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        “Some men are born to greatness; others have greatness thrust upon them. Still others have no better sense than to make themselves so useful they are dragged to it, kicking and screaming the whole way.”

        From the Diaries of Engvyr Gunnarson

      

      

      

      SHUNK! The red and black tattooed head spun through the air and landed in the mud with a splash. More muck sprayed from the pony’s hooves as it stopped, then wheeled around in its own length and launched itself back at the row of enemy infantry.

      “Hold!” bellowed the trainer standing nearby. Engvyr sat back in the saddle to signal his mount to halt, raising the broad-bladed saber to rest spine-down on his shoulder. He blinked to clear the sweat from his eyes as he guided his pony towards the trainer at a walk.

      “What is it this time?” he asked irritably. “I thought that was a good cut!”

      The tall afmaeltinn man, Gedric Ullfson, nodded and said, “Aye, it was as near-perfect as a man could hope for. That’s why we’re stopping now.”

      Engvyr’s breath came in frosty puffs as he panted from the exertions of the morning’s training. His shoulder ached from swinging the long saber again and again. He thought he had felt every ache and pain that it was possible for riding to inspire, but this morning’s training had been an education on that score. Despite the mid-winter cold, he was sweating under the thick padded jacket and the unaccustomed weight of armor. He, his mount, and practically everything else in sight were speckled with mud. He glanced at the row of slaughtered “baasgarta” dummies with satisfaction.

      Gedric gestured to the group of a half-dozen mounted dwarves standing nearby and shouted, “Right, ya sawed off runts! That’s how ya do it. Yer lordship here almost gives me hope for you lot. We’re done fer today. Clean yer sorry asses up, and if I see so much as a spec a’mud on your armor or gear tomorrow you’ll probably live to regret it!”

      “Sawed-off runts?” Engvyr inquired with a grin as he removed his helmet and shook his sweat-soaked hair. Gedric turned away from the departing trainees and returned his grin. He was near tall enough to look Engvyr in the eye even though the dwarf was mounted.

      The man nodded. “Keepin’ them hating on me stops ’em from takin’ out their aches and pains on each other and gives ’em a feeling of solidarity.”

      Engvyr shrugged, “You’re the professional here so I’ll not take issue. Just mind you keep that sort of thing in its proper place.”

      Gedric really was the professional; he had served in the Taernealian Cavalry for more than twenty years. He nodded. “A’course, m’lord. I’m not likely to insult the fine folks as cook m’food and wash m’clothes! Too much room fer mischief there.”

      “Seriously, though,” Engvyr asked, “how are they shaping up?”

      The afmaeltinn frowned in thought before replying. “Honestly? As well as any I’ve trained, and better than some. A’course these boys come from the Rangers or Mounted Infantry, so they’re already accomplished riders and used to military discipline. When we get to them as aren’t, well, we’ll see what we see, won’t we?”

      Engvyr nodded. “Indeed. Well, no rest for the wicked.”

      He sketched a salute to the trainer and headed for the stables at a walk, giving his mount a chance to cool down on the way.

      The dwarves of Dvargatil Baeg had never bothered with cavalry before. With their short stature and mountain-bred ponies they could not hope to go head-to-head with the human horsemen they thought themselves most likely to fight. Instead they had focused on infantry that travelled on ponies but fought afoot, and on tactics to deal with mounted assaults. The ongoing war with the baasgarta had shown them that they might need their own cavalry after all; the goblin tribe rode to war on ulvgaed, strange carnivores that resembled a mountain goat except for their wolf-like teeth and jaws. The six dwarven trainees were to form the training cadre for dwarves’ units, which for the moment was to be based out of Engvyr’s estate in the Makepeace Valley.

      My estate, he thought bemusedly, who could have guessed such a thing could come to pass? For a dwarf that had started life as a humble miner’s son he had come far, and in a relatively short time as dwarves reckoned such things. After serving three decades in the elite 3rd Rifles he had spent the next twelve years as a Ranger of the Mountain Guard. After the brief, disastrous, but ultimately victorious battle for the baasgarta capitol he had been sent home with the title “Lord Warden of the North.” He stopped a moment to admire his new home.

      The foundation of the High Hame had been carved straight out of the bedrock of the mountainside. The stone-wrought building looked as solid as the mountain itself. Work was still in progress but the great hall, kitchens, and their personal apartments were finished enough to occupy. Temporary shops and stables had been erected in what would eventually be the walled court below the building.

      It was to the stables that he headed now, dismounting and leading his pony inside. The other riders were already seeing to their own animals and he began to do the same, stripping off the barding, tack, and harness, setting those aside for later. He first rubbed down the pony and began to curry it. Most dwarves of his station would leave such work to the grooms, but he was not the sort to put work off on others when he could do it himself. Besides, the condition of his mount was literally life or death; he wasn’t about to leave that to another.

      The beast was of a different sort than he had ridden in the army or Mountain Guard, longer of limb and body. These were cutting ponies used by herdsmen in the south; a full thirteen hands, fast and agile but with good stamina. They had been brought here for just this purpose and were waiting for him when he and his entourage returned from the war in the north.

      He’d be damned if he’d let someone else care for his mount, but he reluctantly allowed the grooms to see to his gear. There were but so many hours in a day and the Lord Warden of the North had other responsibilities than cavalry training. Though what exactly those are remains to be seen, he thought. So far it mostly seemed to constitute studying and signing endless requests for materials from the construction team and finding local accommodations for people coming up from Ironhame.

      The war with the baasgarta was in abeyance for the season. Apart from scouting and the occasional small skirmish, winter in the deep mountains was not a time suited to warfare. Deeply piled snowbanks impeded movement and concealed all manner of hazards. Avalanches were a constant danger and blizzards could blow up with little warning. Trolls that normally kept to themselves could become territorial and aggressive.

      Normally, travel to the Makepeace Valley was impossible in the wintertime with the High Passes closed by lethal cold. But in the past year the Hidden Ways, tunnels that passed under the mountains, had been revealed and opened to travelers to support the war effort. Engvyr found it ironic that these long-suspected tunnels had been made originally for the dwarves to flee into the deep mountains in time of need. Thank the Lord and Lady that they are equally useful in moving dwarves and material towards a war, he thought.

