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Warning! Spoilers!



Recap of book two

You know the drill by now. This novel follows directly after book two, A Butt of Heads, and I like to include a very brief recap of where the various characters ended up at the end of that novel. If you've only just finished reading the previous novel, or have an excellent memory, feel free to skip this section.

If you haven't read the first two novels yet, stop now because A Pair of Nuts on the Throne is book three in the trilogy.


At the end of the previous novel...


Pentonville, Islington and the supremely annoying Sur Rhyff have just ridden past the line of watchtowers, and onward into the rocky wastes of the west.

Queen Therstie Mollister and Lord Varnish just finished reviewing their 'mighty army' of roughly twelve people - not one of them armed, armoured, or trained in any way. Lord Varnish was instructed to raise Army 2.0 or else.

Sur Loyne, Sur Pryze, Thonn and the assassin Tiera have just gone to sleep in her modest house. In the morning, they're going to hunt for Tyniwon and Wiltred, who they believe assassinated the King of the Barks.

Wiltred, Tyniwon Mollister and the elf maiden Allyance just set off to the east with a pot of stew, a vial of fyrehose and a completely pointless willow twig.


Hold on, I'm not done yet...


Father M, Hurm, Stonesmasher, Slim, Splodge, Clunk and Millie just agreed on their 'elaborate' plan to capture a baby dragon. (Grab it then run!)

Spadell just agreed to take a month off. He realised he likes and respects Tiera, and he wants to see more of her. But first, he must find her.

Runt and Berry and midshipman Dallow were captured by Sur Cumfrence, and have just been locked up in the deepest, dankest jail cell in Chatter's Reach.

Gratuitous Plot Twist! Hal Spacejock, a spaceship freighter pilot, was written into the series in the very last sentence of book two, and is currently paddling towards the distant shoreline of the Old Kingdom. If he knew of the dangers awaiting him there, he'd be paddling the other way, back out to sea.


  
    Chapter 1


"Dragon!" hissed Islington.

Pentonville scowled at him. "It wasn't funny the first three times. Now it's just annoying."

"Dragon!" hissed Islington again, jabbing his finger at the sky behind them.

Sur Rhyff, the melodic knight who was providing light entertainment during their trek, turned to look. What he saw must have chilled him to the bone, for he dived under a nearby bush and put his hands over his head. Meanwhile, Islington had also taken refuge, leaving Pentonville standing in the open, totally and completely alone.

"There really is a dragon behind me, isn't there?" he said, his voice heavy and resigned.

Only minutes earlier they'd been traipsing through the harsh, rocky countryside, deep in conversation.

"Have you thought about this mission of ours?" Pentonville had asked Islington. "Really thought about it, I mean?"

"I have thought of little else," replied Islington.

"It's insane! Ridiculous! Impossible! We're to travel deep into dragon-infested country, seeking a man of metal so that we might capture him and bring him to Lord Chylde. A man of metal, I might add, who had no trouble snapping the finest manacles in the city dungeon as though they were made of straw."

"It is going to be a bit of a challenge," admitted Islington.

"A bit of a challenge! This quest will be the death of us, and you know it!"

That conversation had taken place only moments earlier, and now it seemed death was even closer than they thought especially for Pentonville.

Fortunately, the dragon was flying high, and at that altitude it looked more like a large bat than a fearsome killing machine. Unfortunately, aside from their legendary bad temper, legendary cruelty and legendary sense of hearing, dragons also had pretty good eyesight.

So, Pentonville stood rooted to the spot and tried not to look like a ready-to-eat meal.

"It's all right, I think it's gone," whispered Islington, at least twenty or thirty minutes later. Actually, he suspected the dragon had flown off pretty much straight away, but where instant death was concerned he preferred to err on the side of caution. Plus he wasn't absolutely certain it had gone, because the sunlight left dancing spots in his eyes, although none of those spots appeared to have leathery wings and a long bony tail.

Meanwhile, Sur Rhyff emerged from the bushes, dusting himself down. Then, without warning, he burst into song.




There once was a soldier, all devious and cunning,

 whose primary defence was ducking and running.

 'Til one day a dragon flew over at night,

 and our bold friend the hero didst near die of fright.

 


"It isn't night, it's mid-afternoon," protested Islington.

"Four lines of insulting lyrics, and that's the part you don't like?" said Pentonville sourly.

"I'm so sorry for my mistake," said Sur Rhyff huffily. "Perhaps this version is more to your liking?"




'Til one day a dragon flew over at noon,

 and our cowardly hero didst stammer and swoon.

