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PROLOGUE

Moonlight splashed the walls of the ravine that housed the dwarven city of Arx Gravis. Lightning flashed, illuminating the great central tower that rose from the depths and the interconnecting walkways and plazas that surrounded it.

In his granite home deep down in the ravine, Droom Thayn jumped at each muffled clap of thunder, and the thick hairs on his arms stood on end. For the hundredth time he glanced at the window, imagining a grey face pressed up against the glass, pebble eyes staring. The face of a faen. Because one of the underworld tricksters had visited him long ago and told him he would have two sons. Told him his sons would usher in a new era of greatness for the dwarves. Told him what to name them. He didn’t like it, but what could he do? Deny the faen, the old folk said, and they would curse you. A niggling worry at the back of Droom’s mind wondered if they already had.

He forced a reassuring smile for his firstborn, Lukar, but it went unnoticed. The boy had his head in a book as usual, determined to learn his letters. So unlike his father. Maybe the second-born would be different.

Thunder boomed again, but this time Droom was ready and barely even flinched. In previous years he would go up to the top of the ravine to watch the storm. It was a risky business, and he’d almost been struck by lightning on more than one occasion, but it always left him feeling more alive.

As a young man, Droom had clung to the hope that there was more to life than the humdrum work of mining. Then he had been blessed with Yalla, the only woman foolish enough to marry him. And what’s more, she was descended from the Exalted, the ancient heroes of the dwarves.

Suddenly, doors were opened to Droom, and he was offered an apprenticeship as an architect. Within a few short years he was adding to the structures of the city, designing and overseeing the building of aqueducts and walkways, flying buttresses and battlements, all cunningly blended with the natural lay of the ravine.

He smiled at the memories, but it did nothing to allay his mounting anxiety. As the storm rolled in from the north, Yalla had gone into labor. He couldn’t help thinking it was an omen.

Droom raked his fingers through his beard, twisting strands into braids. It was no secret how many women—and their babies—perished during childbirth.

The doctor’s voice from within the bedroom door sounded suddenly shrill with panic.

Droom hurried toward the door, but it opened before he got there. The midwife beckoned him inside, where it stank like a latrine, but Droom did his best not to show it.

Doctor Sedloam turned away from the bed to face him—a wiry man for a dwarf, lank beard, just the one eye, from where the other had been ruined by a red-hot splinter when he’d worked the forges in his youth. Blood speckled the front of his apron. Droom had wanted Doctor Moary, the man who’d delivered him into the world, but Moary had given up medicine for a seat on the Council of Twelve, who had governed Arx Gravis since the last dwarven king, Arios, sunk beneath the waves, along with the city of Arnoch he ruled from.

Yalla lay on the bed, atop the rumpled sheets. Crimson stained her thighs. Her hair was slick with sweat. It was a shock to Droom how wasted she looked. When her waters had broken, she’d been glowing with health.

“What have you done to her?” he demanded.

The doctor dismissed the question with an impatient wave. “I need you to tell me who to save: your wife or the child?”

“It’s not his choice!” Yalla said, raising her head from the pillow. “You hear me, Droom? You do as I say.”

Droom met her eyes, saw the fire in them, a blaze of fury that was even now starting to fade. He shoved the doctor aside and leaned over the bed.

“Lass, I can’t…”

Yalla forced a smile, touched his hand with her fingertips. “You’re stronger than you know, husband. Don’t let me lose the baby.”

Tears welled in Droom’s eyes, blurred his vision, rolled down his cheeks.

Yalla gripped his hand, wincing at some unimaginable pain. “You’ll be all right,” she said, voice barely a whisper.

Droom pressed his ear to her mouth the better to hear. Her breath felt cold.

“Remember…” she gasped, “when we wed?”

Droom shook his head, already pulling away.

She gripped his wrist, firm, unbreakable, like the Yalla of old. “You swore to obey…”

Footsteps from behind distracted Droom.

“I have to act now,” Doctor Sedloam said.

Droom’s innards turned to ice. He looked back at his wife, at the dying spark in her eyes. She gave an almost imperceptible nod.

Speaking with a mouthful of gravel, Droom said, “The child.”

The doctor squeezed his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Droom. Truly I am. Now stand aside.”

A scalpel glinted in the doctor’s hand.

“Not you,” Yalla rasped. She flicked her eyes at Droom. “My sword, husband. Use it.”

It was hanging from the head of the bed. Droom drew the blade, with one glance taking in every battle-carved chink, the frayed leather grip, the tarnished pommel.

“I’ll help you,” Sedloam said. “Make the incision here.”

With a groan of anguish, Droom shut his eyes and plunged the blade in. Yalla grunted. Hot wetness splashed Droom’s face. He felt the doctor’s pressure on his wrist, guiding the cut. A violent tremor ran through Droom’s body. He opened his mouth in a scream that wouldn’t come.

“Enough,” Sedloam said, pulling the sword from Droom’s grasp. “Reach inside. Grab the child.”

Droom opened his eyes onto bloody horror. He touched shaking fingers to the gash he’d made in his wife’s belly, squirmed as he thrust them inside.

“It’s not there!” he cried.

Yalla tried to sit up, but she was too weak.

“I can’t find—”

Then he snagged something stringy, got a grip on a clump of it, and yanked the baby out by its beard.

Yalla gasped and then sighed. Her head sank into the pillow. “Is it…?” she mumbled.

“A boy!” Droom said. He held the baby out at arm’s length, and it wailed, as if it were angry about being forced into the cold outside the womb. The boy was a fighter, no doubt about it. The swell of pride made Droom forget—just for a second.

He knelt beside the bed and lay the child on Yalla’s breast. “You did good, lassie,” he said through tears. “He’s a strong one.”

“Has the blood…” Yalla whispered. “The blood of the Exalted.”

“Aye,” Droom agreed. “Like mother like…” He trailed off, numb from head to toe.

Yalla was no longer breathing.




ONE

Carnac Thayn’s blood-washed face stared back at him. The whites of his eyes burned crimson. His hair and beard were slick with gore, and a smoldering hole punctured his helm. A killing hole. It was the window reflecting his image back at him, and the hole was in the glass, not his head. But it didn’t stop him checking with a finger just to be sure.

Carn wrenched his eyes away from the scene of the crime and looked up, past the top tiers of walkways to the red-streaked skies. One of the suns was sinking below the lip of the ravine, its twin already out of sight.

Carn looked back at the window, steeling himself in case the grisly illusion turned out to be real on second glance. But the light had dimmed as the suns went down, and now he could see through the glass to where floor-to-ceiling bookshelves held dozens of leather-bound tomes with gold-embossed spines: the Chronicles of Arx Gravis, the entire history of the city.

One of the books was missing. Halfway along the third row down there was a three-inch gap that shouldn’t have been there. On the floor below the gap, a dwarf in the chainmail hauberk and red cloak of the Ravine Guard, same as Carn wore, lay staring blankly at the ceiling, a wound in his chest seeping blood.

Murder on top of theft.

