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  WHO AM I?




  It’s silent here, and it’s dark – totally,

  transcendently dark. In this silence, this darkness, I could be anyone – anything – I have no story, no memory of a life, no thoughts nor impressions. Nothing.




  What am I?




  I am freezing, that’s what I am – numbed almost

  senseless. This, at least, I realize now. And there’s an enormous weight of pressure upon me, all about me, wrapped around and crushing the very soul from me. It presses hard and brittle

  fragments into my face – shards of stone, splinters of bone. Am I buried alive? Yes, I can smell it: ancient granite, grimy earth all around me – part of me. My hair is woven with

  tendrils and shoots, my face mingled with the cold clay. I am buried, yes, but am I dead or alive?




  I am alive. Yes, I must be alive to have awareness of such

  things. Yes, of course, I am alive. I am a man. And with a man comes a name, but . . .




  Bolldhe, that’s who I was – am. Bolldhe from

  Moel-Bryn. Yes. The dreadful crush of earth’s cold grasp seems to lessen somehow, not so oppressive now that I have a name. I embrace that appellation and sink away from this world, this

  dream, this nightmare, whatever it is, and my soul flies back to the warm days of youth, and those familiar scents of upland turf, walnut coppice and clovered lea. Moel-Bryn – a land mantled with woodlands of rustling, fallow gold, and braided with rillets of sparkling effulgence; yet tough-boned, a place of

  granite hills, stockaded walls and robust soldiery. Who am I? I’m Bolldhe, the son of a Peladane, of a holy crusader.




  But not a Peladane, myself – rather a traveller. For I

  left that land of the war-cult, abandoned them all to their ridiculous displays of metal pomposity, their stiff necks and their strutting. Roamed the world, far and wide. But no explorer, soldier,

  nor merchant was I, for mine was the way of the wanderer, a free spirit, a bird of passage.




  . . . A runaway, an itinerant. Eighteen years of aimless

  drifting, like an insect blown far from its colony, and every bit as useless. I was by trade an augur, a fortune-teller, and a fake one at that, scratching a mean living by selling lies to any

  idiot who would pay for reassurance. I touched nobody’s life and nobody touched mine, and the strange thing is, I seemed to believe that made me better than anyone. Oh yes, I was a real Jack

  the Lad . . . one of life’s meanest failures.




  Then along comes Appa, the mage-priest, and from then on

  nothing would ever be the same again.




  I found myself by then in Nordwas, a town of many cults

  – even my old childhood faith – and all of them in stormy debate about the rumoured “Second Coming of Drauglir’, all of them “quest-hungry’. My first day in

  town, a total stranger there, and this holy man simply comes up to me and tells me I’m the chosen one – the Rawgr-Slayer – the world’s only hope against the wolf-demon from

  the north. That was Appa, the mad old priest of Cuna, the god of Truth and Light (ha!), hounding me like a fierce little terrier that would as soon bite your hand as wag its tail and probably not

  know the difference. Nobody else believes a word he says about me, not the Peladanes, nor his fellow priests, not even his brother-in-faith Finwald (that sibylline charlatan whose prophecy

  initiated this quest in the first place). Certainly not I myself. But it’s money, I suppose – Peladanes’ money. And, for no reason other than that I’ve got nothing better to

  do, I go along with it. Never been to the Far North, anyway. Might even be fun.




  So began the quest to destroy Drauglir, a rawgr

  already slain five hundred years ago which few men, other than various cultists, actually believe will rise again. And my life hasn’t been my own since. Together with the two mage-priests,

  the Warlord’s son and his esquire, and three others, we journeyed north, far beyond the lands of men, upon a mad hooley of adventure, bloodshed and fear. Two of the company it has claimed

  already: Methuselech Xilvafloese the desert mercenary, fallen to his death in the Valley of Sluagh, and the Peladane’s esquire, poor young Gapp Radnar, hurled down into the dark by the

  monstrous Afanc . . .




  The Afanc – that obscene miscreation of darkness, waxing

  in size and foulness with each hurt we dealt it. The mere thought of that warped nightmare incarnate sickens me. Would that I had never stirred it from its pit in the first place! Did it really

  hound us all those miles, all those days, just to retrieve the sword we stole from it? My soul shudders at the memory.




  But there’s more to it than that. I wasn’t running

  just from the Afanc – not even from those terrible giants that finally crushed it underfoot. I was running from myself – from the crime I’d just committed, from what I’d now

  become. For, only moments before we fled from the giants, I did a terrible thing – a deed which has changed me forever. Something happened to me when I was a child, something which has

  haunted me ever since, like a scream that echoes down the years, its horror reverberating down the arterial, stony tunnel again and again – that sick, demented laughter as great crimson holes

  blossomed in human flesh . . . I’d kept my ears stopped to that memory, but now I’ve crossed over a threshold, a hidden threshold, and there’ll be no going back

  now . . .




  What am I?




  And then the word came to him, and he knew what he was.




  ‘Murderer!’




  

     

  




  ONE




  Elfswith and Ceawlin
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  ‘THEY LOOK LIKE BOLLDHE’S BOOTS.’




  (Pounding; dull, but mighty enough to shake the world to its

  foundations; unrelenting, constant; rhythmic as a heartbeat; all around him. Bombardment.)




  ‘No, his are always covered in kack. Leave them – it’s probably just another bloody

  thief.’




  (Pressure; painless, but immense enough to squeeze him out of

  this world; enveloping; uterine; crushing as a landslide; all around him. Entombment.)




  ‘No, seriously, I’m sure they’re his. I think I recognize the heels.’




  (Words from outside, words of mirth, words before birth

  – smell of earth – Mother Earth – mother tongue – no, another tongue; words familiar to him, but in this state, under all this weight, too wearisome for him to

  translate.)




  ‘Well, pull him out anyway. If it is a thief, we can always break his neck and claim he was dead when we

  found him.’




  The words meant little to Bolldhe, and came to him muffled, as if his head were wrapped in a heavy blanket. His

  concern right now was with only the immense pressure all around him . . . And then the feel of hands tugging at his feet. Tugging hard.




  ‘. . . probably not such a good idea at this moment. Come what may, it looks like

  we’ll have to put aside our differences with these thieves for now. We’re not even out of Eotunlandt yet.’




  Bolldhe could finally feel himself being pulled out from the suffocating mass. Like an earthworm plucked from

  the soil.




  ‘Come on, now,’ another voice was saying through the din, a shaky voice, but which carried within it

  the hint of a smile. ‘You can do it – just one more push.’




  Then, from crushing darkness Bolldhe emerged suddenly, into the glare of orange torchlight, and all about him

  there were smiling faces.




  ‘It’s a boy!’ came a voice in delight. ‘What shall we call him?’




  Bolldhe sucked cold air deep into his tormented lungs, then continued with huge, bovine gasps. That hefty

  pounding noise still continued from outside, shaking clumps of earth and fragments of stone onto him from the tunnel roof and filling the close air with a choking dust.




  Moments later, the terrible bombardment from without began to fade away. Within minutes, it had ceased

  altogether and, as its last echoes rolled on up the tunnel, so too died the rumour of the storm behind it.




  Into the silence that followed, there rose a collective sigh of relief.




  Deliverance.




  Retching violently, Bolldhe opened his eyes blinking furiously. Above, regarding him closely, were three

  creatures apparently made of stone, like rocks that had come to life and assumed human form. Judging from their faces, though, they had not done a very good job of it; the features were distorted,

  the skin no more than crude masks of clay.




  But their eyes, at least, looked human, and through them the humanity of souls deep within could be detected

  clearly through the stoniness of those visages. Already the freshets of sweat and tears streaking their dust-plastered faces were expanding and converging to wash away the clay that would claim

  them, until they had made a muddy delta of each face.




  Nibulus, Finwald and Kuthy: these three, at least, had made it through. They looked weary, and

  several years older than Bolldhe recalled, but they were clearly alive.




  ‘All right, Bolldhe?’ Nibulus grunted. ‘You really do leave things to the last second,

  don’t you?’




  Nibulus. Of course. If there was but one member of their company who could be counted on to survive any

  catastrophe, weather any storm or come through any battle, it was that solid, dependable bastion of strength and pugnacity, Nibulus Wintus. Son of the Warlord Artibulus, Wintus Hall’s finest

  Peladane, he would still be around, Bolldhe suspected, long after he himself had been snuffed out. Besides, since it was the Warlord’s money that had funded this entire expedition, Nibulus

  was not the type to let a mere herd of two-hundred-foot giants come between him and his father’s investment. What would the bards have to say about that?




  Still half-buried, Bolldhe spluttered and spat out gobbets of spittle-soaked soil. He then convulsed in a fit of

  coughing that further tortured his frame. But, in the midst of this convulsion, it occurred to him that at least no bones were broken.




  Then he felt something warm nudge him gently, and immediately recognized the familiar musky odour of his

  horse.




  ‘Zhang!’ he croaked, and reached out to clasp the Adt-T’man’s muzzle closer to him.

  ‘Zhang,’ he continued in a half-whisper. ‘Friend-horse. My only friend, you came back to save me.’ He held the animal’s head close, stroking it fondly with a shaking

  hand, and within moments his face was streaked with a muddy delta all of its own.




  Eventually, he let go and wiped the grime from his eyes, focusing his gaze beyond his immediate rescuers.

  Through the dim, dust-infused light of a few torches, he recognized that they were confined somewhere inside a long tunnel. Its rough-cut walls were only about four feet apart, but the roof was

  higher. With his companions’ help he gingerly pulled himself out from the mound of debris and got to his feet. He looked behind him, and saw how the cave mouth they had entered was now in

  ruin, totally blocked off by rock and soil. Not even the thinnest sliver of daylight penetrated from the other side.




  Entombment.




  One arm draped for support over Zhang’s shaggy neck, Bolldhe peered around to see who else had survived.

  Over there, slumped against the wall, was the aged mage-priest Appa, hand folded limply around his precious amulet. But for once not rapping his ring against it, an irritating habit whenever he

  felt stressed. Was he even alive . . . ? Yes, bless him, there was a bare first hint of movement beneath that grubby biscuit-crumb-stained woollen mantle cloaking the scrawny

  collection of brittle bones he called a body. Bolldhe managed a smile. So the old bugger had survived Eotunlandt after all, frayed, but unbroken, like a thin piece of hairy string that refuses to

  snap.




  There, too, was the dark mercenary Odf ‘Paulus’ Uglekort, standing with his back to them, but easy

  to recognize from his crows’-feather cowl. Now there was another nut not to be easily cracked. Maybe one day Paulus would succumb to the fits that occasionally racked his body, or to the

  creeping necrosis that already disfigured his face and made him a pariah even among his own comrades, but it was doubtful he would ever fall to an enemy’s sword. Paulus, the mercurial,

  murderous but elite mercenary from Vregh-Nahov, had his blade drawn even now, as he stood between their company and a separate group of shadowy figures huddled miserably just beyond the halo of

  torchlight. How many of those bandits had managed to reach the tunnel in time, Bolldhe as yet did not bother to guess. All he knew for sure was that, of his own companions – counting them off

  in his dizzy head – six had made it safely through. Out of how many? He could not think straight, but he was sure there was someone missing . . .




  He glanced back at the three men who had pulled him out of the rubble. Nibulus was already unstrapping the

  various pieces of his elaborate armour from the solitary horse and was trying to put them on before the thieves got a chance to recover their nerve and maybe launch an attack. Ever the soldier,

  ever the professional, but not so professional that Nibulus could control the trembling in his fingers. If those thieves were going to attack, Bolldhe reckoned, they would be well

  advised to do it now, while the Peladane was so cumbrously distracted.




  Finwald, the younger mage-priest, sat silently upon a large boulder all by himself. He cradled something long

  and metallic in his arms and Bolldhe peered at it, then almost cried out in disbelief as he recognized the serpentine blade that snaked out from the hilt. Flametongue! That bloody sword again! After all they’d just come through, after escaping being giant-crushed into oblivion by the narrowest hair’s-breadth

  imaginable, was that antique weapon all the priest could concern himself with?




  Bolldhe just could not fathom it, how a Lightbearer, of all people, should care so much about a weapon of war.

  And one which was not even his own possession either. Finwald already owned a sword, that little silver one he’d had forged especially for this quest. ‘The only way to destroy Drauglir,’ he had proclaimed to the council Moot before they set out, ‘is to pierce its heart and

  brain with a magical blade. Failing that, silver-plated iron will do . . .’ So when Bolldhe had discovered this strange, spell-woven ‘flamberge’ sword down

  the mines, somehow in the possession of the gruesome Afanc, it had seemed like a particular stroke of fortune.




  Bolldhe grimaced. Having rejected the ways of the Peladane in his youth, he loathed swords beyond all loathing,

  and everything they stood for. He wished now, more than ever, to have his plain old axe back. Had it not been stolen from him earlier by a sneak thief, he never would have picked up yon cursed

  flamberge in the first place. But now that that enchanted sword had fallen into their hands, Finwald seemed to think their quest was as good as won. He seemed to even think the weapon was more

  important than the lives of his companions. Bolldhe still could not believe how, in their moment of danger, the priest had just snatched up the flamberge and run off with it to the safety of the

  tunnel, abandoning his companions to the giants without so much as a backward glance. Finwald was a good man at heart, Bolldhe knew, and much liked by everyone, but clearly nothing – not even

  his friends – came before his precious quest.




  Unlike Kuthy Tivor, over there. That one had no friends,

  and the only quest precious to him was looking after himself. The ageing soldier of fortune had started tagging along with them only a couple of weeks ago, but had proved nothing more than a pain

  in the backside ever since. At the moment he was busy brushing the dust out of the writhing liripipes adorning the hat that still miraculously clung to his head. They now stood out from the cap

  itself like the hairs on a frightened cat, and were trembling at the tips. Kuthy was murmuring to them soothingly as he stroked them in turn, but it looked as though it would be a long while before

  his hat settled down to normal.




  In spite of his trauma, Bolldhe could not help but grin. Serves him right;

  he’s got nobody to blame but himself. After all, it was Kuthy (‘the last of the living heroes’) who had persuaded them to take this route in the first place, through

  enchanted Eotunlandt, this ‘fairest, most wonderful land that has ever beglammered my eyes’. Some short cut – it had damn near been the death of them! Bolldhe shuddered at the

  memory of it . . .




  Sky’s countenance had darkened, broiled and, from the

  churning black mass of clouds that rolled across this land of giants, outpoured its full fury upon their heads. Amid the deluge of the storm and the blinding white light that scorched the earth all

  about them, they had run for their lives, tempest-lashed, their wits wholly departed. Summoned into being by the bloodletting between the travellers and the bandits they had encountered, the giants

  had come for them, and chased both venturer and thief alike over the inundated uplands, while hell’s rolling barrage thundered from horizon to horizon.




