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Beginnings



He’s running away.
Should he stay? A king’s place is beside his people. Standing with them. Setting an example.
But if he stays, he’ll be used as a puppet by the new regime, adding a veneer of respectability to the people who have seized power.
A figure approaches, footsteps clicking and sliding across the loose shingle of the steeply sloping beach. It’s the young lieutenant who commands the naval detachment sent to help the King and his family.
Sent to help them run away.
The lieutenant clears his throat. ‘It’s time, Your Majesty. We must go now. The gap won’t stay open for long.’
The King nods, then looks out to sea. In the deep darkness, the faint pink glow of BritDome is visible, the force field’s shimmering screen arching up into the sky. A securing cloak that covers the entire island of Britain, keeping the outside world out and the King’s people in.
If the Closing has made a massive prison of this island, BritDome provides the bars.
And then everything is activity and energy, as the sailors assist the King’s family into the waiting semi-rigid boat. But he hesitates, one foot still planted on the beach. His beach. His land. Will he ever see it again? Stooping, he picks up a pebble, small and round and smooth, and drops it in a pocket, as he climbs aboard like a smuggler, loading from this lonely place.
The lieutenant calls orders and the boat is pushed into the low surf.
‘The American frigate is standing a mile off the force field, sir,’ the lieutenant says. ‘We should be with them in about ten minutes,’ he adds, as the blunt bows of the boat trigger a thin wave of white.
‘No quicker?’ asks the King, who has spent a lot of time at sea himself.
‘Can’t risk the noise, sir,’ the lieutenant replies nervously. ‘These waters are patrolled.’
‘The regulators?’
‘Yes sir.’
An image forms in the King’s head of hard-faced men and women in brown leather coats that reach to their ankles, their wicked batons rising and falling as they battle rioters in Parliament Square. Though six months have passed, he can still sense the anger and the hatred of the crowd. Aimed at him? Or the new regime?
Perhaps both. Should he have done something to oppose the Closing, to argue for reason and fairness and the rule of democracy?
That thought hurts.
And now this Lilith Lipscombe is leading an emergency government that seems hell bent on imprisoning as many people as possible. Rumours of special camps in the Lake District and Wales, and the brutality of the crackdown, have added to his sense of helplessness and triggered this escape.
The King steadies himself as the boat’s bow lifts over a small wave. He stands by the upright control platform, only vaguely aware of the helmsman’s nervousness of being so close to his monarch. Perhaps he should go forward to the bows, like George Washington crossing the Delaware during the War of Independence. That would appeal to his American friends. Back then, that youthful nation was ridding itself of the British monarchy; now they offer it sanctuary.
He glances down at his family, huddled at the front of the boat, silent and patient, suppressing their own fears. What will the future hold for them? At least the children won’t have to join the Youth Legion of Britain. Another image invades: row upon row of burgundy and blue uniforms arrayed before him. Thousands of teenagers, the ones in the front rows staring straight ahead like automatons.
He frowns. He hadn’t thought about that before. When the trouble started, when the demonstrators brought their accusing banners to Westminster, those front ranks of the Youth Legion turned and marched like marionettes, their movements made in such mechanical harmony that any drill sergeant in the world would have been proud.
And then the puzzling theft of his crown. Why would anyone steal it but keep only two of its gems?
A light near the shore catches his eye. ‘Lieutenant?’
‘Seen them, sir.’ The lieutenant taps his helmsman on the shoulder. ‘Open her up.’
‘Aye aye, sir.’
The bow wave grows as the boat picks up speed towards BritDome’s pink haze.
‘You’re certain this man can be trusted?’ the King asks, cursing the nervousness in his voice.
‘The admiral was confident, sir.’ A flash of white teeth in the night. ‘Not everyone in Whitehall has signed up to the new order. The gate will be open.’
The King bites off a reply, fearful of betraying further anxiety. Instead, he watches the distant light, bumping across the small waves, suggesting the pursuing craft is moving swiftly.
‘Gate dead ahead, sir,’ the helmsman calls.
A ring of brighter lights has appeared, forming an arch in the pink wall that frames a patch of welcoming darkness. Beyond it, the twinkling lights of a ship are visible. The American frigate.
The King squints at the gap. There’s another vessel there, smaller and riding at anchor just inside the force field. Is that the loyal government official who’s made tonight’s escape possible?
‘Slow to negotiate the gap,’ the lieutenant orders, and the boat’s bow wave gradually reduces to a ripple.
The King is breathing a silent thank you when a pair of spotlights pierce the dark from either side, bathing him and his companions in harsh white light.
‘This is the Regulator Service. Heave to and prepare to be boarded.’
‘Sir?’ The lieutenant, face unnaturally pale in the glare of the spotlights, stares at his king.
‘Heave to, or we fire.’ Even as the second command is shouted, the arch is disappearing, their escape route vanishing in the night.
‘Stand down, Lieutenant,’ the King says calmly. ‘When you’re asked, you have only been following my orders.’ He glances at his wife and shakes his head. 
The ambushing boats run in steadily either side and the sound of engines from the direction of the shore is getting louder. Another light, this one from the vessel by the now closed gate, illuminates the water ahead of the King’s boat.
Surrounded. The image of a caged bird flickers through his mind.
‘Good evening,’ the King calls to the nearest boat. ‘It is suddenly busy out here.’
‘You are to follow us to shore,’ comes a shouted reply.
‘Your Majesty,’ the King murmurs, then, loudly, ‘By what authority do you detain your monarch?’ A bit of bravado can’t hurt now.
‘By order of the acting prime minister,’ someone shouts back, and there’s laughter in the night. ‘Prepare to be boarded.’ The boat swings in towards the port side, not hurrying now that their prey is cornered.
The King is about to respond when a disturbance bubbles the sea between his and the approaching boat, which fails to take evasive action. The bubbling increases and a shape breaks through the surface, triggering panicked shouts from the regulators. With a grating screech, the boat runs onto the superstructure of what must be a submarine and topples over, spilling its passengers into the cold water. In its place, the top of the new craft stands just proud of the surface.
A hatch opens in the submarine, and a figure clambers onto its deck. Bathed in the spotlight of the boat by the gate, it glitters gold, body encased in shining armour. The figure draws a long sword from a scabbard at its side and flourishes the blade towards the King. Then it dives into the water and disappears.
The second regulator boat guns its engine and heads for the King’s starboard side. But figures are emerging from the water, these with strange diving helmets that resemble the heads of horses. They splash up over the side and wrestle the regulators into the sea.
The shore-side boats now race forward. The King ignores them and points at the place where the arch had been.
‘Keep going.’
‘But, sir, the gate—’
‘Keep going.’
The lieutenant jostles the helmsman aside, plants one hand on the throttle and pushes it hard, kicking the engine back into life, but the pursuing vessels are already running at full speed. One of them cuts across the bows, blocking the escape route.
The golden figure explodes from the water, somersaulting onto the blocking boat and slashing left and right with the silver blade. Blue light arcs across the deck and regulators tumble before the sudden onslaught. Another figure appears, this one blood red, and climbs up beside the golden warrior, forcing a regulator over the side. Taking the controls, it turns the boat towards the small craft by the gate.   
‘Follow them, Lieutenant,’ the King commands, eager to seize this unexpected chance. The lieutenant nods and accelerates again. Behind them, a struggle has erupted on the remaining enemy boat, between more horse-headed divers and its crew.
Ahead, gunshots ring out, and the ping of bullets ricocheting off metal. The King waves his family to lie flat as more gunfire rips through the night, orange flashes sparkling. But then the golden figure is leaping across the rapidly closing gap and onto the guard boat, its sword’s blue light crinkling across the gun barrels like tiny bolts of lightning.
The short fight is over and the King’s boat coasts the last few metres to where the gate is reappearing, its arch of lights once more framing the open sea beyond.
The King brushes the lieutenant’s arm. ‘We have time.’ He moves to the side and calls over to the warrior, ‘Who are you?’
‘A friend,’ the golden figure replies and removes the head-encasing helmet, revealing a young face, a girl, whose spiky hair gives her a wild appearance. ‘You must go, Your Majesty, before they send reinforcements.’
‘I … thank you,’ the King says, caught out by this latest surprise. ‘But who are you?’
‘A friend,’ the girl repeats, then she raises the sword again and points to it. ‘You’ll forgive me for borrowing these?’ A faint blue-red glow emanates from the weapon’s rounded pommel.
‘What?’
‘The stones from your crown. I had to borrow them. But I promise, I’ll keep them safe.’ She sheathes the sword then points to the gateway. ‘Now go. Tell the world what’s happening here. Tell them that some fight on for Britannia.’
‘Britannia?’ he murmurs, but then nods to the lieutenant, who revs the engine and aims the boat for the opening.
As they pass, the King calls out one last time. ‘Please, your name.’
The golden girl smiles. ‘My name is Asha Knight. And I am the Merlin Commando.’ With that, she dons her helmet and disappears into the sea. 
And, still marvelling at the night’s events, the King turns his back on his imprisoned country and steels himself for the coming exile.








PART ONE



HOUSE OF THORNS




1



Oh joy! It’s weird enough having a sword that can think for itself; especially when it provides a constant narrative in my head. That inner voice, given life and opinions of its own. It’s like sharing my brain with someone.
But this new passion for ABBA is something else. And he seems determined to earworm me with their songs.
I haven’t got anything against ABBA. It’s one of my mother’s favourite bands. I grew up listening to them. I like them, have liked them for as long as I can remember. It’s just hard to reconcile a twentieth century pop group with a fifteen-hundred-year-old sword.
But that’s Excalibur for you.
And just as it begins a repeat rendition of Waterloo, another voice intrudes angrily on my morning. The sword is now the source of my latest lecture from Merlin Ap-Emrys.
‘What were you thinking?’ Merlin huffs at me, the flush of his thin cheeks framed by the whiteness of his straggling hair and beard. ‘Of course, as usual, you weren’t thinking. What if you’d been captured?’
‘I told you; we took them by surprise.’
‘And what if you’d dropped the sword, eh? Eh? What then? In a hundred feet of water, eh?’
‘The troowin would have retrieved him,’ I say, ‘and Excalibur would have told me where to search.’
‘It’s not a he,’ Merlin says, channelling his irritation in a new direction. ‘It is without gender.’
‘I think of it as a he.’
‘And the Troowin High Council have complained again,’ Merlin says, ignoring me. ‘You can’t just hijack their patrols for your hairbrained schemes, you know.’ He waves a finger at the sword strapped by my side. ‘And they’re still demanding that back. If you’d dropped it, they might have kept it.’
‘You wouldn’t give it to them, would you?’ I ask innocently, knowing the answer.
‘Of course not. But it’s hardly good diplomatic form to wave it in their faces.’
‘I waved it in the regulators’ faces, not the troowin.’
‘And what if someone had been killed?’ Merlin counters, trying a different tack. ‘Miss Blunt tells me they started firing at you.’
‘They missed,’ I say, then raise a hand before he can protest again. ‘And I’m sure your new armour would have protected us.’ When he looks like he’ll explode, I wave both hands in surrender. ‘I know, I know, okay? The troowin used non-lethal force. So did we. Just a few headaches, and very wet clothes, that’s all.’
‘And the armour functioned adequately?’ he asks, grudgingly.
‘Perfect, even in the water. And the King and his family are safe now.’
‘Your recklessness will be your undoing,’ Merlin says, though the anger has gone. ‘You cannot afford to take such risks.’ He shakes his head. ‘You lack the training that Jennifer completed. You’re still only a temporary replacement, sword, or no sword.’
Thanks for the reminder. ‘Excalibur chose me. That’s nothing to do with being your commando. And is Jen well enough to take back the role?’ I add, feeling a stab of guilt as the petulant words tumble out.
I know that Jen Stenson is the Merlin Commando. I’m only a caretaker, till she recovers from the damage that Caliburn Sci-Tech did to her. My few months of training can’t compare to the years she spent preparing. And she’s making great progress with her recovery.
But whether I’m the Merlin Commando or not makes no difference. When I penetrated deep into the elvereen fortress of Pen Draig, Excalibur chose me; chose to make me his guardian by placing his control chip in my head — which is how he speaks to me. It was me that placed the power gems, stolen from the King’s Imperial Crown, into Excalibur’s pommel. It was me who pulled him from the stone. Being Merlin Commando had nothing to do with that.
At least, that’s what I keep telling myself, as Jen continues to rebuild her strength.
I’m not feeling very charitable.
That lack of charity hits me again as I shrug on a hoody, step into the yard of Terras Head Farm and see Jen and Danny, our elvereen friend, going through their morning exercises. They seem inseparable these days, as they work together to rebuild their health and fitness.
I try to ignore the sudden pang of jealously, and an irrational anger at being unappreciated. I rescued both of them. Okay, so I helped Danny rescue Jen, and my friends Jackie, Ravi and Roly helped me free Danny. And Danny and Jen have known each other for much longer than I’ve known either of them. I have no right to feel like this.
Well done. You have worked that out for yourself.
‘Will you cut that out?’ I say, though without malice, responding to Excalibur’s latest aside. ‘It’s worse than your singing. Are you sure there’s no way to turn you off?’
To break connection, place me in a lead-lined container or retreat at least two hundred metres.
‘I know, I know. But your box isn’t handy right now. Maybe I should find a stone to shove you in?’
Only the true stone can lodge me.
‘I know that, too. Can you at least stop with the songs?’
Affirmative.
‘And try not to sound so … so robotic. You’re not a robot. I’m not sure what you are, but there must be other voices you can pick?’
Understood. Nearly midday.
‘What? Oh right.’ I return to the farmhouse for long enough to place Excalibur and its scabbard in the specially constructed cabinet that sits in one corner of the kitchen’s large pantry. Then, minus the ringing of the sword’s voice, I head back outside and cross to the giant barn that stands opposite our headquarters.
The barn is huge, but it conceals an even bigger underground space, a hangar for our stealth airship-cum-submarine, the Camelot Castle, which played its part perfectly last night in the King’s escape. Today, the Castle sits idle and hidden, and my focus is on the other occupants of the barn, a small herd of Friesian cows, bought by Gwendolyn Paine to add some authenticity to our secret base.
A door flashes open and Jackie Blunt sticks her head out. Even when she’s happy, Jackie looks as if she’s chewing a wasp.
‘Nearly midday?’ she asks as she flexes the meaty arms that have grown even more muscly over the last few months of intensive training.
‘Yes. Are they ready?’
‘Yeah. I’ll sort it.’ She disappears inside the barn and a moment later, a grating and whirring announces the opening of the main doors. If we were launching the Castle, our cows would already be out in the fields. Otherwise, they might fall into the cavernous subterranean hangar as the barn’s floor slides open in unison with the doors. But for this operation, the floor is fixed.
The gap between the doors widens, and a few black and white faces poke out, eyes a mix of fear and curiosity. I stand aside, as a shout comes from the farmhouse.
‘Positions, girls. Eyes in the sky over us in sixty seconds.’ Gwendolyn Paine, her ash-grey hair pinned in a tight bun that gives her face a severe, Victorian schoolmistress look, waves from a downstairs window. ‘Quickly, please.’
Pulling my hood up to hide my spiky hair, I turn back to the barn as the first reluctant cow appears, prodded along enthusiastically by Jackie with one of our wooden practise swords. For a city girl, from south of the Thames in London, she’s taken a surprising liking to her makeshift role as head dairymaid, tending to our thirty-strong herd with all the attentiveness of a new mother.
I join in chivvying the lumbering bodies into the yard, leaving them to mill around stacks of newly baled hay when another sound makes me look up to the east.
Against the lilac of a clear sky stained by the pink force field, a line of large white drones hums towards us. They fly at an altitude of five hundred metres, so Ravi and Roly have told me, keeping rigidly in line-abreast formation, and stretching out of sight to the south. To the north the line reaches the edge of BritDome, which disappears into the sea two miles off the Cornish coast.
‘Gotta say, I’m impressed with their punctuality,’ says Danny, coming to stand by me as he puts on his familiar bowler hat. Before his imprisonment in Lyonesse, the hat was a necessity in Britain, to hide his pointy elvereen ears. Now though, after those eighteen months of captivity, his long hair provides a disguise, so the bowler is worn out of habit. And because he likes it.
‘You should ditch the bowler,’ I say, ducking my face away from the drones. ‘They’ll have that in their files.’ Even from this range, I’m afraid they might recognise us, sure that they’re programmed to identify fugitives like me and my friends.
Danny smiles. ‘I’m just an innocent farmhand.’
‘It would make more sense to come at different times of day. They’d catch out more people.’ I allow myself a quick glance up at Danny. Sweat glistens on his dark face. Still handsome, despite the greyness that lingers from his ordeal in the depths of the fortress of Pen Draig.
‘Maybe that isn’t the point,’ he says, as the drones sweep menacingly over the farmyard, tiny black dots peering down from their underbellies; camera lenses, like spider eyes, seeking wrongdoing in the shires. ‘This is about control, Asha. Six double sweeps a day is enough to keep people quiet and in line. Better that than having to station regulators and the Youth Legion in every town and village.’
‘It’ll happen soon enough,’ I grunt in reply, as the drones pass overhead, adjusting their flight path towards Land’s End. Over that jumble of granite rocks, where people used to have their pictures taken against the backdrop of Atlantic breakers, they’ll reverse their course and fly back, first northeast, then eastwards, renewing their inspection before the process repeats in four hours’ time. Other squadrons of these things will be flying across every part of mainland Britain, sweeping for signs of dissent and trouble.
With the drones gone, Gwendolyn comes into the yard. ‘Right, you three can get these beasts out to pasture. Use the field nearest to the Mount.’
The Mount is a small hillock about a kilometre north of the farm, and the field that borders it is one of six that belong to the Terras Head holding. They surround our base, offering a green shield of privacy from prying eyes. Except the ones attached to the drones.
Jackie emerges from a side door of the barn/hangar and tosses me a practise sword. ‘Pour hencourageee les others.’ She gives her own blade a flourish.
‘Stick to Spanish,’ I grin, remembering her virtuoso performance in Salamanca.
There is much bovine grumbling as we herd the cows towards the yard’s northern end. Danny is ahead of us, and he opens a long, metal gate that leads onto a narrow track, hemmed in by high hedges, part of a closed network that offers us access to the rest of the farm. As the unhappy animals crowd past him, he steps back and doffs his bowler to them. 
‘This way, ladies. All the good green grass you can eat, right at the end of the lane.’
Once they’re through the gate, we have little to do as, without understanding, they know the truth of Danny’s words. They trudge on, jostling each other and complaining loudly, their heavy-hoofed feet kicking up dust and clicking over scattered paving stones worn smooth by previous generations of cattle. In the afternoon’s late summer warmth, earthy cow smells blend with the gentle scents of flowers that stipple the hedgerows with delicate colours, inviting an aerial ballet of dancing butterflies and inquisitive bees.   
At the end of the lane, another metal gate awaits. Keeping ahead of the herd, Danny swings it open and the cows spread out into the ankle-high grass beyond.
When the last stragglers have been encouraged out of the lane, I pull the gate shut behind them and, standing beside Jackie and Danny, lean on its rusting frame, watching our charges disperse. A few of them head on towards the Mount, which forms the farm’s northern boundary.
The hill’s near perfect conical shape fascinates me, reminiscent as it is of the ancient mounds of the Norman motte and bailey castles that lie scattered across Britain, relics of a warrior age. Perhaps the Mount is an old fortification. If so, it seems large for such a remote spot, rising over fifty metres above its surroundings.
Normally, my eyes linger on the solitary tree at the Mount’s summit, a yew, according to Gwendolyn. Today, though, my attention is drawn to something else.
The tree is not alone.
‘That hill’s inside our land, yeah?’ Danny asks, squinting towards the Mount.
‘Yes. There shouldn’t be anyone up there.’
‘No footpaths nearby? Maybe they just wanted a look at the view.’
I feel at my side, but then remember that Excalibur is safely locked away in the farmhouse. Too far away to benefit from his wisdom.
The figure on the hill stands unmoving. Staring back at us? It’s just a tiny silhouette, so hard to tell.
I nudge Jackie. ‘How tall is that tree?’
‘Dunno.’
‘I thought you climbed it?’
‘Yea, but I dunno how high it is. Six metres?’
‘Could be a kid,’ Danny offers.
‘Couple of kids,’ Jackie adds.
Sure enough, another figure has joined the first; and now a third, slightly taller, comes to stand beside them. Their line mirrors — or mocks? — my friends and me. From this distance, partly obscured by the gate, we probably appear as mysterious to them as they do to us.
But we belong here.
I’m caught in two minds. Investigate, or ignore the intruders? Are they intruders at all, or, as Danny thinks, some ramblers after a better view? The Mount offers a great vantage point for the coast and Tintagel.
‘What do you reckon?’ Danny asks.
‘They shouldn’t be up there,’ I repeat, playing for time. ‘But if they’re hostile, we should warn the others.’
‘And if they’re just out for a Sunday stroll, we don’t want to draw attention to ourselves,’ Danny finishes my thought.
‘Act casual and let’s go,’ I decide, and turn away from the gate, but after only a few steps I look back, hoping the lane hides me from the watchers on the hill.
Only the watchers have gone.
◆◆◆
 
‘You didn’t see where they went?’ Ravi Patel’s thin bespectacled face stares expectantly at me from across the big oak kitchen table, before he glances at the laptop that sits open between us.
‘They’d gone when I looked back.’ My lingering doubts haven’t been quietened by learning that we don’t have any sort of surveillance on the Mount. It seems odd not to have it covered, with its worryingly good view of Terras Head. 
‘I’ll rig something up, Asha,’ says Roly Dipps, his mop of blond hair damp and plump face flushed from a rigorous exercise routine. Six months ago, Roly was the ultimate couch potato; now, though, after getting badly roughed up on our mission to find Excalibur, he’s vowed to shed his excess weight and muscle up, so that next time he won’t be a walkover.
His experiences in Lyonesse have also dampened his normal humour, and instead of wide-eyed excitement at a possible mystery, he stares mournfully at me. ‘I’m really sorry. I should have thought to put something up there. Do you think they were regulators?’
‘Not your fault, Roly, and no, I don’t think so,’ I say, not sharing what I’m really thinking. What if they were regulators, or youth legionaries, or someone else from an increasingly authoritarian government? Just because we’ve had few of those things in Cornwall so far, doesn’t mean it will stay that way.
The nagging doubt remains as Jen comes into the kitchen. Close on her heels is Lancelot, former Knight of the Round Table, and friend and comrade of King Arthur, who, like Merlin, has been blessed — or cursed — with a scientifically extended life span. He’s become an enthusiastic drillmaster and weapons instructor for our tiny army.
Lancelot rubs at his neatly trimmed grey beard and brushes at the dark combat fatigues he’s wearing, before pouring two glasses of water and handing one to Jen. ‘That was a good session,’ he says, smiling at her. ‘Your strength is really returning. Given a few more months of hard work, you and Danyan should be back to full fitness.’
Jen says nothing. Her face is almost the same colour as Roly’s, and her normally sleek hair hangs dull and limp. There’s a slight tremor in her arm as she lifts the glass to her lips. When she drinks, though, it’s in measured sips, not the gulps I’d expect from someone who looks on the verge of exhaustion. She must sense my inspection, because her grey eyes flick to me and she gives a small shrug before looking away.
Most of the time that seems to be the extent of our communication.
‘I was just telling Ravi and Roly, we had some visitors,’ I say, hoping the heat in my own cheeks isn’t showing.
‘Visitors?’ asks Lancelot. He downs his water in three big gulps then refills the glass. ‘Where?’
‘The Mount. Danny thought they might be walkers out sightseeing.’
Lancelot frowns. ‘It’s supposed to be private land. We might want to take a wander, just to check.’ He puts down the glass and moves to the door. ‘Coming?’
I go to stand but he waves me down. ‘Asha, you stay put. I meant Jen. A brisk stroll will help her warm down. And I want to talk over some of those sword moves we worked on this morning.’
As they leave the kitchen I slump back into my seat. Am I being oversensitive? Lancelot seems to be spending more and more of our precious training time with Jen, leaving Jackie and I, after a few cursory instructions, to our own devices. Which, admittedly, can be more fun.
‘He’s really keen to get her strength and confidence up,’ says Ravi, with a meaningful look and his usual intuition. ‘She still needs to do a lot of work.’
‘She’s still the Merlin Commando, too. Even though I have the sword, maybe they’ll want her to look after it when she’s back to full fitness.’
Ravi grins at my misery. ‘Seriously, Ash? They aren’t going to remove the command sensor from your head.’ He raises a hand to cut off a protest. ‘Excalibur chose you, for whatever reason, to be its guardian. When Arthur is old enough, then, well, then I guess they’ll have to take it out. Unless it works automatically.’
‘Great. I’ll have something ripping my head open.’
Roly sits down next to Ravi. ‘It managed to get inside your brain without doing much harm,’ he reminds me. ‘I reckon it will have a painless procedure to remove itself.’
‘Yeah, right,’ I say. ‘It wasn’t exactly painless the first time round.’
Roly looks at me awkwardly. ‘Sorry. Sorry, yes, I didn’t mean anything. It’s just…’
‘What?’
‘You seem a bit out of sorts,’ Ravi answers for his friend. ‘I mean, no news of your parents.’
‘We know where Mum is,’ I say bitterly. ‘Working with the people at Caliburn Sci-Tech.’
‘Well, your dad, then,’ Ravi says gently. ‘Molly’s been checking all the camp rosters—’
I stand, scraping my chair back noisily. ‘It’s okay, I don’t need reminding.’
‘I’m sorry, Ash, I didn’t mean to upset you,’ says Ravi, his already magnified eyes widening further behind the thick glass of his spectacles. ‘Look, I’ll put the kettle on—’
‘It’s okay. I just need to clear my head,’ I say, moving to the door. ‘I’ll do us a brew when I get back. Fifteen minutes.’
◆◆◆
 
I curse as I leave the building. Why am I being such a prat? Everything seems to wind me up. I look across the yard in time to see Lancelot and Jen disappearing up the northern lane. There’s no sign of anyone else. Should I ignore Lancelot’s instruction and race to catch up? I’m surprised the sword hasn’t chimed in, then remember it’s in the lead-lined security case.
But though Excalibur is mute, a sixth sense prickles at me. Heading in the opposite direction to the Mount, I cross the yard that separates the farmhouse from the barn. At the yard’s southern edge, the combination of gate and lane are mirrored.
I’m unhooking the chain that holds the gate shut when a movement at the periphery of my vision makes me pause. To my right, three single storey outhouses back onto the south side of the barn, their weather-beaten bricks sagging against the towering, corrugated wall like elderly people leaning on a younger relative. Is there something over there?
As if in answer, a small flock of blue tits flutters in and out of the dilapidated buildings, pausing to inspect every weed-choked nook and cranny in search of tasty insects.
Assuming this was what caught my eye, I turn back to the rusting chain, but freeze again as a metallic grating noise comes from the far side of the outhouses. That’s no bird. I slip the chain free and open the gate, then head into the southern lane. Trying to stay as casual as possible, I walk until the lane’s high hedges hide me from the outhouses. Then I creep back towards the gate.
The metallic grating repeats and I peep through a gap in the hedge. Yes, a shadowy figure appears near the farthest outhouse. It lingers for a second before edging a door open and entering.
I reach for my phone, then curse again. It’s probably still in the kitchen. I could walk to the farmhouse, pretending I haven’t seen anything, or take a circuitous route around the east side of the farm. But then the intruder might have gone.
The contrariness I’ve felt all day takes hold. Staying low, I search for a gap in the hedge that will give access to the field nearest the outhouses. Finding one, I wriggle through and sneak towards the buildings, partially hidden by knee-length grass, and watching for more movement.
The figure re-emerges from the outhouse to the left. It’s short and dressed in some sort of waist-length brown jacket, like a cut-off version of the ones favoured by the regulators. Curiously, it wears a green bonnet and tartan skirt. A kilt? And, ominously, a weapon hangs down beside the kilt. A sword? A petite highlander.
The person glances around, making me duck. When I risk looking again, they’re trying the middle door. The ageing wood protests as the door is wrenched open. The figure hesitates on the threshold, then moves quietly inside.
I’m about to crawl forward when two more people appear from the left outhouse. They are both short, and similarly dressed to the first. But one has a large axe strapped to his back.
With furtive glances they disappear inside the second building.
The odds aren’t in my favour but, if I move quickly, I might be able to block them in and then shout for help. Even as I rise and start to run, I know the sensible choice is to get back to the farmhouse and raise the alarm. But I’m already gripped by excitement as I skip over a low ditch that separates the outhouses from the field and launch myself at the open door, sweeping a hand towards the handle to pull it shut and trap these intruders.
Then a figure looms from the doorway.
I swerve to avoid a collision, and a gloved fist narrowly misses my head. But a second swing catches me on the shoulder. Something from Lancelot’s training must have sunk in and I absorb much of the impact with a controlled fall, while kicking out at my attacker’s knees. There’s a grunt of pain, and an angry growl.
I roll away and get to my feet.
A heavily bearded face studies me as I move, a short man, his black eyes keeping me fixed from the furrows of a deeply lined face. Up close, it’s clear his jacket is worn for protection, leather, with small iron rivets dotted across the material like a medieval gambeson. His green bonnet, set at a jaunty angle that belies the warlike face, has a red feather in it, and he wears ankle-length boots and a tartan kilt.
The man utters a guttural, indecipherable sound. But the threat contained in the strange words is obvious as he reaches over his shoulder and produces the axe. He growls another challenge as he steps towards me, hefting the weapon in one hand.
As I move away, one of the others appears at the door. A girl. Red hair frames a strong face like flames licking at the fringes of a forest clearing. She touches the bearded man’s shoulder, then steps past him, sliding a basket-hilted sword from the scabbard at her side. She speaks in the same guttural language, though whether to me or her companion, I don’t know.
Suddenly, with a keening shriek, the girl’s body blurs as she spins past me, a whirl of tartan and leather, to block my escape.
As my eyes go from one to the other, the third person emerges from the outhouse. Another bearded man, though his whiskers are neatly trimmed to a double point below his chin. Silently, he takes station, so that I’m standing at the centre of a triangle.
Make a choice, Asha.
I turn to face the girl, going down on one knee as if I’ve tripped, then spring at her, ducking the blade and wrapping my arms around her, forcing her backwards onto a compost heap next to the ditch. We grapple and roll around, me trying to avoid the sword’s basket guard that she aims at my head. All the time she’s talking to me in the unknown language, growling like her big companion, struggling to release herself from my enveloping arms.
I’m conscious of movement behind me and then I’m hauled off her and jerked around so that I’m face-to-face with the warlike man, his fetid breath on me, his growling words loud in my ears.
And then there’s a louder growl and the man releases his grip, letting me drop unceremoniously to the ground. A big black cat stands on the roof of the middle outhouse, red eyes staring down on the scuffle, white teeth bared in a snarl.
The warlike man and the girl both freeze but the man with the neat beard says something in the foreign language, raises his hands as if to calm his colleagues, then begins to laugh.
‘So, the rumours are true about the Beast of Bodmin,’ he says, speaking English now, though in a heavy Scottish accent. ‘I must say, Merlin Ap-Emrys, you’ve led us a merry dance to find you.’
Merlin slinks along the top of the outhouse, then jumps down, the movement of his body like hot oil poured from the roof. All the time his eyes remain fixed on the intruders.
‘Mab Odinspear. As I live and breathe. What the devil are you doing here?’ Merlin flicks his long tail as he settles back on his haunches. ‘And more to the point, how did you get here?’
Mab Odinspear gives a small shrug. ‘Nice to see you, too.’ He doesn’t seem fazed by the coldness in Merlin’s voice. ‘And as to how, that’s one of the reasons we’re here.’ He turns to the warlike man. ‘Help the wee lassie up, Scree.’
There’s a grunt, a nod, and then a powerful hand drags me to my feet.
‘Well, Miss Knight,’ says Merlin, ‘I imagine this is your first encounter with the dwarves.’ He nods his head at Mab Odinspear. ‘The professor here is an old collaborator of mine.’ His eyes drift to the other two.
‘Aye, you don’t know them,’ says Professor Odinspear. ‘Allow me to introduce the Lady Arwen Firethorn, daughter of Angus Firethorn, Laird of the House of Thorns. And the big laddie is her bodyguard, Scree Oakenwall. Oh, and I generally just go by Mab.’ He gives a flourishing bow. ‘Together, we bring you greetings from Ishkardia.’
The realm of the dwarves. I know that one.
I turn to the Lady Arwen, who gives me a curt nod, a look of mischief sparkling in her deep blue eyes as she sheathes her sword. Scree Oakenwall says nothing but lets the butt of the war axe’s shaft drop to the ground, before resting his hands on the broad-bladed business end.
‘Do you have any idea how much energy it takes me to shapeshift?’ Merlin says irritably. ‘You might have announced you were coming.’
‘And how might we have done that?’ says Mab, raising an eyebrow. ‘Across the great divide? Although, that is actually something else I’ve come to discuss with you.’
Merlin, still unhappy, turns his red eyes on me. ‘And what were you doing, rushing in? Three against one. I thought you had more sense.’
‘They were snooping around,’ I say. ‘I didn’t know they were your friends.’
‘And if they’d been enemies, what would you have done? Lucky that Master Dipps’s security cameras picked them up.’ He turns back to Mab. ‘It was you on the Mount, then?’
‘That wee hill to the north? Aye, that was us.’
‘And why exactly are you rummaging in here? Front door not good enough?’
‘Aye, well, we should maybe have just walked up to yon door and knocked. But a dwarf likes to scout his battlefields, as well you know.’
‘It’s hardly a battlefield,’ says Merlin. ‘And anyway, you’re a scientist, not a warrior.’
‘I’m a warrior,’ Lady Arwen says. Her accent is also Scottish. ‘So is Scree. We were checking for ambushes.’
‘Ambushes?’
‘You can never be too careful,’ says Mab, and he gives Lady Arwen a look that might be a warning. ‘In any case, we’ve come a long way and have much to tell. I hanker after one of those drinks you call tea. Shall we?’
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Lancelot and Jen arrive back at the farmhouse as our procession reaches the door.
‘Found your intruders, then,’ says Lancelot. ‘What brings a party of dwarves to Britannia?’
‘All will be revealed,’ says Mab, bowing. He introduces himself and his companions before nodding to the door. ‘A nice cup of tea and something to eat, young man. That’s what’s needed.’
‘Lancelot’s over fifteen hundred years old,’ says Merlin.
‘Is that so?’ Mab stares at Lancelot with just the right amount of curiosity. ‘You’d be the famed Sir Lancelot, I take it? Shared a wee bit of the old man’s magic, then?’
‘Science,’ Merlin grumbles.
‘Just plain Lancelot, now, Professor,’ says Lancelot. ‘And yes, I suppose I have.’
‘Asha,’ Merlin growls, ‘assemble everyone in the living room and ask Gwendolyn to arrange refreshments for our guests. I will need to change.’
As he slinks off to his inner sanctum — a couple of rooms in the loft that he’s designated Merlin Only areas — something Mab said comes back to me. The Beast of Bodmin. Not just the Beast of Waterchurch, then. I’ll have to ask him.
Inside, more introductions are made, and I usher our guests into the low-ceilinged living room, which is now quite crowded. Danny and Jackie help me move some chairs in from the kitchen, as Jake Creedy, pilot of the Camelot Castle, enters. He’s back from a visit to our troowin allies, the amphibians who possess a secret base under Tintagel Head and who helped construct the Castle.
Ever cheerful, Jake’s weather-beaten face wrinkles into a smile as he’s introduced to the three dwarves, asking roguishly where the other four are; the bad taste joke earns him a look from me.
‘Very droll, Mister Creedy, very droll,’ says Mab, the only one of our guests to understand what Jake’s talking about.
Jake, still smiling, slumps into one of a pair of old armchairs that flank an equally worn sofa.
As he does so, Gwendolyn enters, with a large plate of biscuits, followed closely by Ravi and Roly, who carry trays full of steaming mugs.
‘Roland has tea, Ravi coffee. Do please help yourselves,’ Gwendolyn orders, as she places the biscuits on a low table.
Our guests are encouraged to the sofa at the centre of the room. Scree sits awkwardly at one end, his war axe propped incongruously beside him. Danny makes a beeline for Jen, sitting next to her on one of the dining chairs.
When everyone is organised, we sip and nibble in polite silence, until Merlin sweeps into the room. Back in human form, and dressed in a lab coat, he closes the door loudly, and waves away a hot drink as he makes his way to stand in front of the open and empty fireplace that dominates one side of the room. The old TV set that used to stand in the corner has been replaced by a large flatscreen that hangs from the wall above the hearth.
Merlin picks up the TV’s remote and turns it over in his hands without switching on the screen. ‘Right, can I assume all introductions have been made?’ We nod and he grunts. ‘Now, Mab, perhaps we can start with a few explanations.’
‘Of how we got here and why we came?’
‘I assume you risked the universal portal in London—’
‘What, and have to escape that monstrous city with nosey humans staring at us, and not a bean of your British money between us for train fares? No, no.’
Mab takes something from a bag that sits at his side. ‘My dear friend, I used this.’ He extends an arm towards Merlin, then opens his hand to reveal what appears to be the golden case of an old-fashioned pocket watch.
‘What?’ says Merlin, peering at the object. ‘And exactly what is this?’
Mab uses his thumb to flip a catch on the object’s side. The lid snaps open to reveal a glowing, flattened sphere. Tiny spits of blue light skitter across the surface, as it revolves very slowly inside the case.
‘You’ll always have the bragging rights for creating the bubble realms, and the interdimensional bridges that link them to Britannia,’ says Mab, his face faintly illuminated by the ice-blue light emanating from the palm of his hand, ‘but behold, the key and workings to the first fully portable bridge.’
‘I — what? What?’ Merlin’s eyes have widened as he stares at the object in Mab’s hand. ‘You mean, you’ve, you’ve—’
‘Cracked the way to create a temporary bridge, and a double portal, all integrated directly into a key.’ He closes the lid and runs a stumpy finger over the intricate patterns engraved in the gold. As he does so, a line of tiny symbols, glowing red, appears on the lid. ‘With a few tweaks for different geographies, and the right coordinates programmed in, we can use this wee thing to teleport to any place in Albion, from any place we happen to be.’ He grins at the look on Merlin’s face. ‘We’ve been testing it over the last month. This was our fourth jump to find you.’
‘Where have you been looking?’ Merlin says weakly.
‘The usual places. Glastonbury. South Cadbury. The Forest of Camlann.’ He flicks at the twin forks of his beard. ‘We had a close shave with some laddies in orange boiler suits in those woods. Friends of yours?’
‘Caliburn Sci-Tech security,’ says Merlin. ‘And no. Definitely not friends. Tintagel was your fourth guess?’
‘It made sense. But even then, I wasn’t sure where’d you’d be.’
Merlin glances at Ravi and Roly. ‘But we’ve detected no energy bursts. How can you have activated a portal without the usual power signatures?’
Mab grins again. ‘Aye well, we’ve also found a way to shield the signature and reduce the power needed. If we have a portable bridge, it seemed sensible to make sure we could conceal its use.’ He takes a swig of tea from a mug decorated with dancing cats. ‘No point in letting an enemy know you’re coming.’
‘We’re not the enemy,’ says Merlin.
‘You know what I mean. We’ve had to be careful how we move.’
‘You’re not exactly dressed for twenty-first century Britain,’ Lancelot observes drily.
‘Some habits die hard,’ says Mab. ‘Anyway, it takes about five days for the battery to recharge.’ He looks around the room. ‘That will be about two-and-a-half days we’ll be away from Ishkardia.’
‘Just as time moves six times faster in Lyonesse,’ Merlin reminds us, ‘so time only travels at half the speed in Ishkardia. Something to do with the way we folded space to create the bubbles.’
‘We’ve already been here a day,’ Mab continues, ‘trekking the fields and woods in search of you. Then I remembered something about an old farm … Terras Head. And here we are.’
‘Indeed.’
‘Three travellers from a distant realm, in need of bed and board for four days, until this wee beastie can get us home.’ He takes another sip of tea. ‘Splendid. Remind me to relieve you of some teabags before we go. In the meantime, I want to talk to you about this, and an idea I have about using it to open regular communications between the Seven Realms.’
‘Not possible. You think I haven’t tried—’
‘Ah, but would you have said a portable bridge was possible?’ Mab asks.
‘No, but—’
‘But nothing. You know yourself, Merlin, Albion needs to be better prepared. Evil doesn’t lay idle for long. There are already signs in Ishkardia.’
‘The Storm King?’ Merlin asks.
‘I could nay rule it out,’ says Mab.
‘What signs?’ Lancelot asks.
Mab takes another drink before answering. ‘You’re familiar with Ishkardia?’
‘A long time ago, but yes,’ Lancelot confirms.
‘Aye, well, there have been problems with our crops, our animals. The weather.’ He drains his mug and puts it back on the tray. ‘Not the normal things you’d expect. And not widespread yet. But worrying, all the same.’
‘And you’re sure it isn’t just natural phenomena?’ Merlin asks.
‘The barley blight is like nothing I’ve ever seen, and cattle have been dropping dead. Not a mark on them.’ Mab shrugs. ‘Then there are strange noises and lights emanating from the Badlands.’ He jiggles the golden case in his hand. ‘We could certainly use a second opinion. And a regular way of staying in touch.’
‘I’m not sure your leaders would be that pleased to see me,’ says Merlin, without elaborating.
‘If we could open up a reliable way of communicating,’ says Mab, ‘we’ll be better prepared when the storm breaks.’ He holds up the golden case. ‘And with a few of these, we could move quickly to strike an enemy wherever—’
‘The Badlands,’ Merlin cuts in. ‘Tell me about the Badlands.’
‘Aye, well, reports of movement where there shouldn’t be movement. Unidentified figures roaming beyond the inner boundary.’ He glances around the room. ‘Ah, I assume most of you don’t understand the constraints of the bubble realms?’ He pops the golden container back inside his jacket and then holds his hands as if he’s working on a potter’s wheel. ‘Each realm is encased in a series of barriers.’ He looks at Merlin. ‘Which reminds me, the pink beastie that you have above you now. Is it a bubble realm? You’ll have to brief me on that, too.’
‘You’d have to talk to the government about that,’ says Merlin.
‘Is that so?’ says Mab. ‘Well, the realms are protected by three barriers, inner, middle and outer. Nothing can survive between the last two, but it’s possible to venture outside the inner barrier, though unhealthy to linger there for long. That’s the area we call the Badlands.’
‘Has the Pendrakken sent patrols to investigate?’ asks Merlin.
‘The what?’ Roly blurts out, earning a sharp look from Merlin that makes him blush.
‘He’s reluctant to,’ says Mab, then smiles at Roly. ‘The Pendrakken is like a king or a president, laddie. He chairs the Drakstadler, the dwarfish parliament, if you will; the place where the three houses of the dwarf realm make policy and settle their differences.’
‘Three houses?’ I ask, not as bashful as Roly about interrupting the flow.
Mab runs a finger across the twin forks of his beard. ‘I can see I should have brought the History of Ishkardia, though as none of you read dwarfish, I’d still have to translate it. We have three clans, lassie, House of Thistles, House of Ilex and House of Thorns’ — he nods to his companions — ‘the last being the noble house to which we belong. We rotate the leadership of Ishkardia, and therefore the chair of the Drakstadler, every five years. That way each of the three houses has its turn at wielding power, but none holds it for long enough to do the others lasting damage. The current Pendrakken is Lucidius Lupus Gladio, from the House of Ilex.’ He does little to hide his apparent distaste.
‘Not a very dwarfish name,’ says Jake.
Mab nods. ‘Aye, well. Strange folk, House Ilex. Always had a fascination for the Romans. Those laddies never treated us particularly well, but when they left Britannia, House Ilex wanted to follow them to the Middle Sea. But then the Saxons came.’ His face darkens, and he looks at Merlin. ‘Without the bubble realms … the debt we owe you is hard to repay, but maybe this’ — he pulls out the gold case and waves it again — ‘is a start.’
‘Indeed,’ says Merlin impatiently. ‘But what is the Drakstadler doing?’
‘Not a lot, beyond the usual arguments.’ Mab points to the axe next to Scree Oakenwall. ‘It’s better than our old ways of settling disputes, but it does make everything … slow.’
‘And what about Angus Firethorn?’ Merlin asks. ‘He was never one to sit back and do nothing.’
‘Since his term as Pendrakken ended three years ago, he’s taken little interest in politics.’ Mab glances at Arwen. ‘But, oh aye, don’t you worry. If a time comes when you need help, you’ll be able to count on Angus’s support. Just as you did against the Nazis, Taliesin’s last little mischief.’ He reaches for the untouched mugs on the table, selecting one with a highland cow motif. ‘I’ll have a wee spot more of this brew.’
‘That time for help might be close at hand, old friend,’ says Merlin, gravely.
‘You’ll have trouble convincing the Drakstadler that Taliesin could return,’ says Mab, ‘and without Arthur—’
‘We have Arthur,’ Roly blurts.
Mab looks quizzically at Roly, then Merlin, who, in the style of an old teacher delivering a lecture, tells of the clone Arthur’s birth, kidnap and subsequent rescue. When he’s finished, Mab puts his mug down and claps his hands.
‘Such a tale would be well received around Ishkardia’s campfires. But I warn you, having the boy won’t be enough, if he doesn’t wield Excalibur.’
‘We’ve got the sword, too,’ I say, beating Merlin to the answer and earning a thunderous look from him.
‘You do?’ says Mab, with genuine interest. He glances at Arwen again. ‘I told you this would nay be a wasted trip. Excellent news indeed. And no doubt another rare story to go with its finding?’
I smile at my friends. ‘You could say that.’
Mab looks back at Merlin. ‘Might we be granted a viewing?’
Merlin frowns. ‘This isn’t a museum.’
‘But the sword of power,’ Mab persists, ‘the sword. A weapon lost for centuries. A weapon any self-respecting dwarf would love to feel the weight of in his hands. Even if only for a moment or two.’
‘If you really must,’ says Merlin.
‘I must,’ says Mab. There’s a gleam in his eyes that the Lady Arwen shares. Scree, the bodyguard, sits impassively at the end of the sofa, apparently unmoved by his companions’ sudden excitement.
‘Very well,’ says Merlin. ‘Asha, if you would?’
Excalibur’s slim lead-lined case stands upright inside a corner cupboard in the kitchen pantry. A strange place to house such an important treasure, but we’ve reasoned that a thief wouldn’t bother with the cupboards in here. In any case, they’d need to get through one of Roly’s locks, which requires a seven-digit code.
I punch the numbers into a bulky keypad. As it opens to reveal Excalibur, hanging in a cradle next to its red and gold scabbard, I realise I’m not alone. I swing round.
The Lady Arwen stands there, her eyes flicking from me to the sword. I didn’t hear her approach.
‘Is that what all the fuss is about?’ she says, glittering eyes lingering now on Excalibur’s burnished blade.
‘Yes. Was there something else you wanted?’ I ask, as I casually remove the sword.
She looks up at me and smiles. ‘You have latrines in your dwelling?’
‘What? You mean a toilet? Yes, yes of course.’ I close the armoured case and wait to hear the locks click into place, then retreat from the pantry and usher Arwen into the hall. ‘Second door on the left.’
She nods, then with another glance at the sword, marches down the hall and into the bathroom.
I return to the living room and give Excalibur to Merlin, who in turn offers it to Mab. He stands to take it.
It’s like watching Merlin start to change from man to panther, as the dwarf’s face transforms from an expression of scientific curiosity to one of religious rhapsody.
‘Oh, my. Now will you look at that.’ He turns the sword in his hand, lifting it up so that its tip scuffs the low-beamed ceiling, before drawing the handle closer to his face to inspect the gems. Gems stolen from a king’s crown to provide power to the sentient sword.
‘Well, now. Well indeed.’ Mab gently taps the Black Prince’s ruby, before swivelling the sword and running a finger over the Saint Edward sapphire. His cheeks reflect the shimmering blue-red light emanating from the precious stones. ‘A true thing of wonder. I never thought to hold it in my own hands. Well now.’
He is still savouring a private ecstasy for the blade when his reverie is interrupted by a voice from the doorway.
‘May I try it?’ The Lady Arwen strolls to the centre of the room. Reluctantly, Mab hands Excalibur to her.
She gives the blade a swift, business-like slash, narrowly missing Mab, then briefly inspects the power gems, before reversing the handle and returning Excalibur to Merlin.
‘It’s just a sword.’
Mab looks aghast but then he clears his throat. ‘It’s more than that, lassie. Far more. It’s a symbol of power and unity in Albion.’
‘I thought you said we’d never have unity in the kingdom?’ Arwen says mischievously. She flicks a hand casually at Excalibur. ‘You also said only Arthur can wield it to its full potential. Without him, it’s just another weapon. And no match for dwarfish steel.’
‘I can wield it,’ I say.
Arwen’s blue eyes fix me, and she inclines her head to one side. ‘Would you be up for showing us?’
‘You don’t believe me?’
‘Oh, she can, she can,’ Roly says hurriedly, with some of his old enthusiasm. ‘It’s planted a little chip in her h—’
‘We don’t have time for this,’ says Merlin, raising his voice to silence Roly.
‘Can she wield the sword?’ Arwen says.
Merlin hesitates but then nods.
‘How is that possible?’ Arwen persists. ‘Excalibur is Arthur’s sword. How can some nobody—’
‘I’m not nobody.’ I reach for the sword. ‘And I’d be happy to give you a demonstration.’
‘Enough of this, ladies, please,’ says Merlin. He hands Excalibur back to me. ‘Be so good as to put this in its box.’
Arwen moves to block my path. ‘Do you believe it, Mab?’
‘If Merlin says so, then aye, lassie, I do.’
Arwen steps aside and gives me a mock bow. ‘Then I’ll look forward to that demonstration.’
◆◆◆
 
By the time I return from securing Excalibur, the conversation has moved on to a brief update of life in Britain. A series of images is playing across the TV screen on the wall, stills and news video, as Merlin recounts the impact of the Closing, the creation of BritDome, the apparent coup orchestrated by former home secretary and now acting prime minister, Lilith Lipscombe, and Caliburn Sci-Tech’s attempts to release the Storm King, Taliesin, from his interdimensional prison.
‘Your own people rebelled, then?’ Mab asks, with mixed admiration and surprise, after hearing about the riots in Oxford and London and the rise of the Youth Legion. ‘I’d always thought the inhabitants of Britannia to be a wee bit apathetic about such things.’ He glances down to his tartan kilt. ‘Except the laddies that reside north of the Wall, of course.’
‘It was hardly a rebellion,’ says Lancelot. ‘Just a lot of desperate people at the end of their tether with a useless government.’
‘Isn’t that how all rebellions start?’ Mab says.
‘The trouble is being suppressed in most of the country,’ Merlin puts in. He flicks a switch on the TV remote and a map of Britain appears. ‘They’ve divided us into five districts, north, central and southern England, Scotland and Wales.’
‘What about the people across the water?’ Mab asks.
‘Northern Ireland? Abandoned, as far as we can tell. They’re outside BritDome.’
‘We took the Castle on a cruise up the Irish Sea,’ says Jake. ‘The force field runs all along the coast of mainland Britain. Two miles out, all the way up.’
‘Quite a lot of refugees made it over there,’ says Merlin.
‘And on some pretext of a major exercise, most of the country’s armed forces were relocated there before the shield was raised,’ says Lancelot.
‘And you’re certain these Caliburn people are trying to engineer a way back for your brother?’ Mab asks.
‘I stood face-to-face with Taliesin in their experimental portal.’ In my head, I see the tall, lean man, Merlin’s identical twin brother, wreathed in acrid smoke and backed by a building in flames. ‘We stopped him then.’
‘Aye, well, that was a thing well done, lassie,’ says Mab. ‘But I wonder if he’s found a backdoor into Albion all the same.’
‘The people in the Badlands?’ asks Lancelot.
Mab pauses and strokes his beard. ‘Of course, it’s much more likely that it’s…’ He trails off.
‘Well?’ Merlin says impatiently.
‘Like everyone else,’ says Mab, ‘we have our share of bandits and ne’er-do-wells.’
‘But you think it’s something more?’ Lancelot asks.
‘A bad feeling,’ says Mab.
‘Enough to bring you here,’ says Merlin.
‘I was coming anyway, to share my discovery and seek your help. I thought we might renew our collaboration.’ He pats his jacket. ‘With this wee beastie, we could see more of each other. And perhaps even set up that regular communication.’
‘I’m not even sure where we’d begin with that,’ says Merlin, switching back to scientific mode.
‘I wondered about a fixed link using the existing bridges.’
‘But without the usual power signature,’ says Roly, blushing again. ‘I mean, erm, if you wanted to communicate in secret.’
Mab turns to Roly. ‘A bit of a scientist, eh, laddie?’
‘Messrs Dipps and Patel are extremely useful when it comes to turning theory into practice,’ says Merlin, with unusual generosity. ‘They can certainly add to our brains trust.’
‘Well, we have four days to play with some ideas,’ says Mab, nodding to Ravi and Roly. ‘And if at the end of that time we’re no further forward, at least we’ll have made a start.’
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With Ravi and Roly hidden away in the underground lab, helping Merlin and Mab Odinspear, and Jen and Danny still excused some of the farm’s day-to-day duties, Jackie and I have twice as many chores. As well as moving our small herd of cows around, milking and mucking out, and making sure there’s nothing incriminating for the regular drone flybys to spot, we’re also helping Gwendolyn feed our temporarily swelled ranks.
It doesn’t feel much like a warrior’s life, although we haven’t abandoned our regular training sessions with Lancelot. And now we have two extra students, as the Lady Arwen and her bodyguard, Scree, join us.
Not that Scree is a student. Barrel-chested, with arms as broad as my thighs, his gnarled face shows signs of old battles, while his dark eyes watch the world suspiciously, no doubt honed by his duties of guarding Arwen.
And that’s probably not an easy task. It’s soon clear that she’s proud and headstrong, quick to share her opinions and reluctant to back down. She’s also nimble and fast on her feet, combining the grace of a ballet dancer with the physical prowess of an athlete. In that way she reminds me of Jen, whose strength and gymnastic elegance are steadily returning. She and Arwen seem to be hitting it off together, too, which fuels my sullenness.
Arwen adds to this by doing nothing to hide her disappointment at the lack of a demonstration of Excalibur’s powers. And she scoffs at our wooden practise swords.
But Lancelot is unmoved. ‘There are plenty of people out there keen to do us some damage, my lady,’ he says, on the third day of the dwarves’ stay, ‘so I’d rather not make it easy for them through self-inflicted injuries. Now, let’s run through that blocking move again.’
‘This is play for little children,’ Arwen complains, though with an air of amused resignation.
I’m inclined to agree with her. The dull thock thock thock of wooden blades clashing together in the sticky August heat is becoming tedious, and I’m like a robot going through a pre-programmed routine as I cut and block and step forward and cut and—
‘Asha. Pay attention.’ Satisfied I’m focusing again, Lancelot continues. ‘It’s quite handy having Mister Oakenwall and his battle axe. I’d like to invite him to show it in action against a sword.’ He nods to Scree. ‘I’ve seen axes like that win battles. In the right hands.’
‘Oh, it’s in the right hands, Sir Lancelot.’ Arwen grins at Scree. ‘Before these babysitting duties, he was the Pendrakken’s champion for five years.’
Scree says nothing but gives a small growl of disapproval. Arwen winks at him.
‘Your father?’ Lancelot asks.
‘Aye. Scree made light work of the best that Ilex and Thistle could muster.’
‘Shouldn’t you be the House of Thistles?’ I ask. ‘I mean, you dress like you’re in a Scottish clan. And you sound Scottish.’
‘Klek moch tag vern,’ Arwen says, her voice guttural and rasping. ‘Misk saakk tag veemu jugen desh.’
‘What does it mean?’ I ask the invited question, even though I’m certain she’s mocking me.
‘You don’t want to know,’ Lancelot cuts in. ‘And we have twenty minutes before the next drone sweep, so let’s crack on.’ He turns to face the impassive Scree. ‘Time to demonstrate how to defend against an axe. Scree, if you will?’
Scree looks Lancelot up and down then, with a small shrug of his broad shoulders, lifts the axe. He flourishes the weapon, twisting its wooden shaft between his gnarled fingers, spinning the blade with the same ease as if he were whirling a drum major’s baton.
‘Remember, this is just a demonstration,’ says Lancelot, saluting Scree with his wooden sword, ‘and you could make matchsticks out of this with a couple of hefty blows.’
‘One blow.’ The rumbling words hang heavily in the air, then the axe is sweeping from nowhere.
Lancelot’s practise sword comes up, ready to deflect the attack, but he steps lightly to the side and the axe slices harmlessly past.
Scree turns and now brings the axe in a wide sweep towards Lancelot’s neck. He ducks under its path and rolls, coming onto his feet with the sword at what would have been Scree’s back, but the heavily muscled dwarf is surprisingly agile. He’s already facing the threat, swinging the axe in a glittering arc that looks as if it will take Lancelot’s head. He in turn rolls away again and springs up out of Scree’s reach.
‘This is supposed to be a demonstration,’ I shout. ‘He’s trying to kill him.’
‘Scree’s highly skilled,’ says Arwen, apparently unmoved. ‘And he loves to attack.’
The two fighters eye each other from a safe distance but the lull is short lived. Scree leaps forward, the axe whirling, as Lancelot’s long legs take him out of danger. Scree turns again, the blade blurring and shimmering in the sunlight, as he presses Lancelot, but the knight is guiding the movement and, with his back now to the sun, he attacks.
The sword sweeps down towards the dwarf’s head, but the axe is coming up to meet it. Mid stroke, Lancelot changes his target, and the sweep becomes a low slice. Scree’s response is so fast, I gasp. He pulls back from the sword and slams the axe down on it with a cry of triumph.
There’s a crunching, splintering sound, and the sword flies into pieces.
‘One blow,’ repeats Scree, then with a grunt, he lets the haft slide back through his hands and his face returns to a look of neutral disinterest.
‘When are you going to show us how to defend against an axe, Sir Lancelot?’ Arwen asks innocently.
Lancelot dusts himself down. He looks sourly at Scree, but then gives him a formal nod. ‘Like I said, I’ve seen battles won by axemen.’ He studies the shattered stub of his wooden sword and grins. ‘I think that’s enough for today. Let’s get inside before the drones come.’
◆◆◆
 
We’re seated around the kitchen table with regulation post-training drinks when there’s a commotion from the pantry. As well as Excalibur’s case and normal pantry items, it houses the lift that serves the underground hangar and lab. Merlin emerges, leading an excited procession of fellow eggheads into the room.
‘This might work, you know,’ he says, eyes bright. ‘I’d never considered how we might use the Einstein-Rosen Theory to adapt our bridges.’
‘They were bright fellows,’ says Mab, who is equally animated. ‘Bright fellows indeed. But there must be risks?’
Merlin pats Roly on the shoulder. ‘Not if this young man’s idea could be made to work.’
‘Aye, well, it was eloquent indeed,’ says Mab. ‘And young Master Patel’s suggestions, too.’
‘What’s happening?’ I ask.
‘We have a theoretical way to send messages across the bridges,’ says Merlin. ‘Not really a telephone line, but possibly a carrier wave that can be embedded without the need to always activate the bridge to send and receive.’ Merlin walks to the sink, picks out a mug, inspects it, then fills it with water. ‘It means we could link the Seven Realms and keep everyone informed of Taliesin’s movements.’
‘We still need to work out how the time differences would affect the carrier,’ says Ravi. He takes off his glasses and squeezes the bridge of his nose. ‘It’s no good if the messages take too long to arrive or are too fast to be interpreted.’
‘I’m sure we can overcome that,’ says Merlin, refilling the mug. ‘And we could set up regular contact times. It just means they’d have different intervals in each realm.’
‘This all sounds remarkable,’ says Gwendolyn, interrupting the flow as she bustles into the kitchen, ‘but it’s time now for our weekly dose of propaganda. Bring your own refreshments.’
On one evening a week there’s a government information briefing. It’s something they first did back in the days of the pandemic. Lilith Lipscombe has reintroduced it and made it required viewing. We’ve even picked up rumours that people are being stopped in the streets of big cities by the regulators, to test their knowledge of the latest broadcast. Another excuse to hassle and arrest the innocent.
‘Are the others online yet?’ asks Merlin, stationing himself beside the big TV screen in the living room.
‘Let’s see,’ says Gwendolyn, picking up a remote and pressing a few buttons. The screen splits into four. On the left side, one half shows a holding card for the TV news channel. On the right side, two familiar faces appear, one an elderly lady with neatly coiffured snow-white hair; the other a man with bulbous eyes that stare at us from under a mop of equally white hair that looks like it’s recently experienced the full force of a hurricane.
‘Hi Molly. Hi Bedivere,’ I say, waving at the screen.
‘My dears, I hope you’re all safe and well?’ says Molly Parker, returning my wave.
‘Fine here,’ Roly says. The scientific progress and Merlin’s warm praise have lifted his spirits.
‘Excellent. And how goes the training?’
‘Good. A kilo in the last week.’
‘And you aren’t even allowing yourself one or two cakes?’
‘Nope,’ he says, brightly. ‘How is life in the real world?’
‘Quite quiet in Waterchurch,’ says Molly, ‘though having the southwestern headquarters of the Youth Legion near here does remind me of the War. So many young people in uniform,’ she adds, wistfully. She squints at the screen. ‘And now, I see you have some new faces among you?’
Merlin introduces the three dwarves, who once again take pride of place on the sofa. The rest of us find spots around the room to sit, lean or perch.
‘So, you are Sir Bedivere,’ says Mab, nodding to the wild-haired man.
‘Indeed, indeed,’ says Bedivere. ‘Greetings from my Oxford bubble, yes, yes. Visitors from Ishkardia, I presume?’
‘Aye, you have the truth of it,’ Mab replies.
‘We have a few moments before the government briefing,’ says Merlin, ignoring the other greetings and getting straight down to business. ‘Anything to report on your investigation of the riots?’
‘I think Lancelot’s theory may be right,’ says Bedivere, clearly unfazed by Merlin’s abrupt tone. ‘I’ve run through most of the CCTV footage Ravi and Roly sent me.’
‘Lancelot’s theory?’ asks Molly.
‘He speculated that the riots were a set up,’ says Bedivere. ‘Triggered to turn peaceful demonstrations into a crisis that gave this Lipscombe woman an excuse to introduce martial law.’
‘Except it isn’t the army that’s enforcing it,’ Ravi points out. ‘I think it’s closer to say it’s regulator law.’
‘When Ravi and Roly were scanning through some of the footage,’ I say, ‘they recognised a couple of kids from Camlann High among the rioters.’
‘Charlie Jannerson was one of ’em,’ Jackie says sullenly. Charlie was Jackie’s friend, before being carted off to Caliburn Sci-Tech’s Hut Thirteen for conversion.
‘Agent provocateurs,’ says Bedivere. ‘Rather clever, really. I’ve spent the last fortnight trawling through the CCTV captures. I’m using a neat little programme of mine to check faces against the IDs of youth legionaries, supplied by another fine piece of Master Patel’s hacking.’
Ravi gives a modest shrug. ‘Not difficult. How many hits so far, Bedi?’
‘Over two hundred, dear fellow,’ Bedivere says a little too cheerfully, ‘spread between all three groups of demonstrators.’ He sniffs and studies a fingernail. ‘Worked very well, too. Whipped up the crowds beautifully.’
‘Do we have a final number for the rioters?’ I ask.
‘Only what the authorities have been parroting around,’ says Bedivere. ‘Close to ninety thousand. A great many of them have been put into the new detention camps. The ones they caught or rounded up afterwards, anyway.’ He shakes his head. ‘I think we can assume the younger ones have been sent for conditioning before joining the Youth Legion.’
There’s a beep signalling six o’clock, and a lectern flanked by Union Jacks appears in the top left corner. As a sonorous voice announces the arrival of the acting prime minister, a slim, dark-haired woman walks to the lectern, pausing to arrange a few sheets of paper. Incongruously, she’s dressed in dark combat fatigues, a bit like the ones we wear.
‘Uh-oh, this is different,’ says Jake Creedy from the doorway.
‘Lilith Lipscombe, I presume?’ Mab asks.
‘Why the outfit?’ asks Lancelot.
‘People of Britain,’ Lipscombe begins, her thin lips barely moving, ‘in the days of crisis that we face’—
‘Your ruddy fault we’re in crisis,’ mutters Jake, who is immediately shushed by Gwendolyn.
— ‘we must remain alert to the growing threats to our sovereignty, posed by shadowy groups of disaffected citizens. And it is with a mixture of both anguish and joy that I start my report this evening with news that our regulator service has successfully foiled a coup d’état, led by some of the highest people in the land.’
‘What about the coup she led?’ asks Ravi. Unlike Jake, nobody shushes him.
‘Thanks to the courage, determination and meticulous work of our Regulator Special Investigation Branch, the plot was unmasked, and the perpetrators, including members of the Combined General Staff and senior police officers, arrested.’ She shifts the notes on the lectern, while a look of pain crosses her face. ‘But my joy at this success is tempered with anguish, as I must report to you now that one of those involved in the plot was the King himself.’
‘That’s rubbish,’ I say.
‘Backed by foreign powers,’ Lipscombe continues, ‘including erstwhile allies, the King has abandoned his responsibilities and his country, fleeing in the dead of night.’
‘Jolly brave to make a getaway,’ Bedivere comments.
‘But his fellow conspirators were not so lucky and tonight they are safely under lock and key, their places of responsibility and leadership now filled by loyal colleagues.’
She pauses to turn a page. ‘I share this news with you as reassurance that the government continues to have your interests as its highest priority. And, as the King has betrayed and forsaken you, this administration will no longer be His Majesty’s government. From midnight tonight, Great Britain will once more be a republic.’
‘You what?’ says Jake.
‘Abolish the monarchy?’ says Gwendolyn, eyes wide.
‘Once more a republic?’ asks Roly.
‘Oliver Cromwell,’ says Lancelot. ‘The Interregnum.’
‘This joyous opportunity is a chance for us to refresh our national character and identity,’ Lipscombe continues, ‘to rediscover the glories of our sacred history and renew our march to the sunlit uplands you have so long been promised, but which have stayed tantalisingly out of reach.’
She hesitates, as if unsure what to say next; though it’s almost certainly for show. A little piece of theatre for her audience. ‘All progress comes with sacrifice, and I know that most of you have given much to help us on this difficult journey. And while there are sacrifices to come, if bravely born we will be triumphant. Together.’
‘Triumphant against what?’ asks Ravi.
‘Who,’ says Merlin. ‘Us, probably. And everyone outside BritDome.’
‘Yet there are still those who refuse to lend a hand or submit to the collective needs of our country.’ At this, an image flashes up behind her, showing a line of people, stumbling wearily along in chains, flanked by angry-looking regulators in their ankle-length brown leather coats.
‘Those you see on your screen are some of the dangerous individuals who would continue to disturb our peace and fight against our bright future. Some helped the former king to escape our shores.’ Though most of the prisoners are dressed in civilian clothes, here and there in the shuffling line are people in army or navy uniforms. ‘Others have been hiding people above the age of fifty who have refused our reasonable requests to register with the regulators. Some are taking more than the living food ration or refusing to let their children join the Youth Legion.’ At this point she leans forward over the lectern, dark eyes boring into us. ‘The very same organisation that saved the former king from the mob in Parliament Square in February.’
‘With what remains of our armed forces confined to barracks until we can assess the depth of the conspiracy, and with our police constabularies similarly under investigation, I am also announcing tonight a significant increase in the ranks of the regulator service. It is our intention that, by year’s end, every town in the land will benefit from their presence.’
The screen cuts away to a drone view of the countryside, backed by some stirring music.
‘Oh,’ says Lancelot, ‘our heroes.’
‘They can’t do that,’ Roly exclaims. ‘I mean, I mean, the armed forces. Confined to barracks?’
‘Most of them are in Ireland, safe outside BritDome,’ says Lancelot.
‘Why didn’t they just fit them with mind controls?’ I ask. I glance at Jen, who looks away.
‘I believe the devices quite literally require young minds to be effective,’ says Merlin. ‘In other words, brains that have not completed their development.’
‘What about the teachers at my old school?’ I ask, remembering how they didn’t recognise me after my father was kidnapped. ‘They denied I even existed.’
‘Some form of non-invasive brain conditioning?’ says Merlin. ‘They must have intermediate and short-term solutions. Hypnosis? Drugs?’
‘Has that woman finished?’ asks Danny. ‘I’m getting hungry.’
As if answering his query, Lipscombe reappears. ‘And so, people of Britain, I come before you tonight to pledge a better future, as we take our first tentative steps into a new age. All I ask is that you help my colleagues and me to govern this great country of ours. Obey the rules, observe the curfew, and do whatever is required to assist the regulators and our fine youth legionaries, as they continue the work of rooting out the naysayers, the doom-mongers and the traitors who have so infested our land and threatened our peace.’ She sweeps her right hand across her chest in the clenched-fist salute of the Youth Legion.
‘In Britannia we trust.’
The left side of the screen returns to the news holding picture, but now a silver lightning bolt, the emblem of the Youth Legion, is superimposed on it.
‘Well, that was fun,’ says Lancelot. ‘And Britannia, not Britain. Interesting.’
‘No mention of a general election then,’ says Gwendolyn. ‘I think we can assume the next step will be the abolition of Parliament?’
‘I’d imagine it’s already abolished,’ says Merlin. ‘Just a rubber-stamping exercise. They must be confident of their plans for Taliesin’s return.’
‘You’re sure that’s what they’re planning?’ Mab asks.
‘We believe so. Our pink prison and the Youth Legion confirm the link between the new government and Caliburn Sci-Tech,’ says Merlin, ‘and we know they’re trying to bring Taliesin back.’
‘Then it seems our visit was timely indeed,’ says Mab, standing. ‘As we head back to Ishkardia tomorrow, I suggest a quick supper before returning to our work.’
‘Surely you can stay longer?’ says Merlin. ‘You don’t have to use the portal the moment it’s recharged?’
‘No,’ says Mab, ‘but with things as they are, I’ll be wanting to share this news.’ He nods at Lady Arwen. ‘In any case, the lassie’s parents would not be happy for me to keep her away from them for more than a few days.’ He laughs. ‘They’ll worry she’s being indoctrinated with human ways.’
‘No chance of that,’ says Arwen, giving me a look. I stick out my tongue, but then manage a smile.
‘We can return soon to continue our collaborations,’ Mab says soothingly.
Merlin nods. ‘Very well. Then let’s not waste time. Gwendolyn, a buffet tea seems in order. Something we can take back to the lab.’
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On the day the dwarves are due to return to Ishkardia, the weather breaks. The sticky heat and hazy sunshine are replaced by grey-black clouds that roll in, rain-laden from the west. Thunder cracks the air and lightning bends itself in fizzling branches on BritDome’s pink skin.
‘How is it that yon force field stops the lightning but not the rain?’ Arwen asks, as large drops of water trickle from her green bonnet and run in small rivers down her iron-studded jacket. She’s insisted on coming out to see the rain, fascinated by its passage through the force field.
‘You’ll rust,’ I say, then nod to the open door of the barn. ‘We can watch it from there.’ I lead her across the farmyard, now glistening with pools of standing water that speckle with dancing raindrops and reflect the lightning crashing in vain above us.
‘We think the shield absorbs the electrical charge and earths it.’ I scurry into the barn and pull the hood of my coat down. I’m in my dark combat fatigues, though there won’t be any training this morning. ‘The rain and cloud are small enough to penetrate the field. Seawater, too. They must have designed it that way, or we’d be a desert by now.’
‘And no living soul can get through?’
I shake my head. ‘Believe me, we tried.’ I tell her how we flew to Spain in the Camelot Castle to retrieve Lancelot, and how on our return were confronted by the giant force field.
‘The fishmen’s tunnel sounds no fun,’ says Arwen, and she surprises me by shuddering. ‘Oh aye, we dwarves are at home underground. But not under the sea. You can keep your swimming.’
‘They’re called troowin,’ I correct her, ‘and no, it wasn’t fun. But we made it. And it means we can get out if we need to. They’re widening the tunnel to make that easier.’
Arwen takes off her sodden bonnet and squeezes the green material, the water spotting the floor at her feet. Her loose red hair now softens her hawkish features. She seems pensive; awkward.
‘When are you leaving?’ I ask, to break the ice.
‘Keen to be rid of us?’ she says, though without malice. ‘I think the professor is having a final chat with your man Merlin.’
‘Isn’t he your Merlin, too?’
She shrugs. ‘From a certain point of view. He’s hardly paid us much attention. Not since your big war.’
‘Your people got involved in that?’
‘Some. Mab. My father when he was a young lad.’
That surprises me. ‘How old are they?’
‘Not as old as you think. Remember what Merlin said. Time only runs half as fast in Ishkardia.’ She sounds bitter. When I say nothing, she sighs. ‘Look at you. A girl who can wield the Sword of Power. That could never happen where I’m from.’
‘Why?’
‘Because time only runs half as fast. And attitudes change even more slowly. Dwarf men aren’t keen on their women having power.’
I point at her jacket, and then the sword slung at her waist. ‘You’re dressed as a warrior.’
‘Only because my father humours me. My mother insists he does, but maybe it’s because I’m an only child.’ She puts the still damp bonnet back on her head. ‘I think Father wanted a boy. And when no more bairns came after me, he had to make do. But it’s frowned on, I can tell you.’
There’s a commotion across the yard as Merlin and Mab emerge from the farmhouse, closely followed by Gwendolyn. Behind them, the rest of my friends appear, each carrying a box.   
‘You’re not going back empty-handed.’
‘I just hope Mab can get us close to home. Last time we jumped, he delivered us to the middle of Tarn Moor. Ten leagues short.’
‘Leagues?’
‘Three of your miles,’ she says. She gives me a look. ‘I’m surprised you didn’t know that one. It’s an old human measure.’
I catch the disdain, but let it pass. ‘Where’s Scree?’
‘Around here somewhere. Why do you ask?’
‘It’s the longest I’ve seen you without him by your side. I thought he was your shadow.’
‘He’d like to be,’ she grins. ‘He’s probably collecting more boxes. Merlin gave Mab plenty to take with us.’
The rain slackens, as the others reach the barn, and then ceases altogether.
‘And you’ll come back in a week’s time?’ Merlin says to Mab as they breeze past us.
‘Five days. We’ll aim to arrive at night, now I’ve had a chance to calibrate my instruments.’
‘We’ll make sure the cows are outside,’ says Merlin. To avoid prying eyes, the dwarves are going to activate their portal inside the barn. ‘Put those boxes in the spot I’ve marked,’ Merlin adds to my friends, as they troop past. Danny raises an eyebrow at me as he lugs a long wooden crate towards a spot in the barn painted with a big white X.
‘How long?’ asks Merlin.
‘Sixty seconds to warm up this beastie,’ says Mab, taking out the small, golden case that contains the mechanism for his mobile bridge. ‘And you’ll be wise to stand well clear when it triggers. It has a much wider dispersion zone than your fixed portals.’ He frowns, sniffs the air, and then lifts an elbow and sniffs again. His nose wrinkles. ‘And next time I come, I’ll bring a wee suitcase with a change of clothes.’
‘I thought dwarves didn’t care about body odour?’ says Merlin.
‘Aye, well, the times they are a-changing, Merlin Ap-Emrys.’
‘We’ll retreat outside.’ Merlin ushers my friends back towards the entrance, where they stand, curious spectators, keen to see Mab’s device in action.
Mab waves to Arwen. ‘Come along, my lady. Time to get you home.’
Arwen nods to me. ‘Till the next time, Asha Knight,’ and she walks over to stand by the pile of assorted boxes.
I call after her, repeating my earlier question, ‘Where’s Scree?’
‘Yes, where is he?’ Mab’s voice echoes in the barn’s cavernous space.
‘I’ll find him,’ says Arwen. She jogs past me and heads for the farmhouse, just as there’s a cry of alarm.
It’s Roly. ‘Where’s that smoke coming from?’
I sniff the air. A faint smell of burning wafts across the rain-sodden farmyard. I step outside and look around. There’s nothing in the fields. The farmhouse seems fine, the kitchen door standing open.
‘There,’ says Danny, as a spurt of flame erupts from the southern side of the barn, licking at the big building’s corrugated walls.
‘It’s coming from the outhouses.’ I start running towards the fire.
‘The next drone sweep is in ten minutes,’ Gwendolyn calls out. ‘We need to get it under control or it’ll attract attention.’
‘Never mind the drones,’ says Merlin. ‘If it takes hold, it could burn down into my lab. Come on!’
Mab Odinspear’s device is forgotten as we rush around the side of the barn to find the middle outhouse ablaze. Thick black smoke curls up from the seat of the fire, which threatens to add the stumpy buildings on either side to its destruction.
Lancelot and Jake come running from the farmhouse, each carrying a fire extinguisher.
‘We’re going to need more than that,’ says Gwendolyn. ‘Jennifer, there’s a hose over there,’ she instructs crisply. ‘Attach it to the tap by the kitchen door and run it over here. It should be long enough.’ She turns to the rest of us. ‘Small store by the southern gate. Buckets. Fetch them and fill them in the kitchen sink.’
While Jen wrestles with the hosepipe, the rest of us run to a small shed that sits at the edge of the farmyard. Among the agricultural clutter is a stack of rusting metal buckets.
‘These will have to do,’ I say, handing them out to my friends. They each take one and we race for the kitchen, passing Jen going in the opposite direction with the hose, already spurting water from its nozzle.
In the kitchen, I twist the sink taps on until water blasts and splashes into the basin. I fill my bucket, run back towards the fire, water sloshing with every step, then with as much force as I can, add its contents to those of the hose and the two extinguishers.
Black smoke is mixed with white steam and the flames hiss and bubble, but then another sound drowns out the noise of our firefighting, a sound that vibrates the corrugated wall of the barn.
‘The portal must be opening,’ Merlin shouts.
Warning.
What?
Warning.
‘How can you know? … The fire’s nearly out,’ I say to the thin air in front of me.
‘What’s that, kid?’ Danny asks, as, beside me, he empties his bucket onto the dying flames.
Then I’m running to the farmhouse.
Warning. Unauthorised access.
The urgent message sends a deep chill through my veins.
As I head to the corner of the barn, a small figure flashes across my path. A small figure cradling Excalibur, sheathed in its red and gold scabbard.
‘Arwen — no!’
She disappears into the barn as the sound coming from inside takes on a new note; a keening, whining cry that resembles some monstrous animal in pain.
I reach the entrance. Three figures stand before a glowing circle, as if the far wall of the building has been punctured by a light that ebbs and flows and shimmers red and gold.
‘Stop!’
I’m running hard as the light intensifies into a cascade of radiating rainbow colours and the throb from the portal increases. Mab, Arwen, and Scree are silhouetted next to the pile of equipment. I can hear hurrying footsteps beside and behind me, unaware of who is also making this mad dash, conscious only that I’m not alone.
And I’m angry.
She must have been watching as I punched in the code to open Excalibur’s strong box. And Scree must have set the fire to distract us.
I’m ten metres short of the dwarves when there’s a prickling blue flash and one of them collapses. Then, without warning, the portal stabs white light at me, hurting my eyes and making me falter. And then it has me in its embrace, gripping me tightly, taking hold and dragging me forward. My feet leave the ground as I’m sucked bodily into the churning vortex.
And then I’m spinning and stretching and rolling and writhing in the kaleidoscope of stars.
◆◆◆
 
