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Prologue 


[image: image]


Kherak Var knew her days were numbered. As a Shaman of the Trollkind, she was granted an inkling of when she would go to serve at the feet of the goddess she favoured. To say she was unafraid would not be the truth, for only a fool does not fear death, and Kherak was not a fool. The visions, which were also a gift of her magic and her kind, had become more intense and more disturbing of late, and these played upon her mind more than the matter of joining her forebears. All paths lead to war. That was what she had told the Magelord Archos, Lord of the Storm, who also had the favour of the Goddess Ethnii’a, Lady of the Sky. It was true, or at least that is what the visions and her scrying Arcane Opal informed the old Shaman, and she was rarely mistaken in her interpretations. All paths lead to war, but the paths themselves could be shortened. Those paths more suited to the skills of her more nefarious allies would remain in shadow until such times as those who controlled the shadows brought them to bear on the greater darkness which held the land of Erana beneath a fist of iron. Could shadow and light working together dispel such an entrenched regime as the Order of Witch-Hunters and their divisive laws? Kherak truly did not know. Magic was not yet gone from a land in which it was forbidden, despite the best efforts of the Order to make it so. This would be an unequal war, and the victor was far from certain, but there was hope, and wars had been fought with less.

The war would not affect her, for Kherak would be ashes in the cave-crypt by the time the land flowed with blood, but her daughter, the Shamania Mirandra, would have to lead her tribe to war and all that entailed. They would need the allies and the skills of old. Much had been lost and now needed to be found once more. The almost impossible would have to become possible and those who dwelt in secret places must become known.

There was also the more immediate matter of the Fenris, Kherak’s kin through her great-grandmother. Trolls prized kin highly, and contact between the mountain tribes flowed with the trade wagons along mountain passes, high forest trails and hrak paths. There were more settlements than most of the lowland peoples guessed, but many were small or far-flung, and not all were on easy terms. If a tribe was without a Shaman, a suitable candidate must be found to lead among the daughters and nieces of reigning Shamans, thus lines of kin and alliance must be preserved through winter and ice, summer and thaw. Mirandra was the heiress in Varris, but she was yet unproven and so it would do the Shaman well to know what other options were available, should her daughter fall or be unworthy to take the Shamanic Shawl. There had been no contact with the distant Fenris of late; the wagon sent with their agreed trade-goods had not returned. Wool, tobacco, and fine trollish weaving in exchange for ore, dried fish, and reeds was a fair enough trade. Kherak had sent a missive to her cousins in Lelris, but they knew little but the rumour of strange events — and those were no more than unsubstantiated whispers.

On the copper stand in the main room of Kherak’s cottage, the Arcane Opal glowed softly, shedding its light on the large round table. It was quiet, but never completely still. Powerful items often held a sort of sentience, and this particular stone had served her well for many years. Wearily she grinned as she recalled the dangerous adventure to retrieve it when she was a good deal younger. She limped to the fireplace, grunting at the pain which was now her daily companion, and knew those days were long past. Eyes closed, she let the magic guide her hand. More often than not her sense was true and the item needed would offer itself from the tall shelves filled with gifts, trinkets and arcane items. Her fingers brushed over item after item as she murmured, “I am Kherak Var, Shaman of the Tribe of Varris, and I seek the wisdom to guide me in this conundrum.”

A spark of magic tickled her fingers which closed around the item and, drawing it out, she saw the strange red and black stone amulet which had been found in the recently-reclaimed Temple of the Sky. Kherak could still scarcely believe the ruin located across the Bridge of Ice had held both an imprisoned sky elemental and an evil Faelord, races long thought departed from the world. Each had been condemned to their own prison by the power of the other and the myths of the past. The amulet was known by the elves as the ‘Heart of the Mountain,’ and the elven scholar Th’alia believed it had once been gifted by an earth elemental to an elven sorceress. Privately, Kherak wondered whether the elves had acquired the item by less honest means, but it was possible it had been a gift, for elves paid homage to the elementals and spirits, too. Trolls and elves had, for a while, been allies; sometimes combining forces against the Fae and other mutual foes but, as with all peoples and such agreements, the dealings had only lasted whilst it suited. The elves were so fragmented, so subjugated; any such treaties were now worthless.

The trolls kept to their mountains and tried to avoid the Witch-Hunters. Kherak knew the Trollkind had fallen to the whim of the Order in times past and would undoubtedly do so again, for where darkness spread its pernicious fingers, no one was untouched.

How the amulet had found itself in the Temple of the Sky was not known for sure: perhaps it had been sent to the temple of their allies in a time of need, but that was mere conjecture. Its Power, the very essence of its magic, had endured. There had been something about the item which had intrigued the troll, some familiarity, although she could not quite work out exactly what it might be, and this had been among the questions she had been asking her mountain kin, discreetly, of course. The item had been gifted from the Lord of the Storm and his kind, gentle elven wife Dii’Athella, in gratitude for the help Kherak had rendered them in the quest to find the Shining Citadel, the mysterious elven city lost in magic. Her efforts in calling her kin to aid them in the battle to protect it had been decisive. Had the trolls not arrived when they did at least one of the mages would be dead, and the Witch-Hunters would have returned victorious.

Dii’Athella, the Lady of the Light, had visited often since their return, bringing books from the Citadel and tending to the Shaman and her failing health. They had become firm friends, although their lives had been very different. Dii had made a great effort to befriend Mirandra, the daughter of her husband, and learn the ways of the trolls. Troll Shaman sometimes took a non-Trollish consort and Archos had once been the lover of the Shaman, with Mirandra as the result. There was no jealousy from Dii towards either Mirandra or Kherak, for Mirandra had been conceived before the elf had been born, and now a simple fondness remained between the Shaman and the sorcerer but nothing more. It was only recently that Archos had discovered his daughter; troll women were more than able to raise their children alone. Kherak smiled, pleased that her young friend had found herself, become who she should have been. Much hinged on her Power and her love for Archos; they would need each other in the years to come. This elven former slave had proved to be so much more than the plaything of the wealthy. Kherak saw in the young woman one who gave much but asked for nothing in return, save affection and delight at what she learned.

