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The Hammer of Fire





Prolog


Udor Firefist sat at his workbench, in his private chamber, and stared at hammers, axes, shields, armor, swords, and various other implements of war that lined the walls. His bench-top was clear of his work tools, they hung neatly on wall-hooks, but the stone table retained the stains of thousandsof jobs, tens of thousands, who knew how many? He looked longingly from one implement to the next and then put his fire-blackened right hand to one of the four platinum and gold bands, encrusted with rubies, emeralds, and diamonds, which circled the gray beard that he spent over fifty years cultivating since he gave up his apprenticeship robes all those years ago. It seemed like a blink of the eye to him now as he gazed at five thousand years of work produced by the finest metal smiths of Craggen Steep. “Five thousand years,” he said with a quiet voice, and he frowned deeply although his heavy beard hid most indications of such.
The title of metal smith was the most prestigious in all of Craggensteepand the most common. Young dwarf boys of promise generally applied to the Guild at the age of eight and worked their way through the various stages of apprenticeship and then on to craftsman and, hopefully, eventually arrived at the class of fully invested Edos, or First Class Metal Smith. Even then there were levels of delineation as the various metals within the great mountain, iron, copper, steel and more, were of greater or lesser esteem. The pinnacle of achievement was to become the Master Edos of the Deep Forge, or the First Edos. Udor was now in the thirty-fifth year of his reign at the top of the heap and yet he still felt restless, eager.
His room, as he thought of it after so long, was not the only place where the relics of the great dwarf citadel resided. There was the Hall of Relics, the Chamber of Hovslaag, the High Council Chamber, but this room, the chamber of the First Edos, technically the most powerful dwarf in the mountain, was his and his alone. The others were for the public and for ceremony where the great relics of the realm were displayed. This place, his room, was the spot where the weapons of war created by previous office holdersrested. Here resided weapons crafted by his predecessors, the dwarves who sat in this very chair over the last five thousand years. Near the end of their reign each chose a single item to hang on its wall before he retired. The room itself now housed a dozen side chambers built solely to accommodate the ever growing armory. Nowadays Udor spent very little time in the workroom. His days were filled with management of the Deep Forge, concerns about which craftsman should be promoted to edos, which apprentice should move to craftsman, and all the other mundane tasks of his job. It was perhaps once every two years of late that he had time to come to this room to design, to plan, and then to the Deep Forge to create. In the last ten years this glacial pace slowed even further, and Udor spent most of his time wooing the powers that be in Craggen Steep as he tried to achieve one political goal after the next. He sighed deeply once again and his hidden frown deepened.
He remembered when he first came to this room as an apprentice and stared in wide-eyed wonder at the relics on the walls. He was forced to memorize the history of each relic and five thousand years is a long, long time. Soon enough he grew used to them and didn’t think twice about the dwarves who crafted them, the ancient history they represented. When he became First Edos he was too young to think about his retirement, of what weapon he wanted to hang on these walls. He was a child then; a portrait on his desk reminded him of that fact daily. The artist, he remembered, was an elf, brought into the hidden city blindfolded. Eventually a larger version of the same portrait would have a place in First Edos Hall. Although he suspected his might find some adjacent corridor reserved for those who didn’t accomplish great things. He didn’t sigh this time but his shoulders slumped ever further and his body seemed to shrink in upon itself.
He gazed for a long time and occasionally blinked his languid black eyes, covered by his bushy gray eyebrows, and gave off a soft sigh at regular intervals. A slight tap at the door broke into his reverie and he looked at the thick wood gateway adorned with steel bands and these decorated with gemstones and gold filigree. Wood was rare in Craggen Steep, stone and metal were the choice material of most artisans, but here, in the office of the First Edos, expensive things were the norm, not the exception. “What?” he said although he already knew what waited on the other side of the door.
“Edos Udor,” came a plaintive voice an octave higher than a young dwarf should have and just barely audible. “They are waiting.”
Udor sighed again and looked one last time around the office before wearily getting to his feet, limping over to the door as his gout-ridden left foot shouted out in protest, and giving the handle a sudden yank.
Young Fierfelm Sunspire almost fell into the room when the door opened but managed to catch his balance at the last moment. “Edos Udor,” he said in the same little voice. “They are waiting, all of them. This is your big day, why aren’t you in your fineries?” He was small for a dwarf with blue eyes and from one of the lesser families. Many criticized Udor when he picked the young Fierfelm as chief apprentice. He remembered the ridicule at the High Council clearly. “How could you, of all people, pick someone from an inferior genetic line?” was the question he heard most frequently and persistently to this day. Perhaps it was that decision, only a year ago, which started the spiraling end of his career as First Edos. Certainly the three most powerful families, the Blackirons, the Drawhammers, and his own clan, the Firefists did not approve. It was common for the chief apprentice to inherit the mantle of First Edos and he was getting up in years. But, damn it, young Fierfelm was far and away the best of the litter; he had creativity, drive, and stamina. Too often the rigid social structure of Craggen Steep caused those best suited for a job to lose out to traditionsthat had roots as deep as the mountain.
“First Edos, your fineries,” repeated the lad with wide eyes. “The High Council is to honor you for your service these last fifty years.”
Udor looked down at the heavy smock, horribly stained from decades of use and inherited from the First Edos before him, and ran his hands down the front slowly and softly. “These are my fineries,” he said at last and his craggy face broke into a smile that revealed almost a complete set of platinum teeth, embedded with gemstones. “I’ve been an edos for almost fifty years and First Edos of the Deep Forge for the last thirty-five of those. If I’m to be given any award I’ll wear my uniform. Do you have a problem with that, apprentice Fierfelm?”
“No, First Edos,” said the young dwarf his little beard no more than a few inches long, his eyes grew wide, and his hand trembled. “You should… you can… it is not for me to say…” and eventually his voice softened to the point of inaudibility.
“What is the finest item on those walls?” asked the old dwarf with a quick gesture to the walls of the workroom.
“It… it… it’s… I don’t…,” stumbled the young apprentice as his hand began to tremble with even more violence.
“Calm yourself boy, this is not a test. There is no right answer. Just tell me what you think.”
The boy’s fear washed away like a piece of debris in one of the swift underground streams that flowed deep within the mountain and he looked again, this time more closely, and took a few steps into the room. His blue eyes were wide and his finger came to his lips as he paused before a massive sword that only a giant might wield, and then moved further into the room to examine each of the four walls with careful consideration. He did not bother to look down the extra corridors for all the best items were here, in the main room. “The Axe of Five,” he finally offered as his voice deepened slightly although it cracked on the word five.
“Where was that forged and by whom,” said Edos Udor as he came up to stand next to the boy and look at the heavy handled axe that adorned the wall. “You can read the plaque if you don’t know it by heart, this isn’t a test, today at least,” he continued with a gentle smile.
“I know it,” said young Fierfelm with a fiery glance at Udor. He turned to look up at the man who had served as his master for the last year of his apprenticeship. The man who picked him from a hundred other young dwarves working the bellows at the two dozen high forges in the great mountain. There were other forges as well but they were for personal use, for dwarves not chosen to be an apprentice as boys. Fierfelm took in his breath, stood up straight, pulled the sleeves of his red jerkin tight, “First Edos Uromos Firefist forged it seven hundred years ago at the Deep Forge as a gift for a human who saved his son’s life in battle.”
Udor nodded his head slowly and fingered the impossibly valuable bands at his beard again, “How is it here in the First Edos’s chamber then?”
Fierfelm did not pause, “The human passed it to his son who passed it to his son who was killed by hobgoblins in western realms. Our agents went seeking it then and brought it back to Craggen Steep…,” here the boy paused, closed his eyes, and tapped his chin for a moment.
“It’s not a test,” repeated Udor.
“No, First Edos, I know the answer, they recovered it eighty-five years ago from a grave. They returned it to Craggen Steep where the Antiquarians Guild confirmed it and placed it on the wall as First Edos Uromos requested.”
“Enough,” said Udor with a smile and a nod of his head as he patted the boy’s back. “This is not a test. Now, tell me, in the Chamber of Hovslaag where all our most important and powerful items are kept. What item there do you think the most potent?”
The young boy didn’t have to think this time as he immediately blurted out his answer, “The great Shield of Dar Drawhammer who used it to defeat Gazadum. It was he who freed us from slavery to the elementals!”
Again Udor nodded his head, “And who made that particular item and when?”
“Hovslaag the earth elemental at the Deep Forge but that was before it was the Deep Forge, it was the Forge of Hovslaag then, and we were just slaves.”
Udor frowned as he looked at the young apprentice whom he chose as the most promising of the lot. “And, finally young Fierfelm, where on any of those walls hangs something that I’ve forged?”
The young dwarf eyes began blinking rapidly and he turned to look up at his master, “But, First Edos, you are still master of the Deep Forge, your relic is yet to be hung.”
“Exactly right,” said Udor. “Your answer haunts me. For thirty-five years I’ve had exclusive use of the Deep Forge where Gazadum sat on his throne and shaped the world for years beyond comprehension. The very heat of the first fire elemental which burns hot and strong to this day and yet I’ve produced no great weapon, no legendary shield, nothing; my life is now almost over and I will be eased out of my position soon. That’s what this little ceremony is all about Fierfelm. You should remember that because someday you might be part of a similar event.”
“No, that’s not true Edos!” said the young dwarf his jaw jutting forward and his blue eyes burning with intensity. “You are the finest First Edos since Uromos and your weapons and shields are used by every dwarf champion in the world.”
“That is kind of you to say,” Udor said as he patted the boy on the back again. “But we cannot deny the truth. I’ve forged a few good weapons in my day but nothing to hang next to these,” he said with an expansive wave of his arms. “Nothing to go into the Chamber of Hovslaag. Nothing of any great importance.”
“What about the Blackiron Sword?” said Fierfelm. “It was used it to break the Staff of Faelom in the battle of the Ten Kings. I’ve seen the staff in the Hall of Relics, they say it was fashioned from the remnants of Onod the First after Hezfer the Blue Flame consumed him at the Battle of Tor Saragun.”
“Onod the First. The first and most powerful of the tree shepherds,” mused Udor quietly as his hand once again went to the bands around his beard. This time they tapped the valuable metal at an agitated pace. “I never considered the Staff of Faelom. It’s not dwarf made, ensorcelled by the elves for their king all those years ago. Faelom infused much of his own great power into it before it was broken in half. You know,” went on the First Edos with a glance at Fierfelm, “the shepherds were our allies back then, when we defeated the elementals. Without their help we never would have gained our freedom. I can’t even remember how the burned remains of Onod ended up in the hands of those pretty boy elves in the first place. But, no matter, no matter at all. The Staff of Faelom. The half we have, the bottom half, how long would you say it is?”
Fierfelm shrugged his shoulders, raised his hands and held them apart, “About like that.”
“A little too long for a battle axe handle. A little too short for a war axe, wouldn’t you agree?” said the First Edos.
“I suppose so, First Edos” said Fierfelm with raised eyebrows and a puzzled expression written all over his face. “Yes, that seems true.”
“But just about right for a hammer, a double-handed war hammer,” said Udor as his hands began to move up and down the bands around his beard with great rapidity, and his eyes suddenly blazed brightly. “Have you ever been to the Chamber of Gazadum?”
The boy shook his head silently.
“Come with me,” said the First Edos and strode out the door into the great Deep Forge where the heat of the first fire elemental still burned all these thousands of years later. He led the boy down a massive corridor at least twenty feet wide and more than twice that in height. The red marble floor shone like glass and the intricate patterns: little hammers, maces, shields, anvils, and swords seemed to dance as if alive in the bright light provided by brightly glowing stones embedded into the walls. The little dwarves seemed completely out of place in the immense hallway, but nevertheless they eventually arrived at a huge door made of a single piece of wrought iron with the design of a flame etched into it. The door handle, a massive steel eagle with folded wingsthat looked imperiously out at the world, stood some fifteen feet high on the door. The flame on the door actually seemed to flicker with heat as they approached and Fierfelm slowed a good twenty paces before they arrived, staring with his eyes wide and his mouth open.
“I’m not sure that I’m allowed…,” started Fierfelm but his hands did not tremble and his blue eyes sparkled brightly even in the glare of the brightly lit hallway.
“I make the rules here,” said Udor firmly, fiddling under his smock, pulling out a heavy iron key and winking at the young apprentice. “Get me that ladder over there,” he said and pointed to the corner where an iron ladder rested. It was on wheels and Fierfelm slid it over to the center of the door with an easy motion. Udor dashed up the ladder like a young boy, put they key into the lock of the door, and turned it with a sharp snap. He clamored back down the ladder and shoved it gently which sent it back to its original location. He paused, glanced at Fierfelm with a funny sort of grin, and then pushed the massive door open with a gentle touch of his right hand. It swung open as easily as a feather blows in a soft breeze.
“The Chamber of Gazadum,” he said in a hushed voice. Past the huge door stood a chamber that simply dwarfed even the massive hallway that led up to it. The floor was perfectly polished red marble with veins of fire that seemed to actually blaze across it, the domed ceiling was at least two hundred feet above them. In the center of the chamber stood a massive iron throne with a seat fifty feet above the ground and forty feet from side to side, but Udor did not go towards this. Instead he moved quickly, his gout apparently forgotten, to the other side of the chamber where a smallish iron chest sat on the floor against the back wall, its lid closed.
Udor looked back at Fierfelm who, after hesitating briefly, followed on his heels. Udor smiled again as he started to reach forward, but then suddenly stopped and patted his smock, his pants, and his pockets for a moment before he found a thick set of heavy leather gloves that emanated a greenish glow. “Don’t touch the chest,” he said to the young apprentice, a look of seriousness on his face as he pulled on the gloves. “It’s not locked but it is well protected.”
“I won’t,” whispered Fierfelm and leaned over to watch as the First Edos put on the gloves, reached down, and carefully lifted the lid of the nondescript chest. Inside something glowed with the deepest of reds, so red as to be almost black, like a piece of molten metal just out of the smelter.
“Kanoner,” said Udor and after a moment Fierfelm made out the head of the massive hammer. The thing had no hilt or any adornments other than a few runes burned deeply into it, and these the boy could not read. “This was the first creation at the Deep Forge by someone other than Hovslaag. Edos Orin Firefist made it after we defeated Gazadum and took this place as our own. You’ve seen the heat of the Deep Forge. That’s the residual heat from Gazadum over five thousand years after he fled. Can you imagine what it was like on the day that Dar Drawhammer led our warriors here for the first time, to the Forge of Hovslaag? Imagine it. All that you know did not exist; Craggen Steep our hidden citadel was the seat of power for the great Gazadum back then, Tor Balog they called it, the Mountain of Destiny. This was the first thing to come from the Deep Forge. So hot that no edos has ever been able to mate a handle to it and believe me many have tried. The best have tried but no one has succeeded. They say the heart of Gazadum beats within.”
“What are you going to do?” said Fierfelm his eyes wide, and he suddenly realized he wasn’t breathing.
Udor paused for a single heartbeat and then a grim smile came to his face, “Go to the High Council; tell them the ceremony is postponed. Go to the other master edoses and tell them the Deep Forge is closed, closed for at least a year. Then go to the Hall of Relics, smash the case where the Staff of Faelom rests, bring it to me!”
The young dwarf hesitated for the briefest of moments and thought to suggest to Udor that such an action might well get him in quite a bit of trouble, of the capital kind, but one look at the dwarf, his eyes ablaze, squelched any protest in its infancy. “Yes, master Udor. It will be done.”



Chapter 1


“I’m telling you,” said a young dwarf with broad shoulders and a dull but excited expression on his face as he sat the heavy stone table and set a thick pewter mug down with a thump. “It’s just sitting there. No guards, no wards, no nothing. It’s there for the taking!” He wore a light blue tunic stitched with the symbol of an anvil along the chest and one yellow bar across the right sleeve. His eyes were a dark brown that approached black and he wore a sloppy fishtail braid that held his hair in check although a number of strands seemed to have escaped. His beard was short and banded by only a single bronze hoop with a tiny yellowish gemstone in the center that was so small it almost blended into invisibility.
“Do you think there’s a reason for that?” said a petite halfling girl at the chair to his right as she took a sip of an emerald liquid from a dainty little glass with a long stem. Her long blonde hair reached down to her waist and she winked at the third member of the party, a young dwarf, who sat opposite her at the table. Her eyes were a strange golden yellow with tiny little pupils of darkest black. She wore a colorful blouse of thick wool embroidered with little hammers and bellows of pink and blue.
“Who cares if there’s a reason,” said the first dwarf picking up his own mug that was filled with a dark brown fluid that made a sloshing sound as he poured a generous amount down his throat. The mug had the picture of a tall mountain in bas relief on its side and he slammed it to the table with a powerful crash. “It’s the Hammer of Fire! It’s ours for the taking if we want it. We’ll head west to Das’von, join Corancil’s invasion army, and make names for ourselves, and riches too!”
“Maybe you should consider why the hammer isn’t guarded,” said the third member of the gathering. He was also a dwarf although taller than his companion but with unbraided hair that barely reached the back of his neck. He wore a similar blue tunic as the first dwarf, although in place of the single yellow band there were three red stripes atop a blue chevron. “There might be a good reason.” His beard was short and carefully cropped with no band whatsoever.
At the tables around them sat dozens more dwarves with similar blue tunics although a few red and orange jerkins stood out in the crowd. The place was noisy and the loud tones of the first dwarf barely rose above the general din. A long bar stood against the far wall and half a dozen dwarf girls, each wearing a silver tunic with gold stitching around the sleeves in the pattern of interlacing fire tongs, scurried back and forth to it with alternately full and empty trays. Behind the bar three stout dwarves with heavy jerkins worked back and forth between sets of taps that dispensed frothy fluid when they pulled the levers.
“It’s because the thing is hot as a fire log and has been ever since it was made,” said the burly first dwarf, and pounding his fist on the thick stone table which did not shake even slightly. “Haven’t you been listening to what I’ve been saying?”
“I’ve become accustomed to tuning out your hair-brained schemes, Brogus,” said the tall dwarf with the short beard and raised his hand to one of the pretty dwarf girls. This one carried a heavy pitcher made of iron with thick handles crafted to look like an eagle, “Layla, our friend here needs another one to clear his mind.”
“I do need another one to clear my mind,” said the other dwarf as a large grin came across his face revealing a set of brown stained teeth, “but that doesn’t mean I don’t need another one, Dol.”
“As long as you’re buying,” said the halfling girl, holding out her suddenly empty little glass to the waitress, and giving a wink with her strange yellow eyes to Brogus.
“Oh no, no you don’t, Milli. That elf wine of yours costs more than my apprenticeship pays in a week. If you want another glass then pay yourself,” said Brogus with a shake of his head and a single slam of his fist on the table. This time the heavy blow caused the glasses to wobble slightly and some of Dol’s drink, still all but full, tipped over and spilled out with a gentle splash.
The halfling girl smiled, flipped her long hair, and in a trifling two young dwarf apprentices, their overalls washed clean, were over at the table, “I’ll buy for you, Milli,” they said in tandem as if practiced.
“Shut up!” said the first dwarf who wore one of the few orange cloaks in the tavern. His hair was red, tied back in a square 4-band braid, and held together by four golden clasps shaped like hammers. On his left sleeve three silver bands with two chevrons underneath showed and his beard came down almost to mid-chest. “I’m the senior and you’ll not interfere.”
“You may be senior at the forge but you can’t order me about here at Thokum’s,” said the taller of the two. He wore one of the blue jerkins although the bands and chevrons on his sleeves were more numerous than Dol’s. He shouldered the smaller dwarf aside and smiled at Milli, revealing teeth almost black from standing too close to the iron smelter. It was a common ailment among dwarves and wealthier members of the society often replaced their teeth with precious stones and solid gold.
Milli smiled winsomely and winked at him with one yellow eye, her long eyelashes fluttering briefly. “I was hoping someone brave enough might order me another drink.”
The stout dwarf smiled at her with goofy grin on his face, and this moment of inattention was all his companion needed as he landed a heavy blow to the side of his friend’s head. This bigger dwarf stumbled sideways for half a second but then turned to his competitorstill grinning but no longer in pleasure. He licked his lip and a trickle of blood came to his tongue. With a single motion he stepped forward and pushed the smaller dwarf with a quick extension of both his hands. The shorter dwarf braced his legs in anticipation of the blow and only rocked back on his heels slightly before he stepped forward and grabbed the bigger one by the lapels. “I’m your superior and you’ll do as I say wherever we are!”
“Every single time, Milli,” said Dol lifting his mug and pushing back and away from the table.
“What did I do?” said Milli, and held her hands up as she smiled from ear to ear. Her eyes twinkled as she turned her body slightly to get a better view of the two dwarves, now chin to chin and glaring at one another.
“I’ll buy the drink,” said the little one with the orange cloak as the two began to wrestle wildly. After a few moments the little one got the big one in headlock and drove him forward and into Dol’s chair. The bigger dwarf hit not the back of the chair, as was intended, but Dol’s shoulder. He cannoned off the short-haired dwarf, and fell over backwards to the stone floor as his eyes rolled back in his head and lay there unmoving.
Dol balanced his drink in one hand and shook his head as he looked once again at Milli. “You do this on purpose, every time.” The heavy blow to his shoulder went apparently all but unnoticed.
The winner staggered back, his hair disheveled, one of the braids loose in his hair, and smiled dazedly at Milli. “I’ll drink that get now,” he said and staggered off towards the bar giving a cheerful smile towards the halfling girl, “I’ve got it all taken care of.”
“See, that’s my point!” said Brogus and pointed to the vanquished apprentice on the floor who gave off a little groan. “We’ve got Dol on our side. His skin is as thick as a brick and you’ve seen him carry hot coals from the fire in his closed fist. That mother of his must have been made of ironwood.”
The young dwarf in question raised his eyes and stared at Brogus and held his gaze for several seconds before he spoke in steady, even tones, “My grandfather was a tree shepherd.”
“Grandfather, mother, uncle, cousin, what does it matter?” said Brogus as he stood up and looked down at Dol with his eyes shining intensely and his fists clenched in front of him. “You’ve skin as thick and tough as any dwarf ever born and you could take…,” he seemed prepared to continue but a kick under the table from Milli stopped him in mid-sentence.
“Sit down and listen for once,” she said her smile gone and with a slight little twitch of her nose. “Brogus, just because everyone says you’re stupid doesn’t mean you have to act stupid all the time.”
Brogus stared defiantly at her for half a second but was unable to maintain the gaze, sat down with a thump, and rubbed his ankle through the thick hide boot on his foot. “You’ve got sharp little toes for such a pretty thing,” he said in a lowered tone and with a glance at Milli.
Milli smiled and the slightest hint of red came to her cheeks, “Brogus, do you think that just because it’s mainly apprentices and a few craftsmen here that there aren’t spies for the elders, the High Council members?” she said in a softer tone.
“I… I got excited,” said Brogus with his lips pursed and his chin tucked down into his thick neck. “Think of what we can do with the hammer! You’ll always be a foreigner here, a prisoner, I’m not smart enough to get far, and Dol… he’s… you know… a half-breed.”
“Brogus!” said Milli, her eyes came together and her hands slapped down on the table. “Don’t say that.”
“Why not?” said Dol with a shrug of his shoulders and in that same even tone. “It’s true enough, isn’t it?”
“It’s not that you’re a half-breed,” said Milli and folded her arms across her lithe chest. “It’s what half-breed means to the dwarves of Craggen Steep. To them it means you’re inferior by blood; that you can never do anything as well as a dwarf and that just isn’t true. You can sit there with no expression on your face and speak in a monotone all you want but you have to face the reality of what it means to be a half-breed,” she continued and stomped a foot on the stone floor of the tavern. “When you call yourself a half-breed you’re calling yourself inferior to the lowest born dwarf. And you know that’s just not true. It’s not even close to being true. You know you’re better than any of them, better than the Firefists, better than the Blackirons, and better than any old Drawhammer too! Tell me I’m wrong, go on, tell me!”
Dol stared at the pretty girl without blinking and finally shook his head although he remained resolutely silent on the subject.
“Nothing to say,” said Milli shaking her head which sent her long blonde hair swirling about. “That’s Dol for you. Not happy to get a promotion, not sad to be passed over. Just a block of wood. But, you remember this Mr. Delius, you remember that I know better. There’s a heart beating under your skin, not wood, and I know it. Someday you’ll know it too.”
Silence engulfed the trio. At a nearby table sat an older dwarf, his beard nearly a foot long and with three gold bands, a middle aged dwarf woman with graying hair tied back in a long ponytail, and two young girls who giggled at one another and stole surreptitious glances at Dol and his friends. The girls, no more than six or seven, looked to the table where they seemed fixated on Dol, then at each other where the covered their mouths as they giggled, and then back at the table where the three sat.
After a few more moments of silence between the three at the table the winner of the brawl returned and interrupted the silence. He put a little glass filled with an emerald liquid down in front of the halfling girl. “Here you go, Milli,” he said with a broad smile and a quick glance to the dwarf who still lay on the floorgiving off little groans now and again.
“Thank you… was it Otis?” she asked, giving him just the slightest of passing glances before turning her attention back to her companions.
“Umm… no, it’s Grephuk, Grephuk Ironspike, I’m a master apprentice in the upper forge. We met once at a party that…” He replied but Milli cut him off.
“Well, I almost remembered, you’re a real dear, thank you ever so much but could you leave me and my friends alone for just a moment.”
The dwarf stared at the two young men at the table with narrowed eyes and a curled lip that was already showing signs of swelling from the recent fight, “Well, ok, but if you need anything you just ask for Grephuk Ironspike, all right? I’m master apprentice at the upper forge, right?”
Milli nodded her head distractedly, “Of course I will, Ironside was it?”
“Ironspike… Grephus Ironspike, I’m a master apprentice,” he repeated and pointed to the bands on his sleeve. “That’s what the orange means. Blue means junior apprentice,” he continued emphasizing the word junior and gazing at the two dwarves at the table.
“I’ve lived in Craggen Steep long enough to know what colored jerkins means what,” said Milli and turned to face the dwarf with a roll of her eyes and a withering glance. “Are you saying I don’t know one grade from the next?”
“No, no, I didn’t… I mean,” started the dwarf as he backed away from the table in little stutter steps, “I just… what I meant to say
…,” he tried to continue but Milli turned her back to him and he stood there stammering for a little while, then bent down to help his friend up, and the two retreated back to the bar arm in arm.
Dol watched the dwarves go and then turned back to the table and Milli and Brugus, “I don’t like to admit it,” he said in a quiet voice with the slightest inflexion of sadness.
“Admit what,” said Brogus, having lost track of the conversation and wearing a quizzical expression on his youthful face. “What don’t you like to admit?”
“Actions should determine promotion,” he said looking down at the table and shaking his head. “Those who do well make promotion, those who don’t get left behind.”
“But, what don’t you want to admit?” said Brogus again as he leaned forward in his seat and put his hands on the thick stone table. “Either you don’t talk at all or you talk in riddles, Dol.”
“That I might be…,” started Dol.
At this second, before he could say that last terrible word, one of the young dwarf girls at the nearby table dashed across the divide between the two groups, snatched at Dol’s hair with a quick motion, and then ran back to her table where she opened her hand and showed something to her sister. Both girls broke into a fit of giggles and looked back and forth between the object and Dol.
Dol stopped in mid-sentence, slumped with his shoulders, slowly shook his head, and gave out a long sigh. Milli sat there with her mouth open for a half a second and then burst into a fit of laughter before she could cover her mouth with her hands. “I’m sorry, it’s just funny,” she said trying to stifle her laughs.
Suddenly the father of the girls was at the table with a serious expression on his face, “I’d like to apologize for my daughters,” he said a scowl on his craggy face, but this apology triggered another bout of laughter from Milli and Brogus’ own harsh guffaws soon joined in. Dol sat there quietly and looked at the two with black eyes through narrowed lids.
“It’s ok,” he said to the older dwarf, “it happens all the time.”
Milli shrieked with laughter and pounded Brogus on the back as the dwarf beat his fists onto the table, his face growing redder by the moment.
“I’m going to pee myself,” he finally gasped and this sent Milli off into another gale of shrieks.
The older dwarf stood at the table for much of this but eventually nodded his head to Dol and put down a small, green apple on the table. It looked about the size of a cherry but the surface was crisp and it had the distinctive shape of an apple. “You’ll be wanting this back then?”
Milli shrieked, fell out of her seat, and started to roll around on the floor while Brogus buried his face in his arms as his body shook with laughter.
Dol sat with a stony face, took the little apple, looked at it closely, put it into his pants pocket, and then waited for Milli and Brogus to stop laughing.
“I’m sorry,” said Milli gasping for breath as she regained her seat, “you have to admit, it gets funnier every time.”
“Maybe you should ask me if I want to do it,” said Dol in a low tone filled with strength. “There are times I find life here in Craggen Steep… trying,” he continued as he looked over at the table of the young girls and shook his head sadly.
“I thought when you kept your hair short-like they didn’t grow?” said Milli and then, suddenly realizing that Dol was not talking about the apples that grew in his hair, turned to him, “You’d want to do what?”
Dol looked at her and shook his head, “I could shave my head bald but then I’d be even more of a curiosity here in Craggen Steep. You know I don’t like people looking at me, talking about me. They just keep getting worse as I get older. When I was a teenager it was only once a year or so but now they pop-up at any time.”
“No, no, forget about the apples, your hair. Ask you what you want to do with what?” insisted Milli as another little burst of giggles erupted from her mouth unbidden.
“The Hammer of Fire,” said Dol in a low voice but there was passion in it. “If we take it, what do I want to do with it?”
“So, you’ll help us!” said Brogus his eyes glowing as he leaned forward at the table. “Dol, we can’t do it without you, you know that. Someone has to carry the thing.”
“First we have to decide what to do with it,” said Dol his face humorless and his gaze steady.
“It was my idea to steal the thing,” said Brogus with a broad grin as he nodded his thick head up and down and tapped his chest with a thick forefinger. “You two figure out what do with it.”
“Go ahead, take credit where credit is due Brogus,” said Milli with a smile and gave the burly dwarf a pat on the back. “Dol here might actually be able to hold onto the Hammer of Fire, but he’s right. We need to figure out what do with it once we take it. I’m not going to join the army on some five year campaign to subdue the southern continent, Corancil or no Corancil. They have nomadic horsemen down there and the desert sun can’t be good for my skin. I’ve lived my life indoors, under the mountain. I see the way dwarves come back from the caravan trades all burned red and peeling.”
“Why not just join up with Corancil?” said Brogus. “He’s already conquered most of the northern realms, Das’von, Stav’rol. They say he’ll be emperor one day, that he’ll control the entire world. If we join him we can be part of all that. The expedition to the southern continent is gathering now. We should join him. You know the High Council will never allow a dwarf army to join him. It really wouldn’t be the hidden city of Craggen Steep if we went marching around the world now would it?”
“No,” replied Dol suddenly using his toneless voice again as he shook his head.
“Where’s that apple?” asked Brogus changing the subject once again and causing Milli to burst out in laughter and the thick jawed dwarf followed. It took Milli and Brogus a few minutes to calm down from this second bout of hysterics, although each time they almost settled, another would trigger more laughter with a small facial movement or even just a little hiccup. They only stopped when the waitress gave them a sour look and refused to come near their table. All the while Dol sat silently and stared at his mug of beer.
“So you’ll do it?” said Brogus, finally calm enough to speak, as he leaned over the table an eager grin on his face and his eyes wide to the point where white showed all around. “You’ll take the hammer and head out with us?”
“Dol, you know if you do it you’ll break your apprenticeship contract. You won’t be allowed back in Craggen Steep unless you can pay your indemnity,” said Milli, her yellow eyes suddenly dark and the bright smile gone.
The short haired dwarf shrugged his shoulders and looked around the room at all the young dwarves who wore advanced apprenticeship badges on their sleeves and then looked at Milli, “You were right earlier, there’s no hope for a half-breed like me, not here at least.”
Milli reached over the table to touch his hand although Dol pulled back and leaned against the back of his seat. “I was too harsh, you know that’s not completely true, Dol. You’re as fine a metal smith as any young man your age. It’s because you’re so useful in the forge that they haven’t promoted you too much, because of your… natural characteristics. You could stay and make a fine living.”
“Shut up, Milli,” said Brogus. “He’s right. We’re all stuck here for life unless we do something bold.”
“It doesn’t matter what holds me back, my heritage, my natural ability, the point is that there is no future for me at Craggen Steep,” said Dol with a bit of fire in his voice, a shrug of his shoulders, and a glance at the table of giggling girls. “Why not take the thing? I’m with Milli though, I won’t join up with some army, and I won’t take it without a plan. I want to do something with it. Something that will make people remember.”
“Make our fortune!” said Brogus his voice once again slightly too loud as Milli shushed him with a delicate finger to her rosy lips.



Chapter 2


Visitors filled the workshop of First Edos Fierfelm Sunspire and the old dwarf looked around with a deep frown, partially hidden by his long beard, as he contemplated his many guests. It wasn’t the cost of the food and beverage that the First Edos was required to provide that angered him so much as the amount that would surely end up on his floors and workbenches. His useless young chief apprentice, Cleathelm Firefist, busied himself entertaining the various dignitaries in the room and failed utterly to follow Fierfelm’s orders about glasses on coasters. He sighed. The office was virtually the same as when he first came here under the tutelage of old Udor. That was before the Hammer of Fire, before the glory of its creation and the adulation of the entire city. But, even now the tools hung in the same spots, the work bench sat in the same place, although perhaps with one or two more burns and stains, the great weapons rested on the walls in exactly the same places with the notable exception of the Hammer of Fire. The hammer went up on the wall in the most prominent position in the room the day after Udor retired. It had not been moved since. The haft, the bottom half of the greatest elf weapon in history, the Staff of Faelom, proved far too hot for anyone to handle for more than a few seconds and special pegs in the wall, made from ceramics infused with diamonds, kept it in place. The great hammer head glowed with a deep red from within its silver surface and seemed to gently throb like the heart of a great dragon at rest.
“It’s an awful chance,” said an immensely fat dwarf with apparently half a pie evenly dispersed between beard and mouth as he moved silently next to Fierfelm. He carried a huge silver plate in one hand piled high with eclairs and other little pastry desserts. The other hand held a massive mug hollowed out from a single crystal of gargantuan size and filled with a frothy, dark substance that smelled of yeast and hops. Despite his size and load the man moved with surprising agility and grace.
“What chance is that, Borrombus?” said Fierfelm raising his eyebrows and watching the trail of pie crust crumbs fall onto the floor. “Is it possible for you to keep some of the food on the plate?”
“Letting the boy and his friends take the hammer,” said Borrombus as he swallowed massive chunks of the dessert with well-practiced mastication. He wore a heavy leather jerkin and beautifully polished silver chain mail that, while fearsome in appearance, was actually quite light. The links for such armor were smaller and lighter than those worn by soldiers heading off to battle. “This is mighty fine pie you’ve served, Fierfelm. I’m glad you followed my advice for bakeries. I know it’s a bit more expensive but it’s important to impress those in power.”
“If you like the pie so much I would be most pleased if you could get more in your mouth and less on the floor.”
“You always were a tidy one,” said Borrombus with a shake of his massive head that loosed another avalanche of crumbs. “Your apprentices will clean everything up eventually. You should enjoy the party. We need to speak about the hammer though; my nephew has done his work and those children will likely steal the thing today. I remain unconvinced it is the proper course of action. You know how the High Council members are about hierarchy. Not a one of those children is from the three families and the girl doesn’t even have any dwarf blood in her veins at all. A Halfling girl, a foundling, a ward of the state. If she ends up telling people about Craggen Steep it could prove disastrous for the entire city.”
“I thought you wanted us to spread the word about Craggen Steep,” said Fierfelm. “That it was time to spread our wings and join the world?”
“Keep your voice down,” said Borrombus. “Yes, of course, that is all true but if it is one of the other races who does the telling that won’t go over well, even to those who sympathize with our cause. It should be a dwarf, preferably one from one of the good families. That will be more palatable to everyone and more useful to us.”
“If we wait for someone of good family to even have the ability to hold the thing then it will sit on that wall for another fifty years, a fine tribute to Udor that would be.”
“Now, now, now,” said Borrombus with a shake of his head that dislodged yet more pie although he filled the gap by stuffing half of a massive eclair into his mouth and chewing briskly until he was able to speak again. “Did I say that?” he asked and food sprayed out of his mouth, some ending up on the First Edos. “What I said was that you are taking an awful chance by encouraging the High Council to allow it out of Craggen Steep. You should have just let them steal it and not informed the Council at all. If the elders are embarrassed so much the better for Craggen Steep’s future.”
“That apprentice is the best chance I see of ever getting the hammer off the wall, into the hands of someone who can make use it, and I’ll be boiled in oil if I let this opportunity slip by,” said Fierfelm with his hands on his hips. “I promised Udor on his death bed that I’d make sure someone got to use it. I’ve waited half a century for an opportunity to make good on my word and I’ll not get another chance before I die.”
“Now, now, now,” repeated Borrombus as he hungrily eyed a platter of thick sausages that wandered by on the shoulder of a burly young dwarf who looked out of place in silken clothes rather than rough forge wear, “You were always a bit sentimental about Udor. I know he gave you your first chance here at the Deep Forge but your career is what you made it, not what he gave you. What sort of sausages are those?”
“It’s not purely loyalty, Borrombus,” said Fierfelm his eyes suddenly far away as he gazed across the room, “it’s the hammer. It is more than a thing of beauty hanging on a wall for admiration. It is a weapon, a terrible and wonderful weapon, and someone must use it. Have we become art loving elves here in Craggen Steep? So afraid of losing something of beauty that we hide it away for all eternity? Are we not dwarves? Creatures of stone, the warriors who overthrew the might of the elementals?”
Borrombus rolled his eyes as he motioned with his head to the boy carrying the plate of sausages, “Bring those back here, boy,” he said and then turned to Fierfelm. “Save the patriotic speeches for the High Council, you don’t have to convince me that the hammer is best served in Delius’s hands. He is something special is that boy, and there is no future for him here because of his blood taint. However, the elders are afraid he’ll use it to gain great glory and their own pure-blooded children will be slighted. You know how the Firefists are about their namesake,” here he lowered his voice and glanced at the young apprentice who greeted dignitaries by their first name with great familiarity as he moved around the room. “They foisted Cleathelm off on you to spy more than anything else. You must show caution. Don’t play all your cards or you’ll be outmaneuvered in High Council.”
“Damn caution,” spat Fierfelm his blue eyes ablaze and his fist clenched and raised in the air. “I’ve been cautious for too long now, afraid of the council, afraid of the three families of Craggen Steep. It’s now or not in my lifetime.”
“Lower your voice, my friend,” said Borrombus as he positioned his body between Fierfelm and several of the most gaudily bedecked dignitaries in the room who glanced their way with arched eyebrows and little shakes of their heads in disapproval. “I am a member of one of the three families as you well know and a member of the High Council also. The Blackirons are your friend and you have others as well. The young dwarves have heard Corancil speak. They are eager to join the world. Thousands of years of exile from the world. Think of all the dwarf champions and the deeds they could have accomplished.”
“I know that,” said Fierfelm and suddenly the fire went out of his eyes and he looked like a tired old dwarf. He hung his head and grumbled something inaudible but then looked back up at his rotund companion, “It’s just that sometimes I get so frustrated with the interminable slowness with which everything here in Craggen Steep is done. We are mired in ways, the three families, the High Council, even me, the First Edos. Times are changing fast in the world. Corancil conquered the northern realm and took Das’von almost two years ago. Now he plans to move against the nations to the south. He might succeed and conquer the entire world. Our hidden citadel cannot stand up against power like that. We must take action instead of hiding like children. Craggen Steep must strike out into the world, or at least help our dwarf brothers already out there.”
“Your opinion on the matter is well known in council, Fierfelm,” said Borrombus in a hushed tone. “You don’t have to broadcast it at every party we attend. The dwarves of Craggen Steep are slow moving it is true, but if you take things slowly, Dol Delius will get the hammer and perhaps the dwarves will move out into the world. However, if you antagonize the Firefist’s there is nothing the Blackiron’s can do for you. The Firefists have been against you ever since you beat out their sons for the position of chief apprentice. You’ve been First Edos for almost ten years now and they don’t trust you. You’re a Sunspire.”
“I earned that position,” said Fierfelm as he stood up to his full five foot three inches and glared down at Borrombus. “I earned the right to be First Edos ten years before they gave it to me.”
“By Davim you’ve grown crotchety in your old age, Fierfelm. Nobody says you don’t deserve to be First Edos. I’m just trying to give you a little friendly advice. I suggested this little get together so that you might impress the council members and have a better chance in session tomorrow. Now, why don’t you wipe that frown off your face, think about your wife and sons, and then get in there and start schmoozing with the Firefists, Blackirons, and anyone else who has a vote on the council?”
“I know, I know, Borrombus,” said the First Edos with a shrug of his shoulders as he gazed towards the revelers and shook his head. “You’ve been a good friend to me all these years and your advice is always sound. Do you really think there’s a chance they’ll let Delius take the Hammer of Fire out into the world?”
Borrombus smiled warmly and gave Fierfelm a pat on the back with a gentle shove, “You never know unless you try. Now get in there and sell!”
With that the First Edos went off into the party just as a young dwarf with a fierce scar along the left side of his face sidled over to Borrombus, “I couldn’t help but overhear you conversation, uncle,” he said in a low tone. He wore a senior apprentice’s orange jerkin and his long brown hair was unbraided. His beard was scraggly, partially dyed red, and he sneered as he watched the other apprentices in their finest gear trying their best to ingratiate themselves with the powerful dwarves in the room.
The fat dwarf didn’t even bother to look at the young man to his side as he replied, “And?”
“You know there is no chance the council will let that half-blooded tree freak take the Hammer of Fire, why do you encourage him?”
“He’s an old man with a dream, nephew,” replied Borrombus still not looking at the young dwarf. He went on in a low voice that didn’t carry much further than a few feet, “Besides, as long as the council thinks this only about the liberation of the hammer then they aren’t aware of our real scheme. Now, are you here to spoil everything or do you have something important to tell me?”
The rough dwarf nodded his head and fingered his partial beard, the scar on his face didn’t allow for any growth down the side of his left cheek, for a few long seconds before he continued in whispered tones, “The hammer’s guardians are occupied for the moment with a game of dice, but they cannot be distracted for long. The half-breed, Dol Delius, needs to move sometime in the next few hours or there will not be another chance. Once the council session starts in the morning they’ll likely bring the hammer into chambers, and after the petition is rejected they’ll post heavy guards to discourage thievery.”
“You’ve done well, nephew, and will be properly rewarded for your work,” replied Borrombus as he smiled and nodded his head. “Now, keep your eye on Cleathelm, the boy might prove troublesome before this is all over.”
“That idiot,” said the young dwarf with a grimace as he fingered a knife buckled to his belt. “I’ll see to him. We’ve a score to settle from when we were boys,” he continued and one hand came unconsciously to the scar along his face while the other continued to tap at the long dirk strapped at his side.
“No killing,” whispered Borrombus and turned to face the boy with a glare, “we don’t want to bring down the wrath of the Firefists just yet, we do not have enough votes in council nor enough warriors.”
“When will that change?” said the fiery young dwarf, “I grow weary of waiting, as do my friends. Corancil promises much for our services in the coming wars. Gold speaks loudly to dwarven ears.”
Borrombus laughed and shook his head, “Youth, was I ever that young? You must learn patience, nephew. Times are changing in the world and here at Craggen Steep; but you cannot hope to end nigh on five thousand years of tradition in one fell swoop. The Firefists and Drawhammers have much power, far more power than you can imagine. They have access to weapons, magic, that is beyond your ability to fully understand. If we Blackirons are to lead the new regime here, to become partners with Corancil, we must tread cautiously. I’m aware that is a word with which you are unfamiliar. Do not cross me, nephew. I have more to gain than you can imagine but I have much to lose.”
“I do not fear you nor anyone else,” whispered the dwarf back to his elder and once again fingered the long knife at his side, “you’ve always been too much a thinker and not a doer. Craggen Steep is old and tired. The sons of sons of sons are in command and energetic, fresh blood is excluded. That is death for any nation, even one as well guarded and powerful as our own.”
“Cool your ardor, nephew, contact Delius and his friends. Convince them the need for action is urgent but be cautious as well. I know your tendencies and if this plot gets back to the Firefists then all our lives are in jeopardy.”
The young dwarf nodded his head just as Cleathelm Firefist made his way over to the duo. “Hello Uldex, I didn’t think they invited riff-raff such as yourself to these sorts of things but then I remembered that you’re nephew to illustrious Borrombus Blackiron, Councilor Six more formally. Can I have someone get you a drink, something to eat, some proper clothes, a band for your beard, and perhaps even manners might be found somewhere?”
“I’m just leaving, Cleathelm,” said Uldex with a smile and a polite nod of his head. “My mother wanted to know what time Uncle Borrombus would return to the estate this evening as she needs to plan breakfast in the morning. You know how these social occasions can go on all night and tire out our elders.”
“Run along now, nephew,” said Borrombus with a large smile on his face. “Cleathelm, we haven’t spoken in months. I heard about your promotion to chief apprentice of the Deep Forge, that is quite a hammer in your father’s belt, he must be extremely proud,” went on the jolly dwarf as he hooked his arm under the apprentice’s and dragged him off in the direction of a large group of revelers.
Uldex watched them, his face a mask of ferocity, and then he turned and walked towards the bar where a beautifully dressed young dwarf poured out thick beer into massive mugs. The young dwarf with the scar walked directly behind the bar, reached underneath, and grabbed a decanter of some darkish fluid.
“You can’t…,” started the bartender but a scowl from Uldex silenced the sentence long before it finished.
“Who will stop me… you?” he said, turned, filled a mug, and walked away from the party.



