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By Markus Heitz


The Dwarves


The Dwarves


The War of the Dwarves


The Revenge of the Dwarves


The Fate of the Dwarves


The Legends of the Älfar


Righteous Fury


Devastating Hate


Dark Paths


Oneiros


Aera: The Return of the Ancient Gods




Dedicated to those patient souls
who hoped for more about the Dwarves.
The wait was not in vain.




‘There are dwarves who seriously believe that the mountain barrier surrounding Girdlegard can be breached. In truth, I say, it is more likely that all the gates fall to beast attack than that a path through the mountain peaks be discovered.’


An anonymous dwarf


‘Gold! What use is gold?


I strive for knowledge. With knowledge I can do anything. Gold makes only for envy.’


Kentaira the Invincible, former famula of Coïra


‘Vraccas may have created us but what father gives more to one of his children than to the other four? Now you might say, “Can’t you see? Vraccas gave you the gift of being the best warriors.” But I would answer, “It was not his gift. We earned it.” ’


Rognor Mortalblow, Thirdling Chancellor


‘I had a son. I thought of him, too, in Phondrasôn. I shall begin my search for him as soon as I can. After all those endless cycles where my mind was confused, I need certainty. I need certainty about so many things.’


Tungdil Goldhand




Prologue


Girdlegard
Elf realm of Ti Lesinteïl
(formerly the älfar realm of Dsôn Bhará)
6492nd solar cycle, early summer


Raikan Fieldwood reined in his horse at the edge of the barely perceptible old crater; this was where the realm of the hated älfar Triplets had been based. His escorts, two men and two women, rode up to him, fanning out to the right and left of Tabaîn’s crown prince. Still in the saddle, all of them in rich clothing and light cloaks, the five surveyed the scene in amazement. They would never have believed such a transformation possible.


‘Good thing I’m not a betting man.’ Dark-haired and tall, Raikan was widely expected to take over as regent when his sickly, older brother Natenian gave up the throne as envisaged. Thus it fell to him to conduct negotiations with the elves who had settled here after their liberation from the älfar.


‘I’d have lost that wager, too,’ said his friend Tenkil Hoge, shielding his eyes and brushing strands of dark hair aside as he studied the scene. The warrior’s chainmail had more than the usual number of metal rings to accommodate his powerful build. He had not wanted to leave his armour behind and had more weapons on his belt than the others, despite the fact this was supposed to be a peaceful neighbourly visit. ‘How on earth . . . ?’


Lilia, Ketrin and Irtan gazed on, still speechless with astonishment.


*


Raikan thought back to the previous autumn, winter and spring, and the heroic deeds, deaths and victories recent orbits had brought.


Wave after wave of warriors had set out to destroy the Dsôn Aklán and the last of the black-eyes in Girdlegard’s northern region. In the end their courageous fighters had won – but the losses had been horrific.


Afterwards they had begun to demolish the älfar buildings, to tear down the palace mount and to fill in the hole; the elf Ilahín and his wife Fiëa had overseen the works. Now, one sun cycle after the end of Lot-Ionan, the älfar, the dragon Lohasbrand, his orcs and the kordrion, Girdlegard was settling into peace. The human monarchs had been restored to power and chaos had given way to the rule of law.


Although there were still a few princelings and upstarts in the kingdom who needed seeing to, Raikan considered Tabaîn, the granary of the northwest, well on its way to establishing peace and prosperity. Together with his brother, he had been preparing for the planned abdication when Ilahín and Fiëa had invited them to Ti Lesinteïl.


To come to the court.


Raikan had not been aware that the elves, so few in number, had already chosen a king, or that enough of them had arrived to constitute a court. ‘Let’s go over and take a closer look at this marvel.’


The little group turned their horses to take the gentle slope of the broad highway.


You could only guess how deep the crater had previously been if you knew the old stories; this was where the northern älfar had ruled from. By filling in the crater, the elves had now managed to turn the place into a circular dip in the landscape, a good mile wide, but in Raikan’s eyes the real miracle was the flourishing woodland.


The forest treetops formed a rich green, waving sea of foliage into which he and his companions plunged. They seemed to sink to an ocean floor as they rode between trees that were more than a hundred paces tall.


Raikan was enchanted by the interplay of light and shade, the various hues of leaf, bark and bud. The air smelled like honey, exotic spices and incense. His senses were aroused and entranced.


‘I have never seen trees with blossom like this,’ said Tenkil, sounding suspicious. ‘Or ones that grow that fast.’


‘I can’t object – they hide the horror that lay beneath it all.’ Raikan started to feel very positive about their coming visit to the elf court. He was sure he would return to Tabaîn with extremely advantageous agreements.


Secretly he was quite ready to make pacts with all three elf realms. It would put Tabaîn ahead of Gauragar and Idoslane.


It was true that a new era was being launched in Girdlegard, but Raikan did not trust the ruler of United Kingdom of Gauragar-Idoslane, Queen Mallenia. She might be a powerful and determined leader but he did not approve of her chosen lifestyle. What kind of a monarch sets up with an actor, of all things – and one known to flaunt an open dalliance with a maga, at that?


Raikan did not think Mallenia would attack him, but considered her moody and unpredictable. To have the elves on his side would make a good impression. His own people would be reassured, too. He wanted his country to be safe; that was all.


The Tabaîn delegation made their way along the winding road flanked by the mighty tree trunks.


The woodland was flooded with light; moss and ferns covered the floor but there was no dense undergrowth. From time to time, Raikan noticed animals watching the riders. The wildlife sensed it had nothing to fear from these humans.


‘Over there on the right,’ said Tenkil. ‘Looks like the elves haven’t been quite as thorough as we thought.’


Raikan turned to catch sight of an imposing sculpture of unmistakably älfar origin: it was composed entirely of bones. It portrayed the upper body of a powerful warrior, rising up to launch himself on enemies. Woodland creepers had almost covered the horrifying work of art, growing tight across the bone surface.


‘The ivy will soon pull it down,’ said Raikan, shuddering. The älfar are being eliminated, together with everything they created.


*


The five riders reached a wide clearing containing a dozen or so stone-built houses and a colossal tree at its centre, spreading its branches as a natural shelter over the settlement. Raikan tried to work out how deep the tree’s root system must go to support the weight. The houses were grouped in the soft shade, each constructed like a small fortress but with playful decorative elements that stopped them looking like a giant’s discarded building bricks. The carved blocks were painted in various shades of green and decorated with swirling ornamentation. Vegetation on the walls ensured the buildings blended perfectly with the surroundings.


Tenkil was already concerned. ‘If you wanted to take this settlement you’d have to fight house to house.’


Raikan did not take the remark amiss. The warrior had long fought the enemies of Tabaîn; he always viewed any location from a strategic aspect rather than observing it with peaceful eyes.


There were elves, male and female, on the streets, smiling at the newcomers. Raikan reckoned there were at least forty of them walking around. He signalled to his escorts to stop. ‘I thought only a handful of elves had come to Girdlegard.’


‘More than that.’ Tenkil exhaled sharply. ‘Many more.’


‘But they’ve no weapons.’ Raikan smiled at his friend. ‘They won’t harm us.’


In the middle of the little settlement, at the root of the tree, stood a large house, a hundred paces square, with a curving roof a good fifty paces above their heads. Four long balconies, ten paces wide, were placed at intervals along the front.


The construction was mostly wood and the beams had been artfully carved; countless white lanterns decorated with red runes dangled in the light breeze. Two enormous black banners with glowing white designs hung all the way down to ground level where they framed a massive, bronze double door, inscribed with yet more runes.


‘Elves are the fastest builders I’ve ever seen,’ observed Tenkil, his tone implying that he did not believe things had been done in an honest and straightforward way.


That’s enough of that. Raikan was about to reprimand his friend when the door opened and an elf in wide, dark green robes emerged, carrying a tray with a carafe and five goblets. His short black hair was combed back severely, showing his slightly pointed ears; the dagger in the belt around his slim hips was as long as his forearm.


He approached the delegation with steady steps.


Raikan did not consider it fitting to accept the refreshment while still in the saddle, so he dismounted. Tenkil, Lilia, Ketrin and Irtan followed suit.


A slight breeze travelled through the trees, setting off the gentle sound of bells fastened in the branches, giving the occasion a ceremonial atmosphere.


The elf bowed his head and proffered the drinks. ‘Welcome, humans from Tabaîn. My master is delighted you have accepted his invitation.’


‘We thank you.’ The riders each took a goblet.


It was delicious from the first mouthful. The water tasted pure and more refreshing than anything the heir to the Tabaîn throne had ever drunk before. He could not place the faint aroma but it left a pleasant cooling after-effect in the throat.


When they had returned their empty goblets to the tray, the elf smiled at them. ‘Step this way, please. My master awaits.’


Raikan followed the elf, keeping an arm’s length or two behind. ‘Ketrin, you stay with the horses.’


The blonde girl nodded and gathered the leading reins in her hand.


Tenkil looked up. ‘Guards. Nine bowmen. They’re standing in the shadow of the second balustrade.’


Raikan would have been surprised if this had not been the case. ‘Let’s assume they’re there for our protection.’


So that meant yet more elves here in Ti Lesinteïl. Where are they all from?


Tenkil let out a coarse laugh. ‘Oh, yes. Like the spies hidden in the woods, the ones aiming at us as we passed?’


Raikan did not answer. He had not noticed the elf-soldiers in the woods. His friend’s remark ruined his cheerful mood.


They passed through the double doors into a large, bare hall that smelt of incense and flowers. On the walls there were symbols as well as stylised pictures of landscapes and birds. The colours shimmered as if liquefied metal had been used to varnish the images.


At the far end of the hall, an impressive figure of an elf with brown hair knelt back in an uncomfortable-looking posture on a platform with mats of plaited reeds. He wore an elegantly-cut robe of white fabric woven through with gold and silver threads. Rays of sunshine fell in from three directions from skylights, turning the elf into a figure of light. He kept his ringed hands open, resting on his thighs, as he directed his gaze to the visitors.


Raikan was surprised – he had only met Ilahín and his wife Fiëa, and thought that he was the king. But Ilahín was nowhere to be seen, nor was the sumptuous throne Raikan expected. The simplicity of the surroundings was as surprising as the unknown figure sitting in front of him. Who is this?


Their guide bowed and spoke in the elf tongue.


‘Let us use human language,’ the ruler interrupted in a sing-song voice, cutting the words sharply.


‘It is impolite. Raikan might think we had something to hide.’ The elf made an elegant gesture with his right hand, less inviting than commanding. Raikan nodded and moved to comply but Tenkil grabbed him by the arm.


‘I’m not kneeling down for anybody,’ he muttered; the emptiness of the room made his remark audible to all.


‘The elf ruler is also kneeling.’


‘He can do as he likes but I’ll only bend the knee when I’m dead. I’ve fought enough battles in my time not to –’


That’s enough. Raikan glared at him. ‘Then go outside and wait with the horses.’


Tenkil opened his mouth to object but saw sense. He turned on his heel and left the hall.


He’s been at war too long. Together with Lilia and Irtan, his remaining two companions, Raikan went over to the raised dais and knelt down at some distance from the elf, resting back on his heels in a similar posture. The ruler exuded an aura of power and self-assurance. The gaze from those bright grey-green eyes spoke of superiority.


There had not been much time for practising diplomacy in recent cycles and thus the young Tabaîner felt unsure of himself; he had no idea how he was supposed to conduct himself when faced with an elf ruler. There was nothing in the books. I’ll wait and see.


The bronze door closed with a metallic clang as loud as a gong. The sound reverberated and then bells started to tinkle through the fading echo. Nothing happened for quite some time. They sat opposite each other and waited.


Raikan was forced to suppress a yawn. Because of the incense and the harmonious tones of the bells he found the atmosphere in the room increasingly relaxing. Although sitting on my heels like this is getting less comfortable from heartbeat to heartbeat. He felt the tension leave his body.


That was apparently what his host had been waiting for.


‘I am Ataimînas, regent of Ti Lesinteïl and Naishïon of all elves. As I see it, Tabaîn has sent me its coming monarch.’ He placed his hand on his breast at heart level. ‘I am honoured.’


‘The honour is mine.’ Raikan felt flattered as he shifted uncomfortably; his feet and ankles were tingling. Before long this posture would make his legs go to sleep. ‘You have created a miracle here.’


Ataimînas gave a grateful smile. ‘Maga Coïra and our own humble gifts have worked together to ensure the horrors of the past are well and truly buried and forgotten.’ He spread out his arms. ‘Let us speak of the future, young king. That is the only thing that matters now.’