“So you are the Heart of the Mountain. What can you show me, I wonder?” Kherak muttered, pulling her thoughts back to the task in hand. She settled back in her armchair with the crimson embroidered and beaded Shamanic Shawl across her shoulders. The item was old, far older than the Shaman herself, and imbued with magic, for it had passed down from Shaman to Shaman, and each woman had added to it. To all appearances, it was simply the shawl of an old woman, but there was nothing simple about the garment. It was a symbol of status, an heirloom with much Power and, of course, it kept her warm.

A pearlescent glow rose in the Opal, which hovered above the Circle adorning the table. Colours shifted and, as she placed the Heart of the Mountain over the large stone, the red and black pattern began to move, swirling like a whirlpool. “I am Kherak Var, Shaman, as my kin before me. Show me your secrets; guide me in seeking my kin.”

This was strong and wild magic, flowing in a torrent which was close to sweeping the ailing woman away with its force. Suddenly a voice rumbled around, timbre low like thunder, drawing her in and making the old Shaman tingle in ways she had not experienced for many years. The language was strange, ancient and arcane - the very language of the earth. Such words Kherak had seldom heard; the sound held Power, the very essence of magic, and rose like a song once heard and now remembered. She had not expected this, even with all her foretelling. Peering into the depths of the Opal, the images swirled like mist on the mountain and the shifting vision would not yield further. “You will reveal! My eyesight fades but my Sight is clear. You will reveal to me, as is my right and my Power.” A lined hand of bluish-black hovered above the old stone and magic flowed. “You will obey – or you’ll go into the well!”

The humming Opal whined with a painful shrill, and tired Kherak fought the errant vision to do her bidding. The Shaman’s Focus shifted— partly in the Realm of Dreams and partly remaining in the mundane world. In Astral Sight the Opal loomed large and bright, a globe of dancing images woven in mist; before her arose a peak of reddish stone, run through with black veins arising from a lake of greenish water, and high in the peak an arch looked out across the lake, weathered yet dark and foreboding. As she watched, the lake filled with blood and screams echoed in her head. As quickly as it had appeared Kherak saw the half-dream flicker away to be replaced by a high-roofed chamber of rock, lit with crystal, and in the centre a red and black stone statue, circled by molten rock, runes glowing like fire about it. The strange words roared as the rolling of waves against stone, echoing in the Realm of Dreams as it did in her parlour, rattling the shelves from which items tumbled. Then the vision was gone.

Kherak blinked, her Sight dark, and she found the fatigue almost too much. Sweat sheened on her forehead and the Shaman shivered, though the fire was high. Clutching the edge of her armchair, gaining its stability and solidity, Kherak rose shakily, eyes readjusting and taking in the broken pottery and scattered books until, with difficulty, she found the old tome of lore and the map of the troll lands, reaffirming what she already suspected, and she murmured a name.

Mirandra, her daughter, burst from the inner chamber, sweeping aside the green damask curtain in her haste. The strange sounds and disturbing visions had dragged her from sleep; seeing her mother clutching the furniture with a trembling hand, she quickly set her own shawl about the Shaman’s shoulders and guided her back to the armchair. Mirandra knew the cost of magic well enough, not to mention the ill-health of the user. Mirandra let the healing magic flow between them; it would not cure the malady but it would ease the pain and fatigue. As the pain flowed back, she gasped with the intensity of it. “Mama, what were you doing? You are not well.”

“I know my days are few without being reminded,” Kherak reprimanded, although a fatigued amusement flickered in her green eyes.

“You should not do such strenuous magic, Mama,” Mirandra admonished.

“At my age you mean...? I am not with my ancestors yet.”

“I was afraid, Mama. I heard voices, strange voices, and I know how the visions trouble you, and how the prophecy of the War Which Will Come preys upon your thoughts. I am not a child,” Mirandra replied, not quite sure her mother was teasing.

Motioning her daughter to stoke the fire and fetch a blanket, Kherak replied, “No you are not, Mirandra. My days are indeed few. I go to meet my foremothers before the year is out. You have more Power than is carried in my blood alone — you have the blood of the Lord of the Storm in your veins. However, you have not yet proven yourself, although I doubt not your ability. We know it is the way of things. I have seen a future of darkness but it does not have to be the future, for many paths may flow, and although all lead to war, the outcome is uncertain. Who will win is not yet revealed. I know old alliances should be reforged and old enemies are hidden among lies.

“You must go to the ancient labyrinth of Khar’atuk. The Heart of the Mountain must be returned. Our Fenris kin is missing and the visions showed me the darkness from Khar’atuk. I have little time and strength left to me, and you must endure your Proving. It will not be easy, for such places are filled with danger. Wit and leadership are needed and courage and fortitude. You may utilise the skills of others to assist but it must be by your own Power that the task is done. Find your kin and our allies; we will have need of them. If you succeed, the Shamanic Shawl is yours.”

Mirandra gazed at her mother; she knew the laws and the ways of her people and she did not need to ask what would happen if she failed.
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Mirandra Var, Shamania of the Trollkind, stared about her room trying to decide what would be needed for her journey. This was the moment, her moment, for which she had been preparing, but that did not stop her being apprehensive. Shamania had died or been crippled in their Proving, even within her own bloodline; a sister of her grandmother had been lost to the tribe when her time came, and another had been left madShe had not often met her Fenris cousins but she agreed that their safety, or otherwise, should be confirmed. The missing traders from Varris were her people, and she had a duty to find them. The Heart of the Mountain had been granted to her tribe, and thus her blood had been called.

