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      Another creak reverberated off the walls of the gorge. “It was louder that time,” Kasri said, though it wasn’t aimed at anyone in particular.

      “It’s the mountain,” came a reply. “It’s moaning.”

      She turned to see one of Gelion’s warriors leaning against the low stone wall built as a defensive structure. “Have you not heard that in Ironcliff?” he asked, turning the gear to load his arbalest.

      “No, but Ironcliff is a single mountain that juts into the gap, unlike here, where the mountains surround you. How often do you hear noises like that?”

      “You don’t, not unless someone’s digging rock and upsetting the mountain’s base.”

      “You know this, how?”

      “I spent a year as a miner before joining the warriors guild.” He dug through his quiver, selected a bolt, carefully placed it on his bow, then rested his arbalest on the wall for greater comfort. “Don’t worry. If anything comes out of that mist, I’ll hit it.”

      “It would help if our view wasn’t so obscured,” said Kasri.

      The archer suddenly sniffed the air. “Wait. That’s no mist; it’s smoke. There’s magic afoot here.”

      A scramble of feet drew their attention as the rest of Gelion’s command came up from behind them, crowding the wall, followed by more Dwarves, armed with axes, ready to repel any enemies who got past the arbalests.

      “What have we got?” called out Gelion.

      “Smoke,” replied Kasri, “and plenty of it unless I miss my guess. I assumed it was mist at first, but your sentry here sniffed it out.”

      “Good work, Skodan. I’ll remember to mention your name in my report.” The Dwarf captain moved up to the wall and squinted. “I can’t be certain, but I might have noticed some movement. Murdan, send a fire bolt their way, and let’s see if we can’t get a better look.”

      The Dwarf in question poked through his quiver, pulling forth a bolt with an oversized head. He held it out while one of his companions struck it with flint and blew on the end, causing it to ignite.

      “Magic?” said Kasri.

      “No,” replied Gelion. “Simply Dwarven ingenuity.”

    

  


  
    
      PERIL OF THE CROWN

      Heir to the Crown: Book Thirteen

    

    
      
        PAUL J BENNETT

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Map of Eiddenwerthe

      

      
        Map of Merceria

      

      
        Halvarian Invasion

      

    

    
      
        1. Kharzun’s Folly

      

      
        2. Preparations

      

      
        3. Beverly

      

      
        4. Ironcliff

      

      
        5. Push for War

      

      
        6. Contact

      

      
        7. From the Sea

      

      
        8. Invasion

      

      
        9. Rumours of War

      

      
        10. Colbridge

      

      
        11. Plotting

      

      
        12. Temple Knight

      

      
        13. Summersgate

      

      
        14. Resistance

      

      
        15. Cathedral

      

      
        16. The Mountain Paths

      

      
        17. Audience

      

      
        18. The Duke

      

      
        19. Mirstone

      

      
        20. Battle

      

      
        21. Temple Commander

      

      
        22. Trollden

      

      
        23. Angvil

      

      
        24. Torburg

      

      
        25. The Clans

      

      
        26. Neiburg

      

      
        27. Tournament Grounds

      

      
        28. The Earls of Norland

      

      
        29. His Imperial Eminence

      

      
        30. Contact

      

      
        31. Riverside

      

      
        32. Summons

      

      
        33. Counter March

      

      
        34. Bombardment

      

      
        35. The City Burns

      

      
        36. The Battle of the Pines

      

      
        37. Under the Mountain

      

      
        38. Contemplation

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Cast of Characters

      

      
        Temple Knight - Power Ascending:Book One

      

      
        Also by Paul J Bennett

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Map of Eiddenwerthe]
        

      

      
        
        Map of Eiddenwerthe

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Map of Merceria]
        

      

      
        
        Map of Merceria

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Map of Petty Kingdoms]
        

      

      
        
        Halvarian Invasion

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            Kharzun’s Folly

          

          WINTER 967 MC* (MERCERIAN CALENDAR)

        

      

    

    
      Kasri Ironheart stared into the early morning mist, a crispness filling the air, the near-constant winds having subsided for now. She stood before the ruins of Kharzun’s Folly, a great bridge of rock that had once spanned a tremendous gorge. Herdwin had almost died destroying it last year; the memory sending a shudder through her.

      “Everything all right?” asked Herdwin, standing by her side.

      She smiled. “All’s calm for now, but for a moment there, I thought I heard something.”

      “You certain it wasn’t the mist playing tricks on you?”

      A strange creaking noise echoed towards them.

      “There it is again. What do you think it could be?”

      “I’ve no idea, but whatever it is, it’s likely not good news. I’ll go fetch Gelion. He’ll need to prepare his arbalesters.” He disappeared into the cave, leaving Kasri with her thoughts once more. Another creak reverberated off the walls of the gorge. “It was louder that time,” she said, though it wasn’t aimed at anyone in particular.

      “It’s the mountain,” came a reply. “It’s moaning.”

      She turned to see one of Gelion’s warriors leaning against the low stone wall built as a defensive structure. “Have you not heard that in Ironcliff?” he asked, turning the gear to load his arbalest.

      “No, but Ironcliff is a single mountain that juts into the gap, unlike here, where the mountains surround you. How often do you hear noises like that?”

      “You don’t, not unless someone’s digging rock and upsetting the mountain’s base.”

      “You know this, how?”

      “I spent a year as a miner before joining the warriors guild.” He dug through his quiver, selected a bolt, carefully placed it on his bow, then rested his arbalest on the wall for greater comfort. “Don’t worry. If anything comes out of that mist, I’ll hit it.”

      “It would help if our view wasn’t so obscured,” said Kasri.

      The archer suddenly sniffed the air. “Wait. That’s no mist; it’s smoke. There’s magic afoot here.”

      A scramble of feet drew their attention as the rest of Gelion’s command came up from behind them, crowding the wall, followed by more Dwarves, armed with axes, ready to repel any enemies who got past the arbalests.

      “What have we got?” called out Gelion.

      “Smoke,” replied Kasri, “and plenty of it unless I miss my guess. I assumed it was mist at first, but your sentry here sniffed it out.”

      “Good work, Skodan. I’ll remember to mention your name in my report.” The Dwarf captain moved up to the wall and squinted. “I can’t be certain, but I might have noticed some movement. Murdan, send a fire bolt their way, and let’s see if we can’t get a better look.”

      The Dwarf in question poked through his quiver, pulling forth a bolt with an oversized head. He held it out while one of his companions struck it with flint and blew on the end, causing it to ignite.

      “Magic?” said Kasri.

      “No,” replied Gelion. “Simply Dwarven ingenuity. The tip of that quarrel is soaked in a flammable substance.” He watched as Murdan took careful aim and then released his bolt. It flew into the smoke and bounced off something before plummeting into the gorge.

      “Something’s wrong, Captain,” said the archer. “That bolt couldn’t have been more than halfway across before it hit.”

      A low rumble shook the ground.

      “What’s happening?” said Skodan.

      A spire of rock pierced the smoke, the end looking like an enormous spear. Kasri feared it would crash into them, but it stopped, its tail consumed by the smoke.

      “What in the name of Gundar’s forge are they doing?” shouted Gelion.