No one had died in Arx Gravis for as long as Carn could remember, save from natural causes or recklessness in the fight circles. And nothing had ever been stolen. What would be the point? Everyone had the same, eked out fair and square by the Council of Twelve. No one basked in riches, but no one lacked what they needed, either. And a volume of the Chronicles—it took an expert to read all that Old Dwarvish drivel, and outside of the narrow circles of scholars there was hardly a market for it.

Carn turned at the sound of booted feet to see a troop of Ravine Guard running toward him along the walkway.

“Anything, sir?” Kaldwyn Gray said, getting there just ahead of the others.

“See for yourself.” Carn flicked his head toward the window then leaned on his axe. Sweat dripped into his eyes from beneath his helm. He wiped it away with a fistful of beard.

All along the walkway, amber glowstones set amid the bricks winked into life, as they always did at the onset of night. The same thing happened on the levels of the city above and below until the ravine seemed filled with fireflies. As the last flush of sunset faded to black, Raphoe, the largest of Aosia’s three moons, stood stark in the night sky, bathing the city in silver ripples. Another illusion, this one making it seem as though Arx Gravis had sunk beneath the waves like the lost city of Arnoch, where the dwarf lords of old had met their end.

Kal was pale-faced when he turned away from the window. The five Ravine Guard with him started mumbling among themselves, but Carn silenced them with a glare.

“What do we do, sir?” Kal said.

Carn’s mind was a blank. Nothing like this had happened before. Nothing ever happened.

A fizzing rasp from below cut the air. Someone screamed.

Carn looked down, but his line of sight was blocked by a flying buttress that anchored the Aorta, the great central tower around which the city was built, to the distant ravine wall. He rushed to the closest of the walkways that radiated from the Aorta like the spokes of a wheel, and from there he could see the commotion on the level fifty feet beneath him.

A crowd had gathered around a woman lying on one of the circular plazas the walkways intersected with. A plume of smoke drifted up from the front of her smock. Red Cloaks were swarming out of the stone doors set into the ravine walls.

A speck of movement caught his eye—a child, perhaps, head to foot in black, zipping through the crowd.

Carn called out, “Halt!” and waved to the Ravine Guard mustering below.

Before they could respond, the dark shape leapt from the walkway and vanished.

“What the shog?” Kal said, breath hot on Carn’s ear, the rest of the troop close behind.

Raised voices came from below—barked orders. Carn swept the walkways with his gaze till he found Marshal Thumil in his red cloak and golden helm, taking charge of the chaos.

“Down there,” Carn said. “Quickly now.”

He led the way back to the Aorta and descended the winding staircase that ran around the outside of the tower. Thumil met them at the bottom.

“Get the people off the walkways,” the Marshal told Kal and the others. “Everyone indoors.” To Carn, he said, “See anything?”

Gone was the boisterous friend who’d been deep in his cups last night, singing bawdy songs till the early hours. That was the thing about Thumil: as good a friend as a dwarf could hope for, but he was all about responsibility the moment he put on the Marshal’s helm and cloak.

“One dead in the Scriptorium, Marshal,” Carn said. He felt self-conscious using his friend’s title. “Shot through the window, I’d say, though I’ve no idea what with. Pierced chain mail and left a hole in his chest.”

“Corporal Jarfy?”

“Jarfy, sir, yes. I think.” Carn wasn’t good with names. Thumil knew the names of all the men under him. The names of their wives and kids, too.

The Marshal shook his head. “Poor old Jarfy. Shog only knows how I’m going to tell Mina.”

“A book was taken,” Carn said. “One of the Chronicles.” He told Thumil about the dark-cloaked midget he’d seen leap from the walkway.

Thumil crossed to the edge of the plaza, glanced down then craned his neck to stare up at the shimmering face of Raphoe.

“What is it, sir? What are you thinking?” Carn asked.

“This feels wrong, and I don’t just mean the murder.” Thumil grimaced then looked back down below.

Carn followed his gaze. There were scores of Ravine Guard flooding the walkways, and Black Cloaks weaved in among them: the Svarks, the Council’s special cohort.

“You think we have an intruder?” Thumil asked.

Carn knew where this was going. That implied an incursion from outside. No one got into the ravine city, same as no one left. The dwarves had remained hidden away in Arx Gravis since the time of Maldark the Fallen, over a thousand years ago.

“Has to be,” he said with a shrug. “What dwarf would gain from stealing?” Oh, people cheated and gambled, made a bit on the side, but there was no burning need for more. They generally did such things to pass the time, to alleviate the boredom.

Thumil nodded, stroking his straggly beard. “But why the Chronicles?”

“Shog knows,” Carn said.

Thumil looked up at the heights. There were several levels above them, reaching toward the lip of the chasm that engulfed the city. Walkways spanned the gaps between the vast platforms encircling the Aorta.

They both knew the upper levels were the most heavily patrolled. The moment outsiders reached the topmost walkway, they would be surrounded by Svarks in concealer cloaks.

Carn suppressed a shudder as he looked back below and studied the play of moonlight on the surface of the lake at the foot of the ravine. Beneath the iron-rich waters of the Sag-Urda, a portal was said to lie: a gate to the underworld of Aranuin, and the only other way in or out of Arx Gravis.

Thumil caught him looking and frowned. “Faen?”

No one had seen one of the denizens of Aranuin for a very long time. Carn’s pa had many years ago in the mines. Droom said the faen prophesied he would have two sons; told him what to name them. The foreman accused him of drinking on shift, but when his wife Yalla fell pregnant, Droom did as he was bidden and named his firstborn Lukar. When Yalla died giving birth to their second child, Droom still honored the faen’s prophecy and gave Carnac his name. Droom was superstitious like that, and part of him always believed the other thing the faen had told him: that through his sons, the dwarves would find themselves again. Through his sons, the age of legends would be reborn.

Miners still reported the occasional uncorroborated sighting. But a faen in the city, stealing from the Scriptorium? It made no sense.

“We should get down there,” Carn said.

“You really think two more will make a difference?”

Thumil was right. The lower levels were teeming with Ravine Guard. Carn was about to ask, “Then what?” when something prickled the back of his neck. As he turned, he saw a blur of movement out of the corner of his eye, a tiny figure in black.

“I didn’t see him fall, sir,”—Carn was already running toward the Aorta—“because he doubled back.”

“What?” Thumil panted hard to keep up with him. They were going to have to talk about his drinking, and maybe a regimen with the weights.

“He went under the walkway, sir. Must have clung to the struts like the under-city gibunas. He’s heading back up.”

Carn retraced his steps to the Scriptorium window, but if the intruder had come back this way, he’d moved fast. Except for Jarfy’s livid corpse, there was nothing inside but books, and no sign of movement on any of the adjoining walkways.

He was about to turn back when his eye caught the bookcase opposite the window. Where there had been a space before, there was now a full shelf of Chronicles.

Thumil came alongside, bent double and wheezing.

“It’s back,” Carn said. “The book is—”

A black-garbed figure emerged from an upper window. It paused on the sill, as if shocked to see them below. Beneath the cowl of its cloak, onyx eyes glistened from a grey face, craggy and rough-textured like granite. It was small, no more than chest-high to a dwarf, and lithe as a cat. It raised a hand holding a sleek metal wand.