Raikan agreed. ‘How can Tabaîn be of assistance?’


‘By providing corn.’ Ataimînas placed his hands in his lap, where the jewelled rings sparkled and shone. ‘The elf realms are in the process of re-forming and there has been little opportunity to pay attention to agriculture. During the course of the next ten cycles we intend to source the corn we need from the fields of Tabaîn. From what I hear, your harvests promise to be plentiful, as usual.’


This is going well. We’re heading for an alliance. Raikan could not help smiling. ‘We should be able to do without a few sacks of rye.’


‘I speak of all the elf realms: Ti Âlandur, the Ti Singàlai you refer to as the Golden Plain, and Ti Lesinteïl. All in all we calculate our requirements to be eleven hundred twentners.’ Raikan heard how Lilia next to him caught her breath in surprise.


‘How many mouths do you need to feed, Regent Ataimînas?’


The elf seemed astonished at the question. ‘I thought the Children of Vraccas knew all about our immigration campaign? We have made no secret of it.’


‘The dwarves send regular briefings to the Council of Kings, but the last meeting was half a cycle ago,’ Raikan explained. ‘There has been a lot to do.’


‘Of course. So you will learn that we have arrived from the south, the west and the east, responding to our Creator’s sign that the threats to our people are now over.’ Ataimînas pointed to the door. ‘This is only one of our many settlements, King Raikan. We are re-forming our race and we shall not, in future, be cutting ourselves off from humans and dwarves as our ancestors were wont to do.’ The elf straightened up, his robes brilliant in the light. ‘I know what reputation goes before us in Girdlegard and I fear it was justified. But in less than a human generation that reputation will have changed.’ He pointed to Raikan. ‘Trade negotiations are the start. If you wish it.’


Of course I do. Raikan held back from confirming his willingness out loud. ‘But you still have not said how many elves have come.’


‘Up to the present orbit it will be about ten thousand.’ Ataimînas registered the surprise on his visitors’ faces and gave a friendly laugh. ‘You should see yourselves, young king. We are not here as conquerors. We are merely returning to the place where our Creator formed us. And for that we shall be needing more corn.’


The chance of a business deal and an alliance was extremely tempting. Raikan ought to be excited. However, he felt undeniable unease about the sheer numbers involved. That many elves in Girdlegard? It was as if Tenkil had left his suspicious attitude behind when he marched out of the hall. Annoying.


‘We will provide extra seed corn for Tabaîn to plant,’ Ataimînas went on. ‘It’s a particular sort of wheat, very high quality. You will guard the crops for us. For that we will pay you handsomely.’ He gave a condescending smile. ‘I shall make you rich.’


He went on to specify these payments and the price for a twentner of corn.


Raikan did not even attempt to bargain with him. The amount of gold lay far beyond what he had expected.


Instead he replied, ‘I am pleased to be able to assist the elf realms.’ After an agreement of this kind it should be easier to put forward his suggestion of an alliance.


‘Let us not waste any time.’ Ataimînas made a sign and a hitherto hidden door in the wooden panelling opened to admit two elves.


They brought parchment and quill; the contract had already been drawn up and only the mutually acceptable details on price and volume needed to be inserted before both parties signed.


Raikan was aware that he was overstepping his authority here, as his brother had not yet abdicated, but he felt this was an opportunity that shouldn’t be missed. Tabaîn’s future was at stake.


‘Many thanks,’ he said to the elf, as he was handed the completed agreement. ‘Might I use the occasion to . . .’


‘Then that business is settled.’ Ataimînas looked pleased. ‘Now let us talk about something else: land.’


The royal heir was taken by surprise. ‘I don’t understand. Did you want to purchase the fields for your own type of crop . . .?’


‘The elf realm in which you and your friends currently find yourselves is to be merged with the other two. We are buying up the land that falls between the regions.’ Reaching behind him, Ataimînas drew out a map and unrolled it. The new borders were already marked. ‘We wish to acquire the part of Tabaîn that lies to the north of Âlandur and goes up to the mountains. The land does not strictly lie between our realms but it would complete our territory to perfection.’


Raikan realised that the elf was not expecting any objections. This was inevitably going to cause problems. An alliance with the elf kingdom ceased to be a suitable proposition: instead of security, it would only bring dispute. It seemed to Raikan that he had made the whole journey in vain. ‘I expect you will put this idea to the Council of Kings? Queen Mallenia would be most affected by your plan.’


‘That is so. I fear there will be petty objections. She has a relationship, of course, with the King of Urgon, which makes her a double monarch. This could mean there would be three votes against me.’ Ataimînas looked Raikan up and down. ‘You will be taking my side, I hope.’


Now the young man understood why the grain price had been set so generously. ‘I will have to speak to my brother about this.’ Raikan tried to avoid a direct answer. ‘This is a matter of far greater implication than the decision concerning grain supply.’ Tenkil’s suspicions appeared to be well-founded. The next war was waiting in the wings, only one cycle after the liberation.


The elf’s smile was non-committal; gold and silver light was reflected on his handsome face. ‘Yes, do that, Raikan Fieldwood. I’m sure you will convince him. Who would not want to have the Naishïon as a friend?’


Raikan recalled that Ataimînas had used this term earlier in their talks. ‘Forgive my ignorance, but for the last two hundred and fifty cycles there was no contact between our peoples. This title means . . .?’


‘It would translate in your language as ruler with unlimited powers.’ The elf’s manner continued to be friendly. ‘Ruler over my own people, of course. Not over Girdlegard,’ he added with a mischievous smile. ‘We wouldn’t want any misunderstandings.’


‘Of course not.’ Raikan was glad that Tenkil was outside with the horses. His warrior would have launched immediately into an argument. There was a lot to consider on the journey home. An alliance would have to be thought about very carefully.


‘Have you heard about the child they found in the Grey Mountains?’ Raikan asked, in an attempt to change the subject.


‘The young girl?’ Ataimînas became tight-lipped; he stretched and leaned back slightly. ‘If you ask me, I’d say Belogar Strifehammer should have killed her. The dwarf and I are of one mind here. I fear, as does he, that the child will prove to be anything but a blessing for our shared homeland.’


He’ll have to explain what he means. Raikan was about to put forth another question when suddenly a loud shout was heard outside. A whoosh of arrows was followed by further shouts and the whinnying of terrified horses.


The man soon to be king of Tabaîn jumped to his feet, followed by Lilia and Irtan – but like him, they collapsed back onto the rush mats immediately. The circulation in their lower limbs had been badly affected by the unusual kneeling posture they had felt obliged to adopt. Sitting back on their heels like the elf meant that they had no feeling in their legs; they were essentially paralysed from the knees down. They lay there helpless: easy victims.


‘Tenkil!’ Raikan looked over to the closed door, then turned to face the elf ruler.


But Ataimînas was no longer there.




 


And so the times changed in Girdlegard.


From älfar hero to captive of the rulers and finally to being lapdog of the powerful – or so it seemed.


But my time will come, it will return.


For that is what I have learned from time.


Secret notes for
The Writings of Truth
written under duress by Carmondai




I


Girdlegard
United Kingdom of Gauragar-Idoslane
Freestone
6492nd solar cycle, early summer


‘How quickly things change,’ Boïndil ‘Ireheart’ Doubleblade of the clan of the Axe Swingers muttered into his splendid, carefully combed, black and silver beard.


Armoured, armed, and mounted on a black and white pony, he was riding into the little town of Freestone, where a cruel massacre had taken place less than two cycles previously. The älfar had taken a fancy to the bones of the local population and had driven the townspeople into the market square and killed them all. They had then used the bones they found suitable for their artworks.


The town had bled to death that day, but with the destruction of the black-eyes, the settlement had re-emerged as a source of life. The King of the Secondlings, and very recently also titled High King of all the Dwarf Tribes, proceeded slowly through the town’s busy streets.


It was mostly young people who had come to settle here in the deserted houses. The fields were being cultivated again and had the makings of a rich harvest; the orchards promised a wonderful crop of fruit. The town was flourishing after decades of terror and darkness.


Ireheart was meeting with the Council of Kings here in the town that had come to stand for the transformation of Girdlegard and the dawn of a new age. The elf Ilahín was also expected at the talks.


Half a cycle had passed since the last meeting and the ruler of all the Children of the Smith reckoned it was high time everyone got together and exchanged views. It was one thing sending messages, but nothing could replace a face-to-face discussion.


There were things that needed saying. Preferably over a tankard of black beer. He turned his pony off the road and through an entrance over which the banners of all the kingdoms fluttered. The name on the sign read proudly House of Heroes.


The sound of hooves clattering over the cobbles was magnified by the half-timbered walls of the inn yard.


Two human soldiers standing just inside the entrance noted the dwarf’s emblem and saluted with their spears. The one on the right yelled out the name of the new arrival to inform those within.


‘Is that really necessary?’ Ireheart grumbled. ‘Shouting right in my ear? Noiser here than on all the battlefields I’ve fought on. Enough to make a dwarf go deaf.’ The soldier gave a shamefaced grin but did not dare respond.


The dwarf slid from the saddle in front of the barn, had a good stretch and patted the pony. ‘You’ve done me proud. But I still don’t like riding.’


Ireheart had decided not to come with a retinue. An experienced warrior like himself had no need of an escort; they just held you back. The journey from his kingdom in the Blue Mountains had been a long one but a single rider will always find fodder and stabling for the night as well as a good meal, black beer and a bed.


Ireheart tossed his black and silver plait back over his shoulder and reached for the crow’s beak hammer that was fastened to the saddle. At that moment, the inn door flew open.


Out came Rodario the Incomparable, Urgon’s king, new to the status of ruler. He was the descendant of the original and greatest actor in the land. He wore a dazzling white robe with brightly embroidered motifs and a black belt; draped round his shoulders hung a brown shawl with pictures of mountains stitched in green. His aristocratic features were enhanced by a short pointed beard and an audacious moustache and he wore his well-groomed brown hair in curls.


‘O most glorious among the glorious,’ he called out in an exaggerated manner, spreading his arms wide in welcome. ‘Behold, here he is, small of stature but with the heart of a giant . . .’


Ireheart looked him up and down. ‘What in the devil are you wearing?’ He yanked the crow’s beak out of its fixture and shouldered it with a grin, the rings on his chainmail clinking as he did so. ‘A dressing gown?’


‘This, you ignoramus, is the height of fashion in my country.’ Rodario, king of Urgon and lover to both Mallenia and Coïra, twirled around theatrically, letting the skirts of the garment fly out. ‘It’s my own design.’


‘Ho, has it slipped your mind? You’re not on the stage any more. You sit on a real throne and you’re supposed to be a ruler, not just play the part of one.’ Ireheart stroked his beard. ‘And you’ve put on weight. They’ll have to make the throne wider.’


‘There we have it, politeness personified in a dwarf.’ Rodario put his hands on his hips and laughed. ‘What a fine exchange of pleasantries!’


‘You called me small of stature, didn’t you? You were asking for it.’ Ireheart went up to the one-time actor and held out his hand in greeting. ‘But I’m still glad to see you, King Rodario the First.’


As their fingers touched, the man inclined his head, free now of any teasing expression. ‘An honour to welcome you, my friend, High King Boïndil.’


Smiling at each other, they clasped hands warmly and then went inside together.


‘When did you stop shaving the sides of your head? You look different.’


‘There was never any time.’ Ireheart did not indulge him. He’s an actor and he’ll always be one. I’m not here to chat about hairstyles.


The high-ceilinged hall had been decorated to host the coming meeting of the Kings’ Council and black-haired Ilahín stood waiting. He was wearing a garment like Rodario’s, but the white was less dazzling and without ornamental embroidery. Ireheart thought the elf looked much more dignified than Urgon’s king.


Armed guards wearing the colours of the various rulers stood in the corners of the room. They were equipped with short shields and short swords; their task, to work together to protect the lives of the monarchs.


The innkeeper and his servants had gone to a great deal of effort and had even hung floral garlands at the windows; the whole place smelled faintly of the sugar soap used to scrub the floor. Add to the mix the fragrance of roasting meat – food was being provided – and the atmosphere was welcoming.


Ilahín nodded to the newcomer. ‘Greetings, High King. It is good to see that you have arrived safely.’


Mallenia, in heavy armour as always, was already seated at the table studying news bulletins; she was concentrating so hard that she did not notice Ireheart come in. Rodario went over to interrupt her but the dwarf held him back. ‘Time enough for that. Let her finish reading.’


