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The History of the Aeithar
The Internal Wars
Chapter One
I can only watch.
You have no idea how horrifying the sense of sight can be. I can only pray to whatever Gods may have survived that you never find out.
To be able to see everything, yet do nothing. That is the curse of the Flux.
The irony is, I'm only stranded here because I believed. I believed all of it. Every lie. Every half truth. The propaganda. The religious indoctrination. I drank it all down, like sweet water in the desert.
But now I can see it. The truth. The real History of the Aeithar.
We were never innocent. There was never a paradise. Yes, we accomplished much. Yes, we rose to greatness. But not through peace. Not through cooperation, or harmony, as the Prelates taught. Only through war.
Even the final great Holy War, the war that destroyed us all and flung me to this Gods-forsaken Hell. Even that we brought upon ourselves.
All our great achievements. All our discoveries and breakthroughs. All came at the height of war. Always and forever, from the very beginning...
Baeinar was bored. The problem of leadership, he decided, was the innate need of people to be led. The moment one person stands up and says 'I'm in charge!', everyone else sits down, and says 'Tell us what to do.'
Not that he didn't enjoy telling people what to do. Far from it. He'd just expected to be doing it more in person, and less by proxy.
In short, he hadn't expected to find himself sitting at the head of a Council.
Council, he snorted derisively to himself, bunch of quavery-voiced old men with nothing else to do, more like it. It had been loosely formed, with no forethought or planning. People had simply fallen into the habit, if they needed something saying, of grabbing the nearest old dodderer, telling them, and prodding them in his direction. From there it had accreted into this collection of representatives, and gained some sort of formal standing, and now they met almost daily in Baeinar's long, hall-like hut, usually to argue loud enough to scare the birds from the thatch.
From his position at the head, Baeinar scanned around the long table at the six other men leaning on its rough planks, three to a side.
Immediately to his left was Caenor, probably the oldest dodderer in the town. No-one could be certain, past a certain point the years all just blurred together, but even the other elders couldn't remember him as ever being young. No doubt that's how he had earned his seat, everyone had known him all their lives, and he was genial enough that people could talk openly to him.
Next to him was Keen. Not a genial man, he was here to represent the farmers, who felt that his rather blunt approach and loud voice would make it easier to sway people to their side. Unfortunately, his lack of subtlety and nuance tended to have the opposite effect. Baeinar occasionally wondered if someone should mention that to the farmers, but suspected they would keep Keen as their representative anyway. While he was in here moaning at the Council, he wasn't out there moaning at the farmers.
Next around the table was Tavin, an ancient cattle herder. The town had few cattle, its people preferring to hunt for game rather than spend their lives raising them. A handful of cows and goats, mostly used for milk, and a small flock of moth-eaten sheep, for wool, was about all they could boast. Still, those few felt they deserved a voice, and so Tavin had his seat. The ever-present odour of dung that clung to him made sure it was the one nearest the door, and furthest from Baeinar.
Sorn was seated opposite him, a clothier. That was a relatively new profession in Maendar, the town over which the Council held sway, and was at least partly responsible for the Council forming in the first place. Not too long ago, the people hunted their own food, built their own homes, and made their own clothes, and the town was nothing more than a collection of family groups, huddled together for mutual protection. Recently, though, the people had started to realise that some were better at certain tasks than others, and so had begun trading off doing tasks for each other. This had led to the need for agreements and arbitration, and thus to the forming of the Council. The making of clothes had been one of those tasks.
The sixth seat belonged to Gaern, the smith. THE smith. Although he was actively teaching others the art, he was currently the only one that truly understood the intricacies of metal, and so his work was in high demand. Which farmers got the tools he made, and which got those made by the apprentices, was a frequent hot topic, and Baeinar had set Gaern opposite Keen for just that reason. Gaern was a large, thoughtful man, who would hammer away at a thought in his mind before dipping it into the conversation, making him the philosophical opposite to Keen as well.
The seventh and final seat belonged to Murek, the thatcher. The last two dozen years had been good to the town, and seen the number of births rise considerably. As a result, the town had grown quite rapidly, and the need for new housing had risen with it. This had given birth to the building trade, and Murek represented a reasonable number of people, with a variety of skills, from the woodsmen who supplied the original material, and the wattlemakers who mixed the bindings, to the builders who put it all together, and the thatchers like himself that added the sheltering layer on top of the walls. All told, Murek spoke for almost a hundred men, nearly one in ten of the men in the town.
Murek was speaking now, his thin, liver-spotted hands pressed together, the finger tips just resting against his chin, his nails nestling in his neat white beard like weaver birds in the thatch he worked. 'Wood is becoming harder to supply,' he wheezed, which only served to draw more attention to the slight petulant whine behind his words. 'All the trees near to the town have long since been felled, and now the men are having to work the forest surrounding Shalin. Putting aside for now the distances involved, I need hardly remind you that the Shalinar do not take such encroachment lightly, and my men have been driven off on more than one occasion.'
There were mutters of assent from the rest of the table. The Shalinar had been noticeably more aggressive of late.
'Game is becoming scarcer too,' put in Caenor, drawing a scowl from Murek for the interruption. Even though what was left of his hair was white, and his voice shook with age, Caenor still held himself straight and proud, with no sign of the stoop that marred most even close to his years. His hearing remained keen, and although his eyes were now rheumy, they still held quite a penetrating glare when he turned them on someone. He cleared his throat, and continued.
'As the trees are cleared back, so the game retreats too, deeper and deeper into the Shalin forest. As often as not these days, the hunting parties are returning empty handed, having encountered Shalinar instead of stag.'
'My point entirely,' said Murek, slamming his hand on the table and trying to take back control of the conversation. 'We are putting in more risk, for less reward. At the same time, the farmers and cattle herders are benefiting from the land my men have cleared. Already crops are being planted there, and animals grazed. My men should receive more of the milk and grain, as is only fair!'
'Bollocks!' barked Keen, pushing himself upright and leaning towards Murek. His wrinkled face was reddening, and his heavily calloused hands were starting to clench and unclench rhythmically. The rest of the Council sat back, and mentally prepared themselves for the forthcoming rant. He might now be bowed, his shoulders rounded and his legs weak, but the years had done nothing to Keen's lungs or vocal cords, and the one thing he could still be relied on for was volume.
'That land you cleared is worth less than you think,' he began, voice already rising. 'The trees were all that kept the life in the soil. Without them, it quickly crumbles and dulls. Crops planted there give poor returns, and cattle grazed there give little milk. We used it because we must, not because it suits us!'
The last two words were practically screamed, and while the rest of the Council let their ears recover, Keen sat back down, panting from the exertion. Quiet filled the hut for several seconds, as was usual after Keen had spoken. The Council seemed to be subconsciously trying to balance the overall volume of the meeting. With a slow clearing of his throat, Gaern broke the silence.
'Is there no better land to be had, then?' he asked, in his usual quiet, deep rumble. The only member of the Council, other than Baeinar, still to be in his prime, Gaern was an imposing figure. Tall and broad to begin with, the countless hours spent working bellows and hammer had added an impressive musculature to his already impressive frame. It was not his physique, however, but his mind that held sway over the rest of the table. He had a unique talent for seeing straight to the heart of the matter.
Having posed the key question, Gaern again fell silent, sitting motionless in his chair, as if he had eternity to wait for the answer. He might as well have been one of the mountains that surrounded the land, content to simply watch from on high, unaffected by the petty squabbles of the tiny people in his shadow.
'Of course there are better lands!' Keen replied, hackles rising at the perceived insult to his knowledge. 'But they are claimed by Daenor, and fiercely defended. There the grain grows high and full, not stunted as ours is, planted in poor soil bereft of life!'
'Their cattle give more milk, as well,' added Tavin, speaking for the first time in the meeting. He fell silent again, as all eyes turned to him, looking for all the world like a rabbit frozen by the gaze of a fox. The illusion was further enforced by the shaking in his hands and head, making him seem nervous and jittery. Only his nose spoiled the effect, being strong and hawk-like. It looked so out of place, it could draw the listener's attention away from his words, which tended to be spoken weakly, as if he was unsure he had the right to say them.
'Their grass is better,' he offered, after swallowing down the sudden lump in his throat. 'We would see the same, with such grass.'
That speech used up the last of his courage, and he looked back down at the table top, waiting for someone else to pick up where he left off.
Sorn decided it was his turn. 'The wool is becoming as poor as the milk,' he said, moving the topic round to his particular sphere of interest. He was well dressed, his well-fitting clothes standing out from the rougher working man's attire many of the Council still wore. The recent discovery that some herbs and powders could hold their dyes in the wool even after washing also made him the most colourful. It was a vanity drawn partly out of necessity, as he was otherwise a very boring and unremarkable man to look at. He face was bland, his hair dull, and his size quite average. Now, finally, he stood out from the crowd.
'It was not meant as scorn,' he continued, holding up a placating hand in Tavin's direction, knowing without looking that the eyes were already turning watery in that sad face with its misplaced nose. 'Simply a statement of fact. The sheep are providing less wool, so we are able to provide fewer clothes.'
'And those you do provide, go for a far larger share of the grain than they did!' Once again, Keen had found a point of contention. 'We share our grain with all the people, only for them to give most of it to you!'
'That is hardly an accurate assessment,' returned Sorn, an indulgent smile on his lips. 'We accept any form of trade, be it grain, milk, meat, or fish. If people wish to offer us more, for warm clothes and blankets to see them through the cold winter, we are hardly going to turn them away.'
'Fish!', said Caenor, suddenly and loudly, surprising the rest of the Council into silence and interrupting the imminent argument. He'd had his eyes closed for the past few minutes, and everyone had assumed he'd fallen asleep again.
'When did any of us last see a fish?' he asked, opening his eyes now and looking at each face in turn. 'The river has been empty for weeks. And we all know why!'
He paused for effect, waiting until each man had nodded his understanding, before continuing and stating what they all knew anyway. 'Cirraen has netted the exit from the lake, stopping the fish upriver. They feast on fat trout and carp, while we listen to our bellies rumble.'
'With better lands, the lands of Daenor, we could grow more crops, and have no need of fish!' Keen countered, determined that his should be the main point. Murek had other ideas though. 'Shalin is our main problem, they keep us from wood and meat!'
Baeinar let the arguments wash over him. The main points had now been spoken, and all that was left was the endless debate. These days, it all eventually boiled down to the other towns.
There was not enough room, that was the simple fact at the heart of the problem. The Aeithar had outgrown Aeithan.
It was the mountains, of course, that set the limit. Sheer, craggy and impassable, they ringed all of Aeithan, defining the boundaries implacably, and telling the Aeithar in no uncertain terms 'This is all the land you have.'
People had tried to scale them, naturally. Some willingly, others under duress. Baeinar himself had sent three men the previous summer. The one that had returned brought back the same message as each of the few before him: the rest are dead, and we are trapped here. Contained, like sheep in the pen.
Once, that had seemed a trivial matter. The elders still told tales, told to them by their elders, and no doubt to those by theirs, of the times before towns. Before farms, and huts, and Councils, when the Aeithar numbered few and the land was bountiful. People lived where they pleased, hunted and fished where they pleased, lived as they pleased. But the Aeithar had begun to grow.
A few short generations, and no longer could a man hunt for days without encountering another man. All he had to do was look to either side of him. Family dwellings, previously apart, began to clump together, and the clumps amalgamated into villages.
Now, with no warning, the land was suddenly no longer bountiful. It was limited, and the Aeithar many.
Still the Aeithar continued to grow, and the villages consolidated and expanded into towns. Those towns needed more and more of the dwindling resources available, and competition for them was growing. Now Aeithan was no longer simply limited, but insufficient. 
Four towns had formed, when all the villages had been swallowed, or abandoned for safety in numbers.
Maendar was Baeinar's town, the town he now led, aided or hindered by the Council. It had formed in the south-western area of Aeithan. Back then, one area was much as any other, and there had seemed no reason to think the choice mattered. If anything, the relative thinness of the forests and firmness of the ground had seemed ideal, making settlement a simple matter. Now, when it was too late, they knew better. The trees had been thin and the ground firm because the soil was poor and lifeless. The Maendaren were barely scratching a living, and being forced further and further afield for vital supplies.
This was not a problem shared by Daenor. Growing across the fertile lands of the north east, Daenor was the largest of the towns, and the furthest from Maendar. The mountains behind Daenor, while still towering into the heavens, were the lowest by far of the ranges, and always the winds came over them, drawing with them the clouds and the rains. Thus did Daenor always get the first of the rains, fat, rich drops full of life, and even the rains that fell early in the mountains reached them, fed down and through the lands by the myriad streams. In Daenor, the crops grew tall, and the cattle grew fat, and the Daenorae grew ever more numerous.
As they left Daenor, the winds swirled and split, dividing the clouds and driving half to Shalin in the south east, and half to Cirraen in the north west. There they unloaded the remainder of their cargo, before being herded back inwards by the climbing peaks, until finally being pushed high and near empty over Maendar. The waters left by then were thin and weak, and brought little to the already impotent fields.
Shalin was of a size with Maendar, but in style was the most different of the towns. It was nestled deep in the only true forest remaining in Aeithan, which provided both the defence and the sustenance. The Shalinar raised neither crops nor cattle, instead hunting for meat and digging for wild tubers. Their dwellings were communal, built in small clearings deep in the forest, with many families sharing a single, elongated hut. They considered the forest to be their sole and rightful property, and used only that little wood which they needed, maintaining the natural balance upon which they depended. But those forests were now being eroded by Maendar and Daenor, for land as well as lumber, and the Shalinar were becoming ever more relentless in their defiance of encroachment.
The fourth and smallest of the towns, Cirraen was built on an island in the centre of a large lake that filled most of the north west of Aeithan. Fed both by the rains blown in from Daenor and springs buried deep in the mountains to the west, Lake Cirraen was deep and clear, and abundant with fish. Thus it provided Cirraen with both defence and sustenance, as the forests did for Shalin. Few non-Cirraen could swim, and the only other way onto the island was over a thin and easily defended bridge, which was now used mostly to access the crop fields that had sprung up around the lake shore in recent years, as the lands on the island filled with homes. Small though it was, Cirraen was still expanding like the other towns, as evidenced by the gradual appearance of homes built over the lake's edge itself, on poles sunk into the firm lake bed, and even now around the outer lake shore, between and around the fields.
Yes, Maendar had certainly drawn the short straw on location, lacking any of the natural advantages that blessed the other towns, but still, Baeinar mused, his town had some advantages and blessings denied to all the others: his people, and his leadership.
In the two decades before his leadership, Baeinar remembered, Maendar had been little more than a shanty town. Crude huts, dotted randomly, with no thought to access or sanitation. More rats than people, and even wolves would come scavenging through the piles of refuse, if the winter had been hard. What it had been like before then he could not say for sure, not from personal experience at least, but most agreed that conditions had been getting worse, and if things had not changed then Maendar would have died under its own filth, and rats, and disease.
In the two decades of his leadership so far, however, things had changed, and changed almost beyond recognition. It had been hard, at first, to make the people follow his commands, but he had wrested the leadership by force, and had had no qualms maintaining it the same way. As the people came to appreciate the rewards of their labour, so they came to more readily accept the labour itself.
Gone were the hovels, and their chaotic placements. Now his people lived in huts, well constructed, and arranged in rows, the earth between them filled with stones and packed hard to form pathways proof enough against the torpid rain to only need minor repairs each spring. Initially, families helped each other, working on each hut in turn until the row was complete, but since the rise of the trades, any new huts needed were built by Murek's builders.
The land cleared by the felling was carefully marshalled. The richer land, if it could be called such, had been given over to crops or grazing. The stoniest, poorest lands had been used for housing. Mostly this had meant that the farmlands grew north and east, towards Daenor and Shalin, while the town had grown south and west, towards the mountains.
Gone too were the piles of refuse, and with them the rats and wolves. The pits dug for wattle were refilled with waste, and closed over again with the original top layer of soil. Any family caught dumping their waste in the street, or worse in the river, were firmly punished. By siting the wattle pits to the south west, the winds from the north east blew the lingering odours of decay away from the homes.
Freed from the burden of the town's waste, the river had eventually started to run clear again, providing water that could be drunk, and even the fish had returned, until Cirraen had netted the outflow from the lake. Hardly a major watercourse, it barely even qualified for the epithet 'river', but combined with the barrels used to catch rainwater it provided enough.
Yes, life was hard in Maendar, but at least it was clean. His leadership had seen to that, and in return he had demanded little enough: a leader's hut, large and central in the town, which now doubled as the Council hall as needed; first choice of the meats returned by the hunters, he was particularly partial to stag's liver; and, of course, women to entertain him.
He was not greedy about it, only one or two a week, and rarely the same ones twice in a season, or even in a year. There were plenty enough to go around, after all, over a thousand at the last count, more now than the men, just. How many of the seemingly endless supply of children running and screaming and giggling through the town were his he had no idea, but they were running and screaming and giggling though a clean town, and that, as far as he was concerned, was the end of any parental responsibilities he might have.
Baeinar was dragged back to the present from his happy reverie by the sudden realisation that the hall had fallen silent, and all eyes had turned to him. Clearly the arguments had run their course, and now a decision was expected.
He sighed heavily.
'Murek,' he said, singling out the thatcher first, as the last one he could recall speaking, 'kindly summarise your thoughts for me. Our needs, and any possible solutions.'
Murek cleared his throat, puffing with self importance at being given the lead. 'Our needs are simple. Wood, and food. We can do without neither. The solution is equally simple. Shalin has both, so we take from them. My woodsmen could join with the hunters, and perhaps others not immediately needed elsewhere, and have the numbers to stand against the Shalinar attacks. Of course, I still hold that we should receive a larger share of the grain, for the increased risk that such an endeavour would...'
'Enough,' roared Baeinar, raising his hands with his voice, and cutting the abashed Murek off mid-flow. 'All I want now are the options, the time for debate has passed.'
He scanned the table again.
'Keen,' he called, deciding he might as well get the loud, grating voice over and done with early. 'What do you say?'
Predictably enough, Keen launched into a loud and tangential opinion. 'It is land that we need, not lumber!' he began, waving a hand as if to dismiss Murek's contribution entirely. 'The land currently under sway of Daenor. Rich lands, that will return rich crops. Rich enough to raise more cattle too, leaving no need to hunt for game.'
Keen stopped, and folded his arms, as if to imply there was nothing more to be said, and the matter was settled. 
Baeinar thought otherwise. Next he picked Tavin, startling the nervous man, who took several seconds to compose himself before replying. 'I have nothing to add, except to support Keen. Better land would aid the cattle herders no end.' He stopped again, lowering his eyes and worrying at a frayed edge on his jerkin. The simple and probably unconscious motion decided Baeinar's fourth quarry for him.
'Sorn? Have you anything to add?'
'I am with Keen and Tavin,' Sorn announced, bowing his head in their direction. 'We would gain much food, and also wool for my clothiers to work. Daenor's lands would benefit us greatly.' He sat back in his seat, his attempt to look regal defeated as ever by the blank expression on his unremarkable face.
With only two councillors left to poll, Baeinar paused for a moment to consider. 
Caenor was effectively neutral. He spoke for all groups, and none, and would be swayed by the needs of all, or none. In that, his opinion would be most alike to that of the ordinary townsfolk.
On the other hand, Gaern would be considering every voice so far with care, and would be most likely to bring up a point that others had missed.
Baeinar decided.
'Caenor?' he asked. 'Your thoughts?'
Caenor blinked twice, owlishly, before drawing himself straighter in his seat, and looking around the table.
'There is still the matter of fish,' he offered, nodding to himself as the rest of his words lined themselves up behind his eyes. 'I realise they are not as important as wood, or meat, or land,' he continued, waving his hands in a downward motion, as if to still the cries of dissent that no-one had made, 'but fish is an issue. Cirraen are withholding them from us, when there are more than they could need, or use.'
He smiled around the table, indicating that his point had been made, and he had nothing further to add.
Baeinar turned to the final member of the Council, expectantly. 'Gaern?'
The big smith remained motionless. From outside, the sound of children flashed passed as they crossed the doorway, laughing and name calling as the game of chase wound through the town.
Baeinar was about to prompt him again, when Gaern cocked his head slightly to the left, and rumbled.
'None of the proposals consider the difficulty of the task,' came the careful words, delivered in their deep bass. Murek and Keen scowled angrily, while Sorn raised an eyebrow in surprise, but none spoke, not wanting to interrupt any further thoughts from the quiet and analytical man.
Their silence was unnecessary, there were no more thoughts forthcoming.
'Very well,' said Baeinar, bringing the advisory process to a close. 'I will need a few minutes, to consider your words. Please, remain silent.'
The Council stiffened in anticipation, and regarded Baeinar closely as he worked the problems round in his mind. Only the occasional rustle of clothing as someone shifted to a more comfortable position whispered through the room.
Each side was right, which hardly helped matters. Oh, not about changing the trade ratios, those had taken far too long to work out to everyone's grudging agreement in the first place, and he'd be buggered if he was going to sit through that again. No, it was the need for supplies and resources. They needed it all, the lumber and game from the forests, the land for crops and cattle, and the fish to bolster the food supplies.
They all needed to be dealt with, and dealt with they would be, in order of need.
But which was the higher need. Which should he fulfil first. That was the decision before him.
He scanned around the table again, but saw only expectancy. Any advice his Council had to offer, they had already done so.
It was down to him then, as always.
First things first. The needs were for supplies and resources, but it was the other towns that were the issues. They were the ones with control of those things that Maendar needed, and none of them would give them up willingly.
It was the other towns that Baeinar needed to consider, and Gaern's final words still rang in his ears.
Shalin represented two problems, they were hording both lumber and game. Taking care of them first would solve much. However, despite having similar numbers to the Maendaren, the Shalinar would have the strong advantage of home territory. They knew the forests well, and could move through them silently, attacking and vanishing at will. Many men would be lost in the attempt. 
And, Murek's insistence aside, was the need for lumber really that vital? No family was currently homeless, and if the need arose some of the smaller families could share. 
Game was a different matter though. His people needed feeding, and currently game formed a steady part of their diet.
Dealing with Shalin would certainly solve much.
But then, so would dealing with Daenor.
Daenor represented a single problem, but with two prongs: land. Land for crops, and land for cattle. More of either would fill the bellies of the town, more of both would ensure those bellies stayed full through the winter. But land could not be transported, as lumber and game could, and the Daenorae outnumbered the Maendaren by five to one, at least. Even if they captured some land, they would be driven back the moment the crops were ready to be reaped, if not sooner, losing men, crops and land in the process.
Stealing Daenor's land might be the most desirable option, but it was also the least likely to succeed.
That only left Cirraen. Just a single problem this time: fish. Cirraen had them, and had them aplenty. Taking them would increase Maendar's food supply significantly. But fish wasn't as good as meat. It would be a stop-gap, and nothing more.
The Cirraen numbered significantly less than the Maendaren though, and the fish wouldn't even need to be carried back from the lake. Simply slay the guards, and slash the nets, and the fish would pour down the river and into the town, like the spring tide when the snow melted back from the mountains.
Straight down the clear, fresh river, that was perhaps his greatest legacy to his people.
Baeinar made his decision.
So, that is Baeinar, the hero that united the Aeithar. The demigod, that I was taught to revere from the cradle. The man who supposedly delivered us in peace to the new lands, and ruled wisely, and justly, and fairly.
A greedy, lecherous man, who regarded his own people as chattel.
A man whose first thoughts are to violence.
His second thoughts though, well, those are to something much worse.


The History of the Aeithar
The Internal Wars
Chapter Two
By my time it had come to be known as Erudition, the blend of technology and religion with which the Prelates had both used and controlled us. It was the Holy Miracle by which the Gods showed their love for us, and allowed us the chance to defend ourselves in the last great Holy War, if we proved worthy.
The truly pious, as I had once been, were blessed with the ability to expand Erudition even further, to learn new secrets, and to be granted visions of even grander truths straight from the Gods themselves.
For all the good it did us. For all the good it did me!
Before the Prelates, and their religious trappings, the people had called it Science. Just like the Prelates, the leaders of that time had called it a great benefit to the Aeithar, and extolled its virtues in providing for the needs of all. 
And just like the Prelates, their real interest was in its use as an instrument of war.
At the start, though, before people knew enough to quantify and qualify the processes, to rationalise the forces, it went by a different name.
They called it Magic. 
Cailin wandered slowly through the streets of Maendar, headed to nowhere in particular, content simply to let his feet take him where they wanted, and to enjoy the balmy spring sunshine. The light breeze still held the last of winter's bite, but the sky was a clear unbroken blue, and whenever his wending route took him into the lee of a hut, the sun felt pleasantly warm against his skin.
The day was hardly tranquil, with children playing loudly, and adults clattering and shouting to each other as they went about their daily tasks, but still that was the word that sprang into his mind. There seemed to be a sense of peace about the day. The calm before the storm, he thought, and wondered slightly at the sudden and unexpected thought. It was washed from his mind instantly though as a chain of gleeful children circled around him and off again. Laughing loudly, he patted as many heads as he could as they flashed past, and went back to relishing the spring freshness.
The birds seemed to be enjoying it too, chirping happily to each other as they flitted between the roofs, swapping and transplanting bits of thatch back and forth in their springtime tradition, each competing against the others to make the perfect nest, in hopes of attracting the perfect mate.
He watched them for a few minutes, as they danced across the sky, the bright plumage of the males creating dazzling flashes of colour. Two of them seemed to be swapping the same few pieces of straw back and forth, taking from each other's nest to bolster their own, blissfully unaware of the slowly shrinking piles as a third bird helped himself to both.
Cailin walked on, smiling up at the birds, a shrewd certainty in his mind as to which one would be siring most of this season's chicks.
A voice from off to the side, calling his name, made Cailin pause in his stride and turn. The seated figure, tub between her knees, sat up from her task and waved.
'Is it not a most glorious day,' she laughed, spreading her arms wide and inadvertently flicking washing water at the young face that peeped inquisitively round the door.
'Glorious indeed,' Cailin returned, smiling broadly. 'Too much so for scrubbing, I think.'
'If only clothes could wash themselves,' the woman sighed, feigning a mournful tone. 'Or children not play in the mud!' she finished, with another bright laugh, scooping a handful of water at the face in the door, which vanished with a giggle.
She returned to her tub with a final wave, and Cailin resumed his meandering journey, waving over his shoulder as he left, his heart bright as the noonday sun.
Reaching back to his neck, Cailin loosed the carefully tied cord, and shook his long, sand-coloured hair free. A year or two shy of his third decade, he still retained a gentle, boyish quality. His face was still fresh, his frame only lightly muscled, but it was his spirit more than his appearance that fostered the impression. He regarded everything around him with an almost child-like sense of wonder, although, paradoxically, it seemed tempered with an old man's years of wisdom.
Cailin delighted in the world, and wanted to know everything about it.
As he stood with his face turned up to the growing warmth, eyes closed, basking peacefully, he heard himself being hailed again, this time in his official capacity.
'Keeper!', the voice called a second time.
Cailin opened his eyes, and turned to see two small groups of men striding towards him, the few feet separating the groups a gaping chasm of difference. Smiling broadly, he opened his arms in welcome.
'Well met, brothers,' he said, the traditional words opening a formal telling. 'Do you bring me news, or have you come seeking a tale?'
The role of Keeper was one to which Cailin was ideally suited. As the town's oral historian, he was charged with keeping the details of the past alive, and saving the present for posterity. His keen memory and delight of knowledge had first drawn Thraen, the previous Keeper, dead twelve years gone, to consider Cailin for his successor, but it had been his love of people, and learning of their lives, that had confirmed Thraen's choice.
For the last five years of his life, Thraen had taught Cailin The History of the Aeithar, as he had been taught by the Keeper before him, making Cailin repeat the tales endlessly until he was certain they were unflawed.
Every day since Thraen's death, Cailin had walked the town, learning the lives of its people, telling the tales upon request, and enthralling the crowds on feast days. It was a duty and an honour that he revelled in.
Folding his arms back to his sides, hands crossed over his chest like the wings of a bird, his thumbs linked to form the head, Cailin waited patiently for the groups to stop jostling, and the leaders to speak.
'We have come seeking an answer, Keeper,' the leader of the first group said, a short, stocky farmer named Anek. It was he who had called out to Cailin as they had approached.
'A ruling, to be precise,' said Tak, the leader of the second group. He was taller than Anek, but had the same stocky build.
'Rulings are outside my calling,' Cailin replied, calmly. 'An answer, though, that I might be able to provide. Please, ask your question.'
The two group leaders looked at each other for a few seconds, before Tak grudgingly motioned for Anek to speak.
'Our huts,' Anek started, indicating his own group, 'are separated from their huts by a strip of land ten strides wide.' He stressed the word 'their', and accompanied it with a dismissive wave of the hand. Tak and his group bristled, but Cailin remained serene, and motioned for Anek to continue.
'This land was stony and poor, and of little interest, however over the winter when the ground was wet and we had little other work to do, we cleared it and made it workable. Now it is the planting season, and we wish to use it to grow vegetables.'
'As do we,' Tak interrupted, wanting to get his side of the story told before Anek could lend too much bias to the argument. 'We also worked to clear that land, it is ours to plant.' Calming his voice, he looked respectfully to Cailin. 'Keeper,' he asked, getting to the point, 'who built by that land first, and should therefore have claim?'
Anek nodded his agreement with the question, and silence fell as both groups waited to be confirmed as the rightful owners.