Carn shoved Thumil back against the wall as lighting fizzed and crackled from the rod and blasted a chunk out of the walkway. He rolled back into view and hurled his axe. At the same instant, the faen leapt from the windowsill. The axe hit stone with a chink; as it fell, the faen fell too, but then a silver disk materialized beneath the creature’s feet. When the axe clattered to the walkway, Carn was already sprinting for the edge. The disk sped off, and he flung himself at it, caught hold of its rim with the tips of his fingers.

“Carn!” Thumil cried, but Carn couldn’t see him. All he could do was cling on as the disk skimmed between two parallel walkways and banked into a steep dive.

A booted foot came down on his fingers, and the faen took aim over the edge with its wand. Carn let go with his free hand and swung aside from another blast of lightning. On the return swing, he lunged up and swiped the wand from the faen’s hand.

Shouts went up from the Red Cloaks milling on the walkways. A crossbow bolt zipped past his ear. Another hit the disk and clattered off.

Down they spiraled, rocking and tilting each time the faen tried to stomp on Carn’s fingers.

Into the under-city they soared, over the glimmering waters of a canal. The lanterns hanging from barges were no more than streaking blurs of amber as they passed. From some hidden cleft, a gibuna shrieked, and then, with a sickening dread in his belly, Carn saw they were heading straight for the moonlit surface of the Sag-Urda.

As they skimmed the embankment, he let go. The ground teetered toward him. He hit hard and jarred his ankle. Grunting, he stood gingerly, hopping on his good leg as the silver disk carried the faen beneath the surface of the lake.

Carn cursed and eased himself onto his arse to nurse his throbbing ankle. Even without the injury, there was nothing he could have done. Just looking at the water turned his guts to cold mush. While it might have been mandatory training, passed on from every mother to every child, Carn couldn’t swim. His mother hadn’t been there to teach him.

Black Cloaks descended like spiders on threads of webbing. Thumil was with them, rappelling with the grace of a sack of coal bouncing down a mine shaft.

The Svarks stalked toward Carn, cloaks flapping in the swirling gusts that sent ripples out across the lake. Bands of ocras armored their chests, the green-flecked black ore virtually impregnable. Six of them came at him in a pincer, as if he’d done something wrong. The seventh broke away and stood brooding at the edge of the water. He might have been considering jumping in and going after the faen.

Carn got to his feet and tested out his leg. At least he hadn’t sprained it. A few cautious steps, and it could take his weight. A few more, and it was no more than a dull ache.

Thumil pushed through the cordon of Black Cloaks. “He entered the lake?”

Carn swallowed down bile and nodded. “I would have gone after him, laddie,”—he was beyond titles at that moment—“but…”

“It’s a good thing you didn’t,” said the Black Cloak at the lake’s edge. He spun round and glared. “You know the rules.”

Carn did, but he still narrowed his eyes as he nodded. Svark or not, he didn’t like the shogger’s tone. “Aye, laddie, I know.”

Thumil clapped him on the shoulder. “Come on, Carn, let’s get cleaned up before we make our report.”

The Marshal bustled toward the Black Cloaks with the confidence born from rank. To Carn’s astonishment, they got out of the way. He clenched his fists at his sides and followed, albeit more warily. He’d heard things about the Svarks. Heard you didn’t want to get on the wrong side of them.

Thumil led him along the banks of a canal and headed toward the iron ladders that joined the under-city to the levels above. Carn went first, keen to put some distance between him and the Black Cloaks.

He grabbed the first rung and immediately snatched his hand away. It was coated in something brown and slimy that stank worse than a pint of Ironbelly’s ale.

Thumil chuckled and took the next ladder along. “Gibuna’s got to go, same as we all have.”

Carn growled then looked around for something to wipe his hand with. When nothing better presented itself, he crouched down to rub the muck off against the pavement.

Thumil was already halfway to the next level. He leaned away from the ladder, holding on with one arm, and began to sing the same bawdy song he’d offended everyone with last night in the tavern.

Carn raised an eyebrow. It was a rare interlude for the Marshal, one that would no doubt stop the instant they got back to barracks and had to plan what they were going to say to the Council of Twelve. Because those old codgers would want to hear about this, you could bet your shogging axe on that.

Now, there was a thought…

“We got time to go back to the Scriptorium?”

“Why’s that?” Thumil called down to him. “Looking for something to read? I don’t think they keep your kind of material. And besides, it’ll make you blind. You’d be better off revisiting that whore at Rud Carey’s Ale House, the one that gave you the pox.”

“I need to fetch my axe, you silly shogger. And it wasn’t the pox, I keep telling you. It was a reaction to the Ironbelly’s.”

 


TWO

The summons came even sooner than either Carn or Thumil expected. Black Cloaks were swarming about the Scriptorium, both inside and out. One of them, a scrawny-looking shogger, was leaning on the haft of Carn’s axe as if he owned it.

“Baldar Kloon.” Thumil acknowledged him with a curt nod, which was his way of letting you know you were a scut or a toe-rag.

Carn couldn’t tell which. He only knew Kloon looked like the sort who’d offer one hand in greeting and stick a knife in you with the other.

Thumil snatched the axe from Kloon and patted his shoulder with his free hand. “Good boy. Thank you.”

Kloon’s face twisted into a snarl, and Carn shot him a warning look. Threaten him and he’d laugh in your face, but threaten Thumil, threaten a mate, and he’d knock your shogging block off.

“Right,” Thumil said, handing Carn his axe. “Freshen up, a swift pint, and then we make our report.”

“No,” Kloon said. There was a rasp to his voice that was just plain wrong, as though he were a spiteful child taking pleasure in what he had to say next. “The Dokon, right now. You’ve been summoned.”

“Oh, aye?” Thumil said, squaring his shoulders and looking suddenly imperious in his red cloak and golden helm. It was an art, how he turned on authority at the drop of a hat. It was something Carn had tried to emulate, but it always came out as intimidation when he did it.

“Aye,” Kloon said, a thin-lipped smile cutting a gash across his face.

Black Cloaks closed in from either side of the walkway, upwards of a dozen.

Carn watched Thumil for any sign they were to resist. He tightened his grip on his axe.

“Thought it was past the Council’s bedtime,” Thumil said. “Oh, well, beer later, I guess. Thanks for letting us know, sonny.”

Kloon stiffened. He’d been furious at being called “boy,” but “Sony” was a whole degree worse, just one short step from “lassie” or “whiskerless titty suckler.”

Carn peered at him and squinted. “You oil your beard, laddie?” Only women oiled their beards, and only cheap whores at that.

Kloon’s hand went to his lank excuse for facial hair, and Carn gave a pitying shake of his head before setting off after Thumil, an escort of Black Cloaks in tow.
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Rather than descend the hundreds of steps spiraling around the Aorta to reach the seventh level down, the Black Cloaks led Carn and Thumil to one of auxiliary pillars set apart from it, and they entered through a concealed door.

Carn had to owe it to them: they’d done a good job of concealing it—the Svarks, the Council, or the Founders who’d built the city. The door was invisible, even to a dwarf. Even to Carn, who was a miner’s son, and miners knew all the tricks.

The door led to a vertical shaft that fell away into darkness.

