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Prolog

The inferno washed through the immense
hallway like a wave of water and a dozen grim-faced dwarves were
instantly incinerated. A dozen more with raised shields followed
behind and a hundred more behind them.

At the lead of the new column was a dwarf
with long red hair flying loosely about his head and on his arm a
thick shield showing the symbol of a hammer held in a powerful
grip. His mouth opened and he began to sing. “Gaazadum, Gaazadum,
your time has come!”

The sound of lockstep boots rang down the
corridor like the coordinated thunder of a raging storm. The
dwarves, behind their leader, added their own voices to the song as
fiery creatures darted from side passages and launched attacks
against them.

A dwarf went down in a burst of flames but
another immediately stepped into his position and the column
marched on. “Gaazadum, Gaazadum, your time has come!” came the
chant as they moved forward, destroying fiery elementals as they
went.

A beautiful woman, her hair ablaze and her
dress ringed with fire appeared before the relentless column of
warriors. She brandished a whip in her hand and whirled it around
her head once before striking toward the lead dwarf. The whip
curled away from his heavy iron helm at the last moment and cracked
harmlessly against his shield.

“What is this?” screamed the woman, drawing
back the whip for another strike but also backing away from the
advancing, ever advancing, dwarves as she did so.

“Gaazadum, Gaazadum, your time has come!”

She lashed forward again, taking careful aim,
but the whip unerringly struck the direct center of the shield and
the leader came on.

“Gaazadum, Gaazadum, your time has come!”

The woman shrieked in fury and lashed out
twice in quick succession, each time with the same result. She
looked behind, her eyes wide with rage and fear, to where a massive
door, carved with fiery runes, stood. Then she turned back toward
the advancing dwarves again and spat at them, a fiery spittle that
again hit the leader’s shield. Finally, as they reached the end of
the hallway and the enormous door, she screamed again but instead
of attacking, darted down a small side passage in a flash of golden
light, then she was gone.

“Shall we follow her, Captain Drawhammer?”
said one of the soldiers who stood at the side of the champion.

He shook his head, “The Golden Flame can die
another day, Blackiron. Today we end the rule of the Fire
Elementals here at Tor Balog. Here and forever. Hammers!”

At this command, another group of dwarves
appeared from behind the massed ranks of soldiers. These carried
heavy two-handed hammers, they approached the magnificent door and
raised their weapons. Before they could strike, the doors suddenly
swung open of their own accord.

“A trap?” said Blackiron but Drawhammer shook
his head.

“It matters not, Blackiron. The day is ours
even if I die. This shield can be wielded by any of us. On,” with
this he marched through the now open doors to where a massive
throne sat in the middle of an impossibly large room. The enormous
thing was taller than a dozen dwarves if they stood upon one
another’s shoulders and seated on it was a flaming figure.

“Dar Drawhammer,” it said. “Captain
Drawhammer.”

“Gaazadum,” said Dar with a nod of his head
although he kept the shield held high.

“I did not wish it to come to this,” said the
fiery thing and heat emanated from its mouth as if a living
furnace.

“It has,” said Dar lowering his shield
slightly and staring into the eyes of the great fire elemental.

“Your shield is a fine piece, crafted by my
nephew, for you.”

“This has been considered,” said Dar with
another nod of his head. “Your children are largely defeated, dead,
or fleeing. Now is your time. We are free. No more are we slaves to
you or your kind. No more shall this citadel be ruled by such as
you, never again. Now is our time. Now is our ascendency, you shall
no longer dictate to us, we will stand at the pinnacle of the
world. Our words will be law!”

The flaming figure nodded its great head and
even seemed to smile, “You will be surprised to know that I am
pleased this long-delayed day has finally come to pass. You have
proven your mettle and your fighting spirit today, at last.”

“You accept your death, then?” asked Dar
taking a step forward and raising the axe in his hand.

The thing shook its head and a frown appeared
upon its face, “I think I shall not die today, although that would
be, perhaps, the best thing for everyone. My destiny, my death,
lies in the future at the hands of another. I do not give you my
citadel, my home for more years than are visible stars in the sky.
You have taken it true; it is yours by right.” With that the
creature simply vanished.

“Where did he go?” asked Blackiron looking
around the room.

“He has left,” said Dar with a firm nod of
his head. “This place is ours now. Gaazadum is not one to deceive.
We have but one remaining task.”

Blackiron looked over at Dar with his
eyebrows furrowed, “One more task?”

“Indeed,” said Dar. “Follow me to the Forge
of Hovslaag. To the Silk Anvil.”

“We shall kill the smith?”

“No,” said Dar with a firm shake of his head.
“Hovslaag forged this great Shield to my specifications and, I
suspect, with full knowledge of what purpose I intended. He will be
given mercy.”

“Do you think this wise?” said Blackiron
fingering the heavy axe in his hand. His face was badly scorched
along one side and the hair burned down to the skull although he
seemed to be unaware of the wounds. “He is incredibly powerful.
Stronger than Hezfer ever was, perhaps. Now is our opportunity to
slay him. Eleniak has escaped as has Gaazadum himself. The three
could cause us great trouble.”

“I think there is a danger in allowing him to
live, but I do not think killing Hovslaag after his service to us
is justice. Banishment from his forge is enough punishment. I’m not
sure he will be able to endure without it.”

“As you say, Captain Drawhammer,” said
Blackiron. “Tor Balog is now ours. Ours forever more. We have taken
it and we shall keep it.”

“Tor Balog is its ancient name but it is not
suitable for we dwarves, the new masters of the mountain. It is too
closely associated with Gaazadum, with the fire elementals. It must
have a new name. It is our citadel now. We shall call it Craggen
Steep.”

