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  Glossary of Names




  





  Ædelmær Wulf (Add-el-meer)




  Aniol (Annie-ol)




  Archmage Orodor (Or-oh-door)




  Arrom (Arr-om)




  Arromithia (Arrow-mith-ear)




  Astanoth (Astan-oth)




  Bealam (Beel-am)




  Cerathil (Sir-a-theel)




  Chief Scribe Polinus (Pol-eye-nus)




  Coinin Wulf (Coin-in)




  Dareth Jericho (Dar-eth Jer-icko)




  Draken Wulf (Drake-en)




  Er'ath (Air-oth)




  Eraywen Jericho (Air-a-when Jer-icko)




  Godwen Wulf (God-when)




  King Curlicca (Curl-eeka)




  King Hantestum (Han-test-um)




  Laliala Menin (Lal-ee-ala Men-in) 




  Le’roth (Lee-roth)




  Lordich Secracar (Lord-ich Seck-rack-car)




  Lushan (Loo-Shan)




  Mador (May-door)




  Marrok Wulf (Mar-ock)




  Master Ignatius (Ig-nay-shuss)




  Milanus Horinch (Mill-eye-nas Hore-inch)




  Minas (Mee-nass)




  Mount Dibor (Dye-bore)




  Nethlith (Neth-lith)




  Reena Lifor (Ree-na Lif-or)




  Rinoch's (Ry-knocks)




  Rostha (Rows-tha)




  Rosthagaar (Ross-tha-gar)




  Silentus Madook (Silent-us Mad-ook)




  Soliath Wulf (Sole-ee-ath)




  Su'un (Sew-oon)




  Su’un Quindil (Sew-oon Quin-dil)




  Talina Rend (Tal-eena Rend)




  Trenobin (Tren-oh-bin)




  Vinchenza Aduramis (Vin-chen-za Adoo-ra-miss)




  Westeroe (West-air-row)




  Zarrun (Zare-oon)
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  SCRIBE VINCHENZA ADURAMIS




  





  (Born 607 Minas R, 2 - Died 1141 Su’nn S, 17)




  





  This, among others, is a tale penned by a wise old scribe named Vinchenza Aduramis, who began to chronicle the history of his home and surrounding planets known locally as Rinoch’s Belt. He began to observe events at the age of twelve thanks to a rare gift as a seer. In his mid-teens he joined the world’s dominant religious order, the Brotherhood of the Wulf, as an apprentice scribe.




  By age twenty his works became famous, and by age two hundred, fellow scholars lauded them as the beginnings of the most comprehensive historical account ever conceived.




  Even now, after the death of Aduramis, aged five hundred and thirty-four, eager scribes continue to chart the course of events in his honour. This volume is a morsel of that which he wrote concerning his home world Er’ath, as witnessed during turbulent times.




  




  





  





  





  DESTINY’S ASSAULT




  





  Brothers Coinin and Marrok enjoyed a morning of fishing on Lake Arrom, and spent a lazy afternoon in relaxation by the water’s edge, listening to the waves rhythmically lap the shore.




  At seven years old, Coinin Wulf was markedly different to his brother Marrok, a strong and introspective, taller than average boy of ten. In moments of high exuberance, Coinin often garnered trouble enough for both of them, with Marrok frequently held accountable for his younger sibling’s mischief.




  “Coinin! Marrok!” a soft voice called across the lake, her speech magnified by the surrounding hills. A brown juvenile rabbit that grazed nearby looked up in alarm and scurried to its burrow.




  Coinin looked up, smiled, and waved at the woman calling them. He picked up his fishing rod and catch before he lightly kicked his older brother in the ribs to wake him. 




  His brother, who had fallen asleep in the warm summer sun, awoke with a yell. “I’ll get you for that, you little snake.”




  “You’ll have to catch me first,” the small boy laughed as he ran towards a rickety wooden bridge. It crossed a small river that supplied the lake.




  “Wait for me, you idiot,” cried Marrok, and jumped up, his wild brown hair billowing in a breeze from the lake.




  Both children ran towards their mother’s voice with yells and screams.




  They reached the other side and the kindly-faced woman greeted them both. She wore her blonde hair long and her blue eyes sparkled. She thrust a sheepskin around each of the boys, and the brothers immediately objected. They tried to shrug off their coverings, but met a glare that said, ‘Try it, boys, and you’ll not sit down for a week.’




  She took pride in her children: Coinin, bright and intelligent, and Marrok, strong and dependable. She knew Coinin would be safe with his elder brother; however, they were apt to become undisciplined when left together and often only their father could control them.




  “So how many fish did you catch for me?” she asked.




  “I got two, and Marrok only got one,” Coinin jumped in proudly, his hazel eyes shining gleefully.




  “Really well done, both of you. Let’s show your father your catch. Come on,” said their mother.




  The boys raced ahead up the hill, with their mother in tow, towards a small farm situated on the outskirts of the village. Their mother was decidedly red-faced; she did not enjoy the incline in the slightest.




  The farm was set apart from the rest of the village, a modest low-ceiling, two-room affair in need of some maintenance. Ivy had grown to cover two-thirds of the front of the building, and a small enclosure circled the farm, containing a bull, several chickens and a pig. The sheep were often left to graze freely in the fields of the valley. Smoke billowed from the chimney and a smell of baking bread wafted enticingly down the hill.




  As they neared the farm, Marrok spotted his father attending to the old bull in the fenced enclosure. His father was shirtless, and Marrok noticed strange scars across his back that seemed to glow gold with the sunlight. He had seen his father’s scars before now and had always been told to mind his own business, but curiousness got the better of him. He crept up to his father and took a closer look.




  To the casual glance, they appeared to be old scars from a battle or an arduous torture, but if you looked closer you could see that they were in reality claw marks, part of soft indented paw prints of a type Marrok had never seen.




  Marrok approached his father, a tall man of great strength with piercing blue eyes.




  “Da. What are those?” He pointed to his father’s back.




  “My scars? That is a tale for another time,” his father replied and donned his shirt. He then scooped the boy into a hug and carried him to meet his wife and younger son who were now halfway to the farm.




  “Do they hurt?” Marrok asked, not thwarted by his father’s actions.




  “No, son, they don’t. Now enough about my scars. Tell me, are we eating fish tomorrow?”




  “Yes, Da,” replied Marrok. “Coinin caught two by himself.”




  “Did he indeed? He’ll make a fine fisherman one day. I hope you prepare and clean them well, you know how your mother hates doing that.”




  “Da, look what I caught,” Coinin shouted and hoisted aloft the catch for his father to see.




  “Great job, boy. Now be off with you and help your mother prepare the fish. Marrok here has to help me with the bull.” He ruffled Coinin’s blond hair as the boy darted past.




  Ædelmær lightly kissed his wife on the cheek as she passed and then pinched her bottom playfully. Marrok saw this and pulled a face of disgust and skipped off to the farmhouse.




  Inside the small farmhouse Godwen hummed a merry tune and instructed Coinin how to prepare fish for the meal. Try as he might he could not fillet the fish successfully and inevitably ended up with a shredded mess.




  Marrok had been tasked to fetch water for his father who had prepared to clean a wound on the bull’s flank.




