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CHAPTER ONE

The city of Guardpeak is like the chicken and the egg. Which one came first?

Were the caverns dug first, and then people started building their homes on top? Or did the city
come first, and the inhabitants started expanding their basements bit by bit into an interconnected
maze of caverns and tunnels? You keep wondering about these things when you figure out that the
entire Deersrun Hill is webbed through with cavities and wooden pillars supporting ceilings that are
commonly the floors of another tunnel or cavern. A work of art that would do a pack of dwarves
proud — yet it’s clearly human. (After all, you don’t ever bump your head on the ceiling.)

It isn’t difficult to find out, you know? People talk about Guardpeak for miles around, and the
locals are very proud of their subterranean expanse. They keep their wine barrels there, in the upper
strata where the temperature stays pretty much the same all year round, no matter whether the sun
is baking the ground or snow is piling up. Of course there’s more than wine down there. You don’t
have a place like that without tales of fabulous treasures hidden in the maze — some talk of a dwarven
empire within Deersrun Hill. That’s silly, of course. A fabrication by imbeciles who can’t get it into
their skulls that humans are able to dig stable tunnels, too.

If you come to Guardpeak without knowing its history, you'd surely wonder why — and who! —
would ever have deposited a treasure in this godsforsaken place. Oh, well, that’s an exaggeration, I
guess. It’s a beautiful place, hilly country full of the wineyards, with a number of small creeks
crisscrossing the landscape. Some farms are scattered around, the quaint places where an honest
pilgrim like myself can always find a meal and a place to sleep. Sometimes the stables, sometimes a

bed, and sometimes a pile of straw under an awning of the house. Well, most of the time.
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You really wouldn’t think that this was once the site of great battles where thousands of
thousands of people gave their lives! Oh, yes, it’s true! These days you only see the remains of the
majestic fortress that once ruled Deersrun Hill, the original bearer of the name Guardpeak. What's
left was converted to a big stable to hold the draught horses of the large wineries. But there are still
trenches in the landscape, spreading out from the hill in straight lines that bend and weave here and
there. The trenches are mostly overgrown, but you can still see the white earth underneath. Don’t
ask me why it's white. I've heard a myriad of stories trying to explain it, but the only thing these
tales agree on is that it was part of Guardpeak’s defenses back in the days.

So, what was there first? The caverns or the city? Or should the question be whether the fortress
was there before any of the other two?

To be perfectly honest, the question wasn’t exactly burning on my mind. I was far too busy
tending off the attacks of a pack of arydogs chasing me through the lower western caverns of

Deersrun Hill.

B BN BN BN OB N W O

You will ask: “Why did Ahnfredas Bluekeg, son of Hernaldas the shoemaker, honest pilgrim to
Faithold, ever decide to enter Deersrun Hill? He knew, after all, that this was a maze of tunnels!”

The answer is that I am a fool. It was getting cold outside in the night, the month of Tabrokun
was passing into Brophyun, and I had been late getting to Guardpeak. The first snowflakes were
falling, a promise of a chilly night under the stars that might see me turn into an icicle if I didn’t find
shelter.

Well, I could have gone all the way up to Guardpeak and asked around for an inn. I didn’t have
money, of course. The last I had spent in Grapplers’ Crossing, eighteen miles to the southwest.
Which shouldn’t have stopped me, really. A pilgrim should be given shelter by the faithful, blessed
be Nash’Geo and Decirius! Shelter and food and drink.

But I had been tired, and by chance I had come across that opening in the hill. A round door was
set in the ground, unbarred for a strange reason. Doors like that dotted Deersrun Hill, of course,
spread through the wineyards here. The vintners and vine-dressers liked fast access to their
properties, especially when it came to carrying their harvest inside. They never kept their doors open
so that any thief in the night could get inside. Or a poor pilgrim like me.

I had decided that the gods were smiling on me and slipped inside. There should be a nice spot
somewhere, and the steady temperature of the tunnels would surely keep me from freezing.

I should have known better. Two years of travels and no more than a hundred and fifty miles
away from my father’s family. (Of course I had covered a lot more ground in that time, but rarely had
I actually headed towards Faithold. There was usually a nicer inn nearby. Or a chapel where I could
worship the gods.) No, they weren’t too likely to grant me this boon.

At least there were sources of light in the tunnels. Atawn be thanked! Her shine was spread by

rectangular bowls fastened under the ceiling — containing a liquid that was ever bright. A treasure, if
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you ask me. And the people of Guardpeak. They had to dig deep into their hill to find the stream of
glowater, so they cherished each drop they brought up to the higher tunnels. I suppose they might
have made a nice profit from selling it, if they could get enough. My father might only be a
shoemaker, but he’d surely lick his lips if he only saw the slightest chance of cutting into this action.

Anyway, I had stuck close to the outside — just far enough that I could be safe from the chill. I had
placed my cloak — nicely tattered and patched as a pilgrim’s ought to be, but certainly warm — on the
ground, ready to wrap myself inside, when I had heard a scratching noise a cave or two further inside
the hill. Now I don’t mind sharing my bed with a few of the small creatures you inevitably find in
straw or a farmer’s home. I prefer having none of the kind around, but that’s luxury.

Rats, though, are another matter. They take actual bites, and when there’s a horde of them, you
might not wake up. So I took my staft — good oak wood, a little over six feet long — to investigate.

Sweet Sira, Mistress of the Plants and Animals, I should have said a prayer to you instead!

The scratching came from a cave considerably darker than the others. The reason I have already
mentioned above: arydogs. Have you ever seen one? Its shoulders as high as a small horse, its
matted, black fur rising to an angry mane on the back of a head that — in my memory — consists of
little more than a slavering maw with lots of teeth and vicious, burning eyes.

There were three in that cave. One had managed to wrest the bowl of glowater from the ceiling;
that one and a second were busy inspecting the bright puddles on the ground, lapping carefully at it.
The third was busy closing its massive jaws around the iron lock of a crate. When I stepped around
the bend into the cave, the iron just gave way, and the arydog shook its head to get the flakes of
metal out of its maw.

That’s when it saw me. Its eyes lit up. I was certainly more tasty than metal or whatever the crate
might contain. The others had the same idea.

As far as ideas go, I had only one, which I implemented rapidly.

The instant my eyes had locked with the third arydog’s, my legs were already busy turning me
around and propelling me the other way, as fast as I could. The arydogs growled, loud enough that I
heard them over my panting as I rushed back towards my cloak and the exit. The door must be small
enough, I reasoned, that only I would fit through.

Alas, I took the wrong turn right away and only noticed when I found myself in a long corridor,
angled upwards, lined with glowater bowls. That hadn’t been where I had come in! Yet behind me
was the scratching noise that I now knew to mean claws on rocky ground. Very close behind me.

The tunnel went up, I decided, and that would take me towards Guardpeak and salvation. “Sira,
protect me!” I cried, as I started running again.

My muscles ached, after a full day of walking and only that short break at noon when I had eaten
the last piece of mutton from Grapplers’ Crossing. It lay hard and solid in my stomach now. Oh, the
arydogs would enjoy that, wouldn’t they? Stuffing inside their dinner?

I'm not sure that I actually thought that. I'm not sure of a lot about these moments, only fleeting
images of cave after cave that I rushed through, turns that I took, the barrels I slammed into. Oh,

yes, those barrels I remember. That was when the first arydog came close enough to snap at me.




Wyman & Bogues Tales of Strange Adventures: The Pilgrims’ Trial and Faith 4

I managed to climb on top of the barrel, jumped to another, hoping to have a moment to catch my
breath. The arydog growled, watching me closely. It made no attempt to follow, only moved around
slowly, as if it had all the time in the world to wait for me to come down again. Occasionally it would
raise a paw and hit the barrel under me. The wood shook, and I had a sudden image of both the
barrel and me rolling off the stand, down the slightly sloped floor. That image included either my
being smashed by a barrel nearly twice as tall as me, or jumping off, straight into the arydog’s jaws.
Or that of its companions that had now caught up with their leader, pacing around him and my
barrel.

One was starting to get impatient after a while, and it decided to ram the barrel.

It didn’t roll over. No, that image of horror didn’t come true. Instead the wood splintered under
the arydog’s assault and drenched the beast in red wine, the flood washing over the ground, sending
two of the creatures against the nearest wall. They whined, much like the puppy I had had as a child,
flailed about to get back on their feet.

I didn’t spare them much pity. My own perch had grown all too precarious. Nor would any of the
other barrels offer me any safety. Not for long, anyway. I jumped again, to the next, then another
afterwards, clambered down the ladder I found there — and had only instants to escape the lead
arydog’s jaws. It had been spared the flood of wine, only specks of red on its fur. (And brown,
strangely enough. That color I do remember clearly, streaks running across the beast’s back and
side, but I was away too fast to realize what that was.)

And after that my memory grows hazy again. How long did I run? When did I remember my
staff? I had been carrying it all the time, my trusty pilgrim’s staff that I had nearly cracked on a
robber’s head three months earlier. (If you're wondering, the robber hadn’t been alone. I had lost all
my money, my cloak, and most of my other clothes. Including my boots. The succession of footwear I
had worn afterwards had never matched that first set, made by my father. Damn that robber! My
father had made those boots!)

Anyway, the staft did crack. In the jaws of one of the wet arydogs, somewhere along my run. I
kept pummeling the beast with the two pieces I had left over, and I must have hit a soft spot on its
snout. For a moment it let go of me, whimpered, and gave me the opening to run again.

Another mad dash up the caves and corridors. I'll spare you the details and rejoin my tale when
finally my breath was knocked out from me. Literally, that is. I had only a moment to realize there
was a fist heading for my face, then unconsciousness swept over me.

Well, not quite. I did have time to realize that it had been a good, human hand. Very hairy, yes,
and the hot pain shooting through my nose was telling enough that it was broken.

But it was a human hand.

| i i I & & & & =

“Healing a thief? Are you mad, Carter?”

“How do I know he’s a thief, Red? He hasn’t taken anything from us.”
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“Oh, right. That’s why you broke his nose in the first place.”

“He was running. Now shut up and let me tend to the fellow.”

The fellow in question was me. And I was ready to scream because my nose was hurting, and the
rest of my face was starting to explode in pain when something was smeared over my skin.
Something that burned like abyssal fire. “Taurkémad!” I yelled. A bad habit, you know, invoking the
goddess of torture when you are in pain.

“You be quiet, too!” the man I would know as Carter roared and smeared some of the vile stuff on
my lips.

It shut me up, in a way. The liquid flames were dancing on my lips, and I breathed as fast as I
could, hoping that the cool air would still the fire.

Carter muttered to me, “A minute or two, boy, then you'll feel fine.” He sounded kind for a
moment, as much as his hard voice was suited to that sound. Then he turned back to Red, named so
for the color of his hair, and said, “Without the boy we wouldn’t know that there are arydogs down
here. Damn pests. So we’ll =

Another voice cut through, much younger, clearly just past adolescence. “Pa?” the boy named
Grapes called through the cavern. I'm sure he had a proper name, the boy did, but all that time I only
heard that nickname. He balked at that, but he never bothered to correct anybody. Not even when I
called him Grapes.

“What is it?” Carter said, patted me on my shoulder and rose. The pain in my face was subsiding.
Miraculously, so did the ache in my nose. A healing salve, from a Decalleigh temple in Guardpeak.
Yes, if you're wondering, my nose was still broken. These salves are good to keep the pain down, but
they don’t do too much else.

“Pa,” Grapes said — I opened my eyes at that point and studied my saviors -, kneeling in the side
of the cave. It was a large one, with several exits leading out into other caverns or corridors. A sign
post was in the center, with pointers for each of the exits and letters scrawled on the wood. Grapes
was by the body of one of the arydogs. Dead, fortunately, peppered with arrows along its flank, and a
puddle of blood under it. “This one is wearing something made of leather. It looks kinda like a
saddle.”

“A saddle?!” That was me crying out. Why would there be a saddle on an arydog?! A murderous
canine beast that was only good for maiming and killing? (Later I would also realize that I had seen
it — the brown streaks in the fur. What Grapes called a saddle was actually a strange contraption of
leather straps tied around the shoulders, head and chest — serving as reins for one thing, and
allowing a very small person to slip its legs and arms in.)

