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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

Felnir Skyrnrak Seafarer, warrior, great-grandson to the Tielwald Margnus Gruinskard, brother to Thera and Guthnyr

Thera Speldrenda Vellihr of Justice to the Sister Queens, captain of the longship Great Wolf, great-granddaughter to Margnus Gruinskard, sister to Felnir and Guthnyr

Lynnea Trahleyl Daughter to the slain Veilwald of the Skor Geld, Thera’s ward

Achier Morvek and former slave, member of Thera’s menda

Coelnyr Principal servant and spymaster to Margnus Gruinskard

Margnus Gruinskard Tielwald – Principal Advisor – to the Sister Queens

Ruhlin ehs Kestryg Fisherman of the Outer Isles

Berrine Jurest Renowned scholar and Skierwald at the Archive of the Sister Queens in Olversahl

Elvine Jurest Scholar in service to Sister Lore and daughter to Berrine

Hulnath Gaoler in the Verungyr

Aldunna Cook in the Verungyr kitchens, agent of the Tielwald

Guthnyr Warrior and brother to Thera and Felnir

Sygna Healer and archer, lover and trusted counsel to Felnir

Wohtin Ancient advisor to the legendary King Velgard

Colvyn Warrior and speaker of many tongues, half-brother to Elvine

Ragnalt Warrior in Thera’s menda

Hemund The Chief Dockmaster of Olversahl, friend to Elvine

Mohlnir Ship’s cat aboard the Great Wolf

Synghild Vyrnvest Veilwald of the Speldmeara Geld

Teylhar Master shipwright and son to Synghild

Aleida Daughter of the slain Aerling Eldryk, lover to Ruhlin

Ilvar Kastrahk Vellihr of Lore to the Sister Queens

Halkyr Warrior in Ilvar’s menda

Hakkyn Rohnlank Veilwald of the Aiken Geld

Skahlvyr Estrynlud Renowned warrior and seafarer of the Aiken Geld, captain of the Silver Hawk, kinsman to Hakkyn

Obryn D’Shaine Albermaine-ish captain of the merchantman the Northern Star

Nahim Din Rabahs Southern seas captain of the merchantman the Saﬃhr

Tuhlan Caerith freed prisoner of the Nihlvarians, friend to Ruhlin

Julette Ahlpert Former Almerbmaine-ish pirate and freed prisoner of the Nihlvarians, friend to Ruhlin

Sygurn Freed Nihlvarian slave in Felnir’s company

Iyaka Freed Morvek slave in Ruhlin’s company

Behsla Freed slave and member of Ruhlin’s band. Former sailing master and warrior aboard the Sea Hawk

Jolnyr Freed slave and member of Ruhlin’s band. Former apprentice helmsman aboard the Sea Hawk

Ryma Orphaned Nihlvarian foundling, ward to Aleida and Ruhlin

Deyna Member of the Nihlvarian Tuhlvyr caste

Tirohk Morvek warrior, Vakil-tuhk (War Chief) to the Vehlkasa clan

Velkar Morvek elder, Krisch-tuhk (Chief of Wisdom) to the Teyrak clan

Olchar Morvek elder, Krisch-tuhk (Chief of Wisdom) to the Vulksa clan

Ossgrym Styrntorc Veilwald of the Kast Geld

Aldeyn Nephew to Ossgrym

Kahlvik Vahrimdorr Uhlwald of the Northern Shore of Ayl-Ah-Vahrim. Captain of the Ohlira. Renowned explorer and seafarer. Cousin to Ossgrym

Veltta Freed Nihlvarian slave in Thera’s service, captain of the Chainbreaker

Alryhk Freed Nihlvarian slave in Thera’s service, first mate aboard the Chainbreaker

Arnhilt Volksora Gyrwald of the Greencrest

Tulvik Warrior of the Greencrest, descendant of Arnhilt

Beyorn Warrior of the Greencrest

Ehdlur Orphan abducted by the Ahrkun Krayl, brother to Yuhlla

Yuhlla Orphan abducted by the Ahrkun Krayl, sister to Ehdlur




WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE . . .

To her most Royal Majesty, the Dowager Princess, Leannor Algathinet, from her most humble servant Edvard Baelforth, Senior Scholar, Royal Couravel Library.

Majesty, it is my pleasure to at last place in your hands the document you requested – to wit, an account of the curious and concerning events that overtook the realm of Ascarlia some years ago. Please, once again, accept my sincerest apologies for the delay in completing this task. The Ascarlians are, as you well know, a taciturn people at the best of times, especially when confronted by a foreigner seeking enlightenment regarding a subject many in that inclement land prefer not to discuss.

However, extensive travel and enquiry did eventually lead me to an individual willing to provide a fulsome account, albeit with two stipulations. The first being that his name would never be recorded and the second the provision of a large sum of silver coin. How this individual came to acquire such detailed knowledge of the events in question remains something of a mystery. He was highly disinclined towards any explanation, at times violently so. However, I have been able to corroborate enough of his testimony to regard it as at least worthy of interest, if patently incredible in places. I thought it best to present his tale in its unvarnished state and trust your majesty will forgive its occasional vulgarity and artless phrasing. The account reads as follows: Where does this tale start, you ask? There are those who will claim it starts with the Volkrath, those heretic rebels driven from Ascarlia at the end of the Age of Discord. Some would delve deeper in time and tell you it began with the self-imposed exile of King Velgard, last man to sit the throne of Ascarlia who, weighed by guilt for slaying his brother, did take himself off across the Styrnspeld Sea to find the fabled Vaults of the Altvar. But it is a foolish tongue that speaks thus, for it begins not with fables and kings, but with a young fisherman of humble blood.

Ruhlin ehs Kestryg, his kin called him – that’s ‘Ruhlin the Quiet’ to you, foreigner. He wasn’t one for saying more than he had to, by all accounts. Given that the folk of the Outer Isles are hardly renowned as great talkers, he must have been a quiet soul indeed. There’s those that claim Ruhlin as distant kin to Velgard, or some other hero of long ago, but that’s all goat-shit. He was just a fisherman, orphaned and taken in by his grandmother, who raised him with the aid of Ihrkyn, her mahkla – one bonded to servitude by virtue of their misdeeds. Ruhlin grew to manhood in the settlement of Buhl Hardta upon the island of Ayl-Ah-Swahl, the Isle of Whales in your uncivilised tongue. A more remote and unimportant corner of Ascarlia is not to be found, yet it was here that the red-sailed ships first came with fire and blood.

What exactly occurred that day is all mixed up in wild tales and fanciful songs, but most agree that Ruhlin, seeing his best friend and grandmother slain by raiders, became . . . changed. Battle rage is well known among our people, of course, but this was different. It wasn’t just Ruhlin’s heart that changed, but his body. The wilder tales speak of a ravening monster possessed of strength beyond that of ten men. A monster that roared and rent and rampaged its way through the raiders, killing all he could lay his claws upon. That is, until one, a noblewoman of some kind, laid him low with a humble dart dipped in poison. But it didn’t kill him. Something like him was too valuable for that. So he was gathered up and put on a ship back to their homeland, which, I suppose you know, was called Nihlvar, though no living Ascarlian at the time had ever heard of it. Would that we had remained so ignorant, but such is the will of the Altvar.