The Shamania had Power and faith that her goddess would guide her appropriately. But she knew also the Goddess Ethnii’a appreciated strength and resourcefulness. Gods could be fickle in their blessings and ruthless in their disfavour. Mirandra tried hard to be pious and worthy, but it was not always easy. It would be Mirandra’s own skills, or lack of them, which would determine whether or not she would return and whether she would face her tribe as their leader. Whether she could face them.

Being a dutiful daughter, Mirandra was concerned about her mother; she was not foolish and knew even if she returned it would likely be after her mother had died. It was the way of the trolls – other troll women could nurse their dames to the end, they could provide comfort in their relative’s last hours but Mirandra was a Shamania. She would not see her mother’s last days and that gave her pain. She should be there but her greater duty was to the tribe. It had been thus since she saw the light and would be until she met the goddess. 

There were other healers in the settlement and the priestess looked in, but it was not the same. Tears stung her eyes, she was not ready. Would she ever be ready for this?

Mirandra was greatly relieved Dii would likely visit, as the elf was known as an especially skilled practitioner of the healing arts and her mother was very fond of the elf. Perhaps, Mirandra hoped, Dii could be a substitute daughter in the time left. Such thoughts brought the Shamania some comfort.

As she sorted through suitable clothing, books and equipment, Mirandra considered her choices, not only of companions but of allies. It went without saying that her brother, Talfor, would accompany her. He was Lord and Chieftain of the Hirik Warriors, and he would not let his sister and future Shaman travel unaccompanied; of course, that meant M’alia, Talfor’s wife, the elven mage, would attend her. M’alia was adept at scrying, very trollish magic, but her skills encompassed a wider scope than Mirandra’s, and her elven knowledge and skills might well be useful, particularly should they encounter elves. The young elf had proved her own strength and bravery during her captivity by the Order of Witch-Hunters, for many did not survive their ‘hospitality’.

Talfor and M’alia were seated in the parlour of the Shaman’s cottage, as Mirandra had known they would be, and she settled companionably next to her brother, trying, not wholly successfully, to hide her fear and sadness.

Kherak had joined them: she would not send her own children idly into danger, and they had all noted the fatigue circling her eyes, but said nothing. Indeed, there was nothing to be said which would make any difference to the old Shaman and her decision. They would go to Khar’atuk and that was that.

As M’alia could not yet speak particularly good Trollish the Shaman began to converse in Common. “Khar’atuk, the island fortress, lies through the Spring Pass, in the land known as Zmar’agdo. Our kin mine the hills there, and trade with the human fishermen and the villages beyond.”

“Is it far travel?” asked Talfor, his Common Speech still a little rusty, although better now he spoke it to his lady.

“Far enough, Talfor, many days along the trade paths it lies. The labyrinth is beneath the tower fortress in the Zmar Rmat, the Emerald Lake, as the humans would call it. The fort was once an elven and trollish stronghold but its location is, shall we say, hazardous. The Fenris tribe live among the nearby hills.”

“Are many ways to go, but we not know what lies ahead? Might be traps, old places. They are cunning. I manage traps for hunting, but trolls are not sneaky,” Talfor replied, thoughtfully.

“Why would there be traps?” M’alia asked.

Talfor waved his hand, struggling a little to make himself understood. “Is old place, like Temple of Sky or Citadel, is maybe guarded. Proving is test of bravery and shrewdness but is not easy. Place built by . . . minds like Olek Shadowdancer, Mir’Rillith’s friend and mine. Book says was Place of Proving in long time past, but what is there now I do not know.”

“Perhaps Lord Archos would consent to Olek or another of his . . . varied acquaintances accompanying you? I expect M’alia would wish to visit her sister before she leaves, and it would be courtesy to visit the Lord of the Storm and his lady,” Kherak suggested, knowing he would likely help.

Mirandra hesitated as the others moved off to make arrangements; she suddenly felt very young, very inexperienced, and although she had waited for this moment she now was not sure she wanted it at the price which must be paid. Kherak saw the fear and gently slid her arms about her daughter’s waist. “There is no shame in fear, my daughter. Before my Proving, I was so afraid I could not sleep. I lay awake, beseeching the goddess to spare me the trial. I even considered offering myself as a priestess instead. You are a good girl, Mirandra, and you have Power. You will lead our people well, of that I have no doubt. Strength comes from within, and often when it is not expected.”

Her head buried against her mother’s shoulder, Mirandra snuffled like a child; tears flowed from silver-grey eyes, along cheeks the colour of storm clouds. They both knew this was goodbye, likely as not, and it was not an easy parting. With eyes closed Kherak muttered words of comfort, picturing the blonde-haired and curious child who had been her blessing in late motherhood, now grown to a fine young woman, letting Mirandra weep for her mother and a life about to end.

“My time is almost done, yours is just beginning. I, too, am afraid of the journey before me, but I shall face it with fortitude, as will you. No one can defy death. All must end, and it is a life well lived which marks us worthy to be remembered.”

Gently she pulled away, taking Mirandra’s hands, and for some while the two women simply looked at one another, gaining strength. Finally, with a bow of her head, Kherak removed a black ring from one of her horns and slowly bound a lock of her own hair about it, until the ring shone silver. Catching the light, chestnut and gold still glimmered from the tones of a hair not yet fully grey and beauty now faded but not completely diminished. Mirandra knelt, one hand resting in that of her mother and her Shaman, as Kherak slid the ring onto one of the horns rising from her pale blonde hair. Slowly magic flowed, the magic of ages, the magic of the Trollkind, and the ring tightened, fusing as one with the twisting horn. Brushing the curls with her fingers the way she had done when the girl sat on her lap as a child, Kherak bent to kiss her daughter, her heir. “Come now, you have my blessing. I go to join my goddess and my ancestors. Weep no more for me.”