 


Pentonville said nothing, but his hand tightened on the hilt of his sword. Then he remembered the weapon's stunted six-inch blade, and the sergeant's laughter as he'd handed it over just before they'd left the barracks. Sur Rhyff, on the other hand, carried a long, sharp sword made out of shiny new steel, and so Pentonville released the hilt and pretended he'd been going for the water bottle all along. "How far have we travelled, do you think?" he asked the others, once he'd slaked his thirst.

"There are yet three hours until sundown. Maybe fifteen leagues?"

"We should have brought the horses."

Islington shook his head. "You know what that archer said at the watchtower. Dragons love the taste of their flesh." He gestured. "That, and the bushes aren't very big. There's barely enough cover for us, let alone a horse's arse."

"They covered him well enough," said Pentonville, with a nod at Sur Rhyff.

The knight was busy composing his next effort, and chose to ignore the slight.

"So, about our quest," continued Pentonville. "It's incredibly dangerous, our chance of success is nil, and we're obviously going to die."

Islington lowered his voice. "Then we'll deal with this quest the same way we dealt with the last one."

Pentonville frowned. "Last time, we were supposed to kill an assassin."

"Yes, and we went back and told the captain we'd completed the task. Even though we hadn't."

"But we can't go back empty-handed this time! How can we tell the captain we found the metal man, unless we show him the metal man we found?"

"Easy. What if the thing was picked up by a dragon and dropped into the ocean depths? What if two dragons fought over it, and tore the thing apart before our very eyes? Who's to say otherwise?"

"Oh, I don't know. Maybe some poetry-spewing knight?"

They both turned to look at Sur Rhyff, who was standing some distance away writing on a scrap of parchment. "How about we report two fatal accidents?" suggested Pentonville. "The robot, and" his voice tailed off, and he nodded meaningfully in Sur Rhyff's direction.

"Sounds like a plan to me."

They shook on it. One more day of fruitless searching, then they'd dispose of Sur Rhyff in the dead of night before heading home to Chatter's Reach, where they'd lie through their teeth about finding  and then losing  the robot.

"Captain Spadell's not going to trust us with any more quests," warned Pentonville.

"Good," said Islington, with feeling. "If he loves quests so much, he can take the next one himself."

  

The wind-swept hillside was a grim, barren place, with spindly, twiggy bushes struggling to survive in the rocky soil. A dozen goats grazed on the sparse bushes, every one of them listless and near-death.

The goats weren't exactly bursting with good health, either.

An elderly shepherd stood nearby, leaning on a wooden staff as he watched over his flock. He was a man of few words and even fewer baths, which meant he didn't actually need any words at all, for most of the local villagers gave him a very wide berth.

Behind him, an unbroken expanse of ocean stretched all the way to the horizon.

The shepherd never paid much attention to the ocean. His goats couldn't swim, and the giant sea serpents infesting the deep waters couldn't walk on land. Therefore, the sea was not something he troubled himself with. No, he focussed on the sky, in case of dragons, and the land, in case of wolves, hungry bandits, and annoying little brats from the village, who liked to hide in the rocks and call him Stinky.

"Hey up! Chack chack!" The shepherd knocked the end of his staff on a rock, but the goats recognised his call and moved as one, trotting along the hillside towards the next feeding spot. The shepherd followed more slowly, stooping to collect a stone in case any of the goats decided to tarry. He didn't need to hit them with it, but his aim was good after a lifetime of practice, and the sudden clatter of stone on stone was enough to convince the stragglers it was time to move on.

The goats settled at the next patch of bushes, and soon they were busy tearing off branches and chewing the skinny green leaves. The shepherd leaned on his crook and happened to glance out to sea, which led to a massive double-take. His elbow slipped off the crook, and he was so startled he almost fell over.

Sailing towards him was a fleet of three enormous ships, with towering masts and billowing white sails. Sixty years the shepherd had been eking a meagre living out of the hillside, and never had he seen such a thing.

"Fudd me," he murmured. "What devilry is this?"

The goats hadn't noticed anything amiss, and kept chewing on sticks and branches.

Ten minutes later, the ships stowed their sails and came to a graceful halt, and the rattle of their anchor chains echoed around the cove. Then a small boat set off from one of the huge vessels, with several uniformed men pulling on the oars.

The shepherd eyed his goats, wavering between flight and a warm greeting. The flock was all he had in the world, but if the ships were looking for provisions he might make a pretty penny from their sale. On the other hand, the newcomers might take the goats for nothing and kill him into the bargain.

The boat grounded on the shore, and half a dozen men leapt into the shallow waters and made their way to the beach, where they adjusted their swords and gleaming helms. Then one of them took out a metal tube and peered through it, slowly taking in the surrounding hills.

As the tube came to bear on him, the shepherd slowly raised a hand in greeting. The officer lowered the tube and frowned, then put it to his eye and looked again. He said something to the others, and everyone drew their swords.

