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Prologue


The land of Bryvania had, at one time, been wild and savage. Small clusters of civilised settlements – humans, elves, even dwarves at one point – were surrounded by vast mountain ranges, deep forests and endless plains, occupied by hosts of strange and often deadly creatures, warlords, dark magicians and worse. And, above all, Bryvania was full of adventure. Adventurers wandered the land, daring to brave towers, dungeons, mazes and citadels all in the search of gold and glory.


But that was all long ago. And once there were less deadly creatures to fight, and fewer villages to save, and the use of magic was outlawed, and there was far less treasure to seek, Bryvania had a problem. There were too many adventurers, and not enough adventures. And where there were adventurers, there were traders, armourers, taverns … as the cities grew, the lords and nobles began to realise that evil had been removed in all but the darkest corners of the land. And this concerned them.


While some attempted to offer different paths for the young adventurers – joining their household as guards, learning other skills – none of these seemed to match the allure of gold and glory. But one lord, the scheming Baron of Kaveshvill, had a different plan.


He created the Warren. The Warren was a vast underground complex of caves and tunnels, built upon an ancient dungeon ruled by a dark wizard, which in turn was built on an even more ancient set of caves from a time nobody knew of. Somewhere deep within the Warren, the myth went, was a chamber full of more gold than the world had ever seen. Possibly guarded by a dragon.


Whether the dragon was real or not didn’t matter, because the Baron filled the Warren with as many creatures, worldly and unworldly, as he could find. He offered areas as homes to goblins and drows, and lich and kobolds took refuge in others. It was rumoured that the deeper the Warren went, the stronger the elemental forces were, and magicians who had been driven from their towers and castles entered the Warren to attempt to regain their power.


And then, the Baron opened the Warren to adventurers.


He built a citadel, which he called Skala, on top of the seven entrances to the Warren. He then charged adventurers to once again risk their lives in the name of fame and fortune by descending into the infinite levels of the dungeon below. There were some regulations, of course: those adventurers who re-emerged from the Warren carrying gold found that any attempt to leave Skala had a heavy tax applied, and the gold itself was such an old currency that it was little use in the outside world. But most adventurers had no reason to leave. Skala had plenty of entertainments to occupy them, should they be successful in the Warren. And if they weren’t successful … well, they wouldn’t be in any state to leave.


And, of course, there was the Rule of One. The Warren was a place of individual heroism, and once inside, there was to be no collaboration, no working with others, no helping the unfortunate. This was to be the ultimate test of fighting skill, and as the minstrels of Skala sang every night, the test was faced alone.


So the lords and nobles of Bryvania were happy, for now the adventurers had a place to go that wasn’t in their own cities. The adventurers were happy, because they could find work. And the Baron became very rich. Skala became known as the citadel of adventure, and when the Baron died, his son, the new Baron, built a palace there which would become the envy of the land. The legends and mysteries of the Warren grew, along with the power and influence of the new Baron.


Until, one day, somebody came up with a plan to bring it all down. And this is where our story begins…









1


The girl in the shadows


The streets of Blackwater were quiet, or at least quieter than the throng and clatter of the daytime. The smell of the market never quite went away, of course – the fish, the spices, and the undoubted sense of illegal activities – but the traders, sailors and brigands were now residing in taverns. The streets were populated only with the odd guard, a beggar or two, and the shadows.


In one such shadow, a girl named Azra was standing, very still. She waited, watching the houses, the windows, listening for any sound of danger. Even at this time of night, she needed to make sure that nobody would see her. In her hand, she held a piece of parchment that had been left at her house, back in her village, a few days ago. It had told her to be at a particular house in Blackwater on this night, and that her attendance would be rewarded beyond what she could imagine. She had no idea where it had come from, or how they knew where she lived. Her village was hardly on the map, just a small fishing settlement which nobody came to and nobody left. And even there, nobody much spoke to her, especially after the … accidents.


Which was why the note had led her here, to Blackwater, the furthest she had ever been from her home. Not because of the promise of riches – although that sounded great – but because of the sentence that followed. The note had said: I have particular use for someone with your skills. You will no longer have to hide them.


A noise on the street made her step back against the wall, concealed from view as two guards walked past.


‘What was all that about in the Black Lion? A right disturbance,’ one of the guards was saying.


‘Oh, some card trick getting out of hand,’ the other replied. ‘They said someone was doing magic in the pub.’


‘Magic? I don’t like the sound of that…’


‘Pfft, sounded more like some con artist had taken some punter’s money, so they smashed the place up. It’s been a long time since we’ve seen an actual magician in these parts.’


‘Yeah, well let’s keep it that way. We don’t want any crime lords moving in. Magic is illegal for a reason…’


They disappeared off around the corner. Azra went tense at the mention of magic. The guards couldn’t mean her, surely? But she hadn’t been to any pub. In fact, after sneaking away from her village, she had travelled along the coast and come straight to this part of the town, keeping to the shadows, keeping out of sight, and when needed … disappearing.