“What do we do now?” Thumil asked one of the Black Cloaks. “Jump?”

It occurred to Carn that they were to be pushed, though he quickly shook the thought off. They had done nothing wrong, nothing to get on the wrong side of the Council. And besides, they were Ravine Guard, and Thumil was the Marshal, too well known, too important to suddenly go missing.

Instead of answering, the Black Cloak pulled up his sleeve to reveal a silver vambrace. He held it to his mouth and muttered something, and in response a tortured yowl sounded from the depths of the shaft.

A rush of air hit Carn in the face, and the wailing dropped to a whine, then a drone. Silver flashed below, and then a platform came into view, not dissimilar to the disk the faen had ridden into the waters of the Sag-Urda.

“Get on,” the Black Cloak said.

Thumil was hesitant. Clearly, even the Marshal of the Ravine Guard hadn’t been granted access to this hidden space before.

Carn, though, didn’t want to give the Svark the satisfaction of cowing him, so he blithely stepped on, and Thumil joined him.

“There’s room for one more,” Carn said to the Black Cloak with the vambrace. “Maybe two, if we breathe in.”

Ignoring him, the Black Cloak muttered into his vambrace again, and the platform dropped like a stone.

The speed of the descent flipped Carn’s guts into his mouth. Thumil looked green, but to his credit he didn’t spew as the platform came to a juddering halt. They stepped off onto a statue-lined walkway that could only have been the seventh-level approach to the Dokon, the seat of the Council’s power.

Two columns of Black Cloaks formed a corridor for them to pass through. Of course, it could have been an honor guard, or simply a formality, but to Carn it looked like a threat.

He’d only been to the seventh level once, and that was for Councilor Moary’s interminable speech on why the status quo could not be changed, why Arx Gravis shouldn’t open the way to trade with the races outside the ravine, as Councilor Yuffie had proposed. Carn had heard every word, but he couldn’t for the life of him say what Old Moary’s argument was. All he remembered was a lot of toing and froing, endless “What ifs” and “Well, I don’t knows.” Even so, Old Moary had gotten his way, as he always did. It was far easier convincing the dwarves to leave things as they were than to introduce even the slightest degree of change.

Yuffie had his reasons for wanting trade with the upper lands, no doubt, and by the measure of the man, they likely weren’t legal ones. But the idea had fired Carn’s imagination, aroused in him the speculation of what might lie up there in the world above the ravine. When he’d mentioned it to his pa, Droom had shut the lid firmly on that can of worms. Miners weren’t exactly renowned for their wanderlust, and speculation to them was as useful as a broken pickaxe.

Thumil marched ahead, on more familiar turf now. As Marshal, he’d endured his fair share of summonses, and he’d let slip once or twice when he’d been asked to attend meetings, and the occasional private talk with Dythin Rala, the Voice of the Council.

Behind the flanking Black Cloaks, Carn caught glimpses of fluted columns and statues of the mythical kings of Arnoch. About halfway along, they came under the cover of a vaulted ceiling that hid the walkway from the one above. Supporting struts of whittled ocras—no mean feat, for the ore was harder than diamond—gave way to windowless walls of hexagonal bricks. Glowstones set into the ceiling dappled the floor with an amber sheen. One of them winked and stuttered, its glow bordering on red. The flickering light it shed on the paving was like a bleeding wound, struggling in and out of reality.

They stopped outside the door. It was ocras, too, blacker than coal and flecked through with green. There was no handle. The twelve doors surrounding the Dokon were hermetically sealed, though the odd thing was, the mechanism was on the outside only. Whatever the original intended purpose of the Council Chamber, it conveyed the idea of an elaborate cell. Maybe that was the only way the dwarves of old could get the job done: ensure their leaders reached a decision before they were allowed out to eat.

If that was the original function of the doors, perhaps the dwarves today could learn from the wisdom of their forebears, because the Council of Twelve was notorious for its stalling, and everyone knew it was comprised of a bunch of shilly-shallying shogwits. The idea, it seemed to Carn, was encapsulated in the two mummified councilors standing solemnly either side of the door, no doubt as animated in death as they had been in life.

One of the Black Cloaks touched his vambrace to a crystalline panel on the wall, and slowly, inch by inch, the door began to grind upward.

Blue light spilled through the widening gap and painted the walkway. As they entered, Carn tried to locate the source of the light. He’d heard about it from Thumil: a hidden glow that suffused the interior walls, just enough to illuminate every nook, cranny and feature, but not so much as to make a dwarf squint. The councilors, like everyone else, were used to the shade of the ravine.

Rugbeard, the teacher of the Chronicles, said the lighting was of underworld origin, from a time long past when the faen had mixed with the dwarves. Some even said the two races were related; others, that the dwarves were nothing other than faen altered by the mad sorcerer, Sektis Gandaw.

The chamber they stepped into was vast. It must have occupied most, if not all, of the seventh level of the Aorta. There were twelve sides with twelve ocras doors that each opened onto a different walkway or plaza. The green-flecked ore absorbed force, which meant the doors would have made the Dokon impregnable, even to the explosives used by miners to crack open buttresses of rock. The head of a dwarf lord was embossed in the center of every door.

Twenty-four ribs of ocras stretched from the edges of each wall to meet at a hub of gold in the middle of the ceiling. The hub was molded in the form of twin axe blades, symbolizing the Paxa Boraga, the Axe of the Dwarf Lords said to have hung above the throne of the king of Arnoch.

A long table of granite was the focal point of the chamber. It was flanked by twelve high-backed chairs seemingly welded from pick axes, mauls, sledgehammers and chisels—another symbol, this time of the workers who were the lifeblood of the city.

Black Cloaks stood two to a wall, as still as the statues lining the walkway outside. Only their eyes moved, tracking Thumil and Carn as they entered.

The councilors were dotted about the room, blue tinting their white robes, each uniform in their dress, but unique in the wearing of their hair and beards. Apparently, they had time for such affectations, time that might have been better spent doing something, rather than carrying on endless circular arguments that ensured nothing ever changed.

Like a chorus line of dancers, they glided into position, each behind a chair, in a wave of motion that was anything but indecisive. In fact, it looked thoroughly rehearsed, as if that’s how they spent their days sequestered away in the Council Chamber: blocking out moves that created the appearance of regality, of cohesion and solidarity. The only thing that spoiled the impression was Old Moary’s holey socks poking out from his sandals.

At the head of the table, Dythin Rala, the Voice of the Council, covered his mouth and yawned. The action deflated him, and he slumped down into his chair. Taking it as a cue, the other eleven followed suit, some scraping their chairs on the flagstones as they turned them to keep Thumil and Carn in view.

The Voice looked grey as ash, and though his beard was awash with the same blue light as everything else, there was no hiding the yellowish streaks—the result of too much smoking. As if he’d read Carn’s thoughts, the wizened leader of the Council produced a long-stemmed pipe and began to tamp down the tobacco in its bowl.

The only other councilor Carn knew by sight was Brann Yuffie, and that on account of his shadowy presence at the fight circles, and his underhand dealings in Arx Gravis’s taverns. Rumor had it Yuffie was the one smuggling somnificus from the outside world and making a tidy profit out of addicting folk to the narcotic herb. The Ravine Guard had closed in on Yuffie’s activities on several occasions, only for Thumil to receive communication from on high to back off.