“A saddle.” Now that was Carter. He didn’t sound as frightened and stupefied as I had, of course.
Nor was it a question as he strode to his son’s side to inspect the corpse for himself. Carter was a tall,
broadshouldered man in his late thirties. His dark brown beard covered half his face, the wide,
crooked nose showing signs of having been broken repeatedly over the years. That fit what could be
seen of his rough features, but not so much the clear blue eyes shining under the bushy eyebrows and

the long hair that should send every hairdresser into retirement.
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“Yes, Pa, here.” It Grapes hadn’t called Carter his father, I would never have guessed. The boy’s
hair was a very light brown, tending towards the red — like his uncle -, and his face was gently cut, a
tad feminine perhaps. I hated him right away, and even more when I saw that his eyes were ocean-
colored as well. He wasn’'t a handsome boy, he was beautiful. You know, the kind that women swoon
over? Me, I'm a shoemaker’s son, and you can tell that on every inch of my face. As common as you
can get, and my brown eyes never made a pretty girl blush when I just looked at her. Grapes must
get that every time he stepped out of his home. “That means there are wild dwarves here, doesn’t it?”
the boy asked.

Carter stood over his son and the dead arydog as he nodded gravely. “For sure it does.”

I froze. A moment before I had been about to ask these people for guidance to the surface — and
the meal that a good pilgrim would deserve, after his plightful encounter with arydogs. And now...
By the abysses, I despise dwarves! For good reason, mind you. It's not that I don’t like all non-
human creatures that the gods have placed in our world. If you stay away from elves, they don’t hurt
you. If you keep alreus away from your property, they are a minor annoyance. But dwarves!

And wild dwarves at that — they were even more murderous than their arydogs. I really needed to
get up to Guardpeak, a decent bed, and then away from this place.

“Unless the dogs killed their masters and ran free,” Red muttered. He was still close to me,
fingering the bow in his hands. Carter had one as well, and the quiver on his back was almost empty.
The arrows surely were the ones in the arydog. “Some fool may have left a door open, you know?
The beasts slipped in, attacked the thief here, we shot them, and that is that.”

Carter turned his head and looked hard at his brother. There weren’t too many similarities
between the siblings, either. In fact, I'd rather have thought Red to be Grapes’ father — it Red weren’t
at best ten years older than the boy. “Red,” Carter said slowly, “arydogs aren’t native around here,
and they don’t enter underground tunnels on their own. If they killed their masters, those masters
were already inside Deersrun Hill.”

His brother sighed, nodded. “That means we've got to get them out. Valanda?r”

Carter shrugged. “If I can convince her. I wouldn’t mind having a wizardess around. Go up and
wake our workers, Red. We'll meet back here in two hours.”

Red sketched a salute — the Cayaborean style, finger tips at the temple, palm turned forward -,
then he turned around and headed out one exit. That must be the one that led upward. Was I ready
to leave?

Let me put it this way. There were wild dwarves and arydogs below this cave. A bed and a meal
were above. If I had to crawl, I would be leaving. So I got up, readied myself for a little bit of a
begging routine — I'm rather good at that, you know? -, but found myself stopped by Carter’s harsh
glance. “What is it?”

“Uhm, I = Yes, I am good at my routines. Those blue eyes of his, though, drilled right through

me. “I — thank you for coming to my aid, I'm a simple pilgrim, and I —*
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Grapes interrupted me with a sudden grin — you know the kind that lights up a man’s face, and
makes a woman drool no matter what he says. Gods, I hated the boy. “Pa, he wants to weasel food
from us. A pilgrim! Where’s your cloak?”

Right where I found the arydogs, I was ready to answer but Carter held up his hand. His eyes were
still focused on me, rather unpleasantly. “Where are you travelling to, pilgrim?”

Ahhh! A faithful man! That thought didn’t quite suit the looks he gave me, but the words sounded
fine, and I suddenly found myself slipping back into my routine. “To Faithold I travel, my friend,” I
began, spreading my arms, “to see the Divine Speaker in all his glory, the conduit to pure divinity
and the holy. I wish to attend his holy mass, be part of the congregation, and —*

“Any holy places you've visited thus far?”

My routine was broken. Darn, and I had just warmed up! Oh, well, I could answer that. “Oh, yes,
friend, I have been to the Springs of Carvey, blessed by Mannannan, whose waters have caressed my
skin. I have seen the Great Statue of Splendor, at Mercurham, and I can attest that such beauty can
only have been wrought by the great god Deswellyn himself.”

“That’s it? Two places?”

Isn’t that enough? Abysses, do you have any idea how far apart they are? It would have taken me seven
months! (As a matter of fact, I had visited the Statue of Splendor. Several times, to be sure. Of course
it was only three miles from home, and that’s where I had seen the other pilgrims who were always
treated to a meal and shelter. The Springs of Carvey... Well, they are in Cayaboré, and I never liked
the soldier state very much. Rumors say they impress visitors in their service sometimes. Even if
they don’t, the place sounds very boring.)

“So?” Carter leaned forward. “Only those two? And you collected the proper sigils from each?”

“Yes, of course,” I muttered, growing impatient. What did he want from me? If he wanted to
assure that I was a proper pilgrim, what good was this? “They were on my cloak. Back in the cave
where I wanted to sleep. Then I noted the arydogs, and...”

“Take us there,” Grapes interjected. “I want to see if they're the real thing. Friend.”

I shot him a dirty glance — recovered my senses an instant later and hurried to bow. “Yes, friend,
that would be a fine thing. The problem is, I have lost my sense of direction when... I fled the dogs.”

“Oh, sure,” Grapes grinned and winked at his father.

Carter raised his eyebrows. “Boy, go take this man upstairs. Give him a loaf of bread, let him sleep
at Torrindas’ place.”

I should have immediately bowed my head again, said a prayer to the lords that they should bless
Carter for his graceful gift to a poor pilgrim. That would have been the proper thing to do. Instead I
couldn’t help but watch Grapes closely for his reply. The boy’s face fell instantly, and for a moment
he looked as if he was about to stomp out of the cave to mope somewhere. He looked very childish at
that point — and I had to suppress a grin. Now that wouldn’t have worked with any woman I know!
None younger than fifty, anyway.

Unfortunately Grapes recovered quickly. “Father, Uncle was right. This man is a thief who

wanted to steal from our wine. Why should a pilgrim go here? It isn’t right we should reward him!”
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“I sought shelter,” I told Carter right away, while Grapes was still speaking. Oh, pretty boy did
notice that, and he didn’t like it one bit. Good! “Night was falling, and there was an open hatch. It
doesn’t freeze in here, so I took that as a sign of the gods.”

Carter snorted. “A sign of the fools, more likely.” He nodded to me. “I don’t care a bit what you
were doing here. You can’t carry a barrel out of here, and if you were to poison my wares, you'd have
lost the vinegar on your flight. So I can’t prove anything. Grapes, get him upstairs.”

Poison his wares? 1 repeated in my mind. #ith vinegar? It seemed ludicrous, and I would only
realize a bit later what he meant. Pour vinegar into a barrel, and the whole wine will sour long before
its time. As far as the vintner was concerned, vinegar was poison. Still, I didn’t like the idea — neither
that of me being accused of doing that, nor of actual poison in any of the wines from Guardpeak.
Why, Carter sounded so sure of it as if it had happened before. I decided that I should ask for water
rather than wine tonight.

Grapes started to complain again, but his father cut him off quickly, and with a sour mien the boy
waved me towards the exit that Red had taken. Finally! I was going to get out of this tomb!

Don’t think me enough of a fool that I didn’t thank Carter before leaving. No matter that I didn’t
intend to stay longer than dawn, and he would be hunting wild dwarves, I might have to rely on him
again. (That is, if he survived the hunt. But I only realized that on my way up to the top of Deersrun
Hill.) Fortunately, Carter cut me off, and I could rush after Grapes.

The adventure was over. I would spend the next day thinking how I could use this story to elicit
sympathy — the poor pilgrim assaulted by arydogs, and how the gods brought him salvation. That
was my plan. But you know what they say about plans, don’t you?

No less than two hours later, I should be back in the caverns under Guardpeak.
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CHAPTER TWwoO

Carter’s hairy fist was hovering in the air before me. It was larger than I was, more like a natural
boulder than anything human. Grapes was sitting on top of it, grinning wide at me as he threw his
head back, let his eyes flash — there was a literal flash -, and there were girls standing a few yards
away, wearing next to nothing, who gasped and applauded him. In fact they were hovering as well
for there was no ground to stand on, only indistinct light and shapes dancing in the distant
background.

“Kill him, Pa! Kill the thiefl” Grapes shouted. He turned graciously to the girls (they didn’t have
faces, did they? Not in the fully formed way that human beings should have, anyway) and asked,
“You want to see that, don’t you?”

The girls cheered again, jumping up and down in excitement.

I couldn’t move. I had to run away, I knew. But my body wouldn’t react, the legs were frozen as if
they were encased in ice. I looked down, and I found that was exactly what had happened. There had
to be somebody to help mel Maybe the gods?! After all, I had a pilgrim’s cloak, and I'd been walking
the walk, talking the talk for a while, so I'd better know how to pray for a miraculous rescue. I tried.
No words left my mouth, no matter how much I tried. The muscles didn’t react, either. I fought
harder to get my jaw open, to scream.

One of the girls came closer. Grapes clapped, kicked the fist under him. “Go, Pa, go!”

I made some kind of noise — strangled, suffocating. Certainly not enough to get the gods to pay

attention to my plight. Provided they actually were inclined to help me in the first place.
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Then I realized that the girl approaching Carter’s fist, Grapes and me wasn’t the same as the
others. For one thing, she was clearly no longer a girl but a fully grown woman, moving with the
self-secure grace of beauty. FFor another, she wore a burgundy robe with wavy yellow stripes running
up her sides and curling together on her chest into an oddly exciting image. Last but not least she
did have a face — a bit too long for my taste, but the perfect elegance more than made up for that.
Straight brown hair that was tied into a bun just above her shoulders — on another woman it might
have seemed like the strict hairdo of a teacher, on her it just spoke of the promise when she would
undo the bun -; upswept eyebrows that augmented her dark eyes, moving beyond brown close to
black; a slim nose sweeping out a little further than I thought I'd liked; full lips that could make a
man lose his mind staring at them — provided that they weren’t set in such a businesslike line.

“Pal He’s a thiefl” Grapes cried.

I tried to cry as well. Perhaps I did — but if anything, it was a sob not a shout.

“Pilgrim,” the woman said, stopping a few feet away from me, ignoring Grapes and the fist, “wake
up. You are needed.”

“No!” Grapes yelled, hopping up and down on the fist — the movement copied immediately by the
cheering girls. His face contorted in rage, somehow never losing the gentle, feminine touch. “He has
to die! Now!”

I shivered. My legs were still in ice, and I stared pleadingly at the woman. “I don’t want to die,
help me!”

The woman shook her head. “Wake up. That is all you have to do.” How could she be so quiet?
There was a giant fist about to smash me to pieces!

A giant fist that she couldn’t see? And neither Grapes nor the girls?

Wait a minute! A giant fist? And she’d told me to wake up?

“This is a dream!” I yelled and sat up.

And felt rather humiliated when I realized I'd nearly smashed my face into that of the woman.

How, you ask? As you have surely deduced by now, I had been sleeping. The woman — actually
the wizardess Valanda Hazelthin — had been leaning over me, resting her hand on my forehead. Her
fingers had been dipped in some gruesomely smelling liquid. I assumed that had allowed her to reach
into my dreams and manifest herself there. Of course I never asked. The gods did bring us magic, but
a good pilgrim doesn’t inquire too deeply into what and how wizards used the divine gift. Or so
every single pilgrim I ever talked to had blathered on about.

“S-sorry,” I muttered, jerked my head back and instinctively pulled the blanket higher. It had
slipped nearly off my chest, and I have the habit of sleeping naked — whenever I may sleep in a bed.
You see, there is this wonderful feeling of soft cloth touching you, and a blanket instead of my cloak.
I don’t want to miss out on anything, you know? “T —*

“Get dressed, pilgrim,” Valanda said, wiping her hands on the blanket. Oh, my, the blanket would
stink of that foul smell for a long time!

I wondered if T liked a woman who could be so careless. Yes, of course I was still half asleep. |

didn’t even realize that I most likely would never enjoy this bed ever again.
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“What... for?” I muttered, twisting under the blanket.

The wizardess shook her head and folded her arms under her breasts. She was beautiful, as she
had been in my dream. And her figure was... Let’s just say I suddenly had a good reason to turn my
hips around so nothing untoward would show under the blanket.

“As I said,” Valanda answered, “you are needed for the hunt. Get dressed. We are waiting next
door.” She raised an eyebrow — and for the first time her lips lost their utter businesslike line, as the
edges slightly curled up. Had she seen...?