Ireheart was handed a pitcher made of carved tusk ivory. He raised the black beer in toast to the assembled heads of state, all without removing his crow’s beak from his shoulder. ‘To Vraccas and the Council of Kings. May the road home be less dusty.’


He emptied the tankard in one go and called for the next, which Rodario obviously noted.


‘Now then, Actor; we’ve got one of your women sat over there. Where’s the other one?’


Mallenia’s blonde head jerked up from her papers, her eyes narrowing.


‘Don’t make me think your mind has suffered from your many battles,’ she said with a spiteful smile.


Ireheart swapped the empty mug for a full one. ‘Am I wrong?’


He gazed at Ilahín with innocent eyes. ‘Tell me I didn’t say anything wrong?’ He pointed his tankard at Rodario, slopping a little foam over the top as he did so. ‘He won’t dare to. Her sword is bigger than his.’


The elf tried hard not to laugh.


Voices from the gate announced the arrival of Sangpûr’s Queen Astirma and of King Natenian of Tabaîn. From the sound of hooves it seemed both of them had come with large retinues.


‘Wonderful! Let’s go and greet them.’ Rodario was visibly relieved. He left the room.


What a little coward. Ireheart laughed into his beer. ‘So the only ones missing now are Coïra and Isikor from Rân Ribastur.’


Ilahín shook his head. ‘The maga won’t be coming. She’s sent me a sealed letter giving her point of view in her own words.’


‘Aha,’ said the dwarf and went over to his seat at table. The banner of the High King hanging from the balcony above made it obvious where he was intended to sit. Ireheart put his crow’s beak aside now and the heavy iron weapon with its curved prong crashed on to the floorboards. ‘So why’s she not coming?’


The elf took his seat next to Ireheart. ‘She wants to continue investigating whether there are other magic sources. She has discovered our own has failed.’


Ireheart raised his eyebrows in surprise. ‘Dried up?’ That gave him enough of a shock to require more beer.


That meant the only known and accessible source was in his own realm, the Blue Mountains. It was guarded by his wife Goda and their three children.


He was worried less about security than about how difficult it would be for Coïra to get the energy she needed to draw on for her magic. Less of a problem in times of peace than it had been when Girdlegard was threatened with attack.


‘There’ll be new ones. There always have been,’ said Ireheart, to reassure both of them.


Ilahín did not seem troubled. ‘It is better this way. Anything that’s been under älfar influence for such a long time may have changed nature. That’s why Coïra is keen to find a new, pure source of previously untouched energy. Sitalia will help us find one.’


‘True. Let’s put our trust in your goddess. Vraccas wouldn’t be any good. He hates magic.’


Queen Astirma and King Natenian came in, accompanied by Rodario and a number of guards and a few courtiers.


The queen was still quite young even by human reckoning, and her tanned skin and bleached hair showed she spent much time in the open air in the desert. She wore the lightest of clothing with a transparent cloak of woven silk over the top.


Brown-haired Natenian, whose sweeping robe, the colour of corn, hid his fragile frame, had to be led in. He had difficulty staying upright in spite of his stick and the people guiding him. The man was coughing and spluttering and dragging his right foot, although he was hardly older than Astirma. It was no surprise to Ireheart that the king intended to abdicate in favour of his younger, healthier brother.


Mallenia collected her papers together and nodded to the new arrivals as if they were soldiers checking in for a campaign briefing. She had never been one for elaborate etiquette rituals among equals, as Ireheart recalled. One of her better points.


‘We can make a start. Isikor has sent a message,’ she said, showing a letter hung with several seals to demonstrate its authenticity. ‘He writes that the weather prevents him from attending in person but says his vote, where needed, should go with the majority opinion. Always for the benefit of Girdlegard.’


‘Hear, hear!’ Ireheart looked happy. ‘That will speed things up. And let’s hear it for the man who brought the letter. He seems better able than his king to cope with bad weather.’


The assembled rulers laughed.


After a short welcome ceremony, everyone moved to their allotted places. Water, wine and beer were served and the courtiers retired to the back of the room. The Council of Kings could commence its business.


Mallenia was in charge of proceedings because the meeting was taking place in her land. ‘I would like to bid all the rulers of Girdlegard welcome and I call on the gods in all our names to support our undertakings. May they protect us and give us the wisdom needed to make decisions in the interest of the welfare of our subjects and all who reside in Girdlegard.’


Ireheart mumbled his approval. Vraccas can’t object to any of that.


‘Ilahín, you’ve got a message from Coïra for us.’ Mallenia indicated he should break the seal and read out what she had sent.


The elf opened the letter, explaining to the others before he read out her words that the maga was still exploring in the hope of locating new magic sources.




Most esteemed Council of Kings,


I send warm greetings from the unknown place in Girdlegard where I shall be when Ilahín reads out my words.


The source I use has lost its power and if I don’t want to be exclusively beholden to my good friend Boïndil Doubleblade for access to his source in the Blue Mountains, I must explore and research. I am sure that Samusin will send me a better substitute for the source that has failed. Perhaps he has already done so.


Hear this: Weyurn matters of state are to be in Rodario’s hands. He may vote for me in the assembly.


I shall not be away long from my duties.


I desire to emphasise that Ilahín, his wife and all the elves have treated me like a good friend.


May Palandiell and Sitalia sit at the table with you!


Coïra


Maga and ruler of Weyurn





Natenian closed his eyes and everyone could see that Astirma was displeased. This meant that the power to block any Council decision lay in the hands of just two humans. King Isikor’s stated intention of having his vote go with the majority rendered it impossible to outvote Mallenia and Rodario.


This’ll be interesting. Ireheart raised his nearly empty tankard and toasted the Incomparable. ‘It seems we only have High Kings round this table now,’ he called out in good humour and the elf laughed. ‘We’ll have to invent some new titles.’ He drained his drink and was brought a replacement.


Nobody realised there was more behind his drinking than a general jovial conviviality. His straightforward manner seemed to make it acceptable.


‘Reason prevails,’ replied Rodario, with a pacifying glance towards the monarchs of Tabaîn and Sangpûr. ‘Have no fear. The times are past when we expected each to strive only for his or her own advantage.’


Well, that sounded fairly majestic. Ireheart thumped the tankard down on the table to indicate his approval. ‘Again: hear, hear!’


‘I assume our objections will always get a hearing,’ Natenian said, almost too weakly to be heard. ‘And let me say this while I’m speaking, knowing I may be too frail to talk later: my orbits as king are numbered. I shall be abdicating in favour of my brother, who will be able to serve Tabaîn longer than I can.’ He opened his grey-brown eyes and turned them on Ilahín, his chest heaving as if he had been running. ‘As soon as he is back from Ti Lesinteïl, we will be effecting the change. Please regard me as his representative and my country’s delegate.’


Mallenia was the first to applaud and then the others joined in. Ireheart banged the handle of his crow’s beak against the edge of the table.


‘Then let us discuss the state of our beloved Girdlegard,’ Mallenia began. ‘Everyone will know by now that Boïndil Doubleblade has been appointed as High King of the dwarves.’


Ireheart surveyed the assembled monarchs with a grim but amicable smile, hoping to forestall any questions.


‘Why the change of mind?’ Astirma threw in, to his consternation. ‘Didn’t you suggest yourself that the position should be left open for twenty cycles?’


He sighed to himself. ‘Events,’ he replied as lightly as he could. ‘The tribes wanted a king and I couldn’t refuse any longer. The will of Vraccas, if you like.’


He didn’t tell them that it had been the condescending manner of the elf-woman Fiëa that had driven him to it. He had been keen that orbit to watch the demolition works in the älfar realm and had heard that there had been a crater collapse opening up a passage to Phondrasôn, where the worst of the monsters lived.


Like many in the dwarf tribes, Ireheart believed that Tungdil Goldhand, the true High King of the dwarves, was still alive and had disappeared in Phondrasôn. That was why he had immediately called up a search party, wanting to investigate. But Fiëa had refused him access. It had made him more convinced than ever that his friend was still alive – and that many elves were to be trusted at one’s peril.


Ireheart had also wanted to unite the dwarves in case danger was looming. With over ten thousand elves migrating here, it wasn’t such a bad decision on my part. He kept his thoughts to himself. It would only ruin the mood.


There was another thing that bothered him in lonely moments. The elixir he had tried . . .


He pushed those thoughts aside. I can’t be dwelling on that now.


Astirma seemed happy enough with his explanation, but when she glanced down at his beer it was clear she disapproved. ‘I can see that the Children of the Smith would want to have a leader to unite them in a time of need. A wise leader.’ Ireheart chose not to rise to that. He merely flashed his eyes at her.


‘Let’s talk about Aiphatòn,’ said Mallenia, getting back to the task in hand. ‘He is still far outside Girdlegard, as you know. He has been following an älfar trail that took him through the Grey Mountains. That was at least one cycle ago. Has anyone had any more news?’


Everyone shook their heads, and Ireheart had some more to drink.


‘I think it’s good he’s taking his task seriously.’ Ilahín rose to his feet. ‘We are also working on eradicating any evidence of the älfar. You would not recognise Dsôn Bhará now. The transformation is splendid.’


‘It’s not surprising; there’s enough of you,’ Ireheart said in a friendly tone. ‘Did I mention it? More than ten thousand elves have entered Girdlegard in the past cycle, coming from the south, west and east. Our gate wardens have let them pass unhindered after checking that they were not älfar in disguise.’


A ripple of talk went through the council. Nobody had been expecting this news.


Ireheart noticed Mallenia looking suddenly thoughtful. The warrior queen was thinking of the possible threat this migration implied, and Rodario steepled his fingers and attempted to force an explanation from the elf by dint of staring at him pointedly.


‘We are most grateful to the dwarves for this.’ Ilahín did not hesitate. ‘My people have had many different roles in the history of Girdlegard in recent cycles . . .’ he began – and yet it was something else entirely that drew the dwarf’s attention.


The elf’s harmonious sing-song tones settled in Ireheart’s ears as background noise while he focused on the entrance of a guard bearing the arms of Urgon.


Unlike his comrades, he walked with a perfectly upright posture. It was strange. And his armour did not appear to fit quite right: in some places it was too tight and in others too wide.


What’s he carrying a spear for? Ireheart drained the wonderfully carved ivory beaker and turned so that the servants could see him. He noted how the guard was carefully tightening his grip; the leather gauntlet creaked slightly.


As if he were preparing to throw it.


Ireheart leaped up, jumped onto the chair and thence to the table, raising his crow’s beak. ‘Watch out!’


At that very moment the newcomer bent forward and launched his weapon in a single graceful movement. He took a step to one side in order to draw his short sword, and quick as lightning whirled round to attack the two guards closest to him.


Ireheart knocked the spear mid-flight with the crook of his weapon, sending it crashing into a wooden pillar.


The spear quivered, having missed the shocked elf by a narrow margin.


The assembled monarchs got to their feet, quickly grasping the fact that this was no beer-fuelled dwarf joke.


The bodyguards enclosed the would-be assassin, who had drawn his second short sword and was swinging it about.


‘Ho, come on then! You wouldn’t dare . . .’ It suddenly grew dark round Ireheart. It was as if night had burst into the room, violating the daylight. The darkness revealed what kind of evil opponent they faced. ‘Black-eyes!’ Ireheart roared, and ducked, holding the long handle of the crow’s beak in front of his body. The magic blackness was impenetrable. ‘Fight in the daylight, you cowardly monster!’


There were metallic sounds nearby. Death screams echoed in the room and all around bodies in armour and dropped weapons were clattering to the floor of the inn. People were yelling, nailed boots scuttered on the stone and blades were slicing through the air, hopelessly off-target.


This headless chicken behaviour helped the älfar attacker no end.


Calm. Stay calm. I mustn’t let the fury take over. Ireheart took cover and listened carefully for a sound that would betray the whereabouts of the assassin.


He could feel the heat of his internal furnace burning high as the zhadár elixir revived the terrible anger in him; he fought the great fury that would make him run amok. In such a state there was neither friend nor foe for Ireheart and this would have devastating consequences for Girdlegard’s rulers.


He was often able to keep the anger in check by drinking alcohol, but in a case such as this there would be no restraint possible. He had almost been able to control it, before the fateful day he had slaked his thirst from the wrong flask.


There was a metallic smell of blood and of freshly-slit guts.


Ireheart pictured the älf slaughtering his way through their ranks with a supercilious grin, making his way towards the monarchs at the high table. This was likely the best opportunity in the whole cycle to launch an attack on the crowned houses of Girdlegard. Mallenia should have had better security arrangements in place.