  “Thank you, Marrok. Just set it down there, please,” said Ædelmær and pointed to a stool beside him.




  Marrok set the pail down and turned to his father. “Da? Are you excited about tonight? I am, very.”




  “Of course, I almost forgot that it’s your first feast.”




  “Yes, will I be allowed to drink some wine?”




  “I shall have to think about that, if your mother knew, I’d be in big trouble.” He winked. “That should do it, boy. Clean the wound and I’ll wrap it.”




  Marrok sloshed water from the pail over the bull’s leg and wiped it down with a rag. Once finished his father wrapped the leg and then washed his hands in the remainder of the water in the pail, and brushed a lock of dark brown hair from his eyes. 




  “Well done, son,” said Ædelmær, and looked into the sun-filled sky in order to determine the time. “I think it’s about time we collected Coinin and went and had some fun in the forest.”




  Marrok cheered at this and ran to the kitchen door of the house, flung it open, and then dashed inside.




  “Coinin!” he yelled.




  “Marrok, how many times do I have to remind you not to shout? Close the door, my bread will ruin,” Godwen admonished.




  “Sorry, Mother,” Marrok giggled, too excited to care. “Coinin, come on, we’re going into the forest.” He beckoned.




  Coinin dropped his fish on the wooden table and kissed his mother on the cheek, and then ran from the kitchen after his brother.




  “Shut the door!” Godwen called in annoyance.




  Coinin stuck his head through the open door and laughed. “Sorry,” he said and slammed the door.




  Godwen smiled and rolled her eyes. She wiped her brow with a flour-covered hand that left a dusty streak across her forehead.




  Coinin caught up with Marrok and linked hands with him. Ædelmær chuckled to himself at the sight of his two boys as they swung their arms in unison and skipped ahead of him. He laughed out loud when Coinin attempted to mount his brother’s shoulders and promptly fell forward, only to roll down the hill and land bottom first in the shallow water at the lakes shoreline.




  When he and Marrok reached Coinin, they found him rolling about in laughter. “That wath fun!” he exclaimed joyfully.




  “I think you are missing something, son,” said Ædelmær with a smirk.




  Coinin looked about him and patted his clothing for any signs of a lost item. “I give up, whath’s mithing?” he said, and then realisation dawned as his tongue protruded through a gap in his teeth. He had lost an upper front tooth and a small trickle of blood ran down his lip that he wiped away to then spit a glob on the ground.




  “A fish probably ate it,” Marrok commented.




  “Yuck!” Coinin grimaced.




  "Yuck indeed. Now come on, you two, we have things to do,” said Ædelmær, and gently pushed the boys ahead of him.




  It was some time later when Ædelmær and the boys arrived in a small clearing in the forest. Here, he and his sons would practise the art of swordplay and if they had practised well he would reward them with tales of glorious battle between witches and wizards, of dragons, and most importantly of the gods, the former to be kept strictly between them of course, Godwen would not approve.




  “Right, boys, get ready. Marrok is the king and Coinin, you will function as the enemy. Coinin, you need to try to sneak up on your brother without his knowledge. Marrok, stand by that cart over there.” Ædelmær pointed to the middle of the clearing where an abandoned farm cart stood with a broken wheel. “Coinin, you need to enter the tree line over there and circle the cart.”




  “But Marrok is so much better at it than me, can’t I be the king?” Coinin complained.




  “Have I not explained this to you so many times before?” said Ædelmær, exasperated. “I wish both of you to have the same skills and knowledge that will set you in good stead for your life ahead.”




  “How many kings do you expect I shall sneak up on in my life?” Marrok asked sarcastically.




  “It is hoped that the tally will be none,” Ædelmær growled. “The skills I teach you are more than sneaking up on someone. They help you to learn how to work together.”




  “We are brothers; we work together all the time,” said Coinin, confused.




  “That in itself is true. However, I aim to teach you to work together on pure instinct,” said Ædelmær in a flustered tone. “The ultimate aim is to know what each other’s next moves will be without thinking.”




  “Do we get to use our swords?” Marrok asked hopefully.




  “No, Marrok, not this time.”




  Marrok looked bitterly disappointed by this and crossed his arms, furious at being denied his favourite game.




  “If you recall, I told you that our ancestors date back to when time began, to when the gods created man and all the other races and creatures, aside from the trolls, goblins and orcs, that is,” Ædelmær began. “You will remember that I told you that the gods favoured our family, among several others, and blessed them with certain magical gifts to be called upon by the gods for use as they saw fit.”




  “Oh, you mean like when Coinin can find me with just his mind?” Marrok asked.




  “Yes, that’s exactly right.” Ædelmær beamed. “I want to prepare you for a time when the gods may call and request your help. As we do not yet know what your gift is, Marrok, I have a game in mind. We know Coinin can find you with his thoughts, but can you find Coinin with just your mind?”




  “I don’t know. I’ve never tried,” Marrok replied.




  “Well, there’s no time like the present,” Ædelmær prompted. “Coinin, go and hide somewhere and make sure that you cannot be seen. Think hard about where you are. Marrok, I want you to focus your mind only on Coinin. Really think about him, and only him.”




  Ædelmær looked up and saw Coinin still stood there and picking his nose. “Why are you still here, boy? Get off with you and hide. Oh, and how many times have I told you not to pick your nose?”




  Coinin stuck his tongue out and ran into the trees.




  “All right, Marrok, close your eyes, make your mind go blank just as I have taught Coinin. Now, really focus on your brother, imagine in your mind’s eye that he has left you a trail to follow, and that you need to flush him out.”




  Marrok closed his bright blue eyes and tried to make his mind go blank.




  After a minute he slapped his sides in frustration and opened his eyes. “It’s not working.”




  “It won’t work if you keep talking,” Ædelmær whispered into his ear.




  Marrok jumped in shock at the proximity of his father and shut his eyes tight. He was determined to make it work so his father might allow him to play with the swords. He thought hard on his brother and tried to picture him, what he looked like, that silly expression he wore. Almost immediately the depiction of a stone footpath appeared in front of him, strangely lit and yet inviting. The image rushed at him and nearly overwhelmed him, but he fought back the urge to open his eyes. He decided to follow the footpath and set off. As he walked with his eyes still closed, the path led him true.




  “That’s it; you’re doing well, concentrate,” said Ædelmær proudly.




  “I can’t concentrate if you keep telling me to concentrate,” said Marrok through gritted teeth.




  “Sorry, it’s just so exciting to see your gift on display.”




  Marrok again closed his eyes and permitted the sensation of rushing water to envelop him. Moments later, the image of the footpath rushed up to meet him once again. The path, however, had changed from one of stone to a sparkling white marble. He was again compelled to walk along the pathway. Outside of the vision, Ædelmær merely followed his son along the forest floor, unaware they were headed along a set path.




  Marrok never set a foot wrong; his eyes were closed, yet he avoided many obstacles and the odd fallen tree trunk with ease. The vision provided not only a path to Coinin but also one that skirted the flora and fauna within the forest.




