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Chapter 1

 

The hill looked almost bare after the stifling thickness of the surrounding woodland. Its rocky surface had inhibited growth, and red fire--and redder war--had ravaged there, as the scarred and twisted trees, the chewed bones and rusted shards of steel underfoot testified only too clearly. It was not a pleasant place. There was a feeling of ancient wrongs and lingering evil that extended a sinister welcome to the blackness of the coming night, and the distant storm rack. Yet, to the Giant figure standing motionless in the thickest shadows at the very edge of the forest, it offered secrecy amongst the tall rocks, escape from the festering air that clogged his lungs, and a lair from which to watch for trailing assassins.

He stood a moment longer, listening to the evening bird songs, as though seeking reassurance in their continued serenity, before he moved out of the shadows, and began to pick his way, carefully and silently, past the grinning skulls that stared sightlessly from great black hollows, and yet, seemed to follow his path with malicious intent. The last rays of the sun gleamed on the intricate green and black mail that covered his body, and flashed fire from the great sword that hung by his side, before it dipped below the distant mountains with a brief flare of red and gold. Night swept across the sullen land. Still, he continued up; no sound marked his passing. The failing light merged the pack he carried on his shoulders to his body, turning the whole into a sinister, grotesque oneness. Then he became just another shadow in that place of shadows.

Almost at the top of the hill, he smelt woodsmoke. He became still in all but the hand that gently loosened the sword in its sheath, and lowered the pack to the ground. He waited with the stolid patience of the hunted; listening, smelling, feeling the currents of the air, scarcely breathing. Low voices reached him. He listened, intently analysing each sound. After a while, he decided that there were two, both seated, both male, one belonging to the so-called Elf people of the forest, the other unknown, with an accent he had never heard before, guttural and deep. Neither held more tension than one would expect in such a place at night. He decided they were not part of an ambush. He stepped forward, looming into the firelight, carefully shading his eyes from its glow.

The reaction was much as he had expected. A sharp exclamation, a brief scuffle away from the fire, the rasp of a drawn sword, and the softer snick of arrow notched on bow. He could see them now, standing an arm's length apart; the Elfman slim and tall with gleaming sword in hand; the other, a darkness, with only the firelight on the drawn bow giving a reference to his form. All else seemed to absorb the light and return nothing. The newcomer lifted his hands into the firelight to show that they were empty, and spoke one word, "Peace!"

It fell like a thrown stone into a pool of darkness. The silence stretched on a rack of tension. At last, the Elfman broke it. "Who and what are you?" he demanded. The strain put an unwanted quiver into his voice, and pitched it high.

"I am merely a traveller. I seek only shelter for the night. I mean you no harm." The voice was deep but gentle, with a soothing quality, but it was met with a harsh, disbelieving laugh.

"A traveller! A traveller in this place! Only Nasdarks travel here! Tell a better story! Quickly! Fool! Your life depends on it!"

"Never-the-less, I am a traveller. I travel through this land. I seek nothing in it from Nasdarks, or from you, Elfman, or from your companion, whatever he may be."

"Fine words from one who sneaks like a wolf in the night!"

"A wolf would have torn your throat ere this!"

Another long silence. "Answer then my second question! Who in Firetime are you?"

"My name is of little import. Men call me, Giant."

Again, the harsh laugh. "I can believe that more easily. And what do Giants call you?"

"Man!"

"Oh!" There was a wealth of understanding behind the simple exclamation. Another silence stretched into the night. Then the Elfman spoke again. "If you want nothing from us, what do you here?"

"The night caught me. I need to eat, and rest. As you are already here, I need to come to some accommodation with you, or I may not rest, that is evident."

"How can we trust you?"

"I have no reason to hurt you. I could have done so, if I had so wished."

"How can you trust us? Outcast!"

"What call have you to harm me? And your secret camp here tells of more pressing business than reckless battle for no gain."

"You are right there, Giant, and I can see you are no Nasdark. Sit then, and share our fire and our peril, if you will, for I warn you, our path is desperate, and will likely end bitterly. I am Fairein, Prince of Vale-of-the-Wood, and this is, Pen, Drark of the Western Mountains. We go to rescue or release my betrothed from the Nasdarks, or die in the attempt."

