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Dedicated to all who have a place in their hearts for life’s scoundrels – as long as those scoundrels possess that certain something.
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1 Status & Wealth

        In Avaris there settled those älfar of high status blessed with wealth. Any wishing to reside in this radial arm had to have the support of all the other residents or else had to go.

        
        
2 Sword & Faith

        Wèlèron fell to the warrior class and the priests and all who were involved with magic. But there were few powerful magicians among the älfar people. The magic in their blood did not permit for this.

        
        
3 Crafts & Knowledge

        In Ocizûr the craftspeople sought their home and exchanged their skills amongst themselves. Different branches of knowledge fused to a unity and they founded schools and places of learning in order to perfect their skills.

        
        
4 Art & Death

        In Riphâlgis there gathered the artists and they too collected together the various forms of artistry, creating a new art. Fascinated by the subject of death, they liked to utilise the materials that came with the ending of life.

        
        
5 Growth & Welfare

        Shiimāl attracted those älfar who were skilled at farming. Huge farms were established where cattle and crops were raised in this one radial arm for supplying the whole realm.

        
        
6 Science & Death

        Kashagòn is the home of the true warriors! Älfar, male and female, totally commited to the art of warfare came here and founded academies to train the hardest, best and most lethal of warriors.

    


Dramatis Personae


The Älfar


Nagsar and Nagsor Inàste, the Inextinguishables


Sinthoras, älf warrior, of the Comets faction


Demenion, politician (Comets)


Khlotòn, politician (Comets)


Rashànras, politician (Comets)


Yantarai, artist (f)


Timānris, artist (f)


Robonor, warrior and companion of Timānris


Timānsor, artist father of Timānris


Hirai, his wife


Jiphulor, politician (neutral)


Helòhfor, soul-toucher


Caphalor, älf warrior (Constellations faction)


Enoïla, Caphalor’s companion


Tarlesa, their daughter


Olíron, their son


Aïsolon, friend to Caphalor (Constellations)


Mórcass, merchant


The Humans


Raleeha, female slave to the Älfar


Kaila, female overseer of Sinthoras’ slaves


Wirian, female slave to Sinthoras


Quanlot, slave


Grumson, slave to Caphalor


Longin, slave to Mórcass


Kuschnar, slave to Mórcass


Hasban Strength-of-Seven, prince of the Sons of the Winds (barbarian tribe)


Farron Lotor, prince of the Ishmanti barbarians


Armon, prince of the Herumite barbarians


Vittran, superintendant of the barbarian vassals


Creatures


Munumon, king of the fflecx


Jufula, one of his favourites


Sardaî, thoroughbred night-mare


Linschibog, a fflecx


Gålran Zhadar, dwarf-like being with a talent for magic


Dafirmas, elf henchman to Gålran Zhadar


Rambarz, demi-troll henchman to Gålran Zhadar


Karjuna, an obboona female


Uoilik, prince of the jeembinas


Tarrlagg, overseer of the vassal óarcos


Gattalind, female strategist of the giants


Miscellaneous


óarco: orc


fflecx: also known as alchemancers and poison-mixers. A black-skinned gnomoid people.


gålran zhadar: dwarf-like beings with a talent for magic


obboonas: a humanoid people also known as flesh-stealers


Tandruus: a tribe of barbarians


botoicans: a race with latent magic qualities, living in the west of Ishím Voróo


baro: an extremely rare wild predator


kimarbock: a male deer wuzack: an artificial being created by the fflecx


jeembinas: a hybrid people, half-crab, half-human


Gramal Dunai: an eradicated tribe of barbarians


phaiu su: blood-sucking webs


cnutar: tripartite symbiotic creatures, able to merge or separate at will


Nostàroi: high-ranking älfar general Herumites, Jomonicans, Ishmantis, Fatarcans: barbarian peoples


gardant: commander of a troop of guards


Phondrasôn: a subterranean place of banishment


Tark Draan: Refuge of the Scum (=Girdlegard)


schronz: (an insult) idiot, cretin





They are said as a people to show more cruelty than any other.


They are said to hate elves, humans, dwarves and every other creature so much that the blood runs black in their veins and darkens their eyes in the light of the sun.


They are said to dedicate their lives exclusively to death and to art.


They are said to use black magic.


They are said to be immortal …


Much has been said about the Älfar.


Read now these tales and decide what is said true and what is not.


These are stories of unspeakable horror, unimaginable battles, gross treachery, glorious triumphs and crushing defeats.


But they are also tales of courage, integrity and valour.


Of friendship.


And of love.


These are the Legends of the Älfar


Unknown author,
preface to the forbidden books which transfigure the truth,
The Legends of the Älfar,
undated.





Chapter I


Nagsar and Nagsor Inàste, the Inextinguishable Siblings, were looking for a home for themselves and their chosen companions.


They wandered hither and yon, surrounded by savage things, ugliness and hideous creatures thrown in their path by the gods Shmoolbin, Fadhasi and Woltonn, in an attempt to destroy them. They named the place Ishím Voróo – Ubiquitous Horrendousness.


Epocrypha of the Creating Spirit,
1st Book,
Chapter 1, 1–7


Ishím Voróo (The Outer Lands), älfar realm Dsôn Faïmon, Radial Arm Avaris,
4370th division of unendingness (5198th solar cycle), summer.


Sinthoras was throbbing with anticipation, intoxicated by the thought of a new creative work. Everything told him to grasp hold of the brush, dip it into the paint and let his hand follow his imagination.


But it was too soon.


He stepped away from the easel to study the effect of the sombre background wash. It covered the fine canvas perfectly and was now ready for a unique work of art.


He poured himself a glass of red and took a sip before placing it aside. Much as he usually enjoyed wine when painting, today it did not feel right. He was too animated.


‘Excellent,’ he breathed, his eyes shining, his hands clasped tight to prevent himself picking up the brush.


The repetitive sound of the vents filtering the air echoed through the high-ceilinged sunlit room. The substantial blue-tinted windows had hinged vents to provide fresh air. Shelves covered the walls to a height of five paces, with glass jars in varying sizes holding the liquid and solid ingredients, pigments, colours and other mixtures he needed for his work. All were costly, and some were so rare they were nearly priceless. The topmost jars could be accessed only from a long ladder on rollers.


Head held high, Sinthoras circled the easel, impatient to start. His dark-red robe with black and white embroidery flowed behind him like the surface of a lake. Here and there were paint stains, some old, some new – evidence of his creativity.


To keep his long blond hair clear of the palette and canvas he wore it tied back in a braid. This emphasised his slim features; the pointed ears showed that his beauty was not of a human kind.


Sinthoras walked over to the window and opened it wide. As the evening sunlight fell on the easel and on himself, his eyes immediately turned black and became two dark orbs. He took deep breaths.


Samusin is favouring me, he thought, as he felt the invigorating east wind against his skin. The strong breeze carried the smell of fresh blossom; a few white petals fluttered into the room, settling on the dark stone floor.


There was a knock at the door and it opened. ‘The god of the winds is with you,’ he heard an älfar voice say. ‘He has sent his lively east wind to inspire you.’


Sinthoras turned and bowed to the red-haired älf standing at the threshold in a brownish-black cloak. ‘Thank you for coming to support my artistry with your own, Helòhfor. With your help it will be an extraordinary work.’


Helòhfor stepped into the room, followed by two slaves in simple grey clothing. Their build suggested they were humans; the älf had made them cover their ugly features – you could hardly call them faces. Nobody with any sense of decency let one of their slaves appear in public unveiled.


One of them took Helòhfor’s mantle, revealing a black silk robe with dark-red decorations at the hem. The other, at a gesture from Sinthoras, placed a large case down next to a chair. Then, after sending the slaves outside, Helòhfor sat facing his host, forearms resting on the arms of the chair. ‘You are quite sure, Sinthoras?’


‘Of course,’ came the answer without hesitation. ‘I am keen to see what happens when I combine my creative urges with the sounds of a soul-toucher’s music.’


‘The effect will depend on the particular älf, but even I am not sure what will happen.’ Helòhfor directed his dark gaze towards Sinthoras, studying his face. ‘You might fall in a trance, you might be taken by the desire to fling yourself from the window, or you might crave the sight of blood.’ The soul-toucher looked at the canvas. ‘That you might complete a work of art is just one of many possibilities.’


‘To the task, Helòhfor!’ Sinthoras’ voice contained a mixture of request, command and longing. He had spoken out of turn, but had not been able to stop himself: he had been seized with the compulsion to create art that was superior to the work of any other painter – everyone should see that he was not only a warrior of great distinction but also an incomparable artist. ‘To the task,’ he repeated softly, and hastened to the easel.