"Oh spit," muttered the shepherd, and his blood ran cold. There was nowhere to run to, and if he fled they'd take his goats anyway.

Then the officer raised his hand and waved back, and the party put away their weapons and started the long climb up the hillside.

Relieved, the shepherd watched and waited.

They arrived moments later, out of breath and sweating. Their leader was a portly man in a red uniform, and after he recovered his breath he spoke in an impatient bark with a decidedly foreign accent. "You there. What land is this?"

The shepherd touched a finger to his forehead. "These be Mollister lands, my good Sur."

"Stalyan territory, then?"

Several men reached for their swords.

"Never heard of no Stalya," said the shepherd. "Mollister, that's what it be."

"There is no such place," snapped the officer. "The truth now, or you will suffer for it."

The shepherd turned to look around, but these were definitely the hills of his birth. "Like I be sayin', these are Queen Therstie Mollister's lands."

The officer turned to the rest of the party. "The old fool his brain is addled. Karl, return to the ship and set up watch parties on the shore. Find fresh water for the casks."

"Aye aye, sir," said the youngest of the sailors, and he turned and jogged down the hill.

"Osvald, fetch a boat pole and a flag."

"What sort of flag, sir?"

"A Methusian standard, of course. Go now, hurry!" The officer glanced at the old shepherd. "These goats. Do you have more?"

"No sir."

"How much for the flock?"

The shepherd thought for a moment. Normally he'd get three shillings each, but the ships were large and the uniforms looked expensive. "They're good animals, none finer," he said, as an opening gambit.

"They are scrawny, ill-fed and covered in fleas."

"I'll take five guineas the lot," said the shepherd.

"What is a guinea?"

The shepherd had never seen one either, but he'd heard tales. "It be a gold coin, Sur."

"Fine. Two gold florins."

"Three."

"This is acceptable."

The officer reached into his coin purse and passed over three large coins, which clinked in the shepherd's outstretched hand. As he felt the weight of the gold, he knew he'd never have to tend goats or walk the windswept hills again. He also knew he ought to walk away while the going was good, but curiosity got the better of him. "Sur, from which kingdom do you hail?"

"I bow to no king," said the officer sharply. Then he relented. "I hail from the all-powerful nation of Methusia, let there be no better."

"Let there be no better," murmured the rest of the party.

At that moment Osvald came running up with a long wooden pole and a folded flag. He handed the flag to the officer, who then indicated a spot with the toe of his shiny leather boot. The sailor rammed the pole into the earth or at least, he tried to. It struck the flinty soil and bounced, jarring his wrists.

"Poor soil in these parts," remarked the shepherd. "I could sell you a pick," he added hopefully.

"Use your cutlass," said the officer, and the sailor obeyed. After ten minutes he'd made a shallow hole, into which he rested the end of the pole. Then he scraped the loose dirt in and tamped it down.

Meanwhile, the officer had unfolded an elaborate gilt-edged flag adorned with a mighty eagle. He fastened the flag to the pole, and then he and the rest of the party saluted. "I claim this land for Methusia," said the officer.

"Let there be no better," murmured the others.

The shepherd said nothing. He'd never met Queen Therstie, or any other Mollister for that matter, but he was pretty sure she'd not take kindly to strangers showing up to claim her lands. There was going to be trouble, that much was clear, and he decided to take his three gold coins and emigrate as soon as possible.

"Tell me, old man, what strength is the local garrison?"

"Chatter's Reach is two days walk from here. They have dozens and dozens of soldiers."

The officer smiled. "A mere handful, eh? And their cannon?"

"Their what?"

"Guns, sir. Heavy guns. How many?"

"What's a gun?"

The officer stared at him. "Either you're truly soft in the head, or this land is ripe for plucking."

"Queen Therstie ain't going to sit still for none of that nonsense," declared the old man. Then he remembered all the whispers about the queen plucking just about anything on two legs, and he amended his statement. "She might lie down for it, mind."

"Your Queen will beg on her knees when she witnesses our overwhelming force," declared the Methusian. He turned to the bay and signalled to the fleet. Instantly, there was a puff of white smoke from the bows of a ship, followed by a loud boom. A split second later the hillside further round the cove erupted in a violent explosion of shattered rocks and dust.

Seeing the shepherd's expression, the officer smiled and spread his arms wide to encompass the bay. "You'll note my supremely powerful fleet, consisting of three"

At that moment the calm waters around the nearest vessel erupted, and a big angry sea serpent, disturbed by the cannon fire, wrapped itself around the nearest vessel. There was an ear-splitting crunch as the hull gave way, and seconds later the two halves had vanished under the waves.

"My two heavily armed warships," finished the captain, without missing a beat.

