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To all who love life.


Smile when you are envied –
it will heighten your pleasure.


The jealous will never admit
that your luck is deserved.
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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 follow 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


Ishím Voróo (Outer Lands), Dsôn Sòmran, Dsôn, in the northern foothills of the Grey Mountains, 5427th division of unendingness (6241st solar cycle), spring.


The soft music of bone flutes, drums, fiddles and many other instruments came drifting up to Firûsha’s open window.


She revelled in the nocturnal serenade, the strands of sound weaving harmoniously. As she listened with eyes closed, it seemed the musicians were vying with each other to achieve perfection, embodying heart, soul and a deep longing to reunite with distant älfar.


The musicians are excelling themselves tonight. It is as if they know. Firûsha’s excitement grew. Soon the three siblings would be together again; as triplets they had always enjoyed a special status in the city.


Firûsha had taken care in choosing her attire. She was dressed in a white robe with black embroidery that emphasised her slim figure. The long sleeves and train rustled slightly when she moved.


She was keen to enjoy every instant of her siblings’ company, aware they would not be staying long. After this short break for physical and intellectual rest they were all due to return to the next stage of their demanding apprenticeships with the masters of their chosen paths. She was training to be a singer; her brother Sisaroth was to become a priest for the gods of infamy, while Tirîgon was proving a promising warrior.


It can’t be long now. Firûsha did not have to open her eyes to see Dsôn. She knew the city view as well as she knew her childhood home, which she would soon be leaving to further her education in the art of song, with which to delight Dsôn Sòmran’s citizens.


The building where Firûsha had spent her early life was composed of eleven modest rooms for her family. Of course, there were also the slave quarters, guest lodgings, reception galleries and the halls for martial arts practice.


Their house was situated at the highest point of Dsôn’s stone basin, towering over most of the other buildings and emphasising the family’s status. There were no more than a score of other älfar families with names more important than theirs.


Mother never liked to boast about her rank and fame. Firûsha’s thoughts turned to those envious souls who had tried and failed to find grounds to topple Ranôria and to turn the city’s governor Aïsolon against her. Live births were so rare that producing the triplets had enhanced Ranôria’s reputation; she was now almost akin to a deity, held in nearly as high esteem as the Inextinguishables.


No one will be able to denigrate her in Aïsolon’s eyes – he still holds her in great affection. She is the mother of his children, after all. This made Firûsha laugh. My father will love her forever. I’m sure he’ll be thinking of her when he hears the songs of the bards.


Firûsha heard the door handle being quietly turned, as if someone were hoping to surprise her, but her hearing was far too acute for that. She turned her head towards the entrance, where fine tapestries hung from the wall. The carpets were hand-knotted by guild masters of the craft, presented to her mother in honour of her wonderful singing voice.


The door swung open to reveal a tall älf of serious mien, trying to hide the joy sparkling in his steel-blue eyes. He had chosen a shimmering dark red robe for his meeting with his siblings, and an elaborately worked ceremonial dagger hung at his side.


‘By all the gods of infamy! Sisaroth, you look so . . . different!’ Firûsha hurried from the window and ran into her brother’s embrace. Her bare feet made no sound on the grey patterned mosaic floor. ‘But you’re finally here!’


He laughed, kissing her brow under the diamond tiara perched on her long black hair. ‘I know what you mean. My physique has improved with all the training – my muscles are like taut ropes! They work us hard, but I have no complaints.’ He hugged her. ‘My darling sister!’


Firûsha gave a sigh of relief, stroking his face, so like her own, but manly and distinguished. ‘It feels like so long since I’ve seen you, but I suppose it is really only a hundred moments of unendingness.’


Sisaroth released her from his embrace, took her hands and looked her up and down approvingly. ‘A proper grown-up älf-woman now. How many hearts lie shattered at your feet? I bet you’re fighting off every älf in Dsôn Sòmran capable of passion for a female.’


She grinned in delight. ‘No, not quite all of them. But come and see what Dsôn has in store for us tonight.’ Hand in hand they strolled across the long gallery to the open window, breathing in the blossom-perfumed air the south wind had sent.


Sisaroth wondered what to expect. It can’t be anything more delightful than Firûsha herself. As he walked, his new dagger bumped against his thigh. He had received the award only two moments of unendingness previously, for bravery and fighting prowess. He was immensely proud to know that, in spite of his youth, he was as good as many more experienced warriors. It can’t hurt, can it, to be known for my swordsmanship, even if I am going to be a priest?


He was delighted to see how well his sister was looking. She had remained in Dsôn, to be tutored in singing by their mother. Her voice was already magical. What will she sound like once her training is complete?


‘Would you sing for me tonight?’ he asked. ‘Show me what Mother has taught you.’


She hesitated. ‘Let’s wait for Tirîgon. I’ll have to owe you a song for now.’ She led him over to the cushioned window seat and together they looked out onto the majestic city, enclosed on all sides by the high grey rock walls of the vast natural basin. Dsôn – the centre of the älfar empire, Dsôn Sòmran, spread out before them in all its sparkling glory.


Light from windows, candles, torches and lanterns shone through the darkness and reflected on the clouds of smoke released from the flammable powder and burning fuses that had been catapulted into the sky for effect.


The festival was in honour of the west wind: the more lavish their offerings of fire and light, the more favour they hoped to receive from the god of wind, Samusin. Extravagant handfuls of petals and coloured feathers were also tossed in the air, to be burned by the fireworks or to drift upwards to land on rooftops and cliffs. It was a fascinating spectacle, full of grace and poetry.


How wonderful it all looks. Firûsha clasped her brother’s hand for a moment. ‘Would you ever have thought we could enjoy such harmony and freedom after the destruction of Dsôn Faïmon?’ she asked, leaning out into the night, her blue eyes lit with enthusiasm as the wind played with strands of her long black hair.


‘We might be too young to have known the old älfar empire,’ Sisaroth replied, moved by the beauty of the scene, ‘but it can’t have been more beautiful than our own Dsôn.’ He looked out towards Tark Draan in the north, where another älfar realm lay and the Inextinguishables remained.


Every time he thought about the distant Sibling Rulers on the other side of the Grey Mountains, he was filled with resentment. They had fled the plague of sickness affecting their people and had never shown any interest in the survivors. Sisaroth imagined their fame and glory in their extensive empire while he and his siblings were stuck in the claustrophobic confines of Dsôn Sòmran. It’s like living in a glorified dungeon – it might have magnificently decorated walls, but it’s still a prison.


His father Aïsolon had occasionally spoken to him about the heroes, Sinthoras and Caphalor, who had once been highly placed nostàroi commanding the älfar army in the victorious campaign against Tark Draan. His father and Caphalor had been close friends, until, all of a sudden, all communication with the other side of the mountains had ceased. There had been no news for dozens of divisions of unendingness.


Troops that had been sent to Tark Draan through the Stone Gateway either never returned or had been forced back by vicious attacks from monsters – and Dsôn needed every single soldier to protect its citizens from the hordes of óarcos determined to wipe out the city.


Sisaroth battled dejectedly with his thoughts.


He knew he shouldn’t hate the Inextinguishables and those älfar safely ensconced in Tark Draan – but why had they not come to Dsôn Sòmran’s aid? What was stopping the rulers from returning to their subjects – or at least sending messages of hope and support?


I bet I know what happened: they just forgot all about us. They’re all fine, revelling in luxury there – but it’s not right. We were supposed to be one people. We are älfar too, and we deserve a better existence than this.


The optimists among them called Dsôn Sòmran the ‘Empire’, while cynics had termed it the ‘Offshoot’, though the settlement had been founded and commanded by Aïsolon and defended by courageous warriors.


The city had been constructed here, deep in the mountains, in this funnel-shaped hollow only half a division of unendingness after the catastrophe that destroyed the Star State. It was isolated and impregnable – and totally insignificant. It was just a colony, a mere enclave – that was how many of its citizens saw it.


We are wasting away here. Sisaroth laid his hand absentmindedly on Firûsha’s shoulder. The plague survivors buried themselves here, where they live like groundlings. We’re just clinging to our houses chiselled into the cliff, waiting for the Inextinguishables to come and save us and lead us to Tark Draan – if the new älfar realms even exist. They’d be magnificent great empires – nothing like this pathetic little settlement in Ishím Voróo. Dsôn Sòmran was surrounded by dangerously unpredictable mountains that hung over them like dark storm clouds, and almost constant rain that felt like it wanted to wash the älfar off the mountainsides. Whole families had been already wiped out, homes swept away in mudslides that ripped out foundations and dragged the victims to their deaths.


Sisaroth clenched his hand into a fist. We are not groundlings and we shouldn’t have to live like them. What do the Inextinguishables think they are doing?


As if the dark grey clouds above their heads had intercepted his thoughts, fat drops of rain began to clatter against the panes of the open window.


Sisaroth stared down at the festive flames, his face a dark, immobile mask. ‘It’s time they returned,’ he muttered. ‘They owe it to us.’


‘Who?’ Firûsha turned to face him.


Don’t spoil things for her. She’s been looking forward to this. ‘I’m sorry. My thoughts were wandering,’ he said, forcing a smile. ‘I was just thinking that it’s time Tirîgon turned up. Our brother should be here by now.’


‘He’ll have his reasons.’ She caught raindrops in her outstretched hand. ‘The west wind doesn’t like our festival, does it? What a shame. I hope this isn’t a bad omen—’


The door crashed open and the two of them whirled around in surprise, Sisaroth’s hand flying to the hilt of his ceremonial dagger.


Instead of being joined by the brother they had been expecting, they found themselves confronted by the drawn swords of a troop of armed soldiers fierce enough to repel an army of wild óarcos.


Their leader, a blond älf with bright green eyes, was the only one not carrying a weapon. His elaborately decorated coat of black tionium armour and the silver chain he wore around his neck signified that he was the deputy governor of Dsôn Sòmran and that his orders carried practically the same weight as Aïsolon’s.


