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            And so it begins…

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Kasri made her way through the halls of Ironcliff. Though technically a city, the vast majority of it tunnelled into the side of a mountain, leading to corridors instead of streets, but to one of the mountain folk, it was all one and the same.

      She slowed as she neared the doors to Agramath's study. Outside stood a member of the Hearth Guard, her own company of elite warriors, but all he did at her approach was nod in recognition.

      "Is Lord Agramath within?" she asked.

      "He is, Commander," replied the guard. "Along with the Human spellcaster. Shall I announce you?"

      "If you would be so kind. Please ask him if he’s available to speak with me at this time."

      The guard cracked open the door and slipped inside. Moments later, he opened it fully, allowing her passage.

      "Kasri," called out a voice. "So nice to see you again."

      "Lady Aubrey, you grace us with your presence. I assume nothing is amiss in Wincaster?"

      "Not at all. Master Bloom brought me to Ironcliff to commit the magic circle to memory. I was just making the necessary arrangements with Master Agramath."

      "To which I have readily agreed," added the master of rock and stone.

      "And Master Revi Bloom?"

      "He left earlier this morning," said Aubrey.

      "But you didn't come here to talk to her," said Agramath.

      "How did you know?" replied Kasri.

      "The surprise on your face."

      "You have me there. I'll admit I knew she was in Ironcliff, but I didn't know she'd be here with you at this particular moment."

      "If there's a problem," said Aubrey, "I can give you some privacy?"

      "No, it's rather fortuitous you're here. I've got a little favour to ask."

      "Which is?"

      "I need to go to Wincaster."

      "Need?" said Agramath. "Or want?"

      "A little of both, I suppose. It's not official, just personal."

      "Really?" said Agramath, eyeing her suspiciously. "What's that mean?"

      "It's none of your business."
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            The Halls of the Vard

          

          AUTUMN 966 MC* (*MERCERIAN CALENDAR)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (In the language of the Dwarves)

      

      

      
        
        In Ironcliff, a champion lives,

        A warrior, brave and true.

        One Kasri Ironheart by name,

        A hero through and through.

      

        

      
        A daughter of the king was she,

        Successor to the Throne.

        A noble heart, a righteous foe,

        Yet she was all alone.

      

      

      The master of revels, Malrun Bronzefist, stood on the right side of the dancers, his free hand holding the great staff signifying his status. It was an honour to lead the dance on behalf of Vard Thalgrun, even more so on the occasion of his daughter, Kasri Ironheart, returning from the war.

      Malrun rapped the floor ever so lightly, just enough to draw attention, then raised his staff, signifying the dance was about to begin. With all eyes on him, he brought it down again, thumping its base, signalling the musicians to play their instruments.

      As was usual amongst the Dwarves of Ironcliff, drums tapped out the three-step beat common for such occasions, accompanied by a harp and even a few flutes.

      Malrun's left hand grasped the vard’s, while Thalgrun held his daughter’s hand in his other. She held, in turn, the hand of the next person and so on, forming a line that stretched all the way to the side of the great hall.

      The music swelled, and then with the introductory refrain complete, the dancers moved, taking two light steps, followed by a third to stomp their feet, the sound echoing off the massive walls.

      The master of revels risked a sideways glance, noting the look of enjoyment on the vard's face. Long had it been since Vard Thalgrun displayed such joy, and why not? It wasn't every day his daughter returned fresh from victory and with a dragon, no less!

      Malrun’s musings almost cost him his dignity as he missed the beat, stumbling to catch up. He held his staff aloft in his attempt to recover, pretending it was all part of the merriment.

      

      When the music subsided, Kasri immediately released her grip on her fellow dancer. With less than a third of the mountain folk female, many of the males waited off to the side, their beards bouncing around in time with the music. Before she could even catch her breath, a well-dressed Dwarf presented himself.

      "Ah, Kasri," he said. "It is so wonderful for you to bless us once again with your presence."

      "Thank you," she replied. "Graldur, isn’t it?"

      The fellow bowed deeply. "That would now be Deputy Guild Master Graldur of the mining guild."

      "Congratulations, Deputy Guild Master." She tried to turn away from him, but he was insistent, even going so far as to touch her hand.

      "Might I enquire if you would be interested in dining with me?"

      "You may, but I'm afraid you would not like the reply. Now, if you’re finished with my hand, I have need of it."