  A new impression flashed before him. It was almost like he was looking through the eyes of his brother. However, the image was blurred and he had the sense he was underwater and began to gasp for air in panic. His brother was in the lake alone. He woke from his vision with a start and his arms flailed as if drowning.




  “Da, he’s at the lake alone. I think he’s in the water,” said Marrok worriedly.




  Ædelmær took a sharp intake of breath and checked his bearings. “Marrok, this way, quickly.”




  Both he and Marrok tore through the undergrowth and took the shortest path possible back to the lake. After a minute they broke through trees directly opposite the lake. They both scanned the water for signs of the small boy but he was nowhere to be found.




  “Marrok, you go left, I’ll go right. Find him!” said Ædelmær, his voice high and anxious.




  Marrok sprinted along the lakeshore, eager to spot signs of his brother, though not even a ripple from a light breeze seemed to disturb the surface.




  Ædelmær began to tear off his boots to jump into the lake, when a small voice behind him stopped him dead.




  “You shouldn’t believe everything you see.”




  Ædelmær whirled around and scooped Coinin into his arms, and with a hug, crushed the air from the small boy’s lungs. After several moments he gently lowered him to the floor and knelt before him.




  “Never ever do that to me again. I thought you had drowned,” Ædelmær scolded.




  Coinin appeared to be close to tears. “I was joking.”




  “It is no joke to make your brother believe you are in danger,” Ædelmær fumed.




  “I’m sorry,” said Coinin. His head hung low and tears flowed.




  Ædelmær could not stay angry with the boy for too long and his heart melted at the sight of him in tears. “I should think so. I have half a mind to not allow you to visit the feast tonight,” he said more softly.




  “No, please, I must go, all my friends will be there,” Coinin pleaded.




  Ædelmær relented at his son’s anguish. “Fine, you may go, but you have not heard the last of this.”




  Coinin breathed a sigh of relief. His tears instantly dried up, and he smirked at Marrok and received a glare back.




  “You always get away with it, you toad,” Marrok whispered to Coinin.




  “I know,” Coinin whispered back.




  “Come on, you two, it’s time to head back to the house. The feast is only a few hours away,” said Ædelmær.




  He securely held each boy by the hand and led the way back up the hill to the farmhouse. He was determined not to let them out of his sight for the rest of the day.




  





  •




  





  Arrom Village Square blared music, laughter, and singing. Torches lit the square and a fire crackled at its centre and cast shadows that mimicked festivalgoers. Entertainers twirled, hopped, and skipped to little flutes, while others paraded exotic animals to the delight of onlookers. Colour adorned everything and everyone; greens, blues, and reds blurred into a myriad of hues. All the while, the smell of delicious food wafted in the air and excited the senses.




  The village hall was a hive of activity and heaved with villagers eager to hear the speeches and taste the delights laid before them. A high table sat at the far end of the hall with three highly decorative chairs behind it, reserved for the elders. A large stone fireplace smoked at the centre of the hall, and three large boars roasted on a spit, each turned by a small boy. At each side of the hall, A dozen high-backed wooden chairs carved with family crests sat in long rows, used by the heads of each of the village’s families. Perpendicular to these ran several long benches in front of oak tables now occupied by the children and vistors.




  Elder Rangsan, a tall, thin man dressed in fine furs, rose from his central chair high on the podium and raised a hand for silence. A hush fell inside the hall, and the only sound came from those who enjoyed the carnival outside.




  “Friends and invited guests, I welcome you to Arrom and our celebrations. We have had a difficult couple of years, and this year has seen our deliverance. I urge you all to enjoy tonight’s feast and thank the gods for providing us a fine bounty. Enjoy, eat, and be merry,” said Elder Rangsan, and raised a cup of wine to a rousing cheer.




  During the feast Elder Rangsan regaled them with tales of the village’s plight and how he and his fellow elders had saved the valley from starvation.




  





  Fishing was good that year, the catch abundant since the village elders had discovered that a family of beaver had built a dam further up the river that supplies the lake. The dam had reduced fish stocks arriving to spawn and was summarily torn down, and a guard placed near its former location deep in the great forest. This would ensure that the like would not occur again, and it could be said, that a short time later the guard was seen with a new winter hat and the fish stocks remained plentiful.




  It had been a disappointing fishing season the year before and the village had barely survived the winter.




  Lushan, home to the Dwarves, was itself in a state of famine, and Astanoth, land of Elves, had suffered in battle with the Giants of the Northern Wastes, and so were unable to offer aid. Westeroe, peopled by self-serving humans, outright refused to help. Their leader claimed that they sought independence from Rosthagaar and any assistance would have shown weakness.




  The capital Rostha stated on parchment that, as sorry as they were, they would not help.




  





  Dear subjects of Arrom,




  Due to an oversight on your part, and due to your failure to return a tax record, the Treasury is not currently taxing you. We thank you for your interest in Rostha; however, we cannot offer assistance at this time.




  Yours fervently,




  Milanus Horinch.




  Rosthagaar High Treasurer.




  





  P.S. Please find enclosed your tax bill for the past twenty years. M.H.




  





  That left Madorine, home to Orcs and Trolls, as the only means of support. The elders were forced to negotiate trade with the much-feared Madorine warrior chiefs.




  Certainly, the warriors of Madorine had a right to be feared. They were bred to kill from childhood, and theirs was a civilisation bent on its own destruction. Civil wars between the clans was rife in this land that lay on the far side of the great forest.




  Arrom Forest grew at the entrance of the valley and afforded shelter to the residents of the village within. Through the forest lay a high mountainous pass, accessible only in good weather, unless you were a fool or desperate enough to venture that way in mid-winter. Beyond lay a waterway that surrounded the island of Rosthagaar and this led to Madorine.




  The elders had been desperate enough to send a delegation of emissaries across this pass in search of food. Fortunately, the last such emissary sent, returned with enough supplies to last the winter, and unfortunately the heads of his companions. These deadly negotiations with the clan chiefs eventually secured food supplies against future fish stocks. However, the elders of the village had failed to fulfil their end of the bargain and had not supplied the Madorine with their share of the catch at the end of this year’s fishing season.




  As a celebration of the village’s good fortune, the festival had been organised and neighbouring townspeople had been invited to attend.




  





  •




  





  Coinin and Marrok had fallen asleep early during the feast and slumbered on sheepskins laid behind their father’s chair at the side of the hall. As the feast slowly wound down, Godwen and Ædelmær picked up the small boys in their arms and walked the moonlit way home. The familiar discs of Er’ath’s sister planets, almost as bright as the moon, reflected their own light on to the scene. The family had just reached the farm enclosure when the village bell pealed a warning.




  To arms! it cried. To arms!




  Marrok awoke and looked at his father with sleepy eyes. Ædelmær put his son down and immediately checked for danger. “Fetch my sword, boy,” he demanded.




  It took a moment for the request to sink through Marrok’s tiredness and then he turned on his heels and sprinted to the farmhouse. There he slammed the door aside and retrieved his father’s sword from its setting above the fireplace. He returned quickly to his father and saw that a runner from the village had joined him.




  “Ædelmær, it’s a raiding party from Madorine; I don’t know if we can hold them off,” the runner panted. “It’s not safe. You should get your family to the village hall.”