‘Gàlaidon?’ Firûsha mouthed his name. But he is the First Sytràp. What can he want from us? The warriors surrounded Sisaroth and Firûsha, their swords raised threateningly, looking as if they meant business.


What can have happened? ‘You must have a very good reason for this,’ said Sisaroth sharply, stepping in front of his sister to protect her, his hand firmly on the hilt of his dagger.


Gàlaidon held up his hand for silence. ‘I am here at the behest of Aïsolon, Governor of Dsôn Sòmran. I have come to arrest you in the name of the law,’ he declared.


Sisaroth frowned. ‘There must be some mistake – we have not been accused of anything.’ He looked over to the doorway to see his mother emerge, evidently attracted by the noise.


Ranôria, an older version of her daughter, looked over at her children with obvious concern. She was wearing a black dress with white embroidery and had fine bone jewellery at neck and wrists; eleven white strands in her black hair indicated the number of children she had given birth to. She was accompanied by two veiled slave-girls. ‘What is happening here?’


The soldiers stepped forward to block their way, knocking one of the slaves to the ground.


‘Ranôria, I insist you keep out of this,’ said Gàlaidon sternly, speaking over his shoulder. ‘It was Aïsolon himself who sent me. Only he can rescind his own orders.’


I must put a stop to this. Sisaroth stepped forward. ‘Show some respect towards my mother. Who do you think you are? Behave yourselves, or—’


‘Hold your tongue, Sisaroth. Accept your punishment!’ thundered Gàlaidon, hurling two white stones to the ground. The stones shattered on the mosaic floor, leaving pale dust on the leather of Sisaroth’s fine shoes and the immaculate skin of his sister’s feet.


‘No,’ whispered Firûsha in horror, covering her mouth with her hand to stop herself from screaming. ‘Not . . . that! NO!’ I don’t understand what’s happening – banishment? She cast a terrified glance in her brother’s direction.


Sisaroth held a hand up to their mother, indicating she should not worry. ‘Sytràp, I demand to know what this is about. You need to tell us what this performance is in aid of.’ He searched feverishly for some reason for the verdict. It makes absolutely no sense. Why are we being sent to Phondrasôn?


Gàlaidon met his gaze. ‘Three murders have been committed this evening: the venerable Tênnegor, his life-partner Sémaina, and their daughter Liphelis. There are witnesses,’ he said, his voice level and cold, ‘who saw you kill them.’


‘What? I contest this.’ Sisaroth drew his dagger out of its sheath and pointed it at the First Sytràp. In a flash, the soldiers stepped forward to aim their blades at the young älf’s throat.


‘The witnesses have given sworn evidence to Aïsolon and proof of your involvement was found at the scene.’


‘Someone is lying!’ It must be some conspiracy to harm our mother – if we are both sent into exile it will be she who suffers most.


Gàlaidon remained unmoved, his eyes devoid of sympathy. ‘The decision is Aïsolon’s, not mine,’ he retorted. ‘We could all see it was not made lightly. But he interrogated the witnesses at some length and apparently their testimony left no room for any doubt in the matter.’


‘I don’t believe it!’ Ranôria spoke up. ‘I’m going to see Aïsolon straight away. He must be made to see that this is all a mistake. They’re all wrong – him and the witnesses! Sytràp, I implore you, do nothing until you hear from me!’ She turned and rushed away with her slaves.


Gàlaidon looked round. ‘Do you know where your brother is?’


‘Is he accused with us?’ Sisaroth almost laughed. This is utter madness! He found himself unable to think clearly. He certainly hadn’t killed anyone, and he couldn’t imagine that his brother or sister had either. They were surely not capable of such an outrage. His brother was the most rational being he knew and he never rose to provocation. ‘This is—’


‘I don’t know why you are denying it.’ Gàlaidon lowered his voice. ‘As I see it, the two of you were protecting your mother’s name, trying to stop the scandalous tongues once and for all. But however much I might approve of your actions privately, there is no way you’ll escape banishment for it.’ Ranôria’s pleas had obviously left him cold. ‘I am tasked with taking you both straight to the tunnels,’ he went on. ‘Your exile in Phondrasôn begins this very night. And you will go there separately.’


No – I will never survive on my own! ‘But our mother begged you to wait,’ Firûsha objected.


‘And I told you only Aïsolon can change my orders. No one else.’ Gàlaidon gave a signal to the troops and the soldiers strode forward and surrounded the condemned pair.


How could Aïsolon condemn his own flesh and blood? And what is all this ‘evidence’ he mentioned? ‘We are innocent!’ Dark lines like cracks in old porcelain crossed Sisaroth’s furious face, and his steel-blue eyes turned black. His feelings overwhelmed him and he sprang forward to attack the nearest soldier.


The warrior warded off the dagger thrust with his own blade and his comrade in arms brought Sisaroth down with a blow to the back of the knees. A third soldier stepped in, his sword raised.


‘Stop!’ shrieked Firûsha, tears streaming down her face. They must not kill him! But the soldier, ignoring her, gave Sisaroth a deep cut to his right leg and blood seeped out through his boot to drip onto the mosaic floor, covering the grey and black pattern in bright red spots.


‘My orders are not to kill you,’ was Gàlaidon’s unsympathetic comment as he struck Sisaroth in the face with his gauntleted fist, cutting the flesh over his cheekbone, ‘but I am at liberty to inflict as many injuries as necessary, if that is the way you want it. That was for hitting my man. Stop struggling or you’ll be sorry. You’ll need your strength to survive in Phondrasôn. There are creatures down there that can smell blood a hundred miles away.’


If I give up they will have me and Firûsha dragged off before our mother has had a chance to talk Father round. We need time. ‘I will not give in!’ yelled Sisaroth, struggling to his feet, about to launch himself on the soldiers again, but his sister moved to stand between them. They were armed with swords – there was no chance of Sisaroth defeating them with his paltry dagger. He must not, cannot, die in a fit of anger.


‘How long are we to be exiled?’ Firûsha croaked, unable to comprehend the harsh sentence. ‘How many divisions of unendingness are we to be banished from Dsôn Sòmran for something we haven’t done?’


Gàlaidon replied, ‘You can return to Dsôn after twenty divisions of unendingness. That is your sentence.’


Twenty? She groaned. ‘By all the gods of infamy! We’ll never survive that long down there, especially if we are not even together.’ She had heard enough ghastly stories about the netherworld of Phondrasôn to be petrified at the idea; the prospect of being killed by beasts might be the least of her worries.


I’m not much good at fighting, and . . .


Firûsha turned to Sisaroth, who was glaring at the soldiers. His leg appeared to have stopped bleeding. ‘You have to find me below, brother. You have to!’ She hated sounding so pathetic but couldn’t stop herself. ‘Please! I’ll never survive on my own. All I have is my voice and my songs – what good will they be against monsters and their weapons?’


She speaks the truth, I— His face still crisscrossed by anger lines, Sisaroth was about to answer her when a gust of wind swept through the room, lifting the curtains.


‘Is our mother giving a party tonight? What are all these people doing here?’ Tirîgon’s voice from the corridor cut through the evening air. ‘What is this? Some sort of joust for the festival of the west wind?’


Firûsha whirled to see Tirîgon stride into the room in tionium-reinforced leather armour, helmet under his arm and his left hand on the pommel of his sword. She screamed a warning at him: ‘Run, brother, run! They’re sending us to Phondrasôn!’


‘What is this nonesense?’ Tirîgon stared at Gàlaidon in challenge. ‘I’m curious as to what we are supposed to be guilty of? Perhaps we didn’t kill enough óarcos last time we were on defence duty at the wall?’


The Sytràp nodded a curt acknowledgement of his presence. He gave a brief summary of the charges. ‘But you are not charged, Tirîgon,’ he stressed. ‘Only your brother and sister are accused. Perhaps you should go and help your mother? She’s on her way to see the Governor.’


Any question about this being a silly prank disappeared when he saw his sister’s terrified expression. Tirîgon scowled as he took in the sheer number of armed älfar surrounding his siblings; for a brief, automatic moment he considered who he’d attack first in order to liberate them.


‘I advise you not to try anything, young älf,’ Gàlaidon warned. ‘My men here are veteran soldiers. Children stand no chance against them. Your brother has already learned that the hard way. Don’t do anything stupid.’


May the infamous ones be praised! At least Tirîgon will be spared. ‘He is right,’ said Sisaroth. ‘Go and find out who is behind this plot – it must be aimed at our mother. She is the true target, I’m sure. We all know how she will suffer if she loses us.’


It’s already decided, then? Tirîgon slowly put on his helmet. Four of the warrior escort turned towards him. Leather armour creaked and there was the sound of metal scraping on metal as they took up fighting stances.


A deathly hush fell inside the room. The only sound to be heard was the rain splashing onto the windowsill outside. The festival musicians had long ceased playing so they could take refuge from the torrential downpour.


He is getting ready to fight – but he cannot win. ‘No, brother!’ Firûsha’s frightened cry broke the silence. She could not bear the tension. ‘You’ll never—’


Tirîgon strode past the warriors, shoving three of them out of his path, pushing their drawn swords aside with his gauntleted right hand. He moved to stand by his siblings. ‘I have no intention of fighting against Gàlaidon and his troops,’ he declared, his voice muffled by his helmet, ‘but there’s no way I’m letting the two of you face the horrors of Phondrasôn on your own. I shall follow you there.’


But— Sisaroth was lost for words.


Firûsha sobbed. If only this were all just a terrible dream. O great Samusin, I beseech you: let me wake up now in my own bed.


‘The three of us have always stood side by side and nothing will change that. Mother will get to the bottom of all this and will clear your names.’ He drew a circle round them in the air with his hand. ‘Our task is to survive this ordeal and return to take our revenge on those evil älfar who have treated us so shamefully.’ He held his hand out flat. ‘Let us swear to find each other in Phondrasôn.’