      “Magic,” replied Kasri. “They’re growing stone spikes!”

      Herdwin reappeared at her side, his sturdy axe clenched tightly in his hands. “They’re getting set to cross.”

      Yelling erupted from the smoke, a sign the enemy was gathering the nerve to cross.

      “Ready your weapons,” ordered Gelion. “Loose on your own time, but make each bolt count. I don’t want anyone emptying their quivers prematurely.”

      Skodan chuckled. “Can’t say I’ve ever received a complaint like that.”

      Kasri spotted a shadow in amongst the smoke. She held out her hammer, discharging a bolt of lightning, followed by a thunderclap echoing off the walls of the gorge. Moments later, a cry echoed back towards them, and then a smudge of darkness fell into the gorge. “Got one,” she yelled.

      Rocks groaned as more spikes emerged, each pointed at a slightly different angle. She moved up to the edge and looked down. “They’re growing spires of stone to close the gap.” Beneath her, more spikes protruded forward, reaching for the Dwarven side of the gorge. She now understood the cause of the rumble they’d felt earlier. Yet, to do this, a mage must have a clear view of their target.

      Herdwin joined her, peering down towards the stream that cut along the bottom. “There,” he said, pointing. “Near that bend. Do you see them?”

      She reached out again with her hammer, lightning flying forth, but it missed her target, only serving to warn the mages they’d been spotted. Moments later, a blast of fire flew back at her.

      Herdwin grabbed Kasri, pulling her back as the flame soared past them. “Watch your noggin,” he warned. “Those people mean business.”

      Gelion pointed at a pile of stones carefully piled behind the defensive wall. “Grab those rocks and toss them into the ravine.” A trio of Dwarves moved up to carry out his command: not the most effective defence, but it would keep the enemy mages on their toes.

      The smoke cleared, revealing a multitude of giant spikes emerging from the other side where the Halvarians had built that strange tower, its purpose still a mystery. Several men straddled the spikes, although nobody on this side could fathom their purpose. Gelion ordered his arbalesters to concentrate on those fellows, their bolts finding their mark more often than not.

      Kasri was trying to work out what they were up to when two hidden doors at the base of the tower swung open, releasing a large roll of wooden planks tied together at each end. The enemy unfurled it, rolling it across the spikes to form a bridge.

      An arrow flew from atop the tower, bouncing off Gelion’s mailed shoulder. “It’s about to get uncomfortable here,” he said.

      Herdwin watched the wooden bridge unroll and quickly realized the purpose of all those men perched on the rock spires as they moved to tie it off, preventing it from sliding from side to side. “This doesn’t look good,” he said. “Have we any way to stop them?”

      “Aye,” replied Gelion. “With our axes.”

      The planks kept coming until the end flopped down atop the wall in front of the Dwarves. A swarm of Halvarian warriors advanced, shields up, forming a wall of their own.

      The arbalesters switched targets, sending bolts flying into this formation. Men fell and were quickly pushed aside as others stepped forward, taking their places. The column advanced towards them like some vast, unstoppable force, a wave of Humanity that appeared to stretch on forever.

      Herdwin was no coward, but even he saw the futility of remaining here. They must withdraw in good order, whittling the enemy down until they lacked the numbers to continue.

      Of the same mind, Gelion issued orders for his archers to fall back. Dwarves are fearless fighters, but their short stature makes it difficult to retreat once engaged. Their only chance was to keep some distance between them and the enemy, letting the arbalest bolts do what they were designed for.

      Herdwin tapped Kasri on the arm. “Fall back,” he said. “We can’t risk being overrun.”

      She nodded, letting loose with a final bolt of lightning that struck a Halvarian’s helmet, then arced towards another warrior. The first fellow fell prone, while the second shook his head and continued on.

      The lead Halvarians were closing in on the Dwarves’ defensive wall when a hail of fire came from nowhere as if the sky had opened up and poured lava upon the defenders. Despite the terrifying effect, very few of Gelion’s warriors went down, retreating in good order, their armour smouldering as rivulets of flame slid off the metal.

      Herdwin glimpsed Skodan wetting his fingers to extinguish a fire in his beard. Under any other circumstances, it would have elicited a laugh from him, but now it spoke to the archer’s calmness in the heat of battle.

      Herdwin and Kasri fell back, taking a position on the left of Gelion’s line. Smoke curled up from the ground as the warriors of Halvaria left their strange bridge, charging towards their adversaries. A final volley of arbalest bolts took down a bunch, and then the forces of the empire met the Dwarves of Ironcliff in a mighty clash of wills.

      Herdwin swung his axe, cleaving off an arm, blood spouting everywhere. Beside him, Kasri released a lightning bolt, a terrific roar of thunder rending the air. His ears rang, but the enemy was left worse off, as many stood there, stunned. Herdwin struck out with the edge of his shield, then poured all his strength into an axe blow, felling his opponent, but another quickly took his place.

      The enemy came in ever-increasing numbers until it felt as if they were swimming in a sea of Halvarians. All around them, Dwarves went down, but it cost the empire dearly, for they lost five men for each defender slain.

      Herdwin witnessed Margel’s cousin Tindal fall beneath a horde of sword wielders, and then Gelion leaped into the fray, his arbalest discarded in favour of a two-handed axe. He disappeared into the group of Humans gathered around him, with only the tip of his axe appearing over their heads as he struck out again and again.

      “Back! Back!” shouted Gelion as he pulled Tindal from the mass of bodies surrounding him. A lull in the fighting occurred as the Halvarians struggled to advance over their dead comrades.

      Pain shot up Herdwin’s leg when a spear pierced his shin, the tip somehow working its way past his mail. Stumbling as his limb went numb, Kasri grabbed his arm, doing what she could to hold him up.

      Herdwin’s head spun as he looked down to see blood pouring from the wound, soaking his mail and leaving a trail of crimson in its wake. Hands gripped his arms, hauling him backwards as Kasri moved to face the enemy.

      The empire sent fresh warriors against them, experienced men with heavier mail. They advanced in formation rather than a rush—they clearly knew their business. Overwhelmed by their taller adversaries, the Dwarves suffered serious casualties.

      “We must abandon this fight!” shouted Kasri, using the Dwarven tongue to confuse their enemies, but the noise of the battle was so loud she had no idea if anyone heard her.
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        * * *

      

      Gelion dragged Tindal to the rear of the line. The young Dwarf had lost a lot of blood, but thanks to his fine mail and the resilience of his Dwarven body, he would survive.

      “Second rank, withdraw!” Gelion cast about, seeking the other Dwarf captain, but he was no longer amongst the living. “Form a line across the pass. We’ll use the Teeth of the Serpent to withdraw.” He looked down at Tindal. “Can you walk?”

      “Aye. I believe so.”

      “Then get moving. We haven’t much time.”

      Kasri and Herdwin staggered towards him. “Move behind those arbalesters,” Gelion said, pointing to his new defensive line.

      He waited as they fell into position. The Teeth was a tricky manoeuvre, which called on precision and discipline. Thankfully, the companies currently under his command were up to the challenge.

      The archers spread out, an arm span between them. Each odd-numbered arbalester let loose with a bolt, then withdrew three paces to reload, allowing the even-numbered ones to release their own volley. This staggered approach provided for a continuous discharge of volleys, but their quivers quickly emptied.