I would never find out. Valanda turned around and exited the room quickly, leaving me to my

ponderings.

B BN BN OB O N W O

My clothes were dirty. I hadn’t quite noticed before how much dirt I had gotten on them in my
flight from the arydogs. I must have stumbled and fallen several times. It hadn’t mattered before, but
now I didn’t like putting them back on. My pants were itching, and when I shook them, clumps of
dirt fell out.

Maybe I could get a fresh set of clothes, with the promise that I would pray for them in Sirap?

No, you’re not thinking straight, 1 told myself. They wanted me to go down into the bowels of
Deersrun Hill again. Obviously I would only get dirty again. Better to use these clothes.

Looking back, it’s interesting that I wasn’t afraid. I had had less than two hours of sleep, just
enough to pass into the realm of dreams, but certainly not enough to refresh my mind. The idea that
there were more arydogs down there — and wild dwarves — didn’t really penetrate my thoughts.

Instead I resigned to be a good helper so I could wrangle some helpful items out of Carter later
on. I patted myself down, shaking loose some more pieces of dirt, then I left the bedchamber. Outside
was the small room that served as a meeting room for the five bedchamber doors opening into it.

This, I vaguely remembered from Grapes” words, was where the hired hands of the vinery
operation lived, the unmarried ones at least. The others had houses of their own, bordering on
Carter’s mansion. I hadn’t seen any of those. The caverns in the hill led straight into the basement
under the mansion, and we had simply climbed stairs until we reached this place. Then I had fallen
asleep, dreamed, and now here I was, seeing Grapes pacing up and down the room, with the
wizardess Valanda standing calmly in a corner, watching the boy.

That’s the first thing I noticed, you see? How she was watching Grapes. Just the way I had
guessed how women would watch him, no matter that Grapes was a mere boy who had taken up
shaving a few weeks earlier.

The next thing was that I now saw Valanda for the first time in rather good light — a bowl of
glowater was suspended from the ceiling. Yes, a beautiful, full-bodied woman. Yet now I could see
lines around her eyes and her mouth that spoke of considerably more years than I had assumed

before. For some reason I couldn’t always see the lines, no matter how strong the light was; only at
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some angles were they visible. Magic, you know? A glamor, I think this is called. Valanda must have
been going on forty, yet her magic made her seem a twentyish woman.

Was I the only one who noticed the glamor? I think so. Oh, Carter and Red surely knew that the
wizardess wasn't as young as she appeared. The three of them must have known each other for many
years. Yet Grapes... I don’t think he ever had an idea.

“There you are!” the boy now exclaimed, pointing a finger accusingly at me. “How long does it
take you to get out of bed?”

Valanda smiled. “He was naked.”

“He —“ Grapes started, stopped, then stared at the wizardess. “How —*

The wizardess swept forward, moving as if her feet didn’t touch the ground. No magic there; none
other than what some women possess naturally. “Pilgrim,” she said, “do you remember where you
discovered the arydogs?”

“What?” I stuttered and was flooded with memories of how I had seen the beasts destroying that
cave far underneath my feet. “I... I only remember running from them.”

“So you cannot take us to the place,” Valanda nodded.

That’s when it really hit me what she was planning. I was supposed to go back down and hunt for
the monsters! I shivered, the image of slavering arydog jaws imprinted on my mind. But, wait! I
didn’t remember, so I was of no use, right?

Grapes grumbled, “Then why did we bother with the fool in the first place? Val, Pa and Uncle are
waiting, we —*

“They will wait longer,” the wizardess said and smiled at me. It wasn’t a warm smile, and my
shivering intensified. “You will remember, pilgrim.” She turned away, strode to an end table on
which a jar stood. Not an interesting jar, simple pottery of the kind that potters have been turning
out for centuries. It wasn’t even marked, but when she took the stopper out, the same smell that had
been on her fingers before wafted out.

I would remember.

| i i I & & & & =

What happened afterwards, I cannot quite tell you. Not from my own experience, that is. You see,
the spell Valanda cast on me changed the way I perceived my surroundings.

She had made me drink a bit of the liquid (which tasted as vile as it smelled), some more she had
put under my nose and on my lips. Then she had whispered something — her voice sounded sweet
suddenly, her words crawling into my mind, twisting like snakes — or the way a female body can do,
occasionally. Grapes was still in the room, and I saw jealousy flash in his eyes. That look was
wonderful, but then he transformed into a snarling arydog, turning away from an iron lock its jaws

had just smashed. Two more were behind the first, lapping up glowater.
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A tiny corner of my mind knew that this was only a memory, but the better part of me was as
frightened as I had been then. I turned to flee, I ran — and yet I knew that I was standing perfectly
still, with Valanda still whispering at me.

You see, that’s the way it continued. I was trapped in my memories, relived every moment — not
in a straight line, though. Every heartbeat was a different fragment of time, all during my flight,
jumbled, messy. The part of me that understood I was under a spell was reeling, trying to put it into
perspective, to keep a clear path.

That part understood that Valanda and Grapes then took me down to the mansion’s basement.
Carter, Red, and a group of ten men were waiting down there, ready for the spelunking ahead of us.
They wore steel armor plates on their chests, helmets, and chainmail on arms and legs. Each had a
quiver of arrows and a bow on his back, a sheathed sword on the hip, and a shield on one arm.

Another set of armor was waiting for Grapes that he put on right away. Valanda did something to
her dress — I wish I could tell you what it was, but I only know that afterwards her legs were
showing, and the lower part of her robe clung to her thighs, so she could walk and move easily.

While Grapes and Valanda were preparing themselves to go into the bowels of the hill, I was
already back down there, as badly as I was ever lost in the memories. The wine barrel crashing open,
my staft breaking in twine, Carter’s fist, and far more than that — it seemed to wash over me within
the same heartbeat. Sweat had broken out on my forehead, and I wouldn’t know anything else from
the present until at least half' an hour later when we were several floors below.

I learned a few bits and pieces about what happened during our travel. I shouldn’t bore you with
the details of how I asked Carter and the others every now and then, piecing together what had

happened. Instead I will tell it to you, much as if I had been aware of events.

B BN BN BN OB N W O

One thing I ought to mention about the armor is that the chestplates were glowing. Carter was a
rich man — I would later learn that he not only owned a third of Deersrun Hill's wineyards and a
couple other in the vicinity, he was also a merchant selling goods for other vintners, as well as a
member of Guardpeak’s ruling class. As such, it explained why he decided to go after the wild
dwarves on his own rather than call on anybody else. Carter was the law here.

I said he was rich. The chestplates were made of metal, but there was a pattern enameled to it, a
magical pattern that steadily glowed through each of the intricate turns and twists it took across the
chest. Each man sent out a bright cone of light.

That would prove necessary in the lower regions — the people of Guardpeak had never bothered
to light those caverns with glowater, leaving them in perfect darkness.

Oh, yes, the reader might wonder if it was such a smart idea to make oneself so highly visible
when you're about to go into battle. For one thing, you're a fine target at a distance; for another, the
magically enhanced (or created? I never did find out) enamel can be scratched off. Not easily, though,

it takes some force to damage the enamel, but it does happen.
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The latter, at least, isn’t much of a problem since a few scratched out pieces don’t keep the entire
pattern from glowing.

The former, though, is a different matter. You see, the bright light is blinding when you happen
across it in perfect darkness. You can’t see anything, whereas Carter and his men were perfectly able
to see and deal with you.

At least that was the idea.

| S i i O i O Ol

Valanda was holding my hand as we walked through the subterranean caves and corridors. It is
nearly the only memory I retain; vaguely I know that she asked me for directions whenever we came
to a crossing. At that time I always saw a myriad of doorways before me, those that I had passed
through — sometimes clearly, sometimes the doorways merged together to form a new image that
shook itself apart heartbeats later. Sometimes she had to guide me through a doorway so I could see
it the way I had in my flight; sometimes it wasn’t necessary. Sometimes, I have heard later, I pointed
out the right one, and we walked through. Sometimes I started screaming when I saw the right
passage, and my mind conjured up the arydogs rushing after me, how they had come through that
doorway.

Red was grumbling to Carter half the way that this excursion wasn’t right. Two of the workers
agreed openly with him — Theralas and Bluff. (I should mention that I rarely learned any real names
around here. I know that Red’s real name was Garland, as I found out much later, and certainly not
from his own mouth — so I can easily understand why he prefers going by his nickname. The others
might have similar reasons, or they were simply too used to this habit. Not even Grapes complained!)
The others kept their mouths shut in that discussion. Wisely so, since Carter didn’t treat the
disagreeing men kindly, including his brother. “There’re wild dwarves infesting the lower regions,
and that’s that,” were the kindest words he said.

It wasn’t that Red liked having the dwarves in their hill. He wanted them out, and he wanted to
be part of the force pushing them out. But it seems that while rousing the workers, he had come to
think about their numbers and absolutely didn’t like them. But he managed to find the exactly wrong
words to say to Carter — sounding like the coward he emphatically was not.

I was surprised to learn that Grapes kept himself well away from the discussion. I would have
thought he’d been first to back up his uncle. Instead he actually took Carter’s side more than once,
insisting that the dwarves had to be thrown out. Why did he do that?

Well, I have my suspicions. Most of them center around the beautiful wizardess that was holding
my hand at that time. Come to think of it, I might have turned into the semblance of a bloodthirsty,
mighty warrior at such a time — had my hormones overruled the good common sense my father had

been knocking into me from day one.
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Back to what happened. If you think that it was an uneventful journey, that we reached the place
where I had stumbled across the arydogs, recovered my cloak and got out of that mess — oh, well,

you can imagine the rest, can’t you?

B BN BN OB O N W O

We were about three quarters of the way to the cave with my cloak when we found the first
smashed glowater bowls. At first Carter thought that had happened during my flight — oh, he didn’t
accuse me. First of all, because I wouldn’t have understood anything; for another because he blamed
the arydogs.

But when cave after cave turned out to be dark, and the magical patterns on the men’s chestplates
were the only sources of light, it became obvious this was something else. They drew their blades,
pulled their shields a bit higher. Grapes took a position next to Valanda and me, guarding —
obviously — the wizardess rather than the defenseless pilgrim.

Red walked ahead of the group, together with Bluff. (Bluft didn’t get his nickname from any
games, but from the rough way his body was put together, much like a rock.) Carter stayed in the
middle, while Grapes, Valanda and I made up the rear. I suppose that we ought to have been safe
there.

We were disabused of that notion when Deersrun Hill started to shiver, and a low, menacing
grumble rose from the deepest bowels of the hill. Some of the workers stopped in their tracks, quietly
stared at the quivering walls, the hairline cracks appearing in the ceiling and the floor. Others were
less stupefied and cried, “Earthquake!”, rushing for the supposed safety of the metal support beams in
the doorways.

Red and Bluff herded three workers into the passage up ahead, cowering down and protecting
their heads with their shields. Debris soon started falling on them. Carter was caught right in the
middle of the cavern, with some others who had been the slowest to start moving. He spent half a
minute changing their minds with loud shouting and a lot of shoving.

You see, it wasn’t a powerful earthquake. I used to think (and frankly, because I hadn’t really been
conscious then, I still do) that a quake is one massive shaking of the ground. Everything is torn apart
in a heartbeat, and then you'll have to pick up the pieces. This was different. The shaking was
comparatively weak — you get more in a carriage at full speed -, but it kept on happening. Carter and
his group joined Red’s long before the hairline fracture in the cave’s ceiling weblined all across it.
The ceiling collapsed about two minutes into the quake, surely tons of rock and dirt dropping down,
tearing holes into the ground. Had I been fully conscious, I should have thanked the gods for sending
us a miracle — since only the ceiling collapsed, but neither the walls, nor, more importantly, the
ground beneath us, to send us tumbling down uncountable layers of caves and corridors.

On the other hand, there wasn’t much of a miracle for me.

Valanda had let go of my hand the instant the cavern started to quake. Her eyes darted about

while one hand dug into the bag by her side, retrieved a flask that she quickly unstoppered and set
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about spraying the contents into the air over us. Given a little more time, she would have cast a spell
to form an invisible shield over us. Unfortunately Grapes was too charged on his hormones — the
moment he realized what a quake meant, he jumped forward to push Valanda to the ground and
cover her with his body.