Sisaroth laid his own hand on Tirîgon’s. Firûsha followed suit.


‘Let us swear that we will spare nobody when we return to take our revenge, no matter who the guilty party may prove to be.’


‘We swear it,’ they intoned solemnly.


I am so relieved, though my heart is hammering away in my breast. Tirîgon was only at the beginning of his military training, but the prospect of having to fight his way through the labyrinths of Phondrasôn did not dismay him, for he knew he could always rely on his native ingenuity when faced with a difficult situation. He had a fertile imagination, steadfast reason and an adamantine will. I shall not leave them, he swore to himself. Firûsha is even less of a warrior than me, and Sisaroth will need my help. We’ll be spending a very long time in that maze of passages and tunnels.


He turned to Gàlaidon. ‘You have heard that I go with them of my own free will. I am thus free to return at any point to learn how investigations into these false accusations are proceeding.’


‘Of course,’ the Sytràp agreed, showing respect for Tirîgon’s selfless decision. He ordered his troops to stand in formation, enclosing the triplet siblings in a prison cell of living black steel. ‘Move on.’


‘Can’t we take—?’ Firûsha started, unable to believe that they wouldn’t be allowed to take anything, not even food to eat on the journey, but Gàlaidon was already striding off.


He turned back and said, ‘I regret that my orders are to take you directly to the entrance.’


The small procession left the house and marched up the steep cliff path to the north, turning away from Dsôn and towards the massive defensive wall that kept the compact city safe from attack.


The walls were five hundred paces high: a combination of chiselled stone blocks and natural rock. There were periodic watchtowers and lifts to the walkways on top. Älfar runes invoking protection from Tion, a god of infamy, and the Inextinguishables were carved into the stone.


The monsters on the far side did not possess catapults powerful enough to send missiles over this great defensive structure. There was no gate that could ever be stormed. Älfar troops going out on scouting missions had to be conveyed to Ishím Voróo in freight containers lifted and let down by huge cranes.


This was how the three young älfar would begin their exile.


Sisaroth, Firûsha and Tirîgon were soaked to the skin by the time they reached the wall. Their hands were clasped firmly, as Firûsha trembled with cold and fear.


Sisaroth clenched his jaw as he vowed to himself, I shall kill the evildoers who have borne false witness. He was determined to show no weakness from his injury even though red-hot pain shot up his leg with each step. The chilling rain had cooled his fury but not his resolve.


Gàlaidon turned his party of condemned älfar and their escorts to the west, where a huge crane could be seen. It was constructed from heavy wooden beams reinforced with iron cross-bars and metal plates. It was obviously strong enough to lift the heaviest weights into the air, using a series of interlocking gear wheels.


They approached the base of the crane and after a shouted exchange of orders, the sound of chains moving over cogwheels greeted them. The crane tower swung slowly round through the cold night air. They were obviously expected: instead of the usual freight container, three älf-size cages hung from the crane cables. They were lowered onto the walkway and the soldiers rushed to open their heavy, metal doors. Gàlaidon locked the siblings into their separate cages and gave a signal.


As the cages were hoisted up, icy gusts of wind tugged at the triplets’ drenched clothing.


Cupping his hands to make his voice carry against the wind, Gàlaidon called up to them, ‘May the gods of infamy support you on the other side. They will decide whether or not you can survive in Phondrasôn. And may you soon find each other.’


Let me wake up safe now! Please, Samusin and all the gods of infamy, help me! Firûsha dropped sobbing to the floor of her cage.


Sisaroth grabbed the iron bars and gave a cry of helpless rage while Tirîgon stood resolute and calm, his natural balance countering the sway of the cage floor.


The crane arm swung out over the wall until the cages, rocking and colliding with each other, had travelled forty paces and were suspended over a yawning black chasm. Nothing could be distinguished in the utter darkness – even the stars were hidden by clouds.


This will not be the end of things. ‘You still owe Tirîgon and I a song, sister!’ said Sisaroth, though he was well aware of what lay in wait for them: a narrow cleft in the mountain base, a smooth fissure that could have been formed by a god’s piercing spear. At the bottom of that chimney in the rock there was a second ravine leading directly down to Phondrasôn itself.


‘You shall have your song,’ she vowed quietly. ‘And it will be—’


The cages shot vertically down into the abyss.


Firûsha screamed, and her brothers’ voices echoed her.


The fall ended abruptly as the cages broke from the retaining hooks and tumbled down the slope, somersaulting over and over into the dark.


‘We will find each other,’ Tirîgon shouted. ‘We will! Can you hear me? We will find each other. We have to!’


But Firûsha’s reply came from far away and he could not hear his brother’s voice at all.


His own cage crashed into a rock face, rolled over and slid through a loose scree before slowing and finally coming to a halt.


Everything is going round . . . and . . . have I broken any bones? Tirîgon peered out into the blackness.


And then his cage tipped over the edge . . .





First Book



The Lost Ones




Much happened to me.


I founded glorious cities – and saw them fall.


I loved the most beautiful älfar women – and saw them killed.


I followed the Inextinguishable rulers – and saw them pass.


Yet in those splinters of unending time, in the depths of Phondrasôn, where terror and thousandfold death lurk, I walked dark paths, seeing monsters and the strangest things – and suddenly came across Young Gods in a place where I had not expected to find anything at all.


I realised that the Young Gods had much to learn – before becoming True Gods.


Excerpt from the epic poem Young Gods
composed by Carmondai, master of word and image




Chapter I




Born from urgent necessity


a refuge for the healthy


a place of hope, in the midst of surging madness


among the mountains of Ishím Voróo


hoping they might hear news of their own kind,


the älfar in command in Tark Draan.


Know this: waiting is worse


  than death if you live forever.


Excerpt from the epic poem Young Gods
composed by Carmondai, master of word and image





Phondrasôn, 5427th division of unendingness (6241st solar cycle), spring.


Firûsha blinked in the warm, honey-coloured light. At first she thought she was looking at a lantern, then the sun. How ever did I get back to the surface?


Her senses returned slowly and she shaded her eyes from the glare. There was none of the usual tightening in her face and her eyes did not turn black, as they did in daylight. It could not be the daystar after all.


What can it be? Peering through her fingers, Firûsha could see the bars of her cage and long, reddish-green stalks of grass swaying in the breeze round her prison. She could smell the earth, sweet blossoms and ripe fruit.


Then the pain surged in. Her whole body must be covered in bruises and she could feel the sting of a cut on her forehead. Luckily, the wound seemed to have stopped bleeding of its own accord and she did not think she had any broken bones.


‘Sisaroth? Tirîgon?’ Her cage had landed on its side so she couldn’t stand up. She propped herself up on her elbows and looked around.


She was surrounded by giant vegetation and in the distance she caught sight of blue sky peering over a crumbling grey wall. A broad track of flattened grass showed where the cage had travelled. It looks like that’s where I’ve come from.


Firûsha tried the padlock on the bolt of her cage. It was not locked, as the condemned exiles were expected to leave their cages on arrival in Phondrasôn, but it was stuck. She could only guess just how rough her trip had been, as she had obviously passed out, but the bumpy passage must have damaged the catch.


No! Firûsha shook the cage bars frantically. There was no way she could force the door open. She cursed under her breath.


‘Sisaroth? Tirîgon?’ she called, hoping her brothers were close. What do I do if they’re too far away to hear me? I’ll starve and die here, despite the fruit that smells so close!


Her cries for help echoed back down to her and Firûsha realised she must be in a cave. That wasn’t the sky she could see overhead after all, but a strange blue roof – perhaps it was the natural colour of the stone. Or has it been painted? Who would do such a thing?


None of this would matter if she could not free herself from her metal prison. Without her brothers, who was going to get her out? Were there any living beings here at all? And if so, how would they react to visitors?


According to the stories told about Phondrasôn, it was highly unlikely anyone would come to her aid, but if she just sat there quietly she’d probably starve to death. ‘By all the gods of infamy!’ She attacked the cage bars with renewed vigour, shaking the door and kicking it. The only results were exhaustion and further grazes on her hands and legs.


It is too strong. I’m having absolutely no effect on it whatsoever. She lay down to get a little rest, closing her eyes and deliberately slowing her breathing, trying to decide whether to risk calling for help or to carry on waiting.


The cavern’s light had begun to grow dim and the pleasant warmth was disappearing – she had goose pimples on her arms and legs. Her dress was badly torn and her costly tiara must have rolled only the gods knew where. Maybe one of Phondrasôn’s more discerning beasts would be seen wearing it. When she opened her eyes again, she noticed her breath steaming in the cold air.


This sudden drop in temperature surprised her. There must be a strong draught from the upper world. Despite the springtime there had still been plenty of snow on the ground in the älfar empire. The icy mountain wind must blow in through cracks in the tunnel. Frost started to form on the grass stalks as she watched.


Firûsha shivered. If it gets any colder I’ll freeze to death. With her body starting to shake uncontrollably and her teeth chattering, she realised she had no choice; she shouted for help. Grateful for her training in languages, she yelled in the älfar tongue at first and then in the lingua franca the barbarians used.


Her voice eventually gave out. Nobody came.


Sometimes she thought she heard footsteps, but no one ever materialised. The grass rustled and cracked as the layer of frost grew, ice forming on her belt and hair.


She was near tears in her desperation, but did not give in. Defiance took over.


I will not die. Tirîgon, Sisaroth and I vowed we would find each other. I’m sure they will come and find me. She rubbed her slim hands together to keep the circulation going; her rings were bitterly cold on her fingers. They will find me.


Rustling steps approached and she saw a creature drawing near. Though it walked on two hind legs, its eyes were similar to those of a hungry hunting cat – except that there were three of them. The creature’s throat emitted a clicking purr.


Firûsha couldn’t stop herself shrieking as she struggled against the bars of her cage, but after a few seconds she realised how futile it was. She slumped against the metal bars on the far side of the cage and asked quietly, ‘Can you understand me?’ in the barbarian language.