      Having seen the pony tucked away in a snug stall he set about removing his armor. He had worn a light breastplate for decades, first in the army and then as a Ranger of the Mountain Guard, but this was a whole different thing. Blue-gray steel encased him from ankle to throat and it had to be removed in a specific order, more or less from the top down: helmet and gauntlets first, then paldrons and gorget, followed by the articulated arms. The breastplate was next, then the quilted armor-cote, and lastly, the tightly laced linen vest that supported the leg armor. The feet themselves were largely protected by the armored stirrups, which of course had remained with the pony’s tack. Armor doffed, Engvyr stood a moment, stretching to ease the kinks and shivering in his sweat-soaked linen undershirt. He nodded to the apprentice who came for his armor, then he shrugged into an old great-cote. He tossed a casual wave to the other trainees and made his way up the stairs to the High Hame.

      Entering the great hall, he greeted the workmen that were even now putting the finishing touches on the room. A full fifty paces long and half that in width, lined with broad benches where the walls weren’t broken by the entrances to apartments, three to a side. At the far end a fire roared in the huge hearth, with kitchens to the left and the entrance to his private apartments to the right. It was there he headed now for a wash and change before the next endless round of paperwork and consultations from the workmen.

      Consultations! He snorted to himself as he stripped off the soiled, sweaty clothes, as if they paid the least attention to our desires... Engvyr was a dwarf of simple tastes, and his wife Deandra felt much the same. So, the foremen came to him, asked what he wanted, and then politely explained why he needed something much grander and proceeded to build it the way they had intended to all along.

      He hadn’t been there for the first stages of construction, having been at the siege of the baasgarta capitol and the clean-up in the aftermath. He grinned as he opened the spigot to fill the bathtub. He had been told of his lady wife’s objection on first seeing the plans for the High Hame. “How am I ever to clean such a great barn of a place?” she had wailed. It had not yet sunk in that as a Lady of the Realm she would have a household of her own to attend to such details.

      Indeed, it still befuddled Engvyr from time to time. He had gone almost overnight from being a simple Ranger to being a Lord, and before he was even used to that he was named Lord Warden of the North. Aside from the Royal Stipend that accompanied the position (the amount of which had boggled their minds all over again) so far it seemed to mean paperwork and headaches.

      On the other hand, it also means a hot soak at the end of a morning’s training, he thought, as he gratefully lowered himself into the bath. The lavatory was toasty-warm, sharing a wall with the great hearth as it did. Hot water piped through the stones of the hearth was just the balm his abused muscles needed, and he sighed with gratitude. He luxuriated in the heat for a few moments, then ducked his head under and washed quickly. As pleasant as it might be to loll about in the tub there was yet much to do.

      He dressed in a linen shirt and pants and donned a light cote. Thick knotted wool socks and soft, low shoes protected his feet from the drafts that inevitably blew along the floor. Upon entering his office, he was confronted by the mountain of paperwork that had accumulated—since only the previous afternoon. I swear the bloody stuff breeds in the dark, he thought, crossing the office to a door opening on the kitchens.

      Poking his head in, he flagged down a cook’s assistant and requested coffee before settling at his desk and tackling the pile. He was so absorbed that he only dimly noticed when someone entered and set a tray on the corner of his desk. Warm arms encircled him over the chair-back and he smelled wildflowers as a soft cheek pressed against his.

      “Deandra!” he exclaimed with pleasure as he leaned back into his wife’s embrace and planted a kiss on her cheek.

      “Mmmm...” she sighed in his ear, “This job does have some perks...at least now I can hug my husband instead of his breastplate!”

      Though his half elf - half afmaeltinn wife was a full foot taller than him, he had no difficulty snaking an arm around her slender waist and sweeping her into his lap. She giggled as he kissed her then leaned against him and nuzzled his ear.

      “This is no way to get your work done, love,” she whispered.

      “And I care because?”

      “Because that pile will be twice as big tomorrow,” she said firmly, pushing away from him and giving him a peck on the lips as she stood. “Plenty of time for that later.”

      The look she that accompanied her words gave him reason to wish later might come soon, and his growl of frustration was only partly feigned. “If I’d known you were such a practical wench,” he said, “I’d have married you anyway.”

      She laughed, eyes sparkling as she dodged out of his reach and he watched regretfully as she slipped out. Besotted, he thought, not for the first time, that’s the word I’m looking for. With a sigh of regret, he returned his attention to the task at hand.

      He frowned over his reading, a report from the Northern front. While the offensive was stalled over the winter, scouts were pushing north and what they’d found was disturbing. Isolated farm-holds were still tenanted, but major settlements were abandoned. The assumption had been that the baasgarta were retreating and consolidating their forces in anticipation of resuming hostilities in the spring. Now, however, the scouts had found The Pit, the great central strip-mine of the baasgarta, and it too was empty. While some of the mined material had been removed there were still massive stocks of ore and refined metals simply left behind. Where the hell are they going? he wondered. The Pit was the centerpiece of their nation, their civilization, housing tens of thousands of braell slaves—not to mention their guards, administrators, refinery workers, and labor to operate great smelters and forges. But now, all gone they had simply picked up and left. There were indications they’d gone north and west, but he had no idea what was there, or what they might be doing. He had a suspicion that they were going to find out come spring, and that they would not find the answer to their liking….
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        * * *

      

      “There’s a thing I have been thinking of,” Deandra said later, as they finished a quiet supper in their apartment at the head of the Great Hall. “I’ve been waiting to bring it up, but it seems we’re settled enough to consider it. I’ve been thinking about my children.”

      Engvyr nodded. “Our children now, love. It’s been on my mind as well.”

      When he had first met his wife—rescued her, actually—she’d had with her two children by her late husband, Brall and Gerta. With no home and no certain prospects, she had sent them to their grandparents in the nearby afmaeltinn city of Taernael. She herself was not welcome there, but with war looming she had wanted them as far removed and safe as possible. Now, less than a year later, her situation was very much changed.

      “I think it’s time,” he continued. “But will your in-laws yield them up willingly? By afmaeltinn law they may have a greater claim to them than you, though I am perfectly willing to set the matter before the court if need be.”

