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Something wasn’t right, and the Dwarf knew it. 

The little figure raised his head from his stone plinth (all 

Dwarfs like to have a piece of their home rock to sleep on; 

this one had been shipped all the way from Agate Drop, 

where he had been born). The Dwarf was small in stature 

compared to many of the assorted Elves and Humans who 

came into his tavern. “Mr. Nasty,” as he was affectionately 

known by anyone who had ever met him, was almost as 

wide as he was “small.” His head was a latticework of 

scars and old wounds and shaved clean, apart from three 

thin braids of thick red hair. One eye was a glassy white 

where an Elf arrow had taken it out in the Great Burning of 

Darkwood, and his nose was so broken and misshapen it 

looked like a slab of fractured rock over his cascading red 

beard. 

Mr. Nasty might be a Dwarf, which meant that he was 

necessarily small. But he was also one of the meanest, 

toughest, and most experienced freebooters this side of the 

Splintered Isles. Some had even dared to suggest that, were 

it not for the Cavern Tavern that he and his wife, Mrs. 

Nasty, had owned and operated for the last few decades, 

Mr. Nasty would probably be wanted in several of the Five 

Realms. Without Cavern Tavern to occupy him, he 

doubtless would have led a life of piracy and anarchy. 

In truth, however, Mr. Nasty was by now far too old for 

the life of a mercenary. He groaned as he eased himself up 

from his stone bed, a thousand aches and pains shooting up 

his spine. If any of his more notorious clients ever knew 

just how damaged and slow he had become over the last 

few years, he might have to start worrying! 

“But that is why I employ all of them adventurers and 

swords-for-hire as bar staff!” the proprietor of the Five 

Realms’ most dangerous tavern muttered to himself. 
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As well as that fool Widdo, the Dwarf thought despairingly 

as he heard yet another crash overhead.  

Mr. Nasty was right. Something had gone terribly wrong 

upstairs. Widdo Wanderfoot watched miserably as the 

golden-red liquid spilled sluggishly across the floor and 

started to seep into the cracks between the flagstone tiles. 

“Oh dear, oh dear, oh dearie me!” he chattered nervously 

to himself, unconsciously reaching up to bite a nail, 

forgetting that the hand was holding a mop, with which he 

managed to thump himself around the head. 

“Ow!” He dropped the mop, which clattered to the floor. 

“It’s not my fault – the mop is twice my size!” Widdo said 

quickly, but there was no one in the upstairs taproom to 

blame – or forgive – him. Be thankful for small mercies, he 

thought to himself, a favourite phrase of his dear 

grandmother, Old Ma Enid Wanderfoot, who had raised 

him boy and man. 

Widdo Wanderfoot was a Halfling, not the sort of person 

who went on adventures. Neither was he the sort of person 

who worked in notorious ale houses like the Cavern 

Tavern, if he were perfectly honest. But, just like Old Ma 

Wanderfoot had said to him once, a long time ago, 

“Sometimes you need to scrub them elbows and polish 

them knees to get anywhere in this life!” 

Now that he thought of it, Widdo still didn’t quite know 

what she had meant – but she had always said it 

enthusiastically enough. When he looked at his own 

knobbly knees poking out from under his shorts, all he saw 

was the dirt and grime picked up from washing and 

scrubbing and polishing the tiles of the tap room again, and 

again, and again… 
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“But Mr. Nasty’s going to be ever so cross…” Widdo said 

to no one in particular, as he reached for the mop to try and 

hide his latest infraction.  

“Widdo!” The voice of the angry Dwarf rose up the stairs 

as his head emerged from his cellars and sleeping cave 

below. The Halfling, barely over four feet tall himself, 

cringed back against one of the pressurized barrels under 

the bar. 

The Dwarf’s one good eye focused on Widdo, and then on 

his most precious commodity, seeping into the tiles of his 

room. His face turned from annoyance to sudden anguish. 

“The mead!” he wailed as he charged into the room. 

“Curses on you and the rabbit warren you popped out 

from, Widdo! What have you done?!” 

“Uh, only one cask, that is, Na-Nasty, sir.” the Halfling 

quibbled. “Not the whole stock, no. I forgot the casks were 

all under pressure, see…” 

“You forgot!?” the Dwarf roared. “This is a tavern, you 

dirt-brained, addle-footed hairball! And this is the 

taproom, where everything – including the most expensive 

golden mead in all of the Five Realms – is on tap!” 

“Well, I had to clear up behind the barrels, you see, and so 

I had to try and move it…” Widdo continued wittering, but 

his employer cut him off. 

“I would put you back in the winery, were it not for your 

butterfingers!” 

Widdo stammered, “I… I’m sorry, sir... It won’t happen 

again. I’ll mop it up right now, right now – uh… sir.” 

The Dwarf growled, lurching to the side of the bar and 

pulling himself a dram of Deep Delver’s Whiskey from his 

private stash under the counter. He swore by the thirteen 
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patriarchs of the Dwarvish Kingdom that he needed it right 

now. He didn’t want to even try to calculate just how much 

that little Halfling had cost him over the years. 

“One of these days, Widdo...” he growled into his drink. 

Suddenly a new voice was heard, as a tall shape dressed in 

shadows entered the taproom. 

“One of these days, Monsieur Nasty, a patron won’t have 

to knock several times before letting himself in!” 

“Oh, it’s you.” Mr. Nasty didn’t even turn around, but 

Widdo could see a certain hunching of the Dwarf’s 

shoulders, as if he were drawing into himself. 

“The Grey Walker!” Widdo exclaimed, dropping his mop 

once again. “The Grey Walker’s back!” 

“What? None of that poetic nonsense,” the tall shadow 

intoned. “I have a horse now, and I  

haven’t walked in years. I have a name and a title, and we 

can use that. I don’t go around calling you ‘the little 

fellow,’ now do I, Widdo? Really!” 

“Of course not, Master Wizard.” Widdo blushed, 

retrieving his mop. If it were possible, the little man with 

red cheeks and button nose managed to look even more 

distracted and nervous than he had been a moment before 

with the angry Dwarf. 

The Grey Walker – the Master Wizard – was a regular 

patron of the Cavern Tavern, but he still elicited a whiff of 

mystery and excitement. He was so regular, in fact, that he 

had managed to convince the Dwarvish proprietors of the 

Last Free House in the Five Realms to allow him 

permanent use of one of their back rooms for his 

Workshop. Widdo Wanderfoot had spent many days trying 

to sneak a look at what happened inside that room with its  
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eldritch smokes and bubbling phials, but so far had only 

managed to gain a thick ear for snooping!  

The Wizard, despite his protestations, did indeed wear a 

thick grey cloak, threadbare and frayed at the edges. Faint 

patterns of richer embroidery threads could indistinctly be 

seen, faded from many years spent resting under oak trees 

and battered from a life on the road. 

The Wizard was always coming and going, often 

disappearing for weeks or an entire season at a time before 

returning, laden down with new ingredients for his potions 

and liquors. 

A white beard cascaded under a nose as sharp as a spear, 

whilst his head was as bald and bare as Mr. Nasty’s heart. 

The only thing that made the Wizard look less sepulchral 

was the glittering bright flints of his blue eyes. 

“Now, what does an Archmage have to do around here to 

get a drink?” the Wizard demanded, throwing off his cloak 

and twirling it with a flourish that belied his obvious years, 

settling it on one of the empty coat hooks. 

“Oh, so they made you an Archmage now, did they?” the 

Dwarf muttered sulkily as he moved behind the bar, 

avoiding the ever-expanding puddle of mead and instead 

reaching for a tap of Longhorn Elixir. “How often do they 

give out promotions at your Council of Wizards? It seems 

only yesterday you were a humble Mage!” 

“Bah!” the Wizard settled himself into his favourite nook 

by the fire, waving his hands as if the Dwarf’s comment 

made no sense. “That was two hundred years ago, as well 

you should remember!” He fixed Mr. Nasty with a sharp 

stare, but the Dwarf seemed oblivious as he topped up the 

pint of frothing bitter, adding a few trifles of something 

dark and mysterious. 
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“There. Just how you like it, if I recall. I added mushrooms 

as well. That’ll be a silver bit, sir,” Mr. Nasty chewed over 

the last word with a fake pleasantry. And praise be to the 

great depths that you pay me for your Workshop in 

advance, old fool! Mr. Nasty thought as he smiled genially 

at the Wizard, or else I would have you and your 

disgusting smokes and potions out on your ear! 

 “A silver bit! Is that how you treat an old friend?” the 

Wizard huffed. 

“Ha! When were we ever friends?” Mr. Nasty grumbled. 

All that he recalled were long evenings spent with his ears 

bent by boring lectures, and having to put up with it. 

“…well, you’re right about the old part,” Mr. Nasty said at 

last. 

It was true that Mr. Nasty and the Wizard went back; “had 

history,” as Mr. Nasty’s old comrades-at-arms would have 

said. But there was history, and then there was history, the 

Dwarf mused philosophically. He didn’t owe the old fool 

anything, and he wasn’t about to bend the rules for the 

likes of a Human in a silly frock just because they both 

happened to be the oldest people in the room! 

“And after that business with the Balrog last summer, too! 

What have things come to!” the Wizard grumbled as he 

reluctantly produced the silver bit and set it down on the 

table in front of him. 

“A Balrog? Really??” Widdo looked up and around in 

fright. “Where?!” 

“The thing had got caught in one of the old water wells out 

back,” Mr. Nasty said nonchalantly, setting down the 

foaming Longhorn Elixir and swiping up the payment 

faster than an Elf could scramble up a tree. 
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“I’m sure the King would have sorted that business out…,” 

the Dwarf added. 

“What, the Elvish King Dranor?” the Wizard suppressed a 

smile. “And his oh-so-friendly guard? He is not known for 

taking an interest in the welfare of taverns out at the edge 

of the wilds, is he? I don’t think that your patrons would 

thank you for inviting the King’s guard out here…” 

“Steady there, we run a reputable business…” the Dwarf 

returned to the bar. 

“Do you?” the Wizard said.  

“…” Mr. Nasty didn’t answer. 

“Of course we do!” said the newest addition to the room, 

as Mrs. Nasty appeared through the door that led to the 

winery. 

Like her husband, Mrs. Nasty was a Dwarf of gigantic 

proportions. Red hair like his confirmed her home mine as 

same as his – the Agate Drop – and it was from there that 

he had married her as a young mine-maiden many 

hundreds of years ago. She had accompanied him through 

his many years of soldiering and freebooting, and had put 

up with him more than any other Being had done. 

“My darling!” Mr. Nasty straightened up, as tall as the 

four- almost five-foot-tall Dwarf ever got, and looked in 

alarm at his beloved. 

She had red braids piled atop her head, and sleeves rolled 

up over arms that any Human dock worker would be proud 

of. She squinted at her husband, and then at Widdo. 

“Oh, good grief!” Mrs. Nasty exclaimed when she saw the 

spilled mead. 

“Oh, I’m sorry, Mrs. Nasty, ma’am. It was all an 

accident…” Widdo started. 
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“And we’ll have the barrel changed in no time, dear; 

plenty enough for the regulars tonight, I’m sure,” Mr. 

Nasty added, using a not-very-clean rag to smear the dirt 

around on the countertop quickly. 