Before the shepherd could respond, a massive shadow flitted across the hillside, and the goats scattered, bleating wildly. The shepherd looked up to see an enormous grey shape rising into the sky, flapping its huge leathery wings until it was a speck against the overwhelming brightness of the afternoon sun. Then it dived on the bay, and there was a terrible roar as a fifty foot jet of dragonfire torched one of the two remaining ships.

Satisfied, the dragon soared high into the sky and vanished to the west.

The captain's face was expressionless as the vessel burned from stem to stern, while the last intact ship hauled up its anchor and threw on just enough sail to get clear of its burning twin. Then, with a boom that knocked the newly-planted flagpole over, the burning ship exploded. Flaming timbers rained down across the still waters of the bay, fortunately missing the third and final ship.

Unfortunately, it was now travelling quite fast, and the wind blew it directly onto the sharp rocks at the far side of the cove.

"This Queen Therstie of yours," said the Methusian officer, as his last remaining ship rolled over and sank. "Would she be amenable to a peace treaty?"


  
    Chapter 2


Hal Spacejock rose and fell with the ocean waves, one arm around a small wooden barrel which was keeping him afloat. He was exhausted after paddling for several hours straight, and just when he thought he'd found a nice, safe cove to take refuge in, he'd seen three large ships destroyed before his very eyes. Burning timbers had splashed down all around him, for the second time in two days, and he was still coming to terms with the sight of the huge grey dragon that had dive-bombed the ship.

He couldn't remember any part of his life before the past couple of days, his mind being a total blank, but he was pretty sure he'd never seen anything as large or as terrifying before.

The dragon wasn't the only danger, because he'd just felt a surge as the giant sea serpent swam beneath him on its way to the open seas. He drew his legs in and prepared himself for being swallowed whole, but fortunately the serpent didn't stick around. It had gobbled down any number of hapless sailors from the waters of the bay, and Hal realised it hadn't attacked him because it already had a mouthful of seamen.

What with the sinking, burning and wrecked ships littering the bay, and the angry, armed men on the beach, and the scared goats running around butting everything in sight, Hal decided the cove wasn't exactly the peaceful haven he'd been looking for.

So, with a sigh of resignation, he started paddling back out to sea, hoping to round the rocky headland and make it to the next bay up the coast.

  

Wiltred, Tyniwon and Allyance were finding the marshes tough going. They'd left the woods behind many hours earlier, and already they were missing the cool, leafy glades and the ready supply of firewood. Out here, the only thing they could set fire to was marsh gas, and the subsequent explosion wouldn't just cook their food, it would cook the three of them as well.

It wasn't just the soggy ground and the hot sun, there was also a terrible stench in the air.

"The elves don't need defences," muttered Wiltred, as he stepped into yet another puddle disguised as a firm piece of land. "This smell is a most effective barrier."

Allyance nodded. She was holding the sleeve of her blouse to her nose, and wasn't about to remove it.

Tyniwon's nose was further from the ground, he being a foot taller than the others, and so he wasn't quite as troubled by the stench. He could see over the haze, too, and was therefore the first to spot the white-capped mountains. Leading up to the snowline were verdant forests, no doubt teeming with game, bubbling brooks and wonderful camping spots.

Unfortunately, this paradise lay to the north, and the party was heading east.

"This smell is going to kill me," muttered Wiltred.

"Oh, it's not that bad," said Tyniwon, and he looked hurt as the others shot him angry looks.

Still, all bad things come to an end, and a few hours later they made it to the far side of the marsh, where the ground rose steadily. Wiltred called a halt, and after lighting a fire and heating the pot of stew Allyance had brought along for the trip, the three of them sat around eating and recovering their strength.

Once they were done, Allyance took her mother's cooking pot to the stream, to rinse it out for its next use, while Wiltred turned his attention to Tyniwon. "You've not said much about your heritage. You being the true Mollister king and all."

The big man shrugged. "Don't care. I don't want to rule anyone, I just want to enjoy life."

"Why not enjoy life as king? There are plenty to handle day-to-day matters, leaving you to"

"I'm not into all that regal stuff," said Tyniwon firmly.

"The man who wouldn't be king, eh? There's a pretty penny in that story." Wiltred lay back and gazed at the bright blue sky. "But think, Tyniwon. As king you could have any woman you wanted."

"I enjoy the company of ordinary working women, not powdered court girls in fancy dresses." Tyniwon hesitated. "In any case, there is only one woman for me now."

Wiltred glanced at Allyance, who was pretending not to listen despite her superior elf hearing. She turned away at Tyniwon's words, scrubbing the pot twice as hard, and Wiltred rolled his eyes as he saw her shoulders slump. "Give me strength," he muttered, for the two young fools were clearly at cross purposes. "This woman you like," he said to Tyniwon. "You should tell her as soon as possible."

"I cannot," said Tyniwon. "It may happen that she finds me unattractive, and unworthy, and then I would be all the worse for revealing my true feelings."