Cailin examined both groups as he considered his answer. They were each made up of immediate family, brothers and cousins, seven in Anek's party, eight in Tak's. He pictured in his mind the two rows of huts where the families lived, and the contested strip of land between them. With a broad smile, he came to a decision.
'The first known hut, by that piece of land,' he said, to rapt attention, 'belonged to Sten, your mother's grandfather.' He extended his arm to Anek, who looked gleeful as his group whispered their congratulations. 'And his wife, Ceera,' he continued. 'Your mother's grandmother.' This time he indicated Tak. Both groups fell into a stunned silence.
'They loved each other dearly, and had many fine children,' Cailin smiled at his astonished audience. 'I am sure they would be most pleased to know that their children's grandchildren had worked together to bring that land to life. And,' he carried on, his smile broadening to a grin now, 'that they planted it together, and shared the rewards of their work.'
The two groups stared at each other agape as Cailin's answer sank in. Anek was the first to break the silence. 'Ten strides of land would be a lot of work to plant,' he admitted, a hint of amusement in his voice.
'And it would grow more vegetables than we could eat alone,' Tak conceded, catching the changing mood. 'Perhaps it would make sense to share the load.'
'Carrots should go in the looser ground, furthest from the river,' Anek suggested.
Tak nodded. 'And the turnips nearest to it.'
As a single group, the men departed, plotting layouts and planning schedules. Cailin watched them until they turned a corner and went out of sight, and then with a cheery, exaggerated first step, he got back to his daily walk. 
It was not long before the change of texture under his feet, from hard-packed earth to rough-hewn wood, brought Cailin to a halt yet again. He had reached one of the dozen bridges that spanned the little river as it wound its way through the centre of the town. A pleasant spot for a rest, he decided.
Sitting himself down in the middle of the bridge, his feet dangling carefree and only inches above the water, Cailin relaxed and breathed deeply. Even though the air in the town was clear and fresh these days, excepting perhaps by the cow sheds, there was still a crisper, fresher taste yet to the air above the river, and he drank it in gratefully. 
Looking out along the riverbank, long since free of the detritus of town life, he watched as a vole cautiously poked its nose out of the hole where it made its home, twitching as it scented the air for trouble before emerging fully. With a gentle plop, it dropped gracefully into the clear water, its coat suddenly flecked with silver by the thousands of tiny air bubbles trapped in the light fur. 
The tramp of many feet made him glance away, and when he turned back the vole had vanished.
Turning fully towards the sound, he saw a large group of hunters heading his way. Their spears' metal tips flashed in the sunlight, counterpointed by the gleaming of the freshly sharpened knives at their belts. Gaern had been busy, it seemed.
As the hunters drew closer to him, Cailin climbed slowly to his feet, stretched out the torpor induced by the sun and the soft trickling of the river, and strolled across to the far bank, clearing the bridge for them to cross.
They were a fine sight, tall and well muscled, their tunics and breeches cropped high on the arms and legs, to facilitate ease of movement, the colours chosen to blend in with grasses and trees. Although of above average height, Cailin looked quite small and frail in comparison as they passed him by, and moved off to the north.
He was about to continue his walk, when an odd thought made him turn back and watch the hunters as they dwindled into the distance. It was a much larger party than was usual, such numbers would be more likely to scare game away than catch it, and usually they left to the east, towards the forests of Shalin. He shrugged. No doubt a large migrating herd had been spotted, and the numbers were needed to encircle them.
Turning back towards the river, he smiled to see the vole scramble back up the bank and into its hole, dragging a large clump of fern fronds after it. They would be dining well in that home, tonight!
Deciding to recross the river further down, Cailin wheeled to the south, and with a jaunty first step continued on his way.
The day continued to be fine. The afternoon sun had burned most of the chill from the air, and the townsfolk bustled merrily about all around him. Those he knew well would call out, and he would stroll over to chat pleasantly about the trivialities of life, others would offer a wave as he passed, which he returned good naturedly. Evening was drawing in by the time he reached the bridge he had chosen.
He paused just before the bridge, and turned back to face the sun as it began to sink, large and red, behind the needle-sharp teeth of the mountains. It would not be fully dark for an hour or more, but bereft of the direct light, the tone of the town changed. Shadows pooled between the huts, and the figures still moving took on an eerie quality, like shadows dancing across a wall. This was Cailin's favourite moment of the day, the time when the world seemed only half-real, as if he could push a hand through the membrane separating all the different layers of existence, and let the secrets all shine through.
It was as he stood there, in that introspective mood, that the breeze picked up again, ruffling his loose hair and tugging at the hem of his shift. Gathering his hair in to the nape of his neck, he slipped the cord from his wrist, and carefully retied it in place. With his arms raised as they were, elbows jutting up either side of his head, his ears were briefly sheltered from the breeze, and he realised that it carried not only the returning chill of night, but also voices.
Children's voices, in fact, and although the words were too faint to make out individually, he recognised the tune. It was one he'd not sung himself since his own childhood, some eighteen years gone. He smiled at the memory. It was a game, not a song, though the words formed a part.
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly. One brave hunter, outward he went,' he sang softly to himself. 'Two fair maidens, dancing lightly. Two brave hunters, tasting the scent.'
Filled with a sudden overwhelming desire to see the game played again, Cailin cocked his head to each side, and then set off in the direction of the sounds.
It was further than he expected, the voices carrying well on the low wind, but he soon found them, huddled in the lee of a hut. He stayed in the shadow, not wanting to intrude or break the cycle.
The game had not changed since he had last played it. The children still sat in a wide circle, facing inwards to the ring of candles, at the centre of which was the pile of small pebbles. Even the verse was the same. As he listened, the young girl whose turn it was completed another round, and started the next.
'Five proud mothers, swelling bellies. Five brave hunters, waiting patient,' they had been singing as he arrived, and as he watched another flame and another pebble were added to the game. 'Six proud mothers, tending babies. Six brave hunters, sensing movement.'
The girl was good. Very good, in fact. Few children got past three or four. There were only ten candles in the ring, and Cailin was suddenly sure that she'd light them all.
It was a game of concentration. Easy enough in theory, but in practice few children could keep it up for long. Starting with one candle lit, and one pebble from the pile beside it, you pictured the flame in your mind, and lifted it from one candle to the next. At the same time, you had to picture the pebble, and move that around the circle in the opposite direction. If they completed a rotation, you added another flame and another pebble. If you lost your concentration, and the flame went out or the pebble dropped, then your turn was over.
Barely daring to breathe now lest he distract her, Cailin watched as the young girl completed another round.
'Seven mothers, teaching children. Seven hunters, throwing their spear,' the children chorused, excitement growing in their eyes as the game continued. 'Eight old women, falling ... awwwwww'. The singing stopped as, one by one, the flames flickered and went out, and the pebbles dropped onto the short grass.
Cailin exhaled as the children gathered round their friend, alternately congratulating and commiserating her valiant effort. Feeling the need to join in, he stepped from the shadow into the dim twilight, applauding loudly. The children, startled, scurried back a few feet, before bursting into happy laughter.
'That was a very good turn,' Cailin said, settling down on his haunches a few feet away. 'Very good. In fact, I don't think I've ever seen better.'
'I've done nine before,' said the girl, proudly, 'And one day I'll do all ten!'
'I'm sure you will,' Cailin laughed, the seriousness on the determined little face before him convincing him as much as the demonstration he'd just seen. 'Tell me, what's your name?'
'Cait,' the young girl replied, shyly.
'Well, Cait,' he said, straightening up, 'I shall look forward to hearing everyone talking about the amazing young girl who lit all ten candles. People will tell their children of the Magnificent Cait for generations to come!'
'Do you really think so?' Cait asked, her confidence wavering slightly at such a thought. Then she rallied. 'They will, won't they. The Magnificent Cait.' She nodded to herself, firmly, before joining the other children as they melted away into the shadows, heading to their homes.
Cailin, too, decided it was time to head home. Turning back towards the bridge, he set off again, this time with his steps slow and thoughtful.
Nine candles, the thought, shaking his head unconsciously at the feat. Incredible. Even if that was just a boast, he'd seen her complete seven, and she'd lit the eighth before her concentration broke. His own record had been six, and that had been outstanding amongst the children of his time.
The thought stopped him dead, in the middle of the bridge. He'd been so preoccupied, it was only sheer luck he hadn't stepped off the bank right into the river.
Children, he thought. Why is it only a game for children?
Once fully realised, the idea began to gnaw at him. He'd played the game as a child, along with most others. Some were so bad that they couldn't even complete the first round, and soon gave up playing, but most would keep going, on and off, usually until their early teens. But then the games stopped.
Why? he wondered again.
Something about the change, he thought, from childhood into adulthood. At that point, thoughts of the game just seem to fade away, and more important things took over.
Even he had all but forgotten it, until that evening. And yet, he realised, he had never completely abandoned it. A tiny spark had remained, buried away and barely even noticed.
With a faint touch of surprise, he put his finger on it: he still lit his candles with his mind.
The concept felt strange, like a toad lurking in the pools of his mind. Until now, he hadn't consciously been aware of it, it was merely something he'd done without thinking, like breathing. But now that he was thinking about it, it seemed oddly important. He still had something that everyone else had lost.
Had they lost it? That was the next thought. Certainly he'd never seen an adult play the game, but did they still use the skills? He pondered that deeply, casting the net of his memories both backwards and outwards, fishing eagerly for some sign. But the nets came back empty. All the homes he had entered, he was sure, had a flint box by the door, and if something was needed, people walked to it and picked it up.
Two questions, then, that he needed to ponder. Did adults lose the capacity for the game, or merely the interest? And if it was the capacity they lost, why did he still have it, albeit reduced?
A third question, he realised. Was his capacity reduced? Or merely his usage?
His pace quickened. Suddenly he was eager to get home, where he could think the questions through further, and maybe even try a few things out. 
Full dark had settled by the time he reached his hut. He had been forced to slow his earlier frantic pace, partly by the cramp in his chest, but mostly because it seemed his feet no longer knew the way, and with his mind so preoccupied they were as likely to lead him into a tree or a ditch as they were to get him home.
It was fortunate that few people were abroad, or he'd certainly have knocked several over. As it was, he owed Kalen an apology tomorrow, for standing on his foot.
None of that mattered now, however. He was home, and he was ready to begin.
Lifting the latch, he pushed open the door to his hut, and stepped into the dark inside. For the last decade and a half, he had never thought about what he was about to do next, he had simply done it automatically. Now, with his heart still thudding from the exertion, and his mind full of implications, it seemed a momentous step.
He reached out with his mind, as he'd done so many times before, and touched the candle on the shelf by the door. A tiny nudge, and it flickered alight. His thoughts reeling, he send his mental fingers around the room. The candle opposite, on the shelf by the window. The two on the table. He watched as each lit, in turn.
'So far, so good,' he muttered, aloud. 'But can I still play the game?'
In the corner, neatly stored in their box, was his supply of candles. He fetched them out, and laid them on the table. Only eight, he suddenly panicked, before realisation struck. He had two others already lit. That made ten.
He stood them in a circle, using drips of hot wax from the two already lit to hold them all upright, then sat in his only chair and tried to slow his breathing. He would never be able to concentrate in his current state. Closing his eyes, he drew in a deep breath, and held it for a count of ten, then let it out slowly. He repeated the process, in and hold, then slowly out. In and hold, then slowly out. It was just starting to take effect, when his heart suddenly jumped again.
Pebbles! He had his fair maidens, but no brave hunters.
Scrambling to his feet, the chair tipping over backwards in his haste, Cailin lurched out through his door, and started plucking at the ground. Had anyone been passing, they would have thought him a madman, sitting cross-legged on the ground, talking earnestly to himself. 'Too small. Too large. Too pointed.'
Eventually, he had ten pebbles that suited him, about the size of the top of his thumb, and nicely rounded. He wasn't sure why, but sharp pointy pebbles were harder to grasp.
He went back inside, and sat back down at the table. He was piling up the hunters in the middle of the maidens when a further panicked thought struck him. He couldn't remember the end of the song. What were the final ten maidens doing, or the ten hunters for that matter?
Suddenly he laughed, and the tension flowed out of him. Thought a lot of himself, all of a sudden, didn't he? Expecting to reach ten on his first try in fifteen years! He wasn't the Magnificent Cait, after all.
A smile split his previously, and unusually, earnest face, and this time he didn't need the breathing exercises to help him relax, his body wound down on its own. It might almost have been waiting for this moment.
He took one deep breath anyway, and used it to blow out the two candles already alight on the table. With only the ones by the door and window left, the room darkened considerably, and the faint twin shadows cast by the maidens formed a mesh over the pile of hunters, seeming to trap them under a net. It seemed an oddly foreboding sign, as if this was something Cailin shouldn't release, and for a moment he hesitated.
Then he lit the first candle, and the shadows and their omen vanished.
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly,' he sang, lightly, barely more than an exhale, and carefully lifted the flame from its wick. It flickered alarmingly, as if caught in a strong breeze that would shred it any second, but it somehow stayed alight as Cailin cautiously carried it and placed it on the next wick, where the flame settled and strengthened, feeding hungrily on the wax.
'One brave hunter,' he whispered, reaching with his mind towards the pile of pebbles at the centre of the circle, 'outward he went.'
The neat little pile shook slightly, as the pebble on top slowly wobbled upwards. It hung there for a few seconds, raised an inch or two above the rest, before dropping back down again, scattering some of the pebbles outside the candle circle with its impact.
Cailin gathered his escaped hunters up again, and reformed the pile in the middle of the circle, considering the results so far. On the one hand, he clearly still had at least some access to the magic that drove the game, after all he had moved a flame and lifted a pebble. On the other hand, however, it seemed considerably harder than he remembered to get into the right frame of mind, and holding the concentration was harder still.
That, he decided, was why adults stopped playing the game. But concentration could be learned, as long as the basic talent was still there, at least by someone willing to see it through.
He blew out the candle, and started again.
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly,' he started, but this time the flame went out the moment he tried to lift it.
Undaunted, Cailin started again.
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly,' he sang, a little louder this time, using the words to help focus on his task. The flame lifted neatly, and settled on the next wick around.
'One brave hunter, outward he went,' a little more confidence now, as the pebble lifted and settled next to the maiden in the opposite direction.
Cailin felt a hint of satisfaction. He had moved both the flame and the pebble, for the first time in almost two decades. Of course, he'd moved them individually, and only one point around the circle, but it was an encouraging start.
Time to get ambitious!
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly. One brave hunter, outward he went.'
He carefully reached out, gently felt the flame and the pebble, and slowly and cautiously lifted them both.
The flame flickered and went out, and the pebble dropped to the table with a dull thump.
Cailin smiled to himself. Cait was in no danger of competition yet, not by a long way, but he could feel something, some link to the fire and the stone, that told him she soon would be.
He placed the pebble back on the pile, and prepared to start again. 
The sunlight streaming through the window and onto his face woke Cailin with a start.
He lifted his head from the table, wincing at the crick his neck had gained from sleeping in such a bad position, and as he gently twisted his head from side to side to try to free it, his gaze fell upon the candles and pebbles still laid out in front of him.
The game!
The previous night seemed a hazy dream, and he wasn't too sure how long he'd kept trying before sleep took him. The one thing he was certain of though was that he'd made little progress.
Little, however, was better than none! He faced the circle, and lit the first candle.
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly.' The flame lifted and moved one candle round.
'One brave hunter, outward he went.' A pebble moved in the opposite direction.
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly. One brave hunter, outward he went.' Both started to move, but then went out and dropped. Just like almost every attempt last night.
Almost, but not all. Twice he had moved both maiden and hunter together, one place each around the circle. A tiny achievement, at the cost of great effort, but progress none the less.
Picking up the pebble in his hand, Cailin stroked it for a few seconds, studying its smooth texture, before placing it back on the pile, and rising to his feet. He would work on the game some more that evening, but for now he would simply walk through the town, as was his wont.
Stopping by the large clay bowl near the door, Cailin filled it from the jug by its side, and splashed a few double handfuls of cool water over his face, and then around his neck, hoping to soothe the dull ache away. He then emptied the bowl out the door, replaced it in its customary position, and stepped outside.
The day was as bright and clear as yesterday had been, and perhaps a little warmer. Cailin stretched luxuriously, feeling the last of the water evaporate from his skin, and a gentle calm settled about him. It would be another glorious day, he could feel it.
Deciding, as always, to let his feet take him where they will, Cailin set out for his walk through the town, with no route or destination in mind, just the desire to enjoy the day, and greet his fellow Aeithar.
With the sun warming his back, the enjoyment came easily, and with the town bustling with people taking advantage of the fine weather, there were plenty of Aeithar to greet.
'Mart,' he called out, seeing the hunter squatting outside his hut, whittling away as he prepared a stack of spear shafts, 'How fares your good wife?'
'Delivered last night,' came the reply, 'A son!'
'Another brave hunter, to feed the next generation,' laughed Cailin, 'Congratulations!' He bowed low, arms spread, thanking the land for its gift, then straightened carefully as his neck and back reminded him of his awkward sleep of the night before.
'Give my best to Kera, and a kiss to the boy,' he called, waving as he set off again.
'Chance would be a fine thing,' Mart grumbled back, jokingly, 'I can't get near them for women fussing and cooing!' He nodded his farewell, and went back to his work.
Reaching the end of the ordered rank of huts, Cailin stepped out into one of the many clearings by the river. Looking to his right, he spied old Daern, struggling along under a prodigious pile of sticks. Not daring to call out, lest he startled the old man and made him drop his cargo, Cailin broke into a trot and caught him up not a moment too soon.
'Careful,' he grinned, reaching out with both hands to steady Daern as he staggered to the side, his burden wobbling precariously. 'Perhaps I should share your load.'
'My thanks, lad,' Daern wheezed gratefully, his cheeks puffing in and out comically as he fought for breath, 'but you're a little late. This is the spot I was fetching to.'
With exaggerated relief, Daern dropped his stack onto the ground, next to, Cailin finally noticed, two other equally large piles. Cailin looked at him quizzically as Daern worked his back muscles, bending backwards with his hands on his hips, the relief genuine this time. Daern straightened up again, and laughed as he saw the expression.
'My youngest marries this eve.' he explained, a broad smile doubling the wrinkles on his face, 'This will be the bonfire, for the feast. A twelve-point stag, no less, caught just yesterday. A good omen, very good.' With his smile still broadening, Daern set to forming the sticks into the traditional conical shape of the festive bonfire.
'So who is the lucky girl,' Cailin asked, picking up a small bundle of sticks and handing them one at a time to Daern, to save the old man bending, 'to have captured the heart of the brave and handsome Whil?'
'Deera,' the old man replied, proudly, 'the fairest in the town.'
'A fine couple indeed,' Cailin agreed, clapping Daern on the shoulder, 'They will give you many beautiful grandchildren.'
Cailin bent to pick up another small bundle, and as he straightened saw a familiar figure crossing the bridge.
'My warmest regards to them both,' he said, passing the sticks over, and clapping Daern on the shoulder again, 'and to the proud father.'
With a cheery farewell, Cailin set off towards the bridge.
'Kalen,' he called, as he moved to intercept the man as he finished crossing the bridge. 'I fear I owe you an apology for last night. You have my deepest regrets. Please, how is your foot today?'
'Tender,' Kalen shot back, a fierce mock scowl on his face. 'I shall limp for a week!' Then, seeing the look of dismay fall across Cailin's face, he relented and stopped his teasing.
'It's fine, you fool!' he laughed, dancing a little jig to prove the point. 'You may be clumsy, but you weigh no more than a calf, and they're twice as bad as you for it!'
He laughed again seeing Cailin's look of relief. 'You really did have your head in the clouds though, not that that's anything new for you, although the haste was unusual. What was it this time?'
'Well,' started Cailin, suddenly embarrassed and excited at the same time, 'It's like this.'
He paused for a few seconds, running through several ways to broach the subject, discarding them until he had one left. Kalen watched him impatiently. 'Well?'
'Do you remember 'The Maidens and The Hunters'?'
Kalen frowned. 'The old children's game?'
'Yes, that's the one.'
'Vaguely, I suppose. I doubt I could remember the words, it's been years since I last played it, or even thought about it.'
'Yes, it was the same for me too,' Cailin agreed, nodding enthusiastically, 'At least until last night.'
'That's why you maimed my foot forever, is it? Thinking about children's games?'
'In a way,' Cailin smiled, realising this time that Kalen was joking. 'I was thinking less about why children play it, and more about why adults don't.'
'Because it's a child's game,' Kalen sighed, somewhat bemused by the topic, 'Why would an adult play it? I don't play Stalking Deer or Find The Hiders either.'
'Oh, but you do,' Cailin pointed out, 'Although perhaps you don't realise it. Stalking Deer is a children's version of a real hunt, preparing them for when they will have to do it for real. Find The Hiders teaches them the art of observation, and searching, also skills much used as an adult.'
'If you say so,' Kalen replied, indulgently. 'I don't see what this has to do with The Maidens and The Hunters though.'
'It doesn't. That's the whole point.' Cailin was getting quite worked up now, realising he had finally put his finger on the real issue of why the idea had taken hold of him so firmly. Kalen clearly wasn't following his line of thinking, so he tried to break it down for him.
'All the other childhood games are in some way practice for skills they will need when they grow up. Boys games are all running, jumping, sneaking, searching, throwing and chasing. Girls games are all caring and nurturing and organising. There's very little they both play.'
Kalen still looked at him blankly, so Cailin sighed and carried on.
'The Maidens and The Hunters is different. It's played by both boys and girls, and it teaches no adult skill. In fact, adults seem to lose the skill to play that they had as children.'
'So the game doesn't teach anything? Surely that makes it even less worth thinking about?'
'You're missing the point,' Cailin said, more soberly now. 'What if the game does teach a skill. A very useful skill. Only so far, no-one has worked out how to use it.'
'But you said it yourself, adults can't play the game, they lose the ability.'
'Not entirely,' Cailin said, carefully. 'Although I only consciously thought about it last night, I have always lit my candles by thinking them alight, and last night I tried playing the game again.'
'And?' Kalen asked, intrigued now despite his scepticism, 'How did it go?'
'Not well, to be honest,' Cailin replied, 'In fact I couldn't even complete the first round. There's something about the right frame of mind and concentration needed that comes easily to a child, but difficultly to an adult. But the point is, I did move the flame and the stone.'
Kalen burst into laughter at the confession, breaking the spell that had settled as they spoke. 'You had me going there,' he chuckled, wiping an eye. 'Well, when you work out what this great skill is used for, you be sure to let me know.' Giving Cailin a hearty slap on the back that made him stagger forwards, Kalen set off again towards his hut.
'Can you still light a candle?' Cailin called after him, almost desperate now that his thoughts had been spoken aloud to find some answers.
'No,' Kalen shouted back over his shoulder, not stopping. 'Nor do I have time for childrens games. I'm a busy man.' Cailin listened to the chuckling fading into the distance, his mind a turmoil of hazy thoughts and unanswered questions. 
The tramp of many feet on wood snatched Cailin back out of his reverie, and he turned to see a wall of flesh bearing down on him, the railing of spears above the heads drawing his eyes still higher.
Collecting himself, Cailin stepped smartly out of the way of the hunting party. Recognising a few of the faces, he realised it was the same group he'd seen leaving the town for the north the day before. Their expressions were triumphant, although none carried any deer or other game. Cailin shrugged away the question, his mind full of other matters.
Except for the hunting party trotting away from him, there was no-one to be seen on this side of the river, so Cailin crossed over the wooden bridge, hoping for better luck on the other side. He was soon rewarded.
'Cailin!'
Spinning round at the sound of his name, Cailin was momentarily confused to see only huts, then a soft giggle caught his attention, and out of the corner of his eye he saw a face peep out of a doorway, and his name was called again.
'Tera,' he cried back happily, seeing the woman step through the door and into view. He jogged over to her, mind already preparing the questions he wanted desperately to ask. 'How have you been?'
'Well, thank you, and yourself?' she replied, wiping flour from her hands onto the front of her apron.
'Thinking,' Cailin said, nodding slightly to himself. 'Thinking quite hard, in fact.'
'Well, it's better than real work,' Tera smiled, blowing a stray lock of hair from her eyes.
'Do you remember The Maidens and The Hunters? We used to play it together, as children.' He looked at her, hopefully.
'I remember distracting you on six, the day you swore to break the record.' Tera giggled at the memory, a gentle sound, like freshly melted snow trickling over a waterfall. 'You'd think you'd never been kissed before, the look on your face.'
'Actually, I hadn't,' Cailin mumbled, feeling his face redden again at the memory. 'And I never did break that record. We stopped playing, soon after that day.'
'So, you've come for another kiss then?' Tera asked, batting her eyelashes at him coquettishly. 
'No, no,' Cailin stammered, quickly, taking a step back just in case. 'No. It was the game I was interested in.'
'Oh, I see.' This time Tera feigned insult. She couldn't keep a straight face though, and burst into giggles again.
'Do you still play it?' Cailin asked, before the teasing started again. 'Or use any of the skills from it? Lighting candles, moving things about, anything like that?'
'Can't say that I do,' Tera said, with a slight shake of her head. 'Although...' 
Her voice tailed off, and Cailin unconsciously leaned forward expectantly. A sudden kiss on the end of his nose made him recoil, shocked, his eyes wide and mouth open.
'Yes,' Tera giggled, 'that's the expression, just as I remember it.'
Cailin burst out laughing as well, playfully mock punching her on the arm. 'I was being serious, you flirt!'
'You were, weren't you?' Tera's voice took on a thoughtful tone, and her eyes scanned the ground between them. 'It's important to you?'
'It could be, yes,' Cailin replied, then more firmly, 'It is.'
'Well, then.' Tera was now staring directly down towards her own feet, and Cailin watched in amazement as a pebbled hopped up from between them, and settled in her hand. She rubbed it thoughtfully between her fingers, before tossing it over to him. He caught it, gingerly, and held it as if it were a fragile and beautiful gem, instead of a common pebble from the ground.
'There's your answer.' With a flip of her shift, Tera spun round and marched back through her door. 'Now, I have to get back to my baking, there are mouths to be fed.'
The door closed, cutting off the giggle from inside, and Cailin stood for a few moments more, just looking at the pebble in his hand, before realising he'd been dismissed for the day. Some people never change, he thought with a fond smile, and pocketing the pebble he turned about smartly and set off through the town once more.
For the next couple of hours, Cailin wandered back and forth, from person to person, like a feather being blown around by the wind. He asked another two dozen people about the old game, but found no-one else that still practiced any of it. Most thought him mad to even bring the subject up. He was beginning to grow disheartened, when he finally found another.
'Yes,' Tomal nodded, cheerfully. 'I can still light a candle. Watch!'
He put down his mug, and got up from the table where he and Cailin were sharing a light vegetable broth for their lunch. Crossing to the shelf, he picked up one of the two candles standing stuck in their own wax, and returned, placing it in the middle of the table.
Cailin watched as, with a squint down his own nose, Tomal lit the candle.
'Ta da!' Tomal beamed, wriggling his fingers as he feathered his hand over the flame. Cailin smiled at him, encouragingly, before getting up from his seat and fetching the second candle from the shelf.
Setting it down before the clearly delighted Tomal, Cailin pointed to the second candle. 'Can you move the flame though, from that candle to this?' Another smile of encouragement, and Tomal pursed his lips and squinted again.
The first candle flickered and went out.
Cailin laughed as Tomal's face fell. 'Don't feel bad,' he smiled, 'Exactly the same thing happened to me, when I first tried last night. It just takes practice.'
To prove his point, Cailin lit the second candle, and lifted the flame, which flickered alarmingly, across to the first.
'Show off!' Tomal grunted, and squinted at the candle for the third time.
The flame flickered, and went out.
'Take a deep breath, and relax,' Cailin suggested, 'Don't try to force it.' To prove his point, Cailin relit the candle, and moved the flame.
Not wanting to be out-done, Tomal breathed in as deeply as he could, closed his eyes, and slowly exhaled. He opened his eyes, and focused on the flame.
The flame lifted, sputtering, and drifted to the other candle, where it caught and stayed alight.
Tomal whooped, and lifted the flame back again.
Cailin motioned for him to keep going, and lit the other candle. As Tomal lifted his flame, Cailin moved the other. Like figures in an elegant dance, the flames drifted past each other, and settled on the opposite wicks. Suddenly serious, Cailin waved again, and watched as the two flames crossed within a hair's breadth of each other, and again as both men kept going, speeding up with each turn, until with a bright flare the two flames collided with each other and went out.
Looking up, both men saw the seriousness in each others' expression, and then both faces cracked as they fell into gleeful laughter. They might have laughed all afternoon, shaking hands and punching shoulders, had the moment not been broken by the deep boom of a drum.
Suddenly sobered, both men rose from the table, and left the hut to stand outside the door. Looking up the street, they saw the cortege filing slowly along behind the drummer, who beat out his slow, mournful dirge. At the rear, carried aloft, they could just make out the shape of a cloth-covered body.
'Old Tarn,' Tomal whispered, nodding towards the procession. 'Passed the night before last. Reached a good age though, he did.'
Cailin nodded, and both men stood in silence as the funeral passed them by. To die of old age was still considered something of a rarity in the town, despite the last twenty years of improved living conditions, and Tarn had been well liked.
The snake of mourners slowly wound its way west, drawn on by the slow beat of the drum, out towards the burial ground beyond the town, in the shadow of the mountains, where the ground was too poor for crops or grazing.
