a safe pl ace
on the bank for the night ahead.

Qusi ous paused before Thane, | ooking deeply into his eyes,
seeing the power of his love for the Nightmare's prisoner
"How wi | | you rescue her?' she asked, rubbing her beak
agai nst Thane's arm

Thane | ooked up, a smle touching the corners of his

mouth. "1 had not thought. | only live to catch the N ghtmare.
I nust do that first, but when he stands before ne | shall find
a way.'

"They are tied by the Nightmare's life thread,' Ogion

hi ssed, returning to the bank and roughly pushi ng Thane

away from Qusious. 'There is no way you can sever that

thread, foolish nman. Keep your distance, stay clear of ny

swans. | only pledged to | ead you at your peril, not to befriend
you. '

Thane noved away and sat down beside Stunble, huddling

against himfor warnth. In the grow ng darkness he gripped

the hilt of his dagger frominside his cloak. 'Gve nme courage,
he whi spered, falling asl eep

Near the water's edge the swans settled close to on

anot her, whispering late into the night. QOgion sat al one, hi
hard eyes watchful and alert, his |long neck casting a shar
bl ack shadow across the bank. Slowy his head sank back an'
hi s eyelids closed.

Crack! Snap! Faint noises in the undergrowth woke Stum

bl e. Snorting, he nudged Thane awake. Blinking his sleet
away Thane drew t he dagger and turned his head towards the
noi se. Two Ni ght beasts were sil houetted against the starligh
on the top of the bank. Thane guessed they were swan

hunting by the nets and three-pronged spears they carried
Slowmy he rose into a crouch, the dagger ready in his rig}
hand. The N ghtbeasts had crept down the bank and wer
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<

al rost level with him Stunble flattened his ears, curled back
his |lips and sank noi selessly on to his hocks. The N ghtbeasts
had rai sed their spears to strike.

"Now! ' Thane shouted, |eaping forward, plunging the
dagger hilt deep up beneath the nearest beast's outstretched
arm

Stunbl e reared up and smashed both forel egs agai nst the

other Ni ghtbeast's iron cap, crushing his skull down into his
chest. The grey swans hissed and flapped in alarm running
across the bank, fleeing into the water and surging out into
the lake. Only Qgion turned, head outstretched, and tore at
the lifel ess N ghtbeasts. Thane wi ped the dagger on the bank
and returned it to his belt. Stunble snorted, arching his neck
with pride. Turning, they both returned to their place on the
edge of the clearing.

Qgi on hissed and spread his w ngs

"l m sjudged you,
| nanenana, and aounTea wny you carried that bl ade.

Thane drew the dagger and placed it on the ground at

Qgi on's webbed feet. 'This blade was forged to cut through
Ni ght beast arnour. It was hamered out by Durondell, the
Armourer. | could not, nor would I w sh to, harm one soft
downy feather on your chest.'

' The Magi cian said you woul d protect us. He foresaw this
ni ght.'

"Nevian is the Master of Magic. He sees everything,'

Thane replied, returning the dagger to his belt.

Qgi on stared steadily at Thane, his dark eyes shining in the
starlight, before bending his neck to preen his chest feathers.
One by one the grey swans returned to the bank and settl ed

| ess than a neck's distance fromthe water's edge to sleep. 'Sit
with us,' Ogion commanded, pointing with his beak to a clear
space in the centre of the swans. 'You have shown great

bravery and have earned a pl ace anong us.'

Thane settled inside the cluster of swans and, sheltered by
their warmfeathers, fell easily into sleep. Stunble stood close
by cropping at the short, bitter | akeside grasses. He could
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sense the changi ng weather and turned his quarters agai nst

the bitter wind that had begun to bl ow, before the grey hours
brought the next daylight.

Thane woke to see a | ayer of hoar frost on the folds of his
cl oak and rose, shivering, to his feet.
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Qgi on stood at the water's edge, staring out across the |ake
towards the broken hills that showed in the distance. 'He has
run before us in the darkness. The N ghtrmare has turned
beyond the edge of the grasslands into a place of deserts and
broken rocks. Hurry or we will lose him'

Thane quickly saddl ed Stunbl e and cantered hi m al ong
the bank towards the far end of the |ake. Ogion flew | ow over
his head before he lifted away towards the broken line of hills.

By noontine the sky had darkened and ice-cold rain had

begun to fall. Thane di snounted as Stunble floundered on

the slippery ground and | ed him forwards, hunching his

shoul ders against the weather. "W will keep on for that gap in
the hills,' he shouted, against the dull roar of the rain as it
wor sened, msting the horizon and filling the gullies they were
climbing with racing nmuddy streans.

The cl oak kept out the worst of the rain, but the flooded
gullies soon filled Thane's ruined boots with cold nuddy

wat er. The downpour matted his straw col oured hair and
trickled into his eyes in stinging drops. The cold nunbed his
fingers and burned into his knuckles as he scranbl ed forwards
over the rough, rising ground towards the gap he knew

must |ie ahead. The higher they clinbed the colder it becane;
driving sleet stung their faces and covered Thane's shoul ders
and Stunble's quarters with a grey |ayer of wet ice. Soaked

t hrough and shivering they eventually reached the gap in the
hills and | ooked out in despair across a bleak tunble of rocks,;
grey-white under ice and snow, that stretched away to a bl ack
hori zon. -d

' Thanehand! Thanehand!' COgion called in a musical voiced
flying in a wide searching circle over the Iine of the hills
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Thane heard the swans call and clinbed as high as he coul d,
wavi ng and shouting at the | ow snowfilled clouds until Ogion
saw hi m and swooped over his head.

"W are lost!' Thane shouted, rubbing the sleet out of his
eyes.

"Follow the hills, Thanehand, and do not stray into the ice
fields. Followthe hills until you reach Swanwater.'

Movi ng as fast as they could Thane and Stunbl e descended
fromthe hills followi ng the grey swans, but darkness
overtook them covering their path and they wandered down,
unaware that they had strayed into the edge of an ice field.
"Stop!' Thane cried, pulling hard on the reins.

The ground beneath their feet had begun to shift, faintly
creaki ng and groani ng. Stunbl e nei ghed and noved backwards
ont o hi gher ground. Thane followed him junping to

safety just before the ice field opened, gushing up in a
fountain of black water. Cinbing further away fromthe ice
field Thane shouted into the darkness. 'W are |ost, Qgion,
and cannot find Swanwat er.
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Stunbl e snorted and began to scrape at the Iight covering

of ice and snow, trying to tranple a place to weather out the
ni ght. Thane put a hand on the little horse's shoul der and bid
himbe still. 'Listen!' he whispered, straining his ears at the
snowsil ence. 'Listen.'

Far ahead a single cry, nusical and piercing, cut through
the darkness; nonents | ater another cry echoed the first.
Then anot her and another. 'The swans are calling us,' Thane
| aughed, blowi ng on his fingers to warmthem up. ' Corme,
Stunbl e, keep to the high ground and follow the nusic.'

Moving slowy forwards fromridge to ridge they heard the
swans' voices grow | ouder and | ouder until Thane had to
cover his ears to nute their calls. Suddenly the singing
st opped and QOgi on waddl ed out of the darkness to greet

them filling the silence with his strong voice. 'Cone,
Thanehand, conme into the flock gathering and rest, for here
on Swanwat er you are safe fromthe Ni ghtbeasts.
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"What of Elionbel? Thane asked, stunbling forwards on to
the flat pebbl e-strewn beach, dense with the I ong-necked
shapes of the swans. '\Were is the N ghtnare?

Qgi on hissed, stretching his neck, 'He has gone, Thane,
through the ice field beyond ny sight. He travelled far while
we sl ept and has taken a path that we cannot follow'

"But we nust follow thenml' Thane cried, turning towards
the ice field.

"No, you cannot! The ice field will swallow you, it is a
treacherous place where you cannot travel. One step inside
and you woul d vani sh without a trace.'

"Then | have | ost everything,' Thane whi spered, sinking on;

to his knees. Bowi ng his head he wept, oblivious to the biting
cold, deaf to the soft sad nusic of the swans, blind, wapped
in a black mantl e of despair.

Qusious cane silently to his side, covered himw th her soft
downy feathers and heard every despair-filled word of his |ove
for Elionbel; of their first neeting in the ring of hawthorn
trees when he had rescued her, through his wintering at her
father's house when their |ove had grown and flourished only
to be cruelly trimred by her father's anger

"I am not bl oodworthy of her,' he whispered over and over,
screwi ng the edge of his ragged cloak in his hands.

Qusious |l eft Thane as the first light of norning touched the
snmoot h surface of Swanwater. She slipped quietly into the

wat er and swam out through the fingers of still early mst far
beyond the |l ast sleeping swans. 'I will find her, Thane,' she
whi spered, stretching her neck and spreadi ng her w ngs. '

will tell her of your search.'

Her wi ngs beat against the surface of the |ake and she
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gathered speed and rose into the air. 'l will find your Elionbel
for you are | ovematched forever.

194

’

The Ni ght mare Vani shes

Krul shards spat at the ground and pulled the malice up
around his shoul ders. 'They still follow us!' he shouted,
pointing with a bone black finger at the |ine of swans

sil houetted by the dying sun. Elionbel stole a glance at the
hori zon and saw the swans. Secretly her heart beat faster.
Per haps they were narking the Nightrmare's path for Thane.

Krul shards | aughed, roughly pulling on the life thread and
breaking into her thoughts. 'They are grey swans - bearers of
ill omens, carriers of the Buryman's list. They foretell your
fate, Elionbel, Mrcherspawn!'

El i onbel turned her head and | ooked steadily into the

Ni ghtmare' s face, past the | oops of hanging rotten flesh and

the dead | ocks of wasted hair that swiung as forgotten flags in
the cold evening air. 'l do not fear you!' she hissed, staring
into his eyes. 'My hate nmakes ne strong and gi ves nme power.

Each norning as the first ray of sunlight shows above Wrld's
Edge | eat the hate and drink fromits cup, and one daylight |
will be stronger than you and then | shall tear this life thread
out of your black heart and strangle you with it!’

Krul shards | aughed, pushing Elionbel on to her knees.
"Strong!' he sneered. 'Powerful!' he nocked. Reaching out he
put his hands around her wasted arms. 'You are barely flesh
and bones, Marcherwoman, not even worthy as a decent

meal !’

Laughi ng, he cast her aside and beckoned Kerzolde to
come forwards. 'Send two Nightbeasts to hunt down the
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swans. | fear they are waynmarking our path. Bring us swan
meat, kill every one of them The Marcher wonen have little

appetite for our tastier dishes; perhaps they will enjoy swans.'

El i onbel 's stomach tightened and turned at the nention of
food. She dreaded the foul naggot-strewn flesh they forced

on her at the beginning of each daylight, but to eat swan nea
was sonehow worse. They were such beautiful creatures,

strong and yet gentle, and she had al ways inagi ned she could
hear sonmething in their music, not words but voices, perhaps
the voices of the dead seeking a place to rest. She turned
angrily on the Nightmare but Martbel stopped her with a firm
hand on her arm

"Quiet, daughter,' she whispered, pulling Elionbel down O
to the ground beside her. There were tears in Martbel's eyes
and her shoul ders shook with little uncontroll able nmovenents
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as she wept.
"What is it, Mdther? Elionbel asked in hushed tones
wr appi ng her arns around her nother's shoul ders.

Bet ween her sobs Martbel whispered into Elionbel's ear
"The Nightnmare raped nme on the top of the wall when h
dragged ne inside the nalice.

"I know, Mbther!' Elionbel hissed, gripping her hand an
squeezing it tight. 'And one daylight he will pay dearly for it.

"But worse than that,' continued Marthbel, 'his seed is
growing inside nme; it is tearing and gnawing at ne, feeding o
me. Ch, what am| to do?

El i onbel stared at the hood of the malice, her head

pounding with hatred, her eyes glittering with rage. Slow'
her hand sought amobngst the secret folds of her skirt an
found the cold brass handl e of a dagger that she had kept we
hidden. "I will kill him' she nuttered, closing her fingen
around the hilt.

"No, No!' cried Martbel, taking Elionbel's hand away frog

the dagger. 'Keep the blade a secret and use it to kill the
Ni ghtmare' s seed the nonent it is born. It rmust not survey
and grow for | fear it will have uncontrollable power am
196

~1

~1

spread a terribl e shadow across El undium Prom se ne that
you will kill it. Prom se ne!

"I will kill it. I promise!' Elionbel replied, taking her nother
back into her arms and rocking her gently backwards and
forwards. 'I will destroy the Nightmare's bastard before it

takes its first breath.'

Krul shards pulled the hood of the nalice down over his
face and | aughed, gloating in the darkness. He had heard
every word and whi sper through the life thread, and now sat
wondering at the power he had created through raping the
Mar cher worman, searchi ng anongst all the N ghtbeasts and

Ni ght shades he had ever spawned for a parallel, but there was
none. Not hing he had hatched in the darkness coul d have
carried his seed out into Elundium Nothing he had nade
before was both light and dark. Bending his finger he
summoned Kerzolde to himand pulled himinto the malice,
wapping it tightly around them both.

' The Marcherworman, Martbel, carries ny seed. Wiat does
that nmean? How will she spawn it?' he asked.

Kerzol de thought for a noment, a cruel leer splitting his

hi deous face. 'She will give birth to a child, Master. It is the
way the people of Elundiumspawn. It will be a part of both of
you, but since you are the Lord of Darkness she will carry the
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strength and power of your image in her belly.'
"My image!' he whispered. 'That would think as I do and
hold all | hold as beautiful. That woul d spread ny darkness
t hr oughout El undi um*
"Yes, Master. It is already a part of you. It is your seed!'

Krul shards | aughed, suddenly realizing a part of the power
that he had created. Gipping Kerzolde in tight fingers he
hi ssed, 'G@uard ny seed, and keep sharp eyes on the other
woman. She has a bl ade hidden in the folds of her skirt. Let
her keep the bl ade and give her no warning that we know t hat
she wishes to kill ny seed.'

‘"Master, she is a great danger. Let ne kill her now'
"No!" hissed the Nightmare. 'She is paynent agai nst

197

Thanehand and she nmust hang in the Cty of Night. Snatch

my seed the nonment it is born and kill the Marcherwoman,
Mart bel . She has pledged to kill nmy seed and will be a greater
danger.'

"Master,' Kerzolde answered, 'the newborn Lord of N ght

will need its mother's milk for nourishrment. It is the custom
for the people of Elundiumfor they are weak born and
hel pl ess and need tine to grow strong.

Krul shards | aughed, 'Ni ghtbeasts are hatched and battl eready
before the new sun rises. Even Nightshards are only a
few daylights in the naking, but take the newborn seed from

the Marcherwoman and keep it safe. Let her feed it until it is
strong enough to stand al one, bind her if necessary, then you
must kill her!’

"I't will nmean many daylights of careful watching.

' Then watch carefully, Captainbeast!' Krulshards snarled,
"and |l et not the Elionbel near nmy seed. Its life is your life, its
death will be your despair."'

Kerzol de bent and |icked once at the Ni ghtmare's toes,
then slipped out of the nmalice into the gathering darkness.

El i onbel sat huddl ed besi de her mother, unable to sleep. The
cuts on her knees wept and oozed fromthe daylight's hard
climbing through the desol ate | andscape and yet they were
not hi ng but scratches agai nst what Martbel had told her. How
was she to kill the nonster when every novement was

wat ched by the broken-cl amed N ghtbeast? Bel ow where they

had stopped, a dark stretch of water reflected the star-brigh'
sky and she stared down at it, searching for an answer. A cry
broke the night silence, scattering the grey swans across the
| ake. Krul shards sprang to his feet, the nmalice bill ow ng
agai nst the night sky. Below, a blade flashed in the darkness
and a horse neighed fiercely. Silence once nore bl anketed to
surface of the |ake and the swans returned to the shadows o
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t he bank.
' Thanehand!' Krul shards hi ssed, putting a hand over tl,
198
in,

worren' s nout hs and pulling them behind the malice. Elion
struggl ed against the Nightmare's grip, biting at his snothering
fingers, trying to shout a warning to whoever held the

bl ade.

"Run!' snarled Krul shards, pushing Elionbel and Martbe

before him 'Run!' Kerzol de snatched up Elionbel and

Ker hunge bundl ed Martbel beneath his arm and tirelessly

they followed the Nightmare through a broken gap in the Iine

of bare hills that towered before them Krul shards halted on
the | ower slopes and put a dribble-wet finger up into the bitter
wi nd.

"The marshes will freeze!' he |aughed. 'Before the daylight
they will have beconme the winter ice fields, treacherous and
i npassabl e. Bring the Marcherwonman into the shadow of the
malice and walk in nmy footsteps. Tread to either side at your
peril.'

Krul shards drew the hood of the malice up over the top of
his head and hurried down the slope into the rock-strewn
mar shes. 'Keep to my footprints!' he shouted into the first
drop of freezing rain.

El i onbel ki cked agai nst Kerzolde's iron grip but he only
sneered and squeezed her tighter. 'Keep still, Marcherwonan,
or | will disobey the Master and throw you into the

bl ack marshwater.'

El i onbel stopped struggling and pushed her anger and
frustration back deep into her heart. Thane had been close to
her, she had felt his presence in the darkness. It nmust have
been himwith the swans. Looki ng backwards over Kerzol de's
scaly shoul ders she thought she saw the graceful |ong-necked
swans searching the edge of the marshes in the gl oony

nmorni ng 1ight.

' Thanehand!' she whi spered, |etting her head sink forwards,
too tired to care that her |ong golden hair was snaggi ng

on Kerzol de's shoul der scales. 'Please find us. Please cone
qui ckly and rescue us fromthe N ghtnare.

'Faster! Faster!' shouted Krul shards, springing fromrock
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ato rock. The bl ack marshwater was beginning to ice over and

push the rocks and boul ders that marked the path into

treacherous ground. Soon the way woul d vani sh beneath the
shifting ice field, covered by the snow that cut into their faces
in stinging squalls. Krulshards | ooked ahead and saw t he

| owcut river meadows rising above the marsh edge. Snheering

with delight he clinbed up on to the firm grass-covered bank
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and pointed back across the frozen marshes. 'W are safe,

Mar cher worren. Nobody, not even Thanehand, could foll ow us
across the ice field. Watch a while and see the truth in what |
say.' -~

El i onbel and Martbel stood dejected and huddl ed agai nst the
cold, watching the ice field spread out across the nmarshes,

pi cki ng up huge boulders that lay in its path and hurling them
into the black stinking waters. Fountains of sludge boiled up
across the ice and froze into petrified slippery ridges. Rank
grasses and bullrush fl ags became brittle ice-filled spears,
rattling in the bitter wind. Everywhere they | ooked the
greywhite ice whi spered and groaned.

"None can follow us!' sneered the Nightmare. 'Not until the
new sun nelts the ice.' Laughing he turned, pulling Elionbe
and Martbel along behind him

"Let us rest!' Elionbel shouted, stunmbling on to her knees.

Krul shards halted and spread the malice over them 'There is

no rest now, Marcherwoman, not until we reach the Cty o f

Night. W are on the edges of Clatterford and nust hurry to

escape the cursed light the Crystal Maker forges into his arrowheads.
Taki ng Kerhunge's twel ve-tailed whip he cracked it at

El i onbel 's heels. 'Run, Marcherworen' run!' he shouted, chasing

them forward across the grey wi nter grasses.

El i onbel lost track of the passing daylight as they ran
through the bl eak, seem ngly endl ess grassland and ni ghtfal
brought no easing of the pace, only deeper despair as dark
shadowy Ni ght beasts sprang up out of the tall grasses around
them and forned into two dense
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I

columms, one on either side of the exhausted wonen. 'Carry the
ones who will lure Thanehand into the darkness,' |aughed

the Nightmare. 'Carry nmy Marcherwonen and | et no harm

cone to them'

Kerzol de | ooked up into the early dawn |ight and pointed

with his broken claw at the dark tree line that stretched across
the horizon. 'Nearly honme, Master. That is the eaves of

Meremre Forest.'

Krul shards | ooked anxiously at the paling sky and cracked
the twelve-tailed whip across Kerzolde's face, 'Silence, fool
none mnust know of our passing.

Ker hunge touched the hem of the nmalice where it billowed in

the dawn breeze and silently pointed first to a Iine of tw nkling
lights that were spread out in a crescent shape far to their |eft
and then towards a |one swan, flying |low and fast across the
grassl ands.

'Faster! Faster!' hissed Krulshards, |lengthening his stride for
the eaves of the forest.

Qusi ous had found their tracks with the first norning |ight and
followed their burned and tranpled path far across the
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grasslands until she saw Krul shards' bl ack shadow running for

the forest edge. 'Elionbel!' she sang in piercing notes. 'I bring
you word from Thanehand!' she cried, seeing Elionbel roughly

hel d bet ween two N ght beast s.

El i onbel tw sted and struggl ed, crying out as the shadow of

the swan passed over her. CQusious circled, calling to Elionbel,
gliding dangerously close to the Nightmare. ' Thane cannot

follow you until the ice field nelts, but his heart yearns to be
with you.'

Krul shards reached inside his malice, unhooked a
bl ackbl aded spear and hurled it up into the dark shape of the
flying swan. CQusious shrieked and for a nonent plunged

towards the ground. Krul shards pulled hard on the fine thread
attached to the spear but Qusious fought against hi mand
broke the bl ade, leaving a splinter of steel enbedded deep
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1

ai nsi de her chest. Struggling, she rose up away fromthe hail of
Ni ght beast spears and turned back towards Swanwater and the

| ong journey hone. 'Thanehand, Thanehand will follow, ' she
weakly cried, vanishing into the begi nnings of a new norning.

Krul shards ran the N ghtbeasts under the eaves of Merenire
Forest into the dense undergrowth, then stopped. G pping
both wonen firmy, his hands gagging their nouths, he

wat ched a new threat to their safety drawing closer as the
crescent of Marchers and Gal | opers passed slowy along the
forest edge.

Silently gloating he let both women watch as Tombel cane

into sight. He | ooked older, worry worn and tired, yet the two
great Marcher swords he carried resting across his shoul ders
were dirtied and black with N ghtbeast bl ood.

"I snell Nightbeasts!' he shouted, comng on to Krul shards

tracks where they had left the grasslands, turning away from

the forest. He followed themfor a few paces into the

grasslands. Elionbel, with one mghty effort, sank her teeth into
the N ghtmare's hand, shearing through the rotten sinews of his
finger and cried out to her father, one piercin

cry before Krul shards snothered her in the nalice.

Tombel spun round, both swords sweeping in a glittering
arch. '"Were did that cry come fron?' he shouted, searching
the dark forest eaves.

"I't nust have been the grey swan, Father,' Rubel called

running to his father's side. 'It passed | ow overhead, swooping
and di pping, singing its strange death chant.' Shivering ho

wat ched the swan before saying, with an edge of fear in ha

voi ce, 'The aged crones say that the voice of the swan i:
soneone' s death call.

"Crones' tales!' Tonbel nuttered, |owering the swords an
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turning his back on Merenire Forest. 'Nothing but crones tales
in a swan's voice, and | thought for a nonent that

heard Elionbel's voice crying out.
Si ghing, Tonbel wal ked a few paces into the grassl and.
202

' Come on, Rubel, we shall marshal the crescent and sweep out
across these grasslands. Thane and Arbel could be anywhere
in this vastness.'

Rubel frowned, winkling his nose. 'Wait, Father,' he said

qui etly, rubbing at the wound on his arm 'there is sonething
here, sonmething that strikes terror into ny heart. It's the

Ni ghtmare!' he cried, gripping his father's arm sniffing the
dawn air. 'The snell is here, the Nightrmare's snell, that sane
snell that filled our Wayhouse after Krul shards had taken

nmot her and El i onbel, and Arbel struck that sword bl ow. That
sane snell is all around us!'

Tonmbel steadi ed Rubel, holding himuntil he had stopped

shaki ng. Turning, he knelt and sniffed the ground, catching the
rancid smell of rotten flesh, the snell of Krulshards. 'There are
different tracks m xed up anongst these Ni ghtbeasts

footprints. Look how the ground has been burned and

bl ackened. "

"But which way did the Nightmare travel ?° Rubel asked,
staring into the shadows of the forest.

Tonbel frowned, straightened his back and wal ked t owards
the forest edge. 'There are too nany tracks to tell, they cross
and nuddl e. The Ni ghtmare could have travelled either way.'

Krul shards stepped backwards, tightening his grip on

El i onbel and Martbel, snothering themw th the hem of the
mal i ce, and notioning silently with his hand, he spread the

Ni ght beasts on either side of him their spear blades pointing
out towards the Marchers.

"Whi ch way, Father?' Rubel pressed inpatiently.

Tonbel sighed and turned away fromthe forest. 'There are
too many tangle-trees in this forest. W would be risking the

entire crescent of Marchers, putting themin great danger, if we
try to pass through the trees, and if we stray off the G eenways
the Gall opers cannot follow us. | counsel that we search the
grasslands. |If Thane had pursued the N ghtmare on this road he
woul d have left a sign or waynarked the path.

203
| say that the Nightmare has turned towards Clatterford and
the w I dl ands beyond. | council that these tracks beneath the

forest eaves belong to a band of Myhtbeasts that are travelling
with Krul shards."

"Forward, Marchers, and Gallopers!' Rubel cried, pointing
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the bl ade of his sword out across the winter-grey grasses. 'W
may be on the trail of the N ghtbeasts who captured ny
brother, Arbel. Forward!'

Krul shards | aughed and lifted the edge of the malice.

"Wat ch, Marcherwonen,' he sneered, 'and shout until your

lungs burst, but they will not hear you above the tranp of their
marching feet and the clatter of their horses' hooves. You are

|l ost for ever and our road is clear through the ancient forest to
the City of N ght and your torment in the darkness.

204

G eat Deeds

Thane woke to the clanmour of hissing voices all around him
The grey swans were noving in a dense waddling flock al ong
the beach, craning their necks in alarmtowards the ice field.
Swanwat er echoed to the thunder of beating wings as swan
after swan left the surface of the | ake and fl ew searching
across thrice field.