“Craggen Steep,” repeated Blackiron rolling
the words around in his mouth like some sumptuous bite of food. “I
like it.”


Chapter 1

“Are you sure this is wise, Your Majesty?”
said the tall man with a short little stub of a nose and luxurious
robes embroidered with a spider web pattern of gold and black. “The
girl has developed a small but exceedingly devoted following. Her
writing, as I’m sure you know, is quite powerful.”

The woman seated on a throne beside him
looked out over the gathering at the enormous stadium. The seats of
the Queen’s Box were filled with nobles and royals on all sides and
the floor of the arena was packed with revelers of a more common
heritage. Soldiers were stationed in strategic positions around the
coliseum to ensure a relatively peaceful day. In all, the great
stadium held well over fifty thousand spectators and it was jammed
today for this twentieth anniversary of her own ascendancy to the
throne of Doria. “That is the very purpose of this little speech,
Lord Carria,” she said with a toothy smile that looked more
predatory than joyful. Her hair flared out from her head in vibrant
reds and greens and her dress was decorated with dozens of spider
brooches embedded with countless precious gems that sparkled in the
morning sunlight. “Her writing is quite powerful, at least so I am
told. I can hardly be expected to read the ramblings myself. Her
speech on the other hand ….”

“We do not know about her speaking
abilities,” said the man bowing deeply and glancing over his
shoulder as the current speaker began gesticulating wildly, his
speech presumably approaching an explosive conclusion. “As I’ve
suggested before, perhaps a trial run at a less prestigious event
would have been more prudent.”

The Queen gave off a little laugh and shook
her head derisively, “You know the poor misshapen thing. You’ve
seen her. You are also well aware how difficult it is to speak to
an audience of this size. It makes strong men quake in their boots
and soil their uniforms. Do you think a fat, pimple-faced, little
fifteen-year-old girl can speak to such a gathering?” She continued
with a gesture to the massed crowd sprawled out before them.

As if in response to her gesture, there was a
tremendous roar as the man currently on stage said something that
was accompanied by an explosion of multi-colored fire that not only
dazzled the eyes but also shot forth golden coins which went
scattering into the audience with a clinking roar.

Lord Carria paused to let the noise die down
as the revelers scrambled for the bounty, “It is my duty to urge
caution, My Queen. These festivals grow increasingly stressful on
the treasury. There are those who think you’ve wasted the hard-won
riches your mother accumulated during her reign.”

“And you’ve done your duty,” said Queen Doria
her eyes suddenly growing cold. “If you insist on doing your duty
after I’ve made my final decision, be assured that I can find
someone else to perform that function in a far less annoying
fashion. At the snap of a finger. They are lined up, Lord Carria.
Lined up.”

The man bowed deeply, “My apologies, Your
Majesty. I grow presumptuous in my old age. I’m certain you are
absolutely correct. You were wise to have Lord Synotax go on before
the girl. He is a powerful speaker and wealthy enough to give the
crowd the gold and silver they have so come to appreciate at these
little get-togethers. I can’t imagine what the girl can do that
will impress after his speech celebrating your long reign. She is
doomed to failure and your genius will be proven out.”

The Queen nodded her head and smiled as she
looked over to the stage where various slaves were now clearing
debris as they made ready for the next speaker. The crowd was
buzzing happily although still engaged in borderline violent
scrambling for the coins.

In the crowd near the front, a young man in a
soldier’s uniform sat on a blanket while a dark-haired girl with a
wide mouth yawned as she looked at a piece of parchment. “Your
girlfriend is next,” she said to the young man with a roll of her
eyes.

“She’s not my girlfriend, Anapidea,” said the
young fellow reaching over to look at the schedule. He looked to be
no more than eighteen with a clean shaved face and broad shoulders
that supported a thick head. “She’s someone I admire.”

“Insignis has a girlfriend,” she said and
punched him lightly on the shoulder. “Wait until I tell mother.
She’ll be so happy.”

The boy turned sharply to say something but
spotted a group of middle-aged men pursuing a girl barely in her
teens hurling propositions at her. Two of the men were so red in
the face it looked as if they might keel over and die at any moment
and a third actually tripped and fell as he attempted the pursuit.
He rolled onto his back and began to giggle loudly.

“Drunken idiots,” said Insignis with a shake
of his head as his hand went to the short dirk on his belt. “That’s
all the festivals have become. A place to get free alcohol and
pursue young girls who drink too much of it. I’m sorry I came back
to the capital at all. At least on the frontier you can kill your
enemy with impunity. Here, I’d be brought up on charges for killing
one of the drunkards, probably of a good family.”

“Don’t forget about the coins,” said Anapidea
watching as a group of burly young men pinned a smaller fellow up
against one of the pillars and forced him to hand over some of the
silver coins he collected over the course of the event. “A lot of
people are here for the money, not the girls.”

Insignis shook his head, “It’s disgusting.
All this flash and no substance. We’ve been losing battles, you
know. I was on the front last month and it’s not good. The soldiers
don’t have the equipment they need or the training. Another twenty
years of profligate behavior from Queen Doria will bring down the
kingdom.”

“The what behavior?” asked Anapidea shaking
her head. “You’re supposed to know how to use a sword, when did you
manage to pick up such a vocabulary?”

“I read books, I’m an officer now, as you
well know. Both you and mother have benefited greatly from the
money and slaves I’ve sent back. I am no longer some peasant
soldier,” said Insignis shaking his head. “I fear for our nation.
It’s all glitz and glamour but that can’t last forever. There are
practical matters.”

“Blah, blah, blah,” said Anapidea still
shaking her head. “I hope this girl of yours at least has the sense
to throw out some coins to the masses. If not, I’m afraid it’ll be
all over for her. One bad speech and that’s it with this crowd,”
she finished while looking over the gathered throng that was
assembling near the stage for the next speech. “They expect flash
and they expect coins. Nothing less. It’s the twentieth anniversary
of the Queen’s reign. I’ve never seen the place so full
before.”

