









[image: Quercus]


Translated by Sheelagh Alabaster


[image: Quercus]









First published in Germany in 2011 by Piper Verlag GmbH
First published in English in Great Britain in 2015 by


Jo Fletcher Books 
an imprint of 
Quercus Publishing Ltd 
Carmelite House 
50 Victoria Embankment 
London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © 2011 by Markus Heitz
Map illustration © Markus Weber
English Translation © 2014 Sheelagh Alabaster


Die Legenden der Albae: Vernichtender Hass
Copyright © 2011 by Markus Heitz (www.mahet.de), represented by AVA
International GmbH, Germany www.ava-international.de


The moral right of Markus Heitz to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


Ebook ISBN 978 1 78429 030 6
Print ISBN 978 1 78206 591 3


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk









About the Author


Markus Heitz was born in 1971; he studied history and German language and literature. His debut novel, Schatten über Ulldart (the first in a series of epic fantasy novels), won the Deutscher Phantastik Preis (German Fantasy Award) in 2003. His bestselling Dwarves trilogy has earned him a place among Germany’s most successful fantasy authors. He currently lives in Zweibrücken, Germany.









Also by Markus Heitz


Righteous Fury









To the world’s composers,
living or dead,
classical or modern,
my inspiration
as I write









[image: Quercus]









[image: Quercus]









Dramatis Personae


The Älfar


Nagsar und Nagsor Inàste, the Inextinguishables


Sinthoras, älf-warrior (Comet faction) and a nostàroi (supreme commander)


Demenion, politician (Comet)


Khlotòn, politician (Comet)


Khlotònior, his nephew


Rashànras, politician (Comet)


Yantarai, artist


Imàndaris, Yantarai’s daughter, and a nostàroi


Timānris, artist


Robonor, Timanris’ former companion, a warrior (deceased)


Timānsor, Timānris’ father, an artist


Durùston, sculptor and artist


Arviû, warrior


Horgàta, warrior


Virssagòn, warrior


Morana, bodyguard


Carmondai, artist in language, script and image


Polòtain, politician (Comet)


Godànor, Polòtain’s grandson


Eranior, politician (Comet)


Samrai und Chislar, Eranior’s personal entourage


Halofór, politician (Constellations faction)


Landaròn, Halofór’s brother


Falòran, guard in Dsôn


Ratáris, politician (Constellation)


Armatòn, benàmoi (military leader) in the Grey Mountains


Arganaï, warrior cadet


Tiláris, warrior cadet


Zirlarnor, warrior cadet


Phinoïn, benàmoi of warrior cadets


Itáni, Dsôn artist


Caphalor, älf-warrior (Constellation) and a nostàroi (supreme commander)


Enoïla, Caphalor’s life-partner (deceased)


Aïsolon, a friend of Caphalor’s (Constellations)


Kilanor, trader, from Dsôn


Verànor, messenger sent by the Inextinguishables


Téndalor, benàmoi of island fort number one-eight-seven


Daraïs, Téndalor’s deputy


Ilinia, coachwoman


Yintaï, älf in Avaris


Heïfaton, älf in Avaris


Umaïnor, Sinthoras’ administrator in Dsôn


Bolcatòn, academic and chair of the Wèlèron Research Council


Païcalor, blind bodyguard to the Inextinguishables


Ergàta, warrior


Sajùtor, warrior


Ofardanór, benàmoi at the Stone Gateway


The Humans


Raleeha, slave girl to the älfar (deceased)


Wirian, slave to Sinthoras


Farron Lotor, barbarian prince of the Ishmanti


Törden and Famenia, famuli (apprentices) to the magus Jujulo


Olfson and Drumann, Famenia’s uncles


Parilis, Famenia’s aunt


Khalomein, rebel


Pirtrosal, rebel


Iula, famula (female apprentice) to the maga Hianna


Quartan, cooper, from Duckingham


Geralda, serving woman from Halmengard


Doghosh, commander of soldiers from Sonnenhag


Endrawolt, Doghosh’s deputy


Pantako, trader from the barony of Gourarga


Ossandra Ilmanson, daughter of the burgomaster of Milltown


Mollo, Gatiela, Sarmatt, Ossandra’s playmates


Welkar Ilmanson, Ossandra’s father and burgomaster of Milltown


Jiggon, young slave in Avaris


Hirrtan, Jiggon’s father


Elina, Jiggon’s sister


Rodolf, Jiggon’s grandfather


Irhart, villager


Salisala, villager


Güldtraut, villager


Errec, human slave


Amso, human slave


Omenia, landlord’s daughter in Quarrystone


Odeborn, king of Ido


Starowig, ruler of Ido by proxy


The Magi


Jujulo the Jolly


Simīn the Underrated


Grok-Tmai the Worrier


Hianna the Flawless


Fensa the Inventive


Ortina the Omnipresent


Miscellaneous


Narósil, leader of the elf-riders


Fatunasíl, elf from the Golden Plain


Veïnsa, princess of the Golden Plain


Ataronz, óarco from the vassal nation


Toboribar, óarco prince and leader of the Kraggash óarcos


Shoggrok, a Kraggash óarco


Sardaî, thoroughbred night-mare


Rîm, an Ubari female


Worbîn, a fire-bull


Älfar Divisions of Time


A division of unendingness, ten years


One year would be a tenth of a division of unendingness


A moment of unendingness, one day


A splinter of unendingness, one hour


Älfar Measurement


One pace, one metre









 


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 that follows and decide for yourselves what is 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.


*


Preface from the forbidden books which transfigure the truth,


The Legends of the Älfar,


unknown author,


undated.









Prologue




What a magnificent assembly that evening! What a magnificent hall!


Never again will such a gathering of heroes be seen in a single place – heroes of such stature, of such power, of such unique nature!


The aura that surrounded each one was clearly visible and almost tangible. And on hearing the heroes speak, ordinary älfar were filled with dread and awe.


I, too, was fascinated.


By each one of them.


By Virssagòn: virtuoso in the arts of war and the skills of the forge, deviser of sophisticated and deadly weaponry and instructor of others in their use;


by Arviû: bringer of death and destruction to the elf realms and whose misfortunes made him the greatest of enemies to the elf peoples. Such was his fame that even today many a fortress bearing his name still stands in the conquered regions once held by the elves;


by Morana: supple and elegant warrior and worker of magic who, while steadfastly resolute towards her deadly foes, harboured an unforgiveable and incomprehensible weakness;


by Horgàta: restless and incomparable beauty, graceful huntress, who never once spared an adversary;


and, of course, I was fascinated equally by the nostàroi, Sinthoras and Caphalor, leaders and initiators of the campaign against Tark Draan, at last granting our people their sweet and cruel revenge. To describe these two leaders would be blasphemy.


For, in truth, no words of mine could match their deeds!


At least, not at that point in time.


No one could have guessed what changes lay in store for them.


Excerpt from the epic poem The Heroes of Tark Draan


composed by Carmondai, master of word and image





Tark Draan (Girdlegard), Grey Mountains, Stone Gateway,


4371st division of unendingness (5199th solar cycle),


summer.


The air was filled with the sound of hundreds of banners flapping in the breeze; occasionally the cry of a raptor was heard as it flew across the darkening sky.


Awe and reverence determined the mood of the silent multitude of älfar warriors assembled on the high plain.


Surrounding the throng, shattered enemy weapons that had been melted down and twisted creatively into bizarre interlocking structures towered into the air – victory columns to symbolise the downfall of the dwarves. But no regard was currently being paid to these abstract works of art: all eyes were trained on the garlanded platform before them.


A low roll of thunder gave the first indication of an approaching storm. Over in the south, black clouds covered the sky as if ready to halt the advance of an enemy; a warm breeze played around the tips of the älfar army’s lances and spears and the rivets on their armour.


Carmondai tied back his long brown hair so that the strengthening wind would not whip it into his face and over his paper, and observed the patiently waiting crowd. It is as if they had turned into statues. The silver-clad stick of compressed charcoal in his right hand raced across the open page as he drew without looking down at the notebook. He never needed to correct these preparatory studies; he was accustomed to making accurate lightning sketches for the large paintings he would complete later.


The blood red sun sank behind the Grey Mountains, illuminating the finest of the óarco, barbarian, troll, demi-giant and älfar fighting force. They had gathered to acclaim the Heroes who had made their victory at the Stone Gateway possible.


The groundlings – the defenders of Tark Draan – had been eliminated, their bones serving as raw material for sculptures, musical instruments and decorative souvenirs, wagonloads of which would be finding their way back to the homeland as evidence of the win.


This is only the beginning of an endless river. Our swords will take Tark Draan’s last drops of lifeblood. In the margin, Carmondai made a note of the colour combinations and appropriate blood types he had in mind for his mural. Groundling life-juice was darker and more mystical than others, he had found, and not easy to work with, but it did give the work a level of integrity not usually achieved through the use of other creatures’ blood: minute traces of minerals in the dwarves’ blood emphasised the picture’s essence through scent, and would intensify the effect of the battle for the discerning spectator.


Carmondai sketched without stopping. He knew the swift lines he was drawing impressed the barbarians who could see his sketches, but this did not satisfy him – any älfar child could do this sort of thing.


He caught sight of the cloud formations as they moved threateningly towards the conquerors. You shall not stop us. He took in the grey, white and black as the clouds raced across the sky and then his gaze dropped back to the decorated ceremonial stage and he began to make his way slowly through the ranks of the warriors to study it more closely.


Skilful craftsmen had created the brilliant white base of the podium from split and dried groundling bones; strands from the hair and beards of the defeated soldiers had been used to fasten the bones together. At the rear of the stage, bronze-coated skulls hung from long poles by ropes of plaited silver, jangling like bells. Carmondai could hear the sound now he was closer; the combination of bone and metal produced a strange tone. Their enemies’ grimacing features had been transformed into shimmering masks: images of death that would last for ever.


In the distance, Carmondai could see standard-bearers beginning to march toward the stage, and suddenly the noble runes of the nostàroi could be seen; blood-red fabric wafting lazily in the breeze. There followed the nostàroi bodyguard in sinister leather armour glittering with engraved tionium plates. The motifs on their helmets signified that each warrior had killed more than one thousand of the enemy.


Carmondai moved away from the stage to get a better view. Ye gods of infamy, how proud our people are! His fingers flew, making notes on the figures around him. His skin prickled and the sense of awe sent waves of excitement up his spine.