Chapter 3


Milli and Brogus continued to argue as they made their way down a narrow corridor in the upper levels of the citadel where apprentices and lower class dwarves made their home. The rock walls were smoothed to a fine finish but an odor of wet laundry hung densely in the air and the ruts in the stone floor were worn by the passage of thousands of years of apprentices. “We can’t do anything without Dol,” said the heavyset dwarf as his feet slammed into the ground with plodding steps. The apprentice quarters were squat, low, and not particularly clean. Built after the liberation of Craggen Steep from the elementals and sized for dwarves, they had low ceilings, narrow halls, and impossibly small chambers where generation after generation of young dwarfs learned the craft of metal smithing. “He’s set in his ways. He wants to steal it but he won’t do it. He’s stubborn as a tree, once he says something there’s no changing him.”
“You think I don’t know that, Brogus?” said Milli looking down at her feet as they walked. “Ugh, I hate coming up to this level of the mountain, I can’t believe they make you live in these little cubby holes.”
“You’ve got it good,” said Brogus as a young dwarf staggered passed and attempted to fit a key into a door across from them. “You’ve got the wrong cubby, Tomos. You’re one corridor over.”
The drunken dwarf waved his hand, mumbled something, and continued to try and fit his key in the lock.
“That’s Minodon’s,” tried Brogus again, “He’ll pound you to goblin size if you wake him. He’s on day shift at the forge.”
Milli looked at her companion and shook her head, “They’re all like that now. Anyone from one of the three families doesn’t try because promotion is certain, and the rest of you have given up because there is no chance for advancement. We have to get out of here. The city is dying.”
“So why didn’t you help me back there? If you had tried to tell him then he would have gone along, you know I’m right Milli. You can convince any dwarf of anything with those big yellow eyes of yours. We’re helpless against them.”
A low cough caught the duos attention as they rounded a corner in the apparently endless maze of the upper corridors and a dwarf figure stepped out towards them. Brogus’s hand immediately went to his side where he fingered a knife when he spotted a young dwarf with a scar down the left side of his face appear out of the shadows. “Don’t sneak around like that, Uldex,” he said and positioned himself between the newcomer and Milli.
“Hello, Millasandra,” said Uldex with a nod of his head to Milli. “It’s good to see you again. I’ve missed you.”
“Don’t even try it,” said Brogus as he put his hand on the dwarf’s chest and pushed him back a step. “She doesn’t want to talk to you and don’t forget what happened last time we tangled.”
Uldex eyes flickered briefly at Brogus and then he turned back to Milli, “We need to talk about the Hammer of Fire, Milli.”
The Halfling girl crossed her arms in front of her slim chest, her lips narrowed, her eyes turned cool, and she shook her head, “What do we have to talk about at all?”
Brogus glared at the other dwarf, his eyes raging with fire, “What do you know about the hammer anyway?”
“Keep out of this, Brogus,” said Uldex with another quick glance at Brogus, “I’m the one who put the idea of stealing the thing in Milli’s head in the first place.”
“That’s not true,” said Brogus his voice raising as several passers-by glanced in their direction.
“Can we talk somewhere privately?” said Uldex and took a step closer to Milli. “I owe you an apology… from before.”
“I took that apology out on your face,” said Brogus as Milli stood silently with her arms crossed on her chest and her eyes still cool with disdain.
“Just because I let you beat me once doesn’t mean I will let it happen again,” said Uldex and turned to face Brogus directly. His lips curled into a snarl and his chin jutted forward like a mountain ram ready to slam heads with a rival.
“Let me?”
“Let you!”
“Brogus,” intervened Milli, and put her hand on the big dwarf’s shoulder, “let me and Uldex talk for a minute, will you please?”
“I don’t like him, Milli,” said Brogus and took a step towards the dwarf with the long scar who stood his ground and glared back. The two continued to glare at one another until Milli spoke again.
“I know you don’t, Brogus, but I’m a big girl, I can take care of myself, now, please, let Uldex and me talk alone for a moment. You’re attracting too much attention,” this last as she looked around at several small groups of young apprentices that traversed the same hallway as them. One was a group of dwarves, just finishing a shift at one of the forges to judge by their filthy clothes and the smell of cinder that emanated from them, talking just around the bend. One of the young fellows kept glancing in the direction of the two belligerents and Milli.
Brogus looked at Milli for a moment, his dark eyes like little coals and then turned back to the dwarf with the scar, “I’ll be right over there, so don’t try anything funny.”
Uldex gazed back at him impassively with his jaw firm but said nothing and eventually Brogus, with one final sneer, turned and walked a few yards away to leave the two alone.
Uldex leaned forward and pounded his fist into his hand, “Milli, why aren’t you getting ready to take the damn thing already? I thought we had this all settled. I already told my uncle and he’s working with the First Edos. What are you doing here in the upper levels and where is that freak Delius?”
“Dol won’t do it,” said Milli with a shrug of her slender shoulders. “And he’s not a freak.”
“You said you could convince him; tonight’s the night, after that they’re going to lock the thing up in the Hall of Relics and you’ll never get at it. He might be a freak you like, Milli, but you can’t get around it, he’s a freak.”
“Dol won’t do it unless there is some grand scheme to be achieved,” said Milli with a shake of her head that sent her hair swirling so that it brushed against Uldex. “I thought reminding him of being passed over for promotion, again, would be enough but it wasn’t. He needs a reason to steal it. He’s like that. He’s slow to act, always thinking, and meditating. It’s that damned tree blood in his veins, however it got there. And, I don’t like that word, don’t use it again.”
The dwarf breathed in for a moment, the fresh scent of her hair even stronger than the wet odor of decay that permeated the hallways, and blinked his eyes a couple of times before he managed to gather his thoughts. “Just stealing? Is that what he thinks? It’s a much grander scheme than that. This isn’t just about the hammer; it’s about all of Craggen Steep, the malaise that’s swept through this place. The High Council is corrupted, the three families are stagnant.”
“None of that matters to Dol. You don’t know him like I do, Uldex. When Dol signed his apprentice papers it meant something to him.”
“Those things don’t mean anything! Young dwarves break their apprenticeships all the time. All you have to do is pay the thing off later and nobody cares. I bet half the High Council members did it and almost every story you hear about one hero or another starts off with a dwarf abandoning his apprenticeship,” said Uldex speaking with passion, his hands waving in front of his scarred face. He also moved a few inches closer to Milli and breathed in deeply.
“He’s a quarter tree, once he sets his roots into something he won’t let go. We need to find something heroic to do once we steal the hammer and then he’ll go along. He doesn’t care about the High Council, or the malaise of Craggen Steep, or about your schemes to take over with your uncle.”
“What about Corancil? He took over in Das’von and Stav’rol. They say he’s building an army to invade the southlands and unite the entire continent as a single empire. Isn’t that reason enough to steal the hammer, to join his army? Think of the adventure, the riches. I’d do it myself if I could hold the thing. And I’d take you with me, Milli. All over the world, to see, to do, to live!”
“We thought of that,” said Milli as her cheeks reddened slightly and she flicked her head, sending her hair in a whirl around her face, “Dol doesn’t want to join an army. He wants to do something by himself. I know him, Uldex. He’ll never do it without a plan and without Dol no one can wield the thing.”
Uldex looked at Milli for a long time and they stood gazing at one another. “What ever happened with us?”
Milli rolled her eyes, “You were sleeping with every dwarf maiden of good family who couldn’t resist your bad boy charm as I recall. It wasn’t a short list.”
“Oh, there was that; what if I told you I’d reformed?”
“I wouldn’t fancy you if you turned into a good boy,” said Milli with a grin.
“Well then,” said Uldex with a smile and a wink.
“And I’ve gone off bad boys,” she replied with a frown.
“Where does that leave us?”
“Nowhere,” said Milli sharply. “Talk to your uncle or the First Edos, they’ve got to have an idea of what Dol can do with the hammer, something heroic, something for the ages, something people will talk about forever.”
Uldex pounded his fist into his hand again, “There isn’t time, you have to understand, Milli, they’re going to lock thing in the Hall of Relics after tonight. It’ll be guarded twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week; you have to convince Dol tonight.”
Milli shook her head and pursed her lips, “It’s you who doesn’t understand Uldex. Dol’s mind is made up. You have to go back to your uncle, find something for Dol to do, and then we’ll steal the thing wherever they lock it up. The First Edos is on our side, that’s what you said.”
Uldex shook his head and looked at the ground, “You know that this is about more than stealing the hammer, Milli. The Firefists have had control of the High Council for too long now. It’s time for a change at the top and stealing the hammer is only the first part of the plan. Once the Blackirons take control, things will start changing around here. We’ll announce ourselves publicly to the world. Send an army of our finest soldiers to join Corancil in the invasion of the southlands, we’ll become an important nation in the new empire being forged. You have to convince Dol, Milli. You can do it; you can convince any dwarf of anything. There are probably less than a dozen girls on the whole mountain that aren’t dwarves, and you’re by far the prettiest. This is important, Milli. There is a lot more going on than I’ve told you about.”
“Keeping secrets again, Uldex?” said Milli with a shake of her head and she put her hands on her hips.
“It’s not like that, Milli,” said Uldex his voice raising on octave as he held his hands out towards her. “I don’t know for certain what my uncle has in mind but the Blackirons have stood behind the Firefists for too long. I don’t know what the plan is, I don’t know anything that my uncle doesn’t want me to know, I just hear hints, rumors, things, but the Firefists, they’re crafty and powerful.”
“So you are keeping secrets,” said Milli.
“It’s a feeling, an idea, I don’t know anything for certain, but Borrumbus, he’s up to something and I want to be part of it. I want to get in early because whoever comes out on top is going to be an important person, Milli. I could be that somebody if there’s a change at the top. You could be there with me, if you wanted,” he finished and put his hand on her shoulder. “We could be there together.”
“You’ll always be a hired thug, Uldex,” said Milli her face hardening into an expressionless mask. “They can put you in the finest gold robes and you’ll never be more than that.”
Uldex’s face dropped, he closed his mouth and stared at her for a few long seconds that seemed to take an eternity. “Well, maybe you’re right, but I’ll help you anyway, that’s how much of a thug I am. I’ll talk to Uncle Borrombus and see if they can come up with something for Dol. But you work on him too, get him hungry for the hammer; you can make men do whatever you want if you put your mind to it, Milli.”
Milli nodded her head and started to reach out with her hand to touch Uldex on the shoulder but then stopped at the last moment, “I’ll speak with Dol,” she finally said and then turned back to where Brogus waited with his face still in a grimace and his hand at the dirk on his hip. “Meet me tomorrow afternoon by the fountains on the grand deck, maybe we’ll see a dragon fly by, I’ve heard Corancil is gathering them for the assault.”
Uldex nodded and vanished into the shadows while Milli walked over to her friend with a smile on her face although her hand twitched nervously at her side.



Chapter 4


“It’s cramped in here, Cleathelm,” said the little half-breed goblin to the raw boned dwarf chief apprentice as they sat knees to chest in a small alcove that overlooked a darkened room below. The alcove, although old and high up in the wall was as clean as a newly scrubbed floor and its marble surface reflected light from the sharp blade in the hand of the goblin creature. Above them an iron bound painting depicted a snarling dwarf warrior his axe raised high over his head. The work was of fine quality, and the frame, filigreed with gold wire and gemstones spaced at regular intervals, stood out like little stars in the night.
“Shut up, Blaggard,” replied the big dwarf and gave the other fellow a quick elbow in the ribs to drive home the point. “They’ll be along shortly and we’ll catch them in the act. Then you get to interrogate them. You’ll like that, it’s your specialty.”
The little fellow twisted his dagger so that it reflected light around the chamber below them and smiled to show numerous sharp teeth that spoke of a darkling heritage, “I like to ask questions.”
“I know you do, that’s why you’re along, my father will be well pleased when we catch Delius trying to steal the staff,” said Cleathelm and spun a short throwing axe around and around in his hand. It looked recently sharpened witha knob at the end of the handle emblazoned by a flaming fist.
The little goblin took in his breath with a sharp gasp, clenched his small dagger so hard his knuckles turned white, and turned to face the bigger dwarf with wide eyes and an open mouth, “You didn’t say it was Dol. He’s a tough one.”
“So what, and keep your voice down, they’ll be along any minute. This is the last day the hammer is out in the open like this and they’ll want to steal it. Hopefully they’ll tell on that little rotter Uldex and his uncle Borrombus as well, and that’ll be the end of any of their plans. We are the Firefists, the rightful rulers of Craggen Steep for the last five thousand years.”
The goblin sheathed the dagger at his side and intertwined his fingers from both hands as his eyes shifted back and forth between the chamber below and the dwarf at his side, “I thought the Drawhammers were the first family in Craggen Steep,” said the darkling blooded creature as it jabbed its boot into the hard marble with no effect.
“What do you know about the politics of Craggen Steep you, half-breed imbecile,” said the young chief apprentice as he turned to look back out onto the chamber below them. It was the room of the First Edos and not many had the key to the place. The view from this high was quite different from below where the weapons of four hundred First Edoses hung on the walls. Cleathelm leaned forward and peered around the edge of the alcove to his right and stared, eye to eye, with a delicate short sword that glowed blue in the dim light of the darkened room. He remembered studying every weapon in the room at one point early in his apprenticeship but couldn’t for the life of him remember the story behind that sword. It was something about a young elf prince but he couldn’t remember more and spat a long blob of phlegm out onto the floor where it landed with a wet splat. “I’ll make the old bastard pay for making me scrub the floors. I’m a Firefist, not some goblin scullery maid.”
“You didn’t say it would be Dol,” said the half-breed goblin after a short while as he carefully studied the burly dwarf at his side. Cleathelm was powerful and good with the axe according to everyone but obviously not too bright. Perhaps he could get more out of this if he played his dice right. “If it’s Dol, I want more money for the job.”
“A bargain is a bargain,” said Cleathelm and jabbed the half-breed with his elbow again.
“Not if it’s made under false pretenses; you said two apprentices and the yellow-haired halfling girl,” said Blaggard, a little spittle of drool appearing at his lips.
“And it is two apprentices and a halfling girl,” Cleathelm. “No negotiations. The deal is done.”
“It’s just the four of us,” said Blaggard with a glance towards another pair of alcove across the room. “And it’ll be Dol we have to subdue. You can say no negotiations until your face turns blue but I’ll climb down and leave right now if you don’t double the payment,” he continued with a sidelong glance at the big dwarf. He even made a motion to move forward towards the ledge of alcove.
“You make too much of him. He’s got a tough hide and he knows how to use a weapon, I’ll give you that but there are four of us. Besides, he’ll probably have the little halfling girl with him. You’d like interrogating her, wouldn’t you?”
“But,” repeated Blaggard with another glance up at his companion and his eyes narrowed into a calculating squint, “it’s Dol. He’ll break you in half and do the same to me. I want double the pay or I’m leaving right now.”
“There are four of us and we’ll be taking them by surprise,” insisted Cleathelm although the certainty in his voice faded as he looked across the alcove to his companions.
The little half-breed stared at him with unblinking eyes that glowed yellow in the dark room.
“Stop worrying or I’ll pummel you and question them myself,” Cleathelm snarled, but Blaggard continued to stare at him and move his head in little back and forth motions. “If you don’t stop looking at me like that I’ll break your face right now. We can take him and his friends no problem. If he scares you so much then just stay up here and hide while we take care of business.”
“Ok,” said Blaggard, crossing his arms in front of his knees, curling up into a smaller little ball, and ducking his head down.
“Damn you,” said Cleathelm. “We need you to do the talking; you’re clever with the knife. Fine, I’ll give you double what we agreed but that’s it, no more. Agreed?”
The little goblin restrained his smile, put his hand to his chin as if to think about it a little longer, and then nodded his head slowly, “I agree but that means the half you paid me up front is not enough. Give me half of the new price.”
“I didn’t bring enough to pay you that much,” said Cleathelm and unconsciously moved his hand towards the purse full of coins at his side, “you greedy little bastard.”
“A dwarf calling a goblin greedy?” said Braggard with a smile, “That’s the rat calling the vulture disgusting.”
“What?” said Cleathelm. “What is that supposed to mean?”
Braggard blinked his eyes once, started to open his mouth, but then thought better of it, “Never mind, just give me what you’ve got and we’ll figure the rest out after.”
“Fine,” grumbled the dwarf, and began to shift around in the little alcove to retrieve the coin pouch from his belt but succeeded only in almost kicking his axe over the side. He managed to grab it with a quick stab, “Damn it,” he said, “squeeze over and give me some room. I can’t get at my coins.”
“I can see it,” said Braggard reaching forward with grasping little hands, the nails dirty and bitten down to almost the nub. “Let me do it for you.”
Cleathelm slapped away the little goblin’s hand with a violent motion, “Get your filthy paws away from my coin, you little rotter.”
“Could it be there’s more in there they you let on,” said the goblin with a grin as he snatched his hand back and away from the dwarf. “Nasty, lying little dwarf.”
“Go piss yourself,” said Cleathelm in a loud voice, and shoved the little goblin into the corner, struggled to his feet, banged his head against the top of the alcove, and cursed loudly. After a bit he tugged his coin purse from his side and spilled out a few gold coins although it was clear the bag held far more of the metal pieces. “There you go you little blood sucking leech. All you goblins are the same. I don’t know why we tolerate you darkling types in Craggen Steep. The place should be kept for pure-blooded dwarves. The rest of you taint the place.” He tried to kick Braggard but in the tight confines almost lost his balance and plunged over the edge. He managed to catch himself at the last moment and sat back down with a thump.
Braggard examined the gold coins; on one side was a two-headed axe while the obverse showed a dwarf carrying a tower shield emblazoned with the symbol of a heavy hammer. “Good coins you dwarves make,” he said. “The gold is fine quality and the weight true. I’ve heard you make platinum coins as well and fine quality gemstones cut by masters.”
“Shut your yap,” said Cleathelm. “You’ll get no more from me, no gold, no conversation, no friendship. You do your job and we go our separate ways. Count yourself lucky I don’t report you to the High Council and have the guards finish you once and for all. I could do it you know, my father is on the Council.”
“Awww, don’t be like that,” said Braggard although it was everything he could manage to keep the chuckle out of his tone. “We can do business in the future. You can’t blame a goblin for negotiating a fair price.”
“Just shut up and wait,” said Cleathelm and leaned back into the alcove so that his back rested against the rear wall. “Keep a sharp eye out.”
The next few hours passed in abject silence as the two shifted in place now and again, and stretched their arms and legs to keep the blood circulating. Eventually a loud whisper came from across the way, “Cleathelm?”
“Be quiet over there,” whispered back the dwarf although he used the opportunity to climb to his feet and lean out a bit.
“Watch your clodhoppers,” said Braggard, pulling his hand out of the way at the last moment.
“What?” came another, louder whisper from across the room.
“I said be quiet,” said Cleathelm in a louder voice.
“What?” came the reply.
“For the love of Davim, I said be quiet,” shouted Cleathelm across the divide. “We’re trying to catch Delius and the others red-handed. If you keep shouting what chance is there of that?”
“I don’t think they’re coming,” yelled the voice in a loud tone that carried easily across the room and seemed to echo in the workshop. “I’m getting cramps and I’m hungry. Did you bring any food?”
“Yeah, I’m hungry too,” said another voice from across the way. “I didn’t think we’d be stuck up here for hours. You said they’d come first thing, Cleathelm.”
“Will all of you just shut up!” shouted Cleathelm as he shifted back in the forth in the small alcove unable to pace effectively. “Will you give me some room,” he said and glared down at the little goblin who was curled up into the corner like a mouse hiding from the cats.
“I don’t think they’re coming,” said the little half-breed from his position and shrugged his shoulders.
“They’ll come, this is their only chance to get the hammer.”
“Maybe they don’t want the hammer,” said Blaggard, looked up from his curled position, and managing to sidle slightly away from the ready elbow that the dwarf brandished.
“They want the damn hammer,” repeated Cleathelm. “I overheard Fierfelm talking about it. He made some stupid promise to the old First Edos. It’s all arranged.”
“What if they changed their minds?” said the half-breed in a low tone and tried to scoot even further away from Cleathelm. “What if the First Edos was playing a trick on you?”
“I’m getting thirsty,” rang out a voice from across the hall.
“Fine,” shouted back Cleathelm and gave off a loud blast of breath, “climb down and get some food and drink for all of us. We might be here all night.”
This proclamation elicited groans and murmurs of protestation but eventually a heavily armed dwarf, wearing thick chain mail with a war axe strapped to his side, started to climb down from the opposite alcove although his axe slipped out of belt and clattered to the ground with a loud bang.
“For the love of Davim,” shouted Cleathelm, “will you keep it down, morons!”
It took the short legged dwarf another a few seconds to scramble down the side of the wall and then more time yet to gather his weapon, “Sorry about that.”
After the squat little dwarf wandered off another voice came shouting across the divide, “I have to pee.”
The half-breed goblin next to Cleathelm laughed until a well-placed elbow dug into his ribs, but even then he couldn’t help but snicker now and again as they awaited the return of their food.



Chapter 5


Milli sat in the narrow confines of her little room, although quite spacious compared to the quarters of the young apprentices, and looked at the frayed and faded gold paint that edged the woodwork trim around the base of her door and sighed deeply. She knew every detail of the room that served as her residence from a time before she could remember. She knew, by heart, the story of how a caravan of dwarf iron traders found her in the smoke filled ruin of her village after an attack by raiders. She’d heard it so often now that when she saw one of the elders giving her that look and the self-satisfied grin that came with it she knew exactly what was coming. Now that she was old enough to recognize the signs she generally fled to the room they gave her all those years ago and waited a few hours. She knew every nook and cranny of the place from the faded gold paint — these dwarves loved their gold — to the smooth marble floors where she broke her nose in a fall as a young girl. The older she got the more male dwarves, both young and old, liked to grab her by the arm and tell her stories about how grateful she should be to have a home here in Craggen Steep, the hidden citadel; how only a few non-dwarves ever lived inside the city in its long, rich history; how she could never go to the outside world where she might betray the secret of its location.
After a bit more staring she went over to a little cherry wood table in the corner of the room that was at just the right height for her to sit and write. It was a gift from a dwarf for her tenth birthday and she ran her finger over the initials carved into the top surface. Wood was a rarity here in Craggen Steep where metal or stone furniture was the norm. She opened a leather bound booklet and flipped through the pages, stopping now and again to read a passage, as a little smile came to her face and the hint of a tear to her eye. “I don’t want to leave but I can’t stand to stay anymore,” she said out-loud just as a firm thump came from the heavy stone door to her right. “Who is it?” she said wearily without looking up from the diary. It was certainly one of the dozen of higher class dwarf suitors that plagued her these days in ever increasing numbers. Of course, they didn’t want wives, no, that would be scandalous as their children would be half-breeds. Pretty mistresses they could shower with gifts and affection was more to their taste.
“The First Edos,” said a gruff voice and Milli’s eyes suddenly opened wide and she scanned the room quickly, her head moving back and forth.
“I’ll be right there,” she said, and immediately darted over to her bed, grabbed some of her underthings, looked around, and then stashed them under the mattress. She glanced around the room a second time, took a step towards the door, then went back over to the desk and shut the dairy, before finally moving to the heavy stone door and opening it with only the slightest pull. “Hello?” she said to the elderly dwarf who stood at the door. Her eyes bulged when she saw the platinum bands, gem encrusted, that served as beard holders and she couldn’t help but give out a little gasp and unconsciously curtseyed. “I… I wasn’t expecting anyone and especially not you, First Edos.”
“I know, I know, dear,” said the dwarf, bowing down just a little so his long beard gently grazed the ground. “Might I come in and talk for a bit?”
Milli’s eyes opened wide and she bobbed her head up and down, “Of course, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude, please, come in,” she said with a wave of her arms as she stood back from the door. “It’s not very roomy, I’m sure you’re used to better, um, would you like some coffee?”
“That would be very nice,” said Fierfelm as he shuffled into the room and took a seat on a small chair in the corner, “you don’t have any pastries by chance? I’ve taken to eating them more and more over the years and I know how you little halflings love to bake.”
Milli shook her head, “I… no, sir, First Edos, I… I can run out and get some, there’s a pastry shop not far from here.”
“No, no, that’s all right dear, it’s just that I’ve grown fond of sweets in my old age, and now, with things the way they are, you never know where your last meal is coming from,” he uttered this last proclamation and sat down with a thump on the sofa near the kitchen. It was made of solid rock although thick cotton stuffed cushions softened the blow and a number of throw pillows, embroidered with pink and yellow hammers, tongs, and bellows, made it more comfortable. “Ahh,” he said, “this is quite nice indeed. So, where is the hidden door to the rest of it?” he asked as he peered around the room with a quizzical expression on his face.
Milli looked around the room, at least three times the size of the quarters of her friends and shook her head, “No hidden doors, I’m afraid this is all there is.”
“Oh, I see, I see,” said Fierfelm as he shook his head sadly. “I was an apprentice metal smith once you know, but that was fifty years ago and it’s hard to remember what that sort of life was like after you’ve been away from it for so long. I didn’t mean any harm; you know how we dwarves love hidden chambers, secret doors, puzzle rooms, and the like. I hope you don’t think me rude?”
“Oh no, not at all, First Edos, please, I’m quite honored to have you visit me,” she continued and then hustled over to her little stove, put a kettle on it with an easy motion, and fumbled through several cabinets before she found a tin filled with coffee beans, “It’s only local grade, from the foothills of the mountain,” she said with a small shrug of her shoulders. “I’m sure you’re used to better.”
“It’ll be fine, that’s very sweet of you. I’ve heard good things about you over the years you know, and now you’re friends with young Delius, yes?”
“You’ve heard of me?” said Milli and stopped her preparations for a moment as she turned to face the old gray beard. “Really? Me?”
“My friend Borrombus speaks quite highly of you,” said Fierfelm as looked closely around the small chamber for the first time. “It’s all coming back to me, yes, when I was a young apprentice my room was much smaller than this, but I suspect you’ve seen an apprentice’s chambers. It’s good for them to suffer a bit, now isn’t it? Although I’ve had my differences with the High Council over the matter, suffering is one thing but brutalization is another. We’ve had discussions we have.”
“Oh, I…,” said Milli with a blush and her hand came to her cheeks which flushed red, “what does he say?”
“Oh dear, I’ve embarrassed you,” said Fierfelm, stood up, walked over to the girl, and gave her a little pat on the shoulder. “I’m an old fellow and I forget how what other people think is important to you young folk. In any case, we’re all very fond of young Delius but I’m afraid his future with us is rather limited, his breeding you know.”
“It’s not fair,” started Milli and turned to look at the old dwarf, her yellow eyes now glistening with tears but her voice hard and sparking with anger. “He can’t help who his grandparents were. You’re not from one of the three families, you should know better than anyone.”
“Oh, I agree completely, it will be the downfall of Craggen Steep in the end,” said Fierfelm as he looked around the little room. “Now, where do you keep the cups and saucers?”
“Over there,” said the halfling girl pointing to a cupboard near the sink, “but I’m afraid they won’t be the fancy kind you’re used to.”
“Quite all right, quite all right indeed. Frankly, all that gold doesn’t make for a hot cup of coffee, I prefer a clay mug anytime and not near as heavy. The older I get the more I treasure the simple things. Did you know as a boy, me and the other apprentices used to roast the crusty ends of week old bread for our coffee and drink it from tin water cups.”
“No!” said Milli her eyes somehow gettingeven wider yet, “you?”
“Indeed, indeed, that was before old Udor picked me out as the most promising apprentice. I didn’t realize it at the time but he was taking a big risk. There were plenty of Blackirons and Firefists who wanted their sons and nephews for the position but Udor wasn’t one for ceremony, he was a metal-smith of the best sort.”
“Udor made the Hammer of Fire,” said Milli in a whisper as she looked around the room at the embroidery on the couch, the paintings on the wall, all pink and yellow but not of flowers; they showed hammers, anvils, weapons of war; that was the life of a dwarf in Craggen Steep and that was her life. She’d first heard of the great Hammer of Fire long before she ever got to see the First Edos’s workshop. It was only later, when she became a young woman that handsome young dwarves on the fast path to success in Craggen Steep began to call and take her to places like that.
“Oh yes, yes indeed, he put it together from the Staff of Faelom and the great hammer head Kanoner. Now all of those traditionalists say he didn’t make the thing because he merely wedded the two parts but don’t you listen to them. He made the hammer and I watched him do it. He wouldn’t let anyone else into the Deep Forge for a year, he used the Silk Anvil of Rowena, indeed he did. It was the last thing he forged before they removed him from power, just like they’re going to remove me.”
“The Silk Anvil, what’s that?”
“Oh dear, yes, well, I travel in such lofty circles I forget that some things are secret. Never you mind dearie, it’s just something from a long time ago.”
“Oh,” said Milli just as the kettle began to boil. “Oh no, that’s the water, here, sit down and I’ll get everything ready. Do you take sugar, cream?”
“You don’t have any peppermint by any chance, do you?”
Milli’s green eyes again grew wide at the mention of the incredibly costly treat, “Oh, I’m sorry, no, I’ve never had… that is to say I’ve heard of it… is it good with coffee?”
“An acquired taste, but don’t let it bother you, just let’s you and I have a little talk, yes, cream is fine, a little sugar as well, not quite peppermint. One does get used to the trappings of power, doesn’t one?”
Milli blinked rapidly for a moment and said under her breath, “I guess?”
“What was that?”
“Nothing,” said the girl as she finished with the kettle and sat down next to the gaudily bedecked dwarf. One of his beard bands alone contained more wealth than the girl could possibly hope to attain in a lifetime. His robes were made of the finest silk imported from some far off lands, even his rings glowed with magical energy and sported gemstones the size of her thumb, “First Edos, why are you here?”
“Please, call me Fierfelm, I’m only First Edos in name now that that the Firefists have taken control. I’ll be eased out with awards and ceremonies but they’ll never let me back into the Deep Forge to pursue my craft,” this last he said as he eyes took on a faraway look and he sighed. “I’ll miss that forge more than anything else. I remember the first day I saw it with old Udor. It was, it still is, the most beautiful thing in all of Craggen Steep. The seat of power for old Gazadum, where Hovslaag himself forged the tools used to craft the world.”
“I’m so sorry,” said Milli and patted the old fellow on the hand. “It must be terrible to have known such beauty and lose it.”
Fierfelm smiled and nodded his head, “That’s very kind of you to say. I’ve trusted Borrombus and his nephew to handle things up until now but the Firefists knew my plans all along, so I’ve come to you personally this time. I was followed, you can be sure of that, but they know everything in any case so all I can do is try to fulfill my promise personally. I’ll not rely on others anymore.”
“I’m not sure I really understand,” said Milli and took a sip from the steaming cup.
“The Hammer of Fire, old Udor wanted it to be used, but the Firefist family won’t allow it and frankly, until your friend Delius came along there wasn’t really anyone who could effectively wield it in any case.”
“Dol won’t do it,” said Milli. “We tried to convince him but he’s stubborn, he won’t listen to reason.”
“Borrombus explained everything to me,” said the old dwarf with a nod of his head as he took a sip of his coffee and forced it down his throat with an expression as if he just swallowed an iron ingot. “This coffee is just atrocious; I suppose once I’ve been removed as First Edos I’ll have nothing to look forward to except death and bad coffee.”
“I’m so sorry,” said Milli and looked down at her cup without a further word.
“Never you mind,” said Fierfelm, “never you mind. I’m here for something far more important than coffee. It’s a good thing that young man of yours is stubborn because last night was a trap. They knew you would try and steal the hammer and had agents there to prevent it.”
“He’s not really my young man,” said Milli with a little blush, “we’re more just friends.”
“That’s nice, in any case, I’ve come to you with a plan, something that Delius will like, it’s something I’d like myself but I’m not young anymore, and frankly, even when I was young I wasn’t much the adventuring sort. I’m a fair blacksmith, no false modesty there, I know my way around the hammer and anvil, but as for killing and rescuing fair maids, it’s not really my forte. Where was I?”
“A plan,” suggested Milli with a hopeful look in her eyes as she gazed up at the old dwarf.
“That’s right; now, I can’t tell you how to get to the hammer anymore and any suggestion I make is based on information fed to me by the Firefists. It’s been nothing but lies and spying for years now. That miserable apprentice they’ve saddled me with is nothing but a lying filthy little spy with no character whatsoever. I’ve tried with him, tried to instill some discipline, some pride of work, but he’s grown up spoiled, entitled, rich, there’s nothing I can do with him. But young Delius, I can give him something to do with the hammer.”
“What?” said Milli her coffee cup poised half-way between the saucer and her flush lips.
“What do you know about Craggen Steep?” said Fierfelm as he carefully set down his coffee cup in the chipped saucer and turned his old eyes to the girl. “What do you really know?”
“Well, it’s a secret citadel, hidden from the rest of the world, that it is endless miles of caverns tunneled through the mountains, that… that… that’s it’s ruled by a council of elders but the blacksmiths, the master blacksmith’s, the Edos’s, they are the other power.”
“Yes, but what do you know of its origins?”
“I don’t really know very much. They brought me here as a little girl but I’m still an outsider, they won’t tell me anything.”
“What do you make of the great passages, the grand halls?”
“Oh, they’re magnificent, the stone work is so beautiful, the gems, the precious metals, the artisan work, it’s the most beautiful place there could ever be,” said Milli her eyes glowing and a wide smile on her face as she gazed towards the corner of the room and saw not the faded paint, the cracked trim, but something else, something far grander.
“What do you think of their size?” Interrupted the old dwarf, breaking her from her reverie.
“Their size?” repeated Milli.
“Yes, their size,” said the old dwarf with a twinkle in his eyes.
“The grand passage that cuts through the heart of the mountain must be a hundred feet tall, the ancient cathedrals to Davim and the other Gods, you could walk an army through them.”
“What do you make of that?” said Fierfelm with a little nod of his head.
“I’m not sure I understand,” said Milli, her head tilted to one side and her nose slightly wrinkled as she gazed at the elderly dwarf.
The First Edos smiled gently at the girl and raised his eyebrows.
“Well, I suppose, as a girl, I always wondered, why build such massive structures when you’re, well, not exactly very tall,” she said. “Is that what you mean?”
The First Edos nodded his head and took another sip of his coffee, “It’s best to make it too hot and then it cools nicely after a bit. These porcelain cups are quite nice for keeping the heat. Gold is ridiculous as a coffee mug, just ridiculous; you’d think someone would think of that.”
Milli closed one eye and shook her head, “What?”
“The coffee, best to make it too hot.”
“Yes, I’m sorry First Edos, would you like me to put the kettle back on?” said Milli.
“What do you make of that?” said Fierfelm.
Milli blinked three times with her long lashes and stared at the elderly dwarf for a long moment, “The halls?”
“Of course, what else were we talking about?”
“I suppose…,” she started and put her hand to her chin, “I suppose it means that they weren’t built for dwarves in the first place.”
“Or even by dwarves,” said Fierfelm and took another sip of his coffee, made a sour face, looked at the cup, and frowned.
Milli stood up, went to the kitchen, put the kettle back on the fire, and then returned to sit down next to the First Edos, “If not dwarves, then who built all this?”
“Elementals, from the dawn of time, the greatest elemental of them all, Gazadum, this was his seat of power,” said Fierfelm, put the coffee cup to his lips for a moment, wrinkled his nose, and set it back down again without drinking further.
“But, but, but where are they now? These elementals?” said Milli as she sat down with a thump.
“You know the story of Dar Drawhammer,” said Fierfelm with another distasteful look at his coffee. “Did you say you had cake?”
Milli jumped to her feet again and went back to the kitchen as she looked over her shoulder, “I’ve heard the story a thousand times, how Dar defeated the Elementals with the shield… wait, you mean that story is about here, about Craggen Steep? They never say that, they always say it was some far off place.”
Fierfelm nodded his head and the platinum circled around his beard bumped into the table and sent some of the coffee in his cup slopping out. “It’s all a secret you know.”
“Let me get that,” said Milli as she rushed back over to the table with a rag just as the kettle began to whistle.
“You said there was cake?” repeated Fierfelm.
“Oh, yes, I’ll get some, in just a moment, I think I might have it around here, somewhere,” said Milli with a desperate look at the kettle, the spill, and her cupboard.
“I thought all you halflings loved to bake?”
“I was raised by dwarves,” said Milli as she suddenly stopped and looked at the old dwarf with a wide smile, “I love gold.”
Fierfelm nodded his head, “Not a bad thing necessarily, although to extreme, it is a dangerous pursuit. Perhaps, because I have so much, it is not as valuable to me. One doesn’t value what one has in abundance I suppose, it’s the nature of a dwarf.”
“What about those elementals, how does that fit into convincing Dol to take the hammer?” asked Milli as she finished cleaning up the mess, although her subsequent neglect of the kettle saw boiling water slop onto the stove and hiss violently.
“Gazadum was possibly the first of the elementals and certainly one of the most powerful,” said Fierfelm. “When Dar drove him from Balag Tol he fled to the southlands along with many of the other powerful fire elementals including Hezfer the Blue Flame who consumed Onod, his twin sister Eleniak the Dancing Flame, and the terrible Shadak the Black Fire.”
“Balag Tol?” asked Milli as she returned with a fresh cup of coffee and a rather malformed pastry, icing smeared unevenly across its surface, “I’m sorry about the tart, it’s a few days old, I haven’t been shopping, I thought we were going to take the hammer and leave, so I’ve let things slip a little.”
“Quite all right, my dear,” said Fierfelm and he looked at the misshapen little tart with a glance and then raised the coffee cup to his lips.
“What is Balag Tol?” repeated Milli.
“What’s that?” said the First Edos.
“Balag Tol, I’ve never heard of it,” said Milli.
“Oh, that’s Craggen Steep, of course,” said Fierfelm with a little wave of his left hand as he sipped from the cup and grimaced again. “That’s what it was called before, at least so the chronicles say. They say Gazadum ruled there for a countless years while he and his fellow elementals shaped the world. It is his residual heat that still fires the Deep Forge all these centuries later.”
“What does all this have to do with the Hammer of Fire, and Dol?” said Milli as she leaned forward, “Not that I mind hearing the stories.”
“Gazadum,” said Fierfelm as he nodded his head.
Milli looked at him expectantly but the old dwarf just took another sip from his coffee.
“What about Gazadum,” said Milli.
“Haven’t I told you?” said Fierfelm, a puzzled expression on his face.
“Maybe I missed it,” said Milli with a little grin and put on the smile that always got her what she wanted. She patted the old dwarf on the back, “repeat it for me, please?”
“I’ve found out where he fled. It’s in the south, the far south, a place called Koalhelm Tol,” said Fierfelm with a silly little grin.
“Yes?” Milli.
“Don’t you see?” asked Fierfelm the many wrinkles on his forehead multiplying at an alarming rate.
“No,” said Milli with a shrug of her shoulders as she poked at her pastry in a rather desultory fashion. It didn’t look very good.
“Even Dar Drawhammer with the Great Shield could not slay Gazadum, but the hammer, Kanoner, was forged by Orin Firefist. It was the first thing created on the Deep Forge by dwarf hands, and inside is the essence of Gazadum himself. The haft is the bottom half of the Staff of Faelom taken from the elf king by a great dwarf warrior. It was fashioned from the first and most powerful of the shepherds. With this weapon a dwarf could slay the greatest of the fire elementals. And the dwarf who did that, he would live forever in the stories.”
Milli looked at the old dwarf for a long moment as the light of recognition shone in her sparkling yellow eyes, “I think Dol might like that.”