A sudden draught brushed his wrinkled face and made his well-groomed beard sway.


Ireheart immediately jerked his right foot out – catching something, and he heard a quiet älfar curse; he stood up and circled his crow’s beak above his head to catch his swift attacker in the back.


The spike, as long as a forearm, found resistance and there was the sound of steel protesting. The spike tip got stuck and Ireheart had to yank at the handle to pull it away. ‘Ha!’ Hot sparks invaded his bloodstream, but he managed to control himself.


The light started to return to the darkened room. The blow seemed to have weakened the älf’s powers of concentration. The light let the High King, now snorting with effort, see the enemy’s back: a deep cut showed in armour and flesh.


But the älf stumbled on towards the frail figure of Natenian, bloodied swords in hand.


Ireheart had no hope of catching him so he hurled his crow’s beak. ‘Greetings from the smithy!’


Ilahín, too, made his way over with his weapon drawn to bring down the attacker. Two daggers came flying over from the right and whizzed past the assassin, barely missing the elf.


Ireheart clenched his teeth when he realised the crow’s beak was going to hit the wrong pointy-ears target.


Ilahín vaulted over, ducked under the älf’s sword swipe and stuck his long blade in the armpit from below. The end of the spike emerged at the shoulder, making the armour bulge and changing the direction of the assassin’s attack. Then the crow’s beak hurtled in and glanced off Ilahín’s side. The elf was jerked round, pulling the opponent with him.


Together they flew off the table, pulling two of Natenian’s companions over with them, and thumped to the ground next to Tabaîn’s king.


Mallenia loomed. Her long blade flashed down, accompanied by a tremendous scream that told of all her hatred, cutting at the neck vertebrae before the älf came back on his feet; the sword swept down and plunged into the floorboards, sticking fast.


‘Where there’s one black-eyes there might be another one.’ Ireheart drew both his short axes and turned round in an aggressive pose, his arms spread wide, as he watched out for other enemies. It was a huge effort not to erupt in fury. Hot blood roared in his ears and the red mist in front of his eyes did not bode well.


The room was transformed into a slaughterhouse.


The dwarf surveyed the scene: the guards were slit open or had deep stab wounds. Their armour would not have helped them against such a foe. The assassin had located and made use of the weak points in the armour.


Astirma’s bodyguard lay around her, all of them dead, and the fair-haired queen herself had suffered a wound to the neck. Her breathing was laboured and her eyes wide. She was struggling to grasp what had happened. Two blood-smeared maids were attending to her. Ireheart noted that Rodario had a cut on his arm.


The fact that the älf had left it at that suggested that poison had been employed.


‘Call the best healers,’ Ireheart shouted, fighting down the urge to swing around and attack Mallenia. ‘The blade was most likely treated with some noxious toxin.’


Mallenia, struggling to extract her sword from where it had stuck in the wooden floor, echoed his call.


Suddenly Rodario turned pale. ‘By all the gods! The attacker was wearing the armour of the Urgon bodyguard! I must see to her!’ He rushed out of the room.


‘Who is this her he’s talking about?’ Ireheart looked puzzled. ‘Have I missed something?’ At last the red mist was starting to lift from his vision. I need a beer, quickly.


‘We would have got to that eventually,’ Mallenia did not give a direct answer. ‘Let’s move to another room. There is too much death here.’


They left the large saloon with the protection of new guards and a whole wall of shields, and went in to a smaller side room with its own fireplace.


The dwarf picked up his crow’s beak and followed them. As he passed a table he grabbed a pitcher and emptied the contents down his throat. It seemed to him he heard a dull hissing sound as the fires of his rage were quenched.


Healers arrived to treat the injured, dosing them with a draught thought to counteract the effects of known älfar poisons. Wounds were bandaged and others were given wine against the shock.


Ilahín stretched out his hand to Ireheart. ‘I owe you my life, Child of the Smith. We now live in times of true friendship between our peoples if a dwarf will save the life of an elf.’


‘But I nearly finished you off myself,’ he said with a grin. ‘It wasn’t you I was aiming at, though.’


‘That does not detract from your heroism. Were it not for you, High King, the älf’s spear would have pierced me through.’ Ilahín bowed. ‘I shall never forget this.’


‘Let’s get back to our debate,’ Astirma said, though she was still staring blankly straight ahead and struggling to contain her terror. A maid handed her some wine, which she downed as swiftly as Ireheart had his black beer. ‘The attack must not keep us from our purpose or it will mean that the älf has won.’


This made the young queen rise in Ireheart’s estimation. ‘Then I repeat my question. Where did the Incomparable Rodario rush off to?’


‘To find my ward, a young girl.’ Mallenia sat down and surveyed the others. ‘We had been discussing the arrival of the elves in Girdlegard, possibly a cause of some consternation.’


‘I would say – given the danger we face from älfar attack – we should be glad to have the elves here,’ said Astirma calmly. ‘You must hunt them down,’ she said to Ilahín. ‘Our own armies are not ready and you know the black-eyes better than we do.’


The elf gave a weak smile. ‘I can promise you, Majesty, that we will be even more vigilant. But how does one hunt ghosts?’


‘As far as I know, the last of the zhadár is after them,’ Ireheart cut in. ‘He set off to track them down and we mustn’t forget that he’s had some success.’ He recalled the attempt on Mallenia’s life that winter, on her visit to Oakenburgh. ‘He’s our best hope against the älfar.’


Mallenia agreed. ‘There are only a handful of älfar still around. But we have seen what damage they can still do. Our security arrangements were comprehensive and yet they still managed to smuggle an assassin in.’


‘If that is the price we have to pay for our liberation, I am happy to pay it if it means my people are no longer under the yoke of evil.’ Natenian’s voice came in a strained whisper, but he had the room’s full attention. ‘Tell us the älfar empires are a thing of the past, Ilahín.’


‘Indeed they are. We have used Coïra’s magic powers to turn Dsôn Bhará into a pleasant hollow in a landscape filled with trees. Their roots hold back the evil, preventing it from resurfacing. Both Ti Âlandur and Ti Singàlai – which is known to you as the Golden Plain – are being renewed. Sitalia called her children here in order to protect Girdlegard on the inside, just as the Children of the Smith protect it from outside threats.’ He addressed Ireheart. ‘A new era, my friend. We can live together peacefully without suspicion of each other.’


‘I’ll drink a toast to that.’ Astirma raised her goblet of wine and the others followed suit.


‘If we’re talking about the new era, tell us where all these Outer Lands elves are coming from,’ Ireheart wanted to know. ‘Why were they living there in the first place?’


‘You’ll be able to ask them yourself soon. My king will attend the next Council of Kings and will outline his plans to you all. Not this time, but on another orbit not too far distant.’


Mallenia nodded carefully. ‘We shall await that with interest.’ She kept looking over to the door, anxiously, eager for Rodario to return.


Ireheart emptied the next tankard; he had forgotten how many he’d already drunk, but the alcohol had managed to suppress his dark burning rage. For now. He was counting on the iron will all dwarves shared, and he hoped to overcome his burden with Vraccas’ help and his own effort. No rages any more, no more unquenchable thirst, no more terrible dreams. Until then he needed his mead. And his black beer.


‘The young ward you mentioned,’ he turned to Mallenia, ‘she wouldn’t be the girl they found in the abandoned settlement in the Grey Mountains, would she? What did they say her name was?’


All eyes were on the blonde woman from Idoslane. Word had gone round in Girdlegard about the foundling child, but no actual details were known.


‘She is called Sha’taï,’ Mallenia replied with a sweet smile. ‘She’s a good little girl.’


Everyone knew the story. A group consisting of human soldiers, dwarves and an elf had been searching for a deserted village in the Grey Mountains, after surprising descriptions found in älfar records. And they had indeed located the remains of a settlement where in the past, dwarves of the Fifthling tribe must have co-existed with elves.


Ireheart did not know what the purpose of the secret experiment had been or why it had only come to light via the älfar writings. The dwarves had searched their own archives in vain for a mention, and there were none of the original Fifthlings around they could ask.


While there, the group found a little girl from the Outer Lands, only able to speak in the älfar tongue. The dwarves had refused to take the child along, so in the end the human soldiers had brought her to Mallenia.


Since then nothing had been heard of Sha’taï.


‘She’s a bright child,’ Mallenia told them proudly. ‘I wanted to introduce her so she could tell us what she knows. There’s a possible threat to Girdlegard from her homeland.’ She looked from one to another in turn. ‘That’s why it’s so important that we do away with suspicion and self-interest amongst us.’


Ireheart pricked up his ears. If the kid could speak the black-eyes’ language, she must have lived with them.


Is that why the älf attacker went to her room first? To silence her? Or was it just for her guard’s uniform? Ireheart would prefer to see the mysterious foundling safely stowed in a prison cell instead of sitting by the side of the queen who ruled two countries, but he was keen to see what the child was like nonetheless.


‘So there are still some älfar on the other side of the mountains?’ Ireheart muttered. ‘I pray to Vraccas that Aiphatòn will find them and root them out.’ If he can’t, then we’ll be ready and waiting.


He noticed how the blonde Ido woman bit her lip when he said that and decided she must know more than she was admitting.


‘Let’s wait till Rodario gets back. In the meantime, let’s talk about some of the positives happening here in Girdlegard,’ said Astirma. The wine was having its effect. She now seemed able to put aside the pain and the horror of the recent events. ‘We mustn’t neglect the good things.’ The young queen gave Ireheart a friendly glance. ‘High King, if you would tell us what’s happening in the mountains.’


‘With pleasure.’ He slurped a mouthful of beer, drew breath and started his report of how the five dwarf tribes were progressing. Ireheart did not believe that Sha’taï had become a victim of the assassin, because Rodario would have come storming back already.


He was more puzzled that the actor king had not returned.


Girdlegard
Elf realm of Ti Lesinteïl
6492nd solar cycle, early summer


Lying on the floor of the large hall, Raikan Fieldwood heard curt elf commands coming from outside; the sound of arrows had not let up. His friend Tenkil was shouting desperately for Lilia.


We were sent into a trap. He still could not feel his legs. It was taking too long for his circulation to recover and his muscles work again; he could not fight. The elf ruler must have left by a concealed door. ‘To the door!’ he yelled to his two companions, and wriggled his way over the rush matting like a maggot. In his mind’s eye he could see Ketrin and Tenkil ambushed and shot full of arrows. ‘I must know what’s going on.’


Together, Raikan, Irtan and Lilia reached the large bronze door and used their weapons to prise it open far enough to see out. It was now clear that the arrows had not been intended for their friends.


Her clothing torn to rags, Ketrin lay on the ground, a deep gash in her chest and splintered bones sticking out. Something had dug furiously through her body to get to the soft innards.


What’s happening? Raikan saw four mutilated elf corpses, attacked in the same way.


Tenkil was struggling out from under a fallen horse. His chainmail was torn full of holes; blood gushed from a shoulder wound. Arrows that had missed their targets were stuck in the ground on all sides.


So the guards on the balcony and skulking in the woods were not there because of us at all. Grabbing the door handle, Raikan pulled himself up. They were watching out for whatever has cost Ketrin her life.


Pins and needles took over from the numbness in his legs.


Without taking his eyes off the scene outside, the young king stamped his feet repeatedly to get the circulation going. He could feel his feet again. Now we can fight. ‘Tenkil! Hang on! We’re nearly there!’


‘No!’ Tenkil had freed himself from the weight of the horse cadaver and, crouching low, with sword and dagger drawn, he started moving towards the them. ‘I’ll come where you are. Whatever that is, there’s no hope of confronting it in an open fight.’


Tenkil sprinted over.


Irtan and Lilia flanked the bronze door, weapons at the ready. They, too, had been regaining the use of their lower limbs. We should have been wearing armour. ‘Shut the door as soon as he’s through.’


Tenkil flew across the ground he had to cover – and then the darkness behind him started to move.


A creature came storming forward, as steely black as night itself. It was like a huge, armoured wolf. Its eyes glowed white, its ears pricked up and the long snout gaped wide, displaying shining, sharp-pointed teeth too numerous to count.


Powerful jaws snapped at the man as he ran for his life, but he swerved instinctively. Raikan heard a loud clack as the jaws sprang shut. The creature snorted and roared.


Its armoured skin deflected swarms of arrows. Others missed their target as the animal zigzagged. One of the arrows hit its snout just as the creature launched another attack on Tenkil. It gave a furious barking sound.


‘Run!’ shouted Raikan. ‘Or it’ll have you.’