      Deandre nodded. “Too, there’s more to consider here than our desires alone, love; if you choose to claim them, they are the children of a Crown official; I cannot think it proper to place them in the hands of a foreign power.”

      Engvyr swore softly. “It never occurred to me not to!” “Lord and Lady, I hadn’t considered that! I wonder if I’ll ever get used to being a high muckety-muck. Well, it seems the simplest thing is to ask. The worst that can happen is they refuse, and then we can appeal to the High Council. I think it no abuse of our position; I reckon there are legitimate political concerns here.”

      Deandra grinned ruefully. “No doubt they will attribute my rapid rise to my ‘witchy ways.’ Well, I don’t give a fig for their opinion; I’ll write them and they can think whatever they may.”

      Engvyr smiled back at her. He knew the absence of her children had weighed heavily on her these last months. I hope it’s as simple as that, he thought. I really do.
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        “There are victories and there are victories. Skapansgrippe was the kind of victory that would lose a war if repeated too often.”

        From the Diaries of Engvyr Gunnarson

      

      

      

      Taarven Redbeard frowned as he contemplated the view along the snow-covered roadway. In the days after the Battle of Skapansgrippe, as the former capitol city of the baasgarta had been called, things had been changing rapidly. Some changes, however, were harder to adapt to than others—like breaking in a new partner.

      It had been a costly victory. Four full regiments had been obliterated and several others took serious damage—more casualties in a single battle than the dwarven army had taken in any previous war. The army had settled into camp for the winter across the valley from the ruins, but few were willing to venture into the dead baasgarta city, let alone set up housekeeping there.

      The ranger shuddered as he recalled how the battle had ended, and the nightmares he’d suffered since. As the tide of battle turned, the demented leader of the goblins had resurrected a pre-human god under the mistaken impression that it would fight for them. Instead, it had destroyed the city before impartially slaughtering dwarves and baasgarta alike. The psychic emanations from the ancient being had killed half of the dwarven battlemages outright and rendered scores of other dwarves and goblins mad. It would have killed them all, and untold others besides, if not for the insane gamble of the dwarves’ new allies from the Southern Tribes of goblins.

      When the Prince had corralled Engvyr, Taarven’s partner of more than twelve years, and sent him back south to do the Crown’s work, Taarven was left alone. Rangers do not, as a rule, work solo, so while the army dug in and made themselves as comfortable as possible to wait out the winter, he idled about, spoke with the soldiers and other rangers, and waited to be reassigned. Weeks passed while he ran messages around the camp, stood watches, and took reports from other rangers still in the field. There was much that remained to be done; while the destruction of their capitol had broken the back of the baasgarta’s power, they had not simply given up the fight. While the main body of the enemy had moved ahead of the dwarves’ scouts, there were still reports of organized forces moving about the countryside, and supply caravans from the dwarven lands to the south were raided regularly.

      And so, Taarven found himself standing in the snow next to a train of oxcarts, looking dubiously at the slopes ahead. Two squads of mounted infantry were spaced out along the line of carts at his back, but his attention was focused on the iron-haired battlemage at his side.

      “Of course, I’m sure,” Ageyra said irritably, “I was doing this while you were still suckin’ at yer ma’s... Yes, I am sure. There are three charges of blasting powder set on that slope.” She pointed to the steep, snow-covered incline ahead and to the left of the trail.

      “Can you detonate them from here?” he asked.

      The older dwarf gave him a disgusted look. “Of course, I can!” she snapped. “The problem is it will start an avalanche. That is what the charges are there for, after all.”

      Taarven nodded absently as he contemplated the situation. He took no offense at the woman’s tone; Ageyra could be abrasive at the best of times. Standing knee-deep in snow in the middle of the howling wilderness with an ambush ahead and enemies near was no one’s idea of the best of times.

      “Better to drop it now and work our way past than to have the baasgarta drop it on our heads.” he said, “Of course, they may attack as soon as we set off the avalanche. Best we be ready for that.”

      Ageyra nodded, her eyes scanning the hillsides. They weren’t partners in the traditional sense of rangers on a standard patrol route; they were teamed up for the specific mission of escorting supply caravans from the Makepeace valley to the troops in the north. The battlemage had retired from the Army and set up as an itinerant stonewright until her capture by the baasgarta and subsequent rescue by Taarven and Engvyr. Since then she had worked with the militia around Ynghilda Makepeace’s steading until being pressed back into service when full-scale war broke out.

      He left her alone to study of the landscape and ordered the drovers to laager their carts. The soldiers dismounted and quickly corralled their ponies in the center of the circle of carts before taking up defensive positions. When all was in readiness, he nodded to Ageyra, who unslung her carbine and charged it. Shifting the weapon to her left hand, she looked intently at the slope for a moment, then raised her right hand and snapped her fingers.

      Instantly three geysers of snow erupted from the slope ahead. Even before the reports from the explosions reached them, great sheets of snow began to slide down the mountain before breaking into tumbling masses that were rapidly obscured by a rising cloud of white powder. The roar enveloped them for several minutes before dying away to a low rumble. When the air cleared, the trail ahead was completely covered to three time a dwarf’s height.

      Taarven checked the position of the sun, judging the amount of daylight remaining. “We’ll need to let that mess settle some. Might as well get a hot meal together while we wait and see if our ‘friends’ are going to try their luck. If they’ve left us alone until after that, we’ll move ahead and start clearing the trail.”

      Ageyra nodded. “I’ll set the drovers to cooking. Wouldn’t mind a cup of coffee and some grub m’own self.”

      Taarven shook his head as he looked at the blockage. We’ll be the rest of the day getting through that mess, he thought, if we’re lucky. It would be up to the drovers to clear the road. The soldiers would be needed in case the baasgarta were still slinking around and getting ideas. Heaving a sigh, he turned his back on the problem and went to help with the cooking.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the end it was full dark before they’d cleared the avalanche. Taarven had donned snowshoes and worked his way across while the drovers created a path and the soldiers kept watch for an ambush. They had trimmed a sapling to make a long staff for him and he probed ahead before each footstep across the treacherous surface. It was nerve-wracking work, especially given the danger of an attack. The carts advanced slowly, clearing or packing the snow, ice, and debris of the slide as needed.