  But Kuthy, for once, had not failed them but brought them as he had promised to the secret doorway leading out

  of this land. Keenly they had plunged beneath the clay, just before the giant’s foot, like the Hammer of God, smote down upon them. Night had obliterated day with one immense detonation, and

  flooded its victims like ants down into their nest.




  But with the two clashing groups of interlopers now safely sealed into their temporary grave, those phantom but

  very real-seeming giants had retreated from this land, this reality. Now, down through the rocks that were the crumpled ruin of the gate, seeped the rain and turned all to

  slurry.




  Forsooth’s sake, Bolldhe reflected, that was a close one! He began to quake violently at the memory, having himself been the tiniest fraction of a second away from utter annihilation. Death by giant. And

  though he hated to dwell on it, he could not help wondering what it would have felt like. Would it have been simply too quick to register, or would there have been time for him to feel every bone

  in his body crunch, every muscle rupture, and his innards shoot forth from his mouth?




  ‘Just how flattened can the human frame get?’ he wondered aloud.




  ‘About as flat as the ants we used to crush when we were little boys,’ came the reply from a large

  boulder resting atop the rubble where the portal had once stood.




  It was Wodeman. As caked in dust as the others, he now looked more a permanent part of the cave than did the

  cave itself. He lifted himself with difficulty from his crouching position, precipitating a fall of loose soil from his shaggy wolf-pelt, and clambered down to squat next to Bolldhe.




  Number seven, Bolldhe thought to himself with relief. There was something

  he had to say to the shaman, but he could not think of the word.




  ‘By Kulhuch, did you see the size of those things, Bolldhe?’ Wodeman muttered. ‘And I’m

  sure the one at the front was carrying a steaming kettle . . .’




  Bolldhe regarded his saviour with concern. There was a definite look of shellshock in the shaman’s eyes,

  and he was having difficulty keeping the hysteria from his voice.




  ‘This is getting worse and worse by the day,’ Wodeman went on, ‘the further north we journey.

  And it won’t get any better, either. If you think this is bad, wait till you get to Melhus itself. I ask you, Bolldhe, what can insects like us possibly

  do against beings like those? Eh? If we ever get out of this, I swear I’m heading straight back to Nordwas. And when I get there, I’ll not stop either; I’m going to pick up the

  kids, and whichever of their mothers want to come along, and just carry on south as far as I can go, the further away from these hellish northern lands, the

  better . . . But we’ll not get back out that way again,’ he pointed to the pile of rubble, ‘though dig we might for a week and a day. We’re

  trapp—’




  ‘Thank you,’ Bolldhe interrupted him. That was the word he had been trying to think of.




  Wodeman stopped in mid-sentence, and stared at him.




  ‘You came back for me,’ Bolldhe went on. ‘You could’ve been killed – by rights you

  should have been killed – but you came back anyway. Nobody’s ever done that for me before. Thank you.’




  Wodeman continued to stare into Bolldhe’s eyes. He beheld the steadiness there, something he had never

  noticed in the traveller before. He held on to it, and gradually grew calmer himself. And Bolldhe, for his part, enjoyed for the first time a brief feeling of warmth towards his unwanted mentor.

  Nobody had asked Wodeman, this self-appointed ‘dream-giver’, this ‘messenger of the Earth Spirit’, to join them on this quest; not Bolldhe, who had always resented the

  shaman’s intrusions into his private thoughts and the visions he wove into Bolldhe’s mind; not the priests, who considered Wodeman’s pagan meddling with their

  protégé something of a threat to their own monopoly on proselytizing; and certainly not their Peladane leader, who deemed any association with such ‘coppice-hoppers’

  embarrassing. But Wodeman had come anyway, ever counselling Bolldhe, weaving dream-spells into his tired mind, essaying to enlighten him as to his divine calling.




  They were, of course, all mad, the three priests: Wodeman, Appa and Finwald. Of that Bolldhe was sure. He no

  more believed that he was the Chosen One than he believed that their gods were anything other than the worst disaster that had ever afflicted the world. Any devotion he had was to himself and

  himself alone. Nevertheless, this weird priest Wodeman had snatched him out from under a giant’s foot, and for that, at least, Bolldhe could feel beholden.




  ‘The giants are gone now,’ he assured the shaman. ‘They won’t trouble us any more. We

  beat them. Whatever lies on the other side of that heap of stone, forget it. It’s none of our business now; we’re headed the other

  way.’




  The sorcerer’s eyes, after flitting back to the blocked portal, did appear to regain some

  composure. He nodded, and clamped his hand upon Bolldhe’s shoulder.




  ‘Forget the tunnel entrance,’ Bolldhe reassured him. ‘We’ve crossed that threshold, and

  there’ll be no going back now. Just keep thinking of the other exit. And that lies up there. Come on, I think the others are ready to move.’




  What Bolldhe said was true: the giants really were gone. In the barrow-like deadness of the tunnel no sound

  could be heard – save the men’s unsteady voices. Not even a whisper came from outside, so that some began to wonder if the giants had ever existed. Just as the Spirit of War had

  summoned them, and their prey’s terror sustained them, as the mortals now huddled in this rats’ runnel they realized that those elder spirits had returned to wherever they had come

  from. Battle was done, its frenzy had departed, and this world was no longer any place for such as they.




  The giants now banished from their thoughts, the two vying groups – questers and thieves – now

  turned their attention to the tunnel ahead.




  It was an odd feeling, these two parties that had only hours before been at each others’ throats, now

  forced together into an alliance in order to survive. It was to say the least an uneasy truce. Though there was hardly the energy for hostility left in anyone now, there were some among the thieves

  of Tyvenborg who were still openly ill-disposed towards the Peladane and his party. Notably among these was Brother Oswiu Garoticca, who was not at all happy that Bolldhe’s group had managed

  to snatch back the flamberge sword he had earlier stolen from them. Hlessi (who, let’s face it, was a Grell) remained openly hostile, and also Khurghan, who was by his very nature a spiteful,

  beady-eyed, malevolent little runt at the best of times.




  Wisely, however, their leader Eorcenwold kept these few malcontents well away from the Aescals, at the far end

  of the line.




  The only Tyvenborger who might have caused real trouble, namely the Dhracus demi-human Dolen Catscaul, was

  fortunately still unconscious. Judging by the unctuous odours hovering around her, she was now in the healing care of the Hauger Flekki and her dubious salves. Once the giants

  had appeared in the middle of the men’s conflict, all her ‘friends’ had disappeared so rapidly one could almost have heard an implosion of air from the speed of them. As a result,

  none of them had been around to witness how Bolldhe, of all people, had saved the Dhracus from certain death. Almost without thinking he had thrown her unconscious form across his horse’s

  back, then ordered Appa to get her into the shelter of the tunnel. The sight of the priest bringing her to safety may have baffled the thieves, but surely it did go some way to cooling their

  animosity.




  For some reason Bolldhe had not been able to bring himself to leave her there. Not even though she had almost

  killed him in their duel. Not after what he had done to her swain . . . Not after he had become a murderer.




  There it was again, that awful word. Once more came to him the image of Eggledawc Clagfast’s lifeless eyes

  staring back up at him, and with it an awful sickness in the pit of Bolldhe’s soul. His mind recoiled with the horror of it, yet this same horror also held for him a cold fascination. The

  memory of it – the slicing of the windpipe, the gristle separating, the arterial spray – Bolldhe found himself repeating the sequence in his head over and again, almost savouring it. But even worse was knowing that, at the time, he had enjoyed it – become aroused, excited, maybe addicted, lost

  his head in its every scarlet detail, feasted on it, could never get enough of it.




  Bolldhe had crossed that threshold, he knew, and there was no going back.




  Now all the members of either group wanted to do was get out of that accursed tunnel, leave this land and never

  set eyes on each other again. And even though the final destination of both parties was fairly obviously the same, nobody made any mention of it. They would cross that bridge if and when they came

  to it.




  By tacit agreement, the thieves set off first into the darkness ahead, with Nibulus and his men trailing behind

  at a careful distance. Neither party wished to stay any closer than was absolutely necessary, yet both were loath to let the other out of their sight. Certainly neither Nibulus

  nor Paulus had any intention of letting the thieves get far enough ahead to set some sort of trap or ambush for them.




  It was a long journey, this ascent through the mountains, and – as it turned out – even more

  gruelling than the tunnel leading into the other side of Eotunlandt. This passage was as narrow and airless as their most claustrophobic nightmares, and, as each one of them was constantly aware,

  every step took them deeper and deeper into the heart of the Giant Mountains.




  The tunnel itself was a mystery. Bolldhe, aiming the beam of his lantern around at its stone surfaces,

  continually wondered who, or what, had made it. It snaked around with no apparent design, sometimes level and sometimes sloping, yet was too regular in its width and height to be merely some kind

  of natural cave network.




  Then came the steps. These, at least, appeared man-made. Their narrow flights might take the travellers up for a

  hundred yards or so, before once again levelling out, but they might equally go on ascending for an hour or more, without respite. Slick with icy water, crumbling with age, they gradually, slowly

  took their charges up into the mountain heights.




  ‘Hakkevana lepeu’ah! Ghevaccanema!’




  This phrase, one that not even Bolldhe understood, his Aescal companions heard time and time again being uttered

  somewhere up ahead. In their haste to escape the giants, the thieves had abandoned most of their gear, and were forced to ration their torches stringently. From their position some way behind, the

  Aescals could hear the scuffing of unsure feet and frequent cursing as a thief would lose his footing on the treacherous surface and fall flat on his face. At first this was almost amusing,

  especially as Nibulus and his men were much better equipped for this second tunnel. But after over two hours of listening to exactly the same expletives, it did begin to whittle away their

  patience.




  ‘Hakkevana lepeu’ah! Ghevaccanema!’




  Frequent rest breaks were necessary on these longer flights of steps, and on such occasions Nibulus and Paulus

  would position themselves a little closer to the thieves, just to keep an eye on them. It was almost comical how both groups could be seen, one by the other, in the scant light,

  eyeing each other suspiciously.




  So it went on tediously for the rest of the day.




  Before nightfall (though it seemed long after nightfall to most of them) they began to notice narrow beams of

  light filtering down through the ceiling above. The fissures were never wider than a keyhole, so the light that penetrated was pale and distant. But to the exhausted travellers they were like air

  to drowning men. Hearts lifted, anxiety subsided, breathing grew calmer. Gradually these pencil-thin shafts of illumination dimmed, and dimmed further, until very soon they faded altogether. But

  the air yet retained its new cleanness, and hope remained in the hearts of the travellers.




  Then, sometime around an hour after sunset, the Peladane’s men emerged unexpectedly into a wide cavern.

  Most of them revelled in the sudden sense of freedom, while the slough horse positively whinnied in delight. But Wodeman, Appa and Paulus felt that familiar sense of unease begin to rise again

  within them, and they looked around, fumbling for amulet or weapon.




  ‘Er, Nibulus,’ Appa called out in a low voice, ‘where are they? Our friends from the

  Thieves’ Fortress?’




  All of them looked around in sudden alarm. The thieves were nowhere to be seen, and of their earlier clumsy

  progress, not a sound could be heard. Without hesitation they retreated back to the relative shelter of the passage and readied their weapons in anticipation. They listened carefully, but all was

  still – save for the tremor of their own breathing, there was no sound to be heard at all.




  In that pause Bolldhe felt the hilt of a sword being pressed into his palm. He glanced to one side, away from

  the light cast by his hooded lantern, and in the shadows next to him beheld a shape with eyes that burnt red in the flame, eyes that regarded him with intent. It was Finwald – and he was

  returning the flamberge.




  ‘Take it, Bolldhe,’ the priest whispered conspiratorially. ‘It is yours, after all.’




  He sounded like an indulgent grandparent pressing a sweet into the hand of a child while its parents were not

  looking. Bolldhe almost expected him to fold a hand over his own and wink at him mischievously.




  Bloody priest seems hell-bent on me using that damn sword! Bolldhe cursed

  to himself, I wouldn’t be at all surprised if it was him who stole it from me in the first place.




  Bolldhe’s mind went back to that night, that murky, drunken, confusing night a month ago in Myst-Hakel

  when he had left the pub and staggered over the creaking shackleboard walkways, through the dark and empty streets, and back to the old temple where they were all billeted . . .




  . . . Just in time to see the furtive shadow stealing out of the window of their lodgings – with

  Bolldhe’s axe in his hands. Of all the things to steal. Nothing else had been taken, not gold, amethyst nor any other precious item, but a crappy, notched old broadaxe.




  Finwald had been in the pub with the others when Bolldhe had left,

  though, hadn’t he? On the other hand, it had taken the ale-addled Bolldhe some time to find his way back to their lodgings. Bolldhe now appraised Finwald carefully. For a priest of the god of

  Truth, he seemed to have rather a lot of secrets. Why hadn’t he told them his real identity earlier, that he was originally called Nipah Glemp, an alchemist’s apprentice? Why be so

  cagey about everything?




  Well, whoever the thief was, he had seemed most determined about the axe. Didn’t drop it at

  Bolldhe’s angry shout nor during the ensuing chase; kept a tight hold on it right the way out of town and over the marshes . . .




  . . . Leading him all the way to the abandoned mine. All the way – so conveniently – to the chamber,

  and the flamberge, just waiting for him among the debris . . .




  And to the Afanc, also just waiting for him among the debris. Bolldhe blanched, the memory of the Beast far too

  fresh in his mind. Especially in this fearful place, so like the mine.




  He sighed loudly, and the sound echoed eerily throughout the underground spaces. They listened intently to it.

  Judging by the echo, they must have arrived at the beginning of a network of caves that stretched extensively ahead through the mountain. Countless stone surfaces amplified any

  sound tenfold, sustained it, and sent it back to them in multi-pitched discords. Yet of their unwanted companions, the thieves, not a whisper could be heard.




  This was all very unnerving, for only seconds earlier Eorcenwold’s men could be seen and heard, stumbling

  awkwardly twenty or thirty paces ahead of them, cursing like grumpy old dwarfs as they dragged themselves and their unconscious Dhracus onward and upward.




  Or had it been longer ago? Minutes, perhaps? Maybe half an hour? Now they came to think about it, none of them

  could actually remember even approximately how long ago it was since they had last heard any sound of the thieves. At the beginning of their ascent, the Peladane’s company had kept themselves

  very much aware of their enemies’ presence. But now, in this new cavern, everything seemed so unsure. Trying to remember anything clearly felt like grasping at dreams. Cut off from the world

  above in this granite tomb, time seemed to have become every bit as distorted as the echoes that flitted back to them.




  ‘It’s just like the other tunnel,’ Nibulus whispered, ‘the one on the way in. You lose

  all sense of time.’




  ‘No, no, this is altogether stranger,’ Appa remarked. ‘That last tunnel was nothing more than

  a shaft cut straight through cold, dead stone. This one, however . . .’