      It was easy enough to avoid hitting the Dwarves who were still engaged in melee, for the Humans stood a head taller. However, their defence was crumbling, and when those last brave defenders fell, the enemy would sweep any who remained from the passes.

      “We have but one chance,” said Kasri, “but it’ll mean abandoning those fighting at the gap.”

      “They knew this might be a one-way trip,” replied a grim-faced Gelion.

      “Withdraw fifty paces, and I’ll take care of the rest.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “This pass narrows, with a steep drop on one side and a rising cliff on the other. I aim to bring down a rock slide to block their advance. It won’t hold them forever but will buy us some time.”

      “Do it,” said Gelion, then ordered his archers to withdraw. His warriors closed ranks, turned around, and marched west towards Stonecastle.

      Kasri stood her ground, witness to the desperate melee unfolding before her. Her heart ached for all the Dwarves who would sacrifice their lives this day, but it couldn’t be helped. Every delay imposed on the enemy allowed Stonecastle to prepare for the inevitable assault.

      She waited, biding her time until she could strike. The Dwarven line collapsed, and the empire’s heavily mailed warriors advanced, keeping their formation, shields interlocked to form a wall.

      She turned, aimed her hammer high, and let loose with a lightning bolt that struck the cliff, sending a smattering of stones flying. Not content with such a poor showing, she repeated her actions, and this time, a sizable chunk of rock sluiced off, tumbling down to the pass, slowing the enemy’s advance, but not by much.

      Kasri’s gaze wandered higher to where a twisted root stuck out from the cliff face. Her lightning struck again, and a great slab of stone parted from the cliff, rolling and bouncing towards the pass. Each time it hit, it loosened additional stones until a huge wall of the stuff raced towards her. She turned and ran, ignoring the enemy advancing up the pass.

      The roar of stone was deafening. As she waited for the downpour of rocks to stop, a great plume of dust flew past her, and then everything went quiet. A jumble of stones lay between her and the bridge, the dust slowly dissipating as a winter breeze arose.

      Kasri moved to the edge of the pass and peered down. Bodies lay strewn below, a sure sign the collapse had done its job. She was ready to congratulate herself when an arrow flew over her head. It appeared the enemy was loosing blind volleys, for the trajectory was high above. When an arrow bounced off her helmet, she wisely chose to join Gelion and the other survivors.

      “What now?” she asked.

      “We withdraw,” he replied. “We’ll leave plenty of traps behind to slow their advance. I’ve sent a runner back to Stonecastle, informing the vard of what’s happened here, but he’ll have to keep his warriors close to defend the city.”

      “And what of us?”

      “We head to the watchtower and prepare for the next engagement.”

      “How’s Herdwin?”

      “He’s lost some blood, but you know how he is; if a fall from Kharzun’s Folly didn’t kill him, I doubt a simple leg wound would do him in.”

      “Good, because we have yet to forge.”

      “After all that’s happened, I would’ve thought you’d have done it long ago.”

      She placed her hands on her hips. “I’ll have you know, it’s not easy organizing a forging, particularly when your father is a vard, and we’ve had to deal with all these Halvarians!”

      Gelion held up his hands in surrender. “My apologies, Kasri. I didn’t mean to offend. I was merely suggesting you consider forgoing the usual flummery and get it done. After all, forging is meant to be a private matter, not a spectacle.”

      “And I would, were I not the Designated Successor to the Throne of Ironcliff. As you say, forging is a private matter, but our friends are in Merceria, Ironcliff, and Stonecastle, and we don’t want anyone to feel left out. What was it like when you forged with Margel?”

      “It was one of the happiest days of my life, but if you mention that to the Stonemason’s Guild Master, I’ll deny it.”

      “Why is that?”

      “He thought himself a better match for her, but we all know Dwarven females—once they make up their mind, no one changes it.”
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      Idraxa Shozarin bent her neck back, staring up at the great trebuchet. “Finally. I wondered when you were going to introduce this beauty.”

      Commander-General Bastien Lambert, head of the Seventh Legion, smiled. “We prepared it in secret, employing magic to transport it here to Ironcliff, bit by bit. It’s modelled after Colossus.”

      “Wasn’t that the one they used against Dun-Galdrim?”

      “It was indeed. A finer siege weapon you’ll not find this side of the Shimmering Sea, or any sea, for that matter.”

      “Your hope is that this can breach the doors of Ironcliff?”

      “The outer doors, yes. The inner doors, however, are an entirely different matter. This launches its payload in an arc, but the Dwarves have protected the entrance to the mountain against an attack of this nature.”

      Idraxa bristled. “I’m well aware of how siege weapons work, Commander. I was trained as a battle mage while you were still bouncing on your mother’s knee.”

      “My apologies, Your Grace. I didn’t mean to offend.”

      “Yet that’s precisely what you did, despite your good intentions.”

      He bowed. “What can I say? I was raised in a provincial town.”

      She waved his comment away with her hand. “What are your intentions here regarding the Dwarves?”

      “I’m not sure I understand your question?”

      “How do you intend to carry out the assault?”

      “The siege engines will reduce the outer city to rubble,” replied Lambert. “Then, we’ll send in our footmen to occupy it. Once that’s done, work begins on the inner-city door, what these Dwarves call the under-mountain. The army’s experience at Dun-Galdrim will serve us well in that regard.”

      “Interesting,” said Idraxa. “What lesson did you draw from that siege?”

      “The Dwarves set up numerous traps, including pits and collapsing walls and ceilings. They often lured our warriors down long corridors, then struck from adjoining hallways, cutting off any hopes of retreat. They might be physically shorter than us, but their resourcefulness more than makes up for it.”

      “A fair assessment. Once you’ve taken the outer city, how do you intend to get into that mountain?”

      “In a word, rams. Two are ready to use at a moment’s notice.”

      “Those doors are reinforced with iron, perhaps even shadowbark. Are you certain there isn’t a better way?”

      “I’m quite capable of doing my job. Might I remind you that I am the commander of this legion, not you!”

      “And I am your superior and could have you removed from your position. Do you wish to reconsider explaining yourself, or shall I be forced to assert my authority?”

      Lambert struggled with how to reply.

      “Well?” she said. “What will it be?”

      He finally gave her a slight nod. “My apologies, Marshal. If you’ll come with me, I’ll show you what I have in mind.”

      “Follow you where?”

      “To my command tent. I have several maps there that will offer a clearer perspective.”

      

      The map was skillfully drawn with a steady hand and a flair for the artistic. However, Idraxa found its accuracy questionable as it depicted the Gap, including the relative positions of Ironcliff and Wyburn, but lacked detail farther to the west. Her messages from the High Strategos, Exalor, were most descriptive, including sketches of the area, yet this mockery of a map bore none of that information.

      “As you see here”—Lambert pressed his finger down on the map—“we’ve sealed off the area and posted our cavalry to the south and west, ensuring no interference is possible from the troublemakers at Holdcross.”

      Idraxa recognized the name from her study of Exalor’s maps. “Troublemakers?” she said. “Why have I not heard of this before now?”

      “I only just received word of it myself, Your Grace.”

      “And what is it you’ve received word of, precisely?”