Chained and drugged to quell his inner beast, Ruhlin’s only companion aboard the ship was a fellow islander, a girl about his own age named Mehlga. She was given to voicing many strange allusions to events that had not yet come to pass. Thinking her driven mad by her ordeal, Ruhlin gave her tales no credence until the day she told their captors she had something to tell their mistress. Conveyed to the deck, Ruhlin was amazed to find that the ship sailed through the heart of the Fire Islands, a barrier long thought impassible by the Ascarls. There, the air stinks of sulphur and the sundered mountains spew so much molten lava into the sea that it boils. The mistress of the ship was the same woman who had laid Ruhlin low with a poison dart. Her name was Angomar, and she held the Nihlvarian rank of Aerling, a person of property and influence. At this juncture, Mehlga paused to say this to Ruhlin: “You can trust the Aerling’s daughter.”

The words were meaningless to him and he watched in confusion as Mehlga approached Angomar, leaning close as if to impart a secret. Whatever words she spoke were lost to Ruhlin’s ears, but they caused such a shock to Angomar that she failed to respond when Mehlga took hold of her and pitched them both over the side, there to perish in the boiling waters. Ruhlin was instantly set upon by the ship’s vengeful crew, causing a return of his monstrous state, but only briefly before the drugs once again took hold and dragged him into sleep.

He awoke days later to find himself in a Nihlvarian port laid at the feet of Angomar’s brother, Eldryk, another Aerling. Taken to Eldryk’s underground holdfast deep in the Vyrnkral Mountains, Ruhlin found himself caged along with other captives. Some were Nihlvarian, but others hailed from more distant shores, including a Caerith warrior named Tuhlan, and an Albermaine-ish pirate named Julette Ahlpert. Ruhlin learned they were being trained to fight in the Meidvang, a spectacle of combat held in honour of the Altvar. Befriending Tuhlan and Julette, Ruhlin resolved to escape, despite the assiduous scrutiny and cruelty of Eldryk’s giant overseer, Radylf. Ruhlin also gained the notice of a young maiden named Aleida who, he learned with considerable interest, was the Aerling’s daughter.

There are others who stand tall in this tale, Thera Speldrenda for one, known as the Blackspear. As Vellihr of Justice, she was one of the most trusted servants of the Sister Queens, beholden most of all to Sister Iron, long our shield against enemies without and within. At the dawn of what became known as the Age of Wrath, Sister Iron dispatched Thera to the port of Skor Hardta, there to bring justice to Kolsyg Ehflud, the Saltskin, Veilwald of the Skor Geld. Having fallen to madness, Kolsyg had desecrated the barrow of Gythrum Fihrskard, the Dreadaxe, who sits highest in the annals of Ascarlian warriors. Not content with stealing Gythrum’s fabled axe, Kolsyg had also slain a number of his kin. Answering only with ravings when Thera called him to account, her judgement was swift. Kolsyg died with her famed black-pointed spear, pinning him to his chair while all the kin arrayed in his hall looked on and raised neither blade nor word in his defence.

Temporarily appointing a man named Rolnar Tarhrimvest to undertake Kolsyg’s duties, Thera took charge of the slain his daughter, Lynnea Trahleyl, known as the Silentsong on account of the fact that she never spoke. Thera stated her reason for taking Kolsyg’s only child was to allow her to petition the Sister Queens to inherit his lands and titles. In truth, Thera took her in accordance with Sister Iron’s order. Sailing away with Lynnea aboard her warship, the Great Wolf, Thera noticed the maiden’s curious affinity for animals. First winning the affections of the ship’s vicious cat, Mohlnir, she then seemed to commune with a pack of passing orcas, much to the disquiet of Thera’s sailing master, Gelmyr.

Soon after, the Great Wolf weighed anchor at Ayl-Ah-Kayl, the Silver Isle, where lies the barrow of Gythrum Dreadaxe. There did Lynnea make recompense for her father’s misdeeds by cutting her hand to spill blood upon that sacred soil. Thera wished to return the dreadaxe to Gythrum’s kin, but they refused, making her a gift of the most prized weapon in Ascarlian lore. Sailing onto Skar Magnol, Thera was obliged, against her inclinations, to meet with her great-grandfather, the Tielwald Margnus Gruinskard, the Stone Axe. Tielwald, you must understand, foreigner, is a position of high importance in this realm. The Tielwald was both advisor and spymaster to the Sister Queens, set to work in the shadows and uncover any secret that might imperil the Ascarls. Ancient and steeped in blood, Margnus Gruinskard was never an easy man to like, and Thera’s dislike of her great-grandfather was matched only by her disdain for her brother, also present at the meeting.

Here I must digress to pay proper attention to Thera’s brother, Felnir Skyrnrak, the Redtooth, for his role in this tale is also of great import. Thera, Felnir, and their younger brother Guthnyr, had been orphaned when their parents fell in the retaking of Olversahl, the Ascarlian port seized by Albermaine-ish villainy in times past. It was through the guile of Margnus Gruinskard that the port was wrested from the clutches of the vile Evadyn Blackheart, that most fanatic and blood-soaked adherent of your absurd Covenant faith. Although still a callow maiden then, Thera had won great acclaim in the battle. Felnir and Guthnyr, both but boys, had suffered the disgrace of capture. This was the seed of resentment between Felnir and Thera, one that grew with the years.

Under his great-grandfather’s tutelage, Felnir acquired the skills of a warrior and an education in the wider world. But for a renowned misdeed, he might have followed his sister on the Vellihr’s path. Sent on an errand to the mining settlement of Turon Hardta, Felnir was obliged to rescue Guthnyr from a mob of boys taunting him for cowardice at Olversahl. This led him into a duel with Volund Stolntalv, the Strong back, the son of the local Uhlwald. Still young and not yet possessed of the skills that would make him so feared, Felnir found himself outmatched by a veteran opponent. His shield shattered, he lay at Volund’s mercy. It is widely believed that Volund intended to spare Felnir, having administered a painful lesson in insulting one’s hosts. Yet, before doing so, he made the grave error of laughing at Felnir’s beaten state. Enraged beyond reason, Felnir flew at Volund and bit out his throat, thereafter earning the name Red Tooth.

Despite his great-grandfather’s status, this deed saw Felnir subjected to the punishment feared by all Ascarls, even more so than death: exile. Forced to forsake his homeland and leave his cherished brother Guthnyr behind, Felnir took ship to the arid eastern lands of Ishtakar. His adventures as a mercenary in service to the great Saluhtan are many and need no repetition here. Suffice to say that, ten years later, his renown was sufficient to enable Margnus Gruinskard to persuade the Sister Queens that his great-grandson would prove useful if permitted to return.

Enlisted as a spy by the Tielwald, Felnir sailed his warship, the Sea Hawk, to the southern coast of Albermaine. There he rescued a fugitive knight named Sir Aurent Vellinde, a worthless miscreant and famed torturer of inmates at the dreaded Pit Mines. Felnir forced Vellinde to hand over the intelligence he had been carrying, consisting of a scrap of parchment bearing an old runic design inscribed with coded Alberic script. Seeing no more use in Vellinde, Felnir pitched him into the sea and returned to Skar Magnol, there to find himself standing before his great-grandfather in reluctant company with his sister.