When the drum could no longer be heard, the people outside their houses bowed a farewell, and returned indoors. Excusing himself to Tomal, Cailin continued his wandering walk through the town. He had found two others who could still play the game, perhaps he would find more.
It was near dark when Cailin reached his own hut once more. He was quite encouraged, having found a total of nearly a dozen people who still retained at least a modicum of the skills from the game. Now, though, it was time to practice his own skills.
He was eager to practice, and he found himself slipping almost unbidden into the right frame of mind to play. Where as last night it had felt strange, now it felt warm and comfortable, like wrapping up in a favourite blanket.
The candles and pebbles were still in the middle of the table, where he'd left them last night, and with a smile playing on his lips, he lit the first.
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly. One brave hunter, outward he went.'
He deftly bobbed the flame from wick to wick, and the pebble from candle to candle, and almost completed the first round as he chanted the line. With only two candles to go, the flame died. Far from being disappointed though, Cailin was amazed at the progress compared to the night before.
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly. One brave hunter, outward he went.'
This time he completed the round. Too slow though, he thought, he'd finished the rhyme before finishing the round.
Again!
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly. One brave hunter, outward he went.'
Almost. Again!
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly. One brave hunter, outward he went.'
This time he made it, the flame and the pebble completing their circuit just on the last syllable of the rhyme.
Again!
For the next hour, Cailin repeated the first line of the rhyme over and over, taking the flame and the pebble in their counter-rotating journeys around the ring, until he was satisfied that he could do it with hardly any effort at all. Only then did he move on and attempt the second round, using two flames and pebbles.
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly. One brave hunter, outward he went.'
'Two fair maidens, dancing lightly. Two brave hunters, tasting the scent.'
Impressed, and somewhat surprised, Cailin completed both rounds flawlessly, the single flame and pebble from the first round merging with the additional ones from the second without skipping a single beat. Deciding that all the practice on the first round had paid off, Cailin set off to repeat the second round over and over until he was happy with that.
'Two fair maidens, dancing lightly. Two brave hunters, tasting the scent.'
Both flames vanished the moment he tried to move them, and in trying to rescue them he let the pebbles drop.
He tried again.
'Two fair maidens, dancing lightly. Two brave hunters, tasting the scent.'
Again, no success. Intrigued, he started from the beginning.
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly. One brave hunter, outward he went.'
'Two fair maidens, dancing lightly. Two brave hunters, tasting the scent.'
This time, like the first time, he did the round easily. Cailin smiled to himself. No cheating allowed, it seemed, you had to start from the beginning each time. So be it.
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly. One brave hunter, outward he went.'
'Two fair maidens, dancing lightly. Two brave hunters, tasting the scent.'
Flawless round.
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly. One brave hunter, outward he went.'
'Two fair maidens, dancing lightly. Two brave hunters, tasting the scent.'
Flawless round.
Determinedly, Cailin kept at it. Full dark had long since fallen when he decided he was too tired to carry on. One final round, and then off to bed.
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly. One brave hunter, outward he went.'
'Two fair maidens, dancing lightly. Two brave hunters, tasting the scent.'
'Three fair maidens, courting shyly. Three brave hunters, stalking their game.'
'Four fair maidens, holding tightly. Four brave hunters, taking their aim.'
He grinned hugely as the four flames and pebbles completed their round in perfect unison. It was tempting, very, very tempting, to have one final go and see how far he could get, but his system of slow incremental practice was working well, and he was determined to stick to it.
Delighted with his evening's progress, Cailin went to bed. 
This time the sunlight through the window didn't wake Cailin. It couldn't, he'd been awake for some time. It was only due to reserves of discipline he wasn't previously even aware that he had that he was still in bed at all. The sunlight was his signal though, and as the first rays speared through, catching and hazing on the dust particles hanging in the air, Cailin swung his legs round, and got up.
Eager though he was to get back to his practice, he held firm to his plan. Food was the first order of the day. It wouldn't help to pass out from hunger half way through a round, after all.
He hadn't put much thought into his supplies in the last few days, and all he had left was a hunk of bread, a little cheese and some dried fruit, but it would suffice. Washed down with the last of his water, it set him up nicely for the day.
The meal over, he could finally get down to business, and back to his practice. Sitting himself at his now customary place at the table, he decided to start off where he'd finished the night before.
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly. One brave hunter, outward he went.'
'Two fair maidens, dancing lightly. Two brave hunters, tasting the scent.'
'Three fair maidens, courting shyly. Three brave hunters, stalking their game.'
'Four fair maidens, holding tightly. Four brave hunters, taking their aim.'
Sleep hadn't dulled his play, it seemed, and a perfect round first go filled him with confidence. With a deeper sense of purpose than he'd ever felt before in his life, he settled into the rhythm. 
Two hours passed, before Cailin decided it was time to take a break. He'd come to a decision in that time, and now he had to try to put it into operation. He did one final round, to finish his morning session.
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly. One brave hunter, outward he went.'
'Two fair maidens, dancing lightly. Two brave hunters, tasting the scent.'
'Three fair maidens, courting shyly. Three brave hunters, stalking their game.'
'Four fair maidens, holding tightly. Four brave hunters, taking their aim.'
'Five proud mothers, swelling bellies. Five brave hunters, waiting patient.'
'Six proud mothers, tending babies. Six brave hunters, sensing movement.'
In the short time since he'd rediscovered the game, less than three days, he had already managed to regain the skill level he'd had as a child, completing six rounds with ease. Of course, over the last twelve or so hours he'd probably played more games than in his twelve years as a child. He smiled fondly at the memory, amused to think what his reaction would have been back then to hours of practice to play. Not a positive one, that was for sure.
Standing up, Cailin placed the chair neatly under the table, and left his hut for a walk around the village. To anyone watching him, he looked no different than any other morning, but this time he had a purpose behind his walk. For the first time in years, Cailin set out with a pre-planned route in mind.
His first planned stop was to see Tera, on the other side of the river, but as it turned out he stopped once on the way. He was crossing the bridge, as he had the past two days, when something different caught his eye. Stopping in the middle of the bridge, he looked down into the water, and was startled to see a huge silver fish swim by underneath him.
It had been months since he'd last seen a fish of any appreciable size in the river, and now this one was probably the biggest he'd ever seen. He turned to follow its progress, and realised it wasn't alone.
Dozens of fish were swimming up and down on the far side of the bridge, and turning back again he realised dozens more were upstream too.
The huge fish he'd originally seen swam back up under the bridge and past him, and Cailin suddenly had an idea.
Watching the fish closely, he slowly and carefully reached out with his mind, and felt around it. He could feel the smooth, slippery scales, and the eddies of water swirling around it. The fish could obviously feel him too, as it suddenly splashed away, startled, a powerful flick of the tail carrying it clear of Cailin's probing.
Having learned the art of patience well over the last couple of days, Cailin relaxed his mind and released his grip on the now empty water, and waited for the fish to recover from its shock.
He didn't have to wait long, within moments the fish was calmly swimming towards him again. Once again Cailin reached out, more gently this time, and along with a small scoop of water, lifted the fish clear of the river. He watched it thrash for a few seconds, careful not to hurt it, before lowering it back into the river. At once, it swam under the bridge, and hid in the shadows. Cailin didn't blame it, he'd have done the same.
He watched the fish for a little while longer, subtly aware of the water in a way he couldn't quite define, except that it was similar to the way he could feel the flame and the pebble in The Maidens and The Hunters. He was loathe to tear himself away, but he had a task to perform, and the river would still be here later. He turned, and finished crossing the bridge.
Tera was outside her hut when he reached it, hanging some washing over a line strung from the hut to a nearby tree. She turned to face him as she heard him approach, and flicked her wet hands at him when he came into range.
'Come back for another pebble, have you?' she asked, trying to look serious as Cailin wiped the drips from his face.
'In a way, yes,' he replied, keeping a wary eye on the water-filled bowl at Tera's mischievous feet. 'I'm looking for people to play the game with me. A few evenings a week, maybe. I'd like you to be one of them.'
'Playing games is for children, and people with spare time,' Tera said, reluctantly, 'I, sadly, am no longer either.'
'The game is only the start though,' Cailin said, fervently. 'Behind it is something much bigger, much more important. I can feel it. That is the thing that I want us to find, to explore, to learn its secrets. It could change everything.'
'Could it do the washing?' Tera asked, nodding at the bowl by her feet. 'Or the baking?', waving an arm to her hut.
'Perhaps,' Cailin smiled in reply. 'Perhaps it could do it all.'
Tera smiled back, caught up in Cailin's infectious zeal. 'I will come,' she said, 'For the first week. After that, we shall see.'
Cailin gave a whoop of joy, and embraced Tera tightly, leaving her flustered for once when he remembered himself, and let go and stepped back.
'Tomorrow evening then, at my hut, when the sun drops behind the mountain.'
'Tomorrow, yes,' Tera agreed, straightening her shift. 'Who else will be there?' she added, a teasing note back in her voice.
'That,' Cailin exclaimed, boldly, 'Is what I'm about to find out!'
With a dramatic whirl, Cailin turned himself back to the road, and continued on his recruitment drive.
Next on his list was Tomal, although he took a bit of finding. When he wasn't in his hut, Cailin started casting around the area, first trying the river, then the nearby huts, before going further afield. After fruitlessly searching the town's few crop fields, someone eventually pointed him towards the cattle sheds, where he found Tomal cheerfully milking a goat into a jug.
'Tomal,' he gasped, leaning against the doorframe to catch his breath. 'You should be in your hut when people are looking for you. This town is growing too large to search for one small man!'
'Who're you calling small?' Tomal growled, standing to show his slight size advantage. 'Whelp!' Hefting his jug onto his hip, he wrapped his free arm around Cailin's shoulder. 'So, you were looking, and now you've found me.'
'I want your help,' Cailin explained, simply. 'Your help to play The Maidens and The Hunters. To start with we'd be playing that, anyway, but I'm more interested in where it might lead.'
'And where would that be?' asked Tomal, as he started marching Cailin and himself back in the direction of his hut.
'I have no idea,' Cailin smiled back, happily, 'That's why I want to find out. I thought a few nights a week, at my hut. As many people as I can get.'
Tomal chewed the inside of his lip as he considered the idea, his face contorting comically. 'Well,' he said, finally, 'It could be fun. Count me in.'
'Thank you,' Cailin said gratefully. 'Tomorrow evening, be at my hut as the sun drops behind the mountains. I will see you then, but for now I have more players to find.' He freed his shoulder from Tomal's grasp. 'Tomorrow,' he reminded, as he turned to seek out the third name on his list. 'Don't be late!'
He found Vashal more easily, as he was sitting in his hut, sharpening a knife on a whetstone. At forty two, he was the oldest of the players Cailin was hoping to recruit. Cailin considered him a good choice though, should he prove willing, as he was well known in the town both for his tireless good humour, and his seemingly endless patience. He broached the subject carefully, explaining what he hoped to achieve, and was rewarded with a cheery 'Why not!' Confirming the meeting for the following night, Cailin moved on.
His next two visits proved less than fruitful though. Faol was enamoured of a girl from the next street, and dismissed out of hand the notion of giving up his best wooing hours for 'foolishness.' Jin was more receptive to the idea, but also more busy. Both her sisters had newborns, and she was doing the work of both, as well as her own, until they were able to return to it themselves. Cailin wished her well, and carried on.
In all, he recruited another three players, bringing the total including himself up to seven. Morn, Sion and Palt had all agreed to join him, Carm, Helo, Lima and Deno had turned him down. He thought it a shame to have lost Deno, who he expected would have been one of the best, his natural temperament seeming well suited, but he had other responsibilities that precluded devoting so much of his time. Still, Morn was a good catch, a slight woman who looked less than her twenty five years, but with a strong resolve, and he hoped Sion and Palt would have some good insights, as the two brothers were known for being quiet, but deep.
As he crossed the final bridge before his hut, Cailin once again sat down in the centre, feet dangling closer to the water now as the river had swelled slightly in the last day or two. Leaving the fish to themselves, Cailin instead felt for the pebbles on the river bed, and rested a while as the sensations of the water flowing around them washed gently over and through him. It was an important feeling, he knew, he just didn't know why. Yet. 
As on the past two nights, the sun had already fallen from sight before Cailin returned to his hut, tired but happy with the number of players he had been able to recruit. He wasn't too tired to practice though, and another long night saw him shatter his own record.
Flames and pebbles bobbed and circled until well past midnight, and long past the time the Maidens and Hunters they represented would have fallen exhausted to the floor, danced 'til they dropped. Cailin's voice was husky from use as he sang the last round of the night.
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly. One brave hunter, outward he went.'
'Two fair maidens, dancing lightly. Two brave hunters, tasting the scent.'
'Three fair maidens, courting shyly. Three brave hunters, stalking their game.'
'Four fair maidens, holding tightly. Four brave hunters, taking their aim.'
'Five proud mothers, swelling bellies. Five brave hunters, waiting patient.'
'Six proud mothers, tending babies. Six brave hunters, sensing movement.'
'Seven mothers, teaching children. Seven hunters, throwing their spear.'
'Eight old women, falling barren. Eight brave hunters, killing the deer.'
'Nine old women, growing older. Nine brave hunters, skinning the kill.'
Nine flames, he thought, almost in amazement, and nine pebbles too. Never had he expected to achieve that, at least not until a few days ago. And yet, now, it seemed almost inevitable, as if it was always there, had always been there, he just hadn't known how to reach it before.
There was an almost overwhelming urge to continue, to complete the tenth and final round, and so to be the first person in memory, perhaps the first person ever, to do so. But that honour belonged to another, and he had no right to usurp it.
With a smile, he blew out all the candles on the table, and retired to his bed.
Snuffing out the candle on the shelf with his mind, he looked up into the darkness, an unseen smile on his lips.
'Ten old women, growing colder,' he sang, softly. 'Ten brave hunters, eating their fill.'
Tomorrow, he decided, he would have to again find Cait. 
Would he have been so keen, I wonder, had he known then what I know now. How his simple desire to understand more about the world would forever change not only his destiny, but that of the entire Aeithar race. I feel sorry for him, now, having seen the joy with which he faced the world. The world that would later be broken, partly in his name, and mostly using secrets he first unlocked. The Great Prophet Cailin, the first to hear the voices of the Gods, he who ushered in the dawn of Erudition. A simple, happy man, striving so rapturously towards violence he could never even conceive.


The History of the Aeithar
The Internal Wars
Chapter Three
The words would come later, but this is where they began, their point of origin. 
Battle. Army. Warfare. Domination.
This is the time when the Aeithar advanced from two men hitting each other with sticks, in a dispute over a deer, or a woman, to groups of men fighting for a common cause, planning and practicing in advance.
Now we see born the psychology that would later pit nation against nation, world against world, entire realms of existence bent on mutual destruction, until nothing remained.
And one man started it all. 
Baeinar banged his large hands on the table, startling his idly chatting councillors into silence.
'A great success', he crowed, unable to keep the huge grin off his face. 'Cirraen's hold is broken, and our river abounds with more fish than any have seen before.'
He scanned around the table, holding each man's gaze in turn for several seconds before moving on. He was the Great Leader, the man who provided for his people, and wanted to be sure each of them was in no doubt as to the veracity of his rule, nor the voracity of his desire for it. Under his command, he would see his people reap the majority of Aeithan's resources, if not all of them.
'The threat of hunger has been lifted. Maendar has been fed!'
A rousing cheer filled the hall. Baeinar stroked his thick beard, head held high, basking in his glory. Only when the celebration subsided did he continue.
'The task was easy,' he said, stressing the final word with a sneer, 'because the Cirraen are weak!' He revelled in the nods and words of agreement from around the table. Only Caenor and Gaern remained silent: Caenor tapping his fingers on the table, staring thoughtfully at a point somewhere above Baeinar's head; Gaern his usual deep, impassive self. 
Baeinar focused his next remarks at Caenor. 'And if the Cirraen are weak, who is to say that the Daenorae and Shalinar are not equally weak. What say you, Caenor?'
Caenor carefully adjusted his position on his chair, cleared his throat, and spoke.
'The fish will not last, not in these numbers, and more pass us by than are caught. Cirraen lake might have been well stocked before, but we are emptying it fast.'
Caenor relaxed back into his chair, his point made, and closed his eyes, as was his wont. Keen picked up the thread Caenor had left, and did his best to unravel the meeting.
'Nor could we live just on fish even with an unending supply,' he stated, bluntly. His face was already turning its traditional livid red, and he punctuated each phrase with sharp motions of his hands. Tavin discretely moved his chair a little further from the flailing elbows as Keen continued. 'The people need grain for their bread, and vegetables for the broth to dip it in. Slashing a few nets has done nothing to aid the farmers. Still we work poor soil, for little return.'
Keen's outburst opened the gates for all the old arguments to resurface. Murek was the next to raise his issue.
'Wood is becoming dangerously scarce as well,' he said, in his usual irritating, wheezy whine. His steepled fingers flexed as he spoke. 'We have barely enough left now for a dozen huts. Thatch and wattle are more abundant for the moment, but those too will run out eventually if we cannot secure further supplies.'
'Enough,' roared Baeinar, slapping his hands resoundingly on the wooden surface, stopping the outflow of old grievances in its tracks. 'We are all aware of the shortcomings in our supplies, and the need to improve them. There is no point in covering the same ground over and over again. What we need now are solutions.
'These are the problems to consider.' Counting each off on a finger as he went, Baeinar listed his points. 'What do we need? Who has it? And how can we take it from them?' Closing his second and third fingers over again, Baeinar started pointing at his Council members.
'Keen, what do your farmers need?'
Bloated with self-importance at having been chosen to speak first, Keen pompously listed his requirements. 'The farmers need land,' he said, in a voice that implied it should be self-evident, 'Good land. Land rich in life, that will grow fine grain and hearty vegetables. Daenor has such land.'
'Land is not easy to take,' rumbled Gaern, crossing his huge forearms in front of him as he spoke. 'It cannot be brought back to Maendar, it must be worked where it is.' He settled back into silence, like a granite crag that, having inexplicably come to life, turned once more into stone. Only the rise and fall of his chest as he breathed betrayed that he was still flesh and blood.
'The land cannot be taken,' Caenor agreed, eyes still closed but having taken in every word, 'But what is grown upon that land can be. The Daenorae store their crops in barns, between the fields, before they are brought into the town.'
The murmurs of assent were broken by Tavin's quiet, nervous voice, adding almost apologetically 'The cattle herders also need land, for grazing. Stealing the Daenorae's cattle would avail to nought, as we would be unable to feed them.'
'We could eat them, though,' pointed out Sorn, sitting up straighter, and smoothing out his new, bright red tunic for all to see, 'and use the wool for clothing.'
'The Daenorae keep few cattle,' Murek interjected, seeing and seizing the opportunity to swing the conversation his way. 'We would be better fed with meat from the deer in the Shalin forest, the same forest we need to work for wood.'
'Enough,' called Baeinar, quietly for a change, motioning with his hands for everyone to settle down. 'Enough. I think we can now all see the way ahead.' Some of his councillors didn't look too sure that they could, but Baeinar pressed on anyway.
'Our two greatest needs are food, and wood.' The nodding around the table became a little more convincing. Sorn make to speak, but Baeinar cut him off. 'With wool as a secondary but still important consideration.' Sorn acquiesced with a small bow of his head.
'Wood needs to be cut, to that there is no alternative, however for food there are two. We can grow and raise our own,' he nodded to Keen, 'or we can take it from others.' This he aimed at the table as a whole.
'Or,' he continued, pausing to be certain he had the rapt attention of every man in the room, 'we could do both.'
The statement was met with a renewed babble of voices, which Baeinar waved back into silence.
'My plan is simple,' he said, facing each man in turn again as he spoke. 'By taking the crops and cattle from Daenor, we weaken them and strengthen ourselves.' Murmurs of surprise turned to agreement as the idea sunk in.
'Having weakened the Daenorae, and strengthened ourselves, we can then claim some of their lands for our own. Lands our own farmers and cattle herders can then use to keep us supplied.'
This time the agreement was much louder, Keen being the loudest of all. 'Proper land,' he cheered, 'What we could do with proper land.'
'This would also satisfy the need for wool,' Baeinar continued, cutting off Keen before he got carried away. He nodded at Sorn. 'Is that not so?'
'It would,' agreed Sorn. 'With room for the flocks to grow, and fine grass to eat, wool production would greatly increase.'
'Good,' said Baeinar, closing off that topic, 'that just leaves us with wood, and game, and the Shalinar forest. Any thoughts on how we should tackle that?'
'At night.'
Everyone turned to face Gaern, repeating the two words under their breath, firstly with surprise, then thoughtfully as the idea sunk in.
'It's brilliant,' said Murek, eager to advance any plan that would see his stockpiles grow. 'The Shalinar will be abed, we could work for hours uninterrupted.'
'Would not the sound of the chopping wake them, though?' asked Sorn, dipping his fly into the ointment. 'It is hardly a quiet business, after all.'
'Not if we work at the north west of the forest,' Murek replied, his eyes staring far away as he pictured the land in his mind. 'It is furthest from the town, and particularly dense. The sound will not carry far, not nearly far enough.'
'The woodsmen may be able to work at night, their targets don't move after all, and torches can provide light to work by,' put in Caenor, opening his eyes for the first time in a while, and stretching languidly, 'but what of the hunters? Even asleep, game will hear or smell a hunter long before a hunter spots them, and vanish into the darkness.'
'Perhaps not,' offered Tavin, shrinking down into himself as everyone turned to look at him, giving off the worrying idea that if he carried on all that would be left was his nose. 'Not if the hunters work in groups. They could spread out and encircle an area, then slowly work inwards towards the middle. Any game startled into running would most likely run into another hunter.'
It was the longest speech Baeinar could remember the frail old cattle herder ever making, and he felt the need to applaud it. 'Perfect,' he said, so bringing any further debate to an end. 'Thank you, Tavin.'
'In fact,' he carried on, 'I like this night time idea so much, we should use it against Daenor as well.'
Watching each man nod his agreement, Baeinar brought the meeting to a close.
'Assemble the farmers, hunters and woodsmen outside this hut at noon, and we shall explain the plans to them. I want to be ready...'
He got no further, being interrupted by a frantic pounding at the door, and a man whose name escaped him bursting in.
'Come,' the man gasped, clearly out of breath. 'Come quickly!' 
The man led them almost at a run through the town, gesturing behind him frequently as he urged the town Council to keep up. Baeinar and Gaern kept pace with him easily, while the rest of the Council jogged, walked or tottered through the fresh, sunny spring morning at the best speed they could manage.
It seemed almost ludicrous that anything could be amiss. The day was peaceful and beautiful almost to the point of serenity. The sun shone with a comforting warmth from a clear, cloudless sky, and the gentle breeze that ruffled their hair brought nothing but a refreshing tingle, and the sound of the town at work.
Still, the young man's distress was plain, and so the Council ran.
Along every street they travelled, townsfolk stopped in their tasks, curiosity roused by the unusual sight. Faces appeared at windows and doors, drawn out by the rising noise as the curiosity turned to questions and debate between neighbours. 
Many of the people decided to find out for themselves what was going on, and joined in the rush through the town. The rapidly growing crowd drew more and more attention as it went, and so more and more people added themselves to the throng.
Thinking as much of his age and physical condition as the mysterious emergency that had seen the Council summoned with such haste, Caenor took advantage of the mass of townsfolk all heading to his destination by calling two of the larger hunters nearby to his side, and having them carry him the rest of the way. It was undignified, to be sure, but faster, and less likely to end in his heart failing him.
Taking their cue from the odd spectacle of Caenor sailing past them, two more hunters hoisted the surprised Tavin aloft, and picked up their pace, calling for the crowd ahead of them to part. 
Baeinar was breathing deeply when he got his first whiff of the problem, the exertion of the mad dash beginning to tell even in his impressive frame. He slowed for a few strides, trying to control his breathing enough to allow him to test the faint, elusive scent that tainted the previously unsullied air. There it was again, that almost imperceptible at first but rapidly growing smell of corruption. Baeinar picked up his pace once more, first gaining on then overtaking his summoner.
He was several lengths ahead of everyone else when he cleared the final street, and burst into one of the half dozen large, clear areas intended for celebrations. It was clear from both the smell in the air and the demeanour of the crowd already gathered, almost as large as the one beginning to arrive behind him, that no-one was celebrating today.
'Clear a path!,' Baeinar yelled, as loudly as he could while still catching his breath, dread forming a tight knot in his chest as the certainty set in as to what sight awaited him on the far side of the throng. 'Clear a path!'
People spilled out of his way as Baeinar drove forwards through the press, the quicker witted plucking those too engrossed to have heard from his path. A few powerful strides brought him to the source of the alarm, and confirmed his deepest fear.
The river.
His river.
His greatest gift to his people.
Ruined.
With a sense of loss deeper than he would have imagined possible, Baeinar stared helplessly down into the brackish, polluted mess that less than an hour ago had been cause for celebration. Now it was worse than ever. Years of work, undone overnight.
He felt tears trying to form, offering to blur his sight and save him from the awful spectacle, but he blinked them back fiercely. Anger began to take hold, displacing the sorrow and forming a tight ball of hate around the sudden certainty in his mind.
He scanned the desecration almost eagerly, searching for confirmation. It wasn't hard to come by. Animal bones, remains and blood mixed with human refuse in the swirling current, and as far as he could see up and down the river, as many fish floated lifeless as swam frantically, trying in vain to find the fresh water they depended on. The fresh water the entire town depended on.
Baeinar had seen enough.
'Cirraen,' he bellowed, startling the first few rows of the horrified crowd behind him. 
Recovering himself rapidly, Baeinar started issuing orders fast.
'Gaern,' he snapped, spinning to face the huge Smith, 'I want twenty hunters, twenty of the largest, heading to the top of the river, now. If the Cirraen are still there, I want them slaughtered like cattle. Then slaughter any others that come near. See to it.'
'Send them immediately,' he added, as Gaern turned to leave. 'We'll send food later, there's no time to prepare packs now.'
Gaern nodded, and ploughed out through the crowd, summoning hunters by name as he spotted them, sending young men running to find those he had in mind who weren't present, although by now most of the town had assembled.
'Caenor,' Baeinar barked, looking left and right at the sea of faces staring back at him. 'Caenor!'
'Here. I'm here,' Caenor shouted back, struggling to the fore.
'Back!,' Baeinar shouted at the crowd. 'All of you! Let my Council pass, and give us space to work.'
'BACK!' he roared, frightening the slowly shuffling mass into a semblance of speed. As the people retreated, the rest of the Council gradually appeared and joined him. At a respectful distance, the crowd stopped again, watching and waiting.
'Right,' growled Baeinar, knowing this was the best he was going to get for now. 'Caenor, assemble work parties. Assign each a section of the river to clean, starting from the top. I want all this crap out, and I want it out fast. Once their section is clear, a team can move downriver to another section.'
'Keen, I want you to assemble your farmers. Tell them to bring any tools they have for working ground.' Baeinar was in full flow now, galvanised into action by what he saw as a personal slight, determined that it would be erased before the day was out. 'Follow the cleaning parties. When a section of river is clear, cut away any parts of the bank stained by this foulness.'
'Sorn, Murek,' he continued, relishing the chance to flex his leadership muscle despite the circumstances. 'I want you two to round up any women not burdened with young children, and take half each.'
'Sorn, you take your lot, with the remaining hunters for protection, and fill every bowl, jug and cup in the town from the clean waters of the lake. Even cleaned, the river should be left to run as long as possible, to ensure all the tainted water has washed away.'
'Murek. Your half will be preparing food, and taking it to those working along the river, and the hunters watching for Cirraen.' He spat the name out, his fury rising again just at the thought of the islanders. 'Go!' he ordered, clapping his hands together loudly.
Already the crowd had thinned out drastically, as his councillors had drawn large chunks away with them as they departed. Soon he was left with only Tavin, and those children considered old enough to be left unsupervised, but too young to be pressed into service, and the children were gradually drifting away too as it became apparent that the immediate excitement was over.
'Tavin,' he said, voice gentler now, 'You are not left out.' He wasn't sure whether the old man looked happy or worried, but in truth it mattered little. 'I will want to be kept fully informed of the progress of everything. When Sorn and the women return with the first lot of water, detail a third to start distributing it to the workers, and take a third of the hunters for yourself. They are to carry messages, my instructions out to the workers and their progress back, so pick the fastest. See me each hour, until all is complete. Sooner if the news is urgent.'
Tavin swallowed heavily, but stood as straight as his bowed back allowed. 'I will start preparing,' he quavered, and departed, leaving Baeinar alone to stare at the remains of his legacy. 
In the end it took three long, arduous days before Tavin could report that the river was cleared from the lake to a point well past the village, almost to the mountains. Baeinar has insisted it be cleared so far, much further than it was used by the village, and none had dared gainsay him. By that point though the river had washed itself almost clean anyway, so the final lengths went relatively quickly.
Upon first arriving at the top of the river, the Maendaren townsfolk had found the remains of several animal carcasses piled into the water. The meat and lights were gone, no doubt eaten by the Cirraen in place of their lost fish stock, but it had been done in such a way as to leave as much of the body intact as possible, so as to maximise the devastation when they were dumped.
With those cleared, the water entering the river was at least clean, and flowing faster again now it was unobstructed. The carcasses aside, however, much else had also been introduced, and removing it was both tedious and unpleasant.
That no further waste found its way into the river was a blessing, although the number of alert hunters along the top of the river and townsfolk spread across the rest was probably the main reason for that. No Cirraen had approached the river since the hunters had arrived, possibly because they had no desire to repeat their actions, but more likely because scouts had seen the vast Maendaren presence.