Ogi on stood statue-still at the water's edge, his head tilted
to one side, staring into the distance. 'My Queen has gone,’
he hi ssed at Thane, as he cane hurrying down to the water's
edge. 'The Queen of Swans has foll owed the N ghtrmare and

fear for her life.

Thane spread his hands in a hel pl ess gesture and | ooked

out across Swanwater. 'If only Mil cade were here,' he

whi spered, 'he would find her for you, for he is the sharpesteyed
Lord of OMs that ever flew in El undium'

Stunbl e snorted and drank deeply fromthe | ake. QOgion

spread his wings and ran into the water. 'l can hear her, far,
far away, across the ice field.' Beating his wi ngs, he rose up
out of a plune of white spray and headed | ow across the

tunmbl e of creaking ridges that marked the edge of the ice
field.

Thane paced the enpty beach, watching the clouded grey

hori zon. It was bitterly cold and he rubbed his hands together
to warmthem He could hear the swan nusic, haunting as it

cut across the wind, gradually getting closer. Stunble heard a
change in the swan voices and pricked his ears. Neighing
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fiercely he urged Thane to nount and cantered out into the
| ake, swinming as fast as he could through the ice-cold water

The sky above the | ake darkened as Ogion |l ed his Queen

over the last tunbled ridges of the ice field. On either side
two swans supported her tired wi ngs, easing her down on to
the water. Qusious crashed, ungracefully, in a spray of white
foam and | ay floating, head down and wi ngs outstretched.

Qgi on | anded beside her and pulled at her head, pecking at
the cl ose downy feathers to keep it above the water.

Stunbl e had reached the place where Qusious |ay and
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Thane reached out and pulled the drowning swan up out of

the cold water then laid her across the high pomel of the
saddl e. Gently he took her head and tucked it inside his shirt,
fol ded her wi ngs and w apped his cl oak around her cold
shivering body. Stumble slowy turned and swam back to the
bank, flanked on either side by the whispering swans.

Junpi ng qui ckly out of the wet saddl e Thane opened his

cloak and laid Qusious on the beach. Turning her over he saw
the broken spear bl ade protrudi ng out of her chest. 'Krul shards
bl ack nmetal!' he nuttered between clenched teeth,

| oosing the dagger fromhis belt and drawing it out.

St andi ng up he faced Qgion and the cl ose-packed beach of
swans that encircled him 'QOgion, your Queen will die if | do
not try to pull the Nightmare's bl ade out of her chest.

Ogi on stepped forward hissing and touched the dagger

with his beak. Thane sniled and dropped on to his knees,
spreadi ng his ragged travel -worn cl oak across Qusi ous
shivering body. 'Fetch me kindling sticks and fire-wood. |
must clean the blade of ny dagger of any trace of N ghtbeast
blood with fire before it touches the Queen of Swans. Go

qui ckly for tine is our eneny.'

Thane searched out his spark and dried it in the palmof his
hand while the swans built a pile of kindling sticks on the!
beach. Kneeling again he held Qusious' head in his hand

and whi spered to her, 'The blade will be white, fire-hot ant
as pure as the day Durondel hanmmered it on his anvil.

206
Qusi ous opened her eyes.

"W will follow Elionbel together,' Thane whispered, 'when
you are strong and healed fromthis terrible wound.

Qusi ous cl osed her eyes and hissed quietly, her orange

beak quivering in his hand. Turning his head, Thane threw

the spark, lighting the pile of kindling and waited until the
base of the fire had burned into a bed of white-hot ash

Pi cking up the dagger he thrust it hilt deep into the ashes and
wat ched the al nost invisible smears of foul N ghtbeast bl ood
bubbl e and hiss as they burned away.

"Merion, give ne your skill!' Thane whispered, trying to
renenber what he had seen the Healer do to renove the
broken spear blades fromthe injured warriors of Underfall.

Gipping the jagged protruding splinter of black steel he
pul I ed hard. Qusious screanmed, arching her back away from
the ground. Easing his hand fromthe broken bl ade he sat and
thought, forming a picture of the dark fortress at Underfal
and the small stone cell where Merion nended the N ghtmare
wounds. C early he saw him hurrying and singing as he

opened the edges of a wound with a | ong curved bl ade and
easily renoved the slivers of steel or broken arrow heads.
Sonething glittered in his hands - thread, gold and silver.
Deftly, the Heal er would sew t he jagged tears together,
somet i mes pouring new bl ood into the wound. 'Now | know,'

he whi spered, closing his hand on the hilt of his dagger, but
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he had forgotten the fire and screaned as the hot netal
burned his skin.

"Nevi an, give me courage!' he shouted, clenching his

burned fingers around the hot nmetal hilt and cueing two deep
incisions into the swan's chest beside the broken splinter.
Warm bl ood gushed up, cooling the blade and fl oodi ng across

hi s burning knuckles. Wth his other hand he grabbed the
splinter and wenched it free. Qusious lay linp and still on the
ground, her chest feathers matted and sticky, and the edges of

the wound slipped in Thane's fingers as he tried to stop the
bl eedi ng. He knew she would die if he could not give her new
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bl ood and cl ose the edges of the wound. In despair he turned
the dagger and with one stroke gashed his wist, crying out
and biting his tongue as the blade cut through the skin.

"Live, Queen of Swans,' he cried, forcing his bl eeding wi st
agai nst CQusious' chest, plunging it deep into the gaping
wound.

St unbl e nei ghed and pushed hard agai nst his ann, rubbing
hi s coarse mane on Thane's cheek. Thane turned his head
crossly to send Stunble away, but a shaft of wi nter sunlight
broke through the clouds at that nonent and touched the
little horse's neck, shining on the nane.

"Silver and gold!' Thane cried, dropping the dagger and
reaching out with his free hand he pulled a handful of the
coarse hair from Stunble's crest. Faintness was sweeping

over Thane in waves, he felt dizzy and |ight-headed. '| nust
hurry,' he whispered, using the point of the dagger to pierce
smal |l holes on either side of the wound. Deftly he threaded
strands of hair fromhole to hole, |ooping the ends with his
free hand. Bending forward he gripped each hair in turn in
his teeth and pulled the knots tight. The last strand tied he
sank back on to his heels and smiled weakly at Qgion

"It is done!" he whispered, closing his eyes and falling
forwards in a black faint.

Qui on pecked gently at his Queen's w ng, nudging her

agai nst Thane's side out of the bitter wind. Mtioning to the

| eader of swans he bade them cover Thane and Qusious with

the cloak and keep the beach fire ablaze with kindling wood
until he returned. Bending his neck he stared at the bl oody
splinter of black steel that |ay where Thane had dropped it

and hissed in rage. Picking it up in his beak he wal ked towards
the water's edge to throw it away.

"What treasure do you carry, Lord of Swans?' called an

anci ent voice fromthe top of the bank above the pebbl estrewn
beach. Qgion turned, dropping the broken bl ade and

spread his wings to charge. Nevian | aughed and sprang |ight,
down the bank on to the beach.

208

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferi...f%20Elundium%202%20-%20Palace%200f%20Kings.txt (151 of 227) [6/4/03 10:58:07 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jeff eri es¥%20-%20L oremasters%200f %20E| undi um%6202%20-%20Pal ace%200f %620K ings.txt

‘Master of Magic!' Ogion hissed, folding his wings. "It is as
you foretold. This search for Krul shards has led us to our

doom CQusious, my Queen, lies near to death and |I fear that

the spear thrust cut nore than just flesh. | fear that it is the
begi nni ng of our silence.'

Nevi an frowned and shook the rainbow cl oak, sending

brilliant shafts of sumrer |ight across the cold w nter beach.
"Fate is a cruel master but even your Queen has played her
part, for the Master Arnourer of El undiumwould call that

br oken bl ade besi de your webbed foot a treasure rare and
beautiful !

"It is Nightmare steel, foul and black with shadows, marked
with the blood of ny Queen.'

"Yet,' whispered Nevian, pulling aside the cloak that covered
Thane and Qusious, 'it failed to take her life and could

be turned in purpose against the hand that threw it, against
the Nightmare's heart. Take it, Lord of Swans, and carry it to
Durondel | for he has a great need of such strong netal .’

"Why should | spoil ny beak for the skill of the Arnourer?
He forges our death in the battle tools he makes in the heat of
hi s furnace.'

Nevi an reached out and touched Ogion's neck and pointed

down at Thane. 'He gave his blood to save your Queen. The
splinter of steel is his by right. Carry it for himto Durondel
and repay the debt.'

Qgi on bent his neck and held closed the ugly slash on
Thane's wist with his beak, until the sluggish flow of blood
st opped al t oget her.

"You foretold he would protect us and for his deeds this day

I will carry the blade.' Taking up the black nmetal in his beak
he beat a path out across the | ake and rose up over the ice
field to vanish fromthe Magician' s sight.

Nevi an sm | ed, rubbing his age-wi nkled hand through
Stunbl e's mane and pulled a coloured thread fromthe hem
of his rainbow cloak. 'Geat deeds are in the naking,' he
whi spered, neatly sewing up the ugly gash on Thane's wri st
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before placing it back beneath the travel -worn cl oak. ' G eat
deeds!' he sighed, |ooking out across Swanwater
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The Sword is Reforged

Durondel |, the Master Arnourer, |ooked across at the danpened
forge, rubbed his eyes and peered through the blue

haze of wood snoke that drifted out into the winter sunlight.
The clatter of hoofbeats filled the air.

"Who cones to the Forge of Durondell? he shouted,
striking his |ong-handl ed bl enni shing hanmer on the spi ke of
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the anvil. 'Come forward, warriors!' he cried, rising fromhis
chair and inpatiently w ping his spark-blackened hands on

the edge of his | eather apron before crossing the ashtranpl ed
floor to where Thoron stood undeci ded between the w defl ung
doors.

"What has brought you in search of me? Hard riding on the
Lord of Horses with a proud squadron of Gallopers nust
warrant a mghty cause. Conme forward and speak!

Thoron drew back out into the sunlight, his hand tight on
Eguestrius' rein. 'Nevian bid nme find you.'

Durondel I | aughed, casting his eye over the Gall opers.

"You have ridden hard and fast through the great world of

El undium giving little thought to rest and confort and yet
you hesitate on ny threshold stone? Conme forward, Thoronhand,
be not afraid.’

"You know ny nane!' Thoron whi spered, |ooking into the
snoke-filled forge.

"You are as nuch a legend as |,' |aughed Durondell
energi ng through the snoke to take Thoron's arm ' How
could I forget the sword | forged long ago for Nevian to give
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to you, the last Errant Rider of the Granite Kings, who has
come back fromthe shadows of the City of Night. | knew you
by the hilt of the sword at your belt.'

Thoron | ooked down and took the hilt, drawing the sword |
fromits sheath. 'Nevian bade nme to show you the bl ade and

ask you to reforge it, strong enough to shatter stone.'

Durondel | frowned, took the sword from Thoron's hand

and wal ked towards the white hot furnace. 'Each bl ade | have
fashi oned has served a purpose in the maki ng of El undi um

but to reforge strong enough to shatter stone. '

Turning to Thoron he held up the blade. 'Only a King
could Iift the sword if | do as you ask. Only a King would have
the power to carry it into battle.'

Thoron smiled, ruffling Eagle OM's chest feathers. 'I ride
upon the Lord of Horses and Nevian said that Eagle OM wil|l
carry the sword, for he is the King of Battle OM s and pl edged
toit. The blade is not for ny hands, but for ny grandson,
Thanehand, who runs hard on Krul shards' heels."'

"The Master of Nightnmares!' Durondell whispered, running

his fingers along the worn cutting edges of the blade. "It
will need all nmy skill and nore to forge a bl ade agai nst the
Mast er of Ni ghtmares, nuch nore.'

"What will you need?' Thoron cried. "If it is within ny
power the horsenen will fetch it.

Durondell smled, pointing to a small pile of seasoned oak
splinters stacked beside the forge. 'l will need a forest of fue
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to fire the forge. Wuld your horsenen gather wood for ne?

‘It will be done!' Thoron cried, notioning to the |ong
columm of horsemen to scatter through the nearby forest.

"Gather only fallen boughs,' Durondell shouted. 'Touch
nothing that lives, it will spoil the nolten steel.

Tur ni ng back Durondell runmaged through the tall stands

of steel, ringing his hamer on each | ength, searching for the
perfect note. Darkness was falling and the first horses had
returned, pulling | ong heavy w nd-bl own boughs behind

them before he found the piece of steel he sought and laid it
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beside the forge. 'The steel nust be fire warmfor one night.
Cone, warriors, and rest and talk of battle days before the
Ni ghtmare ran |l oose in our fair Elundium Tell ne of the
Ganite City and the tall towers that mark the passing
daylights with their pencil-thin shadows. Tell me of the

G anite King who keeps the sunlight pure and bright.

' The King has gone!' Thoron whi spered. 'Vani shed wi thout
a trace, and the Granite City has been laid to ruins by a
m ghty Ni ghtbeast arny. Nothing remains but broken stone.
The Ni ghtbeasts are spreading terror and fear far across
El undi um'

"Then we nust hurry with this blade and forge it with
strength agai nst their shadows. You will be nmy striker when
split and lam nate the blade. Be at ny side as the new sun
rides clear of Wrld' s Edge. Be ready!

Long after the |ast horseman had fallen asl eep Durondel
returned to the forge and banked up the furnace in preparation
for the forging. Pausing, he picked up the prewarned

sword and exami ned the blade, snmiling in the soft gl ow of the
fire. "Tomorrowight | will open your heart and tenper you
with a new strength for the task ahead.'’

Putting the sword back into the charcoal cinders he

frowned; this sword would need nore than steel to make it

Ki ngworthy. It would need sonething with nore strength

than ordinary steel that he could hammer into the bl ade.
Looking into the heart of the fire he whi spered out every
metal known to him in his head, bal ancing and bl endi ng t hem

to make a sword that would shatter stone. Threads of gold

and slivers of silver, tunbles of brass, coils of copper. Sighing,
he shrugged his shoul ders and wal ked out into the cold night

to watch the stars, but no nmatter where he | ooked the answer

he sought renained hidden. Far away on the edge of the night

wi nd he could hear a single swan's voice, clear and haunting,
calling to himthrough the darkness.

"Durondell - | have what you seek. Conme to ne, cone to
me. "'
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Durondel I spun round, follow ng the swan's voice in the
darkness. 'You have what | seek?' he whispered, a frown
creasing his forehead. 'But where are you? Wiere will you
| and on such a dark night?'

Durondel | passed the forge trying to renenber each | ake

and wat erway chat crossed the world of Elundium Many were

too narrow or weed choked for swans to use but Here was the
mrror |ake chat | egends named as C earwater, and chat woul d
shine as bright as daylight on a star-filled night. That was the
only stretch of water the swans could | and safely on. 'Equestri us,
Lord of Horses,' he called, softly leaving the forge and

hurrying through the horse lines, "will you carry nme to
Clearwater, for the key to the forging of this sword is in the
swan's voice."'

Equestrius snorted and knelt for the Master Arnourer of

Elundiumto clinb upon his back, and then cantered into the i
darkness beyond She forge. For what seened an age the

Armourer clung on tighdy letting Equestrius have his head

and find the shortest route through narrow vall eys and tight
copses of tangle-trees until they slowed to a trot and crossed
the wat er nmeadows chat stretched al ong the banks of

Clearwater. Blinking his eyes against the water's gl are Durondel
| ooked for the swan.

Qgi on heard the dbunder of Equestrius' hooves and swam
into the shadows of the w de sandy bank then waded ashore.
Statue-li ke he waited on the steep sandy beach. Durondel
clinmbed stiffly to the ground and knelt before the Lord of
Swans.

Lifting his eyes he saw the broken splinter of steel in the
swan's beak. 'Black nmetal!' he whispered, reaching out a
trenbling hand towards the broken spear blade chat the swan
carried. 'You carry the strength for the new sword!' he cried,
closing his fingers on the black splinter. 'There is nothing in
my forge to match it.

Qgi on hi ssed, drawi ng his head back fromthe Arnourer's
hand, hol ding Durondell's eyes with a hard stare. Durondel
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dropped his hand to his side, brushing his knuckl es through
the dewwet sand. 'Nevian has asked nme to reforge a sword
strong enough to shatter stone. A sword of Kings, to be used
by Thanehand agai nst the N ghtmare, Krul shards.'

' Thanehand!' Qgi on hi ssed, seeing now how their fates
were mxed. He allowed the Arnoburer to pick up the broken
bl ack nmetal spear blade. 'Forge it hard to avenge ny Queen!'
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Ogi on hi ssed before he entered the water and swam out into
the centre of the | ake. Dawn had begun to break and the first
bl ackbirds stirred in the trees. Ogion beat the still water
beneath his dark wings and rose up into the first shaft of
sunlight, then turned towards Swanwater, flying high across
the rolling hills of Elundium

The broken spear bl ade wei ghed heavy in Durondell's

hands as he wapped the black nmetal in the tail of his cloak
and renounted Equestrius. 'Tread carefully, for we carry a
rare treasure to the forging and we nust not lose it on the
way!'

Equestrius snorted and arched his neck, keeping to the
centre of the way, well clear of the shadows, as he retraced
their path back to the forge.

"Strike the wedge squarely, and with each bl ow see the
Ni ghtmare's death!' Durondell instructed, giving the heavy
forgi ng hanmmer to Thoron.

"But . . .' Thoron whispered, his eyes straying to the roaring
furnace where the black netal splinter bubbled and hissed in
the heat of the fire.

'Close your ears, warrior, to everything but the sweet song
of the hanmer and | ook to nothing but the wedge as it opens
the bl ade. Are you ready?

Thoron nodded silently, flexing his fingers around the

snoot h pol i shed handl e of the hamrer. Durondell turned to

the forge and gripped the hilt of the sword between the
longhandl ed tongs and laid it white hot across the anvil. Tiny
star sparks fizzed along the blade and fell burning on to the
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floor. Taking the sharp wedge in his free hand he bal anced it
on the cutting edge of the sword, squeezing the fine to
hold it steady.

"Now ' he cried, 'Strike! Each tine | nove the wedge,
strike!'

Bl ow by bl ow t he wedge noved al ong the sword, biting into

the blade, cutting through the thin nmetal. Twi ce Durondel |
resuned the sword to the fire to reheat it before striking was
conplete and the sword lay with its two cutting edges

hamrered into splayed strips of still fire-hot netal upon the
anvil ..

"It is a wonder,' Thoron excl ai med, bending forwards to
study the strange star-shaped bl ade.

Durondel I | aughed and tossed the sword hilt deep back
into the fire. 'That is nothing but fancy forge work, any
smth can do that. Now cones the task to test the Master
Arnmourer of Elundium Stand back | est the black netal
strikes out.'

Carefully, with the shortest blunt-nosed tongs, Durondel
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withdrew the bl ack splinter of steel fromthe furnace. Sullen
and brooding, glowing dark red, it scattered sparks across the
anvil. Durondell took a deep breath and swung his hamer.
Thoron | eapt back as bl ood-red sparks fountai ned up, and

bl ocked his ears as the nmetal screaned out, echoing all his
wor st ni ght nar es.

Durondel I | aughed and struck again and again, flattening

and drawing the splinter, changing its shape until he had
fashioned it into a long thin strip, twice the length of the
sword. Taking a cold chisel fromthe cooling tank he cut the
strip in two and placed both parts beside the sword in the
forge. Wping his bl ackened, burned hand across his forehead
he stepped back and notioned to Thoron to feed the fire with
the wood they had gat hered.

"l have never worked with black nmetal before,' he said to
Thoron, taking himout into the noonday sunlight. "It is
Ni ghtmare steel fashioned in the darkness of the City of
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Ni ght, but caution warned ne and prudence arned me well.
Look!"

Durondell lifted his old spark-scarred | eat her apron and

showed Thoron where two thin slithers of black nmetal had

pi erced through the | eather. Thoron gasped, |ooking at the
Ammourer's chest, expecting to see blood on his shirt. Durondel
| aughed and opened his coarse woven shirt to reveal a

snmoot h sheet of shining netal that rose and fell with each

br eat h.

"Steelsilver!' Thoron gasped, reaching out to touch it.

Durondell smled. 'In my youth it was ny triunph agai nst

the darkness. Then this forge rang night and day to the sweet
musi ¢ of nmy hamer. | had found the secret of steelsilver and
forged all the battle coats for the Warhorses.'

"A steelsilver cloak would render a warrior unbeatable in
battle,' Thoron whi spered.

"I lost the secret when the horses' battle coats were
finished. This fragment is all that remains and | kept it in
menory of ny true power. Cone, the forge will be hot

enough now to reforge the sword.'

"Whul d steelsilver have made the sword strong enough?
Thoron asked as they passed through the doors back into the
snoke- hazed forge

Durondel |l smled, picking up his |ong-handled tongs. He
gripped the hilt of the sword and passed it to Thoron

"I would have used steelsilver but its strength was to defend
agai nst the darkness, not to attack. It would have nade the
sword shine and given it the sound of larksong as it cut
through the air. The new power in this reforged blade will be
to use the Nghtrmare's own steel against him it will shine

enough fromthe honing stone and yet be black enough to
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penetrate the malice. Now, hold the bl ade steady across the

anvil while | lanminate the black steel inside the sword and the
new steel on the outside. It will take all ny skill to weld them
toget her.'

Thoron held the sword with the fire tongs whil e Durondel
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pl aced the thin strips of black steel inside the blade and eased
themtogether with soft, carefully ained blows fromthe flat

bl em shing hamrer. The bl ack steel hissed and spat as the

bl ade cl osed about it. Quickly the Arnmourer hanmmrered on

the new steel and thrust the sword back into the fire, working
furiously at the bellows until the blade gl owed white hot.
Calling forward two of the horsenmen he gave themstrong fire
tongs. '"Wen | lay the sword on the anvil hold it steady, no
matt er what happens.'

Thoron hel ped draw the sword out of the forge and held it -1
steady while the horsenen cl anped their tongs beside his.
Durondel I swung his heavi est hamrer down over his shoul der
and struck the blade, sending it buckling up into the air.
"Hold it steady!' he shouted, striking again.

"Whay does it fight against us? Thoron cried, struggling to
keep the blade still.

' Li ght agai nst darkness. Good against evil!' Durondel

shout ed above the tortured screans of the netal as his

hamrer struck again and again along the |l ength of the bl ade.
Showers of bl ood-red sparks flew up to the roof of the forge,
driving back the circle of horsenen that had gathered to

wat ch the reforging. Gadually the hanmer bl ows | essened

and their crashing changed from harsh screans to notes or
sweet nusic. The steels had wel ded together, rough hans
mered but fast stuck. Durondell |aughed and pushed the

bl ade back into the fire.

"Now for the tenpering,' he cried, pulling an old charred
wooden anvil out of the far end of the forge and placing it
beside the fire. Blinding snmoke envel oped the Arnourer as he
hamrered the bl ade across the wooden anvil, cooling the hot
metal in the heavy oak sap.

"'The sword is reforged!' he shouted, carrying the still-!
snmoki ng bl ade out into the winter sunlight and putting it into
Thoron's hands.

Thoron tested the cutting edge against his fingers and
unhooked a sharp stone fromhis belt.
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"Hone it well until it shines!' Durondell |aughed. 'Hone it
until the nonment the Lord of OMs takes to the air!

Thoron gri pped Durondell's hand and thanked himfor the
reforged sword before he clinbed slowy up into Equestrius
saddl e.

"Do not thank me until the sword has pierced the Ni ghtmare
s heart.'

"Al'l Elundiumwill thank you then,' answered Thoron
grimy.

" Then hurry, horseman, and deliver the sword before tine
blunts its edge,' urged Durondell.

Equestrius snorted and neighed fiercely, turning away from
the forge and cantering across the edges of Mantern's Forest
and the great road that led to Wrld' s End.
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Light at Catterford

Kyot wal ked al one in the gardens of Catterford, listening to
the haunting cries of the peacocks as they strutted, shadows
| ong, across the lawns. He shivered and pulled his cloak
tighter against the winter chill and turned towards the
house.

"Wthout revenge!' he nuttered for the thousandth time,

wai ting for the darkness to cover his confusion and hide his

m sery. He felt unsettled and unsure of his purpose and
ill-at-ease in the company of the beautiful Lady of Catterford.
Si ghi ng, he watched the col ours deepen as the sunny

slipped out of sight behind the crystal halls, reflecting in
countl ess soft glow ng patterns as darkness crept forward
covering everything. 'Catterford, beautiful Catterford!' he
cried, clenching his hands together, 'show ne ny purpose!’

"Kyot?' a voice whispered in the darkness at his side. Kyot
junped and spun round. 'Wiy do you hide out here and walls
al one anongst the peacocks?

Kyot could see the slender figure of Eventine against tl-~e
dar keni ng sky and snelled the cold night danp on the cloth o
her cl oak.

"You and your father are both angry with ne,' he answered"

"and | do not wish to displease you further. | wal k al oe
searching for ny purpose, and trying to shut out revenge. | an
ashaned that it still burns in ny heart. It casts a shadow

across the beauty of Clatterford. Yet, if | give it up | turn
back on nmy father's tornment and the Nightnmare runs fire
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You see, | have vowed to shoot an arrow strike into his bl ack
heart.'
Eventine smled and touched his hand. 'If you treasure the

I'ight the Nightmare can never escape from you.

Kyot breathed deeply, inhaling Eventine's night-fresh

scent and his heart raced. He had | aughed when Thane had
told himof his love for Elionbel because he had never known
| ove but now he could al nost cast aside all thought of the
Ni ghtmare for one soft smle... Kyot shook his head,
scattering the picture, renenbering how he had found his
father in the courtyard of Stunble Hill

Eventine sniled in the darkness and took out a spark,

lighting it so that she could look into Kyot's eyes. 'There is a
shadow i n your heart. A shadow of anger because ny father

deni ed the gl ass-bl aded arrows.,

Kyot bl ushed again, |ooking down at the lawn. '"No, if there
is anger in ny heart it is aimed inwards at nyself because

know | cannot shut out revenge. | mnust avenge ny father's
deat h. Nevi an cast the rainbow cl oak across my shoul ders and
showed me his tornent. | nust follow the Nightmare to the

end of Elundiumto clear ny mnd of that picture before it
burns nmy eyes into blindness.'