“Talfor will wish to pay his respects,” Mirandra managed, finding the strength to do what she knew she must. “Perhaps Dii’Athella, called Mir’Hathi, might visit when I am gone.”

Kherak nodded. “I will see my son and M’alia before you leave. I will not be alone — Dii will come, as you say, and I am sure an old woman can find some company about her if she seeks it.”

****
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“KHAR’ATUK?” LORD ARCHOS enquired, one eyebrow raised. It was not a name the Archmage had heard for a very long time. He had no reason to turn his gaze upon the distant Emerald Valley when there were threats closer to home and it had been all but forgotten. Of the many ruins, one so far away and difficult to access was not at the top of the Magelord’s priority list.

They sat in the fine parlour of the manor, and M’alia could not help herself admiring the room, despite the fact she had resided here for a while after her rescue from the Witch-Hunter fort and the nefarious grasp of Commander Hendrick. It was more like the museum she had read about; a fine collection of old and beautiful items, with a sense of sadness about them, and she knew that a few at least had been taken from the Citadel. The wealth here was not overstated, although it was clear this was the home of a man of taste and a man of means. Yet it was not her home, and she felt like she had in the Great Library of Lor’Arthinis, when she had visited there: a little out of place and as though she was merely an observer in a world not her own. The troll cottage she shared with Talfor was more homely, larger than her own dwelling had been in Ilthendra; it was different to an elven cottage but she found it a comfort, and there were fewer reminders in Varris of the fate of her people and her town. The Magelord had been kind to her, and she knew he felt some guilt that he had been unable to prevent the destruction of her town Ilthendra at the hands of the Witch-Hunters, another of Hendrick’s ‘gifts’. Pulling her thoughts back to the conversation which had been happening around her, M’alia muttered, “That is what the Lady Shaman said. We are to travel there and assist Mirandra.”

Dii’Athella had joined them, and eyeing the strange look on M’alia’s face she asked, “This concerns you? Is it your sister and young nephew about whom you worry? They will be tended well enough. Marden is here and I can look in. We have been back to Lor’Arthinis and the Great Library to fetch some books, and some translations will be required. Archos has much to do, and it will be good to make use of the skills of an elven scholar. I have been meaning to ask for a few weeks now, but it never seemed to be the right moment. I would like to speak again with some of the Ilthendra elves, although it pains me there are not more than a handful. We are attempting to record that which may be salvaged from memories and experiences.”

Archos agreed. “I promised Ilthendra would not be forgotten, and I mean to keep that promise. The elves are yet wary of their new situation and such records and information must be gathered with care.”

Seeing the uncertainty still in M’alia’s eyes, Dii said kindly, “Perhaps we may add your adventure to the record. Your grandfather would be proud of both of you. Proud you have survived your ordeal and are to venture to this place in support of one another, and proud of discoveries already made, and which will be made.”

M’alia managed a smile, for she knew Dii found Th’alia difficult. Her twin had argued with both Dii and Archos regarding Dii’s heritage, a heritage which was revealed on the journey to the Shining Citadel and was rather unwelcome, not to mention dangerous. Th’alia had always been the more unstable of the elven sisters. M’alia knew also Th’alia had struggled with her pregnancy and her situation, even arguing with M’alia herself when M’alia had decided to move to Varris to be with Talfor.

Th’alia had caused some consternation, and privately Archos found it difficult to be sympathetic - her lies and insistence that Dii publicly announce her status as heiress of the elves put them all at risk; however, for now, Th’alia had consented to hold her tongue. The Witch-Hunters would be extremely interested in such juicy information and no doubt would use it to further subjugate what hope the elves might have for freedom, but Th’alia simply refused to see it. Her situation had been an impossible one, and the choice she had made had been for a worthy reason, but the aftermath and her later behaviour had been extremely trying. Archos considered it handled badly by all concerned, including himself, and wondered if he could have done more to protect Ilthendra. It was not an easy state of affairs. M’alia was glad to be out of it in Varris – she did not need more reminders of the fall of Ilthendra and the guilt she carried.

“You are very kind, my lady. I do worry, and she seems not to be dealing with motherhood as well as she might. I am not even sure if I should be accompanying Talfor....” She looked down, mumbling, “My loyalty is torn.”

“I think we can keep an eye on the Eltenda and on the Shaman, also. She seems to have taken a liking to my wife.” Archos chuckled, although he too had concerns about their wish. He was, however, knowledgeable enough about Trollish ways not to interfere; besides, Mirandra was very much her mother’s daughter and would not be dissuaded now her fear had ebbed, to be replaced by a determined sense of duty. “I will ensure both are tended, should they need to be. Hopefully, that will allay your fears. There may even be elves in that region, M’alia — scattered communities can spread far. They may well be freer than the elves this side of the mountains, for although the Order’s gaze is wide, it cannot be everywhere at once. Think of the magic to be learned and practised! Th’alia and the child are safe enough here. Your lost kin would wish you to have this opportunity. You could even be our ambassador to such elven kin as you find there.”

Archos had made a good point: there were few enough elves living relatively freely, and those could well be allies or impart lore lost to a race on its knees. Any elves so far from the mother forest might be unaware of the plight of their fellows. Her brown eyes meeting Talfor’s of bright green, M’alia nodded slowly, knowing both Talfor and Archos spoke sense in their arguments. Th’alia had friends and a good man to help her, and the old Shaman was resourceful and well-loved by her people. Neither would be alone.

