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      “5.0 out of 5 stars Believable and engaging

      The authors start with a Tolkienesque fantasy setting and take it one step further so it reads like an exciting historical saga. Definitely very well researched - something I wish I could say more often about fantasy books! - and gripping. From the start I rooted for Engvyr and followed his epic story with compassion and recognition so now I'm looking forward to more stories about him”

      Alex Boblak, author of ‘Point Apocalypse’

      

      “Impressive work, and great fun!”

      Greg Bear, Author of ‘Hull 03” and ‘The Forge of God’

      

      “5.0 out of 5 stars A most unusual and well thought-out fantasy For those of you who are weapons purists, you will be happy to note that the weapons Engvyr carries are original and scrupulously designed to be both real and fantastic at the same time.”

      Connie J. Jasperson |
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        “They say heroes are forged in tragedy so I suppose I qualify on that score, several times over even. But the truth of the matter is that half the time I felt like a dog that'd been kicked 'till he just couldn't stand it anymore without biting back. I'll be damned if that seems particularly heroic to me. But the life of the boy is what shapes the man.”

        From the Memoirs of

        Engvyr Gunnarson

      

      

      

      BOOM! The ground leapt under Engvyr Gunnarson's feet and he clutched frantically at the handles of the wheelbarrow to keep his balance. It didn't help; the ground-shock was so severe it tipped over, spilling a load of shattered ore and the boy to the floor of the mine.

      A blast of dust-laden air washed up the tunnel and over him, snuffing out the candles that dimly lit the passage. He coughed and slipped the bandana that he wore around his neck over his nose and mouth, but not before he tasted the distinctive tang of blasting powder mixed with the rock-dust. No one should be using blasting powder up here! He thought as he felt along the wall for the nearest sconce. He could hear other dwarves shouting to each other in the darkness as he found the candle and applied his lighter to the wick. The flame illuminated an area a few paces across, the air filled with swirling brown dust. He saw other lights flare along the passage as other miners relit candles and lanterns.

      Still coughing he worked his way down the passage to the Grand Gallery, lighting candles as he went. The rock dust was already clearing out of the air, faster than it should. He could feel a warm, damp wind on the back of his neck yet his feet were cool. As he approached the Grand Gallery he felt a growing dread as the cause became apparent. He could see light ahead in the gallery, but it wasn't the accumulated light of the miners candles and lanterns. It was daylight. The roof of the Grand Gallery had collapsed.

      Engvyr joined the others that were trying to dig out miners trapped in the rubble. Though he was but seventeen he was already nearly four feet tall, over one-hundred and twenty pounds and his work in the mine had made him strong.

      “ENGVYR!”

      He turned from his work to see his father approaching.

      “I'm alright! You?” he asked.

      “Fine.”

      “Uncle Sifurd?” the boy asked.

      His father gestured helplessly to the center of the open space where the rubble was thickest. Their eyes locked and they shared an unspoken moment of fear before they turned back to the grim work at hand.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Engvyr and his father sat on the edge of a pile of tailings drinking tankards of water, exhausted by their labors. It was the middle of the night and they had been working steadily since the collapse that morning. They had pulled a half-dozen bodies from the rubble, Sifurd among them, and twice that number of wounded.

      They saw the foreman approaching and Engvyr's father hailed him. He walked over and accepted a tankard. He rinsed the dust from his mouth and spat before drinking deeply.

      “What's the news?” his father asked.

      The foreman looked angry.

      “They found a goblin in the debris,” he said, scowling, “and a tunnel to the surface that we didn't dig.”

      Engvyr felt a shock run through him at the news.

      “I smelled blasting powder right after the collapse,” he said.

      The foreman nodded sourly.

      “Ayuh. Damned renegades. They set charges in the roof and at the base of the braces, Maker take 'em. I can't imagine what they thought they would accomplish,” He shook his head in disgust, “We've lost good men today, and the mine will be closed for weeks while they reinforce the hole and roof it over so that the tunnels don't flood.”

      “We can only thank the Lord and Lady it wasn't worse,” his father said, “As it is I don't know how I'm going to tell Egerta...”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A few days after the disaster the family sat in the common room of their modest hame, Engvyr quietly keeping his small cousins amused with a game of jacks on the flagstone floor of the common room. His Aunt Egerta sat with her hands clutching a cooling cup of mulled cider as she stared blindly into the fire.

      A pot of side-meat and beans bubbled on the hearth and the air was rich with the smell of fresh-baked bread. His mother bustled about, setting brown earthenware plates and mugs on the table while his father cleaned his gun, a 14-bore shoulder-gun. The act was meditative rather than a necessity, as it had not been fired a dozen times since Engvyr's birth when his father moved the family to Haebnetyl to work in the mine.

      “Gwynth,” his father said, “We are going. We will leave this place and this cursed mine.”

      His mother turned and stared at him uncertainly, ladle in one hand and a bowl in the other.

      “We are going away to the Northlands, to our clanhame in Thorvyl's Hollow. I am through with the deep mines and so is our son; it's no kind of life for a boy. I have decided, and there's an end to it.”

      Engvyr's mother filled the bowl with meat and beans and moved to set it on the table before replying.

      “Is it, then? Have I no say in the matter?”