He smashed the flask from her hand, tore her down. She cried out — shocked both by his action
and by the interruption of the spell. Grapes pinned her arms and legs down, pressed himself close to
her. Valanda fought him, tried to push him off, but he was a strong boy, Grapes was. More than that,
he was convinced he was protecting her. You know, I actually think he didn’t enjoy this moment like
some others would. It’s just not the kind of boy he was. And no, that didn’t make me like him any
better. Rather the opposite.

But I wouldn’t have had any time to think about that. In fact, I would have lost consciousness
moments later anyway when the rocks started to rain down, and one fragment hit my head, slashed
down my chest, and another knocked me across, sprawling me right on top of Valanda and Grapes.
More debris fell, pelting me like a hailstorm of rocks.

Very few of them hit the boy and woman underneath me. Now I was unwittingly protecting both
of them.

And if you think I was lucky that I didn’t note any of the pain, you're wrong. It fought its way
through the memory spell. I recall each stone hitting me. Even if I couldn’t, the lumps would stay
with me for a pretty long time. Even today, when I undress, I know a couple of scars I took away
from that quake.

Perhaps worse was that the frightful memories didn’t stop. They kept on battering me as much as
the debris. I was in a nightmare that would not stop. I didn’t even know anymore there might be a
way to stop the latter part of the nightmare. The spell also kept me from fainting at the pain. I stayed
awake, even when the debris had covered us all completely, turning us into a pile of stone and human

flesh.
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CHAPTER THREE

“Grapes!” Carter yelled when the debris piled up on top of Valanda, the boy, and myself. The
vintner had just pushed one of his workers — a small, wiry, tough-as-nails man called Scraps —
against the metal strut in the doorway when he saw the ceiling cave in. Now he turned around, ready
to run straight through the continuing rain of stone and rock.

Red lashed out with his arm, smashed it right against his brother’s chest. “Idiot, not now!”

The vintner responded by shoving his fist into Red’s side. The latter brother winced, wanted to
give back in kind — when Carter tried to hit his face. He didn’t make it for several of his laborers were
now hanging onto his arms, dragging them down. “Sir, the quake’ll be over soon,” Scraps yelled, the
sentiment echoed by the other fellows.

Torrindas — the man whose bed I had been given a little earlier — started out into the quaking
cave, yelling, “I'll take care of that,” in the strangely detached manner the head laborer of the eastern
flank had. He was a middling man in most respects, except for his nose jutting out like a gallows
from his face, and the quiet determination that made few doubt him about anything. The same held
true in this case; where men had tried to stop Carter, their employer, none made any motion to hold
Torrindas.

None of the laborers, anyway. The stones that hit him didn’t come from the ceiling, either —
rather they were hurled sideways, straight over the pile of rocks under which the three of us were
buried for the moment. Three whizzed by Torrindas before the man noted what was happening. The

tourth impacted his chest, with enough force to make him stop, look down quizzically at one of the
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strips of magical light that had been scratched out. The fifth rang loudly against his helmet, rattling
for a tiny instant in the fastenings of the visor, falling right before his eyes.

Torrindas dropped forward and shouted, “Attack!”

The others had noted, since the three first stones had invariably hit one of them. And more were
coming from the passage we had taken minutes earlier. None of us could see who was throwing the
stones at us — all we could detect were faint movements in the cones of light cast by the glowing
chestplates -, but some of the stones managed to find exposed sections of flesh. And here they proved
that they not only smarted but truly hurt. One laborer’s helmet had slipped, and the man had just
taken it off to check the straps. A stone tore open his temple, another hit his eyes. Blood spewed from
the wounds. The man’s name was Longstick. I can’t tell you any more about him, not even why he
was given that name, since I never spoke to him.

While Torrindas hurried to get his bow and arrows from his back, only Red among the laborers
in the doorway did the same. The others tried to shield themselves and Longstick from the
onslaught. They succeeded for a moment, and one — Bluff, I think — worked to staunch the blood
flowing from the man’s wounds. He had to stop quickly when more stones came from the other way.

Red turned around, shot an arrow blindly in that direction and was rewarded by a hail of stones
that came directed at the glowing swirls on his chest. He staggered under the impacts, but he fired
another arrow — and now he obtained a far better reward, a scream from the twilight beyond.

“Damn you, get moving!” Carter woke from his own shock, pulled his bow to the ready with one
hand, and used the other to cuft whoever of his men was slow to respond.

Bluft did his best to secure Longstick on the ground, shielded his head with the man’s own shield,
then he joined the fight to send arrows into the darkness — and trying to send the cones of light into
the caves beyond, to discover who was throwing the stones.

None of us was an accomplished warrior. Red had spent some time in Cayaboré, done a tour of
duty in their army — but he’d deserted during the first war he’d been sent to, admittedly after several
months of fighting. Another of the laborers, Weathervane — who claimed he could sense the change
of the weather in his bones -, had spent some time training in the militia of a nearby nobleman before
coming to work for Carter. They were the fastest at drawing their arrows, followed at a considerable
distance by Torrindas, and then by the others who were prone to fumbling the arrows rather than
nocking and launching them instantly.

Our men also had the problem that there was such a hailstorm of stones. Very few got through
the armor, but they hit the chainmail on the arms often enough, and that hurt enough that the men
invariably would twitch, shake whichever part of their bodies was hit.

Carter gave orders, that half of the men should shoot towards the cave behind us, the others to
take care of those ahead of us. His laborers did their best to follow suit, but they got confused every
now and then, no matter that Carter yelled their names and the proper directions.

No, we weren't a pretty sight. And chances were we would look a lot worse in short order.

| S i i O i O Ol
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Later on, Valanda would tell me that she had considered bringing her knee up between Grapes’
legs. To get him off her, so she could complete the spell.

I didn’t believe her when she told me, and I don’t now. Somehow I think she actually enjoyed how
the boy had wanted to protect her. Oh, sure, she had fought against him, but she hadn’t taken that
ultimate step. Perhaps, I'll grant that much, because there hadn’t been any time left when both the
ceiling and I collapsed on top of them.

Those thoughts were surely crushed out of her at that point. Grapes was holding on tightly to
her, and she heard him whisper. Valanda spared me the tale of what exactly he whispered, but from
the look on her face, I suspect that he was utterly frightened, calling for his mother, instead of being
the valiant man he’d thought himself to be.

Truth be told, had I been able to, I would have gladly cried for my mommy, with so much stone
banging down on me.

Still, Valanda kept her wits about her. She is that kind of woman. An earthquake — so, what'’s
there to worry about? She had clawed her fingers into her bag when the rocks fell down, taken a deep
breath, and then itemized in her mind the spells which might be helpful. It took her perhaps a few
heartbeats, then she spent her held breath on a few magical words that would save our lives.

Mine, for sure. I'm not the strongest of men, and I doubt that even a creature of hard muscle like
Bluft would have survived the stones raining down on us. Her spell created a buffer around us, only a
tew inches thick, enough for a few moments of air. The buffer wasn't very strong, and it gave way
under the stones so I was still getting pummeled. But, thanks to Valanda, I had a decent chance of
coming out no worse than after a serious bar brawl.

The wizardess was waiting for the ground under her to stop shaking. She felt the quivers in her
back, more clearly than Grapes” sobbing on top of her (and, she had enjoyed adding, my own frantic
muttering about arydogs a bit higher). When the quake subsided, she concentrated. There wasn’t
much air left, and the two male fools on her kept on wasting it with their mumbling.

She had to act quickly and hope that the spell she selected was right.

| i i I & & & & =

Weathervane was grazed by a stone that sliced his right cheek open. He flinched, his arrow went
wide, hitting the wall only three yards away. The stone itself cascaded along two helmets further,
taking those two men out of the arrow-shooting business for some more heartbeats.

For a moment, Torrindas was the only one launching arrows at the passage behind us. And our
attackers realized this was the perfect opportunity to show themselves.

They were wild dwarves, of course. Lots of them. As many as my nightmares would conjure up,
they came pouring through the passage, shouting, yelling, jabbing wooden spears with sharp stone

tips at invisible foes ahead of them. What light there was created plenty of shadows, dancing around
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with every turn that one of the laborers made, directing the magic’s brightness elsewhere. It made
the dwarves look more dangerous — if the sheer amount and their wild screams hadn’t been enough.

Torrindas kept shooting, as fast as he could, as best as he could aim. The latter wasn’t really that
necessary, any arrow he launched would find a dwarven target. All did, and those hit were swept
away by the flood coming after them.

The dwarves had crossed half the cave when Weathervane resumed shooting as well. The two
with him, Theralas and Cardsleeve (your guess how he picked up that name), just stared at the
deluge of dwarves. Carter noticed, turned around and shouted at them, while loading his bow with
another arrow.

Red told the man closest to him — Scraps — to keep shooting at the front end of the cave, the
others should fire at the attackers behind them. I think he knew it wouldn’t do much good, but there
was the training he had received in Cayaboré. No matter how he had repaid his drill sergeants, he
knew what to do. Including shouting at Weathervane, Theralas and Cardsleeve to kneel, so the rest
could shoot over their heads.

Red himself turned back, joined Scraps in peppering the dwarves out there with arrows. In the
cacophony he couldn’t possibly tell whether he hit anyone — no telltale scream could be heard.

He also missed how the pile over me flew apart as if a tornado had suddenly manifested itself
around Valanda, Grapes, and me.

The entire pile shot away, at least a ton of rock, accompanied by sparks of light flashing here and
there like fireflies. The stones found much more interesting targets, as far as 'm concerned, in the
dwarves that were swept off their feet and driven to the walls by the barrage. Their bodies were
slashed open, sliced, pummeled, flattened — much like I would have been, hadn’t it been for Valanda’s
buftering spell.

Of course they didn’t all die. There was too little rock, and way too many dwarves.

But those who were only wounded, and those pouring in after them, were treated to a frightening
sight. First, there were their comrades, and then there was Grapes who pushed me angrily off his
back, much like a sack of wheat. He leaped up into the air, the dust painting his face and the armor
white. He whooped loudly — completely unaware of the dwarves -, and there were tears running from
his eyes, washing off the dust in small rivulets. That effect must have been strange to the dwarves,
I'm sure.

And then Valanda rose. She had heard the dwarves scream, and understood that those hadn’t been
the voices of our friends. (In truth, looking at the affair later, she would realize that she had chosen
the wrong spell. If Carter and the others had been trying to dig us out, without any dwarves
attacking, they would have been seriously hurt or perhaps killed.) Now her hands were already
clawed to the telltale grip of fireballs. Liquid magic pooled in a heartbeat within the bowlshape of her
fingers, and the next heartbeat the flaming globes shot towards the dwarves.

Two of the small creatures turned into instant torches, flailing their arms, rocking back, straight

into the arms of their comrades — in the process setting some of them aflame as well. These wild
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dwarves wore furs. Now they found out that those were rather flammable, probably because of the
grease they smeared on it (for added warmth, I suppose).

Valanda helped them understand that discovery with some more pairs of fireballs.

I must say the wild dwarves were quick to grasp what was happening. As fast as they had come
in, as fast did they depart. Yells were exchanged with their friends on the other end of the cave. The

stones stopped flying. For a while we had some peace and quiet.
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Longstick would have peace and quiet for a longer time than the rest of us.

A lot longer.

After Valanda had beaten the dwarves back, Bluff smashed his right hand happily into his left,
yelled victoriously, then knelt down by Longstick’s side. “Did you see that, buddy? The buggers
burned like bonfires! Hey, Longstick!” He raised the shield over Longstick’s head — and then stopped
when he saw the blood covering his comrade’s face. He hadn’t noticed the pool of red liquid under
him until now, but it didn’t make that much of a difference. I never asked too closely what exactly
had killed Longstick. Had the wounds to his head been simply too bad? Or had there been too much
blood in his mouth and nose to keep breathing? Bluft couldn’t remember Longstick moving around a
lot, as you would expect when somebody is drowning in his own blood. But he couldn’t remember
much aside from shooting arrows, anyway.

And it didn’t bring Longstick back to us, either.

Carter was cradling his left arm when he walked over to his son. Grapes was cheering wildly, ran
up to his father and embraced him in a bear hug — that ended suddenly when Carter winced. Grapes
took a step back, watched his father confusedly. Only then did it start to dawn on him that the others
had been in a battle, that more than a mere earthquake had happened.

Did I just write a “mere” earthquake? Maybe I am at liberty to do so — after all, I hadn’t
experienced it. I was on the ground at that time, twitching helplessly as my mind ran through a
variety of memories that were counterpointed by the aches all through me.