Suddenly an impatient night-mare’s imperious snort broke the quiet and Sinthoras and Caphalor were sighted on their magnificent armoured mounts. Caphalor’s black stallion Sardaî was taller in stature and more impressive in nature than any other night-mare.


Carmondai registered that he was writing more slowly now. He was deeply affected by the imposing appearance of the nostàroi; their presence swept over the plateau like a spell. The two nostàroi were producing powerful emotions from the assembled troops: respect, worship and fascination.


Carmondai had to shake himself free from their hypnotic effect. He looked quickly around at the crowd, noticing that all were staring at their leaders’ noble features, eager for some slight word that might impart to them a shred of this triumphant brilliance.


The effect could hardly be stronger if it were the Inextinguishables themselves who had arrived. Carmondai was convinced that every warrior and any creature present would have followed Sinthoras and Caphalor to the ends of the known world. What power they have!


The leaders, their way lined by standard-bearers and bodyguards, halted at the platform.


Sinthoras and Caphalor dismounted and climbed up to the dais. They wore gold-wrought black ceremonial armour studded with jewels. They removed their helmets, displaying fine facial features and allowing their long hair to move in the wind: blond in the one case, black in the other.


Carmondai had heard tell how different these two nostàroi were, in personality as well as colouring; he had heard that Caphalor tended towards the views of the Constellations and that Sinthoras supported the Comets. But now, seeing them together, it looked as if they could be brothers.


Sinthoras raised his right hand and addressed the silent throng. ‘We are standing on the land of Tark Draan! Do you know what this means?’


A single cry thundered from thousands of älfar throats.


‘No army could have achieved more!’ he proclaimed. ‘It is we who have defeated and annihilated the groundlings, and it is we who will bring down and destroy the elves. We will not only eradicate them, but eliminate all they stand for and all they have created. Nothing of theirs shall be allowed to continue. We shall be their death.’ He lifted his head slightly, the fire of hatred glowing in his eyes. ‘For the Inextinguishables!’


Again the response came back thousandfold.


Carmondai’s heart beat quickly in his chest, while his pen scurried across the paper. Every fragment of this event must be recorded for posterity – every fragment! I am witness to our people’s greatest victory. I must miss nothing.


‘We shall bring death into every last corner of Tark Draan. Kingdoms will fall under our yoke, fortresses will burn to the ground and we shall create such art as has never been seen before. We are the new rulers here!’


Not even the loudest clap of thunder could compete with the älfar warriors’ voices and the roars from the other creatures. To Carmondai’s mind, the sound had penetrated deep into Tark Draan. He imagined the inhabitants quaking with fear and turning their ugly heads towards the Grey Mountains, aware that their end was nigh. I must start my new poem this very day.


The nostàroi, like two gods come down in grace to their worshippers, received the adoration and acclaim of the crowds.


Finally Sinthoras raised his arm and the assembled throng fell silent. ‘The first victory is with us. In the coming moments of unendingness we shall flush out the groundling tunnels to ensure nothing and nobody can attack us from behind. Find their treasure hoards, take what you can from their storehouses and send it all as tribute to Dsôn Faïmon. Caphalor and I will now decide our strategy for delivering the final blow – the exterminating blow – to Tark Draan.’


Caphalor now spoke. ‘But this evening you shall celebrate what we have achieved so far. Take your ease, drink with your comrades and companions, and then’ – he drew his sword and pointed towards the south where the dark clouds glowered – ‘let us stamp out this elf brood!’


The nostàroi withdrew, mounted up and disappeared over the edge of the plateau, while the älfar and their allies tirelessly called out their leaders’ names to ear-splitting applause.


Carmondai had never in all his long life experienced such deep admiration for anyone. It struck him that with commanders such as these the army would be victorious in any campaign, however taxing the fight.


In response to whistles, fanfares and shouted orders, the assembled troops dispersed: älfar in a disciplined fashion, barbarians in a less orderly manner, orcs and miscellaneous creatures in shambling disarray.


Carmondai stayed where he was, taking in the scene. Tark Draan has nothing to compete with our army. In less than a third of a division of unendingness we shall have achieved our goal.


He sauntered off, watching the river of soldiery streaming into the groundlings’ former stronghold. Having left his luggage with one of the gate guards so that he could arrive in good time, he was dressed in light travelling attire and as a result, felt vulnerable and out of place: he looked far too peaceable.


Carmondai reached the top of the plateau and looked out over the camp. Tents were set up across the mountainside, strictly segregating the various warring races from one another. Many unresolved enmities left the allied factions prone to disagreements and the nostàroi were keen to keep this to a minimum. Each individual commander was responsible for internal discipline within his camp. Much of this enmity was down to the intensely motivating effect of greed, which Carmondai was fascinated by. That’s where the differences lie: the lower orders will die for the sake of gems and riches, while the higher beings kill for their ideals.


He stood watching the óarco horde as they shoved and pushed and punched each other. No surprise that these green-and-black-skinned beasts with their decorated tusks and their stinking fat-coated armour tended to try to bump each other off at the slightest annoyance.


‘Ye gods of infamy, would you look at that scum,’ he murmured. ‘They are a disgrace.’


‘But we’ll be leaving them here, of course,’ said an älf-woman at his side. She had come up close on her night-mare, unheard over the whistling wind. ‘That way we will be permanently free of them in Ishím Voróo.’ She smiled at him. ‘You must be Carmondai?’


He took half a step back to see her better. Her armour told him she belonged to the nostàrois’ personal guard. The symbols on the tionium-reinforced leather cuirass showed her to have killed over one thousand enemies, and proclaimed her as the unpartnered daughter of two great warriors.


She looks so young. Carmondai was usually quite good at guessing the age of other älfar, but her face was hidden by a half visor. Fifty? Sixty? But how could she have killed so many in that short time? ‘Yes, that’s me.’ He looked at her inquisitively and received a slight nod in return.


‘Then I have an invitation for you. The nostàroi have heard that you are with the troops here and they want you to be present at supper. You are to record the event in word and picture so that the Inextinguishables may receive a report drawn up by an inestimable talent.’


Carmondai felt hot and cold shivers run up his spine. At first he was flattered, but then his old resentment reared up: he hated taking orders. It was not only that he considered himself an artist of high repute. If it had been his own idea to take notes and to sketch the occasion he would have considered it an honour to be allowed to do so. But like this . . .


‘What’s wrong?’ The älf-woman was astonished at his hesitation. ‘Tell me what you have planned that’s more important and I’ll kill whoever it is you are meeting, then you’ll have no difficulty deciding.’


Her remarks amused him. ‘Why don’t they find an ordinary scribe?’


She leaned forward, crossing her wrists on the pommel of her saddle. ‘Let me put it this way, O Master of Word and Image: an invitation from the nostàroi is not something you can decline.’ Her words were spoken carefully, but were as cold as the breath of night. ‘If you fail to accompany me willingly I shall find other ways to take you to the nostàroi, and believe me’ – she said, sitting upright again but keeping her voice low – ‘I am perfectly capable of that.’


‘Oh, you are?’ replied Carmondai with a dangerous smile that did not quite match his harmless appearance. There was an icy silence, but after a short while his curiosity got the better of him and he sighed, relenting. After all, the woman was attractive. Warrior-women were not normally his type but this one had a certain something. ‘Do I get to know your name?’


‘Morana, my mother called me.’ She held out her hand. ‘Will you ride with me or do you want to walk? My night-mare is good natured. He doesn’t usually bite.’


His arm stretched out towards her as if of its own accord, then his hand clasped hers and he swung himself up behind her. She wore an unfamiliar perfume that came through over the metallic leather smell of her battledress and he could see strands of black hair escaping from under her helmet. ‘Take me to the nostàroi. I shall thank them in my own words for their invitation.’


With a laugh, Morana urged her mount in a ruthless line through the horde of óarcos, who protested vociferously, dodging the night-mare’s snapping teeth. Lightning flashes played around the stallion’s fetlocks, sparks scorching the ground and an occasional óarco leg.


Morana headed for a smaller gateway guarded by two impressively armed warriors that was free of queuing crowds. It must only be available for älfar use.


These gatekeepers saluted briefly and let them pass.


Morana slowed her night-mare as they moved through the passage; the walls threw the sound of its hooves back to them.


Carmondai looked around and smiled at the groundlings’ crude art. Their wall sculptures demonstrated an intention to create something beautiful, but their clumsy dwarf hands were never suited to delicate work.


‘When did you arrive?’ Morana asked.


‘Today: I couldn’t get away from Riphâlgis any earlier. I admit that I’m furious to have missed the storming of the stronghold, but I did get to hear the speeches. And now I’m to be the guest of the nostàroi.’


‘You would have loved it. It was the best battle even I have ever seen!’ Morana guided her night-mare through the right-hand opening. Their heads nearly touched the vaulted ceiling.


Carmondai noted the chiselled runes but could not read them. As primitive as all the rest of it. ‘I know,’ he sighed. ‘I had no end of trouble with my night-mare and then of course it decided to depart into endingness just as I was on my way here.’


Her stallion snorted and they came to a cross-tunnel where they had to wait; a group of älfar in leather aprons were carting dwarf cadavers away. When they saw the riders they moved back to let them pass.


I want to see what they’re doing. ‘Wait for me.’ He slid down and moved over to the workers.


With a mixture of disgust and fascination, he looked at the gross, pale bodies of their enemies closely. He saw that each had been stabbed neatly through the heart. They had not fallen in battle. They’ve not got the slightest bit of refinement about them. It’s as if their god was just experimenting: getting his hand in before creating something to be proud of. A second cart carried barrels of sloshing liquid; a smell of stone and metal indicated it was dwarf blood.


He greeted the älfar and took out his notebook. ‘What are you doing with this?’


‘We are preparing them according to instructions.’ One of the älfar answered, looking puzzled. ‘Have you been sent by the nostàroi to supervise?’


‘This is Carmondai, master of word and image,’ Morana said. ‘He is sending a report to Dsôn Faïmon about what’s happening here in the Grey Mountains.’


‘Carmondai?’ A grey-haired älf bowed his head. ‘I am an admirer of your art. I never thought I would have the honour of meeting you. My name is Durùston.’