      He met her gaze, struggling to find a suitable explanation.

      “I haven’t got all day,” she pressed.

      “A reinforced cohort sent to secure the Gap’s western entrance was met by a small army of defenders.”

      “First it was troublemakers, and now it’s an army. I’m curious to hear what you define as small?”

      “Our estimates put their numbers at seven hundred or so.”

      “That’s the equivalent of an entire cohort,” said Idraxa. “That hardly qualifies as small. Why were they not dealt with?”

      “I was busy here with the Dwarf mine.”

      “Ironcliff is a distraction, you fool. The objective was always to march the legion into the open countryside beyond the Gap.”

      “That was not my understanding,” said Lambert. “I was specifically told capturing Ironcliff was paramount.”

      “I’m telling you right now, it’s nothing more than a diversion. While taking that Dwarf mine would make things easier, we must not lose sight of our true objectives. Considering what you’ve told me about this small army, you need to rethink your position regarding the siege and revert to containing them. We can’t afford them marching in behind us while we send the bulk of our army into Merceria.”

      “Then why all these questions about how I’m conducting the siege?”

      “It was a test, one which you failed.”

      “I can’t follow your strategy if I don’t know all the facts.”

      “Then learn to ask questions.”

      “What exactly do you expect of me?”

      “You can start by giving me the details of this small battle you spoke of. You mentioned Holdcross. Were they defending the town?”

      “No, Your Grace. They were east of it, formed up with their footmen in front and their archers to the rear. I’m told both flanks were fortified by Earth Mages. If you want more than that, you’ll have to speak to Lindman.”

      “Who is?”

      “He commanded the second cohort.”

      “Then send for him,” said Idraxa.

      The commander-general dispatched a warrior. “It will take a bit to fetch him; his wounds are being tended to.”

      “I’m not happy about this,” she continued, “so much so, I’m considering removing you from your position as commander-general. Who am I to trust if not the leader of one of our legions? You disappoint me, Lambert. I expected better.” Her gaze wandered back to the map. Holdcross stood at the western end of the Gap, the name given to the flat area of land between the Thunder Mountains to the north and the Sullen Peaks to the south. Only the Dwarven mine of Ironcliff stood in their way. Exalor’s plan was to force the Dwarves beneath their mountain and keep them there.

      Lambert remained sitting until the guard reappeared. “Captain-General Lindman is here, sir.” He stood aside, allowing the cohort leader to enter.

      Captain-General Stivern Lindman had served the empire for over thirty years, attested to by his peppered-grey hair and moustache, which had been out of fashion for decades. His breastplate bore a tremendous gash, and his left arm hung in a sling, a testament to his personal involvement in the battle. He bowed reverentially towards Idraxa. “You wanted to see me, Your Grace?”

      “I understand you commanded the cohort at Holdcross. Is that correct?”

      “It is, Your Grace.”

      “I want an account of what happened.”

      “I made a full report.”

      “I would hear it from your own lips.”

      “Where would you like me to start?”

      “From the point of first contact. You were scouting out the western reaches of the Gap, were you not?”

      “We were, Your Grace. When we sighted the town of Holdcross, the enemy was formed for battle in a line running north to south. To counter this threat, we deployed in a traditional line, archers on the flanks with our lighter footmen and cavalry to the rear, ready to exploit any breakthrough.”

      “And your estimates of the enemy's strength?”

      “Remarkably similar to ours, although with fewer footmen and more archers. I should point out that one-third of their number consisted of Orcs, and they employed mages to create artificial hills on either end of their line to aid in their defence. Either that or they just happened to find the most convenient terrain to camp on.”

      “Had they any cavalry?”

      “They did, Your Grace, although they appeared to be unarmoured. They were situated on either flank.”

      “How many horses?”

      “Two companies, one of which was Orcs.”

      A silence filled the room. “Orcs?” repeated Idraxa. “Are you certain? We’ve never had reports of mounted Orcs before.”

      “I know what I saw.”

      “Who were the rest of the defenders? Mercerians?”

      “If they were, we saw no signs of it. The only flags we could see were Norland ones.”

      “Norland?” said Idraxa. “Are you positive?”

      “Exalor’s briefing on this campaign was thorough. The Mercerian colours are red and green, are they not?”

      “They are.”

      “The warriors we saw were dressed in brown tunics for the most part. Hardly the most professional looking.”

      “And yet they defeated you.”

      Lindman looked at his feet. “Yes, I’m afraid they did.”

      “To what do you attribute this loss?”

      “The Orcs’ bows, Your Grace. They proved most adept at penetrating our armour.”

      “The emperor’s legions have fought Orcs for centuries. Are you now suggesting they somehow developed a powerful new bow?”

      “I cannot answer how they came to have them, but the effects were devastating.”

      “You should have countered with your cavalry.”

      “Under normal circumstances, I would have, Your Grace, but the vast majority of my horsemen were stripped away from me to guard our main army, leaving us with only a small reserve.”

      “Yet you failed to utilize them.”

      “Imperial doctrine insists the reserve only be deployed after a breakthrough, and the enemy footmen proved unusually resistant to our efforts.”

      “I’m afraid I’ll need some clarification on that matter,” said Idraxa. “Are you suggesting you were unable to inflict losses?”

      “Not at all, Your Grace. We inflicted substantial damage to their line, but they refused to break. Had we some Imperial troops rather than only provincials, it might have been a different matter, but they were busy preparing for the siege.”

      The Marshal of the North shifted her attention to the commander-general. “Would you care to explain this?”

      “We were assembling the siege engines,” replied Lambert, “and there was a distinct possibility the Dwarves might counterattack to destroy them. I thought it best to keep our heavily armoured men close by.”

      “Yet by doing so, you only worsened our situation. Our legions’ reputation as unbeatable is an important part of our campaign, and you threw that away by handing our enemy a victory. It wouldn’t have been so bad were they a seasoned army of Mercerians, but you allowed a group of amateurs to destroy a cohort! And to make it worse, they were Norlanders! If there is a more pathetic excuse for an army, I’m not aware of it.”

      Lambert waited, eager to speak yet wise enough to let her finish her rant. “Allow me to dispatch a larger contingent,” he said at last. “I can have an Imperial cohort there in a matter of days.”

      Idraxa ignored him. “Captain-General Lindman, how many of your men survived?”

      “Approximately one-third, Your Grace.”

      “And where are they now?”

      “Posted west of here, watching for any enemy advances into the Gap.”

      “I trust you won’t underestimate the enemy again?”

      “I will not, Your Grace. I have already spread my cavalry out to screen what’s left of my cohort, and I shall send word as soon as we spot any enemy movement.”

      “He should be removed from command,” said Lambert.

      “I could say the same for you,” replied Idraxa. “None of this would’ve happened had you stuck with the High Strategos’ original plan. I will only repeat this once more, gentlemen, and let there be no mistaking my intent: Ironcliff is not the primary objective here. Our task is to draw the Army of Merceria north to deplete its defences.”

      “I can take that Dwarf mine,” insisted Lambert.

      “That is not your objective. Either you follow your orders, or I will remove you from your position as Commander-General of the Seventh.”

      A long silence ensued, a test of wills, but Idraxa held his gaze.