      His father shook his head, “It's no good, Wife! Look at our boy. Pale as an earth-worm he is, and him only working the mine a year or less. Last year in this season he was an active lad, all smiles and mischief, his skin browned by the sun. I'll not see him spend his life hidden in the depths of the earth and never the clean, open sky above his head.” He lowered his voice, shooting a quick glance at the silent woman by the fire, “And what of the twins and their mother? The wergild for my dear brother will not keep them long, and we can scarce support them of our own selves.”

      “But Gunnar, to travel so far, to make ourselves beholden to the Clan... and what trade have you but mining? How will we live? It is hard here, true enough, but we've a roof over our heads and steady work at least.”

      “It's a miner I am, so we will make our way by that trade. But not under the ground. There in the high-country we'll be placer-mining as I did before I went off to the Regiment. I can still remember how to lay a trap-line and there's hunting besides.” He patted the big gun affectionately, “I've not forgotten the use a' this lovely lady.”

      His mother snorted, but smiled and said, “Oh aye, your first love- and well I know it!” her brow creased in thought. “Well if that’s the way of it, we've a bit put by and we can sell the hame. Likely that will be enough for the trip. We should write ahead to the Clan, of course, so they can ready a place for us...”

      Engvyr kept his silence through the meal and the rest of the long evening as his parents laid out their plans. Eventually even his aunt joined in the discussion, coming to life a bit for the first time since the disaster.

      Dwarves are known throughout the world as the best miners and metal-crafters under the sun. Engvyr knew a lot of miners that loved the deep places of the world and would rather nothing but that they spend their lives in the bosom of the earth. But his father, Gunnar, was of a northern Clan and had grown up in the high country. Engvyr seemed to have inherited his love for the open sky and wild places. He looked forward to the prospect of a life above ground.

      The very next morning Gunnar was off, with Engvyr in tow, to see the Foreman of the mine. They found him at his family's hame, the mine being shut down while the soldiers made sure that it was clear of Goblins. The engineers also had to roof over the hole and make the workings safe again.

      When given the news of their departure the Foreman shook his head and said, “I can't say as I blame you, but are you sure you are doing right by your family? It's a long journey and likely to be hard on the young ones. And...” he hesitated briefly, “I'll not lie to you. We've lost a lot of good dwarves. We need you and I think we could see our way clear to give you a raise in wages, mayhap even a promotion to Line Chief.”

      His father never so much as looked tempted.

      “No Tom, my mind is made up. I've given this a fair shake these last sixteen years but it's just not for me or my boy either. You've been a fair boss and you're a good man, but I've had my fill. Truth be told it's been in my mind for some time to move on.”

      The Foreman argued and pleaded with him but his Father would not be moved. Seeing this, the Foreman sighed.

      “Well, if that's how it's to be then I suppose that I must wish you well... But it's cruel hard of you to be leaving just when I need you most! And don't you be expectin' to come back with your tail between your legs and have that promotion waiting for you! You'll be back to running a muck-stick then, and serve you right for abandoning the company!”

      They left the Foreman's place and went down the hill. Homes and shops were built half into the hillside, and many of the 'streets' were in fact stairways carved into the mountain. At the bottom they went out the gate to the station along the High road and posted the letter to their clan. It made for a fair climb back up to their own hame but having worked in the deep mines it was nothing to the dwarf and his son.

      They stopped to visit one of his father's oldest friends and sat out under the stone overhang that sheltered the front porch, drinking thick earthenware mugs of coffee and enjoying the captured warmth of the early spring sun.

      “I’ve known you half my life, Sergeant-Major, ever since the Regiment, and of all the folk in this place I will miss you most, you old codger!” his father told the grizzled dwarf. He gestured to indicate the town and the mine. “This is all the boy has known his whole life. If a job in the deep workings is to be his lot it will be by his choice, knowing and having lived the option.”

      The old dwarf and his father had served together for five decades. When the Sergeant-Major had retired, a legend after most of twenty decades in the Regiment, he had come here, returning to the town where he was born. Engvyr's father, newly married and in need of a livelihood, had followed after when he mustered out three decades later.

      “Truth is I envy you the journey. I've half a mind to pull up stakes and come along but I've taken to the road for the last time; these old bones would never put up with a long journey.”

      The Sergeant-Major levered himself out of his chair with an effort. He seemed near as wide as he was tall and solid as the mountain they stood on. Engvyr realized that he must now be nearing three hundred years of age and this was likely to be the last time that he would ever see him. The old dwarf gestured for them to remain seated, and taking up his cane he hobbled into the hame.

      He returned shortly with a bundle almost a pace in length and extended it to Engvyr's father. His father stood with a startled look, protesting even as he accepted the package.

      “Thorven,” he said, calling his old friend by name for the first time that Engvyr could remember, “I can't; it's too much!”

      “Nonsense!” barked the old dwarf with a pushing-away gesture, “You can and you will. I've told you I'll not take the road again. The old girl will serve you better than she will me, sitting on a shelf as a sad relic for an old dwarf to dote on.

      “Besides which,” he said with a grin, “I'll still have her sister to keep me warm at night.”

      His father held his friend's gaze for a few moments, his eyes strangely bright, then nodded acceptance and sat once again, the bundle cradled in his lap. The Sergeant-Major grunted in satisfaction and eased himself back into his own chair.

      His father smiled and slowly unwrapped the object that he had been given. Engvyr stared in wonder as the weapon inside was revealed. Guns were a rarity outside of the Regiments as few dwarves could afford them. He'd never heard how his father came by the 14-bore he so lovingly kept but he knew of no other miner that possessed one.