‘Sword attacked her.’ Scree’s rumbling voice breaks in on my jumbled senses.
I sit up. My head is still spinning, vision blurred. I scrabble around, fingers coming away from the ground clutching tufts of wiry grass. We’re in the countryside. Though which countryside is anybody’s guess.
‘Sword attacked her,’ Scree repeats. I look in the direction of his voice and he comes into focus, standing crookedly, his axe used as a makeshift crutch.
My vision clears a bit more. Boxes lie scattered around the big dwarf, some of them open with their contents spilt carelessly. And in between the boxes are bodies, each starting to move in the drunken way that follows a trip across one of Albion’s interdimensional bridges. Danny is close by, and he slowly rises to his feet, brushing grass from his sleeves and popping his bowler hat back on. Behind him, Ravi and Roly untangle themselves, while Jackie leans forward on all fours, looking like she’s about to throw up.
‘The sword attacked her,’ Scree growls again, and now he staggers upright, hefting the axe and pointing it to where Mab squats beside Arwen’s unmoving body. Excalibur lies beside her, still sheathed. That obviously didn’t stop the force of its self-defence mechanism.
I wobble to my feet and move towards the blade, but Scree steps sideways and bars my path.
‘Yon sword attacked—’
‘It defended itself from a thief,’ I say angrily, cutting him off. I shake my head, hoping to clear my vision properly, willing the nausea in the pit of my stomach to subside before I end up like Jackie, who empties her breakfast noisily onto the grass.
System resetting. Checking coordinates.
‘Are you okay?’
‘I’m not sure,’ says Mab, stroking Arwen’s forehead. She twitches at the press of his fingers, but her eyes stay shut.
‘I wasn’t talking to her,’ I say nastily.
‘What?’ says Mab. ‘Oh, what, the sword? You’re communicating with the sword?’
‘Yes, Professor. The sword you obviously came to steal.’
‘What? No, I, no, no.’ He gives Arwen’s shoulder a gentle squeeze and then stands unsteadily. ‘I’m sure that ride is rougher than a normal crossing,’ he mutters, then he raises both hands towards me. ‘Please, what has Excalibur done? Will she be alright?’
‘She’ll be fine,’ I say. ‘She’s been tased. It’s a defensive mechanism Merlin built in. She’ll come round in a couple of minutes.’
‘I didn’t know it could do that,’ says Mab. He turns and shakes his head at Scree, who lowers his axe. ‘And I didn’t know that these two were going to try to steal the sword. How could I? We weren’t aware you had it before we met you.’
‘Try? They did steal it,’ I say. ‘And where are we, anyway?’
I take in my surroundings for the first time. Below a pale blue sky crowded with billowing white clouds, barren hills, hazed in purple, rise steeply on either side of us. There are no trees here, but yellow-specked bushes dot the lower slopes. The place we’ve landed is flat and covered by course tufts of grass, interspersed with small pink, blue, and white flowers. A rough dirt road, perhaps five metres wide, runs past us, bisecting the hills and disappearing towards thick woodland in one direction and out of sight down a slope in the other. There are no buildings and, apart from us, no signs of any people or wildlife.
‘Well,’ says Mab, looking at me a little sheepishly, ‘I’d say we’re on the road from Skallagdoon to the capital, Pendruka’an.’ He opens his arms wide. ‘Welcome to Ishkardia, Asha Knight.’ He looks around again. ‘And as to exactly where, I’d say about forty miles south of Skallagdoon.’ He strokes his beard. ‘Further than last time. Not having much luck with coordinates. Maybe it’s something to do with the extra passengers and luggage.’
‘Let me do it next time,’ says Arwen, groaning as she slowly sits up. She opens her eyes and takes a moment to get her bearings, before reaching across for Excalibur, still lying in its scabbard on the grass.
‘I wouldn’t touch it again if I were you,’ I say, and move towards the sword. Scree growls and brings the wicked-looking axe up across his chest.
‘Scree, will you stop that,’ says Mab. His bushy eyebrows knot together as he offers a hand to Arwen, pulling her to her feet. ‘And what on earth did you think you were doing, lassie? Stealing the Sword of Power.’
‘Borrowing,’ Arwen says. She grimaces as she puts two fingers to each temple. ‘I’ll grant you, that’s not something dwarf steel can do.’
‘Even so,’ says Mab, ‘what will Merlin be thinking now? And look!’ — he gestures to my friends, still in varying states of confusion — ‘What about them? Unceremoniously dragged here because of you.’
‘I wanted to show father the sword,’ Arwen persists, ‘to show him Merlin has power after all.’ She glances at me. ‘And now yon lass can grant me the demonstration I wanted.’
‘She and her companions will be returning to Merlin as soon as this device has recharged,’ says Mab, taking the golden case from his jacket and waving it at Arwen. ‘And Excalibur goes with them.’ He walks over to the sword, then looks at me. ‘Is it safe to pick it up?’
I nod.
He kneels and cautiously slips his hands under the scabbard, lifting it like an injured animal, then walks to me and hands it over. ‘I hope you will forgive Arwen her headstrong spontaneity.’ He gives me a small, formal bow. ‘I promise you, on my honour, in no way was the theft of this sword the purpose of our visit. We will return to Terras Head as soon as the portable bridge has recharged.’
I strap on the belt and adjust the scabbard at my left hip, giving Excalibur’s pommel a reassuring pat. ‘Now what happens?’
Mab looks around. ‘Now? I would be indebted to you and your friends if you would help me gather up all these things. I must confess I’m not looking forward to dragging them thirteen leagues and more to Skallagdoon.’
‘What is Skallagdoon?’ I ask, still not quite able to rid my voice of its angry bite.
‘Where, to be more precise,’ says Mab. ‘Chief fortress of the House of Thorns. Home to Arwen and her parents. Location of one of my two main laboratories. And our intended destination.’
◆◆◆
 
It takes us the best part of an hour to get ourselves sorted out and the boxes gathered and repacked. There then follows a brief argument about who should carry what, with Jackie pointing out in a way only she can, that these things aren’t our responsibility.
‘Didn’t ask to be brought ’ere,’ she sniffs. ‘Forty bleeding miles? An’ I bet you ain’t got no food.’
‘I…no,’ says Mab. ‘I’m sorry.’
Roly walks over to one of the medium-sized boxes and prods it with his foot. ‘Might be good exercise,’ he says with some of his old enthusiasm. With his new-found fitness regime guiding him, he reaches down and hefts the box onto his shoulder. His cheeks redden. ‘Oof. What have you got in this one?’
‘That’s probably the tungsten rods,’ Mab says. ‘Merlin was able to spare a decent supply.’
‘Couldn’t we leave this stuff here and you send someone back for it when we get to Skallagdoon?’ says Ravi, clearly unhappy at being a temporary sherpa.
‘Yeah, you could leave your man over there to guard it,’ says Danny, nodding to Scree.
The big dwarf scowls at him but says nothing.
‘We, well yes, we could do that.’ Mab looks around at the high hills that tower above us. ‘I don’t think there have been any raids on this road. Not recently, anyway.’
‘Raids?’ says Roly, the redness draining from his face. ‘What raids?’
‘I thought the three dwarf clans were at peace,’ says Danny.
‘Oh aye, we are,’ Mab says, a little too hurriedly, ‘but there are other … elements at play, which like to disturb the peace.’
‘The bandits you mentioned?’ I ask.
‘Exactly.’ He looks around again. ‘But that would be far to the east. They stick to the fringes.’
‘It’s barely midday,’ says Arwen. ‘I say we start for Skallagdoon now. If we leave Scree here to guard this baggage’ — she ignores her bodyguard’s growled objection — ‘we can make good time to the post station at Braemarck. Camp there and it’s seven leagues to home tomorrow.’
Scree continues to protest as we prepare to leave the site, but he’s soon left behind, sitting unhappily on the pile of assorted boxes. We head down the road — nothing more than dirt and gravel, scraped out of the scrubland — in what the sun’s position in the sky suggests is a northerly direction.
As we walk, Mab quizzes me on the Closing, the rescue of Arthur and the finding of Excalibur. He’s particularly interested in the elvereen council meeting I spied on.
‘And you say these aelfen’ — he glances at Danny, who trudges along beside us — ‘are in league with the people at Caliburn Sci-Tech?’
‘I don’t know for sure.’ And I’m not. ‘But they were having an audience with a man called Gillespie Reynolds. And we think he’s head of security at the compound in Camlann Woods.’
‘Aye, well, it seems a reasonable conclusion to draw.’
‘Merlin and Lancelot thought so.’
‘Intrigues within intrigues, plots within plots.’ Mab sighs. ‘It is ever thus in the murky world of politics and diplomacy. And when Taliesin Ap-Emrys has anything to do with it … or so I’m told.’
The track starts to wind steeply down through dense bushes towards a wide plain. At the heart of the plain, the road disappears into a large patch of forest, before emerging at the far side where, twinkling in the distance, the ribbon of a river curls through the landscape.
‘Braemarck is where the road crosses that river,’ Mab says, following my gaze.
‘How far?’
‘Five hours, maybe four if we keep up a good pace.’ Mab looks up at the sun, still riding high. ‘We’ll be there in time for dinner.’
‘We haven’t any food.’
‘There’s a small garrison there. They’ll have something.’
The afternoon is warm as we trudge down the slope. The greenery that grows thickly on either side of the road now is less scrubby and more varied. Butterflies and other flying insects dance on the lush leaves, and here and there a bird flutters across our path.
I’m about to ask Mab about the wildlife in Ishkardia when a glint catches my eye among the bushes to our left.
Warning.
‘I know.’ My hand slides casually onto Excalibur’s hilt.
‘Know what?’ Mab asks.
‘Don’t look now,’ I say quietly, ‘but I think we have company.’ As if confirming my suspicion, there’s another metallic glint, this time in the bushes to the right.
I stop, swot a fly away from my face, then stretch my arms, feigning tiredness. ‘Gather round everyone. Let’s have a five-minute break. Options?’ I murmur, as the others, oblivious to the threat, amble towards me.
Only two weapons.
Just Arwen and me carrying swords.
Calculating.
I turn casually to Danny and whisper a warning.
Best option for defence: retreat.
‘There was a nice spot to rest up there,’ I say loudly.
‘Good idea,’ he says, enthusiastically. ‘Great view of the plain.’
‘You want to go back up?’ says Roly, his face flushed. Beside him, Ravi looks surprisingly fresh, despite never exercising anything more than his fingers on a keyboard.
‘Just for a bit,’ I say, as Danny crosses to him and puts an arm on his shoulder. He’s passing on the warning as Arwen joins us from her unofficial position as rear-guard.
‘Stopping already?’ she says, her face wrinkling in annoyance. ‘But we’ve hardly come any distance.’
‘We’d love to enjoy the view before we get down to ground level,’ I say brightly and lean forward until my mouth is beside her ear. ‘Trouble. Bushes either side. People with weapons.’
Without looking to where the danger lurks, she gives a slight nod. ‘Well, if we must, but five minutes, no more. Then we need to be on our way.’
As we retrace our steps, Roly grumbling theatrically, Arwen and I take the rear. ‘We never did compare our swords,’ she says, her voice raised unnaturally. She draws her weapon slowly, the steel sighing as it’s freed from its plain leather scabbard.
‘Yours is shorter than mine,’ I say, forcing a grin as I draw Excalibur. I touch the tip to Arwen’s. ‘Nice work on the blade. What’s the pattern? Does it repeat on both sides?’
Yes. Sixteen. Split evenly either side of the road. Moving with you.
‘Eight on each side,’ I murmur to Arwen.
‘When they come, I’ll take the left,’ she says.
Trying hard to look like we’re really comparing our swords without a care in the world, we continue, already a short distance behind the others.
And then a bugle sounds and we turn.
The bushes are alive with movement as heavily armed dwarves stream onto the road below us. Light glints from conical helmets with long straight nose guards that partly hide the bearded faces. As I raise Excalibur, the dwarves are forming two rough lines. The first is spear-armed, and they mirror my threat by dipping their weapons towards me. The second line carries swords like Arwen’s, and small heart-shaped shields. Each soldier is clad in a metal-studded leather coat, but instead of kilts they wear skirts of chain mail above knee-length black boots.
The lines shake themselves straight, then, with a cry of ‘Hak!’ stamp their left feet forward in unison and freeze like martial statues.
Arwen reaches out and cuffs Excalibur’s blade down.
‘My father’s,’ she says, smiling and sheathing her own sword. She raises a hand and rattles off something in dwarfish, before switching to English. ‘Captain Merrydown. What brings you and your men this way?’
One of the dwarves in the rear rank pushes through the line of spearmen and comes up the road to stand in front of us.
‘The Lady Arwen?’ he replies in English.
‘In the flesh,’ says Arwen. ‘We were travelling with Professor Odinspear.’
Captain Merrydown pulls off his helmet, revealing a head of red hair plaited down his back. Unlike his men, he has only a moustache, plaited in similar fashion to his pigtail.
‘We’re the advanced guard for your father’s column, my lady.’
‘You’re marching?’
‘The Pendrakken has summoned the clans.’
‘Trouble?’
The dwarf shrugs. ‘If there is, nobody’s telling me, my lady.’ He turns and waves casually at his men, who shoulder their spears and relax. ‘But if there is, the Pendrakken can be sure that House of Thorns is ready.’
Another bugle sounds, this one more distant. At the point where the road disappears into the heavy woodland, there’s movement, and more dwarves appear. Some of them ride ponies, and some carry banners of gold and green.
‘My father,’ says Arwen, and she strides off down the road.
Captain Merrydown pulls his helmet back on. ‘I suggest you and your friends wait here for the main party,’ and with a sharp command, some of his men form up and march to where Mab and the others are watching us.
A line of coaches and wagons emerges from the woods, the distant wheels churning up dust from the road, partly obscuring two lines of dwarves who march either side of the vehicles, but sunlight glints from spear tips, making it clear that these are guards.
A rider at the head of the column kicks into a gallop. Wearing a gold-crested helmet, and with a heart-shaped shield slung on one arm, he carries a long spear. As he gets nearer, his coat of mail ripples like liquid silver with the rhythm of his mount.
The pony is almost as splendid as the rider, with a tartan coat draped across its back and burnished leather armour that protects its head and chest.
As Arwen reaches him, he pulls the pony to a halt and leans over his saddle’s pommel. Arwen points towards us on the hill and the rider starts to trot, Arwen hurrying by his side.
‘This is my father,’ she says as they approach.
He speaks quickly in guttural dwarfish.
‘Aye, father. They don’t speak our language.’
He grunts. ‘Where’s Mab?’ he says, in strongly accented English. He tilts the helmet back from his face, revealing a neatly clipped beard the same colour as his daughter’s hair, a tanned face with deep creases at the sides of his eyes and a broken nose that curves slightly to the right of centre.
‘Right here, my lord,’ says Mab, stepping forward to join us.
Arwen’s father gives the scientist a sour look, then his dark eyes shift to my friends, who have been escorted back down the road by some of the dwarf soldiers.
‘So, brought humans with you this time, eh, Mab?’
‘Aye, Lord Angus, though not by design.’ He gives me an apologetic shrug. ‘They got caught in the portal field and sucked through. We’ll return them in a few days when the device has recharged.’
‘Merlin’s people?’
‘Aye, my lord.’
Lord Angus scans our group. ‘And an aelfen?’ he says, stopping at Danny, who stands holding his bowler hat in both hands, his hair swept back from his ears. ‘Clumsy of you to drag one of those through,’ he adds.
‘We got sucked through because your daughter stole this,’ I say, sliding Excalibur out of its scabbard. Almost immediately the dwarves around me raise their spears.
Lord Angus waves the weapons down, then stares at me. ‘No daughter of mine is a thief, lassie. Those are dangerous words you speak.’
‘And the elvereen is my friend and ally,’ I say, half expecting Excalibur to tell me off for my defiance. The sword remains silent.
‘Thanks,’ Arwen mutters to me, then to her father, ‘I merely wished to show you the Sword of Power still exists and has been found, Father.’
Angus straightens in his saddle. ‘You — what?’ He jumps down from the pony, handing the shield and spear to one of his men. The top of his helmeted head reaches my nose. ‘You’ll permit me?’ he asks, his tone softer now as he reaches out a hand, eyes fixing hungrily on Excalibur.
I don’t move.
Allow him to hold me. There is no danger.
I reverse the sword and offer it to Angus, hilt first. His eyes widen as he takes it, giving it a few experimental slashes through the air, just as his daughter did when she first held it.
He caresses the blade. ‘Aye. Aye, I could believe this thing of beauty could be the sword.’ He hesitates, then hands it back to me. ‘But what proof do you have that this is Arthur’s weapon? And why in a woman’s hands?’
I lift the hilt till Excalibur’s uneven pommel is in front of my face, and the power gems seem to pulse with my heartbeat. ‘Because I pulled it from the stone myself. And it speaks to me.’
‘Speaks to you?’
I’m conscious of the other dwarves crowding forward to look at Excalibur, boxing us in, and I’m cursing myself for my bravado. But I keep my eyes fixed on Lord Angus.
‘I’m quite certain this is the sword of power, my lord,’ Mab says. ‘Miss Knight here gave us a powerful demonstration.’
‘Miss Knight?’
‘Asha Knight,’ I say, struggling not to sound arrogant. ‘The Merlin Commando.’ Well, they seem impressed with titles. So why not?
‘Are you now? And I am the Lord Angus Firethorn, Laird of the House of Thorns, Guardian of the Northern Reaches. And in yon coach’ — he half turns and points at the first vehicle in the convoy coming from the woods — ‘rides, Isabelle, first lady of my house, and mother to Arwen.’ He turns again, eyeing the sword. ‘So, you really carry the Sword of Power?’ Each word is tinged with scepticism.
‘Merlin is sure, my lord,’ Mab offers.
‘Merlin,’ says Angus, sour tone returning. ‘I do recall tales of him using women warriors. Perhaps because all your men have run scared?’
It’s a challenge, but when I remain silent, he shrugs. ‘Aye, well, you can tell me the news of Britannia as we march. For now, though,’ he says, signalling to one of his men to pass him his shield and spear, ‘we must press on for Pendruka’an. The Drakstadler meets tomorrow evening.’ He lifts himself back into his saddle, before nodding to Arwen. ‘You, young lady, will ride with your mother.’ He glances at the rest of us. ‘And you, if you’re able to keep up, can walk with my men. If not, there’s always a wagon. A dwarf army doesn’t wait for humans and aelfen.’
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The dwarves keep up a good pace until the sun starts to dip behind the western hills that stretch out to our right. The only stop is when we reach Scree. The various boxes that Mab brought from Terras Head are loaded aboard one of the trundling supply wagons. Roly takes this opportunity to climb aboard, too, claiming that he will guard Mab’s cargo.
As we march along, the landscape changes. We cross a swift-flowing stream that cuts between jagged boulders in a narrow valley. A bridge of ancient stones spans the bubbling water. It’s barely wide enough for the two coaches, each hauled by pairs of ponies, or the many wagons, these dragged by teams of four. But the dwarves manoeuvre our convoy safely to the south side.
Emerging from the rocky valley, the road leads us into a softer land of orchards and carefully tended fields. Here and there are small farms, their fairy-tale buildings with half-timbered walls and heavily thatched roofs. Dwarves at work in the fields pause to watch our column pass. All of them take off their hats and bow as Lord Angus rides by, receiving a curt nod in return.
Among the summer greens, a few of the fields and orchards stand out as brown and wizened, with trees bare of leaves or corn stalks drooping and stunted.
‘Aye, lassie,’ says Mab, trudging along beside me, ‘this is the pestilence that’s creeping across more of our lands. I hope friend Merlin can help me find a remedy.’
‘Could it be Taliesin?’
‘Can’t see how,’ Mab replies.
Our path crosses two more waterways, the first, a gently meandering river. Its low banks are connected by another stone bridge, this one wider and apparently well maintained.
Finally, we reach a river spanned by a bridge of ten arches, each faced with white marble that glows gold in the evening light. Slow moving, murky waters slide gently under us as we march across into flat farmlands. Twinkling lights flicker at the distant horizon.
‘Pendruka’an,’ Mab says, slightly breathlessly by my side. ‘I think Lord Angus will call a halt here, till morning.’
Sure enough, as the column reaches the far bank, orders are barked at various groups of dwarves, tents and pavilions spring up, and fires are kindled. Ponies are relieved of their duties and tethered in neat rows near the riverbank. As the encroaching night swallows the last of the daylight, the sound of pipes and flutes floats through the camp, and the smells of cooking food make my stomach growl hopefully.
◆◆◆
 
Lord Angus Firethorn’s pavilion is a grand affair, the biggest of the temporary structures that have created a town of tents by the wide river, and it stands at the heart of the encampment. Mab escorts us to where two fierce-looking dwarves, backed by a pair of flaming torches, guard either side of the entrance.
As we go to duck inside, the guards’ spears cross, barring entry.
‘They won’t let you in wearing that,’ says Mab, gesturing to Excalibur.
‘I’m not giving it to them,’ I say, fingers closing protectively over the sword’s pommel.
‘Having seen what your weapon can do, lady,’ says Mab, ‘I think you have nothing to fear from these lads.’ He looks at the guards and speaks in dwarfish.
‘What did you say?’
He told them to guard me with their lives and not to take liberties.
‘You understand dwarfish?’ I say.
Mab frowns. ‘What?’
‘I’m talking to Excalibur.’
Yes. Of course. All the ancient tongues of Britannia.
‘Oh, aye. Right,’ says Mab. ‘A clever wee beastie is that sword. And Merlin and his troowin friends for fashioning it.’
With reluctance, I unbuckle my belt and hand over the sheathed sword.
‘Warn me if you have problems.’
Of course.
We enter the pavilion. A long wooden trestle table on the left side, lined with sturdy chairs, is set for dinner. To the right is another seating area, arranged around a single high-backed chair that might be a throne. At the pavilion’s far end, a sweep of canvas stretches from side to side, no doubt hiding the Firethorns’ private sleeping quarters. Sheepskin rugs adorn the floor, and the room is lit by storm lanterns that hang from freestanding poles, bright flames flickering gently behind smoky glass.
Lord Angus sits at the end of the trestle table. Arwen, now in a long green velvet dress, sits on one side of him. The seat opposite her is taken by an elegant female dwarf, Lady Isabelle, I presume, whose slim, angular face watches us with interest as we enter. She, too, wears a green dress, with a circlet of gold around her neck and her hair curled in two plaits on either side of her head.
‘My lord; ladies,’ says Mab, nodding his head.
Lord Angus rises from his seat. He still wears his armour. He gestures to the empty chairs around the table. ‘You’ll take dinner with us?’ A hint of suspicion remains.
‘I’m sure our guests will be delighted,’ Mab answers for us. He looks at me and raises an eyebrow.
‘Yes, we’d be honoured to, of course,’ I say, on cue. To be honest, I’m starving.
‘You’ll even find a place for the aelfen?’ a voice says from the doorway behind us. ‘Do our standards slip so far, brother?’
‘You will have to forgive Lord Elnoth,’ Lady Isabelle says, speaking for the first time. Her voice is gentle, but firm and clear; her accent, like the others, reminding me of Scotland, though less pronounced. ‘My brother-in-law does so hold to the ancient traditions.’
‘What do we have if not tradition?’ Lord Elnoth Firethorn says, striding into the pavilion. Without waiting to be invited, he takes the seat facing his brother, at the far end of the table. Unlike Angus, Elnoth is clean shaven and wears his raven-black hair untied and hanging to the shoulder. His clothes could have been plucked from an Elizabethan pirate ship: doublet and hose and high boots. He doesn’t have a ruff but sports a frilly shirt with a silver necklace that hangs down into his doublet. The guards obviously have no concerns about his loyalty, for he wears a dagger at his belt.
‘We respect our guests,’ Lord Angus growls, ‘whatever their origin.’ He nods to Danny. ‘I welcome you to my table, aelfen.’
‘Danyan Pellonas,’ says Danny.
Angus raises an eyebrow. ‘Pellonas?’ He pauses. ‘A noble house, if I remember rightly.’
‘You do, my lord,’ says Danny respectfully. ‘At least, it used to be. That was a long time ago.’
Angus nods again to Danny. ‘Whatever the condition of your line, you are welcome at my table. Here’ — he indicates the empty seat beside Lady Isabelle — ‘you shall sit beside my wife. And you’ — this to me — ‘shall sit by my daughter.’
When everyone is seated, a line of dwarves enters the tent carrying trays and bowls of steaming food: waterfowl on wooden plates, a thick sweet-smelling stew, and turnips, carrots, and potatoes glazed in a yellowy-green butter. Two tottering piles of dark bread, like German rye, are deposited at each end, and jugs of a brown liquid are placed at the centre of the table with goblets for each of us.
‘Dwarf ale,’ says Angus. ‘The finest of course. None of the other clans really knows how to brew it. But there’s water, too,’ he adds, as more jugs are placed in front of us, ‘for those of you with delicate dispositions.’
Although the greenish glaze is a bit off-putting, the vegetables taste delicious, as does the meat. And I am really hungry. Even the bread, gritty and quite hard, tastes good. Beside me, Roly looks like he’ll be on thirds before I’ve finished my first plate, and even Ravi is tucking in heartily.
‘So, Mab,’ says Angus, wiping his lips on a sleeve as we get to the end of the meal, ‘what news of friend Merlin?’
Mab clears his throat, then launches into a detailed review of the state of affairs in Britannia. When he finishes, Angus insists I tell him about Arthur’s rescue and our raid on Pen Draig. I fill in other details, like our suspicion that Caliburn Sci-Tech is collaborating with the government. I leave out the bit about my mother working for Caliburn.
‘Pah, scientists,’ says Angus scathingly. He glances at Mab and shrugs. ‘Present company excepted.’
‘It is important for us to understand what the humans are doing, my lord,’ Mab says. If he’s offended by his master’s attitude to science, he hides it well. Or maybe it’s a repeating theme between them?
‘The professor has a point, brother,’ says Elnoth, as he picks at the tattered remnants of a duck leg. ‘We should be modernising our forces. Encouraging the Pendrakken to put more faith in new weapons.’
‘I thought you were all for tradition?’ says Angus.
Elnoth looks at Danny, and smiles. ‘In some things.’
‘And what of this call to muster, my lord?’ Mab asks. ‘What’s triggered it?’
‘More attacks across the inner boundary.’ Angus looks at me and my friends. ‘Do you know about the barriers?’ When we nod, he continues. ‘If it’s those from the Badlands, they’re becoming bolder.’
‘Bolder?’ Mab repeats.
‘There’s been a series of attacks on villages, and mainly in the western fringes.’
‘Casualties?’
‘None direct, but some injured by fire,’ Angus confirms, ‘and nobody has seen the attackers. They strike at night, setting fire to buildings and crops and running off animals.’
‘Reminds me of the old stories,’ says Mab. ‘The way the crellok would attack from the darkness.’
Angus shakes his head. ‘But not a whisper of the crellok in Ishkardia since Arthur’s Age.’
‘Though if Taliesin is rising again?’ says Mab.
‘I’ll believe it when I see it,’ says Angus sourly.
‘What is the crellok?’ asks Ravi.
‘What are,’ Mab corrects him. ‘A race that, in your stories, are called orcs.’
‘A pestilential half-breed race,’ says Elnoth, ‘created for war by Taliesin.’
‘The Saxons used them as auxiliaries in their attempts to exterminate dwarf-kind,’ says Angus. ‘That was after Taliesin joined them. And there have always been rumours that he could create more, even in his incarceration.’
‘They could just as easily be natural born,’ says Mab. He turns to me. ‘The crellok were genetically modified from a comparatively peaceful race called the kuk’rellan, the remnants of which were evacuated to Salbodunum, the seventh of the realms of Albion. As far as I know they still live there peacefully; though communication between Ishkardia and that realm ceased a long time ago.’
‘They made fearsome warriors,’ says Angus, ‘if the sagas are to be believed. But dwarfish armies triumphed in the end.’
‘As they always do,’ Elnoth adds.
‘Even so,’ says Angus, taking a gulp of ale, ‘how can it be crellok raiders?’
‘As I explained, my lord, attempts have been made to release Taliesin,’ says Mab carefully, ‘and our enemies may have developed a technology similar to this.’ He fishes out the portable bridge key. ‘Merlin’s brother is a fiercely clever man.’
‘Ach, both are too clever for their own good, if you ask me,’ growls Angus.
‘Ragnold has been whispering in Lucidius Lupus’s ear, brother,’ says Elnoth. ‘Suggesting our people are responsible.’
‘For the benefit of our guests,’ says Mab, ‘Ragnold Bloodaxe is laird of the House of Thistles. I suppose you might say they resemble the Vikings from your history. Some Thistle lord spent time in Britannia, fighting alongside the Danes and the Norse. They adopted that style.’
‘If the reports we’ve received are to be believed,’ says Angus, ‘then only Thistle villages have been targeted.’
‘Convenient,’ says Elnoth.
‘How so?’ asks Mab.
‘Easier to point the finger at the House of Thorns.’
‘Or House Ilex,’ says Mab. ‘Have there been no attacks in their southern lands?’
Angus shakes his head and takes a drink, then adds, ‘Perhaps Ragnold should take more care to guard the outer reaches of his territory.’
‘Or maybe it’s a ruse?’ Elnoth suggests. ‘He burns a barn here or there, then blames us. He won’t blame the Pendrakken’s house because he’ll be looking to them to set compensation. At the expense of our lands, if he’s believed.’
‘I doubt Ragnold is sly enough for that,’ says Angus.
‘Aye,’ says Elnoth, ‘but some of those creatures he calls advisors might have the wit.’
‘I should explain,’ Mab says, looking at me and my friends, ‘that one significant drawback of the bubble realms is a lack of space to expand into. Merlin was generous in sizing Ishkardia, particularly as there were so few of us left after the Saxon purge, but we now face land shortages.’
‘And who is to say what lengths some of our fellow dwarves will go to, to increase their share,’ says Elnoth.
‘By our nature,’ Mab adds, ‘we are good at building downwards into the rich earth, but we still need farmland.’
‘The Drakstadler was created three centuries ago to stop our incessant warring over land,’ says Angus. ‘And for the most part, it’s been successful in keeping the clans in line. That and the work of people like Mab, who have increased the yields from our agriculture fivefold over the last thirty years.’
Mab accepts the compliment with a nod.
‘And now, we should all get some sleep,’ says Angus, sliding his chair back and standing. ‘I want us mobile at sun-up. We’re still a good six hours’ march from Pendruka’an, and I’d like to be there by lunchtime. Mab, make sure our guests are aware of the city’s protocols.’ He glances at Danny. ‘I don’t want any unfortunate misunderstandings when we arrive. And you know how finicky Lucidius can be when it comes to rules.’
◆◆◆
 
We break camp before dawn. When Jackie and I emerge from our small tent, the whole site is a blur of activity. By the light of storm lanterns and flaming torches, ponies are reharnessed, cooking fires rekindled, and pavilions and tents collapsed and packed. I’m barely clear of our tent when three dwarves start to take it down.
There’s an efficiency to all this that suggests Lord Angus’s troops are used to being on the road.
‘Impressive, isn’t it?’ says Mab, coming to stand next to me. He has a chicken leg in one hand and a steaming cup in the other. ‘I suggest you ladies get some food, as we won’t be stopping again until we reach the Thoren Twins.’
‘Who are they?’ I ask the expected question.
‘You’ll see. You’ll see.’ Mab bustles off towards Lord Angus’s rapidly disappearing pavilion.
As Jackie and I take some of last night’s rewarmed stew from a cooking pot, Danny steps from the tent he’s shared with Ravi and Roly. A pair of dwarves wait expectantly at the entrance and Danny nods to them, but they ignore him.
‘Must be my body odour,’ Danny says, and gives his armpit an exploratory sniff. ‘Shame we couldn’t bring a change of clothes.’ He leans over the pot and smells its contents. ‘That’s more like it. And Roly needs to get one of those tape things you put on your nose.’
‘Snoring?’ I guess.
‘Like he was sounding a call to arms.’ He picks up a bowl and scoops some stew from the pot. ‘I’ll give it to these guys. They know how to cook.’
The food smells soon attract Roly, and he and Ravi stumble from their tent and head for the cooking fire. The moment they’re clear of the canvas entrance, the two dwarves go to work collapsing it.
Roly nods a greeting to us before taking a large bowl and spooning a generous portion from the pot. ‘Wouldn’t do to waste it,’ he says, grinning.
‘You don’t know how many people need to be fed from that,’ says Ravi. He wrinkles his nose at Roly’s brimming bowl before taking a few modest scoops of stew for himself.
‘So, what do you make of all this?’ asks Danny, as he finishes his breakfast.
‘They’re well organised,’ I say, as a group of dwarves jogs past us carrying Lord Angus’s dining table, now folded flat.
‘And the trouble they spoke of?’
‘Could it be Taliesin?’ Ravi asks, as he stands picking vegetable chunks from his sparsely filled bowl.
‘These guys sure had plenty of men on guard last night,’ says Danny. ‘As if they were expecting trouble.’
‘That might just be standard practice,’ Roly garbles through a mouthful of food.
‘Yours, I believe,’ says Ravi, picking a piece of carrot from his shoulder and holding it up to his friend. ‘Roly’s right, though. A good army would always stick to its military routines, even when they’re miles from an enemy.’
‘Plenty of armies have been caught out for not doing that,’ Danny allows. He offers his empty bowl to a passing dwarf, who points to a cart on the far side of the cooking fire. ‘I guess we’ll find out what’s happening soon enough.’
‘Are you okay?’ I ask, as we walk over to the cart, where another female dwarf does take our bowls, giving them a cursory wipe with a damp cloth before stacking them in a large wooden crate.
‘Being the only aelfen in dwarf-land you mean?’ says Danny, tipping his hat to the bowl-stacking dwarf, who studiously avoids eye contact. ‘Or being the only person here with dark skin? Whatever, I aim to keep my nose clean.’ He lowers his voice. ‘But let’s keep our eyes peeled while we’re here. See what we can pick up.’
‘You mean spy?’
‘Gather intelligence. Old man ain’t been this way in years, far as I know. Let’s see if we can get a sense of what these people are thinking.’
‘Which way they’ll turn if there’s a war, you mean?’
‘Oh, I don’t doubt they’ll side with us,’ says Danny, keeping his voice low. ‘But it would help to know how much provocation it will take to rile them enough for war. They may be mighty warriors, but they’re also famously cautious.’
‘And if they stay on the fence too long when the trouble really starts…’ I say, catching his drift.
‘It may be too late for them to make a difference.’
◆◆◆
 
It seems Mab Odinspear was right about our next march, as hours pass without a break. The going is good, though, the weather fair, the ground flat, and the closer we get to the dwarf capital, Pendruka’an, the better the roads are.
Our route takes us past two quite large towns, with rows of half-timbered houses, some of which look in imminent danger of collapse, and sturdier-looking stone buildings. Townspeople come out to watch our column march by, tugging off their bonnets and hats as Lord Angus leads us southwards.
The morning sun is rising to its zenith as, finally defying Mab’s prediction, Lord Angus calls a halt. With practised efficiency, his soldiers set up a temporary camp, circling the dozen or so wagons around the two coaches and posting guards, while some of the dwarf women take round canisters of water to the thirsty troops.
I stare towards the city, but all I can see is a chunky spike of high ground looming above an indistinct line that might be a wall. In places the line crinkles upwards, suggesting towers.
One of the dwarf women comes to us and offers me water, her eyes studying me with forensic interest as I take a cup and drink. When I’m finished, I hand the empty cup to Danny. The dwarf’s gaze switches to him, and it’s clear she’s reluctant to pour water for the elvereen.
‘Ek elt plassarken yar,’ says Danny. The dwarf’s mouth drops open, then she steps forward and pours water, splashing more on the ground than in the cup. With another look of surprise at Danny, she turns and scuttles away.
‘Hey, what about us?’ says Roly, who sits beside me with his boots off, massaging his feet. He gets up and hurries barefoot after the dwarf.
‘Come on, I’m thirsty, too,’ says Jackie and she and Ravi jog to catch up with Roly as he disappears behind the parked wagons.
I watch them out of sight, then turn to Danny. ‘You speak dwarfish?’
‘A little,’ says Danny. He tips the cup to his lips and takes a long drink. ‘Enough to say If it pleases you. Obviously, it did.’
‘Not that much.’
‘Yeah, well, not everything Tolkien wrote was made up.’ Danny takes another sip, then sighs. ‘Like the bit about dwarves and elvereen not always seeing eye-to-eye.’
‘Bad blood?’
‘Bad history. From the days we were all still living in Britannia. Or so the story goes.’ He pauses as another group of dwarves stomps by, these carrying chairs like the ones we used last night at Lord Angus’s table. ‘Of course, the story is recorded differently in Lyonesse, but the gist of it is that, after the Romans left and the Saxons had harried the dwarves across every hill and valley to the edge of the land, my ancestors failed to send help.’
‘But they obviously survived.’
‘Some.’ Danny shakes his head. ‘They say ten thousand entered the last valley but only a thousand came out.’
‘But that was over fifteen hundred years ago.’
‘And Merlin rescued the survivors. I know. But remember, time passes only half as fast here. To these people, it’s less than eight centuries.’
‘That’s still eight centuries, Danny. And you’ve been separated all that time.’
‘The dwarves have a legend, about a great warrior called Gimlak the Grey. He started a feud with another dwarf that his family kept going for two millennia.’
‘And you still think they’ll join us if Taliesin strikes?’
Danny pushes the bowler hat down on his head. ‘We have to keep believing that. To be honest, I’m more worried about my own people.’
‘You don’t think they’ll join us?’
‘You said yourself they seemed pretty in with that Caliburn guy, what was his name?’
‘Gillespie Reynolds. If anything, it sounded as if they’d sit on the fence.’
‘Use the chaos to become the dominant power in Albion,’ says Danny. ‘Well, that wouldn’t surprise me, kid.’
‘I’m fifteen,’ I say, trying to ignore the sudden burning sensation in my cheeks.
‘And even though we’ve known each other for less than twelve months, I’m more than two years older than when you first met me,’ he says, grinning.
I cuff him lightly on the arm, as the others return, each carrying a goblet.
Roly slumps back down beside me and grabs his boots. ‘Nobody said anything about doing all this walking.’
‘Nobody said anything about coming here in the first place,’ says Ravi. ‘It was hardly planned.’ He looks at his friend and smiles. ‘Still, consider it part of your fitness regime. It’s good for you.’
Roly is about to reply when a bugle sounds.
‘Company,’ says Danny, pointing.
Dust is rising from the road in the direction of Pendruka’an. Someone approaching in a hurry. As another bugle sounds, the dust resolves into a group of horsemen.
Lord Angus leads six of his men to meet the riders.
‘They’re dressed like Romans,’ says Roly with reverence.
Each dwarf wears a helmet, crested with red and black plumes that stretch from front to back on all but two of them. These two have similar helmets, but their plumes go from left to right. All are clean shaven, and wear long, red cloaks which partially hide knee-length coats of mail. Some have their hair in neat ringlets that hang to their shoulders.
The two with the different plumes dismount and swing their right arms across their chests, slapping their mail coats in a salute that reminds me of the one used by the Youth Legion. Lord Angus casually flaps a hand in reply. There’s a brief conversation, which we’re too far away to hear, then the Roman-dressed dwarves salute again, remount and the group turns back towards the city, disappearing in another cloud of dust.
‘What was that all about?’ I ask Mab, as he rejoins us.
‘Just instructions from the Pendrakken about our arrival,’ he says. ‘As I expected, we’ll be entering via the Twins.’
‘We’re not going up there, are we?’ Roly is staring ahead to where a mountain rises steeply from the wide plain, its peak wreathed in white clouds.
‘I think the city’s at the bottom,’ says Danny.
‘It is,’ confirms Mab, ‘though one of my labs is on the mountain.’
We rejoin the forming column and are soon on the move again.
Two hours later, though we’re probably still a few kilometres short of the city, the reference to the Twins becomes clear. Two mighty statues, each with one arm raised to join the other, form the arch of a massive gateway. Below their arms, a pair of huge wooden doors stands closed.
‘It’s the central gate,’ Mab informs us. ‘There are two others.’
Lord Angus increases our pace, and we soon see more detail on the silent sentinels whose bearded faces stare down the road. Each Thoren twin wears a pointed helmet and holds a thick spear in his free hand, the shafts of which shine like polished metal.
Pendruka’an’s three impressive walls appear to be semicircles backed by the mountain, which looks like a formidable barrier itself. The crenellated outer wall is interrupted at intervals by towers with spiky tops that resemble terracotta witches’ hats. Each inner wall is successively higher than the last and beyond the third, three magnificent buildings, the outer two with beautifully domed roofs, shimmer gold.
‘How high are the walls?’ I ask Mab.
He doesn’t need to think about this, answering quickly, ‘In your modern human measurements, about fifteen metres and the Twins are over thirty.’
‘And the inner walls?’ I add. ‘They look even taller.’
‘No, they’re just higher up,’ he explains. ‘The city is built on the mountain’s lower slopes.’
As we approach, tiny dots on the walls resolve into more Roman-clad dwarves, and marks in the clothing of the Twins turn into arrow slits. Each of the giant spears has what resembles a crow’s nest at its tip, from where yet more dwarves watch us. The outer wall is also protected by a deep ditch, with a bridge that crosses it to reach the still closed, iron-studded doors.
With pipes playing and drums beating, Lord Angus leads our column across the bridge, and the great doors crank open, protesting as they pivot inwards on gigantic hinges.
I shiver as my friends and I walk through the gateway. Maybe it’s just the cold of the deep shadow cast by the Thoren Twins.
More horns sound ahead, drawing my attention into the city. The road here, wide and straight, has changed to a latticework of tight-fitting grey bricks, with borders dressed in white marble. An avenue of trees, with broad star-shaped leaves of red and gold, lines the road. Off to either side, half-timbered houses stoop over narrow streets, shadowing the people who congregate there, apparently keen to get a glimpse of the arrival of the House of Thorns.
Unlike Eskallion, the capital of elvereen Lyonesse, with its gleaming crystal spires and futuristic skyscrapers, this city would not look out of place in a textbook of medieval architecture. Pendruka’an does have spires and towers, but these are stone and slate, yet alive with colour as banners hang from every building, emblazoned with a thorny rose stem, a thistle plant or, curiously, a sprig of holly, fluttering and rippling in a light breeze.
‘Impressive, isn’t it?’ says Mab, grinning up at me. ‘Say what you like about us dwarves, but we know how to build.’
‘The banners,’ I say, pointing to a green one on a circular tower that stands guard over the city’s second wall, ahead of us. ‘Why holly?’
‘House Ilex,’ says Mab. ‘Ilex aquifolium. Common holly.’ 
‘Why the Scottish and the Vikings, Professor?’ asks Ravi, a question I asked Arwen before, but got mockery rather than an answer. ‘The Romans I can understand, but your ancestors left Britain long before the other two groups emerged.’
‘Och, a young man who knows his history,’ Mab says with an admiring smile. ‘And you’d be right, of course. But in the early centuries, there was still a fair bit of contact between Britannia and the other realms. A dwarf could venture to Britain in search of fame and fortune. In fact, the last of our fixed portals was still working until a few years ago.’ He pats his green bonnet. ‘My house was the last to evolve. One of Lord Angus’s kin visited Scotland in your eighteenth century, and he so admired the highlanders of Bonny Prince Charlie, that he chose to modernise and remodel the House of Thorns on them.’ He shakes his head. ‘Caused a nasty little civil war, that did, but it was all resolved in the end.’
‘Modernise?’ exclaims Roly.
‘Aye, well, it was modern at the time.’
‘What are the buildings with the twin domes?’ I ask, bringing them back to the present. ‘They look like they’re built on a giant tree stump.’
‘The Elddan Oak. Very ancient. They say it fell during the great fight between the Thoren brothers and the dragon Strellax. Three millennia ago. That battle left a stump that was ten dwarves high.’
‘You believe that?’
Mab grins. ‘Of course not but it’s a nice story.’ He waves a hand casually. ‘When Merlin fashioned this bubble, though, he gave the surviving dwarves something around which to build their new city: a colossal stone version of the Elddan Stump.’
‘And what are the buildings on the top?’
‘The middle one is for the Pendrakken — his palace, if you like — and the Drakstadler assembly chambers, is under the dome to the left.’ He shrugs. ‘Like your Houses of Parliament and Buckingham Palace. Oh, and throw in Westminster Abbey. The Shrooving Monks have a temple. The dome on the right is theirs.’
‘What’s a Shrooving Monk?’
Mab strokes his beard. ‘I’m not sure you have anything similar in the old world. They’re sort of religious arbiters. Dwarves follow many of the old religions. Roman, Celtic, Norse. The Shrooving Monks ensure fairness and equality among the different faiths.’
‘They have a funny idea of equality,’ says Arwen, making me jump. Having abandoned her mother’s coach and apparently given Scree the slip, she now joins us. ‘When will the equality they supposedly uphold give women a greater voice? When will they tell the Pendrakken to let us take our place in the battle line?’ Still wearing the green dress, she looks strangely uncomfortable.
‘I wouldn’t start that now, Lady Arwen,’ Mab says hastily. Then he continues more gently, ‘You know I sympathise, but these things take time.’
‘These humans have managed it,’ Arwen says irritably, glancing at me.
‘In some countries,’ I say, just as another horn sounds ahead. Orders are shouted and our pace increases, the soldiers of House of Thorns now marching in step, the crunch of their boots on the grey bricks like a martial drumbeat.
‘Lord Angus will need to report to the Pendrakken,’ says Mab, ‘but the rest of us will head for our part of the inner sanctum. That’s the area inside the third wall.’ He points to the left of the great stone stump. ‘House of Thorns’ holdings are on the east side and run to the foot of Mount Vilderkrug. My laboratory is on its upper slopes.’ He points towards the mountain. ‘When our people are into their city billets, we’ll head there. Excellent views of the city.’  
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The House of Thorns’ district of Pendruka’an is like a small town, complete with its own defensive wall, hidden behind the greater wall of the inner sanctum. A jumble of half-timbered houses and stone buildings form a warren of narrow streets around a small fort, which in turn stands guard over a tree-lined square.
As we arrive in the square, we’re greeted by dwarves in the now familiar kilts and green bonnets.
‘Oh aye, we keep a sizable contingent in the city,’ says Mab, as the wagons are parked and unloaded. ‘They watch out for our interests here. Not that I’m in this part of the city much. Split my time between my laboratory up on the mountain there and the one in Skallagdoon.’ He leans into me and adds quietly, ‘Don’t tell his lordship, but I much prefer my mountain retreat. I can get my hands on better raw materials here than I can back home.’ 
Once again, the dwarves demonstrate a quiet efficiency, unpacking the wagons and stabling the ponies, while Mab leads us to a three-storey house with turreted corners, that stands across the square.
‘Lord Angus’s town house. He’s instructed me to get you settled in the guest rooms.’ Mab gives us an apologetic shrug. ‘We don’t often have guests, you’ll understand, so they’re not up to much. But I’m sure you’ll make do for a few days.’
‘What about a change of clothes?’ I ask, plucking at my dark combat fatigues.
‘What? Oh, aye, I hadn’t thought of that. Not that we planned for you to be here, of course.’ Mab’s face reddens. ‘That might be an issue, you all being a wee bit longer in the leg than us.’ He looks around the square. ‘I’ll ask Hamish if he has anything that might fit you and get him to have your things washed.’
‘Who’s Hamish?’
‘Hamish MacTee,’ says Mab, ‘is the Lord Angus’s city steward. He keeps things in order here.’ He waves towards the fort. ‘And speak of the devil. Hamish! Hamish MacTee. Over here.’
A plump dwarf, with a greying beard that reaches to his waist, lifts a hand as he hurries across to us. He wears a brown leather apron over the same tartan kilt as the others. His harassed face is florid and sweat glistens on his balding head.
‘Ah, Professor, so good to see you again, sir.’ Hamish MacTee speaks in English, and it sounds as if he hasn’t seen Mab for a long time. ‘Welcome, welcome.’ He looks at me and my friends. ‘And these are our guests from Britannia?’
I’m not sure how he knows this. My confusion must be obvious because he adds, ‘The laird sent a messenger last night to warn me to be ready.’
‘Can we do something about our guests’ clothes, Hamish?’ Mab asks.
‘Oh, aye. We’ll get them all settled into their rooms, and I’ll arrange for the laundry to be done.’ He eyes us up, as if taking mental measurements. ‘I had a few things around the place, just in case we ever got human visitors again.’ He wrings his hands and nods respectfully to Danny. ‘And our aelfen guest, of course.’
‘What clothes have you got?’ Mab asks. 
‘Ah, well they might be a little dated. And perhaps not the best things to be seen in at tonight’s banquet.’
‘Banquet?’ asks Mab. ‘The Pendrakken?’
‘Aye, Professor,’ says Hamish. ‘Word came this morning. And they’ve postponed the sitting of the Drakstadler till tomorrow.’ Hamish looks us up and down again. ‘These aren’t exactly evening attire, either. Unless you’re going a-raiding.’ He chuckles to himself, but when none of us laughs, he continues. ‘Still, I doubt House of Thistles will wear anything except their stinking leather trews and chain mail coats. These things won’t be so much out of place, I’m sure. And,’ he adds, brightening, ‘I imagine our guests will want to take hot baths after their journey. I can have these clothes washed and pressed and back to them before this evening.’
‘Well and good,’ says Mab. ‘In the meantime, I’m planning to show them my lab. Is the water cable running?’
‘Oh, aye, sir,’ says Hamish. ‘Give me half an hour to sort our guests’ clothes.’
◆◆◆
 
So, on the plus side, when Lord Angus arrives with his bodyguard, we’ve all had a good bath. On the downside, Hamish MacTee wasn’t kidding when he said the human clothing he had was a bit dated. And there isn’t much of it, so pieces are given out where they fit best, and they’re mixed with dwarf kilts and blouses that are straight from the pages of some overblown historical novel. We look like the cast of a school pantomime.
And if I’m reading my friends’ faces correctly, they share my view on the woollen underwear, which, although it fits, feels like it was made to punish nineteenth century convicts.
Our obvious discomfort seems to amuse Lord Angus. ‘What is this I spy?’ he says, with a barely concealed smirk. ‘New recruits for my army?’
‘I’m sorry, my lord,’ Hamish says miserably. ‘Thought my store of human clothes would suffice. Alas, we came up short.’
‘Maybe we should send you to Britannia with the professor’s wee device. You could buy in a few spare things.’
‘Aye, my lord,’ Hamish says dutifully. ‘Here and now, though, our guests will have their own clothes back by this evening.’
‘That’s good,’ Lord Angus says, ‘because the Pendrakken wants to see them before the feast. And I don’t want guests of our house disgracing us in front of the other clans.’
‘Does that include me, my lord?’ asks Mab. ‘To see the Pendrakken, I mean.’
‘It does. Lucidius Lupus wants a first-hand account of developments in Britannia.’ Angus wafts a hand towards Excalibur, strapped at my side. ‘And I’m afraid you’ll have to offer a retelling of how you drew the sword from the stone.’
‘What time are we expected?’ asks Mab.
‘We’re to be at the palace entrance by seven. The feast begins at eight.’
‘In the meantime, I plan to show our guests around my laboratory,’ says Mab.
Angus glances up at the mountain, towering above us. ‘Do you have time?’
‘Mister MacTee confirmed the water cable is running, my lord. Twenty minutes there and twenty back.’
Angus grunts, then turns to Hamish. ‘Is Bentback up there?’
‘Aye, my lord.’
◆◆◆
 
‘Ollander Bentback is my assistant,’ Mab explains, as we head to a tall building with a waterfall cascading from its upper levels. At the bottom, the water spills over a giant wheel, which rotates slowly, propelling a conveyor belt of large, chained buckets that dip into the pool at the waterfall’s foot. The waterfilled buckets disappear into the building through a large hole, while empty buckets emerge from another hole next to the first one.
‘Clever system this,’ says Mab, as we climb some steps to the top of the building. ‘The waterfall drives the wheel which moves the bucket cable. The buckets fill with water at the base, then tip their contents into a reservoir at the top, replenishing the waterfall.’ He points. ‘But the cable then takes the buckets on up the mountain, like a ski lift.’
‘There must be something more to it?’ says Ravi. ‘There’s no way the buckets could supply enough water for the waterfall.’
‘Yes, yes, quite so,’ says Mab. ‘We haven’t cracked perpetual motion. There’s a spring supplying it, too. Together it’s enough to keep it going most of the time.’
At the top of the steps, we enter a short tunnel where the clanking and scraping of the bucket chain and the noise from the waterfall is deafening. Two dwarf attendants hand out waterproof capes.
‘Here, you’ll need these,’ shouts Mab. ‘I’m sure you don’t want to add wetness to your discomfort.’
‘Like a theme park ride,’ laughs Jackie, taking a cape. Roly looks less happy.
‘You’ll be fine,’ I say, trying to look more confident and comfortable than I feel.
At one end of the tunnel, the buckets empty their contents into a channel, then swing upright again. The attendants beckon to us.
‘One person to each,’ shouts Mab. ‘There’s a fold down seat inside, which is also a step to climb back out. And try to sit still. They cannae tip when we’re up on the cable, but it can be a bit wobbly.’
Mab clambers into a bucket. Once inside, we can only see his head. As it creaks out of the tunnel and into sunlight, I’m hopping into the next one. With Excalibur still strapped at my waist, this isn’t an easy manoeuvre, but once inside I pull down the very narrow seat and perch awkwardly, keeping a firm grip on the sides.
Each bucket is suspended between two chains that rise up the mountain on tall pylons. A short distance away, on more pylons and chains, buckets move down the mountain and I spot a dwarf making the return journey. My bucket sways and judders and creaks, and its forward motion is stuttering and jerky, particularly when we pass one of the pylons. But steadily we climb, and as I get used to the curious motion, I take the chance to survey Pendruka’an, shrinking below and behind me.
The city’s main wall forms an almost perfect half circle, with the ends built into the lower slopes of Mount Vilderkrug. The second and third walls run parallel to the first, the last enclosing the more expensive buildings on the highest terrace.
It’s hard to judge scale, but the outer wall could be five or six kilometres long. The pointy-topped turrets punctuate it at regular intervals, except where the three gates stand. As impressive as the Twins, the stone guardians on the east gate resemble a pair of birds, with one wing of each meeting above another pair of massive wooden doors, while to the west, the statues take the form of two bears. Each bear wears a helmet and carries a spear, like the ones held by the Thoren Twins.
‘That’s Gailrik and Urso, the battling bears of Garramsar,’ Mab calls from the bucket in front of me. ‘And the gates to the east are the Pellagool Eagles of Wisdom that some say used to reside on this mountain.’
Down to our right, the palace, the parliament building, and the temple tower above the city on their giant stone tree stump. The complex is neatly symmetrical, the domed buildings standing like guards on either side of the palace. This resembles a large version of the White Tower in London, a squarish building with small turrets extending from each corner of the roof, like observation posts.
Behind the buildings a slender bridge, carried across high pillars, stretches towards the mountainside.
‘Where does the bridge go?’ I call over to Mab, pointing.
‘Dwarves are cautious folk,’ he calls back. ‘The Bridge of Despair leads to one of the mine systems. It’s where we would retreat to in a time of danger.’
‘Despair?’
‘If the bridge is ever needed,’ says Mab, ‘then it’s likely the city has fallen. So, aye, Despair is a worthy name.’ He waves a hand down at the palace. ‘There are tunnels, too, that lead into the bowels of the mountain. Always good to have an insurance policy.’
‘How many people live here?’ I ask, as the scale of Pendruka’an becomes clearer the higher we climb. Networks of streets criss-cross below me, teeming with dwarves, busy like ants in their daily routines.
‘Normally? Close to two-hundred thousand,’ Mab calls, steadying himself as his bucket negotiates another of the pylons. ‘When there’s a festival or a fayre, that number can double.’
‘What about when the clans muster?’
He thinks about this. ‘If a full muster were called, each clan would send at least thirty thousand soldiers or more. Add camp followers and you could be swelling Pendruka’an’s population by a quarter of a million.’
‘And what about now?’ I ask. Lord Angus’s retinue was nowhere near the size Mab has just suggested.
‘It’s likely that each clan leader will have brought a thousand dwarves,’ says Mab. ‘Although the Pendrakken will have his own bodyguard, and a standing force drawn from the three clans. We do that to make sure no Pendrakken can get too powerful in the absence of the other leaders.’
‘What if you were attacked? Those towns we passed on the way looked defenceless.’
‘Not counting clan wars, it’s never happened,’ says Mab thoughtfully. ‘An invasion, I mean. But if it did happen, the outlying garrisons would head for the clan capitals, and anyone in between would come here.’ He turns and points at the side of the mountain, which, from this angle, forms a concave bowl. ‘The caves and mines and havens inside Vilderkrug could house a million dwarves if necessary. For a little while, at least.’
‘How many dwarves are there?’ I ask. ‘I mean, if only a thousand survived your last battle in Britannia?’
‘Well, lassie, eight centuries is a long time,’ says Mab, ‘and like I told you before, we dwarves have begun to outgrow our lands. Our wars have been more like brawls than the industrial horrors of the old world, and we’ve managed to avoid pandemics. I’d say there must be close to six million souls living in Ishkardia today.’
Six million. We could get a good army out of that number.
As I stare down at the tiny dots moving in the squares and avenues around the city, I wonder what a war with Taliesin would look like. These creatures, the crellok, that Elnoth and Mab spoke of; are they behind the attacks suffered by the dwarves? And if they are, how did they get here? And how many would it take to capture this city?
And then I check myself. A year ago, I wouldn’t have been thinking like this. Like a soldier. Is it because I have a little Excalibur microchip in my head?
In part. But I can only help develop existing … talents.
‘Oh good, I forgot you were there.’
‘What’s that?’ Mab calls.
I tap my head. ‘Just chatting with Excalibur.’
‘Fascinating,’ says Mab. ‘I still marvel at the science needed to deliver such a wondrous weapon. And over fifteen of your Britannic centuries ago. Remarkable.’
This observation seems to cast him into deep thought and the rest of our journey passes in silence, until the water cable starts to level out towards a large stone platform that juts from the side of the mountain. Glancing down, I estimate we’re about two-thirds of the way up the side of Vilderkrug, although I can’t be sure, as the peak remains wreathed in a layer of fluffy white cloud.
We sway in beside the platform and two dwarves step forward to help us out. The now empty buckets disappear into a tunnel, where the cable must switch through a hundred-and-eighty degrees, because they emerge and slide alongside a platform that mirrors the one we’ve stepped onto. A short line of dwarves waits patiently there to board.
‘My lab is a five-minute walk,’ says Mab, shepherding us to a set of steep and narrow steps, which lead to a flat roadway. Here, a few houses seem to grow out of the mountain and a waist-high wall and thick hedge of holly gives some protection from the precipitous drop that borders the road to our left.
I look out across the vast plain that now stretches to a far northern horizon. The road we followed this morning runs arrow-straight towards a distant silver strand that must be the river we camped at last night. The lands to the west rise subtly, with hints of purple on their hilltops, while to the east, a distant lake shimmers at the limit of my view. Closer to Pendruka’an, settlements dot the landscape, the late afternoon sun reflecting from west-facing windows. Smoke in wispy columns drifts lazily across a largely blue sky, while around the towns and farmsteads are cultivated fields and orchards and woods.
It is a picture of perfect peace and tranquillity. But for one inexplicable moment, it makes me shudder.
◆◆◆
 