Eventine let the spark fall on to the lawm and sadly shook
her head. There were nonents in the grasslands when she,
had seen himwith a clear heart and a strai ght eye.

Kyot frowned and drew back. 'I was at Thane's side in the
battl e before the Gates of N ght, and | wounded the N ghtmare
with one of your father's arrows. That is why Krul shards

took ny father's life. Now | nust kill him'

"Was it only revenge and hate that brought you twenty
daylights into the grasslands? Eventine asked, turning to him
"What of all the other reasons for fighting against the
darkness? Do they have a place in your heart, or does revenge
shut them out?

" Pur pose? What ot her purpose? As the Wayhouse Keeper's
son ny task is to fight against the N ghtbeasts. Now | seek
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their master, Krulshards', death. That is ny purpose.

"WAas there nothing but the Ni ghtbeasts before your father's
deat h?'

Kyot shook his head. 'My father was pl edged agai nst the
darkness and now | nust take his place to rid the world of al
Ni ght beast s.

Eventine took both of Kyot's hands and held themtightly.

"What of the daylight? Are you blind to the beauty of the |and
and all things that nmove within it?
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"No!' cried Kyot. '"Here at Clatterford | can see the beauty

you talk of, but the picture of ny father's tornent is nore
powerful. It drives ne to leave this place. It drives ne back on
to the road to seek revenge.

Eventi ne sighed, wapped her cloak tightly around her

shoul ders and turned towards the house. 'Perhaps if you
could see and | ove the daylight it would ease your pain.

Per haps then you could see that there m ght be other ways to
destroy the Nightnmare's heart.'

Kyot took a step to follow, stopped and sank to his knees.
"Nevian, help nme!' he whispered, burying his head in his
hands. ' Take away this revenge. | know not what to do!’

'Be at peace, Kyot,' Fairday said quietly. ~

Kyot | ooked up, startled by the voice. The Crystal Maker
was standi ng before him his sky-washed cl oak a shade of pa

purple in the starlight. In his hands he held a gl ass- bl aded
arrow that still showed the beauty of the setting sun inits tip;
Bendi ng, Fairday placed the gl ass bl ade against Kyot's fore

head.

"Nevi an, the Master of Magic, only showed you the tragedy
of your father's death. C ose your eyes; watch with me no.
and see what he loved in the daylight.'

Kyot cl osed his eyes and felt the warnth of the setting sup
on his forehead and heard birdsong in the hedgerows, then he
saw his father on the high platformof the tower |ooking oh

over a beautiful evening | andscape of rippling grasslands. Hi
sun touched each polished stalk of grass in waves of glittering
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light. WIld deer sprang quickly through the grasses and ow s
hovered in the deepening gloom The picture faded as Kyot
opened his eyes, the first smle of Catterford on his |ips.

"Your father was pledged to keep the wayhouse safe, but his

| ove of the daylight far outneasured his duty, and his victory
over the N ghtmare was to hear the first blackbird herald the
new norning. | did not counsel you to turn away fromthe

Ni ghtmare but to follow himwith this clear picture in your

m nd. See your father now with the new sun rising above
Wrld' s Edge, filling the courtyard of the tower on Stunble

H 1l with the pure norning light that he |oved.

Kyot smiled, tears running down his face and rose to his
feet. Taking Fairday's hand into his he kissed the Crysta
Maker's knuckles. 'He could not retreat and |let the N ghtnare
steal one nmonent of the daylight. He stood there for us

all that we mght see the new sun rise.’

"G ve nme your hand,' Fairday asked. 'This is the hand that
must be steady for it holds the great Bow of El undium but
this hand,' whispered Fairday, catching hold of Kyot's other
hand, "will now hold the future of Elundiumtight on the
bowstring.'
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'How so?' cried Kyot. 'How can | carry such a burden?

Fairday smled. "It will be but a nonent's choice in the
darkness. That is why your bears mnmust be pure and your eyes
clear sighted. Your fattier, if he lived, could have nade that
choice, but it has fallen to you to stand in his place.'’

‘Yes, now | can see purpose,' Kyot cried, kneeling and
offering his enpty quiver.

Fai rday | aughed, and pulled the young Archer to his feet.
'"Go to ny daughter. She has two quivers ready | oaded with
spi ne-mat ched arrows. She has waited inpatiently since your
arrival at Clanerford for this noment.'

Kyot bl ushed but Fairday |aughed, for he had seen Kyot's
I ove for his daughter at their first nmeeting on the | awns of
Clanerford and it had saddened himto watch the shadow of
revenge stand between them Putting his arm around Kyot's
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shoul ders he turned himtowards the house.

'Long ago, when your father had just carved the great Bow

of Omhe canme to nme for glass arrows to use against the

Ni ght mare. As paynment for the arrows he fashioned a bow

fromthe waste wood and left it in my care. It is the sister, the
wife, the perfect match to the Bow of Om Go to Eventine for

she has that bow, and | et the bows sing out together against

the Nightmare. Go, for Nevian foretold your nmeeting and the

| ove that would grow out of it. Go quickly.'

Laughi ng, Kyot thanked Fairday, ran across the | awn and

sprang lightly up the wide glass steps to stand before Eventine.
Forgive ne,' he stammered, 'but revenge had cl ouded

my purpose and nade ne blind.'

Eventine cl osed her fingers around his hand and brought it

to her lips. "When | first saw you in the grasslands | knew our
lives were to be interwoven. | know now that | | oved you even

t hen.'

Kyot smiled, |ooking deeply into her eyes. 'Your arrows,
pressed silently into the ground while | slept, were a token!

'"To keep you safe fromthe N ghtbeasts!' she replied:

|l aughing. "As a child ny father often told ne the | egend of the
Archer who woul d one daylight cross the grasslands in search

of this house. It was a beautiful story, yet full of sadness, for
the Archer carried the tragedy of his father's cruel death ID
his heart. He was |ost and alone with only the sun to guide

him'

"You were beside nme in the village?

Eventine sniled, reached beneath her cloak and took ou

the Bow of Clatterford. 'Your father left this bow, it is a par'
of the legend. As a child | would stand before it making

mysel f as tall as possible, eager to nock an arrow on to the bow
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string and ride out in search of the lonely Archer. | counted
the N ghtbeasts and shadowed your every step, you did not
hear ne because our bows sing the sane tune.'

Kyot took the bow from Eventine and held it against his
own listening to the gentle music the bow strings
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together in the chill night draught bl ow ng through the open
doorway. Eventine shivered and put her armthrough Kyot's.
'Conme and see the beauty of Catterford now that the

bl i ndness has gone,' she whi spered, pointing into the darkened
hal I s where Candl enen were lighting the |anps,

bringi ng the house to life.

Carrying the two bows Kyot entered the inner halls and

stood spel |l bound, staring fromwall to wall. Eventine followed
his gaze. 'Clatterford is a mirror, nothing but a mrror held up
against an inperfect world. It is the menory of all that is
beautiful, all that is good and all that is bad.

Kyot knelt and reached out a hand to touch the snooth

glass walls, to touch the flowers and ferns, stal ks and stens,
that seened frozen forever fresh, each |leaf and vein, in finest
detail, etched inside the glass. 'Everything has so nmuch
beauty!' he murnured.

' Even shadows!' Eventine sniled, and beckoned himto

follow her. 'W keep the darkness of nen's hearts here in a
room crowded with thoughts of greed and revenge. For many
daylights | feared I would | ose you to that place. Cone, let ne
show you."'

Eventine led the way through a naze of smpoth polished
corridors where each wall grewa little nore clouded and dul
until they stood before a snoke-darkened door. Eventine
shivered and drew her cloak tightly around her shoul ders

bef ore she opened the door. Kyot cried out and junped
backwards, away from crowded hal f-formed beasts and ni ghtmare
shapes.

"Be not afraid,' Eventine shouted, catching himby the hand
and drawing himinto the darkness. She pushed his hand
through the nightmares until it touched the cold glass wall.
His hand felt icy and brittle and his eyes ached.

‘"Learn to face the darkness,' she urged, tightening her grip
on his hand.

"Rockspray was ny eyes in the Gty of Night!' Kyot cried,
bl i nking and not daring to | ook through the shadows.
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"He is a great Bird of War but he may not al ways be with

you. You mnust overcone your fear of the dark if you are to
follow tile N ghtmare.'

Rockspray flew from Kyot's shoul der to perch on Eventine
s arm '"Now | amblind!'" Kyot cried, scratching wildly at
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the wal |

' Open your eyes, Kyot,' Eventine whispered, brushing her
fingertips across his eyelids. 'You can see in the dark if you
want to. You have the power.'

Slow y he opened his eyes, feeling themw den as the | ashes
part ed.

"What do you see?' Eventine asked.

' Shadowy shapes and dark walls, envy, greed, hatred,
revenge,' he replied, slowy turning his head.

Eventine | aughed and threw open the door. "W will cone
here each evening until you can | ook w thout blinking at what
hides in the walls of the shadow room'

"What hides there?" he began to ask as they wal ked back
towards the crystal halls, but Eventine put a finger on his lips.

"Your |love of the daylight will overcone the darkness,' she
answered, frowning with concern as her fader came running
through the outer halls.

"Eventine! Kyot!' he cried, 'nmy watchers have seen Ni ghtbeasts
swarm ng through the grasslands in their thousands.

They will reach the edges of Clatterford. W nust warn duet
vill agers!’

Kyot ran to the top of the w de glass steps and call ed out
agai nst the darkness for Sprint to cone to him Tw ce he
shouted his nane and twice in echo a stag roared at the cold
evening stars, closely followed by Sprint's proud nei gh

He runs with Tangl ecrown,' Eventine said, running to
Kyot's side. 'Listen! | can hear Heir hoof beats near the form

Kyot | aughed softly as he listened to die jingle of harness
mngled with the growi ng thunder of hooves. "W will strolls
terror into the N ghtbeasts' hearts,' he cried.

"And scythe them down as click as summer corn!' Eventid
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1

]

added, springing lightly down on to the | awn.

Fai rday hurried through the doorway hol ding two twi sted
gl ass torches al oft chat sparkled and fizzed fountains of cold
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white light, illuminating the wi de sweep of |awns.

"The Lord of Stags!' Kyot cried, stepping back out of
Tangl ecrown’ s way as he halted before Eventi ne.

She | aughed and taking Kyot's hand she placed it between

the razor-sharp tangle of crystal-tipped anders on his soft
vel vet forehead. 'MWy father has arned hi magainst the

Ni ght beasts,' she said, plucking a slender stalk of grass and
slicing it in two on the crystal-covered ander tips. 'He is
proud and brave and stands beside ne in the struggle against
the darkness. He is the Lord of his kind.'

Sprint snorted, arching his neck and rearing up above

Kyot's head.

"Sprint is the bravest relay horse fromthe Tower on
Stunble Hill, and he has carried ne fearlessly against the
shadows many tines,' Kyot cried, reaching up and catching a
| oop of rein.

"They will run together!' Fairday shouted above the rising

cl amour of voices frominside the house. 'Together on the

edge of the grassland wind, and they will buy the time chat we
need to forge the arrow heads that will strike at Krul shards
heart .’

"You have ny pledge on it,' Kyot cried, pirouetting Sprint
on a tight bridle.

' Cone back to the House at Clatterford when the frost
before norning is lithe nmore than a whisper to chill the
fingers. Cone then, and the arrows you seek will be ready!’
Fai rday passed the torches to a waiting Candl eman and
descended the steps. 'Take care, ny precious daughter,' he
begged, reaching up and gri ppi ng her hand.

Tangl ecrown pawed the ground, sweeping his anders in a
glittering arch.

"I have the Lord of Stags, Father, and the greatest Archer
that ever wal ked Elundiumat ny side. | have nothing to fear.
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"Krul shards is | oose and travel s where he pl eases. Her
spreads despair and darkness that blind ny second sight.
Bewar e, daughter!’

Eventine sniled down at her father, her eyes full of love. 'l
treasure the daylight, and thus | nust defend it.'

Fai rday frowned, rubbing his |ong, age-flecked hand across

his forehead, catching a glinpse of a daylight yet to cone.
"Wait!' he cried, holding on to his daughter's cloak as she
turned Tangl ecrown to follow Sprint towards the ford

Tangl ecrown halted and Eventine | ooked over her shoul der to
her father.

"You will find two travellers on the road, wearied and worn
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to rags. Pass themby and all Elundiumwi Il fall into darkness.
Find themand bring themhere to the Crystal House of
Clatterford.'

228
The River in the Darkness

Wth each step the roaring noise grew louder, filling the dark
secret road with a rage of sound, forcing the King and those
that followed himto nuffle their heads.

"What can it be?' Breakmaster shouted, his hands slipping
on the mist-wet reins.

Grey Goose notioned to themto stop and ran ahead, an

arrow ready necked on to the bow. King Hol bian sat down on
the cold wet floor and, |eaning back against the rough rock
wal |, slipped into sleep. Angis slid down from Beacon Light's
saddl e and knelt beside the King, wapping his gnarled
knuckl es in her shaw .

Hol bi an nmurmured and opened his eyes. 'To have such
friends here, at Road's End, is nore than | deserve.' Hs
heavy eyelids slowy shut and his head nodded forwards.

"He is age worn and brittle,' Angis whispered, tugging at
Breaknaster's sl eeve and pointing to the nmaze of fine fractures
in the King's face and neck.

Br eakmast er nodded silently and drew Angi s aside. 'Nevian

pl edged ne to keep himwarm but it is inmpossible in this dark
danp place; even the steelsilver coat is not enough to stop the
King from shivering.

G ey Goose enmerged fromthe darkness, glistening beneath
a layer of clinging water mst. 'Breakmaster,' he hissed,
shaki ng his arns and rubbing his wet hands vi gorously
toget her to make them warm ' Conme here quickly.'

Drawi ng Angi s and the horseman away fromthe King he
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told them what he had seen further down the tunnel. 'W are
dooned! Like rats in a trap we are fated to drown in the dark.

" Trapped? How?'

Grey Goose shook his head as if trying to cast away what he
had seen. 'There is an underground river, fast running and
deep and dangerous, |ess than one hundred paces further on.'

"But the Chancellors? interrupted Breakmaster. 'Surely if
we are trapped they nust be al so.

Grey CGoose laughed bitterly. 'There was a bridge, a narrow
single span, but either it broke beneath their weight or they
ruined it once they were across. The way is closed and the
broken rubble fromthe bridge has partly damred the river

The roaring noise you can hear is the water rising to flood this
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m serabl e secret road.' -~ .

Br eaknmast er turned and stared back at the huddled city

fol k spread al ong the rough rock walls, clenching his fist. He
feared water and felt his throat tighten in panic. 'I would
rather face a thousand Ni ghtbeasts . . .'he began to whisper
when Grey Goose gripped his armand shook himfiercely.

"You must be strong. There is none but us to |lead; the KinE
is ageing and growi ng weaker with each step; we are the only
Capt ai ns."'

Br eaknmast er | aughed, '|I have stood before gall opi ng horse'
and taned the wil dest beasts but '

"Then stand by ne now, friend,' whispered the Archer
nervously pulling at his bowstring, 'and tane the beast the
lurks in your heart, it will be your greatest triunph.

"And the hardest baule,' Breakmaster added, turning t.
Angis. 'Go gently anobngst the people,' he instructed her in ~
hushed whi sper, 'find Arachan, the stonemason, and brir4

himwith all haste to ne.'’

Arachan hurried forwards, his stone-chipping tools clink
i ng agai nst each other in a coarse hessian sack thrown acres
hi s shoul der.

' The masons that carved this tunnel had skill beyond n'
under st andi ng,' he | aughed, sw nging the heavy tool sack

230
it:

to the ground before asking what task they had called himto
do.

"Follow,' Grey Goose conmanded, disappearing into the

m st-wet black tunnel. The water had risen alnost to Gey
Goose' s knees before he reached the broken bridge and
showed the mason the disaster that bl ocked the path.

"Wonder of a | ost age,' Arachan murnured, staring at the
broken span of the bridge where it rose in a steep arch out of
the ragi ng waters.

'"I's there a way to cross?' Breakmaster asked, struggling to
control his panic and keep his voice |evel

Arachan | aughed and waded out on to the bridge. 'Light

me a spark, horseman! And try to keep it steady in your hand.
Kneel ing, the mason inspected the snooth stone of the bridge
and peered down into the junble of broken stone bl ocking the
river. Wiistling and hunm ng tunel essly he scaled the walls
and clinbed out over the black boiling water. 'Pass ne a
searcher,' he shouted to Grey Goose who was hol ding the

sack of tools above the rising flood.

For what seened half a daylight Breakmaster shivered,
knee deep in the freezing cold water, holding the spark, while
Grey Goose passed a steady flow of dull, hamrer-bl em shed
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tools up to the nmason. 'Is there a way? Tell us.

Arachan | aughed and clinmbed down out of the roof, w ping

his dirty face on his sleeve. 'The stonenen that fashioned this
road built two bridges, the one you see ruined and i npassabl e
and above that a narrow | edge. | expect the |edge bridge

follows a natural fault in the rock and they probably used it to
cross the river while they were building the | ower one.

"But can we escape using the |edge? Gey Goose asked

above the roar of the water cascading over the fallen rubble. It
was deaf eni ng and danpened the nusic of the steelsilver coat

as King Hol bian cane forward to find his Captains in

debat e.

"Lord,' Breakmaster cried, 'there was a bridge, but
now . . .I'
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daylight.'

Arachatt pushed his way forwards. 'There is a way, ny
Lord, dangerous and difficult, but there is a way forward.'

Ki ng Hol bi an struck his spark and stared out at the broken
span of the bridge. 'How?' he asked w thout turning. i

"There is a | edge, ny Lord, up near the roof of the secre
road. It is blocked with rubble and fallen stone choke, but if
we clear it we have a path to the daylight.'

Hol bi an | ooked up at the narrow |l edge. 'A bird or a

qui ck-footed mason coul d use that road but what of ny

people, the old and the infirm the bent beggars and the snall
children? They will never be able to scale the walls and reach

the | edge.’

Arachatt spread his rough call oused hands. 'There will be
space for all those who can reach the | edge; that is the we'
forwards for the strong, ny Lord.'

Ki ng Hol bi an | ooked back al ong the tunnel to where the
first bedraggled city dwellers had halted, knee deep in the
cold black water, their few meagre possessions held above the

flood. He turned back to his nmason. 'l amthe last Ganite
King of all the people of Elundium the strong and the weak
and you, Mastermmson, nust fashion a way for us all. None

shall be | eft behind.

‘'Not even the horses, ny Lord?" Breakmaster cried oh
above the roaring waters.

"Not even the horses!' echoed the King, walking bacld
anongst his people, calling out the strong and the willing to
hel p the mason.

Arachatt frowned and nuttered under his breath as he
resealed the wall, measuring with his fingerspan and droppi ng
a plunb line fromthe brink of the | edge down into the bl ack
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water. "W will build a ranp,' he eventually shouted down Id
the King. "It will be steep and slippery but it will lead us to the

"You are the Mastermason,' King Hol bian shouted u
scranbling to the ledge. Angis ninbly foll owed himand be
to start clearing the stone choke. 'No, ny Lady of El undiun
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he cried, putting his hand on her arm 'this work is not for
your gentle hands.'

"I ord, I would wear my hands blunt to work beside ny
King and win a road to the daylight.

Hol bi an smled down at her. 'You are Kingworthy, ny
Lady, and | am proud to have you by ny side.'

Arachatt measured and dressed each rough piece of stone

choke, before his helpers levelled theminto position. Knuckles
became scuffed and bl ed raw before the ranp had risen

agai nst the fl oodi ng waters.

"Bring the people forward!' Arachatt shouted. 'The rubble
fromthe | edge and the new y-built ranp has completely

damred the river and the level will rapidly rise. There is not a
monment to waste.'

"What of the road beyond the river?' Hol bian shouted,
pushing the | ast huge bl ocking boulder to the | edge. 'Surely
that will flood and drown us before we can escape?

"No, my Lord,' Arachatt replied. 'Beyond, the road is above
this level and slopes steeply upwards, the water will fill the
secret road we have travelled, flooding it all the way back to
the Granite City. But hurry the people forward, my Lord, or

we will be trapped for ever.

Ki ng Hol bi an gri pped the mason's arm and qui ckly thanked
him 'It is the greatest wonder in all Elundium' he cried,
junping down into the wai st-deep water and urging the |ong
columm of city folk forwards on to the ranp.

"Bring the children,' he shouted, 'for they are our tonorrowights,
and then the old, they are the glories of yesterlights.
Keep order!’

Grey Goose |led the people and Hol bi an frowned, searching

back al ong the dark tunnel, hurrying past the | ast

stragglers. 'Be quick! Hurry!' he ordered, lighting his spark
and letting a sigh of relief escape fromhis |ips.

"Hurry, Breakmaster!' he called, running towards the
horseman, but Breaknmaster was on his knees between
the two horses, shaking and crying with fear, the
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whites ofl his eyes brighter than the winter's noon.
"Lord, | cannot'' he cried, looking into the King's face. '
have tried and tried to | ead the horses forward but the fear
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hol ds nme back.'

Hol bi an sank on to his knees beside the horseman and put
his arms round his trenbling shoul ders. 'What fear? Wat
fear stops you, ny brave chanpi on?

Br eakmast er bent his head. 'The water, ny Lord, | dread
it. I cannot walk for the fear.

Ki ng Hol bian sniled and held the horseman's head agai nst

his chest. 'You gave me the strength in the darkness of the
si ege and showed ne the way, now | will |ead you throughyour
greatest fear. Cone, place your hand on Beacon Light's

shoul der for you gave her the courage to stand agai nst the
shadows and she will not falter.

Ki ng Hol bi an took a deep breath, unbuckled the steelsilver
coat and spread it across Breakmaster's shoul ders. The nusic
in the fine shinrering netal held the hint of skylarks rising
up in search of the sun and it drowned out the boiling roar of
the rising water.

"Walk with nme, friend!' the King shouted, as the raging
darkness cl osed about them and he struggled to | ead both
horses and the horseman forwards towards the ranp w t hout
the warnmt h of the cloak

The secret road becanme a cold and dangerous place full of:
strange noi ses and hi deous shadows and the King shuddered

as his courage wavered. The ranp was in sight now but thesw rling
wat ers had reached his chest and the rushing current

was threatening to sweep himclean off his feet. "Hold on to

the reins!' he shouted to the terrified horseman as the horses
surged forwards on to the first rough stones of the ranp.

"Their strength will lift us clear of the water.

Mul berry noved ahead of Beacon Light, scranmbling up to
safety. Looking back the King saw that 13reaknaster's hands
were slipping on the reins, the water was cl osing over his
head. He was floundering on the brink of the ranp, dislodge
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ing | oose stones with his feet. "W will lose him' he cried,
| ooki ng desperately for G ey Goose, but the Archer could not
hel p, he was struggling to pull Milberry out into the tunnel
Drawi ng a deep breath Hol bian let go of Miulberry's tail and
ducked beneath the water. Two gi ant steps backwards and he
caught hold of the horseman's arns and | ooped them t hrough
Beacon Light's reins. Rising above the water he urged the
hor ses on.

"Pull us to safety!' he cried, clutching on the high cantle of
the saddle. He felt the water swirl over himas the horse
struggled up the last part of the steep ranmp on to the narrow
| edge.

Grey Goose and Arachatt were waiting with strong hands

and hel ped the King pull Breakmaster up into the dry tunnel
Breaknaster rose from his knees, choking and spitting out

mout hful s of water, his fingers funbling with the catch of the
steel silver coat.

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferi...f%20Elundium%202%20-%20Palace%200f%20Kings.txt (170 of 227) [6/4/03 10:58:07 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jeff eri es¥%20-%20L oremasters%200f %20E| undi um%6202%20-%20Pal ace%200f %620K ings.txt

"Lord, you risked your life to save ny skin!' he gasped.

Hol bi an | aughed, knelt besi de the exhausted horseman and
took his hand. 'Wio will calmthe horses and ready them for
battle? Who in all Elundiumcould do that as well as you, ny
| oyal Captain?

Shaking the | ast drops of water out of the beautiful

steel silver coat Breaknaster rose to his feet and gave it back to
the King. 'To serve you all ny days would not repay the debt |
now owe you!' he said. 'For | know what courage it took to

face your fear and put this cloak about ny shoul ders.

"There is no debt, friend, there never will be one between
us, for we are battle-tested in friendship and forged together
through our noments of great need.'

Looking up into the dark tunnel that stretched before them
the King pointed an age-bent finger. 'Gey CGoose, |ead us
forward out of this darkness!

Rising to his feet the Archer necked an arrow on to his bow
and di sappeared into the tunnel

' Cone, we nust follow,' commanded the King, |eading
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Beacon Light forward past the waiting city folk.

"Lord, you have saved us!' the people cried out as the King
wal ked to the head of the col um.

Angis fell into step with him casting her warm shawl across
hi s shoul ders. 'You have saved us all, ny Lord, even the weak
and the hunble, and they thank you. Listen to the praise in
their voices.'

Hol bi an | aughed, rubbing his hand through Beacon Light's

wet mane. 'That is the real task set before Kings, to care for
all their people. Power and ponp are nothing but enpty
monents; rising towers and pal aces are enpty shells; the

great ness of Elundiumwal ks with ne here in the dark.

Angi s nodded and made to drop back into her place.

"Walk with nme,' Holbian called, "and listen to the nmusic in
the coat, for it tells of where the darkness ends and the new
dayl i ght begins.'

"Lord, wherever you walk there will be sunlight, for you are
a King who |l oves his people,' she answered.