      Lambert sighed. “I shall do as ordered.”

      “Good. Now begone, the two of you. I must make my report to the High Strategos, and I don’t imagine he will be happy with these developments.”

      

      Exalor Shozarin, the High Strategos of the Halvarian Empire, broke the connection. The reports from the north were distressing, to say the least.

      His aide, Wingate, opened the door and peered in. “Trouble, Your Grace?”

      “Certain elements of my plan have gone astray.”

      “I assume the Mercerians intervened?”

      “No, but I failed to consider the hubris of the Seventh’s commander-general.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand, Your Grace.”

      “He wishes to make a name for himself.” He noted the blank look on his aide’s face. “He took it upon himself to prioritize the capture of Ironcliff, even though that was not the task.”

      “Perhaps he felt they represented a danger to the campaign? Wouldn’t the Dwarves be able to attack our supply lines?”

      “With an army besieging them? I think not! The idea was to bottle them up in their mine while the rest of the legion marched through to the other side of the Gap. The main objective was to lure the Mercerians north, and our warriors swarming across Norland would have done just that. Now they’ve occupied Holdcross, effectively blocking our advance.”

      “Do we know who commanded them?” asked Wingate.

      “Unfortunately, no.”

      “Your Grace,” said Wingate, “might I offer an observation?”

      “Go on.”

      “Our information tells us the Norlanders are weak and poorly trained, but what if the Mercerians took it upon themselves to whip them into shape?”

      “They had no advance notice of our invasion, and it would take months to do anything with that rabble.” Exalor noticed the smug look on his aide’s face. “What is it you’re holding back?”

      “As you know, Your Grace, I sift through many reports concerning Merceria.”

      “And?”

      “If I recall, Queen Bronwyn of Norland was provided with a Mercerian advisor, a man called Heward Manton.”

      “What do we know about him?”

      “He was a Knight of the Sword who switched sides during the Mercerian civil war. Queen Anna made him a Knight of the Hound for his service and, later, the Baron of Redridge. I propose he led that Norland expedition. After all, he’s spent significant time in the Norland court and has a wealth of experience.”

      “He’s a Knight of the Hound?”

      “Indeed, Your Grace. And we know only the most trusted and capable of the queen’s people are given that honour.”

      “That helps explain their sudden competence in battle.”

      “I sense something else is bothering you, Your Grace?”

      “There is,” said Exalor. “According to Idraxa, Orcs were present at Holdcross.”

      “But that was expected, surely?”

      “It was, but they’re equipped with a superior bow capable of penetrating our armour.”

      “Even our heavy cavalry?”

      “Not that we know. These were provincials with simple mail, but it’s troubling we didn’t have advance notice of it.”

      “Our agents are experienced at infiltrating courts,” said Wingate, “but even the best would find it difficult pretending to be an Orc.”

      “Yes, I suppose you’re right. With the army at Holdcross blocking our way, we must alter our plans.”

      “Would it not be better to send the entire legion to Holdcross?”

      “We can’t do that without the Dwarves having access to the rear of our lines, which would prove catastrophic.” He smiled, though it seldom meant something good. “It appears Commander-General Lambert may get his wish after all.”

      “That being?” said Wingate.

      “Everlasting glory. I shall issue orders countermanding those of Idraxa. Going forward, he must make all efforts to reduce and remove the threat from Ironcliff.”

      “And what about the army at Holdcross, Your Grace?”

      “The legion’s cavalry will have nothing to do at the siege. I’ll have him reassign them to watch this Heward fellow closely.” He paused momentarily. “We don’t have any of our agents in the area, do we?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “Pity. I hoped we might eliminate this nuisance without a battle.”

      “Would the Mercerians not send a replacement?”

      “That’s just it,” replied Exalor. “There are only a few Knights of the Hound, and we know the location of almost all of them.”

      “What about General Fitzwilliam? We still don’t know her whereabouts, do we?”

      “As a matter of fact, we do. A few days ago, I received word she’s been found.”

      “I saw no such report,” said Wingate.

      “Kelson told me in person. It appears she’s gotten herself in amongst the Petty Kingdoms, although I’ve no idea how.”

      “Could she be trying to drum up support for Merceria?”

      “That would be my first guess, but I doubt she’d make much progress. No one in those parts has even heard of Merceria, let alone would be willing to go to war with us in support of them.”

      “Do we send agents after her?”

      “We’ll leave others to take care of that. We must concentrate our efforts on taking Merceria.”
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      Beverly awoke to find the place beside her empty. She looked around, spotting Aldwin tossing fresh wood on the fire.

      “You’re awake,” he said. “I was beginning to think you’d sleep all day.”

      “Where’s everyone else?”

      “Fetching water.”

      “Even Owen?”

      Aldwin chuckled. “Aubrey insisted on it, said he needed a lesson in humility.”

      “Really?”

      “No. I believe she wanted to give us a moment alone.”

      Beverly rose and stood beside him, warming her hands by the fire. They’d been stranded in the Petty Kingdoms after passing through a magical portal some months ago and were still seeking a way home. The only saving grace was that her husband had accompanied her. She enjoyed his smile as their eyes met, then noticed his frosted breath. “It’s chilly this morning.”

      “Well, it is winter, although I must admit it’s not as bad as back home.”

      “I’ll agree with that. Bodden’s likely half buried in snow right about now.”

      “We will return. Eventually, Aubrey will be within range of her recall spell.”

      “I’m certain of it, but I’m thankful I get to spend more time with my husband in the meantime. That hardly ever happens.”

      “Doubtless, you’ll eventually grow bored with me.”

      “Never!” said Beverly.

      The snap of a branch drew their attention, and then Krazuhk came into view carrying a bundle of sticks. “I gathered these for the fire,” said the Orc in her native tongue. “Heavy snow is coming.”

      “How can you be so certain?”

      “I am a master of air. As such, I sense the change.”

      “The change?” said Aldwin.

      “Yes. A feeling that the weather is about to turn. My father tells me I inherited the gift from my mother.”

      “What’s going on?” Sir Owen entered the campsite with each of their waterskins slung over his shoulders.

      “We were discussing the weather,” replied Beverly. “Krazuhk says snow is on the way.”

      “More?” said the knight. “Well, I don’t suppose it’ll matter much. We’ll soon be across the border and into Erlingen.”

      “Where’s Aubrey?”

      He glanced over his shoulder. “She was right behind me.”

      “I’m here,” Aubrey called out. “I snagged my dress on a branch but managed to free it.” She moved closer to the fire, warming her hands. “We should pick up some warmer clothes. How many coins have we left?”

      “Plenty,” replied Beverly. She’d defeated a knight in a joust back in Deisenbach, his ransom giving them the funds they needed to continue their journey. They would’ve arrived in Reinwick by now had they not become embroiled in a plot to poison the king, an event that very nearly cost Aldwin his life. “We can make those coins go further if we avoid staying in the finest establishments.”

      “This one was pretty cheap,” said Aldwin.

      “Too cheap,” replied Owen. “No disrespect intended, but if I must sleep outdoors, I’d much rather do it inside a pavilion.”

      “But then it wouldn’t be outdoors.”

      “Precisely my point.”