Chapter 6


“Now you’re ready to steal the thing but it’s too late,” said Brogus as he glared at Dol across the small table, and the tall dwarf stared impassively back at him without any sort of expression at all on his face. “What do you have to say to that?”
Dol said nothing, nor did he change his blank expression.
“They’ve got it locked up in the Hall of Relics and there are guards on it twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week,” continued Brogus as he pounded the table with his fist. “Pikemen, the High Council’s guard, they wear the gold helmets. The finest warriors in all of Craggen Steep. We can’t overpower them. It’s lost, if you had only listened to me yesterday Dol, you dolt.”
“Inside voice,” said Milli at her usual place between the two dwarves and with her usual glass of elf wine in front of her. “We don’t want everyone in Craggen Steep to know our plan, do we, Brogus?”
“They already know,” said the heavyset dwarf with a scowl. “We’re the laughing stock of the mountain. Everyone on my floor was laughing at me yesterday. Even the lowest of the apprentices from the worst families. I can’t stay in Craggen Steep now, with or without the hammer, we have to get out of here. We could have had it easy just yesterday but now, it’s impossible. Impossible! What does it matter if everyone knows what we wanted to do?”
“It’s not impossible,” said Milli in a quiet voice as she glanced around the crowded room. A number of young dwarves smiled and tried to catch her eye but she ignored them and turned back to her two companions. “I know you don’t like him,” she said with a glance to Brogus, “but Uldex can help us. His uncle Borrombus is in the inner sanctum and he knows how the hammer is guarded. What forces, how many and where, the location of reinforcements, the passageways to take to avoid them.”
“The Hall of Relics?” said Brogus. “How are we possibly going to get in there, steal the hammer,” here he lowered his voice, “and get back out again? There are hundreds of Council Stalwarts guarding it all the time.”
“Don’t exaggerate,” said Milli with a shake of her head that sent her hair flying, “it’s hardly hundreds and there are plenty of times it’s not guarded.”
“Now is the time,” said Dol as he contributed to the conversation for the first time. His face was still a mask of impassivity but his eyes glowed black and he nodded his head. “Now, they think they’ve won.”
“Dol’s right,” said Milli. “Their confident now that our plan was foiled and they’ll relax. With Uldex helping we can get in and get out. You still have a plan to leave Craggen Steep, right, Brogus?”
The burly dwarf nodded his head, “I’ve got friends in the lower levels who know about an old breakout section. Somebody split rock through to the surface years ago and it was patched up, but it’s only a few inches thick, there was an earthquake or something. We’ll poke a hole in it no trouble and be on our way. I can even have mules waiting for us. But I don’t know much about the outside world, I’ve only been with one caravan and that was when I was a kid. We don’t even know where this Koalhelm Tol is located.”
“It’s in the south,” said Milli, “as far south as you can get in a region filled with volcanoes. Fierfelm said…,”
“Fierfelm!” interrupted Brogus with a sudden exclamation that sent his beer slopping out of his mug, “I thought you said it was Uldex that told you all this.”
Milli paused and leaned back in her chair with a little twinkle in her eye and small grin on her face, “I may have led you to believe that, but I never said it.”
“What?” shouted Brogus, standing, putting both hands flat against the table, and leaning over so that his considerable bulk loomed directly above Milli. “You don’t think we should have known that?” He asked with a look over at Dol who sat impassively in his own seat. “Don’t you think little miss pretty should have told us that, Dol? Don’t you?”
Dol shrugged his shoulders and stared back at Brogus with calm black eyes, “What difference does it make where the information comes from, as long as it’s accurate. I want that hammer, I want to be the one remembered for killing Gazadum. You can either watch me to do it, or you can help.”
Brogus stood for a few long seconds as their eyes bored into one another and then he looked up at the ceiling and shook his head, “There’s no stopping you, once you’ve made up your mind. I’ve known that since we were kids. Remember when I broke your nose for eating more than half the brownies that time?”
Dol nodded and a small smile appeared on his face.
“What did he do to you?” asked Milli, looking quickly back and forth between the two.
“He ate all the brownies the next time,” said Brogus with a snort as he collapsed back in his seat. “I could have beat him some more, but what was the point? Then he’d probably just eat all the pie too. You can’t win with Dol.”
Milli laughed aloud, the sound almost like a song, “That’s our Dol. Now that we’ve settled the what, we need to figure out the how.”
“They’ll expect us to wait a few days at least to see the guard routines,” said Brogus with his hand on his chin as he looked at Milli. “I think Dol might be right. We should do it as soon as possible. If they knew about us stealing it in the first place they might have found out about my escape route too. It wouldn’t take a team of miners more than an hour to brick up that narrow break and we’d never get through.”
“So, we do it tonight then?” said Milli in a whisper.
“Why not now?” said Dol and suddenly stood up.
Milli’s eyes opened wide and she stared at her thick-haired friend with her mouth agape, and then she shut it with a snap. “Why not now?” she went on more to herself. “They certainly won’t be expecting it. We just run into the hall and grab the thing.”
“They’ll catch us quick enough,” said Brogus. “They can communicate through the tunnels and have a hundred stalwarts waiting for us whichever direction we go.”
“Uldex can help with that, he can send false messages, get them all confused, we’ll be half way to Das’von before they know we’re even gone. Once we’ve joined up with Corancil’s army they can’t stop us, not without revealing Craggen Steep’s location at least and they’ll never do that.”
“Is it decided that we’re joining up with Corancil, then?” asked Brogus with a grin on his face as he imagined the glories of the marching armies, the booty stolen from defeated towns, the young girls willing to do anything for a powerful soldier.
“How else are we going to get all the way to the southern continent, do you know how far that is?” asked Milli with a little shake of her head. “The First Edos told me what to look for geographically, five volcanoes, along the southern shore of a huge peninsula, but he didn’t tell me how to get there. We need Corancil, they say he’s built portals, transportation gates that can take a dwarf from one side of the continent to the next in a blink of an eye.
Brogus shook his head and smiled, “I don’t believe that nonsense, it’s impossible, but even if we have to walk, we’ll be better off with the army than trying it on our own. Those are wild lands in the center of the world, I’ve talked with traders that went all the way to Sea’cra in the east, it’s dangerous, at least ten thousand miles to the south too, maybe more.
“I don’t believe that bit about portals either,” said Milli with a grin she could not suppress and glowing eyes, “but I guess we’ll find out, won’t we!”
Half an hour later Milli stood at the entrance to the Hall of Relics chatting with a young dwarf who wore a heavy set of chain armor and held a massive pike upright in his right hand. His wore a broad smile on his face as he explained something apparently quite important to the girl, and two other guards stood next to them and interjected their thoughts quite frequently. Milli smiled as they told their stories, gently touching an elbow here or a shoulder there, as she laughed in a musical way.
Brogus and Dol stood about a hundred paces up a long, marble floored corridor and gazed at one of the many sculptures that adorned the passage. The one they examined depicted a squat dwarf with relatively short beard who held a double-headed axe held in both hands while a raven perched on his shoulder. Flat letters imprinted onto an iron plaque on the wall declared, “Harras Drawhammer and Orc Cleaver”. The two spoke in low tones as they glanced occasionally at the thick stone statue.
“How long should we give her?” said Brogus with a glance down the hallway as he fingers tapped his upper thigh and he rocked back and forth on his heels.
Dol said, “Milli will signal, like she said.”
“It’s been too long,” said Brogus with another glance down the hallway, and his fingers increased their drumbeat on his leg. “I’m going to go.”
Dol quietly reached out with his hand, grabbed the heavily built dwarf apprentice by the elbow, and gave him a squeeze.
“That hurts!”
“Wait,” said Dol quietly without relaxing his grip.
“Fine, let go of me, I’ll wait.”
Dol released his grip and then looked back to the statue with a placid expression on his face. “The three main families are the Drawhammers, Blackirons, and Firefists, but weren’t there five major families at one point?”
“How am I supposed to know that?” asked Brogus looking at the statue and shrugging his shoulders. “What does an apprentice like you care about the important families and the High Council anyway?”
Dol looked steadily at Brogus, “Was it the Highhelms? And that raven, wasn’t there something about a family that spoke with ravens?”
Brogus gave out a snort and shook his head, “Fine, if you want to yak about this nonsense be my guest, but don’t expect me to say anything. Aren’t you even a little excited? We’re about to steal the most important relic in all of Craggen Steep, leave the mountain for the first time in our lives, join up with Corancil’s army, and head to the southern end of the world.”
Dol looked calmly at Brogus and smiled, “The pIan is to be inconspicuous while Milli does her thing.”
“Incon what? Anyway, why do we have to do everything exactly the way we plan?”
Dol nodded, “Otherwise there is chaos.”
“A little chaos might do you some good, Dol. You’re too damn calm, too quiet; it’s why you don’t have many friends. You’ve got to get a little crazy, a little wild, do something at random!”
“No,” said Dol firmly and glanced down the hallway towards the halfling girl and the guards. “I think Milli is signaling us.”
Brogus turned sharply and spotted the girl twirling her long hair with one hand while laughing gaily at something one of the dwarves said, “Let’s kick in the door!”
“Slowly, keep cool,” said Dol in a low tone turning to walk slowly up the hallway towards Milli and the heavily armed dwarves at her side. “Keep talking about the statue.”
Brogus bounced along at his side, unable to keep a lively hop out of his step, while Dol continued to move at a steady, smooth gait, both even and calm. When his companion got too far out in front, Dol reached ahead and pulled him back with a firm tug of the cloak. Brogus partially spun around and slapped Dol’s hand away which let his jacket fly open for a moment to reveal the handle of a heavy short axe underneath. It was made from solid oak and worn smooth with time, the gift from his father, and his father before him who knew how many generations. The blade was sharpened to a razor edge and glinted in the bright lights of the hallway.
One of the dwarves with Milli looked up towards the approaching two but the girl put her hand on his chest and looked him deeply in the eyes long enough to distract him away from the approaching dwarves. Another few seconds, another couple of strides, and then they were upon the soldiers.
Brogus pulled out his axe with a smooth motion, twisted it so the blunt end came first, and hammered the lead guard over the head with it. The soldier went straight to the ground without making a sound. The second and third guards turned to the Brogus with eyes wide in shock but their military training took over and they lowered their massive pole arms towards him. Milli put her foot out as the first stepped forward uttering some sort of exclamation; he stumbled to the ground, and dropped his weapon with a clatter. The third and final guard shoved the sharp point of the pike at Brogus who tried to knock it aside with his axe but only managed to slightly alter its course and took a shallow, scrapping wound to his shoulder.
“Intruders!” shouted the second guard from his knees but Milli pulled a small dagger from her belt and hit him over the head with the butt end. He crumpled face first onto the ground and gave off a slight moan, but the third guard remained in the fight and took a step backwards while waving his heavy pike at Milli and Brogus to keep them occupied.
“Get back, both of you!” he shouted. “Alert! Alert!”
Brogus made a move forward towards the guard but a quick stab from the pike sent him back again as he waved his axe at the much longer weapon.
“Alert! Alert!” shouted the guard again and he did not hear the sound of breaking glass behind him. “What do you think you’re doing? Milli, this is the Hall of Relics, the council will throw you into the dungeons!”
“I’m really very sorry,” said Milli in her sweetest voice as she turned her lips down and made a little face. “It’s all a misunderstanding. Put down that pike and we can discuss it?”
The guard looked at her, blinked his eyes twice, and slightly lowered the pike.
Dol kicked him in the back of the knee and the guard stumbled to the ground with a thump, letting his pike go as it skittered across the floor. “I’ve got it,” he said and motioned with his head to the exit. “Let’s go.”
“Lead the way, Brogus,” said Milli as she scrambled away from the entrance just as another couple of heavily armed guards approached from down the hallway. “They’re trying to steal the Drawhammer Shield,” she screamed in a high pitched voice and pointed back into the room.
Both of the guards looked at her for a moment and then dashed past the group and into the Hall of Relics.
“Can you say anything to a man that he doesn’t believe?” asked Brogus as the trio made their way quickly down the marble hallway, not quite running but not walking either.
“You are the most perceptive and handsome fellow I’ve ever met,” she said with a little pursing of her lips as she put her arm around the dwarf.
“Really?”
“No,” said Dol with a shake of his head as they continued their fast walk down the corridor. “Which way, Brogus?”
“You fools!” came a shout from behind them. “They’re getting away!”
“Don’t look back,” said Milli and put her arms around both of the dwarves, “keep walking. Maybe they won’t recognize us.”
“Turn here,” said Brogus. “We need to get into the mine shafts; luckily the Hall of Relics is pretty deep in the mountain. It’s not that far to the break in the wall. Come on, come on!” he said with an elevated voice as he took a quick glance backwards.
“Don’t look!” said Milli, but it was too late.
“There, there they are!” came a shout and the girl recognized the voice of Cleathelm, “it’s them. It’s Delius, the girl and that oaf Brogus! After them, you idiots, they’ve got the Hammer of Fire, they stole it!”
“Now we run,” said Milli.
The three broke into a sprint as they dashed around the corner towards a large pulley operated lift, Brogus headed towards it but Milli grabbed him by the arm, “No, you fool. They’ll pull us back up, the stairs, where are the stairs?”
Brogus looked to his right and said, “This way, around the corner, where are you going?”
Milli had boarded the lift, the big stone chamber was roomy enough to fit a dozen broad shouldered dwarves although not nearly the size of some of the mammoth elevators that brought up tons of ore and rocks from the deep mining operations, and was frantically pulling levers. With a lurch the thing suddenly started downward and the tiny halfling girl made a dash for the gate but the motion of the lift threw her off balance, her foot struck one of the controls, and she fell to the floor with a startled little cry.
“Milli,” shouted Brogus as he turned to the fallen girl, “You said don’t go in the lift! What are you doing?”
“Don’t stand there looking down my blouse, pull me out, you idiot,” said Milli looking up from the floor of the lift.
“I wasn’t…,” said the dwarf.
“Pull me out!” she screamed as the elevator began its descent down.
Brogus took two steps to the lift, fell onto his belly, and reached down to the girl. With a lunge Milli grabbed his hand and he yanked her up and out with a tug so hard that she actually flew through the air and landed face first against the hard stone. She sprang to her feet, blood already showing from a scrape above her left eye, “Down the steps, now, they’ll think we took the lift!”
The three dashed around the corner to an open passage that led to a series of marble stairs that went down twenty steps to a landing and then doubled back on itself. Each landing they passed contained a little alcove where a bust of a dwarf stood with a small iron plaque declaring his importance in the history of Craggen Steep.
“I’ve never taken the stairs before,” said Brogus, stopping to examine a particularly magnificent bust that depicted a fiercely scowling dwarf with a long scar above his right eye. “It says…,”
“Hurry up, you idiot. That lift trick won’t distract them long. How many flights down?”
“I’m not sure by stairs,” said Brogus with a shake of his head as he turned to Milli and Dol. “I know what level it is. Don’t the doors have numbers or something?”
“Come on then,” said Milli with a shake of her head. “This is the worst planned escape I’ve ever been a party too.”
“How many escapes have you been in on?” asked Brogus and even Dol gave a little chuckle.
“Did you just laugh?” asked Milli and turned to the short-haired dwarf and put her hands on her hips.
“No,” said Dol but he stopped to pull a small piece of cloth from one of his pockets and dabbed quickly at the blood on her forehead. “You’re bleeding.”
Milli reached up and touched the slick spot on her head, “It’s nothing, a girl has to have a scar or two to make her look rough. C’mon. How many levels down on the elevator was it?”
“About five, I’d guess,” said Brogus with a lingering last look towards the alcove and the impressive bust in it, “I wonder who that was. I never knew they put statues in the stairwells.”
“Between Dol’s stubbornness and you stupidity I’m not sure we’re going to make it out of Craggen Steep let alone to the south,” said Milli just as an echoed shout came from up above. “Hurry up, they’re coming.”
“Here it is,” said Brogus and pointed to a strange symbol on the stone door that exited the landing they came to in a rush. “We get off here and then it’s not too far.”
“Go one more down,” said Dol as he continued down the stone stairwell. “We’ll double back on one of the other stairwells.”
“Are there other stairwells?” asked Milli, but she followed Dol as he trundled down the stairs. He wore a thick glove, given to them just a short time before by Uldex, that glowed green and held the hammer with it. “Is it hot?”
Dol looked down at the hammer for the first time since he smashed the case and thought for a moment, “Not too bad, but I feel it.”
“The handle, it’s so small,” said Milli looking closely at the great weapon as they made it to the next landing and quickly darted through the door. “Where is this other stairwell?”
“It should be around the corner,” said Brogus. “We dwarves like to stick to the blueprint.”
“There it is,” said Milli as they came around the corner and found an open doorway, exactly like the one they just came through, down to the engravings on the silver door knob, and they quickly dashed back up to the floor above.
“What if they’re waiting for us?” asked Brogus as they stood for a moment on the landing. “They might know our plans.”
“Uldex promised me that he would distract the chase.”
“It doesn’t make any difference,” said Dol, a small frown on his face, and he immediately strode through the open doorway and into the corridor beyond. This deep in the mountain, the hallways lacked both the gleam and finish of the grand chambers above. The corridors didn’t have the smooth stone walls of the upper chambers and, in particular, the ceiling lacked the professional finishing that dwarves put on all their stonework.
“It’s a bit dank,” she said noting that the light stones embedded into the wall were further spaced than above and not of the same intensity.
“We’re too deep for fineries, these aren’t working mine shafts, that’s even further down, but nobody lives here, it’s just tapped out silver and gold veins,” said Brogus. I’ve been down here a hundred times and it gets worse the deeper we go. Come on, it’s this way.”
“Do you hear anything?” said Milli as she turned to Dol to find him carefully examining the hammer in his hand.
“What was that,” said Dol and looked up from the hammer with an unfocused gaze. “Did you say something?”
“Do you hear anything?” said Milli with a stamp of her little foot. She wore a pair of leather boots with wide toes that did not squish her feet. She didn’t often get a chance to put on the work boots but a young dwarf apprentice, she couldn’t remember his name, gave them to her as a gift a few years back. She remembered the disdain she had at the gift originally but now they proved their worth as the only pair of shoes she owned good for hiking and running.
Dol looked up for a moment, startled and tore his gaze away from the hammer, “No, I think we lost them but they’ll be all over the area soon enough. Let’s find that exit and those mules. Have you ever ridden a mule, Milli?”
The girl looked at Dol for a moment and arched her eyebrows as she gave off a silly little grin, “Actually, what is a mule?”
Brogus laughed aloud although the sound didn’t travel far in the thick stone corridor, “You’ll find out soon enough, spawns of Arioch they are. I rode them with the trade caravans, they like to bite, they do, and their gait isn’t smooth.”
Milli laughed and her smile returned in full force, “Why didn’t you tell me all this before we stole the hammer?”
“It’s just around this corner,” said Brogus as they turned down another of the winding passages and then he pulled up short.
“What is it?” said Milli as she also came around the corner but then she saw the brick wall extension that extended for as far as they could see. “They bricked it up?”
Brogus sat down with a thump and put his hands to his head and tugged at his beard, “They’ve been on to us from the first.”
Milli looked down the corridor, “There have to be other areas close to the surface we can break through, don’t there?”
Brogus shook his head and yanked at his beard some more, “They’ll be here any minute, even if Uldex distracts them somehow; they know this is where we’re headed.”
“Don’t give up,” said Milli and she looked at Dol. “What… oh.”
Dol stood in front of the brick wall, the great Hammer of Fire grasped in two hands. The handle was slim, with delicate rune figures carved up and down its length, but the hammer head was thick and almost black with a few heavy red symbols barely visible on it. With a quick motion the dwarf brought the hammer back and smashed it into the brick wall. There was a dull thunk of a sound, but nothing else. Even before the sound faded Dol brought back the hammer and struck another blow.
“Help him,” said Milli turning to Brogus, but the heavyset dwarf was already on his feet pulling an iron jam out from his pack.
“Thump,” went the hammer into the wall again but this time one of the brick’s faces cracked and a powder of red dust puffed into the air. Brogus thrust the jam into the cracked and held it with steady hands just as Dol’s hammer smashed into it sending a shower of brick particles through the air. One of them sizzled past Milli’s head and she ducked back and away.
“Slam,” came the sound of the hammer and the spike drove half its length into the wall.
“Now, this one,” said Brogus as he jammed another spike into the wall and Dol’s hammer hit it directly on the head. The entire wall shuddered and three heavy bricks fell from up above, narrowly missing the two and landing with a crack at their feet.
“Wham,” went the hammer and another spike drove into the wall.
“Two more and we drive a cross spike,” said Brogus, holding the spike at the end without even looking as Dol brought he hammer in for another blow.
“Crash,” sounded the hammer and a shower of bricks flew from the wall.
“That’s enough,” said Brogus placing a spike at angle to the ones already in the wall.
Dol brought the hammer down again and an entire section of brick tumbled to the floor with a terrible crash.
“Now,” said Brogus. “One good blow and we’ll punch through.”
No sooner had the big dwarf uttered the words than Dol’s hammer hit the wall with terrible blow and the old limestone crumbled beneath it. Daylight streamed through.
“You did it!” screamed Milli almost jumping up and down as she peered at the two from around a little bend. “We’re through, come on!” She dashed out and ducked down to crawl past the narrow opening. Dol was next and Brogus came up the rear.
He spotted one of his iron spikes on the ground in the debris of fallen bricks and reached down to pick it up, “Waste not, want… by the spirit of the elders,” he said and suddenly dropped the spike with a flip of his hand. The thing rang out as it scuttled across the floor and he stared at his hand for a moment, “That’s not possible.” He stared at his hand and felt the pain of the burning heat beginning to spread.
“Come on, you big oaf, there’s a bunch of things out here with four legs and a lot of teeth,” came Milli’s voice from outside in the blinding sunshine.
Brogus took one more look back at the iron spike now resting on the floor and shook his hand in pain. “Coming, coming.”



Chapter 7


Seven dwarfs sat in solidly made, thick stone chairs these on a raised podium decorated at the corners with flourishes depicting axes, hammers, and shields. Before them stood a single dwarf dressed in heavy plate armor that gleamed in the intense light thrown down by a hundred glow-stones embedded in the walls of the huge spherical chamber. The highly polished marble floor looked glass-like as the reflections of the seven on the podium were so clear that they almost appeared to be separate dwarves. Around the chamber stood one hundred tall, fluted columns each with a massive volute at the cap. Etched into the podium the faces of fifty dwarfs stared starkly down at the petitioner in front of them. Around the perimeter of the chamber stood two dozen dwarves, these wearing heavy plate mail that gleamed bright gold as if polished just a few hours before and carrying massive pikes at least ten feet tall with wicked curved blades at the tip.
Outside the pillars and in a large alcove hundreds more dwarves stood and watched the proceedings in a state of silence.
“High Council,” said the young dwarf who stood before the podium, “We must chase down the criminals and bring them to justice. We cannot allow this theft to go unpunished. What sort of message would that be to the younger generation of dwarves? There is also the grave danger the criminals will reveal the location of Craggen Steep to our enemies. The girl is not a dwarf and the half-breed cannot be trusted because of his tainted blood line.”
The dwarf in the extreme rightmost chair on the podium leaned forward, one of the jewel-encrusted, platinum bands around his beard clunked into the stone podium. “What you say is true, Cleathelm Firefist,” he replied and stroked his beard with his left hand which showed massive gemstones set into a golden ring on each finger. “The thieves must not be allowed to escape. What puzzles me is the reluctance of the High Councilor to recognize this fact. Why must we debate this issue when time is of the greatest importance? A cadre of our warriors must set out in pursuit at once.”
“This is not a decision to be made lightly,” intoned the dwarf at the center of the podium who sat on the chair with the highest back. “There are those among us, including its creator, who wish the hammer to be used in the world.” He spoke slowly and deliberately with each word hanging in the air for a long moment.
“That doesn’t make any difference,” squealed Cleathelm from the floor. “We cannot allow them to get away with stealing. What sort of example does that send to the younger dwarfs?”
“Your duty is to present your case; not harangue the High Council,” said the dwarf in the center of the podium.
The dwarf to the extreme right shook his head and mouthed, “Be quiet,” to Cleathelm. “High Councilor,” he said and turned to face the dwarf at the center of the long table. “The petitioner is my son and a fine lad, but he has the headstrong nature of youth. Forgive him for his words.”
The High Councilor nodded his head, “Make your arguments, Councilor Six,” he said in the same slow, monotonous tone.
“While my son is rash what he says is essentially true, High Councilor. However, there is more to this unfortunate episode than merely the theft of the hammer. I’ve spoken with the Master at Arms and he tells me that agents of the dwarves who sit in this very room misdirected the pursuit. The Blackirons have much to gain from the humiliation of the Firefist name. It is clear to me Borrombus Blackiron planned this theft along with the First Edos,” continued Councilor Six with a sharp glance at the councilor in the far left hand seat of the chamber.
“Do not refer to High Council members by their name, Councilor Six,” interrupted the guard closest to the podium. He wore a set of scintillating plate mail like the others and carried not a pike, but a massive axe which he held across his chest. His helmet was etched with the symbol of a golden ram its thick horns curling up and around and glistening silver in the well-lit room.
“My apologies,” said the sixth councilor with a bob of his head towards Borrombus who sat in the chair on the opposite side of the podium. “It is my opinion that Councilor Five is a traitorous wretch who hopes to overthrow the High Council and take power into his own hands. Does that suit the decorum of the High Guard of the Council any better?”
“Hardly polite, but at least Councilor Six follows the rules as he swore to do when he took his seat on the Council,” said Borrombus with a wave of his hand. “Intrigue and manipulation of the High Council is not a crime, High Councilor. Even if I was involved in the so-called theft of the Hammer of Fire you cannot prosecute me. Did not one of our illustrious seven pay upwards of a million gold coins to have his son made apprentice to the First Edos just six months ago?”
“That position has always been subject to negotiation,” sputtered the sixth councilor as he got to his feet and waved a finger at Borrombus. “What you have done is treason to the council itself. You go against the will of the majority to further your agenda. We discussed this issue! We voted!”
“Is this violence?” said Borrombus.
The High Councilor looked over at the sixth councilor, “Sit down, please.” Then he looked over at Borrombus, “Councilor Six is correct, Councilor Five. This issue came before us and we did vote. The hammer was stolen against the will of the council; there can be no questioning this fact.”
“This is madness,” shouted Cleathelm from the floor as he pulled off his steel helmet. “Delius, Brogus, and the girl are escaping. They are all low-born creatures and they have one of the great relics of Craggen Steep. If the hammer is to be used at all it should be used by a dwarf of good breeding!”
“The petitioner will restrain himself,” said the High Councilor and two of the pike men on the floor took several steps towards the young dwarf apprentice.
“I’m sorry, Uncle Torragus,” said Cleathelm to the High Councilor.
“You will refer to me as High Councilor,” said the man in the center of the podium although he could not prevent a small smile from coming across his face. “I understand it is an excitable event but we must deliberate calmly before rendering a decision. Councilor Five, you admit that the theft was against the will of the Council?”
“It was against the will of the majority of the High Council, I will admit,” said Borrombus with a shrug of his shoulders and a sly smile, “but it is not against the will of the First Edos who created the hammer or of the current First Edos.”
“Past or present, the First Edos has no vote in council,” said the sixth councilor from his seat at the far end of the podium. “It has been the tradition of the High Council to consider the First Edos an honorary member at times but this is not binding position.”
“At times?” said Borrombus.
“At times,” replied Councilor Six.
“This is a patent disregard for tradition. An ugly insistence upon the letter of the law rather than its spirit,” said Borrombus with a shake of his head and a deep frown that accentuated his bulbous cheeks.“The First Edos has always been awarded a vote on the High Council and even given veto power on many occasions.”
“You consider the law of Craggen Steep, as laid down by Dar Drawhammer in the aftermath of the expulsion of the elementals, to be flawed in some way?” said the High Councilor in that steady tone of his.
Borrombus closed his mouth and sat in silence for a few seconds while Cleathelm snickered quietly from the below, “I have the utmost respect for the laws laid down by Dar Drawhammer but I also respect the traditions that have evolved over the last five thousand years since that momentous event. In all that time the First Edos has traditionally been given a vote in High Council.”
“When the First Edos is not of noble blood that tradition has often been ignored,” said the Councilor Six in a firm voice. “You cannot deny that, surely.”
“Only in the last few centuries have the families ignored the First Edos in those circumstances and that is the underlying poison that is destroying Craggen Steep from within. Only members of the three families can gain advancement in our realm. The best young dwarves of the lower classes are being ignored and passed over.”
“So, your true agenda reveals itself,” said Councilor Six.
“All seven members of this council are Firefists, Drawhammers, or Blackirons. There has not been a member of the council from another family in almost fifty years. You must see what that is doing to our nation!”
“That is not the purpose of this council meeting,” said the High Councilor and his hand went to a small, golden hammer that lay on the table in front of him. “We have covered that topic to my satisfaction in previous meetings. Now, we must decide an action to take in the matter of the Hammer of Fire.”
“It’s about time,” said Cleathelm from the floor as he stared plaintively up at the men at the table. “Every second is important. We’ve already wasted three days getting the council together and following your stupid rules. We have to send fighters right now if we want to catch Delius and his friends.”
The guards moved forward and lowered their pikes to his chest, this threat immediately silenced the outburst.
“I move to adjourn so that calmer heads might prevail,” Borrombus quickly interjected into the conversation.
“That’s ridiculous!” said the councilor at the end opposite the fat man.
“High Councilor?” said Borrombus, “I’ve made a motion.”
The High Councilor looked up and down the table for a moment and put his hand one of the gem encrusted bands that held his beard in place.
“Don’t do it, brother,” said the Sixth Councilor. “He only needs three votes.”
“You don’t respect the laws laid down by Dar Drawhammer?” said Borrombus. “I call for an adjournment.”
The High Councilor sat in silence for long minutes while everyone waited for his pronouncement. On the floor young Cleathelm started to open his mouth but a glance from his father silenced the words in his throat. “The request was made within the rules laid down by our forefathers and I therefore grant it. All those in favor of an adjournment raise your right hand.”
Three of the seven, Borrombus, an older dwarf with a bald head and a long gray beard, and another who bore a striking resemblance to the fat dwarf raised their hands.
“For the love of Davim!” said the Sixth Councilor. “I propose a special session of the High Council be called tomorrow.”
“Once the High Council has adjourned no new session may be formed without emergency cause for at least two weeks,” said Borrombus.
“It’s an emergency!” said the Sixth Council standing up from his seat and pointing his finger at the fat dwarf. “The Hammer of Fire was stolen! Half-breeds and alien girls have one of the great relics of the realm. It is a catastrophe!”
“The definition of emergency is fully declared in the articles of Drawhammer,” said Borrombus. “Perhaps we need to call an Interpretation Assembly. We’ll need to gather the elders from the original five families…”
“No, no, I retract my objection,” said the Sixth Councilor as he waved his hands in surrender. “I accept the adjournment.”
“The adjournment is granted,” intoned the High Councilor. “The next session of the High Council will meet in two weeks on the second cleave of the Holy Hammer.” With this he banged his golden hammer on the table where it made an almost inaudible little thud.
Minutes later Cleathelm walked down a wide corridor with his father who stood almost six inches shorter and the elder’s beard occasionally dragged along the floor. “By the devil, to be outmaneuvered by that vile Borrombus enrages me. What would your grandfather say?” he said to the young warrior.
“I guess… he’d…,” started Cleathelm.
“It was a rhetorical question, you imbecile. The Council can’t be called again for two weeks and there’s nothing to be done. I can’t send soldiers without a positive vote. You had to open your stupid mouth to your uncle, didn’t you? After I told you to state the complaint and then shut up. I wrote down exactly what you were to say and specifically told you to stick to the script.”
“I thought…”
“Don’t think! You idiot. By the Princes of the Nine Hells you take after your uncle on your mother’s side. You do not think. You do as I say. Am I clear?”
“Yes, father.”
“Now, we have to figure out what do about this. We can’t wait two weeks. Who knows where they’ll take the hammer.”
Cleathelm shrugged as they made their way past a massive, twenty-foot tall statue of a dwarf with a set of chain armor and an axe with a huge notch in the blade, “That was your great, great, great, great, grand-uncle,” said the Sixth Councilor pausing for a moment in front of the statue. “Tor Firefist. He slew the great orc under the mountain. If he knew a foreigner had one of the relics of Craggen Steep he would come back from the dead and take my head.”
“So he was Aunt Aama’s father?” said Cleathelm as he counted on his fingers.
The councilor turned to the young fighter and shook his head, “You’re too stupid to help me here.”
“Where can I help then?”
“You can dig a tunnel to the center of the world for all I care
…,” he started to say and then suddenly paused.
“What?”
“When you became apprentice to the First Edos you had to resign your commission on the High Council Guard, isn’t that right?”
“Yes, father,” said Cleathelm.
“And you’ve had six months to fill out the forms to get back into the regular army. You haven’t done it yet, have you?”
Cleathelm shook his head, “I’ve been meaning to do that…”
“Don’t lie to your father. You just forgot. But that means you can leave Craggen Steep without forgoing your military obligation.”
“I guess,” said Cleathelm and scratched his head.
“Those deadbeat friends of yours, the goblin, the others, they aren’t part of the military either, are they?”
“I’m not sure,” said Cleathelm with another scratch of his head. “Why?”
The councilor looked at the young dwarf and simply shook his head. “Get your gear together, collect your friends; you’re going after Delius yourself. I’ll send reinforcements as soon as I can get the Council to vote. Bring that hammer back.”
“Where am I going?” said the lad, his eyebrows raised and his eyes back darting and forth.
The councilor sighed, “I’ll write it down. Just pack your things and I’ll take care of the rest.”
Not far away along another hallway Borrombus was similarly in deep discussion with his nephew Uldex. “We’ve given them a two week head start,” said the big-bellied dwarf but he wore a frown on his face and shook his head. “Don’t be a fool, Borrombus, I’m just trying to convince myself,” he said to himself after a moment.
“What’s that?” asked Uldex. “We’ve got two weeks to figure out how to delay them further, right?”
“No, no we don’t. Take a note of this Uldex. There are times when you want something to be true so badly that you end up convincing yourself it is true. It’s vitally important to never think that way. You must always examine the situation fully without bias and come to an reasoned conclusion. Or at least as best as possible with the available evidence.”
Uldex nodded his head and looked at his uncle, “You make it sound easy. How do you put aside your biases, your passions?”
“Go over the facts of the matter in a clear headed manner. Just facts. Once you’ve established the facts you can examine them with a clear head. So in this case; one: the Firefists want the hammer back. Two: they have almost unlimited funds but they are limited by political considerations. Three: my rival in council understands this is about more than the hammer; that it is about his position of power and his family’s position with Craggen Steep. Four: the hammer is no longer in Craggen Steep. Five: I want to think that I’ve won this battle, that we’ve garnered two weeks bonus time but they will do whatever they can to circumvent the council’s delay. We can’t let our hopes cloud our thinking in these matters. What will the Firefists do now that we’ve thwarted an immediate military solution? What would you do under if we were the ones who wanted to pursue Delius and his friends?”
Uldex strode with his uncle along the ornate hallways that branched off from the council chambers. The great marble floors were twenty feet wide and golden statues stared at them from alcoves as they went silently past, the only sound was their heavy footsteps. “He’ll hire mercenaries,” said Uldex a few minutes later. “They’ll use some backdoor channel and pay for it out of their own funds. They’ll send someone out of Craggen Steep to track down the hammer and bring it back. They’ll deal with the consequences later after it’s done.”
Borrombus snapped his fingers and nodded his head, “Yes, of course that’s what they’ll do. But, if they send mercenaries who are not soldiers of Craggen Steep then we can do the same, yes?”
Uldex nodded his head. “I have friends who might like a job like that and I’m not averse to taking it on myself unless you need me here in Craggen Steep?” he said with a huge grin on his face. “I assume I’ll be able to execute whatever means necessary to achieve our goals?”
“Yes, of course, you’re right. It’s best that you go after the hammer and bring it back. We will want the masses on our side. We are Blackirons but we can still convince the lesser families that we have their best interests at heart. Now, where do you suppose they’ll head? Did that Halfling girl give you any clues? It’s pointless to have you wandering all over the continent, you’ll never find them.”
“Milli said something about Dol wanting a grand purpose before he was willing to steal the hammer. That’s why it caught me by surprise when they acted as they did. She must have convinced him to do something but she didn’t give me a hint as to what it might be. I should have asked when she came to me. But I was busy planning the escape. Phony messages through the tunnels, confusing the guard, it occupied my thoughts. Damn.”
“The little Halfling girl,” mused Borrombus as his hand came to his beard and stroked it gently. He stopped walking and his eyes narrowed. “Unless…”
“Unless what?” asked Uldex also coming to a stop and gazing at his uncle.
“The First Edos. Old Fierfelm doesn’t completely trust me after our little shell game about trying to convince the High Council. He’s old and idealistic but he is not a fool. Is it possible he went to see Milli on his own and gave her some suggestion?”
“It’s possible,” said Uldex with a shrug of his shoulders and he raised his eyebrows. “She told me that Dol was unwilling to steal the hammer when I thought we had it all arranged. But, then the next day she was ready to go. There might have been some outside agency that convinced him. But why do you think it was the First Edos?”
“What else do we have to go on?” said Borrombus putting his finger to his temple and tapping gently. “I can go by the Great Library and see what tomes he investigated recently. The Chief Librarian is your cousin as I recall. But the details don’t concern you, Uldex. Gather your friends, pack for a long journey. Have you been long out of Craggen Steep before?”
“Just a few trade missions but nothing more than a month or so. I’m familiar enough with the outside world. I’ll get maps from the Cartographer’s Guild.”
“Don’t trust them,” said Borrombus and shook his head. “They’re run by the Firefists and they haven’t much of a clue about the outside world more than a thousand miles from the mountain in any direction. They’ll tell you the maps are accurate but who knows how many mistakes there are and that is if they don’t give you forgeries. Warrens, tunnels, goblin holes, they are masters, but the outside world, they are generally fools. Still, anything you can find will give you a place to start. Once you’re in the outside world you can ask for directions. Your gold will get you any information you need.”
“I’ll need a supply of gold then,” said Uldex looking up at Borrombus a little grin on his face. “My understanding is the surface dwellers value it highly.”
“Yes, yes, nephew. I can provide as much as you need and more. Get your gear together and I’ll find out what I can. Be prepared to leave at a moment’s notice.”
“And when I find Delius and the hammer?”
Borrombus began to slowly move forward again and stroked his beard as he looked carefully at the young dwarf, “You’ve guessed my true intentions then?”
Uldex shrugged his shoulders and kept silent.
“It needs to be brought back to Craggen Steep, you understand. Most certainly not by the Firefists but not Delius and his friends either. You know that we are in negotiations with Corancil to provide economic aid in his plans of conquest, right?”
“I’d guessed as much,” said Uldex.
“If the Blackirons have their way, and by that I mean if I have my way, then we’ll provide more than money to the invasion. Corancil means to subjugate the entire world to his might and he is capable of doing it. I’ve not met the man as yet but from what I know he is a grave danger to Craggen Steep. If we resist helping him, as those foolish, live in the past Firefists and Drawhammers want, then it will end badly for us. It is time for Craggen Steep to join the world and with Blackirons leading the way. We’ll dismantle the council and take sole power for ourselves.”
“What about elevating the lesser families and all that high idealism?” asked Uldex.
“That’s not all pixie-dust,” said Borrombus with a nod of his massive head that caused his chins to wobble back and forth. “We’ll need the support of the lesser families to overthrow the Firefists and Drawhammers but then we can manipulate them as we choose.”
“And when I find Dol and the hammer?” repeated Uldex.
“See what they plan. Watch over them and stop any Firefist from taking it; but if it looks like they are going to lose it, then take it from them and bring it back to Craggen Steep. Make sure it’s you that brings it back. Am I clear?”
“What if Dol resists my efforts to take the hammer?” said Uldex.
“Do I have to spell it out?” said Borrombus.
“And Milli?”
Borrombus paused for a moment and gazed deeply into the eyes of his nephew, “You’re fond of the girl, yes?”
Uldex nodded his head.
“She not a dwarf, let alone of a good family” said Borrombus.
“No, I couldn’t marry her, that’s true,” said Uldex returning his uncle’s gaze steadily.
“She is a beauty and not just because she’s different,” said Borrombus his gray eyebrows rising. “I’ve been on many caravans to the outside world and I’ve dealt with the Darkling matriarchs more than once, I know beauty when I see it. Still, convince her if you can. She’d be a fine consort. But, if you have to take permanent action then do what is right for the family.”
Uldex’s eyes flickered for a moment away from the gaze of his Uncle and his hand twitched at his side, but eventually he nodded his head, “I’ll do what’s right for the family. I hope that it won’t come to that but you can count on me, uncle. I’m a Blackiron first and last.”
“Good,” said Borrombus. “Now, run along and gather your friends. I need to figure out exactly where Dol and his companions are heading. I’m certain the First Edos talked to that girl. Why didn’t I think about it before and have him watched? I’m getting sloppy in my dotage. Sloppy.”



Chapter 8


“Spawn of Beelzebub!” shrieked Milli as she yanked her foot back, swayed perilously in the saddle, and slapped at the mule with mittened hands. “It hates me!”
“Stop screaming at him,” said Brogus as he stroked the straggly mane of his own mule. “You’re just scaring him.”
“It’s not a him, it’s the devil!”
“Are we sure the devil isn’t a he?” said Dol and both of his companions looked at him with sudden twists of their heads.
“Did you just tell a joke?” asked Milli as she tried to stabilize on the back of the brown mule. Her mount had a narrow neck and a bulging belly that translated into a rolling sort of gait that made her both nauseous and sleepy at the same time.
“No,” said Dol.
“What’s got into you,” asked Brogus with a twitch of the reins that sent his mule over to Dol’s. His beast was gray in color and taller than Milli’s with a long tail that drooped almost to the ground. “You’ve been acting strange ever since we left Craggen Steep. Is the fresh air getting to you?”
Dol smiled, “I suppose it might be the air or the sunshine,” he said and gingerly touched the back of his neck. “How is it that something you cannot see can burn so much?”
“The back of my neck is as red as old drunken dwarf’s nose,” said Milli and suddenly screamed as the mule tried to bite her again. She tumbled off the beast, landed on her side with a thump, sprang up, and began batting at the thing, “I hate you! I hate you! I’ll walk all the way to Das’von!” She turned and starting marching down the road in the same direction ahead of her companions.
“Milli, Milli!” said Brogus jumping off his own mule and trying to chase after her. “Hold the mules, Dol.” He shouted over his shoulder. It took him a few seconds to catch up to the girl who was walking at a tremendous pace despite her short little legs. “C’mon, Milli,” he said and grabbed her by the arm. “It’s just a mule. It’ll be fine.”
“It hates me,” said Milli yanking her arm free and turning to look at Brogus with eyes so fiercely blazing that he took a step backwards.
“It doesn’t hate you.”
“I hate it and it hates me. It has lice, it bites, and it walks cockeyed and makes me want to vomit. Who invented an animal like that? Were they sadists? Halflings weren’t meant to ride animals. I’m done with that lice ridden flea bag forever,” she said with her hands on her hips and spittle flying from her mouth. “Forever!”
“Milli, you have to understand, it’s still a hundred miles or more to Das’von and Corancil. You’ll never be able to walk all that way.”
“I can walk all that way and more,” said Milli and folded her arms across her chest. “I’m not getting back on that hell beast!”
“It’s not just about walking,” said Brogus. “Don’t you think they’ll be chasing us? Trying to get us back to Craggen Steep, to get the hammer from Dol. We need to keep moving. If we don’t, they’ll catch us. You don’t want to be dragged kicking and screaming back to there. After all that talk about how you are finally free.”
Milli stopped and stared at Brogus and scrunched her nose. “I know there’s something wrong in the world when you start to make sense. Fine, let’s switch mules at least. Yours seems nice enough. It doesn’t bite at least.”
“Yours is the smallest,” said Brogus with a gesture back towards Dol, where he stood patiently holding all three beasts. “That’s why we gave it to you. Your legs are even shorter than ours.”
“I don’t care, I want yours,” said Milli and immediately stomped off down the dirt trail away from Brogus.
Brogus looked over to Dol and shrugged his shoulders. The hard-packed dirt road was six feet wide with an occasional wagon rut to indicate the passage of traders. After they escaped Craggen Steep the three decided to take this less traveled road, rather than the thick stone avenue built for the heavy wagons filled with weapons that came from Craggen Steep at regular intervals. This way they hoped to avoid any possibility of an encounter with traders. Tall pine trees, some of which towered almost fifty feet in the air, lined both sides of the road, and the crisp chill in the morning air made for steamy breath as Brogus shook his head and sighed. “I suppose mine is the next smallest,” he said walking over to where Dol patiently awaited.
The tall dwarf busied himself applying a curry brush to the animals with singular care, occasionally reaching into a pocket to pull out a carrot slice and feed it to the beasts. They had come across a patch of wild pusillus carrots the day before and somehow Brogus remembered them from a previous expedition. Early in the trip it hadn’t taken them long to realize their inadequacies when it came to understanding local plants and animals. They had packed enough staple food items for several weeks, but the speed which they devoured these rations quickly brought them to the realization that they would need to hunt and gather for supplies. None of the three having spent much of any time outside of the mountain; they quickly found themselves worried about their supplies of food and drink. No one had thought to bring along books that might help them forage for food. The plants were all strange, although plenty of creeks with fresh flowing water supplied that need at least. None of them had even rudimentary skills at trapping live animals for meat.
“We’re going to starve to death if we let Milli walk,” said Brogus as he watched Dol feed the only food so far scavenged to the mules. He took the reins of both his and Milli’s animal and started to walk after the girl but didn’t get more than a dozen strides before he noticed Dol was not following him. “What’s going on?” he said looking back to the other dwarf with raised eyebrows. “Milli’s getting away”.
Dol pointed with a single finger down a little trail off to the side of the main thoroughfare. It was all but invisible, and if they hadn’t happened to stop almost on top of it Dol would have never seen it. ”Smoke”
A thin wispy trail of white smoke emerged from somewhere down the path and Brogus spotted it after a few seconds of searching glances. “Do you think we should see who it is?”
“We need food, water, a new mule,” said Dol in a steady voice.
“Milli!” shouted Brogus and started to dart after the Halfling girl, but Millli’s mule decided at that moment not to move which brought Brogus to a sudden and jarring halt. He looked at the mule and shook his head, “Maybe you are evil.” He then turned to face down the road where the form of the girl was still visible, “Milli! Wait! We found something.”
Milli walked a few more strides and then slowed to a stop although she didn’t turn around.
“Please, Milli,” said Brogus as he tried to pull the stubborn mule forward. “Come back.”
She glanced over her shoulder with narrowed eyes and shook her head.
“Hold the mule, will you Dol?” said Brogus and held out the reins to the young dwarf. “I’ve got to go convince her. She’s just mad because of the sunburn,” he continued as his hand went to the back of his own neck. His ruddy complexion seemed less vulnerable to the damaging rays of the sun although he also wore a wide brimmed hat thanks to previous experiences with trading caravans. “I should have told her about sunburn. We were in such a hurry!”
After Dol took the mule, Brogus scurried over to Milli and started to put his arm around her shoulder although a fiery glance turned the movement into more of a wave. “Milli, there’s someone back in the woods there. They might be able to help us. We didn’t think about food or drink.”
She glared harder.
“I’m not saying it’s your fault, I’m just saying we didn’t think about it, Milli,” said Brogus holding up his hands in a defensive manner. “It’s nobody’s fault, we made a mistake, but there might be somebody there that can help us. Maybe they have an extra mule?”
Milli’s expression softened, she tilted her head to the side, and nodded her head. “Fine.”
Ten minutes later the trio approached a ramshackle old wagon, once painted bright red but faded to a dull orange after years in the sun, parked near a fallen tree. A large black kettle sat in the middle of an open fire with wood piled around it. A woebegone horse picked desultorily at the scrabbly weeds that sprouted just on the edges of the little clearing. There was no sign of anyone else in the clearing.
“Hello,” said Brogus in a loud voice. “We are travelers hoping to share a meal and perhaps trade.”
Silence greeted this proclamation and the three waited for a long moment. “This is stupid,” said Milli stamping her foot and scowling at the ground. “You’re stupid. The mule is stupid and my neck burns!”
“What’s that,” an elderly woman’s voice suddenly sounded from somewhere around them. A moment later she emerged from the woods and stared at them with a guarded expression. She wore a thick woolen coat many times patched at the elbows, her long black and gray hair was both frizzy and unbound giving the impression of a wild woman. “What is it that is stupid, young lady?”
Milli took a step forward toward the old woman and put on her best smile, “I didn’t think there was anyone here. I’m so sorry. It’s a lovely little camp you have. I’m Milli and these are my friends Dol and Brogus. We happened on your wagon and thought you might like visitors.”
“When did she get so nice?” whispered Brogus to Dol and held his hands at about waist height with the palms facing up.
“Visitors are always welcome,” said the old woman with a cackle as she came over to Milli and put her arm around the Halfling girl. “Do you need a love potion perhaps?”
“No, no,” said Milli and her cheeks instantly went red. “Nothing like that. We’re just travelers. We do have some gold.”
“Gold,” said the old woman as her eyes opened a little wider for a moment but then a rather bored expression seemed to come over her face. “Dwarves with gold. I’ve encountered a few of those over the years up here in the north realms. But you don’t have the look of traders, more like runaway apprentices… excepting you, dearie,” this last with a pat to Milli’s arm. “But, of course I’m being terribly rude, my name is Petra Galabradala but everyone just calls me Old Petra. My camp is your camp,” she finished with a flourish of her hands towards the little clearing, although her eyes carefully looked over the clothes and general bearing of the visitors.
“This is Dol,” said Milli as the tall dwarf with the short hair came over and gave a little bow, “and this is Brogus.”
The old woman looked at Dol carefully for a few moments and then turned her intense gaze onto Brogus, “Tree Shepherd blood in your veins then,” she said turning back to Dol.
“That’s right,” said Dol.
“And you’re from the Horncall clan,” she said to Brogus.
“How did you know that?” said Brogus with his eyes wide and his jaw dropped. “Are you a witchy woman?”
Dol, on the other hand, said nothing and kept an impassive expression.
“Of course I’m a witchy woman,” she said with a smile that revealed at most half a dozen teeth. “You think an old woman can live out here in the wild without being a powerful witch?”
“I hadn’t thought about it,” said Brogus with a smile, “people always say I’m a little bit slow. Mom always says I got the brawn but not the brains.”
The old woman laughed out loud, “Fair enough then, fair enough. Now, dearies, I’ve got a kettle of Meadow-Wort stewing over there but we can put something for eating on in about two hours. Can you wait that long? You look famished.”
The three travelers looked at one another and shrugged at almost exactly the same moment, “I think we can wait,” said Milli. “What’s Meadow-Wort?”
“I’m kind of hungry now,” said Brogus in a whisper but a sidelong look from Milli, filled with menace, immediately silenced him.
The old woman hooked her arm under Milli’s and led her over to the large kettle which was at a low boil. “Some folks call it Lady of the Meadow but we witchy types like to go with the most foul sounding name. It impresses the yokels. Meadow-Wort has a sweet flavor but I use it for aches and pains not for spicing. You boil the roots with water for a few hours and then let them dry. Once they’re ready I powder them and add a little secret of mine that I don’t like to give out, you understand I’m sure. The powder is good for headaches and the like but it does tend to upset the stomach and that’s why I add my special ingredient. Are you interested in the herbal ways? You’re a beautiful girl, there’s not a lot of call for types like you in the witchy world.”
“I’m an old hand at flattering people to get what I want,” said Milli as she turned to the boys with a smile and squeezed the old woman’s arm, “so don’t try that with me.”
Old Petra guffawed out loud and put her arm all the way around the little Halfling girl, “I’ll make a witchy woman out of you, pretty or not. Come over here and let’s talk. You boys get some more firewood, stoke that blaze. I’ve got cooking gear in the wagon, get that and bring it out. I know dwarves, yes I do. You just might find a keg of hard cider in there as well. Tie your mules up next to Harpus there and get to work.” With that proclamation the woman led Milli over to the boiling kettle and left Brogus and Dol to carry out her orders.
Three hours later the four sat before a low fire with half a dozen pots and pans scattered around the clearing, a jug on its side near Brogus, empty plates on their laps, and full bellies.
“You’re quite a cook, Old Petra,” said Brogus leaning back and patting his belly. “I haven’t eaten that well in almost two weeks, since we…” He suddenly stopped and clamped his mouth shut.
The old woman glanced towards Brogus with a flicker of her eyes but then continued on as if she didn’t notice the sudden end to the sentence. She put one last forkful of food in her mouth and then smiled broadly at him, “I guess you don’t want any pie then?”
“Pie?” said Brogus with a huge grin. “I never said I was full. By the way, how did you know my family is the Horncalls?”
Petra smiled, “I’ve met quite a few traveling dwarf caravans over the years. You have the jaw line of the Horncalls and you certainly don’t have the demeanor of a Firefist, Blackiron, or Drawhammer. Even if you were an apprentice fleeing your indemnity you’d have the arrogance of one of the three families.”
“What do you know about the three families?” said Dol as he stood and began the cleaning process. He didn’t wait for the woman to answer but immediately started gathering up pots, pans, and plates.
Petra nodded her head and gave off a short little snort like laugh, “You dwarfs and your hidden citadel. Do you really think no one knows about Craggen Steep? It’s been up in the mountains for a thousand years at least and times are changing out here in the world. Corancil tamed the north, brought down the Fist of Stav’rol, the Iron Gates of Das’von; he’s negotiated a peace with the sea kings of Sea’cra, and now he’s planning to invade the southern realms. It’s only a matter of time before he turns his eye towards the gold in those mountains. If I know about it, then you can bet he does as well.”
Dol looked at Brogus, Brogus looked at Milli, and Milli looked at Dol. “She has a point,” said Brogus with a shrug of his shoulders. “Now that I think about it, it does seem rather silly to think people don’t know about us. We send out trading caravans. There’s that road leading right up to the mountain.”
“Do you know where Corancil is right now?” said Milli. “We hoped to join his army and head south with the invasion.”
The old woman watched as Dol carefully cleaned each plate of debris, putting the scraps in a little paper sack which, when full, he tossed well away from the camp, “I can take you there if you’d like. I’ll need payment of course,” she said with a little shrug.
“How much,” said Milli with a sideways glance at the old woman.
“A gold coin a day seems reasonable,” she said with a frown. “It is out of my way and I’d be losing all the clients who come to me here for their potions and such.”
“That’s no problem,” said Brogus with a smile and immediately began to reach for the pouch hidden away deep in his jerkin.
“We should talk about this,” said Milli and tried to stop Brogus.
Brogus ignored the girl, stood up, rummaged around under his thick fur coat, pulled out a sack that made a loud chink, extracted a dozen heavy gold coins, and then handed them to the old woman, “That’s good for a couple of weeks, right?”
Petra blinked rapidly for a few seconds and then held out her own hand to take the offering, “Yes, maybe a little more than that.”
Brogus gave her the coins, which she lifted up and down for a few seconds unable to keep a wide smile off her face, “Did you say something about pie?” he asked with a broad smile and tucked the still heavy pouch away.
“Oh,” said Petra suddenly emerging from her reverie with a wide smile on her face. “Yes, of course, a pie. No extra charge!”