“I’m sure you didn’t mean it, Widdo. It’s just… I wish that 

you were a little more careful, that’s all,” Mrs. Nasty said 

in a far gentler, although still exasperated, tone than her 

husband had ever used when speaking to their Halfling 

bartender. Sometimes secretly, in the depths of the mid-

afternoon when Dwarfs make a habit of having a snooze 

on their stone plinths (rendering them, naturally, much 

more awake in the night), even Mrs. Nasty wondered why 

they kept Widdo. Not that she would ever fire the little 

man – or allow her husband to fire him, for all of his 

bluster and cruelty and casual backhanded swipes. They 

went back a long way, the three of them. The four of them, 

if she also included the Wizard in the corner. 

“But anyway, Husband, dear? Could you check the wine 

cellar for me – there’s a few bottles of the Elvish green 

that I think have gone off…” she said. 

“Gone off?” Mr. Nasty’s face purpled for a moment, 

“Impossible!!” 

“Husband, dear?” Mrs. Nasty said again, a little more 

forcefully. 

“Of course, my little petal, of course.” He hurried past her, 

and the room could hear his quick gasps of breath and the 

clatter of his metal-shod boots as he disappeared down the 

stairs once more. 

“There now, peace and quiet at last, eh?” Mrs. Nasty said 

absentmindedly to herself, rubbing her hands on her apron. 
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“Mrs. Nasty! What a pleasure to see your generous form 

gracing us this evening!” the Wizard called out from his 

corner. 

“Ah, Master Wizard. You’re always welcome here in the 

taprooms, of course. Was it the usual that you were after 

tonight? A tray of food to be brought along to your 

Workshop?” she asked him. 

The Wizard’s eyes glittered across the darkened room. 

“No, I think not for tonight, ma’am. Tonight I have 

something rather special planned…” 

“Very good, Master Wizard,” the Dwarf lady said, 

humming to herself as she re-cleaned all of the bits of the 

table that her husband had previously wiped. 
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Keishara groaned as she lifted another rack and stacked it 

alongside the others. It was dark; the cellar smelled; and 

the only light came from the guttering, oily torch at the 

foot of the stairs. 

“Why, by the Great Mother, did I ever decide to take up 

that Dwarf’s offer?” the Green Elf groaned, cracking her 

shoulders. 

“Because if I hadn’t, I would probably be mincemeat at the 

bottom of the Strait of White Water by now…” Keishara 

admitted to herself. 

All of this would be so much better if there was only a little 

bit of light! And air! she thought, scanning the roof of 

storage cellar for what she knew must be there. The ground 

under the Cavern Tavern was a warren of water tunnels 

and old mine workings, and the Dwarfs had turned many 

of the nearer ones into cellars for the ale house upstairs. It 

was an almost-constant job to stock, supply, clean, dust 

and restock them all – and probably why the Dwarvish 

husband-and-wife team had to employ so many people, the 

Green Elf thought. 

And the fact that half these tunnels are infested with Orcs 

and Trolls, too! Keishara remembered. It was a constant 

battle to fight off the nasty buggers, always creeping 

through the dark and out of the wilds to infiltrate the 

civilised lands. It was a wonder, really, that the Cavern 

Tavern even stayed standing from one season to the next. 

Every year there was some sort of skirmish around the 

grounds. 

“Aha!” Her eyes alighted on the large frame of wood fixed 

into the ceiling of rough stone above. “Now, if we just…” 

she reached up, and with a few shoves of her powerful, 

green-skinned arms, burst the old cellar trap door open and 

was bathed in the bright, cool light of the mountains 

outside. 
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“Ahhh…” the Elf breathed appreciatively, letting the fresh 

air caress her upturned face for a moment. 

Keishara was typical of the Green Elves of the Five 

Realms in the fact that she had green skin, wide slanted 

eyes, and ears that tapered back and upwards from her 

head against long braids of hair as black as midnight. What 

was slightly less usual for any who knew much about the 

Green Elves was the fact that her arms were scarred by 

fighting, and her frame was as strong as an ox. 

For a moment, standing in the sunshine, Keishara almost 

forgot her freakish proportions, just like she almost forgot 

where she stood and why. But a part of her knew that it 

wouldn’t be long before the memories came flooding 

back… 

s s s 

“Keishara?” a voice was calling from far away and long 

ago. 

A younger Keishara stood with her almond eyes closed, 

face turned up towards the sun, as she filled her senses 

with nothing but the sound of humming bees and the smell 

of the nearby wildflowers. She liked it here. It was 

different from her home. There was more life, and more 

growing things… 

“Keishara! Where has that girl got to?” the voice called 

again, this time more urgently, as footsteps approached on 

the gravel path. 

“Here, Father,” she said lightly with a smile, returning her 

attention to the paradise that they had recently set foot on. 

“Daughter…” the man that approached her was tall and 

broad-limbed like her, but his face was, if anything, finer-

featured. He wore his hair cropped short and close to the 
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skull, giving him an almost martial look. The Elf looked 

around the promontory where they stood. It was an outcrop 

from the mainland, its ruins probably that of an old temple. 

Aged flowering bushes had cracked the flagstones and 

exuded their heady jasmine perfume into the air. Ants’ 

nests vied with weeds to obscure the ancient runes on the 

tiles, and a stone water fountain had long since dried up. 

“It is beautiful here,” her father said with a sad smile. 

“Mother would have loved it,” Keishara replied with an 

echo of the same smile. 

“Yes, she would have,” her father agreed, but saying no 

more. The loss of his wife was like a dark cloak that he 

could not shrug off, and it stood between the father and 

daughter like a wall of pain and shadow. 

Keishara instantly felt stupid for mentioning her mother 

and, even worse, guilty for taking a moment to enjoy the 

sunshine to herself. 

But isn’t that what Mother would have wanted? Keishara 

argued with herself. To enjoy life for what it gives, not for 

what it takes away? 

“Come, child. We are only a little way ahead of our 

pursuers, and it will not be long before…” her father was 

saying. 

“HOLD! ‘WARE! TREACHERY!” As if summoned by 

her father’s fears, shouts and an Elvish scream erupted 

from the other side of the ruined temple. 

“By the Hunter! We shouldn’t have stopped!” her father 

hissed, his already austere appearance tightening and 

stiffening like the snap of a whip. 

“Aiiii!” screams, Human and Elvish, followed the shouts. 
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“Dranor’s scouts must have found us. Get back to the boat, 

child!” Her father’s hands blurred, and in them appeared 

two long-handled knives as he crossed in front of her 

towards where the screams came from. 

“Father!?” Keishara cried, feeling over-large and clumsy, 

unsure of what to do. The Sea Elves of the Five Realms 

had no real kingdom of their own, sharing this fate with 

the Trobits and other outcasts of the Five Realms. The 

green-skinned Sea Elves instead took to the waterways, 

living in family boats, perennially attacked by Pirates and 

Humans alike. 

These recent attacks were different. Keishara had heard her 

father tell their family-crew that a new Elvish King had 

risen to prominence. Although not a part of the royal 

family, Dranor had somehow managed to wrest the throne 

from the old King of the Elvish Realm, King Orestes, and 

with his rise to power, the attacks on the Sea Elves and 

Trobits had gotten ten times worse. 

That was how they had lost her mother, Keishara 

remembered, her mind frozen in panic. 

“Daughter! By all that is sacred and holy, move!” her 

father commanded, glancing back at her. 

They had stopped at this small piece of abandoned 

coastline because Keishara had spied the quiet and 

peaceful ruins. She, in her ignorance, had thought that 

visiting it might help soothe the many hurts that her family 

had faced. 

But they shouldn’t have stopped, she now knew, as shapes 

appeared below them, emerging from the trees. Dark 

shapes, clad in dark armour. Elves and Humans, bearing 

the emblem of Lord Dranor. 

PHEET! PHEEET! 
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Dark forms flitted across Keishara’s vision, and she heard 

wet, thudding sounds as time slowed down. 

What’s happening? she wondered, moving slowly. She 

cursed herself for being so uncharacteristically large-boned 

for a Sea Elf. Why am I so slow? 

“Daughter…” it was her father, now crouching behind a 

broken patch of old stone wall, one of the black arrows 

lodged in his chest. Blood was welling from his lips. 

“Father! No!” Keishara ran to him, heedless of the arrows 

and the whooping calls of the charging attackers swarming 

up the hill towards them… 

“Get… Get to the boat, child...” her father said weakly, 

pushing her ineffectually before staggering once more to 

his feet, twin blades still in his hands as he sought to 

defend his last, closest relative in all the world. 

Keishara did as she was told, hearing the sound of blade 

ringing against blade behind her and the grunts and gasps 

of fighting men. By the time her feet hit the beach, her 

uncles, aunts and distant cousins were already throwing the 

lines from their tall, wooden, yacht-like craft, and she had 

to wade through the surf to leap onto the rigging ropes and 

climb aboard. 

“Keishara! Sister-child – where’s Ado? Where’s your 

father?” Someone was speaking to her, but Keishara only 

had eyes for the distant hilltop, with its patina of flowers 

and ivy-covered ruins, which had seemed so idyllic from 

afar. She now knew that its quiet gardens rang with 

screams, and the weeds would be spattered with blood. 

Keishara the Sea Elf vowed that she would never let 

anyone die for her again. As soon as her family boat was 

out of harm’s way she would leave, learn to fight, and raise 

her sword against those who had slaughtered her family… 
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s s s 

“Elf!?” bellowed a harsh voice behind her, and Keishara 

shook her head as she was brought back to her 

surroundings. The voice was of her employer, Mr. Nasty, 

the owner of the Cavern Tavern. He was clumping down 

the stairs to stop and glare at his employee who stood in a 

pool of light from the open trapdoor. 

“What by the Great Seam are you doing, standing there 

like a great, big, green-coloured mushroom?” he snarled. 

“Anyone would think you’re here for fun! And who told 

you to open the cellar doors…? That’s probably why the 

Elvish green has gone off!” he declared urgently, clunking 

past her to the racks of Elvish wine at the deepest part of 

this cellar. 

“Gone off?” Keishara murmured. “I doubt a few moments 

of sunlight would ever…” 

“Harrumph! Well. If you’re so desperate to go outside, 

then you can go and clean the stables. Get that other lazy 

Elf to go with you, why don’t you. The Wizard’s old nag 

probably needs a good dose of feed, the number of miles 

he puts on her legs!” 

“The Wizard?” Keishara asked, startled, thinking of the 

grey-robed old man who always came with important 

news, just when they needed it most… 

“Yes. Don’t those over-large ears of yours do anything? 

Or, like the rest of you are they just overgrown and 

useless?” the Dwarf muttered, as Keishara slammed the 

trapdoor above her. 

For a moment – just the briefest of moments – the Elf felt a 

flash of anger at her boss. She even narrowed her eyes and 

felt her strong fists clench at his constant barrage of 

malicious, malevolent insults. 
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What’s the use…? she thought, relaxing again as she knew 

that she would never do anything to hurt him. Despite the 

fact that she had indeed taken up the sword and bow and 

pike, just as she had long ago vowed, she knew that she 

was not one to resort to violence unless it was against 

those that deserved it. And Mr. Nasty, for all his many 

faults, did not deserve to be killed down here in his own 

cellars. 

And he did give me and the rest of us safe haven from the 

wars, so long as we could work it off… Keishara thought 

as she trudged towards the stairs. Behind her, the Dwarf 

continued to poke and inspect the expensive Elvish wines 

with a peeved air. 