      “You mentioned we’ll soon be across the border,” said Beverly. “What can we expect after that?”

      “This road goes through the village of Adelwel, but I recommend we press on to Salzing.”

      “Is that the capital?” asked Aubrey.

      “No, but it’s a major city, which will allow us to catch up on news before we get to the capital.”

      “What is it you’re hoping to hear? We’re on our way to Reinwick, remember?”

      “True, but we have to pass through the capital, Torburg, to get there. As a knight, I’m expected to pay my respects to the duke.”

      “Have you family in Salzing?”

      “No. I was born in Chermingen but spent most of my life in Torburg.”

      “Why is that?”

      “It was the only way I could get an apprenticeship.”

      “Did you always want to be a farrier?”

      “No. I wanted to be a merchant, but I was low on funds by the time I reached the capital. Becoming a farrier was the only job I could find.”

      “And now you’re a knight, and an experienced one at that,” said Aubrey. “You’ve certainly come a long way.”

      “Experienced?” replied Owen. “I don’t know about that.”

      “You’re being modest. Did you not fight alongside the Orcs back in Deisenbach?”

      “I did.”

      “And you faced Beverly in the joust; that accounts for something.”

      “Need I remind you I lost that particular competition.”

      “As did the king’s champion. Even a failure can result in personal growth.”

      “What are you, some kind of seer?”

      “I’m a Life Mage, so I suppose I am, in a way.”

      “Orc shamans do both,” added Beverly.

      Sir Owen turned to Krazuhk. “Is that true?”

      The Orc stared back. “Not understand,” she replied.

      “He wants to know if it’s true that shamans are seers?” asked Aubrey in Orcish.

      “Most definitely,” the master of air replied. “As you saw for yourselves, the Sky Singers’ shamans are an important part of the inner circle who advise the chieftain. Bloodrig will often offer counsel, even when not requested.”

      “What did she say?” asked Owen.

      “She said yes,” replied Beverly. “You’d know that if you took the time to learn Orc.”

      “True, but Krazuhk could learn the common tongue.”

      “Did you not hear her first answer? She’s learning, but it takes time. You, however, have yet to learn even a single word of her language.”

      “I fail to see why it would be necessary. Aside from our companion here, it’s not as if I’ll spend much time amongst her people.”

      “You will if you come with us to Merceria. You still want to be a Knight of the Hound, don’t you?”

      “I do,” replied Owen.

      “Then I suggest you learn the Orc tongue; in our army, it’s mandatory, at least amongst senior ranks.”

      “Why is that?”

      “All our written orders are in their language.”

      “I didn’t know they had a written tongue.”

      “They don’t, but our scholars worked out a way to write it.”

      “Why in the name of the Saints would they do that?”

      “If the enemy intercepts a messenger, they’d be unable to read any letters they carried.”

      “That’s clever,” said Owen. “I promise I’ll endeavour to learn the language.”

      “Good. Now that’s settled, let’s pack up, shall we? I’d like to get across the border before that snow comes.”

      

      They proceeded on their way, skipping breakfast, hoping a roadside inn might soon be found. Owen had indicated as much but refused to commit to how far away it was.

      With their stomachs still empty, they encountered a trio heading towards them. A man led, holding the reins of a mule, upon which sat an older woman. Beside her walked another man who matched her in age, using a staff to keep his balance.

      “Greetings,” called out Beverly, slowing Lightning as she approached, the rest of her group following suit.

      “We don’t want no trouble,” the younger man said. “We’re heading to Kurslingen.”

      “Which is?”

      The fellow stared back. “How can you not know the capital of Zowenbruch? You must’ve ridden right through it.”

      “We crossed into the kingdom by way of Santrem,” offered Sir Owen, “on the Deisenbach side of the Rasfeld River, so we bypassed it completely.”

      “Are you a knight, sir?”

      “I am. My name is Sir Owen. Yours?”

      “Kinmar, and these are my parents, Eadric and Milgyrd.”

      “Unusual names,” said Owen, moving slightly closer. “Are you Therengian, by chance?”

      The man’s hand went to the knife in his belt. “What if we are?”

      “We mean you no harm,” said Beverly. “My husband, Aldwin, has the same grey eyes as you.”

      Kinmar relaxed. “I know of no Therengian in these parts who’d dare ride a horse, especially one so fine as what you got there.”

      “We’re from a distant land where they don’t judge people by the colour of their eyes. My name is Beverly Fitzwilliam, and this is my husband, Aldwin. Accompanying us are my cousin, Aubrey Brandon, and Krazuhk, a master of air.”

      “An Orc?” said Kinmar. “That’s most unusual in these parts.”

      Aldwin dismounted, handed the reins to Beverly, then moved closer, holding out his hand in greeting. “I’m told I am of Therengian descent,” he said, shaking Kinmar’s hand, “but I’m afraid I know little of our common ancestors.”

      “That’s to be expected,” piped up Eadric. “Our people have faced persecution for centuries, ever since the Old Kingdom fell. For many generations, laws forbade all from talking about how things used to be.”

      “And now?”

      “Erlingen has lessened its restrictions considerably since the invasion.”

      “Invasion?” said Aldwin.

      “He talks of Andover’s invasion,” replied Owen, “back in ninety-five. Sorry, I forgot you use a calendar that’s different from ours. I should have said fourteen years ago.”

      “You were there?”

      “No. I was too young but learned all about it when I worked as one of the duke’s farriers.”

      “I’m curious,” said Aldwin, “when you say the restrictions were loosened, what do you mean, precisely?”

      “It’s no longer illegal for us to bear arms or protect ourselves, nor is there a ban on holding high office, although I daresay none of our people have had much opportunity to do so.”

      “Might I ask why you’re headed to Zowenbruch?”

      “We have family there,” replied Kinmar. “My sister and her husband.”

      “Then I wish you much happiness and joy. May Saxnor look over you.”

      “And you, all of you.”

      Aldwin returned to the saddle, looking quite pleased with himself as the three travellers continued along the road.

      “What are you smiling at?” asked Beverly.

      “I no longer need to worry about facing arrest for carrying a weapon. You have no idea how liberating that is.”

      “Trust me, I understand completely. When they arrested you back in Deisenbach, I was ready to take on the entire Royal Guard. If it hadn’t been for Aubrey, I’d have ended up in the dungeon beside you.”

      “You’re welcome,” said Aubrey. “I bet you never thought your little cousin Aubrey would be the one to keep a cool head under such unusual circumstances.”

      “I doubt anyone calls you little anymore. And just for the record, I’ve never doubted your ability to keep calm under the most trying of situations.”

      “That’s enough of that, you two!” Aldwin looked at Owen. “They will continue to compliment each other all day long if we let them. It comes from being such a close-knit family.”

      “I can’t help it if we get along so well,” said Beverly.

      “Nor can I,” added Aubrey.

      

      The Grey Goose Inn wasn’t much to look at, but the food was plentiful and the ale of passing quality. Their arrival caused a bit of a stir, especially the presence of Krazuhk, but when they placed gold on the table and bought a round for everyone in the place, no one cared anymore.

      They soon settled down to a hearty meal, although Beverly picked at her food. “It’s peaceful here. Much more so than back home, I should think. I wonder how things are going there?”