      Her response was not what Graldur expected, for he stood there with his mouth hanging open. Before he said more, Kasri grabbed the vard by the elbow.

      "Come, Father. There are things to discuss."

      Vard Thalgrun, sensing her mood, left the dance floor but then halted, turning to face her. "Are you certain that was wise? Graldur is influential and not someone to anger."

      "He wishes to forge with me," she replied. "He's made that quite clear on several occasions."

      "And what is wrong with that? He’s wealthy and influential, a prime catch by any measure. I daresay half the females here would be pleased to receive such attention."

      "But not me. Isn’t that what you were going to say?"

      "Let’s not have this discussion again, Kasri. You need to forge, if only to continue the line."

      "Continue the line? You hand-picked me as your successor—the fact I’m your daughter wasn't even considered; at least that's what you told me. Are you now suggesting otherwise?"

      "No, of course not. I selected you because you would uphold the virtues and ideals I espouse. You are also one of the few who command the respect of the warriors guild."

      "Then why is it so important for me to forge?"

      "We are not a populous people, my dear, as well you know. It, therefore, falls to those such as yourself to provide us with future generations."

      "Because I'm a female? You do realize it takes two to procreate?"

      Her father blushed. "I'm fully conversant with Dwarven reproduction, but you're the one who refuses to forge, despite my best efforts. Why, you could have your pick."

      "And you feel Deputy Guild Master Graldur is a suitable match?"

      "At this point, I'd be satisfied with anyone."

      Kasri’s sudden smirk put him ill at ease.

      "What are you smiling at?" he asked.

      "I'm merely soaking in your wisdom, Father."

      The vard grunted. "Well, I suppose there's a first time for everything. How were things in Merceria?"

      "Quite enlightening. They lack the heavy armour we take for granted, but you already knew that from their visit here."

      "Yet I sense there's more to this tale. You came back with a dragon, although I wish you'd kept it here, in Ironcliff. It would help keep the Halvarians at bay."

      "I could not," said Kasri. "I promised Melathandil she could live in the mountains. I believe you once told me a Dwarf is only as good as their word?"

      "So I did, although I never thought you'd use it against me." He fell silent a moment as he stared into her eyes. "You're hiding something."

      Kasri quickly looked aside. "What makes you say that?"

      "Come, now. You think after all these years I can't tell when my own daughter is lying?"

      "I'm not lying."

      "Perhaps not, but you're not exactly telling the truth, at least not the entire truth."

      She cast her gaze around the room, trying to avoid answering. The master of revels had once more lined up guests for a dance, even as the musicians picked up their instruments.

      "Very well. I shall tell you what's on my mind, but not here. It’s much too public."

      "So now you tempt my curiosity? Have you no shame?" He smiled to lessen the blow. "Very well. Come see me tomorrow morning, and we shall discuss the matter in private, whatever it is."

      Kasri bowed. "As you wish, Father."

      "Now, will you join me once more on the dance floor? I hear the guild master awaits?"

      "I think you mean the deputy guild master. I shall let you have that pleasure all to yourself. I have more important business to attend to."

      "You do? Like what?"

      "I need to speak to Agramath about something."

      "You'll have a hard time getting in to see him," said the vard. "He's meeting with one of those Mercerian mages."

      "He is? Which one?"

      "A Human woman. I don't remember her name."

      "Not Albreda?"

      "No, of course not. Do you honestly believe I wouldn't remember the Mistress of the Whitewood?"

      "Then it must be Lady Aubrey."

      "How in the name of the Elder Races did you guess that?"

      "She's the only other mage of Merceria who's a woman."

      The vard shook his head. "I must admit you've changed since you spent all that time amongst them."

      "For the better, I hope?"

      "That remains to be seen."

      

      The next morning, Kasri made her way through the halls of Ironcliff. Though technically a city, the vast majority of it tunnelled into the side of a mountain, leading to corridors instead of streets, but to one of the mountain folk, it was all one and the same.

      She slowed as she neared the doors to Agramath's study. Outside stood a member of the Hearth Guard, her own company of elite warriors, but all he did at her approach was nod in recognition.

      "Is Lord Agramath within?" she asked.

      "He is, Commander," replied the guard. "Along with the Human spellcaster. Shall I announce you?"

      "If you would be so kind. Please ask him if he’s available to speak with me at this time."

      The guard cracked open the door and slipped inside. Moments later, he opened it fully, allowing her passage.