In the action of lighting his pipe, Dythin Rala somehow managed to convey to the councilor on his right that he was ready to start.

With too much vigor, for Carn’s liking, the councilor concerned swiveled in his seat and speared Thumil with a vulture’s look.

“Welcome, Marshal. Your promptness is appreciated.” He had a nasally voice, but each word was carefully enunciated, vowels short, consonants clipped, “Rs” rolling. “A nasty business, by any measure. What is your take on it?”

“Councilor Grago.” Thumil acknowledged him with a nod but directed his reply to the Voice.

So, that was Grago, the boss of the Black Cloaks, and as affable as a baresark whose beer had just been spilled, from what Carn had been told.

“The philosopher’s wards on the Scriptorium were triggered around about dusk,” Thumil said.

—Magic or some other lore the human Aristodeus had installed to prevent just such an incursion. The philosopher was the only outsider permitted in the city, though no one could say how or why he’d been granted permission. All Carn knew was that Aristodeus tutored his brother Lukar and had been known to the dwarves of Arx Gravis since time immemorial. He was older, it was said, even than Moary.

“Corporal Jarfy was first on the scene,” Thumil continued. “Carnac here found him. Dead.”

“Jarfy, eh? Never heard of him,” Grago said, glancing around the table to see if anyone else had.

Dythin Rala puffed out a smoke ring and retreated behind his wrinkled eyelids.

“So,” Grago said, “how did this Corporal Jarfy die?” He gave the impression he already knew, that he’d been briefed by the Svarks.

Still, at mention of the death, worried looks were exchanged up and down the table. It wasn’t that a dwarf had been lost—accidents in the mines were commonplace—it was that murder had come to Arx Gravis.

Thumil deferred to Carn with an open palm.

“Something tore a hole through Jarfy’s chest, Councilor.” Carn found himself addressing Grago, whose relentless glare seemed to demand it. “A smoking hole that punctured armor as though it were linen.”

“Punctured ocras?” sunken-faced councilor said. He was stooped over the table like an old man, but he couldn’t have been more than two-hundred.

“Fool,” the big lummox next to him said. This one looked half baresark, what with the vivid tattoos on his face and forearms, the iron-beaded braids of his beard. “Ravine Guard are working men, am I right, Marshal? Born to the mines and the lower levels. Ocras is for those more equal than the rest of us, eh, Grago?”

“Councilor Crony,” Old Moary said to the lummox. Dythin Rala might have been the Voice, but it was Moary that did most of the talking. “Council Jarrol. There will be plenty of time for questions once the Marshal and his—Carnac Thayn, isn’t it, son? How’s your pa, lad? I’ve known Droom since he was a nipper. Knew your mother too. So sad.”

Grago coughed pointedly.

“Ah, yes,” Old Moary said. “Quite. Do carry on.”

Carn described what he’d witnessed. When he mentioned the faen, mutters flew around the table. When he described the flight on the silver disk to the foot of the ravine, some of the councilors shook their heads as if he were a liar, while others looked like they’d seen a ghost.

When he got to the bit about the faen escaping beneath the waters of the Sag-Urda, Councilor Grago said, “And you went after it, yes?” His eyes flicked to the Black Cloaks lining the walls.

The implication of Grago’s question wasn’t lost on Carn. Nor on Thumil, either, by the way the Marshal flashed him a warning look. Pursuing the faen into the lake would have been a violation of the law: it would have meant setting foot outside of Arx Gravis. The punishment was exile, and execution if you were foolish enough to return.

“No, Councilor Grago, he did not,” Thumil said.

“Really?” Grago’s eyes bored into Carn’s for a long, uncomfortable moment, as if he were seeking a vulnerability, or trying to force a confession. Finally, he said, “But you thought about it, didn’t you?”

Thumil laughed. “Then you obviously don’t know Carnac, Councilor. He can’t swim.”

“Can’t swim?” a stoat-faced councilor said in a voice full of shrill disbelief. “But that’s against the rules.” He looked straight at Dythin Rala for confirmation.

The Voice lazily opened one eye and puffed out another smoke ring.

“Is this true?” Grago asked. “It is every woman’s duty to teach her children, along with every other skill outside of the professions.”

“His mother was Yalla Thayn,” Old Moary said, and eyes widened around the table.

“She died,” Carn said. A hundred and sixty years ago, come the morrow, and yet it felt as though his guts had been ripped out. It caused him to choke up just thinking about his mother, even though he’d never seen her. Of course, Droom claimed that she’d held the infant Carn just before the end.

“Died in childbirth,” Thumil added for clarity.

“So sad,” Moary said. “But I don’t rightly remember, was I in attendance?”

Old Moary had been a doctor before he became a councilor. Before that, it was said he was a soldier with a fearsome reputation.

“It was after your retirement, Councilor.” Thumil said.

“Of course it was,” Old Moary said. “Couldn’t recall if I was to blame, if I’d botched things in some way.” He held up the shaky hands that had forced his exit from surgery and opened the door to politics.

“So, no one taught you the basics every dwarf child must learn?” Grago said.

“When Ma died,” Carn said, “my pa went back to work in the mines, and my older brother Lukar was deep into his studies.”

Grago opened his mouth to say something, but it was Dythin Rala who spoke.

“Aristodeus’s pupil, no?”

“That’s right, my Lord Voice,” Carn said.

“Thought as much.” The Voice’s eyes closed again, and he sat back, puffing on his pipe.

Carn glanced at Thumil, wondering how come Dythin Rala knew about his brother.

Thumil shrugged.

Maybe it was because Lukar was the philosopher’s only disciple—at least in Arx Gravis. Aristodeus came and went whenever he pleased, popping up almost out of thin air. Carn could only imagine the heated debates the Council must have had about his taking on Lukar as a student, but, as with everything else, the philosopher had gotten his way.

“So, what was missing?” a scruffy-looking councilor said. His robe was more yellow than white, his beard matted and dusted with dandruff. He had red cheeks, not from heat or embarrassment, but from an angry-looking rash. He scratched his head, and flakes fell to his shoulders. “Presumably one of the Arnochian folios, or an early charter.”

“What makes you say that, Councilor Dorley?” Grago asked with narrowed eyes.

Dorley plucked a pair of spectacles from his robe pocket and sat them on the bridge of his nose. “Because they are of the greatest value. And because the crime scene was the Scriptorium. What else would they take? The King of Arnoch’s crown jewels? A crate of gold ingots found at the foot of a rainbow?”

Grago’s cheek twitched, and his lips pressed into a tight line.

“A book was taken,” Thumil said, with a nervous glance at Carn. “One of the Chronicles, but it was—”

“The thief put it back,” Carn said. “And like I said, he was a faen.”

“That is what perturbs me,” an immensely fat councilor said. He shifted in his chair, and it scraped on the floor. “A faen infiltrating the city? The implications are magnanimous.”

Carn shot Thumil a look. The Marshal was stony-faced, staring straight ahead, but something about the tightness of his jaw revealed he was trying not to laugh.