  “There’s no time, they’ll be safe here,” replied Ædelmær.




  Marrok pressed the sword into his father’s outstretched hand.




  “All of you, indoors now, I’ll be back soon,” Ædelmær called over his shoulder as he and the runner rushed to defend the village.




  Coinin and his mother immediately retreated to the farmhouse, while Marrok watched his father run out of sight, and then ran indoors himself to hear Coinin scream at his mother.




  “Where is he? Where is Jip? I can’t find him anywhere.”




  “I don’t know, now be quiet, we have to be very quiet,” his mother replied, a worried look on her face.




  “Ma, what do we do?” Marrok asked.




  “We need a place to hide,” she replied.




  Coinin stood transfixed as he looked out of the farmhouse’s kitchen window.




  “Ma, it’s burning,” said Coinin, shocked by what he saw.




  “What’s burning?”




  “The village, the whole village is burning.” He pointed.




  Godwen pushed her sons aside and gazed out the window, only to cover her mouth in horror. The village hall was surrounded by dark figures silhouetted against fiery torches. Several of these were thrown through the glass windows and would catch alight on the rush flooring. She knew the enemy would block the entrance and those inside would be lost to a most horrific death.




  “We have to hide,” she urged.




  Marrok moved quickly. He dragged sacks of grain across the floor with his mother to expose a trapdoor in one corner.




  





  •




  





  Ædelmær ran as fast as his legs would carry him, and left the runner behind. He headed straight for the nearest house and crashed through the doorway. Terrified screams had brought him there. By instinct he plunged his sword deep into the spine of his opponent who had raised an axe to strike a child that cowered in a corner of the room. The steel exited the chest with a crunch and a splatter of blood upon the opposite wall. He withdrew his sword and thrust the body aside.




  He did not bat an eyelid in the knowledge that he had just killed a female. She was Madorine, and that was all that mattered. Defend the village at all costs, that was the duty of every man.




  He briefly checked the child was okay and wiped blood from her face.




  “Run and hide,” he told the small girl.




  He scanned the room for more intruders and left the house. He looked to the square and his heart skipped a beat. The village hall was on fire and screams rent the air, but there was nothing he could do to save the poor souls now. Here and there, people fortunate not to have made it into the hall ran screaming and looked for a place to hide. Several mounted Madorine cut them down like rag dolls.




  A Madorine warrior kicked heels into his horse and charged Ædelmær. With a swift motion he swung a long spear horizontally and gripped it in the crook of his arm. He roared and aimed at Ædelmær’s heart as he bore down. Ædelmær aimed and flung his sword. It whistled through the air and struck the astonished orc in the chest, who fell lifeless to the ground.




  Ædelmær raced after the terrified horse and reined it in, then hoisted his large frame upon it.




  He galloped to the village square only to pull up short as a horde of Madorine warriors gave a roar and charged him. He barely had time to turn the horse and make his escape back to the farmhouse.




  He was soon at the village exit, and then felt a heavy blow to his side. He fell heavily from the ride and rolled down the incline into the river.




  





  •




  





  Godwen had almost lowered Coinin into the cellar when a crash from behind made them freeze. She hoisted Coinin back up and whirled to see a silhouette of a man in the doorway. The man stumbled and groaned and as he fell the sword he carried skidded across the floor to land at Marrok’s feet. Sounds from the village entered the room, yells of agony interspersed with screams and shouts of distress. Marrok ran forward to catch his father but found he was not strong enough to hold the huge frame, and so his father sank to the floor unaided. He heaved at the man’s arm to turn him over, and after much effort succeeded in doing so, only to find a large wound across his father’s torso. Blood flowed heavily and left a dark stain on the wooden floor.




  “Da, talk to me. What happened?” Marrok pleaded.




  The only response was a groan, his father’s eyes screwed up in pain.




  Marrok heard movement and looked out of the doorway. As he did so a blinding pain seared his left shoulder and he fell back. His mother screamed in terror and darted to her child’s aid. A solitary arrow had pierced the tissue and sinew of the small boy. Coinin screamed and stood transfixed, his eyes wide with fear.




  Loud shouts and whoops of joy erupted in the yard outside. Instinctively, Godwen jumped up and shut the door to the yard, and then fastened the bolt.




  Moments later, the whole room shook as something crashed into the door. Dust fell from the ceiling joists as the door cracked and creaked. Again, a heavy object hit the door and the hinges began to give way. A pot that had been sat in an alcove to the left of the door crashed to the floor and splintered into a thousand pieces.




  In the full knowledge that she was the only adult left to protect her children, Godwen reached out for a weapon she could wield. A statue from the family shrine was the first thing she grasped. Seconds later, splinters of wood flew at the small group in the farmhouse as the door gave way to brute force. A silent scream masked Godwen’s face as three Madorine warriors blocked the doorway. As tall as the tallest of men, dark brown and green, with rippling muscle, they snarled at the occupants of the farmhouse.




  “Ha-ha! You got him good, and the boy too. Nicely done, Meroth.”




  “Yeah, and my reward is the female,” said Meroth, his tone nasally.




  “Who says it’s your turn? You had those twins last time.”




  “I say so, that’s why. So be quiet, there’s a good boy, or I’ll cut your tongue out.”




  The leader of the group pushed aside his comrades and moved further into the room. He wore tight-fitting well-worn leather armour, and across his breast and stomach sat six crude iron plates. Strapped to his waist a curved sword hung with its blade cruel and jagged.




  He had a scar across his left cheek and a hunger in his eyes, and the room already began to reek of his foul breath. He looked terrifying, with eyes that were almost black, and long, thin fingers that ended in talon-like nails. His sharp canines accentuated a wide, lustful smile.




  “Get out, leave us alone,” cried Godwen.




  Laughter resounded as the intruders delighted in the woman’s pleas.




  “What do you think, boys, should we get out and leave them alone?” the leader mocked, and his black tongue licked his lips.




  “And miss out on all the fun. I don’t think so,” a sallow-faced warrior cackled as he chewed on what appeared to be a leg of lamb from the feast table.




  Scarface lunged toward Godwen. She screamed and threw the statue she held. It bounced harmlessly off Scarface’s armour with a clang before it crashed to the ground. This made him laugh harder and he grasped her tightly around the wrist and pulled her to him. He grabbed a fistful of her hair and took a big sniff and moaned with pleasure as he drew her face close to his. He flicked his dark, leathery tongue up and down her soft features and she writhed and turned away in disgust. Scarface laughed louder, his head thrown back in glee.




  However, his laughter did not last long as a puzzled expression spread across his face. A trickle of blood emerged from his mouth and ran down his jaw. He mouthed the words, “You bitch!” and fell to his knees before his eyes glazed over. Green blood pumped from a slit in his neck, and he fell to his face dead. A pool of blood formed around him as the only sign of his swift demise.




  Godwen stood there and shook, with a small knife in her hand that dripped blood. She had snatched the weapon from the belt of Scarface and had struck him in a heartbeat.




  Sallowface took a few moments to work out what had happened. Then he wasted no time. He drew his sword and struck Godwen with a roar of anger.




  She stood there a moment, her mouth gaped and her eyes widened. The light left her eyes and she too fell to the floor dead.