In either case, Baeinar had ordered a permanent hunter presence at the river top. Twenty hunters spent two nights there, before being replaced by twenty more.
Now that the work was completed to his satisfaction, Baeinar had once again summoned his councillors to his hall. They were, without exception, exhausted. Even though only Gaern had pitched in physically, the others had had little sleep in the past three nights, and were struggling to remain awake.
'Sorn,' Baeinar started, jumping straight to the point, 'How many days water have we still collected?'
Sorn blinked tiredly a few times before replying, levering himself upright as he did so. 'A week,' he said, 'perhaps a day more.'
'That should be sufficient,' Baeinar conceded. 'Already the river runs clear, and the fish return. Inform the women they need fetch no more, but be sure that all understand they are not to use river water until our current stocks are depleted. I will take no unnecessary chance.'
'It will be done,' Sorn agreed, and sagged back down again.
'That leaves the matter of Cirraen,' Baeinar continued. 'We cannot let this slight go unanswered!'
His dramatic statement was lessened somewhat by a sudden, loud snore from Caenor. Keen awakened him with a sharp elbow.
'As I was saying,' Baeinar growled, glowering at Caenor, who blinked back owlishly, 'We cannot let this slight from Cirraen go unanswered.'
The ragged cheer was less than Baeinar had hoped for, but under the circumstances perhaps the best he would get. He accepted it with poor grace, and pressed on.
'I have given much thought in the past few days to a suitable reply,' he said, blissfully unaware what a luxury thinking time had been for his people over those same days. 'The situation doesn't allow for many possibilities.'
As he had grown fond of doing, he counted the points off on his fingers as he went.
'The Cirraen live on an island, in the middle of the lake. Reaching their homes unnoticed would be impossible.'
'They get most of their food from the lake. The same lake, however, provides our fish and water as well. We cannot, therefore, harm them there without also harming ourselves.'
'However,' he said, with some relish, 'The lake doesn't provide all their food. They do keep small fields of crops along the lake shore. Those are vulnerable.'
This time the agreement was a little more animated.
'Keen,' he asked, 'How are crops best destroyed?'
The farmer regarded him with a look of comical surprise. 'I... I... I'm not sure,' he stammered, for once lost for words. 'We usually try to keep them alive.'
'Alive against what?' Baeinar barked, 'Come on, think man!'
'Well,' Keen said, struggling to come up with some answers. 'Crops need water, and soil.'
'Things we can hardly deprive them of,' Baeinar pointed out, bluntly.
'Well, deer and small forest animals sometimes eat crops...' Keen offered, trailing off at the withering looks he was receiving.
'Fire,' Murek offered. 'Thatch is vulnerable to fire, and so crop stalks must be.'
'Excellent,' Baeinar grinned, leaning across and slapping Murek on the shoulder. 
Naik jogged silently along the river bank, the bright moon providing ample light for his sharp eyes, which checked constantly for both hazards to his feet and movement in the distance. Instead of the deer he was used to hunting for though, tonight he watched for men. Cirraen, to be specific.
Behind him, the other nineteen hunters were equally noiseless, drifting like swift spirits through the night. Each carried two stick-bundle torches, as well as flint, kindling, and of course their spear and knife.
To his right, the river flowed gently along, whispering to itself the joy of its restoration. It flowed a bit slower now, slight though the widening effect of the bank cutting had been, and in the larger scallops eddies formed intricate dances of ever decreasing circles.
To his left, the mountains loomed, solid black masses against the tinge of the star-flecked sky.
Ahead was his goal.
Eager though he was to get there, Naik followed the course of the river, as he followed his instructions. It slowed their progress, winding back and forth as it did, but Baeinar had been most insistent on this part. Follow the river, he'd said. Follow the river, and see no-one tries to defile it.
Baeinar had also been quite specific as to the punishment defiling would earn. Naik fingered his knife, testing the edge.
As they jogged out of the last big loop at the top of the river, Naik could hear the gentle slapping of the lake against the shore, and the soft susurrus of the breeze through the reeds.
He slowed his hunters to a trot, which slowed again to a walk as the lake came into sight, sheened silver by the moon. Raising his spear above his head in both hands, Naik signalled his hunters to stop.
Around them, tussocks and rocks sprang to life, and closed in.
'Mart,' he called, softly, as his old friend's face resolved from the shadows. 'You hide as well as ever.'
'And you move as silent as the dead,' Mart replied, as the two men clasped arms. 'But you are early. We are supposed to keep watch another night yet.'
'So you still are,' Naik said, drawing Mart closer and downwards, in case of prying eyes. Around them, both parties of hunters also melted into the landscape. 'We head to Cirraen, to teach them the folly of their ways.'
'Teach them harshly,' Mart hissed, his eyes glinting coldly as they caught the moon, 'and strike a blow for me!'
'Watch well, my friend,' Naik whispered back, rising carefully back upright, and drawing his party to him. 'The Cirraen could well follow us when we return.'
'Then they shall learn their folly twice.' Mart's voice drifted out of the darkness between the clumps of reeds. 'Fare well!'
Moving out at a trot, and then into the easy ground-eating stride of the hunting jog, Naik and his party of eager saboteurs began skirting westward around the shore of Lake Cirraen.
The lake was wide, but more than that it was long, and the Cirraen crops were far up the western shore, in the delta of rich land between the two largest rivers feeding into the lake from the mountains. It was just over an hour since leaving their fellow hunters at the river top before Naik and his men drew near.
Stopping just within sight of the first field, Naik motioned the other hunters to seek cover and wait, while he eased carefully forwards for a closer look. Although few, there were huts alongside and between the fields, and he wanted to be certain their occupants were asleep before he continued.
Although there were no huts along the western edge of the fields, the wind as ever blew from the east, and so that was the side they would need to set fire to first. That was also the side most heavily populated with the crude Cirraen huts, ramshackle affairs compared to the neat, well built huts of Maendar.
Naik crept closer to the nearest hut, and considered it for a while. It was constructed of sticks, as were the Maendaren huts, but instead of the muddy daub used to strengthen and seal the wattle, they were simply tied with reeds and straw. The roof was likewise loosely packed, and thanks to the recent fair weather, the whole hut was very dry.
It would burn well, Naik thought, but it would also burn bright. Bright enough, perhaps, to alert any wakeful Cirraen on the island, before their work was done. He wanted as much of the crops ablaze as possible before anyone was roused.
But the Cirraen in the shore-bound huts would be sure to be woken as soon as the first crops were fired. The light, heat and noise would be unmissable from so close.
Left with just one option, Naik crept away from the hut, and back to his waiting hunters.
'We must take care of the farmers, sleeping in the huts, before we can fire the crops,' he whispered, when all nineteen had assembled around him. 'And it must be done silently.'
'How?' whispered back one of the hunters. Reet, Naik saw as he looked towards the voice. Young, but already skilled, and faster than most across any terrain.
'We must slit their throats,' he said, firmly, 'It works for deer, after all.'
Several of his hunters baulked at the idea, but Naik squashed the protest fiercely. 'We have no choice, it must be done.'
He gave them a few seconds to calm themselves, and then continued. 'We shall split up into pairs, one pair to each hut. There are only nine, so Reet will stay with me, keeping watch.' The young hunter went from looking the most anxious to the most relieved, and nodded his agreement quickly.
'Each pair will enter the hut, cover the farmer's mouth in case of screams, and then slit his throat.' The hunters still looked uneasy, but resigned to their task. 'One swift, deep cut,' he continued, 'It is a kindness to the deer, we should do no less for men.'
After a quick but thorough check to be sure nothing but crops moved in the fields, Naik motioned the hunters to follow him towards the huts. As each hut was passed, two hunters peeled off from the group, and vanished inside. Reaching the middle of the line, Naik stopped, Reet beside him, and motioned the remaining hunters onwards.
'Watch well, lad,' he whispered, 'We cannot afford to be seen now.'
Reet shuddered as muffled cries and the sounds of brief, futile struggle drifted to him from the various huts, and looked down at the ground before him as hunters started solidifying back out of the darkness within. Naik poked him, sharply. 'Watch for Cirraen, not your feet!'
Before he had a chance to comply, a voice hissed out from the shadows of a nearby hut, calling Naik by name. Signing for the returning hunters to hold still, Naik eased himself carefully towards the voice.
'Naik,' the hunter said again, as he drew close, 'there is a family in this hut. The farmer, with his wife and child.'
Naik paused for a few seconds, considering the options. His hunters could barely stomach killing farmers, they would refuse entirely to kill a mother and child.
'Reet,' he whispered, motioning the young hunter to his side once more. 'Inside this hut are a mother and child.' Even in the gloom he could see Reet's face grow paler. 'I will take care of the farmer,' he said, firmly. 'You, Reet, will cover the child's mouth, and carry it west, clear of the fields.'
'You,' he said, rounding on the hunter who had called him over, 'will do the same with the mother.'
The two men were clearly unsure, so Naik tried to set their minds at ease. 'When we are finished with the crops, we will release them unharmed back to Cirraen. Now let's go, we have wasted too much time as it is.'
Without another word, the three hunters slipped into the hut, Naik drawing his knife as he crossed the threshold. When all three were positioned, he struck.
As he placed his hand over the farmer's mouth, the man's eyes flicked open in alarm, staring up into Naik's face. Naik watched as they widened in surprise as he drew his knife sharply from left to right, then dull as the farmer's life left him, spurting warmly across Naik's hands.
Reet had already left, the child still asleep in his arms, and the woman was being dragged from the hut as Naik looked up. She struggled, but was unable to break the strong hunter's grip, and her cries were muted by the large hand across her lower face. Leaving the hut, he watched as they were carried west, to the far side of the fields.
Plucking a handful of wide reeds from the roof of the hut, Naik wiped what blood he could from his hands, and called his remaining hunters to attend him.
'Our way is clear,' he said, keeping his voice low although none but corpses could now overhear him. 'Now we can do what we came here for.'
Naik packed his kindling loosely into the first of his two torches, and lit it on the second strike of his flint. The kindling went up quickly, and the dry sticks caught easily a few seconds later. He held it at arm's length, for the other hunters to light their first torch from it.
'Spread out once your torch is alight,' he instructed, 'and light the first row of corn. The wind will carry the flames to the next row, but too slowly to catch the whole crop in time, so once one row is lit, you must move forward two rows and light another. Continue this way, until you reach the western edge of the field, or both your torches are gone.'
Like will-o'-the-wisps, the torches bobbed through the night as the hunters took their positions. Naik could already see the far ends catching when the final torch was lit, and he stepped forward to light the crops before him.
When he was sure they'd caught, he moved onwards, into the field. Passing the next row, he lit the one after, and moved on again. In that leapfrogging fashion, he and the other hunters made good progress across the Cirraen crops. At roughly half way, he stopped to look behind him, and grinned with satisfaction to see the wind had already carried the flames to catch most of the rows he'd skipped. Only the last half dozen remained, and as he watched the first two of those flickered and caught.
Checking either side, he counted all his hunters still going, before continuing himself.
His second torch fizzled out with four rows still to go, but by then it was immaterial. The fire was unstoppable, and the damage had been done. As he stepped past the final row and into clear space once more, Naik turned to watch the awesome spectacle. It was like nothing he had ever seen before. An undulating landscape of fire, the sun brought down to the ground. The heat was intense, and Naik backed off as the wind blew the flames ever closer, catching the last few rows as they went. 
It was impossible that the Cirraen had failed to notice such a bright light on their shore, and so Naik called all the hunters to him, and prepared to leave. Two were slightly singed, having delayed too long trying to light stubborn stalks, and all had a ruddy glow to their skin from the heat. He looked across their faces, grins made sinister by the flickering light, his shadow dancing macabre across the nearest. 
At the end of the row of hunters, he spied the two captives. The woman had ceased her struggling, and was standing resignedly by her captor, but the child was now awake, and staring wide-eyed from Reet's arms at the conflagration. As Naik watched, the child raised his arms and laughed at the blaze. When Reet turned him away, the child started bawling.
The sound shocked his mother into action, and shaking her arm free of her captor's loose grip, she strode forwards, and lifted him from Reet's arms. She looked around the hunters defiantly, stroking the boy's head in an effort to calm him.
Naik broke the silence.
'Let the woman and the child go,' he said, loudly, so all could hear above the crackle and hiss of the burning crops. 'Our task is complete, we have no more need of them.'
Taking her cue, the woman fled, dodging around the hunters and out into the night.
'Come,' Naik called to his hunters, 'Cirraen will be here soon, and we must be gone.'
He spun on his heel, and started the long jog back to Maendar. 
Baeinar was ecstatic when he was presented with the news.
'Come,' he said, crossing the room to clasp Naik by the shoulder. 'Sit at my table.' Grabbing a spare chair from the corner, he placed it at the end of the table, opposite his own, and gestured Naik into it.
'So,' Baeinar said, sitting himself back at the head of the table. 'The Cirraen crops are burned. You have done us a great service this night, Naik, a very great service.' The rest of the Council picked up the cue, and added their thanks and congratulations to his.
'What of the Cirraen themselves? Did they try to interfere?'
'No, Baeinar,' Naik replied, his face composed, but his bright eyes sparkling at the lavish praise, as if they still reflected the flames of the previous night. 'Of the Cirraen from the island we saw no sign.' He paused slightly, and swallowed, well aware of the nature of his next piece of news. 'As to the farmers on the shore, we slit their throats as they slept, to prevent them raising the alarm.'
A surprised babble burst from the men around the table, and in amongst the cacophony Naik clearly heard the words 'too far.' He kept his focus solely on Baeinar, however, who seemed unshocked, even pleased at the news.
'You did well,' Baeinar said, loudly, instantly hushing the sounds of indignation. 'To have done otherwise would have been to risk failure.' He glared at his councillors, until each had acquiesced. 'It was fortunate that we sent someone so resourceful.'
Naik permitted himself a grin, which he covered with a formal bow of thanks.
'Did all the farmers die?' Caenor asked, the first of the Council to dare raise a point.
'All the farmers, yes,' Naik confirmed. 'But not all the people.' Another outbreak of whispered surprise greeted the caveat. 'There was a woman, and a child. They represented no threat, so we simply held them captive until the work was done, and then released them back to Cirraen.'
'Compassion, as well as initiative,' Baeinar mused, his thick beard parted by a broad smile. 'Had you mentioned that first, perhaps the Council would have been less shocked.' He considered the words he'd just spoken. 'Yes, we should bear that in mind, if we tell this tale to our people. Naik spared the woman and child, slaying only those that he must. They will like it better, that way.'
Looking Naik straight in the eye, Baeinar's smile grew wider still. 'Now,' he said, moving on to his next plan. 'Are you ready for your next task, Naik? It seems the Daenorae barns are heavy with supplies, and it is up to us to lighten them.'
Naik's smile also grew, as Baeinar outlined the Council's idea. 
For the second night in a row, Naik was jogging over the moonlit landscape, towards the crops of another town. This time, however, he was followed by close to fifty other hunters, all that could be spared from the defence of the river and the town, and instead of torches each man carried a thick sack.
Although there was no river or shore to follow this time, Naik, like every hunter with him, knew the land down to the smallest detail, and they arrowed straight for Daenor. He could have run it with his eyes closed.
Far from being closed though, Naik's eyes were constantly scanning the ground ahead, ever vigilant.
At the sight of a shadow, where none should have been, he signalled a halt. Instantly, the hunters dropped to the ground. Pointing for the two nearest to follow him, Naik crept forward on his stomach, his spear held flat against the stunted grass.
As they drew near, the shadow moved.
Motionless, but coiled ready to spring, Naik and his two flanking hunters watched as the shape rose upwards, only to drop back down with a plaintive cry. Seizing his chance, Naik sprung.
The remaining hunters moved up to join the vanguard, and found them looking down at a wounded doe. It was still struggling to rise, but the badly broken foreleg prevented it. The moonlight glittered off the sheen of sweat covering its skin.
Naik knelt down by the animal's head, and with the same swift, sure motion he had used the previous night, ended its suffering.
'It has been here a day or more,' he said, indicating the nearby grass, which had recovered from the doe's passage and was free of tracks. 'The leg is badly broken, and the animal feverish,' he continued. 'The meat will be infected. Leave it where it lies.'
Without another word, the hunters resumed their journey.
For the remainder of the outward journey, the hunters encountered no more wildlife larger than a mouse. The route they travelled was open, through the very centre of Aeithan, where few trees and bushes grew, and both predators and prey preferred the luxury of cover. Owls would sometimes skim the open ground, looking for rodents, but tonight it seemed they all hunted elsewhere.
The moon was still waxing, two nights from full, but it shone from a cloudless sky, and across the unimpeded landscape the hunters could see as far as if it were day. For now that worked in their favour, allowing them to travel swift and sure, but it would make their final approach to the Daenorae barns more risky.
The moon had just passed its zenith when the hunters first caught sight of the Daenorae fields. The barns were still a little way further on, but Naik slowed the men to a cautious, half-crouching trot. From this point on they risked detection.
They reached the edge of the fields undetected, and Naik, valuing stealth over speed, slowed them further still. Bent almost double, with their knees touching their chests with every step, the hunters crept cautiously down the lanes separating the fields.
In the distance, the first row of barns loomed out of the bright, waving fields of corn, their dark sides slab-like and forbidding. The slight overhang of the roofs was sufficient to shroud them in impenetrable shadow. If anyone was keeping watch, it would be from there.
At each intersection they crossed, the hunters spread out further, so that by the time they reached the barns they formed ten teams of four or five men each. This had been Gaern's main contribution to the plan. If they took only a little from each barn, rather than all from one or two, there was a good chance that the Daenorae wouldn't notice their loss, and if they didn't, the Maendaren could try it again.
A sudden cry from their left made the hunters freeze on the spot, and the answering called from the right saw them all drop flat to the ground. Then the two owls took to the air from the thatch of their respective barns, and smiling wryly and nudging each other in chagrin, the hunters got back to their feet and resumed their slow, inward journey.
Their luck held for the rest of the crossing to the barns. A few nocturnal creatures scuttled away from them in fright, but of the Daenorae there was no sign, and no alarm was raised. The black, empty pools of deeper darkness under the walls were just that, empty.
As with all Daenorae buildings, the barns had no door, instead utilising a flap of coarse cloth that was fixed firmly at the top, but loose down the sides and at the bottom. The flaps were a good arm's length longer than the doorways they covered, and trailed over the floor so they could be weighted shut with rocks to keep any of the larger, more inquisitive animals out. Mice and other small creatures could easily squeeze past, but then they could also pass through any number of other gaps and holes in the roughly-built structure, so that was hardly considered an issue.
By moving the rocks back a little way without fully removing them from the bases of the flaps, the Maendaren hunters were able to open a large enough gap to fit through, while still making the doorways appear closed from a distance. Swiftly and silently, the ten teams slipped inside their respective barns.
The change from bright moonlight to dim interior was quite pronounced, and it took a few seconds before their eyes had sufficiently adjusted to make out the piles of crops in the meagre light that filtered through the walls. Even then, they were little more than slightly more solid masses in the dim grey.
Working as much by touch as by sight, the hunters set to work filling their sacks. They took amounts according to the sizes of the various piles, one handful from the smaller piles likes peas and beans, two from the bigger like carrots and potatoes. The biggest items, cabbages and turnips, they took one each, and then heaped a few double handfuls of the plentiful corn to fill up the gaps.
As each man finished, he slipped back out through the half-closed flap, and waited in the shadowy lee of the barn for the rest of his team. Once the last man left, they replaced the rocks to hold the flap closed.
Just before he left, Naik studied the piles. They were smaller, but perhaps not noticeably so, and relative to each other were still pretty much the same.
Once all his men were back outside, Naik passed the signal along the line of huts for them to move back out through the fields, and home to Maendar.
Despite the extra load that now weighed them down, they all moved as silently and gracefully as they had done on the way in. As they passed the last field, they unbent slightly from crouched to half-crouched, increasing their pace, and once far enough to be out of sight, they straightened fully.
Falling into their customary hunting jog, they made easy progress home. 
Baeinar was as delighted as the last time when presented with the spoils of the night's work. The forty six sacks in front of him now represented almost one third of Maendar's stock of picked crops. Another successful raid would mean doubling their original supplies, without touching what they currently had planted.
'Do you think Daenor will notice?' he asked, eagerly, already planning the timing of the next attempt.
'It will depend on how alert their farmers are,' Naik replied, in a tone that implied probably not very. 'We were careful to take evenly from each hut, and no single pile stands out as greatly reduced compared to its neighbours.'
Tearing his eyes from their greedy study of his latest triumph, Baeinar turned to face Naik. Clasping the hunter by both shoulders, he spoke loudly, indicating with a sweep of his head that he spoke for the entire Council.
'Once again, you have done Maendar proud. You have our thanks.'
Arranged in a loose arc around them, the other six members of the Council added their agreement and thanks to Baeinar's.
'Return with us to my hall,' Baeinar said, placing one arm fondly around Naik's broad shoulders and leading him forward. 'We have another task to discuss with you. The biggest task yet.'
The two men stepped out from the stores where the stolen crops now rested, Baeinar chatting happily as he steered Naik through the bright, sunny streets, the rest of the Council trailing along behind like ducklings following their mother. 
A third night, and a third nighttime trek across Aeithan. A third town's land as their destination. Naik found the cycle enjoyable, almost as much as the lavish praise being heaped upon him, and was already looking forward to whatever challenge Baeinar would next lay before him.
As Baeinar had promised, this was the biggest and most incisive plan yet. Behind him were over three hundred men, almost one in three of the Maendaren of age, encompassing many skills.
There were hunters, even more than the previous night, making a quarter of the party.
There were woodsmen, every woodsman Maendar had, along with their various brethren from the building trade, filling the next third.
The remainder, a little under half the total, were picked for size and strength, rather than skill, and represented the one hundred and fifty largest remaining men Maendar had to offer.
They were a very impressive sight, tramping through the dark, possibly the largest single movement of people ever through Aeithan. They were also a significant noise, with so many being unused to the need for stealthy travel across open ground, but that would not be a problem. They would be making much more noise soon, and would still be too far from Shalin to be heard, and only the hunters would be needing stealth for their work.
It was, most definitely, an ambitious plan.
Ever alert, despite the fact that the sound of their passage would reveal them long before sight would, Naik led the party eastwards, towards the last remaining forest in the land, and the main remaining source of wood and game. At a little over half way, he angled them slightly northwards, towards the area Murek had determined as being furthest from the town of Shalin, nestled unawares in the centre.
Although tonight's action would not be directly focused against Shalin itself, and it could be argued that the supplies they planned to return with did not necessarily belong exclusively to the Shalinar, Naik was as aware as everyone else that their forest-dwelling neighbours would see it as a clear act of aggression, and attempt to drive the Maendaren party from the area if they became aware of their presence. For that reason, preferring to be overly cautious rather than overly confident, he slowed the advance to a pace at which even the most clumsy-footed amongst them could travel in near silence long before the tree line came into sight.
Halting his men with a good one hundred strides of clear ground before the trees, Naik signalled for his best ten hunters, men who had accompanied him on both the previous nights, to check the forest for Shalinar watchers. He waited patiently, while many of those not used to the hunt grew restless, knowing that to do a thorough and careful job would take time. Eventually the scouts started returning, reporting the trees to be clear of unwanted eyes for several hundred strides, far enough for the dense, moss-strewn trunks to absorb the sounds of the woodsmen at work.
When the final scout returned, and confirmed the last area to be clear, Naik broke the men into their pre-arranged working parties, and set them to their tasks.
The hunters set off first, six groups of ten men each, considerably larger than a usual team. They all melted silently into the gloom under the trees, gone from sight within two or three paces.
The remaining dozen hunters spread out around the immediate area, in case the scouts had missed someone or the plan went awry, and the Shalinar made an appearance.
Next into action were the woodsmen, two dozen teams of three to a tree, two to chop while one held the torch, trading places every few minutes to keep themselves fresh enough to work continuously through the night.
As the trees were felled, teams from the remaining men dragged them across the clearing to the final groups, one who pruned off the branches under the watchful eyes of the remaining woodsmen, and one who bound the best of those pruned branches into bundles, ready for transport back to Maendar. The bare trunks were then rolled to another holding area, ready for the long roll home.
The scene was loud in the open ground, those in charge having to shout their orders to be heard over the chopping and hacking.
As well as the general direction, individual instruction was also needed as those unfamiliar with their tasks were guided by their team supervisors. Seeing one of his men about to make a potentially disastrous error, Preem, the woodsman leading a pruning team, stopped him with a shout, and took the billhook from his hand. 'Always strike into the fork of the branch,' he explained, 'where it meets the tree, and always from the opposite side of the trunk. Do otherwise, and all you're likely to remove is your own leg!' He returned the billhook to the sheepish looking man, and they both went back to work. It was a scene repeated in half a dozen places.
With so many men dedicated to the task, the work went quickly, and by the time the hunting teams began to reappear the previously open ground was liberally populated with trunks and bundles.
The hunters too had had a very good night, Tavin's idea of encircling an area working well, and every two men carried a deer between them.
The return of the first hunters was the signal for the woodsmen to cease felling new trees, instead moving to join the pruning and stacking teams once their current tree was downed. By the time the final hunters arrived, the lumber was all ready to go.
Naik surveyed the haul with pride. Thirty deer, near a hundred trunks, and another two hundred bundles of stout branches. The bundles were lashed to the backs of the men not already carrying deer, leaving their hands free to roll the logs in teams of three.
With three or four hours still remaining before sunrise and the Shalin waking, the Maendaren began their journey home. 
It was gone midday before Naik and his men reached the town. With so many trunks to roll, they could not cycle the men to allow them to recover while still moving, and instead were forced to take increasingly longer breaks. The problem was compounded by so many being unused to the work, which caused them to use brute force rather than technique to keep the logs rolling, and so tire themselves even faster.
Of the Shalinar, there had been no sign. One hundred trees from the edge of the forest was like a hundred blades of grass from a field, too few to have a noticeable impact, and it would be some time before they discovered the stumps. Even then, would they decide to retaliate, and if so against whom? The area they had worked was nearer to Daenor, after all, and the marks of their passage would fade given time.
No, Naik was confident, there was no need to worry about the Shalinar.
Baeinar concurred, when he and the rest of the Council arrived to inspect the latest addition to their supplies.
'Incredible,' Murek murmured, running his thin hands over a trunk as if to check that it really existed, the mottling marring his skin almost blending in with the patchy, pale brown wood. 'So much, in a single night. I would not have believed it possible.'
'Anything is possible,' Baeinar grinned, slapping Murek on the back, 'with good leadership.'
'Of course,' Murek agreed, rubbing his palms together to clear the stinging from having to catch his stagger on the rough wood. 'You made Maendar flourish, and now you provide for us amply. No people could ask more of their leader.'
'Except, perhaps, a feast!' Baeinar crowed, spreading his arms to encompass all the bounty before them. 'The people should celebrate our success!' He started issuing orders.
'First, prepare five of the deer for roasting. I want them skinned, dressed and spitted before the sun touches the mountains' first peak.' He indicated Tavin, who shuffled off immediately to get the task underway.
'Next we need firewood. Murek, have your men sort any sticks from these bundles that are of no other use, and take them to the largest of the meeting areas.' Murek took an easier way than Tavin, and delegated a few of the children standing nearby and watching inquisitively to fetch the woodsmen back from the beds they had only just returned to.
'Keen, you and your farmers are to see to the vegetables. Take five of the sacks brought from Daenor, and have them readied.' Keen nodded his assent. 'Collect five good cauldrons for the cooking, Gaern will tell you who has the best, and select whichever women you see fit to tend them.'
'Sorn,' Baeinar continued, turning to the currently green-clad clothier. 'You are to ensure that the people know of tonight's feast. Send men through the town to announce it, and make sure they tell the people to pass the news along. I want no-one left out.'
Finally, Baeinar turned to the last member of his council. 'Caenor,' he said, taking the old man slightly to one side as he spoke. 'The people will need to know exactly what it is that they celebrate. Bring the Keeper to my hut in one hour, and I shall give him the tale.' 
At the precise moment that the sun vanished behind the mountains, and twilight descended upon the town, the fires were lit in the large open area in the centre, and the people started making their way there, forming clumps of excited chattering as they joined up with family, friends and neighbours.
The scene that greeted them as they arrived was beyond anything they had seen before. In the centre of the clearing, at the very heart of the town, a giant bonfire blazed, casting light over the entire area, and throwing dancing shadows against the huts ringing the edge. Around that fire, ten more smaller fires burned in a circle, alternatively roasting a deer and boiling a cauldron. And striding all about the area, greeting as many of the people personally as he could manage, was Baeinar, with Naik by his side.
Although initially silenced by their first sight of the spectacle, the people rapidly took up their conversations again, and by the time the final stragglers had arrived full dark had settled, and the island of brightness was filled with the enormous sound of hundreds of simultaneous voices, each striving to be heard over the rest.
So loud was the noise, that Baeinar had to call for silence several times before the request reached the edges, and an expectant hush fell over the crowd.
'My people,' he called, his voice booming in the sudden stillness. 'I welcome you all on this very special night.' A cheer erupted from the eagerly listening townsfolk, and he had to wait for them to quieten once more before he could continue.
'We are here to celebrate a great victory. A victory of spirit, and a victory over those who would do us harm. Over the past week, you have all made me proud to be your leader, by rising to the challenges set against us, and besting those that seek to deny us.'