      But if a gun was rare, the weapon that was now revealed was a genuine oddity. It was a hand-gun, one of a pair given the Sergeant-Major by the Regiment after his first century of service. He watched intently as his father checked the chamber and then extended it to him. He took it gingerly; with the reverence one would give a holy relic. Having watched his father he repeated his motions and checked the chamber himself. He knew that one never, ever trusted that a gun was unloaded. Seeing this, the old dwarf guffawed.

      “Isn't he a proper little Trooper,” he exclaimed in approval, “you've brought him up well, Gunnar!”

      He leaned forward in his chair and gestured to a mark inlaid in silver above the breech and said, “This is 'The Hammer.' I'll be keeping 'The Anvil' for my own self. You can't expect an old man to give away all his memories!”

      Keeping the gun pointed in a safe direction the boy turned it over, examining it carefully. The curved hand-grip felt good in his grasp and the fore-stock settled comfortably in his other hand. The checkering on the oiled hardwood of the stock was worn half-smooth with age and use. It could be slung about the body with a strap and a bar on the side slipped through the belt to keep the gun from swinging free as one moved.

      It was a short-ranged weapon but at thirty paces the 36-bore lead ball could drop a charging horse, or hammer its rider right out of the saddle. It was worth the price of a modest hame and after examining it Engvyr gingerly handed it back to his father, who carefully re-wrapped it and set it on the low table next to his chair.

      “I've no words to thank you, old friend,” his father said.

      The old dwarf waved dismissively, “It's not all settled land you'll pass through on the way... If'n it helps you to care for your family that's thanks enough.”
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        “Dwarves are but one of the five races of men. These are the Afmaeltinn, Dwarves, Goblins, Elves and Trolls. Some argue for six, separating the elves from the Fey, but that may just be splitting hairs. We know that Dwarves and Goblins were once Afmaeltinn, but the Elves maintain that they are a separate order. What the Fey and trolls think no man can say.”

        From the Memoirs of

        Engvyr Gunnarson

      

      

      

      The next week passed in a whirl of preparations for the journey. One of the miners had a friend coming to fill a vacancy at the mine and he was pleased to purchase the hame to accommodate his family. That being settled there was a surprising amount of work to be done to prepare for the trip. Engvyr had vaguely imagined them traveling from inn to inn along the High Road but his father shook his head at the notion.

      “That's a far richer way to travel than we can manage, lad,” he told him, “We'll be sleeping rough much of the time and doing for ourselves for food and the like.”

      They would be weeks upon the road, his father explained. The mining town lay at the far south of Dvargatil Baeg, as the Dwarven nation was called, and the home of their Clan was in the far north. As the crow flew it was no more than 300 miles but by road they would cover a little less than three times that distance as they must wind a snake-like path through the high valleys and passes.

      Engvyr knew it would be faster to go down to the coast to the Trade Cities to take ship to the North and then cut through the mountains to their destination. But that would mean placing themselves in the hands of the Afmaeltinn, or Humans as they called themselves. This was a thing no dwarf would willingly do if it could be avoided.

      Using their savings, the wergild for his uncle and the proceeds from the sale of the hame they bought oxen and a pair of wagons. The oxen were not the great lumbering beasts used in the lands of the Afmaeltinn, but smaller animals with long hair and short horns. Hearty and strong, they were bred to live in the harsh conditions and high altitudes of the mountains. The wagons were strongly built of planks with a cabin of canvas stretched over a frame on top. At need they could crowd in among their goods for protection from the weather.

      They also bought supplies and Engvyr was shocked at the sheer quantity of food they must carry even for the first leg of their journey. They were but three adults, himself and the twins yet they must carry barrels of flour, great bags of beans and coffee, slabs of bacon, dried beef and sausages, barrels of dried fruit and casks of water until the wagons fairly groaned under the weight.

      Of their household effects they took little but what was needed for the journey, their clothes, cooking gear, tools and a few keepsakes. Their furniture was too bulky and heavy and it was easier to simply replace it at their destination.

      The day of their departure they rose at first light and broke their fast with stew left over from the night before and mugs of coffee. Before they left their little hame for the last time his father pulled Engvyr aside while his mother and aunt cleaned and packed the breakfast dishes.

      “There's one last thing that you might be needing on the trip, son,” he said as he placed a new sax-knife and sheath in his son's hands. Engvyr was delighted with the gift and examined it carefully. The scabbard was of thick hide, waxed to rock-hardness and covered with deeply tooled knot-work. There was a sturdy and elaborately engraved bronze frame along the top of the scabbard, with two loops to hang it horizontally below the belt.

      He drew the knife and examined the stout single-edged blade of fine dwarven steel. It was eight inches in length and shaving-sharp. The carved handle was stag-horn and had a slight curve to it that felt natural in his grip. The hilt was topped by a bronze plate with a lanyard ring.

      Engvyr thanked his father profusely, and stood proudly as his father threaded it onto the front of his belt so that the hilt hung close to his right hand. His father smiled at him and clapped him on the shoulder.

      “You'll be doing a man's work on this trip, so I thought it time you had a man's blade,” he told Engvyr.

      As they set out the last of the winter snow was still piled along the shoulders of the High Road, but it was melting day by day. Traffic was sparse but regular, with wagons of food and other supplies bound for the southern towns and trains of ore heading north to the great foundries at Ironhame.

      The road was broad and well-paved and they made good time. Often they walked alongside of the wagons to spare themselves the rattle and jolting of the hard seats or simply for something to do. They passed farms and fields for days, spending their nights along the road or at caravan camps.