Insignis shook his head and sighed.

“It looks like the stage is about cleaned
up,” said Anapidea looking over to where the speakers gave their
speeches. A little tunnel led from behind the wall and the speakers
came from there to the stage.

“You’ll be fine,” said the short fellow with
the pudgy cheeks although his frame was lean. He wore fancy robes
with spiderweb embroidery and a jaunty little hat with a little
spider patch in front. “Be yourself, Onolodia. Just say what you
think, just talk to them like you’re talking to me and they’ll love
you.”

The girl in front of him looked to be about
fifteen years old and she wore a rather plain frock that didn’t
disguise the fact that she was somewhat overweight. Her face was
covered with pimples and her eyes darted back and forth at the
gathered throng, “There are so many of them, Sir Avakubia.”

“We talked about this,” said Avakubia putting
his hand on her shoulder. “This is why your aunt chose today for
your first speech. She hopes you’ll be intimidated, weak,
frightened. Just be yourself. Just say what you wrote, don’t read
it, say it. That’s important.”

Onolodia felt her hand move, as if by its own
accord, to a small pocket in her dress where the speech rested, “I
know, I know. It’s just you don’t realize how many of them there
are until you’re standing in front of them. Look at them all.”

“I know,” said Avakubia looking over his
shoulder at the gathered tens of thousands. “I know. I have
confidence in you.”

“Why?” asked Onolodia turning to look at him
with wide eyes.

“Because I know you,” he replied with a firm
nod of his head. “I’ve known you since we played together as
children. Now, get out there and do it, just like we practiced.
They’ll love you!”

The girl took a deep breath and expelled it
with a long sigh as a man dressed in bright green climbed up onto
the stage and waved his hand in a complicated pattern. A moment
later there was a sharp crackle of thunder and a flash of
light.

“Ladies and gentleman,” said the man as the
crowd quieted. “Our next speaker is the illustrious Princess
Onolodia. The favorite niece of our legendary Queen. I beg you to
lend us your ears. I assure you this is a speech so grand and
glorious that you will never forget it.” With that he turned back
to where Onolodia and Avakubia stood and gave them a little
smirk.

“Bastard,” said Avakubia under his breath but
Onolodia was already moving forward to the stage. A dozen soldiers
stood at their positions around the raised platform although
several of them leaned against it, their eyes unfocused and
heavy.

Onolodia arrived at the front of the stage
and nodded her head to the presenter, “Thank you.”

“By the gods,” said Anapidea wrinkling her
nose as she watched Onolodia make her way to the podium. “Not much
to look at.”

“Shut up,” said Insignis standing up as he
began walking closer to the stage. Along with him came a group of
mostly young men wearing uniforms although a few others crowded
toward the front. More went in the other direction muttering about
a boring speech and how it was time to get some food.

“What makes a nation strong is not its
government, but its people!” said Onolodia her voice suddenly very
loud and exceedingly clear as she launched directly into the speech
with none of the usual preliminaries. Her voice carried well beyond
those gathered at the front of the stage and those heading in the
opposite direction stopped and turned around.

“What no fireworks?” said a young boy
standing next to Insignis. He was no more than ten or eleven and
wore a golden smock with a small dirk at his side.

“There is more to a speech than fireworks and
coins,” whispered Insignis with a smile and put his hand on the
lad’s shoulder. “Be quiet and you might learn that today.”

“We have too long asked what our country can
do for us!” went on the chubby girl on the stage without a pause.
“If we wish Doria to survive, we must ask ourselves instead, what
we can do for our country.”

Now more people turned and looked at the
stage from whence the powerful voice emanated.

“Today young men are fighting on the frontier
while we celebrate. Today young men are dying on the frontier while
we celebrate. We spend our money on worthless things and this is
not a frivolous world. The world will not stand by silently while
we forego opportunity. Our enemies do not wait for us to be ready;
they wait for us to be unready.”

The soldiers at the side of the stage were
suddenly alert and standing at attention while a loud murmur of
approval washed through the crowd like a wave upon the shore.

“People speak wistfully of Dorian Destiny.
They speak of the Emperor’s only daughter and the heritage of our
great city, as if they themselves earned that glory. I speak for
myself when I say I have done nothing to earn it. I have lived my
life in the glow of our past glory. I have done nothing. Do I speak
for many here today?”

“You speak for me!” shouted Insignis gazing
up at the girl and the cry was echoed throughout the stadium
although mostly by young men.

“The glory of our city, the spires and
walkways, I take these for granted though they were not created by
me nor did I earn the pleasure of gazing upon them. I have done
nothing.”

Now people were standing and the area around
the stage was crowded with young men and women although more were
coming forward as well to swell the gathering.

“I cannot take credit for what happened a
thousand years ago, nor even in the last twenty years. Nor do I
choose to lay blame for any mistakes made by those who came before
us, such is pointless. Now is my time. Now is our time. I accept
responsibility for my actions, be they good or ill.”

Now almost everyone in the huge stadium was
standing and those in back were straining their ears to hear the
distant words.

“I do not come to you today with pyrotechnics
and silver coins. I eschew the trappings of power and wealth that I
was born into. I come to you to say that now is my time, now is our
time.”

“Now is our time!” echoed Insignis raising
his fist into the air and pumping it repeatedly.

“Our time!” shouted the young men and women
in the crowd and the soldiers joined in.

Onolodia waited for the crowd to quiet, her
eyes seemed to glow, “I do not promise that it will be easy, I
promise that it will be difficult. If we are to once again reach
the glory the first Queen Doria, daughter of the Emperor, created
here, we must not shirk the hardships that inevitably lie ahead. We
must not place pomp and ceremony in front of work and
sacrifice.”