She continued to watch the street. Across from her was a house, no different in size and shape to any other in Blackwater. Azra had been watching it for the last hour. While the flicker of candlelight coming from inside suggested habitation, she had so far seen nobody enter or leave. Carefully, she unfolded the parchment she had carried with her from her village, and, using the light of the moon, focused on the last line. Come to Harbour Way, the third house from the postern gate, at the tenth hour.


At that moment, the sound of a bell chiming carried its way across the drowsy town. Ten o’clock.


Azra heard someone approaching. In fact, it was difficult not to hear them – they clanked up the street, a broadsword clattering against ill-fitting shirt of chain mail. This was an older man, big and burly – very big, in fact, and Azra wondered if he may be some kind of giant. The man stopped at the third house, looked around expectantly, sniffed the air, and went to march straight in, not bothering to knock. He looked surprised when the door opened before he had a chance to kick it. After only a brief pause, he stalked inside.


No sooner had the door closed, Azra became aware of someone else in the street. They were moving quietly, but experience in the village – hiding from the elders when she had her ‘accidents’ – had taught her to listen for even the softest of sounds, and so she had detected the figure long before they came into view. It was a boy of her age, perhaps no more than sixteen, who walked quickly – upright and purposeful, as though confident, but also looking from side to side, suggesting that they may not know quite where they were. Certainly, his clothes, which seemed to be of good material like the nobility wore, suggested he was not used to walking the streets of Blackwater. But there was something else about him that stood out. Even though he wore a hat which covered his ears, his elegant posture and deft movement made his true identity unmistakable. He’s an elf, she thought, he must be an elf. No wonder he looks so worried about being in a human town.


Almost as soon as she thought it, the elf turned around, staring straight across at the doorway where Azra hid. He peered into the shadows. ‘Who’s there?’ he called. ‘Show yourself!’


Of course, elves also had sharper senses, Azra thought, and kept as still as she could to remain unseen. But the elf kept looking and, reaching for a sword hanging from his belt, began to step across the street towards her. Azra felt her hands warm, and instinctively closed her eyes. She felt a shiver go through her entire body, and in a moment she found herself perched on a shop sign, which hung high above her previous hiding place. The elf was below her, peering at the doorway.


‘Must have been nothing,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Calm yourself, Sylvindor…’


And with that, he returned to the house across the street. Checking a piece of parchment in his hand, he tentatively went to the door. It opened for him, before he could knock – and he went inside.


‘Two others,’ thought Azra to herself. ‘Did they all receive an invitation like me, I wonder? And what a strange group so far.’


Well, she had come this far. There was no point in continuing to wait. Checking again that the street was empty, she jumped down from the sign on to the street below, and stepped forward towards the house…


A sword flashed in front of her, hovering dangerously close to her face.


‘And what are you doing?’ a woman’s voice said.


Azra froze. Her heart raced, and she began to feel that strange itchy feeling in her hands which usually meant an … accident… was going to happen. The guards must have seen her! She tried to breathe and remain calm. She couldn’t give any indication she could do magic. Concentrating hard on making her hands return to normal, she turned to look up at the swordswoman.


But it was not a guard. She was dressed more like an adventurer, or at least what Azra assumed an adventurer would dress like.


‘What are you doing?’ she asked again.


‘Wh––why should I tell you? What business is it of yours?’ Azra stammered.


‘I have a sword to your throat, so it’s my business,’ the woman said, raising an eyebrow.


Azra considered that this was a good enough reason. She gulped. ‘I’m … going to that house over there.’


‘Are you? The house you have been watching for the last hour?’


Azra must have been visibly surprised by this, and the woman went on: ‘Oh yes, you’re good – very sneaky, if I may say. But I’m better. I don’t even need to use vanishing tricks. So I now wonder … what’s your name…?’


The sword in front of her suggested to Azra that she should tell the truth.


‘Azra,’ she replied.


‘So now I wonder, Azra … there are two reasons one might watch a house for so long. One is that you are a thief. Are you a thief?’


Azra considered. The answer was perhaps more complicated than she’d like to say, and the itching in her hands and the woman’s sword were not letting her think all that clearly.


‘But I suppose if you were a thief, why would you go to the house when three people have just entered?’ the woman went on. ‘So it must be the second reason. That you have one of these.’


She put her sword down, and with her other hand presented a piece of parchment. Azra could not read it in the dim light, but could see it was written in the same hand as hers. She nodded.


The adventurer sheathed her sword. ‘Well then, Azra. As we are here for the same reason, perhaps we should go in together?’


The sense in her hands subsided. Azra relaxed a little, and nodded.


‘Good. You can call me Quil. I don’t know what this meeting is about, and I don’t trust it at all. But so far you’ve shown more sense than any of the others, so stick with me and perhaps we can make sense of this.’