      As they made their way through the wide open valleys they occasionally encountered parties of Afmaeltinn traveling to or from Ironhame to trade for the products of the great smelters and forges of the city. They looked very strange to Engvyr, like dwarves stretched to a third again their proper height. Some of them towered as much as six feet tall or more! Even the women among them were more than a foot taller than a dwarf.

      The novelty of the journey quickly wore off for the twins. Keeping them amused and jollying them out of their fussiness was a chore for them all.

      The land gradually grew more rugged as the days passed and they encountered more and more uninhabited country as they neared Ironhame. This seemed strange to Engvyr and he asked his father about it.

      “'Tis by design,” his father told him, “For if the nations of men come against us we must be able to move our troops quickly, thus the southern roads are very good. But when we first took these lands for our own it was decided that the capital should be in harder country, without sources of food nearby to feed an invading army.”

      His father gestured to the roads and lands around them. “This untamed, broken country provides less of what an army needs: freedom to maneuver, supplies and shelter. The High Road moves along the edges of hills and tunnels through the shoulders of the mountains. Can you guess why?”

      Engvyr thought about it, studying the land. To the east the land fell away into narrow river-valleys. To the west it rose steeply, its slope varying from difficult to impassable. Occasional towers and fortifications were carved into the hills overlooking the broad highway. He thought about the stories told by his father and the Sergeant-Major in the long winter nights by the fire. After a few moments he nodded decisively and pointed to a nearby fortification.

      “They've established choke-points; they can fire down on an invading army while it has few options to flee and cannot reach them easily.” Gesturing down the road he continued, “Tunnels can be collapsed and between the hill forts and blocked tunnels we can force them into the valleys, which are hard going and can be attacked from above or even flooded.”

      “Exactly so!” His father said, beaming. “You've a good eye for these things; you'll be a credit to The Regiment if you choose that path.”

      Engvyr fairly glowed with pleasure at the praise. They talked of this and many other things; indeed there was little else for them to do as they walked or rode through the long days. The road, while still as good as ever, was rising steadily now and they could not cover distance as quickly as they had in the flatlands of the broad southern valleys.

      As they travelled his father taught him to load and shoot the handgun and the big 14-bore shoulder-gun. The two guns were similar in that each had a bulky compression tube under the barrel containing a powerful spring-piston. When the trigger was pulled this piston would be released and compress the air very rapidly to drive a projectile out of the barrel at very high speed. The Big 14 had a smooth-bore and could fire hard-waxed paper cups of shot for birds on the wing and small game or it could shoot heavy slugs for larger animals.

      They took to hunting marmots, rabbits and pheasant for the pot in the evenings after making camp. One time when Engvyr had the big 14 in his hands they came upon a deer. He started to aim but stopped when with father put a hand on his shoulder and shook his head.

      “Never shoot more than you need,” his father said. “That deer is big enough that half the meat would spoil before we could eat it all.”

      He nodded and they watched the deer a few moments before quietly moving on.

      As the days grew longer the climb became more steep. They'd eaten enough of their supplies that while they labored under the load their oxen weren't overtaxed by the slope. Marking stones counted down the distance as they approached Ironhame at last. Engvyr looked at his father as they passed the final league marker, his brow furrowed with puzzlement.

      “I thought we'd see the city long before now!” he told him.

      “Patience, lad,” his father admonished him with a chuckle, “you'll see it soon enough!”

      Indeed it was not long after that they rounded the corner of the mountain and there stood the Great Wall of Ironhame, not a mile away across the shallow valley. The first leg of their journey was at an end.
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        “Ironhame! The capital of the Dwarven Kingdom and perhaps the greatest fortification in all the world is a city of secrets. Born in slavery, our folk were reborn in freedom with a fierce determination: that no one of our people ever again suffer chains upon their wrists or shackles on their feet. But we are a race that lives or dies by our invention and devices so some must accept that their own liberty is the price of freedom for their people. The Masters of the Trades may never set foot beyond the walls of the Inner Ward of the city lest their secrets be at risk. 'Tis a gilded and comfortable cage, but a cage nonetheless. This is their sacrifice, their gift to all their folk.”

        From the Memoirs of

        Engvyr Gunnarson

      

      

      

      They stopped to regard the capitol city with awe. The Great Wall of Ironhame was of gleaming white stone and bisected the valley like an immense dam. It was a full hundred feet tall if it was an inch and seemed to stretch a league or more across the valley, with five great towers topped with black iron domes spaced along its length. After crossing the valley, the road that they were on ran along a ledge on the face of the wall to the Grand Gate. That great portal was carved from the granite of the mountain at the wall's eastern edge. Perhaps a half-mile beyond the Great Wall rose another wall, even higher, with three towers of its own and still further beyond that were the grand spires of the Palace.

      “They say that the Great Wall of Ironhame took a hundred Stonewrights and over a thousand laborers more than twenty-five years to erect,” his father said, “And that it contains more cut stone than all of the rest of the city and palace combined.”

      Engvyr nodded. All dwarven children were taught the basics of magecraft so he knew that Stonewright's magic allowed them to 'feel' stone and know its properties, strengths and flaws, but more than that they could influence its structure to get the results that they desired.