He would let only a single colour touch the canvas, but that one colour would make the work perfect. Carefully he removed the lid of one of the pots and revealed the glowing yellow substance inside. With a shudder of excitement, Sinthoras took up a large brush and glanced over expectantly at the soul-toucher.


Helòhfor had opened the case and taken out his instrument. The body was made from a spinal column, with silver elements connecting the vertebrae. Valves were attached with silver wire and holes had been drilled into the pieces of bone. Murmuring softly, the älf inserted other items, fashioned from metal, glass or bone, into the openings. Finally he decanted a brown liquid into a wide-bellied flask, which he screwed to the instrument.


Sinthoras had been following every movement and it did not escape his notice how exact the adjustments were. Without long training given by a master of the craft no älf other than Helòhfor would ever be able to play this instrument – and certainly no other creature would stand a chance. The fluid used was said to be brain liquor extracted from cadavers; it was held to contain the dreams of the dead. Tonal vibrations activated the thoughts contained within and allowed the player to affect the audience.


‘Prepare to receive the driving force of the dead and of death itself, Sinthoras. May Samusin protect your soul,’ he murmured, putting his lips to the mouthpiece and placing his fingertips on the tabs.


Helòhfor blew softly and a shrill tone slowly swelled. A gentle bubbling started in the liquid, increasing gradually to a rolling boil. Sinthoras saw steam swirling through the glass elements. As Helòhfor played, it seemed that several streams of air were circulating at the same time, creating brash, strident tones.


Sinthoras felt the hairs on his arms and on the back of his neck rise up and a sharp pain stabbed behind his eyes, blinding him. He gasped for breath. Suddenly the sounds changed and a strange melody emerged.


Energy coursed through his body; his fingers were surrounded by a blue light. As the east wind played on his features, his longed-for inspiration appeared.


Sinthoras watched himself dip the brush in the paint pot, watched the soft bristles absorb the colour and watched his own hand carry pigment to canvas. He painted to the tones of the unearthly music – his hand, his soul and the east wind all in the power of the Divine.


The fine point of the full brush travelled slowly over the canvas, tracing a deep-yellow line on the dark background. As the thin line grew fainter, Sinthoras was aware of the slight sound the paint made as it was transferred onto the wash.


The pigment was a mixture of molten, oily gold, a breath of black tionium and the liquid from a baro’s spleen; it had a metallic shimmer, but there was life in this extraordinary deep yellow: the spirit of life made liquid and imbued with an unsettling radiance.


The fine bristles bent to the right in a sweeping movement and then they suddenly resisted. The line had faltered and had broken off – incomplete!


But Sinthoras knew what the work still needed. In his mind’s eye he could see the finished article, and hear his name being called out, in both acclaim and in envy.


The tip of the brush hovered over the pot and dipped in and out. Only a tiny amount of yellow paint had adhered to it.


There is not enough! The mood of harmony shattered, forming an open wound out of which his inspiration poured. Not enough! His work was threatened. ‘Raleeha!’ he shouted through the half-opened door.


To his own surprise, Sinthoras felt his soul follow where his voice was heading, as if he were hurling it away from himself while his body remained at the easel.


His summoning call flew down the corridor where paintings of stark beauty hung on the panelled walls, and forced its way through a wooden battle-scene carving on a set of double doors.


He could see no further.


The right-hand side of the door was pushed open and a tall young human in a slim-fitting dark-green dress hastened to his studio.


His soul swirled around her, following her steps.


For a human she was exceptionally beautiful; even elves would purse their lips and admit that she could almost match one of their own in beauty. That was why she was not made to cover her face. Around her neck was a leather slave collar with three silver filigree buckles, constricting her throat so that she could breathe only with difficulty. There were tears in her blue eyes and her black hair spread out behind her like a mourning veil.


Raleeha reached the half-open door through which light fell into the corridor, and behind which her lord and master stood. She knocked and waited for permission to enter – should she enter without waiting her life would be forfeit; he had stressed that. Raleeha’s predecessor had paid for such a moment’s thoughtlessness with her life, even though she had already served him for a division of unendingness. He was an älf and he would never forgive a human.


Sinthoras was fascinated to realise that his soul could read her expression: the tone of his voice had warned her of his anger and she was distraught.


The music in the chamber ceased as Helòhfor stopped playing, aware the master of the house was displeased.


Something pulled the artist’s soul back and forced it once more into his body. The soul-journey was over and he had not been able to complete his picture – and it was her fault.


‘Come,’ he ordered, his voice soft, intending to hide his displeasure from her. He would not show his anger; not yet.


Quivering, she opened the door and entered the room, dropping her gaze. She was not allowed to look at him, not unless he said so.


‘Master, how may I be of service?’


‘Raleeha, you were told to inform me if the pirogand yellow ran low,’ he said mildly, enjoying her increasing fear. She must be icy-cold now. She had made a mistake and he was being civil to her – she must be assuming her fate was sealed.


She closed her eyes, shaking. ‘Kill me quickly, master,’ she begged, biting her lip to suppress a sob. ‘May the ancestors of the Lotor tribe receive me with mercy.’


‘The pirogand yellow, Raleeha.’ Sinthoras still felt intoxicated: even if his soul was no longer outside of his body, his mind was. He could smell Raleeha’s fear and it was a sweet, enchanting fragrance.


‘My mistake, master.’ She prostrated herself at his feet. ‘I thought the pot was still one third full. My eyes must have misled me, master.’


Sinthoras approached her. An älf’s steps could never be heard unless he or she wished it. It was one of their wonderful gifts. His slender hand took her by the chin and raised her head. ‘Look at me.’ He pushed her head back so that her eyes swept over his form and she was forced to meet his gaze; the leather collar creaked.


Raleeha was robbed of the power of speech. He knew that his beauty caused her joy, suppressing her fear. This was why she had volunteered to serve him.


He took in every detail of her appearance, reproof in his cold black eyes. No other älf possessed such an attractive slave-human, it would be such a waste to kill her. But she had to receive a fitting punishment: She had to suffer, physically and mentally, for what she had done.


‘You well know that this yellow is acquired only with the greatest difficulty, and in the most dangerous of circumstances. I had wanted to finish the piece today, that’s why the soul-toucher came to heighten my genius for a unique work of art.’ His fingers still held her chin, the manicured nails pressing into her flesh. ‘But now I shall not be able to continue and the fault is yours.’


‘My failure is unforgivable, master,’ she said.


Her response was not feigned. He knew she was deeply dismayed at having failed her master. He stood aside to permit her a glance at the painting.


She trembled. ‘What sublime artistry – and now I have sabotaged this creation with my negligence!’ She swallowed hard and a further tear escaped her eye. These were tears of shame, not of fear.


‘Raleeha, until now I have been pleased with you,’ he told her, disappointment in his voice. ‘You are the first slave to know how to satisfy my needs. This is why’ – the slim fingers released their hold – ‘you shall live.’


‘Master,’ she exclaimed in joyous bewilderment, bending to kiss the hem of his robe. ‘I shall never neglect my duties again!’


He touched her shoulder and she looked up him, gratitude in her eyes. Then with shock she saw a thin dagger in his right hand. He relished her terror.


‘You said your eyes had tricked you?’


‘Yes, master—’


‘Then it shall only be your eyes that I punish, because the rest of your body, Raleeha, is innocent of fault and will continue to serve my purposes.’ Grasping her hair in his left hand, he stabbed twice with his right, piercing her eyeballs swift as lightning before she could blink.


The girl shrieked, but she did not flinch, accepting the punishment. Her eyes now destroyed, blood and clear fluid streamed down her cheeks in the tracks of her tears.


Sinthoras inhaled a deep breath of satisfaction. Releasing his grip, he wiped his dagger on her black hair before replacing it in the scabbard. ‘I shall expect you to adapt quickly, to find your way around my house as if you could still see,’ he said, loosening the middle buckle on her collar. ‘Go to Kaila for treatment. For today you are excused further duties. I hope you are aware of my leniency?’


‘I am, master,’ she said, crying, her hands pressed to her eye sockets.


‘Show me you deserve it. Out!’


The young woman rose to her feet, trying not to moan, her hands stretched out to get her bearings. It took her some time to find the door.


‘If she’d been mine,’ came Helòhfor’s voice behind him, ‘I’d have fed her to my night-mare.’


Sinthoras turned round. The soul-toucher had taken his instrument apart and had packed it away. The case stood ready by the side of the chair.