“Peace, Councilor Garnil,” Old Moary said. “You must not worry so. I mean, what if—?”

“Strikes me,” a white-haired councilor said, “this is a lot of hullabaloo about nothing.”

He didn’t look old enough for his hair to have lost its color. Carn expected him to have pink eyes to match, but the councilor was no albino: his eyes were of sparkling blue. He was tall, too, for a dwarf—half a head above everyone else seated at the table.

“Oh, Councilor Castail?” Grago said. “And why is that, then?”

“It’s obvious, isn’t it?” Castail turned to address the Voice. In profile, his nose took on the semblance of a beak, and with the haughty tilt of his chin, he could have been mistaken for the living embodiment of one of the statues of the dwarf lords. “The book was taken and subsequently returned. Nothing gone. No harm done. I rest my case.”

“Save for the evidence against that theory,” Thumil said.

Castail turned a withering look on him, rolled his eyes and sighed. “And what, pray tell, is that? The far-fetched testimony of this Ravine Guard? Next you’ll be asking us to believe there are dragons nesting in the Farfall Mountains!”

“Corporal Jarfy.”

Castail’s expression melted, and he started to stammer a reply, but Thumil spoke over him.

“One of my men. One of our citizens.” He stared until Castail looked away, and then he continued to stare.

Eventually, Dythin Rala broke the tension. “But it still begs the question, Marshal: what are we supposed to do about it?”

Thumil swung toward the Voice, but Carn clamped a hand on his shoulder and spoke for him.

“You want us to go after the faen?”

“Into Aranuin?” Old Moary said. “Into the warrens beneath the Sag-Urda?” He shook his head, as if the idea were not just illegal but insane.

“Special dispensation could be granted,” Thumil said cautiously. “A dwarf could be tasked with such a mission.”

“It has never happened before,” Councilor Garnil snapped.

“Maybe not,” Carn said, “but in a case like this…” He trailed off when he caught the smirk on Grago’s face.

Garnil coughed and whimpered. Castail leaned back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling. The lummox—Cony?—fiddled with the iron beads on his beard, as if he were taken with the idea of going into the realm of the faen, maybe even bringing along an axe and giving them something to think about.

But any hint that the Council might actually do something was quashed when Dythin Rala sucked at the stem of his pipe and said, “No. And it is impudent of you to suggest such a thing.” He turned one rheumy eye on Carn, then let the lid droop shut.

No one said anything for a long moment, until Grago leaned in and whispered in the Voice’s ear. They exchanged words that only they were party to, and then Grago straightened in his chair and said, “This sort of thing mustn’t be allowed to happen again, Marshal.”

Thumil stiffened. “What sort of—”

Grago silenced him with a raised finger. “You are Marshal of the Ravine Guard, are you not? And it is the mandate of the Ravine Guard to prevent incursions into the ravine, is it not? Among other things,” he added, as if he didn’t want to lose the right to fling anything he’d forgotten to mention at Thumil at some later date.

“Jarfy…” Thumil said. His voice shook with suppressed rage.

“Arrange a pyre,” Grago said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Honor him, or whatever it is you do. But let’s just be clear, Marshal, this is a black mark against—”

“No, Council Grago,” Dythin Rala said. He tapped out his pipe on the table, apparently fascinated by the little pile of ash it left. “No, it is not.”

Grago’s cheek twitch went up a notch. It went up another when Old Moary said, “Hear, hear.”

“You have both done well,” the Voice said. “And you have our thanks. You may go.”

Carn gave Thumil a “That’s it?” look, but already a Black Cloak was muttering into a vambrace, and a door began to grind open.

Carn gestured for Thumil to go first, but the Voice suddenly looked up.

“Not you, Marshal.”

Thumil’s eyes widened.

“And, Councilors,” Dythin Rala said, “let’s call it a day. Marshal Thumil and I have things to discuss.”

“Thumil?” Carn said.

The Marshal gave a reassuring wag of his fingers. “Finish your shift early, son. You’ve earned it. Get yourself home.”




THREE

As Carn left the Dokon, the thrill of the chase, the tension of being summoned before the Council still fired his blood, and he knew if he headed straight home he would never sleep. Nevertheless, he descended, rather than ascended, the steps spiraling around the Aorta. There was no point drinking in some priggish upper-tier tavern and then tumbling all the way back down to the sixteenth level where he lived with his brother and pa.

The silver glow of Raphoe still filled the sky, but the moon was slowly rising, and a thin black smile now separated it from the top of the ravine. As the darkness widened beneath it, amber glowstones would brighten to compensate, and the evening crowds would start to make their way home as the stallholders packed up for the night.

Dozens of dwarves passed Carn on their way to the upper levels. The Aorta’s steps were broad enough for three abreast, and despite there being no hand rail, no one had ever heard of a dwarf falling to their death. The people of Arx Gravis were as sure-footed as the goats that pulled their carts up and down the switchback paths cut into the walls of the chasm.

The farther he got from the Dokon, the more the sounds and smells grew to his liking. Incensed braziers and the incessant patter of feet from scurrying messengers gave way to the muted revelry of the clerks and merchants who frequented the next tier down. The smell of sizzling meat, slaughtered and salted in the baresarks’ abattoirs, mingled with the earthy aroma of roasted kaffa beans, which were harvested from their ledge plantations.

Lower still, the plucking of a harp underpinned the yowl of a fiddle. It was enough to make Carn linger for a moment, lost in the dark spell it weaved. It was only the bitter warning of experience that enabled him to wrench himself away and continue down to the next level. The music was just a catalyst, but it was something he could do without. Already, the excitement was leeching from his veins, and as it always did in the wake of a good fight, or a raucous evening in the taverns, his black-dog mood started to creep from the shadowed edges of his mind. It feasted on scraps of vitality, hunted for glimmers of hope and happiness.

Almost the instant he reached the sixteenth level, the homey sounds of table-thumping and bawdy singing from Bucknard’s Beer Hall sent the darkness scampering back to the corners. Orange hearth-light bled through the latticed windows, and the pungent scent of hops was strong in the air.

He pushed open the door and stepped across the threshold, and a dozen flagons were raised in salute: Red Cloaks, finished for the night, all of them clearly way ahead of him in their drinking.

The place was heaving, like it always was. Besides the off-duty Ravine Guard, there were smiths and masons, canal workers and quarrymen. There was a scattering of miners—those lucky enough not to be on the morning shift. Most of them he knew, and they acknowledged him with nods, winks and waves.

“No Thumil tonight?” Bucknard Snaff hollered from behind the bar. Bucknard’s grey beard was plaited into two braids that were slung back over his shoulders to keep them out of the beer.

It was hard to hear Bucknard above the din, much of it coming from the women hammering out a beat on the top of a long table, froth spraying from their whiskers as they bellowed some vigorous shanty comprised of “shogs” and “scuts” and what sounded like “hairy roots.”

“He had too much the other night,” Carn said as he leaned his axe against the wall and hung his helm from a peg by the door. “His guts aren’t what they used to be. Age does that to a man.”

“Oh ho!” Bucknard wagged a finger. “I’ll tell him you said that. What’ll it be, the usual?”

