
Prologue
21 April 1782

Peter Nies, a handsome Daígu of indeterminate age, stalked
along the narrow London street. He pulled his coat tighter as he dodged
humans and horses alike, jumping over the numerous piles of horse
dung splattered across the cobblestones. The dampApril wind blew
at his back, tugging at his collar and tickling the hairs on his neck.
The English sky above was cloudy, letting through little of the brief
midday sun. He shivered in the cold, wishing as always that he could
retire in front of a hot stove and never venture into the wretched outside
again.

All in all, a miserable place for a dwarf to live. Peter thought
longingly of the home of his forefathers, reputably a land of blue skies,
hot fierce sun, and solid basalt caves underfoot. A land where Daígu
could claim their birthright, living underground as was proper, and
not be forced to scurry around on top of the earth and scrabble out
a meager living next to human and elf alike.

He quickened his pace, pushing his short legs to their limit. The
only benefit of being a dwarf in a human city was the ease of hiding
among the much larger humans. Despite popular legend, Daígu -
dwarves - resembled human children much more than they resembled
too-short adults and children were never noticed in this busy, dirty
city. Dwarves tended toward being well-proportioned with proper
sized heads and limbs, not the full-size torso and short legs with large
heads and noses as commonly described in stories and legends. Fables
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told among the dwarves described how they were distant relations
of the humans, brothers split off long ago by a love for life under-
ground, which had caused them to stay small whereas the humans
had grown bigger with every generation. The stories also said the
creatures called “dwarves” by the humans were actually golems who
escaped from a wizard long ago and lived wild in the mountains. That
explained the uncontrolled lust for gold and gems that humans had
also attributed to dwarves.

The elves, however, had it both easier and harder than the dwarves.
They were the size of full-grown humans, though both the male and
female elves tended towards a slenderness and litheness that human
women sought after but could never achieve. Their build was easily
disguised with clothing, but the pale, almost death-like skin and ethe-
real beauty of the elf was muchmore difficult to hide. They did indeed
have the pointed ears described in the legends, which most of them
had bobbed in childhood to better blend in, and some still maintained
the yards of flowing hair though many living in this dismal country
chose to keep theirs cut short. Many of them had difficulty with the
human clothing, as well; elves had a well-known love for bright colors,
delicate materials, and flowing outfits that did not fit in very well on
the streets of eighteenth-century England. Dwarves and elves alike
had the sensitive skin of creatures unaccustomed to direct sunlight,
but that posed little problem in this wet, seemingly constantly cloudy
country.

Peter turned a corner, pausing to look both ways before jogging
across the cobblestones and slipping into a narrow doorway. He rested
there, trying to catch his breath in the damp air. The rattle in his lungs
was likely permanent as he could see no way to leave this cursed coun-
try for someplace warm and dry. His breath caught in his throat and
he began to cough, leaning over and pressing a handkerchief to his
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mouth. He did not notice the oak door behind him creaking open or
the thin pale hand reaching out. As he straightened, breathing a little
easier, the hand caught hold of his collar and pulled him through the
door. He barely had time to gasp, much less shout, before the door
clicked shut and he was gone.
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