Another bout of cheering, which Baeinar basked in until it faded back into a avid desire to hear more.
'Keeper Cailin will now relate this tale of your bravery, and so enter it into our history, so that your grandchildren, and their grandchildren, will know of it forever!'
Baeinar stepped away to one side, so revealing Cailin standing behind him, head bowed, hands crossed formally across his chest. Looking up, Cailin spread his arms wide, and stepped forward.
'Well met, brothers,' he began. 'Attend now, all you present, as I relate this tale of our people.'
With the opening words spoken, Cailin relaxed into a more comfortable pose, and related the tale, exactly as it had been told to him, as he had been trained to do, with no deviation or embellishment of his own.
'The Maendaren are a peaceful people, content to live at one with the land in a state of harmony.
'Not so their neighbours, who are violent, greedy, and conspired together to grind Maendar to dust, jealous of the prosperity and quality of life the Maendaren enjoy under the guiding hand of their great leader, the wise and noble Baeinar.
'Every gift Baeinar bestowed upon his people, the other towns sought to destroy.
'Baeinar freed his people from squalor, and gave them a clean river abundant with fish.
'Cirraen stole from them those fish, and poisoned that river.
'As one, the people rose up, and announced together that Baeinar's gift would not be taken from them.
'For three days, and three nights, the people laboured gladly, and restored the river to the beauty that Baeinar had provided.
'Thus was it proved to Cirraen that try as they might, they cannot take our spirit from us.
'The Cirraen did not learn this lesson though, and prepared to strike at Maendar once again.
'With a heavy heart, the peaceful Baeinar was forced to teach the Cirraen a sterner lesson.
'From the ranks of his mighty hunters, he chose the twenty strongest, with the brave and compassionate Naik at their head.
'Against all of Cirraen the twenty hunters stood, undaunted, refusing to let them pass to do more harm.
'Faced with such bravery, the Cirraen men quailed and broke, and ran back into the night.
'As they fled, the Cirraen dropped their torches, the better to hide cowering in the dark.
'Many of these torches fell against huts, catching them alight, trapping women and children where they had been abandoned.
'With no hesitation, or fear for his own life, Naik rushed into the nearest burning hut, and emerged again carrying a woman and her child to safety.
'The other hunters followed his example, and thanks to Maendaren bravery, none died that night due to Cirraen cowardice.
'The lesson thus taught, Naik returned with his hunters to Maendar.
'Baeinar was glad that the women and children had been saved, but his heart was still heavy.
'Daenor had stolen another of his gifts to his people, the plentiful food that made them grow strong, and bear many fine children.
'Summoning Naik once more, Baeinar bade him recover the food, lest his people starve.
'Recalling the actions of the Cirraen, however, Baeinar worried the Daenorae might also put their own people at risk.
'Fearful of his enemies safety, Baeinar instructed Naik to return the food during the night, while the Daenorae slept.
'Thus was the Maendaren food returned, and the Daenorae protected from their own folly.
'Still though Baeinar could not return to the peace he so craved and deserved.
'The third of his gifts to his people was now at risk.
'Baeinar had found his people living in dirty, poorly made shacks, and determined to see them living better had taught them to make fine, strong huts.
'Jealous of these huts, which they were unable to make themselves, the Shalinar sought to deprive Maendar of the wood to make more.
'Faced with the prospect of his people returning to hovels, Baeinar had no choice but to confront Shalin as well.
'But it was love of his people that drove him, not hate and fear such as drove the Shalinar.
'Seeing this, the forest gave itself willingly to the Maendaren axes, and offered deer to further see the people fed.
'Cowed by the sight of the fine men of Maendar working for the good of all, the Shalinar slunk back into the darkness between the trees.
'Thus Naik returned triumphant for a third time, and Baeinar could feed and house the people he loved once more.'
Folding his hands back across his chest, Cailin stepped back from the awestruck crowd, leaving space for Baeinar to stride back to the fore.
'You have heard the tale,' he bellowed, arms wide and eyes gleaming in the light of the many fires. 'Now eat the food that I have provided. Dance in the light of the fire, and be joyous that I protect you from the avarice and hatred of those who would do you harm.'
With thunderous cheering, the people began their revels. 
Death and destruction. Deception and theft. Hardly subjects fit for celebration. They were to become the mainstay of Baeinar's leadership though, as much a tool in his victories as his people became. His style was the one that successive leaders would adopt, and adapt, forging their own tools of war to improve upon his design. For the rest of our history, the Aeithar were led by men following the footsteps Baeinar first made here, telling us it was for our own good, and always we believed them.
After all, I attended many such celebrations myself.


The History of the Aeithar
The Internal Wars
Chapter Four
'In the beginning, there was only sadness in the world, and the people wept at their plight.
'The Gods heard the sounds of woe, and in their mercy wished to free the people's spirits.
'With gentle kindness, the Gods judged each person by their virtue, and finding Cailin to be most worthy they spoke to him in the night.
'Opening the door in his mind, the Gods showed Cailin the wonders of Erudition, and raised him as their Great Prophet.
'In that one night, the Gods bestowed upon him all the knowledge and power of Erudition, that he would save the people, teach them of Erudition and the love of the Gods, and so bring them into the light.'
That is the opening verse of The Book of Erudition, a book I know by heart. A book we all knew by heart, unless we wished to suffer the displeasure of the Prelates.
One part, at least, comes close to the truth. Cailin learned of his powers with astonishing speed.
The planned first evening of playing The Maidens and the Hunters with his six recruits, which Cailin had been anticipating with great eagerness, did not happen.
He had been taking his customary meandering walk around the town when he caught the first sounds of the unusual activity. Cutting through a narrow gap between two huts, Cailin stepped out just in time to catch the astonishing sight of Baeinar and the Council leading half the town in a headlong charge through the streets.
He stood agape in bemusement at the bizarre spectacle of Caenor and Tavin being carried seated between two hunters each, apparently racing each other to the head of the crowd.
Curiosity rapidly overcame perplexity, however, and slotting himself neatly into a gap, Cailin joined the throng.
Despite being used to a considerably more leisurely pace through the streets, Cailin found that his unquenchable desire for knowledge and answers gave him the endurance to keep up with the crowd, and even the strength to gradually work his way forwards.
Thus he was only a few rows from the front when the mass of people came to a sudden and unexpected halt, with much bumping, jolting, swearing and apologising. By the simple expedient of staying where he was when the rest of the crowd moved backwards, he soon found himself at the front, with a clear view of the proceedings.
Baeinar was clearly upset, barking orders at the rest of the Council and demanding instant action. Already Gaern had departed, taking several of the hunters with him, and Caenor and Keen turned and left as he watched, each taking a sizable chunk of the assemblage with them.
As Sorn and Murek left, taking most of the remaining crowd with them, Cailin left too. From the moment he had arrived, he had heard from the whispers of others of the damage to the river, and Baeinar's reaction had shown it to be severe, but he felt the strongest urge to examine it for himself, in detail. He couldn't explain it, not even to himself, but it was there, the need to examine, to intervene, intertwined with the certainty that he could in some way make a difference. He just wasn't quite sure how.
Cailin followed the fouled river bank to the north for a short distance, mentally probing at the obscure, intangible idea. The key was there, he knew it, hidden behind a haze of incomprehension. Something he needed to understand before the answers could start falling into place.
He still hadn't unlocked the box in his mind by the time he reached a spot where the river took a wide turn. Erosion, helped along by the feet of a few generations of children as he recalled, had eaten away a large scoop of the bank on the outer side of the turn, forming a shallow pool several paces across where the water was relatively still, gently stirred by the river but not flowing. 
Sitting himself cross-legged on the very edge of the bank, barely mindful enough of the slight crumbling that accompanied his arrival to spare a finger-length of space between himself and a potential unpleasant soaking, Cailin stared down into the slowly swirling filth that had collected in the relative calm.
His nose wrinkled unconsciously at the smell as he lowered his head closer to the polluted haven, while his eyes darted from place to place, studying the remains and excrement that had replaced the carefully carved pieces of wood that had ridden the ripples in his childhood. Each piece of detritus was unique, as the pieces of wood had been, but any marks on them had been chopped and sliced in with anger, not etched in with love as each child strove to create their own symbol, to distinguish their 'duck' from everyone else's.
Cailin watched as what appeared to be a rib bone from a deer won the feculent race, and began another circuit of the pool, the rest of the defilement trailing in its wake. Gently, he reached out with his mind and touched the water. He shuddered at the feel of the foulness, but fought the urge to recoil. He wasn't physically touching it, after all.
Slowly at first, but with carefully increasing pace, Cailin pushed against the water, speeding the flow around the pool, and the floating matter with it. Some of the pieces were pushed far enough out to get caught in the pull of the river, where they were whisked away by the current, but most just bounced on the banks. If he increased the swirl much further, Cailin would end up getting splashed with the polluted water, so instead he slowed the pace down again, just enough that the debris remained circling, and clear of the sides.
As he sat pondering the situation, idly keeping the water turning at a steady pace, watching the refuse circling past, a sense of familiarity crept over him. It grew stronger as he shifted his focus, letting the details blur so the pattern came to the fore.
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly,' he whispered, no longer watching what floated on the water but the water itself, the slight ripple at the point he was pushing it round. Without releasing his first touch on the water, he reached out a second time. 'One brave hunter, outward he went,' he intoned, a note of awe in his voice, and started a second swirl, inside the first and rotating in the opposite direction.
There was instant chaos as the two swirls collided and fought, throwing up small waves and pitching the bones and waste matter in all directions. Cailin quickly released both holds on the water, and watched as the pond settled back into its usual, gentle rotation.
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly,' he whispered, again, reaching back out with his mind, only to stop suddenly and withdraw. The rhyme was part of a different task, he realised, and he hadn't needed it to swirl the pond the first time. He hadn't even thought about it, until the similarity of the patterns had struck him.
He reached out again, and pushed against the water, speeding it up slowly until it reached the same steady pace as before. Then he sent out a second feeler, mentally stretching to reach past the first swirl, and started another on the very edge of the river's flow. It was harder to maintain, the river fought against it, but Cailin gradually increased the size until it just barely intersected the first swirl with small, choppy waves.
He watched as the rib bone reached the conjunction of the two swirls, and was whisked away by the second swirl and into the river. With a smile, he kept the rotations going, and in ones and twos the detritus fouling the pond was swept out into the river's current and away.
Letting go of the swirls, Cailin sat back and watched the water settle back down. Another bone floated down the river and towards the pool, but with a quick spin he sent it on its way.
Although now free of the large, obvious lumps, the water was still far from clean. Small flecks of detritus still remained, and it was tinted red with blood.
Cailin dipped his mind into the water once more. It felt little cleaner than before. This time, he concentrated on that unclean feeling. It was like a bed smell in the air, a taint overpowering the cleanliness. Something extra, not part of the water at all. He poured his concentration deeper into the feeling, and suddenly there it was.
The separation.
The point where the water and the not-water met.
Without letting go of the feeling, Cailin carefully raised a ball of water about the size of his cupped hands out from the pool, and suspended it a hand's width above the surface. It caught the sunlight and glittered with a red hue.
He stared at it. He could feel the disparate elements within. The water, pure and clean. The taint, foul and dirty. Carefully, he separated the two.
As he watched, the right hemisphere of the ball of water cleared, losing its red tint, while the left hemisphere grew darker. He pushed harder, and the taint continued to retreat across the left hemisphere, growing darker and darker as it became more concentrated, until it was a tight ball of almost perfect blackness nestled on the very edge of the ball of water.
With an audible plop, Cailin drew the small ball of taint out from the larger ball of water, and dropped it into the pond, where it collapsed and dissolved again. He studied the ball of water for a few seconds more, to be certain that it was truly pure, before releasing that too.
Widening his concentration to take in the entire pond this time, Cailin repeated the process, pushing the red stain out and into the river to be washed away. The feeling of purity lasted only a few moments, however, as blood and filth that had leeched into the bank began soaking back into the water, and the river flow carried more pollution back down to the pool.
Cailin realised that Baeinar had been right, the river had to be cleaned from the top downwards. Pushing himself to his feet, stretching his legs to work out the cramp he hadn't even noticed creeping into them, Cailin set off to the top of the river.
The scene Cailin found when he reached the source of the river was one of determined activity.
The animal carcasses had already been dragged out of the water, and dumped a short distance away. Two people were optimistically collecting up firewood to burn them, despite the fact that they were far too waterlogged.
Spread out around the area where the river left the lake, the Hunters stood like sentinels, eyes scanning from side to side and from near to far, alert to the slightest movement. Their spears were all held upright, base on the ground and sharp points by their heads, glinting in the sun.
More hunters escorted a steady stream of women to and from the lake, where they filled all manner of cups, jugs and bowls, taking the water from points a hundred paces or more from to entrance to the river, to be sure it was clean.
Those women not engaged in fetching water moved among the townsfolk working on the polluted river, passing out apples, chunks of bread, any foods that could be eaten standing.
And work the townsfolk did.
Cailin watched as section by section the river was cleared of the larger, more obvious pollutants. Farmers and others familiar with the tools cut away the banks as each section was cleared, consigning thin slices of earth to the waters to be dissolved and swept away.
They worked hard, and they worked well, but it was not enough. The river was not fast flowing. In places it barely seemed to move, in others it simply swirled back on itself. Whenever he dipped his mind into the water, Cailin could feel the underlying foulness still there.
Time, he decided, to get ambitious.
Heading back upriver, Cailin returned to the place where the animals had been dumped, two dozen paces down from the lake. The ground here sloped slightly, enough that the river moved quite fast as it left the lake, and now that it was unimpeded the flow had cleared what taint there had been.
A hundred paces downriver, however, where the land levelled out and the river slowed, Cailin began to encounter the taint once more. Trace amounts to start with, but in increasing amounts the further he went.
The river was wide here, ten paces across, and Cailin had to concentrate hard to spread his reach from bank to bank, but once the span was completed, he found the concentration required to maintain it was considerably less.
Moving slowly downriver, his eyes never leaving the ripples and swirls, Cailin began to separate the water from the taint.
Slowly though he had to move, he still outpaced both the river's flow and the townsfolk's working, and it wasn't long before he caught up with the first party, driving taint before him and leaving clean water in his wake.
He stopped amid the workers, keeping enough of his mind on the invisible barrier he had erected to stop any of the foulness from spreading back up the river. He waited for several seconds before he was certain he could keep the barrier going, then turned the rest of his attention to the people.
Most had been working too hard to even notice his arrival, but three or four had seen him, and greeted him by name or title.
'You are doing a magnificent job,' he said, raising his eyes from the river. He clapped the nearest worker on the shoulder, startling the unfortunate man and making him wobble alarmingly. As he laid a steadying hand on the man's arm, Cailin raised his voice, and pitched it to carry to the next group down as well.
'This puts me in mind of Teema's barn,' he said, loudly and clearly. 'It was lambing season, and the ewes were large with the coming litter. 
'One night, a mighty storm came sweeping down from the north, a storm such as none had seen before. It drove the rain hard enough to sting a man, and lights flashed in the clouds as they banged and rumbled against each other.
'At first, Teema the shepherd thought the crash outside was another part of them storm, but then he heard the bleating of his sheep, and looking out from his hut he saw his barn had collapsed in the fierce winds, and his ewes clustered together in fright.
'Luckily, none of the ewes had been injured, and Teema was able to herd them all into his hut. It was cramped, but they went.
'Teema returned to his bed, surrounded by his sheep, but could not sleep from worry about where his ewes could bear their lambs. His barn was destroyed, and it would take him many days to rebuild it.
'He was still awake as the first light crept through his window, and was just about to get up when he heard another crash from outside.
'Fearing the storm had returned, Teema leapt from his bed, and struggled through the mass of sheep to his door.
'Stepping outside, a most unexpected sight met his eyes.
'A dozen men from the town were clearing away the debris of his ruined barn.
'As Teema watched in amazement, another dozen men arrived, with wood and thatch and bindings.
'Soon there were more than 30 men, all hard at work rebuilding the barn of the astonished Teema.
'Before the sun had risen to its midday peak, a brand new barn stood on the spot where the old barn had been.
'I would not have thought it possible, Teema said, that a barn could be raised so fast. How can I repay your kindness?
'One of the men stepped forward, and bowed to Teema. You raise and tend your sheep for the good of the town, he said. It is only right that that town aid you when you are in need.'
Cailin lowered his head as he finished his tale, looking down into the waters once more. He had held onto his barrier easily throughout the telling, the concentration on the story seeming to sharpen his sense of the water too.
The workers had also found their concentration enhanced, and had almost cleared this section of the river. As Cailin watched, the banks were cut back, and the people started moving downriver to the next unworked section.
Dragging his barrier with him, separating the clean water from the taint as he went, Cailin moved down to the next group, and prepared another tale.
By the time the sun dipped behind the mountains, Cailin was exhausted. The townsfolk had made good progress, clearing over a third of the river, and he had followed them the entire way, uplifting them with tales and leaving only clean water in his wake.
Maintaining his concentration had proved much harder than Cailin had expected. For the first two hours or so, it had been a trivial task, he had barely even been aware of it. The third to fifth hours he had found he needed to consciously maintain his thoughts. From the sixth hour onwards, he was expending greater and greater mental effort.
The end of the day came as a great relief to Cailin, as to most of the workers.
Playing round after round of The Maidens and the Hunters had proved tiring, but not to this extent. Although, he considered, the size of this task had been much greater, and he was still unused to such exertions. Perhaps, in time, it would become easier.
As he lay on the cool grass, arms behind his head and staring up into the starry, cloudless sky, Cailin found himself suddenly looking forward to the following day's work. He doubted his fellow townsfolk shared his enthusiasm though.
Only one problem remained to trouble Cailin as he felt himself starting to drift off into sleep. What would happen to his barrier? Could he maintain his conscious thoughts while unconscious?
The morning would hold the answers.
When it arrived, the morning held a refreshing crispness, as well as the answer.
It was another bright, cloudless day. The air was still sharp with the night's chill, but the sun was already warm against the skin. A light breeze blew from the north, barely enough to ripple the ankle-high grass along the river banks.
The only thing that spoiled the otherwise perfect start to the day was the smell of the polluted river, still hanging in the air.
Cailin was roused by the sounds of renewed activity all around him. He opened his eyes, blinking them against the brightness before shading them with his hand, and looked around him.
Everyone else around him was already on their feet, the slowest risers having been awoken by the earliest. Cailin alone had been left asleep, partly in deference to his position, but mostly, he was shrewdly certain, because he wasn't actually physically joining in the work.
At least, none of his fellow townsfolk realised that he was.
The thought snapped him fully awake, and he sat up with a jerk. His barrier!
Clambering unsteadily to his feet, his head still swimming slightly from sitting up too fast, Cailin reached out towards the river.
As he had feared, his barrier had collapsed the moment sleep took him and his concentration broke. It was also unfortunate that work had stopped the previous night at a particularly still section of the river, a flat area of land where the loose soil had allowed the river to gradually eat away at the banks, forming a bulge where the torpid waters rested before accelerating again down the next incline, half a hundred paces further on.
The taint that Cailin had drawn with him and contained while he was awake had spread outwards once more, filling the pool-like distension, and even re-contaminating a few paces further upriver.
Still, Cailin thought, it could have been worse. A few minutes work would see him back to where he had left off.
Gathering his concentration around himself, Cailin headed a little further upriver, to a point where the water was still pure, and reached out into the river. The night's sleep had clearly done him some good, as his mind spanned the river with as much ease as the first time he'd tried the day before.
Strolling casually along the bank, hands folded behind his back and gait relaxed, Cailin once again separated the water from the not-water of the tainting pollution.
He rejoined the working parties just as they began their toil once more, and with a cheery voice he began a new tale.
The morning continued in that manner, the townsfolk clearing the lumps and clumps to the background of Cailin's tales, while Cailin himself followed them along clearing the invisible particles of blood and waste that painted the water a faint, dull red.
As he had expected, his concentration held a little better on the second day, although he was still grateful for the midday break for lunch. Freed for a while from telling his tales, Cailin laid himself on his back in the grass, and considered the implications of his toil.
What he was doing was clear enough, it was the how that Cailin wasn't sure he understood, and that was the important part.
He poured more of his concentration into the barrier he was still holding across the river. It wasn't a physical construct, that much was clear. It was more an idea that the water adhered to.
He carefully probed the water on either side of the barrier. Upriver the water was clean and pure. Downriver it was tainted and foul. He could feel the difference as easily as he could see black and white.
Water, and not-water.
With a start, he sat upright. Water, and not-water! It was the feeling he'd had right at the start, when he first examined the taint in the pool. He threw his mind back into the polluted water downstream of his barrier.
Now he knew what he was looking for, the answer stared back at him so obviously that he laughed aloud. He wasn't sensing the taint directly, nor was he pushing it down the river with his barrier. It was too complex. What he was feeling was the water, pure and simple, with something unknown mixed into it. His barrier wasn't blocking the taint, it was allowing the water to pass.
It was the same feeling that he'd had in the days prior to the polluting of the river, when he had sat on the small bridges in the town and felt the river then. The water existed in some way that made it stand out from the rest of the world.
The fish had been like the taint, he realised. He hadn't felt them directly, he'd felt them as something different in the purity of the water. Even when he'd lifted a fish from the river, he hadn't lifted the fish, he'd lifted the water containing the fish.
This was it, he realised. This was the key to everything he was doing.
The key, he suddenly understood, to magic.
The game should have been his first clue. The Maidens and the Hunters. Maidens of flame, dancing with pebble hunters. Then the river. He'd known from the start that it was important, and now he knew why.
Fire. Stone. Water. Three of the essential elements that made up the world. Magic allowed him to manipulate them, in ways he barely understood. But now he knew the how, understanding would come.
This new knowledge brought with it more questions than answers, however, and one in particular was uppermost in his mind.
Three elements were now open to him, malleable to his will, but what of the fourth?
What about air?
With a fresh sense of excitement, Cailin pushed his consciousness out into the air around him. He could feel the swirls and eddies, the flow of the wind, and the warmth of the sunlight passing through. He could feel the blades of grass as light, supple obstacles, splitting the flow even as they bent before it. And he could feel the people all around him. Heavy, immobile masses, forcing the air apart.
With a laugh and a gleeful clap of his hands, Cailin sprang to his feet. With the part of his mind still floating in the air around him, he pushed out. A sudden gust flattened the grass at his feet, and whipped at the shifts and tunics of the workers.
Cailin gave another exultant laugh, and sent another burst of air gusting across the river. The part of his mind in the air could feel the coolness of the water as it passed, and that part in the river could feel the breeze and the ripples it made. He clapped excitedly again.
The townsfolk around him took this to be the signal to start work once more, and with some good-natured grumbling they got back down to it.
Cailin barely had any thoughts to spare to tell his tales, as he followed the workers on their slow progress downriver, cleaning the water behind them and playing with his new-found ability to manipulate the air.
As the work parties leap-frogged past each other down the river, Cailin found himself speaking to the party containing Kalen, the man who had been so sceptical when Cailin had first broached the subject of The Maidens and the Hunters. He spent an hour of the early evening amusing himself at Kalen's expense, tickling him with sudden gusts of unexpected wind, and at one point even lifting all the hair out from Kalen's head, giving him the appearance of a dandelion waiting to be puffed.
By the time the second day of the river cleanup drew to a close, Cailin was as exhausted as he had been the first night, but, he told himself, it had been a longer day, and for half of it he had been working twice the magic.
The fact that he'd been having fun couldn't have hurt either, he thought with a grin.
Releasing his barrier across the river, he slipped into a deep and easy sleep.
Dawn broke on the third morning of the river cleanup, heralding in the start of another fine, clear day. Shafts of sunlight speared through the teeth of the distant mountains to the east, creating bright, sharp-edged pools of light that advanced through the retreating ranks of shadow.
One of the larger beams fell squarely on Cailin, the sudden change dragging him from a dream he would instantly forget. He opened his eyes just as the sun cleared the peaks, and had to rapidly close them again as the light doubled or trebled in intensity.
Turning away and blinking rapidly, Cailin levered himself into a sitting position, and stretched languorously. He felt fully refreshed, the mental exhaustion of yesterday's magic vanished. With a gentle laugh, he clambered to his feet, and spun round once to orient himself.
The river was to his right, and with barely a flicker of thought he sent a part of his mind out to test the water, and see how much the taint had reclaimed while his barrier was down. What held the rest of his attention was ahead of him: Maendar.
He had been so exhausted by the end of the previous day that he hadn't even realised that they had drawn within sight of the town. Indeed, several of the work parties were already inside the town's borders.
The proximity of their homes and the realisation that they were reaching the end of their toil seemed to have revitalised the workers too, and all around Cailin people were getting back to it with renewed vigour.
This time, more by luck than judgement, Cailin had stopped on a slightly sloped, faster-moving section of the river, and the stronger flow had contained most of the taint when he had released his barrier, even washed a lot of it away downriver. Only in the occasional dip in the bank, or whorl caused by the river traversing a rock, did any significant amount of taint remain.
With a broad smile spreading across his face, Cailin cast his barrier across the water, and moved to join the nearest group of workers. Today, he decided, he would start by regaling them with the tale of how Kran first discovered metal, an important tale with several humorous twists that he particularly enjoyed telling.
The day's work went fast, and, as much as delving in waste can, pleasantly.
Cailin kept the workers' spirits high with his tales, and, although none but him knew it, their bodies cool with gentle breezes. 
A slightly stronger breeze wafted over the surface of the water had helped disperse the smell too, however it only served to push it towards the workers further down, and rippled the water's surface enough to hamper the workers he accompanied, so Cailin soon dropped that idea.
Around midday, Cailin found himself back at the small pool where as a child he'd raced his 'duck', and as an adult he'd first separated taint from pure water. Here he slowed his progress, sweeping both the pool and the nearby river several times to be absolutely certain that it was clean. Generations yet to come would play here, and Cailin wanted it to be perfect.
The working parties had passed the next bridge by the time Cailin was satisfied, and he broke into a light trot to catch them up, however as he drew level with the half-logs spanning the banks a sudden familiarity slowed him to a halt. It wasn't a familiarity of place, he knew the entire town well, but of events.
Had it really only been six nights before, he wondered incredulously. Less than a week? It felt like forever since he had seen Cait playing the game, and the idea of magic had been planted in his mind.
The reminiscence put another idea into his mind: he should find Cait once more, and teach her a little of what he had reaped from the idea she had sown. Not too much, she was still young after all, and he still had no idea where this might lead. Enough to finish the game though, to complete the tenth and final round. She deserved that much, at least.
Crossing the bridge, Cailin set out towards the line of huts where he had first seen Cait and her friends playing the game, but only got a dozen paces before he was stopped by a gentle tugging in his mind.
With a laugh, he turned back towards the river. He had become so accustomed to maintaining his barrier against the taint that in his eagerness he had completely forgotten he was even doing it. Looking down from the bank, Cailin judged the speed of the water below him, and decided that as long as he didn't take too long, the taint wouldn't spread back far. He glanced downriver to the workers, slowly receding into the distance. He should be able to catch them up by the time they reached the edge of town, too.
Cailin released his barrier, and set out a second time. His absent-minded experience had been an interesting one, and gave him two thoughts to ponder as he searched for Cait. 
The first was that magic could be maintained without explicit concentration, once one was sufficiently familiar with that specific task. That was a very interesting idea, and led onto several others, such as how complex did a task have to be to require permanent attention, and how many simple tasks could be maintained simultaneously.
The second was that magic seemed to have a limited range. The tugging sensation had been quite mild, but very definite. It was like catching a thread from your shift on a splinter, you could walk on for several paces before it tightened and made you aware of the fact. Again, more questions followed on from the first. Could range be improved with practice? If you moved out of range, did the thread pull tight and stop you, or did the magic unravel?
The questions made Cailin want to sing with the sheer joy of discovery. There was so much he still had to uncover, he had barely scratched the surface. Once the work on the river was finished, and his evenings were his own again, he had a lot of experimenting to do!
Not wanting to break the unusual quiet of the mostly empty town, Cailin contented himself with the occasional twirl as he walked instead. It was in the middle of just such a twirl that he caught movement out of the corner of his eye, and bringing himself to a rather unsteady, wobbling halt, he found himself looking down at a young boy of around eight years of age.
The boy looked back up at him, head cocked back and to one side, as if studying this strange phenomenon. 'What are you doing?' the boy asked.
'I'm enjoying myself,' Cailin replied with a grin. 'Having fun!'
'Adults don't have fun,' the boy replied, as if imparting a great universal truth. 'They just work.'
'Well, I'm an adult that has fun,' Cailin smiled back. 'And I'm not the only one.'
'None of the adults I know have fun,' said the boy, unwilling to concede the point just yet. 'They're all boring. I never want to grow up!'
'And nor should you,' Cailin laughed. 'Being a child is a wonderful thing, and you should make it last as long as you can.' He ruffled the boy's hair. 'Especially when you're grown up,' he finished, smiling down fondly.
'Now,' Cailin continued, 'perhaps you could tell me where I could find Cait? Do you know her?'
'She'll be practicing,' said the boy, in the resigned tones of one who has given up trying to reason with someone, and just decided to let them get on with it. 'All she does now is practice. She's almost as boring as an adult.'
Hiding his humour behind a face almost as serious as that of the young boy, Cailin crouched down so that they were almost eye level. 'And where does Cait practice?' he asked.
'Between the huts,' said the boy, turning to point further up the packed earth road. 'Over there.'