The crowd now waited, staring up at the girl
on the podium.

“I tell you that I stand at the ready and I
welcome all who would join me.”

There was a roar from the crowd and Insignis
was screaming as he was crushed by dozens of others, “I will join
you! I will join you!”

Onolodia smiled, waved, and then walked back
off the stage as the soldiers saluted in unison and the crowd
continued to chant.

She arrived back where the pudgy faced young
man stood and almost collapsed into his arms, “Did I do well?”

Avakubia nodded his head and a little tear
formed in his eye, “I would say slightly better than well.”

It was only then Onolodia reached into her
pocket, looking for something to wipe the sweat from her forehead,
and her hand found the speech, still where it had been all
along.


Chapter 2

“Don’t even say it, Lord Carria,” said Queen
Doria as she sat upon a long couch adorned with a dozen cushions,
each embroidered with images of spiders and webs. She was looking
at the tall man with the stubby nose as he paced back and forth
across the marble floor. “Don’t even think about saying it.”

“Your Majesty,” said Carria as he continued
to pace back and forth. “What’s done is done. There is no taking it
back, whether it worked or not. We must think of the future rather
than dwell upon the past. What is to be done now? That is the
question we must ask ourselves. To spend time laying blame is
pointless.”

Doria slammed her fist into one of the
cushions and snapped her fingers. A young man immediately appeared
from a hidden niche in the room with a silver tray upon which
rested a goblet. He presented it to her and she took it from the
tray with a quick snatch. She drank deeply and then slammed her
other fist into the cushion again, which sent some of the
purple-colored liquid spilling onto the sofa. “Who could have
guessed? That pimply faced little trollop. I’ve never heard her
speak more than a word or two before. Never. My sister was a
beautiful woman you know, prettier than me. That’s why I killed her
in the end, I mean that and the rebellion. How that ugly little
troll came out of my sister is still a mystery. I suspect she was
having an affair; her husband was a fine-looking man. Of course, he
had to die as well, shame that. I had hoped he would have joined me
but he had principles, so he said. How did we kill him again?”

“Your Majesty,” said Carria in a soothing
sort of way. “There is no one that enjoys reminiscing on past
victories more than me. However, I think our time would be spent
more profitably focusing on your niece and the affect her words
have engendered in the people, fifty-thousand people heard the
speech directly and you can be sure it will spread quickly, to the
provinces, to the frontier. We’ve spoken about issues in that
region. That speech has elevated her from mild nuisance to
significant problem. There are already people in the streets
calling for you to abdicate in her favor.”

“The whim of a moment,” said Doria with a
shake of her head as she took another deep draught from cup.

“I think clear heads need prevail here,” said
Carria reaching forward to take the goblet from her hand.

Doria frowned and looked at the liquid still
swirling in the cup but then handed it over to her advisor with a
little chuckle, “I suppose you’re right, Lord Carria. Although I
think in the end, we’ll just kill her. It doesn’t seem like that
large of a problem to me. I’ll be happy to do it myself while she’s
waddling away from the dinner table.”

“It is not as simple as you might imagine,”
said Carria as he glanced around the room. He saw a half-dozen
palace attendants ready to service the slightest whim of the Queen
but in addition a pair of stoic-faced soldiers stood at the large
double-doors that allowed entry into the room. The doors were
currently closed and the two soldiers wore long swords at their
sides and tall hats upon their heads. “The vast majority of those
who support your niece seem to be young men of military age.”

“So?” said Doria with a yawn.

“I think it can be deduced this ratio
suggests some of her supporters might make up your personal guard.
If, in fact, this is the case, we cannot be sure she will not come
to power in the same fashion you arranged twenty years ago.”

Now Doria sat up and brought her forefinger
to her chin. A massive ruby ring, shaped like a scorpion, adorned
it and she tapped several times. “I hear your words,” said Doria
nodding her head. “Things have not been going well on the frontier
of late.”

“No, Your Majesty, they have not.”

“You think there is a danger, then?”

“I know there is a danger,” said Carria
lowering his voice slightly. “The girl was popular with a small
subset of the people before the speech, but now she has come to the
attention of the masses. Her speech was well-received, as you know.
She is your niece and a legitimate heir to the Widow’s Throne. It
is more common a new ruler comes to power by the sword than by the
peaceful death of a predecessor. I am quite concerned that if we
simply order her killed, the reaction will be extremely negative
and hazardous to your own well-being. I think it would be wise to
embrace the girl, or at least give the impression you are doing
so.”

Doria stuck out her tongue and made a little
sound like a fart, “Embrace her? I could not get my arms around her
and I might vomit if I tried. Have I mentioned how beautiful my
sister was? Shocking. If she knew what the girl would turn into, I
think she’d probably have drowned her at birth to save the
shame.”

Lord Carria gave off a rather forced and
unconvincing laugh, “So true.” He looked over his shoulder at the
guardsmen at the door and attempted to keep his laughter light.
“I’m not completely convinced killing her at this time is the best
strategy.”

“You’ve been warning me about her for the
last year, how dangerous she is, how she is a legitimate heir to
the throne. I can’t count how many times you’ve suggested we get
rid of her. I always said she was a harmless little thing. Now
you’ve decided she must live?”

Lord Carria nodded his head, “The past is
gone. Now is now. We must deal with the circumstances as they
currently exist. She is far more popular today than she was
yesterday. Her speech is winging its way around the realm and her
supporters will certainly grow far bolder as their numbers
swell.”

“So, kill her today then,” said Doria with a
yawn. “Can I have my drink now?”