And besides all of that… She jogged up the steps. The 

Wizard is back! Keishara always looked forward to seeing 

the Wizard whenever he returned to his Workshop. He 

always brought with him news from the rest of the Five 

Realms, stories, and occasionally even gifts! 

Behind her, the Dwarf looked through the first rack, filled 

with pale pea-green coloured wine, picking a random 

bottle and turning it slowly, inspecting the sediment inside 

and then sniffing the cork before putting it back in its 

original position. He then took a bottle of darker emerald-

green wine from the rack behind it, and did the same. The 

very last rack at the back had a wine tinged with a green as 

dark as a forest pool in full shade. The Dwarf’s stubby 

fingers tenderly found a bottle, turned it around, inspected 

the sediment and sniffed the cork suspiciously before 

sliding it, as reverentially and as gently as a first-time 

father, back into its dark cradle. 

“Hmph…” the Dwarf murmured under his breath. There 

was no sign that he could see that any of the Elvish green 

wines were going wrong at all. Each was ageing as it 

should, with the best of conditions and recipes that any 
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winery in the land could possibly want. The Dwarf 

proprietor of the Cavern Tavern was proud of his late-life 

trade, and he paid attention to the requirements of each 

bottle, each cask, and each barrel that came through his 

cellars. 

This job was important to the Dwarf, and he undertook it 

with pride. It was his way out of his old life, the Dwarf 

thought as his gaze turned past the racks of Elvish green 

wines to the darkest corner of the cellar, where old, 

disused barrels stood stacked, forgotten and awaiting 

repair, in the corner. Unbidden by him, his feet started 

walking towards them, disturbing the dust and cobwebs of 

years. 

The old storage barrels hadn’t been disturbed, and neither 

would he have expected them to be. He always made sure 

that the tavern had extra barrels that were new and 

serviceable, which meant that he didn’t have to send 

anyone down here to try and fix these. But why keep some 

old stock of wood, gently rotting away to nothing in the 

corner? 

Because of what lay behind them. Like all Dwarfs, Mr. 

Nasty was clever with contraptions and machinery, and as 

he stepped lightly on what seemed to be a cracked paving 

slab and pulled at one of the wooden slats, an entire 

section of the stack of barrels slid away, revealing a small 

hole no bigger than his fist in the bare, rocky wall beyond. 

The Dwarf reached his hand in, grasped the item that lay in 

the tiny space, and withdrew it quickly. 

It was revealed as something wrapped in dark velvet as 

shiny and soft as the day ten years ago when the stranger 

had given it to him. He unwrapped the cloth hastily, unable 

to stop himself, and his eyes rested on a pendant that 

almost filled the palm of his hand. A silver chain made of 

tiny interlocking links was affixed to a large teardrop 
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shape, slightly rounded at its bottom end. The teardrop was 

made out of Rock-Rose, a stone that reflected pastel pink 

and deeper reds, as well as throwing off pastel cerulean 

blues and the occasional purple. It was one of the rarest of 

minerals in all of the Five Realms, and that made it almost 

sacred to Dwarfs. 

Mr. Nasty liked looking at it. He liked examining how 

finely the stone had been shaped, caressed into its current 

form by what surely had been some of the best gem-smiths 

in the land. He didn’t know who had commissioned it, or 

from what seam of rock it had originally come. He had 

received it as payment, and as security for his current life. 

We never have to lift the sword again, and bow and scrape 

to no one, Mr. Nasty thought with a grin, reflecting on how 

the tavern that he had built with his wife was one of the 

few truly free places left in the Five Realms. 

Oh! Thinking of his wife made the Dwarf remember the 

supposedly gone-off Elvish wine, as he slipped the Rock-

Rose pendant into an inner pocket and triggered the 

mechanism to cover the secret hiding place once more. In 

just a few small moments Mr. Nasty again stood in the 

empty cellar between Elvish green wine and an old stack 

of junk, just as if nothing had happened. 

Now, why did my special petal Mrs. Nasty think that any of 

these could have gone off…? the Dwarf started to wonder 

to himself… 
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Tanelia, the “other lazy Elf,” sat leaning back in her least-

hated chair in the establishment that she nominally worked 

for. She shut her eyes and threw the metal dart, hearing a 

thud as its tip hit wood, not bothering to look up when 

Widdo Wanderfoot, the Halfling, bustled into the room. 

“Oh my, Tanelia! Another bullseye! You really are getting 

good at this game!” the muddle-brained (but good-natured) 

Halfling congratulated her. 

“Meh,” the Elf murmured, massaging her temples to ease 

the perennial headache that always seemed to float around 

her skull. She had the wide almond eyes of her kin, and the 

swept-back ears and fine features and limbs of all the 

Elvish; but, unlike the Sea Elves, her skin was a pale 

white-cream, not green. Tanelia Orisys belonged to the 

other community of Elves in the Five Realms, the one 

ruled by King Dranor and the largest realm of Elves in all 

of the known world. 

“Yes, Widdo. I am very good at playing games these 

days,” she replied sarcastically, a barbed comment that she 

knew would sail harmlessly over the Halfling’s head. 

It’s all I ever do, play games, pretend to be a warrior, she 

thought desultorily, not listening to the Halfling prattle on 

about orders and horses that needed stabling and Keishara 

and Wizards. 

“Wait – what did you say? Wizard!?” Her eyes snapped 

open and all four feet of her chair thumped to the floor of 

the small game room that was otherwise abandoned at this 

early hour. Later, she knew, it would fill up with bravado 

travellers, soldiers and barely-righteous brigands, any 

number of whom she might have to, in her official capacity 

as “security,” escort to the front door. 

Throwing people onto the rocky cobbles outside and 

getting into a few fist fights were the only pleasures that 
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she got these days, and Tanelia Orisys was very, very good 

at them. 

“Yes, didn’t you hear? The Wizard is back for the night, 

saying he has urgent business,” Widdo continued, hauling 

a dirty mop and bucket behind him as he crossed the room. 

Tanelia was already on her feet. “Where is he? With Mrs. 

Nasty?” she was asking. 

“Well, uh, yes, I think… but you can’t!” Widdo added 

hastily. 

“What do you mean, ‘can’t’?” Tanelia looked with 

astonishment at the figure merely a third her size. 

“Keishara… She said she had orders from the boss. You 

and her to clean the stables and see to the Wizard’s 

horse… Right away,” the Halfling said sanctimoniously. 

Tanelia stopped, bit her lip, and scowled. What would half 

an hour matter, anyway? I can see the Wizard later, I’m 

sure… 

“Fine.” She turned and stalked in the opposite direction, 

out to the rear warren of hallways, doors and storerooms 

that led to the outside stables of the Cavern Tavern. 

“Maybe tonight will be the night that I can leave this place, 

and the Wizard will tell me where to get my revenge!” 

The double doors of the stables were open, and the air was 

humid and honest with the smell of straw and muck when 

Tanelia arrived. 

Still, at least it is only horse, the Elf thought, as she 

remembered the smells of distant battlefields. Then, she 

had had few qualms about wading through the torn organs, 

limbs, and guts of her enemies if her King had ordered it. 
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Lord Orestes, the Elf thought sorrowfully. The old Elvish 

King whom Tanelia had served had been very different to 

Lord Dranor. He had been kinder, for one. Tanelia 

remembered how the old King of the Elvish Realm had 

been just as quick to show generosity and affection as he 

had been to mete out punishment and justice. As one of the 

Elvish King’s personal guard, Tanelia herself had almost 

unlimited access to the innermost circle of the royal 

family, and had seen them not only clad in armour or 

sitting in judgement, but also during the quieter times, 

between meetings, or on the rare holidays that they could 

afford for themselves. 

s s s 

“Tanelia?” the tall Elf looked up from his study, not 

looking like the King at all. Orestes was already an ageing 

Elf, with hair long since gone silver white and eyes that 

were growing clearer and lighter blue every passing 

season. He sat in his study, still wearing his cream and 

gold night robes, his warm sleeping cap atop his head. 

“My Lord!” Tanelia, only a young guard in his employ, 

stopped outside of the study and fell to one knee, her eyes 

studiously looking at the floor and NOT at the King. It was 

early morning; the dawn sun had just broken the distant 

hills, and already the King seemed to be at his books, 

drafting missives and signing orders. 

“Sholjer!” said a voice coming from under the King’s 

desk. “Sholjer-sholjer-sholjer!” the voice repeated 

excitedly. 

“Yes, my dear, soldier,” the King enunciated, distractedly, 

as a small form of a toddler-Elf scooted out from under the 

table and hurtled towards Tanelia. It was the stepchild, a 

recent addition to the household and on whom the old 

King appeared to dote.  
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“My Princess,” Tanelia said as the Elf toddler, no older 

than four or five years, ran up to her and playfully hit her 

on the shoulder. 

“Tabitha!” the King chuckled. “Really! You cannot treat 

your sworn guards like that, otherwise why will they guard 

you?” 

“Sholjer,” the toddler Princess said proudly, as if she had 

just won a mighty victory. 

“Yes, she is.” Orestes looked up at Tanelia. “Tanelia, 

could I trouble you to mind the little Princess Tabitha for 

the morning? Show her some fencing moves if you like, or 

take her out to the gardens. I just really have a lot of work 

to do...” the King asked sweetly. 

Tanelia blushed. What on earth did she know about 

looking after children? But a request by the King of the 

Realm was not to be denied, and so she bowed her head in 

acquiescence. 

“Sholjer! Tanee-lee-ya!” the little stepchild said, as 

Tanelia bowed her head once more and stood up. 

“Of course, your Highness, it would be my pleasure.” To 

her great surprise, the stepchild slipped her hand inside 

Tanelia’s gauntleted one, and started to lead her new friend 

deeper into the palace. 

“The things I do for my King!” the Royal Guard Elf 

thought, trying to convince herself that it wasn’t sweet or 

cute at all.  

s s s 

All of that was before Dranor came to the Elvish Throne. 

Tanelia’s memory soured, but before her thoughts could 

dwell longer on the usurper and his crimes she heard a 

muffled, strangled yell and the urgent whinny of a horse. 
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“Intruder!” Tanelia sprang into action, her hand reaching 

for her longsword before remembering that she had left it 

inside – after all, she thought that she was here only to 

clean out some stables! 

The Cavern Tavern had a large stable block to one side. 

The Last Free House in the Five Realms sat in wild ravines 

and gorges, hidden near the centre of the Five Realms. Not 

a lot of foot traffic passed this way, travelling from one 

realm to the other, but the traffic that did was usually just 

like Tanelia and the others, people who had a lot to run 

from, and everything to run towards. 

“Get off her!” said a voice, but it wasn’t Tanelia’s. It was 

Keishara’s, the Green Elf. She was seizing the broad back 

of a Human just a fraction smaller than her and pulling him 

back from his prey, the buxom Human bard, Ingeltrud 

Proudbody. 

If it had only been this oaf, then Tanelia might have left 

Keishara to it. Despite the fact that the other worker was a 

Green Elf (and thus infinitely inferior, in Tanelia’s eyes), 

she was large for her race, and Tanelia had witnessed her 

ability to look after herself more than once. 

But it wasn’t just one craven oaf trying to take advantage 

of a pretty singer. There were two large Humans, while a 

third stood a little further back. Wearing a fine powder-

blue cloak and bearing a curling, pointy beard, this one had 

as much gold about his neck as any maiden that Tanelia 

had seen, and appeared not much interested in the antics of 

his guards. 