The creature had a simple fur mantle tied around its middle and it bared its teeth as it pushed at her with its filthy calloused paws through the bars of her cage. ‘Soft,’ it muttered. ‘Good!’


What does that mean? Firûsha pointed to the damaged door latch. ‘Can you open it? I am stuck!’


The creature hopped on top of the cage and jumped around for all it was worth, kicking at the door with its shabby boots. There was no end of noise and a lot of dirt but the door release mechanism remained unimpressed.


The disappointed creature hissed and screamed with anger and frustration. As it slid back down to the ground and pummelled the bars with hairy fists, Firûsha was almost overcome by the pungent smell from its body.


The beast can’t be very bright. Its boots don’t match and that cloak is probably stolen. Firûsha tried to calm the creature down. ‘No, wait. Slow down. Shhh. It’s okay – why don’t you find a stick?’ She attempted to make her meaning clear by the use of gestures and pointing. ‘Stick. To break door. I show you how.’


The creature paid no attention to her but instead pulled out a little trumpet and blew on it, producing a quavering note that reverberated through the cavern.


The response was an answering tone from many similar bugles. Monsters came running up on all sides, trampling the grasses flat. Frost sprayed into Firûsha’s face and she found herself being sniffed and stared at by several specimens of the same type of creature. They reached through the bars to poke her arms and legs and pull at her dress, tearing it even further.


‘Stop it! Stop! Go away!’ It was stupid of me to shout for help like that. The new creatures were dressed just as strangely as the first, wearing a mixture of random, ill-fitting cast-offs. They continued to rattle the bars of her cage angrily as they tried to reach her, tugging at her hair. ‘Get out of here and leave me be or my brothers will—’


Suddenly, the monster who first discovered her sprang on top of the cage and shoved all the others away. He shrieked something unintelligible, pointing at Firûsha as he did so.


Whatever he was shouting seemed to find favour with the others and they took hold of Firûsha’s prison and lifted it into the air with their leader still on top.


‘What are you doing?’ she cried, her long hair finally free from their clasping fingers as they carried her away. The cold was intolerable – it was vital that she get out of the cage and find something warm to put on. The overpowering stink of the creatures was making her feel sick. I hope Sisaroth and Tirîgon aren’t far away. They should be able to follow these tracks.


The beasts lugged her to a clearing where a number of odd-looking shelters had been erected from animal skins. In the centre of the camp, a crowd of monsters were roasting meat on long spits over a blazing open fire. When the group arrived, they were greeted with enthusiastic cheers and ridiculous trumpet blasts that sounded like the toys barbarians gave their children to play with. Their strident tones were far too harsh for älfar ears.


With Firûsha still inside, they put the cage down and rolled it toward the fire. It was like being spun round in a bee-keeper’s centrifuge. She was momentarily relieved that they were pushing her closer to a heat source until she realised they weren’t slowing down.


The cage continued to roll, starting to get very close to the flames. It wasn’t slowing down at all . . .


Do they want to cook me? ‘No! I’m not an animal. You can’t eat me!’ she shouted in desperation. Her plea fell on deaf ears. She tried to use one of her älfar magic gifts – the ability to douse flames and extinguish lights – but she was being rattled around too much to concentrate. The fire remained unaffected.


She attempted another of her gifts – the ability to instil fear – in order to drive the beasts away. This was equally unsuccessful. She had spent too much time recently on her singing and had neglected her magic arts practice.


The monsters danced around, as excited as ever, anticipating a good feast. The cage was now perilously close to the fire.


There’s only one thing for it. Aware of the extreme danger she was in, Firûsha raised her voice in song. She did not sing any song in particular – merely a simple series of notes that occurred to her on the spur of the moment. The sound cut through the noisy atmosphere like a diamond slicing through glass.


The monsters fell silent.


They stopped rolling the cage half an arm’s length from the fire and stood it upright. A hundred triple eyes stared at the älf-girl as she sang. Enraptured, the creatures pushed closer to their captive and shushed each other.


It’s working! Firûsha forced herself to carry on in spite of her sore throat and the flames scorching her back. In a stroke of genius she decided to base her tune on the crude melody she had heard their trumpets make as she entered the camp, elaborating and refining the simple theme. She put her heart and soul into the performance – her life depended on it.


While Firûsha appreciated being out of the cold, her proximity to the fire was becoming rather disturbing – her exposed skin felt as if it were being burned and she was afraid her hair would catch fire. The metal cage bars were extremely hot and scorching the soles of her feet.


Her vocal cords were also suffering and in danger of failing her.


I can’t go on singing indefinitely. O gods of infamy, help me! Send my brothers to find me! She ceased her song with one final long drawn-out note and begged her audience to drag her further from the fire and to give her some water. The request was met with angry hissing; half-chewed bones were flung her way, as were handfuls of dirt. It was obvious that they wanted her to start singing again.


But Firûsha refused – her throat would not let her. ‘Please get me away from the fire,’ she croaked.


The creature that had found her originally pushed and poked at her to get her to sing. When Firûsha shook her head he screamed in fury and grabbed hold of the bars of the cage. His comrades joined him and they began to tip the cage into the fire.


They’ll eat me! ‘Wait! Wait, I’ll—’ She tried a new tune but her voice had been overworked – she could barely produce a sound.


Firûsha bent to avoid the sparks that were darting in through the top half of the cage, making herself as small as possible and hiding her face and hair in her arms.


Just then, Firûsha heard a dark, roaring sound above the beasts’ shouts and cries. It was like the wind howling in a deep chasm and was quickly followed by the death screams from the first of the creatures.


Those closest to her let go of the cage, sending it teetering back and forth. My brothers! Firûsha got to her feet and tried to stabilise her tiny prison. My thanks to you, o gods of infamy! So even in such a place as Phondrasôn you do watch over your children.


All around her the beasts were frantically running about, picking up stones to defend themselves, while others howled a war cry.


‘You’ll be easy prey for Sisaroth and Tirîgon!’ she called out, laughing. ‘Not a single one of you will survive the night. You’ll be made to pay for what you’ve done to me, you scum!’ She made use of the utter chaos to try her fire-dousing skills again. This time the flames sputtered and shrank, though they still didn’t extinguish entirely.


The creatures’ screams were changing. Their shouts of excitement and battle-fever had reduced to the sound of pure terror. Some of the tents had caught fire and the smoke made it impossible for Firûsha to see what was happening. She could hear bodies falling, liquids spraying; she heard yells of pain and groans of agony and the sounds of death.


Her tormentors’ cries gave way to thundering footsteps as they fled in all directions to get away from the two älfar who had arrived to save their sister. ‘Over here!’ she called through the haze of smoke. ‘Sisaroth! Tirîgon! I’m here! By the fire! Please, get me out before I burn!’


A wounded monster came stumbling out of a cloud of whirling, grey smoke, its three eyes open wide in horror. It was whimpering pitifully and its forepaws were clenched tight over a jagged cut in its side, unsuccessfully trying to prevent its guts spilling out. It staggered drunkenly and crashed into the cage.


‘No!’ shouted Firûsha, throwing herself against the front of the cage to counter the impact. The beast sank down, howling, and vomited dark red blood onto the sandy ground.


The älf-girl was able to reach a fragment of bone that lay discarded near the fire. She grabbed it and dragged it across the creature’s throat. There’s no way I’m letting you topple me into the fire.


Then she caught sight of a silhouette approaching through the smoke. It was too tall and broad to be either of her brothers.


As the monster below her gasped and gurgled, desperately clinging to the sides of the cage, a mighty spear came winging through the air. The weapon narrowly missed Firûsha and hit the creature, which juddered and kicked out with its feet in its final throes – spraying her with blood and pushing the cage towards the fire.


‘No! Please no!’ Firûsha was powerless to prevent the cage toppling.


But before it fell on the glowing coals, it was arrested, jerked upright and pulled to one side.


Icy winds dispersed the smoke and Firûsha saw the stranger who had rescued her. A tall creature, dressed head to toe in beast-skins. An uncanny mask on its face was elaborately crafted from pieces of skull with only a narrow slit to leave its grey eyes uncovered.


So one monster saves me from all the others. O gods, what are you thinking? Keeping tight hold of the fragment of bone in her hand, she felt her survival instincts coming to the fore despite her precarious situation. ‘You probably won’t understand what I’m saying, but I swear I’ll slit you in half if you try to touch me!’ she exclaimed.


The unknown figure, at least a head and shoulders taller than she was, tugged his spear out of the victim’s body and wiped it clean on the corpse’s fur. ‘Why should I want to touch you?’ came the amused retort from behind the mask. It was a man’s voice.


Firûsha stared at the figure in disbelief. He spoke älfar! My language! ‘Who are you? Why are you keeping your face hidden? What is your name?’


‘I choose who I show my face to – and when I wear a mask the beasts are afraid of me,’ he replied, studying the door of the cage. ‘The catch has broken off.’


‘Yes, I know that,’ snapped Firûsha. ‘Can you get me out of here?’


‘Of course.’ He slid the shaft of a giant spear through the bars at the top of the cage and looping his arms around the pole, hoisted the cage on to his back. He set off, moving through the smoke and treading on bodies as he went, heading deeper into the cave. It was growing darker by the minute.


‘So why don’t you?’ The älf-girl almost sobbed with frustration. I’m such a fool. This is Phondrasôn – where my people’s worst criminals are sent. He’ll be expecting something in return for his help. She had a good idea what that might be. She stared at her kidnapper’s broad back with trepidation. I will not let him have his way with me, but I can’t stab the bone fragment into his neck from here. ‘What do you intend to do with me?’ She was struck once more by how cold it was. She started to shiver.


‘I’m going to take you to where I live before you freeze to death,’ was his response.


Not a bad idea. She turned the weapon in her hand. And there’s bound to be an opportunity for escape sooner or later. ‘And then?’