  ‘There’s a presence,’ Wodeman stated. ‘Something ancient. No, not ancient –

  timeless. Fey or human, living or—’




  From a far place now came the sounds of fighting: the clash of arms, iron upon iron, bronze beating against

  leather and wood, the shouting of men and other things, the crackle of pyrotechnics, the roar of unknown creatures that may have crawled up from the underworld. Then that sound faded, lingering for

  but brief seconds on the border of hearing as the merest vestige of an echo. There was a remote, dream-like quality to it also, but this remoteness was one of time rather than of distance.




  Bolldhe glanced at the two priests questioningly. Both, however, merely shrugged.




  ‘Tivor,’ Nibulus whispered harshly, ‘you’ve been this way before –

  any ideas?’




  There followed a pause, a long pause. Nibulus was about to jab their guide in the ribs when the soldier of

  fortune Kuthy finally replied, ‘There was something like this happened last time – something I didn’t understand. But I plugged my ears with oiled cloth and pressed on as swiftly

  as I might.’ His voice was low and held none of its customary assurance.




  Bolldhe’s eyes widened in awe. ‘You mean you heard . . . that, and still you went on?

  Alone?’




  Kuthy’s voice dropped even lower. ‘It is best to ignore the illusions of fey. Those who let

  themselves be waylaid by the huldre are rarely seen again.’




  ‘So at last!’ Paulus hissed; clearly he at least was more than ready to be waylaid. Wodeman, though,

  wrinkled his nose and spat on the ground. Appa, possibly the most intuitive among them, was wary but surprisingly not alarmed.




  Still unsure, Nibulus tarried a moment. He strained his ears and squinted further into the void beyond the

  lantern’s beam. But, in the total absence of any clue, he resigned himself to following what Kuthy recommended, and ordered them onward.




  Before them lay many different exits from the cavern, but Kuthy knew exactly which one to take. They tried to

  quicken their pace, eager to get free of this place, even if that did mean heading towards the source of the strange sounds they had heard earlier. But the tunnel now took on an entirely different

  character. Gone were the flights of steps, the half-level floors, the regularity of the tunnel’s dimensions. This new passage was almost entirely natural: it twisted and turned, rose and

  fell, widened unexpectedly into chambers or narrowed so tightly that their claustrophobic beast of burden had to be dragged or pushed forward. All around them now could be seen lumps of grey

  limestone that squatted like malignant, petrified trolls. Their moving shadows danced in the lamplight, like witches capering in a cave of beasts. Bolldhe glanced back as he passed by, and saw with

  horror that these shadows began sprouting long, spindly arms with cruel, claw-like hands. He was sure he could even hear them sniggering.




  ‘Don’t look around you, Bolldhe!’ came a warning voice immediately to his rear. ‘Or

  behind.’ It was Kuthy. Bolldhe instantly snapped his head back to face in front of him, from now on his eyes fixed dead ahead.




  Sometimes the clash of ancient battles seemed to echo down the passage straight ahead, or resonate from the rock

  all around them. Occasionally the ringing of blades was replaced by a sound like the dull thud and crunch of wood or stone, and the voices were altogether more grunting and animal. At these sounds

  the cave walls sprang to life with primeval dancing, shadows that cavorted in the sanguine light of their torches, yet it was difficult to identify their source. The company shook their heads in

  exasperation and pressed on, their weapons dangling uselessly from their belts.




  A while later Wodeman grasped the Peladane by the arm, halting the party.




  ‘Do you hear it?’ he murmured.




  They listened and, after a moment, they did: a soft sobbing, as of a child, far off but distressingly plaintive.

  It soon resounded all about, and filled them with a dread that sickened every one of them. They shuddered to their very souls.




  Then came the footsteps: knok-knok-knok. Two legs. Cloven hooves.

  Stealthy, purposeful. Suddenly a scream of terror and agony rang out, and filled every crevice and bounced off every stony surface within the caves. The travellers froze. Then, as the scream

  trailed off with a wail of damnation and despair, it was followed by a sick little laugh, not quite human, laden with malice.




  ‘Illusions, right?’ Nibulus hissed at Kuthy in barely constrained fury. The old campaigner nodded

  vigorously and fumbled in one of the little leather pouches at his belt. He extracted two little plugs of pitch-scented cloth and thrust them into his ears.




  ‘Just keep looking ahead,’ he instructed them, ‘and ignore anything you might see out of the

  corner of your eye. Believe me, it isn’t there.’




  Everyone stared at him. If only half the stories about him were true, they knew that in his

  lifetime he had seen things that they could not imagine, and had enough experience to gauge whether danger was genuine or not. He took the torch from Nibulus and for once led the way.




  Paulus followed without hesitation, the only one among them still holding his weapon out ready. But Bolldhe and

  the three cultists would not budge an inch. Not one of them believed for a second that such phantasms as they had just witnessed had also been visited upon Kuthy the last time he had ventured this

  way. No one, not even he, could suffer such terror alone and still retain the courage to go on.




  If, as he claimed, he had been alone.




  Nibulus hesitated. This was all more than a little beyond his experience. But then he recalled

  Eorcenwold’s commanding tone and the fact that the thief-sergeant must surely have got his men through this ordeal already. He gritted his teeth and, like all soldiers, pushed his fear deep

  down inside. He had stared death in the face too many times throughout his life to fear such impish bewitchment now.




  ‘Come on, men,’ he commanded levelly. ‘Forget this bullshit. I have no intention of spending

  the night in this hole.’




  The way after that became somewhat easier. Random noises and visions flitted by them, trying hard to get their

  attention, but were always stoically ignored. Kuthy led the company on too swiftly to allow them the chance to falter in either speed or resolve. By degrees they felt that they were regaining

  control of their situation, and with that control came confidence.




  About half an hour later Kuthy halted. ‘If my reckoning is right,’ he informed them, ‘we

  should be out of this tunnel very soon.’




  ‘And where will we be then?’ asked Nibulus.




  ‘High up in the mountains. But for this last stretch we will need to be quick. There is a place up ahead

  where the enchantment is . . . considerable, and I don’t wish to give it a chance to do its work.’




  The others looked at each other doubtfully.




  ‘Just keep on as you have been going, and we’ll be out very soon, I promise you.’




  Various moans. That was probably the worst thing Kuthy could have said. Even now, in certain lands

  the expression ‘as sure as a Tivor promise’ was popularly used to denote situations that were anything but sure. He had the reputation of being as slippery as a skip-load of jellied

  eels on a frozen pond. But had Kuthy heard this adage, he probably would have smiled approvingly; it took most heroes centuries after their deaths to achieve the repute that he possessed while

  still alive.




  Sure enough, within minutes they could detect a sickly greenish-purple light glowing from the tunnel ahead. As

  they drew nearer they saw that it came from a series of torches set along the walls. They would puff into light as the travellers approached and gave off a stink of burnt meat. Despite

  Kuthy’s strict admonishment not to look upon such manifestations, all eyes were drawn, by irresistible, morbid compulsion, to behold these lych-candles as they passed.




  They were bones, human bones jammed into cracks in the rock and surrounded by haloes of light the same hue as a

  dying moon’s reflection upon the surface of a weed-pool. Behind them, lines of garish violet pulsated in the corpse-pale stone, like the varicose veins of a marsh-drowned vagrant.




  On they marched while the lych-candles continued to sputter into huldre-light at their approach then flutter out

  behind them once they had passed. After a while, a subsonic tremor could be felt in the stone all around them, and before long it waxed into a deep rumbling.




  Kuthy urged them on to greater speed. ‘We’re not far now,’ he called back anxiously. They

  followed as best they could, though the way was steeper, each one of them soaked through with sweat.




  Minutes later they arrived at a crudely built archway. Of disturbingly alien design, it looked every bit as

  ancient as the mountains themselves, and had clearly not been fashioned by any of the mortal races. It had the air of a barrier, a boundary gate, almost as if it were the doorway to another world.

  Immediately beyond, the passage rose even more steeply up a narrow stairway. What lay up there, though, they could not tell, for there were no lamps along its lightless length. Even when Bolldhe

  directed his narrowed lantern-beam up into it, the light could not penetrate the damp blackness. The rumbling sound, too, was much louder, and could now be discerned as a

  cascade, thundering powerfully through the stony hollows.




  ‘Up!’ Kuthy ordered, and everyone followed him.




  Upward through the terrible darkness they climbed, like rats scrambling up a chimney. Within moments they began

  to sense that greenish light ahead of them once again. Nibulus and Paulus now took the lead so were the first to emerge from the dark stairway into the grotto that lay beyond. They both stopped and

  stared at what lay therein.




  One by one, the rest of the company joined them. They stood there without speaking, shivering in the clamminess

  of their sweat-soaked clothes and trembling with the fear that was beginning to get dangerously close to its limits.




  The grotto was entirely natural. Slender pillars of fused stalactite-stalagmites honeycombed the cave, and the

  walls glistened green and purple with crystal and quartz. To their right a cascade roared down from a vent high above, hurtling down a slope and out through another hole. Long icicles of sapphire

  blue rimed the roof immediately above it. And right in the centre of the cave a low mound of stones had been placed to form what looked like a crude cairn or barrow. The hub of all the weirdness in

  this cavern, the focus of all their fear, it squatted there ominously, and radiated an awful sense of ‘wrongness’.




  ‘What the bloody hell is that supposed to be?’ the Peladane breathed, eloquently summing up what the

  rest of the company felt at that moment.




  There also did not appear to be any exit.




  ‘Well, this is a nice surprise, Kuthy,’ Wodeman said. He was by his very nature unused to sarcasm,

  but then he had never readily relished being buried alive either and, after all they had been through today, he felt he was fast approaching that stage where things happen to the mind.




  That familiar edge to his voice did not go unnoticed by Nibulus either. As a captain of thousands, it was

  nothing new to him. ‘Come,’ he commanded without hesitation, and strode briskly towards the mound. The others followed closely.




  With hissing torches held aloft, they peered down at the pile of rocks. Immediately they saw the large hole that

  cratered the top of the mound and the many loose stones that lay scattered about the cave floor.




  ‘It’s been plundered,’ Nibulus stated.




  ‘Not by me,’ Kuthy said impatiently. ‘It was already like this the last time I was here. Come

  on, let’s go. You really don’t want to tarry here of all places.’




  ‘Go where, exactly?’




  ‘Away,’ Wodeman stammered, ‘anywhere. We need to get out of here right now.’ He almost

  leapt after their departing guide, who was already striding towards the cascade.




  The others were about to join him when Nibulus called out, ‘Wait! I want to find out whose grave this

  is.’




  ‘Who cares? It’ll be ours if we don’t get a move on!’ Kuthy retorted with increasing

  agitation.




  But the Peladane ignored him. He reached down and picked up a thin, slate-like piece of stone. He squinted at it

  hard, then read out what was carved onto its surface.




  ‘Gwyllch.’




  Kuthy tutted and rolled his eyes as he headed on out.




  ‘Gwyllch?’ Bolldhe repeated. ‘The Gwyllch?’




  ‘The very same,’ Kuthy admitted. ‘Didn’t I say earlier you might eventually find out what became of him? Now, can we please just get out of here?!’




  They all did so, swiftly, and Nibulus the swiftest of all. He caught up with their guide in a few strides and

  grabbed him by the arm.




  ‘All these years you actually knew the location of the burial place of our greatest hero, and you never

  thought to tell anyone?’ the Peladane snarled accusingly.




  ‘It’s a secret tunnel,’ Kuthy retorted, refusing to be

  detained, ‘a secret land, remember? All the bards say is that he was ‘intered as dhe tryumfante hoest didde wende its way hoem’, and I am quite happy to see it

  remain that way; the last thing Eotunlandt needs is a pilgrimage site to attract all your lot here.’




  He continued on his way, and the others followed him anxiously. All except Nibulus. Bolldhe looked back at him

  standing all alone in the cavern, gazing back at the plundered grave of his venerated idol. Their leader appeared quite at a loss.




  ‘He’ll want to do something . . . holy, I suppose,’ Bolldhe said.

  ‘Can’t we give him a few minutes?’




  ‘That’s exactly why I said we needed to be quick,’ Kuthy called back irritably. ‘Now the

  young idiot will be here for ages, trying to collect all the bones, and – I don’t know – exorcise them or something.’




  ‘The bone lanterns?’




  ‘Yes. But they’re not real. They aren’t even here, really – haven’t been for five

  hundred years. Like I said, fey illusions. The huldre would’ve robbed that grave the instant the Peladanes left; used the bones as playthings, or worse.’




  ‘We require vengeance,’ Paulus announced darkly, ‘and we’re not leaving before we get

  it.’




  ‘I know what you require,’ Kuthy muttered under his breath, then called out,

  ‘Nibulus!’




  By now he had led them from the grotto by way of a steep ledge running along the side of the cascade. Stars

  could be seen through fissures in the roof, and the smell of fresh, snowy mountain air began to finally ease their dread. A few minutes later, Nibulus caught up with them. He looked grim and said

  not a word. In his hand he still held the small slate-like headstone.




  

    So, shattering their way through the curtain of icicles that screened a cave mouth, the seven

    of them emerged at last from the tunnel. As if just reborn from the womb of the earth, they breathed real air deep into grateful lungs, and stood blinking around at this new world they had come

    to. Where they were, even when they were, they were not sure, for both distance and time had become so confused inside there.




    It was dark. The night sky was filled with the crepuscular sheen of a billion stars whose light

    was caught up in the virgin snow that lay all about. Mountain peaks soared to celestial heights above, and yet other peaks they could also discern so far below them. A living wind sang about

    them, spangling their outer cloaks with cobaltite brilliance, and great black oceans of forest could be heard murmuring in the night with the soft sibilance of sea foam upon a shingly shore.




    ‘There are no tracks,’ Wodeman was the first to note. It was true: of the Tyvenborg thieves there

    was not a trace. It was as if they too had been as much an illusion as the lych-candles, as phantasmal as the giants. Perhaps they had never existed, even before entering the tunnel; were no more

    than chimeras evoked by the company’s collective imagination on encountering the two corpses in the entry tunnel ten days earlier. For who could tell what was real or not in Eotunlandt?




    Eotunlandt, it was a fey place, for sure. But had they fully left it yet? The return to snow and a climate

    more realistic for this northern part of the world suggested that they had. Certainly the cold was no illusion. Yet at the back of their minds they could all sense still a hint of enchantment in

    the air.




    Down a snowy slope from the cave mouth Kuthy led them. Even as they went, they could hear behind them the tiny

    chinking, shimmering sounds of the icicles reforming, sealing up once again the secret entrance into Eotunlandt. They did not dare turn round to observe the process but instead resolutely

    followed Kuthy, trailing him some distance until he brought them to the shelter of a cave he had used before. Bolldhe noted that he kept looking about expectantly, scanning the landscape as if he

    were waiting for something to appear.