“You judge a lord by the quality of his guards,” Tanelia 

declared solemnly, and at that, the nobleman looked up. 

“What? Elves?” He looked a little distastefully at Tanelia. 

It appeared as though the man had only just arrived. 
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“Be so good as to stable my horses, would you, dear?” he 

asked with an absent-minded smile, patting his pockets for 

something. 

“Tell your men to stop bothering the lady,” Tanelia 

insisted. 

“What? Oh, they are just having a bit of fun. A kiss on the 

cheek, that is all. Who can deny a hard-working man 

that?” the lord said. “And anyway, do you know who I 

am?” 

“Do I care?” Tanelia retorted. Striding past him, she seized 

the second oaf by the wrist and, in a hold that she had been 

taught by the Royal Guards of the Elvish King, twisted. 

“Aaaah! My blethering hand!” The man sank to his knees 

in agony, one hand in the Elvish warrior’s clasp. 

“What was that?” Tanelia twisted again. 

“Unhand my man, immediately!” the noble shouted.  

“I sorry, I so very sorry!” the incapacitated guard cried. 

“Really! I will tell the Dwarf about this!” the powder-blue 

noble shouted. 

Tanelia ignored him, instead looking up at Ingeltrud, who 

was straightening her clothes. The human maid nodded. It 

was enough. 

“Well, let that be a lesson to you,” Tanelia said, not being 

able to resist giving the man’s wrist one final, painful 

twist. She knew that he wouldn’t be using that hand again 

for a week or so. As the guard sobbed and thanked anyone 

for his deliverance, the noble behind her erupted with rage. 

“I am the personal envoy of King Henry of the Human 

Realm! The personal envoy, you understand? All of you 

Elves think that you are so much more high and mighty  
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than the rest of us; well, we Humans just won’t stand for it 

anymore! You can tell your Wizard that unless we get a 

little more respect, the meeting is off!” The noble stalked 

off, his guards casting suspicious looks behind them and 

then following hastily. 

“I guess it’s up to us to stable their horses then,” Keishara 

sighed sadly. “But thanks, Tanelia. I don’t know what I 

would have done…” 

Tanelia Orisys was left wondering about the words that the 

Human had left hanging in the air. What meeting was that? 
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“Hmmm-hmm-hmm-hmmm-GOLD-hmm-hmmm-

GOLDY-GOLD!” Mr. Nasty hummed one of the more 

popular songs from his youth on his way through the 

Tavern. He always felt good when his pocket was heavy 

with the Rock-Rose pendant. It was a token of the good 

life that lay ahead for him and Mrs. Nasty, and all he had 

to do to get to it was to keep out of trouble. 

And I had to do so little in order to get it! Mr. Nasty 

thought, wondering why his good feelings were edged with 

a slight discomfort. Why should I feel bad? he thought to 

himself. I haven’t done anything wrong! 

He had received the Rock-Rose pendant as a gift from a 

stranger, some ten years before, as an assurance for the 

Dwarf’s silence. Normally the Dwarvish warrior would 

never have accepted a bribe for anything. But money had 

been tight; the Orcs and Trolls had been threatening them 

constantly; and it had even seemed that he might have to 

close the Cavern Tavern! 

“If anyone asks, I was here all night,” the stranger 

instructed. An Elf, by the look of him, a tall fella in a silver 

and blue cloak. “And this will be your prize,” and he had 

handed over the Rock-Rose pendant. 

Mr. Nasty could smell trouble, of course; he wouldn’t be 

much of a Dwarf if he couldn’t! But he also knew that his 

dreams of settling down with his wife far from the wars of 

the world, having given up the warring and the 

campaigning, would become a pipe dream, unless he made 

it work. So he accepted the pendant and used it as 

assurance against loans for guards and stocks… And ten 

years later, here he was, pendant now owned by him, loans 

paid off, and living the happily-ever-after! No one had 

ever come to his door to ask him about that strange Elf or 

that night ten years ago and he rather thought that, by now, 

no one would! 
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“Petal?” he asked softly, keeping his voice down in case 

any of the arriving patrons overheard. Mrs. Nasty, the only 

“petal” in the Dwarf’s life, wasn’t in the taproom, and 

neither were the Wizard or Widdo; but there was an irate 

man in a powder-blue cloak, two vaguely injured-looking 

guards, and Jonas the Smuggler (“Trader! Trader!” Mr. 

Nasty corrected himself silently).  

“Yes, sirs? Welcome to Cavern Tavern: finest ales in the 

Last Free House in the Five Realms!” Mr. Nasty rattled 

off, even gracing Mr. Powder-blue with something 

evolving towards a smile. 

“Ugh, yes?” the noble said. “Your, uh, wife has already 

taken my order, thank you.” 

“Oh, very good then, and you, Jonas?” Mr. Nasty called 

over to the Human who was about as charming and lumpy 

as a sack of potatoes. 

“Ooh, you know me! Unwinian Punch, please! Keep it 

frothy, too!” the large man said from his place at the bar, 

setting a handful of coppers down as Mr. Nasty delivered 

the foaming, faintly rancid punch. “Lot of folks about 

tonight,” Jonas observed slyly, nodding to the door. 

“Oh? I wouldn’t say so,” Mr. Nasty shrugged. 

“Hmm.” Jonas lit a pipe and puffed happily. “Lot of folks 

on the road, then. My old cart met at least three more 

horses coming this way…” 

“Did you, now?” Mr. Nasty frowned. More people on the 

road coming their way was a good thing, but it was 

dangerous as well. Because the Cavern Tavern was out in 

the wilds, that meant that it was more susceptible to Orc 

and Troll attacks. And more travellers usually drew their 

attention. 
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“Has there been a battle someplace? One of the realms at 

war with its neighbour?” Mr. Nasty asked Jonas. 

The Smuggler (Trader!) shrugged as if it all made no 

sense. “The realms are always at war – I thought you knew 

that! But yeah, I think I heard over at Two Rivers that 

there was some unrest boiling up. That Elvish King wants 

to try and push his borders with the Humans, and the 

Dwarfs are arguing about mining rights or something… 

Nothing to worry us out here, though.” 

“No. Nothing at all,” the Dwarf agreed quickly. Too 

quickly, perhaps. A little bell inside Mr. Nasty’s head 

labelled “Profit!” started to ring. 

“I’ll go check that we have enough food for any travellers 

we do get, then.” The Cavern Tavern ordinarily didn’t get 

a large number of customers, but on nights when it did, 

they would usually need feeding. 

And that meant talking to Grimald. Mr. Nasty sighed, 

stomping his way through the backroom and on towards 

the kitchen. As he neared it, the smell of roasting garlic 

and fresh herbs wafted towards him, a scent that always 

managed to make his mouth water. 

“Grimald!?” Mr. Nasty shouted over the hiss of steaming 

pots and the crackle of the cook fires. The over-large shape 

of their cook, Grimald Headstrong, dominated the kitchen, 

even though it was one of the largest rooms in the tavern 

and Mr. Nasty had remodelled it twice, just to suit 

Grimald’s requirements. 

But I suppose he makes up for it, the Dwarf thought. The 

cook’s recipes were famed throughout most of the Five 

Realms (only not known as coming from the secretive 

Cavern Tavern). Despite the fact that Mr. Nasty hated for 

them to do it, the clientele of the Cavern still managed to 

spread word of the amazing Kraken Crab Cakes that they 
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had once eaten at some out-of-the-way little place, or the 

tomato broth that was to die for (quite literally). 

“Boss?” Grimald thundered, small, piggy eyes looking up 

from his latest concoction. Grimald Headstrong was a 

Trobit, half-breed Human and half something else that 

would be hunted down anywhere else. 

“Grimald! We need extra servings for tonight; Jonas the 

Smuggler – Trader – saw more clients coming our way.” 

Mr. Nasty swiped a deep-fried rat from the side counter 

and savoured the crispy tail. Delicious! 

“No can do, Boss.” Grimald hummed to himself. “Supplies 

running low. Unless they just want soup.”  

“What do you mean, supplies running low!? What on earth 

happened? We had a delivery just yesterday!” Mr. Nasty 

exploded. 

“Well, uh, eh…” Grimald shuffled his feet, trying rather 

unsuccessfully to make himself look smaller that he really 

was, which was difficult when he was easily seven feet tall 

and four feet wide. “Mrs. Nasty needed canapés, Boss.” 

“Canapés? What are they??” The Dwarf raised one 

granite-like eyebrow. 

“Sorta’ little bread-like things. Bits on plates. Bits of fish 

and cheese and things.” Grimald blushed. “Very pretty?” 

he added, as if to ameliorate his boss’s ever-boiling 

tantrums. The Dwarf flushed scarlet, and then shook his 

head. 

“But why does Mrs. Nasty need things like that on 

plates!?” he growled. “This is a tavern! We sell beer!” he 

looked up at the big, dumb, hopeful Trobit’s face gazing 

down at him and wondered why he bothered, some days. 

“If it weren’t for the food, Grimald, I swear I’d…” but 

even Mr. Nasty knew that wasn’t true. 
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s s s 

“Widdo!? What have you done now!” Mr. Nasty hollered 

as he heard yet another thump and a crash from upstairs. It 

was a younger Mr. Nasty who clambered quickly up the 

stairs to see just how much the little Halfling had cost him 

this time. 

“Er… Nothing! It’s coming from outside!” Widdo 

Wanderfoot squeaked in terror as the front door shuddered 

again under the thump of something seriously heavy. 

Thoughts of bloodshed and treachery swept through the 

Dwarf as he reached for his old battleaxe that sat under the 

counter. It had many notches from the helmets and bones 

of those it had cleaved before, but it still looked as though 

it could sever a head from shoulders. The proprietor 

wondered whether the new Elvish King’s men had found 

their location, had perhaps come to demand taxes… 

“Widdo, run around back and wake the others. We might 

need their arms…” he ordered, reaching for the door latch 

just as it shuddered and burst open. 

“MUAAH!” Something large and angry charged into the 

main room of the Cavern Tavern. Mr. Nasty wasn’t as fast 

as he’d been in his younger days; he swung his battleaxe, 

but it was brushed aside by a meaty paw. 

“HOLD!” he snarled at the thing, as it turned around and 

bawled at him. 

Bawled…? he thought, stopping himself in mid swing. 

“Wait...” he muttered to himself, realising that the shape, 

although massive, wasn’t an adult. It was an immensely 

large toddler, probably a Half-Troll or similar. 

“A Trobit,” the Dwarf growled, raising the axe once more. 

Trobits, the half-breeds of the races of the Five Realms, 

had no proper kingdom of their own, unlike the Dwarfs, 
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the Humans, the Elves, and the Halflings. They instead 

shared the Wild Realm with the green Sea Elves because 

both were outcast, and everyone hated the Trobits. It was 

easy to see why, as the toddler with its pronounced lower 

jaw and pointy teeth glared and kicked apart a table as 

easily as if it were made of paper. The Trobits were always 

chaotic; you could never tell if they were going to be 

savage monsters or intelligent citizens. When they spilled 

out of their Wild Realm they endangered any town or 

traveller their half-feral bands came across, killing, 

marauding, stealing, and eating whatever was in their path. 

Mr. Nasty gritted his teeth, preparing himself for what he 

had to do. 

“Husband!” said a loud, angry voice from behind him, and 

Mr. Nasty turned to see his darling petal, his wife, standing 

there with a rolling pin the size of a small club. “Don’t you 

dare! This one is but a baby!” 