"Rescue or release! Are they not the same?"

Again, the mirthless laugh came bitterly across the firelight. "You do not know the Nasdarks or the Elves, Giant, to think so. We have hated and warred since the Firetime. They like nothing better than to capture Elf women. They keep them naked in cages, and make sport with them nightly until they die or become big with child. Then they let them out, and give them a sword. The strong kill themselves quickly, or attack their tormentors with the same results. The weak survive for a while as slaves, until their misery gives them courage to kill themselves, or it is done for them, when they can no longer please their masters, or they are given over to the women. That is said to be the worse death of all. When we find Alaine, she will be in a cage. If she is still clothed, we'll try to rescue her. If not, we'll release her from torment."

"Could you not rescue her in any case?"

"For what purpose? She'd only kill herself as soon as she could."

"Are you so sure of that? If you got her home to friends and family--"

"That would do no good. They would not accept her. They would break the law to do so. The Elf race must be kept pure, as it has been, ever since it was begun in the early days of the Firetime. We are amongst the first of the new peoples, and the purest. It is our nation's proudest boast. No women who has been made unclean can be allowed to live with Elfkind, not even a royal princess - most of all, not a princess."

"So, they kill themselves because they have nowhere to go, or friend to turn to. You do your foes' evil for them! I like it not! But it is not my concern. I wish you luck in your venture, Prince. If it is of any help, I saw many Nasdarks heading North-east from a river crossing, half a day's march back. Though I saw no prisoner with them."

The Elfman sat abruptly up from where he had slumped during the conversation. "You did? Then I am right! They have called a gathering. Alaine may be untouched yet. Tomorrow is the anniversary of the battle of this thrice-cursed hill, when they stole this land from us, and took the people captive. Not, since then, have they had an Elf Princess in their dirty hands, and they have called a gathering to make public sport of her. They will have kept her for tomorrow night. We must reach her before then. You must show us this river crossing. You are armed. To have survived as an outcast, you must be able to use that sword. Will you help us? You will be well rewarded, should we survive."

"As I said, it is not my concern, but I like not this usage of women. Where are your people, Elf, that you go to battle with but one companion, and he not Elf? Have the Elves grown so craven, that they do not fight for their women's honour?"

"My father forbade the marching of the army. He has grown old, and sick, and overly cautious. He believes we have lost too many men that way. They fade away before us, and kill from ambush. Their only real cities are in the mountains, and we are not strong enough to take them. My father will attack, when and where it suits him, and he'll avenge this deed. Nasdark blood will redden the Sharn waters, then, but it will be too late for Alaine. It may already be too late. Mostly after the first night, it is too late!" There was a sob in the young voice that did much to turn the Giant's heart.

"I'll aid you, Prince, though I like not the ways of your people. This I ask. I want safe passage through all the lands of elves, and I want horses when I reach the far side of these infernal woods. Have you horse that could carry me?"

"I have the finest horses in the country, Giant! Some could bear you easily. Man is not the only creature to cast Giants since the Firetime. Here, take these tokens. My horse master will recognize them, should I be dead, and you can claim whatever you wish from my herds on the plain. Show the large one to any of my people, and they will gladly serve you in my name. But be you warned! If the Nasdarks take you, and find this, then your death will be the more horrible for it." He leant forward, and passed two metal tokens across the fire. The Giant took them, held them a moment in his hand, where they gleamed with the captured glow of the fire, then abruptly tucked them into a pocket under the mail. 

"So am I paid," he said. "Now I must eat, and rest. I have journeyed far this day."

Soon he settled down between the rocks a little way from the fire, and his deep breathing denoted sleep. The Elf and the Drark also lay in the shadows, but it was long before they slept. One thought on a girl in a cage, and what might even then be happening, and, through his tears, vowed horrible revenge; the other dreamed of far-off mountains, and a lost home, and cared not that the morrow might be his last.