But the beast had ceased to care about Tenkil. It cast its shimmering eyes up to the balcony and sprang from its powerful hindquarters, disappearing from sight.


Tenkil made it into the hall and Irtan and Lilia slammed the bronze doors shut. The four friends from Tabaîn listened as the metallic echo died away.


They heard steps above their heads and then screams of terror. The archers were being killed one by one. Weapons clanked to the floor. It didn’t seem there was any defence being put up.


‘What do we do?’ Irtan looked at the others.


‘We get out of here while it’s busy with the elves.’ Lilia took a step back. ‘Whatever it is.’


‘I didn’t even see it properly. I’ve battled enough monsters in my time, but . . .’ Tenkil was shaking, looking at the dagger in his unsteady hands. ‘It came out of nowhere, fangs glowing bright. It broke and tore anything in its path.’


Raikan forced down the panic clutching at his heart with an ice-cold hand.


A bold thought occurred to him suddenly, in spite of his fear: if he could manage to protect the elf ruler’s life, there was bound to be something in it for him. Not only an advantage for Tabaîn, but something to benefit the whole of Girdlegard.


‘Maybe something the älfar left behind?’ Raikan moved towards the side door. ‘Some creature conjured up by the blackest of arts?’


Tenkil grabbed his arm. ‘Why didn’t the elf warn us and take us with him?’


Irtan’s face grew dark. ‘We were the unwitting bait!’


Raikan was hoping against hope that there was more to the elf’s behaviour than treachery. ‘Let’s see what we—’


All of a sudden, the beast burst through the wall and pounced at Lilia in a hail of splinters. The blade she jabbed at the wolf-like animal’s shoulder shattered on impact. The beast’s white fangs flared bright, gaped wide and slammed shut.


She fell with a scream, the beast flailing on top of her, as her severed arm flew up in the air still grasping the weapon. An arc of blood spurted out.


Raikan whirled round, wielding his long sword at its hindquarters, hoping the plating might be less thick there.


But the creature sidestepped neatly, its front claws slashing Lilia’s unprotected throat.


The woman gasped her last and was half-dragged and half-flung to one side, her corpse leaving red trails on the matting.


‘Save yourself, my king,’ Tenkil yelled, leaping in front of Raikan to protect him. ‘Get word to Girdlegard—’


‘He wouldn’t get far,’ came an elf voice from behind them. ‘We’ve been trying to destroy the beast for over forty orbits.’


Ataimînas pushed past them, placing himself in front of Tenkil. He was now wearing close-fitting armour comprising a large number of tiny metal rods and he held a long, iron spike in his gauntleted hand. ‘I was hoping it wouldn’t get wind of your visit.’


The bronze doors opened and twenty warriors marched in, all equipped with lances and spears. Faced with a forest of sharp blades, the creature gave a throaty roar and bared its shining fangs threateningly.


Raikan and Tenkil exchanged swift glances. The elf had left them to put on defensive armour and fetch help; it had not been a trap after all. We were victims of our own bad thoughts. ‘Kill it. Let’s kill it together,’ he said, a breath of guilt in his voice.


Ataimînas nodded. ‘May we succeed.’ He advanced with Tenkil and Raikan flanking him and Irtan covering them from the rear.


The warriors drove the beast back up against the wall.


The creature bared its teeth and stared at them all with luminous eyes, flaring its nostrils and snuffling. Their opponent seemed wily enough to know not to charge the wall of spikes; bright blood trickled from a wound on its snout where it must have broken off the arrow piercing the skin.


What is that? Raikan saw a fine chain round its neck with a capsule as big as a child’s fist hanging from it. There was writing but the runes were unclear: strangely familiar but neither of elf nor älfar origin. Could those be dwarf symbols?


When Ataimînas gave the word, his soldiers stormed the beast.


Ten warriors directed their spear tips straight ahead; the others held theirs sloping upwards to prevent the animal leaping over the blades. The Naishïon himself was at the centre of the onslaught, his lance blade polished gold. Tenkil and Raikan were at his sides.


‘Let’s get that capsule off the beast,’ cried the heir to Tabaîn. ‘I want to know what’s in it.’


‘It won’t be good,’ Ataimînas said. ‘This is bound to be something the älfar set up. They make a point of leaving vicious traps behind them.’


Any further words went unheard in the clash of blades.


The warriors stabbed and slashed at the creature, which was proving surprisingly agile. It jumped around and growled, bit spear shafts to pieces and crunched the metal parts seemingly without damaging its teeth. With its front paws, it made jabs at the row of soldiers: elves were flung injured to the matting. The beast’s long claws cut through chainmail shirts and armour plate and blood streamed out, soaking into the rush matting and filling the air with its metallic scent.


Ataimînas ordered his elves back. ‘Let’s try and lure it outside. Our new archers should be in place,’ he told Raikan.


‘Didn’t work just now,’ Tenkil said.


‘We’ve got some better arrows we can use. We’ll see an end to the beast this night. Your friends’ deaths will be avenged.’ Ataimînas nodded at him. ‘I swear it.’


They attacked the beast once more to provoke it and to distract it from the danger it would be facing outside, and then withdrew backwards through the bronze double doors.


The beast pursued them, now facing a reduced number of opponents. Raikan admired the nobility of the elf-soldiers and their readiness to sacrifice themselves, knowing they had very little chance of surviving the confrontation.


Outside the palace, the creature was challenged only by the Tabaîners, the Naishïon, and three elf-warriors. It crouched, ready to spring at the courageous band.


Ataimînas called out a command and a humming sound came from all sides.


‘Get down!’ he shouted, throwing himself to the ground.


Raikan and Tenkil immediately did the same, but Irtan was a shade too slow in reacting. There was a scream when he was hit. He and one of the elves who had not moved fast enough fell, their bodies stuck with arrows.


A wave of darkness flooded the scene as arrows and steel balls rained down on the beast.


Raikan saw how the missiles affected the wolf-like creature. The combination of sharp and blunt projectiles seemed to do the trick, with the slingshot pummelling the skin, making it easier for the arrowheads to puncture.


‘It’s working!’ shouted Raikan excitedly. He got ready to jump up and attack the creature with his sword as soon as the deadly bombardment stopped. I want that capsule.


But the beast was not giving up.


It roared and barked in rage, leaped into the air and ravaged the two elf-warriors crouched under cover, unable to run away. It swung their bodies about like dolls, fangs tearing through their armour. Their corpses were hit by the arrows and steel balls in the air.


Then the creature turned on the Naishïon himself.


Its jaws gaped wide. It seemed nothing could halt its onrush, not even arrows and slingshots. But the thin wire the capsule hung from was not as tough and the mysterious metal object fell under one of the creature’s blood-red clawed feet.


Before Raikan could leap into action to protect Ataimînas, braving the hail of arrows, Tenkil had rolled forward. The sturdy warrior grabbed one of the splintered lances and drove it into the beast’s open maw.


The creature stopped, retching at the wooden lance lodged in its gullet. By now it had so many arrows sticking out of its hide that it looked like a porcupine. It dealt Tenkil a mighty blow with a foreleg, sending him spinning round to end up groaning on the ground. This slight delay served the elf bowmen. Eight arrows to the eyes and through the soft palate brought the animal down, burying the muscular Tabaîner under itself.


The elves abruptly ceased their fire.


‘This is an orbit we will remember for a long time,’ Ataimînas called out, getting to his feet. He proffered his hand to help Raikan up. ‘The beast has been defeated. With your help.’


‘Sure.’ The young monarch sped over to the vanquished monster. ‘But before we mourn the dead and celebrate our victory in honour of their sacrifice, give me a hand to free my friend. Otherwise he’ll suffocate and add to their number.’


Ataimînas gave instructions Raikan could not understand. Elves emerged from their hiding places, hanging their bows on their backs. ‘Take care. We might find there’s still a spark of life in it.’


‘Where did it come from?’


Ataimînas gestured. ‘We assume that it dug itself out through the crater we filled in. There may be some narrow pipe or passageway leading up out of the cave system. At one time the Moon Pond used to be here, with the infamous realm of darkness underneath. Full of monsters and beasts.’


‘Phondrasôn.’ Raikan was aware of the älfar name for the terrible place that reached all the way to the Black Abyss. It had been described in papers found after the fall of the Triplets, written about by an älf called Carmondai. ‘Hang on, Tenkil. We’re going to pull you out.’ Raikan looked at the downed monster. ‘I understood the underground had been fully sealed off?’


‘Evil always finds a way.’ Ataimînas gave another command and the warriors stood still. ‘It is undoubtedly tragic that the young heir to Tabaîn should fall victim to this beast after he saved my life like a true hero.’ With that he kicked the astonished Raikan’s feet out from under him, making him fall at the creature’s snout. ‘A dead hero.’


‘Have you gone mad?’ Raikan attempted to raise his sword.


The Naishïon stepped back with a smile to allow four of the guards to march up.


The young man struggled and raged as they seized him and shoved his neck between the gaping fangs of the monster. The sharp teeth pierced his skin.


‘Let me be,’ he demanded. ‘Ataimînas, what is this?’ The elves held his arms fast, rendering him unable to defend himself. An overpowering stench came from the creature’s open mouth and the blood of its victims was everywhere.


The Naishïon came close and placed his right boot on the creature’s snout, increasing the pressure on Raikan’s throat and neck. ‘You should be pleased you managed to survive so long. We wanted you to die before you ever reached the palace, but the beast did not show in time.’ The green eyes showed no sign of mercy.


Raikan was at a loss. ‘What sort of game is . . .’


‘Your brother and our new Elf Empire have come to an agreement. Your brother, my fine would-be King Raikan’ – he bent close, strands of dark brown hair falling over his face – ‘has no intention of abdicating. And now that you have met your death in this tragic accident, he will have to remain on the throne. That means we get our grain on much more favourable terms.’


‘My brother?’


Ataimînas gave a spiteful laugh. ‘He is devious, of course. So we will check the grain he supplies to see if it’s poisoned. But on the other hand, he is also astute. It was his idea we make this contract; it bears your signature and proves that you went behind his back. Your name will be eradicated from the records, after some initial praise for saving my life.’ The elf straightened up and swept back his hair. ‘Everything has been thought of.’


Raikan uttered a cry of despair. ‘No! It can’t be true! Natenian would—’


Ataimînas pushed his foot down.


Two rows of razor sharp fangs pierced the young man’s neck, turning Raikan’s last words into an incomprehensible gurgle. He flailed wildly, aggravating the damage.


Ataimînas applied yet more pressure. Raikan hung there in the creature’s jaws, groaning and choking. Blood ran from many wounds and dripped onto the ground.


The future ruler slowly bled to death and his limbs ceased to twitch as the life went out of him.


‘Palandiell,’ he prayed with his last breath. He did not know why he had to die – Natenian had only to say that he wanted to go on reigning and Raikan would have accepted it. Palandiell, avenge me . . .


Ataimînas stamped down, and the prince’s neck broke.


The severed head fell, splashing down into a pool of blood before rolling aside in the dust.


Totally impassive, the Naishïon looked at the corpse. ‘It’s Sitalia who holds sway here,’ he said coldly, ‘not your goddess.’ Striding back to the palace, he ordered the guards to pull out the other Tabaîner and arrange for the same injuries. ‘Send the bodies back to Tabaîn. And the beast as well. The king will want to mourn his brother properly.’


Ataimînas was almost at the bronze door.


‘Naishïon!’


He halted and looked back over his shoulder.


‘The other one’s disappeared.’


He frowned and turned round. They had concentrated on Raikan too much. ‘Find him. Follow his tracks and bring him back alive so he can be killed here like his leader.’


‘At once, Naishïon.’


Ataimînas pressed his lips together and went on back to the palace. ‘And watch out for the other two beasts that are roaming around. Kill them. We don’t need them any longer.’


He clenched his fists, furious at himself. A few heartbeats of inattention and his clever plan was in danger. It had been a real bonus when the narshân beast had turned up. Nobody would ever suspect anything untoward when there had been a heroic death like that.


He won’t get far. Ataimînas had seen the wounds the man had received. Sure, he might be a veteran soldier, strongly built and with great stamina. But the fangs of a narshân beast were not only sharp but contaminated. Wouldn’t give him more than four miles.


Ataimînas came to an abrupt stop. ‘Where’s that metal phial?’ he said.


‘It’s not here, Naishïon. He . . . must have taken it.’


The ruler closed his eyes and silently begged Sitalia to use her powers to fell the man who had escaped. Any other outcome could put paid to his dream of a mighty elf empire.


If anyone finds him before we do . . .




 


If Vraccas had intended his children to be cut down with ease, he would have made them out of wood.