‘Well, we don’t have enough time for a proper tour,’ says Mab, ushering us into his laboratory, ‘but I can give you a quick view, and some refreshment.’
From the outside, this building looks like all the others in its row of six, standing on plots cut into the mountain’s bedrock, and with ground floors fashioned from a rose-coloured stone. The upper levels — stretching to two or three storeys — are of half-timbered construction.
Inside Mab’s lab, though, everything is different, with the wood panelling of a long entrance hall giving way to a corridor with smooth walls that are half white-painted metal and half double-glazed window. There are three rooms on each side, all containing scientific equipment. The whole place reminds me of the inner sanctum of Merlin’s secret base in Camlann Woods.
‘Come this way,’ says Mab, guiding us to the end of the corridor where a forbidding black door, with a skull and crossbones painted clumsily in red on its rivet-studded surface, bars further progress.
‘Oh, don’t worry about that,’ Mab says, waving breezily at the sign. ‘It’s a deterrent for any young dwarves who might wander in here and be tempted to enter my den.’ He pulls a large key from a hidden pocket in his kilt. ‘Assuming they could break through my security of course. It’s where I keep my precious supplies of English Breakfast and Earl Grey teas. Miss Paine was good enough to supply me with a healthy replenishment.’
He plugs the key in the only keyhole and turns it. There’s a whirr, then a clanking sound before the door begins to open with a hiss like air escaping from a punctured tyre.
‘I must have that new tea supply delivered up here, if I can locate Ollan— ah, there you are.’
A head has appeared, low down, from around the partially open door. Straggling black hair frames a lugubrious, clean-shaven face with piercing blue eyes that fix on me, before sliding down to stare at Excalibur, hanging from my hip.
The dwarf, who seems quite short compared to Mab, doesn’t move. Then his eyes go back to the professor, and his mouth opens to reveal crooked teeth that are surprisingly white.
‘Thought it must be you, sir,’ he says, in a sing-song voice that doesn’t match his cheerless face. ‘And guests from the other side?’ Like everyone else in the House of Thorns, his accent is Scottish, though less pronounced than most I’ve heard.
‘Does everyone speak English.’ Roly blurts out a question I’ve been meaning to ask.
‘Professor Odinspear insists on it, young man,’ the black-haired dwarf says, grinning lopsidedly. ‘Says it’s the language of science.’ He looks up at Mab. ‘And anything the professor says … well, you get my meaning.’ His eyes now stare hungrily at my friends.
‘You speak it very well,’ says Ravi, nodding to the dwarf, who swells at the compliment.
‘Aye, and so he does,’ says Mab. ‘Ollander, allow me to introduce our visitors.’
As Mab names each of us, the door opens wide to reveal a dwarf not of shorter stature but one whose back is curved over, giving him a pronounced stoop that leaves the top of his head level with Mab’s shoulders.
‘Ollander has been in my service since I discovered him as a wee dwarfling, scavenging for food scraps on the streets.’ He gives Ollander Bentback an affectionate pat on the head.
The stooping dwarf’s eyes darken but the moment passes, and Ollander’s grin widens into a full smile. ‘Human people, sir. I have never met a human.’ His eyes scan quickly around our group, as if we’re some sort of circus novelty. His gaze lingers on Ravi, then Danny, who has his bowler hat fixed firmly on his head. ‘I’d heard humans come in so many hues. It’s nice to see the evidence.’
‘Well, they do, Mister Bentback,’ says Danny, lifting his hat and pulling his hair back, ‘but this one is actually elver-er, aelfen.’
For a split second, Ollander’s face darkens again, then the grin re-widens and the bulging blue eyes blink. ‘All’s welcome here, sir, if the professor grants access.’
‘He does,’ says Mab, who this time seems to have noticed the flash of darkness in Ollander’s eyes, ‘and he also thinks our guests would welcome a nice pot of tea. As would he.’
‘Where are my manners?’ Ollander says, giving his forehead a theatrical slap. ‘We still have some of the English tea you brought from your last jump, sir. And how did things go this time?’ He looks at us again. ‘Can I assume contact was made?’
‘You can assume that, indeed,’ says Mab, ‘and these fine young people are Merlin’s associates.’
‘He sent them back with you? Didn’t come himself?’
Mab hesitates. ‘Their presence was … not planned, exactly. But we must make them as comfortable as possible till I can return them to Britannia.’ He gives Ollander a meaningful look. ‘Which is why we should serve them tea.’
‘Of course. And would we be serving it with milk, sir?’
Mab glances at me, and I nod. ‘We would. Cow’s rather than goat’s, I think. And I’ll need you to pick up the extra tea I’ve brought this time. Enough to keep us going for a month or two, I’m sure.’
We follow Mab into the room to find a cosy and slightly untidy study. Two low tables each host piles of papers and books, and half a dozen tub chairs provide seating. There are no windows, just two large, freestanding lamps, each with an ivory-coloured shade and bright bulbs. More books are crammed onto bookshelves that crowd the walls, except where another doorway gives the room a further exit.
‘That leads to our very own mine tunnel,’ says Mab, as Ollander disappears through the far doorway, ‘by way of a small kitchen.’ He waves to the ceiling. ‘Second floor has more lab and study space, and a toilet if any of you have the need?’ None of us does. ‘Our sleeping quarters and bathrooms are on the top level.’ He taps his foot on the floor, which is covered by a patterned carpet that matches our kilts. ‘There’s a bit of space below in a small cellar but most of our kit is stored in the tunnels out yonder.’
As we find places to park ourselves, Ollander returns with a large tray on which are balanced a big copper teapot, a jug of milk, a pot of sugar and seven teacups, whose chipped floral patterns suggest they’ve all seen better days. He looks for a place to put the tray, then shrugs and uses a foot to slide some books off one of the low tables.
‘Mind my Aristotle,’ says Mab.
‘I’ve already moved that, sir,’ Ollander says cheerfully. ‘It’s back on shelf three-two-alpha. These are my cookbooks.’
‘Ah, right. Very fine cook is our Ollander,’ says Mab. ‘Nothing he can’t tell you about herbs and spices and mushrooms and whatnot. He also pours a fine cup of tea. If you’d do the honours, laddie?’
‘Got any coffee?’ Jackie grumbles quietly.
‘I don’t think you’d appreciate dwarf coffee,’ says Mab, ‘and we don’t keep them in, even for guests.’
Ollander makes some fuss over pouring the tea, making sure each of us has what we want and taking special care to make Danny welcome, selecting the best of the cups for the elvereen.
‘Ah, that does the trick,’ says Mab, between two long sips of tea. ‘Well now, I suppose I should brief you on what you can expect from your audience with the Pendrakken and a dwarf banquet.’
‘We’re not in trouble, are we?’ Roly asks anxiously. He looks at me and shrugs. ‘Best to know.’
‘Och, no, no. Of course not,’ says Mab. ‘No, it’s a formality for all new guests of the realm to be presented to the Pendrakken. Not that we’ve had any these many years. And as Lord Angus said, he, and the members of the Drakstadler, will want to hear an account of what is happening in Britannia direct from you.’ He glances at Danny. ‘And in Lyonesse, and any other of the Seven Realms you might have news of.’
‘And you’ll find out more about the attacks?’ I ask.
‘Lord Angus will, for sure,’ says Mab. ‘But I’m not a member of the Drakstadler and I won’t be invited.’ He chuckles. ‘And I wouldn’t worry too much if you don’t receive an invite, either. They’ll no doubt spend their time arguing about who the perpetrators are and who should lead the expedition to track them down.’
‘Could they be responsible?’ Ollander puts in.
‘What?’ The simple question startles Mab.
‘Who’s they?’ I ask.
Ollander opens his mouth to speak, but Mab waves him to silence. ‘The bandits and renegades I mentioned. I still think it’s the most likely explanation. Those who don’t find a prison cell, or hard labour in the Vilderkrug mines, head for the Badlands and eke out a living there. Plenty of wild beasties to feed on. And none of the Pendrakken’s laws.’
‘They say some have organised into groups, sir,’ says Ollander.
‘True, laddie,’ says Mab. ‘And they attract a certain … notoriety. But even so, I can’t think they would attack our settlements. They know the reaction that would get.’
‘Then what if it is Taliesin?’ Danny asks. I thought he was dozing, slumped in a chair with his bowler hat tipped forward over his eyes.
Mab looks at each of us carefully before answering. ‘Merlin is convinced you stopped his last attempt to escape, and if these laddies at Caliburn Sci-Tech had tried again and succeeded, why is he here and not there?’
‘Why not?’ says Ravi. ‘Have you got anything he’d want.’
‘Plenty, I’m sure,’ says Mab. ‘You’ll find the stories about dwarf mines are all based heavily on fact. So, gold, silver, precious stones, rare earths.’ He runs a hand slowly over his beard forks. ‘I’m not sure what use they’d be to him, though gold is always handy to have around. And our iron ore is second to none. Weapons?’
‘If dwarves are famous as warriors,’ I say, ‘wouldn’t it make sense to knock you out of the war before it’s properly begun?’
‘It’s a good point,’ says Mab. ‘Why not hit us before the Table is re-formed.’
‘You mean the Round Table?’ asks Roly.
‘Aye, lad. If Merlin is to unite the forces of Albion to stop the Storm King, he’ll have to recall the Table. Every realm was represented. Even Salbodunum. You mustn’t assume the kuk’rellan are bad, or that they were all on Taliesin’s side back then, whatever Lord Elnoth says. Those that were converted into crellok were as much victims as those he attacked.’
‘But what about the giants, sir?’ says Ollander. ‘The old stories say most of their clans were in the Storm King’s camp before the end.’
‘Aye, Fearann Mor was a difficult place for Arthur to sway, so Merlin told me. But their numbers were never great. And even that realm had knights at the Table. Balan, and his brother, Balin. Even Dinadan.’
‘Son of Sir Brunor the Senior?’ asks Ravi.
‘Ah, a laddie who knows his Table lore.’
‘Or his Arthurian fiction,’ says Ravi. ‘Isn’t he in Le Morte d’Arthur?’
‘A lot of what Malory wrote was based on, or at least inspired by, fact,’ says Mab, raising an eyebrow. ‘Just like those wonderful gentlemen, Tolkien and Lewis. Do you know I once saw them? I was a young man but you never forget.’ He hauls himself out of his chair and starts to pace around the room. ‘In any case, as far as I know, Merlin hasn’t heard anything of the giants for over a thousand years — Britannic years — since his last visit there.’ He looks back at me. ‘Any news of the others?’
‘The troowin,’ I say, and recount how they helped when our airship-cum-submarine, Camelot Castle, crashed on BritDome, and our recent rescue of the British king.
‘Ah, a fine race indeed,’ says Mab, ‘and very proud.’ He points to Excalibur. ‘You know, of course, that they helped Merlin fashion yon sword? After what Taliesin did to their kind, I’ve no doubt the people of the Regnum Nobilium Nereii will re-join the Table.’
‘Is that the realm of the troowin?’ I ask, never having heard its name before. ‘Lancelot wasn’t so sure they’d join,’ I add. ‘They weren’t very happy with Merlin. But they’ve helped us a lot since.’
‘Useful if we’re fighting at sea, I suppose,’ says Mab. ‘But clearly at a disadvantage if we campaign on land. Wonderful engineers, mind. Their help could still be critical.’ He stops pacing and puts his battered cup back on the tray. ‘And what of Avalon?’
I shrug. ‘Merlin hasn’t really mentioned it.’
‘Female dominance there. That’s no disadvantage in my book. A good thing. Don’t remind Arwen, though.’
‘Don’t women have any rights here?’ I ask.
‘They have the right to be mothers, to make our homes and to make packed lunches for our war parties. Oh, and to do light work in the mines and clean the streets.’ It’s clear from his tone that Mab doesn’t like this state of affairs. ‘And they have no representation on the Drakstadler.’
‘Then you’re wasting the talents of half your population.’
‘You’re not wrong, lassie.’
‘And if you’re attacked, you’ll need everyone involved.’
‘Aye, also true.’ He shrugs. ‘Oh, the Pendrakken might let the ladies sharpen a few spears and tear up sheets for bandages. But it’ll never be like Avalon. The Avarae are great warriors. But they’re even greater seers and scientists.’
He glances at a clock that hangs on the wall at a funny angle between two bookshelves. ‘And now, before we head back down the mountain, let me show you the entrance to our mine shafts. I think you’ll find it interesting. If anyone ever overruns this place, it’s where we’ll be heading to find sanctuary.’ 
We rise to follow the dwarves, but Danny checks, and rubs his stomach.
‘Actually, Professor, would you mind showing me where your restrooms are? I have a sudden need.’
‘Tea disagree with you?’ says Mab. ‘Or do aelfen have lactose intolerance?’
‘Not sure. But if you wouldn’t mind.’
‘Of course, lad. My apologies. Ollander will do the honours. The toilet’s next to his herb store upstairs.’
‘Come with me, young sir,’ says Ollander, beckoning Danny.
‘And you can catch us up at the water cable station. Don’t want to be late for Lord Angus.’
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Hamish MacTee has been as good as his word. When we arrive back at the Firethorn mansion, our clothes await us, washed and neatly pressed.
It’s a relief to rid myself of the itchy woollen underwear, and to have clothes that don’t look ridiculous. When I’ve redressed, I strap on Excalibur’s belt and scabbard, and give the sword’s pommel a gentle pat.
‘I think I’m going to need your help this evening. Assuming they’ll let me wear you.’
Think before you speak.
‘Well, that’s profound. Thank you.’
Dwarves can be quick to anger. Think before you speak and choose your words … carefully.
‘Like I said, maybe you can help me with that?’
Affirmative.
At precisely six-thirty, I meet the others at the foot of a sweeping staircase in the mansion’s spacious entrance hall. It has a subdued feel, with dark wood panelling and statues and paintings of extremely grim dwarves, some in armour, others in kilts and green bonnets. None of them depict women.
Danny is still looking uncomfortable. ‘Maybe dwarf food doesn’t agree with me.’ He smiles weakly. ‘Remind me to go easy this evening.’
‘Maybe you should stay here?’ I say.
He shakes his head. ‘Don’t want to offend our hosts. As I’m the first elvereen to visit here in centuries, there’s a lot riding on my behaviour.’
‘Which is why you should stay put.’
He waves away my concerns and then our conversation is forgotten as we’re overtaken by a flurry of activity, servants fussing and bustling around us. Lord Angus and Lady Isabelle Firethorn step elegantly down the staircase, Angus in a fine kilt and a short blue velvet tailcoat, with a double row of silver buttons, and golden epaulettes. He wears a large green bonnet, on which is a gold badge in the shape of a thorny branch, with a single rose blooming from its tip. Two mottled brown feathers complete his headgear, fixed in place by the badge. At his side is a basket-hilted sword in a green brass-tipped scabbard. A sprig of an orange-berried shrub with pointed leaves is pinned to his chest.
Interestingly, Lady Isabelle appears like Angus’s twin, in the same kilt, short coat and bonnet. She, too, wears the spiky-leafed shrub with orange berries. The only difference is that she doesn’t wear a sword.
There’s no sign of Arwen, an obvious source of frustration for her father.
‘I told the lassie to be here and ready,’ he says irritably.
Lady Isabelle touches his arm lightly. ‘She said she’d be meeting with Claudia and Flavia and coming over with them.’
‘The Pendrakken’s nieces.’ Angus growls. ‘I don’t want their Roman nonsense rubbing off on our daughter.’
‘You married me,’ Lady Isabelle says, smiling.
‘Aye, well, you’ve been with us so long, nobody would know you’re an Ilex lass, my dear,’ says Angus. ‘You’ve lost the accent. And the airs and graces.’ He looks around. ‘And where’s my brother?’
‘Here, my lord,’ calls a voice from the top of the staircase.
Lord Elnoth sweeps into view and some of the dwarves around us gasp. He’s wearing a long frock coat of black velvet with filigree silver woven into a high-necked collar and into sleeves that flair at the cuff. The patterns on his arms appear to show dragons entwined with thorns. On his chest, silver and gold threads depict a dwarf fighting against a horde of misshapen beasts, while under his coat he wears white trousers and knee-high black riding boots polished to a mirror finish. He, too, wears a sword, but this is a rapier, slim-bladed and light. His long black hair is tied back with a simple ribbon.
‘For a man who likes tradition, brother,’ growls Angus, ‘you have a funny way of showing it.’
Elnoth flicks at his coat. ‘I get so few opportunities to dress up, brother. If not for a Pendrakken’s banquet, then when?’
Another light touch from Lady Isabelle to Angus’s arm cuts off any retort, and instead he swings around. ‘And where, pray, is my daughter’s bodyguard?’
‘Perhaps Scree is with her, my lord,’ Mab offers. ‘In which case I’m sure she won’t be getting into any mischief.’
Angus looks ready to explode, but Lady Isabelle raises an eyebrow at him, once more defusing his anger, and they move outside to a line of waiting coaches. The two that travelled from Skallagdoon are now accompanied by four more, and there are dwarves mounted on stubby little ponies at each end of the line.
Mab, who, unlike the rest of Lord Angus’s retinue, is dressed in a plain grey coat and brown trousers, ushers me and my friends to a long coach. Ollander Bentback, also dressed plainly, climbs to sit beside a leather-clad driver, as we squeeze inside.
‘I’m afraid it won’t be too comfortable,’ Mab apologises, ‘but these coaches weren’t intended for humans.’
‘We could walk,’ I offer, but a quick glance at Danny puts me off that idea. ‘You really should stay.’
He shakes his head. ‘Just point me in the direction of the restrooms when we get there. As long as I’m not anchored to the table all evening.’
‘Oh, no, no, these things are only formal to a point,’ says Mab. ‘You’ll be able to come and go as your, erm’ — he gestures to Danny’s midriff — ‘as your needs dictate. I’ll get Ollander to show you the facilities before the audience with the Pendrakken. And perhaps he can mix you up a remedy? He really is a dab hand with the herbs.’
Although our trundling procession of coaches moves slowly through the streets of Pendruka’an, it doesn’t take long to reach a vast square in front of the great stump, where a crowd has gathered to watch the spectacle. My friends and I unpeel ourselves from our coach and follow Angus, Isabelle, Elnoth, Mab and a dozen or so House of Thorns dignitaries, up a long and wide flight of steps that climbs to the top. I marvel at the dwarf architecture, the sheer scale of the buildings, and the ambition of constructing them on a massive stone platform, at least thirty metres above street level.
At the top of the steps, dwarf guards in the Roman armour, salute our arrival and we’re guided to the marble-dressed entrance hall of the palace. Statues of martial-looking dwarves occupy niches and plinths, and each of the three inner walls has a long corridor leading from it. Above us, a few dwarves peer down from a gallery and the high ceiling above them is punctured with a row of skylights. A scent of incense mixes with a strong garlic smell and hints of cinnamon.
The place is already busy, and I return the curious glances we get by focusing on the different costumes on display. Some dwarf men wear togas, or chain mail, or metal-studded leather jackets, while others appear in kilts, or smart suits, or plain coats like Mab’s. Most of the dwarf women wear dresses, some to the knee, some to the ankle, and in plain colours, browns and greys and subdued blues. One or two wear togas, but these, like Lady Isabelle, are an exception.
‘Could I just?’ Danny says to Mab, who nods.
‘Ollander, take our aelfen guest and find the washroom.’
‘Of course, sir,’ he replies.
‘And Master Pellonas,’ says Mab, ‘best to keep your hat on in here. Till we’ve been announced to the Pendrakken.’
‘Sure thing.’
‘Come along, sir,’ says Ollander, beckoning Danny. ‘It’s this way, right by the apothecary, where you’ll find extra wash basins, clean drinking water and a place to sit, should you need them.’
They head down the wide marbled corridor to the left. I watch Danny’s bowler hat bobbing along above the crowding dwarves, until my friend turns abruptly right and disappears.
‘We’ll have to wait here till we’re summoned,’ says Mab, who fiddles nervously with a gold case.
‘Is that…’
‘No.’ He taps his jacket. ‘Safe in here.’
‘Don’t you have to plug it in or something. To recharge it?’
He smiles. ‘Och, no. The wee beastie can handle that all by itself.’
Raised voices near the entrance make me turn, just as another entourage arrives. From their dress, I assume these are members of the House of Thistles, the dwarves who take inspiration from the Vikings. The men wear coats of mail, burnished so the rings shimmer as they walk. Flowing black cloaks hang from their backs, almost to the floor, and their leather trousers are tucked into fur-lined boots reinforced with strips of iron sewn onto the leather. They all wear helmets, some sporting feathers, some horns, but all dented as if they’ve seen active service.
And they’re certainly boisterous. With whoops and jeers several of them clear a path, pushing and cajoling until their leaders can easily enter the hall. They’re led by a tall dwarf. Like his warriors, he wears his hair and chest-length beard in tightly woven braids. Unlike his warriors, he wears no helmet. He’s flanked by two pretty female dwarves, wearing ankle length blue dresses but with the same black cloaks as the men. The women have startling makeup, white and black streaks emanating from dark eyes.
Behind them walk two male dwarves, one skinny and wearing a pale shift and a bearskin cloak, the other a hugely broad warrior in a coat of mail like the rest of the Thistle retinue. He has a nightmare face, crisscrossed with scars, one eye hidden by a mouldering patch, and his bulbous nose sits at an odd angle. A wolf’s head is draped over his skullcap helmet, its pelt dangling down his back, partially covering a wide-bladed axe.
If anything, the thin dwarf is more startling than his warlike companion. His face is painted white, except for a streak of black across his eyes that looks like a bandit mask. One cheek is tattooed with a blood-red bat, while on the other, crudely drawn in gold paint, is a five-pointed star. His long, dark beard has a badger streak of white and there are what appear to be small bones sewn into it. He carries a staff with the skull of some unfortunate animal at its head.
Mab leans towards me. ‘The tall one is Jarl Ragnold Bloodaxe, leader of the House of Thistles. The broad one is called Einar Nierdahl, the jarl’s champion thug. Avoid him if you can.’
‘What about the thin one?’ I’m unsettled by his appearance.
‘He goes by Snorri. He’s a skald.’ When I look blank, Mab adds, ‘An enchanter. You might say a witchdoctor, and I’d avoid him more than Einar.’
As the House of Thistles barge their way across the entrance hall, the thin dwarf stares straight at me, tilts his head to one side, then blows me a kiss, before turning and wandering off down the same corridor Danny and Ollander used.
‘Jarl Angus!’ Ragnold calls. He adds something in dwarfish but then, glancing at our group, switches to English. ‘So, we won’t have to wait for you and your boys to show up this time.’
‘Lord Ragnold,’ Angus says stiffly, as the two dwarves face each other.
‘That’ll be Jarl Ragnold.’
‘And it’s Lord Angus. As well you know, Ragnold Bloodaxe.’
There’s a moment where everyone around us seems to hold their breath, then Jarl Ragnold laughs loudly and offers Angus a small bow. ‘It’s good that I catch you now, Angus of Firethorn, before the drinking begins. Have you seen my dottir?’
‘No, why would I?’
‘Because when you and I and our families are in town, my Hetta and your Arwen go in search of mischief.’
‘My daughter is with Lucidius’s nieces,’ Angus says sourly. ‘Might Hetta Ragnoldsdottir be with them, too?’
Ragnold’s face darkens. ‘You know what happened last time?’
‘Aye, don’t remind me.’
Ragnold’s expression changes sharply, and he laughs again, a great barking sound, which makes nearby dwarves turn and stare. ‘Hetta will put fire in their blood. But it’s those sly Ilex creatures who will cause most trouble.’ He looks back to the entrance as shrill trumpets sound. ‘Ugh, the Shrooving Monk slime arrives. I thought we might have some fun at this feast, but clearly not. And where did Snorri go?’
‘He went down there, my lord,’ one of the dwarf women says, pointing at the corridor.
‘Well, someone should go and tell him Uhlan Broadfern is here.’ He turns to the big dwarf. ‘Einar, fetch him back. He’ll be sniffing around the apothecary, no doubt.’
The big dwarf grunts, then shoulders his way clumsily towards the left corridor. As he disappears into the crowd, a new group appears at the entrance, these in bright green monk’s habits, with cowls hiding their faces. One of them pulls back his hood to reveal a handsome dwarf with a neatly trimmed beard, flecked with grey. He also heads to the left corridor containing the washroom and the apothecary.
‘That’s Uhlan Broadfern, Abbot of the Shrooving Monks,’ Mab murmurs near my ear. ‘Best give him a wide berth, too.’
A flustered dwarf, in the segmented armour and red cloak of the Pendrakken’s bodyguard, threads his way through the growing crowd and nods curtly to Angus, though he keeps his eyes fixed on me and my friends. ‘My lord, five minutes and then please bring the Britannians through to the inner chamber.’ He bows again and turns to wade back the way he came.
‘Make sure you keep them together,’ Angus says to Mab.
Mab is about to answer when he frowns. ‘Ollander? Where’s our aelfen friend?’
Ollander has reappeared, drifting at the edge of Lord Angus’s entourage. He looks up as if surprised by his master’s voice. ‘Has he not returned, sir? It was very busy down there, and I left him to rest for a minute in the apothecary. I thought I saw MacTee and went to greet him.’
‘Hamish? He’s not here yet. You know he didn’t come with us.’
‘That’s why I wanted to check, sir. In case it was time for me to join him in the kitchens.’
‘Go back and fetch Master Pellonas. We can’t—’ 
The sound of raised voices, coming from the corridor, interrupts Mab. A ripple of movement radiates through the assembled dwarves, then the shouting intensifies, killing the buzz of conversations. A hush falls over the entrance hall, accentuating the noise of an altercation.
And a feeling of foreboding grips me.
A gap opens in front of us, and the dwarf called Snorri appears, the whites of his eyes standing out horribly against the black line of his mask-like makeup. Beside him, the warrior Einar, face implacable, holds a struggling figure by the scruff of his neck with one hand. Behind them, carrying a familiar bowler hat, is the green monk who peeled off from his colleagues as they arrived here.
‘What blasphemy is this?’ Snorri shouts in heavily accented English, spittle flailing from his angry mouth. ‘Aelfen. Aelfen!’ he thunders, showering an unfortunate dwarf standing in front of me with more spit. ‘Who allowed this wretch into the palace? Into the kingdom of Ishkardia?’
Danny pulls at Einar’s iron grip, but even though he towers over the big dwarf, he can’t get free. ‘Will you let go? I was just resting. Where’s Ollander Bentback? He told me I could use the apothecary.’
Ollander’s curved spine becomes almost a right angle as he shrinks down behind Mab, who now steps forward. ‘Einar, release the boy. He’s a guest of the House of Thorns. Of the Pendrakken.’
‘And when did Mab Odinspear speak for the Pendrakken?’ Snorri mocks. With lightning speed, he pulls a dagger from inside his robe and slices it sideways until it floats at Danny’s throat. ‘What price will you offer me to save an aelfen’s head?’
‘Enough of this,’ Angus Firethorn thunders. He looks at Jarl Ragnold. ‘Call your crazy man off him. Now!’
Jarl Ragnold picks at a blackened fingernail. ‘The Pendrakken never told me you have an aelfen in your party.’
Angus rounds on him. ‘Is that my fault?’
The hiss and scrape of blades sliding free from scabbards echoes from the high ceilings. Warriors of the House of Thorns, including Scree, who emerges from the crowd, line up in front of their lord, as Jarl Ragnold’s dwarves mirror the movement to cover their leader.
‘Please, gentlemen, please,’ Mab calls, raising his hands in supplication. He shouts something in dwarfish and steps gingerly between the two lines, taking care to avoid the pointing sword and spear blades. ‘The boy wasn’t meant to be here; it was a regrettable accident. But he is a friend’ — catcalls from the Thistle ranks — ‘and a trusted servant of Merlin Ap-Emrys.’ This comment prompts mocking laughter, and not just from the House of Thistles.
‘Is that supposed to placate us, old man?’ says Snorri. ‘Do you know how long it is since aelfen have set foot in this venerated building? Never.’ Another trail of white spit just misses Mab.
‘This is no time to bring up the old rivalries,’ he pleads.
‘The old rivalries never went away, Mab Odinspear,’ says the green monk, moving to stand near to Einar, who still holds Danny, and Snorri, who still has the blade at his throat. The green monk makes a small hand gesture, and Snorri lowers the dagger and slips it back inside his robe.
The monk spins the bowler hat in his hands. ‘A most unusual headgear.’ He glances up at Danny. ‘Worn, I assume, to hide your identity in Britannia?’
Danny ignores the question, but with a slight squeeze from Einar, he hisses, ‘Yes.’
‘Where, no doubt, you were a spy for the mighty Merlin.’ 
‘Abbot Broadfern,’ says Mab, ‘this boy has been granted safe conduct by the Pendrakken himself. He is not an enemy.’
The abbot looks from Mab to Danny and back to Mab. Then he studies the hat again, as if it holds the solution to a particularly difficult problem. ‘And the Pendrakken knew you would be bringing him to tonight’s banquet?’ He looks to Angus.
‘We were told to bring all the visitors. There was nothing to say we should leave the aelfen behind.’
‘But did the Pendrakken know specifically, specifically, that this group included an aelfen?’
‘Yes. I, that is,’ Angus hesitates and Mab blanches. ‘I’m sure the message we sent included that information.’
‘Perhaps we should see that dispatch?’ The abbot’s calmness seems to have defused the situation, as both Angus and Ragnold wave their men to sheathe their swords and step back. But as they move, Snorri screeches and thrusts his skull-headed staff towards the ceiling.
‘This is an ill omen. This threatens all Ishkardia.’ He turns and rams the staff at Danny’s head, stopping the skull’s bony jaw millimetres from my friend’s face. ‘The aelfen must fight within the willow sticks.’
‘What?’ says Mab. ‘Oh, don’t be so melodramatic. This isn’t a Viking saga.’ He points at Danny. ‘He hasn’t done anything wrong; he hasn’t insulted you or your lord. He hasn’t committed murder. He isn’t sworn to the Pendrakken, so he hasn’t committed treason. He isn’t rustling our sheep and — as far as I know — in the very short time he’s been here, he hasn’t run off with any of your women.’ Mab turns his back on Snorri.
‘The Thorns have always been weak, aelfen lovers,’ Snorri snarls, and he takes two long steps towards Mab.
Mab whirls around, the hand still holding his gold watch swinging up to point at Snorri. Instead, the watch flies out and lands a stinging blow on Snorri’s cheek, the one with a bat tattooed on it, which now shows a new line of red, as blood trickles down into his beard.
A cry goes up from the crowd.
Snorri screeches incoherently and thrusts his staff forward, striking Mab in the chest with the animal skull. As Mab staggers away, Einar flings Danny aside. His one good eye fixes on Mab and he growls as he reaches for his axe.
‘Einar, no!’ Ragnold shouts.
Without thinking, I slide Excalibur free, and swing the blade, catching Einar’s axe in mid-air. There’s an arcing blue flash, the axe clatters to the ground and he staggers back, clutching his arm.
Tough one this.
You don’t say. Any normal person would have been flattened, but Einar just growls at me and unsheathes his sword. People are shouting now, some ordering us to stop fighting, others egging Einar on. Still others call out for the palace guards.
Don’t be fooled by his size. He will be fast.
I thrust the blade forward again, but as steel clashes with steel, I swivel and pirouette past Einar’s bulk, dragging Excalibur along his sword arm. The blue light flickers up to his shoulder and down to his waist, then, before he can recover, I hammer Excalibur’s bejewelled pommel down on his metal skullcap. There’s a loud clonk, and the wolf pelt slips down to cover his good eye. I spin away from his flailing blade and then twist to parry Snorri’s staff as he tries a sneak attack on me from behind.
I’m vaguely aware of Jarl Ragnold holding his arms out wide, as if to stop his warriors joining in. And is that a smile on his face? Lord Angus is doing the same thing as Einar attacks and, rather than retreat from his anger, I slip inside the sweep of his blade, and clatter Excalibur onto his skullcap again before his free hand can grab me. In the same flowing action, I pivot to deflect Snorri’s second attack. This time the blue light flickers down his staff. When it reaches his hand, he freezes, makes a chuntering sound, and falls face first to the floor.
A tremendous blow hits my back and I’m sprawling on my knees, winded, still gripping Excalibur as I try to catch my breath.
Roll.
I roll away but there’s a triumphant cry as Einar’s sword swings towards my unprotected head—
Scree Oakenwall’s war axe chops sideways, shattering Einar Nierdahl’s blade. The tip skitters away across the floor. A loud collective gasp echoes around the entrance hall, then a hearty round of applause. It’s like the dwarves have been watching a demonstration match.
And then a horn sounds. 
◆◆◆
 
Lucidius Lupus Gladio, leader of House Ilex, and Pendrakken of Ishkardia, paces up and down in front of us. We’re standing in an inner chamber of the Drakstadler building, brought here after the horn signalled the arrival of two dozen guards to break up the fight. Apart from my friends and me, Lord Angus, Jarl Ragnold and the Shrooving Monk, Uhlan Broadfern, have been summoned here, alongside Mab and Snorri.
The walls of this chamber are lined with fine Roman-style mosaics, and the high ceiling is held up by a dozen smooth pillars of granite. The floor is a chequer board of black and white marble slabs, and at one end of the room is a large throne-like chair, painted gold. Flames flicker from torches bracketed to the pillars, casting shadows that make the tessellated people in the mosaics appear to move, giving life to the images of dancing, eating, and music.
Like many of these figures, Lucidius wears a white toga, with the addition of a purple sash draped over one shoulder. His short dark hair is oiled flat and his cleanshaven face is tanned, lined, and thoughtful. The echoing sound of his Roman sandals clicking across the floor is the only noise in the chamber.  
Abruptly, he stops pacing, and says something in dwarfish, then raises a hand, as if in apology, before speaking again, this time in English.
‘Not exactly the start I’d had in mind for this evening’s proceedings.’
‘Pendrakken, I can explain,’ Uhlan Broadfern begins, pointing towards Danny.
‘I’m sure you think you can, Abbot Broadfern,’ Unlike Angus and Ragnold, Lucidius speaks calmly and without any discernible accent. ‘But must I repeat that I have given safe conduct to all our visitors.’ He nods to Danny. ‘Including our guest from Lyonesse.’
Danny, holding his hat in both hands, nods politely back.
‘I gather it was an accident of exuberant youth’ — Lucidius glances at Angus, who remains silent — ‘that brought our young guests here, and that they will be returning home in a few days’ time.’ He looks at Mab, who confirms this.
‘It is an abomination that this creature should be among us,’ Snorri spits at Danny, before closing his eyes and starting to moan.
‘Please keep your skaldish views to yourself,’ Lucidius snaps, causing Snorri to open his eyes again in surprise. He actually looks hurt. ‘At the very least,’ Lucidius continues, ‘we should extend to our guests a welcome worthy of our realm. And use this opportunity to learn news of Britannia.’
Lucidius thrusts a finger at Angus and Ragnold. ‘No more unpleasantries, gentlemen. You will keep your retinues in check. Is that understood?’
Ragnold grins wolfishly. ‘House of Thorns owes my champion a new sword.’
Angus bridles. ‘You’ll be waiting till—’
‘Is that understood?’ Lucidius repeats forcefully.
‘Aye, my lord,’ says Angus, sourly.
Ragnold offers a flourishing bow then, still grinning, turns a full circle on the spot, gesturing at the mosaic-decorated walls. ‘I don’t care much for this Roman finery you’ve put up. When I sit on that seat, two years from now, I’ll be sure to send you back the pieces.’
‘As is your right, when this office passes to House of Thistles,’ Lucidius says mildly, then sighs. ‘Just don’t make a mess of the place. We all have to use it.’ He turns sharply to Abbot Broadfern. ‘And you, Abbot, will ensure the religious among us do nothing to disturb the Drakstadler’s peace.’ He flicks a finger towards Snorri. ‘Including him, if the Jarl can’t keep his man in check.’
‘The skald will behave, lord,’ Ragnold says.
‘Am I being unreasonable?’ says Lucidus, spreading his arms wide.
‘No, my lord,’ says Broadfern, with a small bow. Ragnold gives a noncommittal shrug. Snorri, cheeks glowing under his white makeup, says nothing.
‘Good, good. Well then,’ says Lucidius, visibly brightening. He turns and walks to the golden throne, installing his thin frame on it before waving a hand. ‘Asha Knight, warrior and plenipotentiary of Merlin Ap-Emrys. Step forward that I may see this weapon of wonder.’
I hesitate. I don’t even know what a plenipotentiary is.
Diplomat, invested with full power of independent action on behalf of the people they represent.
Thanks, sword. I take a few steps forward and not knowing what else to do, give the Pendrakken an awkward bow.
‘Oh, I do so appreciate good manners,’ says Lucidius. He looks past me to the others. ‘You see, gentlemen? If a young human can manage it, why can’t you?’ He waves a hand to cut off a protest from Lord Angus, before looking back at me. His small, brown eyes bore into mine, then drop to Excalibur in its scabbard. ‘And this is the Sword of Power? Well, I never expected to see it.’ He holds out a hand. ‘May I?’
My hand goes protectively to Excalibur’s pommel, but then I slide it free, reverse the hilt and offer it to Lucidius.
He pauses, then runs delicate, well-manicured fingers over the blade, taking care not to catch the three golden rings he wears on Excalibur’s steel. When his hand reaches the hilt, he hesitates and, instead of taking hold of the sword, motions for me to take it back.
‘Such workmanship. Such artistry.’ He sighs and leans an elbow on one of the throne’s armrests, while running the hand that has just caressed Excalibur over his smooth chin. ‘Such power. And entrusted to a girl? Most unexpected.’
‘I am only the custodian until Arthur comes of age, my lord,’ I say, taking a chance that this is the right response.
It is.
‘Good. And you understand I honour Lord Merlin, by allowing you to keep the weapon at your side?’ He glances at Angus and Ragnold. ‘You’ve already seen how dwarfish tempers can flare. I prefer that my dinner guests leave their weapons at the door.’ He studies me, then nods. ‘But my instinct is that I can trust you not to start anything. Now,’ he says, shifting his weight on the throne, ‘tell me of Britannia, and Lyonesse, and how you came to be Excalibur’s keeper.’
The retelling of these tales must be getting a bit tedious for my friends, and I can hear Roly fidgeting behind me as I bring the Pendrakken quickly up to speed. I keep it simple, factual, without embellishment, skipping over details like the agony I suffered when Excalibur planted its microchip in my head.
For his part, Lucidius listens intently, then asks for more detail, and even claps as I recount how we stole a king’s crown to liberate the gems that give the sword its power.
‘A very dwarfish escapade. I should like to have seen that,’ says Lucidius. ‘And just six of you against three thousand of the enemy?’
‘Four thousand,’ I correct him, then, as my cheeks burn at the apparent boast, add, ‘but they weren’t all enemies. I think a lot of them had no choice. Didn’t know what they were doing there. It was all very confused.’
Lucidius scratches his chin. ‘Enemies, nonetheless, then. And dangerous for their lack of individual will. And your rescue of the young aelfen here also sounds remarkable. Such subtle subterfuge.’ He frowns at Danny, who looks grey and unsteady. ‘Do you still suffer the ills of your imprisonment?’
‘Something I ate, my lord,’ he says.
‘Ah yes, well, some dwarf sauces are probably an acquired taste.’ Lucidius’s gaze shifts back to me. ‘And you say your king has fled Britannia?’
‘Yes, my lord.’ I shrug. ‘I don’t think he had any choice. It was either that or stay and be a puppet head of state.’
Lucidius raises an eyebrow. ‘There are times when being Pendrakken can feel like that.’ He glances at Angus, who scowls, and Ragnold, who grins. ‘Besides, when Arthur returns, that gentleman would be out of a job? A stirring story and well told, young lady. It has given me quite an appetite. Shall we?’
‘Should we not discuss the incursions, my lord?’ Angus asks.
‘Tomorrow,’ Lucidius says curtly. ‘The full Drakstadler will consider what measures must be taken to deal with the problems in the west.’
‘I claim the right to lead,’ Ragnold puts in, ‘seeing as most of the damage has been to my clan’s territories.’
‘House Ilex has also suffered losses,’ says Lucidius, without elaborating. ‘There is certainly some organisation to these attacks, and they are disturbingly widespread.’
‘And yet, House of Thorns suffers little loss,’ Ragnold says innocently. He avoids eye contact with Angus.
‘You dare to accuse House of Thorns of these raids?’ says Angus.
If Ragnold wanted a rise out of his rival, he’s been successful.
‘I merely state a fact,’ says Ragnold evenly. ‘I make no allegation. I am sure the Drakstadler will take this into account.’
‘And the time to debate this is tomorrow,’ Lucidius repeats, rising from the throne. ‘Now, be so good as to escort our visitors to the great hall. As honoured guests, they will all dine at my table tonight.’
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All the stories I’ve heard about the dwarves suggest they’re mighty warriors and miners. As the banquet gets under way, it’s clear they’re also mighty eaters.
The Great Hall of the Pendrakken’s palace overflows with colour and activity, as some three hundred members of the Houses of Ilex, Thistle, and Thorn crowd around six long tables. Each is crammed so solidly with plates and bowls and dishes that the red tablecloths are all but obscured.
No animal has been spared, as beef and pork and mutton jostle for space with rabbit and chicken and pheasant. Fish of all shapes and sizes are piled high on wooden platters and between the groaning mountains of meat, bowls of vegetables peek out, some familiar, like potatoes, carrots, and turnips, and some strange, like a pink-coloured root that resembles a three-stalked parsnip.
Alongside the food, flagons of strong-smelling dwarf ale help to lubricate a hundred conversations. Even if I could understand dwarfish, it’s impossible to pick out individual voices in the cacophony that echoes from the ornately carved ceiling high above. And the rich wall tapestries do little to deaden the sound of harsh chatter.
My friends and I sit in high-backed chairs at the Pendrakken’s table. This seventh one, on a platform above the main hall, is where the senior members of the clans cluster around their leader. Danny — still looking poorly — and I have been given pride of place to left and right of Lucidius, facing out onto the hall. The Lady Isabelle sits next to Danny, with her husband to her left; while Roly, Jackie and Ravi are on the opposite side of the table, with Mab next to Ravi and one of Ragnold’s ladies beside Roly. To my right is Jarl Ragnold and his other female companion, with Snorri further down the table.
There’s no sign of Arwen, or the girls she’s supposed to have been visiting. Perhaps the four empty seats at the left end of our table are meant for them? I glance past Lucidius to where Lord Angus and Lady Isabelle are having a whispered conversation. He looks ready to explode again, while she cranes her neck to look at the hall’s entrance beyond the packed feasting tables.
Jackie sits opposite Lucidius, a position in which she’s clearly uncomfortable, and she’s proving a real challenge to the Pendrakken as he tries to make polite conversation with her.
‘And what do you make of Ishkardia?’
‘’S alright,’ Jackie mumbles. ‘Ain’t seen much yet.’
‘Have you ever seen a city like Pendruka’an?’
‘Not really,’ Jackie mutters, then reddening, adds, ‘Different to London.’
‘Well, you will have a story to tell when you get home,’ says Lucidius, gently putting Jackie out of her misery.
Jarl Ragnold makes no such efforts at politeness. Roly is only just managing to keep his eyes in his head, as dish upon dish is placed on the table, and as Ragnold piles his wooden plate high with meat and bread and fish, Roly follows suit. Now, a roasted sheep’s head is plonked down between him and Ragnold.
Ragnold points at the head. ‘You boy,’ he says, through a mouthful of food, ‘take the eyes. Great honour.’ He picks up a fine silver goblet and drinks noisily, ale splashing onto the braids of his yellow beard, before he adds, ‘Hurry. It is great insult to the Pendrakken if you don’t quickly take the eyeballs and swallow them whole.’
This dents Roly’s enthusiasm for the meal, so Ragnold produces a small pocketknife and carves the eyes from the sheep, before slapping them down in front of him.
‘Eat!’
Conversation at our end of the table has stopped as the dwarves watch Roly intently. With a slight tremor, he takes his fork and tries to stab one of the eyeballs, which squishes away across his plate.
‘Here,’ says Ragnold helpfully, producing a spoon. ‘Try with this.’  
Roly takes it in a trembling hand and scoops up one of the eyeballs. He closes his eyes, lifts the spoon to his mouth and—
‘I think you can stop your little jest now, Jarl Ragnold,’ Lucidius says, smiling.
Roly opens his eyes, which cross as they stare down at the sheep’s eyeball. It seems to stare back at him.
‘You are no fun, Pendrakken.’ Ragnold gives a great bark of laughter, echoed by the other dwarves. ‘A good eyeball never hurt anyone.’
‘Even so, I doubt this young man is quite used to eating whole sheep. And neither are we.’ Lucidius studies Roly, before turning to Danny. ‘You’ll not grow stout on that, young aelfen.’
‘Sorry, my lord,’ Danny says, as he picks slowly at his sparsely covered plate. ‘Still feeling off.’
‘And you haven’t tried our ale,’ says Lucidius. ‘Good dwarf ale is a well-known remedy for an upset stomach.’
He reaches for Danny’s goblet, but in doing so, knocks his own over, spilling its contents onto the table.
‘Clumsy of me.’
‘Here, let me.’ Danny takes the nearest flagon and starts to refill the Pendrakken’s goblet, but only a small dribble is produced before the flagon is empty. ‘I think we need a top-up.’ 
From the other side of the table, Mab snaps his fingers and a dwarf in a white jacket appears.
‘Refill this, there’s a good chap,’ Mab instructs.
The waiter takes the empty flagon quickly to the end of the platform, where a table is filled with similar containers. A small group of white-coated dwarves, stands to one side, apparently waiting to serve food and drink. I’m surprised to see Ollander Bentback among them. He nods to our waiter and picks up a flagon from the table, swapping it for the empty one and exchanging a few words. Our waiter hurries back, placing the full flagon down close to Danny.
‘Ollander and Mister MacTee have joined the serving staff this evening,’ says Mab, following my stare. ‘Old tradition.’
Danny takes the flagon and pours ale into the Pendrakken’s goblet. As he does so, Jackie lifts her goblet sheepishly and Danny nods, half filling it before setting the flagon down again.
Lucidius takes a careful sip of ale and frowns. ‘A new barrel, I think. You’re sure you won’t try some yourself?’
‘Think I’ll stick to water, my lord,’ says Danny, whose face is now an unpleasant shade of grey.
The noise in the hall increases as the evening progresses and the ale flagons come and go from the seven tables. The tottering plates of food are steadily reduced to piles of bones, stalks, and crumbs. I do my best to put a dent in the feast, which is delicious.
While we eat, Lucidius shares stories of Ishkardia’s history.
‘There was a time when there were eight great clans of dwarves.’
‘And the Romans reduced you to three?’ I ask.
Lucidius smiles, seeing through my question. ‘It’s a little more complicated than that. You wonder why my clan would adopt the fashion and culture of our oppressors? No, the Romans were only part of our woes.’ He takes another long sip of ale, frowns again, shrugs, then sets the goblet down. ‘I must have a word with the steward. In fact, it was Taliesin, the crellok and the Saxons who were the greater enemies. The Romans preferred to use us.’
‘As miners?’ I guess.
‘And warriors,’ Lucidius nods. ‘After the retreat of the legions from Britain, dwarf auxiliaries spent several years helping to guard Hadrian’s Wall. It was then that some distant relative of mine got the taste for all things Roman. I suppose he thought we’d be accepted, like other conquered races.’ A look of deep sadness or regret crosses his face, then he smiles and takes another drink. ‘And, of course, Arthur’s war needed recruits. Did you know six dwarves were full members of the Round Table?’
‘I didn’t,’ I say, but I’m focusing on Danny. He looks ready to collapse.
Glancing at me, Danny shakes his head and slowly drags his chair back. ‘If you would excuse me, my lord?’ He sways as he stands.
‘What? Yes, yes, of course, young man,’ says Lucidius, partly rising. ‘My steward will show you where to go.’ He grimaces as he slides back into his seat. ‘I might have overdone the fish myself,’ he murmurs, then reaches for the flagon in front of him and refills his goblet.
While Lucidius sips cautiously at his ale, Ragnold, to my right, seems intent on draining every flagon on the table, except the one in front of the Pendrakken. Ragnold’s goblet has been emptied and refilled, emptied and refilled, his loudness increasing each time.
Now he takes the abandoned sheep’s eyes and starts to juggle with them, laughing when they slip from his grasp and land in the lap of one of his female companions. Snorri scowls sullenly at Ragnold, then he looks at me and his expression changes, contorting into a leer, before he lifts his goblet and offers me a mock toast. 
‘You fill the girl with your Roman nonsense,’ Ragnold announces loudly, as Lucidius continues his history, ‘but my clan has been the sword and shield of Ishkardia since the mighty Thor kicked Litr onto Baldr’s funeral pyre.’
I brush Excalibur’s pommel, resting awkwardly beside my knee. Do you know what he’s talking about?
Old Nordic dwarf lore, my internal encyclopaedia informs me. Whatever it is, Ragnold’s audience looks like it’s used to this.
Lucidius abandons his story and leans his head on one hand, while drumming the fingers of his other hand on the chair’s armrest. ‘What you say may be true, Jarl Ragnold, but our warriors have been largely unemployed these last few centuries.’ He looks around the crowded hall. ‘Unless it’s fighting among ourselves, of course. No invasions. No great enemy. Until now, perhaps.’
Ragnold flushes red. ‘Did not my ancestors cross the great barrier to Britannia to serve the Ragnarsson dynasty?’
‘Six centuries ago.’ Lucidius raises a hand. ‘Twelve hundred human years. And we all know of the service rendered to Britannia by some headstrong young dwarves in living memory.’ He nods to Lord Angus, who nods back.
‘Do I not wear the horned helmet of Ivar the Boneless himself?’ Ragnold says. He’s starting to slur his words.
‘Erm, Vikings didn’t wear horned helmets,’ says Roly, through a mouthful of chicken. ‘Horned helmets may have been a Celtic thing but they pre-date the Vikings by centuries if not millennia, and there’s been absolutely no … archaeological … evi…dence…’
He drops the chicken bone on his plate as Ragnold Bloodaxe leans towards him, eyes staring, teeth gritted, nostrils flared.
If looks could kill, Roly is dead and buried.
‘You call me a liar, boy?’ Ragnold’s eyes are zeroed on Roly’s, and my friend starts to turn purple.
‘I – I, no-no, of course not, sir. If you say you have the horned helmet of Ivar the what’s-his-name, then I’m sure you—’ 
A shout goes up from the back of the hall.
‘What’s this?’ asks Lucidius and as he focuses on the main entrance his eyes widen. ‘Oh, not again.’
The sound of drums and pots and pans being banged has silenced many of the dwarves in the hall. Whistles and shrill shouts are coming from a corridor.
‘Oh no,’ I hear Angus groan.
Ragnold stands drunkenly to get a better view, Roly’s accidental insult forgotten. ‘What?’
For emerging from the entrance is a crowd of female dwarves, led by two dark-haired, one fair-haired and one red-headed girl.
And the redhead is Arwen Firethorn.
As gasps and angry shouts start to circulate the hall, the drumbeating, pot-bashing, whistling female crowd unfurl half a dozen banners. The words on the banners mean nothing to me, nor do the dwarfish chants; but I can guess. 
‘Commander Pompeo,’ Lucidius calls out over the growing din, ‘get them out of here, please. And with care.’ He slumps back into his seat. ‘My sister would never forgive me if something happened to Claudia and Flavia.’
A stern-faced dwarf in Roman armour stands up from the table, bows to Lucidius, and hurries off the platform towards a small side door, where two confused-looking guards watch the developing chaos.
And it is chaos. Female dwarves are still flowing into the hall as a handful of soldiers tries to close the entrance to them. They might as well be commanding the tide to turn, because their efforts are futile against the surging mass, and are ended completely when two particularly large and muscular women force the doors fully open. This allows a fresh flow of pot-banging, banner-waving demonstrators inside.
At the front of the mass, dressed in a leather coat and chain mail, Arwen leads the chanting, cheering mob. But now dwarves from the two tables nearest to the centre aisle try to bar her way as she marches towards us. Pieces of fruit, bread rolls, then jugs of ale start to fly.
One of the banners snags a fiery torch and briefly flares with a bright orange flame, before being dropped on the floor and trampled into smouldering tatters. One dwarf, apparently seeing a kinswoman, begins to remonstrate with her. She promptly clonks him on the head with her saucepan. The dwarves around him jeer.
A horn blares from the main entrance, as soldiers in silver and red flood in behind the demonstrators, who continue to wade through an increasingly noisy crowd. Doors along the sides of the hall open, and more soldiers appear, heading to cut off the ringleaders before they reach the high table.
Equal rights for women. A place in the battle line. No more female slavery. 
‘Yes sword,’ I mutter, ‘I’m pretty sure I got that.’ I turn to Lucidius, sitting bolt upright in his chair, staring towards the entrance. His eyes remain fixed, unwavering, apparently calm amid the havoc engulfing his banquet.
And then I see a tiny trickle of blue bubbling from the side of his part-open mouth.
‘Pendrakken?’ I touch his shoulder but recoil as he slumps forward, pitching his frozen face into his half-eaten meal.
For a few seconds nobody else notices, too distracted with the shouting, whistling, and pot-banging. Then Angus rises, his eyes wide.
‘Pendrakken?’ As he moves towards Lucidius’s slumped body, a rattling thud makes the plates in front of me dance, as Jackie’s head pitches forward to crack the table.
‘Jackie!’ 
The chants of the demonstrators continue to mingle with raucous shouts, until finally someone glances up at the high table and points at Lucidius. Shouts are replaced by gasps and then screams.
Then silence falls over the hall.
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The sudden stillness that has frozen the room is broken by Pompeo, who leaps back onto the platform and barks a series of orders. Soldiers file rapidly towards us.
‘The Pendrakken is killed!’ Snorri yells, pointing his skull-headed staff at the figure slumped over the table. ‘Poisoned, poisoned by the aelfen.’
Keeping my eyes fixed on my stricken friend across the table, I slide my chair out but strong arms grip my shoulders and I’m forced back into my seat by two of the armour-clad soldiers.
Lord Angus has rushed to the Pendrakken’s side and now he checks for a pulse. ‘Lucidius lives,’ he calls, then stands aside as three guards lift the Pendrakken from his seat and carry him towards a door at the end of the platform.
‘Take him to his private chambers,’ Mab shouts, as he bends over Jackie’s unmoving body. ‘The girl lives, too.’ He waves to the white-coated servants. ‘Take her with the Pendrakken.’
‘Poisoned,’ Snorri snarls. ‘You all saw. The aelfen served the Pendrakken himself. Then he left. He fled the scene of his crime. You all saw.’
‘Clear them out,’ Pompeo shouts and a line of spear-wielding soldiers forms beneath the platform. The noise in the hall is beginning to grow again as they advance, prodding at reluctant dinner guests and irate demonstrators. Banners flutter to the floor to be trampled underfoot as the soldiers stomp towards the entrance, herding the crowd before them.
‘Arrest the aelfen,’ shouts Snorri.
‘We need to get you out of here,’ Mab says, glancing at me. His face is a mask of horror and disbelief. ‘And find the aelfen.’
He can’t really think Danny did this, can he?
I have no time to protest as I’m dragged unceremoniously from my seat and hustled along the platform, towards the door where the Pendrakken and Jackie have been carried out. Ravi and Roly are pushed along ahead of me.
As we go into a narrow passage, a dwarf reaches for my sword belt and I push him away.
Let them take me. Resistance will be viewed as guilt.
I allow the dwarf to unbuckle the belt, which, with Excalibur, still sheathed, he takes through a side door.
‘I want to know where it goes,’ I shout and get a heavy shove in the back for my trouble.
‘They’ll keep it safe,’ says Mab, then adds to the guards, ‘You don’t need to hold them. They’ll cause no trouble.’ The guards hesitate but must decide we pose no immediate threat and we’re released.
‘Where’s Danny?’ I ask.
‘Pompeo has sent men to find him.’
‘He was just going to the toilet.’
‘I know. I know,’ says Mab. He raises a hand to stop my protest. ‘Pompeo is an honourable fellow. The aelfen is in no danger. Now, come on.’
He leads us through the press of soldiers to a steep flight of stairs. Two guards precede us and two follow behind as we reach a landing off which a series of doors open.
‘This way,’ says Mab, ushering us into a high-ceilinged room lit by candles that hang in a central chandelier.
‘This is the antechamber to the Pendrakken’s sleeping quarters,’ Mab says. ‘We’ll wait here for the others.’ His voice is strained and his face weary in the candlelight.
The door flies open behind us and Lord Angus and Lady Isabelle enter, closely followed by Ragnold, Snorri and Abbot Broadfern. A plump, grey-haired dwarf wearing the toga of House Ilex comes next, and finally Commander Pompeo, who shuts the door behind him, closing out the distant shouts and screams.
‘You have my daughter?’ Lord Angus asks Pompeo, who nods.
‘They are all safe, my lord. We will deal with them later.’
‘The aelfen is arrested?’ asks Snorri.
‘He was found near the latrines and is in protective custody,’ Pompeo replies. His face is grim.
‘Protective custody? But he poisoned the Pendrakken,’ Snorri protests.
‘We don’t know he was poisoned,’ says Mab, though without conviction. ‘We must wait for Doctor Brightblade’s diagnosis.’
‘He was poisoned,’ Snorri persists. ‘The aelfen served the Pendrakken and took none for himself. Then he ran away.’
I’ve had enough of Snorri. ‘Danny wouldn’t poison anyone,’ I say. ‘And what about Jackie?’ I add. The shock of seeing my friend slumped across her dinner plate is etched in my mind.
‘You think an aelfen would care for a mere human,’ Snorri growls.
‘She’s his friend. He wouldn’t harm her.’
‘She’s human,’ Snorri repeats dismissively. ‘Aelfen only ever care for their own.’
An inner door cracks open and a worried-looking dwarf with round spectacles and a neatly cropped moustache enters the room. He carries a large leather bag, and a stethoscope hangs around his neck.
‘Well, Brightblade?’ Angus asks.
‘The Pendrakken lives, but his life remains in danger. My nurses will keep him under constant surveillance.’
‘What about Jackie?’ I ask. The dwarves don’t seem to care.
‘The same,’ says Brightblade, the dwarf doctor, ‘though perhaps less severe. She appears not to have been as badly affected.’
‘And your diagnosis?’ asks the toga-wearing dwarf.
Beads of sweat glisten in Brightblade’s thinning hairline and he cuffs at them. ‘I need to do more tests, Senator Maximus. But it … that is, I think … it…’
‘Spit it out,’ the Senator orders.
‘I need to do more tests,’ Brightblade repeats weakly, ‘and I’ve never seen a case of this myself, you understand.’ He hesitates again and starts to fuss over the round diaphragm of his stethoscope.
‘Doctor,’ says Abbot Broadfern firmly.
The doctor takes a deep breath, then looks at the abbot. ‘I can’t be totally sure. But yes, as far as I can tell, the Pendrakken and the human girl have both been poisoned.’
Lady Isabelle gasps and Snorri growls.
‘Poisoned with what?’ Lord Angus asks.
‘I fear it’s trexisabulum.’
‘From the trellex root?’ says the abbot. He stands apart from the other dwarves, the hood of his monk’s robes drawn over his shoulders.
‘Indeed, Abbot Broadfern. The blue discharge is the key evidence. They also have a green rash appearing on their necks.’ Brightblade shakes his head. ‘Another recorded symptom, I’m afraid.’
‘But surely all the food and drink was tested?’ says Lady Isabelle.
‘The correct procedures were followed, my lady,’ says Pompeo. His face betrays his anxiety. As the person charged with keeping the Pendrakken safe, he must be wondering how he and his men have failed so badly.
But no one challenges him, and he is the only person in the room carrying a weapon.
Ragnold Bloodaxe leans against a wall. He still looks drunk, but when he speaks, there’s no sign of a slur. ‘Trellex root. Very rare. Only to be found in the Valley of the Lost?’
‘In the eastern Badlands, my lord, yes,’ says Brightblade. ‘Beyond Lake Grendlesham. But there will have been a modest supply in the apothecary’s store.’
Pompeo opens the outer door, and whispers orders to someone outside. ‘My men will search the apothecary,’ he says, closing the door again.
‘What’s to be done, Septimus?’ Mab asks, addressing Brightblade.
The doctor fiddles with his stethoscope again. ‘We can slow the effects of the poison using an infusion of aconite and melladunum.’
‘Aconite’s a poison,’ says Ravi, blushing as all the dwarves stare coldly at him.
‘It is, young human, it is,’ Brightblade confirms. ‘But in the right concentration, and mixed with the correct ingredients, it will counter the effects of the trexisabulum. Slow down the progress of that more dangerous substance.’
‘What now?’ Lord Angus is pacing the room.
‘The Pendrakken and the girl will remain comatose,’ says Brightblade, ‘but it will give us time to make an antidote.’
‘Which is?’ asks Mab.
‘An infusion of styrics bark and cadmonum roots.’
Mab looks at Abbot Broadfern. ‘Do they have these in the apothecary?’
‘Probably not.’ The abbot’s face is unreadable. ‘Like the poison, they are rare and also only grow in the Valley of the Lost.’
‘Then an expedition must be dispatched at once,’ says Pompeo. He looks hopefully at Ragnold and Angus, who exchange meaningful glances.
Before either can answer, there’s a loud knock on the door and a young dwarf in the plumed helmet of an officer thrusts his head in.
‘Sir,’ he says to Pompeo, ‘a word.’
‘Can’t it wait, Cassius?’
The young officer shakes his head. ‘Senator Maximus will need to hear this, too. And the Lords Angus and Ragnold, and Abbot Broadfern.’ He retreats and the five dwarves follow him out into the passage, closing the door behind them.
Those of us left in the room stand in awkward silence, then Mab nods to the inner door. ‘How long do they have, Septimus?’
‘With the current remedy?’ says Doctor Brightblade, uncertainly. ‘I could probably keep them stable for two weeks; perhaps three? If the old texts are to be believed, trexisabulum is a very slow acting agent. In the past it was used as a form of mind control, though only in tiny doses.’ He shakes his head. ‘I fear the dose here has been quite high.’
‘You’re saying, at best, the Pendrakken has three weeks?’ asks Mab.
Brightblade hesitates again, then nods.
‘Killed by the aelfen,’ Snorri murmurs.
‘He’s not dead yet,’ Mab says grimly, this time without countering Snorri’s accusation.
‘And Jackie?’ I ask.
‘I don’t know,’ says Brightblade. ‘As I said, I believe she has ingested less of the trexisabulum, but I have no way of knowing. It might merely be her human physiology, of which I know little. She might have more time; she might have less. Time will tell.’
Great. That’s really helpful.
‘And if we can get the ingredients for the antidote, how long to make it?’ asks Mab.
Brightblade wrings his hands. ‘Twenty-four hours? And then perhaps a week of recovery. Assuming the antidote is administered in time, the prognosis is good. But you must understand, we’ll be working from the old texts. Nothing like this has happened since the Sixth Age.’
The five senior dwarves re-enter the room. If anything, they look even graver than when they left.
‘What is it, my lord?’ Lady Isabelle asks anxiously.
‘A major attack on Thistle lands,’ Ragnold answers before Angus can speak. ‘Utenskol burnt to the ground. An entire village!’ He looks darkly at Angus. ‘Are you sure the rest of your troops are in Skallagdoon?’
‘They are,’ Angus flashes angrily. ‘This is none of our doing.’
‘There must be reports of who’s responsible,’ says Mab.
‘We think refugees from the town fled into the forest,’ says Pompeo. ‘It was by chance that one of our scout parties saw smoke rising. They sent word by the signal towers. Nothing on the attackers.’
The news has sobered Ragnold. ‘Snorri, go and roust out Einar. We ride for Nordingskul before midnight.’
With a final backward scowl at me, the skald leaves the room.
‘What about the expedition to the Valley of the Lost?’ Dr Brightblade asks.
Ragnold shrugs. ‘Pompeo can send some of his toy soldiers.’ He waves casually at Angus. ‘Or House of Thorns can go. Hunting for roots is easier than fighting fugitives.’
Angus bridles, but Lady Isabelle brushes his arm.
Ragnold turns to Pompeo. ‘Will House Ilex send reinforcements to support us?’
‘My toy soldiers you mean?’ says Pompeo.
‘Determine what is happening,’ Senator Maximus cuts in. ‘If you can find the culprits, send word and we’ll dispatch two cohorts to assist you.’
Ragnold hesitates, hand poised on the door handle. Then he nods and exits, slamming the door behind him.
‘Well, Senator Maximus,’ says Broadfern, ‘as the Pendrakken’s deputy, temporary authority rests with you. What happens now?’
The senator visibly shrinks, as if the enormity of the situation has caused some internal collapse. Then he throws back his shoulders and juts out his chin. ‘Commander Pompeo, be ready to march at short notice. The Drakstadler will meet as planned tomorrow. These raiders must be stopped.’
‘But who are they?’ I ask. ‘This could be Taliesin. It could be the start of an invasion.’
The senator looks scornful, but he answers, ‘It will be renegades from the Badlands. Nothing more.’
‘But in the west?’ Mab says. ‘I thought bandits were only active in the eastern fringes.’
‘They are clearly becoming more mobile,’ says Abbot Broadfern. ‘And growing increasingly organised and confident.’
‘But they would have to cross four hundred miles of inhabited land. Nothing has been reported,’ Mab counters.
‘Perhaps they’ve found a way to travel north or south around the Boundary,’ says Broadfern.
‘In any case,’ says Senator Maximus, ‘the Pendrakken was planning to send troops to hunt them down. Now we know where to look, they speed their own demise.’
‘If they can be caught,’ says Broadfern quietly. ‘And what of the Pendrakken?’ He glances at Angus. ‘House of Thorns seems … reluctant to assist in the search for an antidote.’
I expect Lord Angus to react angrily, but strangely he remains silent.
Another knock sounds on the door. Pompeo opens it and a guard enters, carrying a small, labelled jar, which he hands to Brightblade. Apart from a few specs of yellow dust, the jar appears empty.
Brightblade inspects the label, then looks around the room. ‘As I feared. Trexisabulum.’
‘Prior to the feast,’ Broadfern says mildly, ‘the aelfen was found in the apothecary.’
‘Danny wouldn’t do this,’ I say, ‘and he wouldn’t poison his friend.’ Mab gives me a warning look.
‘You have no proof the aelfen did this,’ says Angus.
‘Where did you find the jar?’ Pompeo asks the guard.
‘The apothecary, sir,’ the dwarf replies. ‘Concealed in an alcove near the washing area.’
Broadfern takes the empty jar from Brightblade. ‘And this was the only source of trexisabulum in the whole of Pendruka’an?’
‘I-I don’t know,’ says Brightblade. ‘How can I know?’
‘The only known source, then,’ Broadfern corrects himself, ‘and a source that the aelfen could have accessed.’
‘Oh, by the blood of the Thoren twins, Uhlan, not you, too?’ Mab says angrily. ‘The doctor has just said we don’t know if other sources exist. And what proof have you that the aelfen lad took it? Or even knew what it was? He’d never been near that room till today.’
‘Was he not ill himself?’ asks Broadfern. ‘Might he have suffered through handling the poison?’
‘I-I don’t know, Abbot,’ says Brightblade anxiously.
‘He was ill before we even got to this building.’ I’m becoming angry now. This is starting to feel like a trial. I look to Mab to back me up and he nods.
‘You can’t seriously believe he’s responsible?’ Mab says. ‘What would he know of dwarf poisons?’
‘And why would he poison a friend?’ Lady Isabelle asks.
‘Collateral damage?’ suggests Broadfern. ‘Does he not act as a spy for Merlin-Ap-Emrys? I’d have thought a spy would be trained in such things.’
‘Now wait,’ I say. ‘Danny works for Merlin; that’s no secret.’ A memory sparks hope, and I add, ‘When Danny poured the ale from that new flagon, the Pendrakken said something about it being a new barrel, like it wasn’t quite right.’
Angus looks at his wife. ‘Did you hear him say that?’
Isabelle shakes her head. ‘But sometimes the ale from a new barrel will taste slightly different.’
‘He definitely said it,’ I say defiantly.
‘Whether or not the Pendrakken made mention of the taste,’ says Broadfern, ‘the facts suggest he has been poisoned with trexisabulum.’ He looks at me. ‘And you cannot deny your friend was in the apothecary.’
‘Did you find any trexisabulum on the aelfen?’ asks Angus.
‘Why would we,’ says the abbot. ‘He wasn’t searched. Besides,’ he adds, ‘a spy would have ways to conceal a theft like this.’ He seems to have taken on the role of counsel for the prosecution.
‘He didn’t know he’d be sitting by the Pendrakken,’ I say.
‘An opportunist’s strike, then,’ says Broadfern.
‘Why?’ I ask. ‘What possible reason would he have to poison anyone here?’
‘Who can tell the way an aelfen’s mind works,’ says Broadfern lightly.
‘But we weren’t meant to be here,’ I protest. ‘Even if Danny knew anything about poison, how would he know where to look?’
Broadfern’s eyes flicker briefly to Mab, before looking away. ‘Perhaps he had … help?’
‘You’d accuse House of Thorns of conspiring to kill the Pendrakken?’ thunders Lord Angus.
‘I merely speculate with the evidence we have,’ says Broadfern evenly.
‘It’s a preposterous accusation,’ says Mab. His face is turning a dangerous shade of purple.
‘Speculation won’t help, Abbot,’ says Senator Maximus.
‘Then what does the Pendrakken’s deputy suggest?’ says Broadfern.
Maximus looks extremely uncomfortable, caught in this war of words, but he holds up both hands as if to placate the others. ‘I give authority to Marcus Gaius Pompeo to conduct a full investigation. He is to be assisted by the three houses in anything he requires.’
Pompeo looks around the room, anxiety lining his tanned face. No one questions the appointment, and he nods compliance.
Abbot Broadfern’s face is stony. ‘What do you propose?’ he asks.
Commander Pompeo doesn’t hesitate. ‘Our visitors from Britannia will remain in this building until further notice.’
‘What about Danny?’ Ravi and Roly chorus together.
‘He’s done nothing wrong,’ adds Ravi.
‘And he’s ill,’ finishes Roly.
‘The aelfen? Will remain in protective custody,’ says Pompeo. ‘We can’t ignore that he was sitting next to the Pendrakken.’
‘And served him ale before he collapsed,’ says Broadfern.
‘You don’t even know if the poison was in that container,’ I protest, earning dark looks from most of the dwarves in the room.
‘Did your friend drink ale from that flagon?’ asks Broadfern.
Did she? Danny did pour some for her. I don’t want to say that.
Ravi saves me by speaking first. ‘She did. Not much. Said it was a bit odd, but she didn’t know if that was normal.’
‘Where’s the flagon now?’ Angus asks.
‘With everything else we took from the table,’ says Pompeo. ‘But in the chaos, many things were knocked over or displaced. It may have been removed by the servants.’
Mab looks at Brightblade. ‘Could the poison have been in something else?’
‘I don’t really know,’ says Brightblade. ‘But, to have this effect, I would say it must have been administered only a few minutes before he collapsed.’
‘Then the aelfen must be the prime suspect,’ says Broadfern.
‘You cannot say that,’ says Mab.
‘But, with regret, I do,’ says Broadfern. ‘Though I am, of course, open to suggestions. Do you have any, Professor?’
‘Many people had access to those flagons,’ says Mab. ‘The question isn’t who poured the ale, if it was the ale, but who added the poison.’
‘None of the tasters are ill,’ says Pompeo, ‘at least, not yet. So, it’s likely the poison was brought into the Great Hall and added there.’
‘I would ask that the investigation into the poison be given to the brothers of my abbey’s infirmary,’ Broadfern says smoothly. ‘I fear the professor is a little too close to our guests to be impartial.’
‘You’d accuse me of dishonesty?’ Mab snaps.
‘You misunderstand me,’ says Broadfern. ‘I am keen the investigation is conducted without any accusations of bias or favour. The Shrooving Monks offer that impartiality and free you of any potential taint.’
Mab turns and stares at Angus, who merely raises an eyebrow.
‘Then it’s settled,’ says Senator Maximus. ‘These Britannians will remain here as our guests. Abbot Broadfern’s colleagues will work with you, Pompeo, to conduct tests on the poison and help with the investigation.’ He turns to Doctor Brightblade. ‘Septimus, you and your nurses will oversee the Pendrakken’s care.’
‘And Jackie’s,’ I say.
‘And the girl. Of course.’
‘And what about the antidote?’ Dr Brightblade sounds frustrated.
Maximus turns to Lord Angus. ‘Commander Pompeo has enough on his plate. That leaves House of Thorns to dispatch an expedition to the eastern Badlands.’
‘I’ll not send any more of my laddies across the Boundary, Senator,’ Angus growls. ‘Excepting volunteers.’
I lean towards Mab and whisper, ‘What’s he afraid of?’
‘Not afraid, girl,’ says Angus, overhearing me, ‘sensible. Pragmatic. Not touched by the moon. How do you think that place got its name?’
‘What Lord Angus isn’t saying,’ says Mab quietly, ‘is that, over the last ten years, a dozen well-equipped expeditions have been sent to the Valley of the Lost.’ An air of profound sadness settles over him. ‘Close to five hundred dwarves. And not one has returned.’
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‘I hate this waiting.’ I count the steps between the locked door and the small, barred window — fifteen — before turning and repeating the trip.
They’re calling us guests, but the lock and the bars say otherwise. The room is comfortable enough. It houses three beds with straw mattresses and goose down pillows; and we’ve been given breakfast and lunch. A small inner cubicle provides a toilet, washroom and source of drinking water. But as the seconds tick slowly by, my concern for Jackie and Danny grows.
Since last night’s disaster we’ve seen none of the familiar dwarves. No news has come about the western attack or plans for an expedition to the east. No news of the condition of Jackie and the Pendrakken, or what’s happening to Danny. And no news of Arwen and her fellow demonstrators.
I pace back to the window and squint down through the bars. Our room looks out onto a large, high-walled courtyard, which lies between the palace and the Drakstadler building and is currently filling with House Ilex soldiers. Small horses are being saddled and wagons packed as dwarves are drilled into tight formations, apparently readying for a march.
‘There are more of them.’
Ravi is lying on his mattress. ‘How many now?’
I make a quick estimate. ‘Over four hundred.’
Roly is perched nervously on the edge of his bed. ‘How long do you think they’ll keep us here?’
‘Not long,’ I say, with a confidence I don’t feel. I’ve been trying to communicate with Excalibur but, with the exception of a very short burst of Thank you for the Music, the sword has been silent, probably just out of range.
‘Do you think Danny’s alright?’ Ravi asks.
‘I don’t know.’
‘It must be bad for him,’ says Roly, ‘being a prisoner again. After Pen Draig and everything, I mean.’
‘The dwarves won’t treat him badly,’ I say. ‘The professor will look out for him.’
‘That Broadfern bloke didn’t seem interested in letting him help,’ Roly points out.
‘Don’t you think this is all too much of a coincidence?’ Ravi takes off his glasses and wipes the doorstopper lenses on his shirt.
‘Both Taliesin, you mean?’ I consider this. ‘The attack, yes, but the poisoning … how?’
‘Pulling strings from afar?’ suggests Ravi. ‘And if Mab can create a portable bridge, then why not Taliesin? Or the Caliburn people.’
I walk to the door and kick at the wood, sending an echoing thud reverberating down the corridor outside. ‘And we’re stuck in here.’
Almost immediately, a key scrapes in the big lock and the door opens outwards to reveal Arwen Firethorn, Mab Odinspear and Scree Oakenwall. Behind them, two guards watch on. Scree retreats with them as Mab and Arwen enter, closing the door behind them.
Ravi puts his glasses back on and sits up. ‘Hello Professor, Arwen. Any news?’
‘Firstly, I hope you’re all comfortable?’ says Mab. ‘I’m really sorry about this.’
‘Have you come to join us?’ I ask Arwen. She stands beside Mab, looking sheepish. Her chain mail and leather coat are gone, replaced by the green dress.
‘The Lady Arwen has been released to my care,’ says Mab. ‘The Pendrakken’s nieces have been returned to their mother, and Hetta Ragnoldsdottir rode with her father’s men last night.’
‘She can go to the fighting,’ Arwen says petulantly.
‘You should be grateful that Commander Pompeo let you go at all, lassie,’ says Mab sternly, though there’s a twinkle in his eye. ‘And chasing bandits is no place for a noblewoman.’
‘You really think it’s bandits?’ I ask.
‘I hope it’s bandits,’ says Mab, ‘but I fear it’s Taliesin. Without proof, though, nobody here will take that seriously.’
‘Any news of Danny?’ I ask. ‘You know he’s innocent.’
‘Aye, I’m certain of that,’ says Mab. ‘Pompeo has been asking him questions. He’s trying to keep the Shrooving Monks away.’
‘Danny spent over a year in an elvereen prison,’ I say, ‘I doubt he’ll be able to cope with another spell of this.’
‘Oh, they won’t hurt him,’ Mab says hastily. ‘All the evidence is circumstantial. You’ll find we dwarves are sticklers for due process.’
‘And when they do find evidence?’ I scowl. ‘He’s been set up. You know it, I know it.’ I pace to the window again. ‘And Jackie?’
‘No change, I’m afraid,’ says Mab. ‘Or in the Pendrakken.’
‘Has the expedition been sorted?’
‘To the east?’ He hesitates. ‘I, well, that is…’
‘Nobody will go east,’ says Arwen, finding her voice. ‘My father will nay send any more House of Thorns men to disappear.’
‘He’d let the Pendrakken and Jackie die?’ I ask.
Arwen shrugs. ‘Let House Ilex send its men. We’ve lost enough out there.’
‘Our friend is dying,’ I say angrily and point to the yard below. ‘They’re soldiers, and I thought dwarves weren’t afraid of anything.’
‘There are things in the Badlands you’ll not understand,’ says Mab slowly. He raises a hand when I open my mouth to complain. ‘But, aye, I’m working on Lord Angus. I know we have little time.’
‘Let me go,’ I splutter, almost choking on my own words. Did I just say that?
‘What?’ says Mab, startled. ‘No, no, lassie, you are a guest here. Besides, you know nothing of what to expect.’
Arwen stares at me.
‘If no one else will do it,’ I say, persisting, ‘then let me. Give me a map. Tell me how to get there and what to look for.’ I wave at the door. ‘It’s not just your precious Pendrakken’s life at stake.’
‘It will be foolhardy and impossible.’
I try reasoning. ‘It’s only impossible if you believe it is. I don’t. I say it can be done. We can do it. And if you give me back Excalibur—’
‘They’ll not let you have the sword,’ Mab says hurriedly.
‘Why not? It isn’t theirs to keep.’
‘They fear its power,’ says Mab. ‘And what would happen if it fell into the wrong hands.’
‘Then they do think this is Taliesin,’ says Ravi.
‘What? No, no,’ says Mab. He takes a step back towards the door. ‘But a fine sword like that in the hands of a bandit or a renegade? It could still do some damage.’
‘They can’t use the sword’s powers,’ I say. ‘You already know that.’ I glance at Arwen, who shrugs.
‘I’m sorry, lassie,’ says Mab, regaining his composure. ‘We’ll have to wait till the laird and his advisors make a decision.’
‘And while Lord Angus dithers,’ I say, not bothering to hide my anger, ‘my friend and your pendrakken are slowly dying.’ I walk to the window and peer down on the assembling Ilex soldiers. ‘How far is this Valley of the Lost anyway?’
‘Perhaps eighty leagues from the city,’ Arwen answers.
‘Leagues?’ I say and pause to convert the distance. ‘Two hundred and forty miles. Yes? And how long will it take to get there, find these ingredients, and come back? Two weeks? Three? That’s all Jackie and Lucidius may have.’
‘There’s a lake to cross as well,’ says Roly.
‘Twenty leagues wide,’ says Arwen helpfully. She looks at Mab. ‘Shall I tell them about the vacuum shuttle, or will you?’
Mab looks stunned. ‘And what do you know about that, lassie?’
‘Quite a lot, really. A friend of a friend heard about it. My girls are good at gathering information.’
‘Your girls are troublemakers,’ Mab says. ‘I assume it was Claudia and Flavia Augusta?’
Arwen smiles sweetly. ‘That would be telling. Anyhow, the vacuum shuttle could get us to the fringe in under a day.’
‘You’re not going anywhere,’ Mab says sternly. ‘It’s all I could do to stop them clapping you in irons.’
‘Oh aye,’ says Arwen. ‘I don’t suppose the Pendrakken’s nieces will spend any time in a dungeon. And Hetta’s already out of reach of these Ilex folk.’ She smiles sweetly again. ‘So that leaves poor little me to face the Drakstadler’s wrath. A useful scapegoat.’
‘You know your parents would never let that happen,’ says Mab.
‘I know my father wanted a son,’ says Arwen, the words tinged with bitterness.
Mab gives her an odd look, and opens his mouth to speak, but then just shakes his head.
‘What is the vacuum shuttle?’ I say, breaking in on this strange private moment.
Mab sighs. ‘She’ll tell you if I don’t.’ He walks to one of the beds and sits down. ‘It’s a high speed — well, high speed for Ishkardia — underground transport system. A small shuttle craft can be propelled through a narrow vacuum-sealed tunnel.’
‘Oo, oo, they’ve been doing experiments like that in California,’ says Roly excitedly. He looks at me and blushes. ‘Well, just saying.’
‘And in India, too,’ says Ravi.
‘If successful,’ Mab continues, ‘they could massively reduce the travel time between the three clan capitals and Pendruka’an. But dwarves being traditionalists in the main, this is only an experimental system. The shuttles are tiny. You can barely squeeze four people into one, let alone a fully equipped expedition.’
‘Then how would a fully equipped expedition get there and back in time anyway?’ I ask.
‘Ride hard for the ferry station at Balty Cross. Take boats across the lake. Another few hard days’ riding the other side.’ Mab pauses. ‘It could be done, but they’d have to leave today or tomorrow.’
‘How many of these vacuum shuttles are there?’ asks Ravi.
‘There are three lines,’ says Arwen. ‘Two are underneath Pendruka’an and quite short. But the third runs straight to the edge of the eastern Badlands.’
‘The Drakstadler wanted to be able to communicate with the outpost line,’ explains Mab. ‘Because of Lake Grendlesham, the eastern lands are open. They don’t belong to any of the clans. We keep a small garrison out there to watch the Badlands. With a sixty-mile-wide lake in the way, our beacons are useless for sending signals.’
‘A two-hundred-and-forty-mile tunnel?’ says Roly.
‘Two hundred,’ Mab corrects him. ‘To the garrison town of Druid’s Scar. Och, the tube is a small thing, about two metres in diameter,’ he adds, reverting to enthusiastic scientist mode. ‘And it’s not really a continuous tunnel. The idea was first suggested by Rannal Deerbiter, who happened to be my mentor. It took us nearly thirty years to complete. And we have just a single shuttle to use on that line.’
‘You make the system airtight,’ says Ravi, ‘and suck the shuttlecraft along the tunnel?’
‘Something like that,’ says Mab, stroking the tips of his beard forks. ‘Rannal consulted Merlin on the concept, many years ago. He was a fine teacher was old Rannal.’
‘How do you maintain the vacuum, Professor?’ Ravi asks. ‘I mean, over such long distances.’
‘Aye, well, there’s the problem,’ says Mab. ‘Like I said, the tunnel isn’t continuous; it’s a series of separate stages, each with its own pumping station. At the end of each long section, a valve opens as the shuttle approaches. The shuttle enters a short waiting section, and the valve closes again. This waiting area has air pumped into it, while the next vacuum is created ahead of it.’
‘And the air escaping from the waiting section helps to slow the shuttle as it arrives,’ puts in Roly. 
‘Indeed, it does,’ says Mab, ‘and though we can get good speeds over short distances, all those stops make it roughly a fourteen-hour journey.’
‘You’re stuck in a small vehicle for fourteen hours?’ says Roly, clearly imagining the discomfort.
‘It’s not quite that bad,’ says Mab. ‘You can stretch your legs in many of them. And there are even facilities in some.’
‘Then give me a map, give me some supplies and get me to your vacuum shuttle,’ I say, trying absolute assurance. ‘What are we waiting for?’
‘For Lord Angus to come to his senses and get his expedition sorted,’ says Mab. ‘And you, young lady, are staying here. Safe and sound. This is a dwarf problem to solve.’
‘No. It’s our problem, too, Professor,’ I say.
‘Your friend will be well cared for,’ says Mab, ‘but you won’t be helping her by getting yourself lost out there.’
He brooks no more argument on the matter but goes to hammer on the door. It opens to reveal Scree Oakenwall, axe in hand.
‘I’ll visit again tomorrow,’ says Mab, ‘and let you know how your friend fares.’ He raises a hand in farewell, and adds to Arwen, ‘Come along lassie.’
She looks back at me, as she steps to the doorway, and winks, a fleeting movement of her eyelid, but enough to register. And to understand. Then she’s gone. The door clunks shut and the key scrapes in the lock.
‘Prisoners,’ says Ravi quietly.
‘But if the Lady Arwen has anything to do with it,’ I say, ‘not for long.’
◆◆◆
 