Chapter 9


The snow covered mountains to the north of Das’von reflected the blinding winter sunlight into the glacial bay for only a few hours during the deepest winter months but the city itself thrived year round. Now, with the army of Corancil gathered in a ramshackle tent encampment built outside of the city the place thrummed with the life of not only the huge influx of people but also from the massive ongoing construction projects that sprang up at virtually every corner. Dol, Milli, Brogus, and Petra spent their first two days after arriving at the city simply trying to get into the center of town but utterly failed in that endeavor. The ancient city was being transformed from wood to brick and stone at a frenetic pace and much of the central region that housed the bustling expanded government of Corancil was off limits to anyone accept workers and diplomats.
It didn’t take long for the three mountain dwellers to learn the value of the gold coins that they carried. Petra steadfastly refused to give them a return on their original and vast overpayment for services. “Consider it an expensive lesson,” she said once and then refused to take up the subject again. Eventually they settled outside of the city in a ramshackle zone used by soldiers, hangers-on, and other never-do-wells that always seem to accumulate around conquerors. It was dirty, unpleasant, and overcrowded but there was no denying the buzz of energy all over the city. Despite the conditions people almost universally wore smiles on their faces and went about their business in a cheerful fashion.
On this bright and sunny day, Dol and Brogus climbed out of the ramshackle hut a quarter mile outside of town that had served as their domicile since they arrived at the city almost two weeks before. “It’s impossible,” said Brogus as he looked around with bleary, morning eyes despite the fact that it was already noon. To their north lay the city where a thousand workers scrambled over the old walls tearing them down stone by stone as they expanded the outer perimeter. “We’ve been here two weeks and we can’t even get near the palace. There are ten thousand soldiers in tents and twice that many petitioners trying to get to see Corancil. This was a mistake from the beginning. We’ll never get to see anyone in power.”
“What do you propose,” said Dol as he also rubbed his eyes and took in the hustle and bustle of the city. It wasn’t as big as he originally expected although clearly the new ruler had plans for massive expansion. On their first day in the city they wandered around and found the proposed Grand Plaza at the center of the city. For now it was merely a dug up patch of earth and dirt that was once a great slum a mile in diameter. The old buildings and poor people now took up residence either outside the city walls or in some of the new housing districts still under construction. According to rumor, Corancil planned some sort of permanent art exhibition in the dug up territory and that, in addition to the expansion of the city walls, the building of grand new structures, and the influx of countless soldiers made the place hum with excitement. “We’re here now. I will return to Craggen Steep with my head low.”
A young boy, of perhaps seven or eight, wearing a ragged overcoat that dragged the ground around his ankles stopped and looked up at the two for the briefest of instants as he heard the name of the hidden citadel and then dashed off dodging a pair of tall warriors as they emerged from around a corner.
“No, no,” said Brogus shaking his head. “You’re right about that. We can’t go back to Craggen Steep like this, but there is no way we can get an audience with Corancil. The best we can hope for here is to be recruited as common soldiers. That’s the plan as far as I can tell. What do you want to do?”
Dol shook his head at that suggestion but did not reply.
“The girls will figure out something,” said Brogus as he turned and looked towards the hundreds of other little half-built wood shacks that lined the muddy thoroughfares that made up the city outside the city. “This place stinks, I haven’t bathed in weeks, I stink.”
Dol scratched his head through heavily matted hair and nodded, “We need to find our own way south.” He looked to the icy bay where hundreds of ships docked and unloaded goods from the southern lands to feed the throngs in the city. “We should find a ship heading south, join up with them.”
Brogus turned back from their little shack, kept moderately tidy but still a hovel at best, and looked towards the clear blue water of the bay. “I’ve never been aboard a ship. I’ve heard the motion will make you sick.”
“At least we’ll have clean water,” said Dol as he watched a neighbor dispose of a chamber pot by throwing it into the street. “My sense of smell is gone but my eyes water from the filth of this place. I will not stay a day more. I’m going down to the docks to find a ship.”
Brogus watched his friend gather up his equipment, including the great hammer which he wore around a loop on his belt so that the head swung free. They’d tried to cover it up early in their trip for fear dwarf pursuers might see the distinctive weapon, but a couple of incidents where Dol caught himself on fire eventually persuaded them to use the current arrangement. The hammer seemed to be growing more lively each day Dol handled the thing.
“I’ll wait for the girls,” said Brogus with a half-hearted yell and waved at his friend. He felt low. They arrived in the city with such high hopes but their inability to make any headway in their efforts to see the new conqueror, the oppressive environment of the tent city, and the general sense of their impending failure seemed to sap all his strength. He slumped to a seat on a tree stump near the little shack and began to pick up little sticks from the ground, break them, and toss them away. That’s how Milli and Petra found him two hours later when they returned to the hut.
“Brogus, how long have you been sitting there and where is Dol?” asked Milli as she stood over the dwarf with a frown on her face. She had tied her hair back in a bun so tight that it stretched her face, she wore a thick coat covered with grime, and she appeared wan with little color in her face.
Brogus simply sat there without answering as he looked at the twig in his hand.
“Brogus,” she repeated and smacked the dwarf on the shoulder. “Where’s Dol?
Brogus looked up with a glassy eyed gaze and shrugged his shoulders. “I’m not sure.”
Milli looked at Petra, “This place is killing us. The cold, the inactivity, the filth. We’ll never get to see Corancil. We need to leave.”
“That’s what Dol said,” said Brogus although his tongue felt like a thick layer of fur rested on it and the words seemed to ooze like tree sap.
Milli shook her head and turned to the old woman, “That’s it. We’re leaving tomorrow morning. We’ll head south on our own. How far did you say the southern volcanoes are from here?”
“I’ve never been anywhere near that far south,” said Petra with a shrug although her own complexion was pallid and her voice barely carried beyond her two friends. “I know there are some great lakes in the center of the continent and those are said to be ten thousand miles from here.”
“If that’s the center of the world then how much further is the southern tip?”
The old woman shrugged her shoulders and shook her head. “A lot further than that gold you gave me will take you.”
“We gave you enough gold to last five years,” said Milli with a fierce look at the old woman. “You can pretend it was an expensive lesson but you’ll get nothing more from us. You can leave anytime you want.”
Petra smiled and patted Milli on the back, although the Halfling girl turned and stepped away from the contact. “No, no. I’ll stick with you for a while longer. This is proving to be a most interesting trip and I’ve seen those little pouches of gold coins and gemstones you carry. I could do far worse for travelling companions.”
“Don’t mention the gold,” said Milli in a hushed voice. “If these cutthroats knew the value of our purses then our lives wouldn’t be worth the price we paid for this shack. We need to go find your wagon up in the hills and get out of here.”
“What about the mules? Do you want to bring them along as well,” said Petra with a wicked grin as she asked the question in a toneless voice that belied her amusement.
Milli spun around and started to spit out something but managed to stifle her anger and just glared at Petra. After a moment Milli turned back to Brogus, “What did Dol say?”
“He said we need to get out of here. He was going to hire a ship,” said Brogus with a nod of his head towards the crystal blue water in the bay.
Milli looked over to the water and the many ships that bobbed placidly on its surface. A few days after they arrived, a winter storm blew through the capital and half a dozen of the small ships crashed on the rocks killing many people. “I don’t know about ships. I don’t know how to swim and neither do any of you. That water is cold,” she finished with a shiver and remembered her one attempt at a bath in a secluded little arm of the bay.
“A ship would be a faster way to get to the southern realms,” said Petra. “Although we’d have to leave the mules behind.”
Milli suddenly smiled and her yellow eyes shone so brightly that a pair of young soldiers stopped and looked at the pretty Halfling girl. Her smile turned into a snarl, “What are you looking at?” she snapped at them and put her hand to the dagger at her side.
The soldiers laughed, punched one another in the shoulder, and eventually wandered off. They wore sky blue jerkins with the silhouette of a small cat imprinted on the front and carried long swords in their belts. One of them called out over his shoulder, “See you later, cutie!”
“Argggh,” said Milli. “This place is filled with boys and all of them gross. I thought it was bad back at home but this is ridiculous. At least dwarves don’t just pinch you for no reason. Did you say Dol went to get passage on a ship?” she asked, turning to Brogus with narrowed eyes and lips tightened into a line.
Brogus nodded his head and continued to fiddle with a little stick in his hand.
Milli slapped the stick away, “Put that down. What is wrong with you?”
Brogus shrugged again and reached for the stick but Milli put her foot on it. He looked up at her lazily and smiled in a goofy way.
“That’s it,” said Milli. “There is something in the air or the water. We need to get out of here as quick as possible or we’ll be stuck forever.”
Petra raised her eyebrows, “From what I can tell he’s been drinking mostly beer and wine since we arrived.”
Milli shook her head, “He’s a dwarf! He can handle his beer. Their mothers spoon it to them when they’re babies to keep them sedated.”
Petra shrugged, “All these soldiers, nothing to do, it’s a recipe for trouble. Dwarf he may be but he’s a male, and males are all susceptible to the same vices.”
“That’s a fact,” said Milli and put her arm around the older woman. “We gals have to stick together.”
At that moment, Dol limped into camp. His right sleeve was torn and blood from a scrape on his knee had dried to a crusty brown. “Hello.”
“What happened to you,” said Milli rushing over to the dwarf.
“Some soldiers thought I might be an easy mark,” said Dol with a smile and his eyes blazed red for the briefest of seconds.
“Are you ok?” asked Milli as she shoved Brogus off the stump, sat Dol down, and began to examine the scrape. “It doesn’t look too bad.”
“You should see the other guy,” said Dol with a smile and Milli took a step back and looked at the dwarf with her arms folded over her chest. “It’s got to be the water in the place. Dol, you haven’t been drinking, have you?”
Dol shook his head, “No. The beer is vile but the water,” this with a glance to the glacial stream that poured tens of thousands of gallons into the bay every second, “is exceptional. I cannot fathom why anyone would drink the slop they serve in the common houses.”
“It’s not that bad,” said Brogus with a little smile.
“Yes, it is,” said Milli with a shake of her head. “You’re not drinking any more beer as long as we’re in Das’von.”
“We’re not in Das’von,” said Petra, “technically.”
Milli rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. Dol, did you find a ship to get us out of this place?”
Dol nodded his head, “I booked passage on the Fists of Dogs.”
“What kind of ship is she?” asked Milli.
“Trader,” said Dol, suddenly reverting to his usual taciturn manner and volunteering no more information.
Milli sighed, “And where is she headed?”
“Stav’rol,” said Dol.
Milli looked to Petra.
“That’s about half way down the side of the continent,” said the old woman. “Or so I’ve heard. It’s in the right direction if you want to get to the southern realms but it’s still a long way from the volcanic regions of the far south.”
“It’s in the right direction and it’s out of this place,” said Milli with a firm nod of her little head. “Did you book for three or four?”
Dol looked up without an expression, glanced at Petra, and then said, “Four. Petra’s been a true guide and she knows the ways of the world better than us.”
“She overcharges though,” said Brogus suddenly finding his humor again and smiling in a lazy way.
“As a dwarf I would think you might learn to appreciate that quality,” said Petra with a lopsided little grin on her face as she poked at Brogus with a finger, “at least if everything I’ve ever learned about dwarves is true.”
Brogus laughed and nodded his head. “All right, you can come along, but not as a guide, as an equal partner in whatever we find. We’re not here on a sightseeing trip; we’re here to make a name for ourselves, riches, fame.”
“Then it’s settled,” said Milli with a curt little nod of her head. “When does the ship leave?”
“In two days,” replied Dol. “The captain said we can board any time after tomorrow night. They’re loading cargo for the return trip and don’t want passengers in the way.”
“Ugghh,” said Milli as she looked around the foul encampment. “Another day in this pit. I suppose it could be worse, at least we’ll be rid of that lice-ridden fleabag your so-called friends saddled me with,” she went on with squinting eyes at Brogus.
Brogus shrugged his shoulders, “They were some merchants I knew and we didn’t exactly have a great deal of time to plan the escape before we left. It was a last second decision. You can’t still blame me, can you?”
“Oh can’t I?” said Milli but with a playful giggle.
“You’re not mad,” said Brogus with a smile. “I can tell when you’re really mad and just pretending to be mad.”
“I am angry right now but that’s because the thought of getting out of this place broke my foul mood. Don’t let it go to your head. I’ll never forgive you for that mule.”
Brogus laughed and chucked Dol on the shoulder with a light punch, “She can’t stay mad, she’s a Halfling and everyone knows they are jolly bakers.”
Milli raised one eyebrow and looked at him with her strange yellow eyes. After a few seconds of this the young dwarf raised his hands and lowered his head, “Enough, enough, you win.”
It was late that evening and Brogus was on watch — they kept turns staying awake after their first night in the camp when ruffians attempted to burgle their possession — when he heard approaching footsteps. He was inside the little hut but at the door, sitting on an old wood chair that was missing its back and acted more as a stool. It was sturdy enough and the one piece of furniture in the place when they originally took possession. Footsteps in the night weren’t unusual in the encampment as soldiers, bored and mischievous, often drank too much and stumbled into the wrong hovel as they tried to find their way back home.
These footsteps were not the staggering strides of a drunken soldier but were steady, heavy, and purposeful. They approached the little shack and then stopped, next came the murmur of quiet voices, and finally the light tapping of a knock at the door.
Brogus looked over to the corner of the little shack where Milli and Petra slept on wood shavings they stole from behind a lumber mill north of the city and then to a wood board where Dol spent the evenings and saw no one stirring. He took the short handle of a throwing axe in his right hand and went over to the door, “Who’s there?”
“A messenger from the palace,” said a quiet, calm voice. It spoke just loudly enough to easily penetrate the thin door but not so quietly as to lose any authority.
“What palace?” said Brogus, and he raised the axe higher while reaching forward with his left hand to the heavy bolt on the door. They put the bolt on themselves almost immediately upon purchasing the right to squat in the little hovel. The place was totally unsecured originally but a few modifications from Dol and Brogus changed that quickly enough. They weren’t familiar with wood working but some of the same principals of stone masonry applied, at least enough for them to make the place safe from simple thieves.
“Corancil’s palace, at the base of the Fountain of Graves,” said the voice in the same quiet tone.
“I don’t believe you,” said Brogus and yanked the door open with a sudden movement. Brogus immediately took in the image of a tall, gangly man who wore a dark woolen overcoat. Even in the dim light of the moon the fine make of the cloak was obvious. The man stood quietly at the door and then bowed his head slightly, “May I come in? The camp is filled with ruffians and I fear for my safety.”
Brogus shrugged his shoulders but took a step backwards to allow the man to pass through. He held the axe high but the man didn’t seem to notice it as he ducked down to pass through the frame. Brogus realized he must be well over six feet in height and in the moonlight his skin seemed to shine a burnt orange color.
The visitor looked around the little shack for a moment and then walked over to the stove that dominated the center of the room where a kettle gently steamed. They kept hot water at the ready at all times during the long winter nights of the northern realms. “Can I pour myself a mug,” he asked with a look to Brogus as his hand stopped, poised at the handle of the kettle.
Brogus again shrugged, “Go ahead. The mugs are over there,” he said with a waving motion of his hand towards a little cupboard where half a dozen mugs rested on a plain wood panel that was partially warped to bend upwards at both the front and back.
“You might want to wake your friends,” said the man as he poured steaming water into one of the mugs. “This concerns you all.”
Brogus looked over to Milli and Petra but the two women were already awake and stared back at him with narrowed eyes in the dim light that came through the gratings on the stove. Dol was also awake and leaning on one elbow while he watched the newcomer closely. “We’re up,” said Milli with a little smile.
“Who are you?” said Brogus as the man finished stirring in some of the crushed coffee beans they kept in a little glass jar near the mugs.
“My name is unimportant,” said the man without expression on his face as he turned back to face Brogus. “I am here because First Citizen Corancil learned you are from Craggen Steep and hopes to make an alliance of sorts.”
“We’ve been trying to see him in the palace for weeks,” said Milli with a little frown as she sat further up on the wood shavings that served as a bed. “If he wanted an alliance why didn’t he just invite us?”
“I cannot say,” said the man with a shrug and a small smile. “Would you mind putting on a light so we don’t have to speak in the dark?”
“Turn around,” said Milli as she sat up and held a blanket up to her neck.
“Of course,” said the man and turned to face the wall of the one room shack and took a shallow sip from his mug.
“It won’t be easy to negotiate if we don’t know your name,” said Petra. Apparently the old woman had few qualms of modesty as she got up without ceremony exposing the flesh of her arms and legs in the thick woolen nightgown she wore. She threw a heavily patched cotton dress over her head and wiggled into it with a few shakes of her hip.
The man took another sip of his coffee, “I do not come to negotiate with you. I merely have a proposal from the First Citizen. You can accept it or reject it as you wish.”
“Why should we trust you?” said Milli now dressed in a wool jumper that buttoned up the front. It was a purchase made in town with some of their plentiful gold, both sturdy and comfortable although not particularly flattering to her slim frame.
The man said nothing for a few seconds as he sipped his coffee, “May I turn around now?”
“You can,” said Milli with a smile.
Petra went over to a lantern and quickly set the thing ablaze which brought the room into full focus.
The man turned around and then spoke, “It is the opinion of the First Citizen that nations must be built by men… and women… who are both talented and who have a strong sense in achieving things that are in their best self-interest.”
“What if it’s in my best interest to betray you? Or it is in your best interest to betray me?” said Dol, still sitting on the wooden plank but now fingering the handle of his hammer which was looped to the bed in such a way that the head did not touch anything combustible.
“That is the First Citizen’s point,” said the man with a wide smile that revealed a mouthful of perfectly straight, brilliant white, teeth. In the light it was clear he was rather gangly in appearance and perhaps in his mid-thirties. His long arms and delicate fingers did not fidget but seemed to rest in a natural position against his side. “Men..and women,” this addition with a look to Milli and Petra, “who do not act in a manner that is towards their own benefit cannot be trusted to make good decisions. In fact, it is most likely that when presented with any decision, those who are concerned with something besides their own concerns will chose poorly, so ingrained are the roots of their self-destructive behavior. The only people to be enlisted to aid in important matters are those accustomed to making decisions that improve their own life.”
“But…,” said Milli and then stopped.
“What if our interests conflict?” finished the man for her with a gentle nod of his head.
“Yes,” said Milli nodding her head in agreement.
“Then he is fool to ask you for help. The First Citizen makes decision in his best interest and among those decisions was sending me here to make my offer.”
“But…,” said Milli again, but proved unable to complete the sentence.
“People are not self-destructive; they make all their decisions hoping for the best outcome?” said the man again with an indulgent smile.
“Yes,” said Milli and frowned at his apparent mindreading abilities. She looked around for some sort of magical talisman that might aid in knowing the thoughts of others but saw nothing particularly suspicious on the man. He wore a slim gold ring on his left middle finger and no other sign of jewelry. His cloak was of the finest wool and its buttons sewed with expert precision, like a line of soldiers marching off to battle. His hair was brown and a bit rumpled from the windy evening breeze and his eyes were plain brown. There was nothing in the man to suggest a powerful mage but that might not mean anything.
He looked at her with those plain brown eyes and seemed to take in every part of her, “It is a fair question. The answer is that people are, by and large, quite self-destructive. Think back to all the people you’ve known over your lifetime and their penchant for making decisions that are detrimental to their life.”
“That doesn’t make sense. We do everything to better ourselves,” said Milli taking a step forward and clenching her fists somehow angry although she didn’t know exactly why.
“The rational thinker does, yes,” replied the man. “That is true and that is why I am here today to ask for your help. The First Citizens suspects that you are, like he, rational thinkers. Sadly, most people are unreasoning thinker and they make decisions based largely on what they want to be true. That is if they give it any thought at all. For the most part people are happy to repeat the musings of someone else and save themselves the effort of thinking. This naturally means that they are simply doing what is in the best interest of whoever told them how to think in the first place. Anyone who does things in someone else’s interest is, by definition, self-destructive.”
“There is some truth to that,” said Petra, as she walked over to the man and looked at him closely. “You have the bearing of a noble, not a messenger.”
“Can I not be a noble messenger?” he said with a laugh. “You have the bearing of an intelligent woman who preys upon the weaknesses in others while pretending to be a witchy woman.”
“Pretending?” said Petra although she smiled broadly despite herself as she realized the compliment.
The man shrugged, “Well, perhaps you can do a bit of magic. Many witches can brew tonics and the like, but it is the love potions and curse dolls that provide the vast majority of their income. Thus, proving my original point, I might add.”
Petra nodded her head and put her hand on her chin, “People do make poor decisions all too frequently. I see it all the time in my line of work. It never occurred to me that it was because they wanted to sabotage their own lives or that they were doing the bidding of someone else without regard to its effect on their lives. I’m not sure I completely agree with you on the matter, but I do see the truth of the argument. I would much like to meet the First Citizen and discuss these matters.”
“He is an extraordinarily busy man and cannot personally attend to every occasion, no matter the importance,” said the messenger. “But I will make certain he knows your desires. Perhaps, if our arrangement proves fruitful you will have that chance someday.”
“I don’t get it,” said Brogus lagging a bit in the conversation, his eyebrows close together and his nose wrinkled up. “Why would you trust us if you think we’ll only do what’s good for us?”
“It is not an easy thing to understand,” said the man with an easy smile as he looked towards Brugus. “It took me many years and many discussions with the First Citizen to fully understand the value of his philosophy. He only asks people to act in ways that will benefit their own lives. By working to benefit my life I end up helping those around me. Those people in turn act in their own best interest which serves the entire nation.”
“Now see here,” said Petra suddenly jumping back into the conversation. “There were rulers in Das’von before Corancil conquered it. Many men died in the wars that led to his rule. The previous kings faced death or exile. How is it in their interest to have died in this fight?”
“They did not surround themselves with people who could be trusted to act in their own self-interest and thus they suffered. There will be conflict. There will be winners and losers in life. The First Citizen makes decisions that will be to his benefit and picks allies who will do the same. What more can anyone do?”
“I still don’t think that it applies completely,” said Petra shaking her head as her voice trailed off into silence.
“Postulate your objections then,” said the man with the same calm expression of absolute certitude. “There can be disagreement as long as both sides listen. Just because you try to make the best decision doesn’t mean that you always will do so. Knowledge is as important as action. Academics enjoy verbal jousting while men… and women… of action prefer activity to thought. The true ruler, the builder, the doer of deeds can be either a thug or a man of rational self-interest. The thug will build, will create, will attract followers but their foundation is built on mud. A man who drinks wine at all times because it tastes good destroys himself. The rational man drinks enough to sustain himself and surrounds himself with those of a similar ilk,” this last came as the man stood up straight, revealing a greater height than he first projected, and his plain brown eyes seemed to shine with passion. His jaw was firm and his hands were now clasped strongly together behind his back.
“I… I… let me think about it,” finally lapsed Petra and none of the others said anything either as the room fell into silence. Brogus found himself standing up straight and felt the urge to salute, Dol slipped off the bed and also stood up straight, while Milli felt a sudden dizziness in her stomach.
“Tell us your proposition then,” said Dol, finally breaking the stillness that engulfed the small chamber.
“The First Citizen has need of information about the ruler of a nomadic force in a great sandy desert to the south. This Black Rider poses a threat to the First Citizen’s plans of conquest in the southern continent. He proposes to aid you in your journey south, in return you will learn as much as you can about this person and, should you survive, pass this along to agents of the First Citizen.”
“Why us?” said Milli, folding her arms across her chest and staring at the man with narrowed eyes. “The First Citizen must have plenty of spies?”
“The First Citizens would very much like the alliance of people familiar with the location of Craggen Steep. Conquest is costly and the need for gold a never ending burden. And, of course, the south is your chosen destination in any case which sweetens the offer.”
“I’ve never heard of Craggen Steep,” said Dol in a steady tone.
“Yes, I’m aware that is the answer everyone from Craggen Steep gives when questioned about the place. I appreciate the drollness of it. Consider me impressed with your cleverness,” said the man in a flat sort of tone. “Now, I’ve made my proposition. You may discuss it tonight. If you agree then you will not board your transport tomorrow and will await further instructions. In that happy event, I will arrange your trip to the south which, I assure you, will be far quicker and more comfortable than the vessel.”
“Thank you for stopping by,” said Milli as she shook off her stupor for a moment although she could not take her eyes off the charismatic messenger. “Are you sure we can’t get your name?”
The man bowed and put down his coffee cup, “I’m sorry, but no. I hope that this alliance proves fruitful and we can meet again. You intrigue me,” he said with a look to Milli and then a pointed glance to Dol who stood with the Hammer of Fire in his hand. “Farewell and best of luck whatever decision you make.” With that, he turned, strode to the door which he opened with a quick motion, and left the room while shutting the door gently behind him.
Brogus followed him to the door, slid the bolt, and then turned to face his companions. “I didn’t really follow all of that but I did hear something about an easier journey. I don’t think I’d like sailing much.”
Milli sat back down on the sawdust that served as a mattress and blinked her eyes a few times, “I don’t agree with everything he said but I like the idea of it. We get a free ride to the southern continent faster than any other way and we’re not really obligated to learn more about this Black Rider fellow. We can always just find the five volcanoes, kill Gazadum, and then be on our way. If anyone asks we can just say we didn’t learn anything.”
“Kill who?” said Petra.
“Oh,” said Milli and covered her mouth.
“The first Fire Elemental,” said Dol. “I will slay him with the Hammer of Fire and gain eternal glory.”
“Ohhh,” said Petra, “that Gazadum. I thought you meant a friend of my father’s. Short fellow, round belly.”
At this the entire group broke into gales of laughter, even Dol.
A day later the four waited in the little ramshackle hut and everyone except Dol nervously looked back and forth at one another. The tall dwarf with the little greenish apples in his hair and beard stood quietly by the door with the Hammer of Fire hanging from his belt. They had rigged a little flange that pushed the hammer away from his leg when he walked so as to avoid scorching his clothes. During their trip north to Das’von and after a great deal of experimentation with the great weapon they determined that even Dol was incapable of wielding the thing for more than a minute before the intensity of the heat built up to a point that he was unable to hold it any longer. Thus he tended to keep it on the loop at his belt until it was immediately needed.
“What if he doesn’t come?” said Brogus with an anxious look at Milli. His eyes darted back and forth between the two woman and the furrows on his brow were deep. “We still have time to catch the ship.”
“He’ll come,” said Milli. “Did he strike you as the sort to renege on an agreement?”
“What on an agreement?” said Brogus.
“Renege, not follow through,” said Milli with a shake of her long hair. She apparently found fresh water in the shanty town, or possibly bathed in the freezing cold glacial runoff, because her gold hair shone brightly and curled in long, luxurious waves. She had a pair of green ribbons in it and wore a lighter-weight dress that showed off her trim but firm figure and even wore a pair of pinch-toed shoes with long heels that increased her height by several inches.
“You look pretty,” said Brogus as he came over to look at her. “And you smell nice too,” this last as he reached towards the ribbons in her hair.
“Don’t touch!” said Milli and took a step backwards while raising her hands toward the stout dwarf. “You’ll wreck it. And, it’s not a big thing. I just needed to clean up a bit if we’re going on a journey. It might be my last chance for a while.”
“Rap,” came a firm knock at the door.
Everyone in the shack stopped and looked at each other, “Here we go,” said Brogus with a broad smile as he went to the door and opened it.
A tall man, perhaps in his fifties, with a heavy black cloak, dark eyes, and a pock marked face stepped into the room and looked around. “I’m to facilitate your transportation to the southlands. Are you ready?”
“Who are you?” asked Milli with a long frown on her face.
“I am Robel,” said the man. “But it doesn’t make any difference really. I am to facilitate your transport. Are you ready?”
“Where’s the messenger?” asked Milli as she tried to peer around the tall man to the doorway behind.
“I’m not sure who you mean,” said Robel with a shrug of his shoulders and in a neutral tone. “Are you ready to go, or not?”
“The man we first spoke with,” said Milli with a little stamp of her foot. “We liked him.”
The man in black cocked his head at the Halfling girl, “It’s not my concern if you like me or not. I’ve been asked to transport you to the southern realm. Are you ready to leave or do you need more time to prepare? Our window of opportunity is short.”
“Fine,” said Milli and pursed her lips as she took one last, hopeful look around the man to the area outside the door. “We’re ready to go.”
“Follow me then,” said Robel turning to exit the little building.
“Do we have everything?” said Brogus taking one last frantic look around the little hut. The rotted wood, boarded up and broken windows, the sputtering stove, and all the other amenities of the last few weeks stared back at him in silence.
“Is there anything here we want to keep?” said Milli with a little curl of her upper lip. “The sooner the memory of this place is gone from my mind the better. Leave it all except your gear.”
“Fine by me,” said Brogus and he turned to follow the man outside. The wind howled through the little shanty village and the poorly built structures shuddered with the force of it. On more than one occasion a brick or heavy stone tumbled off a roof of one of the better built structure and injured passersbys. Over the last couple of weeks they learned to listen carefully for the sound of sliding masonry and duck under low eaves to avoid a braining.
The man strode off in the opposite direction of the great city and they followed him on foot for half an hour with no sign of their destination. They soon left the shanty-town village where the soldiers lived and passed onto the open plains where the ground was somewhat spongy with a soft grassy material.
“Where are we going?” Brogus finally asked as he moved up to stand next to Robel.
“Transportation circle,” replied the tall man with the dark robes.
“What’s that?” asked Brogus as he looked keenly ahead trying to spot anything that might be a transportation circle, whatever that might be.
“It’s a circle for transportation,” said Robel.
“Thanks,” said Brogus with a snort and looked back to his companions and spread his arms out with hands up while rolling his eyes.
The man laughed, “All right, all right. I suppose there isn’t a big need for all the mystery. Prepare yourself for you are about to witness first-hand in just a few minutes anyway. Corancil is in the process of building portals all over the northern realms that can send a person from one to the other almost instantaneously.”
“I don’t believe it,” said Brogus narrowing his eyes as he stopped walking and falling a few paces behind Robel.
“It doesn’t matter what you believe,” said the dark-cloaked man with a shrug of his shoulders. His pace did not diminish. “You will see soon enough, and, as I said, our window of opportunity is not wide. The link to the realms outside their immediate influence is somewhat… shaky.”
Soon enough they reached the low outskirts of even the small forts that marked the very edge of the military encampments and now tall pine trees and spongy ground cover made up most of the terrain. To their right the glistening blue of the bay was just visible between hills now and again while behind them the smoke of the city hung in a low haze. “It’s just a few more minutes to the site,” said Robel.
“I’m not sure I like the idea of being ported from one side of the continent to the other with magic,” said Petra to Milli, and the Halfling girl nodded her head. “I’m still trying to figure out how we are going to be sent to the south if these portals only work between one and the other and Corancil hasn’t built any down there yet.”
“That’s a good question!” chimed in Brogus who picked up the conversation.
“Here we are,” said Robel as they rounded a slight bend and suddenly the portal appeared.
Thirty or forty rectangular stones stood on a cleared patch of ground in a rough circle around a central rock. The stones shone unblemished white in the sunshine and almost blinded their vision even in the faded light of a winter morning in the northern realm. Each stone, except the central monolith, looked exactly like the other so much so that there was a strange illusion of looking in some sort of mirror in a mirror.
“By Davim,” said Brogus and pulled up short as he stared at the circle.
“What sort of stone is that?” said Dol and immediately moved forward toward the nearest of the monoliths.
“White marble,” said Robel as he moved forward with the tall dwarf. “Is that an apple in your hair?”
“No,” said Dol and brushed away the hand that moved towards his head. Within a stride he stood at the first of the stones and ran his hand up and down its surface with gentle motions.
“It is an apple,” said the black cloaked man and started to reach towards Dol again but the tall dwarf turned and gazed at him with, not hatred or anger, but simply with such a look of unadulterated menace that Robel put his hand back down. “Not that it matters, just a curiosity.”
“What sort of masonry could produce this,” said Brogus coming up to Dol and likewise running his palm over the smooth surface of the white stone.
“Magic,” said Dol in a low voice. “Very, very powerful magic.”
“But how?” said Brogus. “We dwarves are the finest workers of stone and I’ve never see the like of this in… our home.”
Dol shook his head and leaned close to smell the stone, “I don’t know. But it’s this Corancil that’s doing it.” Milli joined the two dwarves at the stone while Petra slowly followed Robel towards the center of the circle. Dol continued, “If he’s got the power to make these then maybe he has the power to unite the northern realm. Power to conquer the world.”
“Power beyond anything I’ve ever seen,” said Brogus his hand still gently touching the white marble.
“Maybe we should find out as much about this Black Rider as possible,” said Milli as her eyes took a faraway look for a moment. “Just to play it safe in case we ever do get back to Corancil. Or his messenger.”
Brogus nodded his head and Dol did as well although both dwarves seemed loathe to remove their hands from the surface of the stone. They touched it as a mother might caress her newborn infant.
“It hasn’t even been fully ensorcelled,” said Robel with a tight smile as he watched them from his position at the center of the circle. “You have no idea the trouble it took to manufacturer those stones.”
“Yes, yes I do,” said Dol and finally turned away from the monolith and walked over to the center of the circle. The orange-gray rock in the middle of the white stones stood in stark contrast to those around it, for it was raw, unshaped, unpolished, with hematite veins thick across its surface. Energy seemed to crackle on its surface as they approached and everyone felt the hairs on their hands and necks stand on end.
“Put your hand on the rock,” said Robel, “time is short.”
The four looked at each other but then did as instructed. The mage raised his arms and smiled broadly:
Dark stone, white light
Bring forth the calls of night
Fly east, fly west, fly left, fly right
My mind’s eye your final flight
Go now, with speed, do not…
Suddenly the voice of the wizard stopped and a wall of heat and light engulfed them.