Dwarf saying




II


Girdlegard
United Kingdom of Gauragar-Idoslane
Freestone
6492nd solar cycle, early summer


Rodario hurried through the inn complex with a healer and three Urgon soldiers to reach the rooms where the young foundling girl had been waiting to be summoned to the assembly hall.


To the Incomparable Rodario, it seemed that the corridors extended for miles, and every step he and his companions took was tiny and laborious.


At last they were getting near.


The door to her chamber stood open and the all-too-familiar smell of blood hung in the air. He rushed in, terrified for the child – and found Sha’taï crouched in a corner of the room. Her nurse and a guard had both been butchered, their throats neatly cut. The soldier had not had time to go for his weapon.


Sha’taï’s dark brown dress with bright yellow embroidery had black splashes on it. Blood ran from a small cut on her throat. She’s alive!


‘My little one!’ Rodario knelt down, putting an arm round her. He beckoned the healer over with his other hand. The woman approached and carefully inspected the cut while the guards carried the bodies out.


‘Night was falling,’ said Sha’taï, her accent showing she was not from Girdlegard. ‘Then the älf attacked us and he—’ She fought down the tears. ‘I wanted to call for help but I was so afraid.’ She burst into tears and clutched Rodario’s arm.


‘He can’t hurt you now.’ He stroked her dark hair to calm her. ‘We’ve killed him.’


‘I don’t think poison has been used,’ whispered the healer, giving the injured girl a dose of a calming essence from a dark blue phial. ‘It’s quite deep, though, and needs stitches. We need to ensure the wound closes up properly.’


Rodario nodded and rocked Sha’taï gently to and fro until he felt her body relax and fall into a restorative sleep.


Thank the gods! Lifting her, he stood up and carried her into an adjoining room. He laid her on the bed, ignoring the bloodstains on his exquisite robe.


The healer was at his side, pressing a cloth onto the wound. While the child slept, she took out needle and thread and swiftly sewed the edges of the cut together. It could have ended quite differently.


Rodario looked at Sha’taï, wondering at how quickly the young girl from the Outer Lands, probably not more than twelve cycles old, had acquired his language and adapted to the culture of Girdlegard. When she had first been found in the deserted village in the Grey Mountains, the dwarves were adamant that she should not be brought to Girdlegard; they were suspicious of the fact that she spoke only the älfar tongue. One of them had even tried to kill her.


But despite this opposition from the others, Rodîr Bannerman had brought the child to Mallenia, who had immediately taken her under her wing and made the girl her ward. Since the queen had no children of her own, Mallenia saw this as a gift from Samusin.


How little we know about the Outer Lands. Sha’taï had talked about being forced to flee from mighty cities plagued with family feuds. The girl had also mentioned älfar settlements that had been destroyed in a terrible war.


And she had spoken of Aiphatòn. The shintoìt seemed to have been involved in events, though the girl was not able to say whether or not he was still alive.


So he kept his vow to destroy his own people. Rodario twirled the end of his moustache and smiled down at the sleeping child. She can tell us so much about the Outer Lands to the north. And that was why she had been brought along to Freestone. Mallenia wanted her to give a report to the assembled heads of state and disperse any suspicions. The dwarves in particular seemed to view Sha’taï as evil incarnate, in the form of a child.


The healer applied an ointment to the stitches and then bandaged the wound before rising to her feet, bowing and making her way out of the room.


Once she addresses the crowned heads, everyone will see they’ve been mistaken about her. Rodario sat on the edge of her bed and held the girl’s hand in his.


‘Sleep,’ he murmured into her dreams. ‘You’re safe here with us.’


‘That’s what you think,’ she whispered back, to his surprise. Her eyelids were still shut. ‘Not even you are safe. You rely too heavily on the dwarves and their gates.’ She turned her head towards him and opened her eyes abruptly. ‘But they’ve been defeated once before. It will happen again.’


Rodario noticed her frightened expression and how utterly convinced she was that her prophecy would come true. He shuddered at the thought. ‘High King Boïndil and the Children of the Smith are well prepared. They have strengthened the fortresses.’


‘There are powers no axe or stone or shield is effective against,’ she contradicted him.


‘Magic. I know,’ he said with a smile. Her little hand was grasping his more tightly now. She must be afraid. ‘But we have Coïra. She is clever and powerful and she has trained all the new magi and magae. And anyway, we’ve got more elves living here now than ever before. They are renowned for their military prowess.’


Sha’taï was not to be persuaded.


‘You have no idea what kind of magic the nhatai are capable of,’ she said softly, half-asleep again. ‘The power they have can break through any gate, no matter how secure, and can defeat the strongest of armies.’


She swallowed hard and her eyelids fluttered. ‘I saw . . .’


The girl fell back into slumber, her fragile little hand still tightly clasped round his fingers.


Rodario shuddered again. They had spoken of Girdlegard before but Sha’taï had never seemed this frightened.


‘What are the nhatai?’


He jerked round at the sound of the deep voice behind him.


‘Since when do dwarves creep around silently?’ Rodario asked the High King, who was standing on the threshold.


‘I knocked . . . Hard.’ He showed how the head of his crow’s beak had banged on the door frame. ‘I was worried. I gave my little speech about the dwarf kingdoms and wanted to come along and see for myself where you’d got to.’


Rodario smiled. ‘I was deep in thought, that’s all.’


‘Thinking about the nhatai?’ Boïndil shouldered his weapon and grinned. ‘Don’t tell me it’s the first time you’ve heard her mention the name?’


It had been. ‘Maybe the sleeping draught has affected her mind.’


The High King pulled himself to his full height and looked deep into Rodario’s eyes and then down at the child. ‘If there’s magic that can compromise the security of the fortresses at the pass, I need to know, Incomparable One,’ he stressed, whirling the crow’s beak, causing a draught that made his facial hair flutter. His beard had survived the fighting in top condition. ‘We need to know what’s what so we can be ready for it.’


‘I’ll ask her again.’


‘It’s me who should ask her,’ Boïndil insisted, concerned and commanding.


‘You forget that I’m as much of a king as you are.’ Rodario forgave the High King the patronising way he had spoken, and placed his free hand on the dwarf’s shoulder. ‘You forget it when you’re dealing with many of us.’


‘Ho! You’re forgetting you used to be a showman. Some thespian on a throne wants to tell me how best to look after Girdlegard’s interests?’ He gave a belly laugh. ‘I hope for Urgon’s sake the country made the right decision.’


Rodario’s face darkened. It must be the beer talking. ‘Now you’re speaking out of turn.’


‘I am High King and a Child of the Smith. I’m allowed to speak out of turn.’ Boïndil pointed at Sha’taï. ‘We’ve both made sacrifices for the liberation of our homeland. Liberating Girdlegard from all evil. But I still don’t know what to make of this child. Her first words were in the älfar tongue.’


‘She is innocent and good-hearted.’


‘I’ll be the judge of that.’ The dwarf took a deep breath in and blew it out again. The smell of beer wafted over to Rodario. ‘You and Mallenia brought her here so she could give an account of herself.’


‘That’s right.’


‘Then wake her up and we’ll start questioning her. If she satisfies the Council, then I’ll be ready to change my tune. Otherwise I say it would be better to send her back.’ Boïndil made no attempt to conceal his distaste. ‘And anyway, she could tell us anything she likes. We won’t know if it’s true.’


Rodario grinned. ‘You mean to say you think she’s made them up? These nhatai you’re so scared of?’


‘No, that sounded genuine enough. There was fear in her voice. And . . .’ He stopped in surprise and glanced down. ‘By Vraccas!’


Sha’taï’s other hand had reached for his and appeared to be seeking his protection, too.


‘There, look at that. She seems to like you.’ Rodario tried not to laugh. ‘She wants an alliance with the High King of the Dwarves.’


But Boïndil was not impressed. He took a step backward and extricated his hand from her fingers. ‘Have you thought about why that black-eyes chose to come to her room first instead of attacking the Council straightaway?’


‘He needed armour. As a disguise.’


‘He could have seen to that on the way. As it is, he risked getting caught in a murder. If Sha’taï had screamed, his plan would have been scuppered.’ Boïndil went over to the door, his steps heavy and slow. ‘Maybe she was helping him.’


‘Nonsense! He had her paralysed with fear,’ Rodario disagreed hotly, not wanting to allow the dwarf’s suspicions to raise doubts about the girl’s innocence.


‘A child that speaks älfar, comes from the Outer Lands and survives a visit by a black-eyes who goes on to butcher multiple experienced guards. Could work on the stage, of course,’ said Boïndil, keeping his voice steady. ‘But just have a little think as to why I might find this hard to believe.’ And he left the room.


Rodario looked at the door, hearing the hobnailed dwarf boots echo down the corridor. Pig-headed and stubborn. Vraccas certainly did chisel you dwarves out of the mountains.


‘Why don’t you have a High King?’


He looked down at Sha’taï, who was watching him intently with eyes blue as the sea.


‘You’re awake? Were you just pretending to be asleep?’


She avoided answering. ‘If the dwarves have one to unite their tribes, surely Girdlegard should have one, too.’ She sighed and stroked his arm before turning her head and closing her eyes again. Her dark blonde hair brushed his arm. ‘You’d be the one to choose. I think I’ll make you emperor, uncle.’ She let go of his hand and curled up like a cat.


Rodario wondered if he had dreamt that last bit. The words seemed to have such conviction in her young mouth.


She had not hesitated or shown any doubt. It had sounded like a declaration of intent that would be followed through. Rodario gave her a kiss on the forehead, pulled the blanket up over her and got to his feet. And how would you do that? The one-time actor smiled to himself and smoothed his moustache. He stood tall and tried out his best heroic stance. But it would be the biggest audience a showman could ever wish for.


Girdlegard
United Kingdom of Gauragar-Idoslane
Gauragar
6492nd solar cycle, early summer


As his trusty black and white pony trotted along, Ireheart was only partially aware of the landscape: soft hills, interspersed with gentle hollows and meadows. Occasionally there would be the odd little patch of forest with pine, oak and beech trees predominating. The sun was high in the sky and it was a sweaty old ride.


And no sign of any cold beer.


Since leaving Freestone, he had not been able to stop thinking about what had happened. The pony kept steadily to the road to the north; they were approaching the Grey Mountains. All the while his thoughts were going round and round like cogwheels, making a great deal of noise but not actually connecting with each other.


His own homeland and Goda and the children, grown now, would have to wait. He needed to talk to Balyndis.


The queen of the Fifthlings was a friend and she was wise and she’d be sure to help him make sense of things. She was good at that. She could help him brew a good steel, as the dwarf adage went, or grease the cogwheels.


Following on from the attack, the Council had met again the next day to discuss the situation in Girdlegard.


If it had not been for the assassination attempt and the Outer Lands girl with the funny accent, Ireheart would have left the conference a happy High King.


But Rodario, King Rodario, of course, had to bring the child into it.


As soon as the girl entered the council chamber, Ireheart had felt thing change. Everyone seemed to fall for the creature, hanging on her every word, listening attentively and nodding agreement. Some of them took notes when she spoke. They asked her a few questions. She had answered politely and told them all about life in the north of the Outer Lands. The elves kept their distance, but were friendly.


And yet she’s lying through her teeth, I’m convinced she is. Ireheart had questioned her on the nhatai.


Suddenly, it seemed, she had forgotten the name. She claimed just to have made it up. She said the healer’s sleeping draught had made her confused. Rodario said she had spoken of a threat, but tried to allay fears generally.


After that Sha’taï went from chair to chair, bowing prettily and having the kings and queens pat her on the head, stroke her hair or pinch her cheek.


So I’ll have to see what I can do about it. Ireheart was angry, impatient, and, worse, thirsty.


Very thirsty.


The old rage he and his twin brother had so feared was still hovering in every fibre of his being, waiting to break out. The zhadár elixir had exacerbated it.


The fury made him crave the zhadár drink, however revolting it was. But the zhadár, a strange fighting unit of Thirdlings created by the älfar, were no more. There was only one of them still in existence in the Outer Lands.


So Ireheart would never lay his hands on the drink again, no matter how desperate he was for it. Even though he had noted a slight improvement over the previous cycle, it was still difficult to counteract the destructive rage bubbling up, or to quell his craving for the drink. As long as he had some alcohol in his blood, he could keep the rage at bay and cool the fury.


Is that an inn over there? Ireheart stood up in the stirrups, optimistic. He made out a farm on the horizon, next to a large field with horses. That’ll be the way-station for the couriers.