Well, Valanda took pity on me. Not at once, of course. First she exchanged some terse words with
Carter — and then Red who joined them after a bit more of watching the tunnels for new assaults.
Grapes was pushed aside, told to go over to the laborers and help them. The boy hated it. Wasn’t he
family? Wasn’t he supposed to take part in this war council?

He finally obeyed when Carter shot him an angry glance, but I don’t think he did much helping. I
never asked too closely about this, but from what I know about Grapes he probably stood around
somewhere, doing his best to make his pretty face look angry. If the laborers were up to it, one or
two probably smiled or laughed at that — which only enhanced the angry look and the mirth on the

observers’ part.
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There was no sign of further attack. Red complained to Carter that they should go back now and
gather a bigger force. He didn’t say that Longstick wouldn’t be dead now if Carter had followed his
advice earlier. I think Carter would have knocked his brother out if Red had done so.

Valanda let them dispute the matter further — only reminding them to keep their voices down -,
then she knelt down next to me. From her bag she picked a towel, moistened it with a clear liquid
and wiped the remains of the memory-inducing stuft from my lips and nose. That didn’t change
much for me. I was starting to rise from the nightmares, I suppose, but it was only a marginal
realization that there might be a present I could return to.

She opened my mouth, held the jaw firm with one hand, then poured a few drops of the clear
liquid on my tongue. I must have been squirming under her touch — I seem to recall the horrible eyes
of the arydogs most strongly at that point -, and then I was suddenly free of the memories, looking
once more at Valanda’s face above mine.

“How do you feel, pilgrim?” she asked.

“Like the arydogs ate me, and I was just cut from their stomachs.” (All right, I am #not certain I
said that. It's what Valanda claims I did, but she’s been kidding about a lot of things now and then.
Oh, yes, she can be quite a kidder. Whenever she isn’t too busy being a professional hardass.)

Red noticed I was free from the spell and growled our way, “What did you do that for, Valanda?
Wasn’t he supposed to guide us to the place where he found the dogs?”

“I believe,” Valanda replied, “we have already found our trail of the ctchulain.”

“The what?!” Carter, Red and I asked in unison.

The wizardess sighed. “The wild dwarves. They call themselves ctchulain, after the dweorgh who
is said to be their race’s father. Do you really want a lesson in history?”

“I can die happily if all I know is that they're dead,” Red replied, then glanced at Carter. “Provided
we're still alive.”

Carter was unperturbed. “That’s what we're here for, Red, and that’s what we’ll do. Now.”

They were off on their little dispute again, paying me as little heed as they did their laborers.
Well, less, as a matter of fact. They often exchanged looks and occasionally calls with their men,
making sure that the wild dwarves weren’t coming back. For now, they weren't.

Valanda helped me sit up, gave me a drink. Water, I believe. Nothing particular happened, like me
sprouting wings or anything else you fancy that wizard's drinks could do to you. “Was there an
earthquake?” I asked after a moment, checking my body and discovering that I had a lot of new
aches.

“You remember?!” she exclaimed — and I found myself at least as surprised as she was. It took a
while but some of the events of the past hours started seeping into my consciousness. As I said there
had always been a tiny part of me aware of our trek into the caverns. Valanda questioned me quickly
— firing a question at me, waiting for only a few words from me before following up with another. I
was more confused afterwards than before.

And very much afraid. By that time I had noticed the changes to the cavern, the dead dwarves, the
dead human that Bluff and Weathervane were burying under debris. (Nobody had told them to. They
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knew their employer well enough that he wouldn’t return to Guardpeak, and that they couldn’t carry
Longstick’s corpse around with them.) The men were quite a sight. Many of the glowing enamel
strips on their chests were scratched, some of the flaked off pieces had merged with blood and dust
into a dimly lit mélange that looked like a volcano’s lava. (I had seen the real thing the year before, in
the south. A good area where my pilgrim routine had netted me a lot of money — until that bloody
volcano decided to erupt and ruin everything. Except for the good boots I still had back then.)

“Can I go back now?” I asked Valanda. I must have sounded like a little boy who was begging his
mother to be allowed back home after a long and tiring trip to the market two villages on.

The wizardess shook her head slowly. She handed me the canteen with water again, told me to
drink. I did, wondering how exactly I had displeased the gods so much. All right, so I wasn’t actually
heading for Sirap and the Divine Speaker. Not intentionally, anyway. Yes, I spent most of the coins I
got from the faithful in the next tavern (or some other interesting places), but then again I was
getting closer to Sirap. After all, I couldn’t turn around and head back the way I'd come, you see?
What would people think if the pilgrim on his way to Sirap came by a couple of weeks or months
later, still claiming to be on his pilgrimage? Pretty easy to see through that ruse. So I had been
drifting in the vague direction of Sirap — albeit that I was mostly traveling north and south rather
than the straight eastern course. If one didn’t count how much benefit I was reaping from faking the
pilgrimage, why, you might mistake me for one! (Which is the point, but at that moment I was
convinced the gods must have had it in for me, and I was looking for a good enough excuse.)

“But I'm no good to you anymore,” I said. Or whined, more likely. “Why can’t I just get back to
Guardpeak, and —*

“Because I won’t spare anybody to guide you,” Carter interrupted gruftly. I was surprised to find
that he had finished his discussion with Red, striding over to us now. (Red’s face was unreadable. He
watched his brother and Valanda for a brief moment, then turned jerkily around and walked to the
others.) “If you want to risk running into the dwarves or their dogs on your own, you're welcome.
Otherwise you'd be smart to stay close to us.”

“But you want to go towards the dwarves!” I said, intending to jump up. I had to stop a quarter of
the way when my body complained loudly, and I collapsed back to the ground.

Carter snorted. That was as far as he was willing to comment. Not a lot of comfort to me, as he
walked off to get the party back on the move.

“I'm sorry,” Valanda said. She took the canteen, paused to take a sip herself, then she called after
Carter, “Let him wear the dead man’s armor.”

Carter stopped in mid-stride. He turned around slowly, opened his mouth to speak — but Grapes
was faster. “No way, Val! That’s a no-good thief, and he will zot wear a good man’s armor. Longstick
died for us, and that —*

“He saved our lives.” Valanda’s voice was quiet but firm. Enough to cut through the voices of the
other laborers who had started shouting along the same lines as Grapes had. All their eyes were
firing angry glances my way, as if it had been me who had come up with the idea. Don’t get me

wrong — I would surely appreciate having more than my thin clothes to protect me. But the armor of
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a dead man?! It hadn’t done Longstick much good, right? Not to mention that the Messenger of
Death had visited him in that armor. His fingers had touched the armor and the man within. Gods, I
had no desire at all to even touch it as well!

“No, he saved his own!” Grapes shot back. “Look, Val, it was me who got you, and the idiot just
tell on top of us!”

“How many rocks hit you, Grapes?” She pointed at me. “Look at the pilgrim. He’s been battered
by the rocks meant for us. Without my spell he’d be dead, but you and I would still be alive. If that —*

“Enough!” That was Carter. His shout echoed through the cavern, and more than one pair of eyes
shot to the ceiling, wondering if the rest of the rock would come down. The vintner raised his hands,
waited until everybody was quiet. “She’s right. Weathervane, Bluft, Cardsleeve, dig Longstick out
from those rocks. Pilgrim, you put it on. Can you shoot a bow?”

“Can I = I was stuttering, adding some more nonsensical sounds. Abysses, I could barely stand!
What did it matter whether I knew my way around a bow? Obviously, it did to Carter. He came over
to me, repeated his question in a tone that cut through my bones. “Uhm, I used to hunt a little when
I was younger. Rabbits, and —*

“Good enough,” Carter nodded. The laborers hadn’t moved, and now they received the vintner’s
rage when he yelled at them to get moving. This time a few rocks fell from the ceiling — not many,
thank the gods, but enough to make Weathervane and Cardsleeve jump into action.

Bluft, though, strode forward and shook his head. “I'm not going to do this. Boss, that’s Longstick
here! Let him be buried in his armor, and don’t sully —*

“Shut up,” Torrindas cut him off. He was in the next cave, keeping a lookout, his bow at the ready.
He didn’t come back in, just spoke over the heads of his fellow laborers. “We're taking the pilgrim
along, and without the armor he’ll be dead in the next bout with the dwarves. You want that on your
soul?”

Bluff looked ready to shout something ferocious back — then he caught himself, threw a deadly
glance my way, and shook his head. “Do what’s needed,” he muttered, folding his arms before his
chest.

“How kind,” Carter said as he walked past him. Bluff blanched when the vintner looked at him. I
can only imagine what Carter had looked like at that point, and honestly, I don’t want to imagine

that. As I found out in later events, there was little that could really unsettle Bluff like that.
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So it happened that I was wearing Longstick’s armor when we took up our spelunking again. It
was heavy, and I could barely move in it at first. After a while it would get easier — perhaps my
muscles simply gave up complaining, or I stopped noticing.

There was blood on the armor. Longstick’s. I wanted to get it off, but there was no water we

could spare for that. Nor was Carter willing to spare the time.
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And no, neither of the laborers would have helped me. They didn’t speak to me at all. Their
expressions were all too easy to read. I wasn’t one of them, and I had the gall to wear one of their
comrade’s armor.

To my great fortune I didn’t care much about that. I was rather too worried that I would

exchange their company for that of the Messenger of Death all too soon.
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CHAPTER FOUR

“We drove them offl” Rymondas exclaimed, pumping his thin fist into the air. He was a rather
nondescript fellow, more likely to bear the nickname Slim than anybody else in the group. (Which
reminds me — I will never understand how the actual Slim Tim got his sobriquet. Neither was he
particularly slim — nor fat, by the way -, nor was his real name anywhere close to Tim. On the other
hand, Glaurniveras is pretty tough on the tongue, an abyss a lot worse than Slim Tim.)

We were walking through a cavern that looked no different from any of the dozens we had passed
before. I didn’t have much of an idea how deep we had descended into Deersrun Hill — at best I could
say that it was pretty darn deep. My feet were tiring, and my body was one single spot of pain.
Strange, though, that I didn’t mind it a lot. The first hour or so had been awful. On the one hand, the
other laborers — with one or two exceptions — kept glaring at me as if I had killed Longstick myself.
On the other hand, I had been completely focused on my various aches, and how they seemed to be
flowing into one continuous stinging heat.

Then something changed, so gradually that I only realized a while later. The hurt was still there,
but it didn’t intrude upon my consciousness anymore.

Occasionally I have heard athletes talk about that — the ones who take part in the occasional
testivals honoring one deity or another. You simply forget about your hurts, and you keep pushing
on. The next day, once this effort is over, you will suffer all the worse. Yet you will have conquered
your pain and your weakness for one day, and the confident memory will carry you into similar

exertions at other times.
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There was nothing akin to pride in my mind, of course. I was simply determined to somehow get
through this, find my way back up to Guardpeak and a nice, comfortable bed where I could spend the
next couple of years.

I was fantasizing about that bed (yes, the one I had borrowed from Torrindas) when Rymondas
decided it was time for a victory shout. The words broke through my shell, made me think for a
moment that I was getting close to that bed.

Grapes commented quickly, “Val drove them offl” He shot a sideways glance at the wizardess
walking close to him, hoping she would acknowledge him. No luck there. Valanda kept on walking
and left it to somebody else to douse the cheers.

That person was Red who grunted, “The dwarves're still in here. Stop shouting, or we’ll have the
whole band on our heads again.”

“That would be good,” Cardsleeve replied with a bright grin. “Then we could clean up and get
back to bed. Y’know, I was having a real good dream when you yelled me out of it.”

“Go on nursing that dream,” Red slapped him hard on the back, “and I'll yell you out of it again.”

Cardsleeve made a face, turned his head and walked a step faster. The others did their best not to
comment again, including Rymondas. The latter man’s face showed proof, though, that he was
convinced they were only walking for walking’s sake.

That would have been nice, wouldn’t it? And I would have preferred just being out on a stroll, no
matter that I was aching. The problem was that this discussion set me to thinking about the past
events. I had an outsider’s view on things, I suppose, which made me process them differently.

Whatever the truth, after a while more of silence I closed up to Valanda and Carter. They noticed
me — probably more my huffing and puffing under the strain. Carter seemed willing to ignore me,
but the wizardess graced me with a terse smile. She wasn’t doing that well, either. I'm pretty sure
that the glamor on the wrinkles in her face was weaker than before.

“Is something wrong, pilgrim?” she asked me when my breathing got a bit less noisy.