Chapter 10


Five horsemen guided their lean steeds over the scrub desert and bantered among themselves. The sun hung overhead like a massive lantern and the heat blasted down on the desert floor so that even the horses, with their heat toughened hooves, had to keep moving over the hot dirt.
“By the Sands of Time I hate these daytime patrols,” said the tallest of the warriors who wore a curved sword at his side and a wide-brimmed straw hat on his head.
“Why do we have to do it?” said the rider to his left who wore similar headgear and rode a well-muscled gray steed with steamy sweat evident on its flank. “Who did you anger in the tribal council, Sufeka?”
“I called the chieftain a son of a camel herder,” said the first man with a laugh as he mopped the sweat off his brow with a cloth already soaked so through that it was difficult to tell whether it helped or hurt the situation.
“The punishment for that is far worse than a noon patrol,” said the second man with a laugh. “But you’ve always had the balls of a stallion, Sufeka.”
The leader of the patrol nodded his head and turned his horse deeper towards a series of small hills to their right.
“Why are we out this far anyway?” said a third member of the group of riders.
“Those foul Blackriders are on the move of late,” said the leader and spat into the dirt and sand mixture. “Their darkling king hopes to unite the nomads into a single force. We of the Farrider clan are the natural leaders of the nomads, not those degenerate half-breeds.”
“The chieftain thinks they plan some sort of daylight raid? Their darkling king is only capable of moonlight attacks,” said the second nomad with a great guffaw. “As long as he cannot bear the light of Ras then we have nothing to fear from the Black Horsemen.”
“Let them bring the full force of their might against the Farriders. Our people have always defeated the Blackriders and we always shall. We control the biggest territory and we always shall. I welcome the chance to kill them,” he said this last as he pulled out his curved sword with a swift motion and leaned forward in the saddle. “Death to the Black Horsemen, death to Ming, death to the darklings!” he shouted and brandished his sword which reflected the blinding sunlight far onto the horizon. The others watched him with smiles on their faces as they entered the low hilly region and were taken by surprise by the weak voice that came from almost at their feet. It said something in a foreign language that none of the riders understood but that startled them none-the-less.
The leader’s horse reared high, but he pulled the reins so that it wheeled to face the voice which came from a low cave in the hillside. He shouted towards the sound, “Who dares invade the territories of the Farriders!”
Brogus stared up at the shadowy figure, silhouetted by the sun, blinked his eyes lazily, and reached forward with a hand, “We are travelers, lost, without water. Can you help us?”
Sufeka laughed, “Invaders from the northern realm,” he shouted to his companions although he did not understand the words of the dwarf. “Let us help them die quickly rather than of thirst.” He made a little motion with his hand which prompted the four other horsemen to pull out their weapons, dismount, and take up position around the little cave entrance.
Brogus pulled out his little hand axe and straightened to his full height, still far shorter than the rangy nomads. His face was badly sunburned and his lips were peeled into little flayed and scabby strands, “Do your worst then.”
The nomads looked at the sunburnt dwarf and smiled as they closed in, “The sun is intense in the desert,” said one of them, “you need to cover yourself properly. Have you not visited our lands before?”
“Die,” came the girlish voice of Milli followed directly by a dagger that plunged into the eye of the second nomad who collapsed to the ground in a silent heap.
The four remaining warriors darted forward at Brogus but the dwarf whipped his tall, steel shield in front of him and deflected two strikes as he backed into the little hidden cavern. The nomads followed into the darkness which left them blind for the moment, and Dol took this opportunity to come at them with the Hammer of Fire. One of the warriors raised his light wooden shield as he sensed the motion but the heavy steel head smashed through it as though it weren’t there at all and pulverized two ribs, pushing one of them into the nomad’s lung. The three remaining warriors spun towards Dol and lunged at the shape; Dol deflected one sword tip but the other got through the defenses only to be turned aside by his heavy dwarf-made chain shirt.
Brogus used the moment to neatly cleave the head off one of the remaining warriors and the leader, almost blind in the cave, called out, “Retreat, back to the horses,” and dashed backwards out of the cave. His surviving companion tried to follow but Milli darted out, dashed under his feet, and his heel hit her side as he backed away and sent him tumbling. She spun around and neatly slid her dagger through his ribs and into his heart. He died without making a further sound.
Dol walked carefully to the edge of the cave, gave his eyes a moment to adjust to the bright light, and then emerged in time to see Sufeka, the last of the warriors, mounting his horse and wheeling it to charge. “Death to invaders, for the Farrider clan, for the nomads, death!” and then he charged at Dol his horse almost leaping forward to close the gap between them instantly. His scimitar came down in a slashing blow but Dol ducked underneath it and brought the hammer through in a rising strike against the horse’s stomach as it rushed past.
Sufeka wheeled the beast but it screamed and spun against his movement which sent him spinning out of the saddle and onto the ground where his head hit the hardpan with a stunning crack.
By the time the nomad regained his equilibrium, Dol stood over him with the hammer poised in both hands ready to deliver a killing blow. “Take us to the Black Rider.”
The nomad glared up from the sand and spat out a wad of blood, “I do not understand your foul northern tongue, but I assume you want me to do something for you in order to ensure that I survive.”
Dol stared at him in total incomprehension and his eyes burned with fire. Suddenly he raised his hammer to bring it down on the head of the sneering nomad and only the intervention of Brogus, who grabbed Dol by the arm to stop the blow, prevented the attack.
“Dol,” said Milli. “What are you doing?”
“He cannot help us,” said Dol. “Why not get rid of him before he brings down more of his kind upon us?”
“Dol,” repeated Milli. “We are not the sort to murder in cold blood. Besides, if we can communicate with him perhaps he can tell us where we are.”
“In the meantime,” said Petra emerging from the back of the cave where she remained hidden during the fight, “We now have five horses and an excellent supply of water.”
“Do you know how to ride a horse like that?” said Brogus eyeing the muscled chargers that eyed them from nearby. He took a step towards one of the beasts but it reared and lashed out with a hoof. “They don’t look friendly.”
Sufeka laughed at the attempt to approach one of the horses. “You’ll never ride the horse of a Farrider, invader,” he said. “We train them too well.”
“I think he doesn’t like our chances of taming the steeds,” said Milli with a glance at the nomad on the ground. “If we can’t catch them then we can’t unload their supplies.”
Petra produced something from inside one of her pockets and began to hum a little tune as she quietly approached the horses while looking in the opposite direction.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” started Brogus as he reached out towards Petra.
Just a moment later the old woman was at the lead horse, cooing gently, and whispering soft words in its ear as she fed it something from the palm of her hand.
“Witch woman!” shouted Sufeka from the ground and started to rise but Dol merely turned the hammer in his direction and pointed it at him.
“This might work out,” said Milli as she cautiously approached the mammoth horse and held out her hand.
“How are you so good with animals?” asked Brogus, now wearing one of the floppy hats the nomads sported a few moments before. “Here, I got their hats. We should all put them on. I don’t know why we didn’t even bother to ask where we were headed.”
Milli looked down at the ground as she stroked the shoulder of the big horse, “That was my fault. If Petra hadn’t brought water and food we’d have died of thirst days ago. As it is we wouldn’t have made it more than another day or two and we had no idea what direction to head.”
“We still don’t know where to go,” said Brogus and looked at the man on the ground. A moment later all four of the companions wore one of the floppy hats as they stared at the prisoner.
“We can follow their tracks,” said Petra looking at the hoof prints in the ground. This scrub is good for that as long as there isn’t a storm.”
“I wouldn’t mind some rain,” said Milli, her face red and her skin parched and dry. “Even if it did wipe out the tracks.”
“We can’t wait too long,” said Dol, the fire in his eyes gone as suddenly as it came, and they were now returned to their normal, brown color. “When this patrol goes missing they’ll send out reinforcements. On horses like these it won’t take them long to find us.”
“Wait,” said Petra who pulled something out of the saddlebag of the leader’s horse. “It’s a map. I don’t understand the writing but there are symbols.”
“Let me look at that,” said Brogus coming over and taking the parchment from the hand of the woman. “We dwarves know a thing or two about map-making.”
The nomad on the ground watched them closely and thought about dashing for one of the other horses, but the tall dwarf with the short hair kept him under strong surveillance. He felt burning shame at the defeat at the hands of the barbarians, although he could see that the hammer was of great power. He could yet redeem himself by taking it back to his people.
“See this symbol here,” said Petra, as she, Milli, and Brogus huddled over the map and took sips of water from the large skin containers they looted from the great horse. “It’s the same as on the horses and their equipment. I think we’re right at the border of this other tribe. This other symbol looks like a black horse and I’d take that as a good sign we’re on the right track.”
“You could be right,” said Milli and turned her attention back to the man on the ground. “I just wish we could ask him a few questions. And, if we do find this Black Rider, how will we communicate with him?”
“He looks the hard sort,” said Brogus with a glance back at their prisoner. “I’m not sure he’d talk unless we put the tongs to him.”
“Brogus!” said Milli.
“What?” said Brogus. “He’s not going to volunteer the information, and besides, he can’t speak our language anyway.”
“Still, torture?”
“It’s just an idea,” said Brogus with a shrug of his shoulders and another sip from the water skin. “If Petra is right about this map then we can head… well… what direction is what?”
“They say you can tell by watching the sun,” said Milli pointing up.
Petra looked at the trio and shook her head, “Have any of you three ever been outside for more than a few days of your life?”
“I’ve been on trading caravans for weeks,” said Brogus. “But I didn’t pay too much attention to the sun. It’s awful bright.”
Milli shook her head, “I was outside as a little girl, but I don’t remember it.”
Dol simply shook his head.
“We’ve been out in this desert for almost three days and you haven’t tracked the sun once?” asked Petra with a shake of her head. “I doubt you even noticed the constellations are completely different.”
“What’s a constellation?” asked Brogus with a look of incomprehension on his face.
Petra looked at Milli with raised eyebrows but the Halfling girl’s face bore a puzzled expression as well. “The stars? Up there?” Milli said pointing up to the bright sky.
Brogus looked up and into the sun and then down the ground and began to blink rapidly, “Owww.”
“Don’t stare at it, you idiot. That’s the sun.” said Petra with a little snort of air. “I’m talking about at night. The little pinpoints of light. The stars. You’ve heard of them, right?”
“Ohhh,” said Brogus. “Yeah, those. Never gave them much thought. Are they different here than back home?”
“You really didn’t notice?”
Milli looked back and forth between Dol and Brogus and finally shook her head, “Do they change often?”
Petra just smiled. “It doesn’t matter. It means we’re a long way from where we were before. I pay attention to those sorts of things. Now, if this little compass at the top of the map means what I think it does, then we need to head in the direction of the setting sun to get to this other area. If this symbol means anything at all it means the territories of the Black Horsemen. Even if we get there alive I don’t know how we are going to talk to them. I know a bit of the trader tongue but I doubt that extends this far south.”
“We are in the south,” said Brogus as he took another glance up at the sky. “I never thought it could get this hot. Did it take us half a year to travel through the portal? It seemed like it happened right away but it was winter in Das’von.”
Everyone looked to Petra.
She shrugged, “I’m not sure about things like that. Maybe the seasons are different in the south. Maybe this is winter and it gets even hotter.”
“No!” said Milli and touched her sunburned skin gingerly. “It can’t get hotter than this. It’s always pretty much the same in Craggen Steep.”
“Unless you do deep mining,” said Brogus. “It’s sweaty down there all the time. Hundreds of miners working next to each other, hour after hour. I’ve seen apprentices keel over dead, I have.”
“Lovely thought,” said Milli with a tight little smile towards Brogus. “Be dear and try to say something to take my mind off the heat.”
“What do we do with him?” said Dol with a nod of his head to the prisoner.
“He’ll catch one of the horses and ride back to his friends as soon as we leave,” said Milli and put her hands on her hips and stomped her foot. “But, we are not going to just kill him in cold blood.”
“What then?” asked Brogus tilting his head to the side and looking at Milli.
“I might be able to cook something up that will knock him out for a bit,” said Petra. “The plants here are different than back home but I recognize some things and I’ve got some herbs I brought with me.”
“That’s the plan then,” said Milli with a nod of a her head and a firm smile. “We knock him out and then head towards the… what did you say about the sun?”
“Towards the setting sun,” replied Petra. “In a few hours it’ll start going down and we can just follow it to the horizon. I’m not sure what the measurement means in actual distance but it can’t be much different than we use back home. One tick mark means a thousand or so steps.”
“Maybe one tick mark means a thousand miles,” said Brogus.
“Maybe,” said Petra, “but I doubt it. People think the same way no matter what. You’ll find different people everywhere but they’re all the same in many ways. The way they think, the way the act, the way they can be tricked from their coin. You’d be surprised how much people are the same everywhere.”
“Wait,” said Brogus. “It is a few hours until the sun goes down. In Das’von the day was much shorter than that and the nights longer. The days are longer here. It must be summer.”
“That’s true,” said Milli with a bright smile. “So it can’t get hotter!”
“I’m going to brew something up in the cave,” said Petra. “Make sure he doesn’t get away.”
The morning sun filtered through the clouds four days later as they stared across the bleak landscape of never changing prickly scrub plants and dirty brown sand and dirt.
“Sun’s coming up,” said Brogus. “We should find another cave in the next couple of hours before it gets too hot. His skin was still red and burned but with the desert clothes and good water supply looted from the nomads he looked healthier than four days before and spoke with a stronger voice.
Petra went over to the one horse they managed to tame and petted it across its neck, “We’ve still got enough water for a few days but we might want to head towards one of these green splotches on the map. I’d guess that means water and we’ll need to get the horse more than we’ve been giving it or it will die. I don’t want to wait until we’re out of water again. It was pure luck those nomads came across our hiding spot or we’d be dead now.”
“What if we run into more of those nomads?” asked Milli looking in first in one direction and then in the other. “I think we should just keep heading to the place on the map that shows the black horse picture. That’s who we are here to find. If we find them then they’ll have water.”
“We’re here to kill Gazadum,” said Dol in a quiet voice as his hand went to the hammer at his side. He found himself touching it more frequently these days and luxuriating in the heat it emanated.
“Yes, Dol,” said Milli with a roll of her eyes at his now familiar refrain. “But we have to get out of this desert first and we don’t even know how far away the five volcanoes are from here.”
“South,” said Dol with a shrug. “We need to head south.”
“Further south?” said Brogus moping his brow. “How is that possible? It can’t get any hotter.”
“How do you know it’s south?” said Milli with a sideways glance at Dol through her yellow eyes. She fiddled with draw strings on the floppy hat that she wore.
“I know,” said Dol, his hand lingering on the handle of the hammer long enough that the heat started to permeate through his arm.
“That’s not an answer,” said Milli, “but I know you well enough to understand that’s all I’ll get.” She looked down at his hand which held the hammer and then turned her gaze to Petra. “How long can we make it with the water we have?”
“Another three days for us,” said the old witchy woman with a shrug of her shoulders as she continued to stroke the mane of the stallion. “I don’t know for the horse. If we give him our water that cuts into how much we have left.”
“Why not head for the water spots?” said Brogus and moped his brow yet again. “We have a better chance of finding people there anyway. Wouldn’t they gather near water?”
Milli looked at her friend and broke into a broad smile, “Actually, Brogus, you have a pretty good idea there. If we find water we’ll surely find these nomads. I’m still not sure how we’ll talk to them but at least it’s a start.”
“I had a good idea!” said Brogus as his smile threatened to leap completely off his face.
“Don’t let it go to your head,” said Milli but her smile widened as well.
“Too late,” said Petra with a shake of her head as a big grin appeared on her face as well.
“She’s right,” said Brogus and made a muscle with his right arm.
Milli rolled her eyes and shook her head, “Fine, fine. Let’s find a place to get out of the heat of the day. There are some low hills over that way,” she finished pointing towards a little rise in elevation to her right. “Is that in the right direction to the water?”
Petra pulled out the little map and nodded her head, “Generally, I think. It’s not easy to figure out exact directions like that. Those hills are opposite the sun this morning, so it’s as good a choice as any. I wish we could find one of the landmarks on this map because then we’ll know how far we’ve traveled.”
“You don’t even know where we were when we started,” said Brogus with a shake of his head. “I’m not much at map reading here in the open but underground I know my business. The mines of Craggen Steep go on for who knows how long all the way to the bottom of the mountain and beyond. You have to know where you start to be able to figure out where you are now.”
“Fine,” said Petra with a little downturn of her lips, “we need to find first one place on this map and then a second. Is that good enough?”
“Yep,” said Brogus as he continued to smile widely.
“And wipe that grin off your face,” said Petra. “If it wasn’t for me we never would have made it this far.”
Brogus continued to smile. An hour later, just as the sun began its long climb to the zenith of the sky, they found a small cave in the rocky hillside. They all went into together and set down their gear before Petra went out to gather some of the strange plants that grew in the region. They had learned, through trial and nausea, what plants were tasty and which were toxic.
“It must rain sometimes,” said Petra as she returned with an armload of the little green pads that grew on the plants all over the desert. “These plants can’t exist without water at all. I bet they have a big rainy season and then it’s stored up to survive the rest of the year. It probably happens in autumn and maybe again in spring. I bet it gets cold in winter. It gets cold enough at night and this is summer.” With this observation, to which no one replied, she busied herself with scraping off the needles while Dol and Brogus ignited a little fire with some of the scrub they harvested earlier.
“It does get pretty cool at night,” said Brogus stripping off his heavy chain shirt and preparing some bedding for the long day. “I never would have thought it but it’s true.”
“Hey!” said Milli from the cave mouth. “I see some dust over there.”
Petra and Brogus immediately rushed to the entrance of the little cave while Dol stayed at the fire and gently twisted the hammer round and round. The three peered out over the seemingly endless desert while little Milli stood in front and pointed. Petra, the tallest of the trio stood behind her, and Brogus tried to wriggle his way past the tall woman. “Riders,” said the witch with in a low tone. “They’re coming from the direction of the black horse symbol.”
“Do you think we should say hello,” said Milli looking back over her right shoulder to the Petra. “I mean that is who we’re supposed to spy on.”
“We could ambush them like we did the first group,” suggested Brogus and looked back towards his weapon and armor on the floor of the stone cave. They lay neatly arranged so that he might grab and use them at a moment’s notice. He learned this particular habit a long time ago from his father and older brothers in the dwarf citadel. Even in the secure environment of Craggen Steep darkling forces attacked from the realm below on occasion and the mining operations were always at risk. The darklings were a cruel, torturous lot that captured dwarves for slave operations beneath the ground. Dwarves were strong miners and the darklings worked them to death building new tunnels for their endless warrens.
“We don’t want to kill them,” said Milli looking at the burly dwarf. “They might know the Black Horseman.”
“They might be violent, like the first group,” said Brogus and watched as Dol slipped back on his armor and fingered the hammer at his side. “We don’t want to meet them out in the open with those horses. We wouldn’t stand a chance. We should lure them here to the cave like before.”
“They’ll not pass close enough,” said Petra judging their movement and direction with a practiced eye.
“If we flag them down then we lose the element of surprise,” said Brogus with a look back towards his axe again.
“If we don’t then we’re back to wandering in the desert running out of food and water,” said Milli tapping her foot on the rocky ground.
“She,” said Brogus with a nod at Petra, “can find us plenty of food and the map shows where the water is.”
“So you propose to wander around in the desert for the rest of our lives,” said Milli with a shake of her head. “Think Brogus. We have to contact someone and those riders are the best option we have.”
“You’re smarter than me, Milli,” said Brogus with a frown. “If you think that’s what we should do, then let’s do it.”
“Dol?” said Milli with a look back to the dwarf who, by now, stood fully armored and ready for battle.
He shrugged, “Either way. I have my mission.”
Milli turned away with a snort. “He’s going to be no help at all unless we get in a fight. I say we wave to the riders. Petra?”
The witch woman gauged the distance of the riders to their location, put her hand to her chin, and eventually nodded her head, “I think you’re right Milli. The other choice is to wander endlessly and if we’re in another tribe’s territory this map is probably not all that useful.”
“Go ahead, Brogus,” said Milli and turned to face the dwarf warrior.
“Should I put on my gear first?” he asked with another longing look back to the cave.
“It’ll take them some time to get here,” said Milli looking back and forth to the riders and Brogus. “Wave them down and then gear up.”
Brogus moved passed Milli to the front of the little cave and began to wave his arms up and down although for some time it proved impossible to tell if the riders noted or not. After a bit of this, Milli gave him a long white cloak, another item stolen from the first band of nomads, to wave. It was surprisingly lightweight for its strength and she was eager to know the secrets to its weave.
“My arms are tired,” said Brogus after long minutes of waving.
“They see us,” said Petra. Despite her age, her eyes were as sharp as a young girl’s and well experienced at judging distances and objects. “They’ve broken into two groups. One continues in the same direction and the second heads towards us.”
“That’s it then,” said Brogus and stopped waving his arms and rushed back into the cave to put on his armor and grab his weapon. “Dol, are you ready?”
Dol nodded his head and smiled as he felt the heat of the hammer handle spread through his hands.
Petra watched as the little clouds of dust coalesced into shapes, then to a group of riders, and finally into individual horsemen. Their gear appeared similar to the first group although this band had a short banner that snapped in the stiff breeze brought on by the speed of their horses. The dust obscured her vision but an occasional glimpse convinced the witchy woman that it depicted a black horse on a sandy background. In the end she badly misjudged the tremendous speed of the horses by their apparently slow approach because before she fully realized it they were suddenly close by and the pounding sound of their hoof beats sounded like thunder.
All of the horses suddenly pulled up twenty yards short of the little cave although neither Petra nor Milli saw anyone give any sort of signal to indicate a halt. One horse, a spirited animal, gray in color with black eyes, broke off from the group and headed towards them. It was guided by a rider cloaked in the lightweight, yet sturdy material they now wore themselves. A thin piece of cloth, apparently the same material, covered his nose, mouth, and chin, although his piercing blue eye were easily apparent as he looked them over. He said something in a strange language and Milli held up her hand in what she hoped might appear a peaceful gesture.
The rider spoke again and his hand went to a curved blade at his side.
“We are strangers and do not speak your language,” said Milli, her high-pitched Halfling voice sounding clear and crisp in the hot desert air. “We come to see the Black Rider.”
The man looked down from atop his tremendous horse. The thing almost seemed to breathe fire to Milli and she could hardly give credence to the idea that this was a similar species to the mule she rode not so long ago. It was heavily muscled in the chest but lean in the flanks with long legs and a regal, aloof look in its eyes. The man aboard it said something in that strange language and then pulled off the cloth that covered his face.
He stared at the pretty Halfling girl for long seconds as neither of the two averted their gaze. Then he suddenly smiled with shining, white teeth and laughed. He leaned back on his mount and shouted something to one of the other riders who immediately dismounted and began to rummage under his cloak as he walked over.
The newcomer bobbed his head and similarly pulled the cloth from his face and also removed the wide brimmed hat from his head which proved to be bald as an egg. Milli noted he was rather short and a bit round around the middle although hardly fat. He said something to the girl and although his tone was pleasant she could still not understand him. Eventually he pulled a little silver amulet out from one of the many compartments apparently hidden in the cloak and slipped it over his head, “Can you understand me now?”
“Yes, yes I can!” said Milli with a bright smile and actually jumped up and down a few times. “Can you understand me?”
The nomad nodded his head, “Indeed I can, little girl. Is this your daughter?” he said with a look at Petra.
The old woman threw back her head and laughed aloud, “You’ve never seen a Halfling before?”
The chubby man jerked his head back and opened his eyes wide. Then he turned at looked at Milli more closely. “Why, I’m terribly sorry, young lady. We do not have many of your race here in the Sands but I know they live in Tanta by the Sea. Will you accept my apology?”
Milli folder her arms across her chest and frowned, “I suppose.”
“Please forgive my rudeness but we were quite surprised to see such as you here in the southern territory. I am Manetho, can I offer you and your friends sweets? Coffee or tea?” he said and looked back to the horsemen behind him. “These visitors are now guests of the Black Horsemen. Prepare for a midday supper.”
With these words the nomads immediately dismounted and began to unpack all manner of equipment from their steeds. From one little bag came long sticks, somehow collapsed upon one another that unfolded into supports for a heavy piece of material that was set as a barrier to keep the sand out. Within in a few more seconds they set up a little table with cushions and before Milli could even protest, Manetho took her by the arm and led her to the makeshift shelter. “You look touched by Ras,” he said and pointed to her sunburned skin. “We have a salve that will help with that although I do not carry a large quantity of it.”
“Wait a moment,” interrupted Milli and turned back to the cave. “There are two more of us in the cave. Warriors. We feared you might attack as did the others.”
“Farriders?” said Manetho with a little smile.
“I’m sorry?” said Milli shaking her head.
“Have you not heard of the Farrider nomads?” said Manetho. “You wear their cloaks and symbols. They are the sworn enemy of the Black Horsemen. We are to kill them on site. It is lucky we recognized that you were foreigners or we would have slain you.”
“The Farriders tried that,” said Milli. “But, I have your word that we are safe in your care? My companions will not want to exit the cave without such assurances.”
“You are not familiar with the ways of the nomads of the Sands then,” said Manetho. “I have declared you my guests and no harm will come to you if I can prevent it.”
Milli looked at the chubby man for a moment and saw his plain smile and heard the earnest tone in his voice, “I trust you, Manetho. I am Milli. This is Petra and Dol and Brogus wait in the cave. I will get them.”
“You have strange names, Milli,” he said rolling the word in his mouth but doing a good job of pronunciation. “Dol… Brogus. They do not roll easily from the tongue. Where are you from?”
Petra looked at the nomad for a moment, “I’m from the northern lands near Das’von. We met while traveling in the region and I think they are also from that area although I’m not completely certain.”
“I know of Das’von,” said Manetho in a suddenly quiet tone as the nomads around him also stopped their work and looked at the two. “There are rumors of that great city even here in the Sands. I have declared you guests but I must warn you that such an affiliation might be sorely looked upon by my brothers.”
“We are not representatives of Das’von,” said Petra although the sound of the city’s name again caused the nomads to glance at the duo and murmur amongst themselves. “We have come seeking a region of five volcanoes. We are on a quest.”
“Volcanoes?” said Manetho with a scratch of his chin. “There are no volcanoes in this area although the green lands south of here, Shandoria, are rife with them according to tradesmen. I do not know of an area with five but we can consult the traders and they might be able to help you find this place.”
At that moment Dol, Brogus, and Milli emerged from the cave. The two dwarves were still in full armor and carried their weapons at the ready while Milli smiled broadly and waved at Manetho, “They are a bit nervous. I don’t want anyone to get the wrong idea.”
“Warriors of the Temin,” said Manetho at the sight of the two dwarves.
Dol and Brogus looked at one another but said nothing.
“Are you not from the grand mountain Temin where your kind resides on our western border?” asked Manetho.
Dol shook his head and Brogus replied, “No, we are from the north.”
“Ahh,” said Manetho with a shake of his head. “The only dwarves around here are those of Temin, the Kingdom of the Mountain. Nevertheless, you are welcome in our camp. I am Manetho and we are your hosts. Milli here has told me you are on a quest for the volcanic lands to the south. We might be able to direct you there. And, we owe you a gratitude for slaying Farriders. It was your axe and hammer that achieved this I assume?”
“And my knife,” said Milli pulling out a little dagger and smiling.
“The women of your land fight as well?” said Manetho. “This is good. Our woman fight alongside the men and you will soon see that our little company has two of fair sex,” he indicated with a gesture towards the nomads who continued to set up the camp.
Milli looked closely and did see two smaller figures among them and the way they moved beneath the strange material did seem more feminine. “We slew four of the Farriders but allowed one to go free after we captured him. We were not well equipped to handle prisoners.”
“Alas,” said Manetho with a shake of his head and a little frown. “We sell prisoners to the Golden Worm for a high price.”
“The Golden Worm?” said Brogus, suddenly interrupting the conversation as he came over and hooked his axe to his belt.
“Come,” said the chubby nomad as he looked over to the now finished campsite. The screen blocked off the intensity of the noonday sun but allowed through ample light to see a flat table, resting on the ground and somehow pieced together like a puzzle, soft cushions for seats, a dozen little bowls filled with strange fruits and vegetables that Milli did not recognize, and even little glasses with a milky liquid inside. “Come, eat, drink. Then we will discuss other matters.”
Manetho introduced the four other nomads to the group, two men and two women, but Milli quickly lost track of their names and the fact that only the chubby wizard with his strange amulet understood them and only his words had any meaning to them, quickly forced him to become the center of the impromptu little feast. Milli found that she enjoyed much of the food, while Petra spent a great deal of time watching the cooking methods of the desert nomads and seemed to manage some level of communication as she learned.
The eating, drinking, and small talk went on at a leisurely pace and soon the high noon sun began to descend which brought out lengthening shadows but little in the way of relief from the heat. Manetho gave her a vial of strange smelling solution that she rubbed onto her sunburned face while Dol, Petra, and Brogus did the same. The little amount barely sufficed but Milli did feel an easing to the burning sensation, although, perhaps it was merely her imagination.
Eventually the nomads began to pack up the camp, leaving the screen and seating cushions for last and only then did Manetho broach the subject of the Black Rider and Das’von. “You are from Das’von,” he said to them although he looked carefully at Dol and Brogus as he used the name of the great city. His round face seemed suddenly sharper and his blue eyes narrowed.
“No,” said Brogus. “We are from a citadel not too far away from the city named Helmhigh.” This was the name the dwarf caravans always used when dealing with the other races to avoid the mention of their true home.
“And you are in the Sands to find five volcanoes?” asked Manetho.
“Yes,” said Dol suddenly perking up and paying attention. “Five volcanoes right next to one another along the sea.”
“I will take you back with us to our encampment,” said Manetho, “and our tradesmen might be able to help you locate this place. However, there are many rumors about Das’von here in the south and about a man named Corancil. Do you know anything about this?”
Dol nodded his head, as did Brogus, although Milli and Petra kept silent. The four nomads finished packing away the material of the camp and then simply lay down on the hard earth and seemed to nap.
“We do know a little,” finally ventured Milli with a small smile.
“You will tell me?” said Manetho and it seemed a question rather than a statement although the good humor of their recent dining experience seemed but a distant memory in the suddenly highly charged atmosphere.
“He is a powerful conqueror. We’ve been told he is assembling an army to invade the southern lands,” but that is really about all we know,” said Milli with a shrug of her shoulders. “We were only in Das’von for a little while.”
“And now you are in the Sands. I believe the distance between these two locations is beyond calculation. When were you in Das’von?”
The four looked at one another before Milli finally answered, “Five days ago.”
The nomad blinked slowly and said nothing for a long time.
“It was magic,” said Brogus.
“So I would imagine,” said Manetho.
“We used some portal thingy,” continued Brogus.
“You did this on your own?”
“No,” said Brogus. “A mage helped us. We promised to reward him once we completed our mission.”
Milli sat silently.
“I see,” said Manetho. “Well, it is much for me to think about. We are currently on patrol. The main encampment is too far for you to reach on foot. I will send a rider back for horses once the heat of the day passes us. We might have to wait several days. In the meantime you can regal me with stories of the northern realm and perhaps all you know of this Corancil and his armies.”
“We never met him,” said Brogus with a shrug although Milli remained silent. “Helmhigh keeps mostly to itself. We don’t know much about the rest of the world.”
Petra spoke next, “I probably know the most about Corancil but even that is not much. I’m a witch woman and I’ve traveled about the area more than a bit. Das’von is the oldest city in the northern realms and was ruled by a dwarf warlord since I was a little girl. Rumors started about three of four years ago about some armies from the middle-lands. There are supposedly some tall mountains and wide lakes in the middle of the northern states but I do not know if that is true. Corancil came from those with his armies. He conquered Das’von and Stav’rol in great battles. He supposedly has trading treatises with the cities on the eastern shore, especially Sea’cra. They are traders on the ocean, sea-going men.”
“We know these Sea’cra traders,” said Manetho. “Their vessels reach the City by the Sea, Tanta, and from there goods reach us nomads. They are weaklings in the city, living in their brick homes, away from the stars, the sun, the sand. These are things that make a man strong. If this Corancil thinks to invade the southlands then he must deal with the Black Horsemen, the strongest of the nomad tribes. He will not be able to defeat us. Have no fear. You are safe.”
“The armies of Corancil number in the tens of thousands,” said Milli with a gesture of spreading arms. “We stayed in a camp outside of Das’von.”
“These matters bear much thought,” said Manetho. “I am not the one who can make important decisions. Rest now, it is the peak of Ras, we will send the patrol on without us and wait. Then I will take you to the Black Horseman and he will decide what is to be done. Rest now.”



Chapter 11


Two hundred tents covered the scrub plains around the shallow lake. The greatest density clustered along the eastern shore although small groups and isolated tents of all shapes and sizes popped up along the shoreline like little bunches of flowers. Their awnings displayed all the colors of the rainbow and thousands of people, horses, camels, and other strange beasts meandered between them as the shouts of street hawkers and the screams of children echoed back and forth. A weather beaten nomad wearing riding gear and walking his horse carefully through the throng looked neither to the left or right but made a direct line towards the center of the tent city. The scarf that partially covered his face hung loosely and his deep brown eyes stared out above a hawk-like nose. As he neared the center of the tents a young boy, not yet in his teens, dashed out and took the reins of his horse from the man and then led the great steed off to the north.
The boy took the horse out past the tent city and towards an open field in the distance where hundreds of the powerful beasts frolicked with one another. Meanwhile the man continued his journey towards the center of the encampment and towards a large black tent that seemed to suck in the colors from those around it. He approached the entrance a few moments later and two tall nomads, both faces pock-marked from the blister disease that took the lives of so many nomads, wearing long scimitars at their sides and unsmiling mouths on their faces greeted him with a nod of their head. They made no move to impede his entrance. He ducked into the tent without a word and made his way to a low table where a tall darkling with purple eyes sat behind a wooden desk on a chair of the same material. He barely glanced up as the weather-beaten nomad entered the room, peeled the mask from his face, and stood before the table.
The darkling took a few more notes with a feather quill, scratching strange symbols on a piece of parchment, set it down, and after a final pause looked up at the nomad, “Report.”
“I am from Manetho’s patrol of the Farrider border. We encountered a group of northmen hiding in a cave. They slew a Farriders patrol and stole their equipment and a horse,” said the nomad in a steady voice as he looked directly into the dancing purple eyes of the man behind the desk.
“Northerners, you say?” said the darkling as he reached over and picked up the quill for long enough to dip it in an inkpot, and then he leaned back in his chair. “In The Sands?” The darkling pursed his lips of a deep brownish red color and was again silent for a second as his eyes moved back and forth. “You were right to come directly to me. What is your name?”
“I am Mejhem the White Fox,” said the man with a slight nod of his head. “Manetho was able to communicate with the northerners although I do not know of what they spoke.”
The darkling propped his elbows on the table and stared off into the distance without saying anything for a long time, although the nomad showed no signs of impatience and merely stood silently waiting. “You will want food, water, a fresh horse?” said the darkling his eyes once again fixed on Mejhem.
“A kind courtesy but unnecessary, Sheikh Ming. It was not a long journey and I am prepared to lead a group of warriors back to the site immediately so that they might be brought to you with all speed,” said the man with a shake of his head. “They do not have horses or even camels and cannot return easily.”
“In that part of the desert with no horses, no camels,” said Ming and his eyes flashed at the nomad for a moment, “Possibly you have been duped?”
“I do not think so,” said the man with another shake of his head. “They were badly burned by the sun, northerners most certainly, unfamiliar with the desert, short on food and water. I do not understand how they found themselves in such a place but I do not think I was fooled. I do not think this a game of the Farriders.”
Ming nodded his head. “Return to them with as many extra horses as you need. Bring them back here as quickly as possible. I will want to speak with them immediately.”
The nomad bowed, “I will do as you command, great Sheikh. I should return in four days unless the desert swallows their spirit.” With this he turned and left the tent.
Ming lowered his head and stared at the parchment on the desk without really seeing it until a squat little man with a large belly waddled out from one of the folds far in the back of the the tent. He wore an emerald green turban with a red, spiral pattern and his voluminous robes were of the same colors. Even with such garish and billowy clothes the layers of fat were visible beneath them and seemed to jiggle with his every move. His face, with three chins and cheeks like a pudgy baby, was round and somewhat red but he did not wear the smile of a jolly clown. “Black Rider,” he said as he approached the table.
Ming said nothing.
“This is most important news, grave news even. Northerners in The Sands? They must be interrogated as quickly as possible.”
“I ordered them brought here, Tahnoon” said the Black Rider. “What else would you have me do?”
“Ming,” said the man and held up his fat hands, palms forward. “Are you still angry that I ate all of the almonds? You merely had to tell me they were your special order and I would not have liberated them from the trader.”
The Black Rider put down his quill and tried to give the fat man a stern look but the inkling of a smile crept into the corner of his lips and he finally shook his head, “What is it that makes it impossible to stay angry at a fat, jolly man?”
“Our generous nature?” suggested Tahnoon with a smile as he hands came to his belly and gave it a little rub.
“No, certainly not that,” said Ming with a shake of his head. “Seeing as that particular quality is not in evidence, nor has it ever been to my knowledge.”
“My friendly face, perhaps?” offered the fat man as a second suggestion.
Ming shook his head and chuckled again, “That must be it. Now, you’ve come here to discuss Corancil and the northern armies again I suppose?”
“Our spies send ominous messages,” said Tahnoon as he sat down with a thump on a large cushion near the table. “How do you accustom your backside to those wooden torture devices? You darklings have strange customs indeed.”
“The northern armies of Corancil are gathered around Das’von which is more than eight thousand miles as the dragon flies and much further than that for marching. He is a danger, I admit, but not at present. We must focus on uniting the tribes and let the northerner do as he will. Then, if he ever manages to march a significant force into the southlands we can easily defeat him with the combined cavalry force of the nomads. Nothing can stand against ten thousand mounted warriors.”
“We cannot unite the tribes of the Sands during only nighttime hours,” said Tahnoon as he looked up at the heavy black tent cover that separated them from the rays of the sun. Ras is the most important deity in all the world and you cannot participate in His worship. This is the obstacle to your plan and it must be overcome. However, if these strangers are from the north and arrive in the Sands so ill prepared for its difficulties it is possible that Corancil has found a means to travel great distances without a march.”
“You’ve waxed on poetically about these portals he is creating on numerous occasions but even if they worked how to get an entire army through them with supplies, beasts of burdens, camp followers, and all the other necessary items of an army? The water alone would be impossible.”
“We cannot underestimate the danger this man represents,” said Tahnoon as he helped himself to a bowl of dates that sat on a little plate nearby. He popped one entirely into his mouth with a smooth, and well-practiced motion, and spat the seed into a bronze spittoon not far away. “It is true we must unite the nomads, but that cannot be achieved until you find a way to travel in the daylight hours. They will never give you respect if you cannot attend to the ceremonies of Ras. Even the blasphemous Golden Worm nomads give Him ceremony.”
“It is a dilemma,” said Ming leaning back in his chair and yawning pointedly. “One we have discussed many times before.”
Tahnoon shook his head, “Yes, you know my opinion on the subject. The darkling queen is our answer. You hate her, yes, but she has a means to resolve this issue.”
“Until Corancil stands at the Rocks of the Three Knives with an army of fifty-thousand warriors I will not go to her and beg,” said the Black Rider suddenly getting to his feet and staring down at the fat man. His hands clenched at his side and his jaw was tight and tense.
“And I know your opinion,” said Tahnoon popping another date in his mouth. “That being the case, perhaps we can talk about these northerners who will arrive in four days.”
“Unless the desert swallows their souls,” said Ming unable to keep the sarcasm from his voice.
“You must learn to keep disdain of our ways to yourself,” said Tahnoon and with a sharp ting, spat a seed into the spittoon with perfect accuracy. “There are many among us of strong religious beliefs and your own lack of faith might be disturbing to that… majority.”
“It bothers you not,” said the Black Rider, resumed his seat, and stared at the parchments on the table.
“I am more concerned with earthly rather than spiritual matters,” replied Tahnoon. “But you cannot underestimate the fervor or faith. Those that believe are willing to make sacrifices that others will not. It was our manipulation of those of faith which propelled you to the lofty position within the Tribe of the Black Horsemen where you currently reside.”
“I grow weary of the prattling of priests,” said Ming with a sigh. “Those damned Farriders are all that stand between me and total control of the desert. Once that is achieved we can easily capture Temin of the Dwarves, Dnubcia of the insect men, and even Tanta of the Sea.”
“There are other tribes beside the Farriders who stand opposed to your rule,” said Tahnoon with an idle look at the steadily emptying bowl of dates.
“None of consequence, as you well know,” replied Ming with a sneer. “Once the Farriders fall under my sway the rest will come along, even the Golden Worm.”
“The Worms are of no military significance although their magical power is beyond compare. They will submit to whoever pays the most and will work diligently enough after that. But it is your disdain of religious matters that causes us the most distress with the Farriders. Perhaps, when taking the omens before battle you might consider actually glancing at the lamb entrails?”
“Witches, superstitious,” said Ming with a wave of his hand. “Why do people believe in such nonsense?”
“The mind wants reason,” said Tahnoon. “When it looks at a cloud it sees a dragon or a horse where no such beast exists.”
“Is it not reason enough that I, with my military experience, believe that it is a good day for battle? What more reason could there be? The entrails of a goat? That is nonsense and I find it wearisome and hypocritical nonsense at that.”
“Men are strange creatures,” said Tahnoon. “Without a reason they will balk at even the simplest of commands. But, if properly motivated, indoctrinated with religious fervor, they will do as commanded without a second’s hesitation.”
“I do not want such simpletons around me,” said Ming. “I want men who see the world as it is. Men who see an enemy so that we might slay him.”
“I agree, those are good men with which to surround yourself,” said Tahnoon. “But, most men cannot live up to such lofty expectations. Most men are simpletons and they must be treated with care for even though simple, they can prove invaluable in many ways. You know that I am correct, Ming. Ever since you crawled out of that hole of yours, nearly dead, and found your way into my tent, you’ve known that I possess the wisdom you need to become the conqueror you never were below.”
“There were a few setbacks below,” said Ming with a snort and a nonchalant wave of his left hand. “I will admit as much.”
“It was because of your lack of religious piety. You must learn that the vast majority of people can never hope to achieve our level of rationality. They live in a dream world, a foggy facsimile of the real world, where reality is a dream and their own fantasies reality.”
“As a boy I hoped to teach people differently,” said Ming with a sigh. “To lead a revolution against the darkling queens and eventually conquer all below.”
“The dreams of a child,” said Tahnoon and ate yet another of the sweet dates. “In this grownup world we must not try to educate people but use their ignorance for our own benefit. If they believe drinking the sand will quench their thirst then we must somehow use that to our advantage. You can save a person from a wild lion but you cannot save him from himself. Have I taught you nothing over the years?”
“You have taught me,” said Ming and slowly nodded his head, “and taught me well. I hear your words. Now, what shall we do with these northerners when they arrive? Torture? Gentle kindness?”
“I think kindness,” said the fat man as he reached into the bowl but found it empty. He looked over and shook his head sadly. “Your austerity is most unwelcome. You must learn to treat your guests with hospitality. It is the way of the nomad.”
“Kindness it will be,” said Ming to Tahnoon and then turned to face the back of the tent and called out to the folds, “More dates!” Then he turned back to Tahnoon, “or I will be accused of being a bad host and, as I recall, there are few things worse to be called than that.”
“You learn, you learn. Still, we must garner as much information from these northerners as possible. It is clear they are spies of Corancil here to seek out as much information about us and our status with the other nomads as possible. They will most certainly have some well-fabricated and elaborate lie prepared for us. We should pretend to believe this nonsense while pouring sweet wine for them in the comfort of your tent. Now, do you think we should convince them that we are weak or that we are strong so that they will report as much to the warrior of the north?”
“That is a reasonable question, Tahnoon,” said Ming and closed his eyes while he took several breaths. Then he opened them and nodded his head with a quick, short motion, “We should pretend that we are strong if we hope to dissuade Corancil from his invasion plans or at least cause a delay. We should do the opposite if we want him to invade before he is ready in the hopes of catching his armies in a weakened condition.”
The fat man nodded his head, “Well stated, the final decision is yours to make.”
“I will consider further on the subject. We have four days to wait and we do not know the nature of these spies. It might prove necessary simply to kill them,” said the Black Rider as he watched a pretty girl with flimsy yellow robes that covered her completely from cheek to foot but somehow hinted of flesh enter into the room and set down a tray in front of Tahnoon. “Now, you will enjoy my hospitality so that my reputation will not be sullied? You don’t mind if I drink my dark wine?” he said as a girl brought him a small goblet filled with a deep red liquid that had the aroma almost of chocolate.
“You darklings and your strange tastes; no please, go right ahead but if you could refrain from bringing in those cheeses, they reek,” said Tahnoon and wrinkled his nose.
“As you wish, you are my guest. Now, do you think we can determine how they will communicate their espionage back to Corancil. Some magical device no doubt but one that perhaps we can detect and even eavesdrop upon?” said Ming as he inhaled deeply from the glass. “Mmm, delicious. One more thing, Tahnoon.”
“Yes, oh mighty one?” replied the large man with a smile.
“That rider, find out who he is and give him his own patrol. We need more like him in the ranks of captains.”
“It will be done,” said Tanhoon. “He is from a good family and they will be pleased with his promotion. You have angered some of the families with your decisions of late.”
“If war is coming to the Sands then we need our best leaders in front not those whose family hold a dear place in the history of the Black Horsemen,” said Ming. “I will not make useless political appointments. It saps the entire army from within.”
“I understand your philosophy, oh great master of the desert,” said Tanhoon with an indulgent smile on his face. “But sometimes the best warriors do not come from the families with the finest breeding stock nor the most wealth. An army is made of soldiers certainly but they must have proper equipment and mounts or they cannot defend the nation.”
“Pragmatism over idealism, then?” said Ming with a rueful smile. “That is a language I’m beginning to understand all too well.”