“There is favour we ask, Mir’Rillith. Olek is good man with traps and thinking round in circles, you would say. We know not what might be in Khar’atuk. Place is old, and there be . . . surprises,” Talfor said, although he had not seen the half-elven assassin around the manor during their visit. Olek usually spent some time talking fighting strategy with the big troll, and the two had become fairly close.

Archos thought that was an excellent description of Olek. “Well now, Olek and Ozena are away dealing with some business, and are not due back for a while. Perhaps I can arrange another escort for you from amongst my friends?”

“What about Ephany, the half-elven girl who was kind to me before? I would like to see her again.” M’alia suggested quietly, unsure if it would be appropriate.

“Ah yes, that is an excellent idea, M’alia! She would be a splendid escort. It will take some time for her to arrive, perhaps a few days, but that might give you some time to peruse the library here for useful tomes. I expect you have goodbyes to make, as well.”

“I will make sure you have some potions and poultices. If I can be cheeky I will give you a list of herbs to look out for!” Dii chuckled, thinking what they might need.

“It may be worth considering a local guide if one can be found. Although I do not doubt your abilities, there may be local customs and dialects none of you will have encountered. There is also a Witch-Hunter fort which guards one of the passes from the lands east of here, at the edge of the mountains. Often their forces are stretched in the rural regions, and hopefully, they will be looking the other way. But you may wish to consider them in your plans. Who knows the machinations of Witch-Hunters?”

****
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ARMS CROSSED IN DISPLEASURE, Th’alia sat with her sister in the small wooden cabin at the edge of the village. She was not impressed to hear M’alia was intending to gallivant off on adventures whilst she was left behind with her problems. Much had changed between the sisters since they had been accosted on the way to Tremellic to seek the Lady of the Light, and although sibling love remained, it had distinctly cooled. They were no longer halves of the same coin. Much had been lost, not least the close relationship of the twins.

“What about me, and your nephew?” Th’alia asked, moodily. “What are we to do?”

“You made your choice, Th’alia, I offered to help you with the child and you refused, although I visit often enough. Marden is here, and I respected that choice also. Whatever else he might be, he is an attentive father. Talfor is my family, too, and Mirandra is my sister now. She needs me. Lady Dii’Athella will look in, and there are plenty of others here. Women have raised children before, under far more difficult circumstances, you know!” M’alia was exasperated; she had expected a little more understanding.

Th’alia grunted and looked down at the half-elven infant dozing close by. His head was a mop of sandy hair, and his eyes, when they were open, a bright hazel like his father’s. “I know that! I am not as foolish as you think me to be. It is just Marden cares for the boy more than he cares for me. There are arguments. . . . ”

Knowing the history of their uneasy relationship well enough, M’alia tried to look sympathetic. “That I do not doubt. Surely you knew it would not be easy.” Sighing, she took her sister’s hand. “As much as it pains me to say it, Marden is not a bad man, despite my first thought. Talfor has told me what he did, how brave he was. It was not he who sent those orders.”

“I know he could have treated me worse . . . yet I also know what he was. I cannot forget he used to be a Witch-Hunter. I cannot help it. He tries, really he does, but I never thought it would be so difficult. I was so pleased we were alive, you were alive, but now it seems all that we were is now just a memory.”

M’alia’s eyes scanned the small, neat cabin. The books and the journal of their grandfather sat on the table, and M’alia thought of the survivors who had been brought here, bewildered, frightened and angry with little but the clothes they stood in and a small sack of items donated by strangers. “Yes, yes that is true, but we have not lost so much as some. Think about what we have gained — the lost city of our ancestors! This is not Ilthendra, that cannot be replaced, but here we are safe and free. I have heard the stories: many elves have died seeking freedom and safety. Let us not fight, sister, you are busy with Talian and transcribing the journal to preserve the lore. Just think you can recount to your son your part in finding the Shining Citadel!”

In her months of captivity M’alia’s mind had been filled with pictures of her own town, and how she imagined the Shining Citadel to look. Her strength and the trust in Lord Archos and his plan had sustained her, but it had been a very dark time. Now she had a new family, a man who adored her and the chance of her own adventure, her own chance to make a difference. This Khar’atuk was important to the trolls as Lor’Arthinis had been to her own kind, and she understood what it was like to lose kin. She had not thought it so at first, but the evening spent among the other mages, the plans and the cautious excitement, had buoyed her lively spirit.

“I’ll return before you know it. Perhaps there will be other elves to help, or books of lore I can bring you. Lady Dii’Athella says she has some you might find of use for your study and perhaps you two might be able to put aside your quarrel. It is not easy for her. You know they are correct in that. By all accounts, she has suffered a great deal. She almost died defending that place. Try to be nice, for it is by their grace we live here and are free,” M’alia reminded her.

“I shall try, but you know how I feel. It is her duty.” Th’alia was adamant about this duty and found it hard to see anyone else’s point of view.

M’alia shook her head. “It is her duty to protect her people here, too. Look around you, Th’alia, how many elves are here and alive because of Archos and Dii’Athella? I am here because of those two kind people, as are you and your son. It is our duty to respect her wishes. Now think about what I have said, you always were the headstrong one. Now I must go prepare for my own adventure.”

As they parted, Th’alia suddenly grabbed her sister’s hands, not wanting to be separated. “Come back! Promise me you will return,” she said, in a small voice.

“I have every intention of doing so, my sister. Kiss the baby for me and try not to be too unhappy. The sacking of Ilthendra was neither your doing nor mine. That man, that Witch-Hunter, was guilty — not we.”