‘A normal slave would have forfeited her life and would not even have been worthy of being eaten by my night-mare,’ Sinthoras responded. ‘But she is of the Lotor family and in voluntary bondage. Her suffering pleases me more than her death would.’


‘You think she will forgive your action?’


‘She thinks she brought it on herself,’ Sinthoras corrected with a smile. ‘I have forgiven her.’ Then he gave an angry laugh. ‘It is not my duty to understand her, Helòhfor. It is her duty to serve me.’


The soul-toucher did not reply but called his own slaves. ‘And it is not my duty to understand you, Sinthoras. Your duty, however, is to pay me. Send the money to my house.’


‘Of course, my thanks for your performance – and let me say it was outstanding, an exceptional experience that I should like to repeat for the next painting.’ He turned away and crossed the room, heading for a different door. ‘Now you must excuse me. I must get more pirogand yellow.’


*


Raleeha stumbled along the corridor to the slaves’ quarters where her injuries would be attended. The pain was going straight through her brain. Her legs were unsteady.


‘Kaila?’ she called out in a strangled voice as she entered. ‘Kaila?’


‘Yes, Raleeha?’ She heard the overseer’s sharply indrawn breath. Kaila was a human, like herself, but older. ‘No! By all that’s unholy!’


‘The master has been merciful to me, I deserved death,’ she replied swiftly, defending him. ‘He sent me to you to get treatment.’ She felt Kaila take her arms and lead over to a bench, where her legs gave way beneath her.


‘The älfar know no mercy, Raleeha, least of all Sinthoras. Whatever they do is done from malice.’ There came a rustling sound, the sound of glass clinking, then liquid being poured. ‘The culin juice on these pads should prevent infection. Mind, though, it’ll sting.’


Raleeha cried out in agony when the sharp fluid touched her wounds, emotions raging within her. In spite of the pain, she was glad still to be alive. She would be allowed to continue serving her master. She had followed him of her own free will after seeing him painting near her home village. The piece he had been working on had produced a lasting effect on her and the gracefulness of his figure had attracted her in the same way.


Raleeha felt Kaila tie a bandage across her eyes to keep the healing pads in place. ‘What was it you did?’ asked Kaila.


‘I ruined his picture. He didn’t have enough paint.’ She thought of the easel, of the wonderful creation she had been allowed to see. Her master had a unique talent, a very lively technique. Sometimes his temperament would get the better of him and he would laugh out loud or curse while painting; sometimes, if displeased with his own efforts, he might fling his palette into the corner. More than once he had destroyed a picture he had spent ages on.


Raleeha was entranced by all of his work, whether on wood, parchment or canvas. She always picked up his rejects and kept them with her own things in her chamber.


‘So, because of some missing paint he cuts out your eyes?’ Kaila spat the words out. ‘And you don’t hate him for it?’


‘No. How could I? It was my own fault.’ Suddenly she realised how cruel his punishment had been: she would never see his wonderful countenance again, would never again experience that joy.


Raleeha sobbed out loud in her despair.


Ishím Voróo (The Outer Lands), twenty-seven miles east of the
älfar realm Dsôn Faïmon,
level with the tip of the Radial Arm Shiimāl,
4370th division of unendingness (5198th solar cycle),
summer.


‘Caphalor!’


The dark-haired älf turned his head to the left and looked up at the top of the black beech tree. The dark-grey foliage swayed gently in the evening breeze. His friend, Aïsolon, sat hidden somewhere up there. Caphalor held a bow in his left hand; the other rested lightly on the quiver of long hunting arrows he wore at his belt.


‘Shhh! I can see them.’


He meant the deep prints left in the forest floor by the young baro. They had been tracking the creature since daystar-rise, and it wasn’t making things easy for the two älfar. The baro kept going to ground in the grove and its coat made it difficult to see. But even the stupidest of humans couldn’t have failed to notice these obvious tracks. Was the animal losing concentration after all this time, or was it trying to trick the huntsmen, luring them into a trap?


Leaves rustled and Aïsolon jumped down next to Caphalor. He also had a bow in his hands. ‘It’s my first baro,’ he said excitedly. ‘I wonder how long it’ll take to capture it?’


‘It’s a young one. Should get it with one shot.’ Caphalor drew out an arrow that had a coin-sized metal disc on the end. If he hit the right spot on the skull with that, the baro would be out like a light.


Aïsolon selected a similar arrow. ‘They’re as big as óarcos and just as heavy. Baro teeth are said to be sharp enough to go through tionium armour.’


‘Scared, Aïsolon?’ scoffed Caphalor jokingly as he placed the arrow against the bowstring.


‘No. I’d call it being acutely aware of the danger,’ said his friend. ‘I’ve no wish to lose my immortality on a baro’s fangs.’


‘Ah, you’re still young, of course. An older älf would want to catch the baro with his bare hands.’ Caphalor gave a quiet laugh and moved forward.


Side by side, they made their way through the trees. Bow and arrow should work well, as long as their quarry deigned to show itself.


Caphalor and Aïsolon had been following the tracks of a kimarbock at first, but the baro had turned up and devoured their prey. The last time Caphalor had seen a baro had been at least thirty-seven divisions of unendingness previously, when he’d been hunting with a large group. Today it was just the two of them, so there was a good chance his would be the winning shot.


‘Remember: we need to take it alive,’ Caphalor wanted to present his daughter with this rare beast. She had a way with the lower animals and could get them to do anything she wanted. She’d be pleased with the gift – even if her mother would not. But it was no use thinking about how cross Enoïla was going to be, they had to catch the damned thing first.


‘Over on the left,’ he said, gesturing with the tip of his arrow towards a thicket. ‘Lob something in there to send it out.’


Aïsolon found a suitably large branch and tossed it into the island of undergrowth.


There was an angry roar and the baro came raging out of its hiding place to within fifty paces of the two älfar. It really did look like an óarco, standing nearly three paces tall on its hind legs with scaly greyish-brown skin, but it had a much more powerful lower jaw set with small, crooked and very sharp teeth. Its tiny deep-set eyes flashed as it glared at the huntsmen. This was not fear. The seven-taloned claws opened up, ready to take them on. A blow from that paw would feel like being slashed with seven knives at once.


‘Whoa!’ muttered Aïsolon, readying his weapon. ‘That’s impressive.’


Caphalor lifted his bow, drew back the string and shot before his friend could aim. The blunt projectile whizzed straight to the target, but the baro punched it out of the way; the same thing happened to Aïsolon’s arrow, and then the creature rushed them. It looked like it was fed up with being hunted: time to turn the tables.


‘And you want to take that home for your daughter?’ Aïsolon asked in bewilderment. He swiftly nocked a new arrow, but once again Caphalor was quicker and this time the metal disc hit the creature exactly above the bridge of the nose.


Staggering, the baro shook its head and regained its balance, and then charged once more, kicking up leaves and mud as its powerful claws thudded against the soft ground. Aïsolon’s arrow hit the scaled arm the beast was holding up to protect its skull and a furious roar filled with bloodlust echoed through the grove.


Caphalor discarded his bow and grabbed a cudgel. The scent of the baro was borne on the wind: a powerful, acrid smell of strength and youth. It obviously wanted to prove itself to these two attackers.


‘Are you crazy?’ Aïsolon drew back and shot arrow after arrow. The animal grew angrier with each hit. ‘We’re going to have to kill it—’


‘No!’ Caphalor positioned himself in front of a tree, put down his belt quiver, threw off his mantle and waited for the creature to attack. He was relying on his speed and agility to get him out of trouble. Usually he would employ long, thin daggers, but an animal like this needed sheer unadulterated strength if he were going to have any chance of bringing it back alive for his daughter.


Eleven paces.


Aïsolon drew out a sharpened arrow. ‘Just in case,’ he said.


Caphalor did not bother to reply. The baro was hurling itself at him, arms outstretched, muzzle wide open in a roar and ready to snap. The stinking breath was hot, with more than a trace of the kimarbock it had devoured earlier.


The älf sprang vertically into the air, tucking his legs up under him and reaching with his free hand for a branch to pull himself up. He felt the shuddering impact as the creature slammed into the tree. Leaves cascaded past him. He looked down.


Blue blood was streaming from the creature’s broken nose and there was a glazed look in its eyes. It appeared to have lost its sense of direction. Its smell had changed, too. Powerful anger had given way to fear.


And in a situation where you needed to keep a level head, fear was only of use to an älf.