Thanking the boy, Cailin straightened back up, and set off in the indicated direction. He moved slowly, staying in the centre of the road, peering into the shadows between each hut from a distance. If Cait was practicing, he didn't want to disturb her in the middle of a game.
As he passed the fifth hut along, a glow in the gloom caught his attention. When he stopped to get a better look, it resolved itself into an earnest little face, lit from underneath by the light of several candles. He had found Cait.
As he edged carefully closer, he could hear her quietly singing. A bit closer still, and he could pick out the words.
'Seven mothers, teaching children. Seven hunters, throwing their spear.'
'Eight old women, falling barren. Eight brave hunters, killing...'
The singing stopped abruptly as the pebbles dropped back to the ground. He watched as Cait leaned forward and replaced the pebbles in the centre of the ring of candles, and then sat back upright, blew a lock of hair out of her eyes, and started again.
'Six proud mothers, tending babies. Six brave hunters, sensing movement.'
He watched in amazement as six candles lit and six pebbles raised, and began their circling dance in time with her singing. 
'Seven mothers, teaching children. Seven hunters, throwing their spear.'
'Eight old women, falling...'
This time, the candles flickered and went out. With the air of someone determined to keep this up forever if necessary, Cait restacked her hunters.
Cailin smiled broadly at the familiar scene, and wondered whether someone who had happened upon him as he practiced would have seen just such a look on his face. He coughed quietly to announce his presence, and stepped into the shadow between the huts.
'Oh,' said Cait, looking up and realising she had an audience. 'It's you.'
Those seemed to be all the words she had to spare, as she turned back to the circle in front of her. Cailin wondered if she really knew he was even there, other than in the one small part of her mind that still acknowledged her surroundings. The rest of it was focused on the game. He could practically feel the intensity.
'Do you mind if I watch you practice?' he asked, and was slightly surprised to actually get an answer.
'If you want to,' Cait said, without so much as glancing towards him. 'I don't mind.'
'Thank you,' Cailin replied, lowering himself to sit cross-legged a pace or so to her right, facing the candles. Once settled, he fell silent, even slowing his breathing as much as he could, so as to intrude as little as possible into her awareness. He had the feeling he could have been singing and dancing and had no more impact, but he remained still and quiet anyway.
He watched as Cait again started with the sixth round, and failed on the eighth. Another, almost identical go, and then another. As he watched the pebbles fall for the third time, Cailin decided to risk speaking.
'I see you can start on the sixth round,' he said, considering the contrast to his own practice. 'That's very impressive.'
'Oh yes,' said Cait, in that haughty, slightly impatient tone that children always use when they suspect that an adult is being particularly dense. 'It would be silly to start from one each time, it would take forever.'
Cailin smiled at the criticism she had unknowingly levelled against him, and casually asked the question that had been foremost in his mind since his arrival.
'How do you start on six then? If I tried to do six all at once I'd just drop them all.'
'You don't do them all at once, silly,' Cait chided, giggling at the very idea. 'You have to prepare them first.'
'Prepare them?' Cailin asked, intrigued. 'I don't think I understand.'
Cait sighed, and turned to face him.
'Ok,' she said, and began to speak slowly and clearly, obviously deciding it was the only way to make him understand. 'When you start with one, you picture it in your mind, and then pick it up and move it, yes?' She waited until Cailin had nodded his agreement, and then carried on. 'Then, when you get to two, you already have the first one in your mind and ready, so you just picture the second and pick that one up too.'
Cait looked into Cailin's eyes, but didn't see the light of realisation appear, so she sighed exaggeratedly and tried another approach. She picked out six pebbles from her pile, and laid them on the ground between them.
'You don't just picture all six pebbles and then lift them,' she said, implying that this should be obvious even to Cailin. 'You picture the first one, and get it ready to lift. Then picture the second and get that one ready too. By the time you get to the sixth one, the other five are in your mind and waiting, just as if you'd picked them up one at a time.'
To prove her point, she looked down at the little circle of pebbles she'd made, and after a second or so pause, they all lifted smoothly into the air, where they hung for a few seconds before she dropped them again.
'Now you try,' Cait said, leaning backwards and preparing to enjoy the show.
Cailin looked down at the pebbles, and reached out to the first one. It wobbled slightly into the air.
'No, no, no,' Cait said in exasperation. 'You don't lift it, you just get it ready to lift.'
Cailin smiled to himself as his earnest little teacher picked the pebble out of the air with her fingers and placed it back on the ground. Magic was all in the way you looked at things, he thought. He had been seeing it as a series of steps, one after another after another, whereas Cait bunched her muscles then leaped. He could see now that both ways were important, you just had to know when to use which.
Reaching out again, he took hold of the first pebble, but this time he just let it rest on his mind, as if he had placed it on the palm of his hand. He reached out to the second, and cupped that one as well, followed by the others in turn. As he added the sixth pebble to his collection, he could feel the other five ready and waiting, and with a grin he raised all six into the air.
Cait clapped happily. 'Well done,' she laughed. 'You did it.'
'Thank you,' Cailin said, gathering up the pebbles in his hand and returning them to her. 'It was very kind of you to teach me that trick.' He considered her for a moment, before making up his mind and continuing. 'And now, perhaps, I can teach you something.'
Cait gave him a look that suggested it was unlikely, but she nodded for him to continue anyway. Cailin had known she would. Like him, she found the possibility of new knowledge too enticing to pass up.
'I see you're currently stuck at eight,' he said, putting as much kindness into his voice as he could, trying not to make it sound like a criticism.
Cait bridled anyway. 'I've got to nine before,' she reminded him, pointedly.
'Yes,' Cailin replied, with a smile. 'I remember.' He looked down at the ring of candles, with the pile of pebbles in the centre. 'I can show you how to complete all ten.' He turned back to see Cait looking up at him wide-eyed.
'And then I'd be the Magnificent Cait,' she said, breathing the words more than speaking them. Her face took on a serious mien, and she looked sideways at him. 'Have you already done all ten then?' she asked, her voice more accusing than inquisitive.
'No,' he replied, equally seriously. 'I have only done nine. The honour of being the first to do ten belongs to you. But I can show you how.'
The tension flowed out of Cait's face, and she rewarded him with a bright smile. 'Show me,' she said, a keen edge now sharpening her voice.
Cailin smiled back, and took a few seconds to marshal his thoughts before beginning.
'When you told me how to lift six pebbles, you said you pictured them in your mind. Do you do the same with the flames?'
'Of course,' Cait replied, looking puzzled. 'Everyone does. That's how you play the game.'
Cailin nodded. 'And what do you see, in your mind, when you picture the flame?' he asked.
'The light,' Cait said, after a few seconds thought. 'Flickering and dancing.'
Cailin nodded again. 'And the pebble, what do you see of that?'
'The shapes,' Cait replied, slightly quicker this time. 'And the colours.'
Cailin nodded a third time, sagely. 'Yes,' he said, 'just what I saw, when I used to play.' He smiled down at her. 'Back then, I never got past six,' he confided.
This time it was Cait's turn to nod. 'Not many do,' she agreed. 'Six is quite good, really.'
Cailin laughed. 'I used to think so, too,' he said, smiling at the memory. 'But six is not ten. And I did say I'd teach you to do ten, didn't I?'
Cait nodded eagerly, so Cailin pointed to the first candle and said 'Light that one, please.'
The flame popped into life atop the wick, and Cailin reached forward and passed his hand above it.
'Do what I just did,' he instructed, pointing to the candle.
Cait reached out, and skimmed the top of the flickering flame.
'Ow!,' she said, snatching her hand back and sucking on a finger tip. She looked up at him accusingly. 'That wasn't funny,' she said, shaking her hand in front of her face and blowing on it.
'It was important, though,' Cailin said. 'The flame has heat, as well as light. Now, pick up a pebble.'
Cait reached out again, more cautiously this time, expecting a trick. Her fingers closed gingerly around a pebble, and when nothing happened she picked it up and held it out in front of him, looking at him quizzically.
'The pebble has weight, as well as shape and colour,' he said.
Cait hefted the pebble thoughtfully in her hand, and then waited for Cailin to continue.
'If all you see of the flame is the light, then that is all you try to move,' he explained. 'The heat tries to stay where it is, and hold the flame back. The more lights you try to move, the more heats you have to struggle against.'
Cait's eyes were wide now, and her mouth formed a little 'O' shape as the idea sunk in.
'What you need to do,' Cailin continued, 'is move the flame as a whole, light and heat together.'
Cait nodded, slowly at first but gaining speed as the concept gained momentum in her mind.
'And the same thing with the pebbles,' she said, her thoughts racing ahead of the conversation now. 'You can't just lift the shapes and colours, you have to lift the weight as well.'
'Exactly,' Cailin said, smiling down into the excited little face before him. He pointed to the circle. 'Why don't you give it a go.'
Cait turned back to the game in front of her, shuffling slightly to get herself comfortable, and began. Six small flames appeared on six wicks, and six pebbles extricated themselves from the pile.
'Six proud mothers, tending...'
That was as far as she got, before the flames sputtered and died, and the pebbles dropped to the ground. She turned to look at Cailin, a questioning look in her eyes.
Cailin laughed. 'That was quite ambitious,' he said, fondly. 'This is a whole new way of playing the game you're trying. It will take some practice to get used to it. Start with just one flame, and one pebble, and circle them round and round while you get the feel for their whole essence.'
Cait nodded, and turned back to the game. One flame popped into life, and one pebble rose up next to it. She looked at them thoughtfully for a while, bobbing the flame up and down on its wick, and the pebble in the air. She circled the flame slowly around the candle like a planet around its sun, while the pebble orbited the flame like a moon. Then she swapped them over, the pebble becoming the planet and the flame its moon. Faster and faster she twirled them, until they were just a blur, and then she slowed them back down again, and finally settled the pebble back on the ground, and let the flame die.
'Excellent,' Cailin applauded. 'You could feel the difference, couldn't you?'
'They felt... real,' Cait said, struggling for a word to describe the sensation. 'Not just a picture any more.' She looked up at him wondrously. 'How long have you known this?'
'Not long,' Cailin replied. 'In fact, only a few days. Since I last saw you play, and started thinking about the game again.'
'I'd never thought about the heat before,' mused Cait, 'or the weight. And yet, now it all seems... obvious!'
'It does, doesn't it,' laughed Cailin. 'I felt just the same way myself. Now,' he continued, 'starting from one, see how well you can play the game.'
Cait took a deep breath, and paused for a few seconds before starting. Cailin recognised the look in her eyes. She could feel that things had changed, that this game would be unlike any other she had played, and a sense of destiny momentarily held the excitement in check. It was a momentous step, after all.
Releasing her held breath in the words of the song, Cait began to play.
'One fair maiden, smiling brightly,' she sang, as the first flame and pebble began to traverse the circle. 'One brave hunter, outward he went.'
'Two fair maidens, dancing lightly. Two brave hunters, tasting the scent.' A second pair joined the first without so much as a pause, and completed their round.
'Three fair maidens, courting shyly. Three brave hunters, stalking their game.' Cait was speeding up now, the maidens and hunters dancing around themselves as well as the circle.
'Four fair maidens, holding tightly. Four brave hunters, taking their aim.' Faster still, the words almost tripping over themselves in their rush to leave her mouth. The round completed, and another pair joined in seamlessly.
'Five proud mothers, swelling bellies. Five brave hunters, waiting patient.' Cait's look of concentration was beginning to transform into one of joy as the little world in front of her danced to her tune.
'Six proud mothers, tending babies. Six brave hunters, sensing movement.' It wasn't just the movement she sensed now, but light and heat, shape and colour and weight. Reality. Existence.
'Seven mothers, teaching children. Seven hunters, throwing their spear.' The level of excitement in Cait's voice nearly matched the almost unbearable tension in the air as she completed another round, and added in the eighth maiden and hunter.
'Eight old women, falling barren. Eight brave hunters, killing the deer.' The flames and pebbles continued to dance around the circle, and Cait paused her singing just long enough to let out an excited 'Yes!' as she added more, and matched her personal best, possibly anyone's best.
'Nine old women, growing older. Nine brave hunters, skinning the kill.' Cailin realised he'd stopped breathing several rounds ago, but even though his lungs burned he still held his breath as Cait added the final pair of dancers to the game.
'Ten old women, growing colder. Ten brave hunters, eating their fill.'
The ten flames and ten pebbles sailed gracefully around the circle in their counter-rotating journeys, completing the round, and for the first time ever, as far as anyone knew, finishing the game.
'YES!!' they both shouted together, excitedly, Cait continuing gleefully 'I did it, I did it,' echoed by Cailin's equally joyous 'You did it, you did it!'
Cait threw herself at Cailin and gave him a fierce hug, and in return he patted her happily on the back and head, before extricating himself and directing her attention back to the ring of candles.
'Oh,' she said, noticing for the first time that the maidens and the hunters were still circling tirelessly.
'I didn't stop them,' she said, half to herself. 'I've never had to think about stopping them, they've always fallen on their own. So I'm still thinking about keeping them going. How funny!'
With a giggle, Cait released the flames and the pebbles, and with a clatter the space between the huts fell back into stillness and shadow.
She turned to Cailin excitedly. 'Can I go and show the others now?' she begged, her feet already straining to get underway. 'And will you come with me?'
Cailin rested a hand on her shoulder, and beamed her a delighted smile. 'Of course you must show the others,' he laughed. 'That is the point of playing, after all.'
'But,' he continued, squatting down to her eye level, 'this moment is yours alone. It is your triumph. I shall watch though, from a distance.'
Cait nodded happily, and skipped out of the shadows and off to find her friends.
It didn't take Cait long to find the first three of her friends, as they were playing a jumping game a short way down the street. As Cailin watched from the shadows between the huts, the three children each ran off in a different direction to track down the rest, while Cait set up her candle ring.
Soon there were two dozen children eagerly crowded around Cait as she sat cross-legged on the ground, and even a few adults who had come to see what all the excitement was about.
The rhythmic strains of Cait's singing floated past him on the breeze, and Cailin watched as the crowd grew visibly more excited with each new round, and smiled contentedly to himself.
The tension continued to grow, out in the street, until the spectators all erupted into one almighty cheer. Cailin could just make out Cait, tiny in the centre of so many, being hugged and congratulated and passed around the circle like a dancing flame.
As she passed a narrow gap, Cait looked out through the crowd in his direction, and Cailin raised his hands and applauded her silently, turning it into a wave as she was whisked back into the embraces of her friends.
With a final fond smile, Cailin turned and stepped back between the huts where Cait had practiced so hard, and set off back towards his own hut. Now that Cait had performed her public triumph, he could perform his in private.
He strode quickly through the still-empty town, acknowledging the few people he passed but trying not to get drawn into any conversations. He was stopped twice, but managed to disengage himself quickly yet politely, and was soon closing his door behind him, with a sense of relief.
His ring of candles was still in place in the centre of his table, the pile of pebbles in the middle. Sitting himself before it, he took a calming breath, and lit the first candle.
Then blew it out, with a grin. Cait had made the most of his lessons, but he'd forgotten hers already.
Changing his focus slightly, Cailin looked at the first candle and prepared to light it. He held the potential for flame, wrapped it gently around the wick, and then denied it emergence.
He reached out to the first pebble, cupped it lightly in his mind, then moved on to the second candle, the second pebble. Round the ring he went, gaining speed as he grew accustomed to the new action, and quickly all ten maidens and all ten hunters were coiled and ready to spring into action at his command.
Cailin allowed himself a wry half smile at his own audaciousness, and clicked his fingers. Ten flames burst into life on ten wicks, and ten pebbles floated into the air beside them.
'Ten old women, growing colder,' he sang, jumping the flames from wick to wick one way, and the pebbles from candle to candle the other. 'Ten brave hunters, eating their fill.'
The circle completed, Cailin released the pebbles back into their pile, but kept the flames circling. He looked at them. Through them. Past them. The game had been completed, but his journey into magic had only just begun. There was still so much to learn.
For now, though, that would have to wait. There was still work to do.
Rising from his chair, he turned and left his hut, and set off to rejoin the townsfolk still cleaning the river.
He walked with a spring in his step, and a smile on his face.
He had a new tale to tell them.
Starting from just above the bridge where he had left off earlier that afternoon, Cailin reformed his barrier across the river, and jogged lightly downstream in the direction the working parties had gone, dragging what remained of the taint with him.
The townsfolk had worked fast in his relatively short absence, the nearest being within sight of the southerly edge of the town, the furthest having crossed the last line of huts. They sweated heavily under the hot afternoon sun, so for his first task Cailin renewed the light breeze he had maintained over them that morning.
The sudden coolness caused several of the workers to look up, and on seeing Cailin trotting towards them a few raised weary hands in greeting.
'Well met, brothers,' he called, smiling at the informal use of his formal greeting. 'I apologise for my absence, but I had an important task to perform.'
The workers waved his apologies aside, instead welcoming his return.
'I also bring an important new tale,' he continued, his smile broadening to a wide grin. 'It is time that you all hear of the Magnificent Cait.'
The workers listened in awe as Cailin told of Cait's practice and dedication, and how it had led to her ultimate success. He left out his own part in her training, feeling slightly guilty at representing history with anything less than total accuracy, but consoled himself with the thought at all he'd really done was accelerated things, she would have made it on her own in the end, after all.
The finish of his tale coincided nicely with the finish of that stretch of river, and as his erstwhile audience moved down to the next free section of river, Cailin moved down to the next party.
'Well met, brothers,' he began, and with the same brief introduction he began Cait's tale anew.
It was during the third telling that Baeinar had arrived, with several members of the Council trailing behind him like ducks following their mother.
'You have worked hard, and you have worked well,' he intoned, loudly, to each party as he passed it. In every case, this was met with a loud, if tired, cheer. 'The end of our work is drawing near.'
This drew an even louder cheer, and Baeinar waited patiently for quiet to fall once more.
'Drawing near,' he repeated, stressing the first word, 'but not yet upon us. The end of the town is not the end of our work. I want the river cleared for at least one thousand paces beyond.'
This drew hastily-stifled groans from several of the workers, but Cailin silently agreed with Baeinar's decision. The river moved slowly as it left the town, and the taint would be likely to seep back, but further south the ground dropped sharply towards the base of the mountains.
'There is a place downriver where two boulders stand flanking the banks like guards,' Baeinar continued. 'That will be our marker, and the end of our toil. From the lake to the boulders, the river belongs to Maendar, and none shall claim or defile it.'
Baeinar raised his voice gradually through the final sentence, the last half dozen words ringing loudly in the hushed silence. The townsfolk cheered and applauded, and returned determined to their work.
It was a good spot to choose, Cailin thought, although his reasons had probably not figured into Baeinar's selection. Just upriver from the boulders, two dozen paces or so, the river dropped sharply, its now-rocky bed sheared, forming a little waterfall. It wasn't much of a drop, a pace at best, but it would prevent any possible drift of the taint back towards the village.
Baeinar departed, returning to his hut, the workers returned to the river, and Cailin returned to his tale.
The first workers reached the boulders just before twilight fell, and Cailin drew the last of the taint over the waterfall as the sun began its final dip towards the mountain's spikes.
The river was clean, and Maendar could return to normality.
Cailin awoke the following morning in his own bed, which felt luxurious after two nights under the stars on the hard, cold ground. He stretched elaborately, bones and joints seeming to expand and unfurl as he went, the motion rendered even more cat-like by the sunbeam that streamed onto him through the window.
The river was clean, he thought, and Maendar could return to normality.
And its citizens could pick up their lives where they had been interrupted.
Cailin had been looking forward to getting together with the few recruits he'd managed to round up and playing their first group game of Maidens and Hunters, before he and the rest of the town had been swept up into the river cleanup.
Things had changed considerably in the three days since then, however. The game had been completed. He had learned so much. The premise under which he had originally enticed them no longer held true.
The agenda, though, that remained as true as ever, truer even. To expand their knowledge of magic, and see where the path lead.
And the game was still the start, he could use it to demonstrate and explain, and they could use it to practice.
Cailin's mind was racing. Yes, he could assemble them all exactly as he had planned to the first time, and they could play the game. He could train them to improve, and if they showed promise he could teach them some of the other things he had learned. Of water, and air, and magic.
Not tonight, though, he thought, tonight would be too soon. Everyone would still be exhausted from the previous three days, and no doubt have household duties to catch up on.
Tomorrow night, then. Yes.
With his mind still awhirl, Cailin set off into the morning sunshine, to rearrange the meeting. Without consciously planning it, he followed the same route as he had five days ago, first visiting Tera, who alternately teased and flirted before agreeing, then Tomal, who insisted they shared breakfast, before continuing on and seeing Vashal, Morn, and finally the brothers Sion and Palt. 
All six agreed to a meeting the following night. News of Cait's success had spread fast, with Cailin's help, and they were all caught up in the excitement and eager to test themselves. Morn had clearly been practicing already, Cailin had spotted the candle circle on her table before Morn had seen the direction of his gaze, and pulled her door closed with an embarrassed smile.
For the rest of the day Cailin strolled through the town as he always did, chatting to the people and hearing their news. The subject of Cait came up regularly, sometimes just asking a clarification, and sometimes from someone wanting to hear the entire tale. Either way, Cailin answered them happily, and then moved on.
As the evening drew to a close, he returned once more to his hut. He wanted to get plenty of sleep, to ensure he was fresh for the meeting the next evening, but for the first day in what seemed like forever he had done no magic at all, and was still wide awake.
An hour, then, he decided. He would spend an hour practicing, before retiring to his bed.
But what to practice, that was the question. He had completed the game, he could do the tenth round without even needing to do the first nine now.
Not practice, he grinned to himself. Research! Yesterday he had raised several questions, perhaps now he should try to answer some of them.
Testing out the range of magic would be a bit awkward, inside his hut, so he decided to experiment with concentration and complexity instead.
He might have moved beyond Maidens and Hunters now, but it could still be useful to him. With barely a glance in their direction, he lit the candles and raised the pebbles, and started them spinning round the ring. Once they were started, he more or less shut off that part of his mind, keeping them circling but not paying them any particular attention. The one interesting effect he noticed before moving on was that once underway, the ring of flames became one complex object in his mind, instead of ten simple ones, and the same with the pebbles.
That gave him an idea for something else to try, and reaching out to the bowl by the door he drew out a large, perfectly round ball of water. Holding it in the air in front of him, he divided it into two equal halves. The first he formed into a ring shape, which he suspended vertically, so he was looking through the hole in the centre. The second he divided further, and again and again, until he had a dozen small balls of water floating next to the ring. These he set spinning in a circle, horizontally, each ball passing through the hole in the ring as it went.
Once he was happy he could keep it going, this too he consigned to a corner of his mind, and pondered his next move. He had his fire, and his stone, twirling above the table. He had his water, intertwined in front of him. Now all he needed was something for air.
Looking around his hut, he saw the answer with a laugh. Two nights away, preceded by three nights of practice, and no sweeping in between, had allowed dust and cobwebs to accumulate. Promising himself that this would be one of the first things he showed to Tera, he swept a rush of air across the floor. Then, coughing in the sudden dust storm and looking somewhat chagrined, he tried it again, more gently.
He sent other gusts up the walls, and through the thatch, demolishing cobwebs and evicting annoyed spiders, and, by accident, one rather startled weaver bird. There are, Cailin decided, some disadvantages to natural camouflage.
Swishing the final pile of dust out the door, Cailin released his minions of air, and recombined his flowing water sculpture into a single ball, which he returned to the bowl. The pebbles stacked themselves neatly in the centre of the table, and the candles went out.
Performing multiple tasks was becoming simple, almost second nature, and his sense of achievement was a warm, happy glow inside, but Cailin had one more experiment to run.
Drawing a ball of water about the size of his fist from the bowl, he held it in the air as he undressed and climbed into bed. Was conscious thought even necessary for the simplest of tasks? Could he actually maintain the magic as he slept, and so keep the ball aloft until the morning?
The wet splat that dragged him back from the edge of dreams told him that the answer was, in fact, no.
The following morning, when Cailin raised his head from the still slightly damp pillow, it was with a sense of barely subdued excitement. Tonight was the night. The first of, he was sure, many such nights, where the boundaries of magic would be pushed backwards, to reveal newer and newer secrets.
As always, he spent the day walking the town, although today he had an ulterior motive to a lot of his destinations. Some extra milk from the cattle herders, for example, and some bread from a few wives, just small cuts from that morning's loaves, but enough for his guests. He even obtained a little meat from a hunter, in return for the tale of the First Hunt, when Kal slew the giant Stag Lord. 
Thusly replete, Cailin returned with his bounty a little earlier than was his norm, and prepared for the players' arrival. The circle of candles and pebbles had to remain in the centre of his table, it was after all the focus and point of the evening, but there was enough room left to spread the food and drink out neatly around it.
Tera was the first to arrive, a little early, and spent most of the ten minutes until Vashal knocked on the door looking around Cailin's hut and tutting to herself. Tomal and Morn arrived soon after, and finally Sion and Palt. Seeing everyone else already present, the two brothers began to apologise profusely for their lateness, but with a laugh Cailin waved towards the window, where the sun was only now just touching the mountains. With relieved smiles, they joined the others at the table.
There was silence for a few seconds, and then Cailin spoke.
'Thank you all for coming,' he began. 'As you know, I gathered us all together to play The Maidens and The Hunters. A subject much talked about, these last two days.' Everyone laughed and nodded in agreement, and Cailin waited for them to settle back down before he continued.
'For tonight, I think we should just have a quick practice, just for fun, to remind ourselves how to play, and see how far each of us can get.'
The other six players nodded or spoke their agreement, so Cailin carried on, this time with a grin.
'Now, I know at least one of you has been practicing already,' he said, causing Morn to blush and look down at the table. 'How about the rest of you?'
There was some glancing around, before Tera admitted that she too had been practicing, followed by Tomal.
Vashal, Sion and Palt looked even more embarrassed that they hadn't.
Cailin laughed again. 'There will be much more practicing to come,' he smiled, 'for all of us. For now, I suggest we start with those who have already had a go, so that perhaps those who haven't can pick up some tips.
'Morn, perhaps you would like to start us off?' She looked nervous for a second or two, before straightening herself up and giving a firm nod.
'Thank you,' Cailin said. 'If you could first tell us your record as a child, and then see how you do now.'
Morn swallowed, and then spoke. 'My record was six,' she said. There was some impressed murmuring from around the table. 'Very good,' said Cailin, and waved his hand towards the circle before them. 'Let's see if you can match that today.'
Morn faced the candles, and a small flame appeared atop the first wick. It flickered, and then caught and grew. A pebble rose up beside it, and with her quiet voice cracking occasionally, Morn began to sing. She completed the first two rounds, rather unsteadily, but lost control less than half way through the third.
Cailin rewarded her with a bright smile. 'That was actually a very good attempt,' he said, happily, 'as the rest of you are about to find out.'
Morn's face brightened, and she looked much more relaxed as she sat back in her chair.
Next Cailin called on Tera. She professed to a record of five, and also failed on the third round. Her pebbles remained aloft, but she lost all her flames.
Tomal's previous record was also five, but he only reached the second round that night, having the opposite trouble to Tera, and dropping his pebbles while maintaining strong flames.
Vashal claimed a record of seven, which was met with respectful congratulations, but that had been a long time ago, and he had not practiced since. He lit his first flame, and wobbled his first pebble, but didn't manage to actually move either. Cailin reassured him that his first go had been no more successful, and the three that had gone already added their agreement.
The two brothers both had a record of five in their childhood, and both almost completed the first round. Everyone was impressed with such a successful first attempt.
As his players finished off their meal, most picking absent-mindedly at it as they had all night, Cailin addressed them once more.
'That was a most productive night,' he said, to general agreement. 'Every one of you has demonstrated you still have a talent for the game, and with a little practice we can all progress much further.
'Would it be alright if I suggested we meet again tomorrow night, to start our playing properly?'
Everyone agreed eagerly, and Cailin breathed a sigh of relief to himself. He had been worried that everything would fizzle out, and people would lose interest. Now that he had got through the first night with everyone still keen, he allowed himself to relax.
At least, until Tera spoke.
'There is still one person to play,' she said, her usual mischievous grin playing on her lips. 'You have not shown us your skill, Cailin.'
The realisation that she was right brought a renewed excitement to the table, and there were calls for him to play. Tera's grin grew wider.
'You know the rules,' she said. 'Tell us your record, and then see what you can do tonight.'
Cailin considered his answer carefully in the few seconds he had before everyone settled down and waited for him.
'My previous record was six,' he said, to a small round of applause. 'But recently I have... progressed further.'
That drew a lot of interested murmurs, and Cailin wondered again how much he should show them, so early on, but he had little choice. Feigning lack of skill now might be found out later, and the last thing he wanted was to anger any of his players, and perhaps a grand display would increase their eagerness to keep returning.
Spreading his arms over the circle, Cailin reached out with his mind. Ten flames burst into life, and ten pebbles leapt to their sides. The flames circled one way, faster and faster, and the pebbles circled the other, matching the every increasing pace. Then, with a sudden snap of his fingers than made his audience jump, Cailin snuffed out the flames, and repiled the pebbles.
'So, tomorrow night then,' he said to the awestruck people before him, who could only nod dumbly as he showed them to the door.
The following night, everyone was early, and, Cailin suspected, everyone had been practicing.
Cailin had been idly turning his old 'duck' over in his hands when the first person had arrived, wondering whether propelling wood over water could ever have a real use. He had put it down on the table to answer the door, and now Tera was examining it, and looking up at him curiously.