The fulsome list of causes for the enmity between these siblings has never been fully set down. But it did not arise entirely from Felnir’s resentment of a more celebrated sister, for the acrimony flowed both ways. Thera’s ire towards her brother was birthed not from hatred, but love. As children, they had not been the only orphans in their great-grandfather’s house. Sygna, ward of Margnus Gruinskard, was as fair as she was fierce, with a heart that belied her fierceness. Her love for Felnir had blossomed early, and, in his absence, closeness had grown between her and Thera, but where Sygna saw friendship, Thera saw love. Sygna’s love for Felnir had not been crushed by his departure, and so Thera’s for Sygna was twisted into bitterness by his return. Felnir’s union with Sygna was swift, a true love despite Thera’s suspicions that her brother’s actions were driven by spite. In the aftermath, their shared grievance had only festered.

During their meeting in Olversahl, an event that held far more significance than Thera or Felnir could suspect, their great-grandfather made them each a gift: a silver trinket shaped like a knot. Describing these as tokens of great-grandfatherly affection, he enjoined brother and sister to wear them close to the skin. When Thera departed for her meeting with the Sister Queens, Gruinskard rebuked Felnir for failing to return with Vellinde. After examining the scrap of parchment with its strange design, the Tielwald ordered Felnir to proceed to Castle Granoire in the Cordwain Duchy of northern Albermaine. There he would orchestrate the escape of a prisoner held in the dungeons, a prisoner bearing this design upon his skin.

Many miles away in the realm of Nihlvar, an imprisoned Ruhlin began to understand that the population of this realm was divided between the Nihlvarians and the Morvek. The land had once belonged to the Morvek, but they were now laid low by the Nihlvarians who had come across the sea in great numbers with weapons of steel centuries before. To his surprise, Ruhlin discovered that Radylf was Morvek, as was Aleida’s mother.

Attempting to rouse Ruhlin’s monstrous state, her father pitted him against a Morvek captive, a spindly wretch reduced to bestial savagery. Although the Morvek’s violence stirred the beast, Ruhlin was able to contain it and refused to fight. Seeing this, the Morvek also threw down his weapon, suffering Radylf’s whip for his mercy. Enraged, the monster awoke in Ruhlin again and he lunged for Radylf, only to be brought down by a poison dart. With Radylf distracted, the Morvek captive leaped onto his back and succeeded in slicing off a portion of the giant’s ear before being speared by a guard.

When Ruhlin awoke, he found the flesh around his collarbone had been pierced by an iron ring, a vile device of Morvek magic Aleida named as a stagna. Its purpose became clear when Eldryk appeared in company with an older Morvek woman named Achela. One glance at the stagna from this woman was enough to birth a freezing fire throughout Ruhlin’s body, banishing the monster and leaving him helpless. He learned later that Achela was Aleida’s aunt, like Radylf, an apparently willing and loyal servant to Eldryk. He also discovered that Aleida possessed her aunt’s arcane command of metal but had kept it secret.

Later, Eldryk took Ruhlin beyond the confines of his underground prison to a high point in the Vyrnkral Mountains. There he was presented to Feydrik and Deyna, two members of the exalted Nihlvarian Tuhlvyr caste. Stoically bearing their caustic scrutiny, Ruhlin deduced from their conversation that there may be more significance to his upcoming role in the Meidvang than he realised. “Before long you will stand before the Vortigurn himself,” Deyna told him, referring to the dread king of the Nihlvarians, who they appeared to regard with all the awe of the most servile dog for the cruellest master. “Such a terrible waste.”

Soon, Ruhlin and his fellow captives were packed into wagons and taken to the northern Nihlvarian town of Lyhs Skarta, there to fight in the first Meidvang of the season. During the journey, Ruhlin succeeded in forming an alliance with a disgraced captive Nihlvarian named Sygurn. The Nihlvarian warned Ruhlin that their chance at escape would be fleeting and, to seize it, “that precious blood of yours will have to burn”.

At this same time, Thera presented herself and Lynnea to the Sister Queens Lore, Iron and Silver in the great Hall of Nerlfeya beneath the mighty holdfast of the Verungyr. During their questioning of Lynnea, it became apparent that she had no desire to inherit her father’s holdings and wished to be apprenticed to Thera. Given Thera’s willingness to take the maiden under her guidance, the queens agreed. Later, during a private audience, Sister Iron revealed that she ordered Thera to bring Lynnea to her due to her affection for the maiden’s mother, as well as the potential uses of her unusual gifts. She also explained the curious failure of the Kast Geld in the Outer Isles to provide its annual quota of stock-fish. Fearing rebellion, she commanded Thera to investigate.

Her forces strengthened by two ships, the Swift Spear and the Wind Sword, commanded by the Vellihrs Gynheld Volksora, the Waverider, and Alvyr Kahlsten, named the Silverlock, Thera sailed for the Outer Isles. First calling in at the port of Skyrn Hardta in the southern Outer Isles, Thera met with Hakkyn Rohnlank, the Greenhand, Veilwald of the Aiken Geld. He spoke of ships failing to return from northern waters and many ill rumours upon the wind. That night, as the crews of the three ships feasted, Thera and Lynnea were attacked by an archer. Missing his mark, the assassin was swiftly killed by Snaryk, a giant dog Lynnea had befriended. Unable to identify the man, Thera couldn’t discern if she or her apprentice had been his intended target.

Sailing northward, Thera arrived at Ayl-Ah-Veyn and found the settlement there destroyed and its people slaughtered. Curiously, little appeared to have been stolen, the raiders intent on only murder and destruction. Further north, Thera’s small fleet weighed anchor at the port of Buhl Hardta, finding baffling evidence of Ruhlin’s rampage among the ruins. Thera’s scouting party returned with a survivor named Annuk, who told the tale of the island’s fall. He set the blame upon the shoulders of Ossgrym Styrntorc, the Ironbones, Veilwald of the Kast Geld. However, Thera was warned by Lynnea, using the uncanny wordless communication between them, that this man was lying. When questioned further, Annuk attempted to slay Thera, only to be quickly brought down and bound by her crew.

Subjecting Annuk to harsh questioning the following morning, Thera learned that he was a spy in service to the Volkrath, that malign, partly mythical band of rebels thought extinct long ago. She also discovered the name of the realm whence the raiders hailed: Nihlvar. Distracted by the sighting of a passing ship of unknown design, Thera returned to the shed where Annuk had been held captive to find him dead, having apparently bashed his own head in. She harshly chastised Eshilde, another of her apprentices, for leaving the prisoner unattended, then set off in pursuit of the unfamiliar ship. Following Gelmyr’s advice, they made for the rocky islet of Iselda’s Nail. Finding their quarry at anchor, her three ships swiftly boarded it after a vicious battle. Before she could properly scour the ship for information, a fire began to blaze in its hold. Pausing only to rescue Eshilde, who had, in an effort to recover her Vellihr’s esteem, ventured below decks, Thera was forced to abandon the vessel. As they sailed away, Lynnea reported the appearance of a great many more red sails on the western horizon.

Far to the south in the Cordwain Duchy, Felnir had succeeded in gaining access to Castle Granoire by means of disguise, finding the prisoner he had been sent for to be a maddened wretch with a body entirely decorated in cryptic tattoos. The man’s ravings obliged Felnir also to rescue an amiable youth named Colvyn with a knack for keeping his cellmate calm. Given the man’s propensity for occasionally rambling in poetic Ascarlian, Colvyn had dubbed his cellmate Wohtin, the name of the author of the Altvar Rendi, most sacred book of the Ascarls.