    The cave was small but easily large enough to accommodate them all, and it had the added advantage of being

    roughly L-shaped, so that tucked around its corner they were well out of the worst of the wind. The company struck up a fire there and settled down for the night, more exhausted now than they

    could ever have believed possible.




    There were, however, things that some among them felt needed to be said before they gave in to

    sleep. Nibulus was still staring at the little memorial stone in his hands, but his eyes were far away. At length he spoke, in a tone of voice they had not heard up till now.




    ‘I know what people say about me back in Nordwas; I know I haven’t exactly lived the life of a

    model Peladane . . . but this,’ he brandished the stone, ‘this just isn’t right. Gwyllch was one of the greatest champions of our people. He was there at the

    siege of Melhus. He alone stood by the High Warlord Arturus Bloodnose as he fell, slaying the Firedrake that wouldst immolate his master.’




    Careful, Nibulus, Finwald thought. You

    start using words like wouldst, and you’ll end up saying things like “unto’ and “behold’, too.




    But this was no fleeting effusion of an overtired mind: Nibulus needed to say his piece. He, the son of a

    Warlord, had today backed down from a fight with a foe he could have defeated, run from a foe he couldn’t fight, spent hours tormented by a foe he could not see, and finally been insulted

    by a foe he would never be able to reach. So much dammed-up adrenalin and no release for it whatsoever. He was simply supposed to go to sleep on top of all this? He felt as though he were being

    torn apart by an entire battalion of internal struggle, and was barely able to hold himself together. The first part of him to break was his voice, and the first leakage, his eyes.




    ‘I don’t call many men great, but Gwyllch was a great man. And for

    those . . .’ Nibulus searched for words sufficiently acerbic to vent his bile, ‘for those thieving little testi-grubs to desecrate his tomb . . .’ He tailed off,

    unable to conclude either the sentence or his thoughts.




    The fire grew higher, and the travellers tried to relax. Then, utterly out of the blue, Bolldhe spoke:

    ‘Gwyllch was a butcher and a rapist. He was just one of hundreds who fought the Drake and only then for the reward he expected.’




    To say that the atmosphere grew chilly would be an understatement; the air itself seemed to turn to poison, to

    sprout steely barbed knives and bristle with dragon tongues of forked lightning. No one had expected words such as these ever to be uttered within at least two continents of

    Nibulus, and especially not by one in Bolldhe’s current position. What in hell’s name did he think he was playing at?




    But it did not stop there . . .




    ‘And Bloodnose was only on the ground because he was cowering,’ Bolldhe continued. ‘It was

    greed, not bravery, that caused Gwyllch to act so.’




    ‘Bolldhe . . .’ hissed Finwald warningly.




    But Bolldhe would not be quietened. Not this late in the day.




    ‘Like all your great champions,’ he went on caustically, ‘your Venerated Expurgators of

    Evil, and all you would-be heroes right now. How many innocents have to die upon the altar of your holy ambition? And your Nahovian mercenaries, where do they fit into your crusades against Evil,

    eh? How many women and children have you yourself butchered, Paulus, in the service of the Peladanes?’




    ‘Silence!’ Nibulus roared, and hurled the headstone at Bolldhe. It hit the cave wall above the

    wanderer’s head and shattered into pieces.




    ‘At least that’s what they say in Trondaran.’ Bolldhe muttered an addendum in a slightly

    more conciliatory tone.




    ‘Then they are all mattress-hugging, knock-kneed, pox-ridden catamites in Trondaran!’ Nibulus

    seethed.




    ‘Actually most of them are farmers,’ Bolldhe corrected him, ‘but there are many renowned

    scholars among them too – including historians. And if you’d heard even a fraction of the histories I’ve heard about the siege of Melhus, Nib, you wouldn’t be here in this

    cave now. You’d more likely be doing something useful, like trying to make amends for the crimes committed on behalf of your religion. Believe me, boy, you should be grateful the Olchorians

    exist, cos if they didn’t, Peladanes would be the single most hated people in all Lindormyn.’




    There was a pounding silence in the cave. Nobody had ever spoken to Nibulus like that. Ever. He had crushed men’s heads for less. But it was perhaps a measure of just how much had changed for all of them these past few days that the Peladane did

    not, in fact, do a thing. This place was unreal, their journey had been unreal, and somehow it all seemed so much easier to forget that this day had ever happened at all. It

    was time for sleep.




    But just before Nibulus lay down, he called out, ‘And why are you in this cave now, Bolldhe, on a

    Peladane’s quest, instead of doing something useful?’




    Bolldhe declined to comment. He half-considered informing Nibulus that the Trondaranians’ word for the

    pox was treponema-Peladane, but was too tired to bother.


  




  

    Paulus dreams. He is back in the woods near the knoll back in Eotunlandt, and the thieves are

    out there, waiting for him. The air is hot, sticky and soured with the tang of imminent bloodshed. This time, though, he is all alone, and he cannot quite remember why he is here at all. A

    purpose? An urgent purpose? He is here to do something crucial, he knows, but what? So little time! Think, Odf, think before it’s too late!




    His heart beats rapidly, and his eyes scan the jungle all around, taking in everything. He is stalking through

    the trees that thrust up from the bushy undergrowth extending on all sides. He is looking for something.




    No, not looking, hunting. Not a leaf turns that his lidless eyes miss. Each sound is magnified, conveying a

    message to his brain, even the slicing of a wood-ant’s mandibles through a leaf. His long, wet tongue flicks out, and he finds he can taste the air. But time is running out, and quickly,

    trickling through his fingers like blood. He must do something now.




    Then he freezes, and a second later he hears it, the sound he has unwittingly been awaiting: the muted,

    sing-song trill of a child’s laughter. Its gay, musical, twisted pseudo-innocence quickens his heartbeat, and his mouth goes dry. His head swivels round to the left on stiffened cordage,

    and with new direction he begins to pad softly forward.




    It grows ever hotter, and sweat beads his skin. Softly, softly he moves, through the hanging creepers and

    trailing vines. Bright red flowers open up at his approach, their petals peeling back to reveal pulsating pollen buds that emanate the stench of rotting flesh. As he passes,

    they scream at him in insane laughter. A scaly lizard hisses at him from its perch, swelling to twice its size.




    A voice speaks in his head. It is Kuthy’s. What d’you expect to

    find in here, Odf? There are no huldres in Eotunlandt . . . Or are there? He glances up and notices in a detached way that the Tivor is perched upon a branch extending just

    above him. The soldier of fortune’s eyes are wide, and he is picking the flesh off a glowing human bone. Mm, tasty, Kuthy sniggers, scraping the meat

    off with his rasping tongue. Off the bone, just how I like it.




    Odf ignores him and creeps on. Again the laughter – closer now. It begins as a childish giggle but ends

    in a coarse, scornful cackle, devoid of mirth. Odf’s blade vibrates and whines, yearning for blood. His fingers tightly grip its rock-hard hilt. He advances.




    Then his heart stops. He has caught a glimmer of white from the corner of his eye. Slowly his head revolves,

    and finally he sees it.




    The succubus. The sweet, seductive siren of the Hidden Kingdom. An icy inner light glows through her

    fluttering white gown like a lych-candle. Long hair that shines like the sun’s reflection upon hoar frost writhes about her in slow, serpentine undulations. Eyes beautiful and unnaturally

    large, black as the Pit, wink at him. The corner of her mouth twists in a knowing smile. One long, slender finger beckons him.




    Blood pounds through his veins, and Odf almost chokes. He can feel his problem starting again.




    Then she melts from his sight, disappearing through the trees.




    Released from the spell that has held him, the Nahovian bounds after her, and plunges like a stampeding bull

    baluchitherium through the tangle of steamy undergrowth, his blade pointed forward.




    Hated huldre! Where’d she go? Wherewherewhere?




    For a second time he freezes. Fingers as soft as sunlight creep across his shoulder. He spins around. She is

    right behind him. His weapon rises. His breath comes in short gasps. The blood throbs madly in his grisly eye. And then she says it, in a voice as sweet as a fountain: ‘Fancy a smoke,

    handsome?’




    With a howl of loathing, Odf plunges his weapon deep into her shimmering form. Again and

    again and again. Sweat pours from him, adrenalin surges through him, his hatred waxes greater with each successive thrust. But the succubus merely throws back her head and shrieks with buzz-saw

    laughter at his impotence. Not the merest fleck of blood stains her peerless white gown. She wriggles and giggles, twists and whirls, then arches her back, stretches out her arms, yawns

    languidly . . .




    . . . And turns into a troll.




    Her long and lustrous gracefully gyrating hair contracts as if shrivelling under a harsh sun until it is

    frizzy and dry. Those previously delicate grey lips swell and pucker until they resemble a fungus growing around the fetid orifice of a mouth filled with disintegrating teeth and bleeding gums

    – a slobbering monstrosity fit only for bawling drunken obscenities at aged passers-by. The eyes contract into piggy, bleary globes of watery lifelessness, and the whole body swells as if

    being filled by a hosepipe until it sags and wobbles. The huldre stuffs the roll-up, now a filthy dog-end, into the corner of her mouth, slumps heavily onto an enormous, flaccid backside, belches

    wetly, then leers, ‘Ready when you are, lover boy.’




    He has seen women like this in the shebeens of Venna, lumpish termagants with a staggering dearth of

    self-respect and possessing all the allure and social graces of a freshly picked scab. But it is too late now. He has lost any measure of self-control, and without further hesitation Odf Uglekort

    surrenders himself to the full madness of his ire. ‘I don’t care what you look like,’ he snarls. ‘I’m having you, ya filthy whore!’




    He grabs the hefty face in both hands, and clamps his lips firmly to hers in a fierce, urgent,

    tongue-entwining kiss . . .


  




  

    ‘PEL’S BELLS, PAULUS! WHAT D’YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING?’ spluttered

    Nibulus in horror as he wrenched himself from Paulus’s grasp and backed away.




    ‘Wha’?’ Paulus replied in dazed confusion.




    ‘I always thought you were a bloody minstrel,’ Nibulus spat, ‘and now I know!’ He

    wiped the saliva off his mouth.




    He had been trying to wake up the sleeping mercenary, who had been moaning a little too loudly

    in the stillness of the night, disturbing their rest. Now, while Paulus was still trying to grasp what was going on, the Peladane transferred his bedroll to a part of the cave as far away as

    possible, and lay down grumbling.




    Both Bolldhe and Kuthy chuckled and went back to sleep.


  




  

    It was the dead of night, and absolutely nothing was moving. Appa, the last sentry on watch,

    had been unable to stay awake and was now slumped against the cave wall, his head on his chest. So grey and inert he was that he appeared to have petrified and melded into the very stone around

    him. None of the others’ breathing was to be heard either; the day had exacted an immense toll from them all, and they slept the dreamless slumber of the dead. Even the wind of the witching

    hour had long since spent itself. The stars shone brightly in a cloudless sky, and the air had that hard, icy stillness that can be found only in the small hours before dawn.




    Zhang, however, could get no sleep. The horse was restless. His tail kept flicking from left to right, and his

    ears would frequently point forward, then lie back flat. Something was not right. Stilling his anxious soul, he sent his keen animal senses out into the night, but nothing came back to him. He

    could hear nothing, smell nothing in the air, nor feel any movement through the ground. Yet he knew beyond doubt that there was something out there – out there in the night.




    Something strange. A presence. Fey yet beast. And it was calling to him.




    Zhang was not like other horses. The Adt-T’man, stumpy and unremarkable though they may have appeared,

    nevertheless could not help looking down upon other breeds. There was an intelligence in them very rarely seen in herd beasts and a measure of self-control unknown in all but a few others of the

    animal kingdom. Their bond with humans was one of mutual benefit and respect rather than obsequiousness. Yet their instincts, especially those outside the usual five senses, were at least as

    sharp as the sharpest herd animal’s.




    Zhang looked down at his devoted master. The bond between them was strong, but tonight the

    human’s pleasantly rancid odour within the closeness of the cave did not reassure him as it normally did, and neither did the regular sound of his sleep-breathing produce its usual soothing

    effect. Zhang leant forward and nuzzled Bolldhe, and stamped his foot. But Bolldhe was too far under. Zhang could sense that his master was totally out of this situation; there would be no help

    from him. Zhang was on his own tonight.




    Suddenly his ears snapped forward. There it was again. The call. It was not a sound, no, for all was dead

    here. More like a voice, or a single high note, the clearest, purest ringing of a tiny bell, which appeared in his brain without entering through his ears.




    What was it?




    With one last glance at his master, Zhang shook his mane and stepped out of the cave. Immediately he was a

    part of the night. No longer a steed, mount nor any other vassal of Man. He was Beast. A single animal entity. The slight dulling of spirit and senses inherent in his normal subordination to

    humankind fell away, and everything sharpened into focus. The horse was shivering, partly from the cold but mainly from the multitude of new sensations that surged through his mind and body. A

    wonderful or terrible experience, he could not tell, but he had never felt anything like this before.




    He trotted on. His agile hooves tapped softly upon the rocky path that led upward. To one side rose a sheer

    wall of black cliff face. To the other a steep drop into emptiness. Zhang snorted in alarm but picked his way carefully forward.




    Eventually the path emerged onto a high, snow-covered plateau. Zhang whinnied in sudden fear and rolled his

    big eyes. There were great stacks of rock standing about upon the snowfield, like silently watching giants. The slough horse halted and would not go on. This was not a place to come to at night.

    Why had he allowed himself to be lured here?




    But, of course, everything was strange and unnatural these days: the closeness of that tunnel, with its things

    flitting about, only hours ago now; the Land of the Young before that, with its terrifying thunder spirits and the summer humidity that they had brought with them. And only

    hours later the blue-aired iciness of these mountains. No, nothing was ever normal when you travelled with humans.




    Then he saw it. Some shape, something big, disengaged itself from the blackness of one of the rock stacks, and

    stepped out into full view. Zhang took a step back and tossed his head vigorously, but held his ground. The thing, whatever it was, did not come for him, but slowly unfolded two great leathery

    wings. On two legs it stood, and a large head, beaked yet somehow equine, bobbed up and down on a long, long neck. It swayed about, seeming to sniff the air, then turned its slitted,

    mazarine-blue gaze upon the horse and whined.




    The smell of rain-soaked slate and mist came back to Zhang as he recalled the Blue Mountains and those

    enigmatic caves, high above any path, with their trails of smoke rising from within. There was something primordial, something mythical, something fabulous, about the beast that stood before him

    now. Like two rampantguardant emblems on a heraldic shield the pair of them stood, facing each other across a sable and argent background. Yet there was no knight-versus-dragon enmity here.