Ballbreakers Black Ale, he meant, but it was time for a change. Cordy was bringing out her new beer later in the week. Since her ma and pa had passed away, she’d partnered with her aunts and uncles in the family trade. The Kilderkins were Bucknard’s greatest rivals, but Carn’s loyalties were never in question. Bucknard was a decent enough brewer, and a nice bloke to boot, but Cordy was his mate from the Slean, and she’d break his shogging fruits if she caught him drinking Ballbreakers instead of her new brew. Now, there was an irony to bring tears to a dwarf’s eyes.

“Stand me a mead, laddie. No, stand me two.” He knew the first one would barely touch the sides.

“Mead it is,” Bucknard said, already pouring from an earthenware cask. “Hard day?”

“You heard?”

Bucknard arched an eyebrow. “Aye, Carn, I heard. The lads told me coming in. Everyone all right?”

“Save for Jarfy.”

“Aye, well, I’m sorry to hear about that. Sorry for his folks, too. Terrible business. Terrible. Here, matey, on the house.” He handed over two flagons.

Carn nodded his thanks and did his best to hide his relief. After the other night he was running low on tokens and would be hard-pressed to eat if he exchanged any more for booze.

He carried his drink to the Red Cloaks’ table, and Kal budged up to make room for him on the bench.

“So, what’s happening?” Kal asked. The others stopped their conversations to listen. “What’s the Council going to do?”

Carn took a long pull on his mead, paused to belch, then finished it off. He slid the empty across the table and lifted the other flagon to his lips. This one, he just sipped. The second drink was to be savored. Unless, of course, he could persuade someone to buy him a third.

Kal and the Red Cloaks waited patiently for his answer. It would have been considered rude to rush a dwarf breaking his booze-fast after a hard day’s work.

“What’s the Council going to do?” Carn said, eventually. “I’ll give you three guesses.”

“Shog all?” Kal said.

“Ah, laddie, you’re too much the cynic.”

“But I’m right, aren’t I?”

“Well, you’re not wrong.”

“You’re pulling my beard, ain’t you?” Dar Shoofly said. He was new to the Ravine Guard, two weeks in, and yet to be dispossessed of the illusion the Council of Twelve actually did anything.

“They won’t let Jarfy’s death count for nothing,” Muckman Brindy said. “You mark my words.”

Muckman was a veteran, one of the few Red Cloaks to have ever seen action, if he were to be believed. And if you didn’t believe him, he’d gladly show you the notches on his shortsword. Rumor had it, the only action he’d really seen was going after a stray goat that had made it onto a ledge and started munching through a crop of kaffa plants. The nicks on his blade, so it went, were made with a hammer and chisel.

“They said we could have a pyre for him,” Carn said.

He shook his head and sighed into his mead. If only things were as simple as Dar Shoofly believed, and the Council really was like a caring parent. He knew Thumil had tried to protect him from the politics and allowed him to focus on the job, on training recruits, and encouraging them in their idealism, but Carn wasn’t stupid. He’d always smelled a rat in the way Arx Gravis was governed. He’d caught a glimpse of it at times, in Councilor Yuffie and his dodgy dealings. But tonight, he’d seen another layer of the facade stripped away. The Council didn’t care about individuals like Jarfy. They didn’t even seem to care much for right and wrong. To his mind, they cared about one thing, and one thing alone: making sure nothing ever changed.

The lads respected his silence and didn’t bother him with any more questions. While he sipped at his mead and followed one spiraling train of thought after another down into a burgeoning well of blackness, he was dimly aware of them discussing where to have the pyre for Jarfy, and how they were going to help his wife and kids. Even as the dark crawled back out from the corners of his mind and started to weave a canopy over him, Carn felt himself smiling. They were good lads, simple and true. The kind of dwarves he was proud to know. With a deep breath that filled his lungs, he set his empty flagon down on the tabletop with a thud and looked at each of them in turn.

“Now, laddies, who’s going to buy their commanding officer a drink?”

They all immediately set about turning out their pockets, looking for the tokens they’d earned in service to the Ravine Guard. It was no different to the pay Droom received from the mines, or any other dwarf for that matter. That was one good thing about the Council, Carn supposed: every dwarf got the same, irrespective of what they did for a living. It hadn’t always been that way. Up until the time of Maldark the Fallen, it had been a dog-eat-dog world, with every dwarf for himself. Now, with the even distribution of tokens, there was a sense of solidarity. Of course, like everything else in Arx Gravis, it wasn’t quite as simple as it seemed. Favors were always being done in exchange for tokens, and what you had could always be doubled at the dice table or wagered on a circle fight. And if you had the kinds of privileges the councilors enjoyed, you might do even better for yourself.

Midnight came and went. Through the window, the amber light from the glowstones steadily increased as Raphoe flew the nest and left her two sibling moons adorning the night sky: Charos, a mere fraction of Raphoe’s size; and Ennoi, smaller still, or perhaps more distant.

The table of women quietened down somewhat at the arrival of a night-time feast of pie and potatoes. One of them caught Carn looking and winked. He smiled and turned away. She was a bonny lass, right enough, but he was hardly in the mood.

Carn worked his way through flagon after flagon of mead the Red Cloaks set before him, but no matter how much he put away, he never found the liberating effect of drunkenness. Truth was, he seldom did, and on the few occasions he’d been totally inebriated, he’d sobered in an instant at the prospect of a brawl or the tug of a lassie’s beard.

The other patrons filtered out, dropping their tankards off at the bar as they left. Bucknard straightened up chairs and benches, then seated himself on a barrel by the hearth, keeping a bleary eye on those still drinking. He took out a pipe and lit it with a taper he held to the flames.

One by one, the Red Cloaks bade their farewells and got up to leave.

“Coming?” Kal said. He was the only one left.

“Aye, laddie.” Carn pushed himself up from the bench. Twelve empty flagons were lined up in front of him. Suddenly he felt bad about letting the Red Cloaks spend their tokens on him. “I’ll pay them back,” he muttered.

Kal wasn’t meant to have heard, but he did. “Don’t be a shogger. The lads don’t do anything they don’t want to. And besides, it’s your birthday. Think of it as a gift.”

“Birthday?” He’d completely forgotten, what with all the excitement. Although, that was only the half of it. The reality was, he’d tried to forget his birthday every year he could remember. “Not till tomorrow.”

“It is tomorrow, you stupid scut. Look out the window.”

The amber glowstones had all gone out, and red and purple light from the rising suns reflected off the walkways overhead. Already, dwarves were moving about outside: stallholders hoping to catch the morning shifts on their way to work.

The tavern door opened, and in came a bunch of miners, grabbing a beer and some eggs and bacon before heading off to chip away at a vein of ocras, or silver, or gold.

And that reminded Carn: Droom would be up and expecting to see him before leaving for the mines. It was the same every time this double-edged day came around. Droom was a stickler for celebrating the birthdays of both his sons, but today was especially important to him: it was also the memorial of Yalla’s death.

Carn gathered up his axe and helm and nodded that they should leave.