'When we were cleaning the river, I found the pool where we used to race them,' he explained, deciding for now to continue missing out some of the larger details. 'I wondered if I still had it, and found it under an old shift.' 
He smiled weakly, and with a final glance over it, Tera handed it back to him. Cailin placed it on the shelf, and quickly called the meeting to order to change the subject.
'As I'm sure you all remember from yesterday,' he said, when they were all seated, 'I am a little further on than the rest of you, at the moment.'
Everyone did remember, and they all nodded eagerly.
'My intention is to teach you all how to complete all ten rounds.'
This was very well received, but it drew an unwelcome question from Morn.
'Did you teach Cait how to play?' she asked, and the whole room seemed to hold its breath as he considered his answer. That two people had suddenly learned to complete the game independently was unlikely, but he didn't want to say anything that might diminish Cait's achievement.
'We learned from each other,' he said, truthfully. 'Cait was much more advanced than I ever was though, and had reached nine before I even met her. She was the first to complete the game, and I could not have done what I did last night without the lessons she taught me.'
Suitably mollified, his pupils, as he supposed they now were, settled down and prepared to learn.
He asked them the same questions he had asked Cait, and, as he had expected, got the same answers. So he gave them the same lesson. He explained about light and heat, and about shape and colour and weight.
And they practiced.
As he called the evening to a close, all six had made significant progress. Tera had made the greatest leap, reaching the sixth round and breaking her own record. Vashal had lagged behind still at only three rounds, but towards the end Cailin could see the understanding behind his eyes, and knew he would go further next time. Morn and Tomal reached five, and Sion and Palt four apiece.
All six left happy, with an agreement to return again the next evening.
That next evening's meeting was, again due to Baeinar having other plans for the town, cancelled.
Cailin had been summoned early in the afternoon to Baeinar's hut, and had been told the story of Naik's three raids on Cirraen, Daenor and Shalin, to tell to the town at that night's feast. Once he had repeated it to Baeinar's satisfaction, he had been dismissed once more.
He had then washed his best shift carefully, rehearsing the story in his head as he went, and left it the sun to dry while he ran an errand. There was something else he wanted to do at the feast, but it needed to be prepared for first.
When the time for the feast came around, everything was prepared. The people gathered, and Cailin told the tale of Baeinar's glory and Naik's bravery. He then faded back to give Baeinar his moment, and when all eyes were off him he slipped away.
The sounds of cheering and revelry were barely diminished by the walls of the hut he stood behind, but eventually the volume dropped as people danced themselves out, and turned instead to the abundant food. Deciding that this was the ideal moment, Cailin returned to his previous position, at the focal point of the arena.
'Well met, brothers,' he intoned, loudly. 'Attend now, all you present, as I relate this tale of our people.'
From the corner of his eye, he saw Baeinar's head flash round to face him, and he could feel the eyes burning into him, but the telling of tales was the Keeper's demesne, and ultimately the authority to decide which tales to tell, and when, was his, not Baeinar's. Restraining a grin, Cailin continued.
'I present to you now,' he called, remaining in his formal pose, 'the tale of the Magnificent Cait!'
The crowd roared a cheer, clapping and stamping their feet. Although many had heard the tale from him as they worked the river, and the news had rapidly spread, most of the town still only had a second or third hand version.
The tale he told was slightly modified from that he'd told by the river, as he'd since had a chance to improve some of the forms and tones, but the essential core remained the same, and it was received with thunderous applause.
But Cailin wasn't quite finished yet, and the crowd stilled once more as he relayed that fact.
'I present to you now,' he called, unable to keep a straight and formal face, 'the Magnificent Cait herself!'
By now, the crowd were unable to restrain themselves, and the noise was almost unbearable as they roared their approval. Following the line of Cailin's arm, a path cleared through the crowd, and from between the huts Cait appeared, flanked by five of Cailin's players, each one carrying two candles and two pebbles. Vashal had offered to be the player left out, feeling that his age would make Cait look even younger.
Through a wildly cheering crowd, Cait and her escorts glided serenely into the centre of the open area, where the five carriers carefully placed their loads in a circle, and withdrew to a respectful distance.
An expectant hush fell as Cait stepped forward, and seated herself before the ring.
A few ooos and ahhhs escaped from excited lips as the flames and pebbles danced their way through the first few rounds, but even those were lost as Cait progressed. By the time she reached the tenth and final round, there should have been no air left in the arena, so much breath was held.
It was all exhaled uproariously as the final syllable sailed past Cait's lips, and her Maidens and Hunters completed their journey.
People began to press forwards to congratulate her, but Cailin had prepared for this too, and the five escorts closed back around her. Thus shielded, Cait withdrew once more into the shadows between the huts.
With so much excited energy to burn off, the people began their dancing once more, and between the thrashing and twirling bodies Cailin saw Baeinar bearing down towards him.
'Keeper,' Baeinar said, taking Cailin by the arm and drawing him aside. 'A word, if I may.
'I wanted only one tale told tonight,' he said, almost growled. 'That second tale and little show was ill advised.'
'You wanted the people to salute their heroes,' Cailin replied, innocently, 'and surely three heroes are better than two.' He waved back towards the ongoing merriment. 'Your people dance harder than ever,' he said, soothingly. 'This is a night none will ever forget.'
Baeinar considered this for a moment, before grudgingly inclining his head a fraction, and releasing Cailin's arm.
As Cailin watched Baeinar's departing back, he allowed himself a satisfied smile.
He knew all too well which hero people would remember tomorrow.
With Cait safely returned home, her ex-escort returned to the feast, where they rejoined Cailin. Together, they partied as hard as anyone, and harder than most.
The sun was rising by the time the activity subsided, and weary people returned to their homes. Those who had tasks that couldn't be put off didn't even have that luxury, and shuffled off one by one to attend to them.
With his friends gather around him, Cailin made a decision.
'I think,' he said, 'all things considered, that perhaps tonight we should have a rest.'
The others murmured relieved agreement.
'Perhaps tomorrow night, instead?' Cailin asked, and so it was set.
The group broke up, and dispersed back to their respective homes. Cailin took a short circuit of the centre of the town, but hardly anyone was to be seen, so soon he too returned to his bed, and slept.
He awoke again to find the sun well on its way towards the day's end, and practiced until full dark descended, and then slept through to the morning.
As Cailin took his stroll around the town the following day, the only subject on anyone's lips was the Magnificent Cait, and he was in particularly good humour when he returned to his hut that evening to await his fellow players.
He wasn't kept waiting long. Everyone turned up early, all practically fervid to begin.
He had again provided food and drink, but tonight it went almost untasted, so ardent was their desire to practice, and progress.
And progress they did. Under Cailin's gentle coaching, and taking his hints, tips and suggestions firmly to heart, his apprentices advanced further than he could have hoped.
Tera and Morn had both reached the eighth round, and Cailin had almost been surprised that neither had gone further, so determined had they looked. Vashal had reclaimed his record of so many years ago, and reached the seventh round, where Tomal had joined him. Sion and Palt still remained tied at six apiece, but Cailin suspected they could both do much better. He had the feeling each was holding back, so as not to risk overtaking his brother.
The evening had turned into a long one by the time it drew to a close, and everyone looked tired from the mental effort they had expended, so Cailin decided the following night would be another for rest, and they would meet again two nights hence. 
As there was no meeting planned, it was with some surprise that Cailin heard a knocking on his door the following evening. Releasing the folds of air he had been using for practice, he crossed to the door and opened it, to find Tera standing outside, arms behind her back, raising and lowering herself on her toes.
A momentary confusion held Cailin silent and motionless, but Tera patiently waited for him to return to his senses, and accepted his hospitality when he eventually invited her inside.
'There is no meeting tonight,' he said, his brain still not quite fully reengaged.
'I know,' said Tera, skipping lightly and forcing Cailin to turn on the spot to stay facing her. She brought her arms out from behind her, and extended one towards him, dropping the contents of her hand into his. 'I thought we could play a different game instead.'
Cailin looked down into his hand, and onto Tera's 'duck'. The pattern etched into the wood was instantly familiar, a bold circle with a strong cross through its centre. He smiled at the memories it evoked. How many times has he seen this symbol sail past his own, making his four dots in a diamond pattern seem weak by comparison.
He ran a finger around the edge of the circle, lost in the past, before Tera's impatient cough dragged him back into the present. He held out the carefully carved wood to her, and she took it back.
'It is a little late to be racing ducks now,' he said, pointing out of the window to indicate the dipping sun, and the lengthening shadows. 'It would be dark before we reached the pool, and then we would just fall in.'
'You might fall in,' Tera returned, impishly. 'I am far less clumsy.'
'Still,' she said, walking over to the shelf, 'perhaps it is a little late, for ducks.' She placed her 'duck' down next to his, and swung back round to face him.
'But then, I do not wish to practice The Maidens and The Hunters tonight, either,' she continued.
'You have learned to do much more than simply light candles and lift pebbles, haven't you?' she asked, looking Cailin directly in the eyes. 'I know you too well, Cailin,' she smiled, enjoying his suddenly nervous expression. 'If all you knew was the game, you would have gone first that night, to show off. Instead, you tried not to play at all.'
Cailin found himself trying to swallow a sudden lump in his throat, but Tera wasn't done yet.
'And that final display,' she said, wagging a finger in front of his eyes. 'Far too flashy to be part of the game, and yet not flashy enough to be anything else.
'You might be all grown up now, but you're also still that same boastful little boy I knew so well.'
'And you,' Cailin replied, finding his voice again, 'are still that devious little girl, who thinks she knows so much.'
He grinned to show he was only joking, and Tera burst into a delicate, tinkling laugh.
'I do know it though, don't I?' she asked, when her laugh had faded. 'You have gone far beyond a simple game.'
Cailin held his tongue for several seconds while he considered his reply, refusing to allow Tera's obvious impatience to hurry him. This was a subject he had planned to introduce to the group slowly, but on the other hand, he was almost desperate for someone to share his discoveries with. And Tera had already guessed at least some of his secret.
'Yes,' he breathed, feeling a sudden lightness as a weight lifted from him. 'Far beyond.'
With growing eagerness, he continued. Raising a ball of water from the bowl by the door, he divided and subdivided it into rings and drops, and circled them around Tera's head as he told her about the river and the taint.
With a mischievous look so much like her own, he poked and teased Tera with sudden gusts of air.
He had failed to allow for how quickly Tera could pick up on new ideas, however, and the next thing he knew he was receiving the full load of the water that had had set circling her head, directly into his face.
He stood there, spluttering and dripping down the front of his shift, as Tera's gleeful giggle rang in his ears.
'So,' she said, brushing the wet hair out of his eyes, 'candles and pebbles are not all that you play with.'
'It is no longer just a game,' Cailin said, more sombrely, as he crossed the room and began rummaging through the pile of clothes by the bed for a clean shift. 'I think it is Magic. And I think it is powerful.'
Facing the wall shyly, Cailin whipped the wet shift over his head, and struggled into a dry one. It dampened slightly from the droplets still clinging to him, but it would suffice.
He turned back, to find Tera standing right beside him.
'I have been experimenting for a while now,' he said, backing away slightly. He felt the edge of the bed bump against the backs of his knees. 'And I've come to a rather interesting conclusion.'
Tera was regarding him with a look of some concentration now, and Cailin found himself having to swallow again before being able to continue.
'The game was my first clue,' he said, his fingers alternately gripping and releasing the sides of his shift. 'Candles and pebbles. Fire and stone.' He swallowed again. 'Then there was the river. I knew I had felt something before, but the taint was what helped me make the connection. Water. And that led me to air.
'Do you see?' he asked, suddenly eager. 'Fire, stone, water and air.' He paused, to give her a chance. 'Magic lets us control the very elements themselves!'
As he said it, he saw the realisation dawn in Tera's eyes.
'Magic lets us control the elements,' she whispered, her mind already churning at the idea. 'Fire, stone, water and air.'
Cailin realised that she was looking beyond him now, and was already turning his head when he smelled the first faint wisp of smoke. As he watched, a tiny flame traced out a circle in the wall above his bed. It then flashed across the gently smoking ring, top left to bottom right, and again top right to bottom left, scoring a cross into the wood.
Cailin recognised the design at once, but Tera still wasn't finished. Four more flames appeared, one in each segment of the divided circle, and ate hungrily at the wood for a second or two before vanishing again. Behind them, they left a slight smoky haze, and four circles, in a diamond pattern.
Cailin turned back to face Tera, the quizzical expression on his face meeting the look of renewed concentration on hers.
'There is one element you forgot about,' she said, stepping in so close that their shifts brushed against each other. 'And one you will never control.'
She pushed him backwards onto the bed, and followed him down.
'Woman.'
Cailin learned of his powers with astonishing speed. I said that earlier, but you can see now how much of an understatement it was.
It wasn't just of his powers that he learned, but something of the very nature of existence as well. Only a few days since the idea was planted in his mind, and yet already he is formulating theories on the very nature of magic.
It's a shame, then, that he is wrong. It will hold him back for quite some time.
And yet he is close, so very close.


The History of the Aeithar
The Internal Wars
Chapter Five
The Book of Erudition claims to be the teachings of peace. It contains many cautionary tales on the perils of starting a war. The first was supposedly handed down from Baeinar himself.
'There is no such thing as a single battle. There can never be an isolated skirmish. If you attack your neighbour, provoked or not, you can be sure of only one thing.
He will retaliate, and your own people will suffer.'
If Baeinar truly spoke those words, then perhaps this is when he learned them. 
Cailin awoke to find Tera still wrapped around him. It was not, he smiled to himself, an unpleasant experience.
He lay there for a while longer, motionless, trying to squint down the line of his nose and chin to Tera's face, nestled in his shoulder. All he could make out was an ear, a delicate pink island in the brown sea of her hair, but, he considered, it was a particularly pretty ear. He admired it as long as he could, until the effort of remaining cross-eyed began to give him a mild headache, at which point he grudgingly turned his mind to how he might get up without waking her.
He tried moving a leg, and then an arm, but both times the shift in his position also affected Tera, and he froze for a few seconds before returning the limb to its previous position. He looked like a nervous young squirrel, lacking the confidence to leap to the next branch, and too far away to reach out and grasp it.
Cailin considered the situation. Tera was lying against, and in fact mostly on, his right side, so whenever he moved, she moved too. He would have to try to roll her off him, as gently as possible.
With his right arm supporting Tera's head, and his left hand around her shoulder, Cailin slowly and carefully eased her backwards. Unfortunately, while Tera awake stood tall and firm and proud, seemingly with a backbone made of iron, Tera asleep had the lithe spine of a cat. Her top half twisted, trapping his arm, while her legs remained across him.
Cailin forced down a laugh. Even asleep, Tera managed to tease him.
He wasn't beaten yet, however. If the last week or so had taught him anything, it was perseverance.
That thought triggered another. If physical effort couldn't free him, perhaps magic could.
From above the bed, he began to draw together strands of air. Around those, he wove traces of fire, to banish the lingering chill of the night. He pulled sheets of air down, and tested them against his skin, keeping those that felt warm enough, returning any he considered too cold, to be heated a little more.
In little more than a minute, Cailin had enough sheets of warm air to work with. Layering half of them over his upper body, he gently rolled Tera back towards him. She murmured and twitched her nose, but settled down again.
Cailin slowly breathed out, as much as he could, keeping most of his mind on the cushion of air that now supported Tera's top half. The gap between them grew.
Cailin smiled, and set to work supporting Tera's legs.
Once he was happy all the cushions of warm air were in place and ready to take her weight, he raised them ever so slightly, and slithered himself sideways and out, like a lizard emerging from a crack in a rock.
Standing beside the bed, Cailin stretched and twisted, trying to work out the cramps that had settled into his muscles from trying not to move, and looked down onto Tera's sleeping form. He had worked so hard to get up, and now all he could think about was how much he wanted to be back beside her.
But, he acknowledged reluctantly, he had things to do. With more care than he'd ever put into anything before in his life, Cailin slowly lowered the sheets of air, releasing them as Tera settled onto the bed's surface. He then bent down and tucked the blanket around her, gently kissed the top of her head, and with a final lingering look at her face, turned away to prepare some food.
He still had a little meat and vegetables left from the practice two nights before, and two hunks of bread, so drawing some water from the bowl by the door to the small cauldron he used for cooking, he began to prepare a broth. He was heating it with a plume of flame when he heard movement behind him.
'Oh, I see,' came Tera's voice, her attempt at primness failing to cover the strong undercurrent of humour, 'couldn't wait to be away from me!'
'No, no,' Cailin stammered, turning so fast he almost knocked the cauldron of broth to the floor. 'Not at all.' 
He rallied.
'I made us some breakfast.'
He tasted a little of the broth and smiled broadly, nodding to indicate it was good, and ladled some out into a bowl.
Tera held out an arm for him to help her up, so he placed the bowl on the table, and crossed the room to stand beside her. He reached down, and took her hand.
Tera pulled, and all his work to get out of bed was undone in an instant.
It was some considerable time before Cailin had any further thoughts of getting out of bed. Tera made sure of that. Eventually, however, even she was forced to concede that the sun was rapidly approaching its zenith, and with a giggle and a shove, Cailin suddenly found himself tumbling across the floor.
As he came to a rest against the wall, still feeling as if the world was spinning around him, Cailin forced his eyes to focus, and watched as Tera stood up, stretched and pulled her shift on over her head. He clambered unsteadily to his feet, as she crossed to the table.
'It is a little late for breakfast,' Tera proclaimed, looking down into the bowl of long cold broth before her, 'but this would make a wonderful lunch.'
By now Cailin was beside her, and after giving her a quick hug, he took the bowl and emptied its contents back into the cauldron. A rose of flame blossomed under the cauldron, its fiery petals unfolding to caress the metal. At the same time, the broth began to slowly stir inside, smaller eddies catching floating carrot slices and semi-submerged meat chunks and whisking them round.
'Show off!,' Tera laughed, running her fingertips down Cailin's arm, and taking his hand in hers, their fingers intermeshing. He shivered pleasurably at the sensation, and the rose suddenly flared into an orchid, long petals licking at the cauldron's support.
'Oops,' he said, giving Tera's hand a squeeze, and the flames settled down again.
Tera was looking at the flames with interest now, however, not humour.
'When you asked me to play Maidens and Hunters with you,' she said, her free hand rising to stroke her lower lip thoughtfully, 'you told me that maybe there was another way to do the cooking. And now you have shown me that there is.'
She looked up into his eyes, turning so that they faced each other and taking his other hand too. 'You must teach me,' she breathed, raising herself on her toes and stretching her neck upwards. 'Everything you know.'
She kissed him, deeply, only stopping when she realised the sensation of heat across the backs of her legs wasn't caused by his arms enfolding her.
'But first,' she laughed, pointing to the roaring flames and violently bubbling broth, 'you need to learn some control!'
Looking abashed, Cailin released the flames, and stirred the broth a little faster. The eruptions subsided, and Cailin released the water too. Slowly, the broth stopped turning.
Cailin fetched a candle from his shelf, and stood holding it in front of Tera.
'Okay,' he said, waggling the candle slightly. 'Light this.'
This was a simple task after several evenings of practice, and with an exaggerated pout she blew him a kiss, which lit the candle between them as it passed.
Cailin smiled, but continued with his lesson.
'Now,' he said, 'lift the flame from the wick, and hold it in the air.'
This was something Tera wasn't used to. Playing the game, the flames moved from wick to wick, so she'd only had to hold them for a second or two. Even burning their symbols into the wall the previous night, she had merely created and dismissed the flames, they had sustained themselves on the wood.
She lifted the flame, which held steady for a few seconds before beginning to flicker alarmingly.
'Remember,' Cailin said, his voice gently and soothing, 'the flame is both light, and heat. You must feel them both, intimately linked.'
This draw a smile from Tera's lips, although her brow remained furrowed in concentration. She even frowns beautifully, Cailin thought.
'With nothing for the fire to feed on, you have to keep it going yourself,' he explained, dragging his eyes from Tera's face and back to the wavering flame. 'When you first lit the flame, there was a certain sensation in your mind, different from the one you felt when you lifted it.' Tera nodded, her eyes reflecting the dancing light back at him.
'You must combine those two feelings,' Cailin continued. 'Make them one single, more complex feeling.'
'I'm not sure how,' Tera began, but then her brow straightened as her eyes widened. 
'Oh,' she said, unknowingly mimicking Cait's reaction from a few days before. 'I see now.'
The flame strengthened, and grew.
'Yes,' Tera said, smiling broadly now. 'I see. It's really quite obvious. Natural.'
Cailin was grinning too. 'Only after you see it,' he said. 'Until then, you'd never think of it.'
'You did,' pointed out Tera, igniting a second flame to join the first, and making them dance.
'Yes,' agreed Cailin, more seriously now. 'I did. And I've seen much more, too.'
Tera released her fires, and stepped up to the cauldron. 'Teach me about water.'
Cailin turned her away, and drew her instead to the bowl by the door. She looked at him askance.
'You'll see,' he said, relishing the chance to tease her a little for a change. 'Reach into the bowl with your mind, and feel the water.'
She had felt water once before, briefly, when she had soaked him the previous night, but that had been on a whim, more instinct than thought. Now she caressed it gently, feeling the smoother texture and the coolness, the way it flowed around her probing.
She gave it a push, and watched as it swirled around the bowl, a little lapping over the side to darken the floor. She even lifted a little, but it flowed out through her grasp and splashed back into the bowl.
Cailin laughed. 'That takes a little more practice.'
He led her back to the cauldron. 'Now, try again here.'
Tera reached into the cauldron, this time her lips pursing as she considered what she felt. Cailin wondered just how many expressions she had.
'It feels like the water in the bowl,' she said, 'although warmer, and with ... something ... in it.'
'Water, and not water,' Cailin grinned. 'That's how the river felt, when it was tainted. Water, and not water.'
'Now,' he continued, moving to stand to one side, 'for a real test. Light fire under the cauldron, and stir the water of the broth.'
One by one, tongues of flame appeared and licked at the cauldron. Once there were six, lapping away like a sextet of thirsty wolves, Tera turned her attention to the broth. The fire flickered as her attention wavered, but held on, just.
'You need to separate your mind,' Cailin said, not sure that was quite the right way to say it, but it was the only way he could think of to explain the sensation. 'Hold the fire in one part, and the water in another.'
Tera tilted her head over until it almost rested on her shoulder, and Cailin added another mark to his mental count of her mannerisms, while in the cauldron the broth began to stir.
He clapped excitedly for her, but resisted the urge to give her a hug, given the effect her touch had had on his fire. Instead, he watched as the broth returned to the boil.
'Can we eat it now, please,' he begged, rubbing his belly. 'I'm in danger of starving!'
A burst of tinkling laugher erased the look of concentration on Tera's face, and she released the fire and water. Cailin showed her to her chair, and ladled out two bowls almost to the brim. As they ate, they discussed magic, and what else might be possible. Cailin never took his eyes from Tera's face, which resulted in him gaining a good collection of drips down the front of his shift, but she was too absorbed to even tease him about it.
They finished their meal, and rinsed out the bowls with swirls of water, laughing and flicking occasional drops at each other. Cailin returned the bowls to the shelf, and turned back to see Tera standing by the door.
'Where are you going?' he asked as she opened it, a sudden tightness catching in his chest at the thought of her leaving.
'Home,' she replied, giving him a wave to illustrate the point. 'I don't live here, remember!'
She laughed again as his face crumpled.
'But I might come back, perhaps,' she teased, stepping through the door. 'Maybe even tonight.'
Baeinar was furious.
'Four days!,' he snarled, throwing his chair backwards as he rose to pace around his hut, for the third time that session. The Council looked on in silence.
'Four days since I gave them a triumph and a feast, and still all those fools can prate about is a girl and a game.' He punched the wall, cracking the wattle.
'Have any of you,' he snapped, rounding to point a finger at the figures seated nervously around the table, 'any of you, heard even one word about our great victories?'
Heads shook, and gazes were downcast. The only eyes that still met his were those of Naik, still feeling safe and secure in his position as Baeinar's champion, and Gaern, unflappable as ever. It was the huge smith that broke the silence.
'They cheered and danced and celebrated well enough, for you and the girl both.'
If that was meant to calm Baeinar down, it failed miserably.
'The girl should never have been mentioned,' he shouted, adding another crack to the wall. 'Let alone paraded about like that!'
He watched as a droplet of blood beaded on a cracked knuckle, and trickled down his finger. It held on the tip for a second, and then dropped, to splash onto the floor at his feet. Above his head, the sound of startled wings settled as the weaver birds returned to their disturbed nests.
Baeinar's voice dropped a register, becoming quieter yet more sinister. 'I should take that Keeper's tongue...'
His words trailed off, leaving an aura full of low menace in their wake. 
This time it was Caenor who spoke, his soft voice seeming quieter than ever in the void left by Baeinar's temper. The rest of the Council unconsciously leaned forward in their seats, trying to catch the words before they were swallowed by the heavy silence.
'So give the people more victories.'
Caenor paused. The taste of venison was still on his lips, as he wetted them with his tongue. He licked them again, before continuing with a smile.
'Give them more food, more homes,' he said, spreading his arms expansively. 'And more land,' he added, cutting off Keen before the words could finish forming on the farmer's lips. 'It was always the plan anyway.'
Baeinar spun back to face the table. 'Yes,' he barked, eyes narrowing as he scanned the seated figures. His gaze settled on Naik. 'Yes, it was.'
He paced a little more, his posture a little more relaxed now as the overwhelming anger was slowly replaced by mental scenes of triumphs.
The Cirraen, drowned in their own lake.
The Daenorae, starved in their huts.
The Shalinar, bereft of their forest and game.
And above it all, Baeinar standing tall, amidst the crowds of his worshipping people.
In three strides Baeinar was back at the head of the table. He snatched his chair up from where it had fallen, and threw himself into it. The chair creaked dangerously in protest, but Baeinar was already speaking, loud and fast.
But not fast enough. For the second time, he was interrupted by a pounding on his door, and a breathless figure beckoning the Council to follow him.
Cailin's step was light as he strolled away from his hut, along the packed earth road. His earlier dismay at Tera's departure had been replaced by a joyful anticipation of her return. Of what her return could mean. 
Heedless of the gaze of the people around him, Cailin threw back his head, spread his arms wide, and laughing at the sky he twirled along the road. His hair strained against its binding cord as it streamed out behind him, and he shifted rapidly from foot to foot as he spun, maintaining both his balance and forward motion.
He had travelled at least twenty paces before dizziness finally overcame him, and he collapsed into a giggling heap in the middle of the road.
He sat there for a short while, catching his breath while he waited for the world to stop dancing around him. Figures passed through his lurching field of vision, and he held out a hand to be helped back to his feet, but no-one took it.
Resigned to having to raise himself, Cailin closed his eyes against the vertiginous sensations, and finally became aware of the sounds around him.
Shouts of alarm, and the pounding of running feet.
Cailin squeezed his eyes more tightly closed for a few seconds, then snapped them open. The world lurched nauseatingly once more, and then settled into a vista of frantic action.
All the way up the road, women were hastily gathering up children and herding them into huts, while men ran in the opposite direction, away from the huts towards the outskirts of the town. Some ran up the road to the north, others cut between huts and headed to the east. Many carried tools, and Cailin blinked as the sunlight reflected off axes, billhooks and spears.
As Cailin levered himself upright, a group of hunters burst from between the huts to his left, crossed the road a scant pace in front of him at a full sprint, and passed between the huts to his right, oblivious to the small vegetable patch they trampled. Cailin saw one foot mash an almost ripe marrow, and another clip a water jug. The owner stumbled as the water sprayed the wall of the hut, but kept going, catching and steadying himself on the arm of the hunter next to him.
As quickly as it had begun, the sudden activity vanished, and Cailin was left standing, still somewhat unsteadily, in the middle of an eerily empty road.
With a final shake to try to clear his head, Cailin tottered off after the hunters, carefully avoiding the surviving vegetables.
Anek and Tak, with their brothers and cousins, had been carefully planting their ten paces of land when the shouts had first reached them. Now the earth blossomed with a crop of footprints, the legacy of the hunters' passage crushing and choking the seeds like bindweed.
Kera had been nursing her new son when Mart had heard the call. He had kissed his wife and son briefly, then grabbed his spear and left, and now the child bawled as she expressed fear as well as milk.
Whil and Deera had been sharing the joy of being newlyweds. Now their mood was marred, as panic and confusion were married in the noise outside.
The Council rounded the final corner and stopped in shock. Only Naik ran on, drawing his knife with a snarl.
Cailin stepped from between the last two huts, and froze.
The scene before them was one of terrifying, unthinkable chaos.
People were running in all directions. Men were rushing forwards, some yelling, some grimly silent. Women were fleeing backwards, some crying, all carrying or herding children. Those without children of their own swept up those of their neighbours, sharing the load. People were jostled and bumped as the two masses tried to cross each other. A child bawled as a collision ripped him from his mother's hand.
Huts were ablaze. Flames leapt from thatched roof to thatched roof as the gentle wind wafted burning straw deeper into the town. A woodsman, eyes staring fixedly ahead, tripped on a fallen woman. His billhook buried itself in the leg of a hunter as he flailed fruitlessly to keep his balance, and the man crashed through a burning wall. The hut collapsed, sending up a shower of fiery debris with a roar that drowned out the scream.
And the sky was full of spears.
Baeinar was, perhaps for the first time in his life, speechless. The nightmare vista that had opened up before him had struck him dumb, and for several long seconds he could only watch helpless as his people died and his town burned. Then anger took over, building rapidly to an all-consuming rage.