      "Kasri," called out a voice. "So nice to see you again."

      "Lady Aubrey, you grace us with your presence. I assume nothing is amiss in Wincaster?"

      "Not at all. Master Bloom brought me to Ironcliff to commit the magic circle to memory. I was just making the necessary arrangements with Master Agramath."

      "To which I have readily agreed," added the master of rock and stone.

      "And Master Revi Bloom?"

      "He left earlier this morning," said Aubrey.

      "But you didn't come here to talk to her," said Agramath.

      "How did you know?" replied Kasri.

      "The surprise on your face."

      "You have me there. I'll admit I knew she was in Ironcliff, but I didn't know she'd be here with you at this particular moment."

      "If there's a problem," said Aubrey, "I can give you some privacy?"

      "No, it's rather fortuitous you're here. I've got a little favour to ask."

      "Which is?"

      "I need to go to Wincaster."

      "Need?" said Agramath. "Or want?"

      "A little of both, I suppose."

      "I should be happy to take you there,” said Aubrey, “once I complete studying the circle."

      "And how long will that take?"

      "That depends on when I can start." Aubrey looked at Agramath.

      "Right away, if you like," said the Dwarven mage.

      "In that case, I’ll be ready to leave by noon. Will that suit you?"

      "It will, indeed."

      "Might I ask the reason for the visit? I’m certain the queen would like to be informed if you're coming on official business."

      "It's not official, just personal."

      "Really?" said Agramath, eyeing her suspiciously. "What's that mean?"

      "It's none of your business."

      He blustered a bit before turning and moving things around on his workbench.

      Kasri, meanwhile, turned her full attention to Lady Aubrey. "I might be a little late. I have an audience with my father, the vard."

      "I'm in no hurry. If you're late, I'll wait for you."

      "That would be much appreciated, thank you. I'll come to find you once I'm ready to depart."

      "Might I invite you to dine with us this evening?"

      "Us?"

      "Yes, at Lord Richard’s Wincaster estate. Beverly and Aldwin will be there."

      "I'm afraid I'll be visiting a friend."

      "Bring him along too."

      Agramath's ears pricked up. "What's this, now? Who's this 'him' you're referring to?"

      Kasri frowned. "Again, none of your business."

      "I'm only trying to look out for you. You are, after all, the named successor to the vard."

      "Yes, something no one will ever let me forget." She looked at Aubrey. "My apologies. You shouldn't have to listen to all of this bickering."

      "That's quite all right. I quite miss it, actually."

      "You miss bickering?"

      "Yes. I used to have two brothers. They died in the war."

      "Killed by the Norlanders?"

      "No," said Aubrey. "By the king's men during the civil war."

      Agramath paled. "Civil war! Are you saying they fought against their rightful king? Perhaps we were a little premature allying ourselves with these Mercerians?"

      "Nonsense," said Kasri. "The war brought Queen Anna to the Throne, which has only aided our cause. Now, why don't you get back to whatever you were doing with all that stuff on your table, and allow us to deal with politics." She winked at Aubrey before lowering her voice. "He loves a good argument every now and again."

      "It's time I visit that magic circle," said the Mercerian noble. "It won't commit itself to memory."

      "I'll show you the way. After all, someone has to inform the guards you've been granted access."

      

      Leaving Aubrey at the magic circle, Kasri continued to the Royal Chambers, where she waited while her father consulted with yet another guild member, this time from the potters guild, if the guard was to be believed.

      The door finally opened, revealing a Dwarf, bent with age, sporting a snowy-white beard hanging almost to the floor. The vard waited until the fellow shuffled off down the hallway before turning to his daughter.

      "Come in, Kasri. Let us talk more of your Mercerian adventures." He led her inside, then moved closer to the fireplace, warming his hands. "Now, what did you want to speak to me about?"

      "I was thinking about what you said."

      "You'll need to refresh my memory. What, in particular, are you referring to?"

      "That I need to forge. I’ve decided that's what I'm going to do. At least I'm going to attempt it."

      Her father’s gaze snapped up from the fire to her. "Attempt? Are you suggesting he might actually refuse you?"

      "It's a distinct possibility, yes."

      He laughed but cut it short when she frowned. "Sorry. I didn't mean to offend. Tell me, is it someone I know?"

      "No. The truth is, he's not from Ironcliff."

      "Not from Ironcliff, you say? How intriguing. Is he a guild master, by chance?"