FOUR

Carn parted ways from Kal outside Bucknard’s Beer Hall and headed for the Sward, a broad ledge jutting from the side of the ravine that had been seeded with grass and planted with trees centuries ago. From time immemorial the Sward had housed a small village—scattered dwellings of rough-hewn stone designed to blend in with the natural rock formations. There was more accommodation farther back in the ravine walls, where networks of tunnels linked subterranean homes and barracks for the Red Cloaks. But those whose ancestors had been blessed with good fortune—some said it was good breeding, back before the dwarves had learned the ways of equality—had their homes amid the trees and the greenery of the Sward. That’s where Yalla Thayn’s family had lived for as long as anyone could remember. And that’s where they lived now, one hundred and sixty years after her death.

Patches of reddish light shone through cleverly designed gaps between walkways, and, as he reached the Sward, Carn caught a glimpse of one of Aosia’s twin suns rising in fits and starts, darting in and out of the wispy cloud cover.

The dawn glow limning the ravine seemed unearthly and made old familiar things look fresh and new, as if he were seeing them for the first time: the stunted watchtowers of the Ravine Guard; the manicured lawns and sculpted hedgerows of Tranquility Park; and the tinkling waters of Lords’ Fountain in the plaza.

It was a magical time of day. His favorite. The air was chill and crisp, without the stultifying heat it would later acquire. And it was redolent with the smells of cooking—sausages, bacon, and toasted bread, of scented smoke pluming from chimneys. The chirping of birds and the chitter of insects gave the Sward its own brand of music, and every now and again the muffled blare of barge horns carried up from the canals.

Carn’s tension evaporated like the morning dew pearling the sheer walls of the ravine. It was only when he passed Krank Scorby’s smallholding, adjacent to the Thayn family home, that his trepidation began to rise once more. He stopped for a moment to lean on the fence, gazing out at the half dozen boars snuffling for something to eat.

In the distance, the clangor of the blacksmith’s had already commenced. To anyone else it would have been a deafening din, but the Thayns were so inured to it, they barely noticed. Carn did, though, on the bad days. And there were few worse than this.

The wind turned, and for an instant he caught the rancid whiff of the mushroom farm across the way. During storms, when the wind howled through the ravine and gusted in vicious swirls, the stench of the fisheries around the Sag-Urda would rise to mingle with it.

Carn drew in a long, deep breath then let it out with a sigh. He pushed off from the fence and headed for home. The door was open as always, and he entered, setting his axe and helm on the table in the hallway.

Droom stumbled out from the bathroom, one foot booted, the other covered by a threadbare sock. His grey-streaked hair was mussed up, his beard a tangle of knots. He already had on his thick-weave work jacket and britches, both with their permanent coating of rock dust from the mines. The jacket was coming apart at the seams, and Droom’s massive shoulders threatened to burst out of it at any moment.

“You seen my boot, laddie?”

Without waiting for an answer, Droom hobbled off into the hearth-room and Carn followed. “Where were you all night, laddie? I cracked open a cask of mead. Thought you might have joined me, seeing as it’s… you know.”

It was bad enough enduring the combined celebrations and mourning one day every year, without adding the night before. Even if he’d thought about it, Carn would have drummed up an excuse.

“I’d have liked that, Pa, only there was trouble.”

Droom’s eyes continued to flit about in search of his missing boot. “What kind of trouble? You been losing tokens at the dice table again?”

“You got time for a kaffa before work? I’ll tell you all about it.”

“Fix me one, laddie,” Droom said, “while I find my boot. I’m starting late today, in any case. Foreman knows what day it is. Knew your ma, he did. Oh, that reminds me.” He came back out into the hallway and clapped a hand on Carn’s shoulder. “Happy birthday, son.”

“What did you get me?”

Droom winced and chewed on his top lip.

“Don’t tell me,” Carn said. “The mead you drank last night.”

“I’ll pick up another on my way home. Taffyr’s Golden Honey Mead. Best there is.”

Carn shook his head and wandered toward the kitchen. “You should know, Pa.”

And judging by Droom’s notorious forgetfulness, he’d be the only one to know. The chances of him remembering to buy another cask were the same as Lukar giving up the pies and going for a run each morning.

Carn’s brother was at the kitchen table, still in his night robe, which was threatening to burst open for a completely different reason to Droom’s jacket. Droom was all muscle, earned from a life of hard labor, but Lukar had the physique of a dwarf who sat on his arse all day poring over books. And it wasn’t just his waistline that suffered: he was blind as a bat and had to wear one set of eyeglasses for reading, and another for everything else.

On the opposite side of the table, tamping down tobacco in a pipe, a steaming cup of kaffa set before him, was someone Carn hadn’t seen in quite some time.

“Aristodeus.”

“Carnac, my boy. Happy birthday.”

As usual, the philosopher wore a simple robe of white that draped over one shoulder and left the other bare. Even seated, his balding head nearly touched the ceiling. Whether or not he was tall for a human was anyone’s guess. He was the only outsider Carn had ever seen.

“So,” Carn said, crossing to the hearth, where the copper kettle sat atop its cast iron trivet so that it didn’t boil dry. “You came all the way from wherever it is you come from to wish me happy birthday. Laddie, I’m touched.”

“Thought I’d kill two birds with one stone,” Aristodeus said. He took a shiny silver object from his robe pocket and pressed down on one end with his thumb. A wavering flame sprang up, and he used it to light his pipe. He took a couple of draws on the stem and then pocketed the silver flame-maker. “I’ve always loved that about dwarves: having the entire family together under one roof. Your brother’s thesis on the Chronicles is nearing completion, and I’ve come to offer my two talents’ worth.” When Carn frowned his confusion, the philosopher added, “Two tokens’ worth?”

Carn looked about for something to eat. There were links of sausages hanging from the hook in the ceiling, along with a cured haunch of ham. To one side was a covered plate of cheese, and he helped himself to a chunk, grimacing as he chewed. It was hard and tasted faintly of mold.

“Didn’t know you were an expert on dwarf records,” he said, grabbing a couple of cups and adding a spoonful of powdered kaffa to each, before pouring on hot water from the kettle.

“I’m not,” the philosopher said. “But I know history.”

Droom bustled in, both feet now booted, hair slightly less of a muss. He was running a comb through his beard but gave up with a curse. It was too tangled to do much about.

“You’ll have to shave it off,” Aristodeus said.

“That what happened to your head?” Droom said. He took a kaffa from Carn and pulled out a chair. “So, laddie, what’s this trouble you mentioned?”

Carn leaned against the hearth. The heat from the fire seemed to thaw away some of the numbness that had crept into his limbs with the black mood.

Lukar yawned and tried to snag Aristodeus with a new strain of conversation, but the philosopher’s eyes were glued to Carn, as if he wanted to hear about the trouble. As if he already knew.

“Someone broke into the Scriptorium,” Carn said.

Lukar sat up with a gasp. The Scriptorium was where he spent the majority of his time.

Carn took a sip of kaffa and near-scalded his lips. Droom swigged his and sighed with appreciation. His cast iron palate was as legendary as his cast-iron gut.

“Why would they do that?” Lukar asked.

Aristodeus said nothing. He was watching Carn like a vulture over a carcass.
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