Durùston! Carmondai knew the name. He was a sculptor from Dsôn and well known for his stela carved from metal-clad bone and preserved intestines. Anyone who was anyone would have one of these commemorative slabs displayed in his home. ‘Greetings. You are indeed known to me.’ He indicated the piles of corpses. ‘Will you be using these in your next works?’


Durùston smiled. ‘Parts of them. I asked the nostàroi for permission to use any groundling remains that weren’t needed for another purpose.’ He pointed down the corridor. ‘I’ve set up a workshop in an old forge. My slaves and my apprentices are processing the cadavers: bones and tendons for sculptures, blood and skin for inks and pigments, hair and beards for paintbrushes. But really their beard hair is too coarse for delicate work – we have to boil it in vinegar to soften it – and then there’s the transport through Ishím Voróo. I’m not sure it’s really worth it . . . it might even be better to sell it for scrubbing-brushes.’


‘A tradesman now?’ Carmondai asked, with a laugh.


Durùston looked embarrassed. ‘I sometimes do think of the times to come when my name might no longer be so well known.’ He turned to go. ‘You are most welcome to come to my workshop if you’d like to do some sketches? The dwarf anatomy is quite instructive; it might be useful knowledge for future battles.’


‘Future battles?’ Carmondai exchanged glances with Morana. ‘I thought we’d defeated them all?’


‘No. Not yet,’ Durùston answered. ‘A few stubborn bastions remain, deep in the Grey Mountains. The main victory is ours, of course, but groundlings are tough. We’ll have dwarves to deal with for quite some time, mark my words.’ He gave the signal to move on. ‘You are welcome any time,’ he said again, as he followed behind the cart.


‘Thank you,’ Carmondai called after him, then he stowed his notebook once more and went back to the night-mare, allowing Morana to help him up. ‘What did he mean, do you think?’ he asked.


They moved off. ‘Just what he said: there are still some isolated pockets of groundling families – they are quite stubborn, but they won’t hold out for long.’ Her words sounded confident, arrogant, almost – as if the matter were of no consequence. Of course, it wasn’t for their armies.


They rode in silence through the underground realm that had so recently fallen into älfar hands. Spattered bloodstains lined the walls: dark-red reminders of the original occupants of these mountain tunnels. Durùston must have removed all the bodies.


After some time they arrived in an area where the dwarf runes carved on the walls had been smashed with hammers, and älfar banners and flags, prominently displaying the insignia of the nostàroi, hung from the high vaulted ceilings: to be forgotten was the fate of those defeated in war.


Carmondai looked at the ceiling. Even if he was not necessarily anxious at the thought of a mountain’s worth of solid stone above his head, he was not exactly at ease. Back in Riphâlgis, his own house gave unrestricted views over a wide valley and he loved the open vistas. Here he felt constrained, as if buried alive. The sooner I get out of here, the better.


‘That’s where we are heading,’ said Morana, pointing to a massive gate made of gold – its carved decorations had also been destroyed: hammered flat or levered off, and now four älfar guards flanked the gateway. ‘It used to be one of their throne rooms, I think, but the nostàroi live there now.’ A young älf hurried up and led their stallion off. The guards at the entrance stood aside to let them through.


Carmondai’s heart started to race. He was not properly dressed to meet the nostàroi and there was no time to go and change. But on the other hand, he did not want to give them the impression that he cared about his apparel – an artist did not have to feel in any way inferior to a warrior. And I want them to know I have come because I wish to be here, and not because they have summoned me.


When he walked into the vast hall, he could see tall five-sided columns rising up into the darkness and five älfar in the middle of the room, sitting at a stone table laid for a banquet.


It was clear that Sinthoras and Caphalor, side by side at the head of the table, held equal status as joint commanders. Carmondai did not recognise the other three, but that was no surprise: he had long given up a warrior’s life for the sake of art, so he had no idea who was currently in favour. They look impressive, nearly as fine as the nostàroi themselves.


As an artist he had learned to focus on tiny distinctive details when observing people or objects closely. He grasped immediately that this was an unusual gathering.


The armour worn by the brown-haired älf on his right, for example, was of incomparable quality. It was thicker than was usual, but did not look like it would restrict the wearer’s movements, though the decorative sharpened rivets on the breastplate and over the shoulder and back area would probably mean he wouldn’t be able to lean back very comfortably. Two long swords rested on his thighs.


Opposite him sat a pale-faced warrior who had eschewed armour altogether. His wide silk robes were multi-layered and flattering in shades of red, green and black and he wore delicate gloves that had false silver nails at the fingertips. His dark hair was held in check by a broad black band embroidered with white symbols. Another älf stood behind him bearing a thin, steel bow three paces in length, and carrying a quiver of arrows at his belt.


‘Noble lords Nostàroi!’ Morana bowed towards them and Carmondai felt he should follow suit. He dropped his gaze, although this meant losing sight of the assembled company. ‘I bring you Carmondai, the master of word and image,’ Morana announced.


‘My dear Carmondai, we have been so looking forward to having you here,’ said Sinthoras, his welcome delivered in a slightly patronising tone. ‘You are just in time.’


Carmondai raised his head and regarded the blond nostàroi who, like Caphalor, was dressed in ceremonial armour. ‘Forgive me if my delight is not entirely boundless. I was given the impression that I was to serve as some sort of scribbling secretary, not as a master of the written word,’ he countered. ‘You could have got any schoolboy to do the task.’ He pulled himself up to his full height, heart thumping wildly at his own audacity.


Caphalor looked mildly amused. He folded his arms. ‘There you are. I warned you he would take umbrage.’ The other älfar at the table laughed, but not in a condescending manner. ‘I should have put money on his reaction.’


Sinthoras did not seem to take offence at Caphalor’s critical words. He gestured towards one of the free set places. ‘Please take a seat and forgive me if our request for your presence has upset you in any way. We are, of course, well acquainted with your artistic reputation. We felt you were the only älf up to the task.’


Carmondai moved over to a high-backed dining chair. As soon as he was seated, he was served dark red wine in a crystal cup. He was still not able to quell his nervous apprehension. What task will they ask me to perform?


‘May I introduce the others?’ Sinthoras asked.


Carmondai inclined his head slightly as platters and cutlery were brought in and set before the guests. To his surprise, Caphalor gestured to Morana to join them at table. She had already removed her helmet and cloak and handed them to a slave. If he was interpreting her expression correctly, she had not been expecting this either.


‘I will tell you now: you are in the very best company.’ Indicating the älf in the flowing robes, Sinthoras continued, ‘May I present Arviû, our army’s finest bowman? He commands the long-range archers. Opposite him is Virssagòn, warrior and master at inventing weaponry and devising new ways for the army to use them.’


The name Virssagòn was familiar, but he had never come across the name of Arviû before. He bowed to both. ‘An honour to meet you.’


‘At your side we have Horgàta, the deadliest female warrior ever to confront the enemy here in Tark Draan,’ said Sinthoras.


Carmondai turned to look at her more closely. Her features were perfect, symmetrical and stunningly attractive. Her armour was similar to that worn by Morana but with more in the way of decoration. Surprisingly she bore no weapons and her long blonde hair was intricately braided with jewels and carved bone ornaments.


‘And Morana here is the second-in-command of our personal guard detachment,’ Caphalor rounded off the introductions. ‘Like yourself, she does not know why she has been asked to join us tonight.’ Everyone, apart from Morana and Carmondai, laughed in response.


Carmondai laid his folder on the table; his posture clearly indicating that he would not be writing or drawing anything until he had heard an adequate explanation as to why he had been summoned. ‘Most noble Nostàroi, I had been intending to express my displeasure at the manner of my invitation here in no uncertain terms, but I admit you have roused my curiosity. And if the food is any good I may find myself forgiving you both.’ Ha! That surprised them. His heart rate, however, had doubled, and his mouth had gone dry.


Sinthoras’ countenance darkened and a single jagged anger line shot from the bridge of his nose down to his chin, as if to slice his face in two.


The room fell deathly silent and even the servants froze. For three, four, five blinks of an eye nobody moved, nobody spoke.


Then Caphalor let out a short peal of laughter. ‘So, our Carmondai is a master not only of word and image but also of sarcastic comment!’ He unfolded his arms. ‘It is good that you make no bones about who you are and that you demonstrate your pride rather than choking on it.’


‘What did you expect, knowing his previous history?’ asked Horgàta.


‘Don’t try that one too often, Carmondai,’ Sinthoras said in a low voice. ‘There are those I know whose pride cost them their life.’ The jagged black line faded and disappeared. He reached for his cup and raised it, addressing the company with a toast. ‘Here’s health to the Inextinguishables, success to our Tark Draan campaign and an end to the elves!’


I will have to be careful. There’s something momentous in the planning here and I’d like to be part of it. Carmondai drained his cup to quench his thirst and started to relax.


The nostàroi seemed to enjoy making their guests wait while the mouth-watering spicy aroma from the first dish infiltrated the cavern, but soon enough slices of tender, rosy, grilled meat were served on polished bone plates for their satisfaction.


While eating with gusto, the artist looked round at the assembled company, fixing the appearance of these important älfar in his mind. He would need to remember them clearly for the pictures he would make later. He noticed a few swift glances exchanged between Caphalor and Morana. But I don’t think they are a couple.


No one spoke. People were cutting their food, chewing, swallowing, cutting, chewing . . . the horn cutlery made a slightly abrasive sound on the bone plates.


After the first course was cleared away, the servants brought in a map that nearly covered the whole table. It was a map of Tark Draan, with all the topography and features so far known – and it was mostly blank.


Sinthoras stood up, a full wine cup in his left hand. ‘As you can see’ – he gestured to the map – ‘we need much more information. We have already sent spies disguised as elves out into Tark Draan: they will report to us on troop strengths and deployments, exactly where the borders run, any alliances or animosities between the various kingdoms, and, most importantly, the specific location of the elf realms.’ He spoke dispassionately, yet he had fire in his eyes. ‘We have heard that some barbarians are versed in magic here. They could prove a difficulty and must be eradicated as a matter of priority. We deal with them before tackling individual rulers.’


Caphalor took over, brushing back the strands of black hair that had fallen into his face. ‘Assuming that word about the fall of the Stone Gateway will soon be widespread, we have to get our information very quickly.’ He turned to Carmondai. ‘Would you be willing to record this for us now?’