How dare they. This was his town. HIS town! How DARE they!
Calling the men still arriving to his side, Baeinar rushed forwards, mindless of anyone he pushed aside as he went.
Cailin was also momentarily paralysed by what he saw, but his recovery and reaction was triggered by a different emotion. He barely even noticed the lines of men in the distance, his mind was too full of the suffering right before him.
A fresh wave of spears arced downwards, and in desperation Cailin flung out his arms and sent a wave of air up to meet them, but all he achieved was to deflect the shafts and cause them to hit a different set of people.
The consequence of his action shocked him to the core, threatening to paralyse him once again, but more spears were on their way, and he couldn't afford the luxury of self pity.
He took a deep breath to steady himself, then looked into the sky once more.
The hail of death was indiscriminate. Men went down with spears through their chests and stomachs, women and children fell impaled in the back. 
Mercifully, it was also short. As the surviving men closed the distance, the Shalinar ceased drawing the long, thin throwing spears from the quivers at their backs, and instead drew their shorter, thicker fighting spears.
Baeinar didn't even notice as the last of the falling spears took the man beside him through the throat. The gap between him and the people that had dared challenge him was closing, and his only thoughts were of retribution.
Having arrived at the scene towards the back of the pack, however, Baeinar had a considerable number of his own men ahead of him, in the way of his revenge. That was unacceptable.
With a roar, Baeinar accelerated, his thick, muscular legs pumping furiously.
Cailin had been able to do little about the vast majority of spears falling into the throng, however as the two groups passed through each other and began to thin, he had found his options opening up somewhat. 
The women had formed into small clumps, leaning over the groups of children in the centre to provide as much protection as they could, and hustling them along as fast as the awkward postures allowed.
Above each clump, Cailin had set a whirling tornado of air, which was just enough to deflect any spears that threatened those within. He had dealt with other spears as he could.
Now that the spears had stopped, he turned his attention to the other immediate problem; the burning huts.
Here on the edge of the town, Cailin was too far from the river to bring any water to quench the flames, but he could at least slow their spread. Over as wide an area as he could manage, Cailin blew a wind away from the so far untouched huts.
The two sides met with a crash as the Maendaren defenders ploughed into the Shalinar line, the slap of body on body reverberating like a thunderous round of applause. The first wave faired poorly, most being caught on the Shalinar spears, but the subsequent need to free their weapons and escape the weight of the bodies pressing against them forced the Shalinar line back a pace or two, and gave the onrushing Maendaren a few seconds grace to engage the enemy.
They didn't waste them.
Baeinar reached his quarry with the second wave, just in time to take advantage of the momentary confusion.
Directly in front of him, a young Shalinar hunter fumbled to free his spear, caught in a Maendaren body and dragged down as the man had fallen. He never even saw Baeinar's fist as it swung in a club-like arc, taking him forcefully in the side of the head.
Baeinar stepped over the crumpled body, and swung again.
Cailin was doing well keeping the fires under control.
The thatch on the huts blazed fiercely, but it only took a few moments for the cords holding the bundles to burn through. After that, it was a simple matter to use one cone of air to surround the hut, and another to punch downwards, driving the loose thatch inside. He wasn't sure why, but holding a blanket of air pressed on the remains soon quelled the flames.
With the fires to his right put out, Cailin turned to deal with those on his left.
Things were also going the Maendaren way on the fighting line.
The Shalinar were highly skilled with their throwing spears. There wasn't a man amongst them that couldn't bring down a stag at fifty paces. But the Maendaren woodsmen were used to hacking and slicing up close, and their axes and billhooks were sharp.
It wasn't all one sided though. Axes and billhooks couldn't be blocked, many a broken spear and severed limb attested to that fact, but trees had a tendency to be rooted to the spot, and the Maendaren had little practice at hitting a moving target.
A Shalinar who was too slow or panicked would lose an arm or leg if he was lucky, however a Maendaren who's axe sliced nothing but air soon found a spear between his ribs.
The fight raged back and forth. Axe and spear did their work, and men on both sides fell.
The line was long since broken, and now pockets of fighting were spread all along the eastern edge of Maendar. The larger groups contained maybe a dozen men, battling away. The smaller groups might only be two or three. When their individual battles were over, the few survivors formed new pockets, and fought new enemies.
The Maendaren were holding their advantage though. Even a glancing axe blow could inflict a serious wound, but a spear thrust needed to be accurate. Gradually, the numbers swung away from the Shalinar.
Then a fresh cry of panic came from within Maendar.
Baeinar now had an axe in each hand, wrenched unceremoniously from his own fallen woodsmen, and was swinging them with reckless abandon. The backs of his hands were slick with blood, masking the whiteness of his knuckles from his rigid and tenacious grip, which in turn kept his palms dry and his hold secure.
His side wept fresh blood from a shallow gash, a memento of a spear thrust parried too late, and a livid bruise was forming under his left eye, a disarmed Shalinar having had time for one wild punch before a descending axe cleft his skull. Baeinar was barely aware of either.
His left axe knocked away another spear, as his right one swung at shoulder height. Another spurt of blood joined the growing stain that dripped down his shift, as the Shalinar fell, clutching at his ruined throat.
Baeinar was pulling his axe out of the belly of a fallen Shalinar when he heard the new cry erupt from behind him, and he turned to face the new threat.
Several of his men turned with him, and died with spears in their backs. The last thing they saw were the dark plumes of smoke erupting from the centre of Maendar.
Cailin put out the final fire, and collapsed exhausted onto the ground, taking huge gulps of the hot air. He sat slumped there for several minutes, until his ears stopped pounding and his breath started to come back under some ragged sort of control. Then he raised his chin up off his chest, and saw the fighting still continuing ahead of him.
Forcing his weary limbs into action, he clambered unsteadily to his feet, and set off to render what assistance he could.
He was just drawing level with the older members of the Council, lurking like crows on the edge of the battlefield, studying the carnage hungrily, when he heard the cries from the town.
Cailin groaned aloud as he turned and saw the marks of all the new fires smudging the sky.
Baeinar considered the dilemma for several long seconds before coming to his decision. With a final swipe of an axe at a wily old Shalinar hunter that was trying to flank him, he strode out of the fighting and up to the watching Councillors.
Gaern and Naik were still in the thick of the fighting, but the five men before him would be enough. He barked his orders quickly.
'I want you to take half of these men,' he shouted, trying to make himself heard above the din, 'and divide them amongst you. Split them into teams, and have them scour the town searching for whoever is setting those fires.'
He waited for them to nod, before continuing.
'Keen, you spread your men through the north of the town.' That was a natural choice, most of the farmland was to the north.
'Tavin,' Baeinar continued, pointing at the ancient cattle herder to make sure he had his attention. 'You take the eastern side.' It was the nearest, and so the least distance for the old man to travel.
Sorn was given the western section of the town, and Murek the south. That left Caenor.
'You take the centre,' Baeinar yelled at him. 'Tell your men to spread outwards. That way we should catch these damn Shalinar between two groups.
With a final check to make sure everyone was clear on their orders, Baeinar turned and ran back into the battle.
The five old men spread out along the line of fighting, calling the names of every other man they saw. The summoned men peeled off, leaving those remaining to pick up the slack. They were then split into groups of five, and sent out to their respective parts of the town.
The results were disastrous.
The remaining Maendaren went from having the advantage to being seriously outnumbered. They were also badly distracted, worry for their families causing many to keep glancing over their shoulders at the increasing number of plumes. Several never got to turn back to the fighting.
They were also being divided into smaller and smaller groups as the Shalinar surrounded and separated them, picking off the weaker parts of the herd. It was horribly effective, and if it was allowed to continue the Maendaren defence would crumble within minutes.
Baeinar's was the largest group left, almost two dozen men still managing to hold their own. He could see Gaern in the next group down, the huge smith standing well above the dozen men with him, his size intimidating the attacking Shalinar. They concentrated too much on where he was, leaving themselves vulnerable to the men with him.
Baeinar smiled grimly. It was like watching a bear lead a pack of wolves.
Even so, the Shalinar numbers allowed them to absorb their losses without faltering in their attack, and it was only a matter of time before Gaern's group fell. Baeinar took a long, deep breath.
'Move with me,' he bellowed, startling a young hunter by his side so badly that he tripped over his own feet. The fall saved the young man's life, the spear that had been going for his heart instead merely ripping his shift at the shoulder. He was hauled back to his feet sharply by another hunter, as the group surged towards Gaern.
The Shalinar caught between the two groups fell in an instant, hacked down mercilessly, and those that remained now had nearly three dozen to deal with instead. Their five dozen would probably be up to the task though, as the group that had been fighting Baeinar caught back up.
Still, it gave the Maendaren more of a chance. Baeinar bellowed again, and his men surged out once more, rescuing and absorbing a group of five in the nick of time.
Another bellow, and another surge. This time, however, the Shalinar knew what to expect. Most had arranged themselves between Baeinar's group and the next one along, slowing the push, and those on the trailing edge took advantage of their enemies' attempt to disengage.
Baeinar was too late to save the group he was heading for, and lost four of his own group in the attempt.
Still, it was their only hope. The smaller groups were falling too fast, freeing up more and more Shalinar to join in against the larger groups.
And, Baeinar saw, the next group along was led by Naik. The men with him fought fervently, their spirits raised just by his presence.
I did that, thought Baeinar. I made him into a hero in their eyes, and now they fight not for themselves, not for their families, but for him. He grinned broadly at the thought of his remaining two dozen infected by the same zeal.
'Move,' he yelled, straining for every bit of volume he could manage. 'Push, push, push!'
Again, his men surge out, and again they were too late. Baeinar learned a valuable lesson on what happens when the hero falls, as first one spear took Naik in the throat, then another pieced his chest before the look of disbelief had even faded from his glazed eyes.
Naik's men fell apart, and then fell to the Shalinar spears, and Baeinar's men too quailed at the sight.
Twenty more Shalinar were freed up, and turned to Baeinar's group.
Cailin had been about to set out towards the fires within Maendar when the groups of men had passed him, spreading out to search for the Shalinar setting them.
Confused, he turned back towards the fighting behind him. His first though had been that it was over, but clearly it was more fierce than ever.
And it was not going well for the Maendaren.
As he watched, one large group broke away from their aggressors and joined up with a nearby, smaller group.
Still he dithered, tormented by the conflicting desires to save the town behind him and the people before him.
The large group of Maendaren was on the move again, swallowing a smaller group, and for a moment Cailin thought it was the beginning of a swing back their way. He was starting to turn back to the town when the next push failed, and then before his horrified eyes Naik was struck down, the Maendaren order became a shambles, and the decision was made for him.
That was my fault, he thought. I told the tale, and made everyone think he was invincible, and now he's dead and they have no hope left.
Now they're all going to die, and the Shalinar will finish destroying the town.
With a lurching, horrified step, Cailin strode forwards towards the battle.
For a vital few seconds he had no idea what he could or even should do, but even that short delay cost another dozen Maendaren lives, and the simple thought crystallised in Cailin's mind.
Stop the fighting.
He realised he didn't have to be careful. He didn't have to discriminate between Maendaren and Shalinar. If neither side could fight, neither side could die.
With as much sheer force as he could muster, Cailin sent a blast of wind at the mass of men before him.
Most were bowled over as soon as it hit, and even those furthest away, those who had been partially sheltered from the gale by the now-fallen men, even they were staggered by it.
With a grin that owed more to determination than to glee, Cailin blew a second gale.
The remaining men were knocked off their feet, and those who had been struggling back upright found themselves back on the ground.
Another wave, and now the men stopped even trying to get up. Both sides resorted to crawling, and in opposite directions. The Maendaren retreated towards their town, while the Shalinar tried to put some distance between them and the sudden, unexpected storm.
As the gap between the two sides grew, Cailin was able to be more discerning with his aim. Another wave, just over the Shalinar now, allowed his people to get to their feet, while keeping the Shalinar helpless.
He sent a shower of stones from the ground around him arcing down, hoping it would be the final demoraliser, but instead it was him who winced, horrified, at the sickening crack as one of the larger stones met a helpless skull, and he stopped the next shower instantly, letting them fall harmlessly into the dead area between the two sides.
It had been enough, though. The Shalinar seized the opportunity the sudden cessation of the wind afforded them, and regaining their feet they ran.
Cailin slumped in relief as the Maendaren men cheered and congratulated each other. They all seemed confused as to what had happened, but none of them queried it too deeply. They were just glad to still be alive.
Only Baeinar looked at him oddly, before calling the men to order around him. They might have driven the Shalinar from here, but there were still more within Maendar itself.
Detailing two dozen men to remain there, in case the Shalinar returned, Baeinar divided the few remaining men into groups of five, and told them to spread out through the town
Maendar was in flames.
In every direction Cailin looked, plumes of smoke hung in the air, but they were thickest in the centre, where the light breeze sculpted them into bizarre, surreal shapes hundreds of paces high. That was the direction he ran.
So did Baeinar, casually keeping pace off to his right. His manner suggested that this was nothing more than happenstance, but it was belied by the constant furtive glances, eyes narrowed in contemplation.
One group of five men followed behind them. The rest had already spread out to different parts of the town. It turned out to be fortunate that Baeinar had kept some with him.
Their journey inwards had been without incident, at least as far as encountering Shalinar had gone. They had passed groups of women huddled protectively around their children, and others forming water chains to try to douse the flames, but had seen no sign of their forest-dwelling enemy.
All that changed as they reached the centre of Maendar.
Against the backdrop of burning huts, the battle raged fiercely once more. Clumps of Maendaren fought isolated battles against packs of Shalinar. Bloodied axes and billhooks rose and fell, while deeply stained spears thrust and their owners dodged.
That wasn't what caused Cailin to stop and stare, however, and when Baeinar looked across and saw him frozen, he turned to follow his gaze.
On the nearby bank of the river, a group of small children cowered, huddled together in terror as a group of Shalinar bore down upon them. Between them there stood just a single figure, a youth barely into his manhood.
He wasn't even armed.
Neither was he going to flinch, that much was clear. He would die, defending the children. He stood tall and proud, as the Shalinar descended upon him.
Baeinar sent his men forward with a bark, and Cailin grabbed frantically for air with which to blast the Shalinar from their feet, but they were already both too late.
The first Shalinar reached the young man, and thrust out with his spear.
The young man deflected it away with the flat of his hand, and the Shalinar stumbled, unbalanced, as the spear sailed harmlessly past his shoulder. The young man's knee was already rising as his hand closed around the shaft, and he plucked it from the unresisting grasp as the Shalinar fell gasping breathlessly.
He brought his other hand up to the spear as the second Shalinar thrust out towards him, gripping the shaft of his liberated weapon firmly in both hands. He swung, and the Shalinar could only watch amazed as the base of the young man's spear caught his own, ripping it from his grasp. He didn't even have time to react as the young man continued the motion, and the sharp point scored deeply across his throat. He fell, clutching uselessly in the vain hope of containing the spurting blood.
The third Shalinar found his legs swept out from under him, and the point was pounded down through his chest as he lay winded. The remaining three attempted a concerted attack, but by then they were too late. Baeinar's men had reached them, and axes were already raining down.
Baeinar himself had been watching the exchange with great interest.
'Keeper,' he murmured, just loud enough to be heard, 'you know everyone.' There was a hint of contempt in his voice at the assertation, he'd never seen the point in learning people's names himself. 'Who is that boy?'
'Leen,' Cailin supplied, his own voice tinged with awe. The young man hadn't even flinched, and his sole reaction now was to turn and comfort the children.
One young girl had caught a stray spurt of blood, and she was rubbing frantically at the stain on her arm, crying huge great sobs. Leen bent down to tear a strip of cloth from the shift of a fallen Shalinar, and then dipped it in the river. Sitting the girl on his knee, he dabbed gently at the blood, washing her arm clean again. The girl touched her arm cautiously, unwilling to believe it was whole, then she threw her arms around Leen's neck and buried her head in his shoulder.
Baeinar was asking him something else, but Cailin was no longer listening. Leen's last action had triggered a realisation in his mind.
The river!
Swinging his arm expansively, as if to increase the force his mind exerted, Cailin drew a great scoop of water from the river, and threw it over the nearest burning buildings. They crackled and fizzled and steamed, while on the river bed several fish flopped around, suddenly on dry land, until the water upriver reached them and re-floated them.
Another gout of river, and more flaming huts were extinguished. A few more fish were temporarily land-locked, but they were considerably less surprised by the turn of events than the men fighting in the rapidly cooling streets.
Maendaren and Shalinar alike paused, weapons lowered, as they fought instead to comprehend what was happening. The Maendaren recovered their composure first. Whatever it was, it was clearly on their side. They struck out once more, and those Shalinar still too surprised to flee fell quickly under the renewed onslaught.
Baeinar clearly had questions, but he would demand the answers later. There were still other Shalinar about, and his town still burned.
'With me!,' he yelled, drawing groans from the exhausted men around him. 'We're not finished yet!'
He strode over to where Leen was still entangled by the now calmer young girl.
'Leen,' he said, unconsciously pushing away a young boy that had come to stand against his leg. 'You too.'
Leen looked up at him calmly. 'We can't leave the children unprotected.'
Baeinar considered this for a moment, weighing up his options, and then called over the nearest group of five men.
'You will stay here, and guard these children with your lives,' he told them, firmly, before looking back down to Leen, still sitting on the ground. 'Satisfied?'
Leen nodded, and gently disentangled himself, then clambered to his feet.
'Good,' Baeinar said, gruffly. 'We need you.' Then his voice took on a deeper growl as he turned his head half towards Cailin. 'You too... Keeper.'
They moved first along the river bank, allowing Cailin to douse as many of the burning huts as possible.
There was no hiding what he was doing now, too many people had seen it, and each fresh wave drew a huge cheer from the small force accompanying him.
This worried Cailin greatly. He had wanted to know a great deal more, and more importantly to understand it, before he made anyone else aware of the possibilities.
Showing off Cait had been an acceptable risk, after all everyone thought it was only a children's game, and when the time came it would have served as a good starting point, to break the idea to people gently.
And Tera, he had been all too eager to show off to her, but she was sensible, in her own way, and would keep it to herself until he was ready.
Now, however, everyone would know. To all intents and purposes, everyone already knew. There would be no way to stop these men telling others, and those telling others still.
All he could hope for now was to contain the secrets of how, reveal them only to those he trusted and thought were ready. And judging by the look on Baeinar's face, that too was a long shot.
They ran into small bands of Shalinar, marauding through the town, but the Maendaren spirits were high, and with Leen in the lead they were quickly and easily dispatched.
They're almost having fun, Cailin though, with an uneasy feeling of disgust. Men are dying, and they're turning it into a game.
As if to underline his point, two Maendaren grabbed an arm each of the Shalinar unfortunate enough to be the last in his party left alive, and held him outstretched while one of their companions practically disembowelled him in one swipe.
Eventually, however, they were forced to leave the river's side, and forge deeper into the town. Bereft of his source of water, Cailin was forced to fall back on his previous system of containing the burning thatch inside those walls still standing, and there smothering the flames.
It was a considerably slower process, and their progress was slowed with it. Watching huts being demolished was also considerably less cheer-worthy than flying gouts of magical water. The men's moods fell faster than the Shalinar they encountered, and it wasn't long before they were trudging along almost sullenly.
It was a luxury they wouldn't be able to afford for long, though.
As they worked south and westward, they began to encounter larger and larger groups of Shalinar. Clearly the forest people had entered Maendar from the north, while the Maendaren had been occupied on the east, and worked outwards from there. Now they were roaming the streets, burning and killing as they went.
The men were forced to get a grip on themselves when they encountered a band a little larger than they were. Sullenness had to give way to self preservation, as the Shalinar pressed at them hard.
Leen led the Maendaren forwards again, as he had since the battle in the centre of the town. He still gripped his captured Shalinar spear, having refused the offer of an axe, swinging it rather than thrusting, using both ends for offence and defence. It was proving to be highly effective. A Maendaren hunter had tried to emulate his style, but succeeded only in removing a comrade's earlobe, so had been forced to return to the more tradition approach of simply trying to impale your prey, or in this case his opponent.
A small cadre had formed around Leen, half a dozen men split three to either side of him, making sure he couldn't be flanked. Baeinar smiled happily as he watched them fight with enhanced zeal. He had another hero to hold up for his people.
If he had any people left.
The thought troubled him. It had been some time since they had last seen any groups of women, or children, and they hadn't even run into many groups of their own men either.
Oh, he cared nothing for the individual people themselves. He didn't even know them, other than as a large, faceless crowd. But the people as a whole, that was another matter. He was their leader, and he derived his power from their willingness to be led. Without people to follow him, he was no longer himself.
That was a matter for later on, however. Here and now, he still had people, and they still obeyed him.
'Fight harder!' he yelled, as if they possibly could. 'Fight for Maendar!'
The Maendaren fought on. They were even winning, if anyone could be said to be ahead in this slaughter. But they were facing forwards, in the direction they were moving when they ran into this Shalinar force. None thought to watch behind them, and it was almost their undoing.
They were saved, ironically, by a Shalinar spear. A hunter in the group creeping between the huts behind then, young and inexperienced, stopped and drew a throwing spear from his quiver. His aim was true, a Maendaren woodsman fell, but it alerted the rest to their presence.
More importantly, it alerted Cailin.
He spun to face the new threat.
Two dozen Shalinar, perhaps more, began their rush. All the Maendar troops were on the other side. There was nothing between him and the charging force, and only Baeinar at his side.
Cailin smiled grimly. None of his own side in the way was to his advantage, not the Shalinar. A blast of air knocked them from their feet, a second continuing their tumble.
The Shalinar tried a second rush, and again Cailin held them back.
Then they vanished.
If there had been a signal, Cailin had missed it, but suddenly the Shalinar were gone, stepping back behind the huts and out of sight. On the edges of his vision, figures flitted from hut to hut, but by the time he'd spun to look, they were gone, and now figures darted in the direction he was previously looking.
A high pitched scream erupted from one of the huts, a howl of anguish abruptly cut short. Cailin shuddered. The Shalinar must have found a woman, hiding inside. Anger erupted within him, and heedless of his own side, he sent a blast of air forwards and directly into the fighting.
Maendaren and Shalinar alike were pounded to the earth, but when the Maendaren climbed back to their feet ready to fight, they found only shadows disappearing between the huts and into the distance.
'Follow them!' barked Baeinar, furiously. 'Drive them from Maendar, and into their graves!'
The men took a moment to steady themselves, helping those still on the ground to their feet, for once oblivious to Baeinar's rage, but at a second bellow they set off again at a trot.
Had anyone still had the energy to spare to think about their direction, they might have realised where they were being led, and perhaps been prepared, but as it was they stepped unwittingly into the largest clearing in the town, the one most recently used for Baeinar's triumph, and Cait's, unready for the horror.
Bodies littered the ground
At first Cailin feared the worst, and began scanning the bodies feverishly, but as his gaze travelled across the clearing he realised that only the outer part now housed the dead, and in the centre of the clearing those Maendaren still alive sat forlornly. 
Women, children, and men were crowded tightly together, none daring to move, even their breathing was as shallow as they could make it.
The reason for that was the ring of Shalinar surrounding them.
There must be four, maybe five times our number, thought Cailin, glancing to either side at the paltry force around him. We don't have a hope.
Then his roaming eyes fell upon Tera, and all thoughts of hope vanished from his mind. Now there was only need. The need to keep going. The need to save Tera.
The need for his people to survive.
Clearly every man with him was feeling the same, because when Baeinar shouted the order, there was no hesitation.
The Maendaren charged.
A few fell straight away, slaying themselves on the enemy spears with their charge, but most had learned from the very first battle, and slowed at the last second, letting the Shalinar thrust forward expectantly and then stepping inside the spear to strike.
A whole arc of the Shalinar ring collapsed, drawing a ragged cheer from the prisoners inside, but already the rest of the circle was closing in.
It was enough, though. From inside the shattered ring, the men that just moments ago had been prisoners erupted outwards. They were unarmed, but the Shalinar were facing away from them. They crashed into unguarded backs, and wrenched spears from stunned hands.
The tide might have turned then, with the numbers suddenly even and the Shalinar caught between two charges, but the force guarding the prisoners had been the bait, not the trap, and the Maendaren realised it too late.
All around the clearing, huts burst into flame. As the Maendaren whirled to see what was happening, the rest of the Shalinar stepped through the gaps. Twice as many as the guards, if not more.
They move slowly, confidently. Half moved to join the fighting, while the rest contracted around the women and children still clutching each other in the centre, spears raised.
The Maendaren men were cut off, and out numbered. 
The women were surrounded, and vulnerable.
Cailin flung waves of air, but now the Shalinar were expecting them. Some were knocked over, but most simply leaned into the wind, and kept moving. Worse, if he knocked over a group of both sides fighting, the Shalinar simply thrust their spears from the ground, using their extra reach to deadly advantage.
He was momentarily stumped. He tried raising a hail of stones, but here they were little more than pebbles, and he couldn't throw them too hard for fear of his own people.
Then the thatch on one of the huts collapsed, sending up a shower of sparks, and finally Cailin saw a possibility.
The Shalinar had moved too slowly, too confidently. They were still far enough from the women and children for this to work.
Carefully, but quickly, Cailin drew a ball of fire from one of the burning huts, as large as a man's chest, and placed it between the shrinking Shalinar ring and the women. He moved it in a straight line, not having the time to arc it carefully over head, and it passed directly over one Shalinar. The man's shift instantly caught fire, and he fell screaming, rolling in the dirt.
Without stopping to worry about his actions, Cailin drew more fire from the huts around the clearing, and began forming a burning barrier around the women and children. Most he managed to put into position cleanly, but several passed too close, even through, the advancing Shalinar, and shifts and hair were set ablaze.
A spear was thrown, but Cailin was ready for it now. A blast of wind thumped it downwards, and a tongue of fire set it ablaze.
The final fireball settled into place, and Cailin moved on to the next step. The balls stretched outwards, like people holding out their arms, linked and joined, and formed an unbroken burning ring.
The ring began expanding, moving slowly outwards to meet the advancing men.
This time, the tide did turn. The Shalinar panicked, and ran.
The Maendaren let them go, too exhausted now to chase them.
Cailin released the fire, lurched forwards, and swept Tera up into his arms.
There was a bit of celebrating in the clearing, and even some congratulating, but the victory, if such it had been, was a costly one.
The cost in people, miraculously, dropped as the day turned into evening, and those lucky enough to have escaped the town returned.
Hundreds of women and children, the majority in fact, had followed the river to the south, and had stayed ahead of the Shalinar advance.
Groups of men also returned. They too had missed the Shalinar, scouring the edges of the town while the Shalinar had worked back inwards. 
In all, one in four of the men had been slain, or would soon die of their wounds, and one in ten of the women and children.
The cost in homes, however, continued to rise. Many had simply burned to the ground, but even those that Cailin had extinguished had, for the most part, only earned a temporary reprieve, and were too unstable to be saved.
Cailin hadn't let go of Tera since the battle had ended. He had held her as they had helped tend the wounded, and as they had accounted for the living and the dead, and sent people to search for the missing.
His arm had been around her as they had helped survey the remains of the town, and found the charred remains of her hut, and he had squeezed her with guilty pleasure when she had agreed to move in with him while it was rebuilt.
Even now, back in the clearing, as people gathered around him, asking questions or telling of his exploits or even simply hugging him, he had her hand clasped tightly in his.
And he was still gripping it when the crowd around him thinned, revealing Morn watching him from a little distance away.
When she realised he'd seen her, she strode resolutely forwards.
'You have been holding out on us, Cailin,' she said, delicate hands on her slim hips, a deep frown scrunching her pretty face. 'Making us play children's games, when so much more is possible.'
Tomal and Vashal stepped into view through the parting crowd. Vashal wore a thoughtful expression, while Tomal was grinning broadly.
'She's right, you sly dog!' Tomal laughed. 'When were you planning on letting us in on this little secret of yours.'
'I already was,' Cailin said, holding his hands up in a placating gesture. 'The game is simply the first step. You have to master that before you can move on.'
The three regarded him dubiously for a moment, so he carried on. 'As soon as you can do the tenth round, I shall teach you more, I promise.'
'That's more like it,' Tomal laughed, and stepped in to shake Cailin's free hand. Vashal clapped him on the shoulder, and after a brief, considering pause, Morn too joined them, giving Cailin a quick peck on the cheek before moving to stand next to Tera.
Leen too had been receiving a lot of attention. News of his skills with the spear had spread as rapidly as word of Cailin's magic. Baeinar was making the most of it.
Naik was, in his mind at least, forgotten. Leen was the new hero, his champion, and he paraded him around like a trophy.
'You must join us on the Council,' he said, magnanimously. 'We have much need for your skills!'
This was met with a rousing cheer from the people nearby, and Baeinar held up a hand in acknowledgement.
He then turned to face Cailin, and his eyes narrowed. This was a moment he had never expected to see, indeed one that he had deliberately denied. The last thing he wanted on his Council was a man who told the people the truth.
But, he argued inside, a man who can burn my enemies with a thought, that is a different matter entirely.
Grimly, he conceded the point to himself, and spoke again, gruffly, unable to keep the edge of contempt out of his voice.
'You too... Keeper'
So, magic and warfare have joined forces. Both newborn, and already taking their first steps together. Our race has not yet even left its cradle, and already we have reached the beginning of the end.
From this point there is no return.
The Aeithar are doomed. 
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