The sky is dark outside, and the smell of woodsmoke and cooking food drifts up to our chamber. Below, the wide courtyard is empty, save for a few guards who pace up and down, their boots clicking across cobblestones, their shadows, cast by lantern light, flickering and distorting across walls and arched doorways. The soldiers, horses, and wagons that gathered earlier have gone. All is quiet and ordered.
Perhaps I misread Arwen’s expression? Somehow, I imagined a rescue. Scuffling outside the door, before it was kicked in by Scree. A flight from the Pendrakken’s palace to a place of safety, from where we could plan our own expedition to the Valley of the Lost.
But the hours have ticked by, with the only distractions being a light afternoon snack and then dinner, each meal provided by an apologetic Hamish MacTee, Lord Angus’s steward.
Now, in the dim light from a storm lantern that hangs beside the door, I lean my forehead against the bars of the window, idly watching the pacing guards below, while Ravi sits quietly in a corner fiddling with a second lantern, trying to extract a flame from its reluctant wick. Roly lies dozing on his mattress, the gentle rhythm of his snoring adding to the muffled conversation of the two guards outside the locked door.
That conversation is interrupted by approaching footsteps and a cheerful voice. Hamish MacTee. Arriving with a late supper? I wasn’t anticipating another meal, but these dwarves do love their food.
There’s animated conversation, then some laughter and a chinking sound, like glasses being clinked together in a toast. The conversation returns, more laughter. Then the laughter stops. Silence. Something falls against the door. More footsteps, voices speaking in harsh whispers. The scrape of the key in the lock and the door opens.
‘Are you ready for an adventure, human?’
Arwen, dressed in her chain mail over a quilted jacket, and with her green bonnet perched perkily on her fiery hair, gives me a small bow as she steps over the crumpled body of one of the guards. Behind her, Scree Oakenwall stands impassively, feet astride the second guard, while beside him, Hamish looks on nervously. In his hand is a jug.
‘Oh, they’re just sleeping,’ says Arwen, registering my concern. ‘They’ll be in dreamland for a few minutes. Enough for us to get to the vacuum shuttle and on our way.’
She turns slightly, revealing a pack on her back. A short sword is slung at her side, and she holds a similar one, with its scabbard and belt. She offers it to me.
‘It’s all we could find,’ she says. ‘Roman gladius. Hardly Excalibur, but it’ll have to do.’
‘I knew you’d be back,’ I say, as I buckle the sword belt around my waist. When I’m finished, Hamish hands me a pack identical to Arwen’s.
‘There’s enough food here to keep you going for four days, my lady,’ he says to Arwen. ‘If you’re careful.’ Then he takes the jug in both hands and tips it to his mouth.
‘What are you doing?’ I ask.
‘Hamish is joining them,’ says Arwen, gesturing down to the unconscious guards. ‘Can’t have him suspected of breaking you out. And as you were all in here and your aelfen friend is under lock and key elsewhere, they won’t blame you for this.’
‘Until they see we’re gone,’ I point out.
Arwen raises a hand. ‘Just you and me, Asha Knight. Your friends will have to stay here.’
‘Why can’t we come?’ says Roly, now sitting up on his mattress.
‘There’ll be barely enough room for us and him,’ says Arwen, pointing at Scree.
‘Can’t they go somewhere else?’ I say.
‘Better off here,’ says Arwen. ‘Guaranteed meals and a bed.’
‘Where’s Mab?’ Ravi asks.
‘I gave him the slip,’ says Arwen, ‘and he would nay approve of this little escapade.’ Her eyes gleam in the light from the single lantern. ‘Now, we need to be away. The sleeping draught will wear off in half an hour, and we have to be on the shuttle by then.’
‘You can’t leave us here, Ash,’ says Roly, springing to his feet.
Gently, I take his shoulders. ‘She’s right. You need to stay. I want you here in case Jackie wakes up, or … she needs something.’
‘But what are we supposed to say when the guards do wake up? Or someone else comes?’
‘Just say you were asleep, and you didn’t see anything.’
Roly looks crestfallen, but Ravi pats him on the back. ‘We’d be a liability. Best do what Asha says.’ He turns and gives me a hug. ‘Be careful out there.’ He leans forward until his mouth is by my ear. ‘This is pretty desperate,’ he whispers. ‘You’re sure there’s no other way?’
‘We can’t wait for Angus to make up his mind.’ I pull away. ‘Get Mab to let you see Jackie and convince him to make another jump to Britain. Maybe Merlin will have a way to cure them.’
‘Why not wait,’ says Roly. ‘I mean, until the professor’s device has recharged, then we can all go back.’
‘They won’t let the aelfen go,’ says Arwen, as Hamish sighs and slumps against the wall. ‘Come on, we need to be moving.’ 
With a last glance at my friends, I follow her out of the room. Scree closes the door, locks it, and drops the bunch of keys on one of the sleeping guards.
We track quickly down the empty passage, to stone steps that curl steeply downwards into the heart of the building. Arwen leads the way, with Scree providing a rear-guard. The only sound is the scuffing of our boots on the worn steps.
At the bottom of the spiral, Arwen holds up a hand, and we wait while she peers out onto another passageway, this one wider and lit by rows of lanterns. Voices come from one end of the passage.
‘Guards,’ Arwen murmurs, and points. ‘It’s a T-junction. Guardroom to the left, our way out to the right.’ Gingerly, she starts down the passage.
We’re halfway towards the junction when a loud burst of laughter sounds from the hidden guardroom. A moment later, two figures cross in front of us, heading for the right passage. Neither glance in our direction and in a second, they’re out of sight.
Arwen waits, but when they don’t return, she whispers, ‘Come on,’ and we creep to the intersection. She peeps round the corner to the left, quickly withdrawing her head and turning to me and Scree. ‘The guard’s door is open. We go confidently. Like we own the place.’ Striding forward, she turns right into the exit passage.
I follow, ducking so that Scree’s bulk screens me from the guardroom. There’s another burst of laughter, but nobody challenges us.
Ahead is a door, and when Arwen reaches it, she pauses, listening, before turning the big ring handle. It creaks open, revealing the courtyard we could see from the chamber above. A cool night breeze caresses us as we step out.
We’re standing at the top of a steep flight of steps. At the bottom, the two guards we saw cross our path are wandering towards a brightly lit building that sits against a wall in one corner. The guards I saw marching back and forth across the courtyard appear from the right and head towards the newcomers. There’s a brief conversation and all four dwarves disappear inside the building. None of them sees us.
‘Left at the bottom,’ Arwen hisses.
We hurry down the steps and turn away from the building where the four dwarves have gone. Moving along the courtyard’s wall, trying to stay in shadow, Arwen leads us towards an archway. I walk bent-kneed, trying hard not to stick out, fearful of an order to halt, but none comes.
‘We have three ponies waiting outside,’ says Arwen, no longer trying to mask her voice. She strides to a tall wrought-iron gate, the bars of which are tipped with vicious spikes that would make climbing over difficult, if not impossible.  
Arwen has no intention of climbing over, though. She produces a key and puts it into the big lock, twists, and pulls the key out. The gate opens with a grating squeak like a cat in agony.
‘Raark? Gak kulo saag.’ A barked challenge echoes around the courtyard. Two dwarves have emerged from somewhere and are now heading towards us.
‘Go!’ Arwen orders.
All caution forgotten, we dash through, then she pulls the gate closed, thrusts the key back in and re-locks it. She nods to Scree, who takes the war axe from his back and strikes down onto the key, shattering it and leaving it useless in the lock.
‘That’ll slow them,’ says Arwen.
We’ve come out at the back of the Stump, where a steep, cobbled lane curves down to the city below. At the bottom, three ponies are secured to a fence. As we run, the shouting intensifies and the gate rattles, then a shrill whistle sounds from the courtyard.
We mount and trot away, into a maze of alleys and narrow lanes, the noise from the locked courtyard receding rapidly.
‘I couldnae get any longer stirrups,’ says Arwen, as we jog along.
‘I’ll manage.’ My riding position is uncomfortable, and the dwarf saddle, too, but I’m smiling, happy to be doing something.
Arwen laughs, clearly enjoying the thrill of this adventure. ‘It’s supposed to be a secret place, this shuttle station, but the Augusta girls told me where to look.’
She leads us to a big gateway in the inner defences. Although the doors stand open, there are guards there, but the sound of pursuit hasn’t reached them and they ignore us as we hurry through. The same thing happens at the second wall and we’re already in the outer city when a shout comes from the ramparts behind us.
And now horns and trumpets call, as we negotiate a narrow passageway. The upper floors of the houses on each side reach out in upside-down tiers, so that some of them almost touch. Arwen has given me the tallest of the three ponies and I duck to avoid the lanterns that hang down to illuminate the lane.
Shouts ahead — Gark, garak. Shakta! — and the end of the lane fills with torch-wielding soldiers.
Arwen twists left, squeezing her pony into a space between two houses. There’s barely enough room but within seconds we’re through and into a wider street. She kicks hard into another narrow lane, before slewing to a halt next to a gently steaming compost heap. ‘We go on foot from here,’ she orders quietly, sliding from her pony and giving the animal’s rump a hard slap. Scree and I follow suit, and the ponies trot off down the lane.
We thread our way through a series of enclosed gardens to a small outhouse that resembles an old toilet block.
‘In here,’ says Arwen. We crowd in and Scree pulls the wooden door shut behind us. There’s no toilet, but plenty of straw lines the floor. Outside, shouts sound from the lane and shadows play on walls as torch bearers run by, still chasing the now riderless ponies.
Arwen stoops and pulls at the floor. There’s a creak as a trap door hidden under the straw is lifted open. ‘Be careful, it’s a way down here,’ she says and disappears into the hole.
Scree grunts but doesn’t move, so I go next, kneeling by the trap door and feeling forward until I find a ladder. Gripping the top, I swing over the edge, plant my feet on the invisible rungs and start downwards. Above me, Scree follows, pausing to pull the trapdoor shut.
I start to count the rungs and am close to a hundred when Arwen calls out.
‘I’m down. I’ll find a lantern.’
My boots reach the floor and I move away from the ladder in pitch blackness. Scree jumps down behind me, as Arwen strikes a match and reaches for a lantern that hangs on a wall. The sudden wash of light reveals a tunnel. Arwen hands me the lantern and pulls out a piece of paper, which she unfolds and holds to the light. It’s a roughly drawn map with a lot of writing.
‘If my information is correct,’ she says, pointing at the scribbled lines on the paper, ‘the station is about ten minutes’ walk.’
‘Will there be anyone else down here?’ I ask, as Arwen takes back the lantern and we head into the tunnel.
‘Not according to Claudia and Flavia,’ says Arwen. Her voice echoes slightly.
‘Do you know how to operate this thing?’ I ask, a sudden uncertainty prickling my senses. If there are no operators down here, then what do we do? And if there are operators, won’t they just try to stop us?
In answer, Arwen waves the paper. ‘All here,’ she says confidently. ‘And apparently once we trigger a journey from Pendruka’an, the system is automated all the way to Druid’s Scar.’
‘The place Mab mentioned?’
‘Aye. The outpost covering the main route into the eastern Badlands.’
‘Mab said there was a garrison there.’ 
‘They won’t know what’s been happening here.’ Arwen swings her backpack off and rummages in the top of it, producing another slip of paper. ‘This is an order from the Drakstadler, authorising our entry to the Badlands and requiring the garrison at Druid’s Scar to lend every assistance.’
‘You forged that?’
Arwen grins. ‘No, that would be Hamish. He’s a right clever fellow, is that Mister MacTee.’
‘And you think they’ll fall for it?’
‘We won’t know till we get there,’ says Arwen. She nods to Scree. ‘And that’s why we’ve got the big laddie with us.’
I glance at Scree, whose face remains impassive. If he’s worried about disobeying orders from Arwen’s parents, or the Drakstadler itself, he’s not showing it. Perhaps his oath to protect the Lady Arwen trumps all other considerations.
The tunnel widens and we find ourselves in a low-ceilinged room with a mass of equipment to one side and a metallic tube to the other. This disappears into a wall at the room’s far end. The place is deserted, so as Scree goes round the room lighting more lanterns, Arwen takes her instructions and moves to a control panel beside the bank of equipment.
I wonder at the contradictions in this place. It’s like Mab’s space-age lab, hidden inside a medieval building. ‘How’s it powered?’ I ask, as Arwen twiddles dials and presses buttons.
‘Electricity, mainly.’
‘If you can power machines like this, why don’t you have any electric lights?’ I ask, as Scree finishes lighting lanterns.
‘Och, we have some, here and there,’ says Arwen. ‘But you’ll find grown-up dwarves are stuck in their ways.’
‘Like your uncle?’
‘When he talked about traditions?’ She shakes her head. ‘No, I mean the senators of the Drakstadler, who think women are slaves and the old ways are best.’
‘Isn’t that what your uncle thinks?’
Arwen shrugs. ‘Only when it comes to aelfen. Now, this should do it.’ She grips a large lever and pulls it down. Instantly, there’s a whirring sound, and a panel of lights flickers on.
‘Where do you get the electricity?’ I say, watching as row upon row of tiny lights twinkle into life along the side of the machine. ‘I haven’t seen any pylons or anything.’
‘There’s a grand hydroelectric plant deep under the city. And we use the candling stones, too.’
‘The what?’
‘Candling stones,’ says Arwen, gripping another lever and pulling it down. Behind the control panel, protected by a wall of metal mesh, a dozen turbines begin to slowly rotate. The whirring intensifies and Arwen steps back, clapping her hands. ‘The professor would be proud of me.’
‘Candling stones?’ I ask again.
‘Very rare. Mined from the deepest depths of Mount Vilderkrug. It’s one of those wee beasties that gives power to the professor’s mobile bridge.’
‘That sounds like something worth having,’ I say, thinking about Taliesin and trying not to be mesmerised by the increasing spin of the turbines.
There’s a loud hiss behind us, and I swing round to see a door sliding open to reveal a gleaming pod inside the metal tube.
‘Good, the shuttle pod is at this end of the line,’ says Arwen, stepping away from the turbine controls. ‘We’d have been in trouble if it’d been at Druid’s Scar.’ She glances back at the control panel and flicks two more switches. ‘Hopefully, I’ve set this thing to stop when it reaches maximum vacuum.’
‘Hopefully? You don’t know?’
Arwen shrugs again. ‘How would I? I’ve never seen it before.’
Great.
The automated system now triggers the pod door to open and Arwen and I scramble into the cramped and dim interior. There are four seats, clearly designed for shorter bodies than mine. Arwen and I take the front and Scree arranges himself awkwardly across the back two.
In front of us, below a curved glass screen — a strange thing for the pod to have, if it only ever runs alone in a vacuum-sealed tunnel — a dashboard extends from side to side, with glowing dials and buttons, each labelled with dwarfish symbols. Arwen consults her instructions and presses two buttons. Lights inside the pod come on and the door closes with a reassuring click. She presses another button and a row of six red lights goes on in the centre of the dashboard.
‘When these turn green, we’ll have maximum vacuum,’ she says, reading again, ‘then we hit launch. And away we go,’ she adds, with a slight tremor.
We all focus on the string of launch lights, which stay stubbornly red. Outside, the sound of whirring turbines increases to an unhealthy whine. Enclosed in our cramped pod, we can’t see what’s happening, and fear creeps into my mind about exploding turbines.
The first light turns amber, and we wait again.
‘Do you know how long it takes?’ I ask.
Arwen shrugs. ‘About twenty minutes from when the turbines started.’
A second amber light appears … and another, and another. When the sixth lights up, they start to flash and the first one turns green. Then two … and three … and four…
‘Brace yourselves,’ Arwen calls, as her hand hovers over a big button on the left of the dashboard.
Light five turns green and a solid clunk makes us all jump.
‘Door locks, I think,’ says Arwen, then the last light goes green. ‘Now!’ She jabs her thumb down on the launch button and I grip my seat.
Nothing happens.
‘The valve on the waiting section has to open,’ says Arwen nervously, and the shuttle vibrates to confirm her words. ‘You know, to let it—’
We’re plunged back in our seats as the vacuum shuttle pod leaps forward.
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We hurtle silently along in the darkness. It’s a strange sensation.
After the initial rapid acceleration, the ride is so smooth it barely feels like we’re moving. This is probably a good thing, as the cabin wasn’t built for comfort. I try to relax.
‘How long to the first station?’ I ask. There’s a round dial on the dashboard, which I assume is some sort of speedometer. An indicator, pointing to a section at the top, suggests we’re going at an acceptable speed, but the numbers are written in dwarfish characters.
‘From what I understand, it’s roughly twelve minutes to the next waiting point,’ says Arwen. ‘Then about twenty minutes to regain the vacuum, and another twelve to the next stop, and so on. I think we can get out at every second one.’
‘That means after forty-four minutes,’ I say, wiggling my toes. Getting a bout of cramp wouldn’t be much fun.
‘Something like that, but we have to wait for air to be pumped into the station section, before the shuttle doors can open.’ Arwen turns the instruction paper over, revealing another roughly drawn map, and lays it on the dashboard, obscuring the instruments and dials. ‘This shows the eastern Badlands, as far as they’re known.’ She traces her finger across the page. ‘Druid’s Scar is here. We’ll use the old mining roads into the Klar Hills, to this point.’ Her finger hovers over a picture of a ridgeline with a dip in the middle. ‘Over the Velkstrum Pass and down into the Elder Vale. There’s supposed to be a track of some sort.’
‘What’s that dark area?’
‘The Forest of Kelidan,’ says Arwen. ‘Covers most of Elder Vale and climbs to the Nameless Mountains. The Valley of the Lost is supposed to be on the far side.’
‘You’ve said supposed to be twice. You don’t know?’
‘The old explorers never left any maps,’ says Arwen. ‘And none of the recent expeditions have come back.’
‘Your father and Mab told me. But if nobody’s been there for ages, where did the trexisabulum poison come from?’
‘The professor used to call the apothecary’s store a museum of potions, there were so many ancient things in there.’
‘Unless someone has been to the Valley of the Lost without anyone knowing.’
‘Who can tell,’ says Arwen, in a tone that suggests it’s not important.
‘If someone else has been there,’ I persist, ‘they might have the ingredients for the antidote, too.’
Arwen isn’t convinced. ‘We can ask the garrison at Druid’s Scar,’ she says, dismissively.
I’ll leave that one for now. ‘How far to these unnamed mountains, then?’
‘Fifteen leagues? Twenty at most. Five days should be enough to go there and back. Maybe six.’
‘I thought Hamish said we had food for four days?’
‘We’ll be able to get more supplies at Druid’s Scar,’ says Arwen. ‘And we’ll travel faster coming back.’
I run my fingers over the map to the point where a picture of a jagged-edged mountain gives way to a blank space. ‘Here be dragons,’ I murmur.
‘What? Och, no, no, I don’t think there are any dragons. Not anymore. Not even in the Badlands.’
‘It’s a term they used on maps in the Middle Ages, to denote places they hadn’t explored.’
‘Aye, well, no dragons,’ says Arwen, folding up the map. ‘But there may be other things. Mathain.’
‘Mathain?’
‘Bears. Wolves? I’ve heard stories.’
I pat the short sword, resting in its scabbard on my lap. ‘You think these will be any good against bears?’
‘The bears will be the least of our worries,’ says Arwen. ‘There’re some rare climbs to be made. And the weather can be unpredictable beyond the Boundary.’ She hesitates. ‘And the renegades.’
‘Everyone keeps talking about bandits and renegades, but nobody really says who they are.’
‘Outcasts,’ says Arwen. ‘Some may be the remnants of the extinct clans; some who can’t live under dwarf law.’ She sounds like she’s quoting from a textbook. ‘Must confess, I sympathise with those folk,’ she adds wistfully.
‘Why did you come?’ I ask. ‘I mean, with the wildlife, the weather, the terrain, the renegades, you aren’t painting a very promising picture.’
‘Why are you here?’ she counters.
‘You know why. To save my friend, Jackie. And to force your Drakstadler to let Danny go. There didn’t seem to be any other way.’
‘Even so, Asha Knight, it’s a terrible risk.’
‘It’s just Asha. And it’s a risk worth taking. But why are you here?’
‘To prove we women dwarves can be as brave and resourceful as any male.’ She fidgets in her seat. ‘They’d never let a woman go on a quest like this. This was the only way. And if we’re successful, they won’t be able to deny us any longer.’
‘That’s hopeful,’ I say. ‘And what about Scree? If we make it, won’t they just say we only succeeded because he was with us.’ Behind me, Scree just grunts.
‘Scree isn’t coming with us,’ says Arwen. ‘He’ll wait at Druid’s Scar and … if we don’t return within a week, he’ll take word to my parents. At least they’ll know we tried.’
This would be a good time for some pearls of wisdom from Excalibur. But that inner voice is unavailable. ‘And if we find this Valley of the Lost, you know what to look for?’
‘Oh aye,’ Arwen says, brightening. ‘I have one of the professor’s wee booklets on plants and potions. One that he wrote with Mister Bentback.’
‘So Bentback is a dab hand with the herbs, is he?’
‘Aye, he has a rare skill with plants, if that’s what you mean,’ Arwen confirms.
‘Couldn’t he find an antidote for the trexisabulum?’
‘He’d still need the ingredients we’re fetching,’ says Arwen. ‘He’s a strange man, that Ollander Bentback, but totally committed to the professor. And loyal to my father.’
We drift into silence, and I close my eyes to doze, but almost immediately I’m jolted awake as the shuttle rapidly decelerates. We’ve reached the first waiting point.
‘What happens now?’ I ask.
Arwen unfolds the paper again and consults her scribbled instructions. ‘According to this, the system is automatic. The shuttle will have triggered the turbines here to switch on. We wait. Twenty minutes, if it’s working.’
I shift around, trying to rearrange my weight. This would be more comfortable if we tore the seats out and sat on the floor. I’m just considering suggesting this when the shuttle starts to vibrate. A faint hum penetrates the cabin.
‘It must be working,’ says Arwen, as the sound increases.
The intensity of the vibrations grows with the hum, which after several minutes turns into a whine like the noise made by the machinery back at the Pendruka’an station. With it, my anxiety mounts again. If anything happens—
We shoot forward, the rapid acceleration smoothing out after a few seconds, leaving us in the strange limbo of movement without sensation. For all we know we haven’t gone anywhere, and this is a trick; but twelve minutes later, we go through the deceleration process. This time, there’s a gentle vibration, which I guess is air being pumped into the station section of the tube, then a hissing sound and a clunk. The pod door slides open and Scree unpeels himself from the back seats and ducks out, followed by me and Arwen.
Electric lights spring on around us, revealing a room about thirty metres long. The ceiling curves, mimicking the shuttle tube, and the whole place reminds me of an underground station back in London. Although the walls are whitewashed, giving the room a bright modern feeling, there’s a musty abandoned smell, as if neglect or underuse has allowed mould and mildew to take over.
‘Do you know how deep we are?’ I ask, noticing a trickle of water discolouring the whitewash on one section of wall.
Arwen consults her paper. ‘According to this, one hundred metres. The professor’s always using metres. Says it’s the language of science. I have no real idea what it means.’
I have to think for a moment. ‘Over three hundred feet. Do you use feet?’
‘Aye, we do. Anyway, we’re directly under one of the big rivers that feed Lake Grendlesham,’ she says. ‘The lake is two hundred feet deep at the centre, so we’ll have over a hundred feet of rock between us and the waves when we go under,’ she adds.
‘How often do they use this thing?’ I ask, inspecting the station more closely. A fine net of cobwebs dangles down from the curved ceiling, and there are small cracks in the walls, although these are all reassuringly dry.
‘I don’t know,’ says Arwen, ‘but they must send messages to Druid’s Scar every week.’
The large bank of turbines that sits at one end of the room bears out Arwen’s assertion that someone is using the vacuum tube regularly. The turbines and their housing look well maintained, and, as the now-familiar whirring hum begins, the machinery runs with a greased and cared-for smoothness.
I walk up and down, giving my legs as much exercise as I can. Arwen follows suit, and Scree wanders around, bending and flexing. By the time a klaxon sounds, signalling our need to reboard the cramped pod, we’re ready for the next section of our journey.
◆◆◆
 
We race along on the last leg. We’ve all managed to doze, on and off, and had several small snacks to counter the hunger and boredom. Now, with the end of the line less than twelve minutes away, I start to worry about the reception we’ll get at Druid’s Scar.
‘Aren’t they going to be suspicious you have a human with you?’
Arwen taps the top of her rucksack. ‘All in the orders. It says you’re here on business for Merlin-Ap-Emrys.’
‘Will that mean anything?’ 
‘Aye, it will,’ says Arwen. ‘Merlin’s name still carries weight here.’
‘What if they’ve had a message about the shuttle being stolen?’
‘Och, the professor has always complained about how slow our signal towers are,’ says Arwen, ‘and the problem of getting a message quickly across from one side of Lake Grendlesham to the other. It’s one of the reasons he helped design this, according to Flavia and Claudia.’
‘They seem to know a lot.’
‘For the last three years, they’ve moved in the right circles,’ says Arwen. ‘I was too young when my father was Pendrakken, to hear the things they hear now, I mean.’ She grunts. ‘Not that he’d have told me about this.’
‘How do the signal towers work?’ I ask.
‘Fires, flags and flashing lights,’ says Arwen. ‘At least that’s how it’s done according to the professor. He tried to explain it once, but I was nay listening really.’
‘Shouldn’t a future leader be interested in that sort of thing?’
‘You really think they’ll let me rule House of Thorns?’ Arwen scoffs.
‘You’re Lord Angus’s only child.’
‘Aye, and more’s the pity I’m female. Like as not, my uncle will become the laird. He’s a dozen years younger than my father.’
‘So there’s no way the people in Druid’s Scar will know we’ve stolen this shuttle?’ I ask, pulling us back to the present.
Arwen grins. ‘Assuming they know we’ve launched it; it’ll take them most of a day to get a message over the water. Dwarves are rare warriors, miners, and cooks. But we weren’t built to be sailors. Our boats will never win awards for speed.’
‘Then this really is the quickest way?’
‘Aye.’ Arwen pauses, as a small red bulb blinks awake on the dashboard. ‘Now, what’s that wee beastie?’ She pulls out the paper with the instructions, inspects it, then shakes her head. ‘Nothing here about it. Maybe it’s to tell us we’re coming into Druid’s Scar.’
I check my watch. ‘Should be another five minutes.’
‘We’re not slowing. You think there’s a problem?’
‘I’ve no idea,’ I say, watching the speed dial, the needle of which remains unwaveringly in place.
A minute later, another red light appears on the dashboard, next to the first one, but more worryingly, the cabin lighting turns from a soft glow to a deep flashing red.
‘Something’s wrong,’ Arwen says.
‘I got that. Is there any way to slow this thing down?’
Arwen checks the dashboard, then the instructions. ‘It doesn’t say. How long now?’
‘Two or three minutes? Less if we aren’t slowing.’
A third red light appears. Still our speed is unchanged.
I’m about to ask for a pointless look at the instructions when an ear-splitting wail triggers in the cabin. We jam our hands over our ears.
Lights. Outside in the black void of the tunnel. Small and distant, forming a tiny circle in the darkness. I risk taking one hand from my ear to point.
‘End of the line,’ Arwen shouts, then she, too, points. ‘There weren’t any lights at the other stops.’
The light ring is growing at an alarming rate. ‘It’s the last valve. It’s not open. Safety belts — quickly.’ I scrabble on my seat to get the two ends of the unused belt and I’ve barely snapped the lock in place around my waist when the whole shuttle judders violently. I brace, covering my head with my hands.
The speed comes off, but we’re nearly at the light ring.
We’re slammed forward in our seats, as the pod hits the closed valve. The nose crumples on impact. Tiny fissures, like fingers of ice snaking across a frozen lake that’s too weak to stand on, spread across the screen’s smooth surface. But the glass holds.
The wailing stops. ‘Is everyone okay?’ I ask. 
‘I don’t think that was supposed to happen,’ Arwen murmurs.
Scree grunts.
We sit in silence. The cabin lights have returned to their normal soft white glow, dimmer than the lights that circle the now dented valve doors.
The tiny cracks in the screen creep a few centimetres further across the glass.
‘What happens if it shatters?’ Arwen asks slowly.
‘We’re still in a vacuum. The air will be sucked out.’
‘Then how do we get out?’
There’s a chinking sound, and the crack creeps a bit further across the screen.
‘There must be some sort of alarm,’ I say, scanning around for more controls. But if there is an alarm, I can’t see how to trigger it.
The tunnel lights turn from white to orange to red. A slight tremoring vibration rocks the shuttle.
Another chink.
Think, Asha. What’s the immediate problem? The loss of air. ‘They must have something in here for emergencies. Can you see any oxygen bottles or masks?’
‘What?’
‘Breathing masks. Something to wear if we lose our air. Check under the seats.’
We’re all scrabbling around the cabin as everything starts to vibrate, gently at first, but getting stronger. Then an ominous cracking, like a porcelain plate being dropped on a stone floor, forecasts the screen’s collapse. A pattern like tree roots traces rapidly across the glass.
‘It’s going to go,’ Arwen cries.
The tunnel lights begin to flash, and the vibrations increase. The valve doors begin to move, slowly, letting dim light from the other side shine weakly on our faces. Everything judders as the doors free themselves from the front of the pod and slide out of view, leaving a perfect tube. Then lights move towards us, investigating, and figures come into focus, each one wearing a full-face mask, and some holding lanterns. Two of them step forward, silhouettes in the tunnel.
They move cautiously, pulling thick cables with hooks on the ends, then disappear at the pod’s nose. There’s a clunk and they reappear and return to the waiting group, who now pick up the cables and take the slack.
With another judder and in jerky movements, the dwarves pull the pod past the valve and we enter the final station section. The station tunnel door is already open and faces peer through, watching our progress.
‘The vibrations must have been them letting air back in,’ I guess.
‘Why the masks?’ asks Arwen.
‘A precaution?’ I realise my heart is pounding, so I breathe deeply, knowing we’re okay.
The pod is pulled further forward, then there’s a loud knock on the side and the dwarves drop the cables.
The door, which appears undamaged, slides open to reveal a group of stern faces.
Scree gets out, and his imposing bulk forces a path for us. As Arwen emerges, a dwarf in the armour of House Ilex starts to remonstrate with her angrily.
When Arwen replies, she sounds surprisingly calm and composed and makes some theatre of producing our counterfeit orders from the Drakstadler. The Ilex dwarf takes the document and studies it, eyebrows rising before he shows it to two others, who wear the respective clothing of the Thorns and Thistles. These three don’t seem to have noticed a human in their midst, so I turn and watch the shuttle slide back. Some of our rescuers climb out of the tunnel, removing their masks, while others inspect the damage from our unannounced and bumpy arrival.
Arwen takes the forged document back, as her conversation with the three dwarves becomes increasingly animated. I study the Druid’s Scar station. It’s an almost exact replica of the one in Pendruka’an. The only difference is that, instead of an entry tunnel, there’s a caged lift.
Arwen beckons me to join her. The three dwarves stare at me as if they’ve just been confronted with a particularly weird zoo animal.
‘This is Captain Ares,’ she says, introducing the clean-shaven House Ilex dwarf. ‘He isn’t happy.’
‘And you were lucky,’ says the Thorns dwarf. He sports a red beard, clipped to a sharp point below his chin, and speaks with the now-expected Scottish accent.
‘Lucky?’ I ask.
‘Aye. We’ve been doing maintenance work, so the valve opening system was disconnected.’
‘Isn’t that unlucky?’ I ask.
‘You’re lucky we were down here to rescue you. You might have been stuck in there for a wee while.’
Captain Ares gives me a dark look and rattles something off in dwarfish.
The red-bearded dwarf shrugs. ‘He’s nay happy and I don’t blame him. You’ve damaged the valve, though we managed to open it. If we hadn’t, you’d have been in trouble.’ He waves a hand towards the shuttle, the nose of which is still in view, being examined by dwarves in overalls. ‘And you’ve done a fair bit of damage to the pod. That screen crack is bad.’ He looks at Arwen. ‘Did your warning alarms nay work?’
‘The klaxon and the red lights?’ Arwen nods. ‘Aye, but we … that is, we were nay told about them when we set off. This mission was organised in a hurry.’
The dwarf in the Viking clothes of House of Thistles, who is almost as big as Scree, says something in guttural dwarfish, then points at me.
‘Olaf Spearbreaker wants to know what a human is doing in Ishkardia,’ the Thorns dwarf says. ‘And out here in the fringe lands, at that.’
Before I can answer, Arwen goes into a rapid explanation in dwarfish. From the reactions, they’ve already covered some of this ground.
‘It’s a bad idea for you and this human to enter the Badlands, my lady,’ the Thorns dwarf says.
‘We have our orders, Flinty McCool,’ says Arwen. ‘Though we’ll not set off until tomorrow morning.’
Two of the dwarves who have been inspecting the shuttle approach, their faces grave. There’s a short exchange, then they return to their work, shaking their heads as they go.
Captain Ares says something, then salutes us and turns stiffly towards the lift, followed by Olaf Spearbreaker.
‘Flinty McCool here has been placed in charge of our care,’ says Arwen. ‘The others don’t know so much of the modern English tongue.’ She looks at me and her face is as grave as the two inspectors. ‘And we have another problem.’
‘Getting back?’ I guess.
‘They say they can fix the valve. And the shuttle’s crumpled nose. But the glass will be harder.’
‘We’re two hundred miles from Pendruka’an,’ I say. ‘What are our options?’
‘The old way, if they cannae fix it: ponies to the ferry point at Lakrisha,’ says Arwen, ‘then the boat and more ponies on the other side. But they’ve promised to move heaven and earth to get the shuttle working.’ She turns to Flinty McCool. ‘They understand the Pendrakken’s life may depend on it.’ 
‘Aye, my lady, we’ll do our best,’ says McCool. He hesitates, then takes off his bonnet and scratches at his balding head. ‘I still don’t think you should go beyond the Boundary. At least let me escort you to the pass.’
Although he offers this assistance, McCool sounds less than enthusiastic.
Arwen picks up his reluctance. ‘This is a mission for me and the human lassie. But if you could find us somewhere to place our heads tonight, that would be appreciated.’
‘We can do better than that, my lady,’ says McCool, with a hint of relief. ‘We can make sure you have some extra provisions and kit for your journey.’ He hesitates again. ‘Do you really think you can find the, what did you say? The styrics bark and cadmonum roots?’ He stumbles over the unfamiliar words.
‘Aye, Master McCool, if those plants still grow in the Valley of the Lost, then we’ll find them.’
A bell indicates the lift arriving back from the surface. McCool pulls his bonnet firmly onto his head. ‘Now, my lady, some food first, I think.’
‘And we’ll need all the information you can give us on the recent expeditions,’ Arwen adds.
McCool nods and leads us to the lift. Scree joins us, sliding the cage door open and making an inspection before stepping in, as if to test its safety.
‘Have you had any trouble with renegades or bandits?’ I ask McCool, as we follow Scree in.
‘At Druid’s Scar, madam? Nay. But …’
‘But?’
‘There’s something going on out there.’ He slides the cage shut. ‘Fires in the hills. Strange noises at night. To be honest, we decided just yesterday to pull in our outlying posts.’ He looks ruefully across at the damaged pod. ‘The shuttle was due here in two days. We were going to send a message to the capital for instructions.’ He hauls on a lever, and the lift shudders into motion. Once moving, it’s quick and smooth.
‘What about the path we’ll be taking?’ I ask.
‘You’ll go by the old mining track to the Klar Hills? Nothing to report,’ says McCool. ‘Most of the movement has been to the south. Everything’s been quiet in front of Druid’s Scar.’
The lift comes to a halt. McCool slides the cage open and we step out to a large square surrounded by high stucco walls that glow pale orange in the early evening light. Just below the summit of the wall is a wide platform, protected by crenellations, a reminder that Druid’s Scar is a fortress outpost. Reinforcing that image, guards stroll slowly along the platform, their figures silhouetted against a sky that’s still blue, save for a few streaks of cloud that shimmer and blur beyond one of the walls.
‘The Boundary,’ says McCool, following my gaze. ‘The inner layer. You can cross it and probably spend a fair bit of time there. But it gives that haze to the sky.’
‘And beyond that?’
‘Another boundary, past the Valley of the Lost. And then the outer limit, the edge of our bubble world. Or so they say.’
‘How can the renegades live beyond the first barrier?’ I ask, as we head towards a single storey building that stands in one corner of the fort.
‘Perhaps they adapt, madam,’ says McCool. ‘Perhaps they don’t live long at all. But they spend plenty of time this side of the Boundary, too.’
‘Raiding?’
‘Thieving. Cattle rustling. Never much though, and not within ten leagues of Druid’s Scar.’
I tell him about the attacks to the west of Pendruka’an, and he stops walking and stares at me.
‘When did this begin?’
‘I don’t know. But the most recent one was reported the day before yesterday.’
‘There’s been no message from the capital.’
‘Would what happens on the far side of our realm be a concern here, Master McCool?’ Arwen asks. 
‘It depends, my lady,’ he says, beginning to walk again. ‘At the very least, we’d expect to be told about it.’
‘Which is what we’ve just done,’ Arwen says smoothly. ‘Why send a separate message when they knew we were coming anyway.’
McCool looks unhappy at this explanation but keeps his thoughts to himself, saying only, ‘Welcome to our headquarters,’ as we pass a long lean-to, which shelters a row of tethered ponies, and enter the building.
A room is made available and when I see the three camp beds waiting, my body reminds me that I haven’t had a proper sleep in almost twenty-four hours. Food is brought, which gives me something to keep my eyes open for, then Flinty McCool returns, carrying a rolled-up map, bigger and more detailed than Arwen’s.
‘This is the best we have, my lady,’ he says, unfolding the map and laying it on a table in the corner of our room. ‘Better than the wee sketch you brought with you. We used to send patrols as far as the Klar Hills. Sometimes beyond.’ He shakes his head. ‘That was till the last expedition went missing.’
‘What happened?’ I ask.
‘We don’t know,’ says McCool. ‘There were eighty in that last party.’ He glances up at Arwen, whose expression mirrors his. ‘Most of them lads from our house. They’d been sent in to find the previous party. Over a hundred souls in that one.’
‘And you found no sign of them?’
‘Oh, evidence of their campsites, this side of the Klar Hills. Nothing out of the ordinary.’ He pauses, his expression suggesting an inner conflict. ‘There were other things, though.’
‘What other things?’ Arwen demands.
‘Hard to say for sure,’ he says reluctantly.
‘Tell us, Flinty McCool,’ Arwen orders. ‘We need to know everything about the place you can share.’
‘I took a small party as far as the Velkstrum Pass,’ McCool says slowly. ‘There’s a grand view of the Elder Vale from there, though we could nay see much in the Kelidan Forest. But…’
‘Flinty…’
‘Aye, my lady. It’s just, well, there were … disturbances in the forest.’
‘What sort of disturbances?’ asks Arwen.
‘Great trees swinging and swaying. Only a few, you understand, but spaced out. And violent enough to be visible from the pass.’
‘A storm?’ I ask.
‘The wind can blow right hard out there,’ he says, ‘and you’ll have to have your wits about you if the weather turns.’
‘But?’ says Arwen.
‘But on that day, there was nay a breath of wind. Not even enough to flicker the feathers in my bonnet. And there was something about the movements.’ He closes his eyes, as if to conjure a memory from deep inside his mind. ‘If you asked me to describe it, I’d say it was like watching signals running back and forth across the Vale. Sent by something strong enough to sway those giant trees on a still day.’ He opens his eyes with the expression of someone waking from a nightmare. ‘My lads would nay go further after that.’
McCool moves to the door, pausing to look back at us. ‘And if the Elder Vale holds such trembling secrets, then what awaits you in the Valley of the Lost?’
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We’re up early in the morning, checking our kit and pouring over the new map. It is much better than the one Arwen brought with her. This version, drawn to scale, shows fifty miles between us and our goal. Closely spaced contours give a better idea of how challenging the trek will be to the empty space on the map, labelled with the dwarfish for Valley of the Lost.
McCool has been an attentive host, perhaps because Arwen is his laird’s daughter. Whatever the reason, he’s lending us four ponies, two to ride and two as pack animals. Scree is outside now helping McCool’s men with the extra kit and supplies, as Arwen and I finish off a hasty breakfast.
‘Flinty has given us enough extra food for a week,’ says Arwen, as she wriggles back into her coat of mail. ‘More than enough.’
‘You hope,’ I say, shrugging on my black combat jacket. McCool has also managed to find an assortment of underclothes for us, and amazingly several things are big enough to fit me. I stuff them into the top of the backpack. ‘What about the escort he offered?’
‘I could tell he was nay happy, but he insists on coming to the Klar Hills.’
We walk outside to where four sturdy ponies, two chocolate brown and the others a mottled confection of chestnut, white and grey, stand waiting. Two have the rudimentary dwarf saddles on their backs, while the others each carry a pair of panniers.
A loud bang from the far side of the fort brings startled neighs from the ponies and I swing round to see three dwarves dragging the broken shuttle nose cone from the lift shaft’s entrance. They head for a building on the far side of the parade ground, the source of more hammering and banging.
‘One thing about the shuttle being damaged,’ Arwen whispers, as we approach the waiting ponies. ‘They cannae check our orders are real. Not without using the signal stations.’ She grins and raises her voice. ‘And a grand morning to you, Master McCool.’
‘My lady.’ He still looks unhappy.
Scree stands beside him, holding his axe. He nods a greeting to Arwen but says nothing.
McCool carries a pair of swords in scabbards, and he hands Arwen and me one each. ‘I took the liberty of getting you new weapons,’ he says. ‘They aren’t claymores, alas. But the spatha is a better sword than the gladiuses you brought with you.’
Instead of swapping the longer sword for her gladius, Arwen straps its belt on over the one she already wears. She looks at me and shrugs. ‘A dwarf cannae have too many weapons.’
McCool disappears briefly and returns with two helmets, not the Roman style with the bushy plumes, but plain, with flapping cheek pieces and a simple strip for a nose guard.
He hands me the bigger of the two. ‘It may be a little bit of a squeeze, madam, but you never know when you’ll need it.’
Arwen takes the second helmet and tries it on. ‘Perfect. Now, Master McCool, we must be away.’
‘Aye, my lady.’ McCool gestures to the pack ponies. ‘We’ve given you a good tent. And some snares you can set up around your camp to stop a surprise attack. You’ll know them from your father’s hunting days?’
‘Aye, thank you, Flinty,’ says Arwen. Her mood is buoyant, and she appears unconcerned about the unknown dangers ahead.
I wish I felt the same, but a sense of foreboding hangs over me as we mount our ponies and, under escort of McCool, Scree, and a dozen other dwarves, ride out of the gates of Druid’s Scar towards a line of hills shimmering beyond the Boundary.
It’s a strange view. McCool leads us onto a well-worn track that heads to a dip in the hills. Trees and bushes dot those hills and the whole scene flickers and ripples as if viewed through a heat haze. The Boundary. I wonder idly how far into the sky it extends before curving over, or how deep underground the dwarves can mine before reaching this limit. Perhaps it forms a perfect sphere around Ishkardia, a cradling shield for the dwarves’ safe haven.
But might some of the people here view it like we do BritDome, as the bars on a cage?
We reach the Boundary mid-morning. Closer up, it resembles a wall of water, distorting the terrain on the far side, but McCool leads our party straight through. None of the dwarves seem to give it much notice and all I feel is a faint tingling. And then we’re on the outer side, facing the climb to the Klar Hills.
We make steady time through a landscape of short grass and stubby bushes, with stunted trees growing in patches on the low hills either side of the track. There’s nothing to suggest we’re outside the normal here, though the skies remain empty of birds and there’s an uncanny silence, save for the clip-clop of our ponies.
When the sun reaches its zenith, a halt is called, and the dwarves set up a cooking fire and post sentries. McCool shows us our progress on the big map.
‘At this pace it’ll be close to sunset when we reach the Velkstrum Pass,’ he says. ‘We’ll camp near there, and you can leave for the Elder Vale in the morning.’
‘How long to cross it?’ I ask, as I chew on a chicken bone.
‘All being well, another day,’ says McCool, uncertainly. ‘Two if the weather breaks, though the trees of Kelidan Forest will hide you from the worst effects.’ He hesitates. ‘I still think you’d be best skirting the forest and moving through the hills to the side. It’s rougher going and may add a day’s ride, but…’
‘Speed is critical,’ says Arwen, ‘but we’ll go carefully.’
‘You may have to leave the ponies behind, to climb the Nameless Mountains.’ He waves a hand towards them. ‘We’ve given you cold weather kit and snowshoes, just in case.’
‘Och, you’ve thought of everything,’ says Arwen.
Eating over, we break camp, and are soon back into a steady pace, our ponies tramping along the mining track that gets narrower the further we travel from the Boundary. While my dwarf companions seem well adapted for the ride, it’s anything but comfortable for me.
The sun is lowering in the sky behind us as we start the climb to the Velkstrum Pass, the gap in the hills that I could see this morning. It’s a lot further away than it looked. That’s probably because the Klar Hills are a lot higher than I’d appreciated, even with the benefit of seeing their contours on McCool’s map.
The ponies labour up the steepening trail until we reach the saddle of land that forms the pass. I swing off my mount and flex my aching thigh and calf muscles, as the dwarves begin to set up camp. Looking back towards the Boundary, the distant lights of Druid’s Scar are tiny dots in the gathering darkness, as the rippling red bowl of the sun dips out of sight far beyond.
I watch carefully, as snares and trip wires are laid out, then half a dozen tents go up; McCool is showing Arwen how to assemble ours. I ought to go and help too, but instead walk a few paces beyond the camp and stare down into the Elder Vale. Though already shadowed and dark, there’s a wide expanse of deeper black that stretches almost from the foot of the Klar Hills out towards a towering eastern horizon. Everything is still and quiet.
And then I see the light. It’s indistinct, momentary. It disappears and I squint at the darkness. A trick of the eye? No. There. Flickering. Like a lantern carried between the trees. No way of knowing how far away. Gone again and I wait for it to reappear, but this time the forest remains dark.
‘You’re sure it was a light?’ McCool asks, when I report what I’ve seen.  
‘Certain. But I couldn’t tell you how close it was.’
Should I have mentioned it? McCool looks anxious. The light won’t keep me and Arwen from our quest; but it will add to the weight on his shoulders, caught between the duty to protect his laird’s daughter and the order from the Drakstadler.
The fake order.
◆◆◆
 
We break camp at dawn, after a quiet night with no alarms and no further sightings of strange lights. Arwen and I strap our helmets to the panniers and bid farewell to our escort, as Scree and McCool stand and watch. Scree looks bereft, McCool ashen. At least he doesn’t know the truth of this desperate enterprise. Scree does, though, and his misery is obvious as Arwen salutes him.
‘We’ll be back soon enough, Scree,’ she calls.
‘Go safely, my lady, and return,’ Scree mutters, and I nearly fall off my pony. That’s the longest sentence I’ve heard him say since I first met him.
‘We’ll wait here for a day,’ McCool calls. ‘If you hit a problem, there’ll be no shame in turning back.’
There’s little chance of that. Arwen has the bit between her teeth now, determined to show that dwarf women can be equal to their men. And I won’t give up till we have the ingredients to cure Jackie and the Pendrakken.
It doesn’t take long before we’re over the pass and the camp is shielded from our view. As the path drops towards the fringe of trees that mark the start of the Kelidan Forest, our ponies move with assurance but when we reach the treeline, they become skittish.
‘Easy girl,’ Arwen says, patting her pony’s neck.
‘Should we go round?’ I ask, copying her actions. My pony snorts and takes two steps backwards before settling.
Arwen points ahead. ‘The track runs straight into the forest. It will take us hours to go around, and there’s no guarantee we’ll find a way.’
‘McCool thought it was possible.’
‘He doesn’t really know. No one does. They just don’t like the forest.’ She gives her pony a gentle nudge with her heels. ‘Come on. Sooner we start, the sooner we’ll be clear.’
At first, the trees are widely spaced and slim-trunked, with plenty of undergrowth covering the bumpy ground between, as if the forest here is young and spreading. But as we ride on, older trees take over, branches tangling together above our path to form a leafy tunnel. Sunlight, bright at the fringe, becomes heavily filtered by the late summer canopy of leaves.
And once again, not even a breath of wind disturbs the leafy peace, the only sound being our four ponies’ hooves on the track. Even this disappears after a while, as the path becomes mossy and overgrown, little more than an animal run, though of wildlife there is no sign.
The forest’s stillness is infectious. Arwen and I ride in silence, watching and listening for movement. The deeper we go, the more the track twists and curls, avoiding boulders and the rotting trunks of ancient trees whose limbs no longer add to the shrouding gloom. Travelling through this twilight netherworld, we could easily be the only people left in Ishkardia.
We’ve been moving for several hours when Arwen finally pulls her pony to a halt. ‘This looks as good a place as any for a break. Let’s get some lunch.’
I dismount and lead my pony and one of the pack animals to a large dead oak that lies like a sleeping giant to one side of the narrow track.
‘Are there any water sources in this forest?’
Arwen nods. ‘According to the map, we’ll cross a stream if we stay on this path.’
‘How far?’
‘No landmarks, and the path turns so much. We’re probably over halfway there.’
‘Let’s make this stop quick. Stretch our legs and a drink for the ponies.’ I cup my hands together and Arwen takes a canteen from her pack.
Carefully, so we don’t waste precious supplies, she pours water into my hands, and we give each animal a drink. ‘We could aim to camp at the stream tonight,’ she says, as the last pony takes some water, ‘but if we get there soon, there’s a small river at the far end of the forest. Four leagues further on.’
‘We may not get that far before nightfall.’ I take a sip from my canteen.
‘The stream will give us an idea of how far we’ve—’ Arwen freezes mid-sentence. ‘Did you hear that?’
‘No. What?’
‘I … it sounded like a woodpecker knocking on a tree trunk.’
‘I didn’t—’
A distant screech cuts me off. I wonder if my imagination is playing tricks on me; but the reaction of the ponies proves it was real.
‘Steady girls, steady,’ Arwen says, her tone soothing. ‘Which direction?’
‘North, I think,’ I say, pointing to the left of the track. ‘How far away?’
‘Couldnae say. But I reckon we should be on our way. We can eat on the move.’
We remount and urge the reluctant ponies onto the track. The path continues to bend back and forth across the undulating forest floor, adding an unknown distance to the estimated journey. Trees press in and little light penetrates the heavily laden branches above.
It’s impossible to shake the feeling of being watched from the gloom.
The terrain bends sharply down and we reach the stream — shallow, bubbling water running north to south. A scatter of flattened rocks, almost paving in places, takes the track across to the eastern side. Our ponies take a long, welcome drink and I stoop to refill my canteen, but then hesitate.
‘Is this okay to drink?’
Arwen nods. ‘McCool says so.’
‘How does he know?’
‘One of the ancient expeditions left a journal. It said the water was the same as anywhere else in … Ish …’ Her words trail off, and she fixes her eyes on the muddy fringe at the water’s edge.
‘What is it?’
‘Fill your canteen and let’s get moving.’
‘Arwen?’
She turns and walks towards me, an unnatural stiffness in her gait.
‘Footprints. In the mud,’ she murmurs, as she fusses with her pony’s reins. ‘Large ones.’
I stand and screw the top back on my canteen, then amble along the water’s edge to the crossing point, where Arwen has been looking. I make some theatre of checking my watch and slinging the canteen over my shoulder, while all the time glancing down at the path — at the footprints — at the clear impressions of very large, very long, five-toed feet.
Arwen joins me, leading her ponies. ‘Those tracks look fresh to me.’
‘You said there are bears in here.’ I shield my mouth with my hand because of a sudden irrational fear that we’re surrounded by a forest full of lip readers. ‘Do they look like paw prints to you?’
‘Nay. Not like any I’ve seen, anyways.’
‘In parts of the world back home,’ I say, glancing around the trees, ‘we have legends. The Yeti. Bigfoot. Sasquatch.’
‘Do they have feet like that?’
‘Best not wait around to find out.’ I retrieve the reins of my ponies and lead them across the stream. On the far side, I slide into the saddle, waiting for Arwen.
A knocking sound. Off to the left, north of the track. Something being banged vigorously on the trunk of an unseen tree. And then to the right, a bloodcurdling screech echoing through the forest.
‘Ride!’
We kick our ponies’ flanks and with a jolt, we’re off, the animals’ stubby legs galloping hard along the grassy path. The ponies breathe hard and flick their heads from side to side, like us, spooked by the noises.
Or maybe it’s the smell. A rotten, pungent odour that wasn’t there before. The stream bed? No. This is something else. Musty. Feral.
The noises repeat, this time the heavy knocking coming from our right, the answering screeches from the left. And now the undergrowth either side of our route sways and shakes as if caught in a violent squall.
‘Asha,’ Arwen cries.
‘I see. Keep going.’
Amidst the agitated greenery, glimpses of long, hairy limbs thrashing at the ferns and bracken. Then something crashes out onto the path behind us, causing my pony to whinny loudly, but I daren’t glance back in case I lose my balance. The track ahead is opening out and we ride hard, aching fingers clutching tightly to the pack ponies’ reins, ears assaulted by the screeches around us, sense of smell overwhelmed by the rank animal scents that grow stronger with every stride. It’s all I can do not to retch.
Leaping from our right, a huge roaring figure swings a long arm towards my head. I evade the hairy fist, as my terrified pony swerves, sending the attacking creature sprawling. My pack pony kicks up and over the prostrate figure as it rolls away, grunting. Gripping with all my strength, I regain control of my panicking ponies, as Arwen’s two bolt past. Then we’re clear and running and the monstrous screeches are falling behind us.
We gallop on, ducking and weaving to avoid the gnarled limbs of old trees that threaten to unseat us from our mounts. As we finally pull to a halt, I check my watch and find just fifteen minutes have elapsed since Arwen first saw the footprints.
‘What was that?’ she says, breathing hard, stroking her panting pony as it gulps in air. 
‘Don’t know,’ I say, looking into the gloom behind us. The forest is quiet and still once more, no sign of the hairy beast that attacked us, no screeching or tree knocking. ‘But next time someone says they’ve seen Bigfoot, I’ll take them seriously.’
◆◆◆
 
The sky is darkening as the big trunks and tangling branches of the deep forest give way once again to slimmer, younger trees. Within twenty minutes, with the first pinpricks of starlight sprinkling the sky above us, we reach the edge of the Kelidan Forest and, with relief, cross the river boundary by a shallow ford, onto the lower slopes of a bare hillside.
‘I do not want to do that again in a hurry,’ Arwen says as she dismounts.
‘We’re going to have to, in a day or two.’ Sliding from my pony, I squint towards the far ridge of the Klar Hills, that now appears as a slightly darker line against the dusk sky. ‘At least we’ve made good time.’
‘Never thought we could cross it in a day.’
‘Maybe those things did us a favour.’
‘Got the ponies moving, you mean?’ Arwen says. ‘Aye, there’s that.’
‘Let’s get a bit further away from the forest.’
‘You think they’ll come after us?’
‘Don’t know. But if they do, I want to see them coming.’ I gesture to the river. ‘Water the horses first, then let’s get a bit of height between us and the crossing before we make camp.’
‘D’you think they’ll be waiting for us to return?’ says Arwen as we lead the ponies back to the river’s edge and let them take long drinks from the gently flowing water.
‘Maybe,’ I say.
‘What do they feed on?’
Good question. ‘Perhaps that’s why there’s no wildlife. All frightened away?’
‘Aye, a deer would smell them a league off.’ She refills her water canteens, then we set off again.
Loose rock and gravel and the steepening slope combine with the failing light to make it a tricky climb, but we halt at a piece of level ground next to a towering boulder.
There are no trees nearby, and it’s impossible to drive pegs into the ground, so we tether the ponies around a large rock. The next problem is trying to pitch the tent. We improvise a lean-to structure against the boulder, securing the guy ropes by tying them to more rocks. It’s rough but provides enough space for us to lie down.
‘Do you think it’ll hold?’ says Arwen, eyeing our shelter suspiciously.
‘If it doesn’t, it’s a waterproof blanket.’
Now we remove the saddles and panniers from the ponies, and my stomach growls, reminding me that we’ve eaten almost nothing since breakfast.
‘Should we build a fire, do you think?’ Arwen asks. ‘A warm meal will go down fine.’
I look around our small campsite, then point to the side of the boulder against which our crudely fashioned tent is propped. ‘That’s a sheltered spot. It’ll be out of sight of the forest.’
She hesitates. ‘Perhaps we’d better not.’
‘Light the fire. We don’t know if we’ll get another chance to cook.’ I peer around in the twilight for anything that might burn. ‘Do we have enough firewood?’
‘Aye, the supply in the panniers is good, but we’ll need to keep it stocked from now.’
We build a low wall of rocks to add an extra screen for the fire and Arwen goes to work on preparing an evening meal. While she does this, I lay out trip wires and snares, trying to recall the way McCool’s men did this.
As the night darkness deepens, the whisper of a mountain breeze starts to play over our campsite, its cooling fingers wisping the thin smoke of the cooking fire away.
‘How far left to go?’ I ask, partly to ward off tiredness, partly to counter the mesmerising effect of the dancing flames.
‘These are the foothills of the Nameless Mountains,’ says Arwen, as she uses a wooden spoon to stir something that cooks over the fire in a small pan. Whatever it is, it smells good. ‘McCool’s map says it’s a league-and-a-half to the saddle of land that crosses into the Valley of the Lost.’
‘Do we know anything about the valley?’
Arwen shrugs. ‘It’s just a blank on the map. But McCool heard tell that it’s close to ten leagues long.’
‘Thirty miles? That could take us days to search. How wide?’
She shrugs again and busies herself over the pan’s steaming contents.
‘And we have absolutely no idea where to look for the — what were they called?’
‘Styrics bark and cadmonum roots.’
‘Yeah, right. How do we find them?’
Arwen points to her small satchel, propped beside one of the panniers. ‘Mab’s wee notebook. Pictures of the styrics tree. The bark is ghost-white, and it has a blood-red berry at this time of year. Grows on south-facing slopes, so we only have one side of the valley to worry about.’
‘And the roots? They won’t be obvious.’
‘Aye, but they grow under a bulbous mass, a bit like a large puffball mushroom to look at. And they’re yellow, so they should be easy to spot. They’re found on peaty ground. A bit like home,’ she adds wistfully.
‘And they’ll be in season?’
‘What?’ Arwen frowns. ‘I have no idea. But nobody said they wouldn’t be.’
‘Nobody knew we’d be coming,’ I say, hoping I haven’t suggested a reason for failure.
‘Well, tomorrow, we’ll find out,’ says Arwen brightly, though the campfire’s flames illuminate her creased brow and anxious eyes.
A hiss in the flames makes me look up. The stars are disappearing behind a layer of cloud, and drops of rain are spotting down.  
Another hiss and a spit from the fire as bigger drops fall into the heat and are instantly vaporised. Then a cold raindrop splashes my forehead.
‘Better hurry up, Arwen.’
‘A little spot of rain ne’er kept a Firethorn from her cooking,’ she laughs, but the words are barely out of her mouth when the heavens open and a deluge of water empties onto us. The wind, barely a breath a moment before, rises with a shriek to rip at the tent and scatter the now smoking remnants of the cooking fire.
‘Get inside,’ I order.
‘The ponies—’
‘Leave them,’ I shout, my words snatched away in the sudden maelstrom of wind and rain. Arwen grabs her satchel and I drag one of the double panniers inside the flimsy shelter.
We huddle together, each holding onto a tent flap to keep the canvas from being ripped away by the storm. The wind’s howl is deafening, and I shrink down, trying to hide myself from this sudden demonstration of the Badlands’ turbulent power. 
A bright flash sends weird shadows chasing across the tent’s vibrating skin. The boulder against which we cower shakes as a rolling crash of thunder sounds directly above us. Peering through the gap where the wind tugs at the tent flaps, we watch the lightning fork earthward, one strike so close and so intense that its sizzling path leaves a ghosted image on my retinas resembling the root system of a mighty tree.
Rain torrents down, drumming on the tent, so fast and so hard it might be a waterfall. The wind whips and saws like a living thing trying to wrench the tent from our grasp, and our knuckles turn white with the strain of holding the canvas in place. Thunder so close I fear it will split the boulder against which we cower, reverberates through our heads, deafening us.
And then it stops. The wind dies to nothing, and the rain, which cascaded down like the waters of a broken dam, ceases to fall as if a tap in the sky has been shut off. Lightning no longer flickers with the regularity of a failing strip light, and the sound of thunder rolls away to trouble another part of this land beyond the Boundary.
‘McCool did warn us about the weather,’ I say, flexing my sore fingers. The tent is now little more than a sodden sheet.
Arwen prods at the canvas above us, prompting another stream of water to gush. She drags the flap she was holding to one side, trying not to soak herself in the process. I copy with mine and together we stagger out into the pitch black.
We can’t see anything, but there’s plenty of noise, with rainwater still streaming off the rocks, accompanied by the sound of skittering hooves and unhappy neighs.
‘The ponies,’ Arwen says. ‘Where are they?’
‘They must have got loose. They can’t have gone far. I heard one over there.’
I’m just thinking how stupid it is to point in total darkness when a last fork of lightning streaks to earth on the hillside behind us and I see what I’m pointing at as if in broad daylight.
Not a pony. But a creature from nightmare.
I’m transfixed, mind racing as it glares back at me. A second to take in its features: tall, with an ape-like face, it stands upright on two legs, overlong arms covered in shaggy fur and ending in massive hands that are curled into fists.
Then the lightning strike is gone and darkness returns. But a monstrous silhouette lingers in my eyes as a crash of thunder rolls across us.
And the creature roars in reply.
As it roars again, my hand goes to the hilt of the spatha in its scabbard and I go left, away from the sodden wreckage of our tent. Sensing the move, Arwen goes right, then heavy footsteps dash forward across the flat saddle of land, bringing with them the terrible smell from earlier.
A pony whinnies, then cries out in pain as a slapping sound sends it charging away across the darkened hillside. There’s a third roar and Arwen yells a challenge. Boots crunching across the ground, another shout and the creature responds with a growl that turns to a yelp of pain.
I strain to see, but my only guides are the beast’s snarling and Arwen’s taunts. And the smell. Is it alone? Fear nips at my senses as I walk towards the fight, eyes starting to adjust to the night’s post-storm blackness. Just ahead, bodies moving swiftly, like boxers sparring toe-to-toe. I shout my own challenge, draw my sword, and run forward.
And trip over one of the snares I laid earlier.
I sprawl on all fours and the sword escapes my grip. Then the smell is overwhelming and something is shuffling towards me, a feral sound gurgling in its throat. A giant hand seizes me and drags me to my feet.
‘Away, foul beastie!’ Arwen screams and I feel her body pummel into the creature’s side.
I use the distraction to drag myself free and roll away, scrabbling to find my sword. A metallic clatter and the beast knocks the blade towards me as it searches for Arwen. I grab the hilt and stab at its feet but miss. Arwen lets out a terrible scream. She falls near me, whimpering, and the creature is moving, growling. Punching the blade forward again, this time it bites into flesh. There’s a screech of pain and I’m kicked and tumbled backwards into Arwen’s still body. The creature looms above me, a deeper blackness against the night sky. It roars its triumph, and my panicked slash misses again.
And then another roar, a different sound and something large lumbers in and shoves the creature sideways, and I’m up, dragging Arwen away from this fresh threat. But the new attacker ignores us. The beasts start to wrestle, just as a large drop of rain splashes onto my face.
The deluge begins again, as the mammoth beings tussle across the hillside and an eye-burning flash of lightning illuminates the fight. Some kind of bear, a grizzly if its size is a clue, grapples with the hairy man-ape. As they struggle and sway, the rain comes harder and I pull Arwen back towards the boulder, where a single pony cowers.
After the panic of the last few minutes, my mind is focusing. Supplies. Without looking back at the fight, I heave panniers onto the pony, buckling them as best I can in the dark, then lift Arwen on, whispering an apology to the overladen animal.
Another flash of light reveals the upward slope and I guide the terrified pony away from the snarls and roars of the battling beasts.
Thunder rolls over us and the sounds of the fight fade. The pony labours over the steeply rising terrain, hooves slipping on loose rock. Climbing higher, the landscape becomes jumbled boulders, illuminated by the electrical chaos that churns the skies.
Another strike lights up our surroundings, revealing a deep crevice in one of the boulders and I drag the tired pony into its shelter. Gently, I ease Arwen from the pony’s back. She moans as I lay her down. Keeping hold of the reins, I crouch beside the semiconscious dwarf.
‘Arwen. Arwen? Can you hear me?’
She moans again.
She’s clearly hurt, but in the darkness it’s difficult to work out where. I move my hands carefully over her head and neck, then onto her shoulders and arms. Finding a tear in the metal rings of her chain mail, I slide a finger gently through.
Both of us are now soaked from the lashing rain, but the wetness that comes away is sticky and cloying. Arwen shudders.
‘You’ve been wounded,’ I say, competing to be heard above the storm. ‘Arwen.’
She shudders again, then moves her head. She says something, incoherent, and I lean forward till my ear is near her mouth.
‘The ponies,’ she murmurs.
‘We have one. One of the pack animals. I don’t know where the others are.’
‘Medical … kit. Pannier.’
I reach round to the pony’s flank and, tracing the securing buckles on the animal’s harness, slip the panniers off, then start rummaging in them. It’s difficult in the dark, but my fingers close on a roll of material. Bandages.
‘I’m going to need to slip your arm out of the chain mail and the jacket,’ I say, no longer having to shout as the second storm’s violence subsides. With difficulty, I drag the coat of mail over her head and shoulders, causing Arwen to hiss in pain. Then I pull at the quilted jacket sleeve, but she recoils. I try again and this time succeed in freeing her arm from the bulky covering.
Very gently, I trace the edges of the wound. It’s deep, and blood flows from it, warming my fingers. Unrolling the bandage, I wrap it tightly around Arwen’s arm, ignoring her cries of pain and tearing the material with my teeth, before ripping the frayed end into two strips that I tie off as firmly as I dare. Then I pull the jacket back around her shoulders.
‘That should slow the bleeding,’ I say, not knowing if she can understand me. ‘But we’ll have to get you to Druid’s Scar.’
‘No,’ says Arwen, suddenly alert. ‘Not when we’re this close.’
‘We’ve only got one pony.’
‘Which will be as much of a problem going back as forward.’ She hisses. ‘We need to find the others at first light.’
‘We’ll stay here then. It’s as good a place as any.’
‘How far up are we?’ Her voice is thin; reedy.
‘Far enough,’ I say, not knowing if we are or not. The wind and rain and thunder have subsided to nothing and there’s no sound from the distant fight.
‘What happened?’ says Arwen. I feel her body shiver.
‘That thing was attacked by a bear. A big one. I was able to get us away.’ I pat her gently on the shoulder. ‘And thank you.’
‘For what?’
‘For saving me back there. If you hadn’t charged when you did, it would have pulled my arm off.’
We huddle together in the crevice, keeping the pony close to us. Two more thunderstorms rip through the darkness and rage at our shelter, but nothing living comes near. I try hard to stay awake as Arwen dozes, her head resting on my shoulder, but sometime in the night I succumb to sleep.
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I’m startled awake by a wet nose brushing my cheek. Daylight outside our refuge. The pony looks down at me with remorseful eyes, and I stroke its muzzle. Beside me, Arwen still sleeps fitfully. In this morning light, her skin is pallid.
Now that I can see, I check the bandage, before searching the panniers again. There are some biscuits, bread and cheese, the sight of which makes my stomach do a somersault. The man-ape interrupted dinner.
I give the pony one of the biscuits, which it sniffs warily before accepting. Arwen stirs and sits up, gingerly feeling at her arm. I pass her a chunk of bread and some cheese, and we eat in silence for a few minutes.
‘What time is it?’ she asks when we’re finished.
The glass of my watch is cracked, the hands distorted and unmoving. Probably broken when the beast grabbed my wrist. I leave the shelter of the crevice. The sun is already well clear of the dizzying peaks to our east, reflecting brightly off icy summits. A steep-sided gap pierces those mountains, a pass that must lead to the Valley of the Lost.
Looking back down the slope, the place where we camped is clear in the bright sunshine. It surprises me how far below it is. There’s no sign of the bear or the man-ape.
Arwen staggers from our hiding place and comes to stand beside me. She clutches her wounded arm. Her red hair is lank and lifeless, her skin grey.
‘Can you see the other ponies?’
‘No sign of them. Have we got anything to put on your wound? To stop it getting infected.’
We check the panniers but come up empty.
‘Maybe the other packs are still down there.’ I point back to our campsite. ‘You stay here with the pony. I’ll go and check.’
‘Don’t you think we should stick together?’ she says.
‘It’ll be fine,’ I say, ‘and you can keep an eye on me from up here. And I’ll have a good view of the forest.’
I head down the steep slope, slipping and stumbling, my knees aching by the time I reach our original campsite. I turn to wave back up at Arwen, but I can’t see her, so go to work checking the ruin of our tent. There are large slash marks on the canvas, suggesting at least one of the creatures has taken its anger out on our shelter. The panniers are similarly ruined. No food remains, but a slightly dented box turns out to be the missing medical kit, complete with ointments and extra bandages. Lying nearby is Arwen’s satchel. It’s unscathed by the night’s fighting, probably because it didn’t contain any food, so I force the medical kit into it, alongside McCool’s map and Mab Odinspear’s notebook, both of which, although soggy at the edges, are still legible.
The notebook will be useful, but we probably don’t need the map. It’s obvious where we’re going and equally clear where we need to get back to. And as the Valley of the Lost only appears as a title on a featureless area of the page, this will be useless for our search.
I pick over the torn tent and decide to roll it up and take it with me. It’s quite heavy, so I use three of its guy ropes to make a towing cable. Last of all, I recover our helmets from under the collapsed tent, and wrap them in its canvas.
A final look round. No sign of the missing ponies. And nothing to tell me how the monstrous fight ended. Both beasts are long gone, one of them, no doubt, with most of our food. If we’re to go on, we have to find what we’re looking for quickly. But as I turn to climb back up the empty slope, dragging my tent sled, a pang of fear grips me at the thought of having to re-enter the Forest of Kelidan. If we’re attacked again, we have no means of a fast escape.
And Arwen’s condition will only make our journey harder.
◆◆◆
 