    Then a soft laugh resounded through the still air, somewhere off to Zhang’s right, and music began to

    play. The horse’s head swept round, but he could not locate the source. The melody was stark, intense, weird and beautiful all at once, and Zhang was held captivated – unmoving,

    unblinking, unbreathing – in its spell. The tone was forlorn, empty and vast as the benighted mountains, as cold as the ever-creaking snow, as icy as the stream of sparkling crystals that

    coruscated from the horse’s flared nostrils. It held within its harmonies a depth as ancient as the world, and beneath it all there was just a hint of fear.




    As abruptly as it had started, the music stopped, and a second figure stepped out onto the snowfield. It

    cocked its ragged head and chuckled.




    ‘. . . The night was rife with darkland life; you set my heart alight.’ The singer finished his

    song, then approached.




    ‘My, my, what a beautiful animal, eh, Ceawlin? Come, my beauty, let’s dance.’




    The night and the mountains belonged to Zhang and his strange new companions as they danced

    in a whirlwind of scintillating ecstasy.


  




  

    Back in the cave the humans were beginning to stir. After the ordeals of the previous day,

    sleep had come easily. But once they had recovered from the worst of their exhaustion, the frigid mountain air began to thin their slumber.




    The first thing Bolldhe noticed as he awoke in the early dawn was how freezing it had become. In Eotunlandt

    they had grown used to a warm and sunny climate, and now the sudden change was robbing them all of the rest they still so badly needed.




    Bolldhe blinked the sleep away, and the second thing he noticed was that his horse was missing.




    ‘Zhang!’ he cried and leapt up in panic. He would not normally have been so worried, for Zhang

    was, after all, an independent beast and apt to wander off by himself. But some instinct told Bolldhe that his mount had not been in the cave for quite some time, and in these strange mountains

    that was a worrying thought indeed.




    Then Bolldhe stopped dead . . . for the third thing he noticed was Zhang cantering merrily down

    the path towards him with what looked like a couple of new friends.




    ‘Er . . . fellows,’ he called.




    Zhang trotted up to him and nuzzled him affectionately. The horse was steaming with sweat but exuberant with

    vitality.




    ‘Fellows!’ Bolldhe called again, a little more urgently. ‘I think we have guests.’




    Still only half-awake, Bolldhe’s companions hardly registered his words, but something in the tone of

    his voice made them all sit up immediately. From their sheltered position around the corner they could not identify what he was staring at. All that they could see was Bolldhe, faintly

    illuminated by the bluish glow of dawn’s first light, gazing with a look of utter perplexity upon his face. They could tell plainly enough that something was up, but it was only Wodeman who

    recognized in the way he was holding himself the posture of a rabbit fascinated by the weasel-dance.




    In the time it takes a heartbeat to quicken, they were on their feet. Weapons were snatched up,

    cloaks were hastily secured, and all save Appa and Kuthy advanced to stand by Bolldhe’s side.




    What they saw standing outside their cave caused every one of them to step back in fright and break out into a

    cold sweat.




    ‘Lord P’ladan save us!’




    ‘Jugg’s Udders!’




    ‘Euch!’




    ‘. . .!’




    Behind Zhang loomed the great stalking figure of something that none of them had ever believed they would see

    in their lifetime – at least, not this close up. Images of dragons, horses, reptiles even orthopterous insects flashed into their confused brains as they sought to make sense of this thing

    standing before them, and yet the mental image that overrode all the others was that of a crane. Like a great wading bird it stood, though fully three times larger than the horse.




    ‘Retreat slowly,’ Nibulus ordered calmly, ‘around the corner.’




    ‘Why?’ Kuthy asked matter-of-factly, on joining them.




    ‘It’s a bloody Wyvern!’ the Peladane retorted through gritted teeth. ‘It might breathe

    on us!’




    Kuthy swaggered up to the cave mouth, smiling. ‘Well, unless you’ve got extreme hypersensitivity

    to bad breath, I don’t see why that should bother you,’ he mocked. ‘Wyverns ain’t dragons, you know.’




    Everyone in Lindormyn knew for sure that Wyverns do not breathe fire. But it was more than a little worrying

    to discern two thin lines of smoke (or possibly steam) drifting up from the nostrils on its beak.




    Then, to the horror of all there, Kuthy sauntered up to the beast and reached out to stroke its flank.




    ‘WHAT THE— GET BACK FROM THERE, YOU IDIOT!’ Nibulus cried out as all the company leapt away.

    But the Wyvern did not seem at all aggressive – more curious. That long, tapering, eagle-like head drew back on its serpentine neck, squinted at the human inquisitively, then sniffed him

    carefully. Satisfied, it recommenced its study of the others cowering inside the cave.




    ‘I’m getting my armour on,’ the Peladane said. ‘Just stand still here,

    and don’t make any sudden—’




    ‘Oh, grow up!’ Kuthy sighed, patting the Wyvern on the flank as one might do a cow. ‘By the

    time you’re all strapped up it’ll be sundown.’




    There was no denying it, Kuthy was a cool one. What had at first appeared incredible stupidity and bravado now

    just seemed incredible. Was there nothing that worried this man? Could anything in the entire world hold any surprise for him?




    The tenterhooks on which they had been now having blunted a little, the others eased off their guard and

    studied the creature, though none would venture any closer. It was a formidable beast, to be sure. Powerful reptilian legs that ended in cruel talons gave it the look of a bird of prey, as did

    the sharply hooked, yellow beak. But those twitching forelegs with their raptorial claws were held before it in the manner of a preying mantis. Its hide was as hard as a lizard’s, but

    without the scales; in a certain light it appeared very dark brown, almost black, but when the light caught it, broad stripes of electric blue and chromatic violet could be discerned. A tail far

    too long flicked menacingly about from side to side like a cat’s, and ended in a bulbous yellow sac of poison adorned with a vicious barb. Those vast wings definitely possessed a bat-like

    quality, vibrating oddly, but the creature looked far too heavy and muscular to be capable of flight.




    At that moment nobody had any idea what it was doing here, how it came to be in company with Bolldhe’s

    horse and, more importantly, why it seemed now to be talking with Kuthy. A low murmur was vibrating down from its head; not quite words but the thought of

    words or vague impressions of meaning could be understood. It used no audible language, but deep within those sonic vibrations there was definitely communication. For a few moments the Wyvern and

    the adventurer exchanged greetings, and then, without warning, Kuthy called out, not to the creature, but behind it.




    ‘Hello, Elfswith.’ The tone was conversational.




    Who he was greeting they could not see, for his glance was fixed on a point well beyond their view. But a

    moment later his words were answered by a tinny, scraping little voice: ‘All right, Kuthy. How’s it going?’




    A little man appeared. His long hair was dark and ragged, and fell about a pale yet comely fine-boned face.

    His eyes, a piercing yellow, flicked cursorily over the company before settling back on Kuthy.




    ‘You took your time,’ he observed.




    ‘Got held up,’ Kuthy replied, still stroking the Wyvern’s neck.




    ‘It happens,’ the newcomer acknowledged, then nodded towards the others in the cave.

    ‘Who’re the citizens?’




    ‘Hireli— er, highly appreciated travelling companions.’ Kuthy caught himself just in time

    and smiled wryly at his diminutive friend.




    ‘What about that one?’ the newcomer asked, seeing Bolldhe with his scabby face for the first time.

    ‘Nothing catching, I hope?’




    Kuthy smirked semi-apologetically at Bolldhe, who merely turned away.




    In a way, this little man was almost as surprising as the Wyvern itself. While one might have expected a

    fabulous beast to inhabit a place like the Giant Mountains, his companion – basically of human stock – looked more like the type of lowlife one might expect to encounter in a sleazy

    opium den. He wore a huge baggy coat of many pockets that reached down to the ground, but despite the freezing cold only an unbuttoned shirt and light trousers underneath and absolutely nothing

    on his feet. He had the artful air of a dodger, with the casual nonchalance and cocky swagger of a backstreet bawd, and no doubt considered himself equally at home wherever he might be –

    even here, up in the Giant Mountains, wandering about in the early dawn with a Wyvern for company.




    ‘Mr Tivor,’ Nibulus called out with mock politeness, ‘sorry to bother you, but do you think

    you might explain?’




    The adventurer winked at the ragged little man, then took a deep breath and re-entered the cave, leading his

    two friends inside with him.


  




  

    They had all seen Wyverns before, of course. At least once in a lifetime most inhabitants of

    the north would witness the mass migration of these great creatures, their distant silhouettes sailing gracefully across a yellowy sky beneath the low mass of dark clouds on a

    blustery early autumn evening. But to stand so close to one – to be actually sharing a cave with one – was an experience new to all of them but Kuthy. It was a bit like having a great

    white bear step into one’s house and curl up in front of the hearth. They could not begin to guess what thoughts or intentions lay behind those glittering mazarine eyes; it looked, all at

    the same time, wild, calm, vicious, wise, or as Nibulus commented, ‘permanently pissed off’.




    But evidently this particular Wyvern – a female answering to the name Ceawlin – was here along

    with Elfswith for some reason that would possibly be disclosed to them, if and when it suited him.




    While Elfswith made himself comfortable, Appa leant closer to Bolldhe and asked, ‘What is he, then?

    Human?’




    Bolldhe knew what Appa meant. ‘I reckon he’s closer to human than any other race I’ve ever

    seen,’ Bolldhe answered. ‘Maybe he’s got a little of the Hauger in him.’




    ‘I’ve never yet seen any Hauger with yellow eyes,’ Finwald commented doubtfully. He himself

    was not at all happy: this was getting completely out of hand. Ever since they had fallen in with Kuthy, nothing seemed to be under his control. Lowering his voice, he added, ‘And

    what’s that papuliferous marking on his chest supposed to be, eh?’




    They peered closer. What at first had appeared to be some sort of necklace they now realized was a blemish on

    his skin, just visible where the shirt buttons were unfastened. It could have been a line of scabs, possibly the residue of some kind of disease; then again maybe it was something more

    permanent.




    ‘Just a birthmark,’ the little man announced without looking up at his observers, before fastening

    the buttons against their prying eyes. He then reached into one of his many huge pockets and felt about inside. There came from within a surprising series of sounds, the sort one might expect to

    hear when rooting through a kitchen drawer or an old trunk. Eventually he pulled out a packet of tobacco, made a roll-up and flicked it into his mouth. Then he started rummaging around for a

    light. After checking further in several pockets he succeeded in drawing out not matches but a blackened and battered old coffee pot. He was about to put this back, but thought

    better of it and handed it to Nibulus.




    ‘Make yourself useful, son,’ he said, and returned to his rummaging.




    The Peladane stared at him and handed the pot on to Kuthy. Ceawlin, meanwhile, padded around in a circle, then

    settled down comfortably, Kuthy moving to her side.




    Soon Elfswith, searching other pockets, had found a large packet of very strongly tar-smelling coffee and a

    sealed earthenware jar of strange appearance. While the others watched, totally absorbed, he twisted the jar until it clicked open into two halves, revealing a kind of glass container within.

    From this container a soft red glow emanated, and they could just about make out the flicker of flame. Elfswith first lit his roll-up, then handed this ‘stove’ to Kuthy, who,

    evidently familiar with the equipment, busied himself with preparing the coffee.




    From yet another pocket Elfswith managed to extricate a mandolin. He shook his head and thrust it back. Yet

    more rummaging produced a bone whistle. ‘Nearly there.’ He smiled and began to fumble about again in yet another pocket. From this one he pulled out his mandolin again, despite having

    put it back in a different one.




    ‘Really need to get these pockets organized,’ he muttered to himself. ‘Spend half my bloody

    life searching for things . . .’




    A moment later he grinned as his groping hand alighted upon what he was seeking. He tugged hard and hauled out

    a long, tightly rolled bedroll that immediately fluffed up into a deep soft mattress. He wasted no time in making himself comfortable – looking as at home in this dark mountain cave as he

    would in any palace.




    The others gaped at him with equal measures of perplexity and intrigue. ‘I don’t suppose

    you’ve got a bathtub in there too, have you?’ Finwald finally enquired.




    ‘Did have once,’ Elfswith replied, ‘but I think it must’ve slipped through a rip in

    the lining.’




    They could not be absolutely certain if he was joking or not.




    ‘That’s quite a remarkable . . . garment you have there,’ Appa

    ventured conversationally.




    Elfswith regarded the elderly priest as a prince might look at a footman who has just proffered an unsolicited

    opinion. ‘Why, thank you,’ he condescended, and left it at that.




    ‘What’s it made of?’ Wodeman asked more bluntly. ‘I reckoned it was ermine when you

    were standing outside in the snow, but here in the dark it looks more like mink. Seems to be composed of many creatures and colours all at once.’




    Elfswith settled back and plugged his roll-up into the end of his whistle. He began to play a beautiful,

    haunting melody while simultaneously blowing smoke rings that emerged a different colour depending on which note he produced.




    ‘Yes, it is,’ he eventually replied, still without looking at Wodeman. ‘Ermine, mink,

    ocelot, hyrax, flamingo, narwhal, green mamba, dragonfly – a hundred different pelts for a hundred different situations – or moods.’




    He settled further back into his bedroll, and the coat’s colour shifted into the luxuriant warmth of fox

    red.




    Kuthy handed the coffee round. The first cup he presented to the Peladane.




    ‘So,’ Nibulus began, ‘how long has this little reunion of yours been planned?’




    Kuthy drained his cup in one go, closed his eyes in rapture and exhaled loudly. ‘Listen, I can tell

    you’re a bit suspicious of me—’




    ‘You could say that,’ Nibulus replied flatly.




    ‘And a bit angry, I’d guess.’ Kuthy grinned a mock-sheepish smile that fooled nobody.

    ‘Well, maybe I could have been a bit more candid with you. But you’re not really expecting me to say sorry, surely? Look at us now; we’re all here safe, well fed and loaded with

    fresh supplies, and you are weeks ahead of your schedule. Let’s be honest: I’ve saved you a huge distance and a lot of danger; you should be thanking me.’




    ‘What?’ Bolldhe cut in, leaning forward sharply. ‘More danger than two-hundred-foot-tall

    giants? You want us to thank you for that? We were nearly killed back there!’




    Kuthy met the glare of Bolldhe’s increasingly bulging and bloodshot eyes with a look of

    cold disdain, such as a parent might give to a mewling child. ‘You could’ve been killed in Fron-Wudu,’ he pointed out, ‘while the only threat in Eotunlandt was the giants,

    and they can be seen miles off and easily avoided. Especially by sensible travellers who don’t go lighting fires on hilltops at night, or prancing about in a daze looking at all the pretty

    flowers.’




    There was a splutter of coffee from Elfswith’s direction. ‘They didn’t, did they?’ he

    sniggered.




    Kuthy nodded. ‘Believe one who knows,’ he went on. ‘There are far more dangers lurking in

    the forest; and I don’t just mean the Afanc, which I drove off, I might add. If it hadn’t been for me, you’d still be wandering around in

    those woods with a long, long way to go.’