      Once past the debris field they laagered the carts again and set up camp. They kept watch through the night, but the baasgarta were either long gone or chose not to try their luck against such an alert and well-armed force.

      Two days later they reached the army’s camp, bedraggled and exhausted after surviving an ambush in the form of a shower of arrows—which they answered with gunfire to no apparent effect—and another avalanche that might or might not have been natural, in addition to all the normal hazards of winter travel. They had lost no one but had suffered a number of injuries.

      The soldiers and the ranger parted company at the camp, each to report to their own commanders. As Taarven approached the Mountain Guard’s command tent he saw several soldiers of Prince Istvaar’s regiment on guard outside. He paused in surprise, not sure that he should enter, but one of the soldiers waved him in. When he entered the tent, Captain Gauer and the Prince were deep in discussion with another ranger—a senior one, judging by his age and bearing. Taarven set his gear down and placed his carbine in the rack inside the door. Captain Gauer gave him a nod to acknowledge his presence and turned back to his conversation.

      Prince Istvaar was dressed in the uniform of a Light Infantry officer, his beard and hair cropped close in a soldier’s bob. If the uniform was of finer materials and a bit better tailored than the average, well, he was a prince after all. Likewise, while the Infantry Long Rifle that stood near-to-hand was of the standard pattern and caliber, it had been handmade by Ulfbehrt and Bueller, one of the oldest and most highly regarded gunsmithing companies in the dwarven kingdom.

      Taarven poured himself a cup of coffee and sat by the stove that heated the capacious tent, basking in the warmth after the long, cold days of the journey. He sipped his coffee, content for the moment to simply sit. After a few minutes Captain Gauer approached and asked about the trip. The ranger quickly and concisely filled him in.

      Captain Gauer swore softly. “We haven’t got enough battlemages to cover every supply train. We lost too many at Skapansgrippe.”

      Taarven nodded; without Ageyra or someone like her they would have walked right into that ambush. The Captain sighed and continued. “Well, I guess we’ll just have to use what we have and hope for the best. Come over and join us, Ranger. This concerns you.”

      “This is Senior Master Ranger Halfdan Grimmandson,” the captain said, introducing the other ranger, “And I believe that you have met His Highness, Prince Istvaar.”

      Taarven nodded to the dwarves and waited for them to continue.

      “We have a unique situation here in the north,” the Prince began, “In addition to the fact that we need to free tens of thousands of dwarves and teach them to fend for themselves, we have never taken land by conquest, much less done so with allies at our side. There are no precedents to fall back on, so we are proceeding very carefully.”

      “Understandably so,” Taarven replied, wondering where this was leading and what his part would be.

      “Our existing force structure is ill suited to these endeavors, and of course the Southern Tribes expect to have a say as to the disposition of their baasgarta relatives. We need a new organization, one that is made up of both dwarves and goblins, to deal with the myriad issues arising from this war, and we’d like you to be part of that.”

      Taarven’s association with Engvyr and recent events had given him a new perspective on the goblins as a whole, but to actually work alongside them, in partnership? Times are certainly changing, he reflected. I suppose I’d best change with ’em. To the prince he said, “What do you have in mind?”

      After getting a nod from the prince, Halfdan explained. “I’ll be leading this new force. We’re calling it The Northern Guard, for starters, and initially it will be modeled on the Mountain Guard, but with more teeth. We’ll need not merely to patrol and enforce the law, but also to be cleaning out pockets of baasgarta resistance and clearing the remaining populace from the small-holds and remote areas of the territory. The army will continue with the major military actions, while our operations will be restricted to the conquered territories.”

      Taarven looked at the other dwarves and considered his next words carefully. “What exactly do you mean by ‘clearing the populace’?”

      The two exchanged looks, and Halfdan deferred to the Prince.

      “We’ve discussed this at length with our Goblin allies,” the Prince began, “They are willing to accept some of the baasgarta as refugees and attempt to integrate them into their society, but they are firm on the conditions for this: they will brook no nonsense or dissent from those that will not cooperate. Any and all resistance is to be met with immediate and overwhelming force.”

      Taarven frowned, but he could see the logic of it. The baasgarta that they had encountered thus far were fanatics. Such folks as a rule would be more trouble than they were worth, but at least this way they would be given a chance.

      “Mind you, this is not to be a genocide,” the Prince continued. “Whatever the actions of their parents, children will not be harmed if it can be avoided. All children too young to have received their first tattoos, which they get at about age twelve, will be taken south for adoption by the Southern Tribes. If their parents choose to cooperate, they will go with them. The conditions of their parole will be harsh, but the goblins hope that eventually they will assimilate into the tribes.”

      “Fair enough,” Taarven allowed, frankly glad that the ultimate disposition of the baasgarta would be someone else’s problem. “What role will the goblins play in this new force?”

      “The goblins have agreed that the former baasgarta lands will revert to dwarven control and be peopled principally by the braell. Naturally, we will administer these areas until the braell are prepared to take over, probably gradually over time. The bulk of the force will be made up of dwarves; however, each team of the Northern Guard will include one or more goblins. It is felt that the baasgarta civilians will be more responsive to taking their marching orders from other goblins.”

      Once again Taarven could see the logic in the arrangement. It would be interesting and challenging work, and while he still had reservations about working with the goblins, well, a dwarf needed to be flexible. It would be a change from riding patrols as a ranger, and in any new organization there were bound to be ample opportunities for advancement.

      “Ok,” he said, “I’m in. How do we get started?”

      “Well,” Captain Gauer said with a grin, “I think you’ll find the first part agreeable at least. You need to return to the Makepeace Valley. You’ll report to the new Mountain Guard station at Ynghilda Makepeace’s steading.”

      That was welcome news indeed; the ranger and Ynghilda had taken a fancy to each other the previous summer and it had been months since they had last been together.

      “Once you are there,” the Prince told him, “You’ll resign from the Mountain Guard and enlist in the new unit at the rank of Senior Guard, the equivalent of a Senior Ranger for rank and pay purposes.”

      “Thank you, your Highness,” Taarven said with a half-bow.