Carmondai hesitated, but then stretched out his hand to take up the pen. ‘I may regret it later when I’m laughed at for being a mere secretary to the nostàroi.’


‘Not a soul will ever dare to laugh at you. Your name will be cited on a level with our own and with those of these älfar here at our table,’ Caphalor announced. ‘Well, perhaps just under our names.’


‘Shouldn’t we subject him to some sort of a test first?’ objected Arviû. The archer’s tone implied that he did not think much of Carmondai, or at least did not agree with his presence. His resistance also indicated that he was unwilling to share any glory. ‘Does he deserve the honour of carrying out our task?’


Envy. Carmondai studied the bowman. ‘How do you envisage this test? Would you like a specimen of my handwriting, or shall I do you a quick sketch perhaps?’ he asked amiably.


‘Don’t they say that the sword is mightier than the pen?’ Virssagòn broke in with a smile to indicate that the suggestion he was about to make was not to be taken too seriously. ‘How about if I challenge him to a fight and we give him a pen to defend himself with? If he wins, we’ll accept him.’


Seeing that the nostàroi were not interfering, Carmondai assumed that this banter was the actual test he was to undergo. They want to observe my reactions. ‘Arviû and I shall fight, each with a pen. I’ll hold mine in my hand; he can put his on the end of an arrow,’ he retorted. ‘So, if you insist on a test, Arviû . . .’ Carmondai made as if to get up out of his chair.


‘That won’t be necessary. No test is required,’ Sinthoras said swiftly, as if afraid he had let things get out of hand and that this reflected badly on his own and Caphalor’s positions of authority. ‘We have chosen you both – Morana and yourself, Carmondai – to carry out one of the most vital tasks in our campaign.’


Carmondai was relieved to hear it and immediately picked up his pen. He suppressed the question about what they intended to do with the army in Tark Draan. He glanced at Morana, who looked just as taken aback as he was. It was clear none of the others had reckoned with this turn of events, either.


His hand sped over the page, sketching and noting details: faces, armour, gestures, who was sitting where – he would need all this for the monumental work of art he had in mind.


He imagined the canvas at least ten paces long and six paces in height. This would enable him to show the hall properly. I’ll include the shattered crown of the groundling king, he mused, working on the composition: a long table, the light falling just so, columns here and here, the nostàroi in all their glory. Their glory would have to be just that little bit more glorious than that of the other notable älfar in the picture. Deep in thought about what colours to choose for his palette and what materials he would need, he let the nostàroi’s words fade to a pleasant background murmur.


‘Carmondai, what are you writing?’ he heard Caphalor say. ‘Nobody has been saying that much, but you are making pages of notes.’


Lost in his plans for the mural, it took him a moment to notice that anyone had spoken to him. His creative spirit protested at the interruption. ‘What was that?’ He cleared his throat and reached for the wine while he tried to collect himself.


Arviû leaned forward to see what was written in the notebook. ‘He hasn’t written anything. It’s just drawings.’ He gave a scornful laugh. They were obviously not destined to become true friends. ‘How will that help to preserve events for posterity? Aren’t you supposed to write down our commanders’ words? Were you going to make it all up later?’


The hostility in Arviû’s voice made Carmondai uncomfortable. What have I ever done to him?


‘Carmondai, I know how easy it is for an artist to get distracted,’ said Sinthoras mildly. ‘But you must concentrate and keep your visions under control. Write down what we are saying. Afterwards there will be time for drawing and painting.’


Carmondai nodded and tried to ignore the patronising tone. I fear I shall have to practise this skill. He took a sip of wine. ‘It shan’t happen again – but you must admit that the visual effect here is fascinating, overwhelming!’ He was looking directly at the graceful Horgàta as he said these words, prompting a smile from Virssagòn.


‘Why don’t I start again?’ said Sinthoras. ‘And this time, master of the word, please write down for the generations to come what specific tasks the nostàroi in this exact splinter of unendingness are delegating to our very best älfar.’







Chapter I


Distrust, it is said, is the best protection against surprise and death.




But in the long course of their existence the älfar had forgotten how to be suspicious.

Because they had courageous and skilful warriors in their armies.

Because they had vassal peoples under their control.

Because they had built fortresses, defence moats and protective walls able to withstand any onslaught.

And because from birth onwards their particular qualities enabled them to defy death.




But there came the day when the älfar would have needed all their old suspicious qualities.

Because fate sent them a forgotten enemy to test their mettle.
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Ishím Voróo (Outer Lands), former kingdom of the fflecx,

4371st division of unendingness (5199th solar cycle),

summer.

‘I saw the remains of the border palisades over to the left.’ Arganaï rode his fire-bull along the broad path that had once led to the gateway into the kingdom of the fflecx.

There was nothing left now. A fire had entirely destroyed the defences: The brightly coloured paint used to daub the wooden posts had been highly flammable – a crucial mistake on the part of the builders – and the gnome-like former inhabitants, the alchemancers, had been wiped out.

Arganaï and his six-strong troop of young älfar cadets had been given the mission of inspecting the region in order to make a detailed map. They were also under orders to report any changes.

Arganaï could not be sure what the benàmoi had meant by ‘any changes’ and so it was his plan to pay close attention to every minute detail of the landscape.

Jumping the blackened stumps of the palisade, they entered the barren region. However ridiculous the fflecx had looked, they had been greatly feared because of the poisons they knew how to concoct. For a long time they had been thought to be inviolable, but that had ended when most of them were killed by the mist-demon – the remainder had been finished off by Caphalor. Arganaï looked over at their placid fire-bulls. They had not been entrusted with night-mares; they would have to earn the right to ride one of those valuable beasts, but Arganaï did not mind: Worbîn, his own mount, had served him well. Even if fire-bulls were not as swift or as elegant as night-mares, they were more or less unstoppable: the long horns and their metal coverings set with blades could remove or destroy any obstacle, and their black coats, which ran to a rust colour over their breasts and flanks, gave the beasts the appearance of flames and made it look as though they were born to fight.

Arganaï looked around him. There was nothing moving save a few white seeds floating about and the air shimmered with heat. He was bored, his clothes were sweat-soaked and the armour made him hotter still. If it had been up to him he would have taken off the protective leathers, but if the benàmoi came across any of them without armour they would all be in trouble. Why does it have to be so hot? It’s like an oven. He had his lance in his right hand; the end supported by a thong attached to his stirrup. ‘Spot anything unusual?’

The responses sounded decidedly unenthusiastic. Nobody was putting any effort into the search at all. Except for Tiláris. She was looking around eagerly, sniffing the air as she turned round in the saddle.

‘What is it?’ Arganaï took hold of his water pouch and moistened his brow. The liquid was as warm as he was, but at least it would wipe away the sweat. He was looking forward to having a bath.

‘Haven’t you noticed? There are no insects.’

‘It’ll be too hot for them,’ grumbled Zirlarnor, as he sought shade by a tree, but dry leaves covered the ground around it: it was dead, there would be no shade there. ‘I know just how those insects feel.’

Arganaï looked around more carefully. There wasn’t a fly to be seen. No beetles. Nothing. By all the unholy gods! ‘Zirlarnor, write that down. She’s right. It’s very unusual.’ He told the others to spread out over the area. ‘See what insects or animals you can find.’

Now for some real research.

Every movement made the älfar sweat more and the fire-bulls struggled in the increasing heat, so they took things as easy as possible.

Even so, Arganaï soon emptied his water bottle and began to look for a stream. I can’t believe the fflecx would have stored all their drinking water in flasks.

His fire-bull snorted and twisted its head round so fast that the iron-clad horns made a ringing sound.

‘Have you found something?’ Arganaï muttered to his fire-bull. He gave the beast its rein and it led him through leafless shrubbery to the edge of a pond. The water was black as pitch and stank.

The young älf leader wrinkled his nose in disgust. ‘No good for us,’ he murmured, and was about to turn his mount away when he caught sight of a creature that looked like a wolf lying on the desiccated grass. It got up and growled at him, crept over to the water, drank, choked and trembled all over, but kept on drinking more and more of the dark liquid.

‘A sotgrîn.’ Its behaviour was worrying. It must be sick.

The predator’s cunning black gaze fixed itself abruptly on him, then on his fire-bull. Black water dripped out of its muzzle onto the grass like ink and the creature gathered itself to attack, uttering a low, threatening growl.

‘Aha, someone wants a taste of our flesh.’ Arganaï tapped his mount’s neck. ‘Mind out, Worbîn. Looks like we’re not going to be bored for much longer.’

The sotgrîn launched itself at them with a roar. The fire-bull responded to its rider’s gentle pressure on its flanks and lowered its horns, catching the beast with a glancing blow before tossing it violently to the ground. The sotgrîn staggered up and tried a second assault. This time Arganaï directed the bull to skewer the animal’s throat with a sideways thrust: the sotgrîn was suspended in mid-air, yelping, gurgling and flailing wildly as dark red blood drenched its coat.

‘Well done, Worbîn.’ The young älf had not had to do anything, really, except to sit at his ease in the saddle and direct the fire-bull from there. He watched the death throes of the sotgrîn with curiosity as the beast finally weakened and gave up its last breath, its life juices running down the bull’s horn.

The blood made Arganaï think of the brackish water in the pond. He bent forward and sniffed.

‘Right,’ he murmured. The creature’s coat gave no indication of its having rolled in the black water, so the smell did not come from there. We must record this at once. He called out to Zirlarnor, ‘Over here! I’ve found something. Bring your notebook and—’

The sotgrîn opened its eyes and growled viciously, even though it was still transfixed by the horn of the fire-bull. It struggled hard to free itself, but in vain.

‘By all the ungodly ones!’ exclaimed Arganaï. ‘It was just playing dead!’ He took his spear and rammed it straight into the creature’s body. But the sotgrîn only fought more tenaciously than ever, burying its teeth in the wooden shaft.

‘What’s happening . . .?’

With an audible rip, the flesh of the sotgrîn’s throat tore through and the animal landed on the ground on all four paws, blood still pouring from the gaping hole in its side. Without hesitation, it launched itself for another attack.

How on earth? Arganaï aimed his spear again and stabbed at the creature, which seemed totally unaware of its injuries. On the contrary, it snapped at the legs of the fire-bull more ferociously than ever.