    That was not the right way to talk to Bolldhe. It only made him worse. Which was probably exactly why Kuthy

    did so in the first place.




    ‘You used us,’ Bolldhe said coolly. ‘The only reason

    you joined us and led us through Eotunlandt was so you could have your own personal bodyguard on your way to meet your friend here.’




    The only thing Bolldhe still admired about Kuthy now was his fluency in Aescalandian; he would have loved to

    rant nineteen to the dozen at the old trickster in front of the Aescals, but his anger was making it more difficult to speak in this tongue, not less so. In the end he just had to revert to his

    native Pendonian: ‘You deliberately played down the dangers of Eotunlandt. We almost got thief-slain and giant-squashed there. And by the time we realized we were being set upon,

    you’d already scarpered! Not so much as a word of warning! Just abandoned us to it, to save your own hide, you lying, twisted little shit!’




    Bolldhe’s voice was rising, and the more it shrilled, the more he rose from his sitting position and the

    closer his face got to Kuthy’s. The old soldier, though, did not move at all, just sat there regarding the younger man with unconcern. By the end of the rant they were only inches apart,

    and might even have touched noses had the Wyvern’s nostrils not let out a soft whistling like a steaming kettle.




    ‘Take a seat, Bolldhe,’ Kuthy replied in Bolldhe’s native tongue.

    ‘Ceawlin gets upset by the sound of raised voices.’




    Bolldhe’s gaze swivelled towards the curled-up Wyvern and caught the glint of watchfulness behind her

    eyelids. He did as he was told.




    ‘We travelled together for mutual protection.’ Kuthy reverted to Aescalandian. ‘We helped

    each other. Where’s the harm in that?’




    ‘Just leave it, Bolldhe,’ Finwald interrupted, wondering why his travelling companion was getting

    so worked up. ‘No one forced us to go with him. Remember, it was agreed on the assurance of myself and Appa that there was no evil in this man.’




    ‘Speak for yourself,’ Paulus snapped. ‘I never agreed to having him along.’




    The Nahovian was still seething at the thought of how Kuthy had goaded him on with the false promise of

    huldre-meat. No one else, however, seemed particularly interested in taking him up on this point.




    ‘I’ve given you a short cut here, and I’m not asking for anything in return,’ Kuthy

    continued magnanimously. ‘I have my own purposes, as do you, and I believe both have been served to satisfaction by our brief journey together. Look, I know I’ve kept a few things

    from you, but it all worked out well in the end, didn’t it? I thought a bunch of – how shall we put it? – inexperienced, wet-behind-the-ears tyros like you lot (and I mean that

    in the nicest possible way) would’ve bolted if I’d told you in advance about the giants. And that stuff about me going to Myst-Hakel and all . . . Well, the fact is I

    was never intending to go there in the first place. I just said that because I didn’t know you well enough to trust you then—’




    ‘You, trust us?’ snorted Paulus.




    ‘Elfswith and I have unfinished business here, matters of a somewhat confidential nature.’




    ‘What, here?’ exclaimed Nibulus. ‘In these damn mountains?’




    ‘This is my home, fatty,’ Elfswith cautioned, flipping his cup up to the cave roof and then

    letting it fall straight into his pocket, ‘so just you watch that lip.’




    ‘What is this business of yours, then?’ Nibulus demanded of Kuthy, ignoring the little man’s

    impudence.




    ‘Our affairs are private,’ Elfswith stated. ‘They’ve got nothing to do

    with you.’ There was menace in his voice that carried weight, for none of the company knew anything of this little creature in the baggy coat, and, if that were not enough, there was also

    the matter of his gigantic raptorial friend.




    Kuthy gave up on diplomacy. Let them get hacked off, for all the good

    it’ll do them. ‘Listen, when I first met you in the woods, I just took advantage of a fortuitous situation, that’s all. But if you’re worried about your strings

    being pulled, then don’t be. We’ve travelled our course together, we’ve helped each other; now we can go our separate ways. Bolldhe, rest assured I won’t have the chance

    to manipulate you any more. Myself and Elfswith are going on to Wrythe. If you want to join us, you’re more than welcome . . . but as you wish. If not, I’ve brought you

    almost to the Jagt Straits; from there you can carry on to Melhus on your own.’




    At the mention of that name, Elfswith’s long ears pricked up. It was not often that mere

    ‘citizens’ interested him, but for once they did.




    ‘Melhus?’ he said. ‘So you’re going to the Maw? Rather you than me.’




    ‘If that’s some kind of warning about the dearth of pickings to be found there,’ Nibulus

    said, desperate to recover some pride, ‘then it may surprise you to learn that we’re actually not a bunch of grubby little tomb raiders.’




    Both Kuthy and Elfswith inwardly raised eyebrows at the Peladane’s willingness to reveal even this

    amount about his private business. What an idiot!




    ‘I could tell that just by looking at you,’ Elfswith responded. ‘Tomb raiders are much more

    professional – not that I could give a damn what you’re up to. No, I was merely referring to the Dead.’




    ‘What?’




    ‘The Dead,’ Elfswith repeated. ‘You know, the Dead-that-walk. They’ve been getting a

    tad frisky of late, wandering about on Melhus Island and all. Oh I’m sorry, didn’t you realize even that?’




    ‘How do you know?’




    ‘Like I said, these mountains are my home, and the lands all about are well known to me. The air’s

    clear, and Ceawlin’s wing is swift. We see a lot from up there. I tell you, the Dead are abroad, and that means something’s up. Nowt to do with your business, I suppose?’




    There was a stunned silence. The Dead were abroad! Just as reports had claimed, the reports of those few of

    the Melhus expeditionaries who had actually returned. Nothing the Aescals had not heard about before, of course, but to learn it from a local . . .




    ‘Sweet Pel above!’ Nibulus breathed, his face turning chalk white. ‘It’s true after

    all.’




    ‘Of course it’s true!’ Appa snapped irritably. ‘What do you think we came all the way

    here for? Young idiot!’




    ’I know,’ Nibulus stammered, ‘but . . .’ He trailed off and knocked

    back the gritty remainder of his coffee, swallowing hard. He began toying with the buckles on his left vambrace.




    Bolldhe studied him intently, questioningly. ‘Mr Wintus,’ he enquired, ‘exactly what is

    going on here? This is your intended quest, isn’t it? We did come here to destroy Drauglir, didn’t we?’




    ‘Destroy Drauglir!’ Kuthy and Elfswith cried out in unison, astonishent as evident in their eyes

    as in their voices. Even Ceawlin lifted her head to stare at Bolldhe.




    ‘Perhaps if you shouted it a little louder,’ Nibulus rounded on the three of them, ‘Drauglir

    himself might even hear. I’m sure he’d be very interested to know our plans.’




    ‘So that is the plan, then?’ Bolldhe asked for confirmation. ‘To destroy him?’




    Nibulus shifted a little and began scratching his stubble. ‘Well, yes, I suppose.’




    ‘SUPPOSE? SUPPOSE!’ Bolldhe cried shrilly. ‘What d’you mean, “suppose”?

    These past few weeks have been the hardest in my life! I’ve been dragged over mountain, marsh and forest, almost lost my life more times than I can count, and now you’re suggesting

    you’re not even sure why?’




    ‘He knows exactly why,’ Kuthy cut in, ‘and you should too. By Dzugota, is it really such a

    mystery? Zibelines! Amethyst! MONEY – that’s what it’s all about, isn’t it, Nib?’




    Four pairs of eyes narrowed on the Peladane: the two mage-priests’, the

    shaman’s and Bolldhe’s. Nibulus continued scratching his stubble agitatedly. It was not in his nature to squirm, but squirm he did on this occasion.




    ‘Well?’ Appa demanded hoarsely. He of all of them had suffered the worst, and he felt sick to the

    pit of his leathery old stomach to think that their leader did not even believe in the quest.




    ‘Well . . . well, put it this way,’ Nibulus muttered. ‘Yes.’




    A strange sibilant noise ensued. They were not sure if it came from the ice-laden wind that coursed up from

    the deep valleys outside or the scaly rasping of breath in Ceawlin’s throat. It might even have been the sound of Nibulus’s frying face. But to Bolldhe it seemed like the sound of the

    atmosphere crystallizing around them all.




    Appa cleared his throat. ‘I think perhaps it’s time we put our cards on the table. Where exactly

    does everyone stand on this rather important issue, hmm?’ His voice remained calm, but some might detect a hint of hysteria there.




    ‘Already done that, me,’ Kuthy said glibly, continuing to stare hard at the Peladane. ‘Your

    turn now, Nib.’




    Nibulus declined to comment, preferring instead to scrutinize the stubble scrapings under his fingernails.




    ‘My purposes have always been the same,’ Wodeman stated proudly. ‘The Earth must be

    protected.’




    ‘And I think I speak for both myself and Appa,’ Finwald said, ‘in that as far as we’re

    concerned nothing has changed. Like Wodeman, we’re here to kill a rawgr.’




    ‘I’m here to see that Bolldhe does whatever Lord Cuna desires him to,’ Appa corrected

    him.




    ‘Nothing’s changed with me, either,’ Bolldhe claimed. ‘I never had a bloody clue why

    I’m here, and I still don’t. What about you, Paulus?’




    ‘My plans are just the same as when I started out too,’ Paulus agreed. ‘I’m in it for

    the money. Just like Wintus.’




    ‘You mean you knew?’ Appa cried, aghast.




    ‘Of course,’ Paulus replied. ‘He’s a Peladane, isn’t he? That’s what

    they’re always after. Why, what did you think?’




    ‘Oh Lord,’ Appa breathed, ‘I think I’m going to be

    sick . . .’




    ‘Look, you idiots!’ Nibulus suddenly exclaimed. ‘What is the big surprise?

    Like Paulus says, I’m a Peladane! We fight wars! That’s what we do! War needs feeding, and it has an insatiable appetite. At the moment we’re fighting an ongoing crusade against

    the Villans, and it’s draining every last copper zlat from our account. Now I don’t doubt any of those who say there’s nothing of value left in the Maw nowadays, but if we can

    pull off one or two quests against Evil, everyone loves us – we’re the golden boys. It doesn’t matter if Evil never existed in the first place. Try to look at the big picture.

    And Melhus is so remote, nobody’s going to know any different.’




    Appa drew his grimy stick of a hand slowly down his face. ‘So why not just hole up for a few months in,

    say, Hawdan Valley, or even Myst-Hakel? Lie low, then come back home with your filthy lies? No one would be any the wiser.’




    ‘They might,’ Paulus said. ‘There’s always a chance word might get back from those

    places, if not this year, then next, or even in ten years. And then where would their reputation be?’




    They all looked at the Peladane.




    ‘It’s true,’ he admitted. ‘I can’t say myself, my father or indeed any of my

    household really believe in the legends of Drauglir’s rise, or the stories that have been doing the rounds lately. All those adventurer types who came back from the north with their scary

    stories, well, they’re bound to, aren’t they? Sounds so much more exciting than the truth, doesn’t it? Those liars!’




    Bolldhe was almost too stunned at the Peladane’s hypocrisy to utter a word, but he just about managed,

    ‘Perhaps they were just looking at the big picture.’




    ‘Maybe you and your father should have listened to the stories of the ones who didn’t come

    back,’ Appa added morbidly.




    ‘Quite,’ Bolldhe agreed. ‘And which type are we going to end up as, eh? The returning liars

    or the ones who stayed to keep the Dead company?’




    ‘As far as Wintus Hall is concerned,’ Nibulus went on, ignoring them, ‘Drauglir died on that

    day five hundred years ago. The Peladanes burnt his corpse to a blackened husk and built a sturdy vault around what was left of it where it lay atop the ziggurat. But we need

    popular support. And the legend and all the gossip, and – excuse me for saying this, Finwald – Finwald’s visions, it was all so conveniently timed. A simple quest, no real

    danger, and we’re back in business! The zibelines pour in from every quarter!’




    ‘But the Dead are abroad, aren’t they?’ Finwald reminded his old friend pointedly.




    ‘. . . Yes,’ Nibulus admitted with a nervous laugh. ‘Hadn’t really accounted for that,

    I must admit.’




    It was one of the maxims of Cunaism that disillusionment is a fine thing, in that anything which might remove

    a false idea, and thus bring one closer to the truth, is to be lauded. But to see the utter despondency in the faces of Bolldhe and the three priests, one might be forgiven for doubting this.

    Appa looked mortified, even though it was not his religion that was being ethically disembowelled before them. Both he and Wodeman seemed to be having a great deal of difficulty in taking all

    this in. Finwald merely seemed disappointed – not at his friend’s religion but at his friend. He knew now why he had been barred from all those ‘top-level’ meetings at

    Wintus Hall earlier that year. Still, he had to hand it to the lad, it must have taken a great deal of courage for a Peladane to admit all that he had just admitted; maybe the presence of the

    Lightbearers was rubbing off on him after all.




    Even Bolldhe, the seen-it-all, done-it-all master of cynicism who had ceased to believe in anything long years

    past, was saddened. His hand touched upon something hard and sharp upon the cave floor where he was sat. On examination it turned out to be a shard of the slate Nibulus had hurled at him the

    previous night. The G for Gwyllch was still visible.




    ‘How things change,’ Bolldhe said pensively, half to himself. ‘When I was a kid, the heroes

    were only heroes for how they died, not how they lived. They could be the biggest shit in the seven counties, and yet if they died a hero’s death, the skalds would sing their praises for

    all eternity. A bit like old Gwyllch back there. But nowadays . . . well, maybe things haven’t changed that much, after all; now, instead of a hero’s death, it’s

    a hero’s hoard.’




    ‘What do you mean?’ Appa enquired, only half-interested.




    ‘What I mean is, the only way any of us will be remembered these days is by the wealth we amass by the

    time we die. “Look at this grave,” they say. “That fellow may be dead, but he’s got ten times more zlats than I’ll ever have; what a hero!” ’


  




  

    Nibulus avoided any eye contact with Bolldhe thereafter. He also avoided any further mention of

    the banishment to which he had sentenced their ‘faithless coward’ earlier. He still did not care for the man, and neither did he trust him; that vision of Bolldhe, back in Eotunlandt,

    standing over a helpless Appa with a poleaxe – one of the thieves’ weapons at that – on the very brink of initiation into their number . . . such a vision was not

    so easy to banish from the mind. But the saving of the Dhracus was testament plain enough for anyone that Bolldhe was not a complete coward, and taking into account all that had been disclosed

    just now, well . . . the Peladane decided to simply drop the whole subject.




    Bolldhe, on the other hand, was still in two minds about what to do next. He had just been invited to join,

    for a while at least, the Tivor and his extraordinary friends upon one of their journeys. It was a tempting offer; the chance to travel alongside one of the foremost heroes of Lindormyn, see some

    of the wonders he saw; the chance to be a part of ‘the legend’, no matter how small; the chance maybe to fly. And it would certainly be a way out of this whole Melhus mess, which now

    looked far more frightening and perilous than it had done at any other time. And a clean break from the dubious company of the Peladane and his men.