  Marrok’s scream was bloodcurdling, and he stretched to pick up his father’s sword. With no thought for his own safety he thrust it into the midriff of his mother’s assailant who had turned at the sound of the boy’s cry. The warrior fell without a word.




  A growl more animal than human broke the silence, and then a howl which could be heard clear into Madorine ripped through the valley. Ædelmær, ferocious and full of death, with eyes like that of a wolf, leapt at the third intruder and bowled him over backwards into the compound. Terrified screams rent the air and then it was silent.




  Coinin walked over to Godwen’s corpse and gently prodded her. “Mummy, wake up, Mummy,” he said tearfully. “Why won’t you wake up?”




  Marrok painfully lifted himself to his feet and wrapped an arm around Coinin. “She’s dead, Coinin. She’s with the gods now,” he said as tears rolled down his cheeks.




  Coinin burst into fresh wails. The sobs shook his body.




  Marrok picked up his smaller brother and carried him out of the farmhouse and into the night, wincing at the pain in his shoulder. His desire was that his brother be spared the pain of his mother’s death.




  Marrok dragged his father’s bloodied sword behind him and gently dropped his brother onto the grass outside. He clutched at his painful shoulder. Thankfully the tip of the arrow had exited the other side cleanly and that meant it had a good chance of healing well.




  The air was filled with smoke from the burning village. Their father was on all fours panting with his head bowed low. A mutilated body of a Madorine warrior lay dead several feet away and a young black wolfhound sat with Ædelmær and licked blood from his face.




  “Jip!” Coinin called, and rushed to the animal. He wrapped his arms around it and the wolfhound responded with a whimper of delight. 




  “I thought I’d lost you too,” he wailed, and buried his head deep into its fur.




  Marrok knelt by his father’s side and took a blood-soaked hand in his.




  “Da, they killed her,” cried Marrok.




  “I know. I know. Be certain, you will see her again someday.” Ædelmær tried to comfort him, yet in doing so he too welled up.




  “You promise?”




  “I promise.” Ædelmær nodded. “Marrok, I have something very important for you to do. I need you to take care of your brother for me. Now I must send you away.”




  “No, you can’t, I won’t let you. You can’t leave me too.”




  “I am mortally wounded, Marrok, and you know what that means. I send you away, if only for your safety. You will go to your Uncle Draken and he will show you many wonders and teach you many things. Promise me you will do all that he asks without question.” Ædelmær suppressed a coughing fit but failed to hide the blood that spluttered from his mouth. He spat his lifeblood upon the ground and looked at the boy forlornly and wished he could do more for him.




  The tearstained boy returned the look and wiped away the blood from his father’s lips. “I promise,” he said, and gripped the hilt of Ædelmær’s sword.




  Ædelmær nodded and forced a smile. “May the gods protect you, my son. I will love you always.” He kissed Marrok on the forehead and a single tear cut a path down his bloodstained cheek. “Now go. Run as fast as you can to your uncle’s house and don’t look back.”




  Marrok gritted his teeth and with a heavy heart, did as his father asked. He took Coinin by the hand and ignoring the small boy’s protestations, silently led his brother away.




  




  





  





  





  UNCLE DRAKEN




  





  A ferocious storm lashed rain down the mountainside and cascaded into the citadel below. Thunder shook the foundations and struck fear into the hearts of young and old alike as they cowered in their beds. Lightning flashed across the sky and lit the castle towers within.




  Such a storm had not been seen for hundreds of years and many feared it was a bad omen. Wind blew dark clouds across the sky, scudding across momentary glimpses of a full moon. All around, debris flew so violently that no one but the most foolhardy ventured outside. A flagpole lay broken, its standard in tatters. Horses kicked at their stables in terror, eyes wide and mouths frothed, while stable-hands dodged kicks in a futile attempt to calm them.




  Atop the castle walls, sentries found it near impossible to hold on to the ramparts. The wind and rain blurred their vision and their cloaks flapped wildly. 




  At the entrance to the castle, two shadowy figures observed the chaos. The interior of the smaller companion’s hood began to glow with a golden hue, obscuring his face. Wolf-like eyes shone brightly and illuminated the ground around him. 




  His hands extended and his fists formed claws. The castle’s portcullis gates began to vibrate noisily and slowly bent inward to his will until they shattered in a blast of air. The remainder of the gates lay in ruins and the edges glowed softly as would a sword in a blacksmith’s forge.




  The pair moved forward into the portcullis and a heat radiated from the remains of the gates. A flash of lightning momentarily lit the features of the taller figure and glinted off the hilt of a sword.




  “Are you ready, brother?”




  “Yes.”




  A sword rose and motioned forward. The two figures ran into the castle followed by bloodthirsty roars as a horde of armour-clad warriors piled into the courtyard.




  





  •




  





  Coinin awoke with a yell and sweat poured from his brow. He panted uncontrollably and clasped his head in sweaty hands as his body shook. He looked to where his brother lay and heard him snore soundly. The nightmares had grown stronger each day, yet more detailed and always the same dream. However, this was new; this dream had extended beyond the usual.




  Coinin clambered out of his cot and stumbled to the small window through which a soft moonlight bathed the room. He gazed out at the night sky, comforted by the presence of Er’ath’s sisters Rol’as and Tal in the vast darkness, aware that the gods looked down on him.




  His features had changed this last year and had taken on a more manly shape. Coinin, now seventeen years old, had lived with his Uncle Draken since the deaths of his parents some ten years previous. He and his brother Marrok had arrived at their uncle’s house in the dead of night while their uncle slept. Draken had barely batted an eyelid before welcoming them.




  He questioned their arrival and learnt of the attack on the village while he dressed Marrok’s wound, and without further hesitation, he ordered the boys to stay put and set out on horseback to Arrom.




  He had ridden hard and arrived quickly. He was shocked at the scene that met him. Survivors of the assault by the Madorine had laid out the dead in long rows to bury them en masse.




  He had learnt that the Madorine had attacked over Elder Rangsan’s failure to supply the clans with fish as agreed, in return for their assistance the winter beforehand. If the elder had not lost his life, Draken would have gladly taken it for him.




  Over half of the dwellings in the village were now smoking piles of rubble, and orphaned children scoured the remains in a vain search for loved ones.




  He raced to his brother’s farmhouse and noticed immediately the lifeless body of Ædelmær. He reined in the horse outside of the farmhouse enclosure and dismounted quickly. He rushed to his brother but knew before he even got there that it was too late. He sank to his knees and then cradled the lifeless body in his arms and wept.




  He buried the bodies of Ædelmær and Godwen underneath a large oak tree they would play under as children, and spoke nothing of this to Coinin or Marrok. Even though they asked repeatedly, his answer was always the same. “Your parents are dead, now leave it.”




  Life throughout the years had been tough but fair. Uncle Draken had of course welcomed them to his home only to promptly set them backbreaking chores. The boys, however, did not complain; as a treat Draken would work them hard in the art of swordsmanship, and like their father he taught them basic magical arts.




  Every day they spent upwards of four hours learning to thrust and parry, slice and dodge, without a break, and the rest of the time was spent in study, much to Marrok’s annoyance.