“If that is what you wish, it shall be done,”
said Lord Carria with a deep frown. “Shall we order you an entire
bottle.”

“Now you’re angry,” said the Queen with a
petulant little smile as she reached up to touch him on the
arm.

“Not at all,” said Lord Carria his frown
deepening. “Your word is my command. I am happy to have the girl
killed if that is what you want. If you are willing to accept the
consequences of that action.”

The Queen sighed and looked at the ceiling,
“Fine, what are the consequences? I will have that bottle if you’re
going to drone on endlessly like you do.”

“Your Majesty,” said Lord Carria as a young
woman brought over a tray with a crystalline blue bottle and
another goblet. “The problem is the girl’s popularity with
soldiers. She preaches a lifestyle of simplicity. This is the life
our warriors have been living for the last ten years as we
prosecute the wars you ordered. There is some sentiment that the
celebratory atmosphere of the capital is a slap to their face. If
we kill her, there is some chance this will be an impetus to
revolution.”

“I’ve dealt with such before,” said the queen
watching as the girl poured the wine from the bottle into her
goblet.

“Do you want to water that down somewhat?”
asked Lord Carria with a motion of his hand to another slave who
stood in the corner with a carafe of water.

“You’re not my mother and you’re perfectly
aware why. I’m most certain of that,” said the Queen with a deep
draught of her drink.

Lord Carria nodded his head, “She rests in
her grave.”

“As should my niece.”

“Then this is your final decision?”

The queen sighed again and took another deep
drink of her wine, “I see your point. I hear the grumbling, I’m not
stupid. I’m not completely addled with wine and sex. I understand
what it takes to remain in power as well as I understood how to
take it in the first place. The girl is not a schemer. She doesn’t
have it in her. If I kill her, I make more trouble than she would
make herself. I should simply allow her to go back to her room and
immerse herself in her books. Time will eventually cool the ardor
of her supporters and only then do we dispose of her.”

Lord Carria nodded his head gently and a wry
smile came across his face, “Sometimes I forget how intelligent you
are. You hide it to disarm your enemies. I was there when you rose
to power and yet sometimes, I have trouble remembering as much. I’m
not even sure what my position in your court need be, you take the
words directly from my mouth. Let the appreciation of today’s
speech slowly die. Do nothing.”

“Now that I have proven myself to you, yet
again, will you please stop treating me like a little girl?”

Lord Carria stood and bowed, “Of course, Your
Majesty. It was not my intention ….”

“Stop,” said the Queen raising her free hand
while holding the goblet poised at her lips. “I’m not angry at you.
I’m glad to have such a capable advisor, as I have been since the
beginning. Don’t go all pouty on me. Now, go off to that young boy
of yours, I have one for myself.”


Chapter 3

“Sir Avakubia is here to see you, Lady
Onolodia,” said the smartly dressed soldier standing at the
entrance to the large room that seemed somewhat empty for the lack
of furniture or even the normal amount of wall coverings.

She was seated at the sturdy desk that, aside
from the bed, was the largest item in the room other than the many
tall bookshelves that lined the walls. A set of glowstones sat on
little stands illuminating the center of the table where a thick
tome lay open with tiny letters scribbled on the pages. She looked
up from her reading and nodded her head, “Please send him in,
Leptoneta. Thank you.”

The soldier bobbed his head, “Yes, Milady.”
Then he went out the door with a quick stride and there was the
short murmur of conversation before Sir Avakubia came into the room
and walked over to the girl, pulled a simple wooden chair, without
so much as a cushioned seat cover, over from nearby a sideboard,
and sat down.

“Have you given thought to fleeing? Your aunt
is almost certain to order your death. I know we’ve spoken of this,
that killing you would be harm her own position, but she’s a vain
woman, quick to temper, easy to provoke. While there might be some
satisfaction in knowing her actions would ultimately result in a
gruesome end, you would still be dead. If that’s the case ….”

Onolodia looked up and smiled, “My speech was
rather well-received, was it not?”

“Since when do you need your ego stroked,
Onolodia?” said Avakubia with a rueful little grin while shaking
his head, his eyes glancing over at the plate of cookies that sat
untouched on the side of the large table.

“Take one,” said the girl with a dismissive
wave of her hand as she noted his gaze. “I don’t seem to have an
appetite this evening. The excitement of the day and my research,”
she continued tapping on the book before her.

Avakubia hesitated for a moment but then took
one of the cookies and bit quickly into it, “I’ve always been
envious of your pastries. I need to find a chef who can bake
cookies this well.”

Onolodia laughed and threw back her head,
“The Queen indulges my sweet tooth too much and my will is weak in
that regard. Still, all you have to do is marry the right woman,
Avakubia. You’re from a good family, relatively handsome,” this
with a wink and a slight raising of her eyebrows. “It should not be
difficult to find a woman willing to bake for you. Your biggest
problem is you hang around me all day like a fly buzzing around
food. I should tell chef not to serve anything when you are nearby,
you’ll grow fat if you keep up this pattern of behavior, fat like
me.”

Avakubia patted his flat stomach and shook
his head, “I think not. I’m rather lean in the flanks. My father
was prone to roundness, that’s true, but I think I can avoid such a
fate.”

Onolodia shook her head, “Your pudgy little
cheeks are just adorable and I’m afraid the same fate that came to
your father awaits you. You enjoy food too much and your will is
pliant in that regard. I tell myself my mind is above such
weaknesses but a glance in the mirror suggests otherwise,” this
time with frown and look down at her at her round stomach. “There
is no denying the evidence. When I’m sitting around reading, I’m
constantly feeding my face, I’m sure you’ve noticed, it’s not like
everyone repeatedly tells me how tall and glamorous my mother was.
How her beauty was of the ages, that she was clearly the descendent
of glorious Millasandre the Empress. How I’m an utter failure to
live up to her legacy. I think the Queen has been telling me that
since the day she killed my mother. I was but a girl but already
her insidious plan was at work.”