‘What’s your name?’


‘Firûsha.’


‘Nice name. Suits an artist like yourself. I shall give you something to eat. Warm soup will help your poor throat recover.’


‘And then will you release me?’


The masked figure stopped and turned his head; she heard a quiet, muffled laugh. ‘Oh, I don’t think so. You shall be my little singing bird now. I have been quite homesick for the songs of our people.’


‘Songs?’


‘Your voice was why I saved you, and I want to keep it.’ He set off once more. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll make sure you’re well looked after. You will be my personal entertainment – I hope you know many, many tunes. It would be such a shame if I got bored with you too quickly.’


I’ve ended up being rescued by a mad älf. Firûsha groaned with despair and sank down onto the floor of her wildly swinging cage. Wherever you’ve got to, brothers mine, it’s high time you turned up. I need you.


Phondrasôn, 5427th division of unendingness (6241st solar cycle), spring.


The soothing noise and the pleasant sensation of warmth meant that Tirîgon was in no hurry to open his eyes.


The noise grew louder, swelled and then fell, rose and then fell again . . .


In the spaces between, the sound of birdsong trickled through and reminded him of the one of the few happy times he’d had in Dsôn. It had been summertime, and he’d been playing with his siblings down by the stream that ran through the bottom of Dsôn’s natural basin. They’d shared their dreams for the future.


Am I beside a river now? He opened his eyes and watched waves roll towards a beach, seeping into the white sand to make way for the next. Light glinted off the water. A small crab scuttled across the sand, its pincers aloft and snapping wildly, as if it were battling with a whole army of invisible foes.


Am I dreaming? Tirîgon was wide awake now. He sat up.


He found himself on a bright sandy beach, less than three paces from the waterline and in the shadow of a tree with large foliage. A little further away he could see the remains of the cage he had travelled in, broken and squashed out of shape, as if it had withstood tremendous forces. The door hung open.


I must have been thrown clear. He sat up gingerly, groping for something to hold on to. He leaned against the smooth bark of the tree. I wonder where I am?


The light originated from countless little spots above his head glowing through low clouds and it was indeed as warm as a summer’s day. His armour, his long black hair and his clothes all seemed to be dry; his helmet was lost, he noted. No idea where Sisaroth and Firûsha have ended up.


He decided to climb the tree to get a better idea of where he was. The view was amazing – but deeply worrying. He was on an island, no more than four hundred paces by four hundred in size.


Nothing but water all around.


It shimmered turquoise, green and dark blue in the light, intensely beautiful but completely empty.


I must be dreaming. He strained to see if he could make out anything in the distance. I’m supposed to be in Phondrasôn, not on an island – how did I get here?


Feeling rather more sober, Tirîgon climbed down and explored the tiny plot of land, looking for any other living creatures. But apart from the trees, a few malodorous flowers and an inexplicable skeleton, he found nothing. Nothing to eat. Nothing to drink. He didn’t care how he had got there, but it was clear he must get away before his strength failed him. He’d have to build himself a raft out of tree trunks. If necessary, he could take his armour apart and use that. With plant fibres to bind the tree trunks together, it could work. There were already two fallen trees at the edge of the water, he’d start with those.


He took off his armour and all his clothing, apart from his undergarments, and started work. He managed to fell another tree and cut the three trunks into pieces the length of a man, slicing off the enormous leaves. He took a short rest every so often to conserve energy.


A sword isn’t the best tool for logging. If I were a blade I’d be furious at being used so disrespectfully. Hot from his work, he eyed the cool waves. It was as warm and bright as ever – the lighting shone down on him, but strangely, did not turn the whites of his eyes to black.


He walked down to the water’s edge, removed his boots and dived in.


The water refreshed his body as he rinsed off the sweat, but he quickly spat out the mouthful he had taken. Salt. It won’t be any use to me at all. It will pickle me from the inside if I drink that.


He came up to the surface and swam until he was out of his depth. Looking back at the island he laughed to himself as he realised it represented an exile within an exile. Brilliant low-hanging white clouds swept slowly across overhead. I wonder if it gets dark here? He was pretty sure he was underground, despite all the signs to the contrary.


Their mother used to tell them stories about the miraculous and horrendous landscapes of Phondrasôn and he had always loved to listen to her tales. He wasn’t frightened by being in one of the idiosyncrasies of the place, but he was forced to admit he had no idea how to find his siblings – or how to get out.


It doesn’t make a blind bit of difference that I told Gàlaidon I was coming here of my own free will; if I can’t find the way out, I might as well be an exiled criminal.


Feeling refreshed, Tirîgon began the swim back to the island to get on with his raft building. Within a couple of strokes, he caught sight of a long shadow, and then a second. Three parallel rows of dorsal fins cut swiftly through the water’s surface as the creatures increased their speed and he realised he was being hunted. More fins appeared: the predators scented their prey.


With a curse Tirîgon accelerated to a fast crawl, not stopping till he was safely sprawled on the beach. But a hasty glance over his shoulder ascertained that his pursuers had fanned out in a wide arc, driving a foaming, two-pace-high wave ahead of them. He could vaguely see their fish-like forms and the dorsal fins through the water, their long, gaping muzzles rearing up, ready to bite.


Tirîgon realised their intention. That wave they’re making will carry them right up onto the shore!


He struggled to his feet, panting heavily, and raced up the sandy slope towards the trees, but the rushing water overtook him and he was swept off his feet.


He managed to avoid the first two sets of snapping jaws and sharp teeth before the world transformed itself into spray and the wave sucked him under.


He could see almost nothing, but he pushed against his pursuers as they buffeted him, scraping his sides painfully.


He went down, head over heels, but then felt solid ground under his feet. Propelling himself out of the water with a spurt, he turned and narrowly avoided the next wave and a huge set of jaws snapping in vain at his legs – his whole body could have fitted inside that giant maw. But before he could make his escape for good, he was dealt a powerful tail-fin blow that sent him hurtling through the air into the safety of the trees.


He lay there groaning for some time trying to catch his breath. Why did I think swimming was a good idea? Examining the grazes on his body, he saw he was bruised and bleeding. Stumbling to his feet, he studied the sea and horizon.


His attackers seemed to have disappeared. Waves were lapping innocently on the sand, but there were plenty of tracks and marks on the shore that proved how close the monsters had been to devouring him. If he hadn’t reacted so quickly, his hero’s adventure in Phondrasôn would have been very short indeed.


This makes the crossing more difficult. He swept his hair back out of his eyes. I wonder how far I’ll get before they attack me again? Tirîgon returned to the place where he had left his armour and sword after felling the tree. I hope the sword isn’t too blunt. He was hungry and thirsty now. That’s it. I have no choice.


He was heading towards the flowers he found earlier, to see if their stems would be strong enough to make ropes, when he heard the low thunder of a mighty waterfall. What can that be? He raised his head and looked around.


A short distance away from his sanctuary, water was cascading down from the clouds into the sea, causing it to boil and froth. The previously gentle waves grew wilder and began to creep up the shore.


By the gods of infamy! What . . .? There was a new noise and Tirîgon spun to see a second waterfall, this one even closer to the island. Wiping spray from his face, he noticed that this water was not salty. Fresh water!


He quickly grabbed one of the enormous leaves and folded it to collect enough water to slake his thirst, but his immediate sense of relief turned to dismay when he saw how quickly the water level was rising.


Whilst he had been distracted, other huge waterfalls had appeared, pouring down through the cloudscape, adding to the problem.


Tirîgon cried out in horror as he realised the shoal that had attacked him was circling the island, waiting for a second chance at their prey. The water was now lapping around the base of the tree trunks.


The young älf hurriedly donned his clothing, boots, armour and weapons belt, realising he wouldn’t have time to finish making even the most rudimentary of crafts. The fish-like beasts were no doubt capable of easily overturning a raft. Climbing the tallest of the trees, he drew his sword in readiness. He had no time to make a plan, he knew he was dead. I’ll kill at least one of them before the others pull me down and devour me.


From his vantage point he had an impressive view of the waterfalls. As he gazed out, a gap in the low clouds opened up, allowing Tirîgon a glimpse of the cavern’s ceiling. It must be miles high!


A layer of shining mist coated the ceiling, hanging like a translucent veil and producing the light and warmth that kept the cavern feeling like a summer’s day. The cascades of water came from clefts in the exterior dome. Clouds of spray shimmered brightly where they impacted the sea.


Is there no limit to this cave system?


The water level continued to rise until only the topmost branches of his tree were above the water.


Below him, Tirîgon could see the predator shoal crashing against the trunk, frustrated that he was still out of their reach. They snapped at branches lying on the surface and dragged them into the depths.


Clinging to the treetop, he was under no illusion that it would save him. This was it. But I had such plans for the future.


Out of the corner of his eye he saw movement. Turning, he saw a shape gliding towards him. A ship!


It appeared to be a metal-hulled ferry boat, fifty or sixty paces long. The craft wove skilfully through the enormous gouts of falling water, using the ensuing down-draughts to fill its sails. Its course, however, was not going to bring it within the älf’s reach.


‘Hey!’ he shouted. Tirîgon waved wildly. ‘Hey! Over here!’


The water crept closer to the top of his tree.


If the crew don’t spot me, I’m done for! He took the risk of balancing on two narrow branches. ‘Over here! Can you see me?’ he yelled for all he was worth. ‘I’ll give you . . . riches . . . gold! I’ve gold for you!’ he lied, to entice the helmsman to come to his rescue.


Finally, the vessel changed course, skirting around the closest waterfall; the sharp ramming spar on the prow now pointed straight at him, only two hundred paces away.


The surface below him foamed violently as one of the fish monsters surged up out of the water, showing its armoured back and three dorsal fins. It sank back under the water and Tirîgon knew it was about to leap for him.


If I don’t get out of the way, it will— Tirîgon was about to duck to avoid the creature’s snapping jaws when he noticed another of the beasts shooting up directly underneath his precarious perch.