Pulling the tent up the shingly slope proves hard work, and the sun is high in the sky by the time I reach the boulder field where our makeshift camp lies.
It’s immediately clear that something is wrong. I crouch and listen. Absolute silence. Letting go of the tent’s towrope, I slide the sword from its scabbard and creep towards the lip of land that leads to our hiding place.
Arwen and the pony are gone. And so are the panniers we rescued last night. There’s nothing left to suggest we’d even camped here. I retrieve the tent, then inspect the upward slope. A path of sorts climbs through the boulder field to a place where the mountainside splits, creating a narrow ravine into which the path disappears.
The slopes either side of me are barren, save for a few hardy shrubs. If Arwen and the pony had gone across this hillside, they’d still be visible. And they didn’t come down. Maybe something spooked her? Or the pony, and it ran off. But in that case, why would the panniers be gone? Whatever happened, the only way is up, into the shadowed ravine above.
I unpack my helmet and cram it on my head. It’s a tight fit and it’ll probably give me a headache before too long; but it helps to counter the unease. As I take up the tent’s weight on the guy ropes, I think about shouting Arwen’s name but I’ve no idea what other dangers lurk up here, so instead stay quiet.
Thanks to the broken watch, the sun’s passage is my only timekeeper. That gets me wondering again about the nature of these bubble realms, about how the sun and the moon and the stars can be seen just as they are on earth, and where all the lands here came from. They can’t have been borrowed from Earth. Somebody would miss four-hundred-mile chunks of their territory. Imagine Ordnance Survey maps with blanks on them, like the one Flinty McCool gave us for this place.
I remember my father talking about terraforming, the idea that barren planets could be fashioned through engineering to become habitable. But that’s just science fiction. This is fact. I’m standing — walking — here. Terra firma.
The thought of my father pulls me up short, and I pause to catch my breath, glancing back down the slope to the forest, which is now just a menacing dark mass far below.
My parents would want me to work out how this place exists for myself, but it’s beyond me. Is it a flat land? I don’t think so. If it was, I’d be able to see far beyond the distant Klar Hills. And how does weather work here? They have plenty of rain, so the bubble must constantly replenish its resources.
And they talk about north and south, and east and west. But how does that work in a place that is a little over four hundred miles from side to side. And is it a circular space, or square? And if it’s square, where are the corners?
These thoughts engross me, and I’m surprised to find myself at the entrance of the narrow ravine. I stop for a swig of water. My canteen is nearly empty and I’m starting to feel thirsty from the exertion of the climb and pulling the tent. Water is a priority; it will probably rain again, though, and the peaks ahead are snow-capped.
I remove the helmet, relieved at the loss of pressure on my temples, and ruffle my sweat-sodden hair, enjoying the instant cooling from the breath of a chilly breeze.
I sit and watch my shadow on the ground; it starts to fade. The sky, so blue before, is clouding over rapidly. Another Badlands storm threatens. Perhaps I should unroll the tent and get under it, to avoid another soaking.
No. Arwen is somewhere up ahead, with no way to shelter herself and only a frightened pony for company. Forcing the helmet back on, I begin to pull my load through the ravine.
For the first few hundred metres, the route curves smoothly round the side of the mountain, as if deliberately cut, and as the rock walls close in, the shingle underfoot is replaced by firmer ground. But then the path starts to snake as it passes towering outcrops of darker-coloured rock. I pause to adjust the tent’s guy-rope cable, hooking it over my shoulders, keeping my hands free, so I can haul myself up by pulling on the rocks either side when the path is steeper.
By the time I take another breather, the sun has gone, replaced by a pinkish-hued layer of cloud that skims the top of the mountains either side of my route.
And it’s cold. I didn’t notice while hauling on the heavy tent, the exertion warming my muscles. It doesn’t take long for the frigid air to bite, and the cold weather gear McCool gave us is in one of the missing panniers.
I drain the last water from my canteen, then prepare to start hauling again, just as a large flake of snow drifts down from the sky, then another and another. In less than a minute the air is filled with a swirl of glistening white.
Now I’m caught in a dilemma. Do I stop here and wait for this to pass? Do I keep going with the tent in tow, ready to use if the snowfall intensifies? Or do I abandon the tent and move on as fast as I can to find Arwen and the pony?
I choose the latter. If I can catch up with them quickly, we can come back down here to shelter. I drop the tow and move on up the ravine, a niggling worry in my head, almost like Excalibur’s voice, questioning whether Arwen is really up here. But that worry is easier to ignore without the sword badgering me.
My thighs are aching painfully by the time I reach the ravine’s far end, and the wind cuts through me as it starts to grow in power. It whips up the snow to obscure the high peaks, and the path is invisible, crossing the bare slope somewhere under a white carpet.
What if the route deviates from a straight line? I duck back into the shelter of the rocks, and fish out the map from Arwen’s satchel. Yes, this shows the path curving off slightly to the left. If I’m reading it correctly, I still have a way to climb before I reach the last recorded feature, the gap that leads to the Valley of the Lost.
Stuffing the map away, I press on, pausing sometimes to look back at my footprints, the only way to know if I’m on track. The wind relaxes slightly, taking a little bit of the sting from the cold. Everything is still and silent, the snow hiding me, but hiding my surroundings and any landmarks, too.
And then the snow begins to fall harder. I hesitate. Should I go and seek the shelter of the tent? If I don’t go now, my footprints will soon be covered. But what about Arwen? She’s no better equipped than me.
I curse quietly. I should never have left her. But I can’t stay here. And I refuse to abandon Arwen.
I trudge on.
The creeping cold sinks deeper into my body. I pat my arms and do windmills with them to try to keep my circulation going. I kneel briefly to scoop snow from the side of the path — if this is still the path — and eat it, letting it melt in my mouth to give me some water. But that only chills my face and makes my teeth ache painfully.
Step by step, I climb into the white wilderness. My mind begins to drift. Voices mock me for my stupidity in leaving the shelter of the ravine. They accuse me of losing Excalibur, of gifting Taliesin a great victory, of being unworthy of my friends or the title Merlin Commando. As my steps falter and the whiteout intensifies, they tell me that I’m an embarrassment to my parents, that I should have let myself be sent to Hut Thirteen to have my mind altered.
But still I manage to put one foot in front of the other, scuffing through the snow that is ankle deep and getting deeper, or lifting my knees in exaggerated steps to fight on. The pass must be near, and the route into the Valley of the Lost will take me from this icy hell.
Maybe.
I stumble and barely notice myself pitch forward into a bank of snow. My fingers and toes burn, my lungs hurt like someone has made me breathe in needles. I manage to roll over. Snowflakes drift down onto my face where they no longer melt, but settle, adding another layer of cold and pain.
An abstract thought floats into my mind: have I missed Arwen? I could have gone right past her in this whiteout. Perhaps she’s ridden the pony up the slope and safely down into the valley…
It’s comfortable here, and I’ll rest for a moment. There’s no hurry…
Or perhaps she turned back, hidden from me by the storm and even now she’s finding shelter in the tent…
But it’s comfortable here, and I can rest before I go on…
But what if she needs my help?
That thought makes me roll over again and lift myself onto all fours. But now I don’t know which way is up and which down, as the ground here is flat. Yes. Perhaps this is the pass. But which way should I go? I pull myself up on unsteady legs and whirl around, then fall over again. The snow cushions my fall and I laugh; I like this game.
Make a snow hole. Yes, burrow into the snow and shelter till help comes. Help? There is no help. Only the cold and the snow and the mountains and … and … the man-apes and the bears and rare plants that hold the key to a friend’s life or death.
I dig at the snow, managing to scoop out a fair-sized hole, but … but … what am I doing? Why am I digging here? Is this where I’ll find the antidote ingredients? The … what … why do I need an antidote?
What am I doing here?
The cold has gone, replaced by a sleepy warmth and a sense of wellness. Yes, I can rest here and wait for the storm to pass. I don’t feel so bad now. My eyelids are heavy, and I want to sleep, want to ignore the shouting internal voice that’s telling me to get up and keep moving. Keep moving Asha.
Asha…
A light, indistinct, blurred by the snowfall. Is it a light? A will-o’-the-wisp? Marsh gas. But no marshes here. Just rock and cold and snow.
The voice. Louder, persistent. Calling me back from slumber; calling to me.
Whose voice? My mother? Merlin? Danny, locked in a dwarf cell. Jackie, lying in a coma. Who is Jackie?
The light flickers and fades and grows and there are noises. Noises in the snow and shapes moving around me. Something brushes my face. Fur. A hairy hand. I’m being lifted. I shout at the sky, but no words come. I try to resist, try to resist the many hands and voices but I can’t stay awake. Can’t … can’t…
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Voices in the background. Indistinct. Garbled. Harsh. Arguing?
I drift.
I’m no longer cold, but maybe that’s the hypothermia finishing its job. Am I hypothermic? If I can ask that question, I must still be able to think.
I open my eyes. Everything is blurred, dark, but something flickers at the corner of my vision. Flames. I try to move, to get up from a place of softness and comfort, but something drags at my wrist. A rattling sound, metal on metal. Chains. I slump back.
More voices, somewhere near the flames and I turn my head to look, eyes beginning to clear. I’m in some sort of tent, a big one like Lord Angus Firethorn’s pavilion, but with none of the finery or furniture. The flames are outside, a fire, partly obscured by loosely hanging tent flaps, but the only source of illumination in here.
The firelight flickers again, as people pass by it.
With some effort I sit up, causing another clinking of chains. I’m on a spread of furs and cushions, with one wrist manacled to a post at the centre of the tent. Giving the chain an experimental tug proves that the tent pole is firmly fixed and I’m not going anywhere.
And then I realise I’m not alone. A figure lies slumped on the far side of the rugs, with a chain like mine attaching them to the pole. I move around to see who my fellow prisoner is.
It’s Arwen. Gently, I shake her shoulder and she judders awake.
‘Och, so you are alive,’ she says, yawning. ‘I was nay sure.’
‘What happened to you? Where are we?’
She sits up and stretches, and even in the faint light from outside I can see her wince as she moves her wounded arm.
‘Some sort of bandit camp. I must have passed out and they plucked me and the pony from our hideout. Woke up here. I assume they were waiting for you when you got back?’
‘What? No. No, when you weren’t there, I came looking for you. Up through the ravine.’
‘And got caught in a snowstorm by the look of you when they brought you in,’ she says.
‘How’s your arm?’
‘They’ve put something on it.’ Wincing again, she flexes it slowly. ‘It stung, but I think it’s helping. Anyway, did you find anything useful at the old camp?’
‘What was left of the tent. A medical kit and your satchel.’ I glance around, but in the gloom it’s impossible to see if the bag is with us. My hand goes to my side, but the sword and scabbard are gone. ‘Assume they have our weapons.’
‘Probably.’
‘Have you talked to them yet? Told them we mean them no harm.’
Arwen lies back on the cushions. ‘I cannae see us doing them any harm,’ she says, rattling her chained wrist.
The tent flaps are pulled back and three dwarves enter, two carrying storm lanterns and flanking the other like bodyguards. They’re all dressed in the iron-studded jackets that Arwen, Scree and Mab wore when they came to Terras Head. The lantern bearers are bareheaded. Only the person they flank has a head covering, with a mask attached to it that reminds me of the facepiece on the Sutton Hoo Saxon helmet.
The lanterns throw tall shadows onto the canvas walls as they move towards us. One of the lantern bearers is black, while the other walks with a pronounced limp, aided by a crutch under one arm. The one in the middle barks something in dwarfish. I have no idea what he’s saying, but it doesn’t sound friendly.
‘He said he’s never seen a human before and thought you’d be taller,’ says Arwen.
The masked dwarf speaks again. There is the faint hint of an accent like Arwen’s, who now translates for him.
‘He said you were lucky his patrol found you in that blizzard. Badlands weather isn’t to be trifled with.’
‘Tell him I was looking for you,’ I say, sliding the chain up the pole so I can stand. ‘And ask where we are. And who they are.’
The black dwarf lowers his lantern and starts to speak, as if reciting from a poem.
‘We are the unwanted,’ Arwen translates, ‘the abandoned, the forgotten. We are the outcasts and the rejects. We are the Hidden.’
‘The Hidden?’
‘The people … your Pendrakken … calls outlaws and bandits,’ says the masked dwarf, in halting English.
‘He isn’t my Pendrakken,’ I say. ‘And you speak English. I thought only highborn or more educated dwarves knew English.’
The dwarf with the crutch speaks, his words fast flowing.
Arwen translates. ‘How do you know we’re not highborn or educated?’
‘You are in the … stronghold of the Hidden,’ says the masked dwarf, ‘in what the insiders call the Valley of the Lost.’ His English is starting to flow, suggesting familiarity but lack of practise.
‘Insiders?’
‘Those who dwell inside the Boundary. Those who cast us out.’
‘I don’t understand,’ I say, and I don’t.
‘Why have you come here?’ the masked dwarf continues, not bothering to enlighten me.
‘The Pendrakken has been poisoned,’ says Arwen, in English. She repeats it in dwarfish. ‘We’ve come to find the ingredients for an antidote. Will you help us?’ 
The masked dwarf considers this. ‘Why would we have any interest in helping your Pendrakken?’
‘He’s yours, too,’ says Arwen, bristling.
‘I didn’t vote for him.’ Without waiting for a response, he points to Arwen’s wound. ‘You had a run-in with the Cas Mhor.’
‘Aye, if that’s what you call it,’ says Arwen.
‘Old Maise treated the wound. You were lucky. There’s poison in the Cas Mhor’s claws.’ He puts his head to one side. ‘I’m surprised you two could fight that beastie off. You’ll have to tell me how you did it.’
‘A mathain came and they fought,’ says Arwen.
‘And you ran,’ he says. ‘The one wise thing you’ve done since making the mistake of crossing the Boundary. And your ponies ran, too.’
‘You have them?’ Arwen asks hopefully.
‘Oh aye, but I think they’ll be staying with us. We always have a need of good animals.’
‘But we’ll need at least two to get home,’ she protests.
‘Who said you were leaving?’ The masked dwarf nods to his companions, who retreat to the tent’s entrance, while he waves a hand at us. ‘I suggest you get some rest. Your fate will be decided in the morning by the moot.’
‘You have a council here?’ asks Arwen.
‘Aye. Though I lead, everyone here has a voice.’
‘That sounds like a pirate parliament,’ I say.
‘Pirates? Ah, something human? Well, you can judge for yourself tomorrow. As we shall judge you.’ He turns and joins his waiting companions.
‘I am the Lady Arwen Firethorn, of the noble House of Thorns,’ says Arwen, balling her fists defiantly. ‘And you will not dismiss me like that.’
The masked dwarf stops in his tracks and indicates to the others to leave. He stands rigid, a statue silhouetted by the firelight outside. Then slowly he turns back to us and asks a question in dwarfish.
‘He wants to know if I’m the daughter of the Pendrakken,’ says Arwen. ‘Nay, House Ilex occupy the throne. My father’s term ended three years ago.’
‘And your father?’ he says in English.
‘Lord Angus Firethorn, Laird of the House of Thorns, Guardian of the Northern Reaches.’
The masked dwarf nods and turns away again, following his companions into the night.
◆◆◆
 
Daylight brings food, and as I take the bowl — warm porridge oats soaked in milk — I wonder where these people find their supplies.
When we’ve finished, we’re unchained, allowed to wash, then led out into bright sunshine, giving me my first look at the stronghold of the Hidden. After the hours in the semi-darkness of the big tent, I was anticipating something like Lord Angus’s temporary camp on our march to Pendruka’an. There’s nothing temporary about this place, though.
We’re in a fortress, encircled by a wooden rampart. Tall watchtowers are located at regular intervals along the wall, and each one contains a guard, looking out towards the country beyond. It seems to be in a natural bowl of land, and hills are visible above the ramparts on one side. Inside the compound, single-storey timber-framed houses huddle against the walls, with huts and animal pens crammed in between. The pens are full of pigs, sheep, goats, and stumpy-legged cattle. The whole place smells like a dairy farm at milking time.
At the centre is a curious structure, like a crescent-shaped football stand, with seating that faces in towards a large, roughly cut table. Seven chairs are arranged along one side.  The middle one resembles the Pendrakken’s high-backed golden throne, although, like the other chairs and the table, this one is plain wood.
As impressed as I am by the stronghold, it’s the dwarves bustling around me that catch my eye. There are more black dwarves, like the one we saw last night. Others are shades of brown, and even sickly green or bright yellow. And variety exists here not just in skin colours but also in shapes and sizes and other physical differences. As I try to take all this in, a hugely fat dwarf woman waddles by me, old-fashioned milk buckets swaying from the crossbeam that rests on her plump shoulders. I will myself not to stare, turning away, only to be confronted by a dwarf with three arms, his third arm carefully employed to provide balance for the long pine log he carries in the other two.
Two young dwarves rush by me, and at first, I think they’re riding children’s tricycles, until I realise they have no legs, and the wheels are attached to their bodies. And while some dwarves have physical deformities which they don’t try to cover, others hide themselves under hoods, or behind masks like the one worn by their leader.
Who now strides towards me with his two bodyguards in tow.
‘Did you see such wondrous dwarves in Pendruka’an?’ he asks me.
My cheeks start to burn with a crawling sense of shame that my shock and surprise are so obvious. And that makes me pause. I cast my mind back to Lord Angus’s marching camp, and the busy streets of the dwarf capital, and to Danny’s throwaway comment, about being the only aelfen and the only person with dark skin. And it’s true. Until we got here, all the dwarves I’ve seen or met were roughly the same colour as me. And apart from a few tall ones like Scree and Einar Nierdahl, and the aptly named Ollander Bentback, I haven’t noticed any physical differences, either.
The masked dwarf turns away and barks a string of commands to a group of heavily armed and mail-wearing dwarves beside the long table.
They come to attention and march over, falling in either side of me and Arwen, before escorting us to stand in front of the table. A horn blows somewhere in the compound, like the signal for a grand game of musical statues, as all movement around us ceases. Then everyone is hurrying to the crescent-shaped stand, and forming orderly queues, to file patiently onto the bench seating.
Waiting here in front of them, they look uncomfortably like the spectators in a Roman amphitheatre.
Our guards turn us towards the table, then retreat, leaving us facing the masked dwarf, who has taken the centre seat. He’s flanked now by three male and three female dwarves. One of the latter is a tiny thing, whose head barely appears above the table. Of the other two females, one has the green-tinged skin. Of the male dwarves, one has a single eye that, like a cyclops, is positioned in the centre of his forehead. The dwarf next to him is covered in dark hair that hides most of his facial features, and the final one is grossly obese, with arms resembling tree trunks that he rests unceremoniously on the table.
The masked dwarf raises his hands and speaks to the crowd.
‘He’s calling the moot to order,’ Arwen murmurs.
The masked dwarf addresses us, but before Arwen can translate, he speaks again, this time in English.
‘The Hidden are not a discourteous people,’ he says, ‘and Bozmo here’ — he gestures to the enormously fat dwarf at the end — ‘will translate for the human.’ He pauses. ‘After all, it is only right that she understands what it is that she is accused of.’
‘And what exactly are we accused of?’ Arwen demands, also in English.
The masked dwarf responds by addressing the crowd.
Bozmo translates as he speaks. ‘You stand accused of trespassing in the lands of the Hidden,’ he says, in a curiously high-pitched tone. ‘Unannounced and without permission, you came. By your own admission, you seek resources that are, by rights, ours to give, in a place that we control. It is for the moot to determine what is to be done with you.’
‘Is this what happened to all the expeditions sent here over the years?’ I ask.
Bozmo translates my words for the watching dwarves, then gives the masked dwarf’s answer. ‘The other trespassers were poorly prepared for the Badlands. Some, the smaller groups, fell victim to attacks by the Cas Mhor, or mathain. Some perished in the snows of the Valley. As would have you, human, had our scouts not found you. The last two groups, the biggest sent here … that is a mystery.’
‘Are they dead?’ I ask, remembering that, over the last decade, hundreds of dwarves were said to have disappeared.
The masked dwarf now speaks in English again. ‘There were a few survivors from the early groups.’ He points to a section of seating high up at one side, as Bozmo translates into dwarfish. ‘They joined us.’
I glance over my shoulder and see a few dwarves nodding back to their leader. One even gives a friendly wave.
‘And what about the last two groups?’
‘Vanished into thin air,’ the masked dwarf says quietly.
‘Och, you cannae believe that,’ says Arwen.
‘Where are the bodies? We watched their progress.’ He points to the east. ‘One evening they were camped at the far end of the valley. By next morning. Nothing.’
‘The whole camp gone?’ I ask. A sixth sense is starting to tingle my scalp.
‘The camp was there but no dwarves. Nothing. And no signs of a fight.’
‘Why should we believe a bunch of brigands,’ says Arwen fiercely.
When this is translated, loud gasps break out behind us and a babbling of angry voices, which are stilled by a wave of the masked dwarf’s hand.
‘We only take what we need from those who can afford to give,’ he says. He turns to the tiny dwarf sitting next to him and whispers something. She nods, apparently in agreement.
‘We collected the abandoned things from the last group’s camp,’ he continues. ‘Their evening meal was still in its cauldrons, and places laid for their leaders to sup. But of them, not a sign. They simply … disappeared.’
‘How could they disappear?’ Arwen asks.
My sixth sense is now screaming.
‘You know about the portals?’ I say, adding, when he looks blank, ‘The gateways to other realms.’
‘You mean Merlin’s magic?’ The masked dwarf is wary. ‘Aye, I’ve heard of them. And I assume that’s how you came to be in Ishkardia.’
‘It’s science, and yes.’ I stare at Bozmo, willing him to translate my words accurately to the crowd. ‘But what if someone is using that technology out here? What if those dwarves were captured and taken through a portal?’
‘There are none in the Badlands,’ the masked dwarf says dismissively. ‘There never have been. Why would you build such a thing out here?’
‘There are portable bridges,’ I say, glancing at Arwen. ‘A scientist named Mab Odinspear, in Lord Angus Firethorn’s service, has made one.’
The masked dwarf tips his head thoughtfully to one side. ‘Now that’s a name I haven’t heard in a long time. Why would Odinspear kidnap dwarves?’
‘I’m not suggesting he did,’ I say. ‘But someone else might have built a portal. We know others are trying.’
‘What others?’
‘Taliesin, the Storm King, is attempting to return to Albion.’ I raise my voice, emboldened by the masked dwarf’s hesitancy. ‘What if he’s made a portable bridge? Found a way to enter the Badlands?’ More gasps as this is translated.
‘Why would he come here?’ the masked dwarf asks. ‘If he has one, he could appear anywhere in Ishkardia. In Albion.’
‘Perhaps he’s testing it.’ I spread my arms and turn slowly. ‘Why not test it where nobody goes.’
‘But as you see, human, we are here.’
‘They probably didn’t know. Or perhaps they didn’t care. Or, they knew you were isolated.’
‘How could they know?’
‘Observation. Or maybe they have allies in Ishkardia.’
Apparently, this is a controversial view, as the translation generates angry shouts from the stand. Even though these people are outcasts, their dwarf pride is strong. That could be useful.
‘No dwarf would side with the Storm King,’ the masked dwarf says darkly.
‘What if the disappearances were the first moves to attack Ishkardia,’ I continue, ignoring his anger.
‘You talk of science yet speak in the language of fairy tales.’ This prompts a laugh from the spectators when Bozmo translates. It sounds a lot like tension being released.
But I don’t want that anger defused. ‘Taliesin would be wise to strike at Ishkardia first. He must remember the fighting prowess of your people. And there’s something going on out here. You know that. We have to warn your capital.’
‘It is not our capital, human,’ the masked dwarf replies.
‘My name is Asha Knight. In Britannia, I am known as the Merlin Commando.’
‘What you are in Britannia is irrelevant,’ he counters.
‘And you still haven’t given us your name. Don’t we have the right to know our accusers?’
‘You are accused by the whole nation of the Hidden,’ he says, then shrugs. ‘But I concede your point on manners. My people call me Trego, Lord of the Hidden.’
‘Where I come from,’ I say, trying to sound confident, ‘I am custodian of the ancient sword of power.’
‘Excalibur?’ This seems to impress Trego, who stands and points at me. Some of the crowd now gasp and Trego continues, ‘And yet, you chose to leave such a mighty weapon behind when you embarked on a mission you must have known would be dangerous. To a place where you think Taliesin himself lurks.’
‘I — we didn’t suspect that before we came here. We couldn’t know. But hundreds of dwarves just disappearing into thin air?’
‘Even so, this seems … foolhardy.’
Time for honesty. ‘This mission was not sanctioned by the Drakstadler. They confiscated the sword, because one of my companions stands accused of poisoning the Pendrakken.’
This revelation causes another stir behind me.
‘And is this companion guilty?’ Trego asks.
‘Of course not. Another of my friends was poisoned, too.’
‘If the old stories are to be believed, humans cannot be trusted.’
‘He’s elvereen. Aelfen.’
The last word needs no translation to trigger more gasps and angry shouts from the spectators. Even some of the dwarves at the table look shocked.
‘Our presence in Ishkardia was an accident,’ I say, trying to backtrack. Anger is fine if it’s controlled. I glance sideways at Arwen, who shrugs.
Trego sits back down and considers this. ‘Accident or experiment, it matters not. The presence of an aelfen in Ishkardia is a serious matter.’
‘Even for you?’ I ask. ‘I turn and stare at the seated ranks of dwarves. ‘I’d have thought you and your people would be against prejudice.’ I nod to Arwen. ‘And Lady Arwen and her friends in Pendruka’an are fighting for women’s rights.’
Trego stares at Arwen, his head to one side again. As the words are translated, some dwarves nod enthusiastically. 
‘But if not your … aelfen friend, then who is responsible for the attack on the Pendrakken?’
‘Perhaps the same people who are conspiring with the Storm King.’
‘You have no evidence of a conspiracy,’ says Trego. ‘And you have no evidence that Taliesin comes here. You are making a leap between facts, Asha Knight.’
‘Aye, we don’t know,’ says Arwen, ‘but there was trouble in the west, just as the Pendrakken was poisoned. And everyone was bound to blame the people from the Badlands.’
‘No doubt others choose to live beyond the Drakstadler’s grasp,’ says Trego, ‘but unless we can sprout wings’ — as the words are translated, they trigger another burst of tenson-relieving laughter — ‘it couldn’t have been us. We find rich enough pickings here in the east.’
‘Something big could be starting,’ I plead. ‘If we don’t warn Pendruka’an—’
‘Why should that matter to us?’ Trego breaks in.
‘Have you nay heard the stories of the old days,’ Arwen growls, her temper rising. ‘How Taliesin and his hordes destroyed the lands of our ancestors. How we were driven almost to extinction.’
‘That was a long time ago,’ says Trego.
‘War is coming.’ I want to appeal to Ishkardia’s martial spirit. ‘We will all need to fight to beat the Storm King.’
‘If war comes, human,’ he replies mildly, ‘it won’t be ours. Perhaps we’ll be able to pick over what’s left when you’re all finished killing each other.’
‘You really think you’d be spared?’ I ask. ‘If Taliesin’s forces are visiting the Badlands, you and your people may be the first casualties.’
‘We are not called the Hidden for nothing,’ says Trego.
‘This fortress is hardly hidden,’ I say.
‘We have plenty of places to retreat to,’ he says.
‘Ach, you hide away because you’re afraid to be seen,’ Arwen storms, ‘yet you have the sound of Thorns in you.’ She stares antagonistically at Trego. ‘You were once a member of my clan. Am I right?’
Trego hesitates, then nods.
‘Perhaps it’s a good thing, then, that you are here,’ Arwen says, ‘and not shaming our House with your cowardice.’
Bozmo’s eyes widen, and he swings round to look at Trego, who gives a small shake of his head. Arwen’s outburst goes untranslated.
‘You are a fiery one,’ Trego says softly. ‘Are all your siblings like you?’
‘I have no siblings,’ Arwen says defiantly.
Trego rests his hands on the table and looks down. The silence stretches, until the tiny dwarf leans forward and whispers something to him. At first, he doesn’t react, then he lifts his head. ‘Maise tells me a storm is brewing. Everyone should get to shelter. The moot is adjourned.’
‘Is that it?’ I say, turning to Arwen, who makes a face. Behind us, the stands empty, and sure enough, the sun disappears with alarming speed, as a towering white cloud blossoms from behind the hills.
◆◆◆
 
Arwen and I are escorted to a stone building next to a gateway in the wooden stockade. We’re pushed inside just as the wind begins to howl through the camp, spattering large rain drops on the scattering crowd.
The room has a table and six chairs in one corner and a bed in another. In the centre is a high-backed chair like the one Trego used outside.
The door opens and Trego, Maise and the black bodyguard enter, followed by Bozmo, who struggles to squeeze through the doorway. When he’s in, two dwarves bring trays of food and drink, placing them on the table before retreating and closing the door.
Trego drags the big chair to one end of the table and sits down, gesturing the rest of us to join him. Bozmo slumps on a chair which is way too small for his bulk, while Maise hops up, looking all the world like a child’s doll on hers.
‘Please, help yourselves to the food and drink,’ Trego says, as he leans forward to hand plates out. When we’ve all taken something, he continues. ‘You’ll understand that we rarely get news from Pendruka’an.’ His tone is conversational. ‘While I don’t feel it concerns us, I’m as inquisitive as the next dwarf.’ He looks across to Arwen. ‘And this fight for women’s rights sounds like a good tale.’
‘Why would you be interested?’ Arwen says defiantly.
‘Humour me.’
Clearly not wanting to miss an open invitation to speak on her favourite subject, Arwen launches into a blow-by-blow account of her demonstrations.
Trego listens intently, nodding occasionally. ‘I suppose the Shrooving Monks oppose you,’ he says, with obvious distaste, when Arwen has finished.
‘Naturally.’
‘When did those green leeches ever champion anything good, or noble,’ Trego says, with venom. He pauses, composing himself, before looking at me. ‘Do you have such discrimination in Britannia, Asha Knight?’
‘Not so much now. Not like this.’
‘But you did in the past?’
‘At different times, and with different targets. Things are much better now.’ I hesitate. ‘Were much better.’
‘Were?’
I tell them about the coup, the rise of the regulators and the creation of the Youth Legion. About BritDome, and the attempts to bring back Taliesin.
‘And you really think he is behind the ills your people face?’
‘Him, or his supporters.’
Trego turns to Arwen. ‘And you have visited Britannia?’
‘Aye.’ She describes her trips with Mab. ‘I’ve nay seen much of it. They lack our mountains, but it has good farming land.’
‘We have mountains,’ I say, ‘just not in the West Country.’
‘They say some of our mountains are modelled on your northern lands,’ Trego says wistfully.
‘You’re certain you haven’t seen anything strange out here?’ I ask, bringing us back to the Valley of the Lost.
‘Apart from hundreds of dwarves disappearing, you mean?’
I look at Arwen. ‘One of the commanders at Druid’s Scar, a dwarf called Flinty McCool, mentioned seeing lights and fires in the hills. He said they’ve pulled back their outposts.’
‘Aye, we’ve seen them retreat,’ says Trego. ‘We assumed it was the worsening weather.’
‘It’s getting worse?’
‘The storms come with more frequency. More violent, too. Is that relevant?’
‘It might be. When did it change?’
Trego thinks about this. ‘Not long after that last expedition disappeared.’
I’m sure there must be a connection. But I’d need Merlin, or Ravi and Roly to help me work it out. Park that for now. ‘I saw a light, too, in the Forest of Kelidan, the night we camped at the Velkstrum Pass.’
‘Do your men patrol the forest?’ Arwen puts in.
‘Aye,’ says Trego, ‘but not in the last week.’ He leans forward. ‘You’re sure of what you saw?’
‘There was definitely a light. Like a lantern moving through the trees.’
The black dwarf speaks, prompting a nod of agreement from Bozmo.
Trego runs his hand along the bottom edge of his mask and replies in dwarfish, before translating. ‘We doubt the Cas Mhor have discovered fire. And marsh lights don’t walk, so someone from the inside is the most likely explanation.’
I shake my head. ‘It wasn’t a patrol from Druid’s Scar. McCool would have known about it.’
Trego speaks quickly to the black dwarf, who rises and leaves the room.
‘I’ve told Hrafen to double the number of patrols and increase their size. Just in case.’
We use the pause in the conversation to tuck into the food, which is simple but good, with cheeses, meats, bread, and fruit, in wooden bowls, and jugs of water to wash it down. The silence stretches, and I open my mouth to break it, but Arwen beats me to it.
‘Will you help us, Lord Trego? You must know we mean you no harm.’ She looks at the other dwarves in the room. ‘And you have my word of honour that I would never betray what I’ve seen here.’
‘Our location?’ says Trego. ‘Aye, well.’ He points at me. ‘And what about the human?’
‘You have my word, too.’
Tiny Maise says something in rapid fire dwarfish and Trego nods.
‘Maise says we should help you. She says the styrics bark will be easy enough to collect. There’s a grove of the stuff not far from here. Cadmonum roots will be trickier, but she knows of a patch four leagues up the valley. It means an overnight stay outside the fort.’ He rises from his seat. ‘I’ll command the escort myself. And we leave as soon as this latest storm passes over.’
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Little time is lost when the storm clouds clear. Trego assembles a force of thirty dwarves, including his bodyguard, Hrafen. There are women in their ranks, equipped in the same way as their male companions, with sword, spear, round shield, and backpack. A flock of tall lean-bodied mountain goats is also gathered, and corralled while harnesses and saddles are fitted.
‘We find them surer footed in these hills than your soft ponies,’ says Trego.
‘And good to see that all are welcome to ride with you,’ says Arwen, as a female dwarf clambers onto a mount beside her.
Maise, sporting a small bow and a quiver of short arrows, also rides with us, in a special basket strapped to a chocolate-brown nanny goat, while Trego rides a big buck with shaggy white hair that shines in the returning sunshine. The rest of the herd are varying shades of grey and beige. They’re slightly shorter than our ponies, and I’m given the tallest, with some longer stirrups.
Arwen and I have had our swords returned to us and we each have one of the round shields strapped to our backs. Arwen is wearing her helmet, too, but I don’t think the headache is worth it for me. The others have an assortment of headgear, from tattered bonnets like those worn by the House of Thorns, to battered skullcaps. Trego wears one of the Roman helmets favoured by the Ilex soldiers, with a jet-black plume that sweeps from the crest to hang down onto his shoulders like a horse’s mane.
Our strange cavalry troop lines up in twos beside the main gates, which are hauled inwards to give me a first glimpse of the Valley of the Lost. It’s breathtaking. The fortress of the Hidden stands high up on the north side of the valley, with sweeping views west to the pass through the Nameless Mountains, and east to where a shimmering blue haze appears to mark the outer boundary of Ishkardia. A waterfall cascades down the steep slopes to our left, feeding a river that bisects the valley and disappears into a dense knot of trees at the foot of the southern slopes. Beyond the waterfall, tall pillars of sandstone and granite face each other across the valley like giant chess pieces, the red rocks on the northern slope, the grey on the southern.
The dramatic natural beauty is balanced by carefully tended fields enclosed in dry stone walls, spread across the hillside nearby. And trees with trunks of white and gold and brown and red are dotted across the lower slopes and the valley floor, where flowers of yellow, pink, and white form a carpet that shimmers and sways under a brilliant blue sky.
We ride down a steep track to the waterfall, entering a tunnel that burrows into the rocks behind it. On the far side, Trego leads us along a rocky track that clings precariously to the hillside, towards a grove of white-barked trees. Red berries mingle with lime-green leaves and the branches look neatly trimmed.
‘The fruit of the styrics is rich in vitamins,’ says Trego, slowing his buck to allow me to catch up. ‘We prune in the spring and then harvest in the autumn. Maise says it’s the inner layer of the bark that you need.’
I look back to Arwen, who has fished out Mab’s notebook, which contains the details of what we’re looking for. She riffles the pages, reads, and then nods.
‘We’ll cut some for you,’ says Trego and he chivvies the buck on until they stand in the shade of the nearest styrics tree. ‘We know what we’re doing. Can’t have you spoiling our orchards.’
I let the implied criticism pass and dismount, patting my goat, which casts me a doleful glance, probably relieved to have my weight off its back, even after only a short ride. While Maise supervises a group of dwarves in collecting the styrics bark, I drift to the southern edge of the copse and stare down into the valley.
‘I never tire of this view,’ says Trego, coming to stand next to me.
‘How can you live out here? I mean, Mab said it was impossible, or at least unhealthy.’
Trego waves a hand towards the valley floor. ‘The trees and flowers manage it.’
‘Yes, but aren’t there any … effects? From being this side of the first boundary, I mean.’
‘If there are, I haven’t noticed them. Perhaps we’ve adapted.’
‘Maybe the risks increase over time.’
‘Maybe. But some of us have been out here for years.’
‘And you?’
He half turns. ‘Long enough. And no ill effects.’
‘What about those creatures. What do you call them?’
‘Cas Mhor. Who knows? As long as Ishkardia has existed?’
‘I mean, do they bother you?’
‘No. Neither they, nor the mathain trouble us on this side of the Nameless Mountains. They stick to Elder Vale and the Kelidan Forest.’
‘The other dwarves fear this place. They seem to have plenty of horror stories about the Badlands.’
‘And most of those stories aren’t true or have been exaggerated.’ He chuckles.
‘What is it?’
‘It suits us if those stories continue. They start as whispers around campfires, to scare children into obedience. Before long, they grow a life of their own. And you must have seen how superstitious we dwarves are.’
‘Have you really been cast out?’
Trego doesn’t answer immediately, and glances over at Arwen, who is watching carefully as small pieces of styrics bark are stripped from one of the trees.
‘I chose this life but it was an escape. For many of these dwarves, their lives would have been in some mine or other or locked away in a loft or cellar.’
‘And you’re really from Arwen’s clan?’
Again, he hesitates. ‘A long while ago. They say you never leave your clan. Truth is, my clan left me.’ He turns away and shouts to Maise in dwarfish. She nods and waves back. ‘They’re nearly done.’
‘Don’t you ever miss it? The inside, I mean.’
‘Why would I? Out here I’m a lord. I have close to a thousand souls to look after.’ He chuckles again at the look on my face. ‘You thought we were fewer?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Out here, I am my own clan leader.’
‘But all the risks. The weather. The creatures. You’re a long way from help if something goes wrong.’
He shrugs. ‘Every place has its dangers and its mysteries. You think it would be easier for us on the inside?’
‘So, why do you wear the mask out here?’ I say, cringing inwardly even as I add, ‘Can’t you be yourself?’
The eyes behind that mask now fix me, making my cheeks glow.
‘I’m sorry.’ I want to slap my own forehead. Just when he was starting to open up. ‘That was a stupid thing to say. It’s none of my business.’
‘You’re not wrong.’ Abruptly, he turns away and shouts to Hrafen, who then calls to the other dwarves. Within two minutes we’re all mounted again and riding to find the elusive cadmonum roots.
◆◆◆
 
This longer ride is hard, both on me and the poor goat saddled with carrying me. From time to time, it bleats plaintively as we cross a land of undulating hillocks, where tufty grasses and stunted bushes gradually replace the pretty central valley flora. The sun is beginning to sink by the time we reach the place where Maise thinks we’ll find the roots.
‘We’ll pitch camp there,’ says Trego, pointing to a piece of land just above a small stream. Yellow-flecked gorse forms a low screen on one side of it, and the dwarves tether their goats loosely to the prickly bushes.
From here, the shimmering blue haze, that was visible in the distance from the fortress, ripples and glows like a daytime aurora.
‘The edge of our world,’ says Arwen, staring in wonder at the haze.
‘Still two leagues away,’ says Trego, as he dismounts his white buck. He leans forward and whispers into the animal’s ear, before letting Hrafen take it.
‘Have you ever approached it?’ Arwen asks.
‘Only once. There’s nothing there. You can’t see through it. And it …’ He pauses. ‘It seems to push you back.’
As some of the dwarves set up a camp, others help Maise search through the tufty grass for the tell-tale yellow blobs. Soon, she cackles with laughter. Next moment she dances around, holding up a yellow bulb from which pale green roots trail.
‘One set of cadmonum roots,’ says Trego. ‘Leave it to Maise and she’ll find you a few more. More than enough for your Pendrakken’s antidote.’
‘Should we start straight back?’ Arwen asks.
Trego shakes his head. ‘The goats are tired, and we’ll be moving through tricky terrain in the dark. Better to stay here and make an early start tomorrow.’
Swords and axes are used to cut gorse, which is pulled into a rough protective square. Firewood is collected and piled in the centre. With the prickly barricade completed, save for a small entrance gap, our goats are tethered along one of the inside edges. Large capes are drawn from backpacks and attached to the gorse wall along two sides, forming crude lean-to shelters, not unlike the one Arwen and I made on our second night in the Badlands.
As a fire is set, and cooking spits placed over it, a group of dwarves trots down to the stream, returning with water in collapsible canvas buckets. Some of this is offered to the goats, along with handfuls of oats. With the last of the dwarves inside our camp, Trego orders the entrance blocked, and we settle down for the evening.
Maise has wrapped the cadmonum roots, which she now hands to Arwen, and whispers something in dwarfish. Smiling, she pats Arwen’s hand, before turning to supervise the dwarves who are busy around the fire.
‘She wished us well,’ says Arwen, placing the roots carefully in her satchel. ‘And she said she knew my mother.’
‘She’s from your clan?’
‘They’re both House Ilex.’ Arwen shakes her head sadly.
‘What is it?’
‘I was just thinking about all these folk. All rejected.’
‘They seem happy enough out here.’
‘But they shouldn’t have to be out here.’
I brush her sleeve. ‘It’s like you and your friends. You should be free to do everything a male dwarf does.’
‘We should,’ she says earnestly, then shakes her head again. ‘But now I’ve been here and seen these folk, it’s no longer just about us women. It’s about all dwarves who are treated badly. Just because they’re different. Our system must change.’
This triggers an uncomfortable thought. ‘What if that’s what Taliesin is offering?’
‘To make someone betray Ishkardia?’
‘It might be a reason to poison the Pendrakken.’
She shakes her head vigorously. ‘No, I cannae believe that. Besides,’ she says, standing and stretching, ‘what difference would a new Pendrakken make?’
‘Did you know? I mean, about the way … the Hidden are treated.’
Arwen blushes. ‘Not really. I’d heard about people who were different, but I’d nay given it much thought. Their lives just didn’t cross mine.’
‘They have a very good reason to want change.’
‘Och,’ she says, rotating her shoulders and rubbing her temples, ‘if anyone is going to betray us, Asha Knight, it will be those already in power.’
‘Surely not Lucidius? He wouldn’t poison himself.’
‘Unless he knew there was an antidote available?’ she says. ‘How do we know there wasn’t one in the apothecary’s store?’ 
‘True, but it seems risky. What about Ragnold?’
‘Why not? House of Thistles has nay liked the way the leadership switches, oh, for many years. Or so Mab says.’
‘What about the Shrooving Monks?’ Trego, who must have heard our whole conversation, now strides over. ‘They have always wanted power.’
‘You don’t like them,’ I say.
‘I have my reasons for that,’ says Trego.
‘My father always says they like to be the power behind the throne,’ says Arwen, ‘but they don’t want the trouble that can go with it.’
‘Perhaps their ambition is growing,’ he says.
Arwen shrugs. ‘You’re speaking of things I know little about.’
‘As the laird’s heir, perhaps you should,’ says Trego.
Arwen bridles. ‘What for? You think they’d ever allow a girl to lead the clan?’
Trego holds up a hand to show he doesn’t want to argue. ‘I’m sure you’d be a fine leader. If you ever have the chance. But first, you’ll need to get those ingredients to Pendruka’an. And that starts with a decent meal.’
◆◆◆
 
I’m wakened from a dream in which an army of the faceless clutches and tears at me as I try to hold them back from crossing a narrow bridge. Confused, I open my eyes to pitch blackness. Then I hear hissed voices, the harsh dwarfish tongue spoken urgently.
Arwen shakes my shoulder. ‘Asha. Quickly. We need to move.’
‘What is it?’
‘Trouble.’
I stumble up, bumping my head on the canvas of our makeshift shelter, before disentangling myself and crawling outside. The chill air clears my head and I stand, instinctively reaching to my hip for the reassuring presence of the borrowed sword.
The night really is black, the only light a canvas of stars and the faintest blue glow from the outer boundary. The latter is enough to make out shadowy shapes bunched beside one of the gorse barricades, the one that faces the valley floor. I move carefully to join them.
‘Company,’ says Trego, from the darkness to my right. ‘Our guards heard them.’
‘Who is it?’ I whisper.
‘None of our people,’ Trego murmurs back.
I’m about to ask if it could be another party of dwarves from Druid’s Scar when an orange glow appears beyond the gorse screen. It shimmers and fizzes in the night, before disappearing.
And my stomach does a somersault.
Trego whispers something, then a murmured answer comes from the dark.
‘They think it’s on the south side of the valley,’ Arwen whispers. ‘Perhaps half a league away.’
The bubble of light reappears, rippling, for a few seconds.
‘How many times have they seen the light?’ I ask.
Trego translates. ‘They say eight now.’
‘How long?’
‘A few seconds each.’
‘Then we still have time.’
‘Time for what?’ Trego queries.
‘Either to attack, or retreat to your fortress.’ I’ve seen that sort of light before; stepped into it with Danny and then with my friends.
The light signalling that a portal has opened to the bridge between worlds.
A bridge that might, even now, be enabling the launch of an invasion.
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Hissed commands in the night, as the north wall of our temporary gorse fort is removed, and sleepy goats are untethered from the prickly bushes. The dying embers of the cooking fire are carefully extinguished as our party prepares to move out.
And across the valley, with alarming regulatory, an Albion portal flashes and glows in the night.
‘This won’t be easy,’ says Trego.
‘If we don’t move now, we may not get another chance,’ I warn. ‘We could easily be outnumbered already.’
‘You don’t know it’s the Storm King,’ says Trego, but the night does nothing to hide his anxiety.
‘I don’t want to wait here to find out. And if I’m wrong it doesn’t matter.’
‘This won’t be easy,’ he repeats.
‘How long till dawn?’
‘Two hours, maybe a little less.’
‘And you say there’s a piece of woodland where we can hide, if necessary?’
‘About a league west from here. Yes.’
The dwarves pack up the camp and saddle our goats. Their organisation is impressive, and even in the darkness there’s no panic or confusion as we form up to ride out. From the head of the column, Trego calls orders, no longer bothering to be quiet, as loud noises filter across from the far side of the valley.
New lights are appearing there, not the temporary flashes of portal activations, but bright spots that shine inwards, ringing a piece of ground where figures are moving backwards and forwards. And then another shimmer of orange and more figures appear. If they’re aware of our presence, they aren’t paying us any attention.
‘I need to get closer,’ I call out to Trego.
‘You said you wanted to get away,’ he calls back.
‘I know, but we have to see what they’re doing.’
‘They outnumber us for sure.’
‘They probably don’t even know we’re here.’
‘And I want to keep it that way,’ says Trego.
I hear Maise’s voice in the dark, and Trego replies. There’s a short discussion, then the goats in front are pulled to a halt and I bump into the rider ahead of me.
‘Maise will lead the others to the woods,’ says Trego. ‘Hrafen and I will come to scout with you. See if we can find out who these folk are.’
‘I’m coming, too,’ Arwen calls from somewhere behind me.
‘No,’ Trego snaps. ‘You stay with the column.’
‘But—’
‘I don’t mind risking a human, but I’ll nay risk the heir to the House of Thorns,’ Trego answers harshly. He barks orders and I hear a scuffing of hooves and complaints from Arwen. Trego snaps something at her in dwarfish and she falls silent. He gives more orders. ‘I’ve told Maise to wait till daylight. If we don’t appear, she’ll take the others back to the fort. She knows what to do.’
Then the column of goats is moving again, leaving me with Trego and Hrafen.
‘We take a quick look and then we rejoin the column,’ Trego says. ‘One hour. No more. I don’t want to get caught in the open in daylight.’
We head to the edge of the stream and then turn to follow its bank. Needing no guidance from me, my goat stays close to the other animals, its steps sure across the rough ground, even in the near darkness. Occasionally, the light of the portal opening indicates the arrival of more invaders.
We keep moving until the ground starts to angle gently upwards. Trego whispers us to a stop and we dismount, tethering our goats behind a knotty bush that’s silhouetted by the lights.
‘On foot from here,’ he whispers. ‘And stay low. Especially you, human.’
We creep forward, virtually on all fours, rustling through clumps of tufted grass that offer some cover. Ahead, the sound of banging and hammering is accompanied by shouts and growls.
When we get to within fifty metres of the ring of lights, Trego quietly signals a halt. The thick bushy grass here keeps us hidden, but there are no obvious signs that any of the figures is acting as a guard.
Our hiding place is close enough for us to distinguish facial features and colours, and I put my hand over my mouth to suppress a gasp of horror. The green and grey creatures resemble the gargoyles carved on old churches. Only these aren’t made of stone, they’re very real and very alive. Their grotesque, crumpled faces, with big eyes and bulging mouths like snouts, gurn and grimace as they work on a pile of what appear to be wood and metal poles.
I lean my head close to Trego’s. ‘What are those things?’
‘I’ve never seen one, but I reckon they’re crellok.’
There’s urgency and purpose in their bustle and animated conversation, a chittering sound, as one or two of them give directions to the others. All of them are dressed in a dark shiny material, which reflects the lights, suggesting some form of armour.
Hrafen, lying on Trego’s other side, whispers something, and Trego nods.
‘He says there are dwarves among them.’
I squint into the lights and, yes, pale-skinned dwarves work among the grey-green creatures.
‘Traitorous beasties,’ Trego growls.
I follow two of the dwarves, as they lift a pole and take it to a group of crellok who are clustered around some sort of frame. Unlike their green-skinned companions, these dwarves move mechanically, like automatons. So much so, they remind me of—
‘They’re not traitors,’ I hiss, ‘they’ve been brainwashed.’
‘What?’
‘I’ve seen it before. It’s mind control. Look at the way they’re walking.’ 
As we watch the pole-carrying dwarves, they hand off their load to the waiting crellok before jerkily turning and marching in step back to the pile of materials.
‘What devilry is this?’ Trego whispers.
‘The Storm King’s. Look, another crossing.’
A glowing arch appears in thin air and half a dozen more crellok materialise. They shake themselves down, as if orientating to their new surroundings, then wait as a long metal ladder slides into sight. Ahead of them, the main group bang and hammer on the growing frame. The new arrivals take their ladder and prop it against the frame, and two of them scamper up to help lift another pole into place.
More crellok arrive, one group carrying another ladder, and the flimsy-looking structure grows. In shape, it’s beginning to resemble the glowing arch that brought them here.
There’s one difference.
‘That thing is huge,’ I whisper. ‘It must be six metres wide. And six tall?’
‘If six metres is about twenty feet,’ says Trego, ‘then aye, it is.’
A terrifying idea takes shape. ‘What if it’s a portal?’
Trego considers this. ‘Could be a watchtower. Maybe they’re building a fort?’
‘No. It wouldn’t be that shape.’
‘How big is a normal portal?’
‘I don’t know if there is a normal. But the ones I’ve used were less than two metres wide. Two high.’
‘So how many folk can you get through in one go?’
‘A couple at a time.’ The terrifying idea is growing. ‘If that thing is a portal, how many could come through?’
‘Not just people,’ Trego hisses. ‘Siege engines. Wagons.’
‘An army.’
‘But why out here?’
‘No prying eyes,’ I whisper.
‘But as we said before, they’re wrong about that.’ Trego edges backwards. ‘We need to go. Let’s—’
A spear of dazzling light illuminates our hiding place. Shrieks and shouts from the crellok confirm that we’ve been spotted.
‘Quickly,’ Trego orders and, abandoning stealth, we run.
It’s less than fifty metres to the tethered goats, but the ground is uneven, and I stumble clumsily and fall twice before we reach them. Behind us, the increasing noise of chattering, like excited chimpanzees, is drowned out by the blast of a horn.
We untether the goats, scratching our hands on the prickly bush, and mount, then head towards the darkened slopes of the north side of the valley. Crellok are leaving the bright circle, their bodies silhouetted by the lights as they take an intercepting course.
‘They want to cut us off,’ I call, confident of not being heard over the shrieks.
‘Let’s hope we’re faster,’ Trego calls back.
As we turn west towards the woodland, searchlights sweep back and forth across the valley, trying to find us again. 
‘Hold on and let the goat take you where it wants to go,’ Trego shouts, as he urges his buck to speed up.
I lean down over my mount’s neck, and keep my legs hooked up so that I’m almost lying across it’s back, as it scuffs a course through the tufty-grassed terrain. Within a minute, we’re clear of the searching lights, and the screeching sounds of the crellok are fading.
‘We have to find the others,’ calls Trego, ‘then return to the fortress. Slow the pace a little now and stay as quiet as we can.’
The sky is beginning to show the first hints of dawn as we reach a patch of taller bushes, beyond which the faint outlines of trees are appearing. Trego leads us in a zigzagging path before waving us to a halt near the edge of a wide clearing. The woodland is over a hundred metres ahead of us, on the far side of a gully that bisects our path.
Trego puts two fingers to his mouth, as if he’s going to whistle, but instead ducks over the neck of his buck. He gestures me and Hrafen to move closer and gently we encourage our goats towards his. 
‘Thought I saw movement in the gully,’ he murmurs. ‘D’you see anything?’
I squint into the grey light. The treeline looks empty, but that woodland could easily hide an army. There’s no sound, and no sign of Maise and the other dwarves. I lower my gaze to the gully between us and the trees. Not even a breath of wind disturbs the long, tangling grass that sprouts from its sides. It’s hard to tell how deep it is.
‘There,’ Trego hisses, pointing to the left.
‘I can’t see anything,’ I whisper, but then something bobs briefly into sight. I hold my breath, listening, and waiting for it to reappear.
A helmeted head peers from the gully. Then another and another, until half a dozen heads are visible.
‘More crellok,’ Trego whispers. ‘Doubt it’s the ones chasing us. We’ll have outrun them. A scouting party, maybe?’
‘What do we do?’
‘We could go round. But Maise and the others won’t be far away. We need to warn them.’ He leans forward and ruffles the hair on my goat’s head. ‘How do you fancy a race?’
‘What?’
‘Sides of that gully aren’t steep. We can be past those beasties before they know we’re here.’
‘But we don’t know how many there are.’ I’m not sure I’m up to a cavalry charge on a mountain goat, however surefooted she is.
The crellok make the decision for us, as, one by one, they emerge onto the gully’s far side and start to move, bent-backed, towards the trees.
‘Twelve of them,’ says Trego. ‘Probably heard my people go into the woods and have been waiting for some light to investigate.’ He points to our right. ‘Circle that way, as quietly as we can, and if I shout, ride hard for the trees.’
We creep from cover. The crellok, now halfway between the gully and the woodland, are still oblivious to our presence. We walk the goats slowly, completely exposed, but none of them turn and see.
A bird flies noisily out of the woods towards us, and I remember that I’ve hardly seen any wildlife in the Badlands. But I’m not the only one who’s seen it. Two crellok have followed its flight and are staring straight at us.
Trego draws his sword. ‘Go!’
He doesn’t wait for an answer, but kicks his goat forward, until it’s running hard for the lip of the gully. My goat needs no encouragement to join the dash, and I can hear Hrafen’s not far behind.
The crellok are running to cut us off now, as Trego’s goat springs into the air, jumping clean across the deepest part of the gully, to land on the far slope, then it’s back in its stride and galloping for the woodland.
My goat tries to follow, but it stumbles on landing, pitching me over its neck. I cling on to stay in the saddle, but we’re going nowhere. Two chittering crellok have broken off from the main group and are coming towards me, spears levelled.
Hrafen flies over the gully, pulling his goat in close to mine and grabbing the reins, buoying her into sudden movement. Two spears sail harmlessly past, just as the rich notes of a horn sound from the woodland.
And then the fringe of trees is full of cheering dwarves as Maise in her basket leads an advance. She angles her goat towards me and Hrafen, and I hear the swish of an arrow being loosed from her little bow. There’s a squeal as the arrow hits home.
Hrafen and I draw our swords and urge our goats towards the erupting melee. Taken by surprise, the crellok have bunched together and now they edge backwards from the onslaught of angry dwarves.   
My goat stumbles again and one of my feet comes out of its stirrup. I abandon goat-back fighting. A large crellok peels away from the group and charges, broad-bladed axe swinging at my head. I duck sideways and block with the sword — it’s clumsy compared to Excalibur —and hear the metal clash of weapons. The crellok doesn’t get another chance to attack, as Arwen, shrieking an incoherent battle cry, barrels into the creature, knocking it sideways before landing a sickening blow on its helmet with her sword. Forced to its knees, the crellok scuttles away like a crippled spider, before Arwen can hit it again.
We both turn to join the main fight, but the outnumbered crellok fall back from the dwarves, dragging their wounded with them. Trego barks a series of orders, which I guess are to leave them to retreat, as everyone moves towards the sheltering cover of the trees. Behind us, the crellok are already melting into the grey gloom of pre-dawn.
‘Asha, are you alright?’ Arwen calls, as she grabs the reins of my goat, who is calmly munching grass.
‘Fine. Nice timing,’ I say, as we head to join the others. ‘Think I prefer fighting on two feet to four.’
Loose goats are rounded up and a guard posted as Maise treats our small number of wounded, including Hrafen, who has a deep gash in his right arm. With practised hands, she wraps a bandage tightly round the wound, then pats Hrafen on the shoulder before turning to the next casualty.
I walk out to the fringe of the woodland and stare eastwards. No sign of our attackers. The circle of lights is just visible, though, as daylight filters into the valley, bringing shape and substance to our surroundings.
‘Do you think they’ll come back?’ Trego asks, joining me.
‘Maybe. Though they seemed disorganised, not like the builders.’ I glance to the woodland fringe. ‘How many wounded?’
‘Only four, and none seriously. We got off lightly.’
‘We can’t stay here.’
‘Aye. We’ll move as soon as Maise has finished fixing those four.’ He rubs a hand along the bottom of his mask and his finger comes away red.
‘You’re wounded, too.’
‘It’s nothing. I’ll escort you to the Klar Hills.’
‘Why not all come with us? It won’t be safe out here.’
‘It won’t be safe for them,’ Trego says, grimly. ‘We know these lands better than anyone. Besides, they’ll hardly stay out here.’
‘True. But where will they go?’
‘A good question.’ He looks west, perhaps considering the country he’s abandoned. ‘Pendruka’an is the most likely target. Those other attacks you mentioned.’
‘More crellok? Yes, I wondered that.’
‘Draw the soldiers west, then strike Pendruka’an from the east.’
‘They still have two hundred miles to go, though. And Arwen’s father was in the capital with his troops.’
‘That’s good,’ he mutters, then turns away to walk into the woods, barking orders as he goes.
◆◆◆
 
The efficiency of the Hidden impresses me again when we arrive back at their fortress. Within an hour, fifty dwarves, again both male and female, are mounted on fresh goats, along with all the supplies needed for our journey to Druid’s Scar. Leaving Maise in charge, Trego insists on leading our escort, along with the trusty Hrafen, bandaged arm held in a sling.
We climb towards the Nameless Mountains, on a track that meanders between tall rocks, the gradient gentle compared to the route on the other side. And the weather stays fair, allowing us to keep up a good pace.
As we climb, the landscape changes, with bare rock giving way to snow and ice, and I’m glad of the bear skin cape that Maise has pressed on me. We reach a saddle of land like the Velkstrum Pass and dismount for the steeper descent. The goats’ flanks steam and our breath frosts as we slip and slide down out of the snowfield, back to the narrow ravine where we find the tent I abandoned on the way up.
When we reach the place that Arwen and I camped on our first night here, Trego calls a halt.
He looks up at the late afternoon sun. ‘We rest for one hour.’
Below us, the Kelidan Forest, with all its mysteries, stretches out to the distant Klar Hills.
‘Can we cross that before dark?’ I ask Trego, offering him a drink from my canteen, which he takes.
‘No. But there’s a place halfway where we can make camp. And the forest beasts have learnt to give us a wide berth.’
We set off again. As we cross the river boundary into the forest, the goats become skittish, but we make steady progress towards Trego’s favoured campsite. We’re in a race with the sun now, as the light in the deep woodland begins to fade and the ancient trunks crowd our path.
When Trego finally calls a halt, we climb from our weary goats in a clearing by a gently flowing stream. I can’t tell if it’s a place that Arwen and I came past before, but it looks as if it’s a well-used spot, with no shortage of ready cut branches to form a loose defensive screen. Canteens are filled and the goats watered, then tethered in circles around two massive oaks that stand at the centre of the clearing.
No fires are lit, so I’m glad again of the bearskin, and we eat cold supplies brought from the fortress. Arwen sits beside me, with her satchel containing the precious ingredients for the antidote. As darkness falls, Trego sets sentries around the fringes of the camp and the rest of us doze, or huddle in groups sharing murmured conversations. The weather remains dry, which is a blessing, as we sleep under the stars tonight. And if the Cas Mhor are watching, they do nothing to disturb us.
I must sleep for several hours because I awake with a start in the dawn. Trego is staring at the open circle of sky, where a few stubborn stars still shine.
‘Good morning.’
He raises a gloved hand and points. ‘Watch.’
I look up, waiting. Nothing happens. I glance at Trego, but his eyes remain fixed on the gap in the trees.
‘There.’
A large, ghostly shape floats above us, crossing from east to west and momentarily obscuring the last of the night’s stars.
‘What is it?’ I ask, remembering Arwen’s dragons of history.
‘Nothing I’ve ever seen out here,’ says Trego.
Another shape drifts by, the hint of a low hum peaking and fading as it crosses the clearing. Then another and another. It’s impossible to tell how big they are, or how high in the sky. Or what they are. But they’ve clearly spooked Trego.
‘We need to move again,’ he says. ‘We’ll break our fast as we ride.’
Reluctant goats are untethered and resaddled and with no camp to pack, within ten minutes we’re mobile again.
There are no more floating shapes in the sky, and no signs of any forest creatures. Our goats, moving across comparatively easy terrain, make good time, and it’s not long after midday when we reach the edge of the Kelidan Forest and start the climb to the Klar Hills. The skies above are clear, but clouds are beginning to bubble up from the north.
‘You’ll get rain on the last leg to the inner boundary,’ Trego says, falling his goat in alongside mine. He reaches over and gives my mount a pat. ‘And you can keep these beasties. Till you see us again.’
‘You won’t come?’
‘A leader doesn’t abandon his people,’ he says. ‘Besides, what good will my small band be, alongside the armies of the three clans?’
‘If this is the start of it,’ I say, ‘then it’s everyone’s war. There’ll be no hiding places.’
Trego is about to reply when a shout comes from the back of the column. High above us in the distance, a dozen tiny silhouettes gradually grow into ships, with the shape and lines of Viking longboats, sailing towards us through the sky. Each is held aloft by its own huge balloon, displaying images of fantastic beasts and strange symbols, and is guided by a propellor and a rudder at its stern. Rows of shields line the sides.
As the first boats pass directly overhead, rocks and arrows rain down on us, scattering our troop into cover, but doing no damage. And this is all they do as they sail on by and out of sight over the lip of the Velkstrum Pass.
‘Move!’ Trego orders, and we reform and urge our goats up onto the pass. By the time the sky ships are back in view, they’re flying on towards the garrison at Druid’s Scar. But now a whirring from the east makes us turn again.
Eight more ships: two columns of three, escorting two other ships from which an arch-shaped frame hangs on cables below their hulls. As it flies, sparkling in the sunlight, it sways ominously.
‘Then it was a gate,’ Trego says. ‘But where are they taking it?’
‘Pendruka’an,’ I say, with certainty. And for the second time in twenty-four hours my stomach does a somersault, because the enemy has stolen a march on us.
Trego shouts commands to his troops, ten of whom split off from the rest and turn their goats back towards the Kelidan Forest.
‘I’m sending them to tell Maise what’s happening.’
‘You’re coming with us?’
‘As far as Druid’s Scar,’ Trego confirms. He points to the western horizon, where a column of smoke is staining the sky.
‘You think they’re under attack?’
Trego nods. ‘Not much we can do. It’s six leagues to the Boundary. And any one of those boats could carry thirty or forty crellok.’
‘The shapes we saw at dawn?’
‘Who knows how many of them are ahead of us,’ he says. We watch the sky ships shrink as they move towards the smoke. ‘You think they brought those things through the giant arch?’
I nod. ‘Bring them through, pump up their balloons and away they go.’
‘Then fly your portal frame all the way across Lake Grendlesham and launch your army from right under the walls of Pendruka’an.’
‘Then the war has started.’
‘How are you going to get back to the city?’ Trego asks, and I tell him about the vacuum shuttle and the violent end to our first trip.
‘Assuming they’ve fixed it,’ Arwen says, coming to join us. She stares towards the growing pillar of smoke. ‘And if the crellok haven’t destroyed the tunnels.’
‘They’re well hidden,’ I remind her, ‘but they’ve only had five days to mend the shuttle.’
‘We’ll find out soon enough,’ she says.
Trego calls out more orders to the column, and the pace picks up as we head down from the Velkstrum Pass.
What did I expect to feel when the war began? Not like this. Not this numbness. One thing I do know.
I’m a very long way from home.
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The first thing that hits me as we ride back through the Boundary’s hazy curtain is an acrid smell of burning, even though we’re still three miles short of Druid’s Scar.
The clouds we saw building earlier haven’t followed us, but the hard pace has been tough on our mounts, who need rest. So, with Trego understandably cautious, we stop in a stand of trees.
From here, we can see that the pillar of smoke visible from the distant Klar Hills is several distinct columns.
‘I’ll send a couple of lads to take a look,’ Trego says, brushing dust from his jacket.
‘Should we wait till dark?’ I say, glancing at the sun.
‘If they think it’s safe, we’ll go in,’ says Trego. ‘If not, we’ll camp back beyond the Boundary. At least for tonight.’
The two scouts return after half an hour. Their arrival prompts a flurry of activity.
‘They say the sky boats have gone. No sign of crellok.’ His voice is flat.
‘But?’
‘There’s a lot of damage. And bodies.’
We drive our goats across a shallow depression to a low ridge, at the top of which Druid’s Scar comes back into view. Smoke rises from several buildings and there’s a big crack in the eastern wall, next to the main gates, one of which hangs half off its hinges at a crazy angle. The watchtowers either side of the gates are nothing more than smoking stumps.
‘They’ve been hit hard,’ says Trego.
‘There are people moving in there,’ I say.
We drop down off the low rise and, as we approach the shattered gates, a ragged line of dwarves appears in the entrance. They stand with spear tips pointing towards us.
Arwen rides ahead, waving, and a dwarf in the centre of the line lifts an arm in response.
‘That’s Flinty McCool,’ I say, urging my goat after Arwen. Trego, apparently reluctant to approach Druid’s Scar, stops.
‘Flinty,’ Arwen calls. ‘What happened? Where’s Scree?’
McCool steps forward, waving the spear points down. ‘Raiders, my lady. Crellok.’ He sounds astonished. ‘At least I assume so. I’ve never seen one before.’ A rough bandage is wrapped around his head, and blood seeps from a hidden wound. ‘They came from the sky.’ His voice wavers.
‘Scree?’
‘Scouting to the west. He’s a fine fighter. Managed to burn one of their ships.’ He points at a smoking ruin. ‘Stopped them getting to the shuttle.’
‘Where’s the garrison commander?’ Arwen asks.
‘Captain Ares is dead, my lady.’ McCool stares at the ground. ‘And he’s not alone.’
‘I’m sorry,’ I say, joining Arwen. ‘Where did the sky ships go?’
McCool half turns and gestures west. ‘They headed for the lake.’
‘And the ships carrying the big frame?’
‘The third group? They didn’t stop here.’ He looks from Arwen to me. ‘What was that thing?’
Arwen explains our theory.
McCool shakes his head. ‘So that’s how they brought the sky ships here.’
‘When were you hit?’ I ask, struggling to calm my voice.
‘Just after dawn.’
The first ghostly ships we saw over Kelidan Forest. ‘How many?’
‘There were ten, my lady. All packed with those green goblins.’ He half turns again and points to a rough pile near the broken wall.
I took it for a compost heap; it’s a pile of crellok bodies. My stomach churns and I try to make sense of finding myself in a war zone. Perhaps I never really believed it would come to this.
‘We put up a fair fight,’ McCool says, ‘but there must have been at least four hundred on those ships. We are…’ He sighs. ‘We were only a hundred.’
‘How did you survive?’ asks Trego, striding to join us, his early hesitancy forgotten.
McCool studies him, and his hand reaches down to the hilt of his sword.
‘He’s a friend, Flinty McCool,’ says Arwen. ‘Do you command here now?’ When McCool nods, she adds, ‘Trego and his people are not to be harmed.’
He stares warily at Trego, then concedes, ‘Aye, my lady.’
‘So how did you survive?’ I repeat Trego’s question.
‘We managed to rally at the entrance to the shuttle station. They could nay break in but they wanted it. The boat Scree burnt. They stayed behind to attack the station.’
‘Why would they want to do that?’ asks Arwen.
‘Because somebody told them it could be used to send a warning,’ I say, with cold certainty. ‘Mister McCool, we’ve got to get a signal to Pendruka’an. They have to be warned.’
McCool points to a still-burning tower at the west end of the fort. ‘That was our signal station. There’ll be no messages passed from here.’
‘And they’ll have gone for the signal posts at Lakrisha and Dolkeld,’ says Trego. ‘And destroyed the ferry if they spotted it.’
‘We’ve sent riders,’ says McCool, ‘but even if they can find a boat, and all the pony stations are safe, it’ll take at least two days.’
‘Then it has to be the shuttle,’ I say. ‘Have they fixed it?’
McCool hesitates. ‘Just about.’
‘Just about? Will it get us back to Pendruka’an?’
‘Probably.’ He shakes his head. ‘But if they knew what to hit here, they may know where the pump stations are.’
‘We’ll have to take that chance,’ says Arwen. She lifts her satchel. ‘Our mission was a success.’
McCool looks blankly at her. ‘That’s good, my lady. Then we need to get you to the Pendrakken as soon as we can.’
‘How long since that third group of sky ships passed?’ I ask.
‘Three hours.’
I check my watch and curse at its lifeless face. ‘I’m guessing they’re flying at about eight miles an hour,’ I say, and it is a guess. I really wish Ravi and Roly were here. ‘Two hundred miles? If we can get any speed out of the shuttle, we might still be able to beat them to the city, even with their head start.’
‘We need Scree,’ Arwen says. ‘Flinty, can you send someone to fetch him?’ She turns to Trego and gives him a bow. ‘My lord,’ she says humbly, ‘could I beg that you offer Captain McCool assistance here?’
Trego gives a curt nod.
As a rider is sent in search of Scree, we head for the shuttle station.
‘You really think someone told them where to find it?’ Arwen says, as we enter.
The door is lying splintered on the threshold beside a small heap of dead crellok, which I try not to stare at. ‘How else would they know? Taliesin must have someone on the inside.’
‘And the Pendrakken’s poisoning?’
‘For all we know,’ I say, thinking of what’s happened back in Britain, ‘a coup could be underway.’
‘Where’s the House of Thistles commander?’ Arwen asks, as McCool and Trego join us.
‘He went with Scree, my lady. You have nay to worry about his loyalty,’ McCool adds. ‘He fought shoulder to shoulder with me and Master Oakenwall.’
‘What will you do now?’ Arwen asks McCool.
‘Patch up the walls. Then wait for orders.’
‘There won’t be any more crellok coming through the Boundary,’ I say. ‘They have no need to. They’ll get that giant gateway as close to Pendruka’an as they can, and attack from there.’ I turn to Trego. ‘You should all march west.’
‘If the fighting is there, I see no reason to take my people any closer,’ says Trego, though he glances at Arwen. ‘You’d be better off sending refugees east.’
‘We’re all in this,’ I say, ‘and once the capital is taken, I doubt Taliesin will stay there. This is just the start.’
‘How many soldiers can he have?’ Trego asks.
A memory of Merlin and Mab talking about the realms of Albion comes back to me with a jolt. ‘They say there’s been no contact with Salbodunum for decades. Centuries even. We know that Taliesin can communicate from his prison. What’s to have stopped him building an army there?’
A grinding sound behind me announces the lift. And now the doubts hit me. What if the shuttle gets stuck? We could be trapped without any hope of rescue. What if it’s simply too damaged to work? We could end up miles short of delivering our message. How many days would it take us to walk through the tunnel to Pendruka’an?
‘We have to go back,’ I say, almost to myself. ‘Mister McCool, you should rebuild your defences, and scout the area. See what damage the crellok have done this side of the lake.’ I nod to Trego. ‘And you’re right, this could be a place to send refugees.’ I turn to Arwen. ‘We need to take food and a way to get out of the shuttle if it breaks down.’ I don’t mention the problem of no oxygen that we faced when we crashed on arriving here.
Trego is staring at Arwen, then shakes his head as if snapping out of a trance. ‘If there are no crellok left beyond the Boundary, I’ll send for reinforcements. Help McCool to repair this place.’
‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘Now, where’s Scree? We have no time to lose.’
◆◆◆
 
The noisy turbines are busy drawing air from the first tunnel section and the engineers are inspecting the valve. Two of them climb out from the tunnel, and the pod slides past the opening, pushed by three more. I can see it has a new nose cone and other dints have been expertly hammered out. The only real difference is the screen, which is now covered by curved metal sheets.
‘It’s good work, Mister McCool,’ I say.
‘Aye. We keep a detachment of engineers here, precisely for this eventuality. To be honest, they were pleased to have the chance of some useful work.’ His voice falters. ‘Good laddies. Two of them fell to the crellok. Make them pay for it, will you?’
I nod, not sure what that entails.
The three dwarves climb onto the platform and pull the pod so the open doors line up. We’ll be travelling backwards for the return journey, but with no view, I guess it makes no difference.
The lift clatters down and Scree appears, followed by Olaf Spearbreaker, the large Thistle warrior, that we met when we arrived. They could be twins. Both carry war axes, and wear the heavy, metal-studded jackets over their coats of mail. It’s obvious, too, that they’ve seen some serious action. Scree’s left eye is almost closed by a purple bruise and there’s a cut on his right cheek, while Olaf has a gash running from his left ear to his bushy beard.
Scree speaks urgently to Arwen, and she frowns.
I look from her to Scree and back again. ‘What is it?’
‘Scree says Olaf wants to come to Pendruka’an with us.’
‘In this? There was hardly room for three.’
‘He’s fairly insistent,’ says Arwen, raising an eyebrow. ‘Could be useful if we run into trouble.’
‘Will the extra weight make any difference?’ I ask, turning to McCool, who speaks to one of the engineers.
‘He said he thinks it’ll be okay, but it hasn’t been tested with two such big laddies.’
‘So, let’s test it,’ says Arwen.
I glance at Olaf, who stares back dispassionately. ‘Do we trust him?’
‘Scree does. That’s good enough for me.’
Reluctantly agreeing to our fourth passenger, I help load food and water and the tools that might come in handy if we get stuck. The engineers also provide four masks with breathing apparatus and some emergency instructions, which Arwen promises to study on the way.
‘We’ll send word when we can, Flinty,’ says Arwen. ‘If this thing is still working when we reach Pendruka’an.’
‘Aye, my lady. You take good care now,’ he adds, anxiety in every word.
Trego turns to Arwen and offers his hand, which she shakes.
‘Thank you, Trego, Lord of the Hidden,’ she says, very formally. ‘We are in your debt.’
‘Stay alive,’ he murmurs. ‘That will be payment enough.’
He steps back as we climb inside, Arwen and I by the dashboard again, and Scree squashed awkwardly with Olaf Spearbreaker. Arwen punches in the command sequence, the cabin lights spring on and the door slides smoothly shut.
There’s a faint whine, then a whirring sound and the shuttle begins to vibrate. One by one, the launch lights appear … red … then amber … then green …
And we’re away.
◆◆◆
 
Our journey is anything but smooth, and the shuttle’s speed, so steady until the final stage of the outward leg, is more stuttering. At the first two station stops, we unpeel ourselves from the cramped cabin, and while stretching our limbs, check for signs of intruders. But all is apparently undisturbed.
Back in the shuttle, we travel in silence, the looming presence of Olaf Spearbreaker a strange barrier to conversation. At least it gives me a chance to mull over everything that’s happened since we got here.
Unpicking the events of the last few days, I consider the different actors at play in this saga. Each time I think about the poisoning of Jackie and the Pendrakken, my mind comes back to Jarl Ragnold of House of Thistles, and Snorri, his sinister skald. Snorri had plenty of chances to get the poison from the apothecary’s store and would have known what to look for. His obvious animosity towards Danny, and his dislike of the House of Thorns, also make him a prime suspect.
And then my mind goes into conspiracy overdrive. What if there was no trouble in the west? What if that was an invention, and Ragnold marched his army to join up with another crellok incursion, this one on the far side of Ishkardia?
No, the news of the attacks had come from the Pendrakken’s scouts, not from House of Thistles war parties. And would Ragnold really burn his own settlements to provide a distraction?
Then there are the sinister Shrooving Monks and their leader, Abbot Uhlan Broadfern. They seem to be held in respect here, as arbiters of justice. But what if they crave a way to break free of the bubble, too? To re-enter the outside world? And Broadfern has no love for humans or elvereen. What if he wants power for himself, instead of standing behind the noble houses of Ishkardia as they each take their five-year turn in the Pendrakken’s chair?
And what about House Ilex, with all their Roman customs and mannerisms. Maybe Lucidius did take the poison knowingly, and this is all some sort of ruse to scatter the armies of the other houses on wild goose chases throughout the realm. Weren’t the Romans famous for their skulduggery? But it seems extreme, and those armies would normally be scattered anyway, in the different provinces governed by the three houses, so there’d surely be no need for such drastic measures.
I give my head an irritated shake, trying to force order into my thoughts, which turn uncomfortably to the House of Thorns. I give Arwen a furtive glance as I wonder about her theft of Excalibur and her Uncle Elnoth Firethorn’s desire for modernisation in Ishkardia. What price would he pay for that? And how far might Arwen and her friends be prepared to go to win the emancipation they crave for dwarf women?
I can almost hear Excalibur’s voice, telling me not to be so stupid and to stop making connections where none exist. None that are obvious, anyway. Arwen didn’t know we had Excalibur; couldn’t know. Taking the sword really was an act of opportunism. And if there’s one thing the dwarves seem to share, regardless of the house to which they belong, it’s a fierce sense of tradition, and pride in their species. Would any of them betray those things?
It's not impossible. I guess it comes down to what’s being offered.
Something else occurs to me, and the hairs on my neck stiffen. What if the expeditions were sent out there deliberately, so the dwarves could be captured and subjected to mind control, like the stuff Caliburn Sci-Tech was practising on my erstwhile classmates at Camlann High. I picture the mechanical movements of the dwarves we saw among the crellok, helping to build the giant portal. They were the movements of those who had no self-will, whose minds were being manipulated.
And then another dark thought reoccurs, something that crept into my head while watching those robotic dwarves in the Valley of the Lost. The stuff happening in Hut Thirteen, in the Caliburn Sci-Tech compound. It’s not just similar to what’s happening here, it could be the same. And if that’s true, how wide is the conspiracy to free Taliesin? Might he have agents in all the seven realms? It seems likely that at least one — Salbodunum — is already firmly under his control.
These thoughts deepen my discomfort. I’ve been given a jigsaw puzzle to make with half the pieces missing, and none of the edges that might give me some sense of the bigger picture. As I turn these things over, I’m barely aware of Arwen speaking.
‘Third station coming up. We should eat here.’
As we disembark again, lights flicker on around the station, revealing the turbine machinery in its meshed cage at one end and an empty lift shaft at the other. As Arwen takes her pack and distributes bread and cheese, the silent turbines come to life, readying the next section of tunnel.
I try to savour my food but, with impatience growing, I start pacing along the platform beside the shuttle tube, counting my steps and willing time to pass faster.
‘Where are we now?’ I ask, looking hopefully at Olaf Spearbreaker. He answers in dwarfish and Arwen translates.
‘He says we’re not far from Lake Grendlesham.’
‘Maybe we should take a look.’
‘Up top?’ Arwen hesitates. ‘Och, do we have time? And what if we get stuck up there?’
Scree walks over to the lift shaft and peers up towards the surface.
‘You’re right,’ I say. ‘Leave it be, Scree. Too risky.’
The lift mechanism whirrs into life and Scree jumps back from it.
‘She said leave it,’ Arwen calls out, and he responds urgently. ‘He says the lift started by itself. Maybe it triggers to come down when the shuttle stops here?’
‘It would have come down before.’ It’s my turn to hesitate. ‘Is there any way to turn out the lights?’
Arwen sees me reaching for my sword. ‘You don’t think—’
‘We can’t take the chance. Find the light switches.’
She speaks to Scree and Olaf, then turns towards a bank of controls next to the spinning turbines.
The big dwarves move either side of the lift shaft and I join Scree as the lights are extinguished. ‘Stay over there,’ I hiss to Arwen. ‘Turn them back on when I give the order.’
Squealing and grating signals the lift platform approaching our level, its noisy descent accompanied by increased activity from the turbines. How long before the shuttle door seals itself, trapping us here?
The lift trundles down, rattling as it reaches the floor, then the safety cage is pulled open.
‘Now!’ I shout and the lights flicker on. Six crellok, trapped on the lift platform, cry out as Scree, Olaf and I barrel into them. In seconds, they lie disarmed and groaning on the floor.
‘No. That’s enough,’ I say to Scree, as he raises his axe to finish one of the crellok. ‘Tie them up and jam the lift.’ I run over to Arwen, who stares at the control panel. ‘How long?’
‘Another five minutes at least. Maybe ten.’
Scree is using belts from the crellok to tie their hands tightly behind their backs. Olaf is standing over them with his axe, to encourage cooperation. As distant shouts echo down from the surface, they take a crellok’s spear and ram it into the lift mechanism, before pulling the cage shut. Olaf takes a long sword and is bending its blade to create a makeshift lock on the lift cage as the warning klaxon sounds.
‘Come on,’ I order. ‘Into the shuttle.’
We’re all just seated as the pod door closes, blocking our view of the crellok in the disabled lift.
‘What if they go for the next station?’ Arwen asks, as the whine of machinery outside intensifies.
‘Nothing we can do about that now,’ I say. ‘Just hope it takes them time get the lift working.’
Olaf mutters something in the back and Scree replies.
‘They say we should have killed the beasties, to make sure.’
‘It wasn’t necessary,’ I say, hoping that the dwarves can’t see my face. People die in wars. I know that. I have to reconcile myself to that.
I’m just not ready to join in.
◆◆◆
 