      As they continued around the shoulder of the mountain the High road descended down a long ramp to the valley floor. The granite face of the valley's wall along this stretch had been flattened ruler-straight and smoothed to a high polish. But now the surface was pock-marked with hundreds of craters, from just above the road to head-height along its entire length. Each crater was around two feet across and nearly a foot deep. He looked a question at his father, who favored him with a grim smile and gestured to the towers.

      “The Tower-Guns of Ironhame, “he explained, “An unsubtle reminder to visitors to mind their manners.”

      Engvyr imagined an army trying to make its way down that long ramp under the merciless hammer of the guns and shuddered.

      They made their way across the valley, joining the throngs queuing to enter the city through the Grand Gate. Ore wagons from the south, traders, travelers and pilgrims to the great shrines. All Dwarves came to Ironhame sooner or later, or so they said.

      As they passed through the gate he stared in unabashed awe. Each of the sections of door was of the finest steel, more than a foot thick. When the leaves were closed another foot-thick panel dropped straight down behind them in grooves cut deep into the rock of the mountain. No battering ram, no boulder or bolt from any siege engine made by mortal hands would ever penetrate those mighty doors.

      They moved with the stream of traffic through a high, wide corridor under the great wall to a second set of gates. His father spoke briefly to a guard, then clucked to the oxen and they passed into the city proper. They had to pause to wait a moment while his Aunt also spoke to the guard before moving the second wagon up to join them. Engvyr took the opportunity to look around.

      They were within the Outer Ward, and it was filled with people. Dwarves of every description, tall, lanky Afmaeltinn, even a party of Goblins!

      The Goblins wore broad-brimmed hats and scarfs, long coats and gloves. Not a single square inch of them was exposed to sunlight, which Engvyr understood was harmful to their kind. They wore long knives at their belts but were otherwise unarmed.

      “I can't believe they let those filthy creatures in here,” Engvyr said, “They ain't fit to be among decent folk!”

      His father stared straight ahead for a second and then looked at him thoughtfully.

      “Didn't know that you knew any goblins,” he said.

      Engvyr was surprised, and quickly said, “I don't know any goblins! How would I know any of them?”

      His father shrugged.

      “Well,” his father said slowly, “They don't look particularly filthy, and I can hardly see them under those get-ups. Certainly not well enough to form an impression of their character.”

      For all of his mild speech Engvyr could tell that something was wrong. His father was acting strangely. I suppose it's natural, Engvyr thought, seein' as to how they killed his brother and all.

      “I just mean that they kill our folk, and eat people... and...”

      He trailed off, not sure exactly what he meant. His father was staring straight ahead as he guided the wagon through the crowds. His father's fists clenched and un-clenched on the reins for a moment before he spoke.

      “You know where goblins come from, don't you?”

      “Of course,” Engvyr said indignantly, “They were created by the Maker, same as dwarves. Everyone knows that.”

      His father nodded.

      “That's right, the same as us. Are all dwarves thieves and murderers?”

      “Of course not!” Engvyr said, “Folk aren't all the same.”

      “That's right,” his father said. “Folk aren't all one thing or th'other.”

      He turned and stared his son full in the eyes and Engvyr recoiled. His father was furious!

      “So what gives you the bloody right to assume that all goblins are the same?” his father asked with quiet intensity, “To judge those folk yonder, call them filthy and say they aren't good enough to walk the streets?”

      “I... I guess I never thought about it,” Engvyr said, “I mean, about goblins being like other folk...”

      His father heaved a heavy sigh, his shoulders slumping as he returned his attention to the road.

      “I suppose that it's my own fault,” his father said, “For not teaching you better than that. So I'll tell you now don't ever, ever judge a man solely because of his race. Judge him by his words, his actions and the company he keeps but not by his race. You hear me?”

      Engvyr nodded, subdued. He'd seldom seen his father angry, and the thought that he had made him so mad...

      “You know that the Maker made Dwarves to be his slaves,” His father said, “He made us short and strong to mine the hard rock for the ore he needed. He channeled our magic so that we would have the talents to help build his empire, to be Stonewrights, Metalwrights and Woodwrights. But what he couldn't make us was obedient. We rebelled against him, time and again. So he gave up on us and created the goblins to replace us. He made them clever at mining and machinery, but he also made them so they couldn't tolerate the light of the sun so that they would be stuck beneath the ground. He made them eat their own dead because it was efficient. But he also made them hunger for the flesh of dwarves, so that we would never band together to oppose him.”

      Engvyr nodded. He'd never thought about it, but it made sense.

      “Thing is those goblins had no more choice than we did. They can't help their appetites any more than we can help growing beards,” his father said, “Though most a'them have mastered that hunger, exceptin' a few renegades now and again. They're an odd folk, notional you might say, but no more likely to be good or bad than any man. So we let 'em come among us and trade, toys, clocks and instruments mostly and they behave themselves about as well as most folks.”

      Engvyr thought about this as his family slowly worked their way along the broad, crowded avenue past the great trading houses and warehouses of the Outer Ward. Occasionally along the cross streets he glimpsed the walls of the valley, stacked with hames of the sort he was used to, presumably where the folk of this district lived.

      As they rounded the corner of a broad cross-street he could see a great open space some distance away between the buildings. Awnings, banners and a great mass of people filled the space, their combined voices an inarticulate roar.

      “The Great Market,” his father told him, “Goods and commodities from all over the world are traded there.”

      At length they approached another grand gate that passed through the Inner Wall. The avenue dipped downward as it went through the portal into a huge tunnel. His father indicated the opening with a nod and explained.