“I think you are young yet, not fully grown.
Eating is a good thing but I wish you could go riding with me, get
some fresh air, exercise. Your aunt’s restrictions do not help you.
That being said, we should focus on the matter at hand, have you
given thought to my proposal?” said Avakubia swallowing the last of
the cookie as his eyes wandered back toward the plate where half a
dozen more awaited and then to the thick tome the girl was
studying.

“Take them all if you wish,” said Onolodia
shoving the plate toward him with such force that one of the
cookies fell off and rolled across the table almost ending up on
the floor. If you want sweet wine with them, you’ll have to get it
yourself. I sent my girl off to her paramour for the evening. My
aunt will be angry about that as well. Another reason to have me
killed. Frankly, I’m surprised I’m alive after all these years. I
know that reptile Carria has repeatedly told my aunt to kill me and
have it done with.”

“This is not funny,” said Avakubia his hand
slowly moving toward the plate of cookies and then retreating to
his lap. “Before your speech she may have been reluctant, but now,
she might have you killed as early as this evening. You have
friends across the entire kingdom and your speech is spreading
quickly. Those friends are inflamed with the idea of revolution,
putting you on the throne. As far away as Lord Thotmes in the east
and the Delius Orchards in the south. I’ve communicated with allies
throughout the realm.” He raised a hand. “I’ve been cautious, magic
means rather than letters, face to face conversation. The point is,
we have a safe place to stay if we desire. Many would take us
in.”

“I am of the opinion running away sets a poor
precedent,” said Onolodia tapping the book on the table again.

“There is nothing wrong with a strategic
retreat,” said Avakubia shaking his head and looking toward the
door. “The palace guard is still loyal to the Queen although they
are certainly sympathetic to your cause.” This last he said with a
glance toward the now closed door behind which he knew the guard
stood his post. “There are those we can count on to protect you,
but there are many who are less reliable. A soldier follows orders,
even if he doesn’t like them.”

“I’m not saying we shouldn’t leave,” said
Onolodia looking back at the book and shaking her head. “I’m just
saying we shouldn’t run away.”

“I’m not sure I understand, Princess
Onolodia. You speak in mysteries.”

The girl flipped the book closed revealing
the bold red print on the leather cover and spoke, “Secrets of
Craggen Steep. Have you ever read it?”

Avakubia shook his head, “I have not had the
pleasure. So little is known of the supposed dwarf enclave, I can’t
imagine such a book has a great deal of reliable information.
Stories of dubious origin, likely written long after the fall of
the Empire. You cannot believe anything from that and I hope you
aren’t making plans based on what is inside.”

“Fiction or not, it has given me an idea. You
do know the story of the illustrious founder of Doria, that much
I’m sure.”

“The original Queen Doria, daughter of the
Emperor Corancil and Empress Millisandre. Your great many times
over grandmother.”

Onolodia threw back her head, laughed aloud,
and banged the table with an open palm to emphasize her derision,
“That old fiction? Come now, surely you can’t believe such
nonsense? My supposed great-grandmother, the one whose name I bear,
had no children. She took an adopted slave as her daughter and the
current line is descended from her.”

“Your aunt has stricken that particular fact
from the records. The official line is that she descends from the
Emperor’s daughter.”

Onolodia shook her head and laughed again,
“As if that was the only genealogical break between Empress
Millisandre and my aunt. Not that long ago the Empire lay in ruins
and Doria itself was crushed under the boot of the Usurper. The
city was unoccupied for hundreds of years. No, that Millisandre
business is all a pleasant fiction meant to somehow seduce the
people of our nation, although I think they are smarter than to
believe such silliness. In any case, I have stumbled upon an idea
that appeals to my romantic nature. Whether it is accurate or not
is something we will just have to find out for ourselves.”

“I was unaware of such an inclination,” said
Avakubia his eyebrows raising high on his forehead. “You have
certainly not expressed interest in any of the young men your aunt
offered up as potential marriage partners.”

“Drooling idiots,” said Onolodia with another
shake of her head and an exaggerated rolling of her eyes.

“Handsome ones though,” said Avakubia. “At
least some of them.”

Onolodia laughed yet again, “I would be lying
if I didn’t admit some of them had certain appeals, but no, if they
can’t engage me in lively debate. If they cannot offer up ideas
which challenge me, then I cannot tolerate their presence for any
extended period.”

“Marriage does not always mean you have to
spend time together,” said Avakubia with a wink. “Your aunt rarely
sees her husband, preferring the vigorous attention of younger
men.”

“If you want me to be like my aunt, just say
so.”

Avakubia shook his head, “It is not possible
that you could be like her. Your natures are far different. But,
come, please tell me what you’ve found in that ancient tome likely
filled with fiction. If we do not flee, what other choice is
there?”

“We?”

Avakubia nodded his head, “Of course, we. I
could not bear the thought of staying in this palace and putting up
with your aunt and Lord Carria without your wit and humor. I’d
wither away. Besides, while I’m sure you’d find some pleasant home
with one of our allies, the frontier is a dangerous place. I might
not be the best swordsman in the world but I’ve had some
training.”

“Once you hear my plan, I think you’ll decide
we need more than your sword to protect me.”

“Go on.”

“Do you know the story of my supposed great
ancestor, Millisandre? How she dwelt at Craggen Steep for many
years before she met the Emperor?”

“I believe I’ve heard it mentioned, yes,”
replied Avakubia putting his hand to his chain and nodding his
head, an eye still on the remaining cookies. “Most of the stories
about her come after she married the Emperor and her daughter took
control of the city we today call Doria.”