  Marrok, Draken noted, was adept at swordplay and would astound him with his feats of cunning. Often Draken would find himself to his chagrin pinned to the ground, a sword point at his throat.




  Not all was pleasant in their new home, however, as Draken would punish them severely for any wrongdoing or if they failed a task he had set. Marrok and Coinin were no strangers to the lash. The past week had thankfully seen no such punishment, as their uncle seemed distracted.




  Coinin felt a connection to his brother Marrok, one stronger than any he had ever felt. He sensed the feelings of his brother and knew in his heart that Marrok screamed for revenge, his bloodlust high since the murder of his parents. Marrok did not know from whom to exact his retribution, so he blamed the only being he could, Rindor, the King of the Gods, to the dismay of the devout Coinin.




  A light flickered in the distance and caught Coinin’s attention as he stared out of the window. A figure dressed in black headed toward the house carrying a fiery torch.




  Coinin expected danger and was immediately on guard. However, as the man drew close and removed the hood of his cloak, Coinin recognised his uncle. The stoop and cruel face gave him away.




  He was tall, yet stooped with age, and wiry with dark sunken eyes. He had grey hair tied in a ponytail, but what set him apart from most men were his long pointed nails that he often used as a punishment.




  Where had his uncle been at this hour? It must be at least three in the morning, judging by the moon’s position. Coinin quickly returned to his cot and pretended to sleep just moments before his uncle opened the cottage door. The boy sensed there was something unusual in his uncle’s actions and peeked through his eyelids to try and get a better idea why Draken had acted so oddly this past week. He saw the dark shape of Draken approach a locked cupboard, take a key from a string around his neck and unlock it. He placed a small round object wrapped in cloth inside, and then carefully locked the cupboard once more.




  Draken took a quick look around at the sleeping boys to make sure they had not moved or observed his actions, and then lay down on his own cot. Minutes later he added to the snores in the room and slept soundly until cockcrow.
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  Coinin awoke the next morning to Jip the wolfhound licking his face with a big slobbery tongue and breath so foul it could knock a man dead at three paces.




  “Get off me, you beast,” laughed Coinin as he attempted to push the mighty hound off him.




  Jip immediately thought this a game and leapt on the boy with his crushing weight. Coinin struggled with the hound until Marrok sat up bleary-eyed and saw that Jip was squashing his younger brother. He smiled with a shake of his head and came to the rescue. He lifted the large hound off the small boy who had very nearly turned blue.




  Marrok had grown into a strong man of twenty, muscular and tanned from hours of practising sword techniques in the open air. Coinin on the other hand was naturally thin and pale. He practised like his brother, but Draken’s teachings for him focused more on the magical arts and study of religion and culture.




  “Go on, get out of it, you smelly oaf,” Marrok ordered as he opened the cottage door.




  Jip lifted a leg and let a warm stream of urine splatter the doorframe. Despite his advanced age, he was ill trained and still behaved like a pup.




  Marrok turned to his brother. “You’d better clean that before Draken sees it.”




  “But it’s your turn,” Coinin retorted.




  “No way, I just saved you.”




  “I always have to clean up the mess.”




  “Yes, that’s because you’re the squirt.”




  “Thanks,” said Coinin, and pulled a face.




  “You’re welcome,” Marrok laughed and then swaggered from the room.




  Coinin wiped the sleep from his eyes and yawned, and only then contemplated the clean-up job.




  A minute later as he finished, Draken stormed through the open doorway to find Coinin on his knees.




  “What are you doing on the floor, boy?” he asked grumpily.




  “I’m cleaning, sir,” replied Coinin.




  “Yes, well, no time for that, we have things to do. Get your equipment and come outside,” Draken ordered.




  Coinin quickly finished his task and threw aside his cloth. He raced to his cot and heaved a heavy package wrapped in linen from beneath.




  This he unwrapped energetically. Inside was a set of leathers with plated armour sections accompanied by a long sword. Underneath lay a small dagger, and wrapped separately was a quiver of arrows and a short bow. The boy swiftly donned the leathers and attached a cowhide belt around his waist. On this he hung the dagger and sword and finally he slung the bow, complete with quiver, across his body and stepped outside into the sunlight. He squinted at the low morning sun and saw Marrok stood several feet away. 




  “What took you so long?” Marrok demanded impatiently. He was dressed in similar garb to Coinin. The only difference was that Marrok carried a crossbow and his father’s sword.




  Draken had not set up the usual roped training arena in the yard as he had so many times before. Instead, the compound was empty. Coinin raised an eyebrow to his brother who shrugged and mouthed that he did not know why the training ring was missing.




  “We are doing something different today.” Draken spoke softly behind them.




  Both boys whirled around in surprise and each promptly received a smack to the side of the head with the flat of a blade.




  “First lesson, use your ears. I am old and not so light on my feet, what would a trained assassin be able to do? Honestly, why do I bother sometimes?”




  “I wonder the same thing,” Marrok quipped to Coinin.




  “What was that?” Draken thundered.




  “Nothing, uncle,” Coinin jumped in. “I just wondered what today’s task is.”




  “For that, boys, you’ll have to follow me.”




  Draken motioned and headed outside of the compound with his charges in tow.




  Coinin stopped and turned, and then whistled for Jip to join them. A moment later, the huge hound joined them from behind the house.




  “Are you quite finished?” Draken asked.




  “Yes, uncle, I couldn’t forget Jip,” Coinin replied.




  “No, of course not,” Draken sneered. “This way.”




  He and the boys headed into the forest that surrounded the homestead. It was dark and ominous the moment they stepped inside. Huge trees stretched high and the canopy let little light onto the forest floor. Every so often a strange animal cry startled the boys and made Draken chuckle. At each new sound he would explain the animal that had made it and how best to catch it.




  “What you need to remember about the forest is that almost everything is a potential enemy and what remains must surely be an ally,” said Draken darkly.




  Draken led them deeper and deeper, and after many more miles the forest began to thin slightly and became less oppressive. Before long, Draken indicated that they should be silent. He dropped to his knees and examined the dirt from the ground between his finger and thumb. He brought the mud to his nose and took a long sniff, and then encouraged the boys to sit quietly within the fronds of a leafy bush.




  After a few minutes a wondrous spectacle cantered almost silently past the hiding place. The white body of the creature glowed softly, as did its single horn that protruded delicately from its forehead. It glinted in a shaft of light that penetrated through the forest canopy. The small group felt at peace as they watched the magnificent animal make its way into the distance.




  “What was that?” Coinin asked after a few moments.




  “That was a Unicorn, a beautiful and rare creature imbued with ancient magic. This is only the second time I have seen one. They do say that they are the favourite of the gods and to harm one would incur their wrath.”




  “I don’t think I could ever hurt such a creature, it was magnificent,” said Coinin, and attempted to quiet Jip who had begun to growl in a low rumble with his hackles raised.




  “I should think not, unless you want to displease the gods. Okay, boys, the animal is gone and it’s time we did some practice before bed.”




  “I’d hoped we could take a break for once, uncle,” Marrok grumbled.




  “Our enemies do not take a break,” Draken growled.