“Well,” I drew the word out long, uncertain of my own thinking — and especially whether I should
mention it at all -, “how did the dwarves know there would be an earthquake? As I take it they
attacked right after the ceiling fell down, didn’t they?”

Carter shrugged. “Coincidence, that’s all. They must've set their ambush earlier, then they
decided it was time to pick us off.”

“I don’t like it.”

Bluft — a step ahead of us — didn’t turn when he muttered, all too audible for me, “Longstick sure
didn’t like it, either.”

The vintner stabbed his fist into the small of Bluff’s back. “Get to the front and spell Scraps from
scouting ahead. Weathervane, take over from Red.” I wondered whether he was rescuing me, or did
he simply want the grumbling to stop? Then Carter looked at me, as dire as I had seen him before. It
gave me an idea of how Bluft had felt a bit earlier. “Why don’t you like it, pilgrim?”

My instincts told me to look for the nearest hole to climb in and hope that Carter would ignore

me again. Unfortunately my wits told me that I was already in the deepest hole there was in the
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vicinity, and it was filled with wild dwarves. So I answered, “They knew where we were. Abysses, the
dwarves knew about us in the first place! And then the quake... They aren’t common, are they?”

It was Valanda who answered, cutting Carter off from speaking, “No, they are not. The last I
heard about happened fifteen years ago. Also,” she waved her hand about, “it didn't damage any of
the other caves. The glowater bowls around here have been destroyed by the dwarves or the dogs,
not the quake.”

Carter’s eyes tightened, as well as his fists. “Go on.”

The wizardess shrugged. “Had it been a natural quake, there would have to be collapses in other
areas. There aren’t any.”

Grapes shouted excitedly, “Magic? Are you saying that magic caused the quake? But — His
excitement suddenly waned, replaced by confusion. “You didn’t cause it,” he said after a brief
moment. Oh, yes, the boy had a hard time associating magic with anybody but the wizardess.

“Dwarves can’t do magic,” Cardsleeve muttered — casting a quick glance around whether Red
would cuft him again for speaking out of line. The vintner’s brother didn’t pay him any attention,
though; his brow was furrowed in unpleasant thoughts.

Valanda shook her head. “I have never heard about wild dwarves using magic. The other races do,
especially the songdwarves. Their bards are somewhat like our clerics and wizards. Maybe the
ctchulain -

“Can they cause quakes?” Carter interrupted roughly.

“I don’t know,” Valanda shrugged. “Things being as they are, it seems likely though. It's also
likely that they can track us magically.”

“Do something about it,” the vintner growled, turned half-about with a jerk and stomped to the
head of our group.

The wizardess sighed. A small sigh, almost unnoticeable. I was close enough to notice, and I also
saw the look of frustration in her eyes. Later on she would confirm my suspicions. She had already
been trying to find out about any dwarven magic, without any luck. And now she didn’t want to
admit her failure. Because we might think less of her? Because we might get panicky? She would
claim the latter, and I will leave it at that.

We didn’t exchange any more words about the topic for a while, because that was when the noise

from down below started.
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It was a dull grinding at first, reminding us of the earthquake — large slabs of rock shifting,
grating on each other. Some of us headed for the nearest support struts, the others were frozen in
their paces, listening to the noise. It wasn't a quake, I realized right away. Not for my grand
experience in the matter, obviously, but for another reason.

“There’s a rhythm!” I marveled. “Do you hear that?”

Scraps grunted, “Boom-ba-boom-boom!-boom.”
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Slim Tim looked at him as if he had gone mad. So did Red and Theralas, but Torrindas nodded
slowly. “That’s the one. The pilgrim’s right, Scraps, there is a rhythm.”

“Boom-boom!-boom-boom-ba-boom,” Scraps went on grunting along with the grinding noise
drifting up toward us. He started nodding, clapping his hands softly on his thighs.

“Stop it!” Carter ordered, a tinge of nervousness in his voice before he turned to Valanda. “What is
that? The dwarves?”

The wizardess shrugged. “I know as much as you do. They might just be digging.”

“Wild dwarves?!” Slim Tim shouted — silenced at once by angry and frightened glances by the
rest of us. Glances that kept travelling towards the ceiling, as Slim Tim’s did as well. Then he shook
his head ferociously and said, in a much lower tone, “I mean that I've never heard of wild dwarves
doing any digging. They just rob things from everybody else, especially the other dwarven races.
They don’t dig mines, they don’t build villages or anything like that.”

I really ought to mention here the surprised expressions on my comrades’ faces. Including a
rather suspicious one on Grapes’. “How do you know that?” he asked while stepping ahead in front of
Slim Tim. They were about the same size, but Grapes’ slender and graceful build made him look
much smaller. “Know any dwarves personally?”

Slim Tim scowled at him, “If I did, I wouldn’t be here. Get out of my —* Again he caught himself
short, swiveled his head towards Carter. Uh-oh. He’d just brushed oft the boss’s son, hadn’t he?

The vintner raised an eyebrow, then turned around to stare down the tunnel ahead of us.

Grapes hadn’t noticed any of this. He was too busy stabbing a finger before Slim Tim’s eyes and
questioning him. Finally Slim Tim had enough — all right, it didn’t take him much longer than a few
heartbeats after Carter turned away -, and he caught Grapes’ finger, gave it a good squeeze that
made the boy groan. “No, I do not know any wild dwarves, dungworm. If you paid any attention to
your own home, you might find that there’s a fornicating library in there, got that?”

He gave the finger a slight spin, enough to make Grapes’ entire — rather stupefied — body turn.

Torrindas placed his hand on Slim Tim’s shoulder. “’s all right, man. Nobody’s accusing you of
anything.”

“A fine thing that would be,” Slim Tim growled, then rolled his eyes. “I won’t hurt the brat, all
right?”

At that point something else changed. We didn’t notice right away — the men around Slim Tim
were voicing their agreement with the affair, some whispering that Grapes deserved a bit of putting
down. (If you're wondering, I was close to saying something along those lines as well. Smart that I
am, I didn’t. But I was certainly elated that the laborers didn’t have any more affection for Grapes
than I had.)

But I was mentioning the change. The grinding noise continued, so far away that it sounded like
dozens of tons of rock moving. Now something was added to the noise, similar to the original sound
in many ways. Only after some close listening could one note that it was a voice. Gravelly, deep,

echoes distorting it, making it more and more inhuman. The source was probably inhuman as well.

A wild dwarf.
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A bard, practitioner of magic that combined both the wizardly and clerical our kind is accustomed
to.

Scraps noted it first, with those ears of his attuned to music. He mentioned it, but it took him a
while to break through the conversation. Then we all fell silent and listened to the voice singing.
That made all our discussion of natural phenomena moot — it was a kind of music coming from the
caves below us. Alien music that might have a touch of magic about it. Hostile magic.

“Let’s get going,” Red said, pointing over his shoulder. “We’ve got a long way ahead of us.”

“Going?!” Wharfrat exclaimed in shock. “Don’t ye hear that? Theyre waitin’ fr us down there!”

Oh. Right. I haven’t mentioned Wharfrat yet, have I? I guess I should have listed all the names in
the beginning, but frankly I don’t quite feel like changing any of what I wrote before. Not too much,
mind you. There is still so much to tell, and I only have a few days left of writing before... Ah, no, I
won’t mention that. You will learn about what happened to me in due order. Grant me this bit of
waxing eloquently, please. It is one of the few joys left to me these days.

Wharfrat. Right. Well, it's an oddity to find a man of his ilk among Carter’s laborers. He’s on the
small side, short of five and a half feet, I'd say. (He’s smaller than I am, and that means something!)
His skin is a strange kind of paled olive color — like you get when olive oil gets cold and flaky. By
what I've found out about him, he’s from the Thousand Islands, the marine nation in Shane’s Sea to
the north. Nobody knows exactly why he left — perhaps he killed somebody, perhaps he took the
wrong side in one of the many disputes of his home nation, it doesn’t matter. He wandered into the
region about five years before my tale, asked for a job and has been with Carter’s operation ever
since. His real name is tough to pronounce, I take it — as foreign names often are -, and so he was
dubbed Wharfrat. A good name insofar as he surely knew more wharfs than any of the rest of us, as
far away from the sea as we are.

Torrindas turned on Wharfrat immediately, focusing his calm eyes on the island man. “We have
known that before.”

“Hey,” Cardsleeve shot a step forward, “they hadn’t been chanting some heathen songs then!”

(“Heathens” he called the dwarves. How right he was, and how wrong. The bloody little things
don’t believe in any gods. Have you ever tried to get some money out of a dwart for your pilgrimage?
Of course, you haven't. Let’s just say it's one more reason not to like them. Of course, that journey
gave me a much better one.)

“The dwarves're killers,” Wharfrat nodded, heartened by Cardsleeve’s support.

It didn’t matter much to Torrindas — nor to Carter who punched both the dissenters in their
backs. “You heard my brother. Get going.”

The vintner needed a bit more than those words to make those two obey. Oh, not a lot. He just
graced each of them with one of those cold stares of his, the ones that make your marrow turn to ice.

We started our journey again, accompanied by the grinding rock noise and the singing voice.

A cave or two later, Grapes sidled up to Slim Tim, a mix of mischievousness and impetuousness

on his face, and he asked whether Slim Tim could understand the words. The laborer tensed his
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shoulders, sped up his steps, and muttered something to himself. He was close enough to me that I
could clearly hear the words, “Damn dungworm!”

I guess he thought he’d gotten all the leeway he would ever receive from Carter in dealing with
the vintner’s son. But I was sure that he wouldn’t let the boy annoy him much longer. A man whose
parents had stiffed him with the name Glaurniveras had already had so much trouble in his life, he

wasn't about to take much of anything from a cocky little boy.
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Nothing much happened for the next couple of caves. We found a tunnel that corkscrewed further
down, a much faster way than the slanting caverns we had relied on until then.

Well, “nothing much” doesn’t mean that nothing at all happened.

At the mouth of the corkscrew tunnel, Carter called for a stop and rounded up his brother. “I can’t
recall this one, Red. Is it on the map?”

Yes, we did have a map of the caverns with us. Or rather, Red did. I've already mentioned that he
can be a resourceful chap now and then, haven’t [? Certainly one who likes to think his way through
things before he does them. (Later on he confided in me that he had to force himself to change after
deserting the Cayaborean army. He'd joined their forces on a whim, because of a spat with his father.
Obviously he regretted his rash decision quickly, and decided he’d better learn that lesson. Especially
since his father had died in the meantime, and Carter had already taken over the winery.)

Now Red shook his head, stuck his hand inside his armor — I discovered at that point there was a
leather bag in a hollowed out space behind the breastplate, which Longstick had used to carry a
canteen of a very harsh liquor, some strips of dried meat and an apple; all of which came in very
handy for me during the following time — and withdrew a leather tube. Red unstoppered it, upended
it for the map to slide out.

Instead of parchment, flakes of ash tumbled out, painting his fingers white.

“What the dark — Red exclaimed, staring at the flakes on his hand. He shook the tube vigorously,
loosening some more flakes, but not the map.

We all gathered around him, taking turns to peek into the tube — it was completely empty, save
for some remaining white ash. Red muttered something about having been sure to place the map
inside, that he had consulted it several levels above this one, and that it had been fine, and —

“The dwarven bard,” Valanda said quietly. Her words cut through the drone of our discussion (in
which I took part without fully being aware), and we looked at her. “Now we know,” she continued,
“what the song is about. At least one part of it. The bard’s magic destroyed the map.”

“How can he do that?!” Grapes said furiously. “Uncle Red didn’t notice anything, and the map
burned up like —*

“Grapes! Quiet!” Carter cut in, waved for Valanda to continue.

The wizardess sighed, smiled briefly at Grapes — the boy’s face lit up, and mine surely darkened -,

before she said, “I doubt there was any fire. Perhaps a cold flash. It doesn’t matter. Whatever the
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bard’s spell, it was aimed at all descriptions of the cave system in fixed form. Maybe it also destroyed
the carvings in the third level.”

“Don’t be absurd, Mistress Valanda!” Theralas complained. “My great-grandfather carved those
maps. [ will not believe that a dirty wild dwarf could destroy them!”

She shrugged. At that point, it was a rather common gesture of hers. “We would have to go back
up to see for ourselves. Carter,” her eyes had stayed on the vintner all the time, “the bard is powerful.
He created an earthquake. He destroyed the map. I am not sure I am a match for his power. Or hers.”