Dawn found them threading a careful path through the thick jungle that bordered the river Sharn. Three Nasdark patrols delayed them, but were easily avoided. That the Giant could move so silently through the thickets amazed his companions. The pack had been left hidden at the base of the hill. From it, the Giant had extracted two long leaves of steel that clipped together to form an incredible longbow, and a quiver of arrows, each as tall as an ordinary man. These he slung on his back, the bow in pieces, and wrapped so as to be soundless. They fitted snugly beside an ordinary bow of polished wood, and a quiver of ordinary arrows, steel tipped and deadly.

In the morning light, he looked formidable indeed. He stood fully three meters tall and massively built, but light in movement, like a great cat in its prime. The armour, too, was a joy to behold. It was, for the most part, chain mail, but so intricately formed and linked, that not even the sharpest arrow could pierce far. It flowed with the rippling muscles, so that it seemed not to impede movement at all. His face was mostly hidden by the same material, but the dark eyes held a steady, gentle gaze that contrasted strangely with the warlike apparel, and there was a look of sorrow there, that reminded the Elf of the night's conversation. "What do the Giants call you?" he had asked. "Man!" had been the answer. There could be nothing more desolate than that. But, watching the movement of the Giant through the trees and vines, the Elf, for the first time, allowed a tiny spark of hope to lighten the darkness of his heart.

They had to backtrack and swim the river, for the ford was well guarded, but a noisy band of late comers saved them the trouble of having to search for the place of gathering.

They heard it, long before they saw it. In a wide, clear, river flat, many brightly coloured tents fringed a circle of bare sand. Hundreds of revellers milled about it, while two stripped opponents fought savagely with axes in the centre. To one side hung a wooden cage, just about level with the heads of the contenders, and in it, standing with both wrists tied to the bars above her head, was a woman.

"Alaine!" whispered the Elf, his eyes bright with rage, and his hand trembling on his sword.

"Naked," said the Giant quietly.

"She is not harmed. They fight to be the first." The Drark spoke for almost the first time since they had left the hill in the dawning. "See! The women still torment her."

It was true. The cage was flanked by women who hurled scraps of food and taunts at it, and there was much ribald laughter and obscene gesturing.

He stood a moment longer, listening to the evening bird songs, as though seeking reassurance in their continued The Giant studied the scene. "There are more cages!" he said, "and they have people in them!"

The Elf followed his pointing finger to where three other cages stood a little back from the crowd. Each held a prisoner, but these were not tied upright, but crouched on the floor. "Her lady companions. There were five of them. Two must have managed to kill themselves, or were given to the army that watches for our coming. There is nothing we can do for them. It is too late. They were captured five nights ago. Where best to attack, think you?"

"When, is the more important problem. How much time do we have? Can we wait for dark? In the dark, we have a chance. There are over five hundred fighting men there. We couldn't reach her in this light. We would die for nothing."

The Elf turned darkly. "I do not know. I've never seen such a thing before. But we have until they begin to lower that cage. Then we attack! No matter what! Are you agreed?" He turned firstly to the Drark, who stood watching the scene below him impassively. A shrug was all the answer he got, but it seemed to satisfy him. Then he turned to the Giant, who regarded him steadily for some moments. "So be it," was all he said. Then he settled himself comfortably against the bole of the tree that hid them. "Let us rest. We will have need of it."

All afternoon they watched while the victim hung in her cage, and the contenders fought beneath her. They fought savagely with a variety of weapons. Some fought until they were wounded, and threw down their weapons, and were helped from the circle with cheers and laughter. Others fought bitterly, and the bouts ended only when one lay bloodied in the sand, and could not rise. Some were lifted and carried away. Others were dragged out by the feet, and left with those for whom the revels had suddenly turned sour, and these, for the most part turned their grief and spite against the poor creatures in the cages, and beat at them with sticks. The Giant watched with a growing rage.

The sun set, and still the revels went on. Fires and torches were lit, giving an even greater satanic character to the scene, as the smoke and the flickering light played over struggling contenders, and highlighted the nakedness of the pitiful figure hanging in the gently swaying cage. Then a great wooden platform was dragged onto the sand amid cheering and scrambling for vantage points, and the three rose to their feet.