      “I talked to Kraloch two days ago,” replied Aubrey. “There was nothing new then, and I doubt there’ll be when I do so tomorrow.”

      “This is all so fascinating,” said Owen, leaning forward and resting his elbows on the table. “Tell me again how you contact someone so far away?”

      “It’s a spell called spirit talk, which the Orcs taught me.”

      “Yes. You’ve mentioned that before. What I don’t understand is how it works.”

      “Are you familiar with the spirit realm?”

      “You mean where ghosts reside?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ve heard of it. What else is there to know?”

      “It is a realm existing parallel to our own.”

      He stared back, at a loss as to what she meant.

      “Let me put it another way,” she continued. “The realm of spirits surrounds us like an invisible fog that’s always there. When someone sees a ghost, they actually see a manifestation of a spirit in the physical realm.”

      “So, you’re talking with ghosts?”

      “No. Kraloch lives in Merceria.”

      “This I understand,” said Owen. “What I don’t get is how you’re able to talk to him yet cannot use your magic to go home.”

      “The spirit realm has different laws when it comes to distance. That is to say, the spell of spirit talk is not bound by range like recall is. Rather, it’s based on the familiarity with the person on the other end.”

      “Could you communicate with your cousin Beverly, for example, without worrying about distance?”

      “I can only use the spell to communicate with someone capable of using it.”

      “So, another Life Mage or shaman?”

      “Almost,” added Beverly. “She’s the only Human Life Mage to learn the spell. Kraloch is an Orc.”

      “I gathered so from the name. I’ve watched you cast the spell, but from our perspective, you’re talking to thin air. How do you know you’ve reached the right person?”

      “Because I see his spirit,” replied Aubrey, “just as he sees mine, which is why the mages at either end of the connection must understand how to contact spirits.”

      “Nope,” said Owen. “I’m still not understanding.”

      “Do you believe in ghosts?”

      “I’d be a fool not to after what you’ve told me.”

      “Tell me this, then: what is a ghost?”

      “That’s an easy one; it’s the spirit of someone who’s died.”

      “Where lies this spirit when the person is alive?”

      “I… I’ve never considered that. Inside their body, I would presume.”

      “That’s the spirit I contact when I use the spell.”

      “We each have a ghost inside of us?” said Owen. “I find that most disturbing.”

      Aubrey laughed. “You’ll get used to it.”

      “That being the case, couldn’t you contact Kraloch whenever you like?”

      “I could, but using the spell requires magical energy, and although I have plenty to spare at the moment, I can’t guarantee the same is true of Kraloch.”

      “Why not?”

      “The Mercerian mages recall people all over the place.”

      “But that’s simply a matter of memory, isn’t it?”

      “No,” replied Aubrey. “I mean the spell of recall we use to transport people across great distances. It’s how we intend to return home.”

      “But doesn’t that require more power than you presently have?”

      “Yes, but the closer we get, the more likely I’ll be able to do so.”

      “Is there any way for you to increase your power?”

      “My, you’re inquisitive today. Yes. I can increase my power through study and constant practice, but that’s a little hard to do while travelling. Also, I don’t want to use my magic any more than necessary in case it’s needed for healing.”

      “Most fascinating,” said Sir Owen. “Have you any idea how close you need to be for your recall spell to get you home?”

      “The farthest distance I’ve ever travelled by recall was from Wincaster to Summersgate, the capital of Weldwyn. That’s reckoned to be just shy of five hundred miles.”

      “Miles. The one unit of distance that varies between different kingdoms. They say the Old Kingdom defined it as one thousand paces, measured on the off-foot, whatever that means, but some argue they stole it from the Thalamites. Very few rulers amongst the Petty Kingdoms were willing to adopt a measurement favoured by the Old Kingdom, so they changed it. They kept the name, of course. You couldn’t change that after centuries of use, but the distances involved… Well, that was something else entirely.”

      “Out of curiosity,” said Aubrey, “how would you define a mile?”

      “I try to avoid any commitment in that regard. I trust in my feet, or rather, my horse. I once heard it said a good horse can take you thirty miles a day, assuming decent roads, so I use that to estimate travel times.”

      “Then think of my spell being the equivalent of two weeks. That shouldn’t be too far off the mark.”

      “That’s astounding,” said Owen. “Why, with magic like that, we could cross the Petty Kingdoms in days rather than months.”

      “Not quite. A mage’s magical energy recovers in time, but a trip of that distance would require adequate rest, not the sort of thing you can do in the wilderness.”

      “But we’re not in the wilderness; we’re nearly in Erlingen.”

      “Perhaps she’s not being clear,” said Aldwin. “The recall spell can only take a mage to a magic circle, one the mage is familiar with.”

      “Where do these magic circles come from?”

      “Skilled artisans craft them, and then a mage empowers them. It’s a lengthy process and expensive.”

      “Why’s that?” asked Owen.

      “The amount of gold required to hold the magic puts it well out of most people’s price range.”

      “So you’re saying only kings would have them?”

      “I can’t speak for the Petty Kingdoms, but back home, the Crown financed them, except for those in the Whitewood—the Meghara created those two.”

      Krazuhk suddenly leaned forward. “Did you say Meghara?” she asked, using her native tongue.

      Her interest caught Aubrey off guard. “You know that name?”

      “Indeed. She was amongst the first of our Ancestors.”
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      Thalgrun Stormhammer, Vard of Ironcliff, stood on the city’s outer wall, staring out over the plains at the enemy camped before his walls. They remained well out of range of his arbalesters, but he knew it wouldn’t be long before the assault commenced, for their massive siege engines were poised to reduce the outer city to rubble.

      He wondered if there might be some way to stop them, but it was nothing more than a dream; his warriors had no cavalry or siege engines to bombard the enemy. And why would they? Ironcliff had stood safe for centuries, but the arrival of the Halvarians changed all that.

      “Quite a sight, isn’t it?”

      Thalgrun jumped at the sound of Agramath’s voice. “When did you learn to be so quiet?”

      “Quiet? I would say I was loud. Perhaps you should get your hearing checked?”

      The vard turned on him, ready to explode, but the mirth on the master of rock and stone’s face softened the blow. “I feel so old, as though my time amongst the living is drawing to an end.”

      “Don’t say that. I’m even older than you, and I’d like to think I’ve a few more years left amongst the living.”

      “You may think what you like, but it doesn’t change the fact we’re both ancient, even by Dwarven standards.”

      “Ah, but not so much by the reckoning of an Elf.”

      “That’s different—they’re immortal.” Thalgrun nodded towards the distant army. “What do you make of them?”

      “Their numbers are impressive,” replied Agramath, “but it will take more than that lot to break into the mountain. Unfortunately, the same can’t be said for the outer city. It would have been much better for us had we not built outside the mountain.”

      “It couldn’t be helped; we still need to eat, and there’s only so much food you can grow underground.”

      “That didn’t stop our ancestors from surviving.”

      “True,” said Thalgrun, “but there’s a big difference between surviving and thriving. Thanks to our farms, our population has tripled over the last century alone.”

      “Yet it seems these Humans will reduce us once again to our former numbers.”

      “Don’t think of them as Humans; they are Halvarians or simply the enemy. After all, the Mercerians are Human, and they’ve sent help.”