The steed made a mighty leap aside to avoid the deadly teeth, but the rider himself was now in direct danger. Would nothing stop the sotgrîn? Finally Arganaï got the tip of his spear through the creature’s ear and thrust hard. It emerged on the other side of the sotgrîn’s head.

The sotgrîn collapsed immediately and remained motionless.

Arganaï pinned the animal to the ground with his spear before jumping down from the saddle. He drew his sword and approached cautiously, mindful a further attack might be in the offing. I shan’t give you a chance to try that one again. The fire-bull lowered its metal-clad horns in readiness.

‘Hey!’ Arganaï shouted. There was no response from the sotgrîn. Better be on the safe side. He sliced the creature’s head from its body and a last surge of blood followed. ‘What’s your secret . . .?’ he muttered to himself. Then he saw the pond. You drank that water! Is that what let you withstand all those injuries?

‘Zirlarnor!’ He called. ‘Where are you? I’ve found something really exciting. The Inextinguishables will be all over us in gratitude. We’ll go direct to them and not tell the benàmoi. We don’t want him taking all the credit.’

Arganaï went back to the stagnant pond. The smell was worse than ever, yet there were still no flies, nor were there any other insects. There was nothing living in the water, either.

He knelt down, leaning on his sword. What is this stuff? Is it some of the alchemancers’ leftover poison?

His own reflection looked eerie: the black eyes were taking over the whole face, swallowing up the other features and leaving only a dark hole. Arganaï shuddered. Despite the intolerable summer heat, an icy chill ran up and down his spine. He found it almost impossible to drag himself away from the image of his dark, cruel brother under the surface of the pond.

He was so distracted that he did not notice the sword he was leaning on begin to fall. His sword blade slipped down into the soft ground and he fell headfirst into the black water, clamping his lips shut at the last minute.

He sank into the oily depths, his sword lost on the bank. Flailing wildly, he tried to swim back up to the surface, but soon realised that he was actually heading further into the pond.

It can’t be that deep! He suddenly had the impression that someone’s fingers were grasping him. No! What is happening . . .?

He was running out of air. Getting desperate, he kicked out and thrashed with his arms, finally struggling up to the surface again.

The sunlight dazzled him, but he had never been happier to see it. He hurled himself up onto the bank of dry, rustling grasses and only then gasped in the air. Brown and black weeds clung to him in a slimy mass.

‘Ye unholy gods,’ he panted, rolling onto his back. Fear was making him tremble all over. That’s not just something the fflecx left behind by mistake. What terrible power is hidden in that pond? He pulled his feet out of the black morass, afraid those claws might try to grab him again.

Raising his head he could see the pond was no more than two paces across. I must have been imagining it! How could I have nearly drowned in something that small?

‘Zirlarnor, where the blazes are you?’ he yelled. ‘I nearly . . .’ Arganaï froze. He had picked up the scent of raw meat and fresh blood. He turned, pulling his long dagger out of its sheath on his leg.

The sotgrîn lay where Arganaï had beheaded it, but his fire-bull was gone – all Arganaï could see was a pile of guts on the trampled, bloodied grass and a broken-off horn stuck in the ground. What does all this mean? Worbîn was an experienced battle-steed and always came off best in any fight. Nothing could have beaten him in such a short time, let alone have butchered him and carried off the carcass. What awful curse has touched this land?

The young älf warrior got to his feet, dagger held pointing down. He staggered past the pile of intestines and followed the bloody track leading through the thicket. Red blood dripped on him from the dry foliage.

He moved silently, alert for danger. The idea of meeting a predator able to dispatch and drag off an adult fire-bull as if it were a sack of feathers did not fill him with delight. And now he did not even have his sword for protection.

The track brought him back to the place he had left his troops.

His black eyes widened as he stepped out of the bushes: the grass had been trampled down and there was so much älfar blood on the ground and splashed on the leafless trees it was as if it had been poured out from buckets.

There wasn’t a sound, or a trace of his companions – apart from the blood.

His heart thumped painfully in his chest. He would not have wanted to admit it, but for the first time in his life he was experiencing true terror. It was urging him to save himself and flee, abandoning his men. Flee . . . from what?

I can’t do that! What will I tell the benàmoi when he asks what happened here? Arganaï’s thoughts were jumbled. It was something to do with the pond, surely? Was there a creature living in the water? Had it come out and killed them all?

He noticed a second track and made his way forwards. There were marks everywhere he could not identify: hoof-prints and deep furrows filled with blood. And then he found pieces of älfar armour, shards of metal, and severed locks of brown hair. Despite the destruction, the air was perfectly still.

Arganaï was overcome with fear once more.

He halted, planting the toe of his raised boot behind him, instead of in front. He started to withdraw as slowly and quietly as possible so as not to attract any attention from the creature that could kill and dismember älfar and fire-bulls as if they were toys.

There’s nothing I can do on my own. He turned and ran as fast as his legs would carry him. I have to find the benàmoi and make my report. I don’t care if they think I’m a coward.

He never stopped to rest, only once to take a drink and to throw off some of his heavy leather gear. It doesn’t matter what I look like. I’ve just got to get back in one piece.

Sometimes he sensed he was being followed, but whenever he turned to look, there was nothing and nobody to be seen. He put it down to the stress he was under.

Without his fire-bull, and even though he kept up a steady pace, it took him until sundown to reach the place where he had agreed to meet the benàmoi. His legs were killing him and he fought for breath as he struggled up to the vantage point. He saw Phinoïn, his commanding officer, leaning against a rock.

Arganaï staggered up to him with an overwhelming sense of relief. ‘Phinoïn!’ he gasped. ‘I— in the north west . . . at the border with the fflecx . . .’

He fell silent with shock at the sight of his benàmoi.

Someone had thrust iron bolts through the armour at shoulders, breast and neck, anchoring him to the rock so that he appeared to be patiently waiting for his scouts to return. A pool of his own blood spread out at his feet.

Suddenly, the commander he had assumed dead saw him and gave a groan. ‘Run. You must warn Dsôn! If you don’t—’

Violet-coloured light fell on Phinoïn’s face, coming from behind the scout. The benàmoi ‘s eyes widened and he opened his mouth to utter a blood-curdling scream.

What . . .? Arganaï was about to vault to one side but mid-turn he was dealt a blow on the back that had him hurled to the ground. The impact knocked him unconscious.

Tark Draan (Girdlegard), Grey Mountains, Stone Gateway,

4371st division of unendingness (5199th solar cycle),

summer.

That’s a lot of material. Carmondai was sitting in the accommodation the nostàroi had given him surrounded by loose pages that had been drawn or written on.

Notes, lightning sketches, detailed drawings, resonant turns of phrase . . . it had all resulted from that evening session with the nostàroi, and it was all waiting for him to put it into some sort of order.

He leaned back against the wall, closing his eyes. He wanted to recall every visual detail of that important meeting.

Each of them had been sent away with specific tasks that they could perform better than any other älf and Carmondai should have been starting on the preparations for his journey: there were lists to make, things to pack . . . But his muse demanded that he be creative: he was obsessed by the image of Horgàta raising the cup to her lips.

She is incomparable. He opened his eyes and grabbed a pen and some paper. He would not be able to rest until he had completed the drawing in his mind.

As he worked he became more and more absorbed. Soon he moved away from the table and went over to perch on the uncomfortable bed. He adjusted the lines, rubbing out and drawing anew until he had perfected the image of her face. She was smiling gently as she sipped from her cup of wine.

That will sell well. Carmondai propped the picture up and stood well back to observe his work. Yes, not bad at all. Likenesses of our heroines will be much in demand, and that will help me fill my empty coffers.

He went over to the table and drank some water, letting his gaze roam.

The chamber ceiling was only just high enough for him, but all the furniture was undersized; if he lay full length on the bed he knew his legs would hang over the end. In fact, he would probably do better to sleep on the floor.

I miss home. I hope there’ll be some houses somewhere in Tark Draan with a bit more room. Carmondai put the mug of water down and suddenly remembered that he had a meeting he should be at. Curses. Casting a final glance at his drawing of Horgàta, he picked up his notebooks and hurried out of the room. But she was worth it.

*

Carmondai looked carefully at the corridor he was in; without a guide like Morana, he’d managed to get hopelessly lost.

I’m sure I’ve been here before. He knew he had an excellent sense of direction above ground, but these corridors all looked exactly the same. Even the carvings on the walls were incredibly similar.

Fortunately, his wanderings had given him the opportunity to be a secret observer to an óarco celebration. From some kind of naturally occurring rock balcony, he watched as his allies enjoyed the groundlings’ extra-strength beer. Their celebration was worlds away from the sophisticated revelries of the älfar: drunken óarcos lay under the tables, others were scuffling and fighting, some of the females were spreading their legs for whoever came out the winner, while some were stealing jewellery from the ones that were asleep; trombones and horns screeched, drums and cymbals crashed – you could not call it music – and the stink had been something else!

As he’d watched, Carmondai’s contempt for the green-skinned monsters had reached record levels. When he was back home he would show his fellow älfar sketches of the beasts to make them appreciate what a good idea it had been to entice these creatures away from Ishim Voróo.

Curse those wretched groundlings! They must have deliberately constructed these tunnels in order to confuse. Carmondai came to a crossroads he recognised. He contemplated a moment before taking a different option to the one he had before, but his choice was more out of desperation than conviction.

He was really looking for Arviû in order to pick his brains about archery, but if he did not find the way soon he would miss him: the master bowman would not be in the Grey Mountains for much longer. Who knows when I’ll have another chance?

Carmondai started to jog.

Though he had told Morana that his night-mare had departed into endingness, he had made the story up so as not to look a fool in the eyes of the important älfar: he had actually never possessed such a creature. He had been out of funds for too long to have ever bought anything so expensive. Only the wealthy could afford night-mares, and only those in the army were given them. He was neither.

His paintings were popular, but they did not fetch a high price. That is why this campaign to Tark Draan was so important to him: it was just the thing for his art. He could pick up the odd trophy and find plenty of inspiration that could translate into money later.

The tunnel was slowly opening out. It led into a hall where there were boxes, barrels, chests and sacks piled high against the walls. Some had been opened, and in the faint light of some shimmering blue moss he saw vegetable roots, spices and salt scattered on the ground.

I wonder where the wretched mountain maggots kept their gold?

Something whizzed past his nose and collided with a metal object that clanged and smashed before he even knew what had happened.