Quil held out her hand, and Azra, somewhat surprised, shook it.


‘Now, let’s go in…’
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A strange meeting


The door opened before them, although nobody seemed to be there. As they stepped into the house, cautiously, a little old woman emerged from behind the door, and motioned for them to go through to the back of the house.


They entered a room that was sparsely furnished, with a long table and one or two dressers. At the table sat the two people Azra had seen entering before – the young elf and the giant – and at the far end sat another woman, who had long dark hair which hung straight over her tunic. She was elegant, Azra thought, but had a strange intensity which seemed to project across the room and on to all who sat there. This was clearly her meeting. But for now, she said nothing, simply sat with her fingers resting against each other. Everyone else was silent too.


‘I suppose we can sit down?’ said Quil, gruffly. She kicked out the nearest chair and, without waiting for a reply, sat down, resting her feet on the next seat along. She glanced up at Azra and, with a quick flick of her head, indicated she should sit down as well.


There was another moment of silence.


‘Well?’ Quil raised her eyebrows. ‘What is this all about? Or do we just sit here without saying anything?’


The elegant woman did nothing, but a smile crept across her face. ‘We are waiting for one more.’


‘Perhaps he ain’t coming,’ the little old woman, who had just bustled in with a jug of water for the table, muttered to herself. ‘You don’t know he’ll come, do you? And it’s just like those tricksters to not…’


‘Oh, he’ll come,’ the woman interrupted her, in a calm, measured tone. ‘In fact … I wonder if he isn’t already here.’


There was a sudden gust of wind from nowhere, and Azra instinctively looked to the door, but it was still shut. Then a moment of darkness swept past her, and before she knew any of what had happened, she found a man sat on the other side of the table to her.


‘Impressive,’ nodded Quil, although she didn’t sound too impressed. ‘Couldn’t you just use the door like the rest of us?’


The man grinned back at her. He had a slightly disfigured face, and the shadows from the candlelight danced across it, seeming to turn it this way, then that. There was the look in his eye of one who had seen more than most could dream of; but also the guile and cunning of one who knows to keep such things secret.


‘There are so many more interesting ways to enter a room,’ he said. ‘Why all use the same way?’


Quil turned away from him, back to the woman.


‘A trickster,’ she said, with some disdain. ‘A trickster, a thug, a boy and a…’ she thumbed back towards Azra, ‘well, a half-decent thief, I suppose … What do you all need us for here, exactly?’


The woman put her hands down on the table. ‘Adventure, my friends. Adventure.’


The company exchanged wary looks with each other. What did she mean?


‘I suppose it might be best to start by lifting some of this mystery and introducing myself,’ the woman said. ‘My name is Vane. And I, like you all, long for adventure.’


‘You seem very sure of what we want,’ the trickster interrupted, and he waved a parchment – similar to the one Azra had received – in the air. ‘There are a lot of promises in this invitation, and I was rather hoping that adventure wasn’t one of them.’


‘Master Sekobi, adventure is precisely what you long for. Oh, you may find some enjoyment in card tricks and illusions in taverns, taking people’s money until the guards chase you to the next town. But it is not adventure. And you, Marsali Quil, you may find some coin as a sword for hire these days, but it’s not the life you once had.’


These names stirred something in Azra’s memory, but she wasn’t sure what. Vane continued, pointing to the elf. ‘Sylvindor Fennan, disinherited from his tree village, and cast out into the wider world. A world which hates elves, and hates poor elves even more. So who will notice your amazing speed? Your quickness with the sword and bow? Remarkable skills, if you were ever to be allowed to put them to the test.’


The boy went red. ‘I’m not sure what that has to do with anything…’ he said, indignantly, but Azra thought he sounded quite hurt.


‘Or Grug Terok. A fine bodyguard once. Probably still a fine fighter, I would suppose. But now your lord is dead and nobody needs a mutant half-giant.’


Grug looked angry, and clenched his massive fists.


‘And, of course, Azra Mujkic. Despised by your village because of those… mishaps… that seem to happen all around you. How you seem to be able to affect the very elements which surround us all. Some even say you can vanish and reappear in a different place, almost as if you were… magical.’


‘They’re just accidents,’ said Azra, suddenly very uncomfortable. ‘I’m not…’


‘My friends,’ Vane continued, ignoring her, ‘you are all made for adventure. It calls you, as it calls me. And I have the perfect adventure for us all.’


‘If you want adventure, go to the Warren,’ said Sekobi with a shrug. ‘Now, I’m glad to have made all these new friends tonight, but really, I have to go.’


‘Oh, I intend to go to the Warren,’ said Vane. ‘But not to play the Baron’s silly games. Not to carry on this charade of adventure he has created. Oh no. What I have brought you here for is the greatest challenge of all.’ She glanced quickly to make sure the doors were closed before lowering her voice. ‘To destroy the Warren.’
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