Before she changed her mind M’alia walked away, her own guilt and anger felt like a ball in her belly, despite her words.
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Chapter 2
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Progress through the forest and the black-hued, rocky terrain was steady, although not swift. In places the trail was so rough they had been forced to dismount and lead the horses carefully among rocks higher than a man and around ditches filled with black water of unknown depth. Trolls did not often use horses, which fared poorly in the mountains, except for the stocky donkeys and mules Talfor told them about, which were used by kin further along the trail and traded from the far human settlements. Hraks, the sturdy and almost fearless mountain bison, more than served the purpose of transport, and could generally carry more than a horse of the same size; their wool and milk were valuable commodities.

M’alia rode the sturdy piebald pony that Archos had insisted upon, knowing her to be an unsure horsewoman. It was an easy-tempered beast with a gentle nature and rarely startled. Mirandra herself was settled on the lively grey horse — Tempest, the offspring of Archos’ favourite mount, Storm, and one of the sturdy mares among his stable. The colt’s white mane was weaved with braids and rings; he was now a trollish horse and had the pride and wit to know it. Fortunately, Tempest was steadier and less high-spirited than his sire and thus easier to handle. Growing used to the chillier mountain weather, Tempest had grown a thick coat which darkened from ash grey to black on his flanks, like his mother. Carrying his mistress easily and willingly, the horse was well cared for and trusted by his mistress. Tempest was the only horse in the settlement of Varris, and so was rather petted and indulged.

Talfor led his brave and loyal hrak, who had served him well for many years and of whom he was very fond. Ephany had chuckled when she had found out the creature’s name was simply ‘Hrak,’ as the troll had not been able to think of a suitable name, and now she answered to nothing else. Ephany’s own pony was a rather stubborn bay of some years; he was sturdy of hoof, and she knew his moods and his temperate well and had picked him for this journey as he baulked at little. Despite his years, the beast had energy and she felt the power in his haunches as he trotted happily, glad to be free of the city and the strange dwellings of people. 

Hoping to purchase items at the local lakeside villages, the hrak and ponies were not over-burdened. The trolls had a map of the trade-routes but were not sure how accurate it might be, as they themselves seldom used that route. After much consideration, Mirandra had assented to hiring a guide at the first appropriate opportunity. She had not wished to bring strangers into what was, essentially, troll business, but had eventually seen the sense of the suggestion. Much of the land they were to travel was in the hands of humans and therefore a human among them might stand the travellers in good stead.

The wind blew chill in these parts, even at this time of year. Buffeted manes, fur and cloaks were compounded in discomfort by a drizzle which seemed determined to last the day. The elves found the going difficult: Ephany was a city half-elf, and to her, at least, this seemed a more penetrating cold than the more clement Varlek. M’alia was still not acclimatised to the region and very relieved she had thought to bring warm leggings and a thick fur hat. Mirandra was keen to make way but not so inexperienced as to push her companions beyond their limits, or tax her own at this stage, and she called several halts to rest both beasts and riders. M’alia had a new respect for Dii and Th’alia, who had walked and clambered among similar rocks on their quest for the Citadel, for their route had been on a trail which few horses could have weathered. At one point, so she understood, they had been battling magic-influenced blizzards and fighting storms, hunger and extreme fatigue. M’alia had been facing her own sort of danger, but she was still impressed.

An archway of weathered rock erected long ago and maintained as a marker by the trolls who traded this route, gave them a good stopping point for a noontime meal of seed-bread and hrak cheese. Veins of dark green minerals wove through the pale stone, like the webs of spiders, such a marker was distinct and the elves noticed a small shrine, a fire-pit, and a small metal barrel with a slot in the top, in an alcove close by. Striking in colour against the rock was a tall, woody creeper with heart-shaped bright green and yellow veined leaves and blood-red flowers the size of a man’s head. Mirandra told them the creeper grew from the spot on which a Shaman of their clan had died in defence of her tribe, many decades past. Now her spirit watched over the Summer Pass and guided her people by means of the flowers which bloomed until late summer, and later large orange fruits, so sweet and delicate; these were considered almost sacred, and usually reserved for festivals.

“You would call this ‘Waypoint’ - is place where trolls may leave messages, or camp and be safe on trail,” Talfor told them, examining the small barrel in case it contained anything of use.

“Ah I see, one can leave a message for the next traveller?” Ephany asked him.

“Message barrel is empty except small token, no one pass this way for a while,” the troll confirmed. He held out the token for Mirandra. “They would collect on way back,” he confirmed for the others.

“So trade wagon passed but did not return,” Mirandra said, thoughtfully, before placing a small polished pebble of white stone on the shrine. Such items were often traded or offered by trolls. A race which lived close to the mountains valued stone and knew the living rock would oft return it to the earth. She knew how long it normally took for the traders to go and return, and they were now long overdue.

Ephany had never been in the mountains, save for a few visits to Tremellic and its nearby high hills, which she now realised weren’t nearly as impressive. She looked around in awe at the magnificent landscape; the terrain was desolate, wild and unforgiving, and she pulled her cloak around her shoulders partly for comfort. The half-elf was used to the city, and this was very different - so open and yet at the same time so enclosed. How could that be? Ephany thought, eyes on the vast towering rocks, which she had been told had stood far longer than men, trolls or even elves had walked the land, and would likely still stand long after they had gone. The half-elf wondered how anyone could make a living among the towering rocks and lichen-clad trees which grew, in places, from bare rock. Tall groups of pine and larch, dark green and rather sinister, gazed out across the pass and the distant hills like sentinels, full of secrets and unimpressed at the ingress of people into their domain; it was more desolate than the Enclave of the city, yet not as sad. This place was lonely through the hand of nature, not the hand of man, elf or troll. This was not a place of desperation, but more a place of determination for those who dwelled here.