      \“There’s a caravan heading for Makepeace Steading tomorrow morning,” Captain Gauer informed him. “You can join them.”

      The Captain stood and extended his hand to grasp forearms with Taarven. “It’s been a pleasure serving with you. I imagine you’ve much to do before your departure. Best be about it.”
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        * * *

      

      Taarven blinked in surprise as the wagon train approached Makepeace Steading. In the months since he had accompanied the Army north to fight the baasgarta, much had changed. When he had last seen the place, there was a simple log palisade on a low hill surrounding the great hall, stables, and out-buildings; now, a second ring of palisade grew out from the first, encircling a stable and several new buildings that were still under construction. Nearby were paddocks for dozens of ponies. The banner of the Mountain Guard fluttered above this second enclosure. That would be the rangers’ new Makepeace Station, Taarven thought.

      South of the main gate of the steading was a new caravanserai with its own paddocks and facilities, including a hastily constructed dining hall and, judging from the steam and smoke issuing from it, another hall for baths and laundry. Nearby were sheds housing a smithy and a wainwright. As a natural waypoint on the road north, Makepeace Steading was well on its way to becoming a proper town.

      The wagon train aimed for the caravanserai and Taarven and Ageyra headed for the new station. The old battlemage had decided to sign on with the Northern Guard as well, and the ranger was glad of it; he’d grown fond of the older woman. She had grit and a good head on her shoulders—not to mention her skills as a mage.

      After seeing to their mounts, they made their way to the commander’s office.

      Captain Berryc, newly promoted to take charge of Makepeace Station, rose to greet them as they entered and bade them sit while he sent an aide to fetch coffee.

      “So,” he began as they took their seats, “You’ll be leaving us for the new Northern Guard. Well, our loss is their gain, I suppose.”

      “That’s as may be,” Taarven said, accepting coffee from the aide with a nod, “Any word on who’s taking charge of the of the new outfit here in the south?”

      “That would-be Captain Tólfier. Do you know him? From Heaven’s Gate Station to the Southeast?”

      Ageyra shook her head but Taarven smiled and said, “Balding? With the enormous mustache?”

      The Captain smiled. “Aye, he’s the one. Always had a scraggly beard, grows the mustache to compensate. Fine officer though, and he knows the North.”

      Taarven nodded. “A likely fellow even when I served with him, must have been five or six decades back when we worked out of Southgate Station. Is he here, then?”

      The Captain shook his head. “Word is he’s due before the week’s end, though.”

      Taarven grinned. “Well, then, if it’s all the same to you I’ll tender my resignation now and report for duty when he arrives.” He produced a waxed paper envelope and placed it on the desk in front of Berryc.

      Berryc raised an eyebrow at him. “Are you sure then? I think we could keep you occupied for a few days.”

      Ageyra laughed. “I rather expect Ynghilda might be able to think of a way to keep him busy for a few days, Captain, and he might rather that!”

      Taarven blushed almost as red as his beard and the Captain blinked in surprise, then chortled, made a shooing motion and said, “Right then! Best not to keep the lady waiting, Ranger!”

      Taarven ducked his head and, with a parting glare at Ageyra, took his leave.
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        “A dwarf that finds himself in a fair fight has made a serious error of judgement.”

        From the Diaries of Engvyr Gunnarson

      

      

      

      “Looks to be twenty of them, give or take a couple,” the Ranger said, standing and looking up at Engvyr. “These tracks are fresh; I’d guess that they came through within the hour.”

      Engvyr nodded, studying the countryside thoughtfully. There’d been reports of a group of baasgarta cavalry poking about along the northern edge of the valley and he’d decided that it was time to give the trainees their trial by fire. The seven of them had ridden out with a pair of Mountain Guard Rangers to help with the tracking, and to add their repeating carbines to the mix. Not that any of them couldn’t have tracked a score of Ulvgaed; it was just that Engvyr preferred not to have the armored cavalrymen dismounted to look for sign if a fight came on them suddenly.

      Engvyr knew the country from years of riding his rounds through the area when he was a Ranger himself. The goblins had paused here and very likely seen the dwarven force on their back-trail, then headed arrow-straight for a saddle between two low hills a half mile ahead. He considered the lay of the land on the other side of the gap, then made his decision. Wheeling his pony, he addressed the group.

      “Past the next rise there’s a hollow with woods along the northern edge. If I were the baasgarta I’d reckon it a sweet place for an ambush, and the way they’ve laid this out for us I’m guessing they think so too.”

      The riders shifted, some nodding. Most people would have thought them surprisingly calm at the prospect of facing nearly three times their number, but every dwarf among them was a veteran. They had learned to trust their training and commanders long before volunteering for this assignment. The details of their equipment and how they would be fighting were new to them, but that was almost incidental.

      “So,” Engvyr continued, “We’re going to ride through that saddle fat and happy and see if they won’t come out to play.”

      Unlike the cavalry, the rangers and their mounts were virtually unarmored. They wore only their issue breastplates and heavy, quilted coats and their ponies didn’t have even that much protection. Engvyr looked at them. “Sorry, boys, that’s going to put you two at some risk—especially at the start. If you aren’t out front the way you have been all morning, they’re likely to realize something is amiss.”

      He quickly outlined the plan, checking the position of the sun and taking a last look around the surrounding hills. “We’ve partners waiting. Let’s not be late to the dance.”
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        * * *

      

      The rangers coursed back and forth across the baasgarta’s trail, followed by Engvyr with the cavalry riding two-by-two behind him.

      The dwarven cavalry were heavily cloaked against the early spring drizzle, largely concealing their full-body armor. Likewise, the horses’ barding was covered by a linen caparison, and it was Engvyr’s hope that the baasgarta would mistake them for a squad of mounted infantry and think them easy prey—as apparently they did, for when the dwarves were a third of the way across the hollow, the goblins charged from the forest in a compact mass.

      The two Rangers immediately bolted to their left and Engvyr wheeled his mount to the right, lowered his nine-foot lance, and charged. The other riders fell in behind him in a wedge, also couching their lances, as bolts from the goblins’ repeating crossbows began to land among them. The distance closed in seconds, and the goblins quickly abandoned their crossbows to draw swords.