Escaping the castle, they returned to Skar Magnol, where the Tielwald presented both Felnir and his prisoner to Sister Lore. Also present was a young scholar from Olversahl named Elvine Jurest, daughter of the respected archivist Berrine Jurest. Having been caught by Ilvar Kastrahk, the Vellihr of Lore, at a forbidden Covenanter gathering, Elvine had been obliged to submit to service in Sister Lore’s tower for fear of recriminations against her mother.

Sister Lore revealed that the intent of Felnir’s mission had been to discover a route to the fabled Vaults of the Altvar. Thanks to Elvine’s interpretation of the tattoos upon Wohtin’s skin, that route had now partially been revealed. According to Ascarlian legend, the Vaults had been constructed by the Uhltvar, the first most blessed race of mortals who shared the blood of the gods. Abandoned for centuries, they had reputedly been rediscovered by Velgard the Exiled King. Sister Lore then commanded Felnir and Elvine to find the Vaults and bring unto her its treasures.

Guided by Elvine’s scholarship, Felnir sailed the Sea Hawk north to Ayl-Ah-Skorna, where the great monument to King Velgard lay in ruins. During the voyage, he noticed the closeness growing between Elvine and Colvyn and warned the young rogue against any amorous intent. Arriving at Ayl-Ah-Skorna, Elvine began her inspection of the ruined monument only to be interrupted when Felnir’s company was attacked by a mercenary war band. However, even the bravest and most skilled warriors would be hard pressed to contend with the battle fury of both Felnir Redtooth and his brother. While Guthnyr slew the mercenary captain and Felnir carved a bloody path through the others, Elvine came close to being captured only for Colvyn to display considerable skill in cutting down those who sought to take her.

After the skirmish, Felnir’s ungentle approach to questioning his captives extracted little save that this band had been hired from southern waters by persons unknown. Their instructions had been to slay Felnir’s war band but take Elvine alive. Felnir, ever a man of harsh but fair inclinations, spared his prisoners after ordering the small finger be severed from their right hands. Returning to the task of inspecting the monument, Elvine revealed an inscription indicating they should follow Trieya’s Quill, a constellation that rises in the eastern sky.

Felnir duly sailed the Sea Hawk east for weeks until the unwelcome sight of the Fire Isles rose on the horizon. Wary of the hazardous waters but guided by Elvine’s interrogation of Wohtin’s tattoos, Felnir weighed anchor at a point where he espied a lone tree growing upon the shore. Going ashore, Felnir’s party soon discovered a hidden doorway behind a waterfall, working it open to reveal a steep descending staircase. Venturing into the bowels of the earth, they came upon an underground city. Beyond the city, they entered a huge chamber where each of the gods of the Altvar was commemorated in the form of a great statue. This, Elvine assured Felnir, could only be the Vaults of the Altvar.

Approaching the largest statue depicting Ulthnir the Worldsmith, they found a strange, misshapen concordance of rock at its base. Enmeshed in the rock were three weapons: a sword, a bow and a spear. Fearing Ulthnir’s anger, Felnir hesitated before reaching for the sword, but his brother was ever a less cautious soul and swiftly took hold of the spear. As he did so, the malformed rock dissolved into dust and a great tremor shook the vast cavern. Kodryn, Felnir’s steadfast comrade since his days in Ishtakar, was crushed by a stone fallen from the cavern roof. Felnir, Sygna, Wohtin and the crewman Falk, were imprisoned beneath the falling rubble while Elvine, Colvyn and Guthnyr made their escape with the spear as the great cavern tumbled into ruin around them.

Meanwhile, in Nihlvar, Ruhlin found himself forced into the arena alongside an unarmed Sygurn and Julette. Faced with no less than ten opponents, Ruhlin allowed his rage to blossom so that he might defend his friends. Made monstrous once again, he slaughtered the other fighters in bare moments, earning frenzied acclaim from the baying crowd. After another bloody spectacle in the city of Ossvek, they were taken to Turihmvek, capital of the Vyrnkral Veld and the largest city in northern Nihlvar. Here, Feydrik, the Tuhlvyr Ruhlin had met in the mountains, held sway as governor of the Vyrnkral Veld. Before his turn in the arena, Eldryk made Ruhlin an offer: if he would serve loyally, then he would be given his freedom and Aleida would be his wife. Ruhlin refused him, but saw truth in the Aerling’s prediction that his taste for blood would grow the more he fought.

Arriving at the arena in Turihmvek, Ruhlin was briefly left alone with Achela. The Morvek woman revealed that, guided by ancient prophecy, she has been secretly plotting the demise of Nihlvar for many years. “Our roles in this story were written in ages long past, though to accept one’s place in history is a hard burden to bear.” She told Ruhlin that Aleida had a hidden knife and intended to kill her father in the arena. She cautioned him to await the right moment before acting. “What must happen will happen.”

Entering the arena, Ruhlin found that this time he had been matched against a huge bear. The creature had been tormented and abused beyond the point of madness, but proved to be no match for his monster when unleashed. Maiming the beast, Ruhlin launched himself at the box where Eldryk and the luminaries of northern Nihlvar were gathered. All the while, he expected Achela to summon the power of the stagna, but she did not. Leaping into the box, he saw Eldryk holding a knife to Achela’s throat, only for him to be struck down by his daughter. Ruhlin killed Feydrik and painted the marble red with the blood of many others before succumbing to the exhaustion that always followed his rampages.

Slapped awake by Aleida, he saw Achela kneeling by the near dead body of the bear. At Aleida’s urging, the two of them escaped the arena to the vaults below, freeing the fighters held captive there. Their chains sundered, they fled through the tunnels until confronted by the giant Radylf. Finding himself crushed in the overseer’s embrace, Ruhlin failed to summon the monster again and knew he faced the moment of his death. But then the bear, now healed of its wounds, appeared to slay Radylf in bloody and fitting fashion. Looking into the beast’s eyes, Ruhlin understood that its mind was now occupied by Achela. Disguising themselves in the slain guards’ armour, Ruhlin and his companions stole wagons and made their escape from the arena and the city, towards an uncertain fate, but at least knowing the taste of free air.

Elsewhere, upon the Styrnspeld Sea, Thera looked upon that vast fleet of red sails ships and realised that all Ascarlia was now under threat of invasion. Her duty therefore lay in avoiding battle and fleeing so that she might bring warning to the Sister Queens. Rather than sail directly east, Gelmyr advised they sail north since many of the approaching vessels were swifter than their three ships. Heading north with the enemy chasing hard, they encountered one of the fierce storms for which the Styrnspeld Sea is famed. It wrecked the Swift Spear, sending Vellihr and crew into the embrace of Ulfmaer, god of the sea. With the storm calmed, Thera found the Nihlvarians still in pursuit, albeit reduced in number. At this point, the Silverlock proved worthy of his renown by turning the Wind Sword about and sailing into the midst of the Nihlvarian ships. His valiant but doomed charge bought time for Thera. But still, their pursuers came on.