    Yes, it was a tempting offer, and one that a younger Bolldhe would have jumped at without hesitation. But for

    the older Bolldhe there was still the matter of Kuthy, and, put quite simply, Bolldhe could no longer stand the sight of the man. Just hearing his voice nowadays made his hackles rise.




    Heroes? he thought to himself. Bollocks!




    What Kuthy and Elfswith’s business together was exactly, the men from the south never did find out.

    There was enough despondency at that time to dull even the most inquisitive mind. In any case, the time for the parting of their ways was almost at hand, and neither group had

    any reason to take any further interest in the other’s affairs.




    In fact it was true to say that both parties were heartily looking forward to being rid of each other. As far

    as the Aescals were concerned, it came as no surprise whatsoever that Kuthy and Elfswith were partners; they truly did go together so well. Elfswith appeared to suffer from just about every

    character flaw that Kuthy did, and more besides: he was aloof, contemptuous, ignorant and even antagonistic when he could be bothered. But, unlike Kuthy, he did not even show any sign of that

    garrulousness and relaxed humour that the soldier of fortune was apt to display now and then.




    Nibulus had taken an instant dislike to him. As he would put it later, Elfswith was ‘one of those cocky

    little gits that could do with a damn good kicking’. The son of the Warlord Artibulus was not accustomed to being talked to in the way Elfswith did, but if this journey had taught him one

    thing, it was to keep his feelings to himself while stuck up an icy mountain hundreds of miles from civilization in the company of strange little men and their massive Wyverns.




    Paulus agreed. He never liked anyone, but Elfswith he found particularly detestable.




    ‘I’ve never been to Vregh-Nahov,’ the little man had said to him earlier. ‘Do they all

    wear great long coats like yours?’




    ‘They do,’ Paulus answered dryly, ‘even the women and children.’




    Elfswith snorted derisively. ‘Must be difficult for the kids; don’t they keep tripping up on the

    hem, or are they all nineteen feet tall too?’




    Paulus checked his anger and declined to reply. There was something very fishy about their host, and it was

    nagging the Nahovian greatly.




    Appa just thought he was rude, plain and simple. ‘They certainly deserve each other,’ he commented

    about Elfswith and Kuthy. Wodeman, however, was of the opinion that the Wyvern deserved a lot better than her present ‘master’.




    Only Finwald had nothing to say about Elfswith. From the start he had kept a low profile, and it was noticed

    that he avoided any eye contact with him. Elfswith, however, did not reciprocate this evasion, and of all the Peladane’s crew it was the young mage-priest who caught his attention. It was

    hard to say why, but he would often cock his head and stare at the downcast face of the Lightbearer appraisingly.




    It was only Bolldhe who reserved his judgement for the time being. He was merely curious. It was not often

    that people held much interest for him; the more one travels, the more people seem the same. But Elfswith he found intriguing, and it was this curiosity that resulted in his later uncovering one

    of Elfswith’s little secrets.




    Not for nothing did he wear a big coat . . .




    But decisions had to be made. Kuthy and Elfswith were keen to get on with their affairs, whatever they were,

    and wanted to be off as soon as could be. Now that Kuthy had found Elfswith and Ceawlin again, he would be doing his travelling by air. Nibulus and his men too had a decision to make, and it was

    one that could not be put off any longer.




    ‘Our business takes us first to Wrythe,’ Kuthy explained to them, ‘then after that

    we’re headed south-west to the Dragon Coast, and then Ghouhlem. If you’re still thinking about trying your luck with Wrythe, maybe we could put in a good word for you before you

    arrive, but as I said before, I don’t recommend it.’




    ‘Why not?’ Nibulus demanded. ‘You’re going there, aren’t you?’




    Elfswith made a loud show of stifling a laugh at this. The impudence of the man!




    ‘As you yourself said back in the forest,’ Kuthy explained, ‘word hasn’t come out of

    that place for a long time. Well, me and Elfswith have been there, and I can tell you without a word of a lie that there’s a very good reason for that. Don’t be fooled by the old

    stories of the Fasces, Nib, or that old chronicle of yours. Times have changed, and the Oghain no longer take kindly to outsiders. Of late there’ve been many southerners

    who’ve sought to exploit any hospitality there might be in that town on their way to the Maw – usually to their cost. The Jarl of Wrythe is not a nice man, and not to be buggered

    about with. Oh, he knows us three, and he’ll tolerate us for a short while, but any other strangers would do well to give him and his town as wide a berth as possible. Honestly.’




    ‘ “Honestly,” ’ Appa mimicked. ‘Are you sure you’re not just trying to

    keep us away for your own reasons?’




    ‘Suit yourself.’ Kuthy shrugged. ‘It’s no skin off my nose either way.’




    ‘No, I’ve heard rumours too,’ said Finwald. ‘Back in Nordwas there was talk of one

    party that had to give up on the Maw and come straight back just because they couldn’t get a boat across. Very strange place, Wrythe, it seems.’




    Nibulus had also heard the rumours. ‘It was always odds on we might have to steal a boat from

    them.’




    ‘Until we met friend Kuthy here,’ Wodeman reminded them.




    ‘You all still thinking of that ice bridge?’ asked Bolldhe.




    ‘Indeed.’ Nibulus nodded. ‘If what Tivor tells us is true – and there’s always a

    first time, right? – we could avoid Wrythe and save ourselves several days’ travel into the bargain.’




    Appa was crestfallen on hearing this. He was already missing the warmth of Eotunlandt, and was prepared to

    take any risk that might mean he could warm himself by a big fire in a comfortable longhouse, eat real dinners and sleep in a real bed.




    Nibulus reached under his Ulleanh and brought out his chronicle. He opened it at the back where there was a

    crude map, and pointed to it. ‘You know these mountains,’ he said to Elfswith, swallowing his pride. ‘How long d’you reckon it’ll take us to reach the

    coast?’




    ‘We could get there in a matter of hours,’ Elfswith replied, nodding towards the Wyvern,

    ‘but for you . . . I don’t know, two days?’




    ‘Two days, then. And you’re sure the ice is strong enough?’




    ‘It’ll be thin this time of year,’ Kuthy admitted, ‘but you should be able to get

    across to the other side.’




    ‘To Stromm Peninsula,’ Nibulus said. ‘And what after that?’




    ‘It is a land of fire and ice,’ Elfswith interrupted, ‘the most hostile land I have ever

    known . . .’ He fished about in a pocket and drew forth a candle, which he lit and held under his face for dramatic effect. ‘Here the four elements are at their

    fiercest and wage constant war with each other. Great jagged teeth of granite do thrust up through the ice that encrusts the land the whole island over. Mountains of fire there are, that brood

    like sleeping behemoths in whose infernal depths dwell the terrible Jutul, the fire giants. If perchance you happen upon the great steaming, smoking fissures that reach out from their mountains

    across the ice field, mayhap you will hear the never-ending beat of hammer upon anvil, like unto war drums in the deeps –’




    ‘I once knew a fire giant,’ Bolldhe commented. ‘Big, friendly fellow he was. Made a great

    cup of ginger tea.’




    ‘ – and gales there be, howling like a host of demons, screaming from the very heart of Eisholm

    across the flat expanses where there be no shelter; winds filled with shards of ice and the insane voices of Chaos, ferocious enough to flay the very skin from your

    bones . . .’




    He looked around at the rapt faces of his audience and shared a barely perceptible smirk with Kuthy.

    ‘But I’m sure you’ll be all right,’ he concluded and snuffed out the candle.




    It was difficult to tell how seriously the assembled company took him, but Appa for one did not look very

    well.




    ‘Is it really so . . . terrible?’ he asked.




    ‘You can’t believe it unless you’ve been there,’ Elfswith solemnly replied.




    ‘And you have?’ asked Finwald suddenly. It was not doubt in his voice but an intense interest.




    Again, Elfswith gave him that long, hard stare. Then he answered, ‘I’ve never actually set foot in

    the place, but Ceawlin is a strong flyer. Yes, we’ve been there.’




    ‘But do you think this map is accurate?’ Nibulus pressed on.




    ‘Hard to say, really,’ Elfswith replied, ‘but the important thing is: see that mountain

    there? That’s Ravenscairn, the tallest peak on the north coast. Your map doesn’t say so, but it’s shaped like a cat’s tooth. Unique. If the

    weather’s clear you should be able to see it from many miles away. Once you cross the frozen sea and reach Stromm Peninsula, just keep heading north-west, and within a few days you’ll

    be in sight of it.’




    ‘Ravenscairn,’ Nibulus muttered. ‘And that’s right above the Maw, right?’




    ‘That’s the one. Just use the cat’s tooth to guide you in.’




    ‘And then?’




    ‘And then you’re on your own. Truly alone. Like I said, I’ve never been to the Maw, and I

    don’t ever intend to. The Dead are on the move down there. If it’s death you’re looking for, you’ll find it in abundance in that place.’




    ‘But what do you know of the Dead?’ Finwald again cut in. There was a slight tremor in his voice

    which could have been fear or excitement.




    ‘Look,’ Kuthy took over, an uncharacteristic hint of earnestness in his voice, ‘we

    don’t go near those places. We don’t care for that sort of thing. But if you really are intent on going up against the Rawgr – if it’s actually alive – then I can

    guarantee there’ll be times when you’ll be confronted by the Dead. And maybe I can help you.’




    The company leant forward and listened intently to what he had to say.




    ‘It is in the nature of our business that myself and Elfswith have had need to look into such matters as

    necromancy – no, it’s no problem, Elfswith, they’re all right – and in the course of our search we’ve at times come across many mutually conflicting legends from all

    over the world. These may or may not be of any use to you, but the one thing that they do seem to have in common is: if you want to put the walking Dead back to sleep, you must sever the link

    between brain and heart, thus destroying the life force that reanimates the body.’




    ‘So,’ Nibulus considered, his thoughts hovering somewhere between professionalism and relish,

    ‘decapitation?’




    ‘That would do the trick, yes.’




    ‘Severing the spinal column,’ the Peladane went on quickly. ‘Skewering

    the heart or brain . . . Ripping out the heart or brain . . . Total immolation by fire or acid . . . Smashing the entire head to a pulpy

    mass . . .’




    ‘Yes, yes, that sort of thing,’ Kuthy replied, frowning at the Peladane. ‘I’m sure the

    possibilities are endless for one as experienced and imaginative as yourself.’




    ‘Oh they are indeed,’ Nibulus agreed.




    ‘Just make sure you’ve got the right weapons, that’s all. Clubs will be useless in the hands

    of any but the strongest,’ he said, eyeing Appa and his crow’s-beak staff doubtfully. ‘And if I were you, Wodeman, I’d try to pick up something a little sturdier than that

    quarterstaff of yours. I don’t doubt both it and you are strong enough to crush a few heads, but you could find yourself up against more than just a few. Also, stabbing weapons including

    arrows are only good if you’re really accurate.’




    ‘Slicing weapons, then,’ Nibulus concluded happily, gripping his sword Unferth.




    ‘Exactly. You, Paulus and Bolldhe here should be fine. Yours are heavy enough. But, Finwald, that

    sword-cane might work all right against town ruffians, but you’ll need something with a lot more weight behind it in the Maw.’




    Finwald seemed deep in thought. Suddenly he said, ‘Would a silver blade do?’




    ‘Silver?’ Kuthy repeated in surprise. ‘That’s for rawgr-slaying. Right now we’re

    only getting the Dead out of your way.’




    Finwald held the man’s stare silently.




    ‘Well, yes, I suppose it would work, indeed,’ Kuthy acknowledged, ‘if you’ve got one

    handy. What’s good for the Daemon is good for the Dead, as they say. But if I were you I wouldn’t go risking it on those stiffs. Save it for Drauglir himself. What would you do if it

    broke, or got snatched away from you?’




    ‘Oh, that’s no problem,’ Bolldhe broke in. ‘Finwald can use his silver one against the

    Dead if he wants to. When it comes to putting paid to the Rawgr, I’m the one who—’




    ‘Not another word,’ Finwald said darkly and again lowered his eyes to the floor.




    Elfswith regarded the pair of them for a long moment but did not say another word.


  




  

    Later that day they left the shelter of the cave and continued on their way through the

    mountains, heading gradually down towards the coast. Though the Peladane and his men were keen to be rid of their eel-like guide and his strange friends as soon as they could, it was clear from

    even the most cursory glance that they did not have a hope of negotiating their way unaided through the terrain they found themselves in. The Giant Mountains were wild and terrible, and only

    Elfswith and Kuthy knew the path through them.




    It was a land encrusted in ice half a mile thick, snow that never melted, freezing fog and vertiginous falls.

    The cold was quite unbelievable, and they realized that they would not survive a single night out in the open. They had to get down to lower ground as swiftly as possible, for even a short delay

    might be the end of them. How even their guides could find a way through this semi-vertical land, they would never know.




    There came sounds too, from high peaks above and deep valleys below, that were inexplicable to these men from

    the south. Occasionally a sudden tumble of snow or rocks would be followed by a forlorn hooting noise, sometimes several at once, which would cause Zhang to drop his head and utter a strange,

    low, hitherto unheard whinny. Whether these hootings were voices or something entirely different, neither Kuthy nor Elfswith would say. They would just wrap their outer garments more tightly

    about them and forge on. At such times, Bolldhe was interested to note, even the Wyvern would glance about herself nervously, her wings involuntarily rising as though she longed to take to the

    air and be rid of this place.




    Clearly the Aescals were stuck with their present companions for a while longer, and for once they could only

    be grateful. They were continually aware that at any moment Kuthy could hop on board the Wyvern along with his friend, and the three of them could take their leave with nothing more than a casual

    wave and a valedictory flick of the creature’s tail. Any resentment Nibulus and his men had felt towards the oily duo abated for the time being.




    Towards the end of the first day the fog lifted somewhat till the sun shone pale and weak in the western sky.

    By then they had reached a high saddle of land strung between two peaks and from there could see clearly for miles both to the north and south. Behind them, gripped by cold, the giant peaks

    crowded together as if to keep out the intrusive light of the sun, resentfully guarding their overshadowed secrets from prying eyes. Mist crawled constantly up from the depths of sheer-sided

    valleys that never saw daylight, its clammy breath snaking up snow-filled gullies and spilling over the narrow cols that topped them.




    But ahead of them the Giant Mountains at last tumbled down towards the sea, and the whole of the Far North lay

    spread before them. As before in the Blue Mountains when they had first gazed upon the Rainflats extending below, the feelings of the company combined a giddy mix of excitement and dread. But

    this time it was magnified tenfold, for their final destination lay there before their eyes:




    Melhus.