"I'f only I had discovered all this an age ago there woul d be
no N ghtbeasts,' King Hol bi an si ghed.
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The First Shout of Silence
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Thane nmurnured in his sleep and curled hinself into a tight
bal | agai nst the cold, snuggling into Qusious' side under the
torn cloak. Qgion sat sentry-still nearby, staring out across
the blizzard-covered beach, past the sleeping forms of the
flock of swans, at the dark | ake beyond. The ice had begun

to groan and crack yet there was no change in the weat her

Ri si ng up, he waddl ed up the beach and fuelled the dying
fire, tossing broken beach wreckage on to the gl owi ng

enbers.

Thane opened his eyes, sat up and sniled at the Lord of
Swans. He stretched out his arms and stared at the bright
cotton thread sewn neatly across his wist. Blinking he
frowned and renenbered slashing his wist to try to save
Qusious' life, but how did the coloured thread becone sewn
across his wist? Turning he felt under the half cloak at the
stiff bl ood-encrusted wound on Qusious' chest. She was
warmto his touch and her breast rose and fell w th each
sl eepi ng breath she took. Thane touched the rough stitches
he had sewn with strands from Stunbl e's mane and | ooked up
to the top of the beach where the horse grazed, hunched
agai nst the weat her.

' The Queen of Swans lives!' he shouted, before falling

back exhausted. Thane shivered beneath the cl oak and cl osed
his eyes, too tired to worry about the rai nbow thread, but the
creaking voice of the ice that lay thick across Swanwat er nade
himsit up again, 'Wiy does the ice nove?' he asked, staring
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out across the | ake. 'Perhaps sonmething unnatural is draining
the water,' he thought. He watched the buckling ice water
shatter under its own weight and collapse into the freezing
mud out in the centre of the | ake.

"A great power is enptying the |ake,' he said, turning his
wist over and gazing at the coloured thread. 'Sonething as
great as the hand chat sewed up ny wist! Perhaps Nevian, the
Mast er of Magic!' Thane whi spered, touching the thread and
feeling the warmh of a sumer day flow through his numb
fingers. 'Perhaps he came and found nme stranded on this
beach, weak fromthe | oss of bl ood.

Thane rose slowy to his feet, using a tw sted waterbl eached
branch to keep himsteady. Dizzily he took one step
towards the shattered ice and sank to his knees.

Ogi on hissed and fl apped his w ngs, pushing hi mback

towards CQusious. 'Rest and becone strong, you cannot follow
Krul shards until Qusious is strong enough to fly, for only she
knows the way.'

Thane turned back the corner of the cloak and gendy
stroked the soft downy feathers on Qusious' neck. 'Please tel
me, Queen of Swans, which way the N ghtmare took Elionbel.

Qusious stirred, noved her wi ngs and straightened her
neck. Opening and- closing her bright orange beak she
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brushed it agai nst Thane's cheek

"Where did the Nightmare run?' Thane asked, pressing his
ear agai nst her breast. Far away beyond the edge of the wi nd
he coul d hear the whi sper of her heart and faint nurnurs of

the dark road through Merem re Forest.

Then Qgi on pulled himaway. 'Leave Qusious to rest, she

is weak and burdened with our fate. It was foretold | ong ago
when night first spread across El undi um chat the Queen of
Swans woul d | ead us into silence. W did not know how dais
silence would begin, only chat it heralds the Nightmare's end,
or so the legend tells, for we are the grey swans of his doons
That is why we called his name each tinme we flew across.

k
v

1

El undi um searchi ng without finding, |ooking wthout seeing,
for we feared the silence.

"But the aged crones say you carry everyone's death in your
voi ces; that is why the people fear you.'

"Men are fools who seek Thensel ves in every shadow. |f
they had listened to our voices they would have heard the
Ni ght mare' s nane.'

"But you resisted chasing the N ghtmare when Nevi an
asked you to show nme his footprints!' Thane cri ed.

"Knowi ng your fate and neeting it are very different things.
Knowi ng t hat sonehow your |oved one will be struck rmute is
not an easy path to follow.'

Thane | ooked across at the sl eeping Queen and whi spered,
"Was it Krulshard's bl ack spear blade that struck her nute or
did | danmage Cusious as | renoved the broken splinter?

Qgi on shook his head. 'Fate drew us together, Thane, and

your skill and courage saved Qusious' life, for wthout your

bl ood she woul d have di ed. Each daylight as our slender

necks intertwine we will echo our |ove together, for with the
rising of the winter sun all our voices shall fall silent with that
of our Queen.'

"But how shall | find the Nightmare if you do not tell ne
the way? Stunbl e cannot keep pace with you, we have
fol l owed your voice Through all the wildlands.'

Qgi on searched the night shadows, turning his head from
left to right. 'Qusious will show you the way when she is
strong enough to fly. Fear not what tonorrow may bring, be
patient until then.'

Thane put his head into his hands and wept, cursing
Krul shards for striking Qusious nute, and covered by despair,
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he was blind to the black ni ght passing through the grey
hours into a cold winter's dawn where the first rays of the
wi nter sun shone dully on Swanwater, nelting the thick |ayer
of ice that lay across the nud. Thane searched the beach,
sifting the pebbl es between his fingers.

"Where is the Nightrmare's splinter of broken steel? Show
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me where it fell so that | can destroy it in the fire,' he asked

Qgi on.

Qgi on | ooked up to the winter sun and opened and cl osed
hi s beak noi sel essly then ran out across the ice, flapping his
Wi ngs.

"Your silence has started, and the cause of it is lost in the
mud of the lake. Well, it is as safe there as it is in the fire!
Turni ng, he knelt beside Qusious and inspected the ugly

wound, testing the strength of the horsehair stitches. A

around himthe flock of swans was novi ng al ong the beach
searching for food or laying fine dowm feather nests in shaded
dips or clunps of grey reeds that rattled in the chill norning
wi nd.

Qgi on brought scraps of half-chewed fish and grass for
Thane and Qusious to eat. Stunble trotted down off the

thi nly-grassed bank and nei ghed, rubbing his nuzzle on:
Thane's arm

St unbl e whinnied and returned to grazing on the bank,

| eaving Thane to sit in black brooding silence, feeding the
beach weckage into the roaring fire while he watched the ice
slowy thaw. On the twenty-third daylight of silence Qusious
paddl ed out into Swanwater and, beating her w ngs on the
shal | ow col d nmuddy water, she slowy rose up into the air and
turned to the grasslands. Thane saddl ed Stunble and quickly
mounted himto foll ow the swans, cantering around the far
edge of the shallow | ake. Wadi ng through deep, sticky nud
they clinbed on to the far bank that |led to the desol ate
grasslands. Waiting for Qusious to grow strong on the banks
of Swanwater had |eft Thane weak fromthe bitter cold and

the | ack of whole nourishing food and he slipped into a dizzy
exhausted half sleep in the saddle as Stunble carried him
forwards. Driving rain brought himback to his senses |ong
after darkness had fallen. The horse had halted inside a thinly
clunmp of branbl es where sharp thorns cut through his ragged
shirt and breeches. Disnmounting carefully he spread his wed

cloak across the top of the | owest branbl e bush and crepe
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shivering beneath it. Stunble |ay down beside himand Thane
rested his head on the horse's warm shoul der and quickly fel
asl eep.

They awoke, stiff and aching, to a cold wet drizzle that
m sted the horizon and clung to the grey stal ks of wi nter grass
inlong glistening drops. Stunble lifted his head, sniffed at
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the nmorning damp air and flattened his ears agai nst the side of
hi s head.

"What is it?" Thane whi spered, peering cautiously through
the rain-soaked tangle of branbles. 'N gh/beasts!' he hissed,
crouchi ng back agai nst the ground. 'N ghtbeasts are al

around us!'

The dull tranmp of clawed feet and the harsh rattle of fou
arnmour drew cl oser and cl oser. Thane unsheat hed hi s dagger
and | ooked desperately for a gap between the N ghtbeasts. 'If
they discover us we nust try and dodge between them They
are alnost blind in the daylight and attack by follow ng
sounds. '

Stunbl e snorted, arching his neck and accidentally caught

his mane in the thorns. By pulling back and violently shaking
the thicket he broke free. Thane gripped the sharp thorns in
his hands and stilled the bush but it was too late, the nearest
Ni ght beast had turned at the sound, his spear blade raised to
strike. Roaring he took a step closer. Thane shrank back,
waiting for the spear blade to cut through the branbl es and
peered past the advancing N ghtbeast into the drifting drizzle
m st .

"W nust run,' he hissed, slipping his | eg over the saddle
and getting ready to spring forwards.

Suddenly two fleeting shapes flanked by huge Border

Runners broke through the nmst. Arrows sang in the air and
the nearest N ghtbeast screaned, driving his blade harm essly
into the ground as he coll apsed. Roaring and screaning, the
mass of N ghtbeasts swarned after the two shadowy figures as

they nelted back into the m st. Thane | aughed and quickly
di smounted, putting his ear to the danp earth. Faint hoof
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aagai nst the weat her.

"W are lost,' he nmuttered, blinking the water out of his eyes
as he searched the | ow dark sky for the swans. Turning in the
saddl e, Thane saw dark shapes breast the horizon and start
crossing towards them 'The N ghtbeasts are everywhere!' he
cried, pulling at the reins with nunb fingers t o turn the horse
and find a place to hide.

Stunbl e stretched his neck and cantered for |eague after

| eague through the long grass until ahead of themthe
grasslands broke into |ow tree-crested ridges of barren earth.
Between the first two ridges Thane found a narrow reedfill ed
gully. Disnounting he led Stunble in anongst the reeds to hide
but the ground quickly becanme marshy and too soft for the

horse to go anywhere; he was sinking into the nud. Retreating a
few strides Thane comuanded himto wait. Unsheathing his

dagger he began to cut arnfuls of reeds and laid themin a
crisscross pattern where the oozing mud was, firnest, in the
centre of the gully. Taking the |ast bundl e of cut reeds he wove
them just as he had seen his nother weave rush mats, threading
and pulling each reed until it was bound tightly to the next.
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Wal ki ng back across the mat he took the reins over Stunble's
head and | ed hi mforwards.

The mat swayed with each reluctant footstep and bl acl C nud
oozed up between the reeds, but it held their weight: 'Lie down!
Thane hi ssed, touching Stunble's knee with al cold nuddy

hand. Clearly he could hear the tranp of mailed feet and the
rattl e of armour above the noise of the pouring rain and the

wi nd moani ng through the tall reed stens
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beats made the ground trenble, taking the N ghtbeasts away from
the branble thicket in a wide circle. Leaping to his feet, he urged
Stunbl e out of the branbles into the wet grass. ;*

"Run, Stunble, run!' he cried, junping into the saddle and

fum ng the horse away fromthe N ghtbeast screans into the

Il ong grass, and he did not rest or ease the pace until well after
noon. The drizzle worsened into heavy rain and Thane hunched

hi s shoul ders and fumed his soaking cloak collar up

Craw i ng back to the edge of the nmat he pushed their path a
cut reeds aside, forcing it beneath the treacherous nud.

‘Lie down or the N ghtbeasts will see you. They are to
heavy to follow us into this marsh and will pass us if we art
hi dden; |ie down.

,~ Stunble nickered softly and trenbled with fear but he teen

his forelegs. Thane pushed firmly on the cantle of the saddle
and the horse sank down on to the mat. Cold bl ack nuc

bubbl ed up along his side and he snorted, struggling agains
Thane's hand to stand. The whites of his eyes were wide with
pani c.

' Steady, Stunble,' he whispered, caressing the horse's

shoul der. ' The mat takes our weight.' Stunmble shifted his head
and rubbed his muzzl e on Thane's amm ' The Ni ghtbeasts are
near us now,' Thane whispered. 'We nust lie still until they
have gone.’

Stunble slowy lowered his head until his chin was resting in
the cold black mud and Thane spread the dirty cl oak across
them both. He laid his head wearily on Stunble's shoul der and
fought off the waves of sleep that were pulling at his eyelids.
Reachi ng back into his pocket he pulled out the little silver
finger bow that the N ghtmare had fam shed and spoil ed, and
brought it to his Iips.

"I will find you, Elionbel, I will never give up,' he whispered,
tracing her name with a dirty cracked fingernail along the rim of
the cup.

The rain had eased with the coning of evening but now as
darkness fell it became a roaring torrent that pattered on the
cl oak and drummed on the mat of reeds. Thane noved as cl ose

to Stumble as he could, feeling the |ayer of sticky nud pull at
his rough shirt as he fell asleep
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Sharp Eyes in the G assl ands

Hunger and pain blurred together and the noise of the rain on
the reeds drowned out the noise of men and horses crossing

the low ridges on the heels of the N ghtbeasts. 'There is no
danger here,' Tonmbel had shouted. '|I can snell the Nightbeasts
on the evening wind and they have gone before us into

the grassl ands.’

Gat hering his Captains he had warned themto cross well

clear of the marsh gullies, using only the high ground. 'Lord,
Lord,' a Marcher on the edge of the great crescent of warriors
had shouted just before nightfall, '"there are two riders
approaching. One rides on a mghty stag, before themtwo

Border Runners search the ground.'

Tombel had halted the crescent half a | eague beyond the

first earth ridge and set the Marchers and Gallopers int o
battl e order, taking the centre of the field as his own while he
wited for the riders. Wping the trickles of rain water out of
his eyes he | aughed and threw his Marching sword high into

the dark night air.

"Kyot, Kyot,'he cried, running forwards as the Archer rode

into the circle of their torchlight, but frowning he turned his
eyes on Eventine, quickly took off his nmetal hel mand bowed.
"Are you the Lady of Catterford? he whispered, offering her
the hilt of his Marching sword

Smiling, Eventine junped to the ground and lightly
touched Tombel's hand. 'Geat is the I egend of the
Lord of Marchers,' she said, 'for he hunts N ght
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H

|

it.

beasts in all El undi um w t hout rest.

"Greater still is the legend of the fair Lady of Catterford,
who has tanmed the Lord of Stags as her nount,' he replied,
sheat hing his sword

Eventine | aughed, putting her hand through Tangl ecrown's
huge set of crystal-tipped antlers on to his velvet forehead.
"He is free, my Lord, and serves no nmaster or mstress; we
hunt the N ghtbeasts together, side by side.'

Tonbel smiled, stepping forwards. 'We run on their heels,
Lady, night and day, without rest. They are before us now.'

Kyot frowned. 'You say they are before you?
Tombel nodded, pointing past Kyot's shoulder into the

dar kness.
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Eventine stepped back two paces and knelt beside the

Border Runners, her hand on the ground. 'W have been

followi ng the tracks of a single horse for one daylight through
the wet grass, but if the N ghtbeasts crossed here they nust
have killed it.'

Tonbel turned and called his Captains forward, but each
one in turn shook his head when asked if they had seen a
hor se wanderi ng al one.

Eventine turned and wal ked to the edge of the torchlight,

pul l'ing her cloak tight against the rain. 'Were are the two
travel l ers?' she whispered to Rockspray who perched forlornly,
soaked through, on her shoul der.

She sighed and returned to Kyot's side and |istened eagerly
as Tonbel told of the weck of Granite City and the vani shed
Ki ng, but her eyes grew wet with tears as he told of

Krul shards' attack on Wodsedge and the I oss of his wife and
daughter and of Arbel's capture as he tried to follow them

"I will not rest until every N ghtbeast is slaughtered,’
Tonbel concluded, grimy, ordering his Captains back into

the crescent to ready the warriors for a night's march.

"WIl you not wait and rest until norning? Eventine asked,
but Tonbel shook his head.

' These Ni ghtbeast tracks.will grow cold. W dare not wait.
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aKyot gripped Tonbel's hand and asked himquietly if he

could take the crescent of warriors towards Clatterford and

keep it safe fromthe N ghtbeast attack. 'Fairday is forging glass
arrow heads for us to use against the Nightnare and he needs

as many daylights as we can win.'

' Not one Nightbeast claw shall touch the | awns of C auerford,’
Tombel cried, leading the warriors forwards. ~

Kyot and Eventine stood hand in hand watching the.. sl owroving
crescent with its flickering torchlight fade int o

t he grassl ands.

"Clatterford will be safe now,' Kyot whispered, calling Sprint
to his side and gathering the reins into his hand. 'Let us ride on
and find shelter fromthis bitter rain.’

Eventine hesitated, |ooking across the dark bul k of the | ow

ridges. 'No, Kyot,' she whispered, taking his hand again and:
renoving it fromthe reins. 'There is sonething here, | can feel it.
Look, the Border Runners are restless and cast around us in

circles; they can scent sonmething. W nust wait for the new
dayl i ght and then search.’

Kyot snmiled at her in the darkness and spread his cl oak over
them both. '"If the two travellers passed this way you wil | find
their tracks, | knowit.'
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Sprint and Tangl ecrown grazed on the steep slope of the first
ridge while Kyot and Eventine sat beneath a makeshift canopy
made fromtheir cloaks that they had stretched between the

bows of Omand Catterford. They sat |ooking out across the
darkened gully, listening to the rattle of the rain on the winter
bl ack reeds.

Kyot turned his head and for a nonment he gazed at
Eventine's still silhouette. "WIIl you come with ne to the Tower
of Stunble Hi Il when the Nightmare is dead?' he asked.

Eventine turned to himin the darkness and rested her head
on his shoulder. 'Nothing will ever part us. Not even the
darkness of the N ghtmare, Krulshards,' she whi spered.

Kyot lifted his hand and gently caressed her tangl ed
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hair. Long after Eventine had fallen asl eep against his shoul der
Kyot sat staring out into the rain, knowing a little of how Thane
had felt after he had nmet Elionbel and seeing sone of the pain

he must be suffering now that the Ni ghtnmare had taken her
Eventine noved, snuggling cl oser w thout waking. The grey

hours had conme and Kyot shivered, |ooking down at the

glistening wind-bent reeds that showed in the half light. "I wll
find the Nightmare, and rid El undium of his foul shadow for

ever,' he whispered, touching the arrows packed tightly into his
qui ver.

Eventi ne awoke with the first |light of dawn, stretched stinmny

and | ooked out from beneath the cloak at the pouring rain. Dark
shapes crossed the line of the barren ridges, flying close to the
ground. 'The grey swans of dooml' she whi spered, pointing up

at the swans as they flew overhead.

'"They call out the dead,' Kyot answered in fear, covering his
ears and turning his head away.

Eventine |l aughed, and tugged at his arm 'These swans are
not grey. At least, the | eader has a snowwhite breast. Listen,
they fly wthout maki ng a sound.

Kyot lifted his head and watched the swans flying fromgully

to gully. It was true, their | eader was white. 'They are searching
for sonething,' he whispered, lifting Rockspray up. 'Fly with
them search the gullies.’

Eventine stood up, took her cloak fromthe bows and shook

it, scattering rain drops across the steep hillside. CQusious flew
| ow across the reed bed, twi sting her head fromside to side.
Eventine shook Kyot's arm The ow sees sonething in the

reed beds. Look!'

Qusi ous descended into the gully, wheeling and turning

slow y across the place where Thane |l ay, crying out his name
with her silent voice. Rockspray stooped beside her shrieking

in the dawn |ight. Eventine shaded her eyes agai nst the

stinging rain and stared out at the winter black reeds. 'There's
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sonething there, in the reed bed,' she said, quickly drawing a
gl ass-ti pped arrow and necking it on to her bow.
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aSprint had lifted his head as the swans fl ew over and:

neighed as if calling to a lost friend. Tangl ecrown pawed at the
wet grass and cantered down to where Eventine stood. Kyot

shook out his cloak, flung it across his shoulders and ran into the
shadows of the gully, his hand on the feather flight of an arrow.

The gully had beconme treacherously swollen fromthe heavy
rainfall and Kyot sank alnobst to his knees in the black nmud on
the edge of the reeds. 'Nothing could live in there,' he called
over his shoulder as Eventine ran to join him 'Be careful where
you tread.'

Eventi ne suddenly stopped and knelt. 'Look, |ook at this!'

Kyot retreated out of the nud and | ooked down over her

shoul der at a neat hoofprint in the soft earth. Stepping forward
he found anot her, then another, right on the very edge of the
reeds.

Si ghing sadly he turned to Eventine. 'The horse we foll owed
must have wandered into the gully and been swal |l owed by the
mar sh. '

Eventine shivered and began to turn away, pulling the hood
of her cloak up over her wet hair against the weather, but
sonet hi ng nmade her stop.

Something in the reed bed glittered in the grey nmorning |ight.
"Kyot, what is that?" she cried, pointing.

Kyot followed her hand, balancing on tiptoe to see between

the reeds. 'There is a dark shape on the surface of the marsh!
he said, uncertainly, stepping back and steadyi ng Eventine on
the edge of the reeds while she peered through the tall stens.

' Tangl ecrown, stand for ne,' Eventine asked as she sprang up

into the saddl e and | ooked over the top of the reeds. 'There is a
clearing, the reeds have been cut and woven into a mat. It is
floating on the surface of the nmud with two figures lying on it. |
think one of themis a horse. Wait! Sonething shines on the

mat, sonething shines with the glint of beaten silver. ~

Kyot scranbled up on to Sprint's saddl e and peered oui
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into the reeds followi ng Eventine's pointing finger. 'Search for
me, Rockspray!' he urged, calling to the oW who hovered
silently into the air above the gully.

Stunbl e heard Kyot's voice sending the oW to |ook for them

and tried to raise his head but the sticky black mud held him
stuck fast on to the mat. Stunble's struggl es woke Thane from
his dark feverish dreans and he fought to open his nud- heavy
eyelids. Far away he could hear a familiar voice above the rattle
of the rain. Blinking, he | ooked up at the ow .
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"Rockspray,' he cried, weakly, lifting the hand that held the
finger bowl. 'Find Kyot and tell him... tell himthat the
Ni ght mare has taken Elionbel.

Thane's hand began to sink back into the mud at his side but

as the base of the finger bow touched the nud Rockspray's

tal ons hooked around the rimand he took it, pulling it free of
Thane's weakening grip, taking it up into the rainswept sky,
beyond the tall circle of reeds.

Thane smled, tears running down his dirty face. 'Kyot will
rescue Elionbel,'" he whispered, using the last of his strength to
lift his hand and stroke his horse's neck. 'He will take up the
task we cannot finish.'

Stunbl e suddenly freed his head fromthe nud and lifting it,
he nei ghed as loudly as he could, his flanks shaking fromthe
effort.

Rockspray stooped to Kyot, delivering the finger bow into

his hands. Kyot lifted the little silver bow and traced the fine
letters engraved around the rim then | ooking up he shouted at
the top of his voice. 'THANKI THANK!'

He junped down from Sprint's back and passed the bow to
Eventine and waded out into the reeds, but with each stride he
sank deeper and deeper, clutching and breaking the tough reed

stens in an effort to reach his friend.

"Wait!' Eventine called, dropping the cup into her safest
pocket. 'You will be sucked under the nmud if you go any
further. Cone back.'

Kyot struggl ed and scranbl ed back on to the bank. 'W
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must rescue them W are |like brothers, we nust

Eventine gripped his shoulders and tried to calmhim 'W
cannot cross the marsh; the rain has made it nmuch too
treacherous even to lay a reed path. Sonehow we mnust bring
themto the bank, there nust be a way.'

"But Thane may be only nonents away from death. The
reed mat may be sinking.'

Eventine put a finger on Kyot's |lips and pressed himinto

sil ence. Reaching back into her quiver she withdrew the only
st eel - bl aded arrow she carried, barbed and hooked behind

the tip. Unbuckling the pouch on Tangl ecrown's saddl e she
lifted out a fine silken rope of twi sted strands of glass nO
thicker than a needle thread, and carefully tied an end around
t he bar bs.

"Do you trust Thane's life in ny hands?" she asked,
springing up on to Tangl ecrown's saddl e and necki ng the
arrow on to her bowstring. Kyot smled and reached up to
touch her hand.
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"Your aimis clear-sighted and true. | would put nmy own life
Oryour hands, beautiful Lady of Catterford.'

She | ooked al ong the spine of the arrow, choosing her

monent as the reeds bent in the wind. Easing the arrow she

| ooked down and asked Kyot to tie the | oose end of the gl ass
rope on to Sprint's saddle and lead himup on to the sl ope
above the gully. After Kyot had secured the rope she took a
deep breath and tried to cal mher shaking fingers, hearing her
father's words echoing in her head. 'Do not pass them by ore
all Elundiumwill fall into shadow. '

Bl i nki ng just once she drew the arrow back and rel eased it
into the reeds. Thane | aughed as he heard the arrow sing its
way through the reeds and cut into the mat at his feet, sinker
with a dull splash through the layer of nud that had seeped up
bet ween the weavi ng.

"Kyot has found us!' he cried as the silken rope went tau
and the mat began to nove towards the bank. Sprint arched
his neck and pull ed hard, urged on by Kyot as the head
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nmud- | aden mat broke down the reed stens in its path.

Tangl ecrown hooked his antlers on to the rope and pull ed
beside the little horse but the mat tw sted and turned,
bunping into the tough reed stens, and the barbed arrowhead
was tearing through the reed nat. Eventine took the

reins fromKyot and sent himback to the edge of the reeds.
"Wade out as far as you can and cut thema path. Be quick!’
she whi sper ed.

' Thane, Thane!' Kyot shouted, wading out as far as he

dared, cutting through the tough reed stens to ease the
passage of the mat. Cl oser and closer it canme, pushing a smal
wave of nud before it. Kyot reached out and caught hol d of
the edges of the mat, his strong fingers tearing through the
reeds as he brought it to the safety of the bank

' Thane, oh Thane,' he cried, seeing the ragged nudbl ackened
figure struggling to crawl towards him Wth strong

hands he quickly lifted himand | aid himon the bank and cast
his cloak over him Turning back he cried out in horror to see
Stunbl e slipping off the sinking nmat into the narsh. Running
on to the mat he cut the glass rope and tied it around the
ponmel of Stunble's vanishing saddl e.

"Pull, Sprint, pull!' he shouted, grabbing at the reins to
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keep the horse's head above the nmud. 'Pull, or Stunble wll
sink.'

Tangl ecrown and Sprint dug in their hooves and, shoul der

to shoul der, edged forwards. Eventine ran back to the gully
and took the reins fromKyot while he waded, waist deep in
the sticky nud, and hel ped the floundering horse with both
hands. Eventually Stunble scranbled wearily on to firm
ground on the edge of the marsh and cl anmbered up on the
bank.