The youthful Trobit ripped a barrel of nectar from its 

moorings and upended it over its open mouth, then belched 

loudly. 

“Don’t look like a baby to me,” Mr. Nasty growled, not 

relinquishing control of his battleaxe. 

“Well, maybe a teenager then. But don’t you hit it now, 

Husband! There was a time when I dragged you out of a 

fair few taverns, soggy with beer!” Mrs. Nasty strode past 

him towards the beast. 

“My precious flower – no!” Mr. Nasty cried, but to his 

amazement he saw his wife reach up with one stubby hand 

and rap the six-foot tall monster on the nose. He was sure 

that the Trobit was going to hit her or, worse yet, eat her, 

but instead he saw the thing’s brow crease up as it started 

to drunkenly cry. 
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“There now,” Mrs. Nasty hushed. “You were just naughty, 

that’s all.” 

“My Da!” the Trobit wailed, in a guttural speech. “The 

men in uniforms and helmets caught him by the toesies! I 

ran! No Da for Grimald…” 

“That’s your name, is it?” Mrs. Nasty was saying. 

“Grimald?” and then, to her husband, “Look at that, 

Husband. The boy has just lost his father, poor little fella!”  

Not very little, Mr. Nasty thought, but still… 

“So he can stay here. I found him rooting around in our 

pumpkin patch. The poor wretch is probably starving!” 

Mrs. Nasty was saying, offering the immense adolescent 

her apron as a handkerchief. 

“I likes pumpkins. In soups. Grimald used to cook soups 

with his Da.” The Trobit wailed once more, making a loud 

honking noise as he blew his nose. 

“Well then,” Mr. Nasty rolled his eyes, “he can make his 

soup in the kitchen then, until he’s paid off all the damage 

he’s done out here…” 

s s s 

Of course, that had been a long time ago now, and Grimald 

Headstrong had gotten a lot better at cooking and at talking 

the Common Tongue, and had stayed at the Cavern Tavern 

as head (and only) chef. 

“Okay Grimald. Just…rustle up what you can.” Mr. Nasty 

sighed heavily, turning around to stomp out of the kitchen 

and back to the taproom, where once again the make-up of 

current guests had changed. 

There now stood in his taproom, not Mr. Powder-blue the 

noble, but two Elves, one a woman dressed in a long,  
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heavy robe belted at the waist that barely hid the rich 

vermillion gowns underneath, and the other must be her 

own Elvish guard, tall, and covered in deep silver-grey 

robes. At the other end of the bar there stood (atop a stool) 

a rather rotund Halfling with a full head of brown hair. 

Behind them, deeper in the room, there still sat Jonas the 

Smuggler (Trader) and the two dishevelled Human guards, 

nursing their drinks and muttering together. 

“Service?” said the Halfling. 

“Of course, little sir,” Mr. Nasty huffed, before bellowing. 

“Widdo!!” 

“Yes, sir, coming, sir-!” Widdo’s large hairy feet slapped 

on the cobblestones as he scampered up from deep in the 

establishment to stop, trip over himself, and land on the 

floor behind the bar. If Mr. Nasty hadn’t been so sure of 

Widdo’s complete incompetence, then he might have 

suspected that Widdo had seen the other Halfling and had 

been shocked! 

“Come now, Widdo, not in front of the guests. See to the 

gent, will you?” Mr. Nasty rolled his eyes and turned to the 

Elvish lady, inclining his great head, thinking, all those 

pointy-ears love a bit of manners, makes their purses bleed 

money, it does! 

“I don’t suppose you have some Veramish Sharp?” The Elf 

lady raised one delicate eyebrow. 

Wasn’t that the most expensive Elvish white wine in 

existence? Mr. Nasty scratched his head. “Er… we have 

some Woodland Green wine, ma’am? Maybe a drop of 

Oak Liqueur out back…” 

“Oh, by the Huntress, fine. A bottle of the oldest Oak 

Brandy you have then, please, and have it brought to my  
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table.” The Elf lady threw a small purse, heavy with the 

clank of coins, with the ease of someone very, very rich. 

“Of course, ma’am,” Mr. Nasty grinned, thinking, as he 

turned, No wonder Mrs. Nasty ordered canapés, given the 

likes of this one coming in – but how had my darling petal 

known some Elvish noble lady was going to turn up? As he 

crossed Widdo’s path, the Halfling appeared to be even 

more flustered than usual, his head bobbing up and down 

as he served the guests. 

“You alright there, Widdo?” the Dwarf muttered under his 

breath as he nodded to the bearded Halfling. 

“Yes, sir, of course, sir, just a twitch, sir…” Widdo said, 

sweating nervously. 

“Oh, let the stones give me strength!” Mr. Nasty growled 

as he trudged back out of the taproom and towards the 

cellars, hoping to find something that would qualify for the 

amount of Elvish silver he was currently holding in his 

pocket. 

“And just where are all my staff?” he huffed to himself, 

and was just about to bellow down the halls for someone, 

any of the lazy scoundrels, to come and help out him and 

Widdo, when who should appear, hurrying his way, but 

none other than Ingeltrud Proudbody. If anything, the 

Human bard looked even more elaborately dressed than 

normal, which was a feat, given the fact that she had an 

obsessive love for fine clothing. Ingeltrud was always 

complaining that the paltry wages that were paid her 

weren’t enough to send away for the newest fashions, and 

the Dwarf had to remind her, patiently, that the Five 

Realms were always on the brink of a war, and he didn’t 

have time to send for her personal seamstress. 

“Ingeltrud,” Mr. Nasty breathed. “A bit early for your, uh, 

noises tonight, isn’t it?” The Dwarf had never seen the 
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point of Human singing. It wasn’t like Dwarf singing, 

where the songs had verve, had marching, rhythmic, 

clockwork timing, and every third word was usually either 

gold, blood, or blood-gold. 

“Evening, boss,” she smiled sweetly, her maid’s dress even 

more poufy, if that were possible, from her hourglass hips, 

and the Dwarf thought that her bodice was, quite frankly, 

probably an engineering wonder of the modern world. She 

flicked her long braid of blonde hair over one shoulder and 

raised her stringed lute as if it explained everything. “Your 

wife told me that I had to be in fine voice tonight, boss, 

and that I had to keep them busy – er, I mean keep them 

drinking!” 

Ah, my precious little petal always knows best! Mr. Nasty 

nodded as he let the bard hurry past, to serenade whomever 

was in the taproom as soon as she stepped foot inside. 

But suspicious thoughts hovered in Mr. Nasty’s brain as he 

trudged through to the cellar. How did my wife know to tell 

Grimald to make canapés? Why had Ingeltrud been told to 

keep the guards in the taproom busy? Busy from what? 

And just where are all my good-for-nothing staff!?  
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A dark shape tromped down a passageway twice its height. 

Torchlight that the diminutive creature didn’t even need 

reflected from either side of its topknot. It sported a red, 

lustrous beard and a bare torso covered in blue tattoos. 

“Just walk up and down this stretch of corridor, she says!” 

the figure muttered to himself, holding in his hand a short 

iron mace studded with metal spikes as fat as the Dwarf’s 

fingers. 

“Just make sure no one who isn’t meant to be in, gets in!” 

he hissed once more to himself as he reached the end of 

the passageway cut into rock. There he stopped, listening 

for a moment beneath the trapdoor overhead. All Noogie 

Stonehammer the Dwarf could hear was the creaking of 

chairs, the murmuring of voices, and the clank of cups 

against bottles. 

“All very well for them, isn’t it!” Noogie griped angrily to 

himself, turning back to march once more up the 

passageway. “They get to lah-di-dah up there, drinking 

beer and wine, and eating things on plates, but what does 

old Noogie get, huh!? Stomping up and down an old cellar 

tunnel without even a drop of firewater to keep the cold at 

bay!” He continued to whisper and mutter, even though 

there was no one to listen but the rocks. 

Noogie was angry about the task that Mr. Nasty had 

assigned to him. But then, Noogie was always angry. If it 

hadn’t been for the free food, free bed, free drink, and free 

fights that he managed to get into most nights, he would 

have summarily packed up this demeaning life as a guard 

(mostly floor cleaner) for the Cavern Tavern. 

The other reason he didn’t leave was the fact that Mr. 

Nasty was his cousin, and Dwarfs never bail out on their 

family in times of need. This got a little confusing when 

Noogie remembered that he had approximately 43 cousins 

and many, many aunts and uncles still alive and 
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demanding cards on Granite Day. But Mr. and Mrs. Nasty 

had always been kind to him, and, even though he hated 

the job, he liked them. 

“So here I am. Hiding and skulking around under my own 

cousin’s bar when I should be splitting heads!” he 

grumbled once again, angry with the way that life had 

turned out. Noogie had been one of the better 

Stonehammers of his line. He and his grandfather had slain 

many enemies of the Dwarvish Throne. Even the thought 

of those happy times brought a tear to the Dwarf’s eye. 

“But then Mrs. Nasty called me to help my cousin set 

himself up in a new business venture, one that would mean 

he wasn’t out all hours of the night, or for weeks at a time, 

splitting heads on the other side of the land…” Noogie 

muttered. He always muttered. He was an excellent 

mutterer. It was perhaps one of the reasons why Mrs. 

Nasty had asked him to go downstairs, under the VIP 

Room, and mutter down there, and stop anyone who might 

want to intrude… 

Clink! The sound reverberated down the tunnel, and 

Noogie froze. Where had that come from? Not from him, 

surely? 

Clink-clink! The sound came once more, like muffled, 

distant tapping in the dark. 

“Ooh, I heard of this,” the Dwarf whispered. “Knockers. 

Kobolds. Ghosts of Dwarfs died down the mine, looking 

for the unwary Dwarf to gobble up!” He raised his mace, 

swearing that if any Dwarvish ghost tried to seize his soul, 

then it would get a darn good thrashing. 

Clink-Clink… CRASH! The sound of the distant knocking 

gave way to a sudden small landslide as, rather 

surprisingly, two Dwarfs with pickaxes broke through the 

wall and into Noogie’s tunnel. 
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“Here!” Noogie shouted, before remembering that he was 

supposed to be quiet down here, on his cousin’s wife’s 

explicit orders. “This is my tunnel! Get your own!” he 

muttered at them. 

“This the Cavern Tavern?” one of the Dwarfs asked as 

they shouldered their picks and lit their head candles. 

Noogie could see immediately that these guys weren’t like 

him. They weren’t tattooed and bare-chested; they were 

professionals. They wore chain and leather suits, and 

metal-plate masks that came down to their chins, one 

blonde and one tawny red beard spilling from underneath. 

They didn’t seem that threatening to Noogie. (But then 

again, Noogie had once gone toe-to-toe with a dragon. A 

very small dragon, admittedly, but it was still a good claim 

to fame.) 

“Who’s asking?” He muttered. 

“What did you say, fellow?” the one in front with the 

blonde beard asked through his mask. “Speak up, I can’t 

hear you!” 

“Why don’t you take off your bleeding stupid mask then?” 

Noogie muttered disdainfully. 

“Nope, lost it again. What?” Blonde-beard looked at Red-

beard, who also shrugged. 

“I SAID!” Noogie shouted. “WHO ARE YOU!?!?” 