Entering the more placid but still treacherous waters of the far north, where bergs as tall as mountains are wont to crush ships like kindling, the Great Wolf was soon surrounded by a pack of the dreaded white whales. These beasts are very different from their peaceable and easily hunted southern cousins, displaying a ferocious hatred of ships and those that sail them. Although they did Thera the favour of utterly destroying the Nihlvarian ships, with the deed done, they turned their ire upon the Great Wolf. It was here that Lynnea Trahleyl proved her worth beyond question. Drawing from a previously unsuspected well of arcane power, the Silentsong did commune with the white whales and dissuade them from their ravening course, leaving the Great Wolf in peace. Afterwards, she fell into a deep sleep and could not be woken.

Keen to bring her warning to the Sister Queens, Thera immediately headed south. Happening upon the wreckage of the Nihlvarian ships, they discovered a man clinging to flotsam. Somehow he still lived even though the chill of the water should have killed in him moments. Taken aboard, he gave his name as Achier, a Morvek slave with no love for his former masters. Thera set him to watch over Lynnea’s unresponsive person. She awoke shortly after, and Thera gained a sense of mutual recognition in the manner with which Lynnea and Achier regarded one another.

Sailing on, the ship was beset by a storm of the greatest fury, robbing the Great Wolf of her mainmast and leaving her to wallow in the calm that followed. Rowing south, and pushing her crew to the edge of exhaustion, Thera came to the upper reaches of the Outer Isles. They made for Ayl-Ah-Vahrim, the Grey Isle, where Ossgrym Ironbones held sway as Veilwald of the Kast Geld. Sailing close to the coast, Thera discovered that the Nihlvarians had already landed in numbers, establishing a stockade around the bay where the fleet had anchored. Realising there was no help to be had here, Thera resumed the southward course, intent on finding a way through the Outer Isles and onto Skar Magnol. Yet, that night, her fate was forever twisted, for her great-grandfather visited her in a dream, telling her she must turn north once again, and seek out the Endyr’s Cut on the shore of Ayl-Ah-Vahrim.

Waking, Thera felt the heat of the trinket about her neck and suspected it had been the means by which Margnus had reached into her dreams. Yet, still unsure if the dream had been no more than the conjuration of a tired mind, she ordered Gelmyr to set course for Endyr’s Cut, a place he knew thanks to his old days as a smuggler. Sailing into the narrow notch in the eastern coastline of Ayl-Ah-Vahrim, they found Ossgrym Ironbones and the remnants of his war band. Having suffered defeat in a sea battle with the Nihlvarians, Ossgrym had been forced into hiding. Hearing the Veilwald’s intelligence regarding the Nihlvarian stockade, Thera conceived a stratagem that might secure victory.

Ordering Gelmyr to take the Great Wolf to sea with what few ships remained of Ossgrym’s fleet, Thera marched out with her crew and the Ironbones’ war band. Moving at night and gathering strength from the scattered, vengeful islanders, they approached the Nihlvarian anchorage. When Gelmyr’s small fleet appeared off shore with all torches blazing, Thera used the distraction to launch an assault on the wooden wall of the stockade. The Nihlvarians had made an error in corralling stolen cattle alongside the wall, enabling Lynnea to make use of her gift to rouse the beasts to a fury and break the wall.

Storming into the breach, Thera wielded the dreadaxe to wreak slaughter among the Nihlvarians, cutting a path to the shoreline where she saw the Great Wolf battling the enemy ships. Clambering aboard, Thera found Eshilde weeping as she cradled the slain body of Gelmyr. As Thera knelt at Gelmyr’s side, beset by grief, Eshilde drew a hidden knife and stabbed her in the chest.

“It’s been a merry dance,” Eshilde said with a smile. “But all revels must end.”

She drew her knife back for a killing blow, but the great hound Snaryk fell upon her before she could drive the blade home. As the beast ravaged her assassin, Thera saw Achier reaching for her before she tumbled over the side, plunging into the sea with her life’s blood staining the water.

Far away in the bowels of the Fire Isles, Felnir lay miraculously alive under the rubble of the fallen statue. He retrieved the Sword of the Altvar while Sygna took charge of the bow. Wohtin, now apparently restored to sanity, led them, and the lone surviving crewman Falk, into a passage beneath Ulthnir’s statue which led to the western coast of the Fire Isles. They followed him to an abandoned city on the shoreline, where lay the barrow of the exiled king Velgard.

Carved upon the barrow were a number of faces, one of them unmistakably that of Wohtin. When challenged by Felnir, he revealed himself as Angmund, once Velgard’s most trusted advisor and master of arcane lore. He related his tale to Felnir, how he had followed his king into exile and how Velgard had tasked him to find a means to commune directly with the Altvar. Journeying far throughout the known world, Angmund eventually found a youth name Moyirn, who appeared to possess an innate ability to command arcane forces. Returning to Skar Altvar with Moyirn, the two of them set about fulfilling Velgard’s request, a task that required the work of years. The day finally came when Moyirn stood before the king and conjured a portal to what he claimed to be the realm of the gods. However, instead of the Altvar’s blessing, Velgard was instantly driven mad and his people rendered senseless. When they woke, their king and Moyirn were gone.

In the aftermath, Angmund, also suffering repeated bouts of madness but blessed with unnaturally long life thanks to Moyirn’s conjuration, embarked upon a search for his lost king. Gathering lore from all the lands he visited, he had it tattooed upon his skin so that it wouldn’t be lost. Robbed of many years’ worth of memory by his recurrent insanity, he awoke one day aboard Felnir’s ship with scant understanding of how he had got there. Now, restored to reason, he told Felnir that a kingdom awaited him across the western sea. Despite grave misgivings, Felnir resolved to follow his course. Breaking open Velgard’s barrow, they found a seaworthy ship. Launching the vessel, they set sail towards an unknown fate.

Meanwhile, Guthnyr, stricken by both guilt and grief for a brother he believed slain, reluctantly agreed to return to the Sea Hawk. Once aboard, he took command despite the evident misgivings of the crew, and set course for Skar Magnol. Yet barely a day later, with the ship bound by fog, they were attacked by two Nihlvarian warships. In the ensuing chaos of battle, Elvine and Colvyn contrived to escape in a rowboat with the Spear of the Altvar.

Adrift upon the Styrnspeld Sea and near to despair, Elvine heard the spear speak to her: He is lying to you. At first, she told herself the voice was a product of her distressed mind, but then it spoke again, warning that Colvyn was not what he appeared to be. Confronting Colvyn, she learned that the voice in the spear had spoken true: Colvyn was in fact her half-brother, guided to her side by arcane visions he had received since childhood. Further to Elvine’s shock, he also revealed himself to be the son of Evadyn Blackheart, slain tyrant Queen of Albermaine. Colvyn had been fathered by the Blackheart’s infamous consort, the scheming spymaster Alwyn Scribe, who, it transpired, was also Elvine’s father.

Unwilling to believe him, but somehow knowing his words to be truth, Elvine kept the spear close in the hopes it would impart more knowledge, but it remained silent for the duration of their time at sea. Rescued by a passing fishing boat from the southern Outer Isles, they were taken to Skyrn Hardta. There, Elvine met with Veilwald Hakkyn, now busily engaged in gathering forces to meet the Nihlvarian threat. Hakkyn gave her leave to sail onto Skar Magnol, bearing his tidings and urgent request for reinforcement.