Caphalor let go and jumped down onto the animal, which although reeling and stunned from the massive impact, was still upright. As his feet touched the creature’s shoulders he delivered a two-handed blow with the wooden club.


The club broke in two and the baro screamed and sank down on its knees, arms hanging useless by its sides.


Caphalor sprang past the creature and gave it a kick with his heels. It uttered a sobbing noise and keeled over, landing on the soft leaf-covered ground, then swivelled round and tried to kick him.


At that moment a huge black shape arrived, hitting Caphalor in the chest and hurling him several paces backwards. He somersaulted to absorb the impetus and jumped back onto his feet, drawing his daggers, ready to fight.


It was a third älf sitting atop a night-mare – which explained how he had been able to throw Caphalor aside – and he was stabbing at the baro with a long spear. The slim blade entered the animal’s neck. The älf stood in the stirrups and pushed down on the spear shaft with all his strength, pinning the baro to the ground. The new arrival dismounted, landing gracefully at the dying creature’s side.


‘Oi!’ shouted Caphalor angrily. ‘That was my prize!’ He ran over to the blond älf who took out a knife patterned with delicate filigree and slit the creature’s side. Taking a slender glass phial out of his robes, the blond älf held it up to the creature’s wound, capturing the golden-yellow liquid seeping out.


‘Your prize? It looked to me as if you were fighting for your life,’ the other responded over his shoulder.


‘I needed it alive.’ Caphalor was furious. ‘I was about to catch it.’ He came to a stop, confronting his rival. ‘Then you turned up.’ He understood: the spleen of a baro was known to contain an ingredient of the rare and precious substance pirogand yellow. That had been the reason for his previous baro hunt, thirty-seven divisions of unendingness earlier.


‘I just saved your life,’ the älf retorted, continuing to fill the glass phial. ‘It was about to kick you. If it hadn’t been for my night-mare those claws would have got you. You should be grateful, my friend, and go your ways.’


Caphalor took in the black, hardened-leather armour of the blond älf. The delicate embellishments that flowed over its tionium plates marked him as an unmarried warrior with several decorations for bravery and battles won in the name of the Inextinguishable Ones. The fact that the älf was wearing war armour away from the battlefield told Caphalor that he set great store by titles and status. For himself, it would never have occurred to him to dress that way.


‘Your friend is one thing I definitely am not,’ he said. ‘Because of you, I can’t deliver the gift I promised to someone I love and they will be disappointed.’


The final drops of the yellow substance collected in the phial and there was a smacking sound as the cut was allowed to close. The blond älf wiped the dying baro’s greenish mix of yellow substance and blue blood from his hands with a bunch of leaves, stoppered the flask and stood up.


‘I know you. You are Caphalor.’


‘Have we met?’


‘You paid no heed. It was at a reception for the Most Brave. You were one of those that Nagsor Inàste chose to honour in the Tower of Bones.’ He nodded. ‘What a pleasure to be able to save such a noted warrior from the clutches of a dangerous baro.’ His expression showed that he did not mean what he was saying. There was contempt in his tone, and haughtiness, perhaps even envy.


Caphalor’s anger grew: he was dealing with an arrogant, ambitious warrior – one who would do anything to gain the Inextinguishables’ good opinion. ‘The baro would not have killed me. My friend Aïsolon had me covered, the fact he didn’t shoot shows I wasn’t in danger at all. Except from your questionable riding skills.’


‘As you wish. I’m sorry I killed your “gift”. Get the cadaver hollowed out and stick a couple of gnome slaves inside to bring it to life. Nobody will notice.’ He didn’t show a trace of remorse as he picked up the phial with its shimmering contents. ‘Fare you well. I must go and finish my picture.’


Caphalor’s right hand shot up and he twirled the dagger round to smash the handle against the thin glass.


The älf’s reflexes were quick and he dodged – only to walk into a second blow. The delicate container shattered and the yellow substance sprayed out over the forest floor.


‘What a shame.’ Caphalor gave a false smile and stowed away his daggers. ‘I’m sure it would have been an exceptional, sublimely beautiful painting.’


The other älf stood in front of him, dirtied, still clutching the neck of the broken flask. Yellow droplets ran down his dark armour and fine black lines began to cover his face. It looked like he was about to explode with anger. ‘I shall not forget this,’ he swore bleakly, tossing the remains of the phial at Caphalor’s feet.


‘And I will not forget what you did,’ retorted Caphalor. He was sure he was going to be attacked now, the blackness in his opponent’s eyes radiated unpredictable danger. Aïsolon appeared at his side, hand on his short sword.


The third älf turned and moved over to his night-mare, which was ripping great gobbets of flesh out of the dead baro with its fangs, then daintily separating meat from the scales. Its master swung himself up into the saddle and rode off through the grove away from the two friends. Sparks flew from its speeding hooves.


‘Do you have any idea who that was?’ Aïsolon released his grip on the pommel of his sword and started collecting the bows and the two quivers.


‘No, should I?’


‘His name is Sinthoras: he’s one of the Inextinguishables’ most ambitious warriors. He’s an excellent fighter – excellent and arrogant in equal measure.’ Aïsolon handed Caphalor his things. ‘He’s one of the Comets. They’re determined Dsôn Faïmon should seize more land and win more vassals so they can go off and make war on the elves: Sinthoras has been touting his expansionist plans to them.’ His gaze travelled to where the night-mare and its rider had disappeared into the forest. ‘Personally, I think he must have left part of his mind on the battlefields. Despite all of the victories he’s won, he’s never been granted the Honour-Blessing.’


So that’s the reason for the envy. Caphalor glanced down at the half-eaten cadaver and the greenish mix of yellow pigment and blue blood on the black leaves. ‘I don’t suppose we’ll find another one. My daughter will be disappointed,’ he said quietly.


Aïsolon nodded agreement. ‘But we’ve got a great story to tell her.’


Caphalor took a long look at the sharp claws of the dead creature. ‘Would it have got me, Aïsolon?’ He bent down and cut off two of its toes as a trophy, then broke off the biggest of the teeth to take home as a consolation prize for his daughter.


The älf reflected for a moment. ‘Did I shoot or not?’


‘You didn’t even have the bow in your hands,’ Caphalor replied with a knowing smile. ‘Even if you had wanted to, it would have been impossible.’


Aïsolon’s face fell. ‘You noticed?’ He sighed. ‘I thought I’d be more effective with my short sword. And no, the baro would have missed you, you don’t owe Sinthoras anything at all.’


‘That’s what I was hoping. I’d hate to have to feel any obligation.’


Caphalor unstrung his bow and shouldered the weapon. ‘Let’s get back and tell them what happened.’


Aïsolon laughed. ‘I bet Enoïla will be glad we haven’t taken the baro alive. Your daughter would never have been able to tame it.’


‘Oh yes she would,’ said Caphalor with conviction. ‘She’s one of a kind, my daughter.’ They set off. ‘Has he been to see you about it?’ he asked after a while.


Aïsolon let his eyes wander and took a deep breath. ‘Who do you mean?’


‘You know exactly who I mean.’


Aïsolon wiped away some of the baro blood from his glove. ‘I enjoy our outings to Ishím Voróo. It’s dangerous, but I always know it’ll be an adventure. Today was quite an adventure.’


‘So that means Sinthoras has been to ask for your support. He wants you to join the Comets?’


‘Yes.’


‘Why didn’t you say?’


‘I don’t like talking about politics, I avoid it wherever I can.’ Aïsolon looked his friend squarely in the eyes. ‘But since you’ve started: I belong to the Constellations, just like you do. And I share your opinion that we should look to our defences and take stronger measures against potential threats from outside, but that doesn’t mean we should embark upon an aggressive expansion of our empire. That would only give us more borders to defend: we won’t be able to rely on our vassals and slaves for that.’


Caphalor placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘Wise thoughts for someone who doesn’t like talking politics.’


‘But there are so few now that think that way. The mood of the time plays into the hands of warriors like Sinthoras. The more rumours we hear about newly formed kingdoms, the more we question our strategy of defence.’


Caphalor was sunk in thought. ‘Perhaps Sinthoras is partly right, perhaps it’s our own fault that the mere sight of an älf is no longer enough to put an enemy to flight. Have we lost our ability to terrify our enemies?’


Aïsolon did not answer.


It was already dusk when they passed Dsôn Faïmon’s frontier. They left the beech forest and crossed the two-mile cleared strip of land that took them to the defence moat, and closer to Radial Arm Shiimāl, where they both lived.