The tunnel went suspiciously quiet as the chair scrapes and 

other sounds from the tavern above suddenly ceased. All 

three Dwarfs held their breath for a long moment until they 

heard the clang of a pan from upstairs. They breathed out 

in relief. Their secret was still safe. 

“Envoys of the Dwarvish King. Here to negotiate…” said 

Blonde-beard. 
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“Here to make my life bleeding difficult, more like!” 

Noogie muttered, before nodding to them and turning 

around. “This way,” he said in a slightly louder voice, 

leading the two Dwarfs back to the trapdoor and pointing 

upwards. 

“Secret meeting booked from 6 pm to midnight. Tomorrow 

night it’s darts,” Noogie muttered, giving the trapdoor over 

his head the secret knock. 

“Yes, I understand, Elf, that he is not here. What I am 

trying to ask you is... Where is the Wizard!?” Mr. Powder-

blue demanded once again from his seat at the head of the 

table in the secret VIP Room at the back of the Cavern 

Tavern. The room was easily one of the nicest in the entire 

Cavern Tavern, Tanelia Orisys noticed; it even had 

cushions and bits of cloth attached to the seats, and a floor 

that didn’t stick to the soles of your boots when you 

walked across it. 

And despite the fact that this oaf has had the best wine in 

the house, and the best canapés served on their very best 

plates, he still is a pain in my Elvish behind! Tanelia 

wondered if it really was quite worth it to negotiate with 

the Human Realm, and wished in vain that King had sent a 

different envoy… 

“This is really quite irregular, quite irregular!” agreed Sir 

Plumpacre, the twenty-seventh in line to the Halfling 

Throne. Tanelia wondered if that technically made the 

small monocled Halfling a prince, or whether all Halflings 

were somehow, somewhere in line to the throne. She made 

a mental note to remember to ask Widdo, before clearing 

her throat and addressing the assembled crowd. 

“Look, gentlemen,” her eyes surveyed Mr. Powder-blue 

(the Human envoy), Sir Plumpacre (the Halfling), and 

Boffo and Thock (the recently arrived Dwarvish 

ambassadors). “I am sure that the Wizard will be here 
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shortly, and we will be able to start negotiating the future 

of the Five Realms. That is, after all, exactly why we are 

here, correct? We all want peace, yes?” She looked around 

the table. You had better all want peace! sighed Tanelia to 

herself, wondering how many of them had even 

experienced a war.  

Everyone knew that the Five Realms were teetering on a 

knife point. Even out here in the wilds it was obvious that 

something bad was happening. The Orc attacks and 

Trollish incursions had increased. Trouble wasn’t just 

occurring in the Trobit and Sea Elf territories anymore, it 

was spilling into the neighbouring Elvish and Human and 

Halfling Realms. The wild tribes were riled up, wanting 

something to fight, and it was rumoured that the Elvish 

King’s scouts had been seen patrolling beyond their 

borders. What was going on? Was Lord Dranor looking to 

expand? Did he plan to start a war, or to avert one? 

It’s all been chaos since Lord Orestes was killed, Tanelia 

thought with real sadness. It had been ten years since the 

old King of the Elvish Realm had passed away and Dranor 

had taken over, and during those ten years the Elvish 

Realm had managed to annoy, provoke, or even straight-

out fight every other realm in the land. It was only a matter 

of time before one or the other of its neighbours had 

enough and sought to quash the Elvish King. Then the 

other realms would leap in on one side or another, using 

whatever excuse they could to right whatever centuries-old 

wrongs they felt they’d suffered. 

“Of course the Halfling Realm wants peace!” Sir 

Plumpacre declared, tapping his pipe out onto the table and 

refilling it.  

“We couldn’t possibly confirm or deny the intention for 

the Dwarvish Throne to sue for peace at this time, but our 

words and conduct will stand as evidence and testimony in  
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any Dwarvish court in the land,” Boffo and Thock recited. 

Dwarfs were, when not after gold or a rival’s head, a 

stickler for the details. 

“Hmm. I suppose so.” Mr. Powder-blue sniffed. 

“So. I am sure that we can all wait. After all, where are my 

kinsmen?” Tanelia gestured to herself, the only Elf in the 

room. “Has Lord Dranor’s envoy not arrived yet?” The 

warrior asked the question rhetorically, but she looked at 

Keishara, the Sea Elf who stood with her back to the 

room’s only door. 

Keishara nodded, understanding the request behind the 

question, and slipped out of the room to find the visiting 

Elves. 

“I bet this is some Human trick!” one of the Dwarfs 

muttered, barely audible through his beard. 

“Ha!” Sir Plumpacre the Halfling laughed. “Well, the 

Wizard is a Human, isn’t he? I mean, it stands to reason!” 

the little fellow patted his round belly in mirth, intending it 

as a joke, but not seeing how deeply crimson Mr. Powder-

blue’s face was becoming. 

“You little hamster!” the Human envoy shouted, his fist 

crashing onto the table. “Fetch me my guards, Elf! I won’t 

be insulted like this for one second longer!”  

“Now, Mr. Ambassador, sir…” Tanelia began, but already 

the meeting was starting to break, without the Wizard there 

to hold it together. 

“You sir, are an over-tall pot plant! Gangly, sir! Gangly!” 

one of the Dwarfs shouted at Mr. Powder-blue. 

“And what about the rock crystal mine you stole from us 

last winter!?” the other Dwarf growled. 
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“Stole? Stole!” the Human spat. “How is mining our own 

land stealing!?” 

“Everyone knows that what lies beneath is a Dwarf’s 

natural territory!” one of the two Dwarf ambassadors 

stated emphatically. “It was in the Treaty of your King 

Hergist and our Queen Strongbeard. Exclusive rights to 

mine the deepest seams of the Earth...” 

“The reign of King Hergist was over four hundred years 

ago!” Sir Powder-blue laughed. 

“Hey!” Sir Plumpacre looked over at the Dwarfs, annoyed. 

“Us Halflings live underground too, you know! We have 

some rights! Take that back, or…” 

“Enough!” a voice said. 

“Or what? You only barely live underground as it is! The 

Human is right – you are a realm of hamsters!” one of the 

Dwarfs laughed. 

“ENOUGH!” the voice, this time, thundered. It came from 

the door and the sortie of people who had just arrived. 

Mr. Nasty and Widdo stepped into the room, followed by 

the two Elvish travellers and Keishara. 
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“!” Tanelia shot an angry look at the Sea Elf, who looked 

embarrassed but shrugged, as if there was nothing that she 

could have done. 

“I couldn’t very well stop him!” Keishara protested. “It is 

his bar!” 

Mr. Nasty isn’t supposed to know what we’re doing! 

thought Tanelia in alarm, wondering how the patron was 

going to respond. Was he going to call the guards from 

outside? Call Grimald? Even fetch his battleaxe? Mr. 

Nasty had made it clear to everyone who worked for him 

that the Cavern Tavern was free from the politics of the 

Five Realms. Any could come and work here for a pittance 

of a miserable wage – all that he wanted was no trouble 

brought to his door. Well, they really had brought trouble 

to his door now! 

“Just what is the meaning of this?” Mr. Nasty continued to 

thunder as he looked from one ambassador to another. 

“Who organised this? The Wizard, was it? I bet it was, that 

conniving old goat! And just where has he gone now, 

then!?” 

“Your wife and the Wizard, boss,” Tanelia answered, 

wondering how fast she could fight her way free, get to the 

stables, maybe start a new life somewhere else... But 

Tanelia Orisys also knew that there was a price on her 

head, a very high price indeed, and if anyone knew who 

she really was, then everyone in this room, and for that 

matter across the Five Realms, would probably sell out 

their own grandmother to claim the small fortune that 

would come with her capture. 

“My… my petal did this?” Mr. Nasty faltered, looking as 

though he had been kicked by a horse. “She went behind 

my back, and didn’t tell me!?” 
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“Perhaps she thought that you wouldn’t agree for the 

Wizard and these gentlemen to use the backroom,” Tanelia 

said evenly, which was true, of course. 

A war of emotions played over the Dwarf’s face. “Why, 

well, of course I…” the Dwarf began, but eventually one 

emotion won out. Fury. “No! And she would be right! That 

Wizard has never been anything but trouble for this 

establishment! Ever since he first arrived! He is an old fool 

and a dangerous fool!” 

“But you can’t mean that truly, Mr. Nasty, sir…?” a new 

voice broke through the tirade. “Wasn’t he your friend? 

The Wizard? I thought that Mrs. Nasty said that you and 

he used to be…” 

“No! The Wizard is not my friend!” the Dwarf roared, 

giving the Halfling at his side a look that could wither 

daisies. “Whatever past we might have shared is dead and 

gone!”  

The Dwarf rounded on the others in the room. “Does any 

of you here know what will happen to each and every one 

of you if King Dranor ever finds out you were negotiating 

behind his back? That you were all meeting here for peace 

talks and didn’t invite him?” the Dwarf scolded them all. 

“I have tried so hard to keep the Cavern Tavern safe – and 

now look! The Elvish King will burn this place to the 

ground – and all of your realms as well!” 

“Yes.” said the envoy from the Elvish faction, “he 

probably will.” To Tanelia’s surprise, she recognised the 

voice. It didn’t belong to the Elf maiden in the vermillion 

robe, but to the ambassador’s guard, an Elf who was even 

now throwing back his disguise and stepping forward, a 

longsword sliding into his grasp. 

“Dranor!” Tanelia gasped.  
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“Greetings Tanelia Orisys, or should I say ‘murderer’!” the 

Elvish King laughed... 

s s s 

Tanelia lowered her pike. She had barred the way of Lord 

Dranor, Chief Counsellor, to King Orestes, here in the 

palace of the Elvish Realm. Tanelia was one of the 

Chosen, which meant that she was allowed the honour to 

guard the Elvish King’s personal chambers. She had 

trained hard for this honour, both as an Elf maid and as an 

adult. She had tested her courage and skills against the 

enemies of the throne; she had charged the Human shield-

guards of the Human King in the skirmish wars; she had 

fought the Ogres of the Lightning Pass. 

Every time Tanelia had received a red ribbon as a mark of 

her skill and bravery she had felt vindicated. She could do 

it. She could get to the most exalted post in the entire 

Elvish military. Finally, it had happened. Tanelia Orisys 

was chosen to be one of the personal honour guards of the 

High King, sworn to him for life and willing to lay down 

her own for him at a moment’s notice. 

“His Majesty the King is resting, Lord Dranor,” Tanelia 

intoned. “Have you not seen the hour?” It was late, well 

past sunset, and most of the palace was slumbering, 

including the King. Tanelia herself had escorted Princess 

Tabitha to her room after her lessons with the Court 

Sorcerer, and had returned here to find the King already 

settling down for the night. The palace was quiet, and all 

seemed well… but here Lord Dranor stood, holding a 

bottle of Oak Brandy and seeking an audience with King 

Orestes. Tanelia didn’t like the Chief Counsellor. He 

seemed oily and unreachable somehow, like a snake. 
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“Oh, come now, Tanelia. I only mean to talk a few last-

minute figures with His Majesty.” Lord Dranor rolled his 

eyes. “Look. I have no weapons, do I?” 

It was true, Dranor did not. Still, Tanelia frowned as she 

knocked on the inner door to ask King Orestes if he would 

receive Lord Dranor. 

“What does he want?” the King muttered a little irritably. 

“To sweet talk you with a glass of Oak Brandy, I think,” 

Tanelia whispered through the door. 

“Oh drats! Go on then,” Orestes mumbled. 