Arriving at Skar Magnol, Elvine and Colvyn were swiftly conveyed to the Sister Queens’ presence. The audience was held in the Hall of Nerlfeya, and, before the eyes of the assembled servants of the Verungyr, Elvine duly presented the Spear of the Altvar to Sister Lore. Elvine also attempted to impart Veilwald Hakkyn’s tidings, but Sister Lore bade her to wait as she inspected the fabled artefact. Turning to her sister queens, she asked them to look upon markings on the spear’s blade, then, striking without warning, she slew both Sister Silver and Sister Iron. In the same instant, the war band of Vellihr Ilvar fell upon those present, slaying all save Elvine and Colvyn. Stained dark with the blood of her sisters, Sister Lore spoke thus unto Elvine: “Rejoice, my wonderful child, for you are privileged to witness the dawn of the Volkrath Empire!”

Archivist’s note – Sealed under order of the Dowager Princess.
Disclosure only permissible under Royal Warrant.
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PART I


“Mistake not the sword as the wellspring of power. For, as with the sword, power is as nothing without the skill to wield it.”

Ulthnir Horuhnklehr – the Worldsmith – from the
Altvar Rendi






CHAPTER ONE

Thera

It was the cold that saved her. Drifting towards the seabed enveloped in a dark crimson cloud, the warmth in her body seeped away with the blood leaking from her wounds. The invasive chill sent jolts of pain through her chest and skull, shielding her from the lure of sleep from which she knew there would be no waking.

Fight! she commanded herself, red bubbles issuing from her mouth as she snarled in defiance. Kick! Get to the surface!

Her enraged determination produced only a feeble thrashing of limbs before the cold embrace of the water drew even tighter. Of all the many frustrations that beset her in that moment, she was irked to find that it was the image of Eshilde’s face that loomed largest. The cruelty in it. The resentment Thera had always known to simmer beneath the surface now flaring in those eyes, twisting her apprentice’s lips into a smile of malicious enjoyment. Thera had kissed those lips, and felt only passion when she did so. Now she felt hate. She knew Eshilde was dead, brought down and savaged by Snaryk, Lynnea’s faithful hound. But still, the perverse need to kill the traitor raged within, keeping death at bay for another few seconds until her starved lungs made Thera convulse and gasp for air that couldn’t be gasped. Salt water invaded her mouth and choked her throat, causing yet more convulsions. She had heard once that drowning was a peaceful way to die and found space in her frantic mind for an amused reflection on the ignorance of fools.

There is no such thing as a peaceful death . . .

The feeling of something beneath her summoned another reflexive jerk to her limbs. She assumed she had finally reached the seabed, then felt the object move. It was large and strong, pushing her upward with repeated shoves. A seal? she wondered. Perhaps an orca having a game with its prey. Unusual to find one so close to a harbour though . . .

She broke the surface gasping, this time rewarded with a lungful of blessedly sweet air. She felt the unknown beast shift beneath her and arms envelop her chest, legs kicking frantically against the back of her thighs. “Rope!” a voice called out in a loud sputter. “Throw the rope!” it shouted, heavily accented but familiar. Achier.

A wave of fatigue swept through Thera, causing her to sag in Achier’s arms. “Hold on!” he hissed into her ear. “They’re coming . . .”

But she could no longer find purchase on this world. Sensation leached from her body, taking even the cold with it to leave behind a dominating numbness and a desperate desire to sleep the un-waking sleep. This time she was saved by a bark, Snaryk’s massive head poking from the water to deliver a loud, urgent rebuke directly into her ear. It pained her enough to keep the sleep at bay.

She was dimly aware of a splash nearby as another body plummeted into the water from the ship above, more arms encircling her limp form. A rope looped around her chest, drawing tight before Thera felt herself hauled from the water. More hands dragged her over the rail then came the hardness of the Great Wolf’s deck against her back.

“Two wounds,” a voice said as her leather armour was quickly peeled away. “Deep. Not sure they can be stitched . . .”

“I can stitch them.” Achier again, his voice imbued with a hard authority she hadn’t heard before. “I was a healer,” he added, Thera imagining him confronting an array of doubtful faces. She flapped a hand, trying to indicate that they should listen to the Morvek, but she was already being lifted. She felt a marginal increase in warmth, nose filling with the familiar scents of her shelter aboard the Great Wolf.

“Going to get blood all over my furs,” she groaned, the words too faint to escape her lips.

“Out!” she heard Achier snap. “I need room and quiet to do this.”

“She’d best not die, foreigner,” another voice warned, Thera recognising the hard, gruff tones of Ossgrym Ironbones. “Or rest assured your life will be forfeit.”

Didn’t think he liked me that much, Thera thought, the chill returning as her sodden undershirt was cut away. She shuddered at the feel of deft fingers probing her wounds, then heard Achier’s voice close to her ear, the words delivered in a soft, apologetic murmur: “This will hurt very much. I am sorry.”

Hurt? Thera wanted to laugh. You think I don’t know hurt . . . ?

All thought fled when Achier pressed a hand to each of her wounds and fire flooded into them. Thera would have screamed if her jaw hadn’t clamped shut as every muscle and tendon in her body tightened. Her back arched, spine strained so much she felt sure it would shatter. She could feel the fire sealing the holes in her body, seared flesh puckering and melting into a seam, staunching the blood. Thera didn’t know how long it took, the monstrous pain robbing her of any sense of time.

When finally the fire burned out, she slumped into her bloodstained furs, twitching in mingled shock and relief. Still, she couldn’t move beyond a limp flexing of her hands. Her wounds still ached, but the agony had faded, leaving behind a dull persistent throb until, abruptly, it flared into a sharp pain. Finding to her surprise that she could see, Thera blinked and saw Achier working a needle and catgut through the edges of her uppermost injury. It was an unnecessary act since the wound, although livid and angry, was now completely sealed. The one Eshilde had delivered to the spot just below Thera’s ribcage was also closed.

“Sorry,” Achier apologised again. “For the sake of appearances, you understand.”

She recalled then her first sight of this man, a small figure clinging to wreckage bobbing on the icy northern seas, suffering a weight of cold that should have killed him. “That’s how . . . you survived . . .” she grunted, her voice annoying in its smallness. “Your fire . . .”

“Sleep now,” he said, snipping off the last stitch to her upper wound and starting on the other. “You must rest.”

She felt an urge to object, since the spectre of the endless sleep that had almost claimed her loomed large. But it seemed that the mere mention of rest was enough to summon her surrender.

“Could you . . . do the same . . . for Eshilde?” she muttered as she fell into the welcoming void. “I so much want . . . to kill her . . . myself . . .”

In her dream she was back on the Great Wolf’s deck, crouched alongside Eshilde as they regarded Gelmyr’s corpse. The Johten Apt’s features were set in the same frown of incomprehension Thera remembered. At the time, it had been baffling. Now she knew the cause.

“I stabbed him in the back first,” Eshilde told her. “He thought he’d been struck by an arrow until I stuck him in the chest. He was still trying to ask me a question when he died with that stupid look on his face.” She laughed, the sound that of a child discovering the delights of cruelty. “Stupid old bastard. I do wonder what he was trying to ask, though.”

“Why,” Thera said. “He wanted to know why. As do I.”