The moat was, in reality, a broad, fast-flowing river nearly fifty paces wide. Artificial islands had been placed at regular intervals along it and well-armed fortresses stood on each of them. Weapons had been specially designed for the forts so that only small teams were needed to operate the catapults in case of attack, though the most powerful catapults were driven by waterpower and could reach targets well into the middle of the cleared strip of land – that was if any beasts, barbarians or other enemies even dared to draw near their borders. Access to the forts could only be gained by long drawbridges which, when closed, pointed up towards the sky.


The two älfar approached the bridgehead.


Aïsolon gave the bugle signal and the drawbridge began to rattle downwards in response.


‘Be on your guard with Sinthoras,’ he said suddenly.


Caphalor looked at his friend. ‘Why do you say that?’


‘The Inextinguishables have awarded you the Honour-Blessing he craves, and that’ll be reason enough for him to hate you. But you also represent everything he despises, and he knows that many of the other warriors will follow you blindly, whatever you ask of them. If you are not on his side, you must, in his eyes, be his enemy’


‘A bleak prospect, Aïsolon.’


‘I told you he tried to win me over. When I sent him off he warned me that in battle I could not count on his coming to my aid. He hinted at arrows going astray.’


Caphalor was about to respond, but the drawbridge was settling into its place on the river bank and the hefty chains were making a great deal of noise as they reached full tension, making conversation impossible.


When the ear-splitting screech of the metal chains had died away, Aïsolon stepped onto the drawbridge and turned to Caphalor. ‘Be on your guard,’ he repeated as he set off. ‘I can’t say more than that.’


Despite realising his friend did not want to talk about the subject any longer, Caphalor joked, ‘It’s him who should be on his guard – he’s the one who ruined my surprise for my daughter!’ But he was suddenly aware of a greater danger for Dsôn Faïmon than any posed by a neighbouring state, however aggressive: a schism within their own land – the turmoil of warring factions. Comets opposing Constellations – active expansion versus defence.


The Inextinguishable Ones would soon have to put a stop to the smouldering conflict, one way or the other.





Chapter II


The Inextinguishable Ones prayed to the Creating Spirit to give them a sign.


And the Creating Spirit wept when she saw what had befallen her children. Where, like flaming stars, her black tears fell, blessed craters were formed.


The rulers of the älfar recognised the signs and in the first of the craters they founded Dsôn Faïmon. That is how it came to be hallowed and kept safe, this cradle of our kind.


Epocrypha of the Creating Spirit,
1st Book,
Chapter 1, 8–11


Ishím Voróo (The Outer Lands), älfar realm Dsôn Faïmon, Dsôn (Star-Eye),
4370th division of unendingness (5198th solar cycle), summer.


Sinthoras raised the heavy granite door knocker and let it fall against the stonewood. A single heavy blow sounded.


He took five slow paces backwards in order to get a better look at Demenion’s luxurious house, a blackwood construction. The improvements on the façade were now complete: interlocking carved shapes, small decorative pillars and polished silver discs attracted the gaze of the passer-by.


Envy gnawed at his soul.


At the start of each division of unendingness, Demenion would treat himself to a new façade for his six-sided residence on the south side of the popular Tåm Square. No other älf could put such a breathtaking a collection of silver and bronzed tionium figures together – especially as Demenion worked with the most important artists in Dsôn, creating some of the most unique art in existence.


A magnificent battle scene four paces high portrayed Demenion himself at its centre. At his feet lay slaughtered óarcos, trolls and barbarians – their bodies fashioned from metal, the original faces of the dead preserved under varnish. Preserving these faces involved an extremely complicated and time-consuming procedure that demanded utmost skill and precision from the artist. The flesh was so unstable and perishable that few would attempt this delicate task: to create the best art, the skin could not lose its colour or become wrinkled and could not dry out in sunlight or, worse still, start to putrefy – something that might have conveyed a fascinating insight into unstoppable decay, but was not the desired effect on the façade of a house.


Sinthoras took a closer look at the dead: their faces displayed pain, torture and fear, and where they had been injured you could see open wounds and fractures. In the metal rendering of the bodies you could see detail right down to tumbled intestines and broken bones jutting from flesh. Spectacular, without a doubt – and extravagant in the extreme, even boastful.


However, if you lived in the Star-Eye – especially so if your house was on Tåm Square – you showed what you had. You only got to live there if you were a hero, an influential älf or a celebrated artist and each site cost a fortune. There was no shortage of älfar ready to expend all their savings and assets in an effort to keep up, but many were forced to admit defeat: expensive multi-storeyed buildings sometimes changed hands so quickly that people had not even met their neighbour before he moved out to make way for a more prosperous älf.


Sinthoras’ lips had become a thin line. He belonged here, and soon he would possess one of these Star-Eye houses. He had chosen a triangular tower on this very same square. It was a wonderful building, playful in its architecture and made of sigurdacia wood; the walls were inlaid with metal that shone brighter at night than any of the runes and signs on the surrounding houses. He deserved it. His promotion would be coming soon – a promise given by the highest source he carried in his pocket – then Demenion would learn what envy was.


The door was being opened for him now. A human slave, about ten divisions of unendingness in age, stood there in a light-blue robe, bowing and moving aside to usher him in.


He strode past the slave with neither greeting nor glance: the ugly human was not worthy of being acknowledged.


Sinthoras was affronted to note that Demenion let his slaves work unveiled. At least Raleeha was pretty and her appearance could be appreciated if you understood simple pleasures. But this one? With those broad cheekbones and those fat lips? It looked more like a donkey.


He soon reached the assembly gardens and the courtyard with its protective sunshade. Here there was a lawn of rare bone-white grass and Demenion had planted night narcissi, black roses and soft baby’s breath, while pale-red ivy grew over grey stones at the edges. It was as if most of nature’s colour had been omitted: Demenion had a sense for plants pleasing to the eye.


Sinthoras could see his host and four other älfar sitting at a dark-brown table. They had goblets in front of them and were talking quietly amongst themselves: Comets, one and all. He was the only one in armour – the others had all chosen light clothing in subdued tones. In Sinthoras’ view this showed the difference between them and himself: the others were occasional warriors whereas he lived and breathed the fighting life. The only time he put aside his armour was at his easel; when he painted he became a different person.


A slave alerted the gathering.


Demenion rose and approached with outstretched arms. The gesture of welcome was careful, full of grace and a degree of softness. It was too soft for a real warrior, though it suited a politician.


‘Sinthoras! We have been longing for you to arrive,’ said the master of the house with a wink. ‘We were beginning to worry that your newest painting might have taken precedence over our cause.’


‘I had to go and get some more paint,’ he answered quickly, and held out his hand to Demenion to avoid being embraced, he had a horror of most physical contact – especially the unwanted type. Sitting down at the table he surveyed the faces: the leaders of a new military strategy for the Star State – Dsôn Faïmon.


Khlotòn raised his eyebrows. ‘Something special, I assume?’


‘Yes, pirogand yellow.’ He was annoyed with himself for even mentioning it. Now he would have to admit that Caphalor had pulled one over on him. He gave an abridged version of events. ‘And so I could not finish the picture,’ he said. ‘I threw it on the fire.’


‘Caphalor, eh?’ Khlotòn looked over at Demenion. ‘Isn’t it strange that it was you two who ended up eyeball to eyeball?’


‘Samusin seems to enjoy watching powerful opposites clash,’ agreed Sinthoras. ‘But enough about that coward – what news from our spies in Ishím Voróo? Anything we can present to the Inextinguishables to convince them of our cause?’


Demenion nodded and pointed at Rashànras, who, as usual, stood up to speak. Sinthoras considered him a boaster, but he was unfortunately a boaster with an excellent network of spies. And most of them were currently watching the east of Ishím Voróo.


‘There are signs that Farron Lotor is winning out against the other barbarian tribes. I am quite surprised, I must admit. They have already eliminated their first opponents and assimilated their armies – so the Lotor family is now in command of around 30,000 barbarians, and at least half of these are óarco-riders.’ Rashànras made a sour face. ‘Of course, their mounts are nothing like our night-mares, but this does mean they are in a position to conduct a 15,000-strong lightning strike on an enemy. Give the miserable band half a division of unendingness and I see Farron subjugating the entire barbarian region.’


‘That would make how many in total?’ interjected Sinthoras.


‘If Farron were to conquer all the kingdoms and control their armies, it’d give him a fighting force of 100,000-strong,’ was the growled response.


Khlotòn took a sip from his wine cup. ‘Send an assassin to deal with him, then the possible successors will destroy each other. That’s what always happens,’ he said condescendingly.