Our concerns about attacks on the other stations come to nothing, and the crellok we encountered at the third stop are the only living things we see for the rest of the journey. With nothing to do in the dimly lit cabin, we snack and doze and stretch our legs at each opportunity. Without a watch and with no natural light, it’s hard to keep a sense of time, but the stations are marked in descending numbers. As we approach Pendruka’an, my anxiety rises.
Arwen is speaking with Scree and Olaf.
‘I told them we’ll head to our place first, find my father, and report to him. Then to the Drakstadler.’ She grins. ‘We’ll still be wanted fugitives, so we need to go quickly but carefully.’
‘And Olaf is okay with that?’ I ask.
‘Once we get to our compound he can go to his own if he wants, though I’d rather keep him with us.’
I’m so conditioned to the stop-start nature of our journey that the end of the line takes me by surprise. The shuttle judders to a halt and almost immediately the vibrations that accompany a station begin. Soon, the pod door slides open, revealing the Pendruka’an terminus.
Carrying only our weapons and Arwen’s satchel, we alight for the last time. I’m slightly surprised to not be met by guards. They must know by now that we took the shuttle, but the station is empty. We head for the tunnel that leads to the long ladder to the surface. Just inside the tunnel’s mouth, Scree takes an old torch brazier from the wall, then fishes in his jacket for an equally ancient tinder box. A few strikes and the torch’s oil-soaked straw flares.
With the flickering flame to light our way, we make quick progress to the bottom of the shaft. Scree drops the torch and stamps on the burning straw, sending tiny specks of fiery light dancing around. Then one by one we climb in the dark, Arwen leading, Scree coming last.
My muscles are aching by the time Arwen pushes the trapdoor open with a loud clang. As Scree climbs from the shaft, she’s opening the outhouse door.
Daylight floods into the cramped space, along with distant screaming and the horribly familiar smell of smoke.
‘Stick to the plan,’ I order, and we dash outside. A dirty-brown cloud rises ahead of us. The cries and screams come from all around. As we work our way through the backyards towards the nearest lane, a shadow passes overhead.
‘Sky ship,’ I warn, as my heart sinks into my stomach.
Because we’ve arrived too late to raise the alarm.
And the siege of Pendruka’an has begun.  
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Forcing our way into the narrow lane, we fight against a tide of dwarves, panicked faces telling us all we need to know. Some struggle along with large bundles, while others carry only makeshift weapons.
Arwen grabs hold of a woman and speaks urgently to her. The woman stares, eyes wide, mouth open and Arwen shakes her shoulders. The woman gasps and, after a short exchange, breaks free and hurries away.
‘What did she say?’ I ask, as the stream of dwarves flows past us. If my bearings are right, they’re heading for the city’s outer walls.
‘It began soon after dawn,’ says Arwen, ‘but everything else is maybes and rumours, except that fire is raining from the skies.’
‘Come on,’ I say, as a brief lull in the crowd lets us move further up the lane. ‘Where are they going?’
‘Either out to the open country or for the tunnels.’
‘Tunnels?’
‘There are catacombs. You can go right under the city into the mountain if you know the way.’
‘Can we use one to get to the palace?’
‘It’ll take too long,’ says Arwen.
Another sky ship passes overhead, and something is tossed over the side. It crashes onto the roof of a house up the lane and fiery debris rains down, forcing dwarves to take cover under the overhanging upper storeys of the buildings either side.
‘Quick, while there’s a gap,’ I shout and we race up the lane, reaching a wider street before the crowd closes together behind us. ‘Which way?’
Arwen takes the lead against the flow of hurrying dwarves, with Scree at her side, while Olaf and I run behind. The street widens out into a broad avenue, giving a better view of the city, where fires already rage and sky ships circle like hungry birds of prey.
As we enter another broad street, the second city wall is visible.
‘Look out!’ cries Arwen, and she drags me towards her, rocks crashing onto the road where I’d been a moment before.
A row of green faces peers down from a sky ship, jeering as the big-bladed propellor takes them on across the stricken city.
‘We need archers and crossbowmen to hit those balloons,’ I shout, as we run on.
‘Do you think they’ve landed the gate inside the main wall?’
‘I doubt it. They have to keep it safe. If it’s even here yet. This may be the advance guard.’
Everywhere we look there are dwarves running and shouting. And then it hits me: these people have never faced an invasion. Safe in their bubble realm, their only fighting has been among themselves. Since Ishkardia was created.
How vulnerable does that make them?
Acrid smoke stings my eyes and irritates my throat, as we run on through an open gate in the second wall. It’s calmer here. There are plenty of dwarves rushing around, but no fires and no sign of damage. A few sky ships cruise above us, but no missiles rain down.
We pass through the third wall to the city’s heart, and into another jumble of narrow lanes until the House of Thorns’ compound comes into view. Its high wall and watch towers look unscathed.
Someone calls down from one of the towers, with a note of surprise.
‘Lady Arwen? But we’ve been looking everywhere for—’
‘No time. Open the gates,’ Arwen commands.
There’s a shout, the sturdy oak doors are hauled open, and we run inside. The doors crunch closed behind us, and a large locking bar is slotted across them.
A flush-faced dwarf with a long black beard clambers down the steps from the wall. He speaks in hurried dwarfish.
‘In English,’ Arwen commands.
‘My lady, where have you been? Your parents—’
‘To fetch these,’ says Arwen, cutting him off as she lifts her satchel towards him. ‘Ingredients to save the Pendrakken’s life. What time is it?’
‘What?’ The black-bearded dwarf seems confused. ‘Och, just after eleven, my lady. But—’
Arwen cuts him off again with a gesture of her hand. ‘When did the attack start?’
‘Around six this morning. They came out of the sun,’ he adds, as if to explain the chaos. ‘But they haven’t attacked past the second wall.’
‘Where’s my father?’ Arwen asks. ‘I need to see him before we head for the palace.’
A look of confusion returns to the dwarf’s face. ‘You don’t know? He took a party east, two days ago.’
‘He what?’
‘Aye. He was heading for Druid’s Scar.’
‘Was he going to the Valley of the Lost?’ I ask, certain of the answer.
The black-bearded dwarf looks at me and nods, then stares at Arwen’s satchel. ‘Oh.’
‘Two days. He could be on Lake Grendlesham by now,’ says Arwen. Then her eyes widen. ‘What if … what if the sky ships saw his boats? He’d have no chance.’
I grip her shoulder. ‘We can’t know that. You said yourself it’s a big lake.’
‘Is my mother here?’ asks Arwen. 
‘No, my lady.’ He pauses. ‘She’s been searching the city for you. With Professor Odinspear.’
If Arwen feels any guilt at this news, she hides it well. Instead, she looks around the compound, which is surprisingly orderly after the panicked activity on the streets of the outer city.
And quite empty.
‘How many did my father march with?’
‘Forty. He reckoned that was all he’d find boats for.’
‘And the rest of our troops?’
Blackbeard seems reluctant to answer. ‘Your uncle has taken most of them west, to reinforce Jarl Ragnold.’
‘There are still attacks out there?’ I ask.
‘That’s what we were told.’
‘How many do we have left?’ Arwen asks.
‘A hundred here,’ says Blackbeard. ‘And fifty helping Lady Isabelle to seek you out.’
Arwen looks at me, then back to Blackbeard. ‘I need six of your men to come with us to the palace.’
‘My lady?’
She lifts the satchel again. ‘Attack or no, we need to get these things to the Pendrakken’s physician.’
A few minutes later, in the company of six Thorns soldiers, we’re skirting the wide avenues in favour of the narrow and hidden lanes that crowd in towards the heart of Pendruka’an. At the great steps that climb the Stump, four guards in the Roman armour of House Ilex challenge us from behind a temporary barricade, their eyes flicking up nervously to watch the skies.
‘I am the Lady Arwen Firethorn,’ Arwen shouts. ‘In the absence of my father, Lord Angus, I represent my noble house. And I have urgent business with the Pendrakken’s physician.’
Whether it’s her authority, or the presence of Scree, Olaf and the six Thorns soldiers, the guards salute and step aside. We march past them, just as a crellok ship lumbers across the sky towards us.
‘Move,’ I shout, and we scatter as a large rock crashes down, splintering chunks of marble from the steps.
Scree walks to the barricade and picks up a long-shafted spear from a stand of weapons. Ignoring more stones thrown from the ship, he takes aim at the balloon, which is painted with a red ram’s head, and hurls the spear. The spear hits the great bag but bounces off without doing any damage. The crellok crew jeer and hurl more rocks at us.
‘Scree, aim for the propellor,’ I order, as the big dwarf takes a second spear.
Olaf grabs another and joins Scree on the steps. The two dwarves pull their muscular arms back like javelin throwers then, with loud grunts, hurl their weapons. One spear glances off a propellor blade, but the second goes through the mechanism, causing the propellor to stop turning. As the crellok crew shout at each other, the ship starts to drift away.
‘Come on,’ I order, and we rush up the towering steps.
At the top, the palace doors are shut and locked. Scree and Olaf start banging on them, and Arwen shouts angrily at a viewing slit to the left of the doorway. As they demand entry, I look back across the city, scanning for any sign of the giant portal. If it’s down there, I can’t see it, but I can see the extent of the attack. Dozens of smoke columns rise over Pendruka’an, some of them above flames that leap high into the air.
From here, more than thirty crellok sky ships are visible, most of them circling beyond the city’s second wall. They float tantalisingly out of reach of anything the dwarves can throw at them, while their crews continue to rain fire and rocks onto Pendruka’an, with no obvious pattern to the attacks. And it’s clear that, apart from the one that Scree and Olaf damaged, any attempts to defend the city have been ineffective.
Arwen’s shouts finally trigger a response. The cover on the view slit slides open and she demands to see Marcus Gaius Pompeo, commander of the palace guard. Urgent words are batted back and forth.
‘Pompeo isn’t here,’ says Arwen, frustration rich in her voice. ‘He went down to the Pellagool Gate to organise the defence.’ She waves an arm to the east. ‘The bird gate, Asha. They say a force of crellok have landed there.’
‘Tell them to find Doctor Brightblade,’ I say. ‘He must still be with the Pendrakken. Tell him we’ve got the ingredients for the antidote.’ Arwen relays the message and there are shouts inside.
Scree growls a warning. Two crellok ships glide towards us, one of them with the ram’s head, its propellor operating again.
‘Arwen, get them to open up.’ I feel like a beetle waiting for someone’s foot to stamp down. There’s nowhere to hide and it’s too late to run back down to the street.
The ships’ shadows crinkle across the buildings that face the steps, then onto the wide square from which those steps climb.
Behind me, bolts clunk and slide and the doors are pulled open.
‘In.’ I push Arwen through the doorway, Scree, Olaf, and our escort following.
The doors clang shut behind us, muffling the sound of the laughing crellok.
Inside, a young dwarf in Roman armour, flanked by half a dozen soldiers, blocks our path. He says something in dwarfish, eyeing our group suspiciously.
‘In English,’ Arwen orders.
‘What business do you have here?’ He frowns. ‘Wait, it’s Lady Arwen, isn’t it?’ He eyes us suspiciously again, as Arwen opens her satchel.
‘Aye, and you’d be Quintas Decimus,’ she says, grinning mischievously.
‘Wha-how do you know my name?’
‘Because Flavia Augusta is a close friend of mine,’ says Arwen.
‘What?’
‘She knows you like her. She’s just waiting for you to say something.’ Arwen uses Quintas’s momentary embarrassment to brush past him. ‘Have you sent for Doctor Brightblade?’
‘I’m here, my lady.’ The white-coated Brightblade comes scurrying across the entrance hall, his round spectacles flashing reflected light from the skylights high above. ‘There was some unbelievable message that you’d just returned from…’ The words fade on his lips as he stares at the cadmonum root that Arwen holds out to him.
‘We have the styrics bark, too. And more of both. More than enough for you to make your antidote, Doctor, both for the Pendrakken and the human.’
Brightblade’s fingers go to his neatly trimmed moustache. ‘My lady, I’m …’ He takes off his glasses and wipes them unceremoniously on his sleeve, before replacing them and accepting the root from Arwen, which he cradles gingerly in both hands. ‘Well. This is remarkable.’
Arwen holds her open satchel out to Brightblade, who replaces the cadmonum root and takes the satchel.
‘How are they?’ I ask.
‘Both still in a coma. The green rash has spread. I fear the Pendrakken’s strength is fading.’
‘Jackie?’
‘Similar, I’m afraid.’
‘But it’s only been a week,’ I say. ‘You said they’d have two or three.’
‘And I also said I wasn’t certain. We’re dealing with ancient potions. We have no experience.’
‘Somebody has experience,’ says Arwen, ‘or we wouldn’t be where we are now.’   
‘Administering a poison is one thing, my lady,’ says Brightblade. ‘Curing it is another matter entirely.’ He smiles. ‘But you bring hope. Your father—’
‘He didn’t know of our expedition,’ says Arwen.
‘Ah. Oh.’ Brightblade’s cheeks redden. ‘You’ll have some explaining to do, no doubt. But now I must prepare the antidote. You’ve brought enough, too, for some experimentation.’
There’s a loud crash on the doors, which makes us all jump.
‘That’s if we have time,’ Brightblade murmurs, and he trots quickly away.
‘How secure are those doors?’ I ask Quintas.
‘Secure enough.’ He sounds worried; a young officer given huge responsibility.
‘More crellok are coming,’ I say. ‘We need to get messages to Jarl Ragnold and to Arwen’s father.’
Quintas hesitates. He’s fresh-faced and clean shaven, his dark hair ringleted under a crested helmet. ‘My orders are to guard the palace. We’ll have to wait for Commander Pompeo to return.’
‘And when will that be?’ Arwen asks.
Quintas clearly doesn’t know. ‘As soon as he’s sure the outer gates are holding.’
‘I want to see my friends,’ I say, ‘and I want my sword back.’
‘I … that is, I have no instructions,’ says Quintas, as there’s another loud crash on the doors, ‘about any sword. But I can send you to join your friends.’ He nods to two of his soldiers, who drop their spear points towards me. ‘You are, after all, a fugitive.’
Scree growls and Arwen raps a finger on Quintas’s breast plate, but I raise a hand to them.
‘I choose not to be locked up today, Quintas Decimus. I want my friends released. Including Dan— including the aelfen.’
Quintas looks at me, then at Scree who growls again, and at Olaf who shifts in a menacing way, though every movement he makes could be described as menacing.
‘In case you hadn’t noticed,’ says Arwen angrily, ‘the humans and the aelfen are not the enemy. That would be those green beasties flying around out there.’ She taps Quintas’s breastplate harder. ‘Now fetch them.’
Quintas is probably several years older than us. But Arwen’s aggressive authority — backed by Scree, Olaf, and our escort — is enough to convince the wavering guard commander. He gives some orders, and two dwarves scuttle off in different directions.
Another crash echoes through the palace’s entrance hall.
‘Have they tried this before now?’ I ask.
Quintas shakes his head. ‘Until your arrival they’d been giving us a wide berth,’ he says, the accusation clear.
‘We didn’t lead them here,’ I say, ‘but we know where they’re coming from, and there could be a lot more before nightfall. A lot more.’
‘If they can fly right over our defences, what hope have we got?’ asks Quintas, betraying his anxiety.
‘They can’t fly into the buildings,’ says Arwen.
‘We need to find a way to bring down those sky ships,’ I say. ‘And I need my friends and my sword. They can all help.’
Quintas frowns at this, but I don’t explain, and he doesn’t press me.
‘Asha!’ Ravi and Roly rush down the corridor from the heart of the palace.
I hug them both, relieved to see them. ‘Are you okay?’
‘Fine, fine,’ says Roly. ‘Though these chaps weren’t happy when you went missing. They threatened to withhold our meals.’
‘And you?’ Ravi asks anxiously. ‘Did you get the plants?’
‘Yes, the doctor’s already got them. But we have big trouble.’ I give my friends a quick recap of what we’ve seen and what’s happening outside.
‘We could hear the attacks,’ says Ravi, ‘but all we could see from that room was an empty courtyard.’
‘And nobody was telling us anything,’ says Roly.
‘Have you seen Mab?’ I ask.
‘He visits us every day,’ says Roly, then looks at Arwen. ‘He isn’t very happy with you.’
Arwen shrugs. ‘He’ll forgive me. He always does.’
‘How can we get a message to him?’ I ask.
‘He might be up the mountain,’ says Ravi, ‘or in the city. He didn’t say when we saw him yesterday.’
‘Can we get a message to Bentback? Won’t he be up in Mab’s lab?’
Arwen shakes her head. ‘Even if he is up there, we’ve no way to signal, and I doubt the water cable is running.’
I turn to Quintas. ‘Are there any workshops in the palace?’
‘I, um, I’m not sure.’
Scree growls something.
‘Scree says there are,’ says Arwen. ‘Down in the lower levels.’
‘Will you two work on a way of taking out their sky ships?’ I ask Ravi and Roly.
Roly rubs his hands together. ‘Just give us the tools.’
‘We’ve been sitting around doing nothing for long enough,’ Ravi adds.
‘Do you have any catapults knocking about?’ Roly asks Quintas. ‘Erm, ballista. You know?’
The young officer frowns, then catches on. ‘You mean siege engines?’
‘Yes.’
‘Not really much call for them,’ Quintas says.
‘Shame,’ says Roly, looking at Ravi. ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’
‘Probably.’
‘Can Scree take them to the workshops?’ I ask Arwen and she nods. As Scree leads the boys away, I turn back to Quintas. ‘Where’s Danny?’
‘The aelfen? It will take time to bring him up.’
‘Up? Where’s he been?’ A vision of the dungeons in the elvereen fortress of Pen Draig flashes unpleasantly into my mind.
‘He’s been kept in the officers’ quarters on the ground floor.’
‘I want him here by the time I return.’ I mimic Arwen’s authority to hide my relief.
‘Where are you going?’ Quintas looks alarmed.
‘Olaf and these soldiers can reinforce you here. Arwen and I are going to see Jackie.’
◆◆◆
 
Like a waxwork Sleeping Beauty, Jackie lies peacefully between white linen sheets, in a small, undecorated room that smells of disinfectant. An elderly nurse with kind eyes and a benevolent expression, watches over her. Arwen says a few words, and the nurse retreats from the room, leaving us alone with my friend.
‘I hope Doctor Brightblade knows what he’s doing with those plants,’ I say, taking one of Jackie’s hands and gently smoothing it. Like her face, it’s ashen, with a pimply green rash tracing unhealthy lines across her skin. And when I touch her wrist, that skin is like tissue paper, and her pulse slow and worryingly faint.
‘Hang in there,’ I whisper, before gently placing her hand across her chest. But then, remembering that’s what they do with dead people, I lift it and put it down by her side.
‘The doctor said it would take a day or so to fashion the antidote,’ says Arwen. ‘What if the green beastie’s try to take this place before he’s finished?’
‘They aren’t taking this place,’ I say. ‘And I need Excalibur.’
‘Because it’ll speak to you?’
‘We need all the help we can get.’
We head back to the entrance hall, where the assembled soldiers watch nervously as the building’s big double doors vibrate to the crash of another projectile.
‘Where’s Danny?’ I ask Quintas.
‘He’s on his way.’
‘And my sword?’
‘Will have to wait for Commander Pompeo,’ he says apologetically. ‘It’s locked away and he has the only key.’
‘What if he can’t get back here?’ asks Arwen.
Quintas shrugs, then flinches as a particularly heavy impact makes the floor shake.
Arwen orders a dwarf by the viewing slit to step aside and she peers out, recoiling as something hits the wall. ‘Three more of the vultures out there. They’re circling.’
‘Any sign of them on the ground?’ I ask.
She peers through the slit again. ‘Cannae see from here.’
Danny comes into view, escorted by two dwarves. I run over and hug him. ‘Are you okay?’
‘If you let go, kid, I’ll tell you.’ He pulls away from me and grins. ‘I’m fine, thanks to that Brightblade guy. He gave me something for the sickness.’
‘And they haven’t hurt you?’
Danny shakes his head. ‘Abbot Broadfern clearly thinks I’m guilty of something. But no, I’ve been treated pretty well.’ He points to the doors as another crash sounds on them. ‘Company?’ When I nod, he adds, ‘Nobody’s told me anything.’
I give him a speedy update, noting the look of concern when I mention our journey to the Valley of the Lost.
‘Old man won’t be happy about the risks you take,’ he says, using his familiar nickname for Merlin.
‘He isn’t here,’ I say, ‘and I didn’t take Excalibur.’
Danny glances at the sword strapped to my hip. ‘Where is it?’
‘Locked up. They can’t get it till their commander comes back.’
Someone shouts from above and Quintas looks up to the hallway’s gallery, just below the windowed ceiling.
‘Come with me,’ he says. ‘The watch up there can see soldiers approaching the steps.’
He leads Arwen, Danny, and me into a corridor where a spiral staircase climbs to the gallery. Two dwarves are watching through slits like the one down by the door.
On Quintas’s order, the guards step aside, and we crowd around the slender holes, Arwen and Quintas taking one, Danny and I the other.
From up here, we can see most of the square below, but it’s empty. The steps are still hidden. Three sky ships circle slowly, taking it in turns to rain rocks down as they pass over the unseen soldiers. They must have used up their heavier ammunition, though, as the rocks are fist sized, rather than the boulders we saw earlier.
As we watch, a huddle of rectangular red shields appears at the top of the steps, held in a square formation that hides the soldiers underneath.
‘Classic Roman testudo,’ Danny says. ‘The tortoise.’
The sky ships continue their bombardment, but the rocks bounce harmlessly off the shields.
Quintas calls down to the guards by the door. ‘It must be Commander Pompeo,’ he says, with relief.
We descend to the hall as the big doors are opened, admitting a dozen dwarves led by Pompeo. He looks stunned to see us.
With no time for pleasantries, I dive straight in. ‘We’ve been to the Valley of the Lost. Doctor Brightblade’s working on the antidote.’
‘But—’
‘Please listen, Commander,’ I say. ‘The Storm King’s invasion has begun. What you see out there is just the advance guard.’ For the third time since our arrival, and as fast as I can, I explain what we’ve witnessed and the greater menace that’s on its way to Pendruka’an. ‘You must send messages to Lord Angus and Jarl Ragnold. And I need Excalibur.’
Pompeo still looks shell-shocked, but he barks orders to an officer, who salutes and jogs away.
‘The crellok tried to capture the Pellagool Eagle Gate, but we fought them off,’ he says, as he leads us from the entrance hall, leaving Quintas and his now heavily reinforced guard to protect the main doors. ‘I’ve also strengthened the forces at the Thoren and Garramsar gates.’
‘Have any crellok landed in the city?’ I ask.
‘I don’t know, but I don’t think so. They’re keeping their distance in those infernal flying machines.’ He stares at me, eyes bloodshot, face drawn. ‘And you say more are coming? How many?’
‘We don’t know. But if they can bring sky ships through the giant portal, who knows what sort of army will emerge.’
We follow Pompeo into the Pendrakken’s private antechamber, where the candled chandelier still glitters and glows. A wave of nausea hits me and the opening chords of Abba’s Dancing Queen float into my head. I smile.
‘I’ve sent word west to Jarl Ragnold and Lord Elnoth,’ Pompeo says, ‘and messengers are heading south to Isca Sulis and north to Skallagdoon.’ He pauses. ‘But it’ll take days for reinforcements to arrive, if the messengers even get through.’
‘You think they’ll be watching your roads?’ Danny asks.
‘I would be, if I were Taliesin,’ Pompeo says bleakly.
‘Then you believe us?’ I say.
‘And my own eyes,’ says Pompeo. He turns at the sound of approaching footsteps. The officer sent for Excalibur enters, the sword belt and scabbard cradled in his arms. Pompeo nods to the soldier, who holds it out to me, the brightly jewelled pommel catching the candlelight.
I unstrap the spatha and hand it to Danny, then buckle on Excalibur’s belt. As I slide the sword down by my hip, a sharp pain prickles through my head from temple to temple. The room blurs and begins to spin.
‘Asha, are you okay?’ Danny’s voice, concerned, urgent. ‘Asha?’
My sight clears and the giddiness passes. ‘I — yes, yes.’
‘You’re bleeding,’ Danny says gently, pointing to my nose.
I touch a finger to my nostrils and it comes away red. ‘Oh.’
Welcome back. An interesting adventure.
‘You can read my memories?’
‘What?’ says Danny.
Yes. And the blood will pass. Re-establishing the neural link. 
‘You didn’t tell me about that. And Dancing Queen. Now?’
‘Asha, are you—’
‘It’s okay, Danny,’ I say, wiping the dribble away with my sleeve. ‘Just the sword reconnecting.’ I turn to Pompeo, who is staring at me, as if he’s seen a ghost. ‘Excalibur is wired into my brain, Commander. It speaks to me. And right now, we need all its wisdom.’
Voices in the corridor announce the arrival, in a flurry of togas, of four angry-looking Ilex dwarves.
‘What’s happening here?’ It’s Senator Maximus, temporary leader of Ishkardia while the Pendrakken remains in a coma.  
Pompeo salutes the new arrivals. ‘The Lady Arwen Firethorn and the human girl have returned with the ingredients for Brightblade’s antidote. He’s working on it now.’
Maximus glares at me. ‘Why does she have the sword?’ He doesn’t seem interested that we’ve brought the precious plants.
‘It was appropriate, in the present circumstances,’ says Pompeo.
‘I gave no such instruction,’ says Maximus. He’s sweating profusely and his eyes bulge with a mix of fear and indignation.
‘The sword will help us,’ I say, but he holds up a hand to cut me off.
‘The Drakstadler will be the judge of that.’
‘How?’
He points an accusing finger at me. ‘You have no authority here. For all we know, you and the aelfen are part of this. Strange that you enter Ishkardia, and we find ourselves under attack.’
‘For the first time,’ one of the other toga-wearers says. His two companions murmur agreement.
‘And hundreds of dwarves have attempted to explore the Valley of the Lost. And not one has come back. But you…’
I interrupt, trying to stay polite. ‘We can explain that.’  
‘And you, Lady Firethorn,’ says Maximus, ‘are you part of this? With your extreme views on a woman’s place in society?’
This is ridiculous. Ignoring the sudden gasps of horror, I slide Excalibur free, and let the dancing candlelight shimmer down the blade.
‘This sword saved Albion,’ I say. ‘Saved your ancestors from total disaster. I promise you; it can help again. You must trust us. We are not part of Taliesin’s invasion. But we can help you.’
Maximus seems entranced by the sword, which now gives off a faint blue glow, adding theatre to my words.
‘I told you before, Senator Maximus, our being here is an accident. But it might be a useful one; we can help you defend Pendruka’an.’
Maximus blinks rapidly, as if clearing his head of a spell. He turns to Pompeo. ‘Is the palace complex secure?’
‘Yes, Senator. For now.’
‘We must call an emergency meeting of the Drakstadler.’ He puffs his chest out and throws his shoulders back, the way he did on the night he became temporary leader.
‘How many of the senators are here?’ Pompeo asks. ‘There was no business scheduled today.’
Maximus sags and addresses his colleagues. ‘Will you find out, please.’ He glances nervously around, then turns back to Pompeo. ‘Will they attack us here?’
Pompeo looks at me. ‘What do you think?’
‘Eventually,’ I say. ‘But we still have time to organise a defence.’
‘You’ll leave that to us.’ The senator’s coldness returns. ‘And if we want your help, we’ll seek it at the appropriate time.’
‘The appropriate time?’ I feel the anger building and ignore Excalibur’s warning voice. ‘Now is the appropriate time. Your troops are scattered, and an army of crellok may already be here. We must plan how to hold the city until help arrives.’
‘And so we shall,’ Maximus says brusquely. He turns to Pompeo. ‘Lock them up.’ Without looking back, he strides away, followed closely by his companions.
Pompeo shrugs and raises an eyebrow. ‘Finding the other senators will keep them busy for a while,’ he murmurs.
‘Are you going to lock us up?’ I ask.
‘Of course not,’ Pompeo says stiffly. ‘I fear Didius Brutus Maximus is a born administrator. An effective one, but not someone qualified to lead the defence of our city.’
‘You know we can help,’ I say, and I’m rewarded with a nod. ‘Then let’s start now. We need Mab Odinspear found and brought here. And we need a detailed map of Pendruka’an.’




19



Around mid-afternoon, the crellok ships withdraw from the skies above Pendruka’an, and fly eastwards towards Lake Grendlesham. The only thing left above the city is the growing pall of smoke, fuelled by a hundred fires that dot the outer parts of the dwarf capital from end to end.
The main palace entrance is being used to control who comes and goes from the complex, so Arwen, Danny and I watch from the gallery as more and more dwarves arrive. Though snippets of dwarfish conversation float up to us, Arwen learns nothing of use to share.
A group of green-cowled Shrooving Monks, led by Abbot Uhlan Broadfern, catches my eye as it clears a path through the crowded space. As if sensing he’s being watched, Broadfern’s face lifts, and he stares straight up at me, holding my gaze. If he’s surprised to see me, he doesn’t show it, but nods impassively before hurrying away with his colleagues.
Mab and Arwen’s mother, Lady Isabelle, arrive together, and join us on the gallery.
‘What possessed you, Arwen Firethorn?’ Lady Isabelle says, for the third time, as she paces up and down in front of her daughter. ‘All those lost expeditions. That could have been you.’
‘Och, mother, we think the last two groups were captured by the crellok,’ says Arwen, realising too late that this isn’t a helpful observation.
‘Does the cause of a disappearance matter?’ her mother scolds. ‘If it’s not the weather, or the terrain, or wild animals, or bandits—’
‘They’re good people, mother,’ Arwen cuts in. ‘They rescued Asha and me, and they helped us find the ingredients for the antidote.’
‘And you say that dwarves have been enslaved by these crellok?’ Lady Isabelle flashes back. ‘You could have been taken by them, too.’
‘But she wasn’t,’ says Mab, raising both hands in submission to his lord’s wife. ‘And while I, too, disapprove of their actions, I cannae argue with the result.’
‘Is Brightblade working on the cure?’ I ask him.
Mab nods. ‘Aye, lass, and if it can be fashioned, Septimus will find a way.’
Commander Pompeo wades through the growing crowds in the entrance hall and beckons us down, then escorts us to a room high in the palace, with a balcony giving an unobstructed view over the city.
He’s carrying a curled sheet of paper under his arm, which he unfurls on the uncomfortably low balustrade that separates us from a dizzying drop to the Stump below. It’s the map I asked for.
‘There’s no sign of the crellok and we have all the gates secured,’ he says.  
‘Why do you think they withdrew?’ asks Danny, as he leans his tall frame nonchalantly on the low stone rail.
‘Out of ammunition, I imagine,’ says Pompeo.
‘Perhaps it was just a raid?’ Mab says hopefully.
‘They’re here to stay,’ I say, ‘and they’ll be back. They’ve probably gone to join the gate party; to escort it here.’
‘You’re certain of what you saw?’ Mab asks the question he’s already posed several times, apparently unhappy with the repeated answer.
‘The sky ships are proof enough,’ I say.
‘Will they land the portal inside the city?’ Pompeo asks.
Unlikely. That would require all-round defence to protect it from close quarter attack, as well as from above.
‘No,’ I say, paraphrasing Excalibur. ‘They’d be too vulnerable.’
‘Then we must defend the gates and the outer wall,’ says Pompeo, ‘until reinforcements can get here.’
‘They could bring siege engines,’ Danny observes.
… but the sky ships are the immediate priority.
‘Yes,’ I say to both comments. ‘Ravi and Roly are already working on a way to stop the ships. Professor, when we’ve finished here, would you join them?’
Mab nods, and I run my finger over the map, along the line of the city’s outer wall. ‘We need to delay them — keep them outside as long as we can — but our main defence must be here.’ My finger now traces the inner wall. ‘And our fallback position is here,’ I add, stamping my foot on the ground.
Pompeo nods his agreement.
Where is all this coming from? I’m not a military strategist.
You are now.
‘How long will it take for your armies to march back?’ Danny asks Pompeo.
‘Messengers are looking for the first serviceable signal stations, north, south, and west. If the network is undamaged, it could still take five or six days for any of them to get here in force.’ Pompeo pauses. ‘Any breaks in the line will have to be covered by riders. That will mean even more delay.’
‘What about the units you sent west to help Jarl Ragnold?’ asks Mab.
‘They may not have reached him yet, so they could be recalled sooner,’ says Pompeo.
‘So,’ I summarise, ‘even in the best-case scenario, we may have to hold the city for several days before any help arrives.’ Again, Pompeo nods his agreement.
Clear the city. Barricade all roads. Find ways to slow the enemy down.
‘We have to evacuate the city,’ I say. ‘Where would your people go in an emergency?’
‘A lot would make for the clan lands,’ says Mab, ‘but the caves and mine workings under Vilderkrug are as good a temporary shelter as any.’
‘Won’t you be trapped in there if they capture the mountain?’ Danny asks.
‘Och, there are plenty of routes out, laddie,’ says Mab. ‘Some of them emerge far beyond Pendruka’an. If our folk are under Mount Vilderkrug, the Storm King will nay have them.’
‘Then we need to get all the women and children, and the old and infirm inside the mountain,’ says Lady Isabelle.
‘Now wait just a minute,’ says Arwen. ‘All the women? We can fight, too, Mother. And those who cannae wield a sword or a spear, can tend the wounded, send messages, and keep our fighters fed.’
‘She’s right,’ I say, as Pompeo looks like he’ll protest. ‘We need all the hands we can get.’
‘You’ll have to get the Drakstadler to agree to all of this,’ says Mab sceptically.
‘Some chance of that,’ says Pompeo sourly. ‘They’re probably still debating procedurals for making critical decisions without the Pendrakken.’
‘Arwen,’ I ask, ‘how quickly can you muster your supporters?’
She glances sheepishly at her mother. ‘I can have three hundred here by teatime. A thousand by nightfall.’
‘A thousand?’ says Lady Isabelle, staring at her daughter.
‘If they haven’t already run,’ says Pompeo.
‘They haven’t,’ Arwen says defiantly.
‘Do it,’ I say.
She hesitates, looking at her mother again. Lady Isabelle looks like she might refuse her permission, but then she nods, takes her daughter’s arm and together they leave.
Pompeo watches the Firethorns disappear, then turns to me. ‘While I welcome your advice, you are not in charge here.’
‘We can’t wait for your Drakstadler to make decisions,’ I say. ‘You said yourself they’re arguing over procedures. They’re administrators.’
‘Some of them,’ says Pompeo. ‘But there are old soldiers among them, too.’
‘Who have never faced an external enemy. Taliesin could be here any time.’
‘And you are a young human girl,’ Pompeo says.
‘With Excalibur’s knowledge and experience to draw on. Do you have a better advisor?’
Pompeo consider this, then says, ‘I will be held responsible, so I am in charge. But it’s a sound plan.’
‘Then start preparations. They can be undone if the Drakstadler doesn’t approve or the situation changes.’
‘The lassie’s right,’ says Mab. He waves at the door. ‘I’m going to head downstairs to give her young colleagues a hand.’
Pompeo looks from me to Danny and then to Excalibur. ‘Very well. You might as well come with me. I’m checking on the main gates.’
◆◆◆
 
At the foot of the great steps is an open carriage, with a driver and spear-armed dwarf sitting up front.
‘It’ll take us hours to walk the walls,’ says Pompeo, and we all climb into the back.
Moving briskly through the city, there is almost no sign of damage until we pass the middle wall. Our pace slows, as the driver negotiates rubble-strewn streets. Some buildings still burn, and lines of dwarves with water-filled buckets, or brass-hatted firemen with hand-pumped fire carts, work hard to stem the flames. Elsewhere, the smoking shells of blackened buildings bear witness to places where these efforts have been in vain.
We head for the eastern Pellagool Gate, the scene of the only direct fighting so far. The towering eagles are marked by violence, dirty-black splashes covering their wings where burning materials have been dropped on them from the sky ships. I brace myself to see piles of bodies, like those at Druid’s Scar, but there are none.
A tough-looking Ilex dwarf greets us with a curt salute and produces a plan, which appears to show the gate’s defences. He and Pompeo drop into conversation, pausing to study the document before looking around, as if matching reality to the plan. This inspection done, Pompeo beckons us to follow him under the arching wings of the eagles, through the open doors to the bridge outside the walls.
Only there is no bridge. And the deep, dry ditch that runs around the city is filling with water.
‘The moat has only been full twice in my lifetime,’ says Pompeo, as he watches water flowing from the direction of the mountain.
‘What happened to the bridge?’ Danny asks, as we peer across at the road on the other side.
Pompeo stamps a boot on the ground. ‘Retracted underneath here. Clever system. The same mechanism starts the water flowing.’ He peers up at the walls. ‘It’ll make it harder for our green friends to break through the gates.’
‘Unless they just fly over,’ I say.
‘How many ships do you think they have?’ It’s said almost conversationally, but the anxiety prompting the question is clear.
‘I don’t know. Probably what you’ve already seen plus the ones travelling with the big portal. They can’t bring more ships through till they land and set it up again.’
And, as previously discussed, landing makes them vulnerable to attack.
‘That’s probably why they chose the Badlands for their entry point,’ I say, picking up Excalibur’s train of thought. ‘Keep the portal, the ships, and the advanced guard safe from attack. Then get them as close as possible before the main invasion force comes through.’
‘But it still means taking on these walls,’ says Danny, peering up at the stone wings that tower above us.
‘Like I said, they can fly over. And maybe they have other ways to get inside.’ I bite my lip and don’t voice my suspicion that Taliesin has allies in Ishkardia.
‘Everything’s in order here,’ says Pompeo, breaking in on my thoughts. ‘We need to move on. The Thoren Twins next,’ but before he’s taken two paces towards the waiting carriage, a shout rings down from the walls that stops him in his tracks. He swings around and stares at the eastern horizon …
… where the sky is filling with tiny dots, signalling the return of the crellok.
◆◆◆
 
The second attack is desultory, with few of the sky ships flying directly over the city. Instead, they circle out beyond the walls, the distant taunts of their crews barely audible.
‘What are they doing?’ Danny asks, as we reach the next gate and Pompeo goes through a second inspection.
They want to see if the city can bite back.
For a moment, Excalibur’s words make no sense. Then I nod. ‘They’re testing our defences. This morning they took the city by surprise. This time we knew they’d be coming. They want to see if we can hit them from distance.’
The last words are barely out of my mouth when a volley of arrows is shot from the wall above. The pencil thin lines arc across the space between the city and the sky ships, dropping harmlessly, well short of their targets and triggering louder jeers from the crellok crews.
‘They’ll also be counting,’ I say. ‘Tell your soldiers to stop shooting,’ I call over to Pompeo, who is deep in conversation with the gate commander. He turns and frowns, then nods awareness. His shouted order passes like a wave along the wall and no more arrows fly.
With the sky ships keeping their distance, we move on to the final gate, the two great bears with their helmets and spears. Like the Thoren Gate, each spear has a crow’s nest at its tip. There’s no sign of an external ladder, so the dwarves must access the vantage point from inside the thick spear shafts.
‘Wouldn’t want to be up there,’ says Danny, seeing me staring at a crow’s nest, ‘when those things fly back over the city.’
I’m about to say they’re decent lookout posts when two sky ships break from the circling fleet and head straight towards us.
‘Above, Danny,’ I call, and we duck into an alcove built into the booted foot of the western most bear. Pompeo joins us, just as a pair of fiery projectiles crashes onto the street. Sparks fly, startling the ponies harnessed to our carriage. Another flaming pot is tossed down, and the driver and his guard jump from their seats and roll away as burning debris showers them and the carriage. In unison, they spring to their feet and dash into cover. The ponies, with nobody to stop them, bolt with our carriage, wisps of burning material trailing from the empty vehicle.
We step out to the open gate and watch the crellok ships retreat, then a shout from above makes me look up, to where a face peers from a bear’s ear.
‘Let’s get a better view,’ says Pompeo, and points to a door that opens from the foot of the eastern bear.
Inside the doorway, stone steps spiral upwards in dizzying circles, lit at regular intervals by guttering storm lanterns. My thighs are aching by the time we emerge into a room with slitted windows that look out in all directions. Judging from the odd shape of the room, we must be in the bear’s head.
A soldier salutes Pompeo, then gestures to an old-fashioned telescope that stands on a tripod in front of one of the window slits. Pompeo puts an eye to the telescope, steadies his vision, then exhales loudly. He steps back, and signals for me.
The telescope is aimed across the city towards the Thoren Gate and the land beyond. As I adjust the focus, something distant swims into view.
Something ominously familiar.
‘Is that the portal?’ asks Pompeo.
‘It is,’ I say, as I watch the two sky ships with the big load and at least a dozen escort vessels, all flying high and roughly parallel to the city. ‘They’re keeping their distance.’
Their arrival prompts a change in the tactics of the circling ships nearby, which now break ranks and swing in over the walls, once more raining fire on Pendruka’an. Ignoring the dull thud of projectiles crashing down, I stay focused on the portal’s approach. As it flies over the road that leads to the Thoren Gate, the ships transporting it turn and start to descend.  
‘They’re hiding it,’ I mutter, as it disappears behind woodland to the west of the northern road.
‘Why not fly it in by night? Hide it completely,’ Danny asks.
‘Maybe they’re afraid of damaging it in the dark? Maybe, they want us to know what’s coming.’ I stand away from the telescope, to let Danny look, and turn to Pompeo. ‘We need to get back to the palace.’
He nods. ‘The command tunnels are quickest.’
We head back down the spiralling steps then take another set of steps that descend below street level. At the bottom, tunnels lead off in three directions.
Storm lanterns glow at each entrance and several unlit straw torches stand in brackets on the wall. Pompeo takes one, opens a lantern, and uses the exposed flame to light the torch, before closing the lantern. As the fire takes hold in the straw, he points to the middle tunnel.
‘This way. It will take at least half an hour, if we can keep up a fast enough pace.’
The tunnel is narrow, and while a dwarf might find it easy to negotiate, Danny and I have to stoop to avoid hitting the low brick ceiling. We climb steadily and pass two doorways, which, Pompeo tells us, lead to the inner walls and further tunnels. It’s a relief to finally reach the steps that curl back to ground level.
We emerge into the inner courtyard of the palace, which is now filled with dwarves bustling around, some of whom are carrying bags and bits of furniture, with no apparent order to their movement. Danny and I glance at each other, and he mouths one word: Panic.
We follow Pompeo into the palace, where he speaks to several guards who disappear in different directions. He leads us back to the room from which we surveyed the city a few hours earlier, where two more guards salute us. From the balcony, there’s a perfect view of the aerial bombardment.
The deep orange ball of the sun is lowering to the western hills. Golden rays glint off the spears of the Garramsar Bears, who, from up here, look more like teddies than the mighty fighting creatures of dwarf legend. Each sky ship and its tall balloon are bathed in the same warm light, incongruous to their deadly purpose.
Unlike the chaos we witnessed in the courtyard, the sky ships’ movements are slow and precise and, unlike before, clearly working to a plan. Their efforts are focused on the gates that lead through the second line of defensive walls. Plumes of smoke are starting to rise again from the buildings close to those gates.
‘Softening them up,’ says Pompeo grimly.
‘Seems pointless if they haven’t got the outer wall,’ Danny observes.
I squint towards the distant woodland behind which the portal disappeared. ‘Do you have any telescopes up here?’
Pompeo turns to the sentries and barks an order. They leave the room, returning a minute later, each carrying a telescope and a tripod, which they set up beside the balcony’s balustrade.
I peer through one while Pompeo uses the other.
‘Can you see it?’ he asks.
‘No. They’ve chosen that location well. We’ll have no idea what’s coming through. How far from the walls?’
‘That’s Fastolf’s Wood,’ says Pompeo, eye still glued to the telescope. ‘Half a league from the Thoren Gate. Another half a league to the far side.’
I do the maths. ‘So, assuming they landed just behind the wood, they’re about five kilometres from the outer wall.’
‘Why so far?’ asks Danny, as Pompeo steps aside to let him look.
‘Too far for a missile attack from the city,’ I say, ‘or a raid. They’d have time to move it if we approached.’
‘Do you think they’ll attack tonight?’ Pompeo asks.
‘Makes sense. I don’t suppose you have any searchlights?’ I say.
Pompeo just stares blankly at me.
‘Oo, oo, we can help with that,’ says Roly, appearing on the balcony. He’s followed by Ravi and Mab.
‘Young Master Patel asked the same question a few hours ago,’ says Mab. ‘And it just so happens we had the right components.’ It’s my turn to stare, and Mab grins. ‘Lucidius Lupus Gladio commissioned me and a number of my fellow scientists and engineers to create lights for the city walls.’
‘Some form of defence?’ asks Danny. 
‘Some form of entertainment,’ says Mab. ‘Lucidius wants the city to shine at night. Like a jewel at the heart of Ishkardia were the words he used, I think. Anyway, we’ve repurposed some of those lights. Added a bit more oomph with small candling stones and an extra layer of magnification to focus the beam and presto! Highly serviceable searchlights.’
‘How many of them?’ asks Pompeo.
‘A dozen. We could probably fashion six more.’
‘Place two up here and the rest on the inner wall,’ I say, checking at the authority in my voice, ‘but keep a couple in reserve.’
‘That’s what we thought,’ says Mab, giving me a curious look, before glancing at Pompeo, who nods.
‘And what about ways to shoot those ships down?’ Danny asks.
‘Oo, even better,’ says Roly, rubbing his hands together. He looks across at Ravi. ‘We didn’t know they had dragon slayers here.’
‘They what?’ I say, then remember that, according to Arwen, there used to be dragons in Ishkardia.
‘We found enough old parts to construct four ballistae,’ says Ravi. ‘Like big crossbows. Some of the engineers are working on them now.’
‘We just need to find some big ballista bolts,’ says Roly. ‘Mister MacTee said he knows someone that knew someone else that had a friend whose uncle might just know where there’s an old store of them.’
‘And we should be able to cast more once we have one to copy,’ says Ravi. ‘Either that, or we adapt them to hurl rocks.’
‘I can have some of our smithies work on new bolts,’ says Pompeo.
‘Does Pendruka’an have a museum?’ I ask.
‘Aye, lass,’ says Mab. ‘Oh, I see what you’re getting at. We can check.’
And hurling rocks will be useful. The longer the attack goes on, the more ammunition you’ll have, Excalibur mutters in my head.
‘Adapting the ballistae for rocks, too, is a good idea. Can you work on that?’ Ravi and Roly nod. ‘And we’ll need a way to protect the lights from airborne attack,’ I add.
‘I’ll get my men straight onto it,’ says Pompeo, no longer questioning my instructions. ‘We have some daylight left.’
‘What about the Drakstadler?’ I ask.
‘Oh, I think we should leave them to their deliberations,’ says Mab. ‘Commander Pompeo can make a report on our defensive works later. Much later.’ 
◆◆◆
 
As darkness falls, Danny and I go with Pompeo to tour the inner wall. Pompeo has issued a series of emergency orders, one of which bans the use of any unauthorised lights in the city. Not that it makes much difference, as so many fires still burn. But the fires burn outside the protective ring of the inner wall, the crellok having only sporadically approached the city’s heart.
It’s through darkened streets, then, that the new searchlights are being wheeled to strategic places.
Pompeo briefly considered placing the ballistae on the outer wall, until I pointed out the need to concentrate our defence.
‘The crellok will just fly round them. Better to protect the inner city.’
Agreeing, the dwarf commander has ordered one to be placed on the palace battlements, with the others at the inner wall’s three gates.
‘Protecting these weapons will have to be a priority,’ he says, as we watch a ballista being lifted by a small crane to the top of the wall, next to its central gate.
Close to the ballista, one of the searchlights is readying to sweep the sky for attackers. Not that any have bothered us recently. Since sundown, there have been none of the tell-tale crumping sounds and explosions of sparks and flames, and no jeering crellok crews have rained insults and rocks on our heads. In fact, the city is eerily quiet.
‘I’m glad so many folk have gone into the mountain,’ says Mab, appearing next to me, making me jump.
‘Sensible,’ I say, and take the overcoat that he holds out to me, draping it loosely over my shoulders to help ward off the night’s chill. ‘Thank you. How’s it going?’
‘Well, I think. The palace ballista is in place, and this one’s nearly ready,’ he adds, looking up to where it is now being unhooked from the crane. Close by, a group of dwarves are piling sharp-pointed ballista bolts. ‘Didn’t take long to put them together, once we’d found the bits and pieces.’ He smiles at me. ‘And the museum had a decent stash of spares and old bolts. Good thinking.’
Another group passes us carrying more of the bolts, though instead of a broad arrowhead, these have pots attached awkwardly to their shafts.
‘Oils and resin, Asha,’ says Mab. ‘You aim with the hope that the pot smashes, spreading its contents.’
‘Then what?’
‘Archers shoot flaming arrows at them.’
‘An innovative, if brutal solution,’ a voice says behind us. It’s Abbot Broadfern, accompanied by four green-cowled monks. ‘The human methods of violence come easily to you, Professor.’
‘What would you have me do, Abbot?’ Mab says. ‘You think a few prayers will spare us from the Storm King’s wrath?’
‘If he really is behind all of this,’ Broadfern says, his eyes staying on me, his expression neutral.
‘It’s him,’ I say, taking up the implied challenge.
‘Did you see him?’
‘No.’
‘Then perhaps this is the crellok alone.’
‘Och, invade another realm? Those green beasties ne’er had the wit for something like this,’ says Mab.
‘So our old stories tell us,’ Broadfern says mildly, ‘but who’s to say what has happened in the intervening centuries. Perhaps the humans have been…’ He pauses and shakes his head.
‘Have been what?’ I ask.
‘I was going to say meddling. Or maybe it’s the aelfen,’ he adds, glancing over at Danny.
‘Or perhaps it’s the Storm King,’ I say, failing to hide my disdain.
Broadfern doesn’t bother to reply, but nods to Mab, gives me another searching look, then leads his monks out through the gateway and into the night.
‘That dwarf has a way of appearing when you least expect him,’ says Mab coldly.
‘What, like you just did,’ I say. ‘Will the Shrooving Monks fight?’
‘I doubt it,’ he says. ‘They never have before. Canny laddies.’
Through the veil of smoke that hangs over the city, stars glitter in a clear sky. I shiver and put the coat on properly.
As well as keeping me warm, its pungently oiled material goes some way to masking my own body odour. Some, but not all the way. ‘I need a bath.’
‘And probably some food,’ says Mab. ‘You’re not needed here. Why don’t you and your aelfen friend go up to the palace while it’s quiet?’
I call Danny over and together we head back. Pompeo has declared a curfew after sunset, so the streets we move through are empty, save for the occasional soldier hurrying to or from the inner wall. Danny and I each carry a small piece of paper, with Pompeo’s waxed seal on it, authorising us to move around after dark.
As we cross the square, the palace complex looms above us, brightly lit in a hundred places, a huge target for the crellok. The order to quench all lights clearly does not apply here. I make a mental note to talk to Pompeo about it.
The temporary barricade has now been replaced by a more substantial one, which completely blocks access to the steep steps leading up the Stump. As we approach, one of the dozen guards pulls part of the barricade aside and steps out, holding up a hand to stop us. He checks our documents twice, saying something in dwarfish that neither of us understands. Whatever it is, our shrugs of incomprehension draw a scowl, but our papers satisfy him, and he hands them back and steps aside to allow us entry.
We haven’t moved when one of his companions hisses and points towards the inner wall.
A searchlight has been switched on, illuminating two sky ships. We’re too far away to see what the crew of the ballista is doing, but the ships are coming in low, skimming the rooftops as they glide swiftly out of the shaft of light that now flashes across the sky trying to catch sight of them again.
I draw Excalibur. ‘Do any of you speak English?’
The guards stare at me silently.
I gesticulate to where the ships were, then to the palace. ‘Quintus Decimus?’ One of the guards takes the hint and dashes for the steps.
The searchlight has swept around, and its stark beam flashes back and forth over our heads but the ships have gone into the haze and blackness.
‘They were low,’ says Danny.
‘We’d better get inside,’ I say, and I’m about to sheathe Excalibur when the sword’s voice fills my head.
Warning. Two groups. Around thirty in each. Left and right.
‘They’ve landed?’
Yes.
‘What?’ says Danny.
‘They’re on the ground,’ I call.
Chattering and grunting sounds come from the west, as out of the darkness shapes stream towards us.
‘Stay together,’ I shout, and level Excalibur at the first crellok. A shimmer of blue ripples up the blade and the creature falls twitching to the ground. Its companions hesitate, probably unsure of the weapon’s power.
Second group approaching from east. Retreat to the steps.
‘Back behind the barricade,’ I call, then realise that Danny and I are the only ones still outside it.  The dwarves are already hunched down in its cover, rectangular red shields resting on the top, spear points thrust out over the waist-high barrier.
The crellok rush forward again, growling and gabbling as they circle around. They ignore the barricade and the dwarves behind it, zeroing in on us.
I swing Excalibur in an arcing strike that rips a small wooden shield from a crellok’s hand and flattens two others with a familiar flash of blue light. Spears stab towards me as they move in but without pressing their attack.
I bump against Danny and now we’re back-to-back, surrounded by the chittering green creatures with their nightmare faces. Living, breathing gargoyles in dirty-brown armour that are trying to shepherd us away from the safety of the barricade.
I swing my blade again and the crellok give it space to swish harmlessly through the air, conscious now of its power. Behind me, I can feel Danny lunging and slashing with his own blade, the long spatha I gave him. But the crellok still don’t press home. We’re slowly being pushed west, away to the shadows at the edge of the square.
The second group of crellok now cross from the east. A handful of them stop to face the dwarves, apparently content to keep them pinned behind the barricade. For their part, the dwarves simply watch as we’re forced away.
‘They’re trying to capture us,’ Danny hisses.
They want me.
‘But how…’ I lunge forward, and one of the crellok grips the blade with gloved hands. Then another grabs at Excalibur and I will the sword to shock them loose.
Excalibur obliges and another pair of crellok are down but we’re being driven steadily further into the shadows, as a sound like drumming starts to build.
From the direction of the inner wall, dozens of shadows emerge from the streets that meet the square. They charge towards us, headlong into the back of the crowding crellok, screaming dwarf women, armed with pots and pans and brooms. 
Another crellok makes a grab for the sword, then I’m hit on the side of the head by the flat of a blade. I grip Excalibur tightly as everything starts to spin and I collapse slowly into the mass of bodies.
Like banshees, the dwarf women snarl and shriek at our attackers and hit them with their makeshift weapons. As the crellok turn to face the onslaught, Danny drags me to my feet.
One crellok stabs a spear at Danny’s back, and I push my friend aside. With a shout of rage, Excalibur is sliding forward, and I’m barely aware that it’s me holding it, as the blade slices through the leather armour and bites deep into the crellok’s arm. It squeals in pain, then is forced backwards and off its feet by the surge of angry women.
A horn blares from the top of the steps, soldiers stream down from the palace, and the barricade is quickly opened to let them through.
The crellok, their surprise attack a failure, and now outnumbered, retreat to the shadows, dragging their wounded with them. A second horn blows and the dwarves from the palace form a loose shield wall, facing the crellok to the west, while the women, responding to a shouted order from Arwen Firethorn, join the barricade guards to threaten the eastern group.
But the crellok have had enough and within moments they’re running into the dark streets.
Soon, their sky ships are airborne again and heading back towards the main wall, this time, caught in the beams of two searchlights from the palace battlements. Lights on the inner wall join them, and a loud twang announces the first use of a ballista. A projectile slices through the night to spear one of the sky ships’ balloons, rupturing it, while the other flees into the darkness. The damaged ship staggers away but, as it reaches the inner wall, it’s hit by another projectile. Fiery arrows streak towards the ship, triggering flames that snake across its hull. It limps on briefly, but then plummets to the ground, out of sight. 
‘Looks like the professor’s secret weapon works,’ I say grimly, trying not to think of the crellok crew’s fate.
‘Are you okay?’ says Danny, gripping my shoulders.
‘I, yes, yes. Is everyone else?’
‘I think so. But you’re bleeding.’
I touch my left cheek and feel the sting of a wound under my fingers.
‘Let’s get you up there,’ he says, guiding me towards the barricade.
‘Did you see us? Did you see us?’ Arwen shouts excitedly, running over. She’s flushed with her triumph, but then she sees my blood. ‘Och, you’re hurt.’
‘It’s nothing. Great timing,’ I say. I go to sheathe Excalibur, then remember the crellok with its arm impaled and wipe the blade, before returning it to its scabbard.
‘That was close,’ says Arwen, as the three of us climb the steps. ‘Lucky my ladies and I were just heading to the palace. Why did the crellok attack here, d’you think?’
‘They were after Asha,’ says Danny.
‘They were after the sword,’ I correct him, patting Excalibur’s pommel.
‘Probably both,’ says Danny. ‘Either way, how did they know where to find you?’
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After a proper wash and some food, sleep comes easily, but my head barely feels like it’s hit the pillow when Mab is gently shaking me awake. He’s arranged for all my things to be washed and dried, suggesting I’ve had several hours’ rest. It’s in clean kit, then, that I struggle after him and up to the high balcony in the first light of dawn.
Senator Maximus and four other dwarves are looking nervously to the north. Three of them were at our last meeting with the senator, but no one introduces us.
I guess that Pompeo, who stands at one of the telescopes, has reluctantly persuaded them to accept my presence. ‘They’re coming,’ he says with a curt nod and steps aside.
I take his place. It’s aimed at Fastolf’s Wood, and it takes a moment for my tired eye to focus the image against the murky grey backdrop. But no time at all to understand its meaning.
Rank upon rank of crellok are emerging from behind the wood, shadowy figures with no detail visible yet, their lines swaying gently as they march in step, onto the northern road, and form up to face the Thoren Brothers’ gate.
And then something else emerges from behind the dark woodland. It trundles forward on enormous wheels that stand taller than the crellok, pulled from hiding by huge figures that must be at least twice as tall as the ranks of soldiers in front of them. They drag what looks like a giant sling shot onto the road behind the assembling host.
‘Trebuchet,’ says Mab, standing at the second telescope. ‘And Taliesin has been busy in Fearann Mor.’
I remember the name. ‘Giants?’
‘Aye. We’ll be hard pressed if he has many of those laddies in his ranks.’
A second and a third trebuchet are hauled onto the road, as banners, still indistinct in the half light, are raised above the massed crellok that wait for an order to advance. Before it comes, though, the sky ships rise into the air from the fields around Fastolf’s Wood. Ten, twenty, forty ships; forming into loose groups that circle well out of range of the walls.
‘It’s like War of the Worlds,’ I whisper.
‘What’s that?’ asks Mab.
‘A book, about an invasion from Mars. Those ships remind me of the fighting machines when they first appear.’
‘Who wins?’
‘We do.’ But only because Earth’s biology defeats the Martians. Could we do something similar to the crellok?
Angrily, I brush the thought away. If we stoop to biological warfare we’d be as bad as the Storm King.
As daylight seeps colour back into the greyed-out palette of early morning, I focus on one of the trebuchets, a spindly contraption, quite flimsy-looking, with its long arm in a frame that must be five or six metres tall. If they can bring something like this through the portal…
‘What if they have guns?’ I ask. ‘Cannon?’
Most of the dwarves just stare blankly at me, but Mab grunts. ‘Then it’ll be a short siege.’
‘From everything the old man has told me,’ says Danny, joining us on the balcony, ‘his brother hates anything modern invented by humans. Besides, he’s like a well-fed cat with a mouse.’
‘He’s what?’ says Pompeo, frowning.
‘He likes to play with his food. He’ll take his time.’
‘And he needs a proving ground for his troops,’ says Mab, ‘before he tackles Britannia.’ He glances at me. ‘But you do have guns and all manner of other beasties.’
‘That’s only any good if there’s somebody to fire them,’ I say, thinking of the coup and the people now in charge of Britain. I have a horrible feeling that, rather than shooting at Taliesin, they’ll be scattering flowers on the ground in front of his invading armies.
‘They’re moving,’ says Mab, and he stands aside to let Pompeo see.
The commander takes a quick look. ‘Then there’s work to be done,’ he says, straightening. He turns to Senator Maximus, who has a bearskin draped over his shoulders that makes him look obese. ‘You should consider evacuating the Drakstadler to the mines below Vilderkrug.’
Maximus hesitates. ‘This is the most defensible place in the city?’
‘Except for the mountain, yes.’
‘Then until the Pendrakken is fully recovered, we stay here.’
‘As you wish,’ says Pompeo, though he looks at me and raises an eyebrow.
‘Now, we must start today’s session early,’ says Maximus, bustling to the door, followed closely by his four companions. Danny and I are left with Mab and Pompeo.
‘How long will the antidote take?’ the commander asks.
‘Septimus believes he can administer it today,’ says Mab. ‘He’s studied all the ancient texts, and he’s confident of success.’
‘He can’t know it’ll work,’ says Pompeo grimly. He waves at the door, then points to the city’s outer wall. ‘They’ll be through that before nightfall. And I don’t want to have to worry about guarding a load of politicians.’
‘We’ll know if the antidote is working by tomorrow morning,’ says Mab. ‘But I’ll ask Septimus if the patients can be moved today. Is the bridge open?’
Pompeo nods. ‘And guarded.’
‘The Bridge of Despair,’ Mab reminds me. ‘I pointed it out from the water cable. An escape route from the back of the palace to the mountain in times of trouble.’
‘But nobody expected us to be attacked from the air,’ says Pompeo. ‘If we need to get them out, I’d rather they use the tunnels. If anything changes, send word with a guard.’ He disappears into the corridor beyond.
‘The tunnels,’ I say, remembering the stooping journey from the Garramsar Gate. ‘How many are there?’
‘The city is honeycombed with them,’ says Mab, then he frowns. ‘I get your meaning, lass. I’m sure Pompeo will have them guarded.’
‘He’ll need to have a way to block them, too,’ I say, ‘or it won’t just be the outer wall we’ve lost by nightfall.’
‘What do we do now?’ says Danny.
The dwarves must strengthen their main defence lines, above and below ground.
‘We have to make sure the inner wall is secure,’ I say. ‘And the tunnels. And there must be ways to slow the crellok down.’
‘Boobytraps, you mean?’ asks Mab. He runs a hand over the twin forks of his beard. ‘If we can stop them bringing those contraptions to the wall, then we might be able to hold out a bit longer.’
‘A bit longer for what?’ asks Danny, peering through one of the telescopes. ‘There could be tens of thousands of those things out there. Has it occurred to you that all your armies might not be enough to stop them?’
‘Then we’ll go underground and fight for every shaft and corridor,’ says Mab defiantly.
‘We have to destroy the portal,’ I say. ‘Cut off their reinforcements.’
‘They’ll only build another,’ says Danny.
‘But it would give us time,’ says Mab. ‘Though how we get to them out there, I cannae fathom.’ He turns to leave.
‘Where are you going?’
‘To help your friends. Messrs Dipps and Patel have fine brains indeed. I’m sure together we can conjure some more nasties for the invaders.’ He steps into the corridor, then pauses. ‘And one other thing. Someone needs to keep an eye out for young Arwen. She’s a fiery wee thing and I fear she’ll see this crisis as a chance to prove a point.’
‘That women can fight as well as men?’ I say. ‘If we’re to hold out, everyone will need to help.’
‘Aye, lassie, aye, but the heir to the House of Thorns will want to lead from the front.’
I don’t know if it’s Excalibur, but a cold shiver runs through me. If Arwen wants to be at the front, I’ll need to be with her. Not to protect her, but because it’s where I’m meant to be.
◆◆◆
 
The crellok attack again as the sun rises, golden shafts of light slanting across the plain to illuminate war banners of green and red and blue. Sunlight reflects off spear points as the Storm King’s army advances towards Pendruka’an’s mighty outer wall.
Is he with them?
I once came face-to-face with him, standing on the threshold of the portal created by the scientists of Caliburn Sci-Tech. Created to let him return to Britannia. But that plan failed, thanks to Excalibur and me destroying it, sending Taliesin back to wherever he came from.
Maybe it was Salbodunum, and I remember the grotesque creatures that stood beside him in the entrance to the portal. I know now they were crellok.
Is it my fault they’re here? Taliesin failed to get into Britain, so is this an easier option? Or was Mab right, and he wants to test his armies on a lesser foe before invading the heart of Albion.
If that was his thinking, the dwarves are working hard to prove him wrong, as they throw back the waves of crellok that hurl themselves at the big main gates. As each attack line charges forward, it disappears from my view, hidden by the wall, and I have to guess what’s happening by the fevered movement on the wide walkway behind the battlements, and the puffs of dust that erupt every time a projectile impacts the stonework.
The sources of those projectiles are visible from here. Twelve trebuchets have been wheeled from the woods, four to each gate, slinging boulders at the massive statues and the sturdy wooden doors they frame. The trebuchets are fed by wagons loaded with the big stones, each pulled by teams of oxen, a steady stream of ammunition from the direction of the hidden portal.
We have to destroy it. But how?
From up here, sometimes viewing the action through one of the telescopes, and only able to hear the occasional cheering or the crash of a boulder smacking onto stone, it’s like being at the cinema, watching a silent movie. A fiction, an imagined story. Hard to believe it’s real.
Even the circling sky ships fail to rid me of that impression. They’re keeping their distance from our central defences, perhaps fearing Ravi and Roly’s improvised ballistae. The focus, instead, is on the area just inside the main wall where more fires crackle among buildings already ravished by yesterday’s pounding.
Around mid-morning, a big building next to the wide boulevard that runs from the Thoren Gate, and up till now surprisingly unscathed, is struck by incendiaries from three sky ships. Plumes of smoke begin to rise as flames lick at the windows in the upper storeys, while dwarves exit the building, some hobbling, some carried on stretchers.
I focus the telescope on the building, where a rush of female dwarves, clear from their skirts and lack of armour, head towards the fire, carrying buckets. And is that green-bonneted figure directing them Arwen?
Tired of watching from a safe distance and with Mab’s plea repeating in my head, I call for Danny, and together we head down to the entrance hall. Quintas Decimus, the young Ilex officer, is there, and Danny hands his precious bowler hat to the dwarf, asking him to keep it safe. Quintas gives Danny a Roman helmet in return.
‘Surprised this thing fits,’ Danny says as we descend the wide stairway to the square below.
‘Suits you,’ I say, smiling. ‘Maybe I should have asked for one.’ I’ve left the battered helmet I used in the Badlands somewhere in the palace. It was too tight anyway.
‘Are you sure we should be doing this?’ Danny says, as we jog towards the central of the three gates that pierce the inner wall.
‘It’s our fight as much as theirs.’
‘You still need to be careful. There’s only one Excalibur.’
‘Thanks. There’s only one me, too.’
‘Yeah, kid, I didn’t mean it like— woah!’
The ground is trembling. A moment later, a deep, rumbling roar heralds an orange mushroom cloud, that curls into the sky from beyond the second wall.
‘Thought you said they wouldn’t have guns?’ I increase my pace as we run through the gate.
‘That wasn’t a gun.’
‘That big building?’
‘Maybe. Come on.’
As we reach the second wall, we run into a haze of choking smoke that makes my eyes sting and slows our pace as we try to cover our mouths. The orange cloud is dissipating, drifting lazily away on a light breeze.
The gate in the second wall is closed and it takes a lot of waving of Pompeo’s papers to persuade the guards to let us out. As soon as we’re through, they haul the big doors shut behind us, leaving us on the long boulevard running down to the Thoren Gate.
The big building still stands and still burns, clearly not the source of the explosion. A line of dwarves on stretchers lies by the roadside a safe distance from the fire, while a chain of women continues to feed water onto the building. The strangely coloured smoke rises from somewhere in the rabbit warren of cramped houses, shops, and warehouses that cluster together to the right of the boulevard.
‘There’s Arwen,’ Danny calls and he runs towards her.
She’s directing her colleagues as they fight a futile battle against the flames. Her face is sooty, but she seems unharmed.
‘What happened?’ I shout.
‘Och, they dropped a fireball over there.’ She points across the boulevard, to where the smoking ruin of one of the sky ships lies draped over the wreckage of a line of shops. ‘Nothing happened at first, but as that second ship came over … boom.’
‘What’s over there?’
‘Stores and warehouses. Mining supplies. Agricultural stuff, I think.’
‘Fertiliser,’ says Danny, coughing. ‘Maybe they hit a store of ammonium nitrate. Nasty stuff.’
‘It explodes?’
‘If you heat it up enough. What was this building, Arwen?’
‘Administrative offices but we’re using it as a hospital,’ she says, ducking to the side as two big dwarves, each carrying a pair of pails suspended from milkmaid’s yokes, lumber towards the fire. ‘Were using it, anyways. Luckily, only the ground floor. Everybody was safely out before it caught properly.’
‘This place is too far gone,’ says Danny.
‘Aye, you’re right.’ Arwen turns and barks orders at the women, who nod and spread out among the wounded. ‘We’ll start moving them somewhere safer. I’ve sent some of my girls to get wagons.’
Danny and I help with one of the stretchers and we join the crowd heading back to the second wall. The gate ahead opens, and three wagons appear, each pulled by two sturdy ponies.
‘We’ll load the wounded,’ Arwen says, ‘then head to the Twins.’
‘Where are they from?’ I ask, as I help slide a stretcher onto a waiting wagon. The injured dwarf moans quietly.
‘Some from the walls; mostly casualties of the sky ship bombardment.’ She waves towards the dissipating orange smoke, which is now turning white. ‘After their friends came crashing down, the other ships retreated. Gave us time to fight the fire.’
‘Why don’t you go back to the palace?’ I ask.
‘Till my father returns,’ she says, ‘my place is here. We’ll set up another hospital.’
‘The palace is probably the best place for that,’ I suggest, ‘if you can get more wagons.’
‘My girls are already organising that,’ she says, ‘but we need something out here, too.’
Danny gives me a look and then shrugs. ‘Looks like I ain’t got anywhere better to be.’ We follow Arwen towards the Thoren Gate.
‘You want to take a look?’ Arwen points to a pair of her father’s soldiers who guard the entrance to the righthand Thoren twin.
‘While we’re here, why not?’ I say. 
After a brief exchange, the guards grant us access to the stairwell. We clamber up the winding steps, past an exit to the wall’s walkway, continuing to the top. A landing leads into a room that must be the statue’s head. Like the bear, it’s an odd shape, but its viewing slits are obscured by the dozen dwarves that crowd around them. They’re an even mix of Ilex, Thistle, and Thorn soldiers, and one of the latter turns at our arrival. Seeing Arwen, he salutes, then speaks to her in hurried dwarfish.
‘Ramsey McClure here suggests we should nay be here,’ says Arwen mischievously. She answers the dwarf curtly, who gives her an injured look, then nods acquiescence. ‘I told him I’m my father’s representative until his return.’
Arwen shoos the dwarves away from one of the viewing slits. We go to look as a boulder crashes into the tower’s stonework, splintering into a dusty cloud and shaking the building to its foundations.
The dwarf called Ramsey McClure speaks urgently to Arwen.
‘He says they’ve been concentrating their attack here. There are some cracks downstairs.’
Danny peers out of the viewing slit, towards the trebuchets. ‘I’m guessing these defences have never been tested?’
Arwen nods. ‘And they’re over five centuries old.’
I watch with fascination as nine giants prepare their weapon for an attack.
Although they’re out of range of anything the dwarves can shoot at them, the trebuchets are close enough for the detail of their engineering to be visible. They still look flimsy — a good counter shot using one of their own stone projectiles would surely wreck them — but the complex arrangement of pulleys, cables and frame is brutally efficient.
‘Do you see the long arm in the frame?’ asks Danny.
‘Yes.’
‘The big block at the bottom is the counterweight. It’s down because they’ve just used it. I guess it’ll take a few minutes to raise it again.’
As we watch, six of the giants, three to each side, start hauling on ropes. Very slowly, the counterweight starts to rise, and the long arm lowers away from us.
‘It’s on a pivot, close to the counterweight,’ continues Danny. ‘The weight provides the power to the long throwing arm.’
‘Where do they put the rocks they throw?’ I ask.
‘In a sling attached by a rope to the end of the throwing arm,’ he says. ‘When it swings, it makes an immense arc.’
‘So they can throw further?’
‘Spot on, kiddo.’
As the seventh giant starts rolling a boulder towards the frame, one of the other trebuchets suddenly slings its projectile high in the air towards us. It hits the wall, sending vibrations through the tower.
‘You seem to know a lot about those things,’ I say, as dust drifts down on us.
‘I was always interested,’ says Danny, brushing debris from his shoulder, ‘and Merlin encouraged me to learn more.’
My eyes go back to the giant with the boulder; I can’t see what he’s doing but after a minute or so he stands back, as if assessing his work. The six are now straining on their ropes and two more are doing something with a hefty chain.
‘They probably lock it in place with the chain,’ says Danny, ‘then release it to throw.’
The chain must be doing its job because most of the giants now stand back, leaving one to pick up a sledgehammer. At a signal from a crellok, the sledgehammer is smashed down, releasing the counterweight. Like some monstrous bowler, the throwing arm swings into the air, sending the sling in a looping arc, high over the top of the trebuchet, to fling the missile.
For a few sickening seconds the boulder is a small dot in the sky. My shoulders hunch and I brace for impact, eyes wide, fixed on the approaching missile, but the boulder dips and crashes into the tower below us. The building shakes, prompting more dust to fall from the ceiling like powdery snow.
‘Ramsey says they’re hitting us once every two minutes or so,’ says Arwen.
‘You have nothing to shoot back with?’ Danny asks.
Arwen translates the question, waits for the answer then shakes her head. ‘We’ve no artillery, and they’re out of range of the archers on the wall.’
‘It’s only a matter of time,’ I say, watching the reloading process, then I turn away as the next boulder rocks the tower.
Danny frowns. ‘Why attack all the gates? Why not concentrate on one?’
They want to capture the tunnels.
‘The tunnels,’ I say. ‘Three direct routes to the heart of the city.’
‘And I guess it spreads our defence,’ says Danny.
I nod. ‘And if they hold them all, it’ll be harder for reinforcements to get back into the city.’
‘But why did they nay just land inside the wall?’ says Arwen. ‘They could have captured all three gates before anyone knew what was happening.’
Battle training. Like the dwarves, the crellok have no real war experience.
‘Mab was probably right,’ I say. ‘Taliesin wants his army battle hardened. If they’d captured the gates in a sneak attack, they’d have gained no experience.’
‘That seems cruel,’ says Arwen.
‘The Storm King was never known for his compassion,’ says Danny, flinching as another boulder smashes into the tower. There’s a horrible cracking sound, and the whole building seems to shudder.
‘I think these soldiers should evacuate,’ I tell Arwen. ‘And we need to seal the tunnels.’
‘How do we do that?’ asks Arwen.
‘If they keep hitting this tower, they’ll do it for us,’ says Danny.
‘We need to get a message to Mab. His engineers can come up with something. In the meantime, maybe get this lot throwing rocks down the steps.’
Arwen nods, then staggers as another boulder crashes into the tower.
‘They’re speeding up their loading,’ says Danny.
‘Get everyone out,’ I say. ‘We can’t do any good here.’
Arwen snaps something at the dwarves, then hurries from the room. None of them follow, until Ramsey McClure shouts at them. Danny and I wait for the last of the soldiers to exit, then head out onto the stone steps. A wave of dizziness makes me stop to lean against a wall, then I realise it’s the tower moving.
‘This whole place could come down,’ says Danny.
Another missile hits home and now the cracking we heard earlier returns, and the tower groans and sways.
‘Out out out!’ I shout, as the dwarves ahead take the steps three at a time, bouncing off the curving walls as they race for safety.
‘It’s going,’ Danny yells and we leap down the last few steps and clear of the tower as the battered eastern Thoren twin begins to crumble from its waist. Soldiers on the wall nearest to it turn away and run further along the walkway to avoid the crashing debris and the dwarves at ground level scatter across the street.
Danny and I are too close to the collapse to make the street’s safety, and I grab his arm and pull him towards the western Thoren twin, diving through its open doorway with a split second to spare. We roll across the floor into a sheltered alcove as noise and debris blast into the opening.
It’s hard to breathe, the air filled with choking dust. But as the sound of the collapse fades, to be replaced by distant cheering, Danny and I stagger out of the tower. I pick up a round dwarf shield, painted with a thistle, battered but serviceable.
Most of the tower has fallen across the road, its collapse bringing down the arm that formed half of the gate’s arch. The eastern door has been torn from its hinges, while the western one still stands, but swings by a single hinge to one side of the hill of rubble. The eastern twin’s head now lies in the flooded ditch, forming a makeshift bridge to the ruined defences.
A howl sounds from outside and I clamber to the top of the debris pile, which must be six or seven metres high. Waves of screeching crellok are launching themselves towards the outer slope of the breach, and I face them alone.
Strangely calm, I unsheathe Excalibur and wait for the onslaught.
The crellok break ranks to avoid crumpled bodies, the detritus of earlier failed attacks, and make it to the toppled head. But then arrows and rocks rain down from the wall, pitching some of the attackers back, and making others stagger away to seek cover.
Enough make it through the hail of missiles to climb over the bearded face whose sightless eyes now stare skyward, his hard, chiselled features providing the invaders a causeway into Pendruka’an. A fallen stone warrior who can no longer protect his city.
That’s now up to me, and as I bring the shield across my chest and slide Excalibur’s blade forward, I’m only vaguely aware of others coming to stand by me at the crest of the breach.
‘We must hold this place long enough for the walls to be evacuated,’ I call, unsure who it is that I’m talking to, or what instinct for command I’m tapping into. Excalibur?
You were born with it. Let the instinct guide you, but don’t overstretch.
‘I’m sure you’ll tell me if I’m doing that.’
‘What?’ says Arwen, her sooty face staring up at me quizzically.
I smile and wave Excalibur’s blade. ‘It speaks to me, remember?’
‘Och, you humans.’ She lifts her own sword, a basket-hilted weapon with a long, straight blade. It looks unwieldy, but she holds it like an old soldier.
‘Here they come,’ says Danny, to my other side. Like me, he’s picked up an abandoned shield, which he now reaches forward to lock alongside mine.
Shield wall.
‘Shields together,’ I shout. Arwen calls a translation and there’s a reassuring clatter of metal and wood as round and rectangular and heart-shaped shields close to form a continuous barrier above the sloping debris.
I glance each way and do a quick count. Roughly thirty of us in this first rank, and I’m aware of dwarves pressing in behind. Our line undulates across the broken, uneven hill of rubble, but we have the gap in the wall covered.
There are shouts from above and more dwarves are streaming down the steps, abandoning their positions to avoid being cut off. And ahead of us, a dense phalanx of crellok stand at the foot of the breach, waiting to bring their swords and spears against our line.
Waiting to bring the might of the Storm King to the heart of Ishkardia.