“His Highness will receive you, Lord Dranor,” Tanelia 

nodded gracefully although she felt annoyed. She would 

far rather have turned Lord Dranor away. She enjoyed 

every moment that she could inconvenience this Elf. 

“Of course you will want to taste my offering, to make 

sure it isn’t poisoned?” Lord Dranor smiled, and Tanelia 

narrowed her eyes. Was he trying to get her drunk? But 

seeing the sense in what the Counsellor spoke, she 

accepted the small decanter that the Counsellor carried and 

took a sip. Instantly, her mouth filled with the flavours of 

oak wood and apples, ginger and cinnamon, and... 

And then everything went black. 

“The Oak Brandy was poisoned, you idiot!” Lord Dranor 

hissed, stepping over the unconscious form of Tanelia. 

“And I will see to it that the Lord Orestes drinks it, and 

you will get blamed for giving it to him before you tried, 

unsuccessfully, to take your own life!” 

Suppressing an evil chuckle, Lord Dranor opened the door 

to the King’s chamber and raised the bottle invitingly… 

s s s 
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“I’ll kill you!” Tanelia was about to lurch forward, but 

there was a flare of blue light from the Elf maiden that 

stood beside the disguised King. Blue and green fire raced 

up and down her arms in a wave. 

“Sorcery!” Keishara gasped, falling back. 

“I wouldn’t take a step further, Tanelia,” Lord Dranor 

sneered. “I am sure that you recognise my ‘ambassador’ 

here, don’t you? To be sure, it has been over ten years, and 

little Princess Tabitha has grown up to be accepted into the 

Third Circle Sorcerers. But I am sure that you recognise 

each other, don’t you?” Dranor crowed. 

“Pr-Princess?” Tanelia gazed in astonishment at the 

vermillion-robed Elf maiden with sorceress’s fire racing up 

and down her arms. How could this be Tabitha? Little 

Tabitha had barely come up to her hip, so long ago! 

“Is this some trick? Is it really you?” Tanelia the Elf felt all 

strength leave her body as she beheld the same open gaze, 

the same slightly upturned nose, the smattering of freckles 

that had graced the girl’s face. 

“It is I, soldier,” the ambassador snarled, her face a picture 

of hurt and anger. “It is I, the stepchild of Lord Orestes and 

now the charge of King Dranor. I remember you, Tanelia 

Orisys, and I remember well the night that you were 

dragged to the dungeons, still drunk and drugged out of 

your mind after what you had done to my stepfather! How 

dare you! You took him away from me!” the younger Elf 

maiden raged.  

“No, Princess, little Tabitha, you have to believe me, that it 

wasn’t…” Tanelia began, but she was interrupted by 

Dranor. 

“SILENCE! You think that she wants to hear your excuses 

and lies after ten years of living with her terrible loss?” he  
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asked mournfully. “Tabitha, in just a moment you can burn 

this traitor and king-murderer out of her skin if you want 

to!” Dranor raised his eyes to the rest of the room. 

“Lucky for the rest of you that you helped me apprehend 

the vile murderer of the old King Orestes. I would hate to 

have to think what Tabitha here will do if she thinks that 

you were somehow helping the murderer of the only father 

she ever knew!” Dranor dared them to disagree. 

“Because if it transpired that you weren’t helping me, and 

were instead conducting some sort of secret negotiation 

behind my back, why then I might think that your three 

realms were all working with the king-murderer here and 

against the Elvish Throne! That cannot be the case, can 

it?” he looked at the Dwarvish ambassadors, and the 

Halfling, and the Human. “Would you have started a war 

with my noble realm, I wonder… And all under your roof, 

hey, Mr. Nasty? Would you betray me?” the King 

challenged. 

“No, of course, of course…” Mr. Nasty began, glaring at 

Tanelia sorrowfully. “But…” 

“ENOUGH!” Dranor interrupted, pointing a long 

fingernail at Tanelia. “Burn her, Tabitha! Destroy her 

now!” 

“Of course…” the Princess raised her arms, her eyes 

flaring with rage and anger as she stared into the face of 

her victim... But something was wrong. The girl blinked, 

and her arms wavered. 

s s s 

“What’s this you got there, Tabby-cat?” Tanelia was 

saying, coaxing the young Princess from where she sat 

under her stepfather’s desk. “What have you got?” 
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“Nuffink,” the sorceress child said, clutching something to 

her chest. 

Tanelia sighed, crouching as she decided that she would 

just have to climb in after her. With a grunt and groan, she 

crawled under the King’s desk, to see the little Princess 

holding something shiny, looking at it and turning it over. 

“Now, Tabby…” the soldier said wearily, “what have we 

said about taking things that don’t belong to you? Where 

did you get this? It looks expensive!” 

Grudgingly, the Princess held out her chubby hands to 

reveal a teardrop-shaped pendant containing a rare Rock-

Rose that was shaped and smoothed to the finest of silky 

finishes. 

“Oh, my… Well. I guess I won’t tell anyone if we put it 

back where you found it…” Tanelia promised. 

“Tell anyone what?” asked a new voice as none other than 

King Orestes himself walked into the room. 

“Oh, Your Highness!” Tanelia attempted to stand up and 

bonked her head, emitting a grunt more of surprise than 

pain before crawling out on all fours, followed by Princess 

Tabitha. “I am sorry, I just… We were playing with 

this…” she stammered, taking the responsibility for the 

stolen Rock-Rose pendant. 

“Come now, Tanelia, I know that my little stepchild has 

some quick fingers!” The King chuckled good-naturedly, 

plucking the pendant from Tanelia’s grasp and turning it so 

it caught the light in dazzling displays of colour. “Oh, let 

her play with it a little while. It is very pretty, after all.” He 

grinned at his soldier’s embarrassment. “Don’t worry, I 

won’t tell the High Council about our little thief, either!” 

“Very good, Your Highness,” Tanelia laughed. 



 

72 

s s s 

“Tabitha!?” Dranor demanded angrily. 

“Wait,” the Princess said, her voice not as steady or as 

angry as it had been. “Just… one moment… I just need to 

be certain that she really did kill King Orestes…” 

“Of course she did!” Dranor barked. “Now burn her alive! 

Do it!!” 

“But, I-I don’t know…” the Princess-ambassador Tabitha 

said. 

“Boss? Boss, sir!” spoke a voice. It was a small voice, 

belonging to a small man. 

“Not now, Widdo!” Mr. Nasty hissed down at Widdo 

Wanderfoot the Halfling. They had been standing to one 

side, horrified at what was about to happen, when Widdo’s 

voice broke through the tension. 

“Well, you always told me that I get things wrong, and you 

always said that anything worth doing had to be done right, 

right?” Widdo said earnestly, looking at Mr. Nasty 

imploringly, then continuing. “It needs doing right, Boss! 

You can’t let them kill Tanelia! She’s my best friend here! 

You know that she would never have murdered anyone!” 

“Widdo…” Mr. Nasty growled. 

“It’s about friendship, Boss! Tanelia is our friend, and after 

all, what else have you got at the end of the day if you 

haven’t got your friends?” 

“Uh, I, uh…” Mr. Nasty looked at Widdo, then at Tanelia, 

and then at the table, before sighing heavily. “You’re right, 

Widdo.” The Dwarf turned to look straight at Lord Dranor. 

“I know it was you that killed the old High King Orestes, 

not Tanelia!” 
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“Are you sure that this will be a good spot?” a very much 

younger Mr. Nasty asked the taller Human that stood at his 

side. Mr. Nasty looked down the gorge edged on one side 

with an uneven wooded hillside, steep rocky cliffs edging 

the other. A small stream trickled almost absent-mindedly 

through the bottom of the valley, and birds sang from the 

trees. 

“It’s a bit near the Troll country, isn’t it?” the Dwarf asked 

his companion. 

The man sniffed the air, held a finger up, then tasted it. 

“Hmm. Yes. Orcs and Trolls for certain. But the place has 

a good feel to it as well.” The Wizard looked down and 

smiled at his companion. 

The younger Mr. Nasty was battle-worn and battle-weary. 

He didn’t want to raise his axe anymore and had struck 

out, with what little savings he had, to start a new life. 

Behind the two friends stretched a long procession of 

caravans and wagons, with Mrs. Nasty coaxing their 

ponies to a halt at the front. Somewhere further down the 

line of wagons sat the Halfling, Widdo Wanderfoot, taken 

on as help and the occasional animal handler, as he seemed 

to be good around the animals. 

“Do you think that we can make it work?” Mr. Nasty 

asked the Wizard, whom he had invited to come with them 

on this new adventure because he valued the old man’s 

opinion. 

“Yes, my friend. From what I remember there is an old 

mine in those hills, so you will have a perfect cellar 

network for your wines. Enough fresh water and grass to 

keep a stable, and out of the way from prying eyes. I think 

that your tavern will do well if you build it here!” 
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“Then, well, if that is your professional opinion, I’ll do it!” 

the Dwarf grinned back.  

“What are friends for? After all, Monsieur Dwarf, 

friendship is all that we really have, at the end of it all, 

wouldn’t you say?” 

s s s 

 “What!?” all the colour drained from Lord Dranor’s face 

as he stared at the Dwarf. “How dare you! After everything 

I’ve given you! Everything I’ve done for you!” 

“I know what you have done for me, Dranor.” Mr. Nasty 

growled, his face blushing in shame. “I know that you kept 

the Cavern Tavern free from taxes. I know that you turned 

a blind eye that we were here. But little Widdo here is 

right. Friendship means everything, and look, I have 

proof.” Mr. Nasty said steadily, his hand delving into his 

pocket to draw out the Rock-Rose pendant. 

“I guess I didn’t want to put two and two together, you see, 

all them years ago… But I have now. Ten years ago to this 

day, this Elf here, Tanelia Orisys, was accused of the 

murder of the old Elvish King Orestes. And ten years ago 

to this day, you came in here, Dranor, in your blue and 

grey cloak, and offered me this here pendant that I knew 

must be something important, but I never asked – all in 

return for me to say that an Elf matching your description 

was here, in my tavern, all night!” Mr. Nasty’s voice grew 

stronger as the truth came spilling out. 

“The night that my stepfather was murdered…” Tabitha 

the Sorceress gasped. “I remember that pendant! It is the 

one that King Orestes used to let me play with because I 

liked the colours. But I could never find it after, after he 

died…” 
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“Yes, mistress. I am sorry about the old King. I never 

knew, you see... Or maybe, I am ashamed to say that a bit 

of me did, and I never sought to ask it,” Mr. Nasty 

frowned. 

“This is true, isn’t it, Dranor!” said the Elf maiden at his 

side, blue and red flames still flickering up and down her 

arms as she turned towards the presumptive King of the 

Elvish Realm himself. 

“Now wait, my dear, please!” Lord Dranor pleaded, but 

the sorceress raised her hands… 

“To me! To me!” Dranor screamed, and all hell broke 

loose. 

  



 

76 

  



 

77 

  



 

78 

Something rocked the very foundations of the Cavern 

Tavern, and screams and smoke from above drifted down 

towards the secret meeting. In a flash, Mr. Nasty turned 

and pushed the others out of the way to get to his battleaxe 

and find his wife. 

Keishara joined him, hot on his heels as they ran up the 

steps to the main chamber, to see smoke and smashed 

windows. 