He estimated he would arrive before the end of the orbit. So he would have a bed for the night and stabling for his valiant pony.


Ireheart sat back, his mood improving; he clapped the pony’s neck, making dust rise. ‘Looking good,’ he told it. ‘Let’s give your poor back and my poor behind a little rest first. There’ll be something good to eat later, you’ll see. For both of us.’


He laughed as he led the pony over to the shade of a giant oak tree whose full, green roof of foliage would shelter them from the glaring sun.


The dwarf dismounted and sat down on the grass. The pony walked on a few steps to drink from the stream.


There was no undergrowth to speak of and thus no danger of attack, so Ireheart leaned back against the tree and closed his eyes. His warrior instincts would warn him if anyone approached.


He took his flask and drained what was left: honey beer that was far too warm. That’s the last of it till this evening.


He rested his head on the trunk of the oak and hummed a typical dwarf ditty, trying to quieten the grinding cogs in his head. He made the words up as he went along:




Here I sit in my cellar


With a barrel of good dwarf beer


Happy as a hog with my black beer keg


Bring on your best beer, landlord


Hand me a tankard every time I wave


And I’ll drink and I’ll drink and I’ll drink


I’m plagued by the demon thirst


So to see him off


I’ll have a tankard in each hand first


Give us a try of your excellent mead


The whole world’s looking honey-coloured


I could split the skull of the biggest orc


If I’ve got a drink, drink, drink


But the more I drink the greater my thirst


That’s the snag, that’s the worst


For a proper mead wine drinker


But I’ll find good cheer


When I slip from my chair,
As long as there’s a tankard in my hand


Steady, steady, stop! I won’t spill a drop,
As long as I can drink, drink, drink





The sound of the insects buzzing and the leaves rustling on the branches would have lulled him to sleep had it not been for the penetrating smell of resin.


The dwarf lifted his head and inspected the tree trunk. He did not find anything untoward on the side next to him so he lay back on the grass to have a look at the other side – and was astounded at what he saw.


The bark had been almost completely scraped off by sharp claws making a zigzag pattern, and the wood underneath had been splintered. Curls of bark lay trampled into the ground and golden tree-blood was leaking from the trunk.


Must have been a bear! Ireheart sat up and saw his pony was still drinking from the stream. It didn’t appear to have been spooked by the presence of a predator. That’s a relief.


He started to search the ground for tracks to see whether his first assumption had been correct. More like a dog’s prints. But a dog would never tear at the hard timber of an oak like that.


Ireheart put his head back and looked up to see if there was any reason an animal would climb the tree; perhaps it had just been sharpening its claws. If it had been hungry, a predator of this size would have had its choice of horses at the nearby way-station.


A gust of wind let lances of light stream down through the moving leaves, preventing any clear view of the upper branches.


Is that someone up there or is it a bunch of mistletoe? Ireheart took a few steps to the side to get out of the dazzling light.


At that moment there was a high-pitched whinny of fear as the stream erupted into a fountain of shimmering droplets. A huge black wolf-like creature thrust its way up out of the water and towards the pony. Its strong jaws gaped wide, fastened on the animal’s neck and bit through.


The horse fell in the shallow waters of the stream, flailing about with its hooves as it tried in vain to scramble back up the bank. Ireheart’s heavy crow’s beak lay near where the pony finally lay still: it might have served him well in what was to come.


‘By Vraccas!’ He stared at the beast heading his way, pony blood dripping from its fangs. The two short axes on his belt found their way automatically to his hands. ‘It’s down to you that I’ll have to walk all the way to the farm now!’ He swerved out of the reach of the wildly snapping teeth. ‘And how you stink!’ The long claws shot past his face, missing his nose by the length of a beard.


Ireheart felt the accursed fury rising in him; this time he gave it free rein.


A red veil obscured his vision and his body became searing hot.


The beast snapped at the dwarf, growling, and received the blade of an axe in its glowing row of teeth. It shrieked with pain as its fangs splintered.


Using the momentum, Ireheart swivelled round and sank his second blade in the mysterious wolf’s thick skin; its eyes glowed white. But the axe did not go deep enough.


‘So how do I kill you?’ he yelled at the beast, bursting its sensitive nose with a sharp blow from his armoured elbow. The blood streaming out was white in colour. ‘Huzzah! You’re not keen on that, are you?’


The predator leaped back and lowered its head, its ears erect. Its roar was like a bark: loud and full of spite; the dwarf’s axe was lodged in the tough skin of its side.


‘Get back here! You’ve stolen my axe!’ Ireheart tossed the remaining blade from one hand to the other and jerked his long braid neatly over his shoulder. ‘That’s not going to save you, monster. No matter what nest of demons you’ve crawled out of, I’m going to split your belly!’ He would have shouted Oink, Oink, his battle cry for orcs, but this beast would not have understood.


He noticed a wire with a long thin metal capsule fastened round its throat. What’s the significance of that? He’d be able to investigate once he’d killed the creature.


Ireheart made a move to the side in order to get nearer to the pony’s carcass where his crow’s beak lay. The spike on that should be strong enough to pierce the creature’s hide. A weapon that had brought night-mares to heel would surely put paid to this adversary – just as long as he could get his hands on it.


The monster seemed to guess his intention. It kept its distance, watching Ireheart and wearing the axe as if it were a trophy. Its ears were still erect, but its eyes narrowed to slits.


‘What’s the matter, you stinking dog?’ The hot rage prevented Ireheart from taking the sensible option. ‘Here you are, I’m bringing you my other axe!’ He charged.


So did the beast, throwing up mud and bits of grass from under its talons.


Ireheart laughed and stretched out to land a thundering blow – but a shadow threw itself down from the oak to attack the back of the animal.


A blood-encrusted human in tattered chainmail drove his double-edged long sword into the creature’s body with all the force from his leap.


But the monstrous wolf did not die.


It hurled the man off, snapped at him and then made for Ireheart, limping now.


Overcoming his shock, the dwarf ran over to the bank of the stream. I must get my crow’s beak.


He could hear the beast approach and he quickened his own pace, laughing out loud. His armour clinked, a further taunt.


‘Come on! Try a little bit harder!’ he mocked, reaching the edge of the stream.


He slid feet-first down the bank past his dead pony.


He snatched the long handle of the crow’s beak with one hand and hacked the spike in to the soft earth, abruptly curtailing his descent before he could fall into the water. He did not want to chance his luck with the goddess Elria.


‘Got you!’ Still lying on the ground, he grabbed the crow’s beak with both hands and yanked it out of the earth; the beast was glowering down at him, drooling, jaws agape. ‘Huzzah!’


The long steel spike went through the back of the creature’s neck, piercing the spine at the base of the skull. Ireheart jerked the handle and the monster flew over him. This dislodged the weapon. The beast landed in the water and lay still.


‘To Tion with you!’ The dwarf sprang to his feet and crushed the creature’s skull with hammer blows from the side of his weapon. Ireheart was in such a frenzy that he continued to belabour the battered head until he was boiling hot and exhausted. He stopped, gasping for air, and wiped the sweat from his brow. ‘Filthy cur.’


His fury ebbed away, the thirst did not.


With great caution, not wanting to fall in, he bent down and scooped a handful of water from the stream. What I wouldn’t give for a long, cool honey beer.


He went back to where the warrior had leaped from the tree. The black-haired man lay in the grass, gasping for breath. The beast had pulled half his arm out from the shoulder. There was a smell of rotten flesh. Older wounds had become infected and gangrene had set in. There was no helping this soldier. As he lay there, a pitiful spectacle, he had no fear in his eyes. He seemed clear that he was about to die and was not raving with fever.


‘A Child of the Smith,’ he murmured, attempting a smile. ‘Vraccas must have known I would meet you.’


‘He did know.’ Ireheart took the man’s hand. ‘My thanks for your action. My name is—’


‘There’s something in my leather bag. Get it. A capsule with runes, dwarf runes. It was round the neck of a beast just like the one you killed. The monsters come from Phondrasôn and they’ve found a way through into the elf realm.’ He spoke quickly, knowing death was upon him. ‘Take them to your king. And know this: the elves murdered my young king. Their Naishïon is behind everything. They made a pact with Natenian – he wants to stay ruler of Tabaîn . . .’ The man’s bright eyes dimmed in the space of his final heartbeat.


Ireheart had listened intently to what the dying man had told him. I’d better write it down before I forget. He cut a large piece of bark from the oak and used the warrior’s blood to note key words. That’ll have to do till I get to the courier station. He could write it up properly on paper or parchment once he was there.


Ireheart found the small, matt-black metal container secured with a safety lock and inspected it closely.


The runes were certainly of dwarf origin, though exaggerated, as if to attract attention.


They formed a name.


‘By Vraccas!’ Ireheart leaped to his feet and ran back to the beast’s cadaver, breaking the wire round its neck and looking at the second capsule.


He rinsed it in the stream, still taking care not to go too near. He did not trust the goddess.


The same runes. The two monsters had been sent as messengers.


The name of the intended recipient was clearly punched in.


‘ “For Ireheart”,’ he read, dumbfounded.


There was only one dwarf who had gone to Phondrasôn and would know him by that name.


Girdlegard
Kingdom of Tabaîn, Wheattown
6492nd solar cycle, early summer


King Natenian felt the sweat coming out from every pore, and it was staining his wide yellow robe, either as droplets or large patches. He limped along, flanked by two nurses, heading for the throne room of the simple palace building that was more a fortress than anything else. This was where the nobles of the land were meeting to determine who should be his successor.


On the face of it, at least.


The news of his younger brother dying a hero’s death had spread like wildfire across the kingdom. The elves had packed the Tabaîn delegate’s remains in ice and delivered it before decomposition could set in.


The body of the popular heir apparent had been embalmed and put on show for three days in the Palandiell temple, so that the citizens could pay their last respects. The unmistakable bite wounds on the other deep-chilled bodies that had been transported at the same time, together with the carcass of the beast itself, dispelled any doubts in people’s minds. What the elves told them must indeed have been what happened.


Only one body was missing: Tenkil, the young king’s best friend, was said to have been devoured completely. Skin and hair and all.


Natenian had summoned all the nobles to get to the bottom of why Raikan had ever gone to Lesinteïl in the first place.


The guards at the entrance to the throne room saluted and opened the double doors for their king.


Natenian stepped in, escorted by his carers. He walked slowly past all the courtiers in their finery and made his way to the top of the table. The sound of his laboured breath echoed back from the walls.


Portraits of earlier rulers hung from the walls; they stared down on the proceedings as if to ensure that everything was done properly. Antique tapestries covered the stone walls and dusty banners hanging from the ceiling beams showed the coats of arms of distinguished families.


Although the sun was still high, lamps and candles had been lit. No one knew how long the meeting would go on, and anyway, the windows were only narrow slits, which did not allow much light to come through. The kingdom suffered from frequent gales and storms so the traditional method of building eschewed extra storeys or wide windows. The palace itself was half-sunk in the earth, like a crouching animal.


His breath whistling, Natenian sat down in his special chair that gave the necessary support for him to sit upright. The nurses accompanying him both stepped back a little, remaining on hand if needed.


The seat to the king’s right was empty and a black sheet covered the chair. Everyone knew who was missing.


‘My brother,’ Natenian began, ‘was a traitor.’


Lightning hitting the centre of the table could not have made more impact. The assembled nobility stared at him; nobody spoke.


Natenian drew breath with a groan. ‘You’re thinking I have lost my mind. But I am just as horror-struck as yourselves.’ When he made a gesture, a servant went to open a side door to admit a blond elf belonging to the delegation from Lesinteïl. He was wearing a white robe with a black sash draped around his hips as a sign of mourning. ‘This is Phenîlas. He has the evidence with him.’


A murmur ran round the room as the elf approached the table, taking the contract out of its leather case.


‘Honourable ladies and gentlemen,’ he said, his voice as soft as velvet. ‘Here you see the pact that Raikan wanted to make with my people. We pretended to go along with it, in order to then inform Natenian and the people of Tabaîn without delay.’ He passed the parchment around. ‘His conduct seemed strange, although he assured us he was about to be appointed king, irrevocably.’


‘He was planning to go behind my back. Perhaps he was going to have me murdered, to make sure he would come to power! This is treachery of the highest order. Against me. Against you. Against Tabaîn.’ He had the appearance of a man utterly shocked; his breath rasped with emotion. ‘The shame he has thus brought on the whole family – no word of this may ever leave this room. I am counting on your discretion.’


The nobles swore an oath or nodded compliance.