“Hers?!” a voice from the crowd cried. I'm not sure who it was — maybe Cardsleeve, maybe
Rymondas. The voice surely sounded insulted — a mere gzr/ might be causing us all this trouble? Oh,
my, dear reader, you should have seen the look on Valanda’s face. Little as the complainant
understood, she was female herself. (Though I wonder how anybody could miss that. Abysses, even
without the glamor on her face, no male could possibly ignore the full body of our wizardess.)

“Yes, hers,” Valanda said harshly. “Dwarves don’t consider their females inferior.”

Slim Tim brightened, whispered — a bit too loud for his own comfort, since Grapes instantly
seized upon his words -, “True! The women were born of the dweorgh’s axes of gadni, they are the
continued existence of the sacred metal in our world.” After that, as I intimated, Grapes and Slim
Tim were embroiled in another discussion of theirs. This time, Slim Tim didn’t back down — not all
the way, since he wanted to keep Carter relatively unaware. But he promised Grapes some rather
unpleasant events in the near future.

Their discussion didn’t go all unnoticed, nor — obviously — did Valanda’s comment. For a moment
she paused, while Carter and Red gave a round of their best angry stares to silence the rest. It took
them a while, and I heard plenty of comments along the lines of “Bearded girls! Dwarves're sick if
they want stubbles while they’re kissing.” (I surely would agree with that. I'm so happy that I have
not a drop of dwarven blood in my veins. Oh, all right, I am a chronicler of these events, and I should
hasten that — for all I know — female dwarves do not have beards. Then again, I surely never looked
very closely at them.)

I was exchanging some mutters of that sort with Weathervane when we noticed our leaders’
angry stares and fell silent along with the rest. It fell to Carter to break the silence he had created
himself. “Valanda,” he said gruftly, “you are a powerful wizardess. The dean of the Mercurham
college wanted you as a teacher. He wouldn’t do that if you were a three-coppers weakling.”

“Of course not,” she replied, a tinge of haughtiness in her voice. (I was relieved to hear that. IFor a
moment she sounded as if she would go on by saying that no dumb dwart could ever rival her in
magic. Alas, by that time, I was rather infatuated by her sweet lips as well as with the idea of staying
alive.) “Yet there is a problem. Carter, I am dealing with a dwarven bard. S%e uses not only wizardly
magic but also the clerical kind. I cannot alter any object in existence, unless my spell creates an
outside force. Priests can only alter objects. The dwarf, ske can do both.”

She paused for a moment, letting the thought sink into our stubborn (male, she would probably
stress) minds — but before we could draw any conclusion that Valanda was inferior to the dwarf, she

went on easily, as if she were holding a lecture in a classroom, “Dwarven bards are hampered by this,
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of course. They have to affect two different kinds of magic, unify them in their songs. Thus they
cannot do all the things that a priest or a wizard could do with our special brands. On the other
hand, by combining these brands, they are able to create effects that neither cleric nor wizard could
do. It is a matter of alien forces, Carter, not a matter of power.

“What we need right now is clerical power, no matter how weak. If it were combined with my
wizardly strength, we would gain an advantage.”

Red laughed — clearly despite his best efforts -, “I'm sorry, Val, but there isn’t a priest among us.
Abyssal demons, what I wouldn’t give for an Alyssian priestess right now!”

Some chuckles ran through the crowd — mine included. I wouldn’t have minded having a priestess
of the goddess of love along with us. At the very least she could have offered that clerical power, and
as for the fact that she was a servant of love personified — oh, well, you know!

Valanda wasn’t perturbed by any of our comments. She glanced at Red, said with a light smile,
“You are a crude man, Garland.”

Ouch! That hurt Red a lot, reminded of his true name like that. I didn’t understand, of course. I
learned about his name quite a while later. Some of the laborers shared my confusion, but they — and
I — eagerly shared in the soft laughter that followed, started by Carter and Torrindas who were very
much aware.

“Whatever,” the wizardess said then, cutting our mirth short. “We may not need a full priest. All
we need is somebody who has access to the gods, whose faith has been proved by his exertions and
his suffering in the name of the divine. This somebody may be granted, in times of utter need, access
to magic as well.”

We were quite confused by that — all of us, this time, since none of us understood the implications
of her words.

Well, kind reader, do you understand? I suppose you do, since you are not stuck in a cavern,
buried under hundreds of feet of rock, in stuffy air, with the prospect of murderous wild dwarves
assaulting you any heartbeat.

I also suppose that you think of me as a dumb clod who cannot conclude that rain is coming from
the sight of dark clouds in the skies. Perhaps you are right. Valanda certainly would agree with you.

She turned towards me — and I still did not understand. Not until she spoke anew, “We have you,
pilgrim. You have suffered for the gods. Apply to them now, to help you in your time of need.”

Valanda smiled, rather cheerfully. I would have loved to lose myself in the sight of her beautiful
face, aided by a glamor or not, the lips that I would much later find to be in truth as rich and
rewarding as they looked. She wanted to aid me as much as herself, by the way. The wizardess had
realized how the others had reacted to my putting on Longstick’s armor, and for some reason she
had taken a liking to me. The gods alone know why!

None of that mattered to me at the time. All that I could think about was that I never had suftered
in the name of the gods — at best, I had suffered through talking to dumb people for some more coins

to buy my next ale or wine in the nearest tavern.
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Oh, by all the dark abysses where demons dwelll What were the gods going to say if I — the fake
pilgrim — raised my voice to them, asking for their help?

“Go on,” Valanda smiled gently. “It will not hurt to try, pilgrim.”

I wasn’t sure of that. Maybe Decirius would decide to hurry up his Messenger of Death, especially
tor me. I closed my eyes, knowing that there was no way out of trying.

But what would happen after I tried?
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CHAPTER FIVE

Apply to the gods for help in our hour of darkest need, Valanda had told me.

Me. The fake pilgrim who has been drifting around the land in search of the good life rather than
divine inspiration.

And she hadn’t even told me how I was to do this. Would it be enough to raise my voice, call out
to the gods? Was there a ritual I had never heard about? One that surely the Divine Speaker at
Faithold could have explained to me? Something that a true pilgrim would know in the depths of his
soul, ingrained by his faith and belief?

Don’t get me wrong, I do believe. Only a fool would claim that there are no gods governing the
world. Divinity is obvious in every step that we take, every breath that fills our lungs. It isn’t just the
temples and the clerics getting fat from the stipends and fees paid by their congregations —
excepting, of course, the priests and priestesses of Alyssa who could never be anything but alluring
and perfect, whose faces were never marred by wrinkles such as Valanda’s, or as disgustingly
beautiful as Grapes’. As a matter of fact, I was never put oft by the face of a male Alyssian cleric; for
some reason I recognized that the priest was attractive to women, yet neither he nor his brothers
ever seemed a rival.

I digress. Yes, I am aware that I keep doing that. Were you in the place I am in now, you might
do the same. The thought of writing a document such as this never intruded upon me before my
journey into Deersrun Hill, and —

I just keep on digressing! Time to stop and return to the matter at hand.

Belief. FFaith. They weren’t just empty words to me, trust me.
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Ahh, “trust”. One more word in that sequence. And quite the point of my troubles. Did I trust the
gods to spare their good will for me? I hadn’t done much for them. Yes, of course, like everybody else
I do give sacrifices to them. Also, I make a point of visiting every shrine and temple on my way. It
wouldn’t help my image as a pilgrim if I skirted them! You have to talk to the priests, sometimes
even the acolytes and neophytes and whatever else they're called. Sometimes because they might
share some of their riches with you, but more often because their faithful flock will accept you all the
more readily.

I remembered a temple of Alyssa, several months earlier. I had entered, and I had stood silent,
still, watching the clerics, so impossibly beautiful. The longing for the women was so overpowering,
my mouth so dry, that I wished I could have been a simple supplicant for the services. Some part of
me said that indeed I would service the goddess Alyssa in this fashion if I gave in to the longing.
Was that not why the temple had been erected in the first place? Was that not why the priestesses
were this beautiful and perfect?

Yes. And no. I stood there, and for a brief, fleeting moment I understood that the temple and the
clerics were about more than the pleasures of the flesh. I had heard others expound on this, the
foolishness of seeking for a quenching of longing in a temple. I had always dismissed it, and I had
gone to the Alyssian temples with no more on my mind. Never did any of the priestesses involve me
in a conversation afterwards, as I had heard that they usually did with other supplicants, to discuss
and solve their problems. I had always reasoned that I simply didn’t have any problems that needed
solving.

At that point, though, I understood the difference. I had never been ready to face my problems, I
had never wanted to face the gods.

And, truth be told, I had no desire to do so at that time, either. I turned and hurried out the
temple, towards the nearest inn to spend my last silver coin on a long night of drinking and
indulging. The drink — good ale, very good ale, blessed by Airnté — spurred my mind, and in my
cloudy thoughts I imagined a conversation with a priestess, her arm draped over me, her breath
warm on my chin, as she asked me when I would start devoting myself to the gods in more than just
words. She was full of the Lady’s spirit then — in my mind only, of course -, and her words hurt me
deeply. I had taken of her, of the goddess’s gift to mortals, but what was I ready to return? Did I just
take and take and take, damned be the consequences? Was I willing to spend a good lifetime before
the Messenger of Death touched me with his thin fingers, carrying me to the abode of the gods,
where I would finally face those I had spent my existence faulting?

I remembered that day then, in the caverns within Deersrun Hill, looking at Valanda. The
beautiful wizardess who reminded me of the priestess of my dreams, the one embued with Alyssa.
Valanda’s face began to merge with that of the priestess. And slowly, watching her, watching the
dream image, I realized something else.

You see, I have never been good at dreaming of faces. And I have never asked anybody else how
they dream. But with me, I know there are people — sometimes familiar ones, and I associate names

with them, yet their faces are diftfuse, unreal. Somehow the faces stay in the realm of the unfinished.
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Yet that priestess I had dreamed about in my bucolic night, she had had a real face. And only then
in the caves did I realize that I had seen that face before, on so many a statue showing the utter
perfection of female beauty, before the temples consecrated to her name.

The priestess’s face had been that of the goddess Alyssa herself.

For the moment, for that moment, Valanda bore the same face. I looked at a goddess, and I was so
small and insignificant. A lout who had abused the divine names. A walking blasphemy.

“Ahnfredas,” she said softly — I wondered if this was the first time she had called me by my given
name -, “begin now. Ask the gods for their help. We all need it.”

I was about to cry. Quickly I shut my eyes, sank to my knees — heard the armor creak all too
loudly, the breastplate, the chainmail on arms and legs -, and I folded my hands before my chest,
lowered my head.

Facing the gods is never an easy task, even for the faithful. I felt less like a faithful in that instant.
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How long did I stay on my knees? How long did I wish for an answer from the gods? A sign that
they were pleasantly surprised at my sudden humility and filled me with magic, gave me a way to aid
Valanda combat the dwarven bard. Oh, anything would have been nice. Maybe even the lightning
flashing down from the heavens, burrowing through all of Deersrun Hill, straight into me, frying me
into ashes like the remains of Red’s map.

The others were staring at me expectantly, waiting for a sign as well. I don’t know what was
going through most of those heads — Grapes’, I can imagine. He was hoping for that lightning, and
I'll bet all the fortunes in the Topay Coalition that he had no idea I wouldn’t have minded being
struck at that point.

Valanda... She had faith in me. I don’t know where she had found it. She was far too smart to
believe my little tale. Goodness, she must have seen through my fagade the first time she saw me,
back when I was in Torrindas’ bed, dreaming of Grapes on Carter’s fist, about to smash me to
smithereens. Yet she had faith. In what? I have never scrounged up the courage to ask her, fearing
that her answer would somehow destroy what we have, little though it may mean to her, much as it
means to me.

Did I give away too much? Do you now know how this tale will end?

No. No, you don’t, for I am not speaking of the Valanda who was in the tunnels with me. And
neither, surprise of surprises, is this fake pilgrim truly me. I have changed — in ways that neither I
nor you can ever fully comprehend. In a way, I died. In a way, I was reborn. In a way...

In a way I am blathering. That, I suppose, has never changed, not in the days when good
Hernaldas Bluekeg, my honored father, the shoemaker, spanked my bottom; not in the days when I
ruined a shot at good money with my stupid mouth revealing too much about myself; not in the days
when I was in Deersrun Hill, going down the caverns, going down on my faith; and not in the days

since, when I have become a different being.
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Blathering aside, I tried my best to reach the gods. I prayed, with all my might. To my surprise I
remembered the words of so many prayers — even the Leaves and Wreathes of the Decirius priests,
the traditional prayer of funeral. I whispered the words fervently, I gave all my soul to them —
sounds, empty in themselves, but my heart was in them.