      "No, but he is a master smith."

      "That's excellent news. What is his standing in the guild?"

      "That's what I wanted to talk to you about."

      "I'm not sure I understand?"

      "He's not a member of a guild."

      Her father stared back, his face blank. "I'm sorry? He is at least a Dwarf, I hope?"

      "He is. Herdwin by name."

      "And you say he's a master smith?"

      "That's what I said, yes. He crafted a sword for the Queen of Merceria and helped build the forge that created Nature's Fury."

      "Nature's Fury?” said Thalgrun. “Wasn't that Dame Beverly’s weapon? The one made from sky metal?"

      "Indeed."

      "Yet you say he doesn't belong to a guild. How can that be?"

      "That is not my story to tell. Suffice it to say they had a parting of the ways some years ago."

      Thalgrun shook his head. "Of all those you had to choose from, why this guildless smith?"

      "It was never my intent, but we became close during the war to liberate Weldwyn."

      "Then stay friends and forge with another. That would be a better solution."

      "But I don't want to forge with another."

      "You are to be vard one day, Kasri. How do you expect the guilds to take you seriously when your own forge mate refuses membership?"

      "Surely it’s better he does not? That way, he can claim no favourites?"

      The vard frowned. "You know as well as I how powerful the guilds are, here in Ironcliff."

      "More powerful than even the vard?"

      "I hate to admit it, but yes."

      "Is there no other solution?"

      "Talk to him, convince him to rejoin the guild. Perhaps he could win some influence in fifty years or so?"

      "I don't want to wait fifty years to forge!"

      "Is he aware of your intentions?"

      She blushed. "Not yet. I only just realized it myself."

      "Why is that?"

      "I suppose my return to Ironcliff made me realize how much I'd come to appreciate his companionship." She forced a laugh. "You may get your wish, after all, if he rejects me."

      "Rejects you? What nonsense is this? In the name of Gundar, why would he reject you?"

      "For the very reasons you mention. I fear he may see himself as unworthy, despite his heroics."

      "Heroics?"

      "Yes. He's an accomplished warrior and an experienced leader in battle."

      "This is a difficult situation, to be sure," said the vard. "But perhaps all is not lost."

      "Meaning?"

      "If he is guildless as you say—"

      "He is!"

      Shocked by her outburst, Thalgrun paused momentarily. "As I was saying, it’s not unreasonable to assume an arrangement could be made with whatever guild he had differences with. Was it the smiths guild of Stonecastle?"

      "It was."

      "Would he be willing to travel there and settle the matter once and for all?"

      "And if he did, that would allow us to forge?"

      "It is not the forging that’s the problem," said Thalgrun. "It’s your position as successor to the Crown of Ironcliff."

      "And if the matter remains unresolved?"

      "Then it may well come down to choosing between forging or one-day becoming vard." He moved closer, taking her hands in his. "I only want what's best for you, Kas, but I can't upend centuries of tradition to go against the guilds—it would be suicidal. Surely you can understand that?"

      "I can," said Kasri. "Though it gives me no pleasure to do so."

      "So, you'll talk to this fellow? What's his name again?"

      "Herdwin, Herdwin Steelarm. And yes, I'll speak to him, but I don’t know if he’ll heed your advice."

      "I assume he's in Wincaster?"

      "He is."

      "When will you leave?"

      "Today. Lady Aubrey offered to take me there, using magic."

      Thalgrun shuddered. "This whole recall spell puts me on edge. Why can't you march there like any normal Dwarf?"

      She laughed. "That would take weeks, and besides, Lady Aubrey invited me to dinner with her cousin."

      "Her cousin? Who's that?"

      "Dame Beverly."

      "I had no idea they were related. It seems you travelled in august company."

      "So did you, remember?"

      "Yes… well, that's only to be expected. I am the vard after all."

      "Naturally, I shall return Stormhammer before I go."

      "Why would you do that?"

      "Your father gave it to you."

      "Yes," said the vard. "Just as I gave it to you. Stormhammer is yours to wield now, Kas, whether or not you rule as vard."

      "You honour me."

      "No, it is you who honours me. Will you take your armour?"

      "I didn't intend to. After all, I'm not going to Wincaster to fight."

      "Still, you might bring a shirt of Dwarven mail, just to be on the safe side."

      "Very well, I shall take my old training armour. Will that suffice?"

      "And a full helm, of course. You can't go advertising the fact you're female."