Chapter 12


“This is a horse!” said Milli as they cantered across the desert floor. Her hair flew out behind her like an invading army’s golden banner and now, after a few nervous days at being so far elevated from the ground, she even had the nerve to throw out her arms as the wind rushed past her face. “Wheeeee!”
Not far back Petra sat hunched over her own horse, holding on for dear life as the animal gobbled up the ground at a speed that defied her understanding. The horses of the nomads bore no resemblance to the steeds she dealt with in the northlands. It wasn’t that they looked all that different but they were… more horse. They cantered at a pace that no horse she knew could hope to match even in a full gallop, and these steeds seemed capable of churning out mile after mile without any sort of rest. She suspected they had covered more territory in the last two days than she had traveled in a year with her wagon. The dwarves and the halfling girl probably couldn’t even begin to comprehend the vastness of the desert and astonishing power of the horses. They simply didn’t know any better.
Brogus appeared of the same mind as Petra about the powerful horses as he sat low in the saddle and clung to the reins with white-knuckled ferocity. Dol rode more like Milli as he sat high with his eyes ablaze with a strange fire and a small smile on his mouth. He was tall for a dwarf and his legs fit comfortably around the sides of the animal that bore him. The loose fitting nomadic gear was quite comfortable in the saddle and the ride was surprising in its smoothness. The canter, as explained by Manetho, was a good speed for long distance travel. The gallop, which only Milli had so far dared, was for shorter distances at a great speed, but the worst of all was the bone jarring trot that the nomads seemed to enjoy but that, so far, had sent Brogus to the ground on two separate occasions. Luckily the big dwarf was thick skinned and emerged from the incidents without serious harm although he insisted on further support in the saddle in the way of a tether. The nomads laughed at this and tried to dissuade him, but when he proved intractable ended up tying him to the saddle.
Manetho steered his horse to where Petra rode and smiled at her with a nod of his head, “It gets easier with practice. It is said that we nomads were born in the saddle and although it is not true, it is far from completely inaccurate. We have only a few more hours before we arrive at the camp.”
“I’ll be glad to trade in my horse,” she yelled back over the howling wind that stole the words from her mouth. “I’ve never ridden at a speed like this. It’s astonishing! It’s frightening.”
“These are not even the finest stallions,” yelled Manetho with a shrug of his shoulders. “The Black Rider, the chieftains, they all ride horses swifter yet.” The chubby nomad sat easily in the saddle and barely moved with the motion of the horse. He looked at perfect ease as they cantered along, hour after hour, through the scrub desert.
“That doesn’t seem possible,” yelled Petra with eyes squinted against the sudden blasts of sand that came now and again. The face masks of the nomads made more sense now that she understood the power and speed of their horses and she was grateful for the one she wore. It had not fit properly the first day but a few adjustments by her experienced companions and she found riding no less terrifying but certainly more comfortable. Now, with near two days of riding under her belt, Petra managed to take in the world that flew by rather than simply hang on in terror as she had the first day of travel. She noted that the desert seemed to be blossoming with life as they continued towards the encampment. She suspected there might be a river or lake nearby and this would provide a good place for many nomads to gather and share their stories. Fresh water sounded good; she and the others subsided on the stale leftovers in their skin and that which the nomads carried for two days while they waited for the return of the horses and the journey to the encampment.
“How many miles can a horse run in a day?” shouted Petra and for a moment she thought the nomad didn’t hear her for he carried a puzzled expression on his face. She started to ask the question again but he interrupted her.
“I heard you well enough. I’m just curious as to the magic of the stone,” giving a tap to the translating device around his neck, “and how it can interpret a concept like a unit of distance.”
Petra cocked her head at an angle and thought for a moment, “That is an interesting question. What do you consider a mile, how does it translate the word, does it convert the number you give me from your unit to mine?” She paused for a moment, “I guess it doesn’t really matter. We have traveled far. How do you judge a distance?”
“We judge in what we call leagues and furlongs. They are distances a horse of good breeding should be able to travel in a certain amount of time. A league is about the distance a horse can canter in twelve minutes and a furlong is the distance a horse can gallop in fifteen seconds. Now, these numbers will vary depending on the horse but in this way we can express the distance between two points accurately enough.”
Petra looked down at the pounding hooves, but the sight made her instantly dizzy and she looked back up again. As they approached the encampment the desert began to burst with trees and flowers and the witchy woman was able to pick out a few landmarks. She spotted a yellowish bush coming up quickly and began to count as they flashed past it. Fifteen seconds later she dared turn slightly in the saddle to see how far behind them the bush lay and nodded her head. “I suppose it’s as good as any other system of measurements,” she shouted.
Manetho watched this entire episode with a narrow frown on his face and nodded his head when she completed her experiment. The woman was intelligent although he found that witches often were. Local tribesmen ostracized those who took up the magical arts and he wondered if it might be the same in the north. Therefore they often disguised their quick minds with witchy ceremony in order to further their work. A good witch made her money selling potions and herbal remedies to the average superstitious lout and airs of superior intelligence did not go a long way towards endearing a practitioner to her best customers. Amongst the nomads there were many who believed in the superstitious nonsense of the witches and there seemed to be no end to their gullibility. “It would prove an interesting experiment,” he shouted over the thundering of the hooves and the howling of the wind.
Petra looked at him with a small smile on her face but did not reply, and so they rode on into the day. It took them another two hours, as Manetho had suggested earlier, to arrive near the outskirts of the nomadic camp, but they spotted the smoke from its many campfires long before that. The horses seemed to sense the proximity to the tents and keeping them limited to the pace of a canter proved too much for all of the inexperienced riders. The horses leaned into their reins and first Milli’s, then Brogus’s, and finally Petra’s broke into a heart-pounding gallop that numbed the senses. Only Dol, his thick muscles straining, managed to keep his horse under control. The fierce nomad who came back with the extra horses sent his horse into a gallop after the other three while Manetho kept pace with the sturdy dwarf.
“You are a powerful rider,” he shouted at Dol.
Dol took a second to glance over at the nomad and nod his head before he returned his attention to the powerful beast. Manetho watched the struggle closely. The horse knew the rider was inexperienced and tried its best to take control of the situation but Dol kept a firm hand on the reins and refused to give the steed its head. After another mile of struggle the horse shook its mane with a loud whinny and resumed the canter without protest. Within another minute the multi-colored tents became visible and the wizard took them towards the densest cluster.
When they arrived a few minutes later they found the other three companions and their nomadic escort standing near a group of tall tents which had various horse symbols painted on them. One was a horseshoe, another the anvil and tongs of a blacksmith, and there were other symbols that Dol did not recognize. Petra and Brogus stood on the ground with their hands on visibly quaking knees while Milli waited for them literally bouncing up and down in excitement, “Wasn’t that great!” Then she ran over to her horse and gave it a hug, her little body not even coming up to the chest of the creature. “I love you!”
“Horses often have a profound effect on young women,” said Manetho to no one in particular as he smiled indulgently at Milli. She did not notice.
“Wasn’t that incredible!” asked Milli again. Brogus, still bent over, waved his hand at her but Petra managed a weak smile and a nod of her head. “Dol, wasn’t that fun?” asked the girl as she came over and grabbed him by the hand. “Did you ever dream of anything like that?”
Dol raised his eyebrow at the girl but could not help the small smile that came across his face. “It was exhilarating,” he finally admitted.
Brogus, slightly recovered, looked at the beasts and shook his head, “I wonder what it would be like to take a few back… home. I’m not sure they would thrive underground but the speed at which an army could attack…”
“Come now,” said Manetho. “The Black Rider awaits us in his tent.” He made a motion with his hand to the other nomad and the man began to gather the horses.
“Where are you taking him?” said Milli her eyes wide and she went back over to her horse and began to stroke its flank.
“He will be well taken care of,” said Manetho as he nodded his head and smiled broadly. “There is little in the world a Black Horseman values more than his horse.”
“Can I visit him?” said Milli continuing to stroke the animal.
“Of course,” said the nomadic wizard, “I must warn you that he is not yours. He merely served as your steed for a short time. His real owner will want a fair price for him.”
Milli looked down at the rings on her finger and smiled, “I think I can afford him.”
“Of that I have no doubt,” said the nomad with a smile. “Do not embark upon a negotiation without consulting me first. You are my guest and I would not want you to be taken advantage of.”
“I usually get a good deal,” said Milli with a smile as she flipped her hair back. “I know the art of negotiation.”
Manetho laughed, “Indeed, and Black Horsemen are as susceptible to the wiles of a pretty woman as anyone else in the world I would imagine. Still, consult with me first. And now, we must head to the Black Rider’s tent. He awaits us and he is not a patient man.”
The four visitors followed Manetho through the maze of tents that made up the encampment. At every turn strangely dressed nomadic men, women, and children, turned to stare at the group as they passed. A dark skinned woman in a shimmering gold and green gown that exposed her midsection flashed past and Brogus was so enthralled he completely lost track of the others. If Milli hadn’t noticed, gone back, and grabbed him by the hand, he might never have found his way to the leader’s tent.
“Did you see her?” said Brogus with a lopsided grin on his wide jawed face.
“Yes, I saw her,” said Milli rolling her eyes and shaking her head. She noticed that the normally implacable Dol also watched as the woman walked away, her hips moving enticingly.
“Va va voom!” said Brogus with a curvy motion of his hands. “They don’t make them like that in Cr… back home.”
Milli put her hands on her hips, raised her eyebrows and said, “They don’t?”
“I didn’t mean you,” said Brogus as his eyes went wide. “What I was saying is that dwarf girls…”
“Go on,” said Milli her hands still on her hips.
“Shouldn’t we catch up with everyone else,” said Brogus as inspiration suddenly came to him. “We don’t want to get lost. There they go!” he concluded and pointed to Dol who was just disappearing behind an orange tent with half a dozen blue and gold ribbons hanging from the front. A small group of nomads, drinking something from tiny little cups and jabbering in their strange language watched as they rushed past to catch up. “Hello, hello,” said Brogus. “Nice to meet you, must be going.”
“You’re an idiot,” said Milli as they caught up to Dol and the others.
“Now,” said Manetho as they came to a large, black tent. It was easily twice the size of those around it and made up of a heavy cloth material that completely blocked the brilliant sunlight. “This is the tent of the Black Rider. You are my guests so your behavior reflects upon me.”
“It must be hot in there,” said Brogus and fingered the heavy material that made up the outside of the structure.
A tall nomad stood at the entrance to the tent and looked down at the dwarf with a sneer on his face. His hand went to the hilt of his curved sword and rested there gently although he said nothing.
“We are here to see the Sheikh,” said Manetho to the man and stared him directly in the eye. The warrior bowed his head slightly and motioned to the interior of the tent with gesture of his left hand. The right remained on the hilt of his sword.
“The Sheikh?” said Petra.
“That is the title he prefers. Sheikh Ming the First,” said Manthos cooly. “Now come, he is not a patient man as I have said.”
“I thought he was the Black Rider,” whispered Brogus to Milli. The girl shrugged her shoulder, “Shut up, and don’t say anything when we’re inside. Let me and Dol do the talking.”
“That’s not fair,” said Brogus, “besides, I’m the only true blood dwarf in the group. I speak for my people more than you or Dol.”
“Shut up,” hissed Milli as they made their way through the folds in the fabric and suddenly emerged into a spacious chamber where food and drink were laid out on a number of tables that sat flat on the ground. “This isn’t a trade negotiation; this is us trying to get to the five volcanoes so that Dol can complete his mission.”
“You shut up,” said Brogus in an attempt at a whisper that carried across the tent to where a darkling sat in a chair behind a wooden desk. He looked up with strange purple eyes and Brogus’s hand immediately went to the axe at his side while Dol grabbed the handle of the Hammer of Fire.
“Your people and mine have had their differences in the past,” said the darkling behind the desk with a quiet voice. His face was calm and he glanced back down at the papers in front of him before he continued. “I’m told you’ve journeyed far.”
“Hello, Black Rider,” said Brogus.
Milli elbowed him in the side, “Greetings, Sheikh Ming, we are travelers from afar but we ended up here unintentionally. We wanted to be in the five volcano region.”
“Greetings,” said the darkling. “As I said, your people, the dour miners, the dwarves, and my people, the darklings, have had many… difficulties over the years. I hope you will not hold me personally responsible for these troubles.”
Dol released his grip on the handle of the hammer but Brogus kept his hand on the hilt of his axe. “I have battled darklings of all shapes and sizes,” said Brogus and ignored Milli who stomped on his foot. “They make slaves of my friends, kill my brothers,” he continued and his eyes suddenly blazed with anger.
“That they do,” came the voice of a rotund man as he ambled into the room from some hidden chamber in the folds of silk that seemed to fall down all around them. “However, this particular darkling came to me all but dead after an encounter with his own kind. I’ve found, after years of mutual acquaintance that he is a reasonable man and you would be wise to listen to his advice.”
“We’re listening,” said Milli with a glare at her companion. “Behave yourself, Brogus. We’re guests. We represent Manetho.”
Brogus pulled his arm away from Milli and glared across the divide at the darkling although his gaze shifted back and forth to the fat newcomer as well.
“You come from the north,” said Ming his face expressionless as he dabbed at another piece of parchment with his quill. “There are armies gathering to the north and I would like to learn of them. In exchange I might be able to help you travel to this volcanic region of which you speak.”
“That sounds fair,” said Milli with a wide smile as she tilted her head slightly to the side and pushed her breasts up towards the darkling.
“So, you ended up here accidently,” said the fat man with too broad a smile.
“Tahnoon,” interrupted the Black Rider, “Our guests have just arrived after days of difficult travel. Their skin is not accustomed to the heat of the desert. Let them sit, eat, drink, and enjoy themselves before we confront them with accusations.”
Tahnoon frowned and a sour expression came across his face, “As you will, Ming. As you will. Honored guests, please, partake of the food and drink. I wish you health and happiness.”
“Thank you,” said Milli with a little curtsy that seemed to puzzle Ming, Tahnoon, and Manetho who looked at one another but said nothing.
Brogus flumped down on the floor while trying to keep his hand on the hilt of his axe and almost fell over sideways as he lost his balance. Dol sat down carefully, making sure to keep the head of the hammer resting on the thick leather strap that kept it from rubbing against him. There had been several incidents in the first weeks of travel where the hammer rested against combustible materials for too long and started to smoke. So far no fires were the result of the carelessness but he took more care now. Milli sat down daintily on a little cushion and reached out to one of the clay pitchers and hesitated before pouring herself a glass.
“That is a fruit tea,” said Manetho, “not too dissimilar from what we had at our first meeting but perhaps with more of a crisp and sweet flavor.”
Milli smiled broadly and poured herself half a cup while Manetho, Ming, and Tahnoon made their way to the table. Petra also sat down and completed the table which was apparently set with seven in mind. Tahnoon clapped his hands and half a dozen rather scantily clad young women instantly appeared, although from where remained a mystery, and began to serve the food and drink.
“I must apologize for my rude friend,” said Ming with a motion to Tahnoon. “Tahnoon is concerned about the security of my realm. The news of armies gathering in the north has him somewhat jittery. I am Sheikh Ming and you already know Manetho, a wizard of my court. It is fortunate he was with the patrol that encountered you or I’m afraid the language barrier might have caused confusion and possibly ended in violence.”
“I am Milli, this angry fellow is Brogus, this is Dol, and this is Petra. Thank you for sharing your tent with us. It was indeed a long and hot journey. We did not come to your lands prepared for the terrible heat of your desert.”
Petra spoke for the first time as she looked carefully around the tent for magical totems. If any lurked, hidden in the folds of silk, she could not spot them but the place had the whiff of powerful magic about it, “How is it that we can all understand one another here? Is there some enchantment on the tent itself?”
Tahnoon bellowed out a laugh, “The witches of the north are as perceptive as those of the south. Yes, this tent is a meeting place for the many nomadic tribes that roam the desert. Of late we’ve had many meetings with the other tribes…”
Ming stopped further discourse with a look at the rotund fellow who stopped in mid-sentence. “I’m terribly sorry, great lord. I did not mean to speak out of place.”
“It is no secret that we’ve had meetings with the other nomads of the Sands,” said Ming with a shrug of his shoulders. “You’ve given away no state secrets but in the future you should drink less and talk the same.”
“As you will,” he said and managed to somehow bow from his seated position. “You are most perceptive, Petra was the name?”
“Yes, and you are Tahnoon?” said the witch with a smile at the fat fellow.
The fat man nodded his head as he quaffed a generous amount of red liquid that he poured himself from a tall glass decanter a moment before. “I am Tahnoon the fat,” he said with a laugh as a little dribble of the red liquid leaked from the corner of his mouth. “Would you care for some Bloodreaver Red?” he asked and waved the decanter at the group. “The Bloodreavers were a powerful nomadic tribe that used to patrol the territories to our north. That was before Sheikh Ming began to organize our fighters.”
“I’ll have a glass,” said Brogus although he still wore a suspicious look on his face. “You don’t have any beer by any chance?”
“We brew a sweet malt here in the desert, from a particular plant, but it is not to the taste of all.” said Tahnoon and he clapped his hands again, “It comes from a flowering plant called Agava.”
A moment later a girl came out with a heavy pitcher and another carried several thick metal mugs that bore the stamp of a hammer superimposed upon a mountain.
“Those are dwarven made,” said Brogus as his eyes opened wide to examine the thick beer steins. “Where did you get them?” His hand once again went to the axe handle at his side.
“Be calm, friend Brogus,” said Ming with a smile. His teeth were white and his purple eyes seemed friendly and reassuring. “There is an enclave of your people in the mountains to the west of the Sands. It is called Temin of the Mount and these mugs are their product. We also buy beer from them on occasion but the heavy taste is not to the liking of most nomads.”
“Beer is beer,” said Brogus as he watched the amber fluid pour from the pitcher and into his mug. He swirled it once, threw back his head, and quaffed deeply. “Ahhh, it’s sweet, not dwarven brew that’s certain, but still, a good omen after long days in your hot sun and endless journey on your devil horses.” He finished the first glass with another giant swig and then held out his mug for a second serving. The girl poured without hesitation and the dwarf sipped more slowly this time.
“Delicious,” said Milli sampling generously from the arrayed plates in front of her. There were fruits of all sorts that she did not recognize. They had unfamiliar but wonderful flavors that seemed to explode in her mouth. “Perhaps it is just my days on horseback in the sun but I suspect you of the Sands have a larger sense of palate than the dwarves of my home.”
“So you are part dwarf then,” said Ming as he glanced up from his own meal. He ate lightly and although he brought his glass to his lips at regular intervals barely seemed to drink at all.
“Oh no,” said Milli flashing her best smile and twirling her hair with her bejeweled right hand. “I was rescued by dwarves when I was but a little girl. They found my caravan destroyed by orcs and took me in.”
“A most fortuitous event,” said Tahnoon as he drank deeply from his glass yet again. “Otherwise we would not have the pleasure of such beauty at our table.”
Milli smiled brightly and flipped her hair in the direction of the rotund man and managed to blush, “Oh, you charmer.”
Brogus snorted out half of a little game bird that he put in his mouth just a moment before.
A serving girl immediately appeared and began to clean up the mess. She leaned over Brogus and her long, dark hair brushed up against him and he was treated to a generous view down the loose fitting robe thing that she wore.
“And you are tall for a dwarf with the caste of something else about you,” said Ming with a look to Dol.
“I am a half-breed,” said Dol as he took a sip from his mug and smiled broadly. He eyes also wandered over to the girl leaning down to clean up Brogus and a flush came to his cheeks. “This beer is most unusual but I find myself in agreement with Brogus.”
“Half-breed what?” said Manetho interjecting himself into the conversation. “You don’t look human, elf perhaps? But, no not that either. Certainly dwarf blood is predominant.”
“My grandfather was a tree shepherd,” said Dol and stared directly at Manetho with an expressionless face.
The mage’s eyes opened wide, “A tree shepherd! There are not many forests in the desert but there were tree shepherds even in the Sands, or so the legends say. But they vanished centuries ago, long after the elemental were driven from power. Are they still common in your part of the world?”
“Nuhnh uhnn,” said Brogus with his mouth full of food, “he’ss a freaaihk.”
“Dol is not a freak!” said Milli turning to Brogus. “And you might want to slow down with that beer.”
Brogus shrugged his shoulders and took another long draught of beer to wash down whatever caused his cheeks to bulge out so fully.
“A tree shepherd, really?” said Tahnoon as he took another drink of wine and motioned with his head for the serving girls to refill Brogus’s glass.
Dol shrugged his shoulders and narrowed his eyes, “I never met him.”
Milli jumped in, “He doesn’t really know. His mother and father told him stories but we’ve never met a tree shepherd. I don’t think anyone alive has ever met a tree shepherd.”
“Elves live long lives and some darklings too,” said Ming with a narrow-eyed look at Milli. “In the darkling lands the rulers have lived for a thousand years, perhaps longer.”
“Oh, said Milli turning to look at Dol with wide eyes, “I didn’t know that. I don’t even know how long Halflings live. I’ve only been around dwarves and they live to be maybe a hundred or so. Do you think Dol will live for a thousand years? I’ll be dead and gone, oh.”
“Who can say,” said Manetho with a smile. “The world is a strange and wonderful place.”
“Please,” said Ming with a nod of his head and his purple eyes flashed brightly in good cheer, “enough of this morbid talk. There will be time enough for that later. You will stay on as my guests.”
“We will head to the five volcanoes as soon as possible,” said Dol and looked down at the hammer at his side.
“I appreciate that you have a mission,” said Ming. “I am a busy man as well. However, you must see it from my point of view. There is a ruler in the north who covets my territory. You are strange visitors from the north. I cannot let you leave immediately after seeing my… palace… as it were. I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you some questions about this Corancil and the disposition of the armies of the north.”
“We don’t know anything about that,” said Milli with a little hiccup. The fruity drink was quite tasty but it did make her a little light-headed. “We’re just here to find the volcanoes.”
“I’m sure that you’re telling the truth,” said Ming his face expressionless. “In any case, you’ll be my guest for a few days while we try to figure out exactly where these five volcanoes of yours are hiding. Then we’ll want to provide you with horses to make the journey. But, I’m afraid affairs of state consume my time and I’ve already spent as much as a I dare with such charming company.” With this the warlord of the Black Horsemen stood, slightly tilted his head in the direction of the seated guests, and then quickly exited the area by one of the, apparently many, hidden egresses.
“He can never shtay,” said Tahnoon, slightly slurring his words as he fumbled around to try and get at a cup of dates nearby. He almost managed to spill them on the tent floor but somehow, at the last moment, steadied the bowl and took one of the delicacies for himself. “The sand never burns the feet of a ruler. So, why are those five volcanoes so important?” asked Tahnoon as he helped himself to more of the food that seemed to arrive continuously carried on trays by an endless supply of dark-skinned girls.
“Dol is on a mission!” said Brogus waving a thick leg of some sort of game bird in a circle. “A mission!”
“Is this mission secret or can you share it?” asked Tahnoon.
Milli looked at Petra, Petra looked at Dol, Dol simply stared straight ahead without saying anything.
“I’m not sure we can say,” said Milli.
“I’m afraid Ming won’t like that,” said Tahnoon with a shrug and a silly smile. “He suspects you are spies. Of course I’m the one who told him that.”
“Spies?” asked Milli with a smile. “We would have died in the desert if we hadn’t managed to overpower those other fellows. Farriders?”
“Ahh,” said Tahnoon and sipped deeply from his glass yet again, “our current enemy. We always seem to have one enemy or another here in the desert. Our entire history is rife with warfare. One tribe against the other. There are now at least a dozen tribes in the Sands and that doesn’t count the dwarves of Temin or the insect men of Dnubcia.
“You said something about a city to the east?” said Petra. She had sampled a little of almost everything that was offered while managing to keep relatively clear of the strong drink.
“Yes, a trading zone of sorts, Tanta, the City in the Sand. There all people are welcome. It is on the great eastern ocean and the priests convert the salt water into drinkable liquid thanks to the miracles of Ras. It is the greatest city in the region but no one is allowed to fight within its confines. It is a neutral territory for all nomads, traders, and others. It is a city of many delights. Perhaps, Brogus, if Dol can be dissuaded temporarily from his quest, you might visit this place. The women are beautiful and skilled in how to please a man in many ways.”
“Sounds good,” said Brogus, turning to Dol and slapping him on the back. “What do you say, chum? Back in Craggen Steep we were just measly apprentices but here, with our gold coins, we could be kings!”
Manetho gave a sideways glance to Tahnoon but the advisor to the Black Horseman continued to drink wine and eat food as if he heard nothing.



Chapter 13


“Miserable mess!” shouted Cleathelm looking up at the ash spewing volcano that stood high against the hot blue sky and shaking his fist to the heavens. “Achooo! That damn sun makes me sneeze. How many volcanoes are there in the southlands?”
The little goblinoid at his side shrugged his shoulders. “At least six.”
“What? How do you know that? Idiot.”
“You said we’re looking for a group of five of them, right?” said Blaggard.
“Yeah, so?” replied Cleathelm with a look of disgust on his face as he shook his head at the little goblin.
“And there’s one right there,” continued the little fellow pointing to the volcano in the distance. “That makes at least six.”
“You think you’re smart, don’t you,” said Cleathelm and reached over to smack the goblin who was quick enough on his feet avoid the blow with room to spare. “One of these days you’ll get what’s coming to you and then you’ll be sorry, yes you will. That damned mage of Corancil’s said he could send us right to the five volcanoes and we paid him a whole bag of gems.”
“Actually,” said another heavily armed dwarf who stood just to the other side of Cleathelm, “he said there was only one active portal and he wasn’t sure exactly where it came out.”
“That’s not what he said to me, you moron!” said Cleathelm and punched the third member of their party in the shoulder. The light chain shirt didn’t give an inch and Cleathelm shook his hand back and forth. “Damn, that hurt.”
“What should we do, Cleathelm” said the second dwarf, not making any attempt to retaliate for the blow.
“I don’t know,” said Cleathelm shaking his head and looking to Blaggard.
“Follow the road,” said the mixed-breed goblin as he pointed to a dirt trail that led off in the opposite direction of the volcano. “It’s got to lead somewhere eventually.”
Not too high above them, on a little escarpment, sat Uldex and two friends. They watched the three below shouting at one another and looked back and forth to each other with bemused grins.
“By Davim, that Cleathelm is an idiot. If they didn’t have Blaggard with them I’d as soon head back to Craggen Steep and figure they’d starve to death before they found any sign of Milli and the others,” said Uldex to his companions. “Keep watching them and see which direction they go. We have to stay behind them as best as possible. Don’t stay too close though. It’s better to lose them and find them again later than to let them know we’re back here.”
“They’ll have to take the trail,” said the broader of his two companions pointing to the little dirt trail not far from Cleathelm and his friends. “Maybe we should circle around and get ahead of them. There’s got to be a town or a village or a farm around here somewhere.”
Uldex looked around in all directions but saw no sign of smoke or village in the lightly wooded terrain of the region. Finally he looked up to the sun and the endless blue sky with its few puffy clouds and suppressed a slight shudder. “They might come up here looking for caves, for shelter. This vast openness is… disturbing.”
“Maybe,” said the smaller of his two companions also with a wary look towards the vast sky.
“No, of course not,” said Uldex answering his own question after only a brief pause. “Cleathelm may be an idiot but his father sent him on a mission and he’ll see it through no matter how clumsily. They’ll follow the road to a village and try and find the five volcanoes. I wonder if they were smart enough to bring a translator amulet?”
The two warriors by his side shrugged simultaneously but said nothing.
“All right,” said Uldex after another moment. “Let’s try and get to the trail in front of them. We don’t want to be seen though. Even if Cleathelm doesn’t recognize us for who we are there might not be many dwarves in the region. Even someone as stupid as him would get suspicious, and Blaggard is nobody’s fool.”
“Where there are mountains, volcano or no, there are dwarves,” said his broad shouldered companion.
“True enough,” said Uldex with a nod of his head and a tight smile. “Still, I’d like to keep as little seen as possible.”
“Why not just jump them, kill them, and be done with it,” said the smaller of his two friends with a wicked little grin on his face as he fingered the heavy axe at his side. “We can do it, easy.”
“That’s what I suggested to Uncle Borrombus before we headed out to follow these idiots, but it is not our job. We are to follow them, see where they go, and only intervene if they are doing something directly against Milli and Dol.”
“Orders are orders,” said his big friend.
“Yes,” said Uldex, “I suppose they are.”



Chapter 14


“Damn that Brogus,” said Milli as she and Petra sat in the luxurious tent provided to them by the Black Rider. The cushions were made of some soft material that Milli did not recognize, and there seemed an endless supply of fresh drinks and food brought in by handsome young nomads with black eyes and hard muscles. Indoors the nomad’s loose fitting clothes sometimes slipped to reveal far more skin than Milli was used to seeing. “Why does he have to drink so much and blather on like a child?” she said as her eyes wandered to the departing nomad whose muscled legs displayed handsomely in the short wrap that he wore.
Petra put her finger to her lips and replied quietly, “Shhhh, it’s most likely that Tahnoon has spies around our tent. He is a crafty one, pretending to get drunk while all the while asking leading questions and hoping for information. The Black Horseman and Tahnoon planned that entire meeting down to the wine they served. They’ll never let us go. They’ll get what they need to know about Corancil and his armies and then they’ll kill us.”
“I don’t know,” said Milli with a shrug of her shoulder and longing gaze at the jug filled with the sweetest juice she’d ever tasted. “Ming seemed like a pretty decent fellow before he had to leave.”
“Good guard, bad guard,” said Petra. “I’ve been in enough prisons in my life to know that game. They’re scared of Corancil and his armies. They think he’ll invade and they’re almost certainly right. You know that as well as I do. They’ll get as much information from us as possible and then kill us in some awful way. Stake us out in the sun, feed us to some terrible desert creature, trample us with those horses of theirs, who knows, but they’ll kill us in the end, don’t make a mistake about that,” she continued with her black eyes cold and set as she stared at the girl. “Don’t let notions of romance fool you into a sense of security.”
“How can you be so sure?” said Milli with a rather unfocused gaze at the woman. Then she paused briefly before continuing “You’ve been in prison?”
“Since I was a little girl, many times. We gypsies are always hunted and hounded and framed for something the local noble’s son did in the first place. It’s always the same. People say those in authority do what’s necessary, while we are called thieves for stealing only a fraction of what they take. Some prisons are worse, some are better, but none of them are good. We are in one now, gilded to be certain, but a prison nonetheless. Ming knows about Craggen Steep, he knows we carry a large amount of treasure, and they’re fools if they couldn’t see the power of Dol’s hammer. They’ll want the gold and hammer if nothing else. Even if we don’t have much information about the invasion they’ll want that much.”
“Damn that Brogus! Why did Davim make men so stupid?”
“It’s in their nature, you use it to your advantage. Don’t deny it, little girl, I’ve seen you flip your hair and bat your eyes.”
Milli pursed her lips and shrugged her shoulders before she smiled, “That’s a different kind of stupid.”
Petra shook her head, “Stupid is what it is. And don’t think it’s an accident that they’ve sent handsome young stallions to our tent. You can bet that they’ve sent pretty girls to the boys.”
At this Milli suddenly looked down and felt her face go red.
Petra patted her arm and gave a little knowing wink, “No sense in not looking though! Now, we have to figure out how to escape from here before they kill us. We have to hint that we know more about Corancil than we’re letting on so they keep trying to get Brogus drunk to find out more. The longer we can stay alive the better our chances to escape.”
“How can we escape?” said Milli. “It’s nothing but desert in all directions, and even if we stole horses you saw how those nomads ride. They’d track us down in hours.”
“We need to find a map of the desert. There’s that trading town they said, Tanta. We steal the horses, get to the trading town, and get aboard a ship heading south to the volcano lands. We learned that much at least. From there it can’t be too hard to find five volcanoes. How many areas can have five of them right next to each other?”
“I don’t know,” said Milli and buried her head in her hands. “How did things get so messed up? We were supposed to come south, kill Gazadum, and get famous and rich. It shouldn’t be that hard.”
Petra looked at the girl and shook her head, “How old are you, Milli?”
“Nineteen I think,” said the girl. “They weren’t sure how old I was when they found me. Three or four they guess.”
“And you’ve lived your entire life in Craggen Steep, with dwarves?”
Milli nodded as a tear formed in her eye.
“It’s okay; it’s not your fault, Milli,” said Petra and again patted her gently on the arm.
“We’re all going to die and it’s my fault! I didn’t think ahead, I didn’t plan for the desert, I didn’t think Ming would kill us. I’m so stupid.”
“Just naive,” said Petra and leaned over to give the girl a hug. “It’s okay. Girls are allowed to cry.”
Milli choked back a sob, “Not dwarf girls, crying is for the weak.”
“Oh dearie, that’s just not true. Let it all out. I’m here.”
Milli tried to prevent another sob but her little body convulsed and suddenly she was weeping and hugging Petra tightly.
In another tent, far enough away to seem close but distant enough to confuse strangers in the tent city, Dol sat over the unconscious Brogus and watched his snoring friend for long hours. The Hammer of Fire was at it his side as he contemplated the events of the evening silently and coolly although he felt his anger rising at his companion’s foolish admissions in the tent of the Black Horseman. He thought about waking Brogus just to chastise him but there was no sense in flogging a dwarf because he stole a little gold from the ore bin. He was certain that this Ming fellow would kill them all in the end, and he was even more concerned that the nomads might resort to torture to get information. The riders seemed like hard men who would do what it took to secure their safety.
Dol had watched, more than once, as dwarf torture masters used their wiles on captured darklings to get information about raids, citadels, strongholds, and anything else they might now. They broke down quickly under proper inducement and always told everything they knew or could make up. This was often useful but more often it was impossible to extract the truth from the myriad of lies. More than once Dol had watched a darkling, scourged to within an inch of his life tell of great hidden citadels with mountains of jewels, any lie just to stop the pain for a little while. Even more painful than the thought of torture was the idea that the hammer might fall into the hands of these nomads. His hammer. He caressed the handle lightly and felt the heat of it travel up his fingers. He was becoming more used to it every day. He practiced holding it for longer and longer periods of times when the others weren’t watching too closely. Soon he would be able to master its power. He remembered that first surge of heat when they broke through the wall to the outside world. Then again, much more powerfully, when he killed that nomad. The surge of fire, the heat, the power. He looked at the hammer by his side and stroked it again, “Nothing can stand in my way,” he whispered to himself. “Not when I have you. And I won’t let them take you.”
“What was that,” said Brogus groggily as he rolled onto his side. “I have to pee.”
“The pot’s over there,” said Dol pointing to an unseen corner of the tent. Earlier it took him nearly twenty minutes to find the thing. These tents with their hidden folds were not easy to navigate. He’d tried to watch as they came into the tent city, to keep track of direction, but it was difficult here on the surface. The inside of the tents were easier once you figured out how they folded but it had taken him some exploring before he figured it out.
“Where are the girls?” said Brogus as he let fly a tremendous torrent into the pot from out of sight beyond the cloth walls.
“I don’t know,” said Dol. “They said they were taking them to a female area of the encampment but I had to help bring you back here. Why did you drink so much?”
“Because it was free,” said Brogus with a wide smile as the pleasure of a powerful urination coursed through his frame. “Why didn’t you drink more?”
“We’re not back home anymore, Brogus,” said Dol and looked to the floor of the tent again. “You have to be careful what you say and what you do here. These are not our friends.”
“What?” said Brogus suddenly reappearing as he tried to pull up his pants and shove his member into them at the same time. “Ouch, almost nipped the little fellow there.”
“I said that we’re not at home anymore,” said Dol with a shake of his head as watched his still drunk friend try to navigate the complexities of their strange desert garb.
“Don’t I know it,” said Brogus and put his hand to the back of his neck. “That salve helped a bit but I’m still, what do they call it, kissed by the sun? I feel weak, tired, drained.”
“It could be all that beer you drank” suggested Dol although he too still felt the burning, sapping sensation of too much exposure to the intense sunlight.
“No chance,” said Brogus with a snort. “I’ve had more than that plenty of times. It’s the sun. It beats the energy right out of you. I’ll be glad to be gone from this place, even if it is to fight some elemental from the…”
Dol got up quickly and smacked Brogus across the top of the head before the dwarf could finish his sentence. “You’ve done enough damage already. Think before you speak. Don’t give them any more information. We’re not home, we’re not safe. These people mean us harm.”
“I don’t know,” said Brogus with a puzzled expression on his face and a deep frown. “They fed us pretty good.”
“How many times have you watched interrogation masters with Darklings. First they try the nice method. Give them food, water, tell them you’re their friend. What happens when that doesn’t work?”
Brogus stopped gargling the water he had plunged into his mouth from the large pitcher set up near the entrance of the tent in a specially made little pedestal and looked to Dol with his mouth still full. He looked around the tent, first to the left, then to the right and the put his hands out to Dol with his eyes filled with confusion.
“Tent flap is just there, by your hand, you can spit out the door,” said the tall dwarf as he put down the hammer and sat on one of the cushions in the main chamber. Their tent was quite roomy enough for two nomads, and the dwarfs were not much more than half as tall as the men so the place seemed massively spacious after their apprentice cubbies. Dol leaned back on an orange cushion and rested his head. After staying up all night watching Brogus he suddenly felt exhausted and he was almost instantly asleep.
Brogus stood outside and stared at the tents that surrounded them in every direction. He had no idea what direction he faced, and an occasional nomad drifted by, nodded a head, and said some pleasantry or another although the dwarf could not understand the words. He replied with a hello and a wave but they went on about their business without further notice. He walked all the way around the tent but could garner no further information about his location. A tent of one color or another stood, well staked to the hardpan dirt ground, to each side of him but there seemed to be little rhyme or reason to their location. “Treat it like’s a darkling warren,” said Brogus to himself and shut his eyes. “There is no sky, these are merely tunnels. All I have to do is remember my training, count the turns, note the landmarks. It’s just strange, not impossible.” With that he set his shoulders and started off in a direction. He wandered for several hours, taking note of the shape of the land in the same way he kept track of elevation when wandering a foreign tunnel far below the surface. He counted his steps without thinking and soon found himself standing at the shore of a large lake. Dozens of nomadic woman, many of them with small children wrapped up in strange little trusses, filled basins with the water and then returned to the tent city in a never ending line.
Brogus looked across the lake but the morning mist prevented him from seeing the far side of its shore. The tents were dense on this side of the lake but they slowly started to dwindle further up the shoreline in both directions. He walked ankle deep into the water, knelt down, and plunged his head into to the cool lake. He held it under and then pulled it out with a little whoop. Then he shook his long hair and beard in a spray of water. He repeated this process twice more much to the amusement of a group of children on the shore. They hooted and hollered strange words at him but he ignored them and continued to bathe himself. After his little cleansing he looked around again and noticed his audience still staring at him in wide-eyed wonder. There were about twenty of the little urchins watching him and he waved gaily and then set out to circle the lake. He didn’t get far when a tall nomad who seemed familiar joined him. “Do I know you?” said Brogus.
The nomad looked at him quizzically and shrugged his shoulders with incomprehension.
“I’m going for a walk around the lake,” said Brogus.
The nomad said nothing and his placid expression did not change.
Brogus shrugged and continued on the morning walk with his silent companion at his side. He managed to circle to the other side of the lake in about an hour. By the time he reached the far shore the mists no longer obstructed his view and he saw the tent city on the opposite side of the lake. There was a little hill not far to his left and he climbed it in about ten minutes. This gave him a good view of the city. His mind, used to deciphering endless dwarf and darkling tunnel mazes, managed to figure out the general vicinity of his and Dol’s tent although he could not make it out individually from the distance. The vivid colors splashed on the shore reminded him of mineral deposits in a deep cave although, at the same time, not much like that at all he finally admitted to himself. Still there was pattern, an order, in the display and where there was order his dwarf mind could go to work.
Another hour or so saw him back to the tent city which now bustled with energy as men and woman went about their daily business. While some of their behavior baffled him completely he did recognize much of the domestic work of washing, cleaning, gathering water, and emptying chamber pots as common to his own people. His arrival on the opposite side of the city meant that he was confused as to his location but he simply hugged the shore line until he got back to the spot where he first found the lake. He took another quick bath and then headed into the tents to see if he could find his way back to their temporary home. He got lost two times, although each proved fortuitous in its own way as he found a little stand that served the most delicious meat pies and another tent where he had a glass of the sweet nomadic beer. Each time he paid for the items with a few of the silver coins he obtained back in Das’von in exchange for their heavy gold coins. The nomads seemed to understand the value of gold and silver and honestly returned him the proper change, or at least he assumed as much. His escort accompanied him quietly; never threatening but not helping in any fashion either.
Eventually he arrived back at their tent with a significantly better understanding of the strange city. He found Dol still sleeping after his long night of watch with the Hammer of Fire safely ensconced at his side. Brogus looked all around the tent carefully, attempting to spot any hidden compartments where a spy might lurk and then lifted the outside flap and noted that the nomad who escorted him around the lake was gone. He then turned back to the interior of the tent and began a much more thorough inventory of its contents and layout. It only took him about twenty minutes to do so and just as he finished a little tinkling sound from outside alerted him to the presence of someone at the flap. He walked over to the entrance, stuck his head outside, and spotted Manetho standing there with a large grin on his face. “You’ve been exploring?”
Brogus nodded his head which seemed much clearer after his brisk walk. “Yes, it is an interesting type of city. I’ve never seen anything like it in the north.”
“We move the entire city at least four times a year, more in cases of emergency,” replied the nomad with a shrug of his shoulders. “I hope you don’t mind that we’ve provided you with an escort. It’s easy to get lost and if you walked into the tent of women you might have aroused a great deal of anger.”
Brogus nodded his head and smiled at the pleasant thought, “That makes sense.”
“We have some customs here in the Sands that you might not fully understand and I would not want an unfortunate incident marring your stay with us. Sheikh Ming agrees. I do hope you enjoyed your little trip around the lake?”
“I did,” said Brogus with a smile and a glance back towards the shoreline although the tent’s exterior walls blocked the view. “I also found a few of your delicacies for sale when I explored the camp. It is strange but not that different than my own home.”
“Where did you say you were from again?” asked Manetho with a smile as his eyes darted back and forth from Brogus to the city that surrounded them.
“A boring little city of dwarves in the north,” said Brogus with a glance back inside the tent where he knew Dol slept. “You said something about a dwarf citadel nearby. Have you ever visited it?”
Manetho shook his head, “The desert between the Black Horsemen and the dwarf city of Temin has a number of tribes hostile to us. We raid upon Temin now and again and steal fine iron weapons crafted by the dwarves but I have never visited the nation itself. It is said to be entirely underground, in the mountain. I cannot imagine such a life away from sun, sand, and wind. It is not in the nature of a nomad to sleep without stars overhead.”
“So you’ve never seen a dwarf before us?”
“No, not at all,” said Manetho with a shake of his head and a broad smile. “Dwarf caravans are allowed passage through the desert if they pay part of their goods to the various tribal boundaries they cross. We are on relatively good terms with the dwarves of Temin and they provide us with many of our weapons and horseshoes. They are wizards with iron and steel. The desert provides sustenance for many of the needs of a warrior nomad but iron is in short supply.”
“Are there no hills in all the sands? No rocky outcroppings?”
“Such places are not uncommon,” said Manetho as he ran his fingers along his bald head. “Even here in the territories of the Black Horsemen, but we nomads do not like to linger long in one place. It is in our nature to roam, to ride, and to slay our enemies. No foreign army has ever conquered the nomads.”
“I believe you,” said Brogus and nodded his own head with his lips pressed tightly together. “I can’t imagine the difficulty of an invasion of this desert. But surely with constant war between you and the other nomads there must be changes in territory?”
“Oh yes,” said Manetho and smiled broadly. “It must be the same with you in your underground warrens as well. The darklings I think you called them. Your armies must take land from them and they fight to take it back. It is an endless dance. A way to train warriors.”
“I’m a metal smith apprentice,” said Brogus with a shrug of his shoulders. “I know little of the way of war although there are warriors among my people. The darklings attack often. They need prisoners for sacrifice to their evil gods.”
“What are you two talking about,” said Dol as he suddenly appeared at the tent flap, his eyes still slightly groggy from his sleep.
“I’m glad you are up,” said Manetho with a look at the tall dwarf, his raised eyes spotting a fresh apple blossoming bright green and no bigger than a marble used by the children to play their gambling games. “I see that you did not lie about your heritage,” went on the nomad wizard and pointed towards Dol’s hair.
Dol’s hand went to the apple immediately; he took it between his finger and thumb, gave a swift yank, grimaced, and then examined it closely. It was typical of the little sour apples that had plagued his life since adolescence. “I had hoped that the desert climate would kill the things once and for all,” he said with a frown on his face as he examined it.
“Might I see it?” said Manetho his eyes gazing towards the little fruit with a look of eagerness. “I’ve never heard of a cross between a tree shepherd and a dwarf. I wonder if it has any magical properties. There is certainly enchantment about it.”
Dol shrugged and handed over the apple, “Why are you glad to see me awake?”
Manetho turned the thing over in his hand a few times with his eyes locked on it. After a few seconds of silence he looked up at Dol who had the look of someone waiting for an answer on his face, “I’m sorry, what was that?”
“Why did you come to visit us this morning?” said Dol quietly but somehow with menace.
“Ah, yes,” said the wizard, oblivious to the bubbling anger, and again looked down at the little apple in his hand. “This is fascinating, most interesting indeed. Can I keep it? Perform a few experiments?”
Dol nodded his head but said nothing.
“That is most generous of you,” said Manetho gazing at the little apple. “Most generous indeed.”
“Your visit?” said Dol with a slight hint of impatient in his voice.
“Oh, yes, I’m here to invite you to ride with the Black Rider. He is leaving the city for a meeting with one of the other tribes. He wishes to speak with you and your friends further about this northern general and his plans of conquest. I tried to explain that you were merely visitors to our region but the Black Rider has the fate of our people in his hands and you must understand his desire for further information. Perhaps you learned something that might be useful to my people and you don’t even realize it.”
“I don’t like riding,” said Brogus, eyes wide with fear and mouth agape. “Those horses are dangerous.”
“You will accompany the Black Rider,” said Manetho with a shake of his head. “It is considered quite an honor. He is very busy man these days with our many alliances. I’d guess he wants the chance to talk with you as soon as possible. This meeting with the Jagged Edge nomads was scheduled many months ago and cannot be delayed.”
“How does he ride during the day?” said Dol his eyes carefully looking to judge the bald nomad’s reaction. “He is a darkling and they have a notorious weakness to direct sunlight.”
“He has special gear that covers him from head to toe to keep off the sunlight,” said Manetho, still swirling the apple in his hand. “But there is no time for me to explain. We must gather the women and get you mounted on your horses for the journey.” With that statement the nomad put the little apple in one of his many pockets and immediately walked off at a brisk pace. Dol and Brogus were left to follow behind.
It took them merely five minutes to get to the tent where the girls awaited them. Milli’s face broke into a huge smile as she saw their approach, and she rushed over to give Dol a big hug. “Have you heard? We get to ride again. Isn’t that grand?”
“No,” said Brogus with a frown as he watched Milli’s obvious delight with incomprehension. “I’d rather stay here.”
“I think that might be possible,” said the quiet voice of Tahnoon as the massively fat nomad appeared from around the corner of the tent with a broad smile. “I enjoyed our conversation greatly yesterday evening and I’d like to renew it today while the others are away. The meeting with the Jagged Edge nomad shouldn’t take more than a day or two, and I don’t think your companions would suffer too great a hurt if you were to stay here in the encampment.”
“That sounds great…,” started Brogus but Milli immediately interposed her little body between the two.
“No,” she said and shook her head vigorously. “We stay together. Besides, Sheikh Ming might have some questions only Brogus can answer. He knows the most about the army.”
“I do not,” said Brogus and frowned. “I’m just…
“Shut up, Brogus,” interrupted Milli as she gave him an elbow to the ribs. “We stay together.”
Brogus lowered his head and muttered something under his breath but said no more aloud.
“Well, that’s settled then,” said Manetho with a turn towards Tahnoon, “I hope you’ll have a chance to talk with Tahnoon when you return but, who knows, we might be ready to send you along to your destination if the Black Rider signals his approval. I wish you could stay at least until I finish my experiments,” he continued as his hand went to his pocket and he fingered the round apple within.
“Experiments?” asked Milli and turned to the bald nomad.
“You’re friend was kind enough to loan me one of the apples that grow in his hair,” said Manetho. “Actually,” he looked more closely at the tall dwarf, “he actually seems to have sprouted a bumper crop. Perhaps it is life-giving blessing of Ras shining down in such abundance?”
Dol’s hand went to his hair and he felt half a dozen or more of the little round apples in various states of growth.
“You are really sprouting,” said Milli with a smile as she watched her friend. “It’s probably the change in climate or something,” she continued and put her arm around his waist. “Don’t worry about it.”
“Come along, I’ll take you to the horses,” said Manetho with another bow.
“Do we get the same ones as before?” said Milli, her eyes darting back and forth looking for the horses.
“Of course,” said Tahnoon. “They are fine geldings, bred especially for visitors.”
“What’s a gelding,” said Brogus with a puzzled expression on his face at the unfamiliar word. Usually the translator device worked flawlessly.
“A male horse than cannot breed,” replied the nomad. “They are more docile and if a stranger should ever steal one then the bloodline cannot be taken to our enemies.”
“Your horses are that much superior to the other nomad’s steeds?” asked Petra her eyes keen to watch the nomad’s reactions.
Tahnoon thought for a moment with his hand on his fat belly and then nodded his head, “Not other nomads so much as people outside the desert who want our horses for their own. Kings and princes and military leaders from many nations. Our horses are coveted by all who know them and I would imagine Corancil himself wouldn’t mind getting his hands on a few score to help his invasion plans.”
Petra smiled, “I would imagine so.”
“Here we are,” said Tahnoon as they arrived at an area well to the north of the main encampment where dozens of nomads watched over an open patch of well trampled dirt and scrabbly grass where dozens of horses galloped and played. He shouted something towards the nomads and within a few minutes the group found themselves reunited with their steeds from their earlier ride across the desert. “Manetho and I will ride with you out to the Broken Pyramid and there you will meet the Black Rider and discuss matters. After that he will continue his journey to the conference with the Jagged Edge nomads.”
“The Broken Pyramid,” said Milli as she stroked the long, muscled neck of her horse. “What’s that?”
Manetho and Tahnoon mounted their own horses and the group, Brogus with a leg up from another nomad, mounted theirs as well, “A pyramid not far from here that dates back to the Age of Elementals. We often use it as a rallying point. There are not that many landmarks here in the desert and such places are useful for gathering men,” said Manetho with a flourishing wave of his hand out towards the desert.
“The Age of Elementals,” said Dol, now suddenly quite interested as he used his reins to turn the horse and face Manetho. “What do you know about that time?”
Manetho looked at the tall dwarf with the apples, “I’m surprised such a thing interests you, my friend.”
Dol nodded his head, “It interests me greatly and has to do with our quest to the south. I ask again,” this time with a sharp edge to his voice, “what do you know about the Age of Elementals?”
Manetho shrugged his shoulders as the horses set off at a canter, “It was thousands of years ago but the desert preserves time more surely than the grassy plains. The elementals shaped the earth for untold generations but eventually were overthrown by an alliance of tree shepherds, dwarves, men, elves, and the other races. Their relics remain all over the world and many of the creatures still serve, spellbound, their conquerors.”
“And the greatest of elementals, the most ancient four. Do you know them?” asked Dol.
“We know mainly of those of fire here in the desert, the great first elemental Gazadum, his first-born son Shadak the Black Fire, the twins Hezfer the Blue Flame and Eleniak the Dancing Flame, the terrible Mountainous Fire Loigor, and there are others of course.”
“Gazadum, the first fire elemental,” said Dol and fingered the hammer at his side, “what do you know of him?”
The horses covered the dry lands of the Sands with breathtaking speed even moving along as casually as they did now. The thundering of their hooves on the hard sand and dirt drowned out the sounds around them and the nomad had to raise his voice to be heard, “He was the first.”
“I know that,” said Dol and narrowed his eyes. “What else?”
“Don’t be rude,” said Milli as she skillfully maneuvered her horse next to the dwarf, “are you feeling all right?”
“I’m fine,” shouted Dol and then turned back to Manetho. “Tell me everything you know about Gazadum.”
Manetho looked at Dol out of the corner of his eye and then waved one hand in sort of a circular movement. “That was thousands of years ago, my friend. I know he was the first and most powerful of the fire elementals. That with his three siblings they shaped the world. He supposedly lived in a volcano in the far northern realms but was driven out by the tree shepherds and their allies. Does this have something to do with why you’re looking for five volcanoes?”
Dol nodded his head and fixed his steely eyes to the horizon, “It does.”
“Dol,” said Milli trying to put warning in her voice.
“Shut up, Milli,” said Dol with a fierce look at the halfling girl. His eyes had a reddish tint and his lips were curled in a snarl. “It doesn’t make any difference if he knows my mission.”
“Our mission,” shouted Brogus from not far away as he held onto the reins with both hands with white knuckled intensity.
“My mission,” said Dol. “I seek Gazadum,” he went on and took the handle of the Hammer of Fire in one hand and held it at eye level. “To destroy him.”
Manetho raised his eyebrows, tilted his head to one side, “I wish you luck with that.” Then the nomad pointed his finger towards an object in the distance that seemed to waver back and forth in the waves of heat. The horses hooves continued their rhythmic beat as the shape began to coalesce into something their eyes could understand and within minutes they approached the massive pyramid.
Its height was difficult to judge but Milli thought it might just fit into the Grand Hall of Craggen Steep whose ceilings measured nearly two hundred feet in height. The strange structure was possibly even wider than that at the base. The sides were sand-blasted stone and apparently smooth although as they approached, the weather-beaten nature of the structure came into clarity. The most striking feature was a long rent that started near the top of the pyramid and wound down the side they approached before it disappeared around the corner. It seemed likely the crack extended further down the side of the mammoth structure that faced away from them.
“It’s massive,” said Brogus as all the horses stopped although his went a few strides further before he remembered to pull back on the reins. The short-legged dwarf tried to dismount gracefully but only managed to fall out of the saddle and onto the ground with a thump.
“I thought the Black Rider was supposed to meet us here,” said Petra looking around at the absence of horsemen in the vicinity. Her hand went to the little knife at her side but the only nomads in evidence were Manetho and Tahnoon and she doubted they would attempt to attack them. Her eyes darted back and forth but she could see nothing of anyone else.
“Apparently he was delayed,” said Manetho with a shrug of his shoulders. “Many people demand his time and circumstances arise that make his schedule unpredictable. I’m certain he will be along shortly. In the meantime, perhaps you would care to examine the pyramid, although I see your friend has already begun that process.”
“I will go and find them,” said Tahnoon with a strange look at Manetho that Petra could not decipher. With that he spurred his horse and it rattled off into the desert soon disappearing in the waves of heat that shimmered in all directions.
Brogus stood at the side of the great stone structure and ran his hand along its surface, leaned in close and smelled it, and then licked his finger. “Good work here,” he said. “Fine craftsmanship. It reminds me of the old parts of Craggen Steep but weathered for many centuries.”
“Earth elementals then?” said Dol as he too approached the side of the tremendous structure.
“Or dwarves,” said Brogus with a smile. “Not goblins or elves. Too bad we don’t have our climbing gear,” he continued and chucked Dol on the shoulder. “Pitons, carabineers, quickdraws, and rope and we’d be up to the top in no time. I’d bet there are a dozen hidden chambers in there as well. We’d have to ascend to that big crack and do some digging. Who knows how much debris has piled up in there over th years. Think if some of the stone masters from back in Craggen Steep were here. What treasure they’d find? We have to remember this place, Dol. This world… this world is much bigger than I ever dreamed. I see it now for the first time. I see how we’re trapped in our city, held back by ancient laws, kept from exploring the world, using our wealth, our power.”
Dol nodded his head as he touched the surface of the stone, “All this may be true, my friend, but this is the work of earth elementals, not fire, and is not my concern.”
Brogus looked at Dol with a frown and shook his head from side to side, “You love masonry, this is ancient work, elemental work, we could spend months here.”
“I don’t love it anymore,” said Dol with a shake of his head, turned away from the ancient stones, and walked back towards the group. He knew the stonework should interest him and one part of him wanted to explore the pyramid and learn its secrets but somehow he found himself bored by the stones. His hand went back to the hammer and began to gently caress the smooth, white handle covered by strange elven runes.
“Your friend,” said Manetho to Petra and Milli with a nod of his hat head towards Dol, “has what we in the desert call a Holy See, a quest, a calling from the gods. I see now what drives you.”
“He,” said Milli with a little turn-down of her lips, “he wasn’t always like this. He’s changed.”
“We suspected you were spies,” said Manetho and pulled off his hat to wipe his sweaty head with a thick rag that he carried for just this purpose. “We planned to interrogate you and kill you after we learned all we knew.”
Milli turned to him and gazed with strong, steady eyes, “I suspected… well, Petra suspected. Why are you telling me this?”
“Because I know now it is not true. You are not spies. You may have come from the north, possibly you promised Corancil you would learn what you could of us, but you are not here to spy. You are here for your quest; you are driven by the gods.”
“Does this mean you won’t have us killed?” said Petra as she staggered over to join the conversation. The heat was too much for the older woman and her breath came in heavy pants as she sat down with a thump on a large rock. It looked of the same material as the pyramid itself, perhaps a left-over stone from the time of construction; it was rounded from centuries of weathering although there were hints that at one time it was square.
“It means I will tell the Black Rider what I now know,” said Manetho and wiped his brow and the top of his head again, then looked at Petra and his eyes went soft. “The desert is harsh for strangers. Your skin, your lungs, they are unused to the conditions. We must get you into the shade. Come, Petra. Let’s us walk to the west side of the pyramid where it is cooler.”
“Thank you, Manetho,” said Petra with a little smile as she put down a hand, unsteadily got to her feet, and began to walk with the nomad. “What decision will the Black Rider make about our future?”
Manetho said nothing as the three made their way into the long, morning shadow cast by the pyramid. Dol stood aloof looking at the shimmering heat waves on the horizon while Brogus continued looking at the heavy stones of the Broken Pyramid. Even in the shade it was hotter than a normal summer day in the north but at least it seemed cool in comparison to the direct sunlight, and the nomadic clothes they wore somehow seemed to allow the breeze in but kept the sun off at the same time. Only when they reached the shade and sat down on a group of stone rocks apparently built exactly for that purpose did Manetho speak again, “I cannot say what the Black Rider will decide, but I see no reason for him to order your execution. He is a reasonable man… when left to make his own decision.”
“Great,” said Milli with a broad smile that showed her brilliant white teeth to their best advantage.
“You said if he is allowed to make his own decision,” said Petra not willing to forego the topic. “Who else would decide for him?”
Manetho shrugged and looked at his feet.
“Tahnoon?” said Petra persisting.
“The vizier has great influence with Sheikh Ming,” said Manetho although he continued to look down. “When Ming emerged from the darkling lands he was badly wounded, nigh onto death. It was Tahnoon and his family that saved him from instant execution as a darkling. He nursed Ming back to health, gave him a position in his tribal family. There is a strong bond there that cannot be easily broken.”
“And you think Tahnoon might prefer to execute us?” said Milli her yellow eyes narrow and gazing at the man intently.
“I’ve known the vizier for over twenty years,” said Manetho as he leaned back on the stone and gazed at the blue sky. “The desert is a predictable land. It rains at the same time every year. The great migrations occur at the same time every year and the predators fill their bellies on this cycle.”
“The vizier is also predictable,” said Petra and leaned forward to listen closely to the wizard’s words.
“He is.”
“And what do you predict?” asked the witch woman.
Manetho shrugged again, mopped his brow and his head, and then looked at the old woman in the eyes, “I suggest you ride your horses as quickly as possible to the south.”
“You’ll not stop us?” she said as Milli watched with wide eyes and a half-open mouth.
“I’ll even provide a map,” suddenly smiling as he came to a decision. “I think you’ve appeared here for a reason. Perhaps only Ras knows the reason but I do not think it is a coincidence. I will help you today and I hope that you will remember me on some day that will come.”
“I don’t see how we’ll ever be in position to help you,” said Milli with a smile although she shook her head, “but, that being said, if I can help you sometime in the future then I will.”
Manetho nodded his own bald head and smiled with slightly upturned lips. “Ride south until you reach a river, it is called the Low River and it will be merely a trickle at this time of year. Turn directly west from there and ride as hard and straight as you can. You’ll pass the territories of the Fire Riders or perhaps, the Horns of the Minotaur. They are fierce tribes both but have tenuous alliances with the Black Rider. I will give you papers to show them and perhaps they will let you pass. Eventually you will reach a tall mountain range, The Desert’s End Mountains. Of course, the people that live beyond call it them the Desert’s Beginning but that is merely a matter of semantics. The dwarves of Temin live in the mountains and guard its passes fiercely. However, I think your friends might find allies that will guide you south to the grasslands of Shandoria. That is the volcanic land although I do not know if your five volcanoes are there or not. It is all that I can offer.”
“How long will it take us to get to the mountains?” said Petra. “Do we have enough supplies on the horses?”
“You are strangers and your animals were not well stocked I’m afraid to say. However, there are supplies hidden in the pyramid and we can use them to equip you for the journey. The water of the Low River will be murky this time of year but it is not toxic. Let us begin at once; there is no telling when the Black Rider and Tahnoon will arrive.”