21



The first screeching, chittering crellok climb the breach, speeding up as they approach our line, and throwing themselves at our iron-rimmed shields, stabbing their spears at the painted wood. Regardless of shape, each shield has a circular boss of metal at its centre that deflects the thrusting blades, but as they scrape across the surface, searching for gaps, wooden chips and scraps are sliced off, weakening our wall splinter by splinter.
As more crellok flood across the fallen head, the fight becomes a shoving match, the weight of numbers pressing hard on us. The debris slope fills with angry green warriors, forcing their comrades in front more tightly against our shields. There’s hardly any room to move and Excalibur’s long blade is a disadvantage in the crush. Right now, that Roman gladius would be useful.
As would a helmet. I’m bareheaded, and I curse and dodge as a sword is freed from the press in front and stabbed over the top of my shield. It’s parried by a spear-wielding dwarf in the rank behind me. My left arm is jarred violently as another rush of crellok reinforce those already hacking at our shield wall, and I feel our line edge backwards.
‘Hold steady,’ I cry and, changing my grip on Excalibur’s hilt, manage to lift the blade and thrust down into the crowding crellok. A series of blue flashes eases the pressure but as I edge forward, Danny is forced back and our line distorts, exposing my right shoulder. A spear blade rips through my black jacket and sinks into the flesh of my arm.
As I try to twist away from the blade, Arwen rams her claymore forward, forcing the crellok who has impaled me to drop his spear, which stays snagged in my sleeve.
‘Now we’ll have matching scars, girl,’ she says, eyes blazing as she reaches over and drags the blade free of my jacket. ‘You okay?’
‘Flesh wound,’ I call back, ignoring the tingling soreness in my arm. Another blade comes at my face, and I dodge again, bringing Excalibur’s pommel up to parry. Then there’s a shout from above to my right.
I glance up to see one of the few dwarves left on the wall calling out and waving his arms. A moment later there’s a crash and I’m buffeted hard, as the crellok in front of me, eyes staring wildly, is slammed against the rim of my shield, too close to be able to use its own weapon. There are squeals of fear and pain, and then something pitches into the press of attackers to my left.  
‘They’re shooting at their own people,’ Danny cries.
Some of the crellok move back from the press, as another boulder, this one aimed high, crunches into the remaining arm of the gate arch, showering us with fragments of stone and mortar. More crellok leave the press.
‘Back one pace but keep shields locked,’ I order. Arwen shouts a translation, and the line moves slowly.
We edge back another step, off the crown of the breach, which gives our attackers the advantage of the higher ground but protects us from incoming trebuchet missiles. The crellok, perhaps unsure about pressing the attack if more missiles are going to be used, are now being cautious.
But this is a very unhealthy place, as the crellok, gargoyle features twisted in fury, reach the breach’s summit.
Four more steps and order line to kneel.
What?
Back four steps and kneel.
I don’t understand, but I risk a quick look. Three ranks of dwarves closely support our front line, but beyond them I can see a fourth line forming, perhaps thirty metres behind. And then I understand.
I give the orders. Arwen frowns but repeats them, and we go back one, two, three, four steps, each step difficult on the uneven rubble. Then we kneel, angling our shields up at forty-five degrees to protect our heads from the crellok who now tower over us.
A volley of arrows whistles into their front rank. Some of them squeal and role forward to bump into our shields, while others are flung backwards. Another boulder crashes into the slope, pitching two crellok messily over the breach’s lip towards us, and then, as a second volley of arrows hits home, the crellok, assailed now from front and back, retreat from our shield wall and scatter to the comparative cover at the edges.    
We pull back more quickly now, dragging wounded dwarves with us. At the foot of the breach, a shadow passes over and I look up.
‘Run!’
The order needs no translation and our line breaks, dwarves streaming for the sides of the debris-strewn boulevard, or straight towards the second wall, desperately seeking shelter from a renewed attack by the sky ships. I step slowly, not turning away from the enemy, who now creep back to the top of the breach.
A pot of flaming liquid crashes down, splashing my shield with fiery droplets, and Danny grabs my arm. ‘Come on.’
Joining the race to reach the comparative safety of the second wall, we pass a line of archers, still cooly shooting their arrows at the summit of the breach, pinning the crellok there, as rocks and fire pots rain down around them. They’re taking their orders from Commander Pompeo, who salutes me with his sword, then calls his line back.
We run down the long boulevard, so beautiful when we arrived, and now a potential death trap. There’s little cover, save for the lines of scorched trees that flank it, or the burnt-out buildings that sit further back from the scarred roadway, each modest shelter now a temporary home for the fleeing dwarves.
Danny, Arwen, and I duck under one of the few undamaged trees and wait as two sky ships pass low over us. They drop stones directly onto Pompeo’s retreating archers and two of them fall. Their nearest comrades sling their bows to help the wounded dwarves.
I sheathe Excalibur. ‘Not much cover left between here and there.’
Danny peers up through the leaves and branches. ‘Seven ships. How fast do they fly?’
‘As fast as we can run,’ Arwen warns.
‘Head for that broken wagon,’ I order, pointing to a vehicle that lies on its side, two of its four wheels shattered in pieces around it. It’s forty or fifty metres away.
‘Wait for the next ship to cross,’ says Danny, ‘and … go!’
We run hard for the wagon, sliding into its cover as another sky ship skims in. Flaming pots are tossed over the side and one of them smashes onto the wagon, spraying fire over the whole vehicle.
I cuff a scrap of the burning material from my hair, then look for another piece of cover. ‘Low stone wall. Fifty metres,’ and we’re up and running again, diving behind it as another ship cruises over.
But this one ignores us and heads for the second wall, where the gate stands open to receive the fugitives from the fight for the outer defences. The gateway is choked and all seven ships are zeroing in on them now. Seeing the danger, some dwarves scatter back into the boulevard, but most are stuck in the crushing crowd.
And then something streaks up from behind the wall to spear the balloon of a sky ship. A loud hiss and the balloon starts to sag. The ship turns rapidly away without completing its attack run. A second missile shoots skywards, this one a bulbous-headed bolt that shatters on impact with another ship’s keel. Half a dozen fiery arrows follow and the ship’s hull is on fire. It, too, swerves away to fly towards the outer wall, panicking crellok no longer jeering. The other ships, seeing their comrades stricken, veer away from the gate, and a third missile narrowly misses its target. The mass of dwarves, panic reducing, start to flow through to the relative safety of the middle city.
‘Come on,’ I shout, and we join the last dwarves now running for the gate. One of the sky ships circles back, coming in low, using the second wall to mask it from the hidden ballista. My lungs feel like they’ll burst as I pump my arms and legs hard, willing more speed from my body, the wound in my right arm stinging with each jolting step.
The gateway is over a hundred metres away, its doors already closing, as the last of the crowd go through. The sky ship looms over us. ‘Above,’ I yell, as burning pots are tossed down. I block the fiery splatter with my shield, the remaining dwarves doing the same, running, blocking, and dodging as missiles fall.
Then there’s a flurry of activity at the gate and a two-wheeled vehicle appears in the gap. A ballista bolt hisses up into the sky ship’s balloon. We cross the last sinew-aching metres and stagger past Ravi and Roly who are helping to crew the weapon.
‘Do you like it, Ash?’ Roly calls excitedly, as the dwarves load another bolt, this one a bulbous-ended incendiary. ‘Meet ballista number five. Completely mobile,’ Roly adds, patting one of the carriage wheels.
The dwarves shoot again, spraying the ship with the flammable liquid, before wheeling the weapon back behind the gate. As the second door closes, I catch sight of a flaming arrow burying itself into the ship’s keel, sending fire snaking across the underside of the hull.
Pompeo finds me in the crush of dwarves who crowd the street behind the gate.
‘Are you injured?’ He points to my torn sleeve, wet with blood.
‘Not badly. Lady Arwen saved me. And you saved us all. Thank you.’
‘You should get it dressed,’ says Pompeo. ‘And think nothing of it. That shield wall was well done.’
‘The other gates?’
‘I’ve sent runners. No word yet. But they can’t hold out for long. The crellok know they can shatter the towers.’
‘And the tunnels?’
‘Professor Odinspear has been working with my engineers to block all the tunnels beyond this wall.’
‘What about the people still outside?’
‘If they haven’t evacuated by now, there’s little we can do for them.’ He sees the look on my face and raises a hand. ‘But gates can be opened if it’s safe and if the strays can reach them. Most of our people are already under Vilderkrug.’
Danny joins us, followed closely by Arwen, Ravi, and Roly. Pompeo nods to them, then points to me. ‘You should take her to the palace and get her wound dressed.’
‘We’ll do that, Commander,’ says Danny.
‘And we should get back and tell the professor the mobile ballista works,’ says Ravi.
‘How long do you think it’ll be before they assault this wall?’ Arwen asks.
‘They’ll need some road clearing before they can move their artillery into the city,’ says Pompeo.
‘Unless they fly them in,’ I say. ‘They managed to shift the portal.’
‘Well, there’s little we can do about that,’ says Pompeo. He gestures to my arm. ‘Now, get to the palace. I’ll send word if anything brews up here.’
◆◆◆
 
We hear nothing from Pompeo until late in the afternoon. Though the news is expected, it’s still grim; both the Garramsar and Pellagool gates have fallen. We’d guessed as much for ourselves. Watching from the high balcony, we’ve seen first one of the bears, then one of the eagles collapse under the withering trebuchet bombardment.
This hasn’t fazed Mab, who is confident that his underground countermeasures will keep the crellok out of the city’s heart.
‘We’ve come up with some clever nasties to slow them down,’ he says cheerfully. ‘Make them think twice about each step they take. Make them pay for coming here.’
Now, as I watch more and more crellok marching from Fastolf’s Wood, this observation seems horribly overconfident. They stream up the road and through the shattered Thoren Gate, while over their heads, the sky ships circle. But the trebuchets remain outside the main wall, no sign of an airlift, and this at least gives us some respite.
‘How many now?’ says Danny, joining me. He hands me a mug of something hot. ‘It’s what passes for coffee round here. Probably made from dandelion roots.’
‘Too many,’ I say, taking the mug. My nose wrinkles involuntarily, but I take a sip anyway. It turns out to be okay. ‘Where are Ravi and Roly?’
‘Gone back down with the professor. That fertiliser explosion has given him a few ideas.’
‘Great. Maybe he can make us a bomb to blow up the portal?’
‘Maybe. But can he find a way to get anywhere near it?’
And that’s the problem. There must be twenty or thirty thousand crellok soldiers between us and the portal by now. I have absolutely no idea how we can get past them to attack it, or how it will be defended if we do.
‘What if they just keep coming?’ I say, stooping to one of the telescopes. I know it’s too far away, but I’m watching for any sign of the Storm King. If he’s here, though, he isn’t showing himself.
Yet.
‘Couldn’t tell you how many crellok there are in Salbodunum,’ says Danny, moving to the second telescope. ‘Like you said, maybe too many?’
‘I was kidding.’
‘Some joke.’
‘What will the dwarves do?’
He shrugs. ‘Go underground, I guess. Then fight a guerilla war.’
‘What hope have we got of stopping him?’ I grimace as I move my injured arm, which one of Arwen’s volunteers has stitched and bandaged.
Danny looks concerned. ‘Does that hurt?’
‘Not much. It’s nothing really.’
Elsewhere on the Stump, rooms are filling with injured dwarves, much to the consternation of Senator Maximus and his toga-wearing colleagues. But Pompeo has insisted the complex be used as a base hospital, with smaller triage centres set up inside the second and inner walls.
Thinking of the wounded brings Jackie sharply to mind. I turn away from the depressing scene of crellok hordes filling the outer areas of Pendruka’an and walk to the doorway.
‘I’m going to check on Jackie. Coming?’
We find Septimus Brightblade giving instructions to two of his nurses in the Pendrakken’s inner sanctum.
‘A grim business,’ he says, as we catch his eye.
I assume he’s talking about Jackie and the Pendrakken, but then he waves towards the chamber’s outer door. ‘So many wounded. We simply aren’t set up to deal with this.’
‘We all have to do our best,’ I say, cringing inwardly at the insensitivity of those words.
‘At least our patients in there are showing signs of improvement,’ the doctor says, brightening, ‘thanks to your remarkable expedition.’
‘Can we see Jackie?’ His words have given me my first feeling of hope in two days.
‘She’s still sleeping,’ says Brightblade, leading us into the inner chamber, ‘but the rash has gone, and her pulse is steady. I’m hopeful she’ll make a full recovery.’
Jackie looks peaceful, between the clean white sheets, her complexion back to normal, her breathing deep.
‘When will she wake up?’
‘I don’t know,’ says Brightblade. ‘But tomorrow morning we’ll try to rouse her.’
‘And the Pendrakken?’ Danny asks, looking over to the second bed in the room.
‘Similar,’ says Brightblade. ‘I’m really very optimistic.’
I lean forward and stroke Jackie’s forehead. ‘Wake up soon. We miss you. And we need you back with us.’
◆◆◆
 
Dusk, and an eerie silence settles over Pendruka’an. With the crellok strangely quiet, and their ships avoiding the skies above the inner city, I take the chance to catch some sleep. It doesn’t take long to come.
It takes even less time to leave, as I’m shaken awake again. Danny, back in his bowler hat, stares down at me.
‘Trouble.’
I’m disorientated, struggling to focus on his face, which is illuminated by the flickering flame of a lantern. I give my head a shake, reach down to run my hand over Excalibur’s hilt and, reassured, wobble to my feet.
‘What’s happening?’
‘Mab wants us downstairs,’ he says. ‘The monks are up to something.’
I follow Danny to the spacious entrance hall, which has become something of a nerve centre for the defence of the city. A barricade now stands just inside the great double doors, with a dozen Ilex guards watching the entrance, as if the crellok could burst in at any moment. Tables line the walls of the corridor leading towards the apothecary, the place that temporarily cost Danny his freedom. Each table is covered in papers and maps, and rows of dwarves sit scribbling and paper shuffling. How all this contributes to the city’s defence escapes me.
At the centre of the hallway, a group of dwarves, dressed either in armour or togas, crowds around three figures in the hooded cowls of the Shrooving Monks. One of the latter is Uhlan Broadfern, who stands impassively as Senator Maximus, crimson-faced and eyes bulging, remonstrates loudly with him.
Mab watches silently, away from the crowd.
‘What’s the problem?’ I murmur to him.
‘Ah, you’re here,’ he says. ‘Broadfern and his cronies are suggesting we should evacuate the whole city while it’s quiet. They feel it’s only a matter of time before Pendruka’an is in total ruins. I think they’re worried about their blessed temple.’
‘But if we retreat now, the whole city will be destroyed anyway,’ I say. In my mind’s eye I see the bodies of dwarves lying on the rubble of the breach at the Thoren Gate. I don’t want their sacrifice to be for nothing.
‘Maybe, but we don’t know that,’ says Mab. ‘And how long can we hold when those green beasties renew their attacks?’
‘You agree with him?’ I say, more harshly than I’d meant.
Mab gives me a wounded look and shakes his head. ‘Of course not, lassie, but he might be right.’
‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it to come out like that.’
He shrugs. ‘Aye, well, you’re tired, no doubt. Maximus is saying he won’t make a decision until Lucidius is awake. Brightblade says that won’t be until tomorrow, at least.’
‘We know,’ says Danny. ‘So, what’s Broadfern suggesting?’ His eyes are fixed coldly on the abbot.
‘That we’ll evacuate Pendruka’an, if Taliesin agrees to a truce and promises not to destroy the inner city.’
‘Why would he agree to a truce?’ I say.
‘Good question,’ says Mab. ‘I suppose the green monks are so used to playing peacemakers, they haven’t considered all the possible consequences.’
‘It’s irrational,’ I say. ‘And Broadfern doesn’t strike me as someone who does irrational things.’
‘Maybe. Maybe not. We don’t know what Taliesin wants from this.’ Mab looks back to Broadfern, who still argues with Senator Maximus. ‘But the monks always want what’s best for the monks.’
‘Is there any news of reinforcements?’ I ask.
‘Not yet,’ says Mab. ‘All the signal stations within sight of the city are down now. We don’t even know if the messages got through.’
‘I guess they’re several days’ march away,’ says Danny.
‘Probably,’ says Mab. ‘And Broadfern is telling the senators we’re facing an unlimited force of crellok.’
‘Unless we can destroy the portal,’ I say.
‘As to that,’ says Mab, ‘your friends and I are making progress on something for the task.’ He sighs. ‘Alas, it’s all a wee bit academic without a way to use it.’
I slap Excalibur’s pommel, willing the sword to give me guidance but my internal advisor is as quiet as the crellok. ‘Then while Taliesin’s army isn’t moving, we should be thinking of a way to get to the portal.’ I glance at the abbot and a chill runs through me as I realise, even as Senator Maximus berates him, Broadfern’s sharp eyes are fixed on me.
I hold his stare, hoping I look suitably stern, before turning to walk away. ‘Will Maximus give in to him?’
‘He’s a stubborn so-and-so,’ says Mab, following me out of the entrance hall, ‘and he’s not without courage. But he’s indecisive. He’ll wait for the Pendrakken to wake up.’
‘Good. Then maybe we have time to come up with a plan. If you believe in miracles.’
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The third dawn of the siege finds us still in position, the temporary Pendrakken having won the argument to stay. For now.
The arrival of daylight is accompanied by a sharp bite of cold, blown in from the north on a stiff breeze. That same breeze propels a dozen sky ships beyond our defences, towards Vilderkrug, the peak of which is once more wreathed in a thick blanket of cloud.
‘What are they up to now?’ Commander Pompeo asks sourly, as we watch the squadron fly high over us, well out of range of our ballistae.
‘Nothing good,’ says Mab. He stands with me, Danny, and Pompeo in a high turret on the south side of the palace, where the commander has brought us to watch the enemy ships.
‘Could they cut off your escape routes?’ Danny asks.
Pompeo shakes his head. ‘They’re guarded and difficult to access. I doubt the crellok could land enough troops to threaten them. I’ve doubled the guard on the Bridge of Despair,’ he adds, peering down below us to the long slim path that reaches from the back of the Stump to the lower slopes of the mountain.
‘Why didn’t they just fly up there during the night?’ I say.
‘You’d have to ask them that,’ says Pompeo. ‘In truth, nothing quite makes sense about this siege. They could have been through the second wall by now if they’d pressed harder. They certainly have the numbers.’ He pauses. ‘It’s as if they’ve been holding back.’
This is exactly what I was thinking, as the inner city has gone virtually unscathed. ‘You don’t think Broadfern’s spoken to them secretly?’ I ask.
‘The good abbot spent the whole of last night here,’ says Pompeo. ‘And nobody has passed outside the second wall.’
‘Licking their wounds?’ says Mab, cupping his hands and blowing on them. ‘Maybe our defences checked their resolve.’
Not enough for this break in the fighting. Whatever the reason, the sky ships have changed their tactics.
‘What about your lab, Professor?’ asks Danny.
‘I’ve sent Ollander to gather all my important research,’ says Mab. ‘Just in case they do land and get nosey.’ He taps his chest. ‘And the device is safe and sound with me.’
‘Do you think they know about it?’ I ask, the question prompted by my increasing conviction that Pendruka’an is riddled with spies.
‘I don’t see how,’ says Mab, ‘but we cannae take the chance. They’ll not find anything useful once Ollander has cleared things. And we’ve planted a few nasties in the back rooms. In case any of those beasties do get into my labs.’
‘What about nasties we can attack them with?’ I ask.
‘We’re on with that, lass. Never you fear.’ He turns away from the window. ‘We’re cooking up something very special for that infernal portal. Not that we have any way to deliver it, but we might as well be prepared. And I should get back to that work. I don’t want young Dipps and Patel blowing themselves up.’
None of the sky ships land, and no rocks or burning pots are tossed over their sides to tumble down on the scattered buildings that dot the mountainside. Instead, the ships circle Vilderkrug for an hour, before reversing their course and heading back towards the outer wall.
As Danny and I return to the high balcony, with its panoramic views over the city, we’re in time to see a dark mass of crellok pouring across the Thoren Gate’s breach and forming up on the debris strewn boulevard that leads to the second wall. There’s still no sign of the trebuchets being moved inside the city.
‘A lot of them,’ Danny murmurs.
A wave of tiredness hits me. Despite the quiet night, I barely slept and I sink forward, hands gripping the balustrade.
‘Woah, careful, kid,’ says Danny, grabbing my elbow to steady me. ‘Are you okay?’
‘Yes, yes. Too little sleep.’ I give him a weary smile. ‘And I’m not a kid.’
His hand stays on my arm, his gentle eyes studying mine. Then he reaches to stroke my cheek.
‘I know, Asha Knight. I know. You’re every inch the Merlin Commando now.’
‘Jen might not agree with that,’ I say, pulling his bowler hat down over his eyes and hoping he hasn’t seen me blush.
‘If we ever get back to ask her,’ says Danny, adjusting his hat and releasing my arm. ‘We could go, you know. Once Jackie’s awake. Ask Mab to open his portable bridge. It’ll be recharged by now.’
‘And leave the dwarves to face Taliesin alone?’
‘Not a lot four humans and an elvereen can do to help.’
‘We show our willingness to stand with them,’ I say confidently, though I’m not sure I should be including my friends in my responsibility.
‘Yeah, well, maybe you’re right. But if — when — we get back, Jen will be proud of you.’
‘I still only half believe it, Danny.’ I gesture at the city below. ‘All this, I mean. Dwarves and crellok. Hidden realms.’
‘You believe in me,’ Danny says.
‘Obviously.’
‘It’s like that time the old man asked you if you believed in him. Remember? This is as real as anything you’ve experienced before. As real as you and me.’
‘I know, but … all this destruction … and … death.’ I hesitate, grappling with feelings that somehow, I’ve been suppressing till now. ‘I never thought … I never … I’ve never seen dead bodies before. I …’ No more words will come.
‘War is a horrible thing. It’s the realm of the mad. And it only takes a few to shatter peace.’
‘What will Taliesin do?’ I say, composing myself. ‘If he wins, I mean?’
‘Here?’ Danny thinks about it. ‘Use it as a base. Plunder resources. Enslave the dwarves. Find a way into the other realms.’
‘Till they all fall like dominoes. He’s already got Salbodunum and Fearann Mor.’
‘The troowin will be harder fish to catch.’ He grins. ‘No pun intended.’
‘That’s speciesism,’ I say. ‘Don’t let them hear you calling them that.’
‘We’ll all have to grow webbed feet and gills,’ Danny continues, ‘and live under the sea.’
‘Seriously, though. What will he do?’
‘Truly? No idea. Be the king of Albion? Merlin seems to think his brother will want to settle a few old scores.’
‘But most of the people who imprisoned him are long gone.’
‘There are a few still around,’ says Danny. ‘But apart from Merlin, Lancelot and Bedivere, he’ll probably want to go hard on you humans. Old man says the Storm King could never forgive your lack of gratitude.’
‘For what?’
Danny shrugs. ‘Saving mankind, more than once, apparently.’ He holds a hand up to me as I open my mouth to protest. ‘I don’t know what that means, okay? It just sounds like there was a time when the brothers did work in harmony.’
‘Not anymore.’ I look at the crellok legions flowing into the outer city. ‘Not long before they renew their attack.’
‘Reckon they’ll try an assault without artillery this time,’ say Danny. ‘Do we stay up here, or go join in?’
I tap my head. ‘I’ve been turned into a weapon, remember? My place is down there.’
Danny points to a box in a corner of the room. It wasn’t there earlier.
‘Your arm wasn’t the only things Arwen’s friends have been sewing,’ he says, stooping to open the box and taking out a padded coat. It’s been reinforced with plates of armour and lengthened with a mail skirt. ‘There’s a helmet that should fit you, too. I reckon it’s an old elvereen one.’
‘They think of everything,’ I say, taking the coat. I slip my own black jacket off, and pull the new one on, wincing as it rubs against my wounded arm. It’s a surprisingly good fit, tight but without restricting my ability to move. The mail skirt dangles just above my knees. ‘It’s a bit heavy. I wish I had Merlin’s armour.’
‘There’s one for me, too,’ says Danny, pulling on an even longer padded coat.
I try the helmet. It has a dramatic pair of golden wings sweeping back on either side, which appear to serve no useful purpose except to make the wearer stand out, but the lining is soft and has layers for adjustment.
‘Suits you,’ says Danny.
‘Then to battle we shall go,’ I say, with fake enthusiasm.
With caution.
‘Oh hello. Thought you were dozing.’
Sleep not required.
‘You might not need any, but the rest of us do.’ I grin at Danny’s look of confusion and tap my head again.
‘Excalibur speaking to you?’
I pat the sword’s pommel, then turn to the doorway. ‘At least he’s not singing. Shall we?’
◆◆◆
 
Although not as high as the city’s outer wall, the second is still a formidable barrier, rising some ten metres above street level. Taller towers stand either side of the three gates, with more studded at regular intervals along the wall.
Danny and I have come to the central gate, joining Pompeo and Arwen in its left tower. Outside the tower, on the wall’s walkway, a ballista crew preps their weapon.
‘You’ve made more of them,’ I say, as a big bolt is slotted noisily into place.
‘Five more,’ says Pompeo. ‘One for each gate of this wall and two more mobile units. Odinspear’s run out of parts, though, so we’ll have to make do with what we’ve got.’
Inside the tower, we have a perfect — and terrifying — view of the attackers, rank upon rank of them, stretching back to the ruins of the Thoren Gate.
At first, the crellok advance cautiously, their army filling the wide boulevard like an oily green river flowing ominously towards us. They halt outside the range of our archers, and Pompeo decides not to waste ballista bolts, preferring to keep them for the sky ships, which now swarm forward to provide air support for their comrades on the ground.
Rocks and burning pots shower down on the defenders, but the dwarves have made rudimentary and sturdy wickerwork shelters for the troops on the wall. And with the ballistae forcing the sky ships to fly high, the dwarves on the ground have more time to dodge into cover as the missiles are dropped.
As we watch, there’s a ripple through the waiting legions, like snakes slithering through long grass.
‘Ladders,’ says Pompeo. ‘They aren’t going to batter us this time.’
‘Och, Commander, you need to let my girls join your soldiers on the wall,’ says Arwen, enthusiastically. We’ve passed dozens of female dwarves milling around in the streets between the second and inner walls, most of them armed with an assortment of kitchen utensils or ancient weapons that look like museum pieces. And like some of the ballista bolts, perhaps they are.
‘I want them staying back for now, Lady Firethorn,’ Pompeo says firmly, though respectfully. 
‘Do you have enough troops to cover the whole wall?’ I ask.
‘Not nearly enough,’ Pompeo says calmly. ‘But if they really are going to try an escalade, we’ll see where their ladders are aimed, and adjust.’
And that’s exactly what happens.
After a particularly intense bombing run by the sky ships, crowds of crellok break ranks and surge towards the wall. At the centre of each group is a long and rickety-looking ladder. Some groups are halted in their tracks by clouds of arrows, but others make it to the wall and thrust their ladders against the old stones. As soon as each one is in place, crellok begin to climb. The dwarves now concentrate their defence on these, shooting more arrows or hurling stones, to topple the invaders from the rungs.
Pompeo shouts into a speaking hole that looks down to the wall.
Arwen seems puzzled but translates. ‘Deploy the brooms?’
Danny and I exchange glances, as groups of dwarves run to the places where the tops of ladders have appeared. Each group carries something that does resemble a wide-headed and long-handled broom, which they press against the exposed top rungs to push the ladders away from the wall. Despite the weight of the climbing crellok, this proves highly effective at shoving the ladders back and tipping the climbers onto their waiting colleagues below.
And this is the pattern of the afternoon, the crellok bounding forward over the increasing piles of their casualties, to thrust ladders against the wall. They climb, the ladders are pushed away, they fall; all the time with sky ships circling above, dropping rocks and burning debris onto the defenders. On the ground, runners, including some of the women, are collecting the debris and fetching more arrows, to keep the walls supplied with ammunition.
Late in the afternoon, the crellok manage to hold a pair of ladders against the wall long enough for some of them to vault the crenellations close to our tower.
‘Come on,’ I yell to Danny and Arwen, as I dive for the doorway and leap down the steps three at a time.
The melee on the wall is chaotic. Five crellok are now fighting in the confined width and two more are already at the top of the ladders. Pulling Excalibur free, I charge forward, using my height to reach over the defenders, and strike at the nearest crellok. The blue light sends it tumbling off the wall. The defending dwarves now easily overpower a second and happily toss it squealing over the crenellations.
Danny and Arwen have grabbed a broom and are sending one of the ladders backwards as Excalibur takes out another crellok. The dwarves overpower the last two and throw them down.
The attack has taken less than two minutes.
◆◆◆
 
The sun is peeping out below the clouds and above the western hills when the crellok finally pause, leaving a litter of dead and wounded and broken ladders in their wake. The sky ships, too, withdraw, flying beyond the outer wall, their balloons like pale suns as the early evening casts its golden glow on the spheres.
We take stock and draw breath.
Hamish MacTee appears in the tower, dressed for war in iron-studded coat and helmet, bringing food and drink for us. I take a flask and gulp the water down, only realising now how dry my throat is. I refuse a plate of chicken, not only because my stomach is knotted from the afternoon’s action, but also because of the scene of carnage that lies outside the walls. An appetite is hard to find.
A carpet of crellok stretches over a hundred metres towards the boulevard, where their still-able-bodied companions linger, being called into fresh ranks with harsh orders of command.
By comparison, our casualties are remarkably light. As reports arrive for Pompeo, he tallies up the numbers on what he refers to as the butcher’s bill. He seems relieved.
‘Couldn’t have hoped for much better,’ he says, offering me the paper, then acknowledging with an apology that I can’t read dwarfish. ‘In total, the crellok managed to get onto the wall ten times, but never in sufficient numbers to overpower our defenders.’
‘What about the sky ship bombardment?’ I ask, as I take another sip of the cool water.
‘A few buildings set alight inside the wall. But they’re wary of our artillery now, so they’ve been flying high. Nowhere near as much damage or as many casualties as when they could fly low with impunity.’
‘Will they come again today?’ says Arwen, the gleam back in her eye.
‘Possibly,’ says Pompeo, ‘but we’ve given them a rare hammering. It’ll take time for them to reorganise.’
‘Or find a way to get their trebuchets into the city,’ says Danny.
‘Until then, we have some reorganisation of our own to do.’ He exits the tower and heads off along the wall to the west, leaving Danny, Arwen, and me with Hamish.
‘Erm, your mother sent a message for you, my lady,’ Hamish says awkwardly, as soon as Pompeo is out of the door.
‘Oh aye,’ says Arwen cautiously. ‘And what might that be?’
‘She said you’re to take a care, my lady.’ He hesitates, his face bleak.
‘With me the sole heir to the House of Thorns.’ She leans towards him. ‘But would she not have me play my part in defending Pendruka’an?’
‘Oh, aye, my lady,’ Hamish says hurriedly, ‘she would. Indeed, she would. She just asks that you have a care with all these crellok beasties. If all is lost, you’re to head for the Drum Muir mine shaft.’ He glances at Danny and me. ‘And your friends can go there, too, my lady. You know how to find it?’
‘I do indeed, Hamish MacTee. Now, perhaps you can report back to my mother that all is well here.’
Hamish bows to Arwen and nods at Danny and me, before leaving.
‘What do we do now, then?’ asks Arwen.
‘Watch and wait, I guess,’ says Danny.
‘I think I’ll go and check on my girls.’ She winks at me, then heads out.
‘You reckon she’s enjoying this?’ Danny asks me quietly.
‘I think the Lady Arwen Firethorn may be having the time of her life.’
◆◆◆
 
I’m jolted awake by a shrill bugle call, having dozed off in a corner of the room. My back and neck ache as I struggle to my feet.
Danny is still with me, staring intently outside. ‘They’re coming back.’
I peer out of the same window slit. In the grey light I can make out a large mass of crellok, still standing beyond the detritus of the attack.
‘They’re not moving.’
‘Up there,’ he says, and I shift my gaze to follow his pointing finger.
I rub my eyes and squint into the murk. At first, I can’t see anything. Then sky ships materialise. Three of them, flying in a triangular formation, with the apex ship at the rear. Each of them has a cable angling down below its keel.
And suspended from the three cables is a massive log.
‘Battering ram,’ I call and I’m running for the steps down to the wall.
Some of the ballista crew’s faces turn towards me as I shout my warning, but the twang of the ballista wire snapping forward and a bolt launching over the wall signal that they’ve seen the danger.
Behind me, a stream of archers is returning to the wall, probably in response to the alarm bugle. They line up, ready to start loosing arrows. The three ships are coming in low, making a perfect target.
Waiting beside the archers, a sense of helplessness grips me as the log-carrying ships close in. The one on the left of the formation is hit by a bulbous-nosed ballista bolt, and flaming arrows set the hull on fire. But the flames don’t deter the crew. The front ships move closer together as the rear ship slows and rises, causing the suspended log to pull back like an arrow being readied to shoot from a giant bow.
An order on my left now releases the archers to their work, and arrows start pinging off the great balloons and sticking into the ships’ hulls. A ballista bolt finds its target, and the ship is close enough for us to hear the hiss of escaping gas, but the log is almost on end now. A shrill cry comes from the third ship, and its cable is released. The heavy load swings in a whooshing arc towards the centre of the gateway. A second later, a splintering crash shakes the whole wall as the log smashes home, then the front ships drop their cables and pull away.
I hold my breath, but the crellok on the ground don’t move. Despite the violent impact, the doors must be holding but now more ships appear from the gloom.
Three approach steadily, in the battering ram formation, while others fly ahead to rain rocks and flaming pots on us. I duck into the tower as a pot hits the wall close by, cracks open, and showers burning debris around.
The ballista crew, protected by dwarves with giant wicker shields, keep shooting but can’t stop the ships. The gates are hit a second time, the impact shaking the tower, and I gasp with shock.
The crellok horde still doesn’t move.
One of the second set of ram ships is sagging in the sky, its balloon rippling and deflating. The crew have another problem, though. The heavy cable hasn’t detached, and the ship is firmly anchored to the battering ram, which lies in front of the gate, leaving the stricken ship sinking slowly in perfect range for the archers, who pepper the deck with arrows. The cable is finally released and the ship drifts away, hitting the ground just short of the waiting ranks of crellok.
A third set of ram-bearing ships runs in towards the gate and I hold my breath again as they close with the wall.
Breathe.
‘What?’
Breathe. Holding your breath is not beneficial in situations of high tension.
Taking Excalibur’s advice, I realise, too, how fast my heart is beating, but still gasp as the swinging log impacts the doors. The squealing cheer that rises from the waiting crellok is enough to know the doors are breached.
‘Defend the gateway!’ I scream, not knowing if any of these dwarves will understand me, and Excalibur is in my hand as I race down the steps. Danny is out of the tower, and Arwen and a crowd of her followers are converging in the street.
One door has been smashed completely off its hinges and the other dangles drunkenly from the far tower, its locking bar, cracked in two, still hanging from a metal bracket on the back of the door.
Once again, I find myself standing in an undefended gap, facing a horde of crellok, the sound of their charge echoing from the walls. I can’t drag my eyes from them, their lines silhouetted by one of the crashed sky ships that burns beyond. My imagination is working overtime, likening the creatures to a rush of devils from the fiery pits of hell. For a few desperate heartbeats I’m alone, then there are pounding feet all around, and dwarves are filling in either side to create a living barrier in the road between the two towers of the broken gateway.
Danny pushes in beside me and hands me a battered shield. ‘Better than nothing,’ he says, and raps my helmet. ‘Glad you’ve got that on, too. Brace for impact.’
The first crellok hurl themselves at our forming shield wall. Squeals and shouts and cries, and arrows are launched into them as they crowd through the gap, to bring their blades against us.
I swing Excalibur at two crellok, forcing them away from my shield, then parry a spear, letting the sword crackle blue fire through the enemy’s blade. He falls at my feet, his place immediately taken by another snarling gargoyle who slices an axe at my head. I raise the shield and the axe blade bites deep into the metal rim, forcing my arm down and I stab forward with Excalibur, barely aware of the instructions streaming through my head.
And then a group to my left are heaving on the fallen door and pushing it upright to make a temporary barricade, forcing the crellok in the gateway back. It’s Scree and Olaf Spearbreaker, now apparently inseparable warriors, shouting and exhorting the soldiers around them in angry, guttural dwarfish. Pieces of furniture and rocks appear from the towers and the streets. The dwarves pile them up behind the door until it’s jammed in place and the flow of crellok becomes a trickle, then nothing.
On the other side of the rough barricade, orders are being shouted, then there’s a loud cry from behind.
Pull back.
‘Someone ordered us to pull back,’ I say to Danny.
‘What … now?’
It seems premature, as the barricade offers respite from the crellok but the dwarves around me are unsure, and they start to inch back.
Arwen stumbles into me, her eyes wild. ‘The other gates are taken. We have to retreat.’
‘Shield wall,’ I cry, not sure if anyone will understand, but the jostling and bumping begins again as the soldiers dutifully form ranks around me. Round shields intermix with rectangular and heart-shaped ones, the dwarves of the three clans united.
‘Tell them we go back steadily, and stay together,’ I order, and wait as Arwen translates the command. Ahead of us, the barricade shifts a little, as crowbars appear in the gap, trying to force the wedged door to fall. Scree, Olaf, and a handful of similarly bulky dwarves stay between the towers, covering our retreat.
We step back together, and now another shout and dwarves are pointing up. The sky ships are returning, malevolent eagles drawn to a helpless prey. The ballista crew is still on the wall and an oil-filled pot smashes on the balloon of the first ship. An archer obliges with a flaming arrow that catches the flammable liquid. Flames spread across the big balloon, which collapses in an inferno of tattered material as it crosses the wall. One moment the ship is airborne, the next it crashes to earth, blocking the gateway.
‘Scree!’ Arwen screams, and she breaks from our shield wall and dashes back towards the gate but checks as dwarves emerge either side of the wrecked ship. Scree and Olaf lead them, and they raise their war axes in salute, causing those around me to cheer loudly. They’re followed by the ballista crew, carrying piles of unused ammunition, and the last archers off the wall, which is now abandoned to the enemy.
‘We’ve gotta get back to the inner wall,’ Danny says, pulling my arm. ‘That wreckage won’t stop them for long.’
‘Arwen, tell them it’s time to run,’ and she quickly translates my command.
The lines around us dissolve and there’s a race for the final gate. I linger, wanting to make sure everyone is away before I retreat. Arwen comes to stand beside me. Scree and Olaf hover nearby, the one a bodyguard reluctant to leave his charge, the other probably wanting revenge for his fallen comrades at Druid’s Scar.
‘Asha, come on,’ shouts Danny, tugging at me, and I turn my back on the gateway, now filled with the fire of the wrecked ship. But as I do, something catches my eye and my heart sinks.
Two more ships have flown over us. There’s no longer a ballista or any archers to shoot at them and they ghost in, landing in the wide street that leads to the sanctuary of the inner city, cutting my small group off from the other retreating dwarves. Behind us, growling and squealing signals that the crellok are finding their way past the wreckage.
‘We’ll have to take the side streets,’ Arwen shouts, but then she hesitates and, rather than running from the new threat, charges towards it.
‘What’s she doing?’ says Danny. ‘Those things will be loaded with troops.’
But I’ve seen why Arwen is running to the ships. A single figure is visible at the stern of the nearest one, his golden mask reflecting the flames of the burning sky ship, and as I look, he salutes then beckons us to follow Arwen.
‘They’re on our side, Danny. Come on,’ I yell and we’re all running to the ship on which Trego, Lord of the Hidden, waits to greet us and lift us to safety beyond the inner wall.
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‘We have to go tonight,’ I repeat for the fourth time. ‘By morning, they’ll know we’ve captured two of their ships.’
Beside me, Arwen nods agreement.
‘We could hide them,’ says Mab, unhappily. Whether his mood is caused by my plan, or because I’ve dragged him away from his work to this meeting in the Thorns’ compound, I can’t tell.
‘Where? If we completely deflate the balloons, we have no guarantee we can inflate them again. Anywhere outside and the other ships will see them.’
‘We still have work to do on the nasty,’ Mab counters, trying a different tack, and using our nickname for the device he’s been working on with Ravi and Roly. It’s almost as if none of us wants to call it what it really is.
Mab glances at the boys now, who sit in silence at the room’s single table. Ravi looks pensive, while Roly is green around the gills.
‘You wanted a way to deliver the weapon,’ I say, pointing through the open doorway at the two ships that stand moored beside the Thorns fort. ‘Well, there you are. And they aren’t going to expect us to come from the sky.’
‘It’s pointless if the weapon is nay ready, lass.’ The words are weary, reminding me that it’s close to midnight. And time isn’t on our side.
‘When’s sunrise?’ I ask, deliberately ignoring Mab’s scepticism.
‘It’ll be light by five,’ says Pompeo, ‘and the sun is up just after six.’
Trego stands impassively in a corner, giving the impression he’s only half listening to the argument. His dwarves — forty of them — are outside being fed while watching over the captured ships.
‘We have to go tonight,’ I repeat for a fifth time. And then I hesitate, as another idea takes shape. My plan was to fly out over the city, land near the portal, attach to its frame whatever explosive device Mab and the boys can conjure for us, then light the fuse and run. I don’t even know if it can be destroyed, but I know we have to try.
But now, looking out at the two ships again, maybe there’s a better way to take down the portal. ‘Have you ever heard of the Spanish Armada, Professor?’
‘What? Aye,’ says Mab, frowning. ‘But what—’
‘Fireships,’ I say, and the excitement is already building. ‘That’s how the English scattered the Spanish fleet. We have no idea if we’ll be able to land close enough to the portal to attack it directly. But what if we don’t land at all?’
‘What?’
‘What if we take both ships back out there,’ I say, my plan forming as I speak, ‘one packed with whatever it is you’re going to give us that goes boom, and we set it alight and crash it into the portal?’
‘And we use the second ship to escape?’ asks Danny.
‘Exactly. We take small teams, only enough to crew them and to fight our way out and hide somewhere if things go wrong.’ I glance at Pompeo. ‘You have maps of tunnels that run outside the walls?’
‘Yes, but I’m hardly going to let you take them with you,’ he protests.
‘We’ll memorise them, then. We take both ships,’ I repeat slowly, ‘fly them like we’re a returning patrol, find the portal and then crash a fireship into it. If we’re not having to unload anything, we can pack even more explosives on board. Really make that thing go boom.’ I illustrate this thought by spreading my arms theatrically.
‘And we retreat in the second ship before they know what’s hit them,’ Danny adds.
I nod. ‘But only if we can strike tonight. Before daybreak.’
Silence. Pompeo looks warily at Trego, still standing silently in the corner. ‘And you trust these folk from the Badlands?’
‘With my life,’ I say. ‘And didn’t he bring Lord Angus back safely?’
‘Aye, he did that,’ says Flinty McCool, who has flown from Druid’s Scar with Trego. ‘And he led the attack that captured those ships. Without losing a dwarf, or damaging our prizes, I might say.’ His tone is full of admiration, far from his own suspicions when first meeting the Lord of the Hidden.
‘And for rescuing my husband, I am eternally in his debt.’ Lady Isabelle Firethorn stands at the doorway, with Scree close behind.
‘My lady,’ Mab gives a small bow. ‘What news of his lordship?’
Lady Isabelle enters the room, smiling a greeting as she walks to the table. ‘He rests, Professor, as do the other dwarves that were saved.’ She turns to Trego. ‘We are all in your debt, sir.’
He says nothing, though his body stiffens, and he edges up against the wall.
‘Aye, my lady,’ says Flinty McCool, eager to speak to his laird’s wife. ‘It was good fortune that we saw the smoke from his lordship’s burning ships.’
‘Attacked by the crellok, you say?’ says Lady Isabelle.
‘Aye, my lady,’ McCool confirms, repeating a story he’s already told the rest of us. ‘Just one ship was still afloat. Barely so. And the Lord Angus was clinging to the mast and holding three of his lads clear of the water. He saved them for sure.’
‘And you saved him, and I am grateful,’ Lady Isabelle repeats. ‘Your arrival is doubly fortuitous, sir.’ She addresses Trego, who has edged around almost to the open door. ‘I imagine two sky ships could prove useful in the plans to stop the Storm King.’
‘They will.’ It’s Arwen who replies and moves closer to her mother, then turns back towards me, eyes sparkling with excitement. She winks.
‘Then I won’t keep you from your work,’ says Lady Isabelle. ‘But again, I would like to thank — oh. Your friend from the Badlands has gone.’
Trego has slipped out into the night to rejoin his dwarves.
‘Perhaps he thinks the plan is madness,’ says Pompeo, raising an eyebrow to me.
‘Lord Trego will help,’ Arwen says hurriedly. ‘I’m sure he will.’
Lady Isabelle has frozen, mouth open. Her lips move but no words come. She shakes her head. ‘Arwen, please take care. Now, I … I must return to my husband’s side. Lady Asha, gentlemen,’ and she hurries from the room.
‘What just happened?’ Danny murmurs close to my ear. ‘She looked like she’d seen a ghost.’
‘Don’t know. But she isn’t going to stop us.’ I stare belligerently at Pompeo, then at Mab. ‘Tonight. It must be tonight. Can we get the explosives here quietly?’
‘What?’ Mab says, caught off guard. ‘Well, yes, but …’ He looks to Ravi and Roly. Roly just shrugs, while Ravi removes his spectacles and gives the lenses a wipe on his sleeve.
‘Why quietly?’ asks Pompeo.
‘The fewer that know our plan, the better,’ I say. ‘In case anyone gets caught and they’re forced to talk,’ I add, comfortable with the lie, even though I’m certain Pompeo can be trusted.
‘Well, lassie,’ says Mab, moving for the door, ‘if you mean to go through with this madness, I’m coming with you. Now, if I can borrow Messrs Dipps and Patel one last time? And the services of you, Scree Oakenwall, and your new friend.’
The boys stand and exit with Mab, followed by Scree, Olaf, and Pompeo, leaving me alone with Danny and Arwen.
She turns to me. ‘You think there are spies in the palace?’
‘You don’t?’
‘Plenty of dwarves will have seen the ships land,’ says Danny. ‘It’ll be no secret we have them.’
‘But they won’t know how we’re going to use them,’ I say. ‘We landed here to bring Lord Angus and his wounded straight to their own people, remember.’
‘And if we raid the crellok tonight,’ says Arwen, ‘there’ll be no time for anyone to warn them we’re coming.’
◆◆◆
 
It takes two hours to assemble the hessian sacks containing the crudely worked explosives that Mab, Ravi, and Roly have made over the last two days. It takes another hour to load them carefully into the bows of one of the sky ships.
‘You do realise we have no idea whether this stuff will work,’ says Ravi, as we watch the last sacks being taken aboard and stacks of kindling packed down with them. ‘We’ve only had time to test very small samples.’
‘I thought you said the prof has experience with this?’
‘He’s done a few experiments before,’ says Ravi. ‘Apparently trying to create a safe explosive for mining operations. But not on this scale.’
‘And did your test samples work?’
‘Spectacularly,’ says Ravi. He doesn’t sound happy.
‘You’re worried what might happen if an eagle-eyed crellok takes a pot shot at us with a flaming arrow.’
‘Or a nervous dwarf. You still have to fly over our defences.’
‘Pompeo’s given orders not to engage any sky ships tonight. And we’ll fly high. It’s pretty dark now.’ I pat his shoulder. ‘If anything happens, you have Mab’s device.’
Ravi fishes something out of a pocket. It’s the golden case containing the portable bridge, which Mab has entrusted to his safe keeping.
I close my hands over his and press them shut on the case. ‘You know how to activate it?’
He nods. ‘The professor showed me.’
‘Remember, if anything happens to us, you and Roly must get Jackie back to Merlin.’
‘Being Merlin Commando doesn’t mean you have to stage suicidal missions every time there’s a problem,’ says Ravi.
‘It’s a bit more than a problem,’ I say gently. ‘And they won’t know we’re coming. We can always abandon the fireship. It’ll be fine.’ I will myself to sound optimistic.
And in truth, like Arwen, I’m strangely excited. Elated, even, at the idea of striking back at Taliesin’s horde and perhaps wrecking his only way of mounting an invasion of Britain.
Like Ravi and Mab, Excalibur is less enthusiastic.
The odds of success are small.
‘That’s reassuring. But what does that even mean?’
It would be inaccurate to be specific. There are too many variables.
‘So maybe the odds aren’t as bad as you think.’
In simple terms, they go from small to extremely small. Is that more helpful?
‘Not especially.’
You should understand the odds.
‘I do. Now that you’ve told me. And I thought you’d like my daring.’
Your plan is … audacious.
‘Well, there you are.’
Audacity is not always a good quality in a leader.
‘Am I a leader?’
You carry me.
‘Would you prefer I leave you behind? We don’t want you to fall into enemy hands.’
You will need me.
‘I’m serious,’ I say, tapping Excalibur’s pommel. ‘Perhaps I should leave you with Ravi.’
You will need me.
‘The record’s stuck. Very well. You can come. Just make sure you give me good advice if I need it, Master Sword.’
With a final farewell to Ravi and Roly, I take Excalibur and join our small flight crews. Trego and Hrafen will be on the fireship with me, Danny, Mab, and Olaf. Five more of the Hidden and five Thorns warriors, led by Flinty McCool, make up the second ship’s crew.
Scree has agreed to stay behind with Arwen, who is not happy.
‘Why can’t I come?’ she argues petulantly.
‘We’ve been over this,’ says Mab. ‘Should I go and ask your mother?’
‘You know you can’t go,’ says Trego sourly. ‘House of Thorns needs its heir alive.’
‘I did nay think you cared about that sort of thing,’ Arwen counters.
‘Aye, well I do.’
‘There’s always my uncle,’ says Arwen, ‘if anything happens to me and my father.’
‘I would love to have you with us,’ I say soothingly, ‘but this time, they’re right. We need good leaders back here.’
The argument is cut off by a sentry calling the time. Three in the morning. Barely two hours to complete our mission and fly back. With renewed urgency, we clamber aboard our respective ships and the ground anchors are released. Immediately the ships rise into the night, leaving a disconsolate Arwen watching from the ground.
◆◆◆
 