Turning his head, he saw a long black arrow embedded in the padlock of one of the chests. The lock had burst open under the impact.

‘You’re late, Carmondai. We were meeting at the seventh splinter of unendingness,’ someone called, the voice echoing. ‘I have all but completed my practice.

Carmondai turned around and saw Arviû’s silk-clad figure at the other end of the hall, he raised his arm in greeting and strode over to the archer.

He’s more than 400 paces away. Even with my own excellent eyesight it would have been difficult to make out such a small padlock from that far back. Four servants were standing by Arviû holding quivers stacked in readiness. Arrayed around them were stands containing various different types of bow; some three paces long, others as short as half a pace. Arviû himself held a tall, steel bow that glinted in the torchlight.

This is going to be fun. Carmondai approached the archer and bowed. ‘My greetings, master of the—’

Arviû dismissed his words with a hand gesture. ‘Masters of any art do not use titles when they address each other. We know who we are. Forgive me if I was abrupt with you at our first meeting, I think I was just surprised. It shan’t happen again.’ He paused. ‘You wanted to learn about archery?’ Arviû’s blue eyes were smiling at him now. ‘But doesn’t every älf know how to use a bow?’

‘Well, I know how to shoot,’ said Carmondai, staring at the range of weapons with curiosity. ‘I could hit a target, but I’d never have been able to destroy that padlock.’

Arviû smiled. ‘How do you know that was what I was aiming at? My target might have been the leather strap you carry your folder with.’

Carmondai glanced at his right shoulder. The end of the strap had been cut clean off.

Arviû handed his steel bow to a young älf, who put it away. ‘I was aiming for the strap and for the padlock, Carmondai. And if you ask me why, it’s because I can.’ He pointed to a black, varnished bow as tall as an älf and a servant brought it over to him.

So he’s not conceited at all. Carmondai could not help grinning.

‘I know what you’re thinking; you think I’m bragging, I can read that smile of yours.’ Arviû was enjoying himself. ‘Some who have shown me a lack of respect have paid for it with their lives.’

Carmondai stopped being so cheery. He opened his folder and took out the pressed charcoal-dust writing implement he was so proud of having invented. ‘That was a very impressive shot. Could you tell me why you use a steel bow? What is the string made of?’

‘I usually use the steel bow if I don’t know what the climate will be like in a certain area as it’s not badly affected by weather variations, like a bone or wooden bow would be.

‘The string is silver wire and just as resistant to changes in the weather as the main structure, but I use natural strings more often.’ Arviû caressed the black bow. ‘This one is made of many parts glued together. It has a much greater range than the steel bow.’

‘How far will it shoot?’

‘With a bit of practice, about a thousand paces in the normal shooting posture, but there’s another method. If you lie down on your back and use your feet to support the bow while you pull back the bowstring with both hands it shoots much further. Unfortunately it’s not very accurate, but in battle there’s a lot to be said for sending a dense shower of arrows down on the enemy before they begin to fight.’ His face took on a contemptuous expression. ‘I don’t use that method as it’s inelegant and clumsy. I teach it to others, though; one never knows when it might come in useful, but there’d have to be a real emergency for me to employ it myself.’

Carmondai had never heard of this type of archery. ‘And how far could that method get you?’

‘As long as the bowstring doesn’t snap, between 1500 and 1800 paces. It’s a good ploy for a surprise attack on an army. The best of the barbarians’ bows can’t get further than 500 paces.’ Arviû was enjoying Carmondai’s astonishment. ‘I know you have never been a passionate archer.’

‘I was certainly never very good at it.’ Carmondai’s gaze took in the various bows, some of which were asymmetrical. No untrained älf would be able to use those ones. ‘The nostàroi said you were in charge of the long-distance warriors.’

‘I trained the benàmoi and advised them on the kinds of bows and arrows to bring on campaign.’ Arviû went over to the quivers and selected a few samples. ‘Some of these are traditional älfar arrows, but I’ve improved the design. Just because something has been around for hundreds of divisions of unendingness doesn’t mean it has to be good.’ He showed Carmondai the shafts. ‘Look at the fletching here. We used to use eagle feathers because of the birds’ noble natures, but I use black goose feathers and cut them into shape. They are stronger, so the arrow’s flight remains true. I don’t care if my arrows are noble, I want them to be lethal.’

Carmondai sketched as he listened.

Arviû showed him various arrowheads. ‘I had the best smiths in Ocizùr work on these for a division of unendingness until I was satisfied. Nobody else can supply that standard. If you save money on the arrowheads, you reduce the effectiveness of your army, then you expend more effort and risk losing more of your own ranks.’

Carmondai made a note of what he was told.

‘Look here; these are the main shapes we employ. First you have the narrow shaft with a four-sided arrow tip. I designed them on the principle of the cutleaf tree foliage – they are excellent for cutting through light armour.’ He turned it in his hand then picked up the next example. ‘Then we have the barbed arrowhead, which is nice and slim, and then the forked version: useful for causing heavy bleeding in an enemy when you’re dealing with opponents not wearing armour. Or you can bring down their mounts with these, of course. Then we have the smooth, simple variety with a long, straight tip, but they have more weight in them to take care of those in heavy armour. All the others are variations on these basic shapes.’

Arviû was getting carried away with his own skills and artistry and Carmondai did not want to spend the rest of the present moment of unendingness listening to the archer’s monologue. ‘Right. I’ve got all that. Could you tell me about the fighting procedure?’

‘Have you forgotten everything?’

‘No.’ Carmondai cleared his throat to cover his discomfort at this question. ‘But I want to hear it from you.’

‘I understand. In combat, it’s all a question of what situation you are in. I’ve trained the long-distance warriors to be adaptable: each one has a horse, two longbows and one short one, eight dozen arrows with interchangeable arrow heads and light body armour for optimum mobility – armour like my own. They carry a container with utron viper poison, in case an opponent proves too tough.’ Arviû raised his arm to show Carmondai the forearm guard and a ring he wore on his thumb. ‘I don’t just use my fingers to pull back the bowstring: sometimes I use my thumb, too, and the ring helps to protect the skin. My pupils have all learned this method; they know it helps them if they’re keeping up a prolonged bout of shooting. It’s another tactical advantage we have over others.’ He replaced the bow in the stand. ‘Any further questions? However infinite, my time is precious.’ He turned around and instructed his servants to pack away the equipment. ‘I’ll be leaving soon, to carry out the will of our nostàroi.’

Carmondai realised the archer was offended. Perhaps I upset him when I interrupted him just now? ‘One more thing: this armour, it’s made from some sort of textile; is it really sturdy enough?’

Arviû gave him the sort of look you would give a child who had asked a stupid question. ‘That’s another thing you ought to know yourself, Carmondai.’

‘But it will be better in your own words.’

Arviû’s face showed scorn as he continued his discourse. ‘What you see here is the top covering, worn over a long surcoat composed of many layers that are glued together. These provide flexibility and provide plenty of protection against sword thrusts and small missiles.’ His smile was cold. ‘An archer will always be more concerned about his own ease of movement. That’s what will enable him to knock an enemy out before he has a chance to strike.’ He ran his hand over the fabric. ‘Soft silk can withstand steel if you know how to conduct yourself. End of story.’ With a wordless gesture the älf strode off, followed by his retinue.

Carmondai watched the älf leave the hall in silence, then finished off his drawings and put his notebooks and writing implement away.

He paused for a moment and thought carefully – recently he had been confronted with many things that reminded him of his past, and he did not want to let the past affect his behaviour in the present – but his spirit was undisturbed. I don’t know if that’s a good thing. Carmondai sighed. The old life, I’d like to forget all about it. He let his gaze wander across the hall one last time. He went back to the storage chests wondering what else Arviû had been aiming at.

The archer’s arrows had destroyed every lock. He had not missed a single target.

Carmondai wrenched the shaft out of one of the chests. The arrow tip was designed to penetrate metal. With one arrowhead like that an archer could pierce and kill three or even four barbarians all at the same time. I’ve heard that’s how Arviû tests out his modifications: aiming at prisoners in body armour.

He dropped the arrow and walked rather aimlessly along the corridor. He didn’t have a lot to do until the evening, when he had a meeting with Virssagòn, to learn about his recent innovations in weaponry.

An army could not afford to take an entire new range of weapons and armaments with them: forging huge numbers of new-fangled of swords, lances and axes would be ridiculously impractical. But Virssagòn had other talents the nostàroi might want to employ: where others bore details on their armour denoting the number of enemies dispatched, he bore a single rune that indicated he had simply stopped counting, so great was the number. Carmondai knew of no other warrior who had distinguished himself in that way. Not even Sinthoras or Caphalor.

And myself? How will I fare in the coming divisions of unendingness? He had mixed feelings about his appointed task.

On the one hand he felt flattered, but on the other the risks were enormous. It was quite possible none of his reports and poems would ever reach their intended audience in Dsôn Faïmon, because he might be killed during his Tark Draan mission: stabbed or strung up, crushed by a falling rock, tortured by barbarians, or come to some other unglamorous end.

Carmondai was so deep in thought he was not paying attention to where he was going – until he noticed the corridors were getting narrower and the ceiling lower. He assumed he had been moving away from the stronghold and was inadvertently on the point of exploring the realm of the groundlings. All by himself.

Not the brightest of ideas. He glanced down at his short sword: not enough in the way of defence. He turned back.

He eventually reached a hall where a group of óarcos were tucking noisily into stewed meat and gnawing on the bones; Carmondai had no wish to know what kind of meat it was.

This is no place for me.

One of the monsters raised its head and grunted. The whole group stopped guzzling and stared at Carmondai. A furious roar swelled up. There was no mistaking the invitation to depart.

What an ugly bunch. Looks like they wanted to keep their party strictly to themselves. He was not keen to enter into negotiations with these allies, so he skirted the gathering, keeping to the cave walls. ‘Revolting, stinking scum. Even a tenth of a division of unendingness ago we’d have chopped your heads off and ground your guts for paint,’ he said to them in the dark language, with a steady smile on his face. ‘I hope many of you die horrible deaths in the Tark Draan campaign. If necessary, our own warriors will see to that as soon as we have no further use for you.’

‘What was that?’ one of them growled in a barbarian dialect. ‘Wot you mumbling bout?’