“Yes, well. This particular tale is from
before that period. She was just a young woman not much older than
me. She was friends with a dwarf named Dol Delius. Do you know that
name?”

Avakubia shook his head, “It is unfamiliar to
me except as the name of a duchy within the confines of the Dorian
Kingdom. A wide range in the southern region, known for their tart
apples, good for pies. I did not realize there was a Delius
personage.”

“There was such, and he was a good friend of
Millisandre apparently. They went on an adventure together
according to this book. It was on this adventure she first met her
future husband.”

“I’m not liking the sound of this,” said
Avakubia shaking his head. “I’m not the adventuring sort and, no
offense intended, but you’re pretty much a book worm. How much
traveling have you ever done outside a padded coach?”

“Very little,” said Onolodia with a frown and
a nod of her head. “Very little indeed. But I think that must
change. We won’t be fleeing Doria, we’ll be going on an adventure
just like illustrious Millisandre.”

“Go on,” said Avakubia now taking a cookie.
“What was this adventure the future Empress took?”

“Have you heard of the Hammer of Fire?”

Avakubia shook his head again a little frown
on his face as he chewed on a bite of the cookie.

“It was a great relic, possible the most
powerful weapon ever created by the dwarves of Craggen Steep.
Delius and Millisandre stole the thing and set out to destroy the
most ancient of fire elementals, Gaazadum.”

Avakubia raised his eyebrows, “And?”

“I mean to do the same.”

Avakubia laughed, “I see several flaws in
your plan, may I elaborate?”

Onolodia nodded with a tight little smile on
her face, “I welcome criticism.”

“There is no Hammer of Fire here in Doria and
Gaazadum is quite dead according to everything I know.”

“Both of these things are true. It was Delius
himself who slew Gaazadum all those eons ago according to legend
and with the Hammer of Fire at that. His deeds propelled, in an
indirect fashion, Millisandre to the side of the Emperor and to the
founding of this very city by their daughter. We might not have the
Hammer of Fire or the awful presence of Gaazadum but we do have the
Drawhammer Shield and the Golden Flame, Eleniak, still prowls the
world.”

Avakubia’s eyes opened widely and his mouth
gaped like a fish for a long moment as words failed entirely to
exit his face. Onolodia sat patiently with her smile ever widening
as he struggled for something to say.

Finally, he managed to sputter, “It’s bold,
I’ll give you that. But how will you steal the Drawhammer Shield?
Where is Eleniak hiding? How could we possible destroy such a
powerful foe?”

“I’ve been researching all of those things,”
said Onolodia standing up and moving over to one of the bookshelves
in her room. They lined the walls and there were hundreds, perhaps
thousands of books, scrolls, bound parchments, and other forms of
the written word stacked upon them. “Stealing the Drawhammer Shield
will be a thing of simplicity itself. I’ll just walk into the Grand
Hall and take it from its place of honor. I am, after all, the
niece of our Queen. Who will stop me?”

Avakubia tilted his head to the side and
shrugged, “You make a good point there. As long as we do it
immediately, tonight hopefully. If they are going to come for you,
it will likely be right away. Better to do it as quickly as
possible but what about the rest? Eleniak? I am acquainted with the
blade, certainly, but to kill the Golden Flame, Eleniak herself,
that is certainly beyond my skills.”

Onolodia put her hand on her chin and shook
her head, “As far as where Eleniak might be hiding. That is a
mystery but there is some evidence she might be at the Maw. I think
that’s a good place to start our hunt in any case. It is far from
Doria, on the very western border of the realm so that should make
you happy. As far as a good man with a sword, well, there is a
young soldier who has written me some quite flattering letters.”
She opened up a small box and pulled out a sheaf of papers. “He
seems quite passionate and intelligent. I’ve made some inquiries
and he’s considered one of the finest young officers in the army. I
managed to pull a few strings and he is on leave here in the city
right now. In fact, he was on hand for my speech yesterday.”

Avakubia stood up and shook his head while
wagging a finger at the girl, “You’ve been planning this for some
time! You knew your speech would incite your aunt!”

“It is true I’ve been planning for the
possibility that my little speech went over well, but I did not
know for a fact it would. You’ve always told me to be prepared, to
imagine the possible eventualities and, if one of them happens to
come true, be ready to act.”

Avakubia continued to stand and shake his
head, “You’ve done unimaginably well. I was so focused on your
speech I did not consider after until these last few hours. But
you’ve been thinking about this for months. To have this young man
in town. What was his name?”

“Captain Insignis,” said Onolodia. “By good
chance he is quartered not far from here, although I’ve refrained
from sending him direct messages. I do have orders,” this last
while pulling out more parchment. “That allow him to take
indefinite leave in the service of the crown.”

“You’ve thought it all through, Onolodia,”
said Avakubia nodding his head. “Thought it all through quite
nicely. There is only one thing.”

“Yes?”

“I think it’s quite likely we’ll all be
killed in the attempt to slay Eleniak. As I recall she was the twin
sister of mighty Hezfer and considered one of the most powerful
elementals still alive.”

Onolodia shrugged her shoulders and smiled,
“I’d rather die at the hands of the most powerful elemental in the
world than by a command from my aunt. At least we’ll go down in a …
blaze of glory!”

Avakubia laughed aloud and smiled broadly,
“You’ve always had a way with words and I suppose that’s true. I’ll
need time to pack my things. You have not traveled before so might
I give you some advice?”

“Of course.”

“Pack lightly. None of those books on the
wall that are your treasured possessions. You’ll want flasks for
water and sacks for readily transportable foodstuff. Bread, dried
fruit, and meat, those sorts of things. And comfortable but sturdy
boots. Plenty of socks as well. If you don’t have a good pair of
walking boots it might be too late. New boots will always be
difficult on the feet.”