To no avail.

The gods ignored me. Decirius didn’t answer. Seram didn’t, nor did Maidoyt, nor Alyssa, nor
Airnté, nor Olmawi, nor any of the other lords of the skies. I went through their names, shaped
specific prayers for each of them, did my best to find a reason for each to help me and my comrades.

All T got was the realization of my insignifance. The gods didn’t care that I abused their names for
my own tiny purposes. I was a mere speck on the world, as a fly leaves on a sheet of paper.
Something that you might wipe off if you feel inclined, but most likely will simply leave alone. It’s
too unimportant, not even enough to disturb your sense of pristine cleanness.

That is what I was to the gods. No more than a tiny speck of darkness.

I opened my eyes and looked up. A sea of expectant faces was around me, waiting for me to
declare that the gods had granted me might. Me, Ahnfredas Bluekeg.

“Nothing,” I said and choked on the words.
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Grapes chuckled. “I thought so,” he said with a barely concealed smile. A smile that vanished
when he remembered that Valanda had suggested the prayer. “Uhm, Val, ... I'm sure that —*

“I know,” she replied with a look that managed to combine sad disappointment with
understanding sympathy. Although she has never said so, I think she had been interested in Grapes.
Well, I already told you about his effect on women. Valanda might be a wizardess, but she still is a
woman. And I do hate that boy.

The noise intruded upon my disappointment — had it changed, or was it the same rhythm as
before? I have never been good with music. Oh, sure, I noticed there was a rhythm to the grinding
noise, but I could never have done anything like Scraps had, tapping it out on his thighs.

Scraps was among those closest to me, watching me with dire eyes that must have been filled with
expectation earlier. I am not sure, but I think I had exchanged some words with him in the preceding
hour. You know, I kept mentioning those angry glares of the laborers. Some stopped, some
continued, but I had lost track of them after a while. Now and then I had found myself walking close
to another man, speaking with him — much as if my interlocutor didn’t notice it was the stranger in
their group and only saw the gleaming, glowater-lit armor.

When I declared that the gods hadn’t given me any magical power, much of the anger returned. I
didn’t pay any attention to it — I was too much shut into my own letdown -, and so I asked Scraps
about the rhythm.

The wiry man jerked his head up, surprised at being spoken to — and by whom! I'll gladly

acknowledge that he swallowed any angry words, instead cocked his head to listen to the rhythm. In
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a reflex his hands slipped to his thighs, started tapping, as he whispered, “Boom-boom/-boom!-ba-
boom. No, that’s not... It’s a longer sequence, and —* He cut himself off, his eyes widened as he
snapped his fingers. The attention of the others switched to us, and Scraps announced, “The
pilgrim’s right, the rhythm has changed. It's more complicated, more — I don’t know, labored, I
guess.”

“Labored?” Valanda pounced on the word, pushed me aside to stand right before Scraps. “Can you
explain your ‘guess’?”

Scraps shrugged, licked his lips nervously. I only saw Valanda’s face from the side, but there was
a hunger in her eyes, rather uncomfortable. I didn’t understand it, and frankly, even now I am
uncertain how to explain it. Scraps didn’t, either, but he held up valiantly — the experience of
suffering from Carter’s withering stares, no doubt -, and said, “I'm not sure... I mean, I got the
rhythm now, it’s ba-boom-ba-boom/-ba —*

“Scraps, get to the point!” Cardsleeve yelled from behind a wall of comrades.

“Uhm, yeah,” our resident percussion expert nodded, doing his best not to look straight into
Valanda’s eyes. “It’s just that the music was so even before,” I should mention the scoffing comments
around us about ‘music’, “and now it’s not. It’s like you're beating out a session on your drum, and
suddenly your lead singer switches over to another song. You know the words, you've heard the
song before, but you're not sure about the right beat. You do your best to get into it, but you're not
sure about it, and you're wondering whether your buddies will boot you out of the group because you
can’t even get a simple — His voice tapered off, as he became of the more or less vacant eyes around
him. Only Valanda’s were still focused; the rest of us was wondering what exactly he was talking
about. “Well, you know that I play the drums!” Scraps finally exclaimed. “Over at the Goldspark, every
other week. It's not like it’s a bad place, and we're starting to get noticed — why, the owner of the
Trimmendale’s Rush has asked us to play at his joint, and —*

“You say,” Valanda interrupted him mercilessly and rather pointedly, “that the dwarven bard has
changed his tune to something unfamiliar to his cohorts.”

Scraps’ head flew back to focus on her — something that he regretted instantly -, but he nodded
quickly. “Yes, something like that. They’re getting into the rhythm now, but they have to work at it.”

The wizardess nodded, her eyes calmed down, losing that sense of hunger. She smiled at Scraps,
patted his shoulder, before turning back to us. That hunger wasn't gone, I sensed. It was buried
behind a facade of good cheer — a natural fagade, yet as effective as her glamor. “Carter,” she said,
“maybe we were too quick to accept the pilgrim’s words. The bard has reacted to something, and it
might very well be that it was Ahnfredas’ prayer.”

Now I was treated to a dark glare from Carter — a pleasure I'd gladly forgo any time, even in
memory -, and I felt the need to shake my head, managing to shrug at the same time. “I didn’t feel
anything! The gods didn’t speak to me, they just... I don’t know,” I finally squeezed out, feeling as

small as a mouse.
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“We cannot question the gods,” Valanda interfered, transferring the vintner’s stare to herself. (I
heaved a sigh of relief, my hand snaking under the breastplate for Longstick’s flask of liquor.) “If they
didn’t speak to him, we may be receiving a sign.”

“And that’s darn good enough for me,” Red said, planting his hand on Carter’s shoulder. “Let’s get
going again. Whatever the bard’s up to, I don’t like to stay in one place to long.”

“Right,” Carter shrugged Red’s hand off, then waved the troup onward, into the corkscrew tunnel
leading downward. “He’s a nasty —* Another stop, another glare at Valanda, accompanied this time
by a tiny smirk on his heavy lips. “She,” he continued, “is quite a pain.”

The wizardess nodded at that, giving no other sign that she was gratetul for his changing of the
pronoun.

We headed into the corkscrew tunnel. It was wide enough to allow three of us to walk side by
side — not that we really tried. As usual, ours was a disorderly formation, one that would have put an
army sergeant to tears. I have to say that Red occasionally tried to instill a sense of order into us, but
he didn’t have much luck — with the sole exception of Weathervane. There may be something to be
said about military duty.

Ahb, it’s not really important. We were milling about like that all the time, just a bunch of men —

and one woman — doing their best not to get themselves killed.
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You might wonder why earlier I wrote that nothing much happened during this time, and then I
went on spending so much time detailing events nonetheless. Perhaps it’s a sign of how difficult it is
to assign meaning to all those events. Memories tumble about in my mind, some as easy to grasp as
if they had happened an hour ago, some so distant and cloudy as if they had happened to another
person.

Did it matter that I prayed to the gods? Did it matter that the music changed?

What does really matter?

No, I will not go off on a tangential discussion of metaphysics now. That never serves any
purpose but self-aggrandizing, and this document alone is enough of that. Yet as I keep writing, so
much returns to my mind, so much that might explain better what happened afterwards, all the
surprises that came.

In that vein I should also note a conversation I overheard during our march through the tunnel.
It didn’t strike me as any more than a curiosity at the time, but looking back — well, I will just relate
what I remember.

Scraps moved back to walk beside Slim Tim, pushing a grumbling Rymondas further off. “Say,
Tim,” he said in a chatting tone, “does this stuff sound like dwarven drums? Just being curious, you
know.”

The latter words were necessary since Slim Tim’s face darkened immediately, expecting some

more accusations of the sort that Grapes had shot at him. (The boy was a good ways further to the
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front, staying by Valanda’s side as usual. I had drifted back for some reason or other, most of which
had to do with the fact that I was nibbling at the apple I had found within the armor.)

Slim Tim shrugged after a moment. “I never heard any dwarves playing drums. Or anything
else,” he said a bit more loudly, to make sure others heard, before dropping back into a conversational
tone. “It doesn’t really sound like I expected it to. I do know that dwarves use rocks as instruments,
specially shaped and so on. They aren’t exactly drums, and they aren’t exactly anything else, either.”
He shrugged again. “I've read about somebody who was at a — well, a concert, I guess -, and he said
that the dwarven rock music was loud, went into your sinews like a bad cold. But it didn’t really
sound like rocks grating on each other.”

“Uh-huh,” Scraps muttered. “No drums, eh?”

“Not really, but — hey, Scraps, I've only read about it.”

“Sure thing, I was just wondering.” Scraps rolled his eyes. “Sure sounds like some massive drums
down there.”

There, you have that conversation before you as I recall it. Drums or no drums, rock music or
something else entirely. It meant as little to me as Scraps’ explanation about the taverns where he
had played the drums himself. And there were some new surprises waiting for us after leaving the

corkscrew tunnel — surprises that threw a new light on this conversation.

B BN BN OB O N W O

The tunnel took us about four hundred feet deeper into Deersrun Hill. You wonder how I could
reach such a precise number? After all, I certainly am not an experienced spelunker. All things being
equal, as far as measurements go, the same can be said for all my companions. Sure, they have spent
much of their adult life in the caverns, and if I can use Grapes as an example, a lot of their childhood
as well.

Nonetheless they rarely ranged down further than the upper five or seven levels. (Of course,
describing those as ‘levels’ implies that they are even, as the floors of a building. Instead they
meander up and down. You are on the second level, and you walk in a straight line, not choosing any
stairway or any other means of consciously going, say, up — but still, you could find yourself in the
basement of a home. The latter, I should mention, doesn’t belong to the actual levels of the cavern
system. The basements are part of the buildings of Guardpeak, of the city itself.) Their idea of depths
was measured by certain markers, such as the engraved map carved by Theralas’ great-grandfather.

I have to ask you to accept my description. If you bear out my long-winded tale, you will find an
explanation.

By the time we reached the end of the tunnel — after several breaks we had taken here and there -,
Weathervane was in the lead, about two hundred yards ahead of the rest. He had stopped scouting
when we came to the exit, and his face was strangely unreadable.

“What're you doing here?” Red shouted when we came close enough. “KReep looking for the

bloody dwarves!”
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Weathervane shook his head, waited until we were crowding the exit. “I don’t have to. I know
exactly where they are.”

He pointed over his shoulder, out the exit, and now I could see that there was fear in his eyes.
You have to understand that this was unusual for him. I don’t know about the ambush after the
earthquake, how Weathervane — please excuse the expression — weathered that encounter. But I
hadn’t seen him like this before. Neither, I took it by their reactions, had my comrades.

Red and Carter moved out first, pushing the pale Weathervane aside.

They stopped only a few steps out into the next cave, the light cones from their breastplates
cutting through the darkness. “Holy Decirius!” Carter exclaimed, a rare moment of piety from him.

When they finally moved aside, allowing us to follow them, and our own armor lights brightened
the cave beyond, I understood the vintner. That cave was rather large — longer than wide, the floor
sweeping up here, down there. Stalagmites and stalactites joined to form natural columns, irregular
row after irregular row of them.

Inbetween those columns, we saw the dwarves, lit by the sharp cones of our lamps. It wasn’t an
ambush — at least not one that would ever succeed.

For the dwarves were dead.

Every single one of them had dropped to the floor, in various death throes — some were clutching
their throats, some were simply sitting there, looking with amazed eyes at nothing. Several were
mounted on arydogs, and now I had the chance to see how their riding gear functioned, those
strange straps that had been on the lead arydog pursuing me at the beginning of my tale.

Oh, yes, the dogs were dead as well. One had lived long enough to ram its head repeatedly against
a stalagmite, bursting the skull — incidentally its rider’s as well. Agony, fear, surprise registered on
each dark, gray face that I could see.

“How —“ Valanda breathed when she saw the tableau of death, but she didn’t continue.

I knew what she was wondering about. How had the dwarves died? What had killed them?

Toxic gas perhaps? I had heard that this kind of thing can happen in mines — yet we hadn’t had
any troubles. And none of us developed any problems while we were walking through that cave,
expecting one or the other corpse.

It had to be something else. Something that had turned on the wild dwarves. Something that
might decide we were going to be next.

Still deeper below us, the music of grinding rock and a gravelly voice singing continued.

CONTINUED IN PART 2 (CHAPTERS 6 — 10)