"Tyniwon, trust me on this. Tell her, and tell her soon." Wiltred got up. "I'm going for a short walk in the trees. Take your chance, my young friend, for I would in your place."

Five minutes later he'd gone about fifty yards into the forest, where he relieved himself against a tree. Then, with time to spare, he continued into the woods, pausing only to pluck a handful of berries to share with the others. He found an honest-to-goodness bubbling brook, and after drinking his fill he rinsed the berries, removing all the crawly little bugs and splashes of bird spit.

Eventually he sat down, for his legs still ached from the difficult marsh crossing. He wondered whether Tyniwon had managed to summon up his courage yet, for it was clear the young man was smitten with Allyance. Fortunately, the reverse also seemed to be the case.

Wiltred sighed. As a younger man he'd been notoriously shy, and there were half a dozen young women he'd fancied at one time or another. He'd kept his mouth shut and feigned indifference, and of course they'd never approached him. Never noticed him, most like.

All that changed when he was living out of his workshop in the wilds of the Bark kingdom. He'd been hiding from the king's men, learning the secrets of metalworking deep in the woods, and the girl from the local farm had been his only contact with civilisation. Tallie, for that was her name, came to trade food from her parents' farm for objects of the purest metal, which she then sold at eye-watering profit to others in the village. Over the long months they formed a strong friendship, which had blossomed into love with the coming of spring.

Unfortunately, a patrol spotted a farmer using one of Wiltred's metal ploughs in the fields, and when Tallie came to his workshop to warn him, breathless from running, he'd barely had time to gather few treasured tools and sketches before fleeing for his life.

There hadn't even been time for goodbyes.

A few years later, when things had calmed down, Wiltred returned to the village and enquired after his long-lost love. To his dismay, but no great surprise, he discovered she was now married with a daughter of her own. He left the village without a backward glance, and never returned.

Wiltred gazed upon the tranquil woodland scene, wondering what might have been. Then he sighed, and got up to return to the others.

He found them sitting on either side of the fire, a stony silence dividing them like the walls of a forbidding fortress. Clearly, Tyniwon had said nothing of his feelings, and Allyance, having overheard his earlier declaration of love for a special woman, was now under the impression that he cared for another.

A word from Wiltred would have cleared the air, but it wasn't his business to intrude. He'd already given Tyniwon his advice, and if the young man chose to ignore it, that was his fault. So, Wiltred distributed the berries he'd picked, and while they ate them he kicked dirt on the campfire to smother it. Then the trio set off once more.

"I expect I'll meet a great many eligible bachelors once we cross into elven lands," said Allyance pointedly, after half an hour of excruciating silence. "My parents would be so pleased if I were to return with a suitor."

If she was trying to goad Tyniwon, she failed, for he looked miserable and said nothing. There was hurt in his eyes, because he didn't understand why the friendly, charming elf maiden had suddenly frosted over.

That was the last thing anyone said all afternoon, and the sun was setting when they came to a wooden signpost. There was no writing they could see, but Allyance studied the sign as though she were reading it. Then she turned to Wiltred. "This marks the beginning of elven lands. From this point on, we are guests and must behave with good manners and grace." Allyance lowered her hood and shook her hair free, before tucking the loose strands behind her pointed ears. "I will take the lead, for they will not shoot one of their own."

"What about us?" asked Tyniwon.

"You should walk with your head bowed, like a worthless slave," said Allyance coldly. She turned away from them and raised her voice, speaking to the shadows under the trees in a curious flowing language.

There was an answering call, and moments later the party was surrounded by half a dozen elves in woodland green, with bows at the ready and arrows nocked. The tallest was a dark-haired elf with a garland of spider silk holding the hair back from his eyes. He spared Tyniwon and Wiltred the briefest of glances before turning all his charm on Allyance. "Who is this heavenly creature that graces our woods with her beauty?"

"I am Allyance, of the river people."

He looked surprised. "You are the daughter of Willowmere and Treeborne, the Banished?"

"Indeed."

"Then you are brave returning to elf lands, for this crime is punishable by death."

"My parents were Banished, but I was not yet born."

"You make a fair point. I only hope the Queen shares your interpretation, for it will be a shame to execute one so fine." The elf bowed. "I am Longroot, of the earth people."

"Well met, Longroot."

The elf glanced at Tyniwon and Wiltred, then returned his attention to Allyance. "Tell me, why do you travel with these meatbags?"

"Tyniwon is half-brother to Queen Therstie Mollister, and Master Wiltred has the secret of metalworking."

"No ordinary meatbags, then." Longroot nodded to his archers. "Whitesap. Firbranch. Secure them."