Sinthoras raised his hand to register his objection. ‘We shouldn’t do anything yet. Let Farron try to make himself ruler – that would give us a reason to go to war against such a “threat”, and what could be a better excuse for expansion than that?’


‘Do you think so? I beg to differ,’ countered Rashànras. ‘If we wait too long, they’ll have time to prepare for an attack and we might end up with greater losses. We should not risk spilling our precious blood unnecessarily. Besides that, I’m not sure we can rely on our vassals’ loyalty: they were barbarians originally and are still óarco-riders in their hearts, who knows which way they’d go on the battlefield? Blood is thicker than water.’


‘And is better for painting,’ added Demenion, a comment met with laughter.


Sinthoras inhaled sharply and glared at Rashànras, then he reached into his pocket and took out a parchment, spreading it out in front of them. He relished the surprise and envy on the faces of the Comets when they saw the seal of the Inextinguishables. ‘I am to meet with the Sibling Rulers tomorrow. They wish to speak to me.’


‘Inàste is with you!’ Demenion could not tear his eyes from the invitation. ‘They will Honour you, Sinthoras!’ There was respect and awe in his voice. ‘You will get their Blessing, what a privilege!’


‘An important development for our cause,’ Khlotòn chipped in enthusiastically, his voice betraying none of the usual animosity he spoke to Sinthoras with.


Sinthoras was aware of Khlotòn’s pretence: the älf wanted the notice of the Inextinguishables as much as he did, and as such, would grovel to anyone whom they showed favour. All the same, Sinthoras was enjoying the attention the parchment generated, and he wondered how long it would take to put together an enticing argument for war. Could he weave all the information from this meeting into a convincing enough web of words to persuade his rulers to expand?


If necessary, he would go without sleep until after his audience.


Ishím Voróo (The Outer Lands), älfar realm Dsôn Faïmon, tip of the Radial Arm Shiimāl,
4370th division of unendingness (5198th solar cycle), summer.


‘Is she still furious?’ Caphalor ran his fingers through his companion Enoïla’s long black hair, carefully smoothing the four yellow strands that ran its full length: permanent marks of honour she had attained for having given life to four children.


Every älf-woman was accorded such decoration if she gave birth to a child that survived its transition to the world. If all of her sons and daughters had survived, Enoïla would now sport seventeen of these strands, but infant mortality among the älfar was distressingly high. Some women of her acquaintance had never even had the chance to rejoice in a pregnancy, let alone a birth: not every älf-woman was as fertile as Enoïla, she was an exception in many respects. She bent her head and kissed the palm of his hand, smiling. ‘She will forgive you once she is over her disappointment.’


He sighed. ‘You were right. It would have been better if I hadn’t said anything at all about the baro.’ He returned her smile and stroked her cheek, then turned to the balcony door, walking out into the morning air.


Caphalor loved the view that met him there; he could see all the way past the defence moat and over to the black foliage of the groves in Ishím Voróo. A large flock of birds circled the tops of those far trees, flying towards the island fort in the middle of the river. He took a deep breath of the cool, pure air: he could detect no scent of incense or perfume and nothing artificial, just pure morning.


He felt Enoïla’s slender hand on his shoulder, and her warmth. ‘You will find another baro to bring home for our daughter,’ she consoled him.


‘I was not thinking of that.’ He took her hand and walked further along the balcony that ringed their house, gently pulling her with him.


They lived at the end of a small road: the last non-military building of the radial arm. Caphalor and Enoïla had planned it themselves: a five-sided building with four storeys, painted in a light-black colour, with many little bay windows and turrets and a roof of silver thatch.


The bottom floor contained the stables and servants’ quarters, then the living area and the family rooms; above came the bedchambers, other large rooms and the ceremonial hall. At the very top he had designed a large-windowed studio – providing plenty of light for himself and his wife: here they could paint, sculpt or compose melodies on their lutes.


The further Caphalor walked along the balcony, the more he could see of Dsôn Faïmon. His house was at the very tip of the radial arm, so the topmost two storeys were higher than the plain surrounding the crater arms, and because the radial arms were set on a decline towards the Star-Eye, he and Enoïla could see out over all the other buildings and slave-farmed fields stretching outwards. You could even see the Inextinguishables’ Tower of Bones in the distance.


Caphalor pointed towards Dsôn. ‘That’s what I’ve been thinking about.’ He gripped the railings with both hands.


‘You’ve been thinking about the future of our empire?’ Enoïla leaned over, resting on her forearms on the railing and letting her gaze run over the horizon. ‘Did the meeting with Sinthoras have such an effect on you?’


Caphalor took another deep breath. This time the wind brought him the fragrance of smouldering pajoori herbs; someone was making a sacrifice to the Inextinguishables.


He gave a nod of his head and a slight quirk of his lower lip, a gesture she knew well.


Enoïla laughed. ‘You’re just in one of those moods when you feel particularly sorry for yourself. Am I right?’


He looked at her in surprise. ‘Me? Complain?’


‘Yes,’ she giggled. ‘Have you got another bone to pick with Immortality, dearest companion?’


Caphalor found himself breaking into a grin. ‘You know me too well.’


‘I understand you. There’s a difference.’ Enoïla’s eyes shone in spite of their blackness. If there was no sunlight he could admire the bright-blue of her eyes. ‘You also feel sorry for yourself because our eldest three have moved to Avaris and Riphâlgis.’


He nodded, ‘That’s one artist daughter and two priest sons, all wanting to have as little as possible to do with their father.’


‘That’s not true. They like visiting us.’


‘There you have it: visiting us: It’s a duty, an obligation, a bit of a bind.’


‘But you know they love you and admire you. Even Tarlesa,’ she added, teasing him.


‘Except for Olíron. He’s one of those that prefer to follow Sinthoras’ views. My own son, a Comet! Has he learned nothing?’


‘It’s time I met this Sinthoras,’ she replied. ‘If my husband and my youngest son are so keen on him, perhaps I’d like him, too?’


Caphalor pulled her to him and pretended to grab her arms tight. ‘Stop that at once! I couldn’t take it if my älf-woman left me.’


Laughing, she gave him a kiss on the forehead and rested against him. ‘I’ll stay. Eternal life with you – what could be better than that?’


He bent his head down and kissed her soft lips, enjoying the feeling of happiness that pervaded his being whenever Enoïla was with him, or when they touched, or looked into each other’s eyes.


Many älfar asked soul-touchers for assistance when they wanted to open themselves up to their partners; this allowed them to attain a togetherness more intense than the purely physical. He and Enoïla had never needed such services: they found their souls in each other’s eyes and when they made love their souls bonded naturally, melting into one. No experience went deeper than that. It was something lesser beings – dwarves, humans, ogres, gnomes, even elves – would never understand.


He and Enoïla had shared this harmony of souls for more than twenty divisions of unendingness now – a length of time that was unusually long for the customs of their people, but neither of them had wanted to leave.


Something kept them bound to each other. It was not dependence but a deep connection neither of them had felt before: a complete harmony of thought and emotion. Neither Enoïla nor Caphalor was willing to give that up in exchange for something less.


He gently released her lips, taking her face in his hands. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to leave here?’


‘Not that again!’ She sounded annoyed. ‘What would I want with living in the Star-Eye? It’s a den of decadence, boasting and political intrigue. Here we’re left in peace. Even Tarlesa likes it and she has plenty of animals and slaves to try her skills out on.’ She slipped out of his arms and gave him a swift kiss. ‘I’ve got things I must get on with. Don’t forget that Mórcass is expecting you this afternoon. He mentioned a surprise – I wonder what it is.’


‘I promise I won’t ask you again.’ Caphalor bowed to her and waited till she had left, then he went to the outside staircase and hurried down.


Going into the stables, he called for his night-mare to be saddled and when it was, climbed swiftly up and rode away, taking the road to the west. The beast’s hooves thundered along as they passed the fields and meadows, throwing up lightning sparks. The humans working in the fields sank down on their knees and pulled off their headgear, looking down at the ground until he had passed.


They were his property – his slaves. Caphalor possessed 200 barbarians, three half-ogres and two trolls for the really heavy work. These had either been captured on the battlefield or selected on outings to Ishím Voróo; he had built them a camp complete with tents and huts seven miles away from his fields.