‘I said I did not wish to disturb you at your fine meal.’ This time Carmondai was using the same primitive language. ‘I do not want to share. It is all yours, but would you please be so kind as to tell me how to get to where my own folk are camping out?’ They still did not understand what he was saying, so he repeated his request slowly.

Instead of giving him a sensible answer, they chucked away the bones they were chomping on and came over to him, drawing their swords. One of them gave an ugly laugh. ‘Snooooty clever dick,’ one of them roared. ‘Think you can take the stoopid piss with stoopid talk like stoopid flowers?’

As the beasts approached, a wall of óarco beer-breath rolled towards him. He recognised the smell from the other hall. Carmondai looked to his left and saw an empty barrel, once full of dwarf ale.

Oh. Thanks a lot, gods of infamy! Just my luck to run into a horde of drunken óarcos raring for a fight. He took a step backwards and moved his drawing folder safely onto his back.

‘Let me ask you nicely one more time,’ he said, but the way they laughed made it clear they were not going to oblige him with the information he wanted.







Chapter II




You know Death comes in many forms.







Most pose no threat to the älfar.


Age is of no significance.


But Death does not give up easily. He is greedy and desires to fetch as many beings as he can into the endingness where he dwells.


This is why he has devised sicknesses, war and other miseries for barbarians, óarcos and other miscellaneous scum.







And sometimes, the gods of infamy decreed, Death will appear in person to those who continue to flout his power, so that he may fell them with his own hand.


Epocrypha of the Creating Spirit


Book of the Coming Death


19–30





Ishím Voróo (Outer Lands), Dsôn Faïmon, Dsôn,


4371st division of unendingness (5199th solar cycle),


summer.


Polòtain cast his eyes critically over the onyx marble statue of an älfar warrior in full armour. Contrary to traditionally favoured poses, this life-sized representation did not show the subject in fighting stance. The soldier bore his weapons on his back, with his three-cornered shield in his right hand; his left arm was raised, the index finger pointing accusingly. In denunciation.


Sunlight from the high studio windows illuminated the work, making it glow as if lit internally. Long dark bands within the stone showed like veins, and there was a burst black lump in the centre.


‘I particularly like the way you have rendered the broken heart, Itáni,’ Polòtain murmured as he placed his hand caressingly on the statue’s cold neck and pressed his forehead against the stone brow. ‘My dearest Robonor,’ he whispered. ‘How I miss you.’


‘My heartfelt thanks for your appreciation and praise.’ Itáni moved away from the wall where she had been leaning. She was wearing a grey and white robe covered, as were her face and hands, with light-coloured dust. ‘It has been an honour to carry out this commission for you.’ She went round to the rear of the statue and squatted down to point out where she had emphasised the wound in the älf’s leg, inserting red gold and allowing it to run down to denote trickling blood. ‘The alloy I have used absorbs heat by day and allows the wound to appear to shimmer by night. No one passing, even at a distance, could fail to notice.’


Polòtain took a deep breath. ‘A masterly work of art, Itáni! I shall pay twice what we agreed. No one else in Dsôn could possibly have done better.’ He ran his fingers over the black embroidered runes on his greyish yellow robe. Two badges of honour shone at his breast. These were decorations granted him for his past achievements. They were as nothing to him now.


‘I am humbled by your generosity.’ The artist stood up and bowed to him. ‘I know it is what you asked for, but would it not have been appropriate to portray him in a heroic pose?’


‘A hero’s life was not granted to him. He was not granted the chance to join the campaign against Tark Draan and to fall honourably in battle when his time came,’ Polòtain replied in a sombre tone. ‘He was betrayed and killed in the most cowardly manner. I want everyone to know! The statue of my great nephew will be a permanent reminder to the guilty until his death is avenged.’


Itáni summoned a slave by giving a short blast on a whistle she wore around her neck. Refreshments were brought; she partook of fruit wine while Polòtain selected the stronger brandy liqueur. ‘You realise what this may mean for you?’ she asked carefully.


‘It is good of you to want to warn me, Itáni,’ he replied with a sad smile.


‘I’m just afraid of losing my best patron and ending my days penniless,’ she joked. Then, becoming serious, ‘Even you cannot risk challenging a nostàroi in this way. He has become very powerful. After the victory in the Grey Mountains he will be able to ask the Inextinguishables for anything he wants. He will go mad when he hears about Robonor’s statue because he’ll know exactly what it means.’


Polòtain’s melancholy smile had not faded. ‘Have I told you where I want it to stand?’


She narrowed her eyes. ‘I thought it would be in front of your family house in Avaris.’


He shook his head, the long blond hair with its grey strands brushing his dark summer coat.


‘That would not have the desired effect.’ Polòtain swirled the drink in his cup. ‘I have purchased a trader’s stand on the marketplace. For one division of unendingness the pitch belongs to me.’


‘But that’s immediately opposite the nostàrois’ plaque of honour,’ Itáni exclaimed. She was also aware that one of the main roads crossed that square. Whenever the nostàroi entered Dsôn, he would perforce pass the statue. He would have to walk past this life-sized accusation. ‘By all that’s infamous! Sinthoras will hate you for that.’


Polòtain lowered his head, lines of fury criss-crossing his face. ‘And what do you think I feel for my great nephew’s murderer? Admiration? I am the only älf in Dsôn Faïmon to detest the nostàroi, the greatest general in the history of our peoples, from the bottom of my soul. I detest him to such a degree that I do not even wish him to enter endingness. I want him crushed and humiliated before me in the gutter! Then I shall press his arrogant face into the filth with my foot, so his lungs fill with excrement and he suffocates!’ The cup shattered into glass slivers in his hands. ‘You see how this unimportant, trivial matter upsets me,’ he whispered. ‘Here I am destroying your valuable tableware.’


Itáni sent for water and a cloth so that he might wash his hands. ‘I am glad you have not injured yourself.’ Slaves appeared and swept up the broken pieces. ‘I understand how you must feel, my friend.’


‘The worst thing is that nobody else seems to object to how Timānris openly betrayed him,’ he said as if he were on his own, while he wiped his hands. ‘She has taken up with the murderer of the älf who worshipped her and with whom she should have produced at least one child.’ He sighed deeply, as if unable to bear the sorrow any longer. Polòtain focused his black eyes on Itáni. ‘Can you arrange to have the statue erected on the marketplace? Your people will know how to handle a work of art better than my slaves will.’


She bowed. ‘Of course. I’ll see to it at once.’ She drained her cup. ‘Onyx marble withstands all weathers and won’t be affected by frost. But it will be vulnerable to cuts or blows. You should set a guard if you want it to last. I fear there will be more than one attack made on it. Either Sinthoras will pay someone to do it, or it might be defaced by frenetic admirers of the nostàroi, who will be calling you a liar.’


‘I’ve thought about that. I’ll come up with something.’ Polòtain shook hands with her. ‘My thanks again for this incomparable likeness of my beloved great nephew. Until we meet again.’ He departed, escorted to the door by a slave.


Polòtain left the house of the sculptress and suddenly felt a pain in his heart. He put his hand to his breast and took deep breaths. His grief at Robonor’s passing caused him more anguish than any physical injury he had ever sustained in all his time as a warrior. And yet his distress would serve as a motivating force. He would not give up until revenge was his. He dismissed his litter-bearers. He wanted to walk and follow his own thoughts.


Polòtain found it unbearable that Robonor’s own father had done nothing but was prepared, on the contrary, to believe the line that his son had died in an accident and that it had been so decreed by fate.


But Polòtain was all too familiar with this kind of fate: älfar hands had given fate plenty of help here. He was well versed in such intrigues; were it otherwise he would not himself have achieved such a high position among the Comets.


The Comets were convinced that the future of the älfar depended on expansionism, increasing the territory under their control. The Constellations, on the other hand, insisted the best strategy was to build more and better border defences. Each faction had been trying to persuade the Inextinguishables that their own view was the correct one.


The sibling rulers would, of course, be deciding for themselves what should happen in Dsôn Faïmon, but the views of their people and, in particular, of the elite were important.


Polòtain had retired from his function as a Comet leader nearly ten divisions of unendingness previously to live on his estate in Avaris, leaving Robonor in charge of his city property in Dsôn. But when Sinthoras – a member of the same political faction as himself – acted with such despicable trickery it was more than his soul could bear to sit and do nothing. He still had his network of connections in all six of the radial arms. He had already received a promise that should soon be bearing fruit.


‘I’ll have you on your knees, Sinthoras,’ he murmured. ‘Don’t you dare get killed in Tark Draan. I want you to have victory after glorious victory. The greater your fame, the more devastating your subsequent fall. How I shall enjoy it!’


Polòtain had no eye for the magnificent architecture around him; this was a part of the city where many artists dwelt. He ignored the convoluted buildings constructed in grey and coloured wood or in compressed stone incorporating thin metal layers, with their decorations in white and black bone tiles, their carved window frames and many other features. He did not look at the cleverly sculpted evergreen bushes with their ornamental artworks tinkling in the gentle breeze.


He had lost all interest in art because beauty no longer had any relevance for him. Such was his hatred of Sinthoras and Timānris that he had thrown out a number of outstanding pieces of work her famous artist father had created. He had got the lowliest of his household slaves to carry them out onto the street and destroy them in public view.


He took no notice when passers-by greeted him. He slouched along until his legs started to hurt and he was forced to use the litter his servants were carrying. After all, he was getting on a bit.


When he thought back to his dreams of the future! Everything he had hoped and planned for his beloved great nephew! ‘My young hero – cut off in his prime,’ he sobbed, burying his face in his hands, and wiping his tears on his sleeve.


Polòtain had thrown off his deepest despair before returning to his city residence; grief paralysed one and prevented any clear thought. This was the most gruelling battle he had ever waged and it was against an enemy in his own ranks and for whom he felt the most devastating hatred.


His servants halted and Polòtain got out of the litter.


Before he was halfway into the forecourt, his great-grandson Godànor rushed over, dressed in a black robe with wide white leather straps adorned with gold and silver at hip and across the chest. ‘There you are at last! You have a visitor.’


Polòtain suspected he knew who the visitor could be; would this be the promised assistance? ‘Why are you making it so mysterious?’


‘I’m not. Ask me whatever you want.’ Godànor took his arm and hurried him across the courtyard towards the slaves’ quarters.


‘Slow down! I’ve been walking all day.’ Polòtain decided not to ask who was waiting for him.