Two women sprang forward, and both Tyniwon and Wiltred were tied at the wrists and then gagged. Wiltred was surprised they weren't blindfolded too, but he supposed one lot of trees looked much like another.

"Now let us proceed," said Longroot, "for the queen will have plenty to ask you."

  

Rugbeard the dwarf stared up at the sky, thoroughly confused. The last thing he remembered, he'd been toasting his son's coming-of-age with a jug of ale. Things got a bit hazy after that, and then he'd blacked out. To be fair, that was pretty much the result whenever dwarves gathered for a celebration, but there had been something different this time. He'd only downed eight jugs of ale, and the transition to unconsciousness had been too swift.

Rugbeard rubbed his eyes, scratched his bearded chin, then sat up. The first thing he saw was a jug of ale on its side nearby, and he stretched out his hand to grab it. There was still a bit left, but as he put the jug to his mouth he noticed an unusual smell.

"Who's been putting herbs in my beer?" he growled. Rugbeard looked around for the culprit, only to discover the hillside was strewn with unconscious dwarves. Again, this wasn't unusual after a big party, but there was usually one designated non-drinker for every gathering otherwise, who would cook breakfast?

"Up!" shouted Rugbeard. "Get up!"

Nobody obeyed, although he did hear a few groans.

"Your king commands you!" shouted Rugbeard.

One or two dwarves struggled to sit up, then fell over again.

"Stonesmasher," muttered Rugbeard, as everything came back with a rush. His son had refused the symbolic chopping down of a tree, and had instead left his own coming-of-age ceremony with an elf.

Now thoroughly awake, if not quite fully alert, Rugbeard staggered to his feet and started kicking other dwarves. There were cries of 'ouch' and 'let me sleep' and 'fudd off and die', but when the torpid dwarves realised who was doing the kicking they finally stirred.

Ten minutes later, Rugbeard stood atop a huge tree stump while a couple of hundred sorry-looking dwarves faced him. Now and then one of them fell over, but their fellows propped them up again swiftly. If they had to listen to another rant disguised as a rousing speech, they figured, everyone else deserved to suffer as well.

"My fellow dwarves!" shouted Rugbeard, then winced as his bellow almost took the top off his skull. "We have been wronged," he continued, in a much quieter voice. "My son, Stonesmasher, betrayed me. He betrayed us. He betrayed our very dwarfish our dwarfen our people!" Rugbeard looked around the crowd earnestly. "Worse, he ran off with an elf."

There was a chorus of boos, quickly shushed by those with even worse headaches.

"They drugged our beer."

"Boo!"

"Shhh!"

"He refused to cut down the ceremonial tree, and he refused to share his ceremonial wood with our maidens."

"Boo!" shrieked a group of female dwarves.

"For the love of Zephyr," groaned a stocky warrior with someone else's underpants on his head. "Please keep it down!"

"BOO!" shouted a female dwarf, twice as loud this time.

Rugbeard winced as the piercing cry threatened to shatter his brain. "These slights cannot be ignored, and they will be avenged. This very afternoon we march on the kingdom of the elves."

Someone raised a hand. "What about the humans? Their lands lie across our path."

"We march on the humans, and then the elves. I say we march on everyone!"

There was a loud cheer, followed by a round of dwarven battlecries, and not even the thundering hangovers could dull the chanting.




What do we want?

 War!

 When do we want it?

 Now!

 What is it great for?

 GOLD! GOLD! GOLD!

 


"Right, that's settled," said Rugbeard, in satisfaction. "Now, who's making breakfast?"


  
    Chapter 3


"I cannot stay here a moment longer. I have to get back to my ship!" muttered the Stalyan midshipman, Berry, who was getting more and more agitated by the minute. He'd been locked up with Runt and Dallow for a whole day now, in the cells far below the city of Chatter's Reach, and as the temporary captain of the Intrepid he was desperate to resume his command. The last he'd seen of the ship, she was being repaired in a nearby cove, and by now he expected the repairs would be almost complete.

Then, without warning, Berry came to a halt in the middle of the grotty cell, sending dirty straw flying. "Why haven't the crew sent a party to break us out?" he demanded.

Runt shrugged. His own loyal companions usually abandoned him at the drop of a hat, and he didn't see why Berry's crew should put themselves out to rescue the man.

Dallow, to his credit, tried to reassure his superior. "Perhaps they don't know where we are? Or maybe they're planning an assault to rescue us?"

"Planning a rescue, my big hairy bells," said Berry sourly. "They've broken out the grog, and now they're having a gigantic piff-up on the beach." He crossed to the door, grabbed the bars and rattled them for all he was worth. "I swear, when I get out of this cell"

What he would have done, should this miracle have occurred, was never revealed, for at that moment Runt heard footsteps. It sounded like quite a party, and he quickly took cover behind the much taller humans. Halflings were known for their cowardice as much as for their animal cunning, and Runt wasn't one to stand tall and face down an enemy. Indeed, most looked down on him.