Eshilde laughed again, although this time it was different, coloured by a note of tired resignation. A stiff, icy wind gusted from the sea, tousling her braids as she shook her head. “You know why, Thera,” she said. “You know why I pounded that weakling’s skull to mush in Buhl Hardta. And why I killed the captain of that slave ship at Iselda’s Nail. It was always there for you to see, but you chose not to. Despite years administering justice to the dregs of Ascarlia, at heart, you remain a trusting soul.” She gave a tight, wincing smile, a friend imparting unwelcome advice. “It will be your death one day.”

“Whereas yours comes now,” Thera growled, readying her spear for a thrust. Yet her hands would not obey. The chill wind had grown fiercer, cutting through armour and skin with unnatural ease to birth a deep tremble in Thera’s core. The spear slipped from her grasp, clattering to the deck. She sank to her knees, rendered helpless by the cold.

“You think you won something here?” Eshilde asked, jerking her head at the destroyed Nihlvarian stockade on shore. “All you’ve done is prolong the agony, like a condemned soul who continues to kick even as the noose draws ever tighter . . .”

Letting out a wordless grunt of rage, Thera lunged for the spear, intending to thrust it through this traitor’s torso and enjoy her last few seconds of agonised life. But, when her hands closed on the haft, hard wood became soft wool and she awoke to find herself clutching a blanket.

Calm! A warm hand on hers, lowering the blanket to reveal Lynnea’s face. Her brow was drawn in concern, sapphire-hued eyes wide as they roved Thera’s face and body. The rapid thud of her heart slowed at the maiden’s touch and she lay back on a bed of soft furs, the absence of matted hardness making it clear some kind soul had seen fit to replace the stained bear pelt. Thera’s eyes flicked around the shelter, noting that they were alone. From outside, she could hear the chorus of hammer and saw that bespoke many hands at work. Repairs, she concluded.

“How many . . .” she began, her words ending in a parched rasp. Lynnea put a flask of water to her lips, and Thera drained the contents in a few gulps. “How many ships did we lose?”

Lynnea put the flask aside and shifted closer, Thera hearing the maiden’s voice in her head after a pause for consideration. A few boats only. We took more than we lost, but many need work before they’ll sail again. Some were lost to the flames. A few managed to escape. Lynnea shrugged her slender shoulders. Such is war, I suppose. It turns out to be a good deal more random in nature than I thought.

“War is a storm,” Thera said, one of her great-grandfather’s oft spoken nuggets of wisdom. “Once unleashed, it cannot be controlled, only survived if your hand is skilled enough.”

A fresh bout of chills swept through her, the sensation made worse by the heat that came from her sealed wounds. They felt like two hot coals sizzling on a patch of ice.

Calm, Lynnea repeated, lying down next to her and pulling the blanket over them both. Her arms encircled Thera’s shoulders, drawing her close. She wore only a loose shift and the warmth of her body soon banished the chills, the fiery heat of Thera’s wounds abating. Do they hurt? Lynnea enquired, touching a tentative finger to the stitches on Thera’s chest.

“They . . . burn a little. It’s not too bad.” Thera put an unsteady hand to Lynnea’s chin, raising it so their eyes met. “You knew what he could do, didn’t you? Back when we first found him, you sensed it.”

Lynnea’s lips curved a little in chagrin. I didn’t know the nature of his power. But yes, I felt it. As he felt mine. Sometimes that’s how it is. Other times not. My mother said there were ways to hide it from others like us, but she never taught me how.

Thera frowned in self-reproach as more memories of the night before crowded her head. “Your leg,” she said, pulling back the blanket to reveal Lynnea’s thigh. A bandage covered the wound, stained a soft shade of pink.

It’s all right. Lynnea’s hand closed on Thera’s. She remembered the awful sight of the arrow that had pierced Lynnea’s flesh, the blood welling around the wound. Cleaned and stitched, Lynnea assured her. There’s a woman in Uhlwald Kahlvik’s menda skilled in healing. She said I was lucky. Just a hair to the left and the arrow would have cut a vein that would’ve seen me dead in seconds. She gave a small grimace. It’s hard to walk, though.

“Achier. He can heal you as he did me . . .”

No. A stern note coloured Lynnea’s thoughts, blue eyes hardening. He has risked much healing you. To do so again so soon would invite discovery. Besides, not all wounds can be sealed by his fire and he has no power over sickness. Her face softened and she drew Thera close again. The feel of her aroused a curious mingling of intoxication and comfort, also a sense of connection she couldn’t recall from such intimacy before now. This is good. This is right. She wanted to pull Lynnea closer, as close as her weakened muscles would allow, but questions still irked her.

“Eshilde,” she began. “She lied. For years. You have the gift of hearing lies, yet you didn’t hear hers.”

It’s not lies I hear, Lynnea replied, drawing back so that their noses barely touched. It’s truth. I heard the truth of Annuk’s deceit in Buhl Hardta. And I heard the truth of Eshilde’s anger and jealousy throughout our journey, and the hate she tried to hide. I thought it merely the resentment of spurned love and frustrated ambition. I didn’t tell you because I knew you intended to send her away when our task was done. She closed her eyes. For which I am sorry.

“From here on,” Thera said, wincing with the effort of raising a hand to cup Lynnea’s cheek, “keep nothing from me. Our road is long, and I shall need all the help you can give.” Her voice dwindled as she spoke, eyelids growing heavy until Lynnea’s face was a vague pale oval. Thera slipped into a dreamless slumber with the feel of Lynnea’s lips upon her forehead.

“This is all we found.” Ossgrym set the sheaf of parchment down on the table where Thera had seated herself. She would have preferred to stand at a meeting like this, but, despite three full days of healing, her legs retained a treacherous tendency to fold beneath her at inopportune moments.

She had gathered the captains of this small army in a large shed where the Nihlvarians had kept their slaves, the only building left intact after the Ascarlian assault. During the battle, these unfortunates had used what water they had to douse the wooden walls against the flames. Fortunately, they had been discovered by Uhlwald Kahlvik who smashed the chains securing the door and allowed them to escape. A less discerning and level-headed soul may well have left them to perish. With their masters slain or fled, the slaves had quickly formed themselves into two distinct groups. The smallest consisted of thirty or so Nihlvarians with their red-tattooed faces. These, Achier informed her, were a motley collection of thieves and otherwise disgraced outcasts condemned to servitude to atone for their misdeeds. The larger group, over a hundred strong, were all Morvek. The two factions clearly despised each other but were unified by fear of their new captors, despite Thera ordering their chains removed. Ossgrym wanted to put them to work cleaning up the stockade and gathering booty, but Thera forbade it. “Leave them be, for now. I will have words for them later.”

Turning her attention to the pages, she found they bore an unfamiliar script. It resembled ancient Ascarlian but with a hard angularity and altered syntax that made it unreadable to all but Achier.

“This is a manifest of looted valuables,” he said when she passed him the topmost document. “Gold, jewels and such.”

“We found no such treasure,” Ossgrym said with a regretful huff.

“Probably consigned to a chest aboard one of the ships,” Kahlvik said. “Which means it’s either sitting at the bottom of the bay or carried off.”

“What else?” Thera prompted Achier, handing him the full sheaf of pages.

“A list of warriors slain in a battle on the sea,” he said, leafing through the parchment. “This one appears to be a letter from the Tuhlvyr to the captain of a ship in his fleet.”