It was time to go, but they had been granted darkness, and the revellers had drunk much. So had the guards, and they died suddenly, and silently. One was still drinking when the knife found his throat, and the liquor spurted with his blood.










 

 

Chapter 2

 

Dana-Silaina, warrior-trained first handmaiden, personal healer and confidante to Alaine, Princess of Baden Wood, crouched in misery against the back bars of the cage that held her. Thirst and hunger added their torments to her tortured body. She had eaten and drunk little of the foul stuff flung into her cage, and that only to remain alive while her Princess remained undefiled. She could not leave her to face that horror alone. All afternoon, she had suffered at the hands of the women who had lost menfolk in the fighting over the Princess. At first, she had hoped that the women could be enraged enough to kill her, but they were too well aware of the service that would be rendering her, and instead confined their activities to beating her with canes, and taunting her with descriptions of what she could expect in the coming night.

She watched the setting sun with a terrible fear. Soon, they would drag the dreaded platform into the centre of the ring, and the Princess would be bound upon it, as she, herself, had been bound, on that first terrible night. Only those warriors who had been victors in the day's tournaments, however, would have right to the Princess this night. All the others, excited to fever pitch by the public display of rape, would turn to herself and her companions, and there were hundreds of them. She crouched, and prayed for death, or the means of death.

The sun disappeared. The torches were lit. The taunts of the women surrounding her became more fiendish, more obscene. The platform was dragged out with a great roar of anticipation, and a general scramble, even amongst women and children, for the best vantage points. The swinging cage was lowered, and the new roar was one of exultation and savage triumph, but suddenly there was a different note within it, a confused outcry, screams, women running, questions shouted.

Dana climbed cautiously to her feet, and clutched the bars for support. For a moment she could see no reason for the disturbance, then a Giant apparition, a thing of nightmare, burst into the firelight with mighty roars and scything blade. Heads and limbs flew like wind-spun leaves about the fire, and decapitated bodies, still upright, jerked in a wild death dance, spurting jets of steaming blood into the night sky. Then the Giant was at the fire, and he bent and scooped up flaming brands in a great mailed fist, and hurled them into the tents and the milling crowds, as those in the background, thinking the uproar was some new form of entertainment that they were missing, thrust forward against those trying to escape. The panic grew, as the flames leapt on cloth and clothes, and the screams of the burning added to the screams of the dying, and all was confusion.

One mighty blow, and the whole front of the cage that held Alaine splinted into kindling. A couple of quick flicks, and her wrists were free, and she tumbled into the arms of an Elf, who fought in the shadow of the Giant. Then the three were smashing a path towards her, and she found herself clinging to the front of the cage, her pain forgotten, screaming in wild exultation to see the slaughter.

Then the Giant was by her, and she sprang back just in time, as the blade swept the front from the cage, and she was free. For a second, she stood confused, but then she darted forward. She had caught the gleam of a sword on the ground, and she grabbed it up, flung off the bloody, dismembered fist that still gripped it, and threw herself into the battle with all the fury engendered by five hellish nights of rape and torture.

She was vaguely aware of the other two cages crashing open, but she had no time to see what happened to their occupants, for now the battle horns of the warlords were calling with shrill urgency. The initial surprise and panic was over. The Nasdarks were organizing. Now was the time to die. She rushed towards the nearest rallying, falling on the backs of those answering the summons. Many were yet armed only with flimsy dress swords, made for decoration rather than war, and she wreaked great havoc. She was soon through these, however, and rushed against the warlord's own guard, and these were always battle-armed and the pride of the Nasdark nation, and she was about to die. But then the Giant was beside her. His blade overshot hers, and swept the guard from before her, and split the warlord as an axe splits firewood.