Passing the slave building they reached a small smithy and Godànor opened the door.


There were two armed älfar waiting inside, their light armour marked with the insignia of Eranior. They had tied two humans, chained together, to the anvil. The barbarians were in dirty, torn clothing and cowered in fear as Polòtain and his grandson entered. An acrid smell from one of them suggested he might be suffering from some unpleasant chronic disease.


‘Samrai and Chislar,’ Godànor introduced the älfar at arms, then pulled out a letter to give his great-grandfather. ‘They brought you these two barbarians and this letter.’


Polòtain broke the seal and read the few short lines which wished him every success with his interrogation. These men were apparently two of the three slaves found brawling in the street on that fateful night. Robonor had been on the point of arresting them when he had been killed. The note went on to say that something extra would be arriving shortly.


Polòtain was elated. These barbarians were vital pieces in the mosaic of his case against Sinthoras!


He handed Godànor the letter and gestured to the ragged prisoners to stand up. They struggled to their feet at the anvil, their chains tightening. ‘Whose slaves are you?’ He resented having to use their language. He took a fire iron and shoved it into the glowing furnace, telling Godànor to work the bellows.


‘Do you mean who we belong to or do you mean who we serve?’ came the reply from the barbarian who stank slightly less than the other one.


‘What is your name?’


The slaves exchanged glances as if they were trying to ensure they did not say the wrong thing.


Polòtain used the fire iron to sweep red-hot coals in their direction. There was a smell of burning: clothes, hair and skin. The men screamed and batted the coals away as best they could. ‘Look at me, not each other!’ he ordered, a terrifying coldness in his voice. ‘Did you serve Sinthoras?’


They shook their heads.


‘Well?’


‘I am Errec, and this is Amso. We . . . serve Halofór,’ stammered the less unsavoury one. ‘We always have done.’


‘Landaròn’s brother?’ Polòtain broke into a malicious grin. Landaròn was Sinthoras’ cousin and it was pretty clear that he would have done him the odd favour or two. ‘Did your master tell you to stage a brawl in front of the slaves’ tavern?’ He pulled the iron out of the fire and held the white-hot tip against the chains at the man’s wrist. Smoke rose and heat transferred from one metal to the other. ‘What happened the night of the street fight?’ He glared at the men in turn. ‘There were three of you, I understand. Where’s the other one?’


‘Dead. Under a carriage,’ Errec rushed to answer, already in great discomfort. ‘Lordship, please! The fight was because he insulted us back at the inn. We dragged him outside to give him a beating but then the guards showed up and we made a run for it.’ He shrieked and the smoke was different now. The stink of charred flesh spread throughout the forge.


Amso rolled up his eyes and collapsed, forcing Errec nearly to the floor with him. He started to choke, bringing up black blood, and his whole body was trembling.


With his free hand Polòtain raised the heavy forge hammer, letting it fall on the man’s head, cracking it open. ‘He was useless. Let’s concentrate on you.’ The älf laid the cooling fire iron back into the furnace. ‘Who did the third man work for?’


‘Our master, too,’ Errec screamed in terror. ‘I swear I’m not lying, noble lordship! We weren’t told to fight!’


Polòtain recognised the desperate light of truth in the barbarian’s eyes and felt bitter disappointment fill his heart. His neat theory about the brawl having been orchestrated as a distraction was proving baseless. ‘I think I should make sure you are not lying,’ he said, pulling the glowing iron out of the coals.


‘I’m not! I’m not! I’m not lying!’ he shrieked.


Polòtain turned his face away in disgust. ‘Silence! You offend my ears!’ And with that he rammed the fire-iron into the man’s open throat.


White steam hissed from the man’s throat and a stifled gurgling sound was heard. The fire iron still deep inside his convulsing body, Errec fell half onto the floor, half onto his friend’s shattered head.


‘Get rid of them both!’ Polòtain ordered, turning on his heel. ‘Feed them to night-mares or do whatever you want with them! I don’t want the bodies found.’ He left the forge with Godànor following.


As they crossed the courtyard they saw a guard being escorted in through the gate.


The armed älf marched up to them. ‘Greetings, Polòtain,’ he said respectfully, handing over a leather parchment roll. I have been instructed to bring you this message and to wait for your reply.’


Godànor frowned and was about to say something but Polòtain smiled and held out his hand for the parchment. He had an inkling what it might contain. ‘Thank you. Go with Godànor and wait. You will be given refreshments. It’s been a hot day.’


As the others went into the house, Polòtain opened the thin leather roll and extracted a sheet of paper bearing words in Eranior’s handwriting.


My esteemed Polòtain,


The guard bringing you my letter is the one who inflicted the leg wound on your beloved nephew Robonor that night.


Do with him as you will to get the truth from him.


Find out whether it was an accident or whether he was paid by some third party.


You have a free hand because officially I sent him to the Tark Draan campaign with the troops to take a message to my niece. If he never arrives they will assume something untoward happened on the journey.


Don’t let the fact that he is a relation of mine hold you back. It is a branch of the family I do not care for. Do whatever is necessary to bring Sinthoras down. You have my support.


My sincerest good wishes for the continued strength of the Comets,


Eranior


*


Polòtain’s mood improved.


The barbarians had not delivered the information he craved. It would go better this time.


He was sure he would be able to get what he needed for his revenge scheme. It had to succeed! It occurred to Polòtain he could attach bits of the guard to the statue of Robonor. That would show whoever was behind the attack.


He hurried into the house and went to the reception room where visitors would normally leave their cloaks and their slaves.


Godànor was sitting next to the guard on a narrow bench and they were chatting together. A carafe of water stood on a small table at their side, along with two silver beakers inlaid with bone decorations.


‘You have brought me a very pleasing message,’ said Polòtain warmly, with no need to dissimulate. ‘I’ll prepare my response straight away.’ He made as if to pass by the two of them but stopped short. ‘Tell me, don’t you want to go to Tark Draan to do battle with the elves and their allies? You look as if you were born to greater things than just being a personal guard. What is your name?’


The younger älf looked up in surprise. ‘My name is Falòran. Yes, that’s what I was intending to do. Why do you ask?’


Polòtain indicated the sword at the guard’s side. ‘Because of your weapon. I’d say it was a superior piece of work, not the sort of thing an ordinary guard would use.’


‘I haven’t had it very long. I had it made in the forge Xermacûr runs. It is indeed not something I would normally have been able to afford.’


‘So you’ve come into some money?’ Polòtain’s question seemed harmless. ‘A guard won’t earn much.’


‘Yes . . .’ Falòran was regretting what he had said and he shifted uneasily on the bench. ‘An . . . inheritance.’


‘Ah, so death has its uses? That’s encouraging to know.’ Polòtain gave the guard a reassuring smile. ‘I agree: that blade should only taste very special blood.’


With lightning speed he drew the sword and rammed it deep into Falòran’s shoulder through the body armour.


‘Like your own,’ he hissed. ‘A traitor’s blood!’


The guard let out a yell of pain and raised his fist to strike at Polòtain but Godànor sprang to his side and restrained him.


Polòtain’s laugh was icier than the blades of the western wind. ‘I have some questions for you. And you shall give me the answers I want. All of them. This I swear by all the infamous gods.’ He twisted Falòran’s arm, making the älf collapse. ‘Let’s take him to the forge.’ Polòtain left the sword in the body of the unconscious guard. ‘This is the traitor that prevented Robonor stepping out of danger when the stone block came down.’


‘I thought he must have something to do with it from the way you were speaking to him.’ Godànor grabbed Falòran roughly and hauled him out of the room, across the courtyard and into the small smithy they had so recently left. The two dead slaves had been removed, but the bloodstains remained and the stench of burned flesh hung in the air.


Polòtain followed on his great-grandson’s heels, annoyed with himself for losing his temper. He had Godànor tie the prisoner up so that the tip of the sword – still embedded in Falòran’s body – came to rest inside the furnace.


They chucked a bucket of water over Falòran to bring him round. He opened his eyes and understood the situation immediately. ‘I . . . should . . . have known,’ he hissed through lips taught with pain. ‘It seemed like . . . a rum mission . . . from the very start.’


‘If you had relied on your instincts you wouldn’t be sitting here in chains, but you were not bright enough to do so,’ Polòtain responded, applying the bellows. Flames shot up and sparks flew as the heat increased. ‘Now the furnace will heat your precious sword; your flesh will start to cook and you will die in intolerable pain. Or, you can tell me who paid you to injure Robonor and you can go free.’


‘Did someone tell you it was me that caused his leg injury?’


‘Was that not the case?’


Falòran nodded and screwed his face up in pain. ‘Yes, it was me. But it was an accident! I swear by the Inextinguishables.’


‘Tell me what happened in the alley. Perhaps I will believe you.’ Polòtain stopped the bellows. The sword had a rosy glow to its tip and the heat would be creeping nicely along the blade towards the älf’s body.


‘We were on patrol through the alleyways. Robonor was uneasy and kept glancing up at the roofs, as if he was looking for someone up there. He must have shaken whatever was bothering him off because he gave the order to return to base. Then we heard a shout from the alley we had just left.’


‘Robonor was already concerned about safety?’ Polòtain urged.


The guard nodded, his jaws clamped tight shut against the pain; sweat shone on his top lip. ‘We ran back into the alley, two on each side of him, me behind, our shields half-raised. Then we saw the slaves brawling at the other end and Robonor thought we should take a look. We intended to let them finish their scuffle, then given them a whipping and taken them back to their masters.’ A cry of pain forced its way out of Falòran’s mouth. The blade was too hot now to be borne.


‘Speak quicker, so that your discomfort doesn’t last too long,’ said Polòtain.


‘We stopped a few paces short of the ruffians who were fighting.’ Falòran groaned. ‘We noticed at once that they were unmarked, so we couldn’t see whose slaves they were. One fell to the ground and it looked as if the fun were over. Robonor was about to issue an order when there was a scraping sound from up above us. He jumped back, into me . . .’ He uttered a prolonged cry then fought for breath.


Godànor inspected the place where the blade emerged. ‘His shoulder is well done now,’ he informed Polòtain. He’ll soon be cooked through and we can feed him to our slaves.’ He grabbed hold of the älf’s hair. ‘Do you want to end your days in a barbarian’s stomach? Is this the entry into endingness you have always longed for?’
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