      "For Gundar's sake, Father. I'm going to Wincaster, not the frontier."

      "Still, you never know where life might take you, and I insist."

      "Very well."

      "Oh, and Kasri?"

      "Yes, Father?"

      "I love you."

      "And I, you, but sometimes you can be a little pushy."

      Thalgrun laughed. "That's one of the perks of being vard!"
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          AUTUMN 966 MC

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Land of swordsmen, axe, and bow,

        Merceria, kingdom proud.

        And therein lies the master smith,

        His Dwarven anvil loud.

      

        

      
        Herdwin Steelarm was his name,

        His exploits legendary.

        But he, amongst his many deeds,

        Ne’er did find time to marry.

      

      

      

      Herdwin lifted the blade from the quenching oil, holding it aloft to examine its quality. Satisfied with the result, he set it aside before taking off his gloves, and wiped his brow.

      His sweat flowed freely as the forge’s heat filled his workshop, so he made his way to the door and opened it wide, letting the afternoon breeze cool him. His face lit up when he noticed a familiar figure coming down the street.

      "Kasri, is that you? What in the name of the Gods are you doing here in Wincaster?"

      "I came to see you,” she replied, her face breaking into a grin. "I hope I didn't come at a bad time?"

      "Not at all. I was just taking a break."

      "Working on armour?"

      "No, a sword."

      "A commission?"

      "Yes, for Beverly. A gift for her husband."

      "And is it complete?"

      "Not yet, but at least I’m done with the blade. There’s still some work left on the handle, though." He noted her awkward stance. She appeared to be waiting for something. "Pardon my manners," he said. "Won't you come in?"

      "I'd be delighted." Kasri stepped into the workshop, her gaze roaming the space.

      "Are you here on a diplomatic mission? Something on behalf of your father, perhaps?"

      "No. As I said, I'm here to see you."

      "You came all the way to Wincaster just to see me?"

      "I did. Does that surprise you?"

      "Only in a good way."

      "The truth is, I returned to Ironcliff only to discover how much I missed your company."

      "I feel the same.”

      Kasri’s smile warmed his heart.

      "Are you hungry?" he asked.

      "Not especially, but there’s something I wanted to talk to you about."

      "Very well. What is it?"

      "I'm considering forging," said Kasri.

      Herdwin’s legs grew weak, and he sat down on a nearby stool to hide his discomfort. "Forging?" he said, his mouth suddenly dry. "To whom?"

      "You."

      His heart began racing. "Me? But I'm nothing but a smith and not even a guild member at that."

      "I don't care. Well, let me clarify that. I do care, but not in the way you might think."

      "I'm afraid you have me at a loss."

      She walked over to the small cot nearby. "May I?"

      "By all means."

      She sat, trying to compose her thoughts. "I’ve given this matter considerable attention since we parted."

      "I can imagine." He let out a breath. "Sorry. I didn't mean to interrupt. Please continue."

      "As you are aware, it’s entirely within my rights to choose whom to forge with, regardless of their guild status. If that were the only thing I needed to worry about, I’d have no concerns, but the fact of the matter is I'm the vard's designated successor, and as such, any potential forge mate…" Her voice choked up.

      "Must belong to a guild?" he asked.

      She merely nodded, adding to her forlorn countenance.

      "Were it within my power,” continued Herdwin, “I would become a guild master, but you and I both know that's not how this works."

      "But you were an apprentice once. Does that not still make you a member?"

      "It might, were it not for my leaving Stonecastle. There's also the fact I passed on knowledge to non-guild members, and Human ones at that."

      "You're talking about Aldwin Fitzwilliam?"

      "I am, and I doubt it will win me any favours."

      Kasri took a breath. "Can you please explain the exact nature of your relationship with the smiths guild?"

      "You mean why I'm here in Wincaster instead of Stonecastle?"

      "Yes. It can't be your skill; I've seen your work, and the Vard of Stonecastle gave you command of his warriors, which speaks volumes. Why, then, does the guild hate you so when its vard holds you in such high regard?"

      "It's a long story, best told over a tankard of ale."

      Kasri stood. "You had me at ale. Where do we find it in these parts?"

      "Give me a moment to clean myself up, and I'll take you to the Queen's Arms."

      "Is that a tavern?"

      "Not just any tavern," said Herdwin, "but one of the best in town. It's near the Palace."

      "Is that far?"

      "No, not at all."
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