M’alia grinned, seeing the young half-elf’s unease and remembered her own when she had first seen this region. She was, or at least had been, a forest elf and used to natural magnificence of another sort, and still she found herself in awe. M’alia and Ephany had forged a strange friendship: they were of very different character and morals, but Ephany had offered her kindness and support after the rescue and the two had become close. Both elven women in a world largely against them, on the run and with much to hide. M’alia had been in captivity for months and freedom, though sweet, had been overwhelming. In the dark nights of her imprisonment, she had thought she would end her days as a captive of the Order, and when released she had found the transition from captivity to freedom surprisingly difficult. She was surprised that someone could get used to such an ordeal, the fear and the boredom of her single room, but others had told her such things occurred as a way of dealing with the torment and keep the mind sane. Many went mad in such conditions. M’alia realised too she could have been kept in far worse conditions, although of course at the time she did not know that.

Ephany was a thief, an assassin and a whore, but she was still a woman, had elven blood and offered sympathy to those who had earned it. She had a confidence M’alia found invigorating and a worldly knowledge which, to an elf raised in the deep forest, was tantalisingly fascinating. During the weeks they had spent together M’alia had received an education which her grandmother would have been shocked by, and learned jokes she would never dare repeat, but she and Ephany had become firm friends.

The first evening out of Varris they camped in the shadow of an overhang which Talfor had informed them was known as ‘Dragon Fang’. It was well named, for the outcrop which curved down, long and sharp like the formidable tooth of one of the winged serpents. It was, so Talfor informed them, the last resting place of Imrila, a she-dragon who had crashed, much wounded, onto the flat surface above the hooked overhang. Her blood had flowed, staining the rock red, and Talfor pointed in the falling light to the red veins of the rock. The dragon had called in vain to her kin and died, un-mourned and alone. Ephany had snorted at the concept of a dragon, for such creatures were rare enough to be thought myth by many. Mirandra shook her head, claiming their grandfather had spoken of climbing the rock and finding, many years later, a bright blue scale the size of a plate among bones as big as himself.

Ephany was not a coward, she had faced a few monsters but they were usually the two-legged variety, and she searched the darkening sky apprehensively. The trolls both chuckled, and she was unsure if they had concocted the story between them to try and unsettle her. Quietly she had asked M’alia if it might be true. “It might be — there have been dragons in these mountains in the past. Trolls are more faithful to the old ways than humans, or even elves, and they see magic and wonder in many places we do not. I think they are lucky: we have seen the darkness of the world, they see the beauty,” the young mage had responded sadly.

A stew of mountain rabbit and large edible mushrooms from a nearby cave had warmed hungry bellies, that first night, and made everyone feel a good deal better. Talfor was an experienced mountain hunter, and Mirandra often searched for herbs, mushrooms and eggs among the craggy terrain about her home. The Shamania had pointed out some nests atop a steep but not impossible climb, and Ephany had spent a goodly while scrambling to fetch the small grey-spotted eggs in a basket stuffed with hrak wool. M’alia couldn’t watch as her friend moved about on ledges no more than a hand-span wide as the light faded. Ephany had laughed when the mage had appreciated the fresh eggs the following morning.
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THE SAD REMAINS OF abandoned camps, fire pits and tumbling charcoal clamps dotted the land. There did not appear to be much in the way of arable farming, nor many places for it to grow. Here and there the remnants of bottles and even an empty barrel lay scattered about, proving folks had once dwelt in these parts but aside from these it would be easy to believe this region long uninhabited. One camp contained a rusted bear-trap and some rotting rope, and another provided the remains of a cloak, torn to shreds by claws or teeth, beneath which was a rotting skeleton. They could not tell if the victim had fallen to the local marauding bears or wolves or the beasts had simply feasted on one already dead. It was obvious these places had not been used for some while. An air of desolation pervaded and pressed upon the visitors; life here was difficult, at the whim powerful forces, natural or otherwise, and it showed. Even the trolls, used to this rather lonely terrain, felt it, and their conversation was subdued.

The river bubbled down from the high ground, foaming in pools and hollows lined with bright green algae and mats of water crowfoot, with a few white and yellow flowers dancing on the current. It formed a ribbon of bright emerald, crossing a land of blacks, browns and dark greens, and here and there purple and vivid yellow. It was easy enough to see how the region had acquired its name. Small, red-mottled fish rose to feed upon the black insects flying just above the surface, and brown wriggling larvae dived and crawled in the fronds; life finding its way unheeding of the passers-by. Spiky brown crabs, whose busy pincers picked algae from the rocks, scuttled in the cold water. A few small, empty fishermen’s huts stood at the edges of the large pools, little more than rough wattle structures which provided the travellers with a brief stopping place to rest horses, hrak and sore behinds, and fill hungry bellies. There was food here if one knew where to look.

Squat trees grew close around some of the pools, shrouded in grey moss or dark-leaved ivy, with roots deep in the water, and in some places groves of evergreens tumbled branches way above them, shadowing the trail into near darkness. At one point it was so dim they were forced to dismount and call a lightwisp to guide the way. Even Talfor had stopped, thoughtful, wondering if they had strayed from the trail until he found the muddy and rocky track pitted with wheel-tracks and hoof-prints along sturdier ground to the east of their path but still among the trees. Late afternoon darkened to an evening which brought yet more drizzle, and the return of the chill wind. Ephany, out in front, spotted a distant settlement in a bend of the river and was relieved,  her damp cloak hung heavily against her back and the moisture threatened to soak through. She was glad to have brought a woollen shawl, lent by Dii, who knew how cold the mountainous region could be. Tugging the scarf across her face, she muttered about the weather to no one in particular and motioned towards the village. As they gained closer ground it was apparent the settlement was encircled on the landward side by a freshly built wooden palisade interspersed with sharp-looking rocks. The trail led to a gate formed of roughly hewn but nonetheless sturdy logs.

“I thought these were fisherfolk and traders,” M’alia commented as they dismounted within sight of the gate.