He was pleased with the breeding programme and the slaves’ performance record: the barbarians in particular were multiplying successfully – mostly because he ensured they were well fed – so there were always enough hands for the labour. The disadvantage of these lesser races, of course, was that they kept arguing amongst themselves about who had rights to whom when it came to mating. Some of the men would throw their weight around and harass the womenfolk, whether or not they were already spoken for. Fighting had broken out in the camps on several occasions when some of these young men had caused trouble. It did not make things any easier that the barbarians were keen to breed at any time of year. One name in particular kept cropping up: Grumson, a strong, possessive fellow. Perhaps he should have a few of the most aggressive ones castrated.


His thoughts took a strange turn via the slaves and back to Dsôn.


The question he had put to Enoïla had not come out of the blue: if Tarlesa turned out to be skilled at magic, she would have to go to an academy. The best one was in Dsôn, but his daughter was too young to be allowed into the snake pit by herself. Would she accept his protection or would she hate being mollycoddled?


Caphalor prayed to Samusin – the god of the winds and of justice – that she would prove to be a perfectly ordinary älf-girl with no outstanding qualities. His sons were said to be exceptional, why did his daughter have to be, too? He would reduce her instruction in the älfar arts if it proved necessary.


Towards midday he reached Herumôn – a settlement of perhaps five thousand älfar – where he was known to every man, woman and child. Honoured heroes would usually move to the centre of the realm, to Dsôn itself, or to the Radial Arm Wèlèron, where other warriors tended to reside. But despite his power, riches and fame, Caphalor had not turned his back on the ordinary people and the villagers loved and respected him for it. He had no airs or graces and could often be seen visiting the market, chatting to älfar less fortunate than himself.


Herumôn was a classic älfar settlement for Radial Arm Shiimāl. Families lived there with their slaves, who in turn provided the labour for agriculture. Unlike the slaves in Dsôn they enjoyed certain freedoms: they were not forced to wear masks or veils and their quiet lives were spent in service to the älfar. As a result, Shiimāl had the highest birth rate in the whole state.


However, there was one thing that stood out: the houses were built of black basalt instead of the native timbers – sigurdacia, nightwood, stonewood – and because of the weight of the stone, the buildings were low and not as extravagantly decorated as elsewhere in the radial arm. This was a legacy of the Ancestors’ remedial work: they had dug into the ground to straighten and strengthen the arms, and the resulting rock wastage had been used to build the houses. The locals had tried to lighten the oppressive effect of the black stone by means of refined murals and trompe l’oeil additions: creating the appearance of artificial arcades or extra windows, which meant that the whole of Herumôn was a trick for the eyes. If you were visiting for the first time, you might assume you were about to stride through a huge stone archway, but this, too, would be the work of a skilled painter. Many a bumped head had resulted from an unexpected meeting with the hard basalt.


Caphalor rode through the streets. Tiny white pellets crunched under the night-mare’s hooves – gravel that had been formed from the ground bones of slaughtered enemies. This gave a muffled sound and a road surface that was softer on both hooves and feet. Bones of slaves and monsters could be used for the same purpose. If you looked closely at the colours and textures you might even be able to tell the age and race of the victim.


He reached the marketplace.


The people’s greetings were returned with a friendly nod and one of the merchants handed him a rare samu fruit as he rode past. He bit into it and relished the taste that was sweet, fruity, sour and refreshing at one and the same time, his mouth tingled with it. As he rode on, he wondered what Mórcass wanted to talk to him about: he had bought corn from him in the past – perhaps he wanted to renegotiate the price for the next harvest?


Caphalor finished off the samu fruit and came to a halt. Dismounting from the night-mare, he stood in front of the large barn where Mórcass lived and ran his business. Two human slaves emerged: one of them took charge of his mount, the other bowed, inviting him with a humble gesture to follow.


Caphalor entered the property a little behind the slave and followed him through cool rooms and corridors. Eventually he came to a pair of doors that opened out on to a workshop Mórcass had never shown him before.


The merchant was standing in front of a large cube that was draped with a blanket. He wore a long leather apron, similar to the ones worn by butchers, executioners and slave bath attendants. He smiled, enjoying his business associate’s curiosity. Caphalor could hear a low snorting sound coming from under the cloth.


‘Welcome, noble Caphalor, Honour-Blessed hero of Dsôn Faïmon,’ said Mórcass, stepping forward to greet him. As he did so, the small table behind him came into view. It was piled with an array of different tools, including pliers and saws.


Caphalor’s curiosity increased. ‘Thank you,’ he said, eyeing the tall cube. ‘What have I done to deserve this surprise?’


Mórcass looked disappointed. ‘So Enoïla let on?’


‘Only to say there would be a surprise waiting.’


The merchant’s face lit up. He called out some names and three muscular half-giants entered the barn. They were much taller than Caphalor, dressed in armour and equipped with leather helmets and tough gauntlets. A loud whinnying and the sound of metal chains rattling could be heard coming from the covered cube.


‘I confess I am very curious as to what you’re going to show me,’ Caphalor said.


Mórcass laughed. ‘First of all, I should like to thank you for the many divisions of unendingness we have done business together. In the hope that we shall continue to be good partners, I would like to offer a token of my esteem. I hope you will accept it.’


Caphalor was aware that Mórcass was showing sound business acumen: if he accepted the gift the trader’s reputation in Herumôn would grow; the more valuable the present, the greater his fame.


‘It sounds like a horse.’


‘Better than that.’


‘A night-mare?’ Caphalor wondered. If he had interpreted the snorting correctly, Mórcass had spent a great deal of money. Night-mares were desanctified unicorns and the best specimens were extremely expensive to buy and to keep: they needed large amounts of meat and were unpredictable if allowed to go hungry. Caphalor had been forced to kill one of his night-mares when the beast had attacked him, and before that it had devoured two slaves in a frenzy and four other slaves had been badly injured. He had no longer been able to trust it.


‘No, not a night-mare,’ Mórcass replied, grinning.


With a dramatic gesture he removed the cloth, revealing white, strained flanks and wide staring eyes. Caphalor caught his breath: a unicorn.


It snorted and whinnied, and after catching sight of the älfar and the half-giants, it tried to break out of the cage, but it was tethered fast to iron rings at hooves and neck. It stopped straining and stared at the warrior, snorting. Mórcass indicated the unicorn. ‘Here you are. This is my gift to you.’


Caphalor gave the animal a suspicious look. ‘It is said that they are dangerous; that they hate our kind so much they attack on sight. Even my daughter might not be able to tame it.’


‘That is probably true, but this unicorn won’t exist for much longer.’


Now Caphalor had no idea what was going on.


Mórcass gave some orders to the half-giants. They took the ends of the chains and pulled them tight, forcing the unicorn forward. The merchant opened a small door in the cage so the creature’s head and spiral horn could pass through, and one of the slaves moved the little table of tools nearer.


Caphalor understood. ‘You want to turn it into a nightmare?’


‘One worthy of you: a thoroughbred, genuine night-mare – not one of the degenerate new interbred versions.’ Mórcass selected a fine-toothed saw. ‘Collect some of your blood, we need it to effect the transformation and ensure the animal is bound to you.’ The unicorn tossed its head, the tip of the horn narrowly missing the merchant’s right shoulder. ‘Wait, you white demon. Soon you will take to us,’ he panted.


Caphalor made a cut in his forearm and his black-red blood ran over his light skin, dripped down and filled a shallow dish one of the slaves was holding out. He covered up the wound with a bandage the slave handed him; the slight pain did not bother him.


‘How long will it take to change?’ asked Caphalor. He knew it must have cost Mórcass a fortune: unicorns were very rare indeed and they were difficult to capture alive. If word got around that Caphalor had accepted such a grand gift, the merchant would soon be able to move to the centre – to Dsôn itself if he should so choose.


‘There are differing theories in various books, not much is remembered,’ Mórcass answered. ‘Sometimes it is said that the transformation is quick, a few heartbeats only, and sometimes that it might take a whole division of unendingness.’


Caphalor stood next to Mórcass. ‘Let me help.’


The merchant gave a sign to the half-giants and the chains were tightened again. The unicorn’s head was forced mercilessly against the lower edge of the cage opening; if it had to stay in that position for long it would suffocate. ‘I’ve got to cut the horn off and then you pour your blood on the stump.’


‘No special formula? No ritual?’


‘It seems not, your blood and the älfar power it holds should be enough.’ Mórcass applied the saw. ‘But I won’t hide the fact that it might not survive the procedure. I read that, too.’


The fine serrations of the saw made quick work of the horn as the creature tried desperately to escape mutilation. The muscles swelled under its coat and the half-giants renewed their stances, pulling harder on the ends of the chains and grunting with the effort. Even so, their rough shoes started to slip and dust clouds rose. Caphalor admired the creature’s enormous power.