"You are safe!' Kyot cried with relief, stripping the filthy
saddl e and bridle fromthe exhausted horse. Sprint cantered

to Stunble's side, snorting and whinnying in greeting as the
muddy horse shook hinself and pulled on a nouthful of

gr ass.
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Eventine and Kyot knelt at Thane's side and gently pulled
back the cloak. '"He is bone thin, and near to death,' Kyot
whi spered. 'We nust get himto shelter out of this rain.'

' He needs whol esone food and a good fire to warmhim

t hrough,' Eventine added, calling Tangl ecrownto cone to

her. 'We nust get himto Clatterford without delay. | will ride
ahead of you and warn ny father,' she said as she sprang on to
Tangl ecrown' s back.

Kyot nade to rise as Eventine cantered away but Thane

clung weakly to his hand. ' The N ghtmare has Elionbel. |
must find the grey swans and follow them They will show ne
the way.'

Kyot smiled down at Thane. 'The grey swans have been

flying over the marsh led by a beautiful swan with a white
breast; they have been flying since dawn drove the ni ght away.
They led us to where you lay.'

"Were they silent? Thane asked anxiously.

Kyot nodded. 'Again and again they swooped silently
through the gully, brushing their wing tips on the top of the
reeds.'

Thane sighed and turned over his wist to show Kyot the

fine rainbow thread. 'Qusious is the Queen of the grey swans;
she ...' Thane's head slunped forward as dark drearm
overtook himand he slept in the warnth of Kyot's cloak. Kyo
hurriedly cut two w nd-bl own boughs fromthe trees on tla'
top of the ridge and using the glass rope and Thane's ragge
hal f-cl oak he nade a rough stretcher which he attached t'
Sprint's saddle, binding it tight with his stirrup |leathers. Hi
tied Thane on to the stretcher and called Stunble to foll ow
Mounting Sprint he rode as fast as he could through the tad
wet grass, followi ng the clear track Tangl ecrown had |eft.

‘CGuard Stunble,' he called to the Border Runners as the
fanned out on either side of the exhausted horse. Sprig;
arched his neck and, pulling hard on the nmakeshift harness
he cantered as fast as he dared through the waist-high gram
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closing the gap to Catterford with each nmeasured stride.
252
Light at the Erld of the Secret Road

"Daylight, Lord! Daylight!' G ey Goose cried, shaking King
Hol bi an' s shoul der

"Daylight?" nunbled the King, slowy opening his eyes and

| ooking up at the Archer. For what had seenmed an age beyond
counting he had bravely led the city folk along the secret road,
but little by little the darkness and the cold had crept beneath
the steel silver cloak, weakening his ancient bones.

"Yes, Lord, less than half a |league further the city folk are
waiting for you to | ead them out.

Hol bi an carefully took offhis battle gloves and stared at the
maze of fractures and hairline cracks that had spread across
his fingers. Lifting his hands he touched his cheeks and

forehead, scratching at the pattern of cracks. 'l amold and
brittle, Captain,' he whispered, "and | amturning back into
stone. | cannot go forwards.'

"Lord, the people will not go into the daylight without you.
Grey Goose bit his lip and knelt beside the King. 'They have
grown to | ove you, great King. They | ove you so nuch they
woul d turn their backs on the sunlight.'

Hol bi an made to rise, then sank back agai nst the tunne

wall. 'l have led themthis far but | can go no further. Take the
peopl e out and shout our victory to the limts of the sky. | will
hear the shout and know | did not fail.'

"Lord,' Breakmaster cried, bringing the stonemason to the
King's side, 'let us help you.'

"I amturning to stone!' the King hissed. 'Each novenent
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makes me weaker. Wthout the steelsilver cloak | woul d have
fractured long ago into thousand of pieces. Leave ne here
rest nmy last few nonments and dream of the daylight | cann
see.'

"Lord,' ventured Arachatt, the mason, noving closer to th
King, '"let me try and nake you strong enough to see th
daylight.'

Hol bi an frowned at Arachatt's outstretched hands, b

slowy gave the nmason his hand. Arachatt sniled. Opening
heavy | eat her pouch that hung at his waist, he scooped ot

a handful of fine stone dust. Taking a pinch of stone th
mason mixed it with a few drops of water |eaking from
fissure in the tunnel wall and kneaded it to a thick paste. H
worked it into the maze of cracks in the King' s hen

snoot hing and wi pi ng the surface of each fnger with a silo
trowel. 'There, Lord,' he whispered, letting the King lift th

hand.
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Hol bi an gazed at the hand, bent the fingers and nmade
clench the fist.

' Easy, Lord, the stone dust needs time to settle and~bon
But it shoul d make you strong enough for many daylights

Hol bi an smiled, offering his other hand to the nason. 'Ye
are a Lord anpbngst masons to have such magic at your find
tips; twi ce now you have hel ped ne towards the daylight. Ad
and all shall be yours.

"Lord, | carry no magic, only a bag of dust fromthe ruins
the great granite wall that once surrounded the city. IT
fitting that it should now hel p you back into the sunlight
Arachatt replied, squeezing the stone paste into the cracks
the other hand and snoothing it between the fingers.

Hol bi an si ghed and settl ed back against the wall to |i
Arachatt work the stone paste into the fractures of his fat
and neck. It tingled and itched, drawing the brittle skin tigl
as it dried. Arachatt wet his fingers with spittle and snooth)
over the last few hairline cracks in the King's eyelids and s
back, nervously, on his haunches. Breaknmaster held up
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pol i shed knuckl e of arnour and the King |aughed in the

feebl e sparks of light as he | ooked at his face. Turning his
head fromleft to right, he felt suns younger and ready to face
the light.

Taki ng Arachatt's hand he rose to his feet and thanked the
mason. Pausing a nonment, his hand on Beacon Light's

saddl e, he said, 'l said ask and all will be yours, but in truth
have nothing to offer you. | carry the Kingdom about mny

shoul ders and ny pockets are enpty.'

Arachatt | aughed, helping the King into the saddle. 'Lord,

to have reached the end of this dark road is enough, but

beware, for | have only hidden the fractures, | do not have the
power to make you young again.'

Hol bi an reached down and gri pped the mason's arm 'It
will last to journey's end, | knowit will.'

"Journey's end, Lord?'" asked the nmason, hurrying after the

King as he trotted the last stretch of darkness, but the King

did not reply, he was lost in the cheering as he trotted out into
the bright sunlight on to a wild grassy sl ope.

"Granite King!' shouted a voice fromthe top of the bank
stopping the King's headl ong rush out of the secret road.

The King turned and stared up the bank, blinking his eyes
against the light, his hands closing on the hilt of his sword.
" Chancel l ors!' he snarled, spurring Beacon Light forwards.

Proudpurse | aughed, and with a sweep of his hand he

nmoti oned the treacherous warriors out of hiding behind the
bank into a tight line before the King. 'W heard you creeping
al ong behind us,' sneered Proudpurse, 'but the broken bridge
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shoul d have stopped you and drowned you in darkness.'

Hol bi an turned the point of his sword at the Chancellor
and tried to force a passage through the warriors, but much as
they hesitated to strike the King they would not |et him pass.

Proudpurse took a Marcher's |ong spear and stepped

towards the King. 'For suns beyond counting | have sat on the
steps of your throne and dreamed of this daylight. Now you
shall die and | will have all Elundiumin ny hand.
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a' Stay, ny Lord,' Grey Goose cried out, necking an arrow ~
to his bow and taking aimat the Chancellor's heart.

Proudpurse | aughed cruelly, pointing at his strike of box
men. 'You are defeated, Archer, and dead if you do not tin
your bow. The last G anite King has reached the end of h
road and stands all alone.'

"He is not alone!' cried Breakmaster, lowering his spa and
urgi ng Mil berry forward.

Pr oudpur se sneered and called his Gallopers out to fax the

si ngl e horseman. ' Abandon your King. Look how ma' stand

agai nst you, but if you kneel at my feet there is a plan for you
anongst ny horsenen. Cone forward, Breakrnaste

and join the new rulers of El undium'
Br eaknast er spat on the ground and dug his spurs in,
Mul berry's sides, driving himforward.

"No! No!"' shouted the King, raising his hand to stop
Breaknmaster's reckless charge. 'l will parley and strike a bargain
for the people of the Ganite City before blood is spilt.’

"Parl ey?' |aughed Chancellor Overlord. ~

"Bargain!' sneered Proudpurse. You have nothing to bar-. gain
with. Your life is worth |l ess than the sharp stone that honed ny
spear bl ade.'

Ki ng Hol bian sat easily in the saddle letting the sunshine

warm his face. Laughing, he held the Chancellor's eyes, 'There

is nore to Kingship than just taking a crown, surely ny w se
Chancel l ors know that. | do not deal with you for my life, but for
the future of the people of El undium'

Turning in the saddl e he swept his armacross the city

dwel lers that knelt in neat lines in front of the entrance to the
secret road, the weapons they had taken fromthe arnmoury held
steady in their hands. 'They will be your inheritance if you kil
me. They are the future of El undium'

Chancel | or Proudpurse hesitated. He had expected rage of
anger, even fear, mthe aged King, but not this strength of
purpose in the city folk that stood behind him Their grimand
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angry faces nocked at his treachery and nade hi m stand back a
pace.

"W will Kkill your city folk. All of them' he cried. 'El undi um
will belong to the Chancell ors and those they choose to share

it with.'

' Then you will have nothing,' answered the King quietly,

‘nothing at all, for the warriors you whispered into treachery are
beyond trust and will in turn betray you at the first twi st of fate.

It is you who stands al one through your own bl ack thoughts
and deeds. It is you who totters on the edge of defeat.'’

"You lie!" screamed Proudpurse. 'It is you who stands al one
to die! Those so-called warriors will not fight, they are servers,
Candl eren, the scum of the lower circles of the city.'

Ki ng Hol bi an | aughed and lifted his hand for silence. 'lIt
matters not which circle they cane from the N ghtbeasts

|l evelled the city and made us one. But we are not alone, listen
to the changi ng wi nd, brave Chancellors, for it whispers out
your fate in sweet nusic. Listen.'

Proudpurse frowned and | owered his spear. Listening, he
turned his head fromleft to right. Faint on the wind it canme as
horse bells on a summer breeze.

'Look about you, traitors,' shouted G ey Goose, bending his
bow, 'and see the warriors who are true to the King.

Pr oudpur se spun round and dropped the spear, falling on to

his knees in terror as he saw the bright glitter of Dawnrise's
steel silver coat and the shadow of a forest of spears ascendi ng
the bank. Errant let his hand fall to his side and the Ni ghthorses

of Underfall swept forwards in a fast-nobving crescent,
gal | opi ng besi de the Warhorses. The thunder of their hooves
drowned out the Chancellor's screans and the cries of the
treacherous warriors who, as the King foretold, turned their
weapons on the Chancellors, felling them before the

Ni ght horses coul d check their pace.

Si | ver purse, Proudpurse's son, had been collecting kindling
wood in a nearby copse, heard the thunder of hooves and saw
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his father fall, speared and arrow struck by their own band o)
warriors. Ducking out of sight he dropped the wood and]
crawl ed deep into the undergrowth and watched the terrible

sl aughter as the Nighthorses tranpled his father's warriors
underfoot. Again and again they charged until the riders

spear shafts were bl ood wet.

"You will pay dearly for this daylight,' Silverpurse hissed
bet ween cl enched teeth as he watched Errant di snount
before the King and offer up the hilt of his bl oody sword.

Hol bi an di smounted and enbraced Errant, |aughi ng and
| aughing until the tears ran down his cheeks. 'Captain 0]
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Captains, our lives were on such sl ender threads!

Errant snmiled and pointed a gloved fist at the wi de crescent
of spearmen spread across the bank. 'We were hunting

Ni ght beasts, Lord, throughout these wild | ands and were
drawn by the snoke fromthe Chancellors' cooking fires. W
were about to attack when you emerged fromthat dark hole in
the ground."

"And not a nonment too soon!' |aughed Breaknaster,
junping to the ground and gripping Errant's arm

Hol bi an frowned, |ooking fromthe slaughtered warriors ta
the Chancellors' twi sted bodies. 'Hate, | fear, will feed on
this,' he said quietly, summoning the Lorenaster forwarded
and cutting the bonds on his wists.

"This is the price of their treachery,' he said, pointing down
at the Chancellors. 'Look on it, Lorenaster, and |earn well,
for what you see is the work of a nonment's awful judgenent.
You would lie with themif they had not abandoned you

before they fled, but I will not add your death to this day ol
grief. Thus | shall spare your life that you may teach others
the dangers of treachery and fal sehood."

Pi nchf ace | ooked nervously fromface to face. 'Thank you
my Lord,' he whispered, retreating a step

Errant | aughed and drew his sword. Grey Goose nocked an
arrow on to his bow.

"No!" commanded the King, putting his hand on Errant’
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arm 'We have bl ooded this daylight enough, there is nuch
know edge in the Loremaster's head, know edge that we
woul d be fools to waste.

"To spare himis a dangerous nove, ny Lord,' nuttered
Breakmaster, the tip of his long spear a handspan fromthe
Loremaster's throat. 'He has betrayed you once and could
easily do so again.'

"Then let himprove his new loyalty to us, let himwn our
respect through his true teachings of the world before the
destruction of the Ganite City,' answered the King

Br eakmast er shrugged his shoul ders and turned away,
unbuckling Miul berry's girths. 'Black days,' he muttered,
moving to the entrance of the secret road to marshal the city
fol k out into the sunshine.

Ki ng Hol bi an ordered the Loremaster to be given a shovel

"Dig graves for the Chancellors. Bury them deep without a
post or a stone to mark the place where they lie for they are
not hing but a black nenory.'

Turning, the King strode up the bank to the top and
breathed in the clean sun-sparkling air. 'El undium' he
whi spered. Beckoning Errant up on to the bank he said, 'Tel
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me, Captain, how do things stand in the beautiful sunshine of
El undi un?’

Errant frowned and pointed down to the dust-weary

Ni ght horses with their torn battle coats, and ragged warriors
snatching a nonent out of the saddle. 'We hunt the N ghtnare,
Krul shards, ny Lord; without rest we chase his fou

shadow across this |land."'

"Krul shards!' cried the King, his face fading to ash grey, his
aged hand clutching at the hilt of his sword.

"Yes, Lord,' whispered Errant, drawing closer. 'The arny |
gathered al ong the G eenway' s edge fought and won a great
battle on the high plateau before the Gates of N ght. They
defeated the N ghtmare and Thanehand chased himinto the
dar kness."'

' Thanehand!' the King cried, 'the Candl eman's son, the

259

aboy | sent to Underfall? He entered the darkness?

‘"Lord, he ran on the Nightmare's heels' but in the darknes7, he
| ost Krul shards. In a high chanber he found Thoronhan his
grandf at her, and brought himback into the |ight.'

" Thoron! Thoronhand, my last Errant rider!' Holbia cried,
sweeping his sword al oft.

Turning towards the city folk who were resting at th bottom of
the bank he called for Angi shand and sumone her up into the
sunshine. 'Thane is alive!' he |laughe enbracing Angis and lifting
her off her feet, 'and he foun Thoronhand, ny |last Errant rider,
and freed himfromthe darkness.'

Angis fell weeping on to her knees, the sunlight sparkling
the tears that ran down her cheeks. 'Lord, are they safe?" she
whi spered, clutching at the hems of her shaw .

"Tell me nore,' urged Hol bian, turning back to Errant. 'Tell nme
how Krul shards escaped into El undium'

Errant took the King's hand and knelt before him 'Lord, he
broke out into Elundiumthrough the vaults that |lie beneath the
fortress of Underfall. It is whispered that he ha the | ove token
that Thane carried into battle and seek Elionbel, Tonbel's
daughter, in revenge, for her nane wa engraved on the token.'

' Revenge?' whispered the King, frowning, 'why does h seek
revenge? Wien all Elundiumis on the brink of darknes he
shoul d be | eading the N ghtbeast arny spreadi ng destrue tion,
not seeki ng revenge.

"Lord,' Errant answered, 'Thane entered the City of Nigl after
he had led the warriors to victory before the gates. He i not
afraid of Krulshards or the darkness.

"Only Kings can walk in the dark,' Hol bi an whi sperer turning
his head to | ook at Angi shand twi sting the hem of he cl oak
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bet ween her fingers. 'He walks in the dark and carries sunmer
scarf woven fromenblemthread - old | egends ad conming to
life." King Hol bian sat down heavily on the grass bank, and
rested his chin in his hands. 'Tell ne
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Thanehand and all that has conme to pass at Underfall. Start
with the nonent you broke free fromthe siege-locked Ganite
City and raised the arny along the Greenway's edge. Tell ne
every twist and turn that | nmay see which path to tread for we
may yet have a new King in Elundium | nust know all there is
to know so that | can play ny fading part as the last Granite
Ki ng."'

'Lord, you have many daylights yet!' cried Errant.

Hol bi an smiled and stripped off his battle gloves to show

where the fine cracks had appeared again. '| age, brave Captain,
it is only the mason's skill that keeps me fromturning into
brittle stone. | ambeyond ny time, so tell me quickly of all that

has happened.'

The Chancel l ors' rekindl ed cooking fires blazed in the
darkness bel ow the bank before Errant had told the King all he
knew, and left himstaring out across the wild | andscape.

"I nust travel to Underfall,' King Holbian said quietly, getting
to his feet. 'For that is where Nevian, the Master of Magic,
foretold the new King woul d set his standard. | nust be at the
doors of the Palace of Kings to pass on ny crown before | turn
to stone.'

Errant stood beside the King, wapping his cloak tightly
against the cold night air. '"Lord it is a dangerous road to
Wirld's End! The Greenways are bl ocked and overgrown with
wi | dness. '

Hol bi an | aughed. 'That is the road, Errant. | see now the road

Krul shards will run, he will re-enter the City of Ni ght and draw
Thane into darkness. None will follow him for none but a King

can wal k there. Krul shards has used his revenge well but | will
follow and hel p Thane to end the Nightnmare's grip of terror on
this beautiful land. It is ny task as the last Ganite King to wal k
in the darkness and stand at Thane's side now that | have

mastered ny fear. Revenge or not, | knowit in ny heart.'

Errant reached out and took the King's hand, feeling the

maze of cracks that the chill air had opened. 'The N ght
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horses of Underfall will |lead you, Lord, and the \Warhorses

and t he packs of Border Runners will protect you on the road.
But what of the city fol k?

"They will follow you, great King,' Angis whispered, kissing
his hand. 'l will lead themfor you,' she offered, before she
vani shed down the bank to marshal themin readi ness for

their night's nmarch.
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Pi nchf ace the Lorenaster had barely laid the |ast rough-cut

turf on the Chancellors' graves before the last of the city folk
had hurried out into the darkness. Mittering he slung the

heavy shovel aside and turned to follow them

"Loremaster!' a voice hissed just behind himin the darkness,
and a hand gripped his wist.

"Silverpurse!' Pinchface cried, seeing the Chancellor's son

Silverpurse clanped his hand across the Loremaster's
mout h and pul |l ed hi m back into the undergrowth. 'You saw
what those foul warriors did to ny father and all ny friends.

You will help ne to destroy the King and take all El undium as
mne, inny father's nane. You will do it or die here in the
dar kness."'

Pi nchf ace struggl ed agai nst the strong hands that held him

to the ground, trying to open his nouth to cry out to the King
but he felt the sharp point of Silverpurse's dagger against his
throat and shrank back silently against the cold earth.

"There will be others who will help us take El undium many
others,' Silverpurse snarled, easing the dagger away fromthe
Loremaster's throat.

"Yes, Lord, yes, Lord,' Pinchface whispered in fear, winging
his hands in despair as the clatter of hooves and the tranp
of marching feet faded into the black night air.
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The New City

Wl ow Leaf clinbed the |ast two steep steps on to the top of
the inner wall that encircled Candl ebane Hall and shaded his
eyes against the setting sun. Sighing with satisfaction he
stared out over the newbuilt Ganite City. "It is in your
menory, Elder,' he whispered, |ooking up into the darkening
sky for the first evening star.

Runni ng footsteps sounded in the shadows of the inner

wall. WIIlow turned and searched the shadows. Laughi ng, he

bent forward and offered his hand to a slimdark-haired girl

who turned the last twist in the stone stairs and ran lightly to

the top of the wall. 'Mther says you woul d have m ssed the
noonday food,' she said, catching her breath after the steep
clinmb.

WIllow smled, feeling his cheeks blush a deep red as he

took the rough woven basket and set it down on the top of the
wal | . "You Apples are like a famly to ne,' he laughed, lifting
the edge of the clean cheesecloth that covered the basket to
see an array of forest fruits and finger treats that nade his
mouth water. 'Your nother is a real treasure,' he said, taking
out a bright yellow fruit and biting into its tough shiny skin.
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Qakappl e snil ed shyly and | ooked away. ' Mther says you
never eat properly. Ever since Elder's death, she says.

Wl ow frowned, his face darkening with anger as he
renenbered El der's death beneath that cruel -clawed N ghtbeast’
s foot in the City of Night. 'None of us is safe and never
will be until the Nightmare is destroyed,' he said, angrily
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stabbing his finger towards the new y-built great wall that had
thrown eveni ng shadows across the |lower circles of the city. '
dared not rest while the city lay open for the Nightrmare to
enter.'

Cakappl e noved closer to WIllow, touching his sleeve with
her long pale fingers. 'Do you watch for the Nightmare? Is
that why you sit up here all alone, watching in case he
returns?

WIllow smled, 'No, OCakapple, | watch for a friend upon

the Greenway. Nevian, the Mgician, said that Evening Star
woul d come to the city when the rebuil ding was finished; that
is who | wait for.

'"The | ast roof slates were laid today. The city is finished

now, | amsure she will come.' Oakapple answered

W1l ow shook his head. 'There is still the fallen tower in the
inner circle, but sonething has stopped nme fromrebuilding it

or opening the wall. It is still seal ed agai nst N ghtbeast attack

just as the King left it.'

A noi se from bel ow nade W1 | ow and Cakapple turn and

| ook down into the inner circle of the city. The nobon had
ridden high in the clear sky, casting deep shadows across the
rubble of the fallen tower. 'Hush!' whispered Gakappl e,
hol di ng her finger against her |ips.

Wl low stared at the fallen tower, his hand upon the hilt of ;
hi s dagger. 'Look!' he cried, stepping back a pace. 'Look,

there is water shining anbngst the junble of stones.

Fine jets of water suddenly rose up in graceful fountains,
sparkling in the noonlight as the night w nds drove them

agai nst the inner sheer sides of the wall where they ran in
glistening droplets down on to the cobbles. 'The wells are dry
and dust choked. This is a mracle!'" willow cried, junping to
his feet and turning to Cakapple. i

'G down and gat her the best masons, we nust cut a
channel through the wall and take the water spiralling down
into a new well beside the great gates.' ,

Wl low ran down the inner stone stairway and splashed his

264
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way through the ice-cold water that was fl oodi ng across the

cobbles until he stood level with the doors to Candl ebane
Hal I . Laughi ng he held up his stone searcher, judged the

hei ght of the first broad step and drove it into the wall. 'The
inner circle of the city will be a lake, the Candle Hall and the
fallen tower will be islands, gardened and set with flowers! A

beautiful |ake of pure sweet water,
handful to his nouth and dri nking.

he whi spered, scooping a

"Cut the channel here!' he called to the tunnellers who
were hurrying down the stone steps arned with heavy sacks of
t ool s.

Dawn had greyed the sky before the water channels were
finished and the overfl ow of water was followi ng the new ybuilt
spiral down into the shadows of the great gate. WI I ow

sought out Oakapple from anongst the wonen treading earth

bet ween the granite bl ocks fromthe fallen tower and took her
up to the top of the wall. 'Please watch with ne,' he asked,
turning his eyes towards the dark horizon |ine.

Gakappl e snil ed and spread her cl oak around t hem bot h.
"The city is finished now,' she whispered, sleepily resting her
head on hi s shoul der.

W | ow nodded silently, watching the G eenway appear

through the ghost tails of the dawn mst. He knew she woul d

come now, deep down in his heart he knew it and he stretched
out his hand and touched the cold netal stone searcher that

| ay beside him Oakappl e snuggl ed cl oser, and nurnured as
she fell asleep.

The first ray of sunlight had begun to burn above World's

Edge, warm ng them and drying out the dew that had settled

on the cloak. WIllow stiffened and sat up straight, blinking
agai nst the | ow rays of golden light. There were figures on the
Greenway, small dots, far away but noving towards the city.

' Cakappl e, Oakapple, |ook!' he cried, shaking her awake.

Lifting her head, she blinked and rubbed her eyes and
smled at Wllow. 'I dreaned of horses just |ike the Warhorses
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that fought beside us on the high plateau before the Gates of
Ni ght .’

"Yes, yes!" Wllow interrupted, 'but |ook out there on the
G eenway. '

Qakappl e rubbed her eyes and stared out al ong the bright
nmorning road. 'They are just like the dream' she cried.

"It is Evening Star and her foal, surrounded by a conpany

of Warhorses!' WI I ow shouted and |l eaping to his feet ran to

the top of the steps, then he stopped find turned and | ooked

into OCakapple' e eyes. 'Nevian said that | rmust follow ny fate
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wherever it may | ead.

Cakappl e reached into the forgotten supper basket and
withdrew a crisp orange forest fruit. 'Take this gift for
confort on the journey,' she whispered, pressing it into his
hands.

"When the Nightnare is dead | will return,' he cried,
gathering up his stone searcher and running down into the
nor ni ng shadows.

"Star! Star!' he shouted, halting on the crown of the
Greenway. The safety of the great gate lay at |east a | eague
behind him Before himthe conpany of Warhorses had

grown | onger and | onger and was filling the road and the
poundi ng of their hooves had churned up a dense cloud of
dust. 'Star!' he shouted agai n agai nst the thunder of their
hooves.

As one the Warhorses slowed and halted before WI | ow.