Launching himself up into the air, he pulled his feet close to his body. The fish scraped the soles of his boots with its dorsal fin.


This knocked him off balance and he fell awkwardly – narrowly avoiding the snapping jaws of the second beast. He crashed down into the turbulent waves. Lashing out, sword still in hand, he forced his way up to the surface, where he could see the ship’s broad keel was finally within reach.


He grabbing the bowsprit and let himself be dragged along, yelling for a rope to be thrown before the ravenous creatures reached him. He was at a hopeless disadvantage.


No rope came, so Tirîgon scanned the runed sides of the hull for crevices and scaled the ship’s side with the aid of his dagger and his sword. It cost him enormous effort, but he reached the railing. He tumbled onto the deck, the muscles in his arms burning and his legs shaking with the exertion. He lay there for a moment, catching his breath and looking around.


There were no armed soldiers, no crew, and no captain. The sail overhead was richly decorated with symbols and suspended from brightly coloured ropes in the absence of complex rigging. Whose abandoned ship have I landed on?


Tirîgon felt the ship judder under him and he struggled to his feet to look down over the gunwale.


One of the monsters must have attempted to ram it. Two of the runes on the iron cladding flared and the fish-creature’s ugly head exploded. Bloody bits of brain drifted on the water and the corpse floated away, with the rest of the shoal following in a feeding frenzy.


A spell! That must be how the boat protects itself. As an älf he could perceive the presence of magic energy. His hands had tingled as he’d climbed up the sides of the ship, but at the time he had put it down to adrenaline.


‘Welcome on board,’ said a voice behind him, speaking in the language of the barbarians. ‘I hope you don’t mind if I take you to my home? You can rest, my friend.’


Tirîgon turned, and froze: the stranger’s white clothing, false smile and the way his long blond hair was dressed made it all too clear that Tirîgon was facing his kind’s arch enemy: an elf.


‘Come with me, I’ll show you—’


Sitalia’s brood are here? His sword flashed.


The blade whirred through the air and severed the elf’s head from his shoulders before he could even finish his sentence. The arm that had been held out in welcome dropped to the elf’s side as his head rolled off, then the torso itself crashed to the deck.


Blood soaked into the weathered planking.




Chapter II




Aïsolon, brave comrade of the hero Caphalor,


was a robust and loyal governor,


known for uniting his people and


representing order and the law.


He led his kind and chose a place where survivors would be safe.


Thus he created Dsôn Sòmran,


no more than a dip, a funnel in the rock,


but the site rendered it invulnerable.


The surrounding wall he built


protected the city


but caused its isolation.


No one entered it and no one left.


Splinters of time turned into moments,


moments became divisions,


and the waiting went on, and on.


Whatever projects älfar undertook


seemed doomed to fail.


No road led towards Tark Draan


to others of their kind.


Yet one expedition dared to break out.


Excerpt from the epic poem Young Gods
composed by Carmondai, master of word and image





Phondrasôn, 5427th division of unendingness (6241st solar cycle), spring.


Sisaroth opened the door of his cage and crawled out.


It was darker than a sealed well-shaft. The damp warmth meant he was not cold, but it offered no protection against hunger and thirst.


Curses. Where am I? His leg wound hurt more than ever and he seemed to have injured his right shoulder in the fall. The slightest movement caused him to grunt with pain and the wound throbbed terribly. There was absolutely no way he could fight in this condition. And in Phondrasôn, there will be enemies round every corner. . .


He got to his feet and felt his way forward gingerly until he reached a wall. Feeling his way along it, he tried to make as little noise as possible. Älfar could move silently when they needed to, but here, a single stone displaced by a foot could betray his presence.


Occasionally he caught the smell of fresh blood; not a good sign. Nobody liked to bleed, not even monsters. Then his foot struck something on the ground and made a clattering noise. He froze, but it didn’t seem like anyone heard him.


I’ve got to find some light. He didn’t dare call out to his brother and sister for fear of what else he might attract and his concern for his siblings’ welfare grew with each beat of his heart. What do I do if I’m attacked? I’ve only got one serviceable arm, a leg that doesn’t work, and a dagger.


He had no idea how long he had been moving along like this. In the blackness he had no sense of time or space. The surrounding odours didn’t change and there were no other clues to be garnered. He limped on.


At the sound of a low rumble, like the thump of a millwheel or the workings of a pulley, he stood stock still. What is that?


Multiple rays of light without warning shone down on him and his surroundings were revealed. He heard guttural voices coming from behind him, arguing, and he wheeled towards the sound.


He saw that he was at the bottom of an extensive cave with hundreds of stalagmites, their ends sharpened artificially to look like spears. It’s a wonder I wasn’t impaled when the cage fell!


Dozens of rope bridges were suspended overhead, criss-crossing the expanse of the upper cave in all directions. Sisaroth couldn’t see any exits at floor level so he guessed the only way out would be those rope walkways. But some of them didn’t look very safe. Whilst many were brand-new or appeared to have recently undergone repairs, others were distinctly moth-eaten.


What is this place? Is this the central hub of Phondrasôn? He ducked into a niche and was about to use his älfar powers to hide in a cloak of darkness when something approached his position. He froze. His physical state would not allow him to join battle with any assailant.


The torchbearers came nearer, travelling upwards in some sort of lift, yelling orders at each other every few moments. What an ugly language.


With the torches lighting the scene, Sisaroth saw why they had come into the cave: piles of bones lay between the stalagmites. That was what he’d kicked earlier. The blood he’d smelt had come from an óarco stuck on two stalagmites under one of the rope walkways.


The unknown figures approaching seemed to be human. The barbarians were wearing crude chainmail over their leather clothing and they had apparently come to scavenge what they could from the injured beast.


The óarco’s few possessions disappeared into the barbarians’ pockets and bags. When the badly injured creature groaned and tried to move, they slit its throat and took its armour apart while it uttered its death-rattle. Finally, the great óarco mouth-tusks were broken off and distributed.


So it’s a carefully arranged trap. Sisaroth looked up at the walkways. They’ve arranged it so wayfarers will fall to their death, then they can steal their belongings at leisure.


Once the óarco’s loot was exhausted, the humans began to look around for further trophies. Sisaroth suddenly realised they would come across the cage and know—


‘Men!’ one of the barbarians shouted from a far corner. ‘Come over here. I’ve found a cage.’ His speech was crude and ugly but easy enough to understand.


‘Great! It’ll be another of those pointy-ears. Is it still inside?’ barked one of the others.


‘They always have good stuff with them,’ chuckled a woman. ‘I want the shiny things – got it, you lot? I want it all.’


Sisaroth fumed. No imagination was needed to see how these unscrupulous robbers would deal with a helpless or badly wounded älf. I ought to slay the lot of you! He pulled out his dagger, but the sudden movement caused pain to shoot through his shoulder joint. He couldn’t fight like this.


‘Do you think it’ll still be here?’ whispered one of the others. ‘You know they love to hide in the shadows.’


The barbarians erupted into coarse laughter.


‘We’d have noticed,’ responded the woman crossly. ‘The pointy-ears is long gone.’


‘That’s enough talk,’ roared a dark voice, his words echoing round the hall. ‘There’s not enough here to share. Get rid of the cage and drag that stinking óarco out of here. Two of you get bridge eleven sorted. Remember, the planks have to give way the instant they’re stepped on, even if it’s only a fly. You three, go and loosen the ropes on bridge two. It seems a whole band of kobolds managed to get across unharmed. We can’t have that happening again – the little squirts usually have gold! I want kobold corpses stuck on my stalagmites next time!’


‘Understood!’ The barbarians split up and soon hammering and sawing noises indicated they were preparing the next trap.


As soon as I can, I’ll follow them. They must have provisions with them. Sisaroth’s mouth was dry and he was suffering from acute hunger pangs.


While the workforce prepared to move on, he crept out of his niche, now concealed in his cloak of darkness. He hobbled over to the lift column and sat on one of the rungs under the platform. On the other side of the thin planking the barbarians were talking and laughing.


The lift came to a halt several paces above his head and the scavengers stepped out, leaving Sisaroth free to climb onto the vacated platform, biting his lip to suppress a groan of pain. Following behind, he concentrated on not losing the light of their torches.


They’re not taking any special precautions – they feel perfectly at ease here. But really, there’s only a few of them. An óarco horde would soon dispense with them.


He shadowed them through several caves, crossing the same bridges and taking the turns they chose at crossroads.


A few minutes into the journey, he began to notice markings on the walls – these must enable the barbarians to find their way around in the maze. He took it upon himself to destroy any signs he passed. That’s for the älfar you’ve slaughtered. May you hopelessly wander these tunnels and fall into your own traps.


His protracted and painful trailing ended when the barbarians reached an iron-reinforced gate and closed it behind themselves. Arrow slits in the walls made it plain that the humans were well placed to defend their settlement against attack.


Only a little light escaped through the edge of the gate, but Sisaroth knew that his only chance for food, shelter and revenge was on the other side. Uninjured, he would have marched straight to the barbarians and slit their throats. As it was, he would need a plan.


He was still considering his strategy when he heard footsteps echoing from the tunnel behind him. More of them? Perhaps I can use this to my advantage. Sisaroth pressed himself deep into the shadow of the wall. I know exactly what to do. He would jump this latecomer, take his clothing and fool the sentries on the gate. That will compensate for my injuries.


But instead of another barbarian, he saw that the figure approaching was a short-bearded dwarf carrying a lantern.


A mountain maggot! That ruined his plan. I refuse to crawl around on my knees impersonating a dwarf. He played with the notion of a quick killing but then let him pass unhindered. He can show me the best way to get through.


It was obvious that the brown-haired groundling had been involved in some heavy hand-to-hand combat recently. Over his left eye he wore a filthy, bloodied patch that must once have been white and there were gaping holes in his chainmail shirt, hacked out by a battleaxe. Red bloodstains soaked through – stark signs of the dwarf’s many injuries. His gait was puzzling. It was different from the clumsy lolloping stride of most dwarves; he moved more like a human.