  “Enemies? What enemies?” Coinin whispered. “He’s crazy, he jumps at his own shadow.”




  Marrok chuckled and nudged Coinin to shut him up.




  “Today we’re going to concentrate on Coinin’s favourite, the mind swap,”




  Coinin looked indifferent and too tired to care.




  “Marrok, you go and collect some firewood,” Draken ordered with a dismissive wave of his hand. “And take that damned dog with you.”




  Marrok huffed off into the tree line to gather wood and glanced sideways at his uncle with such a dark look that Coinin was surprised he had not dropped dead there and then.




  “Now that the brawn has departed, we can focus on the brains,” Draken smirked. “What do you think is the most prevalent creature in these woods?”




  Coinin was lost for a moment before he answered.




  “Birds.”




  “No, let’s try again. What is this forest called?”




  “White Stallion?”




  “Correct,” Draken smiled. “Why is it called that?”




  “Because there’s a white horse here?”




  “Yes, but not just one, there are literally hundreds, all living here,” Draken replied with a grand sweep of the arms.




  Coinin made a face; he did not much care that there were hundreds of horses in the forest. He was exhausted and wanted sleep.




  “Your task today will be to take over the mind of a horse and become the animal for a time,” Draken announced.




  “I’ve never gone that big before, we’ve only ever done beavers and squirrels. I don’t know if I can do it,” said Coinin uneasily.




  “Nonsense, boy, you are by far the most intelligent young man I’ve ever had the pleasure of teaching. I believe here,” Draken struck his chest, where his heart was, “that you can do this.”




  “If you say so, uncle, I will try it.”




  “Good. Now, it is important to let yourself go and focus all your energy into becoming the horse. Let the moment wash over you. Allow your conscious self to explore its new home.”




  Coinin closed his eyes and focused on being the horse. He imagined the long silken mane flapping in the breeze and the wind in his face as he galloped alongside the herd, the breath steaming from his nostrils. Then it happened like a sudden rush of water that engulfed him. He was the horse, powerful and majestic. He was galloping at top speed, free and content.




  Draken restrained the small boy who kicked and flailed and smiled at the successful transition.




  Coinin had become the horse, and, as it happened, a horse not too far away that had been enjoying an evening gallop with the herd. He was the new temporary resident of this horse’s mind and could control its actions. The horse itself now inhabited Coinin’s mind and he felt certain the animal was utterly bewildered or, at the very least, terrified.




  This was by far the biggest animal Coinin had controlled and he felt its power surge through him along with its great strength.




  He left the group and galloped through the woods in search of his uncle. It was not too long before he saw him sat on top of his own body. It struggled to get away and made odd whinnies of fear and he was quite overcome at the sight.




  Marrok appeared out of the trees with a bundle of twigs and wood. He stopped short and looked from the horse to his uncle sat upon Coinin. “What are you doing?” He asked.




  “Restraining your brother’s body.” Draken pointed to the large white stallion that puffed great clouds of breath into the twilight air. “There’s your brother. Coinin, why don’t you give Marrok a ride?”




  Coinin, the horse, hoofed the ground and raised his powerful head into a whinny of delight. He enjoyed this new adventure immensely.




  Marrok smiled and rushed forward, and then leapt onto the large horse. He held tight onto the mane as Coinin reared and took off like lightning.




  The hair whipped around Marrok’s head and the wind stung his eyes. But none of that mattered now; he was content to enjoy the moment and the exhilaration of the ride.




  A few minutes later the horse bucked and reared and threatened to throw him off.




  “Whoa! Coinin, what’re you doing?” yelled Marrok.




  The horse turned its great head and looked at him, only to buck fiercer than ever. Marrok held on for dear life as the horse tried even harder to eject the rider, and as a final desperate measure the terrified animal galloped into the forest and wove around trees and bushes.




  Marrok sat up a few moments later with a pain that blazed across his chest and an egg-sized lump on the back of his head. He groaned and rubbed gingerly at his swollen head.




  The horse had done its job. It had careened Marrok into the nearest low-slung branch and had knocked him clean into the dirt. The horse stood some distance away and panted, with what Marrok would swear later was a haughty expression upon its face. Or was it satisfaction? Either way the horse had won.




  “Nice job, horse.”




  The horse snorted and took off into the undergrowth to join its herd.




  “Shall we make camp?” Draken asked and leant against a tree. “That is if you are quite finished playing in the dirt.”




  Coinin stepped out from behind Draken and looked sheepish.




  “What happened, runt?” Marrok demanded as he stiffly stood up.




  “I’m sorry, Marrok, the connection broke. I lost my concentration, I couldn’t hold it,” Coinin apologised.




  “No harm done, I suppose. Though next time, Uncle rides the horse,” Marrok smiled and rubbed his younger brother’s head.




  The small group made camp and then settled down for the night. Draken told them stories by the dancing firelight of a campfire. He told of ancient peoples who were said to inhabit the forest thousands of years ago, and how they had destroyed themselves in a civil war. He also showed Marrok how to make a snare to catch rabbits, and once he had mastered the trap, he and Draken set several around the camp while Coinin slept.




  The next morning, Coinin awoke to Marrok stood over him.




  “I wish you wouldn’t do that!”




  “What? I brought breakfast,” Marrok held up a pair of rabbits and threw them on his brother’s lap. “Now you clean them.”




  “Thanks, much appreciated.” Coinin wrinkled his nose in disgust as blood and bodily fluids leaked over his hands.




  Coinin gutted and cleaned the rabbits while Marrok built a fire and Draken watched lazily from his bed of heather.




  After breakfast had finished Draken led the boys deeper still into the forest and slowed only to ford a river that teemed with fish as they headed for spawning grounds.




  They had weaved in and out of endless trees for several hours when Draken finally stopped to check his bearings.




  “We are almost there. I warn you not to make any sudden moves, and you will be quiet until spoken to directly,” he said sternly.




  “Almost where?” Marrok asked.




  “Did I not just say to be quiet?”




  Marrok and Coinin looked at each other and then nodded.




  “Then shut up and follow me.”




  After a few minutes they approached a clearing deep inside the forest. Draken stopped at its edge and his eyes flicked sharply left and right.




  “Trenobin, it is I, Draken. Show yourself, you mangy excuse for a rat’s tail,” he called to the air.




  “I wondered when you would turn up, you foul-smelling dung heap,” a deep, throaty voice piped. “Although I heard you coming five miles hence.” The newcomer chuckled.




  A figure formed in front of them like a morning mist in the air.




  One moment Draken was alone and the next, a short, stout fellow stood in front of him, barely coming up to his waist. He wore a green tunic and carried an axe nearly as tall as he. His face was ruddy and lined with age and dirt, and his forearms bulged muscle, born through hard work. He carried a drove of rabbits slung over his back, a considerable catch by any standards.




  “Welcome to my humble home. I am Trenobin.” He bowed slightly.




  “You live here?” said Coinin with a puzzled expression. “There’s nothing but trees.”




  “Coinin!” Draken roared, and clipped his lug smartly.




  “Let the boy be, Draken, he asks a fair question,” Trenobin interjected. “I see you boys have a lot to learn. First you must learn to open your eyes and see what cannot be seen.” 