      Engvyr clamped the butt of the lance against his side, his hand relaxed on the haft as he allowed the point to track despite the motion of his mount. As they approached the enemy, he picked his target, stood in the stirrups, and thrust, twisting at the hips and shoulders to bring the full strength of his body to bear. He felt a jolt as the point slammed into the chest of the lead ulvgaed.

      In a normal engagement, he would aim for the rider, but the goblins’ mounts were carnivorous and surly; taking their rider out did not take the beast out of the fight. Having your ulvgaed suddenly taken out from under you, however...

      Around him the dwarven lances struck home as he dropped back into the saddle and immediately released his lance. Then it was ten-pins-on-the-lawn as he reached for his saber. With the combined velocity of the charging forces, the goblins’ mounts were not just shouldered aside, they were knocked flying. Ulvgaeds were quick and agile, with surprising stamina, but they were perhaps half the weight of the armored ponies. Passing through the ranks of goblins and drawing their sabers, the dwarves wheeled about with their blades raised high and closed on the shocked and disorganized baasgarta.

      They slammed into the goblins again, hacking them from their saddles or cutting them down as they tried to rise from the ground. Wounded ulvgaeds thrashed wildly, snapping indiscriminately at the combatants. In seconds it was over, with the few baasgarta still mounted breaking off to flee.

      “Carbines in pursuit!” Engvyr bellowed, and suited action to words as he launched his pony after the retreating goblins. Casting aside his saber, he drew the short rifle scabbarded on his saddle. The weapon’s stock was cut off a few inches behind the handgrip as there was no good way to shoulder the weapon while wearing full armor.

      Firing a carbine from the back of a charging horse is no mean feat, and Engvyr waited until he was a mere ten paces behind a fleeing ulvgaed before he angled to the side to put a ball through its guts. He’d been aiming for the chest but considered himself lucky to have hit it at all. The beast stumbled and went down, spilling its rider. Engvyr pulled up, dropped the butt of the carbine to his hip, and grunted as he pulled the long cocking lever to recharge the weapon. The baasgarta had landed well when his mount went down and was rising to his feet when Engvyr shot him through the chest. The round holed the goblin’s breastplate but most of the soft lead ball splashed away rather than penetrating. The rider staggered back, coughing blood, and Engvyr charged his weapon again as the baasgarta raised his sword and charged forward. With a final shot, Engvyr put the ball through the goblin’s skull, dropping him in his tracks.

      Looking around, he realized he was effectively out of the chase; having stopped, he would not get within range of the enemy again. He scabbarded the carbine and trotted his horse back to where the rangers were finishing off their downed enemies. He had to dismount to recover his saber, and after a quick inspection wiped it dry with an oily rag from his saddle-pouch before sheathing it. He led his pony over to the rangers on foot, not sure he could remount at the moment. Amazing how much even a short fight takes out of you. Engvyr took the water bottle offered by one of the rangers with gratitude and drank deeply. He noted that, with exception of a bandaged arm, they seemed to have weathered the fight well.

      The other cavalrymen returned over the course of the next half-hour, and Engvyr’s armor bound up as he tried to wave to them with his left arm. Looking down in surprise, he saw his paldron had been deeply creased by a blow from a baasgarta falchion. I didn’t even feel it, he thought with surprise. Only then did he realize that his shoulder ached. Well, if that’s the worst we’ve gotten from a three-on-one engagement, I’m pleased enough.
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        * * *

      

      It was in fact the worst they’d gotten, as it turned out, which he reported to Gedric that evening. They were sitting by the fire in the great hall sipping mugs of unfiltered beer as Engvyr briefed the afmaeltinn on the day’s events.

      “In the end four of them got away clean,” Engvyr said, “and I expect we’ll not see them again.”

      Gedric tipped his mug to him. “What you’d best expect is that it’ll not be so easy next time. These baasgarta boys learn pretty quickly from all I’ve heard of your little spat up north.”

      Engvyr sighed. “That’s true enough. But we learn too; witness our brand-new cavalry, and its first victory!”

      They toasted, and after taking a swig Gedric said, “It sounds to me like we’re ready for the first lot of recruits. The men have blood on their spurs now, and teaching what they know to others will put the gloss on their training.”

      Engvyr nodded. “I’ll check on the barracks tomorrow. If it will be finished this month, I’ll send word that we’re ready for the trainees. The sooner we can build some proper units the better.”

      Gedric took a sip of his drink. “How did the carbines work out?”

      “Well, shortening the stocks worked just fine; at a gallop it’s actually easier to fire them, but the accuracy is about what we expected,” Engvyr said, then made a face. “Unfortunately, you were right. They’re just not powerful enough for the ball to reliably pierce the baasgarta’s breastplates, and with the problem of shooting accurately from one mount to another your best chance of a hit is to aim at the middle of the body...”

      “Which is why the breastplate is there,” Gedric said, nodding. “Well, we’ll just have to make do as best we can for the nonce. At least they aren’t armoring their mounts, and a ball from a carbine will do for one a’them just fine.”

      The dwarf nodded agreement, but he was already wondering what the next unanticipated problem would be.
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        * * *

      

      Engvyr sat back from his desk and rubbed his eyes, fighting against the growing headache. His body ached from the cavalry engagement the day before, and his left shoulder was stiff and sore. The days were growing longer as winter turned to spring and reports from the North arrived almost daily. As it turned out, he was supposed to have been receiving copies of these reports all winter, and when the oversight was realized he was deluged with the work of months in one fell swoop. He’d spent nigh every moment of the past week at this desk—every moment not devoted to practicing cavalry skills, anyway. Thank the Lord and Lady for that. Without that daily activity I’d have turned into a potato by now.

      He stretched to ease the kinks in his shoulders and frowned. The news from the north was about what you’d expect and far from good. Call it what you will, we’re still at war, he reminded himself. But as true as that was, it was also a war unlike any the dwarves had fought before. Normally, when the leaders of one of the nearby nations had decided to have a go with them it was a simple enough matter. The dwarves dealt with the military forces as needed while doing their best to minimize damage to the largely innocent population. They did not loot or plunder as they had in ancient times; they’d found that inspired resentment on the part of their enemy’s general populace and personalized the conflict, which was a bad thing in the long-term. Sooner or later their enemies would realize that they couldn’t defeat the dwarves or that doing so would be ruinously expensive and would negotiate a cease-fire or surrender.