Sisaroth noted the sword-like weapon the groundling carried. What’s that at your side, I wonder? I’ve never seen anything like it.


The heavy black blade reminded him of älfar weaponry. It was as long as Sisaroth’s arm and, whilst one edge was straight and conventional, sharp spines like fish bones protruded from the other.


The point of balance would be just past the hilt, meaning it would need to be used with two hands. Wielded like that, the blade would cut through almost any metal.


The dwarf passed close by Sisaroth and his lantern’s angle illuminated the weapon’s details clearly.


Sisaroth recognised the fine grooving on the metal and there was no doubt in his mind: it was the same metal the älfar used to forge their swords. What an interesting little fellow you are. That weapon would be far better suited to me. I wonder who you stole it from?


The dwarf stopped abruptly, turning to shine the lamp directly in Sisaroth’s face and raising his sword to point at the älf’s neck. ‘I’ve sent too many of your kind to greet Tion to be fooled by a shadow cloak,’ he growled, surging forward and attacking.


Sisaroth dodged the blade and it struck the rock close to his neck. The groundling followed with thrust after thrust, and Sisaroth felt his injuries taking a toll on his speed and precision. On the dwarf’s third thrust, Sisaroth’s dagger shattered. His opponent did not let up.


How is this happening? I’m going to lose! How is he doing this . . .? Sisaroth attempted a kick, but was again forced to dodge a deadly thrust from the sword, and his follow-up blow met only air. He back-tracked desperately into a narrow downward-sloping opening, trying to get some breathing room, but he stumbled, yelling with pain when his damaged shoulder hit the ground.


Checking his surroundings, he realised he had ended up in a dimly lit side shaft. Piles of old bones from all kinds of creatures littered the floor and what little light there was came from amber, glowing seed capsules along the walls. It’s a rubbish tip.


‘Where are you going, black-eyes?’ the dwarf sneered. ‘Let Bloodthirster split you in half!’ He raced towards Sisaroth, sword raised. ‘Did I go through the Black Abyss only to find an älf here?’ he complained. ‘I made sure there were none of your kind left in Girdlegard. I’ll have to wipe you out down here as well.’ He drew closer, a malicious smile on his face. ‘Where are you from, black-eyes? How did you get down here? Were you hiding from the Testing Star and got lost?’


Sisaroth didn’t understand anything the dwarf was saying. What is he talking about? Wait, Girdlegard . . . He must be from Tark Draan!


Despite the pain and danger he was in, Sisaroth felt excitement take over: so there was a path between Phondrasôn and Tark Draan!


We won’t have to follow the old route. If I can take him captive, this groundling could show me the way. His kind know more about tunnels, mine shafts and caves, after all. Sisaroth’s brain whirred, feverishly trying to work out a way to disarm his opponent and gain the advantage. He glanced round.


‘So, are you looking for the exit or trying to trick me?’ The dwarf halted, five paces away, sword pointed at Sisaroth. ‘You will die, älf. Here and now, slain with the weapon that once belonged to your rulers. The Inextinguishables had no further use for it once I was done with them.’ He continued forward with a rasping laugh.


‘You must be mad!’ cried the älf, limping as he crunched his way backwards through the pile of bones. ‘The Inextinguishables could not perish!’


The one-eyed dwarf grinned. ‘Where have you been, black-eyes? The Testing Star eradicated most of the monsters and the majority of the älfar. Your Sibling Rulers hid under the earth like the cowards they were. We found them and killed them.’ He whirled his sword. ‘Look what I’ve made from your sovereign’s weapon: I took Nagsor Inàste’s sword and forged it anew. See the älfar metal – black and evil, but it has served me well. It cuts through anything: armour, flesh, bone. Wait and you’ll see for yourself!’


Sisaroth refused to believe what he was hearing. It can’t be true! He must have been banished for being a complete lunatic!


The dwarf’s next attack put a stop to such thoughts. He stumbled through the bones at his feet, picking up jagged fragments to fling at the groundling, and scavenging for something to serve as a weapon.


‘Are you ready for your end, black-eyes?’ The one-eyed figure towered over him, both hands gripping the hilt of the sword, arm muscles rippling.


As the blade descended, Sisaroth noticed a strange phenomenon in the air. His whole body tingled. Magic? Is it the swo—?


Opalescent light suddenly flooded the shaft and the groundling froze mid-strike.


As the light touched them, the älf’s eyes turned black and lines of fury criss-crossed his face as Sisaroth realised he was unable to move. It felt as if a thousand tiny needles were pricking his skin, seeming to gouge at it in a pattern. He cried out in pain and tried in vain to flee but there was no escape. Dwarf and älf alike were paralysed and tortured by the magic field that surrounded them.


A trap? Sisaroth’s eyes were streaming and he panted, struggling to catch his breath. Is this the work of those barbarians I saw?


Before he could find out, the floor under his feet gave way, swallowing him whole and leaving the groundling behind, showered with bone fragments. The älf slid over skulls, bits of rib and other remains, falling down, down, down. What if the tunnel has no solid floor at all?


He groped the walls as he fell, trying to slow his descent, and his fingers grasped a cleft in the rock face. Scrabbling at the surface, his feet found a small ledge and he spotted a small gap in the wall at knee level. The opening gave way to a narrow horizontal shaft. Carefully lowering himself, he crawled through it.


The appearance of the magic force field, or whatever it had been, may have saved him from almost certain death at the hand of the groundling, but it had also made his entire body feel like it was going to burst. I need to get out of here.


He wriggled through the dark for some time, until the corridor widened enough for him to stand upright. For a moment he stayed on the floor, slumped against the wall, his eyes closed. He tried to regulate his breathing. Gods of infamy! What were you thinking when you created Phondrasôn? Gradually the fury lines softened and faded away, and he felt the black leave his eyeballs. His whole body throbbed with pain.


He opened his eyes and examined his injuries in the dim light emitted by shimmering plant life on the walls.


He was covered in cuts and grazes from the broken bones he slid through, his injured leg was bleeding again and his shoulder was hot and swollen. He was feeling worse than ever; in pain, plagued by hunger, and severely dehydrated.


This is truly a place fit for vicious, hardened criminals, not the innocent wrongfully sent into exile! Sisaroth pulled himself up and began to make his way along the corridor. It didn’t matter where he was headed or who he might meet on the way – he just desperately needed some water.


To distract himself from his thirst, Sisaroth concentrated on thoughts of sweet revenge. I shall slay the evil-tongued älfar who bore false witness against my sister and me. They’ll be granted no time to beg for mercy.


Shaking with every step, he limped courageously on.


I will not die here! he told himself again and again, clenching his teeth when his injuries sent waves of agony through him.


Gradually, he became aware of a sweet sound wafting through the tunnels: a female singing voice. No barbarian could sing like that. The vocal artistry must be that of an älf.


Firûsha! Still limping, Sisaroth sped up. It’s coming from dead ahead! ‘Sister!’ he called, ecstatically. Joy gave him wings and numbed the pain that had been torturing him.


The tunnel opened into a hall with seven galleries leading from it.


Firûsha’s voice echoed all around him and, no matter how hard he concentrated, it was impossible to tell which tunnel the singing was coming from.


He circled the hall, calling his sister’s name into each opening as he reached it. ‘Firûsha! Where are you?’


The melody stopped.


‘Brother, is that you? Here I am! I’m here! Here!’ Her voice continued to echo.


It all sounds the same. Which one should I take? Sisaroth hesitated, chose one of the tunnels at random and set off. ‘Hang on! I’ll be with you very soon!’


Ishím Voróo (Outer Lands), Dsôn Sòmran, in the northern foothills of the Grey Mountains, 5427th division of unendingness (6241st solar cycle), spring.


Ranôria was standing at the bottom of the deep valley in which Dsôn Sòmran had been constructed. Being down here always makes me feel so small. The steep cliff walls rose up all around her, älfar houses clinging precariously to their sides.


Some audacious citizen had put up bridges to connect various parts of the town, but, even supported by columns, the slightest earth tremor or minor landslide wreaked havoc. If you were unlucky enough to be on one of the bridges when that occurred you could end up under a heap of rubble, hundreds of paces below the foot of the defence wall.


Ironically enough, the reservoir of broken stone that collected here served as a quarry source for new builds. All thanks to the constant losses.


It’s a cycle we can’t break, not until the Inextinguishables summon us to join them and we leave this place. Ranôria had used a series of transport container lifts and platforms to travel down to this level. There were steps at the quarry’s edge, where thick stone walls had been put up to protect against falling rocks, but if she took that path there was a possibility she could run into Aïsolon, and she had no wish to confront him again, especially when looking less than her best. She needed to impress him, not arouse his pity or cause him to turn away in distaste.


After her rushed and frantic audience with him on the fateful night when he’d had their children arrested and banished, she’d realised that her conduct had perhaps been unwise. He had walked away and suggested she come back when she was feeling calmer.


One moment of unendingness later, Ranôria felt decidedly more tranquil, and more determined than ever to not be fobbed off with unsatisfactory answers. She would demand precise information from the city governor. He had been her life partner for a long time and together they had produced three children. What could have possessed him to issue an order like that?


Ranôria stepped away from the roadway and through a gate into the small courtyard situated at the base of the high defence wall. Drizzle was still falling and the paving stones were wet.


Guards saluted as she approached the entrance to the main building and one opened the door for her. She was greeted by a sytràp who relieved her of her damp cloak and handed it to a waiting slave.


‘Follow me. Aïsolon is expecting you.’ The sytràp strode ahead, leading her through the corridors and past doors decorated with metal plates. The teams responsible for state security had their quarters here, while soldiers doing border patrol duty had a dormitory inside the wall surrounding Dsôn Sòmran. The corridor led to a set of double doors that smelled like the oil used by the warriors to grease their weapons. It was softly illuminated by ceiling lamps.