“Maybe they make war with neighbours. There is enemy tribe in yonder mountains, the Nilris. Maybe they come fight with humans or have expanded down into hills. Or possibly bears and wolves here,” Talfor suggested. Talfor’s town, Varris, was surrounded by such a fence, theirs formed of living trees, and he wondered if these humans had adopted the same security. 

Ephany had her own theories and mentioned the possibility of bandits. Where there was trade there were those who made a living removing it from legal circulation.

Mirandra nodded and motioned them forward, unconcerned and wanting to find some shelter, preferably somewhere with a hearth and beds. 

The gate remained closed, although Ephany knew they had been seen: voices had been raised behind the gate in the now rapidly falling darkness and even faster falling rain. The gate had a pulley, which Ephany assumed attached to a bell; tugging on it, she waited.

“Bugger off!” a voice yelled in Common. The gate remained closed.

“We seek accommodation. We are simply passing through. We can pay,” said Ephany.

The gate remained closed, and then Mirandra called, “I am Shamania, Mirandra Var. You will grant us entry. Trollkind reside in valley here and perhaps you trade with them, would be shame if traded elsewhere...” She left the implication hanging in the air. Trolls were excellent traders and likely traded even this far along the lake, or at least with those settlements further down that might then trade onwards. It was a gamble, but the young troll woman could be forcefully persuasive when she chose.

The hurried discussion rose in the darkening night, voices speaking in the local dialect mixed with Common. It seemed an argument was ensuing, but eventually, the gate swung open, and two rather apprehensive faces looked out at the visitors. Mirandra and her friends were motioned inside before minds were changed.

Talfor and Ephany exchanged glances, and M’alia, a little nervous, stayed close to her husband. The welcome had not been warm, and she found herself wondering how they treated mages in these parts. Archos had thought the Order would be occupied elsewhere, but perhaps that was not the case. Superstition and fear had landed many a mage in chains, fear and ignorance were powerful weapons in the armoury of tyrants. These folks had something of which to be afraid, or at least cautious, and past experience made M’alia uneasy. It would not be an auspicious start if they had to fight in the first settlement encountered.

Fishing boats crowded a small jetty, an obvious sign of how these folk made their living. The river had widened, and behind the fenced settlement smaller enclosures surrounded pools in which the crabs and smaller fish made their homes, both providing extra food and trade. The village itself was small, twenty or so squat cabins of stone and heather thatch, a long stone tavern, storehouse, and a high-roofed smokehouse. It was rather drab. The fellow who had let them in stood watching, his expression a mix of suspicion and the promise of reward. He was a sturdy individual, shorter than men beyond the mountains by a head, with the merest hint of a point in his ears that proved there was Elven blood here. 

This was a harsh terrain; this village was not rich, and comforts were few. Hard work and graft were a fair price to pay for a measure of freedom if the Witch-Hunters truly turned their gaze away. Yet these were not typical human passers, even with the drop of elven blood at least one carried, and the half-elf was curious as to the cause of their fear.
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A WELCOME WARMTH GREETED the travellers in the tavern. Dishes of fish stew, roasted carrots, and peppers with ewe’s cheese had lifted everyone’s spirits; coin could silence wagging tongues and fill bellies in hostile as well as friendly settlements, at least for a while. Archos had ensured they were well equipped with money, for bribes, provisions and trade. Visitors who were not the regular traders were rare; whispers rose from the groups watching the newcomers, and word had spread fast of the arrival of the Shamania and her party. The tavern-keeper planted mugs of treacle-brown ale onto the rather sticky table, and they noticed the buds of horns in his wispy grey curls. So there was trollish blood here, also.

“That stockade looks new,” Ephany said to the innkeeper.

“Aye. It pays to be cautious. There’re dire wolves in these parts,” he replied abruptly, before returning to his counter. 

The local dialect rose around them, but enough of these folk spoke Common to have ears turned on the strangers.

M’alia made her excuses to answer nature’s call, and as she slipped outside to the privy a young, dark-haired woman, who had been hovering uncertainly in the doorway, caught her arm. “You are with the troll? The Lady Shaman?” she asked in a voice barely above a whisper. “You must be careful on the road. The wall is to keep out wolves who walk on two feet . . .  the lost ones come.” The woman checked into the darkness as though ensuring they were alone, and then shoved a candle into the mage’s hand. “Do not walk about in the darkness. The hills watch, the trees listen . . . and even the skies are deadly.”

The mage looked confused. “I do not understand,” she replied in a low voice.

“I have said too much. You must not sleep alone, even here. They have come before.” With that, she squeaked a cry as the barkeep grabbed her arm and thrust her back within.

“I — I was looking for the . . . you know. Your daughter was assisting me,” M’alia said, a little too quickly, but thinking she must come up with some excuse. She was glad the dagger was in her belt.

“You would do well to be gone on the morrow, elf woman,” the barkeep advised. “We have respect for the trolls and their trade, but we must protect our own. Bears and wolves come, you understand.” He pointed her towards the privy and continued, “Mind not what Rathelia says, she has these fancies.”

M’alia was relieved to find the barkeep gone when she returned, but the dark-eyed young woman watched her warily. She handed back the candle. “Thank you for the candle, and the advice.” The flickering flame cast an amber glow upon the woman, and the bruise now forming on her cheek. “I am sorry for your misfortune.”

Rathelia glanced back and motioned her inside. “I am told I speak my mind. Now let me take your cloak miss — it will need drying again.” Her voice was much louder now, and M’alia was alert enough to spot the shape lurking in the background, and she quickly removed her cloak.

“Thank you Miss, it has been a long day and we have far to travel.”

Talfor had grown concerned, watching the door for M’alia’s return, and as she
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