The | eading horses trotted up to himand stretched their
necks and snorted in greeting. Evening Star nei ghed and
trotted forward, brushing her soft mnuzzl e against his cheek

"Wllow,' a calmgentle voice whispered in his head, 'wehave
crossed Elundiumto your call, without rest. N ght and

day we have travelled."'

W1 | ow stepped back and |l et his hands fall to his sides. 'But,
I haven't called for you,' he cried. 'You have been in ny
thoughts with each waki ng noment and | have watched the '
Greenway each night and every daylight ever since Nevis
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foretold that you would come to the city when it was newy
built; but |I did not send word."'

Star snorted and pawed at the ground, nudgi ng her foa
f orwar d.

'Fate draws you together,' |aughed a voice fromthe
Greenway' s edge.

"Nevian!' WIIow gasped, spinning round and shading his
eyes against the bright colours in the rai nbow cl oak

"It was my voice in the wind. It was | who tugged at the
threads of your fates, drawi ng them once nore together.

Wl ow reached out and touched the rainbow cl oak, feeling

its soft warmcol ours. 'But why?' he asked, turning his head
towards Evening Star. 'Wiy did Star and her foal have to

travel through great danger to cone here?, Was it to shelter in
the safety of the newy-built city? Is Elundiumtoo wild for her
to roamin?

Nevi an sm | ed and shook his head, and taking WIllow s

hand he placed it on Evening Star's shoul der. 'Because there
is a bond of |ove between you that grew out of the despair and
darkness of the Gty of Night. A love so strong that not even
Krul shards, the Master of Nightnares, can tear it apart.'’
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W1 | ow nodded, but his face paled at the N ghtmare's
nane. Star snorted, arching her neck and pushed her foa
towards the Warhorses.

Nevi an put his hand on WIllow s shoul der and turned him
towards World's End. 'Krul shards has turned towards the
City of Night. He has taken Elionbel and her nother in

revenge for Thane entering the city. They are hel pl ess lures
tied on to the end of his life thread.'

"Lures?" interrupted WIIlow, draw ng his eyebrows
together. 'What are they?

Nevian lifted the rai nbow cl oak and carefully drew out a

fine silver shimering thread. 'If | tie you to ny life thread,
WIllow, you are a part of ne, and suffer each and every one of
my hurts. The N ghtnmare uses Elionbel and her nother to

draw Thane into the darkness. There he will take himand
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peel his skin back to the bones, destroying himslowy, and if
he dies | fear Elundiumwi Il fall into the shadows.'

"But how are we to hel p?' WIIow asked, |ooking up into
Nevi an' s face.

The magician smled, his face crinkling into a thousand

winkles. 'l know not, WIllow,' he whispered. 'It is beyond ny
sight, but | fear that Thane will be powerless agai nst Krul shards
whil e Elionbel suffers hurt and I would ask you to be at

Thane's side in the darkness, because you know of the

Ni ght mare' s weakness. You know of his shadow. '

W1l ow frowned and | ooked out across the green rolling
countrysi de and asked quietly, 'What if Thane cannot destroy
the N ghtmare? What if even he fails?

Nevian lifted his hand and pointed at the sun. 'Your tine of
freedomin the daylight will be nothing but a brief nmoment to
treasure in the darkness that will cone.'

"And the foal ? Must he travel back into the darkness?
"No, he will stay with the Warhorses, they will protect him'

WIllow smled and as he noved anong the Warhorses he

reached out to put his hand upon the foal's shoul der. The foa
squeal ed and reared, boxing the air above WII|ow s head.
'Easy! Easy!', he cried, junping backwards clear of the

t hrashi ng hooves.

"He is a Lord of Horses,' |aughed Nevian, 'and is not yet
ready to conme quietly to the bridle.'

Star snorted and pushed her foal deeper anobng the
War hor ses, scol ding himfor being so savage. Turning she
trotted quickly back to WIlow and stood quietly while he
nmount ed her.
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Nevi an picked up the heavy nmetal stone searcher that

W1l ow had dropped on to the G eenway when he first;

greeted Star and placed it in his hands. 'Far sight tells nme that
you must carry the stone searcher to the Cty of N ght.

Beyond that | can see nothing but darkness.'

"Lord, what of ny people now that the Ganite City is
rebuilt?
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i An,

Nevi an snil ed, casting back the rainbow cloak. 'The city is
theirs until a new King comes to claimit, but you must turn
your mind to the road to Wrld's End or there will be no nore
Kings. Ride hard and fast to reach the City of Night before
Thane enters the darkness.'

"Where shall we neet? Mantern's Mountain is a ranbling
wi | derness that al most touches the stars,' cried Wllow Star
pawed at the Greenway, neighed fiercely and sprang forward

"I know not,' Nevian shouted agai nst the thunder of her
hooves. 'But Evening Star was once a great relay horse and
knows all the secret ways to Wrld' s End. G ve her her head,
she will find the way!

W1l ow waved his hand in salute to Nevian and then wound

it tightly into Star's mane and clung on for all he was worth as
they left the G eenway and cantered into a | ong avenue of

young sapling trees. The sun flashed and flickered behind the
trees and he | aughed, renenbering a dreamfrom|ong ago

when he lay, a prisoner in the Gty of N ght, and he had

wat ched the sunlight behind a forest of shafts. And he

gal l oped forward to this dream
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d ass Arrow Bl ades

Thane awoke to the bunping clatter of the rough-nade

stretcher and | ooked out at the grey grasses bent beneath the.
pouring rain. He shivered, trying to remenber what had;

happened as he twisted his head to see who was pulling him

al ong. 'Kyot!' he shouted, |ooking past Sprint's rain-soaked

flank up at his friend s shoul der where a quiver of featherflighted
arrows swung from side to side.

Kyot heard Thane's weak cry and eased Sprint to a halt.

He di smounted and knelt beside the stretcher, a frown o

worry creased his forehead as he tucked his cloak nmore firmy
around Thane's shivering body.

"Where is Stunmbl e?” Thane asked in a broken whisper,
trying to shake the raindrops fromhis eyes, 'Were are you
taking me trussed up like a prisoner?

Kyot | aughed softly, 'I'd let you walk if you could stand bu
you are fevered, bird thin and near to starvation. Lie easy on
the stretcher until we get to Clatterford. Eventine has gon
before us to warn thene and then you will be hot-fed and a
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warmfire will dry out your rain-soaked bones.' |,
"But Stumble . . .' Thane worried. ~

Kyot pointed back into the tranpled grasses along the two

broad lines the stretcher had left. "He is follow ng our treacle
at his own pace. He is as weak as you after the ordeal in the
marsh gully but the Border Runners are guardi ng himan

they will keep himsafe.'

Thane struggl ed agai nst the bindings that held himto the
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’

stretcher. 'Krul shards has Elionbel. | nust follow him |
must . '

Kyot sadly shook his head and stood up. 'You cannot follow
anybody until you have rested and found new strength at
Clatterford, but when you are strong | promise | will cone
with you to hunt down the Nightrmare.'

Thane cursed and nuttered hel pl essly as Kyot renounted,

but there was nothing he could do. dosing his eyes he sank

into dark dreanms lulled by the rattle of the rain as they passed
through the tall grasses. The |l ow grey rain clouds darkened

with the coning night. Kyot turned in the saddle and

searched the tranpled grass, he was worried that Stunble

woul d be | ost once darkness fell but he laughed with relief to
see the little horse had al nost caught up with them He

| ooked gaunt and tired but there was a flicker of pride in his
eyes as he whinnied a greeting to Sprint.

A stag roared out in the half Iight and Kyot saw Tangl ecr own
and Eventine galloping towards them 'There are

Ni ght beasts on the borders of Catterford. Tombel has
cleared a wide path through them but we nust hurry!’

"How long will it take us to reach Catterford? he called out
as Eventine noved in beside him

"I'f we ride hard, without rest, dawn will be breaking as we
cross the ford before ny father's house,' she answered,

| ooki ng down at Thane's fever-lined face, worrying that he
m ght die fromthe rough journey |ong before they were
threatened by a N ghtbeast attack

Thane opened his eyes and for a nonment he caught sight of
Eventine, but all he saw was a blurred face franed in a hal o of
fire-gold hair and edged by the dark grey rain clouds.
"Elionbel," he whispered as the face slipped away from hi m

and he sank back into darkness.

Kyot called Stunble to himand caught his reins, draw ng
himin close to Sprint's flank. The two huge Border Runners
dropped back one on either side of the stretcher as the
conpany forged ahead and the only sounds above the pouring
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rain were the jingle of their harness and the thunder of their
hooves as they passed through | eague after |eague of the
ni ght - dark grassl ands.

The grey hours cane, cold, wet and forbidding to show
them Ni ght beast carcasses strewn in rough battle order across
the tranpl ed grasses.

Eventine turned anxious eyes fromleft to right searching

for signs of |ife anobngst the N ghtbeasts. 'It | ooks as though
the path is still ours,' she whispered, necking an arrow on to
her bow, but the Border Runners snelt danger and their

hackl es rose. -;

Rockspray lifted quickly fromKyot's shoulder and flewin a
wide circle. 'Nigh/beasts!' he shrieked, stooping at a bl ack
shadow and plunging towards its hideous upturned face as the
monster rose to hurl its spear at Kyot.

Al'l about them Ni ghtbeasts leapt to their feet. Eventine and
Kyot | oosed their arrows, the Border Runners |eapt snarling:
at the Nightbeasts' throats while Tangl ecrown | owered hut
antlers and swi nging his head fromside to side he scythed a
pat h through the swarm ng beasts, cutting and tearing with
the glittering crystal tips that Fairday had woven into his'
antl ers.

"Follow nme,' Eventine shouted as Tangl ecrown surged
ahead.

Kyot dug his spurs in Sprint's sides to keep pace with that
Lord of Stags for now he could see the ford of Catterford | ess
than sixty strides ahead. Al around him N ghtbeasts were
scream ng and shouting, rising up to block out the breaking
dawn and fighting to block the gap Tangl ecrown had nade. ;,

Tangl ecrown reached the ford and halted. He lifted ho
head to the grey norning light, roared, turned and charge
agai n.

"Follow ne, faster!' Eventine called out as Sprint broke frog
fromthe mass of N ghtbeasts and foll owed Tangl ecrown in'
the ford. 'MWy father's Archers will not let the Nightbeasts

to the lawns of Catterford.'

Bright water sprayed up from Sprint's fleeing hooves,

bubbling and swirling over the stretcher, soaking Thane to

the skin. Roughly woken and terrified of the seething nmass of

Ni ght beasts | ess than a dozen strides behind himhe began to
shout, struggling frantically against the binding cord that held
himon to the stretcher. Wth a mghty bunp they left the

wat er and clinbed the steep slopes on to the | awns of

Clatterford. Brilliant peacocks surrounded the stretcher, fanning
out their plumage and turning a thousand eyes agai nst

the N ghtbeasts, and the | ast Thane saw of the battle was the

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferi...f%20Elundium%202%20-%20Palace%200f%20Kings.txt (198 of 227) [6/4/03 10:58:08 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jeff eri es¥%20-%20L oremasters%200f %20E| undi um%6202%20-%20Pal ace%200f %620K ings.txt

two huge Border Runners crouching side by side defending
the ford.

The stretcher had stopped. Kyot was at his side, cutting the

cords and helping himslowy to his feet. Before him in all its
dazzling beauty, rose the House of Catterford. Thane | ooked

up and gasped, catching his breath at the sheer beauty of the
sunlight trapped in a thousand interwoven patterns, from

bright white on the gables and roof tops to indigo and deep

purples where the walls rested their feet in the neat shadowcovered
| awns. Each brick and beam seened to be fashi oned

out of smooth crystal, transparent and yet solid, and they al
glowed in countless soft hues.

"It is beautiful, truly beautiful,' he whispered, stepping
dizzily forwards.

Fai rday stood on the glass steps, his sky-washed cl oak

shining out in the first rays of sunlight to break through the
rain clouds. 'Wlcone! Welcone!' he cried, descendi ng and
taking both of Thane's hands in his. 'You did not fail ne,
daughter,' he said quietly, sweeping his gentle eyes over
Thane's ragged cl othes and fever-wasted face. 'You found the
ones that all Elundiumwaits for.

Stunbl e snorted and | owered his head as Fairday ran his
hand t hrough his mane. 'You ran a hard road, hard enough to
wear this great-hearted horse into a shadow.'

Thane blinked and then held Fairday's eyes. 'W
chase the N ghtmare, Krulshards. | gave Stumble his
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freedom but he chose to stay with ne.'

Fai rday nodded, a smile touching the corners of his eyes as

he I ed the conpany into the house of Clatterford. 'You wll

stay with us |long enough to take neat and build up your

strength or | fear that road will be the death of you for that is
i ndeed a hard and desperate road to travel al one.

"He is not alone, Father,' Eventine cried, interrupting. 'We,
Kyot and 1, will travel into the darkness w th Thane.

Fairday frowned. 'No, child, hunting N ghtbeasts on the
edge of the norning is one thing, dangerous enough. But to
chase the N ghtmare, Krul shards!

' The Ni ghtmare has Elionbel and her nother, Martbel, as
prisoners. | shall ride with Thane, we are as brothers,' Kyot
said fiercely, taking Thane's hand.

"And we are | ove-matched, our bowstrings are intertw ned,’
whi spered Eventine, |ooking into Kyot's eyes.

" Enough! Enough!' cried Fairday, raising his hands for
silence. 'What would you do with the N ghtmare, Thane, if
you caught hi n?'

Thane shook his head. '|I know not, Lord. Nevian said that
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El i onbel and Martbel were tied to the Nightmare by his life
thread and if | was to hurt himthey would be strangled to
death.'

Fai rday placed a hand on Thane's shoul ders and | ooked;

deeply into his eyes. 'He will destroy you, Thane, through that
monent of weakness if you hesitate because of your |ove for

El i onbel . Remenber, whatever the price, if you cone face to
face with Krul shards you must drive the blade hard and quick
through the shadow malice into his rotten heart. Mre than
Elionbel's life is in the balance. You nust strive to win the
daylight for all El undium'

Thane pal ed; the marsh fever was making himfeel dizzier
with despair.

Fairday smiled and summoned two of his furnace nen tot
come forward. 'Did Nevian counsel you to let fate find a way;
to destroy the N ghtmare?
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Yes!' cried Thane, |ooking up at the two gl assmakers
carrying slender arrowfilled quivers in their hands. 'But | am
no Archer, ny Lord, | ama swordsnan!'’

Fai rday | aughed, drawi ng two polished arrows, one from
each quiver. 'They are spine-matched, Thane, for the two
greatest bows in Elundium Spine-matched to sing with one
voi ce as they cut through the air.

Eventine took one of the arrows fromher father and wet

the blade with her tongue. Spinning the arrow between her
fingers she filled the grand crystal hall with pure shafts of
scattered light.

Fairday smiled, taking the arrow from his daughter and

gently replaced both in the quivers. 'Legend foretold of a tine
when the great bows woul d sing together against the darkness.

| feared that nonment, knowing it would take ny

daughter into great danger but | cannot fight against fate.

Thus each norning since Kyot first entered ny house | have

stolen a little drop of sunlight and hot-forged it into the arrow
bl ades. "

"Stolen the sunlight? Thane whi spered, |looking in fear at
the grey goose arrow flights that stood just proud of the rins
of the quivers.

Fai rday | aughed, taking Thane's hand. 'As the sun rose,
fiery and powerful above the grasslands and cast its first ray
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across my polished anvil | hamered out the nolten gl ass,
smoothing it and folding it over the sunlight, trapping a tiny
point of light within the blade. They are rare indeed; forged a
nmoment too soon and the sun is too weak, a nonent too |ate

and the light has faded.'

Turning to Kyot and Eventine he warned themto use the

gl ass arrows only against the Nightmare. Turning back to
Thane he held himfor a nmonment, searching with his second
sight in the dark daylights yet to cone. 'Fate has arned
your conpanions with the Bows of Omand O atterford.

Fate will armyou with bright nmetal,' he said
quietly. "It will armyou with a sword fit for a King to use
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against the Nightmare. Cry out and the sword shall be yours.'
" Sword?' questioned Thane, |eaning forward.

But Fairday |aughed, clapping his hands for the servers to

| ead themto breakfast and di smissing Thane's question. 'Let

fate pull the threads that draw us all together, let fate keep you
safe on the way into the bl ackest night. Come, or breakfast

will turn into noonday food.'

Long after breakfast had been cl eared away and the house

of Catterford stood wapped in silence Thane took Kyot out
on to the rain-wet grass and wal ked beside him asking with
fear in his voice, 'Did Esteron reach Underfall?

Kyot stopped and turned towards Thane. 'He is with the

Heal er, Merion, at Wrld's End. He is sorely wounded but
safe fromthe N ghtbeasts. He linped slowy on to the
Causeway Field, with Miul cade battl e-perched on his withers,
putting our council to rout.

Thane smi |l ed, seeing again the proud arched neck and
hearing the thunder of his hooves. 'Esteron,' he whispered,
"Ch, how | need you now.'

Rockspray dug his talons into Kyot's shoul der and hoot ed.
Thane | ooked at the ow. '"Wuld you find themfor nme? he
asked in a whisper, stroking the ow's chest feathers. 'Wuld
you fly to Wrld' s End and tell themthat the N ghtmare has
El i onbel ?'

Rockspray spread his wi ngs and hooted just once nore

before lifting silently into the sun-bright sky and turning
towards the line of shadowy nountains that hid Wrld's End
fromtheir sight.

Thane and Kyot passed into the shadows of the tall yew

hedge that bordered the waters of Clatterford and | ooked
towards Wrld's End. 'We will travel as soon as Stunble is
strong enough to carry nme,' Thane murnured as he turned
towards the river bank. Laughing, he knelt and reached ou t

his hands to the dark shapes that sat silently paddling agai nst
the current. 'The grey swans will find the fastest road,' he
whi sper ed.
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Sliding down the bank into the water he gently stroked
Qusi ous' downy chest, feeling for the wound Krul shards had
made but all that he could find were the knot ends of
Stunbl e's mane that he had used to sew the edges of the
wound together. Easily he cut themw th his dagger and | et
themdrift with the current away beyond the | awns of
Clatterford.

"You nmust sleep,' Kyot insisted, kneeling on the edge of the
bank, beside Qusious. 'Sleep and rest and grow strong before
we journey to the City of N ght.'
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A
New Ni ght mar e

‘Mot her!' Elionbel cried, reaching out a steadying hand as
Mart bel stumbled on the steep nountain sl ope.

Mart bel sank on to her knees, both hands pressed agai nst
her stomach. '| cannot go on,' she wept, bending double with
the pain.

Krul shards felt the tug of the |ife thread and stopped and
turned, a snarl of inpatience on his skinless face. 'Hurry,
hurry!' he spat, with one eye watching the enpty sky for
danger. 'Get to your feet, Marcherwonman.'

"She is too weak to walk,' Elionbel shouted, her fists
clenched in anger, her lips trenmbling with hatred.

The Nightnare's seed had grown too quickly inside her
nmot her's belly, it had drained her strength as if sucking her
life away, withering her with each daylight that passed.

"Carry the Marcherwoman!' Krul shards ordered pulling
the hood of the malice over the top of his head against the
sunl i ght.

Kerzol de roughly slung Martbel across his shoul der and
savagel y pinched Elionbel's armwi th his one good cl aw.
"Move!' he screaned, prodding her forward after his
mast er .

A shadow sl ow y crossed the nountainside towards them

Krul shards saw it and scranbled for shelter in a rough
outcrop of rocks, pulling Elionbel after him Kerzolde and
Ker hunge fol |l owed, pushing Martbel into the shadows of an
over hang of boul ders.

278

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferi...f%20Elundium%202%20-%20Palace%200f%20Kings.txt (202 of 227) [6/4/03 10:58:08 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jeff eri es¥%20-%20L oremasters%200f %20E| undi um%6202%20-%20Pal ace%200f %620K ings.txt
ill

"Quiet,' hissed the Nightmare, clanping his fingers across
Elionbel's nouth. 'Quiet!’

Above them high in the cloudl ess sky, an oW flew towards
Wrld's End. Elionbel struggled against the Nightrmare's grip,

ki cking her feet wildly, sending the | ocose shale cascading in a
steady streaminto the depths bel ow.

Rockspray saw the rocks slide and circled and stooped | ow
over the outcrop of rocks. 'Nightnmare!' he shrieked, seeing
the edges of the malice where it overshadowed Elionbel's

cl oak.

Beating the thin nmountain air beneath his wi ngs he flew

away fromthe rocks into the bl eached weather-ruined branches
of a nmountain pine and sat frozen still, watching and
wai t i ng.

"OM s!' sneered Krul shards, pushing Elionbel back out into

the sunlight. 'Meddling blinkless birds!" he nuttered,

di smissing the oWl fromhis dark thoughts as he searched for
the secret ways back into the City of N ght, cursing

Thanehand and his warriors for blocking the Gates of Ni ght

and sealing themagainst him 'Follow' he snarled, tugging on
the life thread.

Rockspray sat unmovi ng throughout the |ong afternoon,

wat ching the Nightmare scale the steep slopes. He heard the
curses and brutal screans as each new path they found led to
a fal se ending.

"Blind fools!' the N ghtrmare shrieked, raising the | ash again
and again to beat his Captain.

"Master, the entrance is near. | can snell the pure dark air,’
Kerzol de cried, cowering backwards

Krul shards | ooked eagerly fromleft to right, his nose

al nrost touching the barren shale. He could also snell the

sul phurous funmes and knew that the journey's end was but a

pace away. 'There, it is there!l' he shouted, pulling on the life

thread, drawi ng Elionbel to him

@Qurgling with victory he pointed a bone black finger at a
narrow crack high up above their heads. 'There is the
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doorway. There is the doomslit of your tornent, Marcherwoman!'

El i onbel | ooked up at the sul phur-stained yell ow rocks that
rose in sheer columms on either side of a narrow crack and
shrank back. 'No!' she whispered, crouching beside her

not her.

Krul shards hooked his fingers into the weave of Elionbel's
cloak and lifted her roughly to her feet. 'You are |ost,
Mar cherwoman, these are the last monents of your daylight.
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Nobody shall see you vanish into the darkness. Thanehand
has not overtaken us on the road!’

El i onbel turned her head desperately searching the barren
shal e sl opes without hope. She cried out in desperation,
' Thane! Thane!'

The Ni ghtnmare | aughed, sneering with victory as he wound

the life thread between his fingers and dragged her up
through the narrow crack. Kerzolde and Kerhunge lifted and
pushed Martbel after their master but, in the |last glinpse of
dayl i ght before the darkness swall owed them Elionbel

t hought she saw an ow rise silently fromthe weat herbl eached
branches of a single pine tree that grew in the shadow of the
foul entrance.

"Tell Thane!' she called. 'Tell Thane!' but the darkness
muf fl ed her voice, deadening all hope, as Krul shards hurried
t hem f orwar d.

"Ni gh/shards!' he called, sunmoning the guardi ans of the
City of NNght. 'Conme to your master. Cone to ne!’

Far away in the depths Elionbel heard dry rattling footsteps
and screans of delight. Foul fumes blew all around them
choking bitter scents that nade Krul shards dance with

del i ght.

"Blind beasts,' he crowed licking at the cold black walls,
"your master has the Elionbel as a lure to trap Thanehand.
Soon he will cone, and with his death we will reopen the
Gates of Night and destroy the daylight of all Elundium'

Mart bel screamed, arching backwards in pain. '"Elton!' she
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cried, falling heavily on to her knees, 'it is beginning. Help
me! "’

Kerzol de bent, sniffing at Martbel's skirts and tugged at the
folds of Krulshards' nalice. 'Master, Master, the seed is
flowering!'

' Show e the seed!' Krul shards shouted, pushing aside the
first of the N ghtshards that had gathered around him

Ker hunge gripped Elionbel's wists and pull ed her away
fromMartbel as far as the Iife thread would all ow.

‘Mot her!' she cried, struggling hel pl essly against the
Ni ght beast's strong cl aws.

Krul shards took one giant stride and tore Marbel's skirts

into shreds. 'Were is the seed?' he hissed, crouching on his
haunches, staring without pity or shanme at her stretched

pul sating belly. Eagerly he dug his fingernails into the highest
poi nt of the done. '\Were is the seed?

' Soon, Master, soon,' soothed Kerzol de, easing the N ghtnmare'
s hand away and notioning four N ghtshards to hold the
woman down.
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"What shape will it be?" Krul shards whi spered, watching
Martbel's belly contort as she fought against the claws that held
her .

' The shape of a man, Master,' Kerzol de began to say, but

he stopped, pointing excitedly with his broken claw at a snal
bl ood- soaked split that had begun to open in the angle
between Martbel's legs. 'It has begun, Master!

Martbel lifted her head, her eyes glazed with pain and

pushed. Wth all her strength she pushed, trying to force the
foul burden out. '"Help me, help ne, Elion!' she screaned,
grinding her teeth as the Nightrmare's seed cl awed at her
i nsides. Far away she heard Elionbel call out in the darkness.

" Renenber your promse!' Martbel shouted through the
blinding pain. 'For all Elundiums sake, kill it!’

Gunting with the effort, she pushed agai n and again unti
suddenly her stomach split, and through the blinding pain she
saw a face, leering and bl ood-wet, through the broken birth
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asack. 'No!' she screaned, thrashing her head from side to side,
fighting hel plessly against the claws that held her, but the

Ni ght mare was al nost born. Freeing first one | ongfingered hand
then the other, tearing savagely at the edges of the birth sack, it
emerged. Lifting its head it cried out, shrill and piercing in the
darkness. Krul shards | eapt backwards and the Mihtshards

gathered in a tight circle and trenbl ed. Stepping forwards

Krul shards carefully lifted the baby free, holding it up as far as
the birth cord would allow. He stared at it, turning it this way
and t hat.

Looki ng down he frowned. 'How can this seed be as
powerful as ne? The life thread traps it to the Marcherwonman!

"No, Master, it is the way of the people of El undiunm once the
seed is born the thread nust be severed before it withers away.'