"Stand away from the door!" shouted a guard, giving the timbers a hefty kick to drive home the point.

Berry and Dallow obeyed, reluctantly, and Runt was pushed ever-closer to the overflowing slops bucket.

A face appeared in the barred window, and, once satisfied, the guard used his keys in the lock. The door swung open, and Runt heard Berry mutter an oath as five men poured in. The human still had a pistol tucked into his boot, but it had only a single shot and was useless against so many.

Then Runt noticed something different about the newcomers. Two were typical guards, with scruffy uniforms and five-o'clock shadows, but the other three wore long black robes, leather gloves and scarlet face masks with curved slits for eye-holes. He'd never seen the like, and he couldn't help noticing the two guards looked extremely nervous.

Normally Runt would have lightened the mood with a jolly quip about the strange figures and their fancy dress, but this time he stayed quiet and hidden.

"These are they?" demanded one of the figures. The voice was muffled, but clearly female.

"Y-yes, monitor."

"Prepare them for transportation. Shackles and leg irons, and chain the two of them together."

"Begging your pardon, monitor, but there are three."

One of the robed figures slid to the right, almost floating over the filthy straw littering the stone floor. Their feet barely moved, and before Runt could duck out of sight he was transfixed by a pair of eyes, gleaming at him through the holes in the scarlet mask. "Not three," said the monitor. "I make it two and a half."

"A-as you say," murmured the guard, and he offered a shaky salute. "If you don't mind, though "

"Yes?"

"Lord Chylde wants us to interrogate the prisoners. He won't be happy if you"

Like lightning, one of the monitor's gloved hands shot out, fingers extended. The jab caught the guard completely unawares, hitting him in the throat and knocking him back against the wall. He slid to the floor, gagging and clasping at his throat, his face rapidly turning red.

"Do you object as well?" asked the monitor calmly, turning to the second guard.

"No, do whatever you want with them," said the guard quickly. "They're all yours, trust me."

"Has anyone spoken to these prisoners? Quickly now!"

"Only Sur Cumfrence."

The masked figures exchanged a glance. "Better send a message," said the female one.

Another reached into his robes and took out a small tube. He passed it to the third monitor, then took out a tiny square of parchment and wrote a few lines on it with painstaking care. Runt expected them to attach the message to a squirrel, but instead the third monitor unrolled the tube, revealing a small bat with folded wings. He held the creature steady while the second monitor attached the tiny message, and then released it with a gentle throw.

The bat collided with the guard, briefly tangling in his hair while the man hopped around waving his arms wildly. It finally got free, bounced off Berry's chest, flitted over Runt's head and slammed into the wall. It fluttered once or twice, then fell into the slops bucket with a resounding splash.

There was a lengthy silence. "We'll send another message later," said the female monitor, and the others nodded in agreement.

Then they all stood by silently while the one remaining guard chained the prisoners together. Runt's small wrists and ankles proved a problem, until the guard hit upon the idea of using a set of shackles designed for wayward children. When he was done, the lead monitor beckoned at the prisoners, and they fell into line silently, following their new captors out of the dungeons. They saw no other guards on the way out, and Runt wondered whether the whole lot had been murdered, for he wouldn't put anything past these cloaked terrors.

Soon afterwards, they were all seated in a horse-drawn carriage with blacked-out shutters on the outside, shutters that effectively hid the occupants from view. They also left the occupants in total darkness, since they were extremely well-fitted.

"Where are you taking us?" asked Runt, throwing his voice so it appeared Dallow had spoken.

"There will be no talking," said the monitor. She knocked on the roof of the carriage, which lurched into motion, and Runt had no choice but to sit in the pitch darkness, biding his time.

  

It was now forty-eight hours since Queen Therstie had given the order to raise her armies, and twenty-four hours since she'd been carried to the top of a watch tower from which to inspect her massed troops.

Unfortunately, the result had been bitterly disappointing. There hadn't been time to gather an actual mass of troops, and so she'd been presented with twelve men most unarmed, and none of them trained in the art of swordplay, defensive manoeuvres, or even strenuous debating.

At the top of the tower she'd given Lord Varnish, the spymaster, an ultimatum. Gather a proper army by the very next day, or face the consequences. And now, as two soldiers made a chair for her with their arms and prepared to carry her to the top of the tower, she was hoping army 2.0 would be a significant upgrade on the pathetic effort of the previous day.

The men struggled up flight after flight of stairs, before eventually bending low so their queen might alight. She stepped down, straightened her dress, gave the larger and stronger of the two guards a warm smile, then turned to face Lord Varnish.