She swung, half exulted, half annoyed, to seek new foes, but a great arm encircled her waist. "Go help the others. The Elf is bad hurt. They need you! Or they die!" The words were roared into her ear, and she was flung towards a knot of fighting on the outskirts of the crowd. Once more, she fell savagely upon the backs of fighting Nasdark, and many fell before they became aware of her. Then the confusion was great, as death seemed to strike from all sides in the dark, and the remaining Nasdarks, fearing the onslaught of an army of vengeful Elves, fled screaming back towards the fire and light, where the Giant had changed tactics. Now he was leaping into the firelight, killing all those about him, then crashing back into the dark, only to reappear where the crowd was thickest, and his blade most deadly. He seemed to be many, and in all places at once. Soon, people were rushing to escape the light, crying that the Elves had come, and, when they crashed into each other, they fought amongst themselves in the darkness, and there was a greater confusion as women and children fell under the feet of those trying to organize their men, as they, too, answered the summons of the horns to seek safety there.

Most of this Dana read from the yells and cries and brief glimpses, for she had little liberty to see. She found herself supporting the Elf on one side, while the Princess did likewise on the other, and struggled to follow the shadowy form of the Drark.

They staggered along, stumbling and falling, for the Elf was no longer helping, but had become a dead weight on their shoulders. Then the Giant loomed up out of the dark beside them. He swept the Elf up over his shoulder, and they ran as they had never run before. Behind them, the horns stopped calling the rally. The Nasdarks were, above all else, warriors. They organised. For a short time, they awaited an Elfen onslaught. Then they realised no foe faced them. An inkling of the truth swept through the ranks. With a mighty howl of rage, they stormed into the night. The hunt was on.

Soon, the fugitives' wild rush had to be tempered. The women were becoming breathless, and they could no longer afford the noise. Bands of Nasdarks raced up behind them, forcing them to crouch off the side of the rough track they were following, but these rushed past, looking to neither left nor right of their path. "They go to alert the passes," growled the Drark.

"There is a secret way, if we can reach it," whispered the Princess, "but it is far, and Fairein is badly hurt."

"We stole a canoe, and left it where the Silver joins the Sharn, but Fairein would not say why," the Drark threw into the silence.

"He had the secret way in mind. Very few are allowed to know of it, lest it be betrayed to the enemy. Take us there!"

All night, they crept along the edge of the Sharn, swimming across it in the first light, and threading silently through the rainforest on the farther bank. They reached the hill of the previous night, and retrieved their packs and the food they contained. They made a cold meal, hidden in the depths of the forest, while Nasdark patrols searched and called through the thickets. Fairein was still alive, but his wounds were perilous. A great axe stroke had bitten deep into his shoulder, cleaving the bones, and cutting down to the top of his lung. They had bound it as best they could, but they couldn't properly stop the flow of blood, and, unless they could contrive a gentler means of transport, then he would surely die from bumping along on the shoulder of the Giant before they could find sufficient sanctuary to treat him.

The Nasdarks were pressing too close for much, but they managed to assemble a stretcher of sorts out of the pack material. The Elf's pack provided a spare tunic and trousers to clothe the Princess, while a vest from the Giant's pack with a piece of cord for a belt did the same, though somewhat inadequately, for Dana. Then they crept onward. For three hours in the early morning, the two women were forced to carry the stretcher while the Drark scouted in front, and the Giant kept rearguard. Both carried bows, and twice they were forced to sink into ambush. Once, they were able to let a patrol pass unmolested, as the scouts walked half asleep and saw them not. The second time, however, they were too slow getting the stretcher out of sight, and the patrol rushed upon them. It was fortunate that these soldiers had not been at the gathering, and what they saw were two Elf women with a wounded man. They did not see the Giant or the Drark, though they had been told of them, and they did not possess the iron discipline common in Nasdark society. The six men and one officer died in a storm of arrows from before and behind.

They were further delayed, for the bodies had to be hidden, and the blood cleaned from the path, but, as noon approached, they moved out of the direct routes to the passes, and the Nasdark patrols became much more scattered. All day, they could keep to the cover of the rainforest, but by evening they were in a desperate state. They were close to collapse from exhaustion. Their bodies were scratched and bloodied from the rainforest, and the constant struggle to get the stretcher between the thickly growing trees. Worse still was the fact that the two women had started without protection for their feet. They had torn the Elf's jacket up to bind his wounds, and had used the rest to bind their own feet, but the damage had been done in the first wild rush, and their feet were red raw. Added to this were the effects of the terrible days and nights of captivity. They were walking on courage alone. In the end, the stretcher had to be abandoned, and the Giant carried the Elf, and half-carried the handmaiden, while the Drark helped Alaine. So, in the late afternoon, they reached the Silver waters and the hidden canoe.