Bendi ng, Kerzolde took the birth cord in his teeth and

quickly bit through it. Standing up and wiping a trickle of blood
fromhis chin, he sniled at the baby. 'You nust name him

Master. He is your heir to the darkness.

Krul shards | eered as the Ni ghtshards crowded around himin
the darkness and lifted the baby above his head. 'Kruel! | nane
you Kruel, Master of N ghtmares, Lord of the Night!

Kruel turned his head and stared at his father and nade: ~:

soft gurgling noises. Kerhunge, in awe of the birth, eased his
grip on Elionbel and, forgetting her, stepped closer to see hiss
Master's seed. Elionbel saw her chance, and silently slipping a
hand underneath her skirts drew out the narrow bl aded: dagger
she had | ong kept hidden. Wthout a nonent's hesitation she

| unged forward, the dagger held firmly in both a, hands.

Krul shards saw the flickering netal and snatched they baby into
the folds of the malice. Kruel turned his winkled: infant head
and screaned, high-pitched and piercing, as the] folds of the
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The nountain trenbled, the floor buckled, rippling beneath
their feet. Krul shards, holding the baby tight
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it..

agai nst his chest, reached out with his other hand and snapped
El i onbel ' s dagger, melting the bright nmetal between his
fingertips. 'There is a new power in the darkness,' he cried,
forcing Elionbel down on to her knees. 'A new power that shal
have all Elundiumas his own.'

Lifting the baby out of the malice he held himabove his head
and shouted out his name, 'Kruel! Kruelr You shall be the Lord
of Dar kness!'

Kruel waved his tiny arns, flexed his long fingers and

gurgled with delight, turning his head slowy towards Elionbel

He fell silent and stared at her through ice-cold pale eyes, then
openi ng his nouth he screaned, sending a trenor deep through

the City of Night, naking the tall colums of sul phurous rock
that marked the secret entrance sway backwards and forwards.

Kruel screaned again, |ouder and nmore piercing, pointing at

El i onbel with his long fingernails and the colums of rocks
shattered, cascadi ng down over the | oose yellow shale into the
dark val |l eys bel ow.

"A new power in the darkness!' |aughed Krul shards, turning
towards the long dark road that led up into the City of N ght.

"Bring the Marcherwonen to the high chanber,’ he ordered,
cuddl i ng the baby, touching the bright pink winkled skin on
its face.

"Cently, Master, babies are very fragile and break easily.

Krul shards turned his head, dead | ocks of |ank hair fanning
out across the malice. 'The power! Did you feel the power when
he screaned!"

'Yes, Master,' answered Kerzol de touching the baby's arm
' Enough power to nove this nountain.'

Krul shards frowned, |ooking down at the tiny baby. 'How do

we feed so snmall a nmouth?

"Master,' Kerzol de whi spered, pointing back at Martbel where

she | ay unconsci ous and bl oody across Kerhunge's shoul ders,

"the baby nmust feed fromhis nother, drinking her - life force, unti
he is big enough to eat.'
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" Then guard himcl osely when he is with the Marcherwoman,
and keep himwel |l clear of Elionbel,' Krulshards
or der ed.
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'Yes, Master,' whispered Kerzolde, running to keep pace
with the Nightmare as he hurried towards his high chanbers

~ 284

The Pal ace of Kings

Thunderstone felt the first earth trenor as it tore at the walls
of Underfall and he ran as quickly as he could up the w nding
stairs to the lanp gallery. Behind himthe stairway crunbl ed,
collapsing in a crash of blinding stone dust. Breathl essly he
steadied the lanmp, holding it with both hands as the wooden
mounti ng rocked backwards and forwards. Twice he tried to

reach inside and catch hold of the last jewel fromthe cl oak of
jewels that he had laid so carefully beside the wick to reflect
light into the darkness, but the jewel skidded on the snooth
pol i shed surface of the glass, cutting a small deep groove as it
evaded his grasp. The fortress of Underfall settled and grew
still. Thunderstone stretched out his hand inside the | anp but
just as his fingers were closing on the jewel another trenor
fiercely shook the fortress and tipped the lanp violently
towards him The jewel scratched across the glass and caught

in the groove it had cut beside the wick, fusing in a blinding
flash of white light into the gl ass.

Thunder st one gingerly touched the edge of the jewel and
cried out with pain as he licked at his burned fingertips.
"Magic! Pure magic!' he nuttered, shielding his eyes against
the shaft of brilliant white Iight that had begun fl oodi ng
through the jewel and out across the shadowy Causeway

Fi el d.

Fol I owi ng the shaft of light to the wild edge of Mantern's
Forest Thunderstone cried out, reaching for his horse-tai
sword. 'Lord of Lords!' he shouted, stunbling and sliding
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adown the ruined stairway. 'Geatest of Kings!' he |aughed,
runni ng through the naze of inner courtyards, throw ng door
after door open wide. 'The greatest Granite King, King Holbian,
has returned to Underfall!

Thunder stone called out to the servants and undergroons,
crying with joy. He threw the bolts on the outer doors and
rolled them wi de open across the cobbl es.

Rockspray flew low, close to the Causeway, shrieking a
warning to the Keeper of Wrld' s End as he entered the fortress
but Thunderstone nerely |aughed, pointing down at the weary
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columm of city folk flanked by the N ghthorses of Underfall, the
wi | d Warhorses and t he packs of Border Runners. At the head

of the colum rode King Hol bian, aglitter in the steelsilver coat.
Errant was at his side riding Dawnrise and besi de hi m anot her
warrior sat on a dark rough-coated pony.

"Lord, greatest of Kings,' Thunderstone cried, falling on to
his knees in the centre of the Causeway and offering up the hilt
of the horse-tail sword

Ki ng Hol bi an rei ned Beacon Light to a halt before the Keeper

of Wrld's End and stiny disnmounted. Snmiling he reached down

and t ook Thunderstone's hands into his own and pulled himto

his feet. 'Rise, true friend,' he laughed. 'R se and be easy at ny
si de."'

Thunder stone | ooked up into the naze of fine cracks that
covered the King's face and frowned with concern. 'lord,' he
whi spered, stepping forward.

Ki ng Hol bi an | aughed, slowy ungloving his hands. '| have

grown brittle, Thunderstone, old and brittle fromthe rub of tine.'
The King | ooked past the Keeper's shoul der, sweeping; his gaze
across the sheer granite-grey wails of Underfall. 'I have cone
hone, dear friend,' he whispered. 'Hone to the Pal ace of Kings.

Beyond the great doors hoof beats echoed in the inner;
courtyards thundering across the cobbles. '"Wwo in all

El undi un?' Thunderstone cried, spinning round lust intinme to
see' >
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Esteron gallop out into the sunlight, a broken halter chain
dangling fromhis head collar, his nane streaming in the w nd.

Mul cade and Rockspray stooped on to Thunderstone's

shoul ders and together, with quick beaks and tal ons, they took
Thane's summer scarf from beneath the Keeper's cloak and

rising up, the scarf spread out between them they flew towards
Mantern's Mountain. 'The banner of light!' shouted the King,
pointing with his sword after the vanishing ows. 'That is the
standard; the sumer scarf that Angis told ne about.

Angi s saw the ow s carrying her scarf, broke away fromthe
columm of city folk and knelt upon the short grass of the
Causeway Field. 'Thane! Take care,' she called, tw sting her
shawl between her fingers

Ki ng Hol bi an turned, shading his eyes against the sunlight
and followed the flight of the owWs. "It is indeed a roya
standard, for it is made fromthe rag ends of the great banners
in the Towers of Ganite. See how it sparkles in the daylight.'

Turni ng back the King faced Esteron who had halted a pace
away. Sm ling, he reached out a hand towards the horse he had
given to- Thane to carry himto Wrld's End. 'Wo woul d have
t hought that we would be standing here in the shadow of the
Pal ace of Kings on the threshold of a new El undi un? There are
great deeds in the nmaking, | can feel it in nmy ancient bones.
Were | young again | would vault upon your back, Esteron,

and follow the ows, but I am burdened with old age and | will
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have to follow as best as | can. Tell Thanehand, tell himthat
the King will followwith all haste. Tell himthat | amhere at the
Pal ace of Kings."'

Est eron nei ghed, pawed at the Causeway road and reared up,
thrashing the air with his hooves, before junping the shadowfill ed
dyke and gal |l oping after the ow s.

Ki ng Hol bi an stood for a nonent watching Esteron gall op
away before he turned to Thunderstone. 'The Granite City is no

nmore. The Chancellors are dead, and these,' here the
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Ki ng paused, pointing at the dusty columm of travellers, 'are al
that are left of the people of the city.'

Thunder st one cl apped his hands, calling every server and
underling out of the fortress on to the Causeway, ordering them
to find a bed and food for each of the people of the city.
Kneeling before the King he offered himthe suite of roons just
bel ow the lanp gallery, saying, 'They |ook over Wrld' s End,

my Lord, and they glorify each sunset.

But Hol bi an shook his head. 'No,' he answered quietly,

pointing into the darkened courtyards. 'Wen | enter the Pal ace
of Kings it will be to take my place anbng the other Ganite

Ki ngs who sleep within the bones of the mountain and | cannot

do that while the Nightmare lives. No, | shall set ny pavilion on
the Causeway Field and prepare to enter the City of N ght and
stand agai nst Krul shards.'

Turning towards the I ong colum of city folk he called

Breaknmaster to come to him placing Beacon Light's reins into

his hand. 'Let her rest with a full belly of corn, but in the grey
hours before norning ready her for battle, ready her for ny ride
into the Gty of Night.'

The steep nountain stank of death as it towered over them

Thoron reined Equestrius to a halt as the first earth trenor

shook the ground. He had carried the heavy sword that

Durondel | had forged far across El undi um while Eagle OM had

wai ted patiently on his shoulder, waiting for the call to carry the
sword to a new King. He | ooked up the steep side of the shal estrewn
vall ey they were about to enter. 'This is a dangerous

pl ace,' he called out to the long colum of Gallopers that waited
behi nd him

Far above the sunlight touched the nountainside burning

fiercely on two tall colums of sul phur-yell ow rocks. Eagle OM
tensed, spreading his w ngs. Equestrius backed a pace, snorting
fiercely. Thoron | ocosed the hilt of the sword and edged it out of
the sheath. 'Now may be the noment!' he said; resting his hand
briefly on the ow's tal ons.

in.
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Sonewher e above them a piercing cry broke the silence,

tearing through the columms of yellow rock, shattering them
into a thousand pi eces. 'Back! Retreat!' Thoron shouted agai nst
the thunder of the rockslide as shale stones rained down into
the narrow vall ey, creating a cloud of stinging dust. Equestrius
turned and gal |l oped clear of the rock slide. Thoron felt a tug at
his belt and when he | ooked down he saw that his sword had

gone. Shading his eyes he | ooked up across the nountain's

barren sl opes and saw the flash of sunlight on bright netal as
Eagle OM | aboured to lift the blade high up into the thin
mountain air.

"Ki ngspeed, great bird of war!' he shouted lifting his hand to
wave farewell. 'Kingspeed!"
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A Door Crack into Darkness

Stunbl e and Sprint galloped hard throughout the norning to
keep pace with Tangl ecrown and together they reached the
edges of the grasslands before the sun had dropped towards
Wrld' s End. Two daylights they had rested and waited for
Stunble to recover while Thane inpatiently paced the | awns.
On the third daylight the swans had taken to the air and they
had quickly followed themfor fear of |osing their path.

"This | ooks a barren place,' Thane shouted as they passed
into the shadows of the wld nmountains that marched away
beyond the edge of sight in a ragged |line before them

"It is desolate and bleak,' Eventine called out, '"but it is not
barren. WId flowers grow agai nst the shale and pine trees
cling to the higher slopes and there are secret | akes and

heat her nmeadows where the grassland people graze the

nmount ai n deer .’

Thane sl owed Stunble to a wal k and began to pick his way
across the first steep shale slope. The horse skidded, sinking: u
in the shale as it noved beneath his feet and tw ce he al npbst

fell on to his knees. Thane di smount ed.

"It will take us for ever to cross these nountains,' he cried,
scranbling over the | oose shale, pulling Stunble along by the
reins.

Kyot and Eventine di smounted and began slow y crossing.

the sl opes, Qgi on swooped | ow over their-heads, his shadow
raci ng across the uneven shale. Opening his beak he sang ins
silence of the way to Mantem s Mountain and the City of:
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Night. 'Follow Follow' he sang, fumng into a narrow vall ey
a hundred paces beyond where Thane struggl ed on the sl ope.
Reaching a small bluff of dark rock Thane cl anbered into the
floor of the valley and found finmer nobss-covered ground that
|l ed up towards a high saddl e of rocks. The nobss felt danp

and in places it covered pools of stagnant water. 'There is a
hi dden stream' he whispered to Stunble before fuming to
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wave to Kyot and Eventine, beckoning themforward. 'Follow
the grey swans,' he shouted, 'they will show us the best road.'

Dar kness had fallen before they reached the saddl e of
rocks and climnbed up over them using a narrow gully
fashioned in the shape of a giant's staircase.

'Legends say that the Granite Kings built these nountains,’
Eventi ne whi spered, testing each dark shadow before she
clinmbed up through it. "whey built it with their bare hands in
battle with the Nightmare,' she added

Thane clinbed up the last step and stood on the highest
poi nt of the saddle, |ooking out across a wide |ake of still black
wat er .

"Mantern's Mountain!' he whispered fearfully, pointing at

the huge dark shape that rose sheer and terrible on the far
side of the lake, blotting out the canopy of stars, casting a
bl ack shadow across the water. Kyot noved silently to his side
and stared up at the black nountain. Somewhere near the

summit a rock slide began, turning froma hollowrattle of
sharp shale into the thunderous roar of falling rocks that

pl unged down into the | ake, sending ripples far out across its
surf ace.

' The nost dangerous place in all Elundium' Kyot gasped,
st eppi ng back a pace and taking Eventine's hand.

Thane turned his head and smiled softly at his two

| ove-mat ched friends. 'Take nothing you treasure or woul d

fear to lose,' he whispered, pulling his half-cloak tight against
the col d ni ght w nd.

Kyot squeezed Eventine's hand and knelt beside
Thane 'We treasure each nonment we are together, we
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anust wal k into the darkness as one.'

Thane gripped Kyot's hand, his eyes wet with tears. 'No,

Kyot, stay here and wait for ne. It is enough to lose Elionbel to
the Nightmare, but to | ose you and for you to risk |osing
Eventine . '

Kyot shook his head gently, resting his hands on Thane's
shoul ders. 'We are as brothers, Thane. | would not |eave your
side, not if all the Ni ghtbeasts of El undium were before us.

"To face Krul shards will be far worse,' Thane cried, shaking
hinself free. 'Don't you understand? To destroy the Ni ghtnare
must destroy Elionbel, | can see no other way. Fate has driven

me along this path and | nust travel it to the bitter end, but it
woul d be a great confort to me in the: darkness to know t hat

you are both here beneath the canopy of stars, walking free in

soft sumrer sunlight. And if | fail you nust gather every

warrior, Marcher, Galloper and Archer in a | ast desperate attenpt
to save the sunlight for | think that if Krulshards kills ne he wll
come to claimE undium That will be the nmonent when the great

Bows of Omand C atterford should sing together.'
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Eventine knelt before Thane, holding his gaze with her gentle
clear eyes. '~ate has arned us to walk with you,' she whispered,
"you cannot turn away fromthe twi sts of fate.

Thane blinked and | ooked away. Qusious, the Queen of
Swans, had waded ashore and stood silently beside him
Reachi ng out a hand he caressed her soft, downy neck. 'Prom se

me,' he whispered, |ooking back into Eventine's eyes. 'Prom se
me that Elionbel will not suffer, that if | cannot cut the
Ni ghtmare's life thread you will end her pain.

Eventine reached back into her quiver and took out a gl asshl aded
arrow. 'l prom se,' she whispered, kissing the blade and
handing it to Thane.

He lifted it and pressed it against his forehead, feeling the
hot sunlight trapped in the blade. Kyot also drew an arrow and
pl edged his kiss upon the blade that Elionbel would fee

no pain as the N ghtnmare died.
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Thane stood up, tears stream ng down his face, and lightly
touched both the gl ass arrow bl ades against his |ips before he
gave them back. 'You have eased ny heart and freed nme to
destroy the Nightmare,' he whispered, turning away to hide his
grief and wal k al one al ong the dark edge of the | ake.

Kyot rose to follow him but Eventine gripped his hand,
stopping him 'He is with her now, wal king in happi er days.
Leave himw th his sweet menories.

Thane, unable to rest, had saddled Stunble in the grey hours

and waited inpatiently until the light grew strong enough for
the swans to rise fromthe lake and find theman entrance to the
City of Night. Ogion and Qusious paddled to the water's edge

and bent their necks in salute, singing in haunted whi spers of
the dark nountainside that | oomed before them and of the |ove
that Thane had for Elionbel. Thane knelt on the bank, putting
hi s head between them and t hanked them for all they had done

to lead himthis far through the wildness of El undi um

"Al'l Elundiumshall be yours to fly freely in, and any | ake
that you choose shall be called Swanwater. | know the King
will pledge it to you if | can destroy the N ghtmare.'

Qusi ous rubbed her beak against his cheek and sang

El i onbel ' s nane just once before she turned away and beat a
path across the still water, rising up into the new norning's
light. Ogion stayed a nmonent, his glittering eyes | ooking
deeply into Thane's. Blinking, he touched the hilt of the dagger
with his beak, turned and foll owed Qusious out across the | ake.

Kyot tested the string of his bow and nounted Sprint.
Eventine smled and sprang lightly on to Tangl ecrown's back,
but Thane stood awhile, watching the swans di p and swoop
across the bl eak mountai nside, searching out the road.

"There, there is the path,' Eventine cried, urging Tangl ecr own
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forward to where the swans were circling above a tall ridge of
shal e that had its beginnings in the shall ow waters of
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the | ake. Tangl ecrown was a Lord of Stags and sure-footed in
the mountain crags. He roared a warning and | ed the way,
pi cking a route through the treacherous shifting shale.

Kyot followed a little way behind, a glass-tipped arrow
ready on the string. Stunble found the pace too fast on the
steep ridge, slipping and sliding with every footfall. Thane
di smount ed, | eading the horse, and foll owed as quickly as he
could. Twice during the long ascent he turned back, thinking
he saw a novenent far below in the dark shadowy valleys
Breat hl essly he caught up with Kyot and showed him

poi nti ng downwards. Kyot followed Thane's arm shading his
eyes agai nst the noonday glare reflected on the sl ate-grey
shal e.

'They are horsenen, | think!' he said. 'Mrchers and
Gal | opers spread out in a great crescent around the base of
this black nmountain. It must be Tonmbel or Thoron. Nevian

pl edged themto hunt the N ghtbeasts clear across El undium'

Eventine had halted just above them where the ridge

curved away from the nountai nside. She | aughed softly,
sweeping the end of her bowin a wide sem-circle. 'A

El undi um has gathered to watch our battle with the N ghtnare
I can see the roofs of Underfall far away to the right and
the glass spires of Clatterford far away to the left. The
enbl em of the oW in blue and gold is everywhere betweent hem
spread in a great line that noves towards us.'

"But how many of them have the courage to follow us into
the darkness?' Thane asked. Turning back to face the

mount ai n he began to clinb again.

Qusi ous swooped past him flying straight at the nountainside.
At the last nonment she turned away, her bright orange

beak opening and cl osi ng noi sel essly. Again and again, in
great danger from N ghtbeasts' spear thrusts, the swans flew
close to a narrow crack in the mountain wall, showi ng where
day turned into night.

"I see it, that dark split just above us. That is the beginning
of night,' Thane shouted to the circling swans, waving him
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hand in thanks as they glided down towards the still black
water of the |lake at the foot of the nobuntain.

"l can see the beginnings of the darkness,' he whispered to

hi nsel f, touching the silver finger bow that Eventine had

gi ven back to himbefore he left Catterford. Carefully he

placed it in the pocket closest to his heart before he | oosed the
dagger fromhis belt and noved forward

Burnt footprints spoilt the opening but the dark crack in the
mount ai n stood enpty and beckoni ng. Any N ghtbeast watchers
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guarding the entrance had retreated, hurrying, Thane
guessed, to the high chanbers to tell Krulshards that he had
found the secret way into the City of Night. Taking deep
breaths he turned and searched the bl ue-doned sky. Fate was
to armhim But how?
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abDayl i ght and Darkness

Eveni ng Star passed through the | ast tangle of ancient trees in
the eaves of Mantern's Forest and trotted on to the Causeway
Field. Away in the distance the fortress of Underfall rose sheer
and powerful in the sunlight.

The Causeway road before the giant doors was thronged

with a long colum of travellers; lines of horsenen and

beauti ful Warhorses were passing through the dykes to fill the
Causeway Field. WIIlow shaded his eyes and saw

Thunder st one kneel before a tall age-bent figure wearing a
glittering coat.

"Nevi an?' he whispered, turning Evening Star towards the
fortress. Star hesitated, pricked her ears and snorted fiercely.
Wl ow | eaned forward and picked up the faint sound o f
gal | opi ng hoof beat s.

"Esteron!' he cried, seeing the Warhorse burst through the
darkened entrance and pause before the figure in the glittering
coat before gall oping out across the Causeway Field. 'Look,
Star, the owWw s are carrying the standard bel ongi ng to Thane.
They will lead us to him- quickly, follow, follow Esteron.'

Eveni ng Star arched her neck, neighed and turned away from
Underfall, following Esteron up into the thick pine forest that
covered the | ower slopes of Mantern's Muuntain. H gh above

the dark trees the standard carried in the ows' talons glittered
and sparkled in the sunlight, flashing as a beacon to the weary
crescent of Marchers and Gal |l opers,
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hard on the heels of the remmants of the N ghtbeast arny.
"Thane is before us!' Thoron shouted, reining Equestrius to a
halt and pointing up at the ows as they turned and fl ew over
the steep pine forest that grew on the shoul ders of the
nmount ai n.

' The standard of the sun!' Tonbel cried, pointing with the
bl ade of his Marching sword. 'Follow the standard!

Turning to his son, Rubel, he |owered his voice and

whi spered, 'We stand on the skirts of Mantern's Mountai n;
above us is the Gty of Night. Elionbel and Martbel are now
beyond our power to save them'

' Curse Thanehand!' Rubel spat, clenching his gloved fists.

"No, no!' Tonbel shouted. 'Follow the standard and |l et no
foul Ni ghtbeast enter the Gty of Night. If Thane is on the
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Ni ghtmare's heels then we nust do all we can to help him
Nevi an foretold it.'

Rubel hesitated, his face white with anger. 'First he takes ny
sister's heart, then Mdther falls beneath the Nightnmare's
shadow and ny brother, Arbel, is at best a prisoner of the

Ni ght beasts. Base Candl ebrat!' he shouted, '|I curse himand all
candl ecurs that nmeddle in magic and cling to the magician's
skirts. Thanehand is the root of this Nightnmare's hate; w thout
hi s meddl i ng none of this would have happened.’

Rubel stuttered in rage agai nst Thane, naking hinself dizzy

and |ight headed. Tonbel stared at his son, the blood draining
fromhis face, the tips of his fingers tingling with anger. 'Fool!'
he hi ssed, snatching Rubel's Marching sword out of his hands.

" You shout base Chancellor's words; ignorant words built on

fal se pride.’

Turning the sword and holding it with both hands he

brought it firmy down across his knee, snapping the blade in
two. 'You are no son of nmine to judge another man by his
station, be he base or high born. Thane did not choose to bring
t hese tragedi es upon our house; fate runs himon a harder road
than ours. Now go fromny sight and seek true wi sdom Seek

out the Master of Magic
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and beg himto show you the nmeasure of Thanehand. Go!'

Rubel stepped back a pace and, bending, he gathered up

the two pieces of the sword. 'I cursed Thanehand for bringing
the Nightmare to our house and the curse shall stay until

Mot her and Elionbel are safe hone. | will not help him save
with anot her curse.’

W thout another word Rubel left the crescent of Marchers,
turning his back on Mantern's Muntain and the shadowy

line of N ghtbeasts that ran before themtowards the Gates of
Ni ght. Tonbel watched hi mwal k away and took a step to,

foll ow, then stopped.

"Nevi an,' he whispered, blinking back his tears, 'forgive
Rubel his anger, forgive ny son his hatred, show himas you
showed nme how to judge.'

Si ghi ng, Tonbel noved into his place in the crescent and,
heavy- hearted, he led the Marchers up out of the heather
meadows into the cool pine forest that covered Mantern's
towering shoul ders. Far away to the right where the pine trees
thinned and the steep shal e sl opes began he saw Thoron

marshal ling the Gallopers and swept his sword in a glittering ;
arc in the sunlight. Seeing Tonbel, Thoron halted and waved

hi s hand, pointing up towards the sumnmt.

"Run, Marchers, run,' he shouted, urging Equestrius forward.
Tonbel shaded his eyes and thought for a nonent that

he saw a flash of sunlight on bright nmetal somewhere near the
sunmit, sonmewhere near the high plateau. 'Run, Marchers,"

he shout ed.

Wl ow and Evening Star had cantered clear of the pine trees
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and slowed to a trot as they passed through the heather
meadows. Soon they woul d breast the edge of the high

pl ateau and the ruined Gates of N ght. Before them clear to
see, were Esteron's hoofprints, pressed deep into the heather
Wl ow shifted the stone searcher, resting the butt end on his
foot, holding it upright as he would a spear. There was no
sign of the ows but to the left and right Warhorses and
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Border Runners broke free of the pine trees and entered the
heat her neadows, forming into fast-noving |ines behind

them Star whinni ed and nei ghed, |engthening her stride as
the steep slope levelled. Cantering easily she reached the high
pl ateau and halted. Before themrose the three grassy nounds
of battle dead fromthe battle before the Gates of N ght, and
each nmound was covered with a mghty stoop of ows; stil

they sat, unblinking, waiting and watching the ruined gates.
Rockspray and Mil cade were perched on the small grassy

mound of Amarch and Silverwi ng, the sumrer scarf stil

hooked into their tal ons.