‘Hold it fast, damn you!’ Mórcass yelled, speeding up his work with the saw. The white splinters fell thick and fast; he was nearly halfway through. Caphalor held the dish ready.


The unicorn went wild: bright-red blood shot out of the horn, drenching the saw and Mórcass in its flow. One of the half-giants lost hold of the chain and it kicked its hind leg free, meeting the iron bars of the cage with an almighty crash. Then it bucked and hurled itself around violently, forcing the rest of the half-giants to let go.


‘Catch it!’ Mórcass commanded, looking at his hand where the skin burned from contact with the unicorn blood. He put the saw down and took up a big hammer, intending to snap the horn off.


He flailed for a moment as the animal bucked, but then the half-giants had control again, and as Mórcass hit out once more there was a loud crack and the horn splintered. More blood sprayed out and the unicorn screamed: a sound of pure agony; it pained Caphalor in his mind and in his soul to hear it.


‘Get ready,’ said Mórcass, bringing the hammer down again. The animal pulled its head away and stabbed the merchant in the chest with the remains of its horn. When it pulled its head back the splintering ends of the horn got stuck in the älf’s ribs and he was shaken to and fro, then hurled against the iron bars with tremendous force. The horn snapped off; the merchant älf collapsed in front of the cage and did not move. A wide pool of blood formed under him.


With great presence of mind, Caphalor tipped the contents of the dish over the stump. The unicorn whinnied again – a continuous, piercing sound, such that he thought he might go deaf. He bent to the merchant’s body, turning him over onto his back.


There was nothing to be done, the horn was deep inside the gaping wound and the bones were shattered and bent, the lungs destroyed. The dying heart continued to pump blood out through torn arteries until it slowed and then finally stopped.


The light went out of Mórcass’ eyes: the älf’s soul had been freed to join the unendingness – and this well before his time. Mórcass had not been old by älf standards.


Caphalor looked at the unicorn collapsed against the sides of the cage. It kicked out desperately and gasped, its tongue lolling out. Bright-red blood flowed out of its gullet and its teeth came loose and rolled over the workshop floor: sharp fangs took their place, erupting like blades through the gums. Its transformation had begun surprisingly rapidly.


Caphalor got the slaves to carry the dead body of their master into the main house and told them to send for a healer. Even though this was a useless move now, he did not want to have to tell the merchant’s companion her partner was dead. Instead, he sat down by the cage and observed the changes the unicorn went through.


The blood from the stump stopped flowing and the animal’s coat became dull, turning first grey and then black, its tail, mane and the long hairs round its fetlocks all following: the magic in his älfar blood had destroyed the purity of the unicorn. Caphalor wished Enoïla could be there to sketch the process, she was better than he was at drawing and would have been able to capture the excitement of the transformation.


Towards evening, the stallion fought its way back onto its feet. The first whinny was deeper and fuller than it had been previously. To any creature other than an älf, it would be a horrendous sound. Its eyes shimmered a glowing red as it turned its gaze on Caphalor; its snorting breath sent the message: set me free.


And he would.


Caphalor stood up and raised the cage door, then took several steps backwards and waited to see what the night-mare he had created would do. His heart beat wildly; he felt no fear, but had not experienced such excitement since breaking his sword in battle against far superior numbers – and still going on to win.


The stallion left its prison carefully; white sparks played around its hooves and it hissed loudly. Its nostrils flared and it sniffed the air surrounding the half-giants, then stretched out its neck and turned its head to Caphalor. Walking over to the älf, it snorted and bared its fangs.


The broad, bloodied head came nearer and nearer until the night-mare bowed to its new master.


Caphalor stroked the stallion’s cheeks, patted the neck and ran his fingers through the mane. ‘What a magnificent gift, Mórcass,’ he said, voicing his gratitude to the dead merchant. ‘I will treat it with honour. Let the name be Sardaî.’


He went to the stables behind the building to find Mórcass’ companion and express his sympathy. It had been a senseless death for the sake of an unnecessary gift.


The stallion followed Caphalor as if it were the most natural thing to do, head high and red eyes watchful. None of the half-giants dared to stand in its way or to attempt to put on a halter.


‘Mind my night-mares, especially the new one,’ he ordered as he passed two human slaves. ‘If anything happens to them the same thing shall be done to you.’


Sardaî waited beside Caphalor’s mount while the älf entered the building to express his sympathy and assure Mórcass’ partner that he would continue to do business with their house.


*


Longin was so terrified by the älf’s command that he started to sweat under his hood.


How on earth was he to look after this red-eyed beast? If he approached and tried to put a halter on it he’d lose an arm, for sure. He had watched the death of his master from the doorway and did not wish for the same fate.


Mórcass had not been a considerate owner: he’d had a foul temper, treated the slaves badly and would often fly off the handle. Longin did not regret his passing, but he hoped the mistress would keep him on – he would rather carry sacks of grain and push carts of corn round the place than be gathering in the harvest, cutting his hands to shreds on the dried, thorny stalks.


‘Kuschnar,’ he called to one of the half-giants in the barn. ‘Come here.’


The creature ambled over, avoiding the night-mare, and looked down at the man. As a human, Longin had the authority to give the half-giant simple orders and he was about to make use of that.


‘Watch the night-mares,’ he said, pointing to the beasts.


Kuschnar, still in his armour and gauntlets, lifted his visor and tapped the side of his head.


‘You can’t refuse you great lump, or I’ll tell the mistress! And Caphalor will cut you into little strips before he kills you.’


The half-giant made a face and put his visor down. The newly created beast gave a low warning snort and snapped at the other night-mare, which just managed to avoid the teeth aiming for its neck.


‘Get on with it!’ Longin shouted, kicking Kuschnar. ‘Separate them!’ He was sweating even more now. This was going to be a disaster.


Kuschnar moved carefully over to the night-mares. The old night-mare was tied up and could only protect itself with its hooves – its younger rival, on the other hand, was running free, dancing around then surging forward, snapping its teeth at the other.


Kuschnar stopped dead; he did not dare to get any closer to the fighting animals.


‘No!’ Longin clapped his hands to his mouth in despair as the younger night-mare lunged again, grabbing the back of the older night-mare’s neck and biting down hard, shaking and tearing like a wild cat. He shouted for the other half-giants, but they too kept well back: no one was following his orders. With a scream the older night-mare collapsed, its flailing hooves knocking over one of the half-giants. Desperately, Longin grabbed a bucket of water and hurled the contents over the beasts, but it didn’t have the slightest effect.


More slaves hovered in the doorways, watching. The younger night-mare had bitten through the other’s neck and blood was bubbling out of a severed artery and onto the courtyard floor.


The winning night-mare had not suffered the slightest injury. It stood over the corpse of its rival, sniffed the blood and put its tongue to the growing puddle. The stallion gave a snort and then drank the defeated creature’s life-juice.


The door of the main building flew open and Caphalor stormed out. Longin nearly fainted with fear, he knew it would be useless to run, the älf would just take it out on his family. Caphalor slowed his steps and came to a halt in front of Longin.


‘Master, forgive me. I—’ Longin stammered, throwing himself at Caphalor’s feet. ‘We couldn’t get them apart. We didn’t dare get near …’


‘Because you were afraid for your own worthless life,’ the älf finished the sentence, his voice cold as the north wind.


‘Please, master! They were going berserk!’


The älf did not look at him as he took out a long dagger. ‘I gave you the order to look after both. One of them is dead, do you remember what I said would happen?’


‘That I would suffer the same fate,’ he whispered.


‘Exactly, but I’ve changed my mind.’ The älf turned the dagger round. ‘A hundred of your kind are worth one nightmare. I hope you have a large family.’


‘Master!’ Longin cried out in despair. ‘Take my life but let the others live!’


‘How would it be if I took their lives first and you had to watch?’ the älf said angrily. ‘I’ll line them up, you tell me their names and then I’ll kill them – you can watch, just as I have had to watch my old night-mare die.’ Longin did not see the movement, but he felt hot pain in his shoulder and blood poured out of the cut. He moaned. ‘Humans can take three hundred wounds like that before they die. Did you know that?’ The älf laughed darkly. ‘You will see for yourself. I’ll start with your youngest child.’


‘No!’ Longin’s helplessness turned into aggression and he tried to attack Caphalor, but before he’d even reached the älf, the dagger blade had flashed down and cut through his heart. He sank to the ground, dying.


‘You shall soon meet your family again, slave,’ Longin heard the älf say in the far distance. Despair sent tears into his eyes at the thought of all his loved ones sharing his fate.
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