  Trenobin raised his hand, and in the same manner in which he arrived, a small dwelling began to form before their eyes. It was as if a mist had descended, and then a chimney appeared and belched wood smoke that filled the air. Next, log-by-log, a cabin began to take shape, until finally, in all its splendour, stood a woodsman’s home. It was a single storey with two small windows and a very small door in its side. The home had stood many years, judging by the moss that clung to its timbers. Outside, a vegetable patch grew varied and delicious fare.




  “I see that you are hungry,” Trenobin smiled, as the boys hungrily eyed the rows of carrots and potatoes. “My vegetables are the best in the forest. Come inside and I shall let you try my broth.”




  The boys cheered at this, for they had travelled for hours with no food or rest.




  The inside of the cabin was wondrous. All manner of curiosities adorned the walls, including animal traps, and even the hides of the trapped. An alcove built into the wall opposite the door held a bed with storage underneath. Also built into the wall were a hundred or more small wooden drawers that held unknown items. Two tallow candles either side of the bed lit the cosy room, and a small fire warmed the room, over which a blackened iron pot hung full of simmering broth.




  Marrok spied a large sword above the fireplace, oddly thin and encrusted with green gems, and with what appeared to be a golden hilt that held strange markings in a language unfamiliar to him. “I have never seen such a sword, Master Trenobin.”




  “Nor shall you again. This is the last of a family of swords made for our ancestors long ago. Five were cast for five ancient sovereigns, mirroring the Sword of Unity. This is held in the palace of Rostha. Sadly, four of the swords are lost. The others are perhaps destroyed, I do not know.” Trenobin mused.




  “Have you looked for them?” Coinin inquired.




  “Of course, forty years I have looked, but four lost swords is a lot to find when you don’t know where to look. I grow too old to search now. But enough about this, I promised you broth, did I not?” Trenobin smiled.




  Never had a meal tasted so fine to Coinin and Marrok. The broth was so thick you could have stood a spoon up in it, and Trenobin had provided them all with thick wedges of bread that served well for dunking. Even Jip the hound contented himself with a large bowl set down for him. They sat around a small oak table and enjoyed the meal, though Draken complained bitterly that he could not stretch his legs in the cramped quarters.




  Draken had refused the broth and merely contented himself to drink wine, which Trenobin regularly topped up from a leather flagon he kept in his alcove. 




  “Boys,” Draken began, “today begins a new day in your tutelage. I need you to open your minds and follow Trenobin’s instructions exactly. Do you understand?”




  Coinin and Marrok nodded without question.




  “What things, uncle?” Coinin asked.




  “What I will say is you will find out the reason why you have trained so hard all your lives. So let’s not spoil the surprise, shall we, and put that enquiring mind aside.”




  “Yes, but–”




  Draken growled. “How simple can I make this? You will find out in good time if you do what our friendly dwarf here tells you to do.”




  Coinin began to object, but Marrok grabbed his arm to silence him.




  “We will, uncle,” Marrok intervened.




  Satisfied, Draken returned to his drink and pulled out his pipe, and after he had filled it with tobacco, he lit it with a long match and puffed away.




  Trenobin was quite animated during the meal and regaled them with stories of battles where he had fought against giants. It seemed unbelievable to the boys, but Draken reassured them all that what was said was true.




  It was not long before Draken’s head had fallen to his chest and long drawn-out snores erupted.




  “Ah, about time,” Trenobin said. “I thought he’d never drop off.”




  “What do you mean?” Marrok inquired.




  “Your uncle will not be coming with us. He should sleep for an hour. That wine is my finest batch.”




  “But why can’t he come?” Coinin asked worriedly.




  Trenobin sensed Coinin’s fear and clasped an arm around his shoulder. “Because, young sir, your uncle is a man of advancing age and we have much to accomplish. He will only slow us down. Moreover, he has not been invited to our destination. Don’t worry, I have waited for this day to arrive since your birth. Rest assured you are safe with me.” Trenobin shook his head and walked to the door of the cabin, a strange twinkle in his eye.




  “Somehow I trust him,” Coinin began. “Besides, Uncle Draken has ordered us to do as he asks.”




  “If you make one false move I’ll run you through,” Marrok threatened the dwarf.




  Trenobin merely laughed. “Boys, if I wanted to hurt you, you would have been sorry a few hours ago,” he called over his shoulder.




  “Fine, but if this is some trick we will see who will hurt whom,” Marrok grumbled.




  Outside, Trenobin smelled the air and noted a stiff breeze. He faced downwind and whistled a long note. Marrok looked at Coinin and signalled that Trenobin seemed to be a couple of arrows short of a quiver.




  Three large horses burst into the clearing and came to a standstill opposite the trio, tossing their heads. Coinin gently stroked the nose of the brown mare meant for him and spoke softly to her. He felt he owed her a new respect after becoming one of the beasts for a short time earlier that day.




  Trenobin nodded his head with approval. “Boys, there are harnesses on the wall inside the hut.”




  A couple of minutes later all three were ready to go.




  As they rode through the forest the trees started to become more enclosed and made them feel claustrophobic.




  The very air seemed stale and as they rode deeper Coinin glimpsed flashes of war, battles, and death. This shook him and he struggled to force the images from his mind.




  “Trenobin, I sense there were great battles here in the forest,” said Coinin after a time.




  “That is not strictly true; the majority of the forest grew after the last great war. I was in that battle and many of my closest friends lost their lives here.”




  “Impossible,” Marrok objected.




  Trenobin laughed. “Have you ever met a dwarf before, young Marrok?”




  “No.”




  “Then you have no idea how long we live?”




  “No, I don’t.”




  “Then until you do, I suggest you keep your mouth shut and your ears open,” Trenobin suggested.




  Marrok made a rude noise and looked sullen.




  “Exactly how old are you Trenobin?” Coinin asked.




  “Ah, well, I lost count after nine hundred years,” Trenobin replied.




  Coinin looked at him in awe, altogether unsure if he should believe him.




  “The elves, however, can live three times as long,” Trenobin mused.




  As they rode on the night grew cold and dark and this made it harder to see. Trenobin acknowledged this and stopped to fumble in his pack for a second and immediately there was a strange shift in the air that made the boys momentarily lightheaded. The space around Trenobin began to glow and lit the way as they rode.




  They rode for several hours and then Trenobin called a rest.




  “Thank you, Trenobin, my behind feels like it’s fallen off.” Coinin winced as he dismounted. He rubbed his sore behind and stretched the kinks out of his body.




  “You’ll get used to it young sir,” said Trenobin and clapped a dirty hand on his shoulder. “Don’t get used to the rest, though, we must make haste. It grows light and our destination looms.”




  “Where exactly are we headed?” Marrok asked.




  “Beyond this thicket is a cliff at the side of Mount Rostha. High up this cliff is a cave and inside is – well, it’s hard to explain, and perhaps it is better if you see for yourself.” Trenobin instructed the boys to follow him without their horses. He and the boys undid their saddles and laid them against a tree. Trenobin then gently slapped the rump of his horse, and this made it trot off. The boys followed suit.




  “Don’t worry, they’ll find their way home.” Trenobin winked.
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