“Tuhlvyr?” Thera asked.

“A person of high status,” Achier explained. “It is the highest rank among the wealthy of Nihlvar. Only a Tuhlvyr would be appointed to command a force this large.”

“Does this important man offer any insight as to our enemy’s intentions?” Thera asked.

“He and the captain seem to be friends of old. Mostly he talks of voyages they shared and battles they fought. Also it speaks repeatedly of his love and loyalty for the Vortigurn. Probably, he was worried this letter would be read by spies before it reached the captain.”

“Vortigurn?” Kahlvik enquired.

“The King of Nihlvar,” Achier said, his eyes narrowing as he read on. “The Tuhlvyr also speaks of great bounty to be found in a place called . . .” he paused, hesitating at an unfamiliar name before pronouncing it with slow deliberation “. . . Skar Magnol.”

The former slave blinked at the instant attention his words provoked in all present. Thera got to her feet, fists bunched on the table to prevent her swaying. “What exactly does he say about Skar Magnol?”

“It seems he expects it to have already fallen to Nihlvar.” Achier blinked, disconcerted by the hard stares now fixed upon him. “He hopes to go there soon to present himself to . . .” The Morvek frowned, puzzled by the next few lines. “Someone he refers to as the Vortigurn’s Ehlvyr. It’s a rarely used word, meaning ‘Chosen’.”

“When was that written?”

Turning the page, Achier pointed to the set of small marks below the main body of text. “Eight days ago.”

“This can’t be,” Ossgrym said. “Skar Magnol cannot have fallen so quickly. They could never have reached so far so soon.”

“There were fewer ships here than we expected,” Thera pointed out. “They must have gone somewhere.” She took the documents from Achier, leafing through them until she found one she had noticed at first inspection, but failed to spot its import. It showed a crude drawing that she had initially taken for a map of some far-off Nihlvarian port. Now she saw a distinct familiarity in those poorly rendered lines. “This is a plan of the Verungyr,” she said. “A long reach can become short if you have help. And we know our enemy is rich in spies.”

“The Sister Queens,” Ossgrym breathed, his gaze dark with unaccustomed fear. “Could they truly be under threat?”

“We have but one means of finding out,” Thera said. Realising her statement had been spoken in a thin parody of her usual voice, she coughed and straightened. “As Vellihr of Justice, my course is clear. I must take the Great Wolf and sail for Skar Magnol, regardless of all hazards.”




CHAPTER TWO

Elvine

“Do all she says.” Colvyn’s whisper was a rapid flutter of air into her ear before Vellihr Ilvar’s warriors clapped irons on his wrists and marched him away. “Take no risks on my account,” he added, craning his neck to offer a parting smile she felt to be wholly inappropriate in its comforting surety.

Then he was gone, leaving her alone with Sister Lore and the warriors busily dragging corpses from Nerlfeya’s Hall. Elvine tried not to look, but the sight of so many bodies trailing red streaks upon the polished floor of this sacred place was horribly magnetic. Sisters Iron and Silver were equally distracting, lying still and lifeless close to the fire so that the blood pooling around them appeared quite black.

“Never doubt the necessity of my actions, dear heart,” Sister Lore said.

Elvine’s gaze snapped back to the queen’s gore-covered face, finding it moulded into a serious frown. She still held the Spear of the Altvar, wet from head to shaft with the lifeblood of her fellow queens. “We have much to do, you and I,” Lore continued. “And no room for doubt. If you harbour any, now is the time to share, dearest one.”

For a moment Elvine couldn’t speak. Everything was so utterly wrong, so completely changed in the space of a few moments, that she feared the sound that would emerge from her lips might be the shrill giggle of a soul driven beyond reason. She searched Lore’s face for some sign of madness, something to explain this horror. But saw only the brisk and purposeful countenance she knew so well from their days together in the tower library.

“No . . .” Elvine began, finding she had to swallow several times to complete the sentence. “No doubts, my queen. Though this is . . . unexpected.”

“Yes.” Lore sighed, a measure of regret passing over her besmirched features as she surveyed the surrounding slaughter. “I had hoped to fully enlighten you before sending you off on so perilous a mission, but time proved my enemy. Still—” she reached for Elvine’s hand, her grip warm, that same bright smile lighting her face “—I knew from our first meeting that a mind so keen, not to say practical, would recognise a much-needed shift in perspective.”

A small sputter came from the far end of the chamber, where one of the seemingly dead servants of the Verungyr began to spasm as he was dragged across the floor. The warrior holding his arms released them and crouched to drive a dagger into the man’s throat. A shift in perspective.

Elvine’s gaze shifted back to Lore’s, still not seeing even a flicker of the insanity she expected. She’s mad, Elvine insisted to herself. She must be.

“Might I enquire, my queen,” she said, voice more steady than she imagined it could be, “as to my mother’s whereabouts?”

“Hard at work translating a recent batch of foreign correspondence, I would hope. You’ll see her soon.” Lore squeezed her hand again and began to lead her from the chamber. “Ilvar,” she called to the Vellihr of Lore as she made for the corridor leading to her tower, “be sure to search my sisters thoroughly before you burn the bodies. Then conduct a thorough inspection of their towers. Every document, regardless of how trivial, is to be brought to me.”

“I’ll see to it, my queen,” he assured her with a grave bow. In his gaze at least, Elvine saw the gleam of a deranged mind. She had known him to be a fanatic since their first meeting, but now his fierce ardour for the Altvar shone forth as he surveyed the fallen queens. As they passed him, Elvine heard him mutter a phrase from the Altvar Rendi: “‘Those who turn from the Altvar’s gaze shall ever be cursed.’”

“Come on,” Lore said, jerking Elvine’s arm as she tugged her away. “I must hear the tale of your quest in all its glory. Then, of course, you will write an account for the archive.”

Once in her tower rooms, Lore washed her face and hands in a bowl of steaming water provided by a burly woman named Lilda, a servant Elvine remembered from her days before joining Felnir’s crew. She was quick to arrive at two salient realisations in recognising this woman. First, Lore must have told her to bring the bowl and washcloth before she went to Nerlfeya’s Hall. The second was the fact that few of Lore’s personal servants had been present for the massacre. Planned, Elvine thought, chastising herself for missing such an obvious conclusion. But then, her hands still shook and her mind remained a whirl of gruesome details and worry for both Berrine and Colvyn.

Upon entering the tower, Lore had set the Spear of the Altvar down upon the large oakwood table in the library. As in the chamber, Elvine found a dangerous distraction in the red beads dripping onto the polished surface from the iron head.

“Be so good as to clean that before you go,” Lore told Lilda while towelling her hands dry.

“I shall, my queen.”

“Although I am, of course, delighted with the fruits of your mission, dear heart,” Lore said, coming to Elvine’s side. “I confess myself a trifle disappointed in the treasure you brought me. I expected a gift of the Altvar to be more ornate, if not imbued with some form of blessed ability. Or am I, perhaps, missing something?” She arched an eyebrow at Elvine who spent a panicked moment wondering if it was suspicion she saw in the queen’s gaze, or mere amusement.

Don’t tell her! she instructed herself, the harsh certainty of it momentarily banishing Elvine’s fears. Tell her that thing spoke to me and she’ll never let me or it out of her sight.

“It appears to be just a spear, my queen,” she
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