Chapter 15


Brogus leaned back on the strange thick furs that covered the stone bed and burped loudly. He looked to his right and spotted Dol pacing furiously back and forth along the floor of their temporary chamber. Then he looked to his left and found a heavy pewter mug with the symbol of a dragon emblazoned on its side sitting on the table where he put it down just a moment before. He reached over to grasp it by the handle and maneuvered it carefully to his chest where he set it down for a moment. He breathed deeply, sighed and smiled, and then carefully brought it to his lips and poured a generous swallow down his throat, although he failed to keep some from spilling out onto the fur. “Stop your pacing Dol,” he said as he tried to move the mug back to the side table. “You’re making me nervous. We’re home or at least in a place as close to being home as we can find. After the desert I’d think you’d be happy to sit down and rest.”
“We are wasting time here,” said Dol and continued his pacing with his fingers tapping at the sides of his legs. “I don’t trust these dwarves. They’ll try to take the hammer. I see them looking at it.”
Brogus rolled his eyes. “Nobody wants the hammer. They can’t even hold the thing.”
“They don’t know that,” said Dol and turned to face Brogus with fiery eyes. “They’re dwarves, you’re a dwarf, you know how we covet pretty things. They’ll take it from us. Why do you think they haven’t sent us south yet?”
“And we’ll never see those horses again,” said Milli suddenly appearing at the door with Petra. She wore a floral patterned cotton skirt that came to just above her knees and a lightweight blouse made of a gauzy material that showed a hint of the slender frame below. Her lips turned down as she thought of the magnificent horse that she rode across the desert and to the mountains. “I won’t let them take him or the hammer either, Dol. Trust me on that.”
Petra, who wore a thick, wool jerkin with more dwarf-like blacksmith patterns, peered over Milli’s shoulder, “Hello all.”
“Hi, Petra,” said Brogus barely able to lift his head from the comfortable pillow. “Did you find out when they’re going to let us head south?”
“I asked you to find that out, you didn’t ask me,” said Petra with a shake of her head. “Do you even listen anymore?”
“Wait a second,” said Brogus as he sat up in his bed and looked at the old witch. “I was supposed to find out when they’ll let us leave? When did we start relying on me for anything?”
Milli snorted out a laugh, “Good point.”
Petra rolled her eyes, “You’re the dwarf. You can talk to these people.”
“I don’t speak their language any more than you,” said Brogus. “They don’t even have those stupid spell stones or whatever. It’s all hand signs and pointing at things. It’s impossible. Why don’t we just find the horses and leave?”
“How do you propose to get out of the mountains?” said Petra and looked up at the ceiling, an expression of exasperation on her face. “This place is a maze, it’s worse than the tent city of the Black Horsemen.”
“It’s not so bad,” said Brogus and looked back at his mug of beer. “We head down the main corridor and find the down shafts. Take them for a bit and then meander around. We’ll find an exit eventually.”
“Yes, but on what side of the mountain? We need to head south. That’s what Manetho told us,” said Petra. “If we come out on the desert side of the mountain then we’re back where we started.”
“Why can’t Milli find out,” said Brogus with a shrug. “She’s good at getting boys to give her things.”
“I’ve tried,” said Milli. “I don’t understand what they tell me. I can’t get answers to questions if I don’t understand the language. Why didn’t we get one of those translator stones from Manetho? Why don’t I ever think of anything? What’s wrong with me?”
Petra put her arm around the young girl, “I should have thought of that stone as well. We all figured if they were dwarves that you could speak to each other. I suppose everyone in the world speaks a different language. When we get to Shandoria, that is what Manetho called it, when we get to Shandoria we’ll run into the same problem again.”
“At least they feed us good,” said Brogus and looked around for the plate of food he left somewhere in the room.
“Brogus,” said Milli with a sharp voice. She walked over to him on the bed and slapped him on the top of the head. “You start walking around and figure out this place. Find a map or something. I’ll find the horses and then we’ll make a break for it.”
“Ok,” said Brogus with a little wobble of his head. “I can do that.”
“Can do what?” said Milli.
“What you said,” said Brogus.
“What was that?” said Milli.
“What was what?” said Brogus.
Milli closed her eyes, “What I just told you to do.”
“When?” said Brogus.
“Just now, what did I tell you to do that you agreed to do?”
“Oh,” said Brogus, “that. About finding a map so we can get out of here.”
“Good,” said Milli. “I thought maybe you didn’t hear me.”
“Why did you think that?” said Brogus.
“By Davim, shut up!” said Dol glaring at the three of them. “I can’t think with all this noise. I’ll see you later,” he finished and stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind him.
“Do you notice he’s a little… angry lately?” said Milli to Brogus and Petra.
“I don’t know how he was before,” said Petra and shrugged but also looked at the floor.
“Cool, calm, he always thought things through, right, Brogus?” said Milli as she looked at the closed door that Dol slammed behind him. The dwarves of this mountain built in much the same manner as those of Craggen Steep although not as grandly. In the hidden citadel the ancient hallways, built by elementals, were far more glorious than any she had thus far seen here but perhaps there was even more to the place than had already been revealed.
“Slow moving,” said Brogus. “He always thought things through; too much I used to tell him, he’s like a tree that way.”
“But he’s not anymore,” said Milli. “That’s my point. Right, Petra? You’ve seen him. He’s rash now, angry, in a hurry to get to the five volcanoes. He wasn’t like this before.”
Petra shrugged her shoulders, “He has a quest now, what did Manetho call it, a See. In the past, once he made up his mind, did he move quickly then?”
Milli thought about it for a little while and then shrugged her shoulders and nodded her head, “I suppose so. Once he gets moving he’s active enough. But he still doesn’t seem the same. I’ve never seen him get angry before. Not really angry like this.”
“He’s out of Craggen Steep,” said Petra and patted the girl on the back. “He’s in a new place. It’s bound to make anyone a little a different. I wouldn’t worry about it. He’s still steady enough.”
“I suppose,” said Milli with a little sigh. “Now, Brogus, we’re relying on you to figure this place out, to get us out of here. I’ll find the horses. They have to be somewhere outside right? They need grass to eat and that doesn’t grow underground.”
“They could feed them mushrooms,” said Brogus and blinked lazily twice.
“These aren’t stupid mules,” said Milli with a starry look in her eyes. “These are desert stallions. They don’t eat mushrooms.”
Brogus shrugged, “Did you get any more beer?”
Milli put her hands on her hips and stared at him, “Weren’t you supposed to be doing something?”
Brogus looked at her with a puzzled expression on his face, “Like what?”
“Like finding us a way out of this place. You can’t be this stupid.”
“How long have you known me?” said Brogus and squinted at her.
“Okay, you can be this stupid but here’s something for you. If you don’t figure a way to get out of this place and back on the road then Dol will start to get very upset and he’s not going to take it out on me or Petra!”
“That’s true,” said Brogus pursing his lips and looking keenly at the halfling girl. He rolled on his side, back and forth, gaining momentum and then finally fell out of the bed and landed on the stone floor with a thump. “Aha!” he shouted, sprang to his feet, and looked eagerly around the room. “Now,” he lifted the bottom edge of a dark painting on the wall that depicted a massive rat-like creature with a bunch of baby rats scattered around at its feet and looked behind it, “any map here?”
Milli shook her head, rolled her eyes, and turned to Petra. “We’ll be here forever.”



Chapter 16


“You let them escape!” Tahnoon glared at Manetho and at the snap of a finger two fearsome warriors with sand scarred face drew long knives and approached. A hundred nomadic horsemen were in their saddles all around the Broken Pyramid although there was no sign of the Black Rider; the sun stood high in the sky its tremendous heat bearing down on them.
Manetho shrugged, “What real value did they offer, Tahnoon?”
“That is not for you to say,” spat out the rotund nomad as he shook his finger in the face of wizard as sweat and spittle rained down. “You are a servant of Sheikh Ming; you are a servant to me. You will follow my orders and they were, specifically, to hold the prisoners here so that we might interrogate them away from the city.”
“You meant to torture them,” said Manetho with a steady expression on his face.
“So what if I did?” said Tahnoon and stomped his foot onto the hard packed sand around the pyramid. “It is my decision as how to dispose of prisoners, not yours. You allowed a terrible danger to the Black Horsemen to escape. I might well call you a traitor to our people.”
“Your decision?” said Manetho with raised eyebrows. “I think not.”
“You dare!” screamed Tahnoon and raised his hand to the two warriors who moved quickly to the side of Manetho with knives in hand. Their eyes watched the wizard closely although they did not make any move to restrain him. “I can have you killed right now. These are my nephews and they will obey my every command.”
“The bonds of family are strong among our people,” said Manetho, “this is true. However, if you order them to kill me then you will live with the consequences. I will be dead and beyond the punishment of Black Rider. You, on the other hand, will not.”
Tahnoon’s face seemed to contract on itself with a terrible grimace and spittle danced on his lips as he gazed at the wizard. “I should do it just to see the surprise on your face when the knife slides into your flesh.”
Manetho stood quietly.
“Have it your way then,” said Tahnoon, spitting on the sand and dragging his left boot through it. “You will have to face Ming and explain yourself. He will be here within the day.”
“I am prepared to do so. Now, if you do not mind, I have work to attend,” said Manetho who gave a short little bow and walked towards a yellow tent with a red banner depicting a black horse flapping in the strong desert breeze.



Chapter 17


“It’s good to be on the trail again,” said Milli as her long blonde hair flew out behind her.
“You have me to thank for that,” shouted Brogus over the wind that danced past them as their horses galloped over the grassy plains.
“I don’t think we’ll ever hear the end of that,” yelled Petra with a wide smile on her face as her own horse cantered up near the two.
Milli laughed and it sounded like musical accompaniment to the thundering of the hooves along the turf as both the witch and Brogus immediately joined in. Dol rode his own steed a dozen yards away his eyes fixed ahead and apparently unaware of the merriment of the others.
Ever since their escape from the dwarf stronghold they rode south towards the lands of Shandoria as indicated on the map that Brogus somehow managed to connive away from a gullible young dwarf maiden. The map, while certainly colorful and filled with hints of danger, did not have an accurate legend which they discovered when it took them five days to travel between two landmarks that appeared right next to each other. At the time they thought that meant their journey was far from over, but they encountered the next landmark within hours and this was yet further away on the map. This left the foursome in a complete quandary as to the actual distance remaining in their journey. The map indicated a large town called Ndra lay somewhere ahead but two other mapped towns already failed to materialize and Milli, more than once, expressed an interest in throwing the thing away.
Nevertheless, the group charged over the plains on their desert horses at a tremendous clip and all with smiles on their faces except Dol. Late in the afternoon they stopped near a fast-flowing creek and Petra got out some fishing gear she had thought to pack so long ago. She walked a ways upstream while Drogus and Milli unpacked the horses and set up camp. Dol, as was his want of late, simply sat by the fire and watched the flames flickering and dancing.
Brogus looked over at Dol and motioned in that direction with a nod of his head, “He’s at it again.”
Milli glanced over her shoulder at Dol as she continued to unpack the horses, “What do you want to do about it?”
Brogus shrugged his shoulders and raised his eyebrows, “I don’t know. I’m the one who got us out of Temin, you figure it out, Milli.”
“He’s so intense now, I mean, he was always quiet, a thinker, but now there is a look in his eyes. I make up excuses not to talk to him,” said Milli, her finger coming to her lip as she began to chew on the nail. “He’s scary now and he never lets go of the hammer. Do you think it could be… influencing him?”
Brogus shrugged, “I don’t know. Could be, maybe not though. I know some powerful weapons are said to be able to corrupt the soul.”
“I know, I know,” said Milli shaking her head and tossing her long hair. “Fine, you keep unpacking and bring out the fish pans, Petra will catch something for sure. She’s good at that kind of thing.”
“The fish are different here,” said Brogus as Milli walked towards the fire.
“What was that?” she said and turned to look at the stout dwarf.
“Nothing,” he replied and continued to rummage around in the saddle bags. “You’d think after doing this ten times I’d know where everything was.”
“Hey Dol,” said Milli taking a seat on her haunches next to the dour dwarf. “See anything interesting?”
Dol tore his gaze away from the flames for a moment and looked at the pretty halfling girl, “It’s beautiful, the fire. I never really noticed before. The way the flames dance and weave.”
“I’ve never known you to be poetic, Dol,” said Milli and put her hand on his back. “Is this a new side of you?”
Dol nodded his head, “Perhaps it is. Out here in the open, the desert, the mountains, and now these grasslands, maybe it’s opening my eyes to the world for the first time. I feel different, I feel energized,” he said and reached his blackened right hand all but into the fire. “I want to touch things, to feel them, to see them burn.”
“What?” said Milli.
“I… meant,” stuttered Dol for a moment, “I want to experience more of life. I didn’t say it like I meant it.”
“What’s wrong with your hand,” she said and reached towards it, although the heat of the fire quickly drove her to pull it back.
Dol quickly put his hand in his pocket, “It’s just dirty from all the riding,” he said.
“Dol,” said Milli and gently tried to pry his hand from his pocket. “That wasn’t dirt. What’s going on?”
Dol shook his head and pursed his lips. “It’s from holding the hammer I suppose,” he said and scratched his hair. “Damn. Those apples are popping out all over the place. It’s the heat or the fresh air or something.”
Milli, thus distracted, turned her attention to Dol’s head and did note a fairly large number of little green apples, some of them had a reddish tint as though they were ripening.
“I think they’re getting ripe,” said to Milli and reached out to pluck one.
Dol moved his head away and stood up quickly, “You know I don’t like them,” he said and glared at Milli for a moment. “If you persist in pawing at my head,” his face suddenly turning angry red and his eyes glaring with a ferocity Milli did not know, “I’ll have to do something about it!”
“Dol,” said Milli pulling her hand back and standing up quickly, “I didn’t mean anything; it’s always been good fun.”
“No it wasn’t, not then, not now, not ever. I’m sick of these damn apples and I’m sick of all of you. I should just take my horse and go on alone. You don’t need to come with me.”
“Dol,” repeated Milli her hands on her hips, “what are you talking about? We’re in this together. Right, Brogus?”
Brogus wandered over, a dull look on his face, “What’s wrong?” he said looking back and forth between Milli and Dol. “Are you two fighting?”
“It’s nothing,” said Milli. “Dol just wants to go off by himself and face the great fire elemental alone.”
“What?” said Brogus his voice suddenly rising rising and his hands coming to the axe at his hip. “You know that’s not going to happen. If there’s glory and fortune to be had then I’m coming along. That’s final.”
“I meant more out of personal loyalty than any sense of greed,” said Milli in a soft voice, although she couldn’t prevent herself from smiling and shaking her head.
“Greed makes the world go around,” said Brogus and his eyes became like golden saucers. “It’s what drives Craggen Steep. Gold, platinum, gems, and the rest. All the other races would try taking it from us if we didn’t keep the citadel hidden. We’d be at war all the time. That’s what the elders say.”
“Greed doesn’t make me go round,” said Milli absently twisting the beautiful gold ring inset with three diamonds that she sported on her right hand. It had been a gift for her tenth birthday from some dwarf or another, she couldn’t remember. She’d left most of her jewelry behind when they fled the hidden citadel but kept a few of her most precious pieces. Lately she’d taken to wearing them now that they were out of contact with the other races. The experiences in Das’von had taught her the value of her little baubles and what men might do to get them. “I’m beginning to think that fellow from Das’von, what was his name?”
“He didn’t give one,” said Petra emerging from down the slope, a trio of fish on a line. “I caught these and there are plenty more in there. The stream is simply hopping. The only problem is catching ones big enough to eat with the little fellows doing all the biting.”
“Anyway,” continued Milli. “I’m thinking that fellow knew we were from Craggen Steep all along. That’s why he was so nice to us and helped us. He wants to tap into the wealth of Craggen Steep. You don’t equip and maintain an army that big for long without money.”
“I said it before and I’ll say it again,” interrupted Petra, “I don’t think Craggen Steep is as well hidden as you seem to think it is. My people knew pretty much where it is and we can’t be the only ones. If Corancil is going to launch an invasion I don’t see why he wouldn’t use the wealth of Craggen Steep to finance it.”
“But we don’t have any standing in Craggen Steep,” said Brogus. “We’re just a couple of runaway apprentices and a halfling girl. How could we help Corancil or that messenger fellow?”
Milli shook her head, “I don’t know, but that fellow, the one who said he was a messenger, he was crafty, and he knew what he was doing. We promised to give them information about the troops of the Black Rider and we did learn about them, didn’t we?”
“It’ll take us years to get back to Das’von,” said Brogus with a wave of his hand. “By then the invasion will be in full swing and anything we know about troops or tactics will have changed. He was just helping us because… well, I don’t know, just because.”
“Could he have guessed your true mission,” said Petra in a low voice. “The Hammer of Fire, Gazadum, the volcanoes?”
“I don’t see how,” said Milli and bit her lower lip. “But, Dol didn’t really hide the hammer. I don’t see how the messenger could have known about it, about us, unless he was already working with the three families in Craggen Steep. The Firefists, the Blackirons, and the Drawhammers.”
There was a long silence in the group and then they busied themselves about the campsite preparing for the night. Dol spent most of the time near the fire gazing at it as if it held the answer to some great mystery. Milli watched Petra bone the first of the fish and put it on the fire.
“You need a sharp little knife for jobs like this,” said Petra. “You should never be without your knives, Milli. I’ve seen how you can handle the blade. Did the dwarves teach you that?”
Milli nodded her head as Petra handed her the third one to try and fillet. “Yes, they didn’t think the hammer or the axe was an appropriate weapon for a girl like me. Or at least that’s what they said. Everyone in Craggen Steep gets at least rudimentary training with weapons. The guardsmen are born to it. They learn weapon craft as children and never take up smith work. I learned from a crippled old dwarf who couldn’t teach the boys anymore. He was a sweetie; he’d lost an arm to the darklings but still knew a thing or two about fighting. I was never very good but he didn’t give up on me.”
“It’s good to know how to use the knife,” said Petra. “My people, all the girls are taught how to use the knife. We… you won’t think the worse of me?”
“No,” said Milli absently as she focused on deboning the little fish.
“It is not uncommon for a pretty gypsy girl to meet with a wealthy young man from whatever region we are visiting and when alone use the knife to steal his purse,” said the older woman with a shrug of her shoulders. “My people are often ill-treated by the natives of a region so they feel it is justified.”
“Did you ever do anything like that?”
Petra nodded her head, “I was young and pretty once although it’s hard to see now,” she said with a laugh. “Now you have to be decisive with your cut. If you hesitate you’ll botch the job. Your hand is steady enough; let’s see what you can do.”
Milli busied herself at the fire with the fish while Brogus wandered over to where Dol had piled two more limbs onto the already raging blaze, “Got it going enough there, Dol?”
Dol didn’t seem to notice for a few second and Brogus leaned forward ready to speak again when his friend suddenly turned his head, a look of surprise on his face, “It is rather high. I didn’t notice.” Then he broke into a loud guffawing laugh as Brogus stared at him.
The two women also turned their heads and looked at the dwarves, “At least he still has a sense of humor,” said Petra and smiled at Milli.
“He never really had a sense of humor,” said Milli a frown on her face and the knife tapping at the cutting board. “I suppose it’s better than anger though. He’s been angry a lot lately. Do you think the hammer might be doing it?”
Petra lowered her voice, “It could be. You’ve seen the way he keeps a hold on it all the time and his hand is black from the heat. You know, you never even told me how you got it or what it is. Not that I’m asking you to betray any confidences but it would help if I knew.”
Milli looked down at the board and the fish, badly cut compared to the two that Petra did earlier, and gave a low sigh as Dol continued to laugh loudly. “I don’t know if you want to hear the story.”
Petra nodded her head, “It’s up to you.”
“We stole it,” said Milli as her shoulders drooped. “But, it wasn’t like anyone was using it. It was just sitting there and the First Edos told us to do it!”
“Who’s the First Edos?” said Petra quietly sitting beside the girl.
“Should you be telling her this?” said Dol in a quiet voice from over by the fire. When Milli looked at his eyes they reflected the blaze and seemed to burn red hot like an animal peering from the woods.
“She has the right to know,” said Milli standing up, putting her hands on her hips, and giving him a firm look. “We wouldn’t have made it this far without her.”
Dol shrugged, “Tell her then. Maybe she’ll talk some sense into you. This is too dangerous. You should head back to Craggen Steep with Brogus and I’ll finish alone.”
“Stop with that already!” said Milli taking a step forward and jutting her firm little jaw at Dol. “I’ve been in this since the beginning and I won’t quit until we see it through or die trying.”
“Die trying?” said Petra with a raised eyebrow.
“You knew it was dangerous, right from the beginning, you don’t fool me,” said Milli turning to the older woman and stomping her foot.
Petra smiled and began to clean up the badly filleted fish with practiced and smooth motions, “That’s true little one. I knew there was something special about the three of you the moment I laid eyes on you. I’m not adverse to a little danger. Now, tell me about this hammer that you stole and who is this First Edos?”
“The Hammer of Fire,” said Milli with a look towards Dol who did not look back at her. “It’s a relic of Craggen Steep, it was made by the First Edos; well, no, it was put together by the First Edos hundreds of years ago.”
“Not hundreds,” said Dol quietly while his hand gently rubbed up and down the handle of the hammer.
“Anyway, a long time ago,” said Milli. “If you want to tell the story; then go ahead.
Dol said nothing.
“No? Ok, then. I’ll tell it my way. As I was saying before I was rudely interrupted,” said Milli with a smile as she looked over to Dol and Brogus. Brogus looked back at her with a wide grin but Dol kept his eyes down and towards the fire. “It was put together hundreds of years ago.”
“Yes, you said made but then switched to put together,” said Petra. “There’s a difference?”
“As I understand it, yes,” said Milli once again looking over to Dol and Brogus. “The two parts, the handle and the head were made at different times and put together later.”
“That handle doesn’t much look like dwarf-craft, now that you mention it,” said Petra. “It’s too slim for the heavy hammer-head, and the writing on the side looks elf-wrought if you ask me, but I’ve not met too many of the faery folk in my travels. Lovely singers they are. We met up with a bunch of them once when I was a girl. They stayed up the entire night singing songs and telling stories.”
As Milli told the story to Petra, Brogus walked over to Dol and stood next to him at the fire. “Do you think she’ll want to stay with us after she knows everything?”
“I hope not,” said Dol with a sneer. “The less that come along the better. You’d be smart to convince Milli to head back. I can make it from here by myself. I’ve got a horse and directions. It’s just a matter of time.”
“I’m not very smart,” said Brogus stroking his lengthening beard. “I’m going to need a new band if I keep let it growing at this rate. Platinum doesn’t seem to be as plentiful out here in the world.”
“I take that to mean you’re not going to abandon the quest,” said Dol as a statement rather than a question.
Brogus nodded his head. “I hope Petra stays with us. She has a lot of experience about living out in the world. It’s different than in the mountains. Don’t look at me like that. I know it’s different but there are little things I wouldn’t think about, you wouldn’t think about. You know it’s true. Fishing? You couldn’t fish if your life depended on it.”
“There are fish in the mountain streams,” said Dol.
Brogus looked ahead, “Well, you may have found some fire in your spirit but you’re still as stubborn as ever. Why can’t you change that personality trait and just go along for once in your life?”
Dol looked into the fire and his right hand caressed the haft of the Hammer of Fire for a moment as he paused, “I’m not sure,” he finally admitted. “I don’t think I’m different. It’s this quest. It’s too dangerous. Milli could die and… I don’t want that.”
“I could die too,” said Brogus with a grunting little laugh that shook his belly. “You’re not worried about me?”
Dol shook his head, “Not as much, no. She’s been insulated from the brutality of the world in Craggen Steep. Taken care of. She thinks this is all a game but we know better. We’ve seen what the darklings do to prisoners, what the real world is like.”
“I’m not so smart, as you say,” said Brogus with his head tilted to the side and his brow furrowed. “But it seems to me that the outside world is coming to Craggen Steep whether we like it not. Corancil, the armies of the north, I don’t see how we can stay hidden. Like Petra says, they probably already know about us. Even if you convinced Milli to go back, and take Petra with her, what would she find when she go there? Dwarven armies joining Corancil? War, death, destruction? How is she worse off with us, even if things go wrong, than back home?”
Dol looked down at the ground and pursed his lips making a little sucking sound, “She’d be alive.”
“Maybe, maybe not,” said Brogus. “You can’t see the future any more than I can.”
“I see fiery death for us all,” said Dol. “You haven’t held the hammer. It was forged in the heart of Craggen Steep and I feel the heartbeat of Gazadum. I see what waits for us in the volcano. It’s isn’t life and it isn’t pretty.”
“Then let’s all turn back,” said Brogus putting his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Or even just stay here in the south, explore, make a name for ourselves. With that hammer we’ll be heroes in no time. Why kill ourselves fulfilling the mission?”
“Because that is what I’ve set out to do and that is what I will do whether I live or not. I’ll take the hammer, I’ll battle Gazadum, and I’ll most likely die in the attempt. I just don’t want you and Milli to die with me.”
“And Petra,” said Brogus.
“And Petra,” replied Dol nodding his head. “It doesn’t matter to me anymore.” Here he looked up from the fire and directly at Brogus with his eyes burning a dull red like the last coal at the center of the fire long after all the rest have turned to ash. “I know my fate. Now you know as well. Make your own decision, Brogus.”
“I’ve made my decision,” replied the dwarf with a broad smile as his hand went to the heavy axe at his side. “I’m with you, Dol. To the end, wherever that takes us. To the volcanoes, to Gazadum, to glory, or to death, I’m with you and there’s nothing that will sway me, not even the fiery gaze of Gazadum himself, if he is still around, which I doubt anyway.”
“Are you boys done deciding the rest of our fates yet,” said Milli, suddenly standing over them with her hands on her rounded little hips and a wry grin on her face. “Petra knows everything now and she’s going to stay with us. So, Dol, it doesn’t matter what you think or what you do, we’re coming along all the way. To the mountains, to Gazadum, to death if that’s where this road leads. We’re all in this together!”
Brogus rose to his feet and joined Milli and Petra as they put their hands in the center of the little circle, “Together until the end,” he said.
Dol sat by the fire and turned his gaze back towards the flickering flames and said nothing at all.



Chapter 18


“We’re lost,” said Cleathelm as the little road they followed for days eventually trailed into a babbling creek and did not emerge from the other side. There were only two of them now that Rogu ate the poison mushrooms. They had left him on the road yesterday when he proved incapable of going on.
“What difference does it make?” said the Blaggard with a shrug of his shoulders as he unstrapped a canteen. “Look, there’s a volcano over there,” he went on while pointing up and to the right.
“I see it,” said Cleathelm looking in directly the opposite direction and pointing that way.
“No, over there,” said Blaggard pointing, but as he tried to correct the dwarf he saw the second volcano also. “Well, ain’t that spit and vinegar.”
“What?” said Cleathelm and turned to the little goblin with a scowl.
“That makes two lone volcanoes, at least. I suppose one of them might be close to the group of five. Which way should we head?”
“How am I supposed to know?” said Cleathelm looking back and forth between the two mountains that were nearly in opposite directions from one another. “This place is stupid.”
“I see smoke over there,” said Blaggard pointing in a third direction. “Could be a town, could be more volcanoes.”
“Even more?” said Cleathelm with a shake of his head. “We’ll never find Dol and the hammer blundering around like this.”
“We’re ahead of them, remember that,” said Blaggard. “That mage said Dol and his group went to the desert first and from there would have to find their way here. Your uncle said the First Edos told them about the five volcanoes. One of those is where Gazadum is hiding. A creature that big can’t keep hidden for long. People have to know about it. We’ve got time to find where Gazadum is holed up and then just stake the place out and wait for Dol and the others to arrive.”
“Yeah, I guess,” said the dwarf and looped his axe on his belt. “We go that way,” he said pointing towards the volcano he spotted first.
“Why not head for the smoke?” said Blaggard looking in the other direction. “It could be a town. They’ll know if a giant fire elemental is hiding in a volcano nearby, at least you’d think so.”
“Because I’m in charge,” said Cleathelm and shoved the little goblin. “We go where I say we go.”
“What about Rogu?” said Blaggard as he staggered a few steps back from the dwarf but managed to retain his balance. Blaggard wore heavy leather boots with steel tipped toes and he thought about a swift kick to the dwarf’s knee but decided against it. There would be plenty of time to kill Cleathelm in his sleep and take his gold. Better to bide his time and take the dwarf down when the odds were more in his favor. He’d seen the coin purse that Cleathelm carelessly showed back in Das’von to the mage that sent them through the portal. Out here in the world that kind of gold could keep him in slaves and girls for many, many years. The stupid dwarf had no idea of the value of the gold in his pockets. “If I’m lucky,” thought Blaggard to himself, “someone will kill Cleathelm for his jewelry and I’ll take the rest.”
“What are you looking at?” said Cleathelm noting the intent gaze.
“Nothing, I was just wondering about Rogu. He might get better and catch up to us.”
“No, let’s go.”
“Maybe put down a sign in the grass or something,” suggested Blaggard digging into the turf with the toe of his boot. “If Rogu catches up to us he could be of some help.”
“No, he’s a deader for sure. You saw his face was all purple. He never should have eaten those mushrooms. You warned him. He was an idiot anyway, otherwise I would have waited longer.”
“A well-paid idiot,” murmured Blaggard to himself. He’d made a private arrangement with Rogu for a fair split of the money once they got rid of Cleathelm but that was no longer possible. To add to the misery he’d paid the burly dwarf and Cleathelm took all the gold and jewelry before they left him to die beside the road.
“What was that?”
“Nothing,” said Blaggard. “I’m just thinking.”
“Goblins don’t think,” said the dwarf with a smirk. “They simply stab in the dark. That’s your job. Stab them when they ain’t looking.”
“Of course,” said the goblin with a smirk. “We little goblins must obey our dwarf masters.”
If Cleathelm heard the sarcasm he gave no indication as such and immediately marched off in the direction of the first volcano. His heavy wool jerkin and heavy chain armor immediately began to make their weight felt in the hot sun of the southern lands and it wasn’t long before he pulled a flask of water from his hip and guzzled nearly half of it in one massive swig.
Blaggard, wearing only a light leather jerkin, pulled out a similar flask, took an easy pull from it and stoppered it carefully back up.
Cleathelm wiped his brow with the container still open and water slopped out onto his hand and dripped to the ground, “Blazes hot out here. I don’t remember it being near this hot on caravan duty especially in the middle of winter.”
“I don’t think it is winter,” said Blaggard.
“Of course it’s winter, you dolt,” said Cleathelm with a snort. “Goblins, little heads, little brains. What else would it be?”
Blaggard shrugged.
Cleathelm got up right in the goblin’s face and smirked at him, “Was it winter when we left Das’von?”
“Yes,” said Blaggard impassively, he’d learned that arguing with someone certain of their position and also absolutely stupid was a losing proposition.
“And somehow you think it magically became summer?” said Cleathelm with a little shake of his head and a snort.
Blaggard shrugged.
“How did that happen?” asked Cleathelm.
“The evidence points to it being summer,” said Blaggard maintaining the quiet tone.
“The evidence points to it being summer,” mimicked Cleathelm in a nasally sort of voice. “That’s stupid. It was winter when we left, it’s winter now. How much of a genius does it take to figure that out?”
Blaggard shrugged again and said quietly, with little hope of penetrating the thought process of the dwarf, “The days are long, it’s hot.”
“What was that?” said Cleathelm.
“The days are long. The temperature is hot. That is evidence that it is summer.”
“I asked you before, dolt, was it winter when we left Das’von?”
“Yes,” repeated Blaggard.
“There you go,” said Cleathelm. “Once again the superior dwarf mind comes to the right answer. I don’t know how anyone could be as stupid as you.”
Blaggard shrugged again, he considered renewing his argument but decided against it, “I can’t argue with logic like that.”
“Exactly,” said Cleathelm with a smug smile. “I can’t believe how stupid you goblins are. It’s not winter, it’s summer,” he mimicked in a high pitched imitation of the goblin half-breed.
Blaggard rolled his eyes. “They might have supplies in the village. Beer.”
Cleathelm stopped and looked back at the little half-breed goblin and nodded his head, “You have a point there, my little friend. Just because I’m smarter than you doesn’t mean you can’t come up with a good idea now and again as long the concept is simple, like eating and drinking. Just to let you know there are no hard feelings we’ll head for the town. How does that sound?”
“Thank you for your generosity and I’m glad my feeble brain can contribute in some small way,” said Blaggard.
“Ha! You’re welcome,” said Cleathelm and slapped the little goblin hard on the back. “You’re quite welcome. You keep thinking about the little things while I focus on the big issues. Summer, ha!”
A few hours behind them Uldex and his companions continued to follow the trail of Cleathelm and his goblin companion. Uldex now wore a light-weight jerkin purchased from a small merchant caravan they encountered a day before and kept his heavy chain shirt well packed. His companions nodded their heads and the little one gave a grin, “I still think we should just kill them like we did Rogu and put an end to it. What are we going to learn by following them except that they’re idiots?”
Uldex shrugged, “We’ve been over this before. They are to stay alive unless they try to take the hammer.”
“Then why did we kill Rogu?” said the little dwarf as he licked his thick lips and ran his hand through his heavy blonde beard.
“He was dead already, poisoned. We were doing him a favor.”
The little dwarf smiled and closed his eyes in memory, “It was fun anyway. This old game trail isn’t going anywhere, Uldex. See the smoke trail from over there, that’s a village not a volcano. They have to go there. Let’s just head there and pick up supplies. They’ll catch up to us.”
Uldex stood for a long moment and watched the smoke wafting gently in the air as he glanced back to his left and the game trail that Cleathelm and his companion took a few hours before. “We do need supplies.”
“That’s what I’m talking about,” said the smaller dwarf with a grin. “Girls too.”
Uldex nodded his head but couldn’t keep his thoughts from turning to Milli and her golden hair. “Yes, girls too.”
“I know what you’re thinking,” said the bigger of Uldex’s two companions.
Uldex shrugged, “Yeah, so?”
“You can’t let that get in the way of our job. We’re Blackirons and that’s what matters. You’ll have to take the hammer from Dol eventually, one way or the other.”
“I know,” said Uldex.
“And that means taking it from the halfling girl as well; she’s with Dol, she hasn’t come all this way to fail.”
Uldex shrugged again, “You think I don’t know that?”
The big dwarf moved closer to Uldex and stared at him directly in the eyes, chin to chin, “You may say you know it but when push comes to shove you might not have it in you to do what’s needed. If you don’t, I’ll have to do it.”
Uldex stared back his dark eyes glowing with intensity, “You’ll do what I tell you to do and nothing more.”
“I’ve got orders from Borrombus that you don’t know anything about,” said the stout dwarf not backing down an inch from the baleful glare.
“You’ll do what I say, when I say it,” said Uldex as the two glared at each other nose to nose.
“Not necessarily,” said the dwarf with a little shake of his head.
“Cross me if you dare,” said Uldex and put his hand on the long knife at his side.
The big dwarf tilted his head down so that his eyes looked at Uldex from under his heavy brow and gave a low snort, “You think I won’t?”
“I hope you will,” replied Uldex.
They stared at each for a long moment before the big dwarf made as to turn around but then grabbed at his axe and spun towards Uldex with the blade whistling towards his head.
Uldex took a step forward and bumped heavily into the chest of his opponent which forced the axe to swing behind his head and his opponent’s wrist to smash into his skull.
“Aaghh,” said the big dwarf and took half a step backwards and prepared to swing again. That’s when he noticed Uldex’s fist under his chin and felt the searing pain of the dagger that had just penetrated his lower jaw and pierced his brain pan from below. Uldex raised his left hand to control the weapon hand of his opponent which began to spasm rhythmically and then lowered the big dwarf slowly to the ground.
“You’ll remember I didn’t intervene, Uldex,” said the small dwarf as he stood behind Uldex, his own axe in his hand.
“I’ll remember, Carus” said Uldex. “And you’ll remember that my orders are to be followed precisely.”
“I never thought anything else,” said the little dwarf with his wicked grin in place. “Shall we head to town then?”
Uldex nodded his head and looked at the fresh corpse. “We need to get rid of the body first. That idiot Cleathelm might get lost and end up doubling back on his tracks. We don’t want him to find it.”
The little dwarf looked at the body and then the ground, “We don’t have anything to dig with.”
“Drag him into the bushes and gets some rocks from the creek back there, that’s the best we can do. Then we’ll go to town and resupply. Remember to keep your jewelry and coin purse well hidden, these yokels will cut your throat for even one of your smallest rings.”
The little dwarf nodded his head and went over to grab the big dwarf by the ankles.