      “This is The Underpass. It takes us right under the city and palace to the Upper Ward and its markets. Through them the road leads to the Central Valleys beyond. This great passage bypasses the Inner Ward of the city that holds the mines, smelters and workshops of the Dwarven people. The Inner Ward is forbidden to humans, goblins or anyone else for that matter unless you have an official pass.”

      They were questioned by another guard before being allowed to enter The Underpass. The broad, high-ceilinged passage was amazingly noisy within. The creaking of wagon wheels, booted feet on the stone floor and countless voices assaulted their ears. The great passage was dim after the bright daylight of the Outer Ward, with the lamps of the merchants, inns and taverns that lined the walls supplementing the large skylights set into the roof at intervals.

      Engvyr looked around until he thought his head might swivel right off of his neck; there was so much to see! Anything a traveler might need was on display, but there were also colorful bolts of exotic fabrics, glittering jewelry and weapons, richly tooled leather goods and finely carved wood. He felt he could have spent days in this tunnel and not discover all of the wonders it held.

      At last they passed out into the daylight of the Upper Ward. This part of the city was filled with low buildings- breweries, stables, and shops. Engvyr also caught the distinctive smells of a paper-mill and a tannery. The streets were narrower and if anything even more crowded than those in the Outer Ward.

      Darkness was falling as they made their way to a caravanserai near the outer wall. This was simply an expansive, walled space filled with wagons and corrals of oxen, mules and ponies. A covered area at one end was filled with tables and benches. Even the smells of the livestock could not entirely overwhelm the savory aromas wafting from that end of the compound. This was some feat, for even though dwarves with carts moved among the wagons and corrals scooping up manure and spreading sawdust they could not entirely banish the ancient odors of too many animals in too small a space.

      Opposite the eatery was the bathhouse and washing facilities. Engvyr was ecstatic when he discovered that the family planned to make full use of those. Dwarves at home were a cleanly folk and bathing and washing along the road had been catch-as-can. The idea of a proper bath and really, properly clean clothes was nearly as exciting to the young dwarf as the thought of fresh food cooked in a real kitchen!

      The family went to their bedrolls that night clean and well-fed. Under the influence of the eatery's strong, unfiltered beer Engvyr was asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow.

      In the morning they rose early, both from habit and necessity as the caravanserai roused at first light. They broke their fast from their own supplies and Engvyr was disappointed to discover that he would not be able to accompany his father on his errands to the Inner ward of the city.

      “I'm sorry, Engvyr,” his father told him, “I had intended that you should go with me, but it's just too expensive for us to stay here longer than we must, and there's much to be done before we take the road again.”

      His father went on his way and the family set to washing every scrap of clothing that they had brought with them. It was far from Engvyr's favorite chore but he went to it with a will, and by that afternoon the lines they had strung between their wagons were covered in clothes drying in the breeze.

      After the washing was accomplished Engvyr was sent to a nearby wainwright to purchase grease for the wagons axles. As he neared his destination he saw a knot of rough looking dwarves gathered in the street. There was an ugly edge to their laughter and as he neared them he could see they were shoving someone back and forth between them. They were shouting at their victim, accusing him of snooping, thieving, and worse. The figure that they were heaping abuse on was a goblin.

      Other people on the street had stopped to watch from a safe distance, muttering to each other and looking concerned but no one moved to intervene. Suddenly one of the dwarves, a drover by the look of him, reached out and tore away the goblin's hat and scarf and knocked him sprawling.

      The goblin screamed as the sun touched his white, exposed skin. He tried to cover his head with his arms but the dwarf holding his hat and scarf kicked him. The creature's skin was already reddening with sunburn and he howled in pain.

      Engvyr was overcome with horror, and not just for the goblin's suffering. The attitude of the men tormenting the hapless creature was only a small step beyond his own thoughts of the previous day, and he saw the ugliness of these men reflected in his own heart.

      Without thinking he stripped off his great-cote, threw it over the goblin and stepped between the drover and his victim.

      “Leave him alone!” Engvyr commanded.

      “Sod off, sprog!” the drover said, angry at having his fun interrupted as he reached out a hand to give the boy a shove.

      Engvyr's father had trained him in the wrestling taught in the regiments and he reacted automatically. He side-stepped to his right, brushing the drover's hand aside as he struck a powerful blow with the heel of his hand that split the drover's cheek and knocked him to the ground.

      The crowd went quiet, shocked by his sudden action. The drover touched his cheek disbelievingly and looked at the blood on his fingertips. With a bellow of rage he lunged to his feet, his sax-knife appearing in his fist. Engvyr stepped back, his own sax sliding into his hand as a sudden cold wariness overcame him.

      Suddenly his father stepped from the crowd and casually batted the knife from the drover's hand with the barrel of the Big 14. Twisting his left fist into the dwarfs dirty beard he turned and slammed him into a nearby post with bruising force. Sticking the muzzle under the man's chin he growled, “Go for my boy again and you'll get worse than he's given already.”

      Turning to the crowd he said, “You lot ought to be ashamed! Get out of here. Now.”

      The dwarves slunk away muttering and the rest of the crowd began to disperse as well. Engvyr's father slung the drover to the ground by his beard and fetched him a boot in the backside as he scrambled away, clutching at his wrist.

      “Go on, you cur! I shoulda' let the boy kill you!” he shouted after the fleeing drover.

      He picked up the hat and scarf as he and Engvyr helped the battered goblin, still covered by the great-cote, into the shade next to a nearby building. The goblin gratefully donned the hat and scarf again, peered at each of them intently for a moment.