Things were better for a while after that. Darkness dropped her welcome cover over them as they crouched in the vessel, while the Giant gently paddled them against the flow of the stream, and in the shadow of the overhanging branches. Their fatigue caused them to drop their guard more than was wise, and they almost blundered onto a ford that was guarded. Only an unwary word saved them. The Giant gently nosed the canoe into the bank. The Drark slipped into the water, and merged with the shadows. Minutes passed slowly. Then a body gently bumped against the side of the craft, as it floated down with the current, trailing a dark stain behind it. Soon, it was followed by another, and the Drark reappeared by their side. No noise but the gentle slough of the stream had reached their ears. Carefully, they hauled the canoe across the shallows. Then the Giant once more took the paddle, and thrust them mightily into the night. Even his great strength was at an end, however, when just before midnight, Alaine called a halt, and gestured him into the mouth of a tiny stream that flowed out of the great wall of mountain that now loomed blackly against the sky.

Following her instructions, the Giant slipped into the water, held the canoe until they had managed to climb into the tiny stream, then tipped the vessel, filling it, and letting it sink to the bottom under the trees. Then he lifted the Elf again with a visible effort, and they followed the Princess, walking carefully up the stream, always keeping to the water, even where the sides were flat and sandy.

Eventually, Alaine led them onto a rocky ledge that climbed steeply up the side of the cliff. She whispered instructions, and now there was excitement and relief in her voice, so that the rest found heart and the strength to continue just a little more. Soon, the Giant became aware that the night had become gradually blacker, and he realized that they were no longer on the side of the cliff, but deep inside it.

Suddenly, Alaine stopped. She moved about in the dark for a few moments, then a flint sparked and a torch flared. They were in a large cave. "We can rest here," she said, "We are safe. The Nasdarks do not know of this place. We can pass right under the mountain. See what can be done for Fairein."

They tried, but their bodies, once stopped, would accept no more, and one after the other, they slumped to the ground and slept. The torch burned down and flickered out. The darkness became absolute. Only the laboured breathing of the sleepers, and the feverish moaning of the wounded Elf, disturbed the silence of the mountain's heart, while, far above in the passes, Elf and Nasdark probed each other's positions, stalked, and fought, and died.

How long they slept, they did not know. No morning light came in to wake them. Eventually the Drark stirred, sat up, paused a while to remember, then scrambled in search of flint and torch. The others came reluctantly awake, to gasp at the sudden agony of stiffened and cramped bodies. 

They made a cold and meagre breakfast of the remaining food, and their abused bodies clamoured for more when it was all gone, but Alaine promised that less than a half day's march would see them through the caves, and into Elf territory on the other side of the mountains. Fairien was still alive, but worse, and he needed aid quickly if he was to survive. Dana sat over him in a kind of trance, while the others packed the few utensils they had. Then they gathered a half dozen each of the stock of torches there, and prepared to follow Alaine. Dana looked up at the Princess, and shook her head when the time came to move, but nothing was said. Once more, the Giant was forced to carry the wounded Elf, and it boded ill for him.

Mostly, the way was easy to negotiate. As they went, Alaine explained that the land between the mountains and the Sharn had once belonged to the elves. The Sharn, however, was not an easily defendable border, and there had been much warring across it. The mountains there were mainly limestone, and the system of caves had been discovered, and extended, until they provided an escape route through to the main Elf territory. In the last great battle, however, the elves had been betrayed, and the Nasdarks had come down upon them from all sides, and few had reached the caves. They had made their last stand on the hill where the Giant had met Fairein, hoping that help might reach them, but help had been too slow in coming, and the whole branch of Elfkind had been wiped out, and the lands lost forever. Now the mountain passes were constantly guarded, and mostly only minor skirmishes occurred.
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