The spymaster was a portly man, bald of head, soft of speech and really bloody dangerous. He was feared by all who knew him, and many believed him to be the true power behind the throne. However, he was content to operate in the shadows, so Queen Therstie felt safe enough as she approached the open window cut into the wall of the tower. One push from Lord Varnish and she'd be done for, but she knew he could have her killed privately any time, so there was little point worrying about standing directly in front of him, at an open window, ten stories up. "Well, Varnish? How went the recruiting?"

"It went well indeed, Your Majesty," said Lord Varnish smoothly. He was wearing the tailored Coat of his office, crafted from satin with a purple epaulette at the shoulder, and he was near-invisible in the shadows.

Therstie glanced out the window, and smiled. "Now that's a proper army," she muttered, as she saw the neat rows of men and woman standing patiently below. Each carried a sword and shield, and sported metal helms with raised visors. It was an impressive sight, and she turned to Varnish with soaring spirits. "Well done, that man!" she enthused. "With an army such as this, the kingdom of the Barks is already in our grasp."

"Ah yes, the Barks." Varnish paused. "I have news from that quarter, Your Majesty."

"Does it concern my dear brother, Tyniwon? Has Sur Loyne found him already?"

"No, Your Highness, this news does not concern your half-brother. Instead, it seems the Barks have lost their ruler, King Larch."

"Well that's pretty careless of them," said Queen Therstie. "Whenever I lose something I check down the back of the sofa. Have they done that, do you think?"

"I'm sure they have, Your Majesty."

"Oh well. Time for another King I suppose."

"Indeed, my queen. They have appointed King Kah in his absence."

"Kah?" Therstie frowned. "Don't I have a knight of that name? A boring little man, always going around spouting famous dates and other such nonsense."

"Sur Kah. Yes, it is he who has been crowned king, due to some accident of genealogy. And, as I'm sure you've already realised, this alters our relationship with the Barks."

"Oh yes, it changes everything." The queen paused. "Elaborate, will you?"

"With one of our own knights ruling the kingdom, it's as though we have already annexed their lands."

Therstie gazed down at her army. "Couldn't you have told me this before I paid for that lot?"

"I could, but you will need the army for a more pressing matter." Varnish looked serious. "I've had reports of incursions along the coast. Large ships have put ashore, Your Majesty."

"Ships from where?"

"I don't yet know. I await further reports."

"And you learned this just now?"

"Indeed."

Therstie frowned. Varnish seemed to gather news so quickly! Everyone else relied on messenger squirrels or horseback riders, but he seemed to have a secret method of communication which outstripped them all, giving him a huge advantage. Still, at least he was on her side for now at least. "So what do you advise?"

"Send the army to Chatter's Reach, and from there to the mouth of the river Otirian. Find these ships, capture or destroy them, and take their crews for interrogation."

"Are you sure they're ships? I mean, I've heard legends, but"

"An eyewitness reports ships with masts as tall as a bell tower, and hulls the size of three houses laid end-to-end. It seems they're armed with cannon that is, huge guns which can hurl iron balls a league or more, smashing through rock and flesh alike."

Therstie looked down at her army. Against such might, their swords and shields seemed a little underwhelming. But still, they had Zephyr the wind god on their side, and they fought under the Mollister banner. How could they possibly lose? "All right, tell them to march to Chatter's Reach, and from there to the coast. And if they lose the battle, tell them I'll have the survivors executed in public."

Varnish bowed low. "Losing is not an option, Your Majesty."

"Tell me, who will lead the army to victory?"

"Sur Wendah and Sur Rysis, ma'am."

"The coward and the leper?" Therstie frowned. "Are you trying to lose?"

"Sur Rysis is an able commander, Your Majesty, and he assures me it's just a rash. As for Sur Wendah, he does what he's told. They will bring us a noble victory, I'm sure of it."

"If your confidence was a weapon, we'd have won already." Therstie snapped her fingers. "You two. Ground floor, if you please."

The guards approached, and soon after they began the long and arduous trek downstairs, carrying the queen between them.

  

After the queen left, Varnish remained in the tower a little longer. Messages from the coast told him that two or three officers from one of the invading ships had been captured, but he hadn't felt it necessary to reveal such to the queen. Even now, the men were on their way to the palace, and he was planning on having a private session with them the minute they arrived.

He was excited at the prospect.

The huge warships told him there was a new power in play, for the vessels must have travelled from a hitherto unsuspected land beyond the horizon. All of a sudden, his machinations in the Old Kingdom seemed like the fumbles of an inexperienced lover, and Varnish felt a hunger deep within as he thought of the vast new horizon which had just opened its arms and legs to him. Why, just think of all the nations just waiting to be misled, lied to, and controlled from the shadows!

And who better to control them than he, Lord Varnish, the Mollister spymaster?
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