    In that filtered light it was difficult to tell apart the land, the sea or the ice that covered both, and

    impossible to discern exactly where the mainland ended and Melhus itself started. But the bulk of the island was clear to all. It lay in a dead sea devoid of any colour. Black and smoking, pocked

    with ice-fields the hue of dried, flaking vomit, it sprawled north as far as the eye could see. The conical volcanoes that disfigured its surface would occasionally flare like ripe, angry

    pustules, erupting with a sound like some giant hacking phlegm in the early morning, only to discharge thin streams of glowing matter that spread sickly across the landscape. Melhus Island,

    tinged with great chunks of floating ice, lay like a dead leviathan sprawling in the scum of its own putrescence, alien and forbidding.




    Bolldhe turned to look at his companions. The evening light made their ruddy faces glow, and the unstill air

    whipped their hair about. Kuthy even allowed them to take turns with his telescope. They passed it round in trembling hands, and gazed intently at the land below. As they did

    so, Bolldhe studied their countenances, each one in turn. It was with these men he would be entering that land shortly, and he wished to gauge the measure of them all. Doubt, apprehension even

    fear; these he knew they must be feeling. But what other thoughts were going on behind those roseate faces, he could not tell. For each of them it was a private matter.




    And what of himself? What words could possibly describe the confusion of emotions, the tide of memories and

    the flashes of prescience that filled his mind? Not even he knew the whole of them. But there was, as he stared upon that dread isle, as the briny smell of the sea seeped into his consciousness

    from afar, an undercurrent of feeling that he could not deny.




    Death.




    A voice at his side startled him from these dark thoughts. It was Kuthy.




    ‘There it is then, folks: Melhus. I hope you’re happy now. And it’s at this point that we

    finally leave Eotunlandt! From this pass onward we are officially in the Far North.’




    ‘Officially?’ asked Nibulus.




    ‘Well, spiritually. Once we start down this mountain you’ll feel the difference. No more

    weirdness, you’ll be glad to know, Paulus.’




    This last was said with a slight sneer, but the Nahovian mercenary resolutely refused to rise to the bait.

    ‘I don’t recall any weirdness in Eotunlandt,’ he said bluntly, and set off down the slope in long strides, his black boots sinking deep into the fresh snow as he descended.




    After a minute, the others caught up with him, Ceawlin flying overhead. ‘That’s the spirit,’

    Kuthy called out from behind. ‘There’s nothing weird about Eotunlandt . . . Nothing fey.’




    Paulus did not respond.




    ‘Isn’t that right, Elfswith?’ Kuthy went on.




    ‘Oh absolutely,’ Elfswith agreed, and then, half-turning, he waved back in the

    direction they had come. ‘Bye, girls!’ he called casually.




    Paulus carried on down the slope, ignoring the taunts. His teeth were clenched, and his eye fixed straight

    ahead. But suddenly he stopped dead in his tracks. As if in answer to Elfswith’s farewell, he had just heard a chorus of laughter behind him, with one or two voices calling back,

    ‘Bye, Elfswith!’




    It was childlike girlish laughter, and filled the pristine air with a spangling cadence of musical notes,

    falling upon Paulus’s ears like the soft chilling caress of snowflakes, burning through his blood as his heart began pounding, echoing among the mountains on the very edge of Eotunlandt,

    strangely, weirdly, almost like . . .




    ‘. . . HULDRES!’ Paulus screamed in rage, and spun around.




    There, back at the spot where the company had recently been standing, stood a line of five huldre girls. Their

    hair was long, golden and wild. Their tiny bodies were tightly clad in gossamer slips, and they stood on tip toe waving excitedly at the departing men, and arching their backs in that way only

    girls can do.




    With a scream of fury, the mercenary snatched out his sword and charged up the bank. Snow flew everywhere

    under his onslaught, but as he approached them, the huldres began to fade. Though a white glow still emanated from within them, their outlines wavered, their forms faltered and became unsure. To

    the last, their bright smiles flashed, and their little eyes sparkled wickedly.




    Then, just as he finally reached them, they giggled ‘Bye, Paulus’ in tiny sing-song voices, and

    were gone. Paulus’s sword hissed through the air towards where they had stood, and he toppled over, his face plunging with a muffled grunt into the snow.




    On the extreme edge of his hearing, as if it came from the other side of the mountains, a final flurry of

    laughter burst out. Then that too faded and echoed into nothingness.




    With a spluttering gasp Paulus wrenched himself from the snowdrift and flailed madly about. His one sound eye

    bulged redly, and the rest of his face pulsed horribly.




    ‘Oh no,’ breathed Nibulus. ‘Here we go again.’




    There, indeed, they went again. Neither Kuthy nor Elfswith had ever witnessed one of

    Paulus’s fits, and they gladly made the most of the visual treat.


  




  

    By nightfall they were still travelling, yet were still high in the mountains. The cold had

    numbed nearly all feeling from their bodies, their faces were wind-burned raw, and they all felt exhausted by the never-ending, monotonous tramp downhill. It was with immense relief, therefore,

    when they heard Elfswith announce that they were now approaching somewhere they could shelter for the night ahead.




    It turned out to be another of his ‘homes’. Like the previous one, it was a cave, but unlike that

    – merely a temporary shelter – this one was genuinely a residence of sorts. Drawing near, however, the men from Nordwas could not even spot a habitation. When Elfswith proudly

    announced that they had arrived, they peered at the snow banks all around and shrugged in confusion.




    ‘Where?’ Nibulus asked finally, feeling that dark presage of danger an outsider always feels when

    he has been led into a dead end by a local.




    From the outside Elfswith’s proud abode resembled nothing more than a lattice of tree roots, thickly

    covered in icicles, trailing across the exposed surface of a low bank of rock. But, at a word from their host – or rather a melodic rhyme that seemed to set the air around them tingling

    – the roots slowly parted and transmogrified into a beaded curtain that glowed warmly with refracted light. Through this the wondering company passed, one by one, into a grotto filled

    delightfully with light, warmth and colour.




    ‘Welcome to my home, you lucky citizens,’ the little man chirped.




    The first thought to enter Bolldhe’s head was that he had stepped into one of the cave temples of

    Muzhtelig-Kuchtyr, found east of the Kro Steppes. Efreet fingers of fragrant incense coursed idly through the air and wove among the clutter of artefacts and paraphernalia heaped in every

    available space. Pelts as sundry and diverse as those their host currently wore on his back were strewn across the floor or hung from the walls. Myriad points of glittering

    light sparkled from every surface that could be seen amid this treasure trove.




    Yet this place was too random, its artefacts too eclectic, to be the spoils of any one temple. There seemed to

    be items derived from every country, culture and cult in Lindormyn, all randomly gathered together and crammed into one place: bells, bongs, bronze gongs, vials and vestments, librams of songs;

    an armillary sphere, an artillery spear, an orrery, a sextant, staves and wands; amulets, anvils, augers and awls, an anemometer, ancient ciboria, censers, caducei, candlesticks and cawls;

    figurines and idols, mortars and pestles, chemicals, scalpels, measuring vessels; dried plants in crates, pickled invertebrates, musical instruments, prismatic seeing instruments, preserved

    beasts, cultures and yeasts, a long-spouted retort, a half-written report, armour, weapons, both long and short; strings of crystals, crystal balls, treasures and relics from ancient halls, and

    wall upon wall, shelf after shelf of literature, pictures, engraving and inscription of all and every type of description.




    It was a true collector’s den. There were artefacts that Nibulus and the two mage-priests recognized

    from their own cults but which had passed out of usage centuries ago. There were ill-favoured idols from dark religions right next to silken vexilla bearing images from lighter cults. There were

    grotesque masks of animist design (some of which Wodeman had himself used) placed next to state-of-the-art alchemical instruments (all of which Finwald wished he had had the opportunity to use).

    And festooned across it all hung calligraphy-daubed banners of sendal and gauze.




    ‘Quite a collection you have here,’ Nibulus remarked with an uncertain frown, and immediately

    realized the lameness of this understatement.




    ‘Knowledge, belief and magic; past, present and, more than likely, future,’ Finwald summed up with

    a touch more perspicacity. He was rapt at the sight of it.




    ‘I wouldn’t quite go that far,’ Elfswith responded, ‘but I do take an interest in such

    matters.’




    They stared at him, but he did not elaborate further, beckoning them instead to take their

    ease while he walked around ‘singing’ the various lamps into life.




    Soon everyone, Ceawlin and Zhang included, was warm, comfortable and rested. Elfswith produced food in

    abundance, mainly types of meat, but from where they could not tell. Strings of tiny silver bells and wind chimes fashioned from various types of scented wood stirred to life, and a soporific

    ambience hung over all.




    Bolldhe stared about in wonder. This to him was like a trophy room of all the lands he had ever visited, and

    many more besides. He was beginning to wonder again if he really ought to be passing up the opportunity of travelling further with these two, for a while at least. Finwald, too, was indulging in

    nostalgia, poring over various familiar alchemical tomes, and smiling at certain instruments from his youth. He was sure he even recognized the golden astrolabe that once stood in the Dome of

    Spheres back in Qaladmir, all those years ago. Meanwhile Nibulus and Paulus took time to appraise a cluttered heap of strange and exotic weapons and armour assembled in one corner; while Appa was

    more morbidly interested in the crowded display of figurines standing on a shelf in a wall niche.




    ‘Every religion, every land, every material,’ he muttered, wondering at it all yet disapproving.

    He, like the others, could not begin to guess what purposes lay in Elfswith’s mind for this collection. Or in the Tivor’s, come to that.




    Wodeman was less enchanted than his fellows. He contented himself with examining the fantastic collection of

    musical instruments to be found in every part of the cave. He smiled shrewdly and, of all of his company, thought that he could best begin to make guesses about their new companion.




    Exactly why Elfswith was suddenly being so hospitable (for it was clear his only purpose earlier was to meet

    up with Kuthy) they did not know. But they guessed it was due to the quiet persuasions of the soldier of fortune himself. Kuthy might be manipulative and self-seeking, but it did at least seem

    that he felt he owed his reluctant ‘hirelings’ something in return for all the trouble he had put them through.




    Elfswith even informed them – somewhat sullenly, it had to be said – that they could

    if they must rest here for a couple of days before embarking upon the final leg of their quest. It came as an even greater surprise to find that Kuthy had further persuaded him into providing

    them with an assortment of warm pelts for the icy days ahead, and as many other supplies as they could carry. In all, everything they had been hoping to purchase for themselves at Wrythe. It

    seemed too good to be true.




    Bolldhe, having come across such generosity from strangers many times before, was content to accept this

    benificence as it stood. But Appa could not shake off his earlier suspicion that Kuthy and Elfswith were trying to steer them away from Wrythe for their own purposes, especially as neither of the

    pair had ever disclosed just why they were going there. All they would vouchsafe was that, before going on to Wrythe, they would accompany the party down to the Last Shore.




    ‘Trying to see us off safely on our way,’ Appa commented suspiciously.




    The more they tried to understand Elfswith, the more confused they became. Beyond what they saw, they knew

    nothing of him, not even his race. How could such a ragged little man live in such abundance, even luxury, all by himself in this bleak land?




    The only insight they ever gleaned would arrive on the following day.


  




  

    Elfswith was busy explaining to them how to use the various items of equipment he was lending

    them for their journey: grapnels, crampons, ice saws, whalebone skates and skis, cooking equipment. He actually appeared quite animated in this task, for once almost interested in their

    expedition. Meanwhile, Kuthy was training Bolldhe, Wodeman and the mage-priests in the proper use of slicing weapons, starting with a lesson in the correct method of handling a tulwar. During a

    break in one such session Finwald drew Kuthy aside and asked him bluntly who and what Elfswith actually was.




    ‘It’s the religious thing, isn’t it?’ Kuthy replied, without answering

    Finwald’s question. ‘All those idols and symbols in the cave, right?’




    He stared long and hard at the young Lightbearer (still awaiting his answer) much in the way Elfswith had

    regarded Finwald when they had first met. But then Kuthy said, ‘No, that’s not it, is it? You’re not interested in religion. You’re still an alchemist at heart. Am I

    right?’




    Finwald remained silent, expressionlessly, patiently awaiting his answer.




    ‘Very well,’ Kuthy concluded. ‘If you won’t tell me about yourself, I won’t tell

    you about my friend.’




    He waited, but still Finwald was silent.




    ‘Oh, come come!’ Kuthy prompted, smiling. ‘No need to be shy.’ But Finwald was not to

    be goaded. Kuthy was about to turn away, but suddenly stopped and added, ‘It’s a dull old world, really, isn’t it, Finwald?’




    ‘What?’




    ‘This world? No matter what you do, how hard you try, how gifted or imaginative you are. It’s so

    tedious. So pointless. Mind you, we’re luckier than most, since we don’t toil for sixteen hours a day and still live in poverty with little hope that things will ever improve. Now,

    those folk need religion, need to believe in something . . .’ he sought for the right words ‘. . . something “out there”. But for

    those of us who don’t have that need – no, that’s not true, as we all “need” something to believe in, or hope for – well, those of us who can’t believe

    because we’ve seen too much of the world—’




    ‘What are you going on about?’ Finwald interrupted. ‘You’re starting to talk like

    Bolldhe.’




    Kuthy laughed again. He was unused to talking so candidly. He searched for words that would answer Finwald,

    the strange young man who was such an interesting enigma, without actually giving anything away. ‘Me and Elfswith,’ he finally confided, ‘are looking for a way out. Trying to

    break the chains of this world – and of Time.’




    Finwald thought about this for a second. ‘That’s death, you mean, isn’t

    it?’




    ‘I hardly think that takes much searching out.’




    ‘I mean, what lies beyond Death.’




    ‘Religion? Blech! We believe in the promises of religion about as much as you yourself do. No, that

    might be all right for the peasants, but we’re not going to be taken in – gods are the very last ones you’d want to trust in.’




    ‘Immortality, then?’




    ‘Shit, no! Life’s too dull to prolong forever. No, we’re looking for real wild times,

    unfettered by the constraints of this existence. And there’s got to be a way, somewhere out there. I’ve travelled the world; Elfswith yonder is centuries old; and civilization itself

    is incalculably vaster and more ancient still. Between the pair of us, if we dig deep enough, maybe some patterns will emerge, some questions might be answered.’




    ‘You really are starting to talk like Bolldhe.’




    ‘He’s better than most people, I must admit,’ Kuthy remarked thoughtfully, ‘At least

    that one tries, but he limits himself by his dearth of self-esteem. In his way he’s every bit as fettered by this world as are ordinary peasants.’




    ‘We all are, aren’t we?’




    Kuthy looked shrewdly at the younger man. ‘You almost sounded as though you meant that,’ he

    replied. ‘Don’t treat me like an idiot, Finwald. Me and Elfswith have clocked you, even if your mates haven’t. You ain’t that different to us – are you?’
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