      “I t'ank you bot',” he said simply.

      The dwarves nodded acceptance and then Engvyr's father told the goblin, “You're welcome, but best you get yourself far from here before that group finds their courage again.” The goblin scurried off. His father gave Engvyr an approving nod and a warm smile, “Best we not mention this to your mother, eh?”

      Engvyr agreed and they went into the wainwright's shop together.
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        “I've traveled far in my days and have seen many wonders and often enough I have wondered at what I have seen. One thing is plain to me, men are men. I've met each of the Five Races of Man and they are each of them very different and very much the same. They all have in common that they are none of them all one thing; each man of any race may be good or bad, and it's his own choosing which path he will follow at the end of the day.”

        From the Memoirs of

        Engvyr Gunnarson

      

      

      

      Engvyr found that the land outside of the Upland Gate was heavily settled, much like the south. At this altitude the growing season was just starting so rather than fields green with the sprouts of the first crops of the year; they were still barren and muddy. As the days and weeks wore on, they spent more and more time in the wild lands of the passes between the valleys. They began to keep watch when they camped at night, for outlawry was not unknown amongst the Dwarves and there was also an increasing threat of encountering goblins, trolls or other dangerous creatures.

      Goblins were not at war with the dwarves, but small parties of renegades did occasionally launch raids into the dwarven kingdom. A Goblin will eat pretty much anything, and the renegades among them had no compunctions against a nice bit of roast dwarf now and again.

      Trolls were another matter. Shy and solitary, these hairy giants were likely to see you coming before you saw them and make themselves scarce. But they had been known, on rare occasions, to assault travelers or to attack their camps. The first time they set a watch was the night after they had seen the huge, distinctive tracks of a troll in the mud along the side of the road.

      They were well into their third week out of Ironhame and were all beginning to weary of their journey as they pushed up the last slope to Taefleg Behmer, named for the castle and garrison that towered over the area. This was the last real town before entering the northern highlands and the last leg of their journey. From this point on the going would be rough indeed, for they would depart from the High Road when they left the town.

      As they walked up the last bit of road before the town Engvyr's father fell in beside him and asked, “You have the handgun?” He had taken to carrying it under his great-cote while they hunted and had kept the habit on the road once they were in wilder country. He nodded an affirmative.

      “Mind that folk don't see it- but keep it with you always. There are rough sorts about that might not scruple to help themselves if they think that they can get away with it.”

      While they camped on the outskirts his father negotiated the sale of the wagons and purchased pack-frames for their oxen. He also purchased two stout A-frame tents and found a pack-train that they could travel with for much of the remainder of their journey.

      “We're near the end of our money now,” he told them, “And while I mislike coming to the Clan empty-handed we have at least enough to finish the trip.”

      They met with the pack train in the early hours and his father walked up and down the line of mules and oxen before their dawn departure to suss out their fellow travelers. He gathered the family and told them, “We're traveling with several families who look to be good folk. If there is any sort of trouble on the way, go to them for help. But there are some rough sorts as well, dwarves on their own. Miners and roustabouts by the look of them. Mind you be polite, but on no account go off with anyone or allow yourselves to be alone in their company.”

      Engvyr's mother looked at his father searchingly and asked, “Are you truly expecting trouble, then?”

      He shook his head firmly. “That I don't, love. But better that we be prepared and need it not, than to need it and not be prepared.”

      They travelled for days along the narrow, winding path as it skirted knife-edge ridges and slashes of gullies. The sound of running water surrounded them much of the time and they sometimes saw great cascades tumbling down the cliffs. Engvyr was swept away by the sheer, wild beauty of the deep mountains.

      At night they camped in clearings that showed the signs of much use by groups like theirs. The families mostly kept to themselves, not unfriendly, just too tired from the day's travel to socialize much. As they approached the first high pass the trail took them above the tree line and up into the clouds. Their progress slowed to a crawl.

      Engvyr trudged along miserably, his head pounding. It seemed that he could never catch his breath and food turned his stomach. The twins became so ill they needed to ride on the packs of the stolidly trudging oxen. His dad was the least affected but in truth none of them were well.

      “It's the Height Sickness,” their guide told them that night as he squatted by their fire sipping coffee. “The air gets thinner as you go higher, and we're most of a league above sea-level here. Strong coffee and willow-bark helps a little, if you can get it in you, but the only thing that really cures it is to go back down the mountain. Come the morning you'll not feel like it but make sure you get some water in you. We'll top the pass early and you'll be feeling better by the time that we make camp on the morrow.”

      He bade them good night and went to repeat these instructions to the next family in line.

      Engvyr passed a miserable night, unable to get comfortable. When he did manage to drift off he dreamed he was being suffocated or chased by some nameless terror until he could not catch his breath. In the morning everyone looked as if they too had slept poorly. They choked down their coffee and as much water as they could stand before breaking camp and moving out.

      Engvyr stumbled through that nightmare morning in a haze. The light of the sun stabbed at his eyes like hot knives as it cleared the peaks. His head throbbed with every step until he felt that it would surely explode. He clutched at the pack-strap of one of the oxen to keep his feet when his balance started to go. His vision greyed-out at the edges until all he could see was the ground in front of him. He knew not how the others fared and was past caring.

      He came to himself with a jolt as he stumbled and realized that they were on a downhill slope. He seemed to improve with every step. When they stopped to make camp in late afternoon he had just the ghost of his former headache and was surprised to discover he was ravenous.