      But in this conflict the people were every bit as much their enemies as their leaders were; they were adherents to a fanatical religion that told them keeping the braell as slaves was their god’s will. Negotiation or surrender were not things they were likely to offer. This was further complicated by the fact that the baasgarta had tens of thousands of potential hostages in the braell, their dwarven slaves. Curiously, this possibility did not seem to have occurred to them. Thank the Lord and Lady for small favors, he thought. If they ever did think of it things could get very messy indeed, given that the entire war had been launched to free the braell from captivity.

      Word of the fall of the baasgarta Capitol had spread among them across the winter. Scouts had found that most of the goblins had fled with their slaves. Others had simply killed their slaves and made suicidal attacks on the dwarven forces. Almost none surrendered quietly. Engvyr was horrified by the growing tallies of the dead, both braell and baasgarta, in the goblin’s former country. He had seen for himself the lengths that their fanaticism drove them to before being sent back to his estate at Eastgrove, so with regard to the baasgarta, his sympathy was tempered by a sense of justice.

      Then there were the reports of braell that had already been freed by the army. There was no universal method for dealing with them and the issues were complicated. The braell as a whole were several inches shorter than their cousins in the south, likely due to the poor quality and meager quantities of food. At roughly thirteen years of age, though sometimes as late as fifteen, the braell “coming of age” was marked by tattoos of ownership on the left cheek and the back of the right shoulder. Worse yet, every adult braell was crippled by a deliberate ritual injury to the great tendon of the right leg to hinder escape. All of these elements distinguished them from the southern dwarves, and this made it difficult for some to treat them as equals.

      Which is a whole other crock of worms, he thought. The braell did not even possess the concept of equality, let alone freedom. All of their lives they had been told that the world was limited to their various workplaces and that they deserved their lot because they were doing penance for sins against God in their past lives. The idea that there was a whole broad world beyond those constraints, that the religion that they were raised with from birth was false, and that they could be masters of their own destiny, was problematic. According to the reports that Engvyr was reading, a small percentage of them simply couldn’t handle it and were insisting on remaining in their condition of slavery, which meant the army had to devote logistics to taking care of them.

      Engvyr’s headache was winning, and he pushed back from his desk and went to see about a little willow-bark tea.
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        “With the onset of war against the baasgarta and the North, the patterns of trade shifted, and a canny dwarf that saw the way of things stood to make a good bit of coin. That’s not to say that there weren’t risks involved…”

        From the Diaries of Engvyr Gunnarson

      

      

      

      Hannes Guttmann blinked blearily as he woke to the sound of someone knocking at his door. Glancing at the small clock built into the shelf above his bed, barely readable in the pre-dawn light, he could see that it was well before time for him to rise and start his day.

      “I hear you!” he bellowed in response to the insistent knocking. Rolling from the narrow bunk he padded across the carpeted floor on bare feet, opened the small trap in the door and peered out into the dimness. Korrel, one of the guards, was standing at the foot of the steps looking a bit nervous.

      “Well, what is it?” Hannes demanded.

      “Sorry to bother you, sir, but two Rangers have just come into camp.”

      Hannes snorted impatiently. “So? Give ’em some coffee and a place by the fire and put some food on for ’em.”

      Korrel looked unhappy. “Of course, sir, done and done. But I really think that you need to talk to these boys; they come in on foot and seem a bit worse for wear.”

      Hannes swore quietly to himself. He’d once seen a ranger mount his pony to cross a street; if they were dismounted this far along the road from civilization.... It surely doesn’t mean something good, he thought.

      “Right enough,” he said, “I’ll be along promptly”

      The guard nodded and turned to go as Hannes slammed the trap. He crossed the wagon’s interior to the tiny wardrobe and began to dress. Having his own wagon in the caravan was a luxury and cut into profits a bit, but they were his profits after all. Besides, Hannes had been plying the roads in and around Dvargatil Baeg for a century and a half and reckoned he was entitled to a bit of luxury at this point.

      Donning a long woolen great-cote against the early-morning chill he belted on his seax-knife and ammunition pouch, then took down his rifle from its hooks above the door. The weapon was his pride and joy, a 16-Bore/300 made by Ulfbehrt & Bueller in Ironhame. The beautifully crafted rifle was a symbol, a message to one and all that s bearer had “made it” in the world. It was a testament to his taste and wealth, but Hannes cared little for that. In reality, he had bought the rifle decades before because it was the absolute best that he could afford. If it also impressed folks and caused the rich and powerful to take him more seriously, well, that was merely a fringe benefit.

      Hannes was no stranger to weapons of all kinds. A man that made his living on the road had best be prepared to see to his own defense. More than that, however, for Hannes, weapons had marked the beginning of adult life. Eager to escape his childhood home among the crowded streets, poverty, and crime of Ironhame’s Upper Ward, he’d enlisted as soon as the army would have him. He spent five decades in the mounted infantry before transferring to the 1st Rifles for another decade-long hitch. His military experience was evident in both the cleanliness and order of the camp—encircled neatly by laagered wagons—and in the discipline of his guards and drovers.

      The two Rangers were huddled near the fire where the cook was already laying out breakfast for the caravan. They were wolfing down reheated stew from the previous night, and they did indeed look like they had been through the wringer. One was sporting a black eye that was nearly swollen shut. Blood speckled their torn clothes and their boots were scuffed by hard travel. The older of the two had a hasty bandage wrapped around his thigh.

      Hannes gestured to the guard accompanying him and said, “Get Gert over here to see to this man’s leg.”

      “One step ahead of ya, chief,” Korrel reported. “I woke her before you and she’s on her way.”

      Even as Hannes settled himself by the fire, the woman bustled up, her simples-bag in one hand and crossbow in the other. Gertrune was one of the caravan guards, and also doubled as their medic. The Ranger lifted his bowl and continued eating as she unwrapped the bandage and clucked over the wound, then dug into her bag.