‘You will understand that under the present circumstances I can no longer remain in office as monarch,’ he said, his voice breaking. ‘The stigma of shame taints me, too. And I am growing weaker by the orbit.’ Incensed voices were heard calling on him not to abdicate. Natenian raised his hand. ‘My thanks. I understand your objections. However . . .’


‘Your Majesty,’ came an interruption from the red-haired Cledenia, friendly in tone but firm. Her high-collared black gown made her face appear hard. ‘The people know you and hold you in high regard. Your brother has become a legend because of his heroic death. As no one will ever learn what he did in secret, nothing would reflect badly on yourself.’


‘Ah, but I know about it.’


She pointed at the others. ‘We all know about it. But it does not upset us.’ Again, shouts of agreement were heard. ‘Your family enjoys a good reputation and you emerged unscathed from all the confusion when Lohasbrand’s reign crumbled. Your character is spotless and, combined with your stamina and determination to carry on despite your state of health, you provide a wonderful example for us all – from the highest to the lowest of the population.’ Cledenia bowed. ‘Remain as our king until the gods call you to join them.’


Natenian glanced at Phenîlas and the elf permitted the slightest of smiles to cross his face.


‘Well, then.’ He levered himself up out of the chair and indicated to the nurses that he wanted to try to stand by himself. The women stepped back once more. ‘If no one speaks against me, then I swear by all the gods that I shall do everything in my power to eradicate the shame my brother has brought. I will be a wise ruler. Tabaîn shall blossom and my subjects shall flourish under my regency. This I swear by Palandiell’ – he turned to Phenîlas – ‘and by Sitalia. My thanks to your people, friend elf.’


Phenîlas sketched a bow. ‘Girdlegard is not in need of more deceit and falsehood,’ he replied. ‘We fight together against injustice.’


Natenian seemed to grow a little taller at the uproar of applause from the nobility. He relished the attention and esteem he would not in normal circumstances have merited. You’re all pitiful. He smiled at each of them in turn. You won’t be around for too long. You are not included in my plans.


‘Forgive me,’ Cledenia said when the applause started to die away. ‘Who have you selected as your heir in place of Raikan? Do let us know who you think is worthy of succeeding you. We’re dying to know.’


Natenian lifted his crippled left hand and pointed a bony finger at Dirisa. That’ll set the cat among the pigeons and get them all jealous of each other. A good diversionary tactic. ‘Dirisa would be my choice. She is young and healthy and intelligent and a second cousin to Queen Astirma. Alliances among the kingdoms are all the rage nowadays,’ he answered. His veiled reference to Mallenia and Rodario was met with laughter.


Dirisa got to her feet, adjusted her pink dress and bowed graciously. ‘My gratitude.’


To Natenian’s surprise, the beautiful ebony-haired woman with the slender figure of a young boy left her place and went to remove the black sheet on the seat to the king’s right hand.


A sudden silence fell.


She gathered her skirts and sat down as slowly and carefully as if the seat were made of glass. ‘I have been thinking about your words. I understand why you would want to abdicate after the shame your brother has brought on your family.’ She shot him a devastating smile. ‘You are wise, and I accept.’


Natenian was at a loss. His plan was crumbling away and he was finding it hard to breathe. His heart was pounding with rage against this usurper. He sat back with a groan, in a coughing fit. Then he choked and swallowed his tongue; it seemed he might suffocate. One of the nurses rushed up, took hold of his lower jaw and forced it down. She reached two fingers inside his mouth and saved his life with a skilful move. He had not intended to leave office in that way.


Natenian tried to catch his breath but was not able to speak. He choked back all recriminations and threats. It was obvious his chosen successor did not approve of his intentions. The successor he had selected and named himself. On a whim.


Nobody spoke.


Incredulous eyes were focused on the young woman who was already in place at the top of the table, standing tall and beaming. ‘I accept your decision,’ she said with the sweetest of smiles. ‘It is better for Tabaîn. But I shall often come and ask for advice, should I need it. I would suggest that a few more privileges for the aristocracy would not go amiss. In honour of the occasion, of course. That is my first decree.’


Phenîlas turned into a statue whose expression could not be read. But with his eyes he promised Natenian support. The elves had absolutely no wish to enter a new round of negotiations.


This was a relief to the ruler. Privileges. What a clever piece of work she is. As soon as I’ve got my breath back I’ll send her straight back to where she’s from and from there directly to her death.


But Cledenia led the cheers, warmly and firm: ‘Long live Dirisa the First!’


At that moment Natenian knew that at least two of the nobles had been prepared for this turn of events.




 


I was in a quandary.


To go into endingness?


To join the älfar resistance?


Or to stay calm and wait for my time to come?


It was hard to quash my pride.


Mallenia will never learn how often I stood secretly at her bedside at night with the metal quill in my hand ready to cut her throat.


I may be an old älf – but I can do more than my enemies and deriders fear I can.


Secret notes for
The Writings of Truth
written under duress by Carmondai




III


Girdlegard
United Kingdom of Gauragar-Idoslane
Gauragar
6492nd solar cycle, early summer


‘Give us another.’ Ireheart waved the empty mug that had been roughly carved out of a lump of wood.


The serving lad nodded. ‘At once, Master Dwarf. It’s the best from our ice cellar.’


Ireheart chose not to respond, as his opinion of long’un beer, after ten large beakers of it, was not favourable. It was the colour of piss, tasteless, and had so little effect on his head that he had to down two brandies with each tankard. Puzzlingly, the long’uns seemed to like it cold, as cold as if it came straight from a glacier. It froze his teeth and numbed his palate.


He sat at a long table in the smoky atmosphere of the main drinking room of Gauragar’s courier way-station, located at the crossroads where a southern branch joined the main east–west route. Candles and soot-covered lamps gave the dimmest of light but this did not bother him.


The captain of the couriers had allowed the dwarf in to take a rest with no idea who he was. Ireheart did not let on. As long as he had coins in his pocket and could pay for his keep, they would leave him in peace.


The beer arrived and he mumbled a thank you to the skinny lad in charge of the bar.


You little so-and-so! Ireheart stared at the capsules he had collected. Absentmindedly he twisted his beard into two braids and fastened the ends together with a silver clasp. How am I going to get you open? For four orbits now he had been trying to open the casings, but they resisted every attempt; it made little difference whether he hit them with a hammer or fiddled patiently with the catch. He was starting to think it was a practical joke.


The inscription FOR IREHEART in large dwarf runes mocked him.


‘What’ve you got there, Master Dwarf? A puzzle?’ The dark-haired youth wearing his innkeeper’s long leather apron had come back to the table. ‘Sorry if I’m being nosy. But we’ve seen you working at it for quite a time. Everybody’s wondering what it is.’


Ireheart threw his head back and laughed. ‘Vraccas! I may be dim but I’m providing entertainment for the entire place.’


‘That’s true,’ the boy grinned back at him.


‘And who are you, you cheeky beggar?’


‘I’m Heidor.’


Ireheart patted the seat next to him. ‘Right, Heidor Big Mouth. These capsules – I can’t get them open.’


‘What’s inside?’ Heidor sat down, his eyes sparkling.


‘Haven’t got the foggiest.’


‘And what’s this writing say?’


‘My name.’ Ireheart crossed his arms and grinned. ‘Alright, clever clogs, what do you make of it?’


Heidor weighed the capsules in his hands and spun them on the tabletop. ‘Uneven. Either one part is thicker or there’s something heavy inside,’ he said enthusiastically.


‘I’m way ahead of you on that.’


Heidor swept them off the table, observing how they fell. They clinked and rolled around and ended up with the runes underneath.


‘Hmm.’ The youth picked them back up and looked closely at one. ‘There are no scratches even though you banged it with the hammer.’


‘It’s an alloy with a high tionium content.’ It appealed to Ireheart to have company as he tried to solve the puzzle. Reaching into his pocket, he took out his small travel pipe and filled it with honey tobacco. Heidor brought him a lighted spill. Makes the beer taste better.


‘Some new couriers have arrived, yes? There’s been a lot of coming and going recently, hasn’t there?’ He blew out the flame on the spill and put it down on the table. ‘What’s been happening in Girdlegard?’


Heidor filled him in without taking his eyes off the capsules. ‘King Natenian’s brother has been killed. A beast attacked him and his friends.’ The boy was set on solving the puzzle. ‘It’s said one of them was devoured whole. Not a trace left.’


Swallowed whole, my foot. A lie spread about the fate of the brave soldier he had encountered. He escaped, that’s what. Ireheart had buried the warrior next to the oak tree and had taken the signet ring as proof of having met him.


The dwarf had dismembered the monster and chucked the pieces into the stream. He didn’t want word to get around there had been a fight. If what the injured Tabaîn soldier told him was true, it seemed the elves were playing their own treacherous game and involving some of the humans. It might be up to the dwarves to save the day.


Not again, Vraccas. It’s only been a few cycles. First Tion sends that child from the Outer Lands and now the elves are playing false again. ‘What was the king’s brother doing at the time?’


‘Courtesy visit of some kind.’


‘Then Natenian’s still king of Tabaîn?’ Ireheart puffed at his pipe, sending a stream of smoke up to the blackened rafters where clothes hung to dry. They would carry a nice smell of smoked bacon, for sure.


‘It seemed so, but then we heard there was a new successor, a woman.’ Heidor was engrossed in his task. ‘Why don’t you ask the couriers? Over there. They’ll know.’


Ireheart got up and clapped the youth on the shoulder with enough force to nearly knock him off his chair. He weaved his way over to the bar, where a couple of men, one blond, one dark, were helping themselves to beer from the new barrel, not wanting to wait for the landlord. The two men wore sweaty loose-fitting shirts and brown leather trousers and they had unlaced their boots for comfort. They had washed their faces but their clothes were covered in dust from the ride.


‘Tell me the latest. What’s the news in Tabaîn?’ The dwarf placed a silver coin on the counter. ‘Drinks on me. The king: he’s been chucked out?’


‘That’s right, friend Short Leg.’ The blond rider grinned. ‘Thanks. Shan’t forget it.’ They raised their tankards. ‘To the health of Girdlegard’s protectors.’


Short Leg, eh? Ireheart seethed. ‘So who’s made a play for the throne?’


The dark-haired one mimed a feminine role. ‘Her Graciousness Dirisa, a distant relative of Astirma’s.’


‘Good impression.’


‘He can do a dwarf, too,’ the blond one joked.


‘If he walks on his knees,’ Ireheart quipped. ‘I can help out with my axe if he likes. We can give him the end of a cow’s tail for a beard.’ He gave a belly laugh and the others joined in. They seemed to have had more than the one beer.


The dark-haired courier began to speak again. ‘Natenian was going to abdicate, people say, and he was looking for a suitable successor among the nobility.’


‘Dirisa seized her chance,’ the other continued. ‘Nobody knows quite what the actual situation is.’


‘Simple enough in my eyes: Natenian’s on the throne and he’s calling himself king. So he can have a usurper put to death,’ Ireheart cut in. ‘Hasn’t anyone suggested that? You long’uns always take the long way round, don’t you?’


The dark-haired one had a conspiratorial expression. He leaned in. ‘There’s said to be a secret about the royal family that’s preventing Natenian from wielding power.’ He spat into the fire. ‘Else Dirisa would have been out on her ear.’


‘Their family tree, perhaps?’ Ireheart drank from his tankard, clamped his pipe between his teeth and got a refill, tipping the brandy in. ‘It’s been only one cycle since the last war. Nobody’s going to be mad enough to start another one in the kingdoms,’ he mumbled past his pipe stem. Unless, of course, he’d something to gain.


He was always keen to believe in the humans’ power of reasoning, but found it hard. Mallenia and Rodario he was prepared to trust. To a point. But ever since that child had turned up at court in Grandcastle, they’d been less reliable.


‘I expect someone will get rid of her,’ the blond rider mooted. ‘The nobles can’t agree, I hear. They wonder if Dirisa might be better for Girdlegard in the end.’ He raised his beer in a salute to the company. ‘It’s all up in the air over there with our neighbours. I’m sure to get some despatches to bring over soon.’


‘I don’t care who’s in power as long as they give us some of their corn,’ his friend laughed.


Grain! That’ll be why the elves are interfering in Tabaîn events. Ireheart stroked his beard braids thoughtfully. ‘Thank you, gentlemen. That’s got me up to date. Now go and get washed, the pair of you. You stink to high heaven, you do. Could easily have mistaken you for orcs. It might have ended badly.’ He returned to his table with a smile on his face, wanting to see if Heidor had made any progress. ‘Hey, stupid, how’re you getting on?’
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