      Their guide stopped by their camp again that night to share the bad news with them.

      “Jerrod Porter didn't make it. Some folk’s hearts can't stand the strain of the heights.”

      His father shook his head sadly and his aunt exclaimed, “How awful! What will his family do?”

      The Guide shrugged and said, “Carry on, I reckon. Not much else they can do. They're near to home anyways and will be with their kin in five or six days, Lord and Lady willing.”

      They made a cairn for the unfortunate man in the morning and said a few words over him before pressing on.

      Later that day a rough-looking dwarf on a bedraggled pony dropped back and rode alongside their oxen as he spoke with Engvyr’s father.

      “Headed for the strike?” he asked.

      “Don't know anything about no strike,” his father replied, eyes fixed on the road before his feet.

      “You haven't heard? Been a strike, gold and silver both, over the backside of Keever's Mountain. Folks are saying this is the Big One.”

      “They always do,” his father replied neutrally. Engvyr watched the rider discreetly from under the brim of his hat. He didn't like the measuring way the dwarf looked at his father and peered at their packs.

      “Well, this time is different, you mark my words! This time next year they'll be paving that trail with gold bricks.”

      His father shrugged noncommittally.

      “We're just headed back home to join our Clan.”

      After the dwarf dropped back down the trail his father spoke quietly without looking at Engvyr.

      “You saw?”

      “That I did,” Engvyr replied in the same low tone. “He bears watching, that one.”

      “That he does son, him and his friends too.”
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        * * *

      

      They were near the front of the pack-train when disaster struck. Engvyr's aunt and the twins were walking by the ox just ahead of him. His father was with the two oxen behind him with his mother and the train's Guide bringing up the rear.

      The train had become strung out as they climbed a narrow trail along the face of a rocky slope. The loose group of miners and roustabouts were ahead of them and the next family was a good hundred paces behind them. Just far enough back to save their lives.

      Engvyr had his eyes on the ground in front his feet when a rumble started high above.

      “Avalanche!” his father bellowed, ducking tight against the slope. He did the same, looking past his father, head tucked down between his shoulders against a sudden hail of small rocks. The Guide lunged forward, gathering Engvyr's mother in his arms to pin them against the slope just as a huge boulder bounded onto the trail, wiping it away. In an instant the Guide, his mother and two oxen vanished as if they had never been.

      He lunged upward with a scream of shock and protest and a bounding rock struck him on the side of the head. There was a burst of light and then darkness.
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        * * *

      

      A voice woke him some time later, and an inarticulate protest from his father. He blinked his eyes open as he made sense of the words.

      “You're done for, hob. You'll not be needing this here shoulder-gun again.”

      His father lay half-conscious, his face bloodied and his body slack. The rough looking dwarf from earlier had the Big 14 gripped in one hand. He gave it a savage jerk, trying to free the sling and his father gave a short shriek of pain. Engvyr's head reeled and his vision kept going in and out of focus. A feminine cry of distress caused him to roll over and look towards his aunt.

      One of the twins lay unmoving. A dwarf held his struggling aunt's arms while another tore at the fastenings of her Great Cote. The second twin launched herself onto him, pummeling him with her fists and began screaming at him to leave her mother alone. He backhanded the child to get her off him and to Engvyr's horror the force of the blow caused her to stagger across the trail. She teetered on the precipice for a moment before she vanished over the edge with a terrified shriek. Everyone froze for a moment in shock.

      With a bellow of rage Engvyr rolled up onto one knee and without thinking leveled The Hammer and shot the dwarf that had struck her through the skull. There was a shocked exclamation from behind him.

      Unlike his father's gun The Hammer was a repeater. The piston was cocked by the stroke of a long lever, and as the lever was returned to rest a mechanism loaded another 36-bore ball from the tubular magazine that lay alongside the barrel. With muscles developed mucking out ore in the deep mine and fueled by rage he braced the butt against his hip and savagely stroked the charging lever as he rose to his feet and turned.

      The dwarf trying to wrest the Big 14 from his father released his grip on the gun and spread his hands. Engvyr gestured with The Hammer for the man to move past him and up the trail. He crowded back against the slope as the dwarf, hands extended placatingly, edged past him.

      “Easy there, boy- you don't want to shoot me...”

      Engvyr looked him dead in the eye over the sights and replied, “I beg to differ. Try anything at all and I will end you.”

      The miner looked into the boy's eyes and did what he was told, joining the dwarf that had just released his Aunt. She crawled away as their friends came back along the trail to join them.

      “Don't be stupid, boy!” one of them said, “there's five a'us and you got one shot before we'll be on you.”

      Engvyr shrugged.

      “At this range I'll kill one of you for sure,” he said, shifting his aim slightly, “You volunteering?”

      “I'll do for another,” a voice said weakly from behind him. He saw their eyes shift and knew that his father had managed to level the Big 14 at them as well.

      “Best you all cut your losses and get yourselves gone,” Engvyr told them.

      They looked at each other and stood uncertainly. They were not really a group, and it was as individuals that they acted now. Not one among them wanted to be the first to back down but they didn't like their personal odds.

      “Bugger this!” one of them finally said, “Let the mountains kill them.”

      With venomous glances at the boy and his father they moved up the trail and out of sight. He could hear them as they gathered the remaining oxen and moved off into the distance leaving them alone. Alone... without food, shelter or supplies.

    