      “Hannes Guttmann, master of this caravan,” he said, “You boys look to have trouble on your back-trail. Any chance that trouble is headed our way?”

      “Rangers Horrek and Garrel,” the injured one said as Gert began to cut away his pants to expose the injury. “I believe we’re clear of it, but it might pay to keep your eyes open.”

      Hannes gave Korrel a look and the younger dwarf nodded and went to alert the other guards.

      Turning back to the ranger the caravan-master said, “Best you tell me about it, then.”

      The ranger nodded and explained. “Were up in the north-country and cut across the trail of some baasgarta herding a group of braell into the hills. We took out after them, but before too long we found the baasgarta dead and the braell gone, taken away south-west. By the tracks it looked to be afmaeltinn, and then headed for the coast with the braell.”

      Hannes frowned. The Tall Folk had stayed out of the recent war and as a rule left the dwarves to themselves. What a group of them was doing this far inland was a question, and what they intended to do with the braell slaves was another. Though only recently found, the braell were dwarves, and their people took a dim view of them being enslaved. The war with the baasgarta had in fact kicked off full force when it was discovered that the goblin tribe had been keeping dwarven slaves for centuries.

      He almost asked what the afmaeltinn would possibly do with the braell, but the answer was obvious, and wars had been fought over it. Every now and again down the years one group or another of the Tall Folk took it into their heads to enslave dwarves to work their mines or foundries. The fact that that particular decision always proved to be a lethal mistake didn’t seem to prevent them from trying it again.

      “Naturally we followed them,” the ranger continued, wincing as the woman cleaned out the nasty slash on his leg, “and about a day south of here they jumped us. We’d be lying cold on the ground if’n they hadn’t tried to take us alive. As it was, we managed to fight clear, but lost our ponies and gear in the process. They chased us for a while but come full dark they gave it up and we lit out for the Taerneal Road hoping to run into the Mountain Guard or some folks like you.”

      “Beg yer pardon, sir,” Gert interjected, “But best your friend do the talking now. The numbweed’ll take a bit a’the sting out, but I doubt you’ll feel real chatty.” She held up a needle strung with gut meaningfully.

      The ranger nodded and gestured to Garrel to continue as he took the leather strap offered by the medic and bit into it. Gert began to stitch up the gash and the other ranger took up the tale.

      “Not much more to tell, really. We made it to the road and came east, keeping quiet and under cover until we came across your camp. If’n you don’t mind my asking, sir, are you comin’ or going?”

      “We’re out of Taerneal with a load of coffee, salt and textiles,” Hannes told him. “We’re expecting to overnight at Eastgrove before heading for the Makepeace stead.”

      The Taerneal Road connected the Makepeace Valley with the afmaeltinn city-state on the coast. Until the war it was little travelled, as the north was sparsely populated. Hannes had built his business trading south through the mountains to mining camps and Ironhame, but now the north was growing up and Hannes had seized the opportunity to get in on the trade early. In fact, he planned to look into having a warehouse built at the growing stead.

      “We need to report to Makepeace Station as soon as may be,” Garrel said. “I don’t suppose you’ve ponies you can lend us? We’d hold them for you at the station of course.”

      Hannes shook his head. “If we had any you’d be welcome to ’em, but we’ve just the oxen. You’re more than welcome to a ride though; give you boys a chance to rest up. You surely seem to need it. Likely you can get ponies or send a runner to the station from Eastgrove.”

      Garrel nodded. “Much obliged sir. We’re pretty near the end of our rope as it is.”

      Horrek spit out the well-bitten scrap of leather as Gert finished her stitching and began to bandage the wound. He was pale and sweating.

      Hannes tapped the woman to get her attention. “Gert, you put this man up in my wagon, and if’n you got something for his pain give it to him. He’s not likely to enjoy the journey and might just as well sleep through it.”

      She nodded and helped the ranger away as the camp roused and began preparing for the day’s travel. Garrel looked after his partner while Hannes thought about the rangers’ story. If the Tall Folk were venturing into slavery again, then the braell represented a golden opportunity for them. The military might of the baasgarta was broken, but vast areas of their territory were not yet under dwarven control. There would be tens of thousands of braell in those areas, and being slaves already they would be easy to manage, once their baasgarta masters were out of the way. He had to wonder if it had occurred to anyone else what a bonanza these people would represent to the afmaeltinn slavers from the far south.

      He frowned again as another disturbing thought occurred to him. A close ambush of a pair of rangers was not an easy thing; they were notoriously woods-wise and careful. Certainly, he did not know of any group in the Taerneal area competent enough to surprise rangers in the forest.

      Garrel wound up dozing by the fire as the caravan’s drovers and guards filed through to get their breakfasts. Hannes busied himself with preparations for the day’s travel and they were on the road within an hour of sunrise, Garrel comfortably ensconced on a tarp over the bags of coffee, and Horrek peacefully asleep in Hannes’s own bunk.

      Much as they need the rest it’s a shame we didn’t have ponies for them, Hannes reflected as the oxen plodded through the morning. They were only two to three leagues from Eastgrove by his estimate, but it would be near sunset by the time they pulled in for the night. The virtue of oxen lay in their strength and stamina, not their speed. On ponies the two rangers would have been to the estate well before noon and probably made the Makepeace Stead by nightfall if they didn’t simply drop from exhaustion.

      The overcast day was a comfortable temperature, perfect traveling weather really, but Hannes was concerned. The guards were paying extra attention to the road behind, not the least because they were in unfamiliar territory. Hannes had been trading out of Taerneal for decades, but he had always approached from the south and returned the same way. This was only their second trip overland to Makepeace Valley; on the first trip they’d spent a fair bit of time and effort improving the road.

      He was already well established in the human city, with a modest warehouse and his youngest son, Aegir, with wife Kolgríma, acting as his factors there. Hannes’s own wife, Bergette, had passed twenty years before of pneumonia and his oldest son, Hnaki, had been living in Ironhame, breeding and training oxen in addition to maintaining the family’s warehouse and trade in the city. Hnaki had not yet married and Hannes had his suspicions as to why, but the boy would tell him or not in his own good time. With a rueful internal grin, he thought, Still, I’ll not hold my breath waiting on grandchildren from that corner.