“Orcs!” Mr. Nasty was roaring, having seized his trusty 

double-handed battleaxe from beneath the bar and flinging 

himself through the open window at the invaders. Within 

moments he was joined by Keishara, and even Widdo 

Wanderfoot started to throw bottles of the most expensive 

spirits at the leering, snarling, green-skinned attackers. 

Somehow the usurper King Dranor had managed to make a 

pact, or buy off, the Orcs, to attack the Cavern Tavern 

when he signalled them. 

Down below, Tanelia Orisys snarled in frustration, trying 

to locate Princess Tabitha amongst the shouting and 

screaming throng. 

“Where is he? Where is he??” The Princess’s arms were 

blazing a deep blue now as she glared around the room. 

Dranor, the evil Elf lord, had managed to slip away. 

“Princess! Behind me, Princess! I once swore to protect 

you, and I will do so again!” Tanelia shouted. 

“Well, it will be no good if we’re all dead under a burnt 

building! Come with me!” Tabitha and Tanelia raced to 

join the fight upstairs as Noogie Stonehammer also 

emerged from the cellars, mace in one hand and hammer in 

the other. 
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“Did someone say Orcs?” he inquired before screaming 

joyously and flinging himself into the fray. 

The battle for the Cavern Tavern was mostly one-sided, as 

the Orc horde had not particularly reckoned on it being 

packed full of some of the most fearsome and deadly 

fighters this side of the Splintered Isles. Even though Mr. 

Nasty was old and aching, he moved with all the fury and 

grace of his younger years as he pirouetted and charged, 

sending Orc heads flying on both sides in abandon. When 

he met his cousin Noogie in the centre of the battlefield 

they laughed and clapped each other on the shoulder, 

before standing back to back. 

Keishara used one of the pitchforks from the barn like a 

spear, skewering two creatures at a time before throwing 

them down the nearest hole; Princess Tabitha shot out jets 

of fire to blind and terrify; but it was Tanelia Orisys, one 

of the Chosen Royal Guards, who took the most lives that 

night. She danced her blade in and out of bodies, rolling 

and leaping, at last able to display all of her hard-worn 

talents. The small Orc horde really had no chance, and 

were mostly defeated by the time that the half-troll 

Grimald Headstrong poked his head out of the smashed 

door, nodded to himself as though he had always expected 

such a thing, and then proceeded to hammer Orc heads like 

tent pegs, using his troll-sized rolling pin. 

When all was done and the fight was over, the adventurers 

and ne’er-do-wells of the Cavern Tavern felt renewed. 

Each felt that, somehow, they’d been given a new lease on 

life. 

“Of course we still have to find the Wizard,” Widdo said 

nervously as the victors slumped to the floor in the early 

grey mist of the morning. 

“That will be my task,” Mr. Nasty the Dwarf groaned as he 

tottered to his feet, raising a frothing beer tankard. “I 
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hereby announce my quest! To find and return the Wizard 

to his rightful friends, and to leave the Cavern Tavern in 

the small hands of Widdo Wanderfoot, who reminded me 

what friendship was.” 

“Hurrah!” The weary crowd managed a cheer, but it was a 

ragged and a worried one. 

“But what of Dranor?” asked Sir Plumpacre, the Halfling 

prince. “He’s still out there, you know, apparently able to 

summon Orcs and goodness knows what else!” 

“He could be anywhere, in any of our realms, working his 

foul lies,” agreed the Human ambassador Sir Powder-blue 

cloak (now stained with soot and blood, so it was actually 

black-red). 

“We need to come together and put a stop to him, finally, 

for the good of all of us,” announced Princess Tabitha, the 

stepchild and last surviving heir to King Orestes of the 

Elvish Realm. “I know that this is going to sound crazy; 

but I think that we should build a new place. Like this 

Cavern Tavern, it will be a new city in the middle of the 

Five Realms, where we can all meet and talk, as friends, 

and not in any of our territories or beholden to anyone.” 

“A free city?” one of the Dwarvish ambassadors (who had 

turned out to be very handy with a pick and a hammer in 

the fight) sought clarification. “A new city that belongs to 

all of us?” 

“Yes.” Princess Tabitha smiled, looking towards the first 

glimmers of a new dawn. 
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The crowd cheered in the new dawn. Caveborn, the city 

that was born in Cavern Tavern, would be the beacon of 

hope for all the races in the Five Realms. 

Princess Tabitha, with the other ambassadors, retreated to 

the secret chamber to hammer out the details of governing, 

leaving Nasty and Widdo to handle the crowd. 

“Widdo, you heard the Princess! Rounds for everyone!” 

The grumpy old Dwarf raised his voice so everybody in 

the Tavern could hear him. 

Another round of cheers erupted as he leaned toward the 

Halfling. “I’m off to find the Wizard, so try to keep the 

place in one piece. Oh… And don’t give ‘em any of the 

good stuff, you hear me, Widdo!?” 

“Yes, Boss. Safe trip, Boss!” And with that, Widdo headed 

towards the furthest table in the taproom. 

Martok sat at one of the tables, having witnessed the fracas 

although staying well out of it. A frequent patron of 

Cavern Tavern, Martok was a small-time local bandit 

trying to make it big in The Five Realms. He was a greedy 

little Dwarf, as well as another of Mr. Nasty’s cousins. 

Every single day, Martok would come to the tavern to try 

to connect with someone, make a deal, overhear an 

opportunity, turn around his fortunes – but with no luck. 

His “career” wasn’t headed in the right way; in fact, he 

spent more on drinks and food in the tavern then he made 

profit. 

But he’d always liked it here. He felt that he belonged 

here, surrounded with shady characters like himself. It had 

felt like home. However, with the events of the last few 

hours, the world around him was changing in ways he was 

not too happy about. 
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It seemed that Cavern Tavern would no longer be the place 

for rogues and outcasts like him. Hostilities had ended. He 

wouldn’t be able to scavenge abandoned villages for booty 

to turn into profit. 

Speaking of profit, he was just now seated on a table with 

three others, trying to sell them some jewellery scavenged 

from the battle at Silverkeep. 

A Trobit, wearing a green hat on his bald head, examined a 

necklace with Elven engraving. “What does it say?” the 

Trobit inquired. 

“The bearer of this necklace shall live in riches forever,” 

Martok fired back. 

“Is that so?” An Elf approached, an eagle perched on her 

shoulder. 

“Mind your own business, Elf!” the Dwarf grumbled. 

“And get that beast out of here before it tears someone’s 

eyes out.” 

The Elven lady took the necklace from the Trobit’s hands. 

“The engraving is a family name. This little Dwarf stole it 

from the body of a dead Elven soldier. And you know 

what they say happens when you wear a dead Elf’s 

jewellery...” 

Instantly the Halfling and Green Elf also seated at the table 

with Martok dropped the jewellery they had been 

examining. “Oh, Martok, I can’t believe you want to sell 

some dead person’s jewellery to me! After everything 

we’ve been through!” the Halfling protested. 

The eagle on the Elf’s shoulder chirped. The chirp almost 

sounded like a laugh for the situation the little Dwarf has 

gotten into. 
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The Green Elf stood up and raised her staff. Purple lights 

started to flicker. 

“Martok!” the angry Green Elf looked straight in the 

Dwarf’s eyes. 

“Wow! Lady, calm down… I can explain…” Martok 

started panicking. 

“You’ll explain it to the authorities.” A woman wearing 

dark grey and blue metal armour approached the table. 

“This jewellery was scavenged after the battle at 

Silverkeep. According to the rules of war, everything 

found on Human territory belongs to the Human Realm!” 

Martok’s situation had just gone from bad to worse. He 

didn’t know where to turn, whether to fear more the 

fanatical Elves for the bodies he had robbed, the Green Elf 

sorcerer to whom he’d tried to sell a “forbidden” piece of 

jewellery, or this woman. The looks on the Trobit’s and 

Halfling’s faces were also to be feared. He decided to 

handle the woman first. 

“What rules of war are you talking about? Haven’t you 

heard?! The war is over!” the Dwarf warbled in a 

desperate attempt to deflect damage from himself. 

“The war has ended, but until a new set of rules is agreed 

upon, you belong to me,” the woman’s voice started to 

rise. 

“Not if I kill him first!” The Green Elf launched toward the 

Dwarf but was slowed by the rush of the other would-be 

victims, who all wanted a piece of Martok. 

Martok knew this was it. It was all over. He put his hands 

on his head and looked down, not believing how the 

universe had played this trick on him. He awaited his 

destiny; he just wasn’t sure who would deliver it… 
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“Anyone for a drink?” Widdo, all happy and smiling, 

approached the table. The fighting over Martok stopped. 

Martok raised his head and looked at the Halfling 

bartender. 

“What…?” Martok asked. 

“I asked if anyone would like to order something? Princess 

Tabitha is buying rounds for everyone. We are celebrating 

the peace treaty and the commissioning of Caveborn. It 

will be a magnificent city! I hear Berk the Clerk will be a 

mayor of the city, so the Halflings will be in charge of 

administration. And they’ve picked a great location, just 

south of here on the Driment Grassland. Oh boy, I wish I 

owned a piece of that grassland! It will be worth a fortune 

tomorrow… So, what would you like to order?” the 

Halfling finished his monologue. 

“What are you rumbling about, Widdo?” The woman 

turned her attention toward the Halfling bartender. 

Adrenaline spiked in Martok’s body. He raised his head, 

eyes flickering... 

“Where exactly did you say?” Martok asked. 

“South of here, in the Driment Grassland. At the banks of 

the Dragon Run River,” Widdo replied. 

“We’ll have Spring Ale! And make it quick!” the Dwarf 

demanded. 

“Martok!” The woman raised her voice. 

“All right, all right… I admit it. I tried to sell something 

that I shouldn’t have. Just hear me out. If you then decide 

to arrest me, or kill me, or make me eagle food, or… or…” 

he turned to the Green Elf, “whatever you plan to do to me 

with that staff, do it. Just hear me out first.” Martok was 

making another attempt for his life, but now he had a plan.  
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“You’ve got nothing to lose if you listen to what I have to 

say. Grant me my final words.” 

The crowd around him looked at each other, and 

wordlessly agreed to grant him his last wish. 

Martok started talking, so fast that his plan was laid out 

before Widdo brought the tray of Spring Ales. “…and 

you’ll need me, because this will require someone to get 

dirty along the way. I will do that for all of you, if you just 

forget about this little misunderstanding that we’ve had 

here today. But we need to move quickly, before word gets 

out! We need to move tonight!” 

“Thank you,” Widdo picked up the order of six Spring 

Ales he’d just set on an empty table where the patrons had 

been seated. “Ha! I guess I’ll finish them myself.” 
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“Come on in, come on in… You won’t find a better place 

to live in Caveborn. The Martok Estate has a private zoo, 

hot springs, and very friendly neighbours. And if you are 

looking for a job in the city, just make a wish and I’ll find 

you a perfect spot,” Martok welcomed a family of Green 

Elves to his land. 

“Howdy, neighbour, how are things going this morning?” 

the Dwarf waved to a dark-skinned woman across the road 

who was also welcoming guests to her land. 

“Just to think she was about to arrest me five years ago,” 

Martok chortled, tapping his pocket full of gold. 

He sighed and took a long look over his land. Birds sang, 

children played on the grounds, workers were busy in the 

warehouses… This was his own land. Land filled with 

families that he had settled in Caveborn. 

“I guess hanging out in Cavern Tavern finally paid off!” 

 

 