"Can you lead nme to Thane?' WIllow called out as Star
trotted towards the burial nmounds. 'Nevian forewarned ne to
meet Thane here before he entered the City of Night.

Rockspray turned his head and hooted in shrill notes,
telling how the N ghtnmare had taken Elionbel and Martbe
into the darkness. 'Thane is on his heels,' he shrieked,
ducki ng his head backwards and forwards.

Evening Star quickly passed on all the owW's news to
Wl low, snorting and nei ghing, striking her hoof upon the
ground.

'The Gates of Night are closed and ruined, beyond ny skil

to open! If Thane has foll owed the N ghtnmare by another

path how shall we find it, where shall we find it on all this dark
nmount ai n?

Mul cade hooted softly, tilting his head and | ooki ng upwards
at a shadow that slowy passed over the high plateau

‘"I's that Eagle OM ?' WI I ow whi spered, crinkling his eyelids
against the sun's glare as a shaft of light reflected froma bl ade
held in the ow's talons. 'He is searching the nountainside, he

is looking for a way into the Gty of Night!" WIlow cried,

urging Evening Star forward, sending the stoops of ows up

noi sel essly to darken the sun. 'Look in every crack and hol e,

turn over every boul der and | oose stone. W nust find a way

into the City of N ght!

Behind him with the noise of thunder, the dense crescent
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of Warhorses noved across the plateau, the Border Runners
fanned out, noses to the ground, sniffing for any trace of the

Ni ghtmare's prints. Hi gher and hi gher Evening Star scranbl ed
anongst the rough boul ders and slippery shale. WII ow
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di smount ed, spun the stone searcher in his hand and began

the I ong task of searching under every stone and rock. Behind
hi s shoul der the sun slowy sank out of sight, casting a bl ood
red shadow over the roofs of Underfall far bel ow.

"W nust search on,' he cried. 'By silver moonlight or the
glow of a mllion stars we nust find a way.'

Ki ng Hol bi an shivered, drawing the steelsilver coat tightly

against the chill night air and | ooked up at the black nmountain
that filled the sky. 'Breakmaster,' he called softly, turning his
head.

‘"Lord, | am here.'

Hol bi an smil ed, gripping Breakmaster's arm 'The new sun
will see the last of the Granite Kings. | amat the end of mny
road.’

"No, no, ny Lord!' Breaknmaster cried, falling on to his
knees. 'l will be first into battle. | will protect you.'

Ki ng Hol bian sniled softly and took the horseman's hand.
"There will be no nore battles for ne, dear friend, nor work

for Arachatt to hide the cracks or plaster over the truth. | am
turning into stone; cold brittle granite. Here, feel it in ny
fingertips.'

Si ghing the King turned away fromthe black nountain. 'l
had hoped to ride with the nmorning sunlight into the darkness
of the City of Night but it is beyond ne, gone for ever.

"Lord . . .' Breakmaster began to interrupt, but the King
bid himbe silent.

"It is ny place as the King to stand at Thane's side just as,
in the darkest hours of the siege |lock on the Granite City you
stood faithful and firmbeside ne, a true friend agai nst
despair. My heart is strong and does not falter; it is the body
that cannot scale the mountain. Judge nme not as a coward.'
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Breakmast er blinked back his tears and bent his head to
kiss the King's hand, and he felt the cold touch of stone
against his lips. 'Lord, you have the courage of the wild
War hor ses and stand head and shoul ders above us all agai nst
the N ght beasts3

"Wth the first light of the new sun saddl e Beacon Light,'

the King continued in a hushed whisper. 'Spread the steelsilver
coat across her back and help ne up into the saddle. Be

near me as the day wears on and see that | sit as a King, tal
and proud, upon the Causeway Field. Let none know that ny

body weakens; | nust be a King to the last breath. Errant shal
draw the Nighthorses into a wide battle crescent behind us

and Thunderstone shall stand at ny right hand, his horse-tai
sword driven point deep into the turf. The city folk will form
the second sweep of the crescent with Angis before them for
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they nust witness the Nightrmare's end and the new begi nni ngs
of Elundium'

Ki ng Hol bi an si ghed, leaning wearily on the horseman's
arm 'What of G ey Goose and the mason, ny Lord; where
shall they wait out the new daylight?

Hol bi an | aughed, a flicker of warnmth flooding through his
fingertips. 'Were else, Breakmaster, but in their rightfu
pl ace, beside their King at the centre of the battle crescent?

"It shall be done, Lord,' the horseman whispered, rising to
search out Errant, G ey Goose and Thunderstone, the

Keeper of World's End, and marshal them for the new
dayl i ght.

"Wait!' Hol bian cried, clinging on to Breakmaster's hand.

"If fate turns against us and Krul shards brings his darkest

N ght mares down on to the Causeway Field the battle

crescent nust stand against himand we as its centre nust

|l ead the way into battle, and be the first to face Krul shards!

‘"Here you have led us, Lord, to win the daylight and here
we shall stand, glad to be at your side, singing aloud the nane
of the greatest Granite King.'

Hol bi an si ghed and eased his grip on Breaknaster's hand.
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"Stand with nme awhile, dear friend, and renenber how we
hel ped himstart, a nmere boy, thrust forward by fate.

"Who, Lord?' asked the horsenman, drawi ng his eyebrows
into a frown.

Ki ng Hol bi an | aughed quietly. 'Once your life hung in the
bal ance, waiting for the noonday bell to strike while he lay at
the feet of the untameabl e horse. Have you forgotten.?

' Thanehand!' Breakmaster cried, turning to | ook at the
King. 'Thoron's grandson, Thane?

Hol bi an nodded and turned back towards the dark shape of
Mant ern' s Munt ai n.

"Now we wait once nmore, only this tinme all of El undium

waits with us. His nane is on every warrior's lips and the
sparkling standard that the ow s took from Thunderstone is

the scarf that he took fromhis nother's pocket before he left
the Granite City. The boy we hel ped al ong the road has

grown in strength and purpose, Breakmaster, and hol ds al

our fates in his sword arm | knewit, or half guessed it a |long
time ago. | amsure that he is the one that will make old

| egends cone to life.

'Legends, Lord? What | egends do we wait for upon the
Causeway?'

King Hol bian sniled and in little nore than a whisper
repeat ed what he coul d renenber of Nevian's words from
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|l ong ago. 'And he shall set his standard and it shall |ight the
shadowy Causeway Field and it will be the sign of the new
El undium the sign of our new King!'

"Lord! You are ny King, young in heart, strong and brave
enough. You have | ed the people through their blackest
despair.’

"No! | cannot clinb to the high plateau. 1| amtoo old to face
the N ghtmare but any man who can wal k in the darkness and
destroy Krul shards, he shall be the new King, and you nust

treat himso, with full honour, for he will have stepped where
no other would or could and saved the daylight for all to
share."'
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Breakmaster sadly shook his head. "But | will |ose you,

Lord, and | could never serve another.

"I't may be hard, dear friend, and in nmenmory of me you will
give all of that |ove to whoever wal ks free of the darkness.

Pl edge yourself now, for he will need.someone to trust in the
daylights to come. Someone strong who will watch the

shadows without flinching and soneone honest who takes
nothing for hinmself. Pledge it and ease ny troubl ed heart, for
it is no easy matter to hand over a kingdom Pledge it and
lighten nmy |ast daylight.

Breakmaster reluctantly knelt and, kissing the hilt of his
sword, offered it to the King. Teardrops glistened, reflecting
the starlight on the smoboth fluted handl e of the sword.

"It is done!' said the King, passing the sword back into
Breaknmaster's hand and helping himto his feet. 'The new

ki ngdom of Elundiumis lucky to have such a friend. Go now
and ready the battle crescent for the greatest daylight of the
Granite Kings. Go, before the grey hours touch the sky!
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A Sword ir' the Sunlight

"Where is Thanel and?' Krul shards hi ssed, cracking the
twel ve-tailed whip inpatiently at Kerhunge's head.

"Master,' Kerhunge cried, ducking under the flailing whip
tails, '"the foul Galloperspawn waits at the doorcrack; he

wat ches the sky and | ooks out across the w |l dness of El undium
towards the w de crescent of Marchers and Gal | opers

that have ringed our beautiful city.'

Krul shards sneered, pulling at the life thread, and rattling
the chains that bound Elionbel fromthe domed roof of the
chanmber. ' Marchers are gathering, Mrcherwonen, but they
cannot help you. Gallopers are riding on the | ower slopes, but
they are all afraid of the dark. Even the brave Gal | oper spawn,
Thanehand, hesitates; perhaps he is also afraid!’

Laughing, the Nightmare lifted Kruel above his head,
hol ding himeasily in his bone black fingers, taunting Elionbe
with the baby, just beyond her reach. 'Wen the Gall oper-

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jefferi...f%20Elundium%202%20-%20Palace%200f%20Kings.txt (219 of 227) [6/4/03 10:58:08 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Mike%20Jefferies/Mike%20Jeff eri es¥%20-%20L oremasters%200f %20E| undi um%6202%20-%20Pal ace%200f %620K ings.txt

spawn is dead all Elundium shall be yours!' Chuckling he
tossed the baby high into the darkness.

"Master!' Kerhunge whi spered, touching the edge of they
malice, 'the foul Galloperspawn is not alone; the Archer with
the Great Bow of Omand the | ady who rides the crystal-

ti pped stag are with him"' ].

Krul shards caught the baby and quickly hid it in the folds
of his malice. 'Do they fear the dark, Captainbeast? he

hi ssed, picking at the |oose strips of grey flesh that hung
bel ow his cheekbone. '"WII| they enter the darkness?
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D T

‘"Master, they wait, statue still, watching the sky.'

"Wait!' shrieked the Nightmare, raising the twelve-tail ed
whip. 'l will teach themto wait!

Wth both hands on the twi sted bl ack handl e he brought

the whip down across Elionbel's back, cutting through the

fabric of her cloak and bodice. Twelve iron whip tails tore into
her skin, making her scream out, sending an echo of her pain
rippling through the City of N ght.

Krul shards raised the whip again, hesitated and tossed it
aside. '"One cry is enough fromny lure, that will draw
Thanehand to us!’

Turning to Kerzol de he grasped himby his iron collar and
pulled himinto the nalice. Secretly he drew the baby out of
the folds of his cloak and kissed him dribbling black bubbling
spittle across the top of his head.

"I cannot risk Kruel, he is not strong enough to defend the
darkness or enjoy ny revenge, you shall be the guardian of ny
seed,' he said, pushing the baby, Kruel, through the narrow
openi ng in Kerzol de's arnmoured jerkin.

"I f Thanehand comes too close to me or the Archer
threatens ny life, kill both the Marcherwonen and escape
with it. Take it far away into a darker place and nake it
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strong; feed it on dark neats and carrion flesh for it is the new
Power of Darkness that will blacken all El undium'

"Master, | hear footsteps,' Kerhunge cried, tugging at the
hens of the malice. 'Thanehand and the two foll owers have
entered the City of Night.

El i onbel heard Thane's distant footsteps and shook her

mot her' s shoul der urgently, desperately trying to wake her
fromthe dark dreans she had sunk into. But the N ghtmare
birth and the greedy feeding of the infant as he sat astride
Martbel's belly had al nost drained her life away. Warily she
munbl ed, hal f openi ng her eyes.

‘Mot her! Mbther! Thane has come to rescue us!' Elionbe
shouted fiercely, slapping Martbel's sunken cheeks. ' Mt her
wake up!’

305
aKrul shards | aughed, pulling Elionbel away behind the folds
of his malice.

Beyond t he door crack, numed by the darkness, Thane
heard the single tortured scream and took a giant stride
towards the nountain wall

"Elionbel!" he cried, clenching his enpty hands.

Turni ng, he once agai n searched the dawn-bright sky.: 'Fate
has abandoned me,' he whi spered, his face drawn into tight lines
of despair. 'l cannot wait any longer for a sword to use agai nst

Krul shards. | will go with nothing in nmy hands other than the
dagger bl ade that Ducl os gave ne on the | awns of
G | der sl eeves. '

"You have the great Bows of Orn and Clatterford and the
crystal -tipped arrows forged with the Iight of the sun,' Eventine
said, quietly necking her pledge arrow on to the string.

"No! You are both pledged to end Elionbel's tornment; do not
weaken mny purpose. There is no room for doubt or a second
arrow strike if | amto charge straight at the Nightrmare. In ny
monent of despair let ne hear the sweet nusic of your bows

and know that you have ended Elion's pain.'

Silently Eventine and Kyot |ocked hands with Thane, the
two pl edged arrow shafts and the bl ade of the dagger
touching. "It will be done,' Kyot whispered as they wal ked
towards the bl ack door crack.

Eventi ne paused besi de Tangl ecrown, putting her hand into
the centre of his antlers, touching the velvet-soft crown. 'Quard
the entrance, watch over the daylight until we return.’

Stunbl e and Sprint reared, neighing, while Tangl ecr own

lifted his glittering antlers towards the rising sun and roared
out a challenge at the dark shadows in the valley bel ow. Kyot
trenbl ed and cried out as the darkness swal |l owed hi mup but
Eventine reached out her hand and conforted himin the dark
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' Renmenber the dark chanber at Catterford; reach out and
touch the darkness and put your fear behind you.
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Thane wal ked two paces ahead, his |eft hand outstretched
agai nst the rough rock wall. Before themthe stench of
Krul shards grew stronger and stronger, filling the dark road.

' Thanehand!' taunted a cruel voice, whispering them
forward. 'Come to me, Thanehand, and see how the Elionbe
dangles on ny life thread, chained in ny high chanmber!’

Thane swal |l owed his fear, shutting his ears to the

Ni ghtmare' s taunts and forged ahead. Twice during the |ong
morning clinmb up through the darkness Eventine called out,
beggi ng Thane to ease the pace. 'Kyot has no sight in the dark;
he stunmbles and trips with each footstep.'

Thane halted and waited, taking Kyot's hand into his own to
help himforward. 'l ama burden w thout Rockspray's sharp
eyes at ny shoul der,' Kyot nuttered, gritting his teeth against
the darkness. 'A usel ess blundering blind man who sl ows you

up. '

Thane squeezed Kyot's hand. 'Only a true friend woul d have
the courage to step into the darkness and | |ove you for it.

Kyot stunbled on in silence, his bow arm | ocked through
Eventine's, his arrow hand gri ppi ng Thane's sl eeve.

The walls on either side of themsuddenly fell away, the dark
road had reached a vast | ow doned chanber. Thane stopped,
choking on the rotten stench

' Thanehand!' shrieked a voi ce.
"Nigh/stealer!' sneered anot her.

"Wl conme, wel cone, Thanehand,' whi spered Krul shards,
rai sing his bone black fingers for silence, and shaking the
chai ns that bound Elionbel's wists.

Thane took a step forward and saw that the chanber walls

were lined with N ghtshards; huge shadowy figures that dryrattled
as they turned their blind faces towards him 1In the

centre of the the chanber Krul shards waited beside two | ong

| oops of chain. The folds of his nalice and the outer edges of
the hens had been spread in the shape of a black fan, each tuck
and twi st cleverly piled on top of the next. Beside
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athe Ni ghtmare on either side crouched his Captainbeasts,
Kerzol de and Kerhunge. Kerzol de spat Thane's nanme on to the

dusty floor, leaving a trickle of bubbling spittle dribbling down
his scaly chin.

Krul shards | aughed, his skinless face bloated with victory.

' Thanehand,' he hissed, slowy drawi ng aside the hem of his.
malice to reveal Elionbel. 'Here is your Elionbel, the lure that
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brought you into the darkness,' he shrieked with delight,
grasping her wist and pulling her forwards, tripping her on the
bl ack folds of the nmalice.

' Thane! Thane!' she began to shout, stunmbling on to her
knees, fighting with both hands to stop the glistening life
thread from choki ng her.

Krul shards snarl ed, sweeping the other hemof the malice

asi de and ki cking Martbel out on to the dusty floor. Thane
reached for the dagger but froze as Elionbel screaned, her face
bl ackened and distorted by the choking thread. The N ghtmare

| aughed.

" Touch ne, Thanehand, or even nove one little finger and
the thread tightens!’

Looki ng past Thane the Ni ghtnmare froze Eventine and Kyot

with a hateful stare. 'I will take your arrows, foul Archers, pluck
them fromthe bows, before you ease your fingers on the
strings.'

Thrusting both wonen asi de Krul shards strode across the

chamber towards Thane. 'You are m ne, Gall operspawn!' he

shout ed, throwi ng his head back and cackling with delight, but
he stopped, rooted with doubt, his mouth hanging silently

open, his bone black fingers pointing up into the domed roof.
"What is that?' he hissed, releasing the Archers fromhis hatefu
stare, and they both bent their bows, the grey goose flight

feat hers touching their cheeks.

"Wait!' cried Eventine. 'Look at the glass arrow bl ades; they
are beginning to glow. There nust be daylight here in the Gty
of Night.'

Thane nade a grab for the dagger but stopped, | ooking up
308

into the done above his head to see what had nmade Krul shards
hesitate in his nonent of victory. A fine trickle of stone dust
was falling, he could hear a grating sound in the roof. A sharp
metal point, twisting and turning, suddenly broke through the

bl ack rock; a pinpoint of |ight flooded through the darkness,
burning a bright white light on to the glass-tipped arrow bl ades.

' Thane,' a faint voice shouted from sonewhere above the

dome. The trickle of dust and pebbles becane a torrent as the
chanmber roof collapsed in a thunderous shower of rocks.
Sunlight flooded the high chanber, casting |ong shadows
across the dusty floor.

Krul shards screaned, shrinking back into the malice away
fromthe light, grabbing with his fingers for the shadowy hood.
Twi sting his head he saw his own shadow spread out across

the floor and junped backwards away fromit. The life thread
glittered in the sunlight as it closed around Elionbel's throat.

"Almat the life thread,' Eventine cried and in that instance
Kyot knew the w sdom of Fairday's words and, clear-eyed he

ainmed at the spider-thin and glittering thread. Both bows sang
together, loosing their blazing glass-tipped spines across the
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chamber.

Thane | ooked up past the shadowy malice up through the

col l apsi ng roof and saw the sky edged with stoops of ow s,
proud Warhouses and fierce Border Runners. \Wave after wave

of them | eapt down into the chanmber, neighing and growling, as
they fell upon the Nightshards. Ml cade and Rockspray

st ooped through the ragged hole, the sumer scarf stretched
taut in their talons, its sparkling light driving back the shadows.
Thane | aughed and pointed out into the sunlight where high
above the mountainside a nighty ow hovered, shadow ng the

sun as he searched, follow ng the Warhorses towards a bl ack
dust-filled hole.

'"Eagle OM!' Thane shouted, seeing the flash of bright netal
inthe owm's talons. 'Fairday foretold that you would
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cone to nme but | doubted his wisdom Come to ne quickly
for I have great need of the blade you carry!’

"Tread on the Nightrmare's shadow' WIlow cried out as he
struggled to free hinmself fromthe pile of roof rubble that had
col | apsed and brought himdown into the chanber.

Thane hesitated, turning to search for Wllow s voice as
Eagle OM plunged to earth.

"Step on his shadow and freeze hi m before he vani shes

anongst the Nightshards! Quickly, quickly!" WIIow urged,
rising to his feet, his stone searcher ready to plunge into the
near est N ghtshard.

Eagle OM burst into the chanber, delivering the sword
into Thane's outstretched hand.

El i onbel choked as the life thread burned a bl ack mark

around her throat, she heard the arrows sing and shut her

eyes as the glass blades cut into the Iife thread, exploding in
one flash of white light. Briefly the thread tightened, the
severed ends thrashing and wiggling as it w thered away.
Reaching up Elionbel tore at it, digging her broken fingernails
into the slippery skinless sinews.

"Mdther!' she screaned, kicking out at the Ni ghtbeast,
Kerzol de, as he bent over Martbel, stabbing at her with his
cruel curved dagger.

Ker zol de jumped away beyond the full stretch of her chains
and fled. Cdutching the baby, Kruel, secretly inside his
armoured jerkin he dodged away anongst the Ni ghtshards

and vani shed into a dark hole at the far end of the i-.
chanmber. Elionbel rose, shouting a curse, to foll ow

but Kerhunge rushed past her, knocking her down next to
Mar t bel .

"Mother!' Elionbel cried, gathering her up into her arns,

"oh Mother, Mther!' she wept, rocking her backwards and
f orwar ds
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Mart bel slowy opened her eyes, searching blindly in the
shafts of sunlight. 'Daughter,' she whispered, her lips hardly
novi ng.
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"I am here,' Elionbel answered, weaving their fingers
t oget her.

"Hide ny shane, child, bury all know edge of the bastard
beast. Promise ne that you will take it fromthe folds of the
mal i ce. Prom se ne.'

El i onbel bent |low, tears of despair and | ove coursing down
her cheeks. 'None will ever know of it, Mdther.'

"Not even Thane. Pronise nme, child.'
El i onbel nodded, biting her lips.

Mart bel sighed, a trickle of blood escaping fromthe corner
of her nout h.

"Kill it, Elionbel, | beg you. Kill it before all Elundiumis
cursed with its eternal darkness.'

El i onbel blinked away her tears and dabbed away at the
bl ood on her mother's lips. 'l swear that | will kill it," she
whi sper ed.

Martbel smiled, her eyes growing pale and distant. 'Tell
your father that | love him Tell him.. .'

Mart bel sl unped forwards, her head sinking into the crook

of Elionbel's arm For |ong nonents she knelt hol ding her
nmot her, whi spering her pronise, deaf and blind to the battle
that raged all about her as the Warhorses and the savage
Border Runners fought anobngst the Nightshards and the

Ni ght beasts that flooded into the chamber. Kyot and Eventine
moved as one through the chanber follow ng Krul shards,

felling every blind beast he tried to reach. The centre of the
chanmber was littered with dead N ghtshards. Krul shards ran
anongst them trying to | ose his shadow, but always Thane

was a pace behind himand whi chever way he turned the

Archers were destroying his N ghtshards, crunpling their
shadows to nothing. There was nowhere left to hide.

Turning, he lunged with two bl ack bl ades he had drawn
frombeneath the malice. Slashing with hatred he cursed at
Thanehand.

"Here, Nightmare, here,' cried Thane, ducking under
Krul shards' thrust. Gadually he had been noving into the
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mai n shah of sunlight away from where Elionbel was chained,
drawi ng the Nightmare towards a tall colum of stone that
rose towards the broken roof. Mvenent on the edge of his
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si ght made hi m | ook quickly back

"Elionbel!" he cried with joy to see her safe and ali ve,
huddl ed on the chanber floor with Martbel in her arns.
Laughi ng, he | ooked back into Krul shards' eyes. Now there
was no lure, nothing to trap himand divide his purpose. Now
he coul d destroy the N ghtnmare.

Krul shards stepped backwards, into the bright ray of

sunlight, stunbling with fear, and turned to flee but the
severing of his life thread had weakened hi m and Thane

qui ckly overtook him treading firmly on his shadow, freezing
himto the floor.

"I know your weakness, Nightnmare!' he cried, raising his
swor d.

"NO NO' Krul shards screanmed, dropping both bl ack

bl ades and throwi ng his hands across his face to shut out-the
light. The N ghtshards and the Ni ghtbeasts in the chanber
hesitated at their master's scream turning hel pl essly towards
hi m

Thane | unged forward, both hands gripping the hilt of the

sword Eagle OM had delivered and drove it against the folds

of the malice. Bright sparks danced al ong the bl ade, spraying
up in stinging fountains of hot nmetal as the shadowy fabric
shredded into ri bbons. Deeper and deeper the bl ade sank,
melting the armourer's newforged steel, buckling and splitting
it away fromthe long splinter of black N ghtrmare stee

forged into its centre

Krul shards felt the point of the sword cut into his flesh and
| ashed out, tearing desperately at Thane's face, hooking his
bone bl ack fingers around his neck

' Thanehand!' he screamed, tightening his grip.

Thane choked, stunbling on to his knees, gasping for
br eat h.

"Nightmare!' he gurgled, throwing his wei ght against the
312
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sword, feeling it slice through the Nightmare's | ayers of rotten
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flesh until it pierced into his black heart. Krul shards' fingers
twitched and trenbl ed, his head jerked backwards and the

rui ned bl ade tore through the back of the nmalice and struck

the tall colum, shearing into the black marble, fusing with

t he rock.

Thane took his hands off the hilt of the sword and reached

for the dagger in one hand, and with the other he snatched a
handful of the N ghtmare's dead | ocks and slashed with the
dagger at Krul shards' throat, cutting through |ayer after |ayer
of the rotten flesh. Sparks burned his hands and bl ack bl ood
spl ashed on to his face but he was blind to the terror that
fought at himand deaf to the screams of defeat as Krul shards
withed against the sword. One last mghty slash and he tore
the Nightmare's head away from his shoul ders, threw it high

up into the shaft of sunlight and watched it tumble slowy back
on to the chanber fl oor.

"Die, foul Nightmare and rid El undi um of your darkness,"
Thane cried, rising fromhis knees and tearing Krul shards
I'ifeless bone black fingers fromhis throat.

An eerie silence filled the chanber. Everywhere Ni ghtbeasts
and Ni ghtshards |lay dead or dying in the shafts of the
morni ng sunlight. It was over. The shadows were lifting.
Krul shards was no nore

El i onbel 's chai ns snapped as the N ghtrmare died and she

ran to Thane's side and began searching frantically between

the folds of the malice, crying with despair. She sank on to her
knees, clutching at the | ast shadow threads and tore them
apart.

Thane knelt beside her, pushing the ruined nalice aside.
"Elion!"he whispered, gathering her into his arns and gently
lifting her chin with his hand. 'The Nightrmare is dead, we are
forever free of his darkness!

El i onbel | ooked away towards the dark hol e where Kerzol de
had escaped and a shadow crossed her face, haunting
her eyes. 'No, Thane,' she whispered, slowy shaking her
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head. 'This is only the beginning of the real N ghts

darkness that will cover all El undium"
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