      “A fat lot of good it did. We’ve lost their cavalry to Gods know where, and the footmen will likely be a mixed blessing, assuming the enemy gets through our front door. It’s not as if they’re skilled in fighting in Dwarven halls.”

      “And here I thought I was the pessimist.” Thalgrun swept his gaze once more over the enemy army. “I wish Kasri were here. She’d know what to do.”

      “More to the point,” said Agramath, “I’m eager to meet this new Mercerian commander they promised, now that Lanaka is out there, somewhere.”

      “Then you’re in luck. She’s already here.”

      “She is?” said the mage. “Why wasn’t I informed?”

      “I’m the vard, remember? Not you.”

      “True, but I’m the one responsible for the magic circle. Who did they send?”

      Thalgrun smiled. “You’ll have to be patient. She’s supposed to meet me out here once she’s settled in.”

      “Settled in? What in the name of Gundar does that mean?”

      “That she’s taking time to ensure those under her command know their business here.” Behind him, the great doors to the under-mountain opened. “Ah, this looks like her now.”

      “She’s vaguely familiar.”

      “She is Lady Hayley Chambers, the High Ranger of Merceria and Baroness of Queenston.”

      “No. I don’t think so.”

      “She is, trust me. I wouldn’t lie about something like that.”

      “No. I mean, that’s not how I know her. I seem to recall her being connected to someone else.”

      “Revi Bloom, perhaps?”

      Agramath snapped his fingers. “That’s it. The last time he was here, he talked about her at great length. Speaking of which, where is Revi?”

      “Back in Wincaster, the last I heard. He’s one of their more powerful mages and thus in great demand for moving their warriors between all those magic circles.”

      “He’s a gifted healer as well. We could certainly benefit from his expertise if we expect a siege.”

      “Then I shall send word asking for him to be sent to us.”

      They waited as Hayley made her way through the outer city. She disappeared into the base of the tower, soon emerging on the same wall they’d been watching her from.

      “Majesty, Lord Agramath,” she said. “I bring greetings from Queen Anna of Merceria.”

      “You’re an archer,” noted the master of rock and stone. “I’m not certain your bow will prove all that effective once we’re inside the mountain.”

      “True, but my rangers can pick off enemy warriors from these very walls until then.”

      “Assuming they get close enough. Those siege engines have an extensive range.”

      “You must pardon the master of doom and gloom,” said Thalgrun. “Agramath is in a dour mood this day.”

      “I’m dour?” replied the mage. “You’re the one complaining about how old you felt!”

      “See what I mean? He argues about everything!” His words were accusatory, while his mood was light. “Now, enough of this banter. Tell me about these rangers of yours.”

      “I could only bring one company; the rest are required in Trollden.”

      “Trollden? Where’s that?”

      “On our southern coast, Majesty. Our marshal fears another attack and believes that the most likely place for the enemy to invade.”

      “A seaborne invasion? Well, we don’t have to worry about that here.” He nodded towards the Halvarians. “Give me your opinion of that army.”

      “They have a preponderance of footmen, which I expected for a siege, but where are all their archers?”

      “A good question,” said Thalgrun. “I suspect they’re waiting behind those engines of war.”

      “And their cavalry?”

      “Thanks to Lord Lanaka, they’re off hunting him down.”

      “They’ll have a hard time,” said Hayley. “He’s a gifted cavalry commander.”

      “Do you think the Halvarians brought enough men to defeat us?”

      “Without seeing what preparations you’ve made, it’s hard to say. They certainly seem to have numbers on their side. A traditional siege calls for outnumbering the defenders by at least three to one. Might I ask how many warriors you have under arms?”

      “The warriors guild has four hundred Dwarves ready to fight, a quarter of which are arbalesters. We’ve armed the citizenry, but they are, for the most part, ill-equipped and woefully under-trained.”

      “You forgot the Mercerians,” said Agramath.

      “Yes, my pardon. With Lanaka’s cavalry no longer with us, we have one hundred of your footmen and an equal number of archers, not including your rangers.”

      “You mentioned the citizenry. How many can you muster?”

      “A thousand, give or take. We can’t arm everybody; we still need to evacuate the outer city, not to mention moving stores and looking after the wounded. You get the idea.”

      “It seems to me the siege engines are the biggest concern.”

      “You have the right of it,” said Agramath. “But what can we do about them? It’s not as if we Dwarves could march out and burn them to the ground—we’d be slaughtered.”

      “True, but my rangers might be useful with that.”

      “What are you proposing?”

      “Come nightfall, they’ll slip into the enemy camp and see what havoc they can wreak.”

      “But they’d recognize you, surely?”

      “I shall take pains to acquire some Halvarian armour first.”

      Thalgrun held up his hand. “One moment. Something’s happening.”

      Past the wall, a small group of riders headed towards the city’s gates. They halted before the long stairs and then dismounted.

      “It appears they wish to talk,” said Hayley. “That looks like a flag of truce.”

      “I’m not about to surrender,” replied the vard.

      “Nor would I advise you to, but it would be to your advantage to meet them if only to learn what they want.”

      “They want us to surrender!”

      “Most likely, but perhaps we can stall their attack. Would you be amenable to me accompanying you to the parley?”

      “Parley?” said Agramath. “What strange customs you Humans have.”

      “Come on, then,” said Thalgrun. “Let’s go see what this enemy commander wants.”

      
      They returned to the under-mountain to gather the Hearth Guard. These elite warriors surrounded their vard, escorting him to the outer gate.

      The Halvarian delegation waited patiently as the great doors swung open, and then Thalgrun and Hayley descended the steps with the Dwarven warriors formed up on either side. They halted ten paces from the enemy.

      “Greetings. I am Bastien Lambert, Commander-General of the Seventh Legion. To whom do I have the honour of speaking?”

      “Thalgrun Stormhammer, Vard of Ironcliff and master of this mountain. Why have you brought an army to my doorstep?”

      The Halvarian bowed. “I have come at the behest of my lord and master, Nevarus, God-Emperor of the Halvarian Empire.”

      “Oh yes? And what does he want?”

      “He invites you to lay down your arms and accept him as your lord and master.”

      “And why would I do that?”

      Lambert swept his arm to indicate his army. “Must I spell it out for you? You are vastly outnumbered. A siege would only result in the needless death of so many of your countrymen.”

      “Countrymen, is it?” said Thalgrun. “My subjects are not men; they are Dwarves.”

      “Yet you meet me in the company of a Human.” He glanced at Hayley. “I know who you are, High Ranger. You should return to your queen and tell her to surrender to the inevitable.” He turned back to Thalgrun. “Tell me what the Mercerians promised you, Majesty, and I shall double it.”

      “What they offered, you cannot provide.”

      “Which was?”

      “Friendship.”

      “Friendship? Is it friendship to ask your people to die to keep Merceria safe or simply an excuse to let you suffer while they sit at home in their capital?”

      “You’re not a Dwarf, so I’ll excuse your ignorance. We mountain folk don’t make friends easily, but once we do, we’ll stick by them no matter what.”

      Lambert sighed. “I assume that means you wish to fight?”

      “That obvious, is it?”

      “I warn you, Majesty. This will
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