‘How did you learn to fly them?’ I ask Trego, as we gain height and float towards the city’s last line of defence. There are no shouts of alarm, and no missiles whistle up.
‘Actually caught three of them. They’d landed for the night near the lake. When we got aboard, we saw what they were doing. It was trial and error after that.’
‘Three ships?’
‘More error than trial with the first one,’ says Trego, laughing. ‘At least none of us was hurt. And it’s a simple enough system.’
We’re standing with Mab on a raised platform that serves as a bridge deck at the back of the ship. In front of us, a wooden block provides a support frame for a wheel and two basic levers.
‘This lever controls the balloon’s inflation,’ says Trego. ‘There are tanks under the deck.’ He glances at Mab. ‘Professor, we don’t know what the gas is, or how much is in the tanks, or how the system works.’
‘There must be a recompression system for the gas,’ says Mab, ‘which hopefully means we won’t run out.’
‘And the second lever is a throttle?’ I guess. Behind us, the three blades of the propellor are spinning gently, giving us a slow, but steady forward motion, drifting us almost silently out beyond the inner wall.
‘Throttle?’ Trego says. ‘If by that you mean the lever that makes us move, then aye, it’s a throttle.’ He taps the wheel, which wouldn’t look out of place on an old sailing ship. ‘And this steers. It controls the direction of the propellor and a rudder.’
‘Where’s the power coming from?’ asks Mab. ‘The propellor and the gas system must both have power.’
Trego taps his foot on the deck. ‘I cannae tell you how it works, but they’ve a device with candling stones in it below here.’
‘I thought Mount Vilderkrug was the only source of the stones,’ I say.
‘As far as we know, it is,’ says Mab, steadying himself, as the ship hits a pocket of turbulence above a burning building. The air is suddenly rank with the acrid smell of smoke.
‘Then someone here must have helped Taliesin,’ I say, repeating my concern. ‘Arwen said the stones are rare. But there are over forty ships in action. That’s a lot of help.’
‘And the poisoning of the Pendrakken,’ says Mab bleakly. ‘We can assume now that was part of the bigger plan.’
‘You’ll need to watch your backs when this is over,’ says Trego.
‘We all will,’ I say.
It’s far from over, though, and we drift on towards Pendruka’an’s outer wall, to be confronted by a terrifying sight.
‘And the campfires of his army shall be as the stars in the heavens,’ Mab says quietly, and leans heavily on the ship’s side.
‘What’s that?’ I ask.
‘Oh, I don’t recall now. Some old dwarf text.’ He straightens and shakes his head. ‘I never thought to see it with my own eyes, though.’
The campfires of the Storm King’s host burn as far as the eye can see. To the north, the lights surround a bigger patch of flames that burn brighter than the myriad cooking fires of the crellok.
‘That’ll be Edsbyrig,’ Mab says grimly. ‘I hope the townsfolk were able to run before the enemy arrived.’
‘How many do you think there are?’ I say, chilled by the carpet of twinkling lights.
‘Too many. A true horde. Like locusts on the land.’
‘As long as they’re not swarming around the portal,’ adds Trego.
And now, gliding smoothly on over the darkness of Fastolf’s Wood, we get a first glimpse of the great portal in place, lit up by flaming braziers that scatter the shadows of patrolling guards in slender pencil lines across the ground. The portal itself has sparkling blue lights running around its frame in two distinct rows. Beyond it, sky ships, anchored to the ground, stand rank on rank, the crews settled around their own campfires.
‘A pretty target,’ says Trego, eyeing the ships.
‘We focus on the portal,’ I say. But those empty ships are inviting. Take them out and we reduce the crellok army’s chances of breaking our last line of defence. ‘Have we anything to hit them with?’
‘Some of the crellok fire pots are on the other ship,’ says Trego. I know he’s smiling behind the mask.
We clear Fastolf’s Wood and throttle down, to float a few hundred metres short of the portal. There’s no sign of any other ships in the air, and no alarm cries from below. Apart from the obvious guards, there seems to be little movement between the campfires. Humps on the ground show where crellok soldiers sleep. Thousands of them. And here and there, tents rise among the multitude.
‘Anything that might be Taliesin’s?’ Danny whispers. ‘A pavilion, like Lord Angus’s.’
I peer at the ground, but if Taliesin is down there, I can’t tell.
‘It’s time,’ Trego calls quietly. ‘The fuses, Professor?’
To our port side, the second ship waits for the signal to take us off. Mab and Hrafen set the fuses, while Trego keeps the fireship steady and Danny, Olaf and I keep watch.
‘Do you hear that?’ Danny murmurs.
Apart from the whisper of a thin breeze, I don’t detect anything and I squint into the darkness. Nothing. ‘What do your superior senses tell you?’
‘Not much,’ he says, ‘but could be a ship.’
Mab comes back, swaying slightly with the motion of the deck. Three lines now trail to the bags piled up in the bow of the ship. On the outside, they contain loosely packed kindling to ensure there’s a fast enough and big enough fire to light the explosives underneath. There are more bags below the deck, but they don’t need fuses, the theory being that they’ll ignite from the first explosions.
‘Is it all set, Mab?’ I ask.
‘Aye, lass, it is.’ He takes a deep breath. ‘Places, everyone.’
‘You have the matches, Professor?’ asks Hrafen.
‘I could use this,’ I say, sliding Excalibur from its scabbard. ‘Better than matches.’
Mab glances at Hrafen. ‘You help Olaf clear the ship. Asha can light the fuses.’
Then Danny hisses, ‘Company.’
I swing round to stare into the darkness. Is that something floating through the night? Or just wispy smoke from the fires below?
‘What can you see?’ I hiss back to Danny.
Behind us, is quiet activity. Mab is twining all three fuses into one. Trego, still at the helm, is holding the ship on a course directly towards the portal and is tying a rope from the frame to the wheel. Olaf is at the port stern holding a dark lantern and signalling to our rescue ship. For a few seconds there’s no response, then an answering light appears briefly.
‘Crellok ship approaching from the starboard.’ Danny no longer whispers. ‘We need to do this fast.’
There’s a bump as the bows of McCool’s ship clunk into our stern, and a worrying creaking as the wooden planks rub together.
‘Realign,’ calls Trego.
Instructions go back to McCool, who is struggling to keep the two ships in contact, as their bow slides down the side of our ship. But then a rope is thrown to Hrafen and Olaf, who pull the hulls tightly together before securing them.
‘Taking her down,’ Trego calls, and my stomach lurches as the propellor increases its speed and the balloon sags as we start the descent. ‘Ready on my signal with the fuses and clear the ship now.’
Olaf and Hrafen climb across to join McCool’s crew as I plant myself by the joined fuses, Excalibur in my hand. The great portal is less than two hundred metres ahead of us. Trego increases our speed again, the whirr of the propeller blades horribly loud in the night. We sag slightly and our timbers grumble as the two ships keep their awkward formation into the dive.
‘Light the fuses now,’ Trego orders.
Ahead, the portal is looming large. My heart races as I will Excalibur to do its work. A bright blue spark sizzles among the cables. Nothing happens. I try again. 
Come on sword.
Patience.
A brighter flash, this one jolting my arm and leaving ghosting spots on my eyes, and the fuses at my feet fizzle into life. For a moment, the glowing flame is tiny and inconsequential; then it takes hold and all three cables crackle like sparklers on Bonfire Night.
‘Off,’ calls Trego, and I dash to the stern. Mab has already climbed over, and Danny waits poised to go. He leaps across to the second ship, landing lightly in the bows and being pulled out of the way as Trego and I get ready to cross.
‘Together,’ he says, moving beside me.
I nod and I’m about to go when there’s a sickening crunch, which knocks me off my feet. Trego is across and he turns to face me just as our fireship is rocked by a second, more violent impact. A third impact and I turn to see a sky ship grating against the fireship’s hull, the noise of protesting wood sharp in the night as we’re pushed off course. Ahead, the portal is now several degrees off our starboard bow, and we’re aimed at a space between campfires. The ground is already dangerously close.
The crellok crew are crowding over their bow, crossing to the fireship, as McCool’s ship, no longer tethered, rises up and away.
Crellok are running towards the fuses and pulling them free, the sizzling silver lights sputtering and dying in the air. Clambering to my feet, I run forward, slashing at the crellok scrambling aboard, and thrusting Excalibur into the hessian bags. A blue flash and instantly flames are flickering through the pile, heading for the makeshift explosives.
A crellok attacks and I parry a sword, then two more of the creatures fly from Excalibur’s power as I race for the wheel. One slash cuts through the rope that now secures the ship on the wrong course, and with my free hand I spin the spokes right to guide the ship back on track, the motion hindered by the attacking ship now lashed to our starboard. But the bows come round until we’re aiming straight at the centre of the portal.
More crellok are on our deck, trying to pull the burning sacks free, but they break apart, spilling their contents, and the flames increase. We’re less than twenty metres from the target, and I’m vaguely aware of shouts from below as I push back a spear and let Excalibur’s blue light blast my attacker.
McCool’s ship is above me. Faces stare down, then a rope is tumbling towards me.
‘Hold on, Asha,’ Danny shouts, as I sheathe Excalibur, wrap the rough fibres around one arm and grip the rope with both hands.
The rope is slack, but then with a sharp jolt that almost wrenches my arm off, I’m swung up and away from the deck, dangling below McCool’s ship which rapidly climbs from the portal.
And behind me, as I twist on the rope’s end like a hooked fish, the fireship hits its target.
There’s a loud crash as the bows deflect off the right side of the arching gate, dragging the crellok ship, still lashed to its side, with it.
And the first sacks of explosives ignite.
There’s a strange coughing sound, and small flashes that produce clouds of dirty-orange smoke. Crump — crump — crump. More bags are taking the fire and I’m rising, the rope being hauled in by my friends.
And then night turns to day, as the full force of Mab’s nasty is unleashed. At first there’s silence, then a roaring whoosh engulfs me, a lung-bursting shockwave slamming into me, swinging me on the rope like a weight on a pendulum. My arm is wrenched again as the wave hits the ship, throwing it up and away.
The sound hits me next, a wall of noise assaulting my eardrums, then mangled pieces of the two sky ships are blasted in all directions, along with chunks of the shattered portal. Fiery debris whips by me.
My senses are numb, my fingers nerveless, but I cling to the rope as it’s hauled upwards, then hands are pulling me onboard.
Danny is shaking me and speaking, but I can’t hear. He cuffs at my jacket and wisps of burning material fall from my shoulders. I look over the side and stare down at the smoking, broken ruins of Taliesin’s great portal.
In a swathe around it, the ground has been scraped clean of campfires. A few crellok stagger in dazed circles at the edge of the destruction. The portal, shattered into hundreds of pieces, lies entangled with the parts of our fireship and the crellok vessel that haven’t been blasted into fragments.
I try not to think about the fate of the crew.
Our mission has been spectacularly successful. But Trego, now standing at the second ship’s wheel, isn’t finished. Instead of retreating towards the city, he turns the bows to the anchored lines of silent sky ships. As we swing in over them, crowds of crellok are attempting to ready them for flight.
‘Fire pots,’ Trego calls, the words finding their way through the concussed fog of my hearing. I stagger upright, but Danny waves me to one side. With my head still spinning from the blast, I nod, and stand and watch as Mab hands pots to the rest of the crew.
The first pots, flames spilling from their rims, splash down onto the vulnerable ships. Partly deflated balloons take the brunt of the attack, with burning liquid pouring over them to burst the rippling skins. The gas inside must also be flammable, as each bursting balloon gives off a bright blue flame as it collapses, spreading its fire over the decks.
‘Don’t waste them,’ Trego calls. ‘If the balloon is burning, save the pots for another ship.’
On the ground, more crellok are arriving, trying to put out the fires, or heading to the undamaged ships, some of which must be ready to fly.
There are enough pots for us to attack two complete rows of ten ships before Trego pulls the wheel around and heads us back towards Pendruka’an. And now we’re in a race, as several of the sky ships from the third and fourth ranks get airborne and take up the pursuit. Arrows whizz and zing by us as crellok archers gather at the bows of their ships, eager for vengeance.
‘They’re closing,’ Danny shouts from the stern. ‘Any way to make this thing go faster?’
‘Make us lighter?’ Trego says, then flinches as an arrow skims off the railing by the wheel. ‘The ship has ballast. Or maybe it’s ammunition. Try unloading it.’
Mab calls out orders and some dwarves disappear below deck. Seconds later, rocks are appearing from the bowels of the ship, passed in quickly organised lines, and tossed over the side. The arrows continue to fly, but we’re gaining a little height as we close on the outer wall. The trebuchets stand idle in front of it, their crews of giants nowhere to be seen.
‘The balloon may be damaged,’ Trego calls, then he grunts as an arrow buries itself in his arm. He pulls it out and waves McCool away. Two dwarves grab crellok shields and stand either side to protect him.
I peer up at the balloon but can’t see any obvious damage. ‘How can you tell?’
‘It feels different,’ Trego says, ‘and we’re losing height.’
Mab is examining the pipes and cables that snake from the balloon through the deck. ‘No sign of damage here.’
‘Can you boost the gas flow from below deck?’ asks Trego.
‘No. It’s all controlled by your wee lever,’ says Mab.
And Trego is right. We’re now back at the same height as the pursuing ships. A volley of arrows sails across as one of them draws level with our port side. Nobody is hit, but we have no way to defend ourselves. On the starboard side, a second ship is closing. The rock chain continues, and Danny and I grab shields to protect the dwarves, willing our vessel on.
‘This could be close,’ Trego shouts, as he takes us in over the second wall.
Flaming arrows fly up from the dozens of crellok who now occupy it. The arrows bounce off the balloon’s skin onto the deck and gloved hands grab them and throw them overboard. And we can see the inner wall, lit in places by ruined buildings that still burn.
Another volley of arrows, this one from above, and now the whirr of the propellor is accompanied by an ominous hissing.
‘Balloon’s definitely pierced now,’ Trego calls, then shouts some orders. The dwarves move to shelter under shields against the hull, and Danny and I join them.
‘Hope they don’t have fire arrows on those ships,’ says Danny, edging over beside me. He glances nervously up at the sagging balloon as more arrows whistle by. ‘If we don’t make it over, be ready to run the moment we hit the ground.’
A searchlight catches us from the inner wall.
‘We should have had a signal.’ I’m expecting the dwarves to start shooting at us.
‘Pompeo will have warned them,’ says Danny. ‘Each ship has different markings, remember.’
‘If they can see our markings.’ 
Then a volley of fire arrows sweeps down.
My heart stutters and my stomach turns, as two of them lodge in our wounded balloon. Danny takes my hand and, unable to do anything, we watch as flames finally begin to lick at the balloon’s skin, willing it to keep us airborne long enough to reach the sanctuary of the inner city and a safe landing.
Olaf and Hrafen are at the bow, leaning over and shouting down at the wall as we sweep in. Then a horn sounds but the enemy ships are already turning and rising to retreat.
A bang like a firework exploding, a loud pop, and a livid blue flame that shreds what’s left of the balloon and we drop. With a sickening crunch we hit the ground and are thrown from our places of refuge.
Tatters of the burning material rain down, as the ship’s keel scrapes and slides over the ground, towards a building.
Trego shouts something in dwarfish, then, ‘Brace for impact!’
The ruined ship slams into the building and I’m tumbling, flailing to protect my head, as my body is hurled violently forward. A burst of white light fills my brain, then … darkness.
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Cheering. Distant, indistinct, but definitely cheering. Hundreds of voices? Raised, excited.
Focus, Asha. Cheering. Where’s it coming from? Who is it? Why does my head hurt?
It takes too much effort to concentrate, so I let my mind drift away into a game of hide and seek with the pain that emanates from my right temple and runs halfway across my forehead.
The cheering is louder now, more distinct. And close by.
I risk opening my eyes. A heart flutter as everything stays out of focus, then the blur in front of me resolves itself into a ceiling, low and nondescript. Recognised as a ceiling by the two wooden beams that cross from side to side, made visible by the grey light that enters through a pair of small windows in a shabby wall to my left.
I turn my head, the movement sending a spike of pain through my temple that makes me ball my fists tightly. At least all my fingers seem to be present and working.
I sit up. Slowly. Feet on the floor. Pause, as dizziness spins my surroundings and hits me with a wave of nausea that I fight to contain. Successful, I glance around. Familiar things materialise, a door, a chair, a washbasin. The sight in my right eye seems sluggish, though, and unnaturally blurred, but at least I can see.
I’m sitting on a camp bed. Where? Get to the door. I try to stand but slump back down and wait for the tear-inducing spasm in my head to dissipate. A gentle examination with the tips of my fingers reveals a bandage swathing my head. On its right side, the material is hard and crackly. Dried blood?
The cheering again. Loud, insistent, ululating. Very carefully, I pull myself to my feet, swaying drunkenly as balance returns. And then panic as I reach down to my hip. Excalibur and its scabbard are missing.
So are my clothes, and it takes another few seconds to see that they’re resting on the room’s single chair. With the care of a tightrope walker, I tiptoe over and get dressed, every movement designed to avoid another wince-inducing stab of pain. The trickiest part is pulling on and lacing my boots. Nice glossy shine.
The rest of the clothes are clean, too. These dwarves are fastidious. Now for the door. I half expect to find it locked, but it opens and I step out into bright sunlight that makes me mask my eyes and retreat into the shadows.
Memories begin to return. The sky ship, crashing in the last darkness of the night. But we’d made it across the inner wall. What is the cheering?
A voice, muffled. Is it the sword speaking? Telling me where it is. But then a figure is in front of me.
‘You’re awake. With that crack you took, I thought you’d be out for days.’
‘Danny? What happened. What is happening? And where’s Excalibur?’
It’s then I see that he has a bundle in his hand. The sword and its belt and scabbard.
‘I made sure I took these when they pulled you from the wreckage,’ he says, handing them to me. ‘Not the best landing.’
‘Is everyone okay?’ Memories flooding back. A bright flash, the portal destroyed. Crellok ships pursuing us through the night.
‘Yeah, just fine,’ says Danny. ‘You got the worst of it. Took a whack on the head as we hit the ground. Mainly bumps and bruises for everyone else. A couple of dwarves with broken bones. But nothing serious. And more good news.’ He points and I see that above us is the inner wall, crowded with dwarves. They look like they’re performing some form of ritualistic dance, then I realise they’re waving and jumping up and down.
‘What’s happening?’ I repeat.
‘It’s the relief force,’ says Danny, grinning. ‘Pompeo says they pushed the crellok back from the outer wall and broke into the city about an hour ago.’ 
‘Where did they come from?’
‘The west. Arwen’s uncle is with them, and they say Jarl Ragnold is somewhere close to the city, too.’ He takes my hand. ‘Come on, I don’t want to miss this.’
‘But how did they get here so soon?’ I ask, confused. ‘And there must be a hundred thousand crellok out there.’
‘They’re not bothering the dwarves,’ says Danny, pulling me gently to the steps that climb to the battlements. ‘Just as surprised as us, I guess.’
‘How many?’
‘Elnoth sent a message ahead. He’s pulled together over thirty thousand dwarves, from the Thorn and Thistle lands and from townsfolk running west away from the invasion.’ He grins at me again. ‘They arrived in the night and took the bears’ gate. Got inside the outer city and they’ve been working their way towards us ever since.’
‘What time is it?’
‘Well past midday, kid,’ says Danny, forgetting I don’t like being called that anymore. If I ever did.
‘Midday? But that’s only seven or eight hours—’
‘We attacked the gate the night before last, Asha,’ Danny says. ‘You’ve been out for a whole day.’
‘What?’ Well, that explains the clean clothes.
Danny points to the building I’ve just come from. ‘They’re using these houses for triage and a field hospital. We put you in there and that doctor — the Brightblade guy — was sent for. He said you’d be fine, but you weren’t to be moved.’
‘But what’s happened? A whole day?’ That will also explain the thirst and gnawing hunger that fight with the nausea growling and bubbling in my empty stomach. At least the pain in my head is easing slightly.
‘They launched a couple of attacks,’ says Danny, as we reach the top of the wall, ‘but they were half-hearted and beaten off. I guess we’ve stopped their main supply route. No more ships. Maybe no more spare parts.’ He waves across the battlements. ‘And now reinforcements have arrived. We could win this thing, kid.’
‘I need a drink,’ I say, and Danny hands me a canteen.
‘Water okay?’
‘Always.’ I take a long swig, then hand the canteen back and strap the sword belt on. Despite the cheering there’s no sign of the relief column yet, so I check along the wall. Hundreds of dwarves, male and female, line the battlements. Soldiers of all three houses are interspersed with civilians, and there’s a palpable sense of relief and joy. The central gate is to our right, and Pompeo is there, with a gaggle of the toga-wearing Ilex dwarf elders, led by Senator Maximus.
‘No Pendrakken?’
‘He’s awake, but still weak, apparently,’ says Danny. ‘And Jackie is still sleeping.’
‘I thought Doctor Brightblade said she’d be up by now.’
‘She’s going to be fine, Asha,’ says Danny, squeezing my shoulder. ‘She just needs a bit more time. Brightblade is happy with both patients. Remember, he had no real idea how it would affect a dwarf, let alone a human.’
I scan the expectant crowds. ‘I’d have thought Abbot Broadfern would be here.’ The monks, in their distinctive green robes, are completely absent.
‘Pompeo said he’s hanging out in the temple. Giving thanks for the city’s deliverance is the official line.’
‘It hasn’t been delivered yet.’
‘Mab thinks Broadfern’s sulking. Still angry that his pleas to seek a truce were ignored.’
‘Why be upset? His precious temple hasn’t been damaged, has it?’ A horn blows, somewhere out in no man’s land.
‘This should be the column,’ says Danny.
‘Where’s everyone else?’
‘Mab borrowed Ravi and Roly again. He isn’t convinced this thing is over yet.’
‘It isn’t.’
Danny shrugs. ‘Trego and his crew are keeping a low profile. They stayed in the Thorns’ compound.’ He gives me a strange look. ‘You, know, I’m sure every time Lady Isabelle or Lord Angus appears, Trego makes himself scarce.’
I tap his bowler hat. ‘And I’m sure you know how it feels to be an outsider.’
‘Thanks. But yeah, it just seems strange, is all. He’s happy to be around Arwen.’
‘No sign of her?’
Danny points along the wall in the opposite direction to the gate. And there’s Arwen, standing next to Scree and Olaf Spearbreaker, surrounded by some of her volunteers, now dressed in assorted bits of armour. Olaf seems to have unofficially attached himself to Arwen as her second bodyguard.
‘I think she’s pretty down,’ says Danny.
‘Down? Why? If the city is saved. And she and her ladies have been in the thick of it.’
‘That’s the problem,’ says Danny. ‘She’s loving all this. The adventure of it, I mean, not the destruction. The Drakstadler having to rely on the women for more than just making the tea and washing their togas, trews, and chain mail.’
‘And Arwen thinks things will just go back to the way they were,’ I say. ‘Danny, this isn’t over. Who’s to say they don’t have another giant portal they can bring through and assemble. And even if they can only reinforce a few crellok at a time, Taliesin’s army is still huge.’
‘Do you think he’s here?’
‘Wish I knew.’
‘What if they’ve been attacking more than one realm,’ says Danny, just as movement is visible at the far end of the boulevard that runs towards us from the ruins of the second wall’s central gate.
‘You mean Britannia or Lyonesse?’ I suppress a shiver. ‘There’s nothing we can do about that. Right now, we have to support the dwarves.’ I brush his arm. ‘And we still have to root out a traitor.’
‘The poisoning. Yeah, and the fact the crellok knew where to find you and Excalibur the other night.’ He looks back over the battlements. ‘Perhaps that doesn’t matter now.’
The noise on the wall increases as a column of dwarves, ten soldiers wide, appears over the rubble. The head of the column passes a crashed sky ship, the dwarves marching perfectly in step with a precision that would make a British guardsman proud.
‘What is it?’ Danny asks, as I laugh at that thought.
‘Oh, I was remembering a soldier we met in London. Very smart. I think he’d love the way these dwarves move.’
‘They’re coming in as if they own the place.’
‘They do.’ And maybe my fears are misplaced. As rank upon rank of the dwarves appear through the second wall, I let myself believe that this really is an army that can beat the crellok.
Three dwarves ride at the column’s head on the tough little ponies I’ve come to admire. And yes, the flowing black locks of the dwarf on the left of the three give him away as Lord Elnoth, Lord Angus’s younger brother, now dressed in a gleaming coat of mail. Next to him, curiously, is Jarl Ragnold’s champion, Einar Nierdahl, and I feel a sudden pang of sympathy for the poor pony that has to carry his mammoth body. The rider on the right is dressed in Roman armour, with the helmet plume that runs right to left, denoting an officer. But I don’t recognise him.
On comes the column, the tramp tramp tramp of their boots hitting the ground in perfect unison.
Tramp tramp tramp.
Too perfect.
I lean over the parapet and focus on the front rank, partly obscured by the three riders.
Tramp tramp tramp. The crowd’s cheering increases.
I will Excalibur to speak to me, but the sword stays silent. Maybe my head wound has damaged the link?
Tramp tramp tramp.
A rumbling squeal down to our right signals the great doors being pulled open to welcome the relief column. As if in response, Elnoth casually removes his green bonnet and flaps it at the walls. He’s the only dwarf out there who reacts, as the others continue to stare resolutely forward, ignoring the waving and cheering.
Staring forward, knees bending high, backs held rigidly straight, perfect in step and rank. As far back as I can see into the column.
Tramp tramp tramp. Unwavering. Military locomotion perfected. Like people under mind control.
Oh no. No, no, no.
‘Close the gates!’ I scream, and I’m turning to the steps and pulling Excalibur free, but there are too many dwarves in my way, and they shout at me, expressions of joy replaced by looks of irritation and anger.   
‘Close the gates,’ I call again. My head is splitting, and my sight is fuzzy, as I push through the dwarves who stand obstinately in my way. On the wall above the gate, Pompeo turns towards me, frowns, and I call to him but my words are lost in the noise of the crowd.
Tramp tramp tramp.
Danny is beside me as I reach the top of the steps. ‘What are you doing, kid?’
‘It’s a trick, Danny, a trick. They’re being controlled. Like the ones I saw in the Badlands.’
‘They what?’
‘We’ve got to close the gates.’ I’m searching wildly for a way down the steps. There’s some sort of roof or buttress, half the height of the walls, and it’s a long drop, but I have to get down there.
I jump.
And the screaming starts.
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Absorbing some of the impact with a roll, I still land heavily on my side, the air jarring from my lungs. It takes a few moments to gather my thoughts and control my breathing. And that is long enough for the first mind-controlled dwarves to be through the open gates and fanning out to form a shield wall that threatens not the distant crellok but their own people.
And now confusion turns to panic in front of me, as that shield wall stamps forward, threatening spears pointed at terrified city folk. Some of our defenders are quicker to see the danger than others, and another ragged line of shields is raised, this one at the top of the steps at the far side of the gates. Pompeo is there, cool, reliable Pompeo, and he’s dragging his troops into position to defend the wall.
The unexpected attack rolls on through the open gates like a tsunami. There are so many civilians down here that our soldiers are struggling to form any sort of defensive line, except in small pockets, and I join one of them, feeling naked without armour, shield, or helmet.
‘What are they doing? What are they doing?’ It’s Arwen, who pushes in beside me, with the reassuring bulk of Scree and Olaf close behind her.
‘The dwarves we saw in the Badlands,’ I say, ‘who helped to build Taliesin’s gate. These are the same. They’re being controlled.’
‘What do we do?’ She’s suddenly childlike, her sense of adventure broken.
‘Retreat to your compound,’ I say. ‘Defend ourselves but try not to harm any of them.’ I’m not sure how we’ll manage that.
Our small group edges away from the gates, struggling through the chaos of dwarves who came here to welcome a relief force. We reach the side of the field hospital just as a new cry goes up from the top of the wall.
‘The crellok are coming,’ Arwen translates, and there’s despair in every word.
‘Where’s Danny?’ My stomach knots painfully. Where is he?
Arwen points. ‘Up there.’
The mind-controlled dwarves haven’t got onto the wall yet. Danny is halfway down the steps. I shout to him, shout till my lungs feel like they’ll burst, but my voice is one of a thousand and he doesn’t hear. He’s forcing his way back up to the battlements, maybe heading for the walkway that crosses the gate, towards Pompeo’s small force.
At street level, the enemy numbers grow, spreading out inside the gate, methodically pressing into the panicked crowd. They use their weapons to threaten, then drag those closest into their ranks.
‘Why are they doing this?’ Arwen asks, as we edge away from the menacing shield wall.
‘They aren’t here to kill you, they’re here to enslave you.’ With horrible clarity, I see the plan that’s unfolding. ‘We have to go, Arwen, back to your compound.’
‘Then where?’
‘The palace. Or the tunnels, whichever gives us a chance to get to Vilderkrug.’
We retreat slowly, as hundreds of dwarves stream past us, scattering into the heart of the inner city. But where will they go? The tunnels? The mountain foothills, or the palace complex? Or, like us, head for one of the three clan compounds?
Nowhere seems safe now.
As we fall back, soldiers of the three clans join us, so by the time we reach the gates to the Thorns’ compound, our ranks have swelled to over a hundred.
Trego, McCool, and Hamish MacTee are waiting as we enter. Arwen runs straight to her parents’ mansion, opposite the small fort, while I explain the situation to the others and the gateway is sealed. It doesn’t take long.
‘Pity we wrecked the last sky ship,’ Trego says drily. ‘What do you propose we do?’ he adds, looking at me. When I hesitate, he shrugs. ‘If we were still beyond the Boundary, it would be my call. Here, it’s as much yours.’
I shake my head. ‘We need to find Lord Angus. And Commander Pompeo. It’s their city.’
‘Angus won’t be happy to learn his brother has had his mind taken over.’
‘He hasn’t,’ I say, certain that Elnoth is still very much in control of his own faculties.
‘A traitor?’ Trego asks. ‘That’s worse.’
‘He won’t be the only one.’ I look round the group. How many dwarves are involved? No, not these dwarves. I must trust them. ‘We need to evacuate to Vilderkrug. We won’t be able to hold out for long, and we can’t let ourselves get surrounded. Is Professor Odinspear here?’
Hamish MacTee shakes his head. ‘He and your friends went up to the palace, my lady. To finish something in the workshops.’
The cold, creeping anxiety grips me again. Danny is with Pompeo, but there’s no way of knowing if they managed to get clear of the wall. Jackie’s still out of action in the Pendrakken’s palace, and Ravi and Roly are in the lower levels of that complex, working with Mab.
And Excalibur remains silent.
I will the sword to advise me.
Zzt. Compute. Relog.
Do you need to reboot?
System check. System check…
I draw the sword and focus hard, trying to trigger one of its shimmering, ice blue sparks.
There’s a feeble fizzle and nothing more.
‘What’s wrong?’ says Trego, as I sheathe Excalibur.
‘The bump I took when we crashed must be affecting the connection.’ I try to sound calm. My friends are scattered around a city in danger of falling to Taliesin. And my wondrous sword of power no longer has any power.
I’m on my own.
No. I’m surrounded by allies.
‘Where are Lord Angus and Lady Isabelle?’
‘They were summoned to the palace an hour ago,’ says MacTee.
‘That’s where I’m going,’ I say. ‘Mister MacTee, you need to arrange for everyone here to evacuate to the mountain. Can you do that?’
MacTee blanches. ‘Aye my lady. You think Pendruka’an is lost?’
‘I’m certain.’
As he jogs away towards the fort, I turn to Trego. ‘I can’t expect you to come with me, but I’d like you to.’
‘If there’s trouble?’ Trego nods. ‘I don’t have anywhere better to be. I’ll bring a handful of my Hidden with us and the rest can help with the evacuation. They’ll take orders from McCool.’
‘I’m sorry we got you into this,’ I say.
He shrugs. ‘You were right. We’d have been dragged in eventually. There’s no way to avoid it now.’
Arwen comes running from the mansion. ‘My parents are at the palace.’
‘We know, we’re going there now. Bring Scree and Olaf and a dozen others. MacTee’s going to get everyone else evacuated.’
Now at the head of a small but powerful force, Arwen and I lead the way back to the Stump. The streets are filled with fleeing dwarves, some of them taking small bundles of possessions as they hurry in the direction of the mountain. Distant shouts and screams can still be heard, though whether they signal a battle by the inner wall or the capture of terrified city folk, I can’t tell. I just hope Danny is okay.
Crellok ships appear in the skies above the palace complex as we reach the barricade at the foot of the sweeping steps. Another barricade has appeared high above us on the Stump, which bristles with defenders. The ships circle menacingly, but a ballista bolt launched from the top of the palace forces them away in search of easier targets.
The dwarves that crouch behind the lower barricade bring their spears up in a glittering line. I fear a confrontation, then I recognise Quintas Decimus, the young Ilex officer who Arwen embarrassed when we arrived with the antidote ingredients. And he recognises us.
Despite this, the cautious Quintas isn’t taking chances. ‘Hold fast,’ he calls. ‘State your business.’
I step forward. ‘We need to see the Pendrakken and Lord Angus.’
‘Lord Angus? We were told his brother leads the rebels,’ Quintas says.
‘He does,’ I call back, ‘but Angus is not with him.’
‘Can you prove that?’
‘My father is no traitor,’ Arwen storms. She struts to the line of levelled spears and places her chest against one. ‘Run me through here and now if you don’t believe me.’
Her apparent fearlessness must impress Quintas, and the spears are raised.
‘What’s happening out there?’ he asks.
I give him a rapid update, then a warning about the mind-controlled dwarves. ‘You won’t be able to stop them, Quintas. And they won’t be able to help themselves.’
‘My orders are to hold this barricade,’ he says, his voice determined, ‘until Commander Pompeo says otherwise.’
Arwen steps towards him and puts a hand to his shoulder. ‘Flavia Augusta would nay forgive you if you get us all killed. We need to get into the palace.’
‘And what would she say if I failed in my duty?’ Quintas says quietly.
‘Your duty is to let us through,’ says Arwen. ‘You know we’re not traitors and we are not mind controlled.’
Quintas looks at our small band suspiciously. ‘How do I know that?’
‘You can tell,’ I say. ‘They look dead behind the eyes.’
He glances at Trego’s mask but must decide to trust us because he issues a command. A gap is made for us to pass. As we file through, he asks, ‘Have you seen the commander?’
‘Last we saw of him he was rallying troops on the wall,’ I say.
He nods to me, salutes Arwen, then sends one of his dwarves to clear us through the second barricade, and the palace doors are opened.
Leaving Hrafen and most of our force outside, with orders to enter the palace when the enemy hordes reach the square, Arwen, Trego, Scree, Olaf, and I go in. Dwarves bustle back and forth, some carrying stacks of paper. The noise and energy spreads down every corridor and doesn’t appear driven by any controlling force.
‘This place is a mad house,’ Trego murmurs. ‘Is anyone in charge?’
‘Senator Maximus was on the wall with Pompeo,’ I say. ‘We need to find Lord Angus and the Pendrakken.’
With Scree and Olaf clearing the way, we head towards the inner chambers, twice being stopped by guards, who let us proceed after an ear bashing from Arwen.
‘She’s good,’ Trego says quietly, as we negotiate a third checkpoint.
We reach the Pendrakken’s quarters, to find Septimus Brightblade scratching his head and reading a long sheet of paper. Four nurses stand idle to one side. There’s no sign of either Jackie or Lucidius.
‘Where are your patients, Doctor?’ Arwen asks.
‘You just missed them,’ says Brightblade, looking up from the paper, which he waves at us. ‘Senator Maximus was here five minutes ago.’
‘Is Commander Pompeo with him?’ I ask.
Brightblade shakes his head. ‘He came alone, to escort Lucidius to an emergency meeting.’
‘In the Drakstadler Hall?’ asks Arwen. ‘Are my parents with them?’
‘No, and I don’t know.’ He waves the paper again. ‘They’ve gone to the temple. Most unusual.’
I glance at Arwen, who shrugs.
‘Most unusual,’ Brightblade repeats, almost to himself.
‘Where’s Jackie?’ I ask.
‘She’s been taken to safer quarters upstairs.’
‘I’d like her brought back down here.’ I turn to Scree. ‘Can you fetch Professor Odinspear and my friends? They’ll be down in the workshops.’ He glances at Arwen, who nods, and he leaves.
‘What’s the quickest way to the temple?’ I ask Brightblade.
‘I know how to get there,’ says Arwen.
‘But you won’t get in,’ Brightblade adds. ‘The Shrooving Monks never allow uninvited guests. In fact, they rarely allow guests of any sort, which is why it’s strange they’re holding a meeting there.’
‘We’ll take the chance,’ I say. ‘Please send the professor on to us when he gets here.’ With that, Arwen leads me, Trego, and Olaf out of the room and we head for a part of this building I haven’t seen before.
A long wood-panelled corridor, decorated with fading tapestries, ends at a great stone archway. The tapestries depict scenes of heroic dwarves battling various kinds of monsters and enemies. All of them are from a distant past, the last one depicting a red dragon being vanquished by a group of spear-wielding dwarves in coats of mail. They’ll have plenty of material to fill another corridor with battle art now. If they ever get the chance.
Through the archway is a shorter corridor, leading to a door with a small grill in it at dwarf head height. There’s no handle, so I bang hard on the polished wooden planking. Nothing happens. I bang again, and this time a slat behind the grill is pulled back and a pair of suspicious eyes appears.
Arwen steps forward and there’s a curt exchange in dwarfish. Clearly, she isn’t happy with the answer, because she raises her voice and bangs a fist on the door. The slat clatters shut.
‘I assume the answer was no,’ I say.
‘They’ll not grant us entry,’ she confirms angrily.
‘Come on. Maybe Mab will have better luck.’
We retrace our steps and are met halfway by Mab and Scree, with Ravi and Roly in tow. They both give me a big hug.
‘We’ve had the basic details from Scree,’ says Ravi. ‘Are you okay? That head bandage doesn’t look good.’
‘Happy to see you two,’ I say, ‘but reunions will have to wait. How do we get into the temple?’
‘Och, pointless. The green monks will nay let us enter,’ Mab says sourly. ‘I’ve never heard of them giving any normal dwarf access past the temple door.’
‘So why are they holding a meeting there now?’ I ask, willing Excalibur to wake up, but all I have is the remains of a headache from the injury.
‘They must know the game is up. Probably expecting their guests to lend a hand removing their ill-gotten gains.’ He turns away. ‘Let’s go to the high balcony. We can at least get a sense of what’s happening.’
What’s happening makes grim viewing. From our vantage point behind the low balustrade, and with the help of the twin telescopes, we witness the agonies of Pendruka’an. At the outer wall, columns of crellok are entering the city under ragged banners with symbols that are impossible to make out from this distance, even when magnified. Closer by, troops made up of mind-controlled dwarves, are pouring into the city’s heart through the three undamaged gates in the inner wall. Sky ships circle, keeping their distance, even though the defences are all but gone.
We’ve been watching for half an hour when Roly cries out, ‘The square! They’re in the square,’ and he points to the far right, where the first controlled dwarves are entering the huge space in two columns, heading towards Quintas’s barricade.
At that moment, soldiers spill out of the streets on the far side of the square, where they form into a shield wall. Mixed in with them are civilians, who shelter behind the wall as it moves steadily forward.
‘They’re going to be cut off.’ I will Excalibur for advice again but there’s nothing.
More and more soldiers and civilians flow from the streets adding to the mass in the square. They now begin to form into an uneven circle, shields and spears or swords pointing out, with a second line of both soldiers and civilians inside around the remaining dwarves, because the person in charge has seen the danger. From all around, crellok are joining the scene.
Even without a telescope, I can see it’s Commander Pompeo bellowing orders, while the controlled dwarves, marching like robots, are led by a solitary horseman. I don’t know who it is, but I’m sure it’s not Elnoth.
‘We have to do something,’ I say, patting Excalibur’s pommel and wondering what I can do without my sword of power. ‘They need help and we’re achieving nothing standing here.’
‘You can’t mean to go out there?’ Mab says.
‘I do,’ I say, and not just to rescue Pompeo and the dwarves, because I’ve spotted Danny standing in the threatened circle.
◆◆◆
 
We thrust our way through the choked corridor and across the crowded hall, impatient to get outside. I’m in my own clothes, but Ravi has peeled the bandage off my head, insisting I wear the winged helmet, which had been returned to the balcony room. In the crush, I catch a glimpse of Ollander Bentback. And was that Snorri, Ragnold’s skald?
‘Has Ragnold’s force arrived?’ I ask.
Mab translates my question. Nobody knows. ‘No doubt he’ll add his spears to those of Taliesin,’ Mab says sourly. ‘There’ll be rich pickings for the enemy this night, I fear.’
Before I can report my sighting of Snorri, the big doors are swung open, and we rush out to join the dwarves we left at the top barricade. Below us, Pompeo’s circled shields are two-thirds of the way across the square, but they’re no longer moving, separated from safety by ranks of the mind-controlled and crellok forces. 
‘Ravi, Roly, Professor. You stay here. The rest of us are going to break through those ranks,’ I order, and what I hope are translations buzz through the group. ‘Remember, the dwarves can’t help what they’re doing. Defend yourselves but try not to hurt them.’
This is coming far too easy to me, and I check at the enormity of it all. Then I swallow hard, draw Excalibur, and lead our mixed force down the steps.
And once more into battle.
The leading ranks of enemy dwarves are at the barricade as we reach street level. Some of them begin to climb the chest-high barrier, oblivious to the defenders’ stabbing spears. Behind them, Pompeo’s retreat is barred by similar ranks facing away from us. Quickly, I tell Quintas my intentions, and he translates.
Glancing behind me, there are now at least fifty soldiers on the steps, and heart in mouth, I climb onto the barricade, praying my companions will follow. I needn’t worry as, with a growling roar, Scree, Olaf and Hrafen are beside me, three muscular dwarves, swinging axes and swords, screaming their battle cries, and forcing the attackers backwards. We pierce our way into the line, Trego, Arwen, and a rush of others fanning out close behind, creating a path to the circle.
Amidst the clatter of swords and spears on shields, I swing at one of the mind-controlled attackers, every inch a miniature Viking, knocking his helmet off with a swipe of Excalibur’s hilt. Before he can parry, I bring the pommel down on his undefended head, stunning him. The space in front of the barricade is now crowded with struggling dwarves, and the organised ranks facing Pompeo’s circle are falling apart. And there’s Danny, stabbing and parrying around one of the big rectangular Ilex shields, still wearing the incongruous bowler hat that mocks the present danger.
Then something crashes down from above us, skittling a gap in the crellok ranks. Someone has angled a ballista from the palace roof. Arrows follow, shot from the top of the Stump, forcing the front ranks of crellok to seek shelter under their shields.
The hesitation prompts Pompeo to bellow a new order, and the dwarves immediately break ranks at the front of the circle and crash into the mind-controlled, splitting them apart. Shield walls now form to the left and right, making a funnel for the civilians to flow through. I shout to my group to open the barricade as they pour from Pompeo’s circle to climb towards the palace.
Danny is beside me and I hug him. ‘I thought I’d lost you again.’
‘I saw you and Arwen make it away,’ he says.
‘We can’t hold them here,’ says Pompeo, as the last of his soldiers come through, protected by the archers on the Stump. ‘Quintas, when everyone is up the steps, fall back to the top, and make our front line there. We have to evacuate the Drakstadler. And has anyone seen the Pendrakken?’
Pompeo starts up the steps and I fall in beside him. ‘He’s with Broadfern and the monks. They called a meeting.’
‘Where are they?’
‘The temple.’
Pompeo frowns at me, his steps faltering. ‘Access to the temple is forbidden to anyone but the monks.’
‘Yeah, Mab and Brightblade told me that,’ and I fill him in on what we’ve gathered so far.
‘Well, they must have changed the rules,’ says Pompeo, ‘and I go where the Pendrakken goes.’
We pass the top barricade, where once again we leave Hrafen with the Hidden and the Thorns’ soldiers. Inside the entrance hall, I look for Mab. There’s no sign of him or the boys. Pompeo asks one of the guards by the door.
‘He says they were summoned to the temple.’ There’s still disbelief in his voice.
With Pompeo leading, we retrace our steps to the tapestried corridor but this time find the door at the end ajar.
‘Wait here,’ says Pompeo.
‘We’re coming with you,’ I say.
‘There’ll be uproar if I take you with me. Uninvited, human, and female.’ He looks at Arwen. ‘Perhaps Lady Firethorn could come, as her parents are there.’
Pompeo and Arwen disappear through the door, while the rest of us wait. There’s silence in the corridor, the distant sounds of a falling city unable to penetrate the thick stone walls.
‘How long should we wait?’ Trego asks, as time stretches.
I look at Danny and can see in his expression the same impatience I’m feeling. Enough. ‘You two stay here,’ I tell Scree and Olaf. ‘If you haven’t heard from us in ten minutes, go and fetch help,’ and I lead Danny and Trego through.
We’re in a dark, narrow passage, lined with thick curtains. There’s a strong smell of incense, which intensifies the further in we go. I move cautiously, one hand following the curtain along the wall, the other in front of me to feel ahead for obstacles. Counting the steps to get a vague sense of the passage’s length, I’ve reached ninety when the muffled sound of raised voices disturbs the silence. A few more paces and my fingers touch another curtain, barring our path.
Behind me, the almost silent footsteps of Trego and Danny stop when I do.
‘This is it,’ I whisper. ‘I’m going to try to peep through.’
My fingers walk across the curtain, searching for a gap. When I find one, I gently pull one side back.
Immediately, the curtains are thrown aside and strong arms grab me. I’m flung onto a flagstone floor. Trego and Danny, unable to stop this sudden attack, are pushed down beside me, pinned flat, and disarmed by cowled monks.
Candles flicker around the octagonal room, the orange points of light guttering in the sudden draught caused by our unceremonious arrival. Like the passage, the walls are curtained, and it’s impossible to tell how many of them hide entrances like the one we just used from the east. Cowled figures surround us, their faces shadowed. There’s no sign of the invited guests, but Pompeo and Arwen are each held by one of the monks, a gleam of reflected light at their throats showing where knives force them to silence.
‘So good of you to join us, Asha Knight,’ a voice calls from a dais that takes up one face of the octagon. ‘You cannot possibly know my joy in meeting you again.’
The monks release their grip on me, so I stand and stare up at a figure, indistinct in the dim light. There’s something wrong about it. It doesn’t appear to be human, but more … feline? A panther?
‘Merlin?’
The creature pads out of the shadows. ‘My brother isn’t the only shapeshifter in our family.’
Brother.
No.
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What did I expect? Did I ever consider I might come face-to-face with the Storm King again? Wonder how it would feel to stand before him a second time, the mighty Taliesin ap-Emrys, brother of Merlin. Did I consider that?
What did I expect?
Not this. A room full of hooded dwarves, silent, faces shadowed under their cowls. And on a raised dais, Taliesin himself; not as I first saw him, confronting him as he emerged from Caliburn Sci-Tech’s experimental portal. He was a young man then. Like the youthful, swashbuckling version Merlin chose for our mission to rescue Arthur.
In truth, I don’t know what I expected. A horned devil? A creature from hell? Certainly not another big cat, this one spotted, like a—
‘Leopard. You’re a leopard.’ The words come out in a matter-of-fact tone. As if I’m commenting on the weather.
‘A jaguar,’ Taliesin replies. ‘The spots are completely different.’
Where Merlin has luminous red eyes, glowing as if powered by molten lava, Taliesin’s are frigid blue. Piercing. Cold diamonds that crystalise the soul with a single, sustained stare.
Can he read my mind with those eyes? Penetrate my thoughts? Know my fear.
‘Leopard, jaguar, cheetah. They’ve all got spots,’ I say, astonished at my outward calm, ‘and none of them can change them.’ Gently I reach down and run my fingers over Excalibur’s pommel. Now would be a good time to wake up, sword.
Taliesin sees the movement and gives a grumbling purr, a sound that could be taken for laughter.
‘Thank you for bringing the sword to me, Asha Knight.’
‘It’s just passing through. Like you, I suppose.’
We’re outnumbered at least six to one. These dwarves could take it from me but nobody moves. Perhaps they remember its power, demonstrated that first time I set foot in the palace. None of them knows the link between girl and sword is broken.
‘We never had time to chat at our last meeting,’ Taliesin continues smoothly. He slinks off the dais, poetry in motion, feline muscles rippling his gold, white, and black fur as he pads down to sit in front of me, tail wrapping round his body just like Merlin when I first met him. 
We’re barely two metres apart now. I can smell his musk, hear the steady rhythm of his breathing. A predator poised to strike.
Behind me, Danny and Trego, no longer pinned, are rising to their feet, unchallenged by the silent dwarves around the edges of the room. They’re all Shrooving Monks, faces hidden by green hoods, save for one dressed in black, head also covered, who grips Arwen, the knife unwavering at her throat.
Taliesin slinks a pace closer, then sits back on his haunches and tips his head to one side. It’s a movement Merlin makes when in feline form, and it sends a shiver through me.
‘So much theatre to get us to this point,’ he says.
‘Testing your army?’ My voice is loud but flat, any echo suppressed by the curtained walls. ‘With people on the inside, you could have taken Pendruka’an any time you liked.’
‘I can see my brother has taught you well,’ Taliesin replies. His words seem to vibrate in my head: silky, quiet, yet full of power.
He sees my discomfort and peels his lips back to reveal long white incisors. ‘Does my brother struggle to transform?’ He sighs. ‘It can be such a … chore.’ When I don’t answer he makes a sound halfway between a laugh and a growl. ‘I’m told he spent more than a month as a feeble zoo attraction.’
‘How would you know that?’
‘Because, like here in Ishkardia,’ he says, savouring the sh sound, ‘there are those who would see me ruler of Albion. Those wise enough to distrust Merlin ap-Emrys. And thus, those who would keep me informed of everything that happens across the Seven Realms.’
He stands and, tail flicking, paces in a circle around me and my friends.
‘My brother, on the other hand, is ill informed, and isolated. Abandoned by most of his acolytes. Forced to make soldiers out of children.’ There’s venom in the words, and he must see my expression, because his own features soften again. ‘He didn’t see this coming, did he? Though, I must confess, when your presence here was reported to me, I did fear he knew. But then I wondered, did it matter? And you carried the sword.’ At this, he pauses, and his faintly glowing, crystal-blue eyes fix on Excalibur. ‘A remarkable prize.’ 
‘You haven’t got it yet,’ I say, though wince at my own bravado. Sword, where are you?
‘I did worry that my plans had been betrayed. That my brother had sent you here to rouse the locals. Pitchforks and fiery torches.’ He stops pacing in front of Arwen. ‘Then I learnt the sword had been stolen.’
‘Borrowed,’ Arwen says, matching my defiance with that single word. The monk holding her tightens his grip, and she hisses in pain.
‘Ah, well. Borrowed. But careless in the extreme, Asha Knight, to let Excalibur be taken. And by a dwarfling at that.’ He bows his head to Arwen, who glowers at him. ‘I give you my thanks, child of Thorns.’
‘So how did you get here?’ I say, playing for time and praying that Scree and Olaf will be counting the minutes. ‘A sky ship in the dark?’
Taliesin’s feline face registers surprise.
‘The Great One was welcomed through our secret ways,’ a voice says from the circle of monks.
I whip round, looking for the source, recognition breeding anger, even though I know he has to be here. ‘Too afraid to show yourself, Abbot?’
Broadfern slowly pulls back his cowl.
‘You poisoned the Pendrakken.’ I point an accusing finger at him.
‘Me?’ Broadfern laughs. ‘A common assassin?’
‘Why that charade about a truce?’ Pompeo asks, despite the knife at his neck. He stands straight but resignation traces lines of weariness across his face.
‘Because I wanted to protect the city,’ says Broadfern. ‘The diversions in the west were intended to drain our troops, leaving surrender as the only rational choice.’
‘Rational?’ I turn back to Taliesin. ‘What’s rational about surrendering to mind control?’
‘A temporary necessity, until they see the wisdom of joining me,’ he purrs, ‘and they will join me.’
‘They stopped you, though, didn’t they?’ I stare defiantly at him.
‘Delayed, rather than stopped, but bravo,’ says Taliesin cheerfully. ‘And my crellok allies have had a good workout, your assumption that they needed battle training being correct. Those who survive will be stronger. Ready for the bigger trials that must follow.’ He slinks back to the dais and climbs up, settling himself in the centre. ‘Tell me, was the attack on my portal your idea?’ When I say nothing, he adds, ‘I take your silence as affirmation. You are such a creative child.’ He licks at a paw. ‘Or, should I say, destructive?’
‘Whatever.’ The word triggers a memory of a stern headmistress, back before the world went mad. Whatever is not a standalone word, Miss Knight.
Taliesin looks at me curiously and raises a feline eyebrow. ‘Whatever indeed. Anyway, thanks to you and the more martial of these little people,’ he continues, ‘my crellok foot soldiers will now have months of chasing dwarves through this realm’s underworld. But, Asha Knight, fifteen centuries of imprisonment can make even the greatest of living creatures very patient. This campaign has become an annoying but useful … distraction.’
‘Distraction — how many died out there? How many sacrificed to your vanity? Just so you could have a useful distraction.’ I don’t wait for him to answer but spin round, pointing an accusing finger at the circle of hooded dwarves. ‘You really want to be ruled by somebody who treats life so cheaply? Who will enslave you all, wipe your minds?’
‘My Lord Taliesin offers freedom, not enslavement.’ It’s the abbot who answers. ‘This bubble is our prison.’
‘You don’t understand, do you,’ says Taliesin, his purring tones somehow calming me. Is this how he gets his support? ‘I want there to be peace. Peace and prosperity. I want all the species of Albion to find a place in their rightful realms. On Earth. Not in these folds in space.’
‘You helped create them,’ I challenge him.
‘Helped? Merlin helped me.’ He spits the words, then pauses, collecting himself. ‘It was my science, not his. Designed to save them all from the avaricious march of mankind across every hill and valley, over every lake and sea, where dwarves and elvereen and troowin and giants and crellok lived.’ He pauses again, face darkening as if troubled by the memory.
‘Have you asked the dwarves what they want?’ I say.
‘What we want,’ says a new voice, ‘is the chance to be free of this cage.’ A curtain is pulled back from the octagon’s west face, and Lord Elnoth steps in. He’s followed by a dozen crellok who force a shuffling group of prisoners along with them, their wrists and ankles chained.
The prisoners are pushed into a line by Einar Nierdahl and a pair of Ilex soldiers I don’t recognise. But I do know the prisoners, all seven of them, and my heart sinks at the sight.
Mab stands at one end of the line, next to Ravi and Roly. Beside them, Senator Maximus, face flushed almost purple, does his best to keep the Pendrakken, Lucidius Lupus Gladio, still in his night robes, upright. Lady Isabelle offers the same support for her husband, Lord Angus, who even in the flickering candlelight, looks pale from his ordeal. At least Jackie isn’t among them. Maybe she’ll be able to reach safety under Vilderkrug.
There’s a loud clatter as a set of chains are tossed onto the flagstones in front of me.
‘And now, Asha Knight, it is time for your submission. Kneel to me and swear allegiance.’ Taliesin waves a paw at the line of prisoners. ‘And by doing so, save your friends.’
‘We don’t make pacts with the enemy.’ Lord Angus, voice husky, rattles his chained wrists. ‘Maybe you could remove these and let us decide this thing the old way.’
‘Oh, I’m sure you’d like that,’ Taliesin says mildly, ‘but I never give up a winning position.’
‘Why would any of us agree to serve you?’ I say, backing up Angus, though my heart is racing.
‘Because you have been lied to,’ says Taliesin. ‘My brother’s mendacity knows no bounds.’
‘I don’t even know what that means.’
‘And you don’t even know who you are, Asha Knight,’ he growls. ‘You have no idea.’
‘I know exactly who I am,’ I say; so why do his words make me uncomfortable, as his ice-blue eyes bore into me? Once again, I feel as if he’s reading my thoughts.
The spell is broken by a rustling from the eastern corridor where we entered. The curtain is pulled back and a Shrooving Monk appears. He’s followed by another person, this one all too familiar, struggling but held firmly by two large monks. Jackie. My heart feels like it’s heading for my feet. 
The monks push her roughly forward but keep a tight grip.
‘Oi, watchit.’ At least she sounds fully recovered. She’s in her combat kit, too.
‘Ah, the last piece of the jigsaw. Merlin’s army complete. All here.’ That purring chuckle again.
‘You Taleee-wotsisname?’ Jackie says, apparently unfazed by a room filled with enemies.
‘Show some respect, human child,’ Abbot Broadfern calls.
‘I like young people to be spirited,’ says Taliesin.
‘Yeah, well, there’s a bloke looking for you,’ says Jackie. ‘Jarl Ragnold. Said ’e was going to cut your ’ead off.’
Jarl Ragnold? Is she bluffing?
‘She lies, Great One.’ The black-robed monk holding Arwen snarls and tears off his cowl. Snorri.
‘Do I?’ Jackie replies innocently. ‘Well, mebbe you should ask ’im yourself.’
It happens fast. One moment, my friend is standing between the three monks who dragged her in, the next, she goes left with one of them, and the other two go right, hammering at the other monks as a stream of dwarves erupt from the passageway. Jarl Ragnold is in the lead, followed by Quintas Decimus and Flinty McCool. Jackie’s escorts now reveal themselves as Scree, Olaf and Hrafen, as more dwarves push into the room.
I draw Excalibur.
Scree roars a challenge at Snorri, who is still holding Arwen tightly. The knife he has at her throat now flickers forward to threaten Scree, and Arwen takes the chance to slip from Snorri’s grip and punch him hard and low. He buckles over and she lunges towards her uncle, screaming her own challenge.
Elnoth sidesteps and slams a boot into her legs, sending her skidding across the floor. He draws his sword and raises it.
‘No!’ I scream and I’m across the space between us, parrying his slim blade in one flowing motion, while Arwen wriggles out of range. Our blades clash again and then three monks step between us, and Elnoth retreats, signalling to the crellok holding his brother and sister-in-law, the Pendrakken and Senator Maximus. I try to reach them, but I’m pressed back as the four dignitaries are hustled into the corridor.
Taliesin looks on dispassionately from his vantage point, like a scientist considering the results of a particularly mundane experiment. Our eyes meet, and he offers me the slightest nod, before slinking off the dais, shielded from the fight by a wall of monks and crellok. 
‘Get the Storm King,’ I cry, but my way to him is blocked as he lopes towards the western exit and disappears through.
And now my friends are being dragged away, until a rush of crellok from the passage where Taliesin has just disappeared bars anyone else from leaving. The crellok guards back against the wall, using their prisoners as shields against Ragnold’s attack, which swirls through the room.
Pompeo is down, wounded, blood trickling from his neck, but Arwen is with him. I swing round, hunting for Broadfern, but in the chaos I can’t see him.
‘Asha!’ Danny shouts and he pulls me sideways, as a skull-headed staff whips through the space just vacated by my head. I twist and swing Excalibur low, catching Snorri’s ankles with the flat of the blade. He cries out in pain as he falls but skitters away as the melee engulfs us.
Dwarves spin around me, whirling dervishes in the confused fight. A flash of green to my left and I duck, as a short-sword swishes over my shoulder. Parrying another swing, the blades grate together, then two dwarves slam into the monk and disarm him and I move on.
A semblance of order is brought by a rush of reinforcements from the palace. They overpower and disarm isolated monks and crellok, clearing a path to the far exit.
Jackie crosses the floor with Scree and Olaf. They snarl and threaten the crellok holding Ravi, Roly and Mab, and a key appears from a crellok’s pocket. Roly begins unlocking chains, as the guards abandon the prisoners and add to the escaping crush.
The creatures still hold the doorway but with their leader gone, and many of the remaining monks now in the control of the palace guards, their defence collapses. Some are trampled underfoot, as Trego leads a mixed force into the passage beyond, Scree, Jackie and Hrafen among them.
Not all of the enemy left in the room have been disarmed or disabled. A small group, gathered in front of the dais, defies our growing numbers. Jarl Ragnold steps towards them, fury carved into his weather-beaten face. As one, they lay down their weapons and accept defeat. He speaks quickly in guttural dwarfish, and I hear the words Einar Nierdahl, as he pulls a great war axe from over his shoulder. One of the new prisoners points to the western passage and Ragnold roars and strides out, followed closely by Olaf and the Thistle soldiers.
Ravi, Roly, and Mab are now free of their chains. ‘Stick with us, but stay at the back,’ I order. ‘We’re going after Taliesin and the prisoners.’
‘I’m coming with you,’ says Arwen, running over. ‘Pompeo’s okay. He’s taking Quintas and some of the guards to defend the palace.’
So, with my friends and a rag-tag force of Thorn and Hidden dwarves, I pass through another dark, curtained corridor. Light streams in as Ragnold tears a curtain aside and plunges through an open doorway. We follow him out, squinting at the sudden brightness, onto the Stump’s western side. It’s edged by an ornately carved guardrail that runs round to disappear behind the building, towards Mount Vilderkrug.
There’s no sign of Taliesin, but a large group of crellok and Shrooving Monks stand at the temple’s pillared corner, spears raised, swords ready. Lord Angus, Lady Isabelle, Senator Maximus and the Pendrakken, still in chains, are held tightly by some of the monks. Elnoth, the abbot, Einar and Snorri are there, too. A second bristling line of crellok spearmen faces away from us, covering our enemies’ rear.
Shouts and cheering are coming from behind the temple, and the crellok line facing that way is edging back towards us.
Trego, Scree, Jackie and Hrafen are in the front rank facing the trapped force. Ragnold pushes through to join them and starts shouting and gesticulating. It’s in dwarfish, but I can guess what he’s saying and who it’s aimed at. Spittle flies from his mouth and he thrusts the axe blade at Einar and Snorri, whose face is as pale as if it’s still coated in white paint.
‘No further Ragnold,’ Elnoth calls out, ‘or the prisoners die.’
Ragnold takes two more steps towards the glittering spearpoints and continues his tirade, this time in English.
‘Thorns’ business if you kill your brother. Kill Gladio, and I take his place.’
‘I mean it.’
‘And when you have no hostages,’ Ragnold continues, ‘we come for you, Elnoth. And you, Snorri, traitorous worm. And you, Einar Nierdahl.’ He drops back into dwarfish, spitting a stream of angry words at his erstwhile retainers.
Arwen shoves in beside me, and I glance down at her to see, not the face of a warrior, but a concerned daughter, terrified for her parents.
There’s a commotion behind, and Quintas emerges from the passage with a small group of guards. His face is ashen as he whispers something to Mab, before glancing at me and disappearing back inside.
Mab hurries over. ‘Crellok have entered the palace. Pompeo is pulling everyone back and evacuating across the Bridge of Despair.’
‘Can we reach it from here?’
Mab points. ‘Aye, but we’ll have to get through young Elnoth first. The laddies pressing from the other side are the rearguard to the bridge.’
‘There are plenty of us but if we attack, they’ll—’ There’s a crash behind me and someone cries out. Hot debris splashes across the Stump, scattering our troops.
A sky ship swoops over us, its crew hurling down another fiery pot that strikes the wall and cracks open. A volley of fist-sized rocks follows. One bounces off a Thistle warrior’s head. He falls but staggers to his feet, feeling at the dent in his helmet. 
‘Shields up,’ I shout, and Danny, Arwen and I duck under shared shields held by some of Trego’s Hidden.
A cry from the passage signals Quintas and the guards running back and turning to close the door. Some of our force go to support them as a rush of changed dwarves and crellok hurl themselves forward. There’s a brief struggle until the door is forced shut and jammed with weapons.
Quintas ignores the missiles coming from the sky ship and pushes through to join me. ‘They were still inside the temple,’ he says. ‘That place is a maze.’
‘Come on,’ I say. ‘We’ve got to shift Elnoth now,’ and we force our way to the front to stand beside Ragnold. I raise Excalibur. The sword is still silent, and I wonder if the link is permanently broken.
The barrage of rocks and fire pots ceases. Rope ends drop from the ship’s sides and Elnoth starts securing them to the four prisoners.
‘They’re going to lift them out,’ Arwen cries in horror.
An angry scream erupts, and someone breaks from our front rank, heading straight for the enemy spear points. It’s Trego. The crellok tense, and grin, ready for an easy victory, but at the last moment he leaps onto the guardrail, using it to push into a perfect somersault, sailing over the astonished crellok and landing beside Elnoth and Broadfern. With two flashing swings of his sword, he severs the ropes attached to the prisoners.
‘Charge!’ I shout and rush their line, batting two spear points aside and crashing into the shields. Our whole force has swept forward with me and it’s hand-to-hand once more.
Trego is surrounded but gallantly defends the prisoners. A blow lands on his golden mask, ripping it from his helmet and drawing blood on his face. A face half-covered by a livid grey-green mark that runs diagonally from his left temple to the right side of his jaw.
He recovers enough to beat off three swords, but a fourth pierces his leather armour and runs into his side. Then I’m beside him, slashing at the attacker, and Arwen and Danny are with me, defending the prisoners.
More ropes are thrown down and Elnoth catches one, his fine boots leaving the ground almost immediately. Abbot Broadfern has a second and he, too, is pulled clear of the melee. Einar is next and, with a fleeting glance back at his former master, he kicks free of the Stump and starts to haul himself up towards the ship. Snorri grasps the final line and he’s yanked unceremoniously into the air as the sky ship turns away.
‘No!’ Ragnold roars, and he raises his axe, checks, then hurls the weapon. The shining blade slices through the air and bites deep into the rope from which Snorri hangs, before clattering onto the Stump and bouncing clear over the guardrail.
Ragnold screams a torrent of ferocious dwarfish, then adds in English, ‘A good weapon thrown away for nothing.’
Einar waves as the crellok crew haul him onboard, but it’s too late for Snorri. The rope’s twisted sinews strain and, one by one, snap. He gives a sharp jerk, then he’s falling, his terrified screams echoing off the temple walls as he plummets to the ground.
‘Not a complete waste,’ Ragnold growls.
Pressed from both sides and with their commanders deserting them, the monks and crellok throw down their weapons and cower as we force our way past them. Palace guards, led by Quintas, rush to assist the Pendrakken and Senator Maximus, while a group of the Hidden and Thorns dwarves help Lord Angus, Lady Isabelle, and the wounded Trego. Arwen rushes to her parents but a new danger stops me from joining them. Four sky ships cruise over the long, narrow bridge, harrying with rocks and fire pots any of the last evacuees brave enough to make the exposed dash across it.
We seek temporary shelter inside the back of the palace, a part of the building still safely in our hands.
Jackie comes over to me and gives me a hug. ‘Good ’ere, innit.’
I hold her tightly before letting her go. ‘You had us worried for a while.’
‘Never did like foreign grub,’ she sniffs. ‘Except Spanish. I like me Spanish food.’
Danny and the boys arrive and the five of us are finally reunited.
‘Have you seen over there?’ says Danny. ‘Told you something was going on.’
He is pointing to where the injured Trego is laid on the ground, one hand clasped by Lady Isabelle. Beside them, Lord Angus watches on, before kneeling and placing a hand on Trego’s shoulder. Arwen stands a little way apart from them, a shell-shocked expression on her face.
Danny gives me a quizzical look. ‘What’s that all about?’
A door crashes open inside the palace and a rush of dwarves heads straight for us. For one horrible second, I think they must be changelings, but Commander Pompeo is among them. There are Ilex soldiers, too, some carrying bows, others a pair each of the big rectangular shields.
‘There are too many of them,’ Pompeo roars. ‘We must cross to Vilderkrug. My archers will give us cover. Keep under the shields,’ and with that he races towards the bridge.
For a few seconds nobody follows, then, like a dam bursting, everyone starts running. Pompeo joins Quintas, escorting the Pendrakken and Maximus, while Angus and Isabelle help Trego onto the bridge and join the retreat.
‘Keep together,’ I yell to my friends and we’re in a race now, trying to shelter under the shields but it’s too hard, so I keep an eye on the skies as I make my way onto the bridge, where Arwen and Scree are waiting with Mab.
‘Have you seen Ollander?’ Mab calls. ‘He has all my research notes.’
‘Earlier,’ I say, ‘in one of the corridors off the main hall.’
Scree grunts, then he’s jogging back to the palace.
‘Scree Oakenwall, you get back here,’ Arwen cries.
Grabbing her arm, I stop her from following. ‘Scree can handle himself. Come on.’
The bridge’s guardrails are uncomfortably low, even for the dwarves and I try to focus ahead, glancing up as the first ship comes in over us. It’s greeted by a hail of flaming arrows. A lucky hit lodges in the lines that run across the balloon’s skin. The crellok crew steer away, probably to find a safe landing place, as a second ship makes its run. Rocks and fire pots bombard us, shattering on shields or bouncing off the path. One of Trego’s dwarves is hit and falls but is unceremoniously scooped up by two of his companions.
There’s shouting and screeching behind us, as the last friendly stragglers emerge and the rear entrance to the palace fills with crellok and changed dwarves. The small band of archers left to protect our retreat shoot into them, causing chaos as Taliesin’s troops try to shake themselves into some sort of order.
They’re still forming when a cry goes up, and two dwarves burst through the line, bundling startled crellok aside. One of them is Scree and he drags Ollander Bentback along with him, the smaller dwarf’s feet barely touching the ground as he holds tightly to a large duffel bag. They pass the archers, who, quivers empty, turn and run with them.
‘Hurry, Scree Oakenwall,’ Arwen shouts. And then she’s running towards them.
‘Arwen, they’ll catch up,’ I cry, but she runs on and I stop.
It’s clear that something is wrong. Scree is falling behind the archers but the crellok are doing nothing.
My friends have also stopped, and Olaf is running towards us, holding two of the rectangular shields. We crowd underneath as the last of the fleeing dwarves pass us, heading to safety.
‘You go, Mab,’ I order. ‘We’ll help them. Olaf, guard the professor.’ Olaf hesitates, and I add, ‘Jarl Ragnold will need you,’ and he nods and thrusts one of the shields at me before turning back to the mountain, pulling Mab away as another rock crunches down beside him.
Roly stares belligerently at me, colour draining from his face. ‘Don’t say it, Ash. We’re staying with you.’
‘We aren’t going to be separated again,’ Ravi confirms.
There’s no time to argue. ‘Stay under this,’ I say.
Jackie grabs the shield as Danny and I break into a sprint to catch up with Arwen.
She has almost reached Scree, who is no longer moving forward but swaying drunkenly, in danger of falling over the low rail. Ollander twists his crooked body, wriggles free of the big dwarf’s grasp, and rolls away. Scree, still swaying, swats at his neck as if stung by a bee, then stumbles and pitches over. Ollander, clutching tightly to the bag, rises unsteadily to his feet, then hobbles in the opposite direction, back to the waiting crellok.
‘What’s he doing?’ Danny calls and we increase our pace.
Arwen kneels beside her trusted bodyguard, his head in her lap, oblivious to the jeering lines of green that now begin to edge forward. Ollander limps slowly towards the palace end of the bridge.
I kneel with Arwen. ‘What’s happened?’ Scree is limp, his open eyes fixed and unseeing, his face frozen in a look of puzzlement, and a yellow froth trickles from his mouth.
Arwen’s eyes brim with tears. ‘Poison. He said poison. Then he was gone.’ She takes Scree’s head in her hands but it lolls lifelessly. ‘It was Bentback. And Scree was trying to help him.’
‘Don’t think he wanted help,’ says Danny pointing to the crooked body, now almost at the crellok line.
Ollander Bentback. Loyal servant to Mab Odinspear and the Firethorns. A dab hand with the herbs. A server at the high table on the night Jackie and the Pendrakken were poisoned.
The perfect assassin.
‘So many traitors,’ I say and the bleakness is almost overwhelming. Brave, loyal, noble Scree. Killed by a dwarf he thought was a friend.
A cheer comes from the crellok ranks and I reach down to Arwen’s gently heaving shoulders when the whole bridge shakes and I’m pitched onto my knees. An orange cloud rises behind us. The explosion catches one of the sky ships and it turns away, scraps of burning material cascading from its balloon. The other ships sheer off to give it a wide berth.
‘They bombed the bridge,’ says Roly, face flushing and eyes wide. ‘They actually bombed the bridge.’
‘Arwen, I’m sorry, but we have to leave him.’ I pull her to her feet and Danny takes her arm, to drag her back to the mountain.
Then we’re all running again, Danny guiding the inconsolable Arwen. We have to reach safety, because behind us, in the shadow of the palace, the crellok troops are forming up and moving onto the Bridge of Despair.
Taliesin is there. Watching from the side, blue eyes glowing, no doubt savouring this first victory in his war for Albion. And standing at his true master’s side is the hunched figure of Ollander Bentback. He must see me look, for his head lowers almost to the ground in a theatrical bow.
I pass a discarded bow and a quiver of arrows, and consider picking them up, but instead run on through the choking cloud of smoke that slowly drifts away. Ahead of me, first Danny and Arwen, then Jackie, Ravi, and Roly, stop. They don’t speak but stand aside to reveal a gap in the bridge, far too wide for us to jump.
And all hope is gone.
Ragnold, Pompeo, Mab and Olaf are running back to the broken span, and they stare aghast at the hole. Behind us the tramp tramp tramp of marching boots is unhurried, now that their quarry can’t escape. But neither can they get across the bridge. At least the other dwarves will make it to the relative safety of Mount Vilderkrug.   
I take Excalibur and prepare to toss it across the gap. Taliesin will not have him. ‘Goodbye, friend,’ I murmur, then I call out to Mab, ‘Get this to Merlin,’ but he holds up his hand and takes something from his pocket.
‘Mister Patel gave this back to me earlier. He knows how to use it. Catch!’
The golden case flies through the air but it’s falling short.
‘No,’ I cry, and leap forward, extending my free hand to catch it above the yawning gap. My fingers close safely around it, but now I’m teetering on the edge—
Danny grabs my jacket and wrenches me back from oblivion. 
Heart pounding, I hand the case carefully to Ravi. ‘How long?’
‘Sixty seconds, but...’ He points towards the palace. ‘Arwen?’
She’s already halfway back along our section of the broken bridge, stooping to pick something up, as she runs on towards the advancing crellok. 
‘What’s she thinking of?’ Danny calls.
I turn back to Ravi. ‘Count to thirty, then trigger it.’
I start running, then Danny is beside me and our strides lengthen as we race to catch up with Arwen, but she’s already halted, barely thirty metres short of the approaching enemy, who growl and chitter and brandish their spears towards the lone dwarf.
And now I see that she holds the discarded bow. In one flowing movement she slots an arrow, aims and shoots towards the bridge’s far end. The arrow sails high, arcing and dropping to one side, heading straight towards the Storm King.
But the arrow isn’t for him. Instead, with perfect accuracy, it buries its head in the chest of Arwen’s intended target.
For a moment, Ollander Bentback doesn’t move, then, clutching at the arrow’s shaft, he staggers forward and pitches over the guardrail, taking the satchel containing Mab’s precious research with him.
A row of crellok is already forming to guard their leader, as Arwen calmly slots another arrow. I grab one of her arms and Danny takes the other. For a heartbeat she resists, then, dropping the weapon, she lets us drag her away.
Ahead, the rippling light of Mab’s portal flickers across the broken middle section of the bridge, silhouetting Ravi, Roly and Jackie.
As we reach them, Mab, a horrified witness to Arwen’s wrath, shouts across the gap. ‘Why, lass? Why?’
‘He murdered Scree,’ she screams, tears of rage streaking her face. Then she buries her head in her hands.
Light ebbs and flows and shimmers red and gold as the portal opens, its keening, whining cry like a creature in pain competing with the tramp tramp tramp of the crellok behind us. So close.
‘It’s programmed to take us back to Terras Head,’ Ravi shouts above the whine, as the glowing circle forms from thin air.
The beat of crellok boots on the bridge quickens, but then falters as the light intensifies.
‘Stay safe, Professor,’ Roly calls across the gap, then radiating rainbow colours spiral out and the sound of the portal opening throbs through my head.
‘Everyone stay together,’ I say and gently guide Arwen towards the glowing gateway. ‘Go.’
White light stabs at me, hurting my eyes, but I’m ready for it this time and, with a last flourishing salute to Mab and Pompeo, I slide Excalibur into its scabbard as my friends follow Arwen through the portal.
Taliesin still watches from the Stump. His crellok, shocked by the sudden pulsating tunnel of light forming over the bridge, have halted. He raises a paw in salute, and I turn away to be sucked into the portal’s churning vortex, spinning, and stretching and rolling and writhing as I surrender to the kaleidoscope of stars.
Taking me home.




Endings



‘He’s my brother,’ Arwen says simply. ‘My parents told me, before they crossed the bridge.’ She sits on the wet grass, head held down between her knees, in grief and shock and sickness. ‘Can you believe it?’
‘They’ll have made it safely to Vilderkrug,’ I say, knowing my response is inadequate.
‘Then the true heir to the House of Thorns is safe,’ she murmurs. ‘No need for me to return.’
‘Of course, you must return. You have family and friends who will want you back, and we’ll get you back to them.’
‘Apparently, he used to play with me,’ says Arwen, ‘but I did nay remember. Not him, nor anyone with a green flash. And no one ever told me I had a brother.’
‘What happened?’ I say, crouching beside her and squeezing her shoulder gently.
She looks up. Even in the fading light of the summer evening, her eyes are red-rimmed and glassy with tears. ‘My uncle happened. He said a boy marked with the colour of the crellok could never be laird of the clan. He said he’d be better off joining the Shrooving Monks and forgetting he was ever a child of the House of Thorns.’
‘And your parents agreed to that?’
‘My mother never did, apparently. But she was ignored and he was taken anyway.’ She shrugs. ‘And less than a month after the monks came for him, my parents were told he’d died of a fever. They never knew he still lived.’
‘What happened to him?’ Danny asks, as he stands and breathes deeply. Behind him, Ravi, Roly, and Jackie are all looking queasy from the crossing.
‘The monks put him in one of their mines, out near Lake Grendlesham,’ says Arwen, ‘and there he worked for five long years, till a chance to escape came and he headed across the water to the Badlands. Fashioned his mask from a parcel of gold he stole when he got away.’ She looks up at me, her face a picture of agony. ‘He’d have been my age when that happened. He’s been out there for seven years.’
‘And your parents knew nothing?’ I say.
‘Why should they? Dead is dead. They trusted Uncle Elnoth,’ she adds, spitting the name. ‘And those monks.’
‘So that’s why Trego hates Broadfern.’
‘And why your mother suspected something the night of our raid,’ Danny adds, ‘when you said Trego’s name.’
‘Aye,’ says Arwen, getting unsteadily to her feet. ‘It was her secret name for him, the name she used only when she was alone with him. Her poor, wee, disfigured bairn. His given name is Euan. That’s why none of the other dwarves saw the connection.’ 
‘Well, he’s home again now,’ says Danny.
‘Aye, and I’m here,’ says Arwen, staring at our surroundings.
We’ve landed in a field bordered by high hedges on three sides and a small wood on the other, all of which hide us from prying eyes but make it harder to determine where we are. Only BritDome’s sickly pink glow confirms we’ve made it back to Britain.
‘Where now, Ravi?’ I call. The sun is gone, but the deeper pink along one horizon shows where it set. The trees are south of us.
‘If Mab calibrated this thing correctly,’ he says, holding up the golden case, ‘then we should be about four kilometres north of Terras Head.’ He removes his glasses and rubs them on his sleeve. ‘I don’t suppose anyone can see a landmark?’
‘What time is it?’ Danny asks.
Roly checks his watch, then shakes his head. ‘Dunno. Mine’s stopped working.’ Ravi shrugs and shakes his head, too.
‘We need to get under cover,’ says Danny, peering up at the sky. ‘We have no idea when the drones will be over. Let’s head for that wood.’
I tap Excalibur’s hilt and will the sword to speak but it remains worryingly silent. ‘Okay, into the woods and wait for the next sweep.’
We jog up a slight rise to the screen of trees, which turns out to be a comparatively narrow strip of cover, and tuck ourselves down in thick undergrowth, not knowing if the government drones have infrared capabilities.
We don’t have to wait long for them to arrive. They appear through the trees as a line of silhouettes against the deep pinks of the sunset, then continue into the darker sky to the east.
‘That’s good. We have a few hours before they’re back,’ I say.
‘Could that be the Mount?’ Danny points south through the trees to a lump of ground that rises above flat fields in the distance.
‘That would fit,’ says Ravi.
‘Let’s head that way,’ and I stride out of the woods, hoping to cover as much ground as possible before the light fades completely. We cross another field, keeping the sunset sky to our right, and negotiate a thick hedgerow that scratches at our faces and hands, before dropping down into a third field. The warm air is alive with flying things that buzz around our heads, chased by dark shapes that must be bats. The conical hillock is still some way off, one side faintly illuminated by the colours of the dying day.
Arwen jogs to keep up with me. ‘I should have shot Taliesin when I had the chance,’ she says.
‘He’d probably have just shrugged it off,’ I say. ‘Might have appreciated your spirit, though.’
‘Do you think they’ll accept why I shot Bentback?’ she asks anxiously.
‘They’ll piece it together,’ I say. ‘They saw him go to Taliesin, and they know his skills. I’ve been thinking about it. Those who might have been involved in the conspiracy, I mean.’
‘Still cannae believe anyone from my house could betray us,’ says Arwen.
‘I think there were conspirators in all the houses.’ I want to reassure her. ‘And all the Shrooving Monks. Glad that Ragnold wasn’t, though.’
‘The shame that Elnoth and Bentback have brought on House of Thorns…’ She trails off.
‘Who knows what Bentback was promised. Do you think he was behind some of the crop blights and dead cattle?’
‘Surely not. To hurt so many through poverty.’
‘Of course, he’ll have had help,’ I concede. ‘Broadfern and his cronies, no doubt.’
‘But after everything Mab did for him,’ Arwen says, bitterness lacing her words. ‘And poor Scree…’
‘This must have been planned for a long time,’ I say, ‘but our arrival gave the conspirators a brilliant opportunity.’
‘Bentback must have put something in my tea,’ Danny says, falling in beside us. ‘Up in Mab’s lab.’
‘Made you ill, so you’d need to go to the loo,’ I say, filling in the blanks. ‘Then steer you to the apothecary. He was serving at the table, so he could send the poisoned flagon to the Pendrakken. He knew you wouldn’t be able to last the whole evening without having to skip out. You were his fall guy.’
We continue in silence, working our way over a trickle of water that might be called a stream, and around another hedge, the last light fading as night takes hold.
‘Yeah, that’s the Mount,’ Jackie calls, as we reach more open ground. ‘There’s the tree.’
Sure enough, the single yew is now visible on the conical hillock, silhouetted by an orange glow that seems to flicker like a night mirage.
‘That’s the wrong direction for sunset,’ says Danny.
‘I can smell smoke,’ says Roly.
‘Yeah, I can smell it, too,’ says Jackie. ‘Let’s get up the ’ill and take a look.’
‘Maybe Jake’s having a bonfire,’ I say, as we climb quickly, tripping on thick tufts of grass, the glow ahead intensifying.
Then my stomach does an all too familiar somersault and I’m begging Excalibur to reboot.
‘Oh no,’ Danny says quietly, as beside him, Roly collapses onto his knees. For below us, flames lick around the buildings of Terras Head Farm.
The farmhouse itself is well alight, fire dancing in demented swirls across its thatched roof. Pinpoints of red wisp up into the night as stalks of burning straw float on fire-driven thermals, taking me back into the streets of Pendruka’an.
The corrugated walls and roof of the giant barn appear intact, but there’s an ominous glow from the cavernous interior, visible through its open doors.
‘There are people in the yard,’ Danny calls.
‘Don’t look like they’re fighting the fire,’ says Jackie.
‘Come on,’ and I stumble down the Mount’s southern slope, putting my hand on Excalibur’s hilt.
I need you, sword.
‘Four vehicles on the road,’ Ravi warns, as the way to the farm is lit by headlights. ‘And a couple already there,’ he adds, as they park on the long straight that gives access to the main road to Tintagel. 
Pain rips through my head, and I stagger and fall, blinded for a moment.
System restore complete. Reconfiguring neural links.
‘Asha, are you okay?’ It’s Danny, kneeling beside me, his face illuminated by the flames.
‘Sword has rebooted,’ I say, brushing a trickle of blood from my nose.
‘Rebooted? That can’t be doing you any good,’ he says, helping me up.
Warning. Intruders.
‘I’m okay,’ I say, pulling free of him. ‘No time to explain. They’re in trouble,’ and I’m running towards the rusty gate that leads to the northern lane.
Staying close to the high hedge, we creep forward, exposed by the firelight that wreaths the farmyard ahead.
As we get closer, we drop into a shallow drainage ditch that lines one side of the lane, and wriggle through the dry dirt, masked by weeds, till we reach the second gate. From here, we can see the brightly lit yard.
Regulators. Hard to tell how many. But more than enough. A group of them stands in the middle of the open space with three figures kneeling before them, hands in cuffs behind their backs. Merlin, Lancelot, and Gwendolyn.
‘Can’t see Jake and Jen,’ Danny murmurs close to my ear.
‘How many regulators?’
‘I count at least a dozen.’
Sword?
Computing.
There’s a sudden roar, and flames appear from the roof of the barn, causing the corrugated iron to glow.
‘Do you think they got the Castle?’ Roly whispers, voice quavering.
I don’t answer but watch the regulators moving around the yard, clearly searching the few undamaged outbuildings. The heat from the fires penetrates our hiding place, making my skin tingle, and the crackle of burning masks any conversation between the regulators and their captives.  
Twenty people. Vehicle approaching.
‘We have to do something,’ I say, as an unmarked white van pulls into the yard. Its driver sideswipes a pile of hay bales, causing laughter among his companions, who force their captives to stand and walk to the back of the vehicle.
The enemy does not expect an attack. The vehicle will be vulnerable.
I pull my friends away from the end of the ditch and we retrace our steps a few metres, then huddle down. ‘We’re going to hook around to the west, to where their other vehicles are parked. When the van comes back up the lane, we’ll stop it.’ 
‘What then?’ asks Ravi.
‘Hijack it and head for the coast. Maybe we can reach the troowin caves.’
Nobody argues with me and we find a gap in the hedge and go through. There’s a rustling ahead and dark shapes move. Then a lowing sound.
‘The ’erd’s alright, then,’ Jackie whispers.
‘We’ll use them as cover,’ I hiss, and, running now, I cross the field, keeping the disturbed cows between me and the burning farm, confident that the light and noise of the fires will help us remain inconspicuous.
We reach the hedge that borders the long driveway. There are five vehicles parked here now, three cars and two vans. Murmured conversation betrays the presence of at least three people.
Are you fully charged, sword?
Affirmative.
Signalling to the others to wait, I push quietly through the hedge and creep towards the voices. Yes, three regulators, one of them smoking, unaware of the danger lurking in the shadows. They stand with their backs to me, watching the flames engulf Terrace Head. I’m on them before they know I’m there, Excalibur’s crackling blue light dropping them silently.
‘Give me a hand,’ I call quietly, and Danny and Jackie emerge through the hedge to help drag the unconscious bodies into cover, just as headlights appear in the farmyard, suggesting the van is preparing for its return journey.
‘Any of these cars got their keys in them?’ I call, no longer bothering to whisper.
Jackie ducks into one, grunts, then re-emerges shaking her head.
I run to the unconscious regulators and drag the long leather coat off one of them and put it on, the hem almost touching the ground. There are no keys in the pockets.
‘Here,’ calls Ravi, who is searching the others, ‘and I better take that,’ he adds, pointing to my head.
Carefully, I lift off the comfortable winged helmet, wincing as it sticks slightly on my wound. I’d forgotten I had it on. Swapping it for the keys, I click the unlock button, getting a response from a car in the middle of the line. ‘Danny, cut their tyres,’ I command, pointing to the other four vehicles. ‘And handcuff those three. They all have a set on them.’
I jump into the car, fiddle the key into the ignition and turn the engine on. And then I hesitate. What now? I’ve no idea how to drive.
Jackie taps on the window. ‘Let me,’ she says. I get out and she slides into the seat, revs the engine and, guessing my intention, pulls the car across the lane, blocking it.
The van has started to move out of the farmyard, and it trundles slowly towards us, flashing its lights as it gets closer. It rolls to a halt a few metres short of the blocking car.
The driver winds his window down and pokes his head out. ‘Come on, move the car. We need to get this lot to the Bodmin watch house.’
How many?
Four. Driver and front seat. Two in the back.
Danny has joined me, wearing one of the regulator coats. What the men in the van will make of his bowler hat, we’ll find out soon. I step forward, putting a shielding arm up, as if screening my eyes from the van’s headlights. I walk with Excalibur hidden behind the folds of the coat.
‘Move the car,’ the van driver shouts, and as he does so, his two companions climb out from the back.
Perfect.
We’re just a couple of metres apart when they realise something is wrong.
‘Who the hell are you?’
I smile sweetly at them, then slide Excalibur free, raking the shimmering blue blade across their chests and sidestepping as they both go down. The van driver tries to reverse, but Danny is already dragging his door open and pulling him from the vehicle which keeps rolling backwards. His last companion jumps out, but Arwen screams a challenge from the darkness on the lane’s far side, and he runs towards the farmhouse rather than face the claymore that glints orange in the firelight.
The van rolls on at an angle, only coming to a halt when it buries a wheel in a ditch.
‘Quick, get them out,’ I shout. There are figures running from the farmyard.
Ravi and Roly help Merlin, Lancelot, and Gwendolyn from the van.
‘That one has the keys,’ says Lancelot, pointing to one of the unconscious guards. Ravi stoops and rifles through the man’s coat, pulling them out. Quickly he unlocks the handcuffs.
‘Back,’ I order, and now it’s a race for the darkness, my hijack plan stymied by the rush of regulators from the farm, and more headlights approaching from the main road.
‘Where are we heading?’ Danny calls out.
‘Into the field,’ and we run up the lane to a short, fenced section and scramble over.
‘I’m not dressed for this,’ grumbles Merlin, as his robes catch, then he’s sprinting surprisingly energetically through the herd.
Behind us, torches start to scan, the powerful lights crisscrossing as we stumble on, over a stile and into another field. But where now? There’s little cover, and it’s only a matter of time before reinforcements arrive.
There’s a whirring sound, just above our heads, and I fear the surveillance drones have been called back, but then the Camelot Castle swoops in to land just ahead of us. As we race towards it, the side door slides open and Jen is there, dropping a ladder down.
‘Quickly,’ she calls, adding, ‘and it’s good to see you lot.’
I count everyone in. Roly and the diminutive Arwen are last, for very different reasons, and both gasp for breath as they climb aboard. A dozen torch beams close on our position, as I follow. ‘Get us out of here, Jake,’ I shout, and my stomach lurches with our rapid ascent, as I’m pulled inside with the ladder and the door is slammed shut.
‘Welcome aboard Creedy Airlines,’ comes the familiar voice. ‘Apologies for the less than comfortable departure, and we hope it won’t stop you flying with us in the future.’
I’m flat on the floor, breathing deeply, and a smile flickers briefly across my face.
‘You’re timing is remarkable,’ says Lancelot, offering a hand.
I take it and he pulls me to my feet. ‘What happened?’
‘Perhaps one of the drone sweeps caught us out,’ says Gwendolyn. ‘We don’t know.’ Hair wisps untidily from the tight, grey bun and there’s a red mark on her face.
‘You’re hurt,’ I say.
‘Not as badly as you are. That needs attention.’ She continues as she collects a medical box from a cupboard. ‘We did our best to defend ourselves, but there were too many of them.’
‘Came just after dark,’ says Lancelot. ‘Lucky the Castle wasn’t at home.’
‘Indeed,’ says Merlin. ‘Jake and Jen had gone to collect it from the troowin a few hours before we were attacked.’ He hunches in one of the seats in the main cabin, playing with my winged helmet. ‘Early elvereen.’ His sudden change of subject earns him a range of surprised stares. ‘Quite valuable and of immense historic interest. Where did you get it?’
‘I think there are more important things to discuss,’ says Gwendolyn, as she applies ointment to my head, and I flinch. ‘Keep still, please.’
Merlin strokes his beard thoughtfully. ‘Everything’s gone, though.’
‘We still have the Castle,’ says Lancelot.
‘And plenty of useful kit in the hold below,’ adds Jen, then for what seems like the first time in months, she smiles at me. ‘Oh, and Jake’s been flying with a mascot.’ She points to the computers, where something small and black sits beside a keyboard.
‘Monsieur Noir,’ I say, rushing to scoop up my beloved childhood toy, and earning a tsk from Gwendolyn, who holds a clean wound dressing.
‘Jake thought he’d bring us good luck,’ says Jen. ‘Seems like it worked tonight.’
‘But why did they burn the house and the barn?’ asks Danny.
Merlin shakes his head. ‘We did that. Couldn’t let them take anything. Crying shame, though. Still,’ he adds, ‘thanks to your arrival, we weren’t taken.’ Then his expression changes as he reads mine. ‘Why do I anticipate more bad news? And why were you gone so long?’
‘It’s only been a couple of weeks,’ I say, and flinch again as Gwendolyn presses the dressing firmly to my head.
‘More, which is over a month here.’ Merlin frowns. ‘What news from Ishkardia?’
‘Pendruka’an has fallen,’ I say flatly, as a wave of tiredness threatens to overwhelm me. ‘He’s out, Merlin. He’s escaped.’
‘What?’
‘Taliesin is out. He’s already got an army. Crellok and giants.’
‘What?’
‘He’s able to build huge portals. Big enough for armies with siege engines to use.’ This time, Merlin just stares, and I continue, frustration overcoming the weariness. ‘Your brother is free, and he’s building his power. He has allies among the dwarves.’ 
‘You’re certain?’ Merlin shakes his head, unable to accept this news. ‘You saw him?’
‘We all did,’ I say, waving around the cabin at my friends. ‘And spoke to him. He very nearly had us. We escaped, thanks to Mab.’ I nod to Ravi, who pulls out the golden case. ‘And we’ll need to go back, as soon as that thing is charged up.’
‘Storm King rising,’ Merlin murmurs, then, as if just registering what I’ve said, adds, ‘No. No, that’s quite out of the question.’ He glances at Arwen. ‘For the time being, at least.’
His answer doesn’t surprise me, and I’m too tired to argue. ‘So, what now?’
‘We must regroup. Find another base,’ Merlin says firmly. ‘Oh, don’t worry about that. I still have a few tricks up my sleeve.’ He hesitates then, seeming to see me for the first time, points a long bony finger. ‘Seen some action, by the look of you.’
‘Some,’ I say bleakly. ‘We all have.’
‘And recovered the sword.’ He glances at Arwen again. ‘Good. I’ll want a full debrief on the events in Ishkardia.’ He stands and turns the winged helmet in his hands before tossing it casually onto his chair. ‘I promise you, though this may only be the start of my brother’s ascendancy, we are not beaten.’
Maybe not. But one thing is certain. The war for Albion has started. The Storm King will be coming soon.
Coming for Britannia.
And coming for us.
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