Her escort knocked at the door and opened it after a quiet command from inside. Ranôria walked into the hall, sedate and confident.


Aïsolon was seated at a desk patterned with tiny bone platelets and inlaid with shapes worked in gold and set with semi-precious gems. The walls of the large chamber were hung with captured enemy weaponry. Ranôria knew that each item was unique.


Aïsolon indicated she should sit. ‘Please approach. May I offer you some refreshment?’ He was holding a writing implement made from flexible metal and was in the act of signing a document. ‘I’ll be with you very shortly.’ He looked resplendent in his midnight-blue robes and the grey sleeveless garment he wore over it.


‘No, thank you. Please don’t trouble yourself.’ Looking over at the trophy wall, she commented on the lack of recent acquisitions.


‘That’s fine by me. It means the óarcos have decided they don’t want to lose any more of their troops for now.’ Aïsolon placed his pen in a holder and sighed. ‘Word has spread that our defences are impregnable, and so things are peaceful. So peaceful,’ he went on, ‘that some of our empire’s citizens are apparently so bored they have taken to killing each other.’


‘Oh, so you still refer to the city as part of the empire?’ Ranôria gave a sympathetic smile. ‘In my eyes the place has become nothing more than a prison. A second Phondrasôn, just with fewer beasts in it. We’re no longer waiting for rescue. In reality, we’re exiles here.’


Aïsolon raised his eyebrows. ‘Aren’t you overreacting slightly?’


‘It’s no more of an overreaction than your decision to banish our children and have them hurled into the abyss!’ she said cuttingly, emphasising each word.


‘Did I not suggest we should postpone our talk until you had calmed down?’


‘Tell me, do I seem out of control?’ she countered coolly. ‘Now, what do you have to say about this absolutely ludicrous murder accusation?’


‘Firûsha and Sisaroth were accused of not just one, but multiple murders,’ he corrected her, reaching into a drawer to extract a leather folder. He untied the string carefully, opened it and placed a hand on the pages it contained. ‘I shouldn’t really let you read this, but I need you to understand that I had no other choice in the matter—’


‘But you are their father!’ she stressed, without raising her voice – but only just. I feel like shouting at him.


‘And that is precisely why I cannot be seen to be lenient. Or weak,’ he responded. A muscle twitched at the side of his mouth and Ranôria realised he was fighting his emotions. ‘It tore my soul to give Gàlaidon the order to arrest my own flesh and blood and send them to Phondrasôn. And when I heard that Tirîgon had offered to go with them . . .’ He faltered and turned his face away. He passed the folder over to her without a further word, got to his feet and began to pace, looking at his weapons collection.


Ranôria had known he wouldn’t have spoken the verdict easily, but she hadn’t been prepared to feel sorry for him. She looked down at the folder and her eyes raced over the testimony notes.


The evidence against Firûsha and Sisaroth was overwhelming.


Aïsolon had recorded every word of the sworn statements meticulously and the witnesses themselves, seven of them, were all of high status and impeccable reputation.


According to the report, on the evening in question Sémaina had held a celebratory supper at the house she shared with Tênnegor. The seven witnesses had been among the attendees. Everyone had been enjoying themselves immensely and things had been going well – the guests had been laughing about the beasts, the terrible weather, the god Samusin and . . .


Me? They were laughing about me? She was indignant.


She knew she was envied for having birthed triplets – truly a miracle in Dsôn – and for her singing talent, but it didn’t make it any easier to bear. Sémaina had never tried to hide her feelings and was convinced her own voice was superior, often spreading the rumour that Ranôria’s talent had faded after the birth of her last three children.


The notes said that when the laughter was at its highest, the doors flew open and Sisaroth had come storming in, dagger in hand. He had looked furious and demanded a public apology from Sémaina for the insult to his mother.


Sémaina had refused to back down and had assumed Sisaroth’s threatening behaviour was either a prank or youthful overreaction, but the young älf had seized her, pushed her down against the table, pulled out her tongue and sliced it off, shouting, ‘You will not insult my mother again!’


Could it be true? He certainly has a temper on him, but surely he would never do anything like this! Her hands shook as she turned the page.


It went on. All the witnesses agreed that Firûsha had then joined in, holding the supper guests back with a fragile petroleum lamp, threatening to throw it and set the place on fire if anyone intervened. When one of the guests had doused the candle flame Sisaroth had slit Sémaina’s throat.


The siblings had escaped under cover of darkness. Later, the bodies of the other members of Sémaina’s family were found in an upstairs room.


Seven witnesses. Ranôria felt giddy and faint. They can’t all have been mistaken. And they can’t all have been lying.


She knew three of the witnesses personally and the others were all well known and well respected members of the community. She might have suspected some kind of rivalry with her children in the case of a couple of the younger ones but the sheer number of statements made her dismiss this idea.


She raised her head and looked at Aïsolon. ‘Now I understand why you acted as you did,’ she said, hoping he heard the unspoken apology for her conduct in her voice. ‘I should have asked to read the records before accusing you of heartlessness.’


He nodded and sat down, pouring flavoured water into a cut-glass beaker and drinking it. ‘Can you imagine how I felt when I condemned our own children to exile in the dark realm of Phondrasôn?’


‘I only wish I could have said my farewells.’


‘I had to move swiftly, to stop an outraged mob stringing Firûsha and Sisaroth up before my guards could get there,’ Aïsolon answered. ‘I had to protect them.’ He leaned back and stared at the weapons on the walls. ‘It sounds strange, but it is the truth.’


What could have led them to commit such a violent crime? Others have spoken harshly of me before.


Sisaroth was well known for his temper and she could almost believe him capable of the offence. During training exercises he had once become so angry he had killed two of the household slaves. Aïsolon had been forced to wrestle his weapons away before their son could rampage through the servants’ quarters.


Firûsha also occasionally acted unwisely, but only where her singing was concerned. She would disappear for long periods while practising and often might forget to eat and sleep, until she collapsed with exhaustion. But Ranôria couldn’t imagine her gentle daughter threatening anyone, let alone holding off seven grown älfar intent on restraining her brother. And no one would leave their weapons behind just because they were at a formal dinner in the house of someone like Tênnegor. Weapons were one’s status symbols – she carried a decorative dagger at all times. Everyone knows Firûsha is no warrior. They should have overpowered her easily.


The more she tried to picture the events of that night the less convincing it all sounded. Something is wrong. She read through the list of witness names. ‘Did you conduct the interrogations yourself or was it a sytràp?’


Aïsolon was intently studying a triple-hooked knife with a broken grip. He stroked the broad side of the blade absentmindedly. ‘I took their statements. They gave exactly the same account and I could tell from their expressions that the incident had shocked them severely. It was a ghastly crime, the like of which has never occurred before in our empire.’


‘Their stories were the same, word for word? Exactly? All of them? No slight deviations? That’s very odd.’


‘What are you implying?’ He turned to face her. ‘We found a piece of Sisaroth’s shirt at the scene and a talisman . . .’


‘Do you think they could have colluded? Could it be a conspiracy?’


‘No, I don’t. They were just in shock from witnessing the attack.’ Aïsolon shook his head slowly. ‘I thought the same as you at first and refused to believe them. But I went there, saw the evidence, saw the tongue that had been cut off, saw the bodies. It was all exactly as described. However unlikely the whole incident sounds, it can’t be disputed. There’s no question: Sisaroth and Firûsha carried out these murders.’ He picked up his drink and turned the glass in his fingers.


He is horrified by this. Ranôria learned the witness names off by heart, replaced the sheets of paper into the folder and tied the bundle neatly. ‘Thank you for your time.’


Aïsolon turned to her. ‘Thank you for your understanding. And for forgiving me.’


‘Did I say I had forgiven you?’ Ranôria stood up. ‘I do understand, Aïsolon. You can stop worrying. I wouldn’t wish to carry your burdens on my shoulders.’ She sketched a bow. ‘Just keep your guards close at hand.’


‘What do you mean?’ he asked, surprised.


‘In case I return with new information that makes it necessary to arrest someone.’ As she started across the room, she said, ‘I think our children have been framed and that we have been deceived. I shall find out the truth.’


‘What are you going to do?’ he called after her. ‘Don’t let your feelings run away with you and do something rash.’


She turned to face him. ‘I will find out what happened. What really happened. Even if it means I have to admit my children are guilty of murder and deserve their punishment.’ But that won’t be the case. I’m sure of it. Ranôria closed the door behind her and put on her cloak when the sytràp handed it to her. Gods of infamy, bear witness: I shall kill whoever plotted against my children. I shall fling their pernicious hearts into the abyss for the monsters to devour.


She crossed the courtyard. Gàlaidon walked out of an adjacent building and lifted his hand in greeting, but she ignored him. It was ridiculous to snub the First Sytràp – he had only being carrying out the governor’s orders – but she couldn’t bring herself to trust him.


She strode out through the main gate and made her way to one of the funicular lifts the älfar used to reach different levels.


The weather had worsened and heavy rain poured down from the dark clouds that often hung at the top of Dsôn’s cliffs. The rain spattered on the paving stones and ran from her waxed cloak in rivulets.


The names of those who had borne witness against her children had burned their way deep into her memory. Who shall I start with?


She stepped onto the gondola-like lift platform, deciding to visit Wènelon first. He was not an älf she would have described as an enemy. He normally kept well clear of unpleasant arguments and intrigues and she thought he might listen to her with an open mind.


‘Fourth circle up, please,’ she instructed the attendant. He nodded and moved the levers to put the lift in motion.


Ranôria pushed back her hood. I wonder what Wènelon was doing at a dinner like that? He doesn’t normally socialise much and he never takes sides in a dispute. And what was Sémaina celebrating? There had been no indication in Aïsolon’s records. I’m sure Wènelon will fill me in.
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