“Hopefully there won’t be much walking
involved. We’ll take horses from the royal stables but I hear the
soundness of your advice. I have some good boots and a pack with
everything you’ve mentioned all prepared. Go now. Pack yourself up
and get three horses from the stables, you know them better than
me. Meet me at the Inn of the Blue Helmed Dwarf in a couple of
hours, that’s where Insignis is staying. Here take the orders so he
knows he’ll come with us. Don’t tell him too much, he’s a soldier
so he’ll follow orders.”

Avakubia nodded his head, took the parchment,
and started to walk away before pausing and turning back to the
young girl, “Once you take the shield, move quickly. The guards
will speedily learn the Queen didn’t order such and they will
pursue.”

“I know,” said Onolodia with a smile. “Go
now, hurry along. I have a few things to deal with here, but I’ll
meet you in two hours or so. Then we’ll be off on our
adventure.”

Avakubia nodded his head and walked toward
the door but the girl called to him before he opened it, “Don’t you
want the rest of the cookies? We’ll be on the road for many months
with not much chance for sweets.”

Avakubia turned and laughed aloud, “You know
me too well, Onolodia.” He returned and snatched up the plate. I’ll
drop it off at the kitchen. Two hours, then?”

“Two hours,” said Onolodia, walked over to
her bed, and pulled a large pack out from underneath. She sighed,
unstrapped it, and peered inside. She sighed again and then began
pulling books out. After she was done, she took one in her hand,
frowned, sighed yet again, and looked over to the bookshelf where
there was a single hole in the tidy rows. “Just one,” she said and
put it back in the pack. “Everyone needs to read a good story now
and then.”

She strapped up the pack and then looked at
the door. She looked around the room, the room that had been her
home for her entire life, more than her home really. Her safe
place. The books, the bed, the table with the little stain by the
far side she had caused herself. “An adventure,” she said aloud and
walked to the door. The soldier immediately snapped to attention.
“Will you take this to the West Doors and put it by the wall for
me?”

“Of course, Princess Onolodia,” said the
soldier taking the pack from her. “Are you going somewhere?”

Onolodia nodded her head, “I’m afraid so, but
it’s a bit of a secret so don’t tell anyone, Leptoneta.”

“I’ll miss you, Milady.”

“And I you. Will you tell your wife I hope
she feels better? I’ve written a letter to your commander about
accepting your son in the army,” she said fishing into her pocket
and pulling out a sealed envelope.

“You’ll be away for some time?”

“Circumstances beyond my control.”

“I understand,” said the guardsman taking the
letter. “You’ve always been good to me. If I had my way about it …
well.”

“Say no more,” said Onolodia. “We don’t want
you getting in trouble with my aunt. Everything is planned. So,
don’t fret. I’ll be back.”

“Yes, Milady.”

“Now go on, there might be an uproar in a bit
so don’t dawdle. Get back here and back to your post as quickly as
possible, so no one can accuse of anything. You hear me?”

“Yes, Milady.”

“Good,” said Onolodia and began walking down
the long corridor. She felt like looking back toward her room but
gritted her teeth and moved forward at a steady pace. She wandered
for about an hour, long enough to bore anyone who might be watching
her, she thought to herself, before heading to the Grand Hall of
the Tower of Queens. She’d been there many times over the course of
her life and walked almost without thinking where she was headed.
She had to cross over one of the many walkways in the city and
paused for a moment to look over the grandeur. “It will be long
before I see it again, likely I will never enjoy such a view
again.” She spent a few moments looking at the city and then
smiled. “Come along now, don’t be a sentimental little girl, this
is grown up adventure.”

In her mind, she imagined the shield hanging
upon the wall. The Grand Hall was generally crowded with visitors
from the outer provinces hoping to catch a glimpse of amazing
historical relics from the ancient kingdom. Her aunt spoke of the
glories of the city in almost all of her speeches and the great
Drawhammer Shield figured prominently in many of those. Today was
no different and Onolodia suppressed a smile as she saw some of the
country folk gawking at the wonders of the city and its massive
towers. The walkways that spanned them wove an intricate pattern
and here in the Tower of Queens there was a good view of the entire
city.

"Excuse me," said a voice. Onolodia looked up
quickly and had to stop suddenly as she saw a young boy, not more
than ten or eleven, standing in front of her with a broad grin on
his freckled face. "You're Onolodia, aren't you?" he said.

"Don't be rude," said an older woman rushing
over from a large column with an inscription detailing some triumph
or another. "I'm sorry," she said grabbing the boy and pulling him
to her. "We were at the stadium and heard your speech. It struck
his fancy."

Onolodia smiled at the lad and nodded her
head, "Thank you. Umm, are you enjoying the city?"

"Oh, yes," said the woman bobbing her head up
and down. “My other son is in the army and he spoke of you. Do you
think there is going to be another war with the Hobgoblins?"

Onolodia looked around and saw that a number
of other people were now watching them and some were pointing and
smiling broadly. "That's her," she heard one voice say and others
followed with similar sentiment.

"I'm not really sure," she said turning back
to the woman and her son. "My aunt doesn't keep me up to date on
matters of state."

"She should," said the woman with an earnest
look on her face as her head bobbed slightly up and down. "You're
the only one with sense in the entire family. Everyone says so. I'm
no scholar or anything, but my older son, he read me some of what
you wrote when he was last home."

"That's very kind of you," said Onolodia
trying to smile as more people gathered around.

"I heard your speech too," said a rather
rotund man with a bright red tunic. "It was right good. I know what
you're thinking," he went on. "I'm just a big, fat fella who wants
more of the food and drink the Queen always distributes but you're
wrong. I was young once, served in the army I did. I
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