Chapter 19


“We have to stop here, Dol!” said Milli as she stamped her foot and pointed to the little village spread out in the valley below them. She stood next to her horse and held onto his reins gently as she stared up at the tall dwarf still on his horse. “This map that Brogus
… acquired… is useless. We’re totally lost.”
Dol sat on his stallion and looked to the south with a grimace on his face but said nothing.
“We need to get supplies,” said Milli.
“We can see volcanoes,” said Dol. “Right over there, and there,” he continued and pointed towards the high mountains in the distance. “If we keep looking we’re sure to find a group of five and then I kill Gazadum and get my reward.”
“The ones with Gazadum could be hundreds of miles to the south or the west or the east,” said Milli. “You’re being stubborn for the sake of being stubborn. We’ll get there faster if we get directions. No one is going to try and stop us. Who could possibly know us down here?”
Brogus dismounted with an awkward movement although he managed to stay on his feet, walked over to Milli, and stood next to the girl, “She’s right, Dol. How could anyone from Craggen Steep have followed us down here? No one knows us or what we’re doing. We go to town, get some directions, some good food and drinks, a nice nights rest in a bed, and then leave. What can go wrong?”
“I don’t like stopping,” said Dol with a grimace.
“It will speed us up in the end,” argued Milli. “We’ll have a better idea where we are, right, Petra?”
The old woman had been heretofore silent on the issue as she watched the argument between the three from the safety of the back of her horse, “I’m not completely opposed to Dol’s point of view,” she finally said with a sage nod of her head.
“What?” said Milli turning sharply to the woman and glaring at her through eyes narrowed into slits. “Why?”
Petra sat on the horse for long seconds saying nothing before she finally replied, “I can’t say. I just don’t like going into town, it’s a feeling.”
Milli stood silently looking at the older woman on the horse, “I suppose if you have a feeling…”
“No!” said Brogus his face red and his hands waving back and forth, “A feeling? A feeling? That’s nothing. I’m hungry, I’m thirsty, and I wouldn’t mind staying in a comfortable bed for the night either. Come on, Petra, be reasonable. How strong a feeling?”
“It’s difficult to judge these things,” said the woman. My family has a history of foretelling but I’ve never been much good at it.”
“We can have a seance!” shouted Milli and clapped her hands while jumping up and down. “It’ll be fun and then we’ll know if going into town is a good idea or not.”
“I’m really not much good…,” started Petra but Milli was already unpacking her horse and chattering excitedly to Dol and Brogus. “You two probably don’t know much about it being dwarves and all,” she said with a toss of her long hair. “I read about it in books. A couple of times old dwarf ladies came in and tried to get me to read the cards because we halflings supposedly have the gift.”
“Did you?” asked Brogus with an eager smile on his face. “I’ve heard of fortune tellers before but there aren’t any in Craggen Steep. At least not that I know about. We met a band of gypsies once on a trade mission but I got stuck on kitchen duty and couldn’t get my fortune read.”
Dol sighed, rolled his eyes, finally dismounted in a desultory fashion, and kicked at a few rocks on the ground while ignoring the excited Milli and Brogus.
“I didn’t say I was good at it,” interjected Petra as she watched Brogus and Milli making preparations to set up the camp, although they ignored her as they jabbered back and forth about who would get their reading done first. “My sister was much better than me,” Petra tried one last time before turning to Dol who continued to kick little rocks and mutter to himself. “Not much for fortune telling are you?” she asked him.
Dol paused at his rock kicking exercise, looked up at Petra, and shook his head, “I’ve never been one to pray or ask the Gods for guidance.”
Petra nodded her head, “I’ve known a few like that over the years, but mostly it’s the other way around. People are looking for answers as to why their lives are the way they are. It seems in the nature of people to want a reason for what happen to them.”
“What happens happens,” said Dol with a little frown and a shrug of his shoulders. “I was born, I live for a while, and then I’ll die.”
“That’s a rather fatalistic view, my friend,” said Petra coming over and putting her arm over the dwarf’s shoulder. Even though she was a relatively short woman she still stood more than six inches taller than the dwarf although he was quite a bit broader at the shoulder than she. “The gods are up there causing things to happen. They know the future which makes the future knowable. You just have to tap into the right lines of energy.”
“I suppose that’s true,” said Dol. “But that doesn’t mean I have to like it. If the future is determined then nothing I do makes any difference. I have no free will.”
“Just because the Gods know the future doesn’t mean you don’t have free will,” said Milli stopping her activity around the camp fire to join the discussion. “You have free will to make any decision you want. If you go home right now then that’s your decision, right?”
Dol looked at her, licked his lips, grimaced, and then shrugged his shoulders, “I guess, but if the Gods already know what the future is then don’t they know what decision I’m going to make?”
“But you still have the free will to make that decision,” countered Milli.
“If they know what the decision is then isn’t it already decided? The same with Petra telling your fortune. If she can actually tell the future doesn’t that mean that the future is already decided?”
“No, not at all,” said Brogus adding his voice to the melee.
“Why not?” asked Dol his eyes beginning to get a little fiery.
“It just doesn’t,” said Brogus while Milli stood with her hands on her hips and a puzzled expression on her face.
“I kind of see what Dol is saying,” said Milli after a long pause. “I mean, if anything I decide is already known then am I really making a decision at all?”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” said Brogus. “Let’s say we go into to town. Then everything would be different than if we didn’t go into town. Every decision we make changes the way the world works.”
“By that argument,” said Dol. “Wouldn’t every decision everyone makes lead to some different… I don’t know, different reality?”
“Exactly,” said Brogus with a smile and he clapped Dol on the back. “Now you’ve got it.”
“So, if that ant down there,” said Dol pointing with his boot to a line of ants marching through the dirt towards where they were just laying out the food, “turns right instead of left that leads to a different reality?”
“Well,” said Brogus and put his hand to his beard. “I’m not sure animals count.”
“What if you’re killed by a bear? Doesn’t that decision make a different world? What if a pack of wolves eats some pilgrims or something? Those all have to make differences.”
“Animals don’t have free will like people,” replied Brogus. “It’s different.”
“How is it different?” asked Dol insisting.
“It just is,” said Brogus and shrugged his shoulders.
“That’s why I didn’t want to start this conversation at all,” said Dol turning to Petra. “It just leads to headaches.”
Petra nodded her head, “I’ve always had doubts about the fortune telling business to be honest. I sat in on my sister and my grandmother for years when they gave them. Usually they sized up a person, a young girl was usually looking for love, and a young man was usually looking for… well, love. That sort of thing. You could usually tell what they wanted to hear and that’s what you told them.”
“That’s not really fortune telling then,” said Milli. “I’ve read that some people are in better touch with the Gods and they get visions of the future. Even the dwarves have people like that.”
“Yeah,” said Dol. “We call them insane.”
“Shut up, Dol. You’ve always been a spoil-sport. I thought maybe you were getting better now that you seem to have a sense of humor but I guess some things never change.”
Dol pursed his lips, gave Petra a sour look, and then went about helping get the camp organized.
“You said your sister had the touch,” said Milli almost tugging on Petra’s arm like a little girl who wants a pony. “You might have it in you if you try.”
“You might be right,” said the woman with a small smile. “You never know unless you try.”
“That’s the spirit,” said Brogus. “Do you use cards, tokens, what?”
“I have a deck of cards around here somewhere,” said Petra and went over to her horse and began rummaging around in the saddle bags for a while.
“Can we help?” asked Mill in a voice that was more high-pitched than normal.
“Just get the fire going,” said Petra, “and put on some hot water for cooking. We’ve got those rabbits Brogus bagged yesterday to cook before they go bad in this heat. Meat won’t last long down in these southern climates.”
“There’s nothing else we can do?” said Milli almost dancing with excitement.
“Just get the camp ready,” replied Petra with a snort like laugh the came out of her nose. “You’re like little children.”
Twenty minutes later the four of them sat around the now blazing campfire with Milli and Brogus eagerly watching Petra clear a patch of ground and lay down a black piece of cloth that had stars and crescent moons stitched into it. The old woman took her time and carefully smoothed the cloth until it lay perfectly flat, or at least as perfectly flat as the ground allowed, and then began to unpack a heavy deck of cards that more than filled her hand. Their backs looked like a starry night with a full moon rising near the upper right hand corner; the edges were worn and frayed, and the few glimpses Milli and Brogus caught of the cards themselves displayed colorful characters of various sorts, little fields of swords, and other fantastical scenes. Despite Petra’s caution she almost spilled the heavy cards as she tried to shuffle them, as they did not fit easily in her small hands. But, after what seemed an interminable period of waiting she finally looked up and smiled at Milli and Brogus, “Who’s first?”
The two looked at each other and sat on the edge of their seats, “You go ahead,” said Milli to Brogus.
“No,” replied the broad-shouldered dwarf, “Ladies first. Unless Dol wants to have a chance.”
Milli and Brogus looked over at the tall dwarf but he pretended not to hear them and occupied himself with the rabbits that were cooking over the small fire on a thick little wire grill.
“Ok, I’ll go,” said Milli with a smile and all but bounded over to where Petra waited. “What do I do?”
“Just sit down right here,” said Petra as she riffled through the card deck. “Now, after I deal there will be three piles of three cards each, the first three represent what has past and the three possible interpretations of that. The next three represent the present, and…”
“The last three the future,” interrupted Milli bouncing up and down as she sat. “How do you know which of the three cards is most important?”
“I was getting to that,” said Petra with a little smile at the girl.
Brogus moved in close, getting down on his haunches as he eagerly watched the proceedings in utter silence.
“Now, in each group of three there is an evil, neutral, and good position. The cards themselves have a nature. Let’s say you pick a good card and it goes in the good position of the past pile. That means it is matched with its position and has greater meaning. Likewise, if you pick an evil card and it goes in the good position it is mismatched and we should probably ignore it. Does that make sense?”
Milli nodded her head in quick little motions and stared at the cards in Petra’s hand. “Yes, that makes sense. Suddenly, I’m not so sure I want to do this.”
Dol started to say something but then thought better of it, closed his mouth, and returned to the rabbits which were coming along nicely.
“The first thing to do is to think about what’s troubling you. Some sort of problem that you face. You have to really concentrate because this is about you as much as it is about me. Keep that question in your mind.”
Milli closed her eyes and her upper lip covered her lower as she sat in silence for what seemed to be a long time but was probably no more than four or five seconds. Brogus stared at her while Dol busied himself by the fire although even he couldn’t keep from taking a look over to the group now and again. Eventually Milli opened her eyes, “I’ve got it.”
“What is your question?” said Petra her voice suddenly lowering and becoming rather monotonic.
“Will Dol kill Gazadum?” said Milli.
“The next thing is to pick a single card from the deck,” said Petra. “This represents your overall position in the matter.”
“Ok,” said Milli and reached forward with a hand that shook slightly and picked a card from the middle of the deck. She flipped it over and it depicted a young boy bent over a wooden platform. He was shirtless and there were a number of red welts on his back. Around the border of the card were whips and scourges. “Oh no!” gasped Milli. “That’s bad, isn’t it?”
“It is The Beating,” said Petra. “It is an evil card but can have many different meanings. It generally involves being attacked from all sides but it can also represent either going insane or finding strength when being assaulted.”
“Oh well, we were attacked from all sides,” said Milli and looked to Brogus to confirm this statement and he quickly nodded his head up and down while watching with wide eyes.
Petra said nothing while Brogus nodded his head in the affirmative and Dol shook his in quick little shakes and muttered something under his breath that the others could not hear.
“What’s next?” asked Milli her eyes now shining more brightly and her hand steadier.
“Now, we start with the first three cards which represent the past. First I shuffle the cards and then you cut the deck.” Petra took the one card already chosen and mixed it in with the others and then gave them a couple of quick little shuffles.
Milli watched as Petra did one final shuffle and then handed the heavy deck of cards to the girl. “Cut them.” Milli reached forward tentatively, her hand trembling slightly, and took them. She needed both hands to hold onto the big cards but cut the deck somewhere near the middle and placed the bottom half on top. “Now, take the top three cards,” instructed Petra, “and put them in the three positions. You decide for yourself where they go but they must go into the first section here.”
Milli did as she was told and soon three cards lay face down on the cloth backing.
“Now cut the deck again, and take three more cards,” said Petra. The process repeated a third time and soon enough nine cards lay face down on the cloth and everyone stared at them in silence as the sun began to cast its final rays of the day on the little camp.
“Now what?” said Milli eagerly gazing at the layout.
“Turn over the three cards from the past,” said Petra pointing to the left most of the three little lines of cards.
“This one is good?” said Milli pointing tentatively at the top most of the three.
“Yes,” said Petra with a nod of her head and a gentle smile. “Go on.”
“Should I do good first?” asked Milli still hesitating with her hand hovering over the cards.
“It’s up to you. We can’t begin until all three are turned over in any case, so it doesn’t really matter all that much.”
“Ok,” squeaked Milli her voice going up an octave as she began to flip over the cards. The first one depicted a hugely fat man sitting on a throne laughing uproariously while a colorfully dressed man capered in front of him. “That’s a good one, right, and in the good position so it means more?”
“The Joke,” said Petra. “It is aligned in the good position so that might give it more meaning. It represents using humor to overcome adversity.”
Brogus put his hand to his chin, “When did we use humor?”
“I humored the First Edos,” chimed in Milli. “When he came to visit me. He was a little addled and I think I told some jokes, or something.”
“How is that overcoming adversity,” said Dol who suddenly found himself drawn into the little circle.
“I thought you didn’t believe in any of this nonsense?” said Milli turning to her friend with a wide smile. “Now you’re interested?”
“Just to prove it’s stupid,” said Dol with a shrug.
“We can’t make any judgments on the card until the other two are turned,” Petra interrupted. “It could be The Joke isn’t the one that will tell of the past. Go on, Milli. Do the other two.”
Milli reached forward and flipped the middle card. It showed a beautiful woman sitting on a comfortable chair while other women attended to her. “Ohhh, is that me?”
“The Courtesan,” said Petra. “She represents social whims. She can be as powerful as the queen but easily deposed if she makes a single slip. It is a neutral card in the middle position which is a match as well.”
“When we were dealing with Ming back with the nomads,” shrieked Milli putting her hands to her rosy cheeks. “We had to behave socially otherwise they would have killed us!”
“Yeah!” said Brogus, “that’s right. It was because we were so good that Manetho let us go! This stuff really works, see Dol? And you didn’t believe.”
“I thought Manetho let us go because he thought we might be able to help him sometime in the future,” said Dol although he still watched the proceedings.
“That’s stupid,” said Brogus. “You’re remembering it all wrong. He liked us because we fit in with the nomads, we didn’t do anything stupid. Usually it’s me who does the stupid thing so I guess we lucked out!” he finished with a broad smile and, although still seated, somehow bent over in a deep bow.
Milli applauded, “That’s the way I remember it too,” she said. “Now, the third card is evil, right?”
The third position is the evil representation of past events,” said Petra. “The card itself is yet to be revealed.”
Milli reached forward hesitantly again, her hand steady, but her eyes darted back and forth to Brogus who urged her forward with a nod of his head, “Go on, Milli, show it.”
She flipped the card which showed a pair of heavy draft horses pulling a large wagon, “The Team,” said Petra. “It’s a neutral card in the evil position and is mismatched so it probably doesn’t mean anything. Usually it represents an external force driving you forward.”
Dol laughed, “That’s exactly our situation.”
“No it’s not,” said Milli defiantly crossing her arms across her chest. “What the cards say is what things are. So, which one is most important then?” said Milli, “The Joke or the Courtesan?”
Petra studied the cards for a long moment, “This is where I don’t have the gift as strongly as some others,” she said with a shrug of her shoulders. “I can only guess.”
“Go on,” said Brogus, as he eagerly leaned over the cards laid out on the cloth. “Tell us!”
Petra studied the cards for a bit longer, cleared her throat, and then spoke, “The Courtesan is obviously a representation of Milli as she tries to bring Dol towards his goal of killing the elemental. She is precariously perched between a position of great power and being destroyed by the forces she is trying to manipulate.”
Milli and Brogus stared at her with wide eyes and mouths slightly slack, “That’s exactly right,” said the halfling girl and Brogus nodded his head vigorously. Dol said nothing but continued to watch the other three.
“Now, the present,” said Petra and Milli reached forward eagerly. This time she started with the bottom positioned card and flipped it over quickly showing a small man kneeling over a chest and plying it with little instruments, “The Locksmith,” said the older woman. “It is a neutral card in the evil position and thus mismatched.”
“What would it have meant?” said Milli.
“It usually is interpreted to mean that you will get the keys to unlock whatever puzzles you at the moment. This can be a physical thing or some knowledge.”
“Ohhh, that would have been a good one,” said Milli.
Petra shrugged. “Next card.”
Milli then reached towards the middle position and flipped over the card showing a one eyed man pouring liquid from a pitcher into a large mug, “What’s that?”
“The Cyclopes,” said Petra. “He has insight and wisdom and it is a good card. Its meaning is not dissimilar from the Locksmith. In this position it means that you might have gained insight into how to solve your problem but that insight doesn’t necessarily translate to success.”
“Oh,” said Brogus. “Now the good card!”
Milli reached forward to flip the last card in the middle pile but then paused to look at Dol who was watching the proceedings closely now, “See, Dol. You are interested. It’s not just silly girls.”
“I’m not a girl,” said Brogus.
“Might as well be one for the way you’re carrying on,” said Dol and turned his back to the trio. “Fine, go ahead and make fools of yourselves.”
“Oh Dol,” said Milli. “I didn’t mean to make you go away. Stay and watch, please, for me? Even if it is stupid, what harm can it do?”
Dol looked at her and put his hand in his hair and gave it a scratch, “By Davim!” he shouted and yanked it away.
“What? What’s wrong?” said Milli and Brogus.
“Damn apples,” he said and showed them two little apples, one was more reddish in color than the normal green but the other was almost a bright red and seemed to glow with energy and life in the light of the campfire and the setting sun.
“I think they’re getting ripe,” said Milli with a giggle.
“I didn’t want to say anything,” said Petra as she suddenly gave off a loud snort.
Brogus slapped Dol on the back and the thick dwarf suddenly began to laugh himself. Great guffaws burst from his mouth as he bent forward and put his hands on his knees.
Milli looked at Petra, “He never had a sense of humor about it before,” she said. “Maybe this change of late isn’t all for the bad.”
Petra watched the tall dwarf gasp for breath as laughter continued to emerge and then shook her head, “Anger and happiness are two sides of the same coin. Would you say his personality has completely changed?”
Milli nodded her head, “He was always so dour before, so careful.”
Petra nodded her head as Dol finally began to settle down. “All right, all right,” he said. “Maybe it is funny; now get on with the stupid reading so we can eat.”
Milli turned back to the cards which, miraculously, managed to stay on the cloth in their original positions during the uproar; she flipped over the topmost card in the middle line and revealed a stout dwarf working at a forge, “A Blacksmith!” she shouted. “In the good position, that has to be good!”
Petra shook her head, “The Forge is also a neutral card and is misaligned. You didn’t align any of the cards in the column,” she went on. “This makes the reading difficult.”
“It has to be the forge,” said Milli, “It just has to be. The Hammer of Fire was made at the Deep Forge and that is what my question was about.”
Petra nodded her head and looked the girl in the eyes, “Maybe you have the gift, Milli.”
“Oh, oh no,” said the little blonde halfling shaking her head and putting up her hands with palms towards Petra. “It just seems obvious, that’s all.”
“The Forge is a symbol of strength, perseverance in the face of an enemy or an obstacle. It means that you are facing difficult times and that only by staying strong can you hope to come out victorious. If Dol is to slay the great elemental then it will be by force and strength.”
“That’s so true,” said Brogus. “We aren’t going to kill something like that with a few witty insults.”
“That’s right,” said Milli nodding her head vigorously and smiling broadly. “But, now comes the most important set, right, Petra, the future.”
“That’s right, Milli,” said Petra. “The first two lines merely set the stage for the question to be answered. Are you ready to turn over your destiny?”
Milli looked at the cards, her yellow eyes were bright, and she wore an eager grin on her face, “Let’s start with the bad,” she said and flipped over the bottom card. The card depicted a man crawling, fully clothed, onto the beach and a sinking ship in the background far out to sea.
“The Survivor,” intoned Petra. “A good card in the evil position so we can ignore it for the moment. Generally it represents going through an ordeal.”
“Fairly appropriate,” said Dol unable to keep the thought to himself.
“Yes, but in the wrong place so that means it doesn’t play into the fortune,” said Petra.
“It could,” said Milli. “I mean if the other two cards are misplaced as well, right?”
“It’s possible; shall we turn them over and find out?”
Milli nodded and Brogus prodded her in the shoulder with a gentle nudge of his right hand, “C’mon Milli. Get finished so I can do it.”
“Ok, ok,” said the halfling girl with a little grin, I’ll go with the middle one next,” and turned over the card with a quick flip of her hand. It showed a large owl sitting on a branch gazing out at them. “He’s so handsome,” said Milli.
“The Owl,” said Petra and paused.
“Even I could have figured out that one,” said Brogus. “Wisdom, right?”
“Wisdom of a natural sort, yes,” replied Petra. “In the neutral position as well which means it is in alignment.”
“What do you mean, ‘natural sort’”, said Milli carefully scrutinizing the card.
“The Owl holds life together but also brings death. Like a wolf-pack taking down an elk. The pack must survive but the elk does not. Natural wisdom means more of an instinctual thought process,” she went on. “It means that you must trust your instincts and not rely too much on what your intellect thinks.”
Milli nodded her head slowly and made a little humming sound, “I see. When it comes down to Dol and the beast I must trust myself.”
“Exactly, although we have one more card to play and it could also be in alignment,” said Petra.
“But I like the one we just did,” said Milli, “do I have to turn over the last card.”
“To do a full reading you must show all the cards,” said Petra.
Milli gave a little snort of air out of her nose, “Ok, if you say so,” and turned over the final card as Brogus peered eagerly over her shoulder. On it was a picture of a halfling woman with a newborn baby in her arms. “Oh,” said Milli, “a mother?”
“No,” said Petra. “The Midwife. It is a good card though and in the good position and it does depict a halfling so I’d say that it’s the most important one for the future.”
“What does it mean?” interjected Brogus. “Tell us!”
“It means seeing good in things and can also mean a new arrival,” said Petra.
“Milli, is there something you haven’t told us?” said Brogus as he nudged the little halfling girl in the ribs. “You were in that tent with Petra and those bare-chested nomad guards. Did something happen we don’t know about?”
Milli blushed a bright red, “Well, if something had happened I certainly wouldn’t be telling you about it in any case,” she said.
“We’ll know soon enough anyway,” said Brogus with another playful dig into her side.
“Stop poking me,” said Milli slapping at his hand.
“Do I have to separate you children,” said Petra with a smile and a shake of her head as she began to gather up the cards.
“You started it,” said Brogus with yet another poke.
“How did I start it?” said Milli and gave him a poke right back. “It’s your turn to do the fortune anyway.”
“But what does it mean?” said Brogus. “You asked if we were going to kill Gazadum.”
“Oh, yes,” said Milli. “What’s the final answer, Petra?”
“It doesn’t work that way,” said the witchy woman. “You have to interpret the cards yourself. I can only give you their meaning in the spread. It’s up to you to decide what they signify about the future.”
“That’s convenient,” said Dol.
“I never said I was any good at this,” said Petra with a shrug as she began to gather up the cards and put them back into the deck.
“Let me have a turn,” said Brogus.
Milli looked at him and grinned, “But you can’t ask the same question I did.”
“Oh, well, I can think of something else,” said Brogus.
“You can’t ask what’s for dinner,” said Dol with a deep laugh.
“Still trying to be funny, Dol,” said Brogus.
“No, I thought that might be the most complex thought you were capable of,” replied Dol as he shook his head and went back to the fire.
Brogus looked at Dol as he walked away and then turned to Milli, “What did he say?”
Milli laughed in her musical little voice, “Nothing to worry about Brogus; you just go on and have your fortune told and ask about anything you want.”
Hours later the four sat around the low fire and watched the stars make their nightly journey across the sky as they lay on bedrolls and talked among themselves. “It’s a beautiful night,” said Milli. “I can’t get used to all these stars.”
“I can’t believe all these stars,” said Petra.
“I thought you always lived outside,” said Brogus. “We dwarves of the mountain don’t see stars often. I mean the caves have their crystals and what-not but I’ve only seen the stars a dozen times in my life.”
“No,” said Petra. “I meant to say I can’t get used to this sky. It’s so different than the northern sky. Every star is different although I keep thinking that’s one of the planets there. It’s a planet that is visible on summer evenings in the north. I guess because we’re on the opposite side its visible now. I don’t really understand but I it makes a sort of sense. When a planet is gone from one side of the world then it must be on the other.”
Brogus made a sort of grunting sound, “It’s too confusing for me. I’ll stick with knowing that there are bunnies on both sides of the world.” With this he gave off a huge burp.
Milli and Petra stifled giggles, “Brogus, that’s disgusting,” said the halfing girl while covering her mouth.
“We can’t take him anywhere,” said Petra.
“Go to sleep,” said Dol from under his own bedroll. “If we head into town in the morning we don’t know what we’ll find. It could be dangerous. We don’t speak the language.”
“We have the amulet Manetho gave us,” said Milli. “Whoever wears it can understand and be understood.”
“We’ll be strangers,” said Dol. “Strangers are never well received. There could be fighting.”
“We’ve already decided,” said the sleepy voice of Petra into the night air. “We’re going into town one way or the other. Get some sleep.”
“I still don’t understand my reading,” said Brogus.
“Be quiet,” said Dol.
“It was perfectly simple,” said Milli.
“It was not,” said Brogus.
“You could have asked something more complex than when you were going to meet a nice dwarf girl,” said Milli.
“I didn’t say nice,” said Brogus.
“Obviously,” said Milli.
“Then why did you say I said it,” said Brogus.
“Go to sleep,” said Petra.
“I didn’t say nice,” said Brogus with a snort. “Who wants to meet a nice girl?”
“For the love of Davim, shut up!” shouted Dol and rolled over so that he faced away from the rest of them.
“Can I do another fortune tomorrow?” said Brogus. “I’ve got a better question now. I just didn’t have time to think and I panicked.”
Petra rolled over and put her arm over her ears.
“Did you hear me?” said Brogus.
Silence came over the little camp.
“I said, did you hear me?” said Brogus in a louder voice.
“Oh, for Davim’s sake, answer him, Petra,” said Milli. “He’ll go on all night.”
“No, no more fortunes,” stated Petra with finality.
“Why not?”
Petra rolled her eyes but didn’t answer.
“I just want one more chance,” said Brogus.
“If you don’t shut up…,” said Dol.
“It’s not fair,” mumbled Brogus. “Fine, I’m going to sleep, but I want you to know that it’s not fair. Not one bit.”
Silence once again came over the little camp. Within two minutes, Brogus’s snores roared through the night.
“I don’t believe it,” said Milli and pulled her blanket up over her head.



Chapter 20


“It’s a nice enough place,” said the slight dwarf as he and Uldex wandered down a cobblestone street that seemed to bisect the town along a north-south axis. “There’s got to be a pub around here somewhere… don’t pretend you couldn’t use a stout, you old wanderer you.”
Uldex looked at his small friend and shrugged his shoulders, “It’s been a while I’ll admit. I wouldn’t mind a drink. They’ll take our gold sure enough but keep your purse hidden. We don’t speak the language so don’t get yourself into any fights. We’re strangers,” with this he looked around as the people of the town went about their business without paying too much attention to the pair, “but it looks like they’re used to such like us around here. Nobody giving us the eye, so dwarves must be common folk. We’ll find a place to stay first and then a drink.”
“I wouldn’t mind a bath and a whore,” said the little dwarf and clapped Uldex on the back.
“Not necessarily in that order,” replied Uldex as his face broke into a wide grin.
“I’ll have the bath first. There,” said the small dwarf pointing to a placard with a bed on it and a feathered snake, “If that’s not an inn then my names not Carus Blackiron.”
“An inn for certain. The Feathered Snake perhaps,” speculated Uldex and strode over to the door. It swung open with an easy push and he walked inside the building with a couple of steady strides. Just inside the door and to his right was a long wooden counter, and a tall human with greasy black hair tied back behind his head waited behind it. The man turned his head to them and said something in a strange language.
“I don’t speak your lingo,” said Uldex and walked over to him. He put his hands together by his face and then tilted his head down on them. Then he made scrubbing motions along his body and finished his pantomime with a drinking motion and the universal glug, glug sound.
The man behind the counter smiled and said something unintelligible but gave a reassuring nod. He tried some other words, apparently in another language, but they still didn’t understand him. He then went through three or four more phrases each in different languages before he held up one finger and shouted out something to a back room.
Uldex looked over past a set of swinging doors across from them and saw a group of long tables with small lamps on them. The smell of chicken wafted from what must be a kitchen beyond, and he felt the saliva forming in his mouth. They’d eaten nothing but game for the last few weeks as they followed the moron Cleathelm; odd little rabbits that tasted funny and a variety of fruits and vegetables they found along the trail. A strange berry slightly poisoned them once but they’d avoided any mushrooms that looked dangerous and managed all right without a major crisis.
A moment later a smallish woman with a thick forehead and wide jaws that spoke of orc heritage came from the back room as she pulled a little medallion over her head, “Now then,” she said in a deep voice for a woman, “you’ll be wanting a room?”
“That’s right,” said Uldex and reached under his tunic for the small purse he kept there. His larger purse, filled with golden coins and gemstones, lay deep in his vest beyond easy reach. “At least one night and we’ll be wanting baths and whores if you keep those sorts here.”
“We have both,” said the woman with a smile. “Andreaus here speaks several dwarf tongues but you don’t speak the same?”
Uldex shrugged, “We’re from a ways off, travelers. You haven’t seen any other dwarves that don’t speak the local lingo by any chance?”
“I haven’t,” said the woman, “but I can ask around. We’ll weigh your silver if you don’t have coins of the realm.” She bent down under the counter and pulled out a little scale. “You’ll want to see that it’s zeroed out, we’re not cheats here at the Feathered Serpent.”
“Good enough,” said Uldex and pulled out a small handful of large silver coins. “We’ll want one room with two beds. Also, have you seen a tall dwarf, maybe traveling with a pretty halfling girl?”
“No,” said the woman without hesitation and shook her head while maintaining eye contact with Uldex. “You’re meeting friends then?”
“Something like that,” said Uldex as the woman took seven of his proffered coins and put them on the scale. It dipped down almost to the top of the counter. The woman looked surprised and took off three of the coins considerably lightening the load. “That’s enough for two nights, baths, food, and drink; you’ll have to pay separate for the whores, that’s between you and them. Your silver’s pure. Where do you do your mining if you don’t mind me asking?”
Carus gave Uldex a sidelong glance, the four silver coins wouldn’t even purchase a meal back in Craggen Steep. “North of here,” said Uldex with a smile. “We wanted to travel with as few coins as possible so we brought good silver. You said there are dwarves here in the south?”
“Oh yes,” said the woman with a nod of head, “There’s the Highhelm clan south of here near the Five Sisters. They’re the most prominent; iron merchants generally, but there are other clans as well. There’s a small enclave of them to the west.”
“The Five Sisters?” said Uldex knowing that Carus was giving him a look but keeping his attention focused on the woman.
“A group of five volcanoes right up against the Southern Sea,” she answered with a smile. “I’ve never been there myself but they say it’s the best iron in the world unless you believe those crazy legends.”
“What legends are those,” said Carus before Uldex could stop him.
“The Dwarven City of Gold, Craggen Steep,” said the woman.
Carus laughed out loud and Uldex put an elbow to his ribs, “We’ve heard of it,” said the scarred dwarf with a nod at his companion, “My friend here always laughs when people talk about that fairy tale land. Still, it’s a good story, right, Carus?”
Carus busied himself rubbing the sore spot in his ribs and gave Uldex a tight lipped little smile, “Right you are, my friend.”
“In any case,” said Uldex, “Whereabouts can we find our rooms? I can see the kitchen is over there but I’d like to get settled in, take that bath, have a beer or two, you do have dwarven stouts?”
“Oh yes,” said the woman. “We get dwarf traders in fairly frequently from the Five Sisters. I’m sure you’ll find there’s something on the menu to your taste.”
“How far a trip is it to the Five Sisters,” said Carus, apparently recovered from the damage to his ribs. “My friend and I might like to go visit our brothers from the south sometime.”
“The caravans come through a couple of times a year,” said the woman. “I think it takes them about a month or so, but traveling alone without wagons I’d imagine you could cut that time in half.”
“Good to know,” said Uldex, apparently still focused on the more mundane topic of the conversation. “Which way to the rooms?”
“I’ll take you up,” said the woman. “I can see about finding you one of the translator amulets. I’m surprised you’ve made it this far from your home without purchasing one. They’re quite useful for caravan traders, travelers, adventurers, or whatever.”
“That’s a good idea,” said Uldex and scratched at his beard. He suddenly felt dirty for the first time and a sensation of bugs crawling in his beard and hair suddenly made him squirm. “And the baths?”
“Downstairs, past the hallway there,” said the woman. “I’ll have them draw a couple up for you and your friend. We can mend your clothes as well but that’ll be another silver or two depending on how much work is required. We can tally up your expenses as you go and charge it up when you leave.”
“That sounds fine,” said Uldex as they followed the woman down a long corridor and passed a number of doors each neatly marked with strange lettering. “Oh, and what is the name of this town? Do the amulets let you read as well as understand?”
“You’re in the city of Relm in the kingdom of Shandoria,” said the woman with a smile. “Just in case you didn’t know that. As far as I know the amulets only work with sound but I’ve heard that there are more powerful ones for reading and writing. If you’re heading south the five volcanoes are up against the Southern Sea. If you’re a fisherman you might think about chartering a ship and heading out to sea. Most dwarves don’t much take to the water as I remember.”
“No fishing for me,” said Carus with a shake of his square head, “I’m not a swimmer, more a sinker as I recall when I fell into that stream chasing darklings.”
Uldex laughed, “No, not much of that where we’re from. Still, it’s something to consider.”
“Where are you from?” said the woman as she arrived at an oak door banded with a lighter pine and pushed it open to reveal a large room with two comfortable beds covered by thick blankets and soft sheets.
Carus’s eyes opened wide as he saw the room, “All this?”
“It’s not our best suite but it’s not bad,” said the woman as she laughed and gave the wood door a little smack with the palm of her hand. “We have good clean rooms here at the Feathered Serpent. You said you were from the north? I don’t know any dwarf realms up that way but I’m sure where there are mountains there must be dwarves.”
“It’s pretty far away,” said Uldex as Carus walked into the room and began to run his hand over the wooden dresser on the far wall. It was at least six feet high with half a dozen heavy drawers made entirely of wood. Even the handles were of the same material and Carus caressed them gently.
“I’ve never seen this much wood before,” he said while shaking his head. “I bet this is what the First Edos chamber is like.”
“Shut up, Carus,” said Uldex and smiled at the woman. “Call us when the baths are ready please.”
The woman nodded her head and left the room, closing the door behind her without a further word. Her hand went to the pure silver coins in her pocket and she smiled broadly. Hopefully they dwarves would be in town for a while before they headed south.
Uldex walked across the room in two quick strides and smacked Carus on the head, “Don’t be an idiot.”
“You’ve never seen this much wood before either, Uldex. So don’t go trying to pretend you aren’t impressed.”
“We just walked through a forest. What do you mean you’ve never seen so much wood?”
“I mean, all carved into doors and such,” said Carus with a shrug of his shoulders. “It doesn’t count when it’s just a tree.”
“Why wouldn’t that count?” asked Uldex and then immediately shook his head, “Never mind, just get ready for your bath and stop talking. I need to think. We need to keep out a watch for Cleathelm and Blaggard and there’s always the possibility that we’ll meet up with Milli and Dol. We are much closer to the Five Volcanoes than I could have hoped. That means all the others are likely nearby and they could be in this town, Relm, as well. We need to keep a low profile and that means not talking too much about where we’re from.”
The other dwarf stopped talking and began to unpack his gear into the wooden drawers, “Cleathelm’s too stupid to ask if there are any other dwarves around. Anyway, they have no reason to suspect that we’re following them, the same for Dol, Brogus, and Milli.
At that very moment downstairs, at the front desk, Milli, Dol, Petra, and Brogus stood in front of the woman asking about accommodations as she looked strangely at the silver coins they gave her.
“Is anything wrong,” said Milli with a little frown.
“No, nothing,” said the woman and looked first at Milli and then at Dol who wore a hood over his head as the apple growth seemed to be accelerating and the color of the little fruits brightening. “They’re just unusual looking coins is all. Where are you from?”
“The far north,” said Milli a pleasant smile returning to her face. “We’re just travelers in the region. You don’t know a place with five volcanoes nearby by any chance?”
The woman looked up with a startled expression on her face but then smiled broadly, “As a matter of fact, I do.”
“Oh, that’s wonderful,” said Milli putting on her best smile and looking over to Dol, Brogus, and Petra. Even Dol looked up from under the hood he wore tightly over his head. “Can you give us directions or maybe even tell us how to hire a guide?”
“They’re not hard to find,” said the woman with a laugh. “Just head due south and you’ll get to the Southern Sea in a few weeks if you’re on foot and faster if you have horses. From there anyone can guide you to the Five Sisters.”
“Do you know anything about the people who live in that region,” said Dol as he pulled back his hood to reveal a wild forest of hair interspersed with noticeable little reddish tinted apples.
“Dol,” said Milli as her eyes opened wide. “It’s grown since yesterday and the apples are getting bigger!”
“What are you?” said the woman at the counter with her mouth agape, and she took a step back from the counter.
Dol looked up at her slowly and he glared through eyes narrowed to slits, “A dwarf,” he finally said and continued to stare at her.
“She didn’t mean anything, Dol,” said Milli noting the simmering rage and taking him by the arm.
“Then why did she say it,” said Dol putting his hand on the haft of his hammer and glaring at her. “People shouldn’t say things they don’t mean.”
The woman’s eyes were wide open now as she began to stammer out apologies, “I’m quite sorry, sir. I was just surprised by your appearance. You must admit that it is somewhat unusual. My apologies of course.”
“See, Dol,” interrupted Brogus as he put his hand on the shoulder of his friend. “It’s nothing, my friend. Let’s take a room and get some rest. We’re all a little cranky from such traveling about.”
“I won’t stay here,” said Dol as he spun around and walked out of the inn without a further word.
Petra shook her head and looked at Milli who in turn looked at Brogus. “I’m so sorry,” said Milli to the woman. “We’ve been traveling for a long time; he’s upset a lot lately.”
The woman nodded her head although her hands trembled and her face was quite white as she tried to wave it off with a little motion of her hands, “I understand. I didn’t mean anything, it’s just you don’t often see someone with apples growing in their hair.”
“He’s a little sensitive about them,” said Brogus with a deep chuckle.
“Can you recommend somewhere else for us to stay,” said Petra with a kindly smile as she patted the trembling woman on the hand.
An hour later the four travelers were in a room filled with wooden furniture and were admiring their accommodations. “I’ve never seen the like,” said Brogus, his hand running over the wooden bed frame. “Wood support, wood frame, wood dresser, wood handles, it’s richer than even a High Council member could afford and for less silver than I’d pay for a good stout in Craggen Steep.”
“Maybe we shouldn’t mention that place too often,” said Milli as she too admired the wooden fixtures around the room. “Petra’s and mine is even nicer.”
“Yeah,” said Brogus with a grin as he continued to move his hand over the wood grain. “Girls always get better rooms. It’s not fair.”
“We ladies of refinement need more space,” said Milli and let loose with a girlish giggle.
Dol sat in the corner and ran his fingers through his hair pulling out the occasional little red apple and tossing it into a waste bin, but he remained silent.
“Oh, Dol,” said Milli. “Stop moping around. We know you didn’t want to come to town but we’ve found out where the Five Volcanoes are and it’s only a couple of weeks of travel from here.”
“It’s probably shorter than that,” said Petra. “That woman at the first inn didn’t know about the quality of our horses.”
“That’s true,” said Milli smiling brightly. “See, Dol. Now we know exactly where to go and how long it’s going to take us. So coming to town saved us time. We’ll be there before you know it and your quest fulfilled.” She walked over to Dol and patted him on the shoulder.
He looked up at her with a glare for a moment, then his eyes suddenly softened, and he lowered his head so that his chin all but rested on his chest. “I don’t know what comes over me,” he said in a quiet voice. “I get so angry now and I can’t seem to make myself stop.”
“It’s okay, Dol,” said Milli and rubbed her hand along his shoulders. “We’re under a lot of strain and we’re getting close to the end of the quest. Once we finish then things will go back to normal. We’ll go back to Craggen Steep as heroes. Maybe we’ll meet up with Corancil and his messenger friend.”
“It’s not just the stress of the quest, Milli, you can’t or don’t want to understand,” said Dol in a snappish way and then he shook his head and smiled. “See, I just started to get angry again, for nothing, for no reason at all. For some reason I want to look at everything like it’s an insult.”
Everyone sat silently for a while before Petra broke the lull, “The sooner we get to the Five Sisters the better,” she said and walked over to give Dol a pat on the back. “The question we haven’t answered is what do we do afterwards?”
“If we’re alive,” interjected Brogus with a laugh.
“If we’re dead that question won’t concern us,” said Dol with a smile.
“See,” said Milli. “Maybe you do get angry more quickly but you tell jokes and smile too. You used to be a bit of a party poop, admit it.”
Dol shrugged his shoulders and glanced down at his blackened hand, the darkness now spread partially up his wrist and onto his arm, “I suppose it’s partially the strain of the quest. Once we finish maybe things will go back to normal.”
“I’m sure you’re right, Dol,” said Milli although she glanced at his discolored hand and arm. She thought about saying something but decided against it. “Only a couple of more weeks at the most. There’s nothing to stop us now.”
“But what about after?” repeated Petra looking over at the two dwarves and the halfling girl. “Milli, you say we head back to Craggen Steep but without the portals that could take years and years. We have plenty of gold to stay here in the south and settle.”
“There’s nothing much for us back at Craggen Steep,” said Brogus with a shrug. “I’m with Petra.”
Milli shook her head, “It would be different once we defeat Gazadum. We’d be heroes and things might change with Corancil and the invasion. The High Council might agree to allow dwarves to take part in the invasion. It would be a whole new world.”
“We’d be heroes here as well,” said Dol looking up with a light in his eyes. “With the hammer, people would follow me and with the northern invasion they’d need a leader.”
“What are you saying, Dol?” said Milli turning towards her companion. “What do you know about being a leader, a general of armies?”
Dol shrugged, “You have to start somewhere and people will follow me. Once I slay Gazadum I’ll be able to stake a claim. Why go back to Craggen Steep? Why join Corancil? We could create our own kingdom here in the south.”
Petra shrugged her shoulders, “He might be right, Milli. The north is years away for us.”
“But we promised to report back to the messenger,” said Milli with her hands on her hips. “A promise is a promise.”
“Isn’t an Apprenticeship Contract a promise,” said Brogus with a wan little smile. “We broke that, didn’t we?”
“That’s different,” said Milli but offered no explanation as to why.
“My mind is settled,” said Dol with a faraway look in his eyes. “You can do as you will. As I’ve said before it might be best to let me go on alone. It’s dangerous and if I succeed then we all benefit. If I die then you can continue on.”
“No, Dol,” said Milli defiantly putting her hands on her hips and turning to face him directly. “We’re together to the end, not matter what. We can talk about all this after we get to the Five Sisters or whatever they’re called.”
Back at the Feathered Serpent Cleathelm and Blaggard approached the desk only a few minutes after Dol and his friends left in a huff. The woman behind the counter spotted the dwarf with the strange look to him and immediately shook her head, “Don’t tell me, you’re looking for Five Volcanoes?”
Braggard stopped suddenly, his mouth opened wide, and Cleathelm looked at her with a puzzled expression on his face, “What do you mean?”
“Shut up,” said Blaggard and poked him in the side.
“Don’t poke me, miserable cur,” said Cleathelm and backhanded him across the jaw with a quick motion that sent the half-breed goblin reeling across the room where he stared at Cleathelm with lowered eyes and a grimace.
The woman behind the counter raised her eyebrows but remained silent.
“We need a room,” said Cleathelm and pulled out his purse and tossed a couple of large gold coins onto the counter.
The woman’s eyes opened wide as she stared at the coins before she regained her composure, “Let me put that on the scale,” she said and put the coins onto the little scale that remained on the counter from the previous guests. The scale immediately plummeted to the bottom of the counter with a thunk. “Is this real gold?”
“What other kind is there,” said Cleathelm with a sneer at the woman. “Haven’t seen the like before down here, eh?” He turned to Blaggard who still gazed at the dwarf with a snarl on his face. “Heathens and barbarians in the south. They don’t even know what real gold looks like.”
She shrugged her shoulders, took the coin in her mouth, bit down on it hard, and then looked at the slight indentation her teeth made in the surface. “It looks good enough. Those two should be enough to stay for tonight along with meals and any laundry needs. It’ll be extra for a bath,” she said wrinkling her nose at the smell emanating from the two visitors. “You’ve been on the trail for a while?”
“What business is it of yours?” said Cleathelm in a snarling tone of voice. “You have your gold, now show us our room.”
The woman nodded her head and pocketed the two large gold coins as she walked around the counter towards the stairwell leading up to the rooms, “I’m sorry about that, it was rather rude of me, please come along this way and I’ll take you to your rooms. Shall I call you when the baths are ready?”
The trio headed up the stairs and arrived at the room shortly thereafter. Cleathelm went in without a look back but the little half-goblin patted his jerkin for a moment, “Shoot, I forgot something. I’ve got to get my pack.”
“Whatever,” said Cleathelm and slumped down on the bed.
As Blaggard walked downstairs with the woman he waited until they were well away from the room, “We don’t even have packs, that idiot,” he said with a laugh and the woman gave him a quizzical look.
“He’s kind of an ass, isn’t he?” she said her hand drifting to her pocket where the two heavy coins rested.
“Kind of?” replied Blaggard.
“Mostly then,” said the woman.
“Completely,” replied Blaggard with a chuckle. “I’ll give him what he deserves one of these days soon.”
The woman smiled while nodding her head. “None of my business but if you dislike him so, why do you travel with him.”
“You saw his purse,” said Blaggard with a little tilt of his head.
“The Feathered Serpent is a reputable inn,” said the woman as she stopped short and looked at Blaggard through narrowed eyes. “I’ll have no murder in my rooms.”
“Nothing will happen to him as long as we stay here; you have my word,” said Blaggard. “But, you mentioned the five volcanoes without any prompting from us. Was there someone asking about them before we got here?”
“Yes, the Five Sisters is what they’re called around here,” said the woman with a shrug. “You’re the third group of strangers to come through today and all of them with dwarves that didn’t look like they were from around here. The first two groups asked about the volcanoes so I figured you must be interested as well.”
“Three groups, really?” said Blaggard. “One of them was a pretty halfling girl with two dwarves but who was the second?”
“A pretty little halfing and a dwarf, yes,” said the woman as they reached the downstairs portion of the inn and walked back to the long counter in front. “The third was something strange and there was an old woman with them.”
“Something strange?” asked Blaggard.
“He had bunches of little red apples in his hair and beard,” said the woman. “It was the strangest thing I’ve ever seen.”
“That’s him,” said Blaggard. “Bunches you say?”
“Oh yes,” replied the woman.
“And colored red, not green?” asked Blaggard.
The woman nodded her head as they reached the bottom of the stairs.
“Interesting,” said Blaggard with a slight frown, “And when did they come through?”
“Just a few minutes before you arrived,” said the woman as she glanced at the front door. “The apple-haired fellow got angry with me when I mentioned his… condition.”
“He got mad at you?” said Blaggard.
“Furious,” said the woman trembling with the memory of it.
“The one with the apples, not the shorter one with no apples?” said Blaggard scrunching up his face and touching his lower lip with his middle finger.
“I’d remember,” said the woman. “The one with apples and the look in his eyes was like fire. I was afraid he’d take a hand to me right then and there.”
“That’s quite interesting,” said Blaggard and tapped on his chin. “Did you notice his weapon?”
“The hammer,” said the woman. “Hard to miss it but I didn’t say anything about it. He was angry enough as it was before they left.”
“I’ve known Dol for years and he was always a calm, placid sort. Even in a scrap he wouldn’t scream or yell, just go about the business of beating you black and blue.”
“The others seemed a little startled by his behavior now that you mention it,” said the woman with a shrug. “I can see how he would get tired of people making fun of those apples. There were so many of them and quite red and ripe were some of them.”
“Red, your absolutely sure?” said Blaggard. “Not green and small?”
“No, not big like cider apples or anything but mostly red with a tint of green,” she replied.
Blaggard stood with his hands on his hips and said nothing for long enough that the woman felt compelled to speak, “Was there anything else?”
“What… no, wait, yes, the other group. Can you describe them, did they stay here?”
“They’re here,” said the woman. “Just upstairs down the hall from your room, but there are only two of them, one a rough looking fellow with a long scar down the right side of his face and a smaller dwarf as well,” said the woman. “Now, is there anything else?”
Blaggard’s eyes widened and he couldn’t help but make a startled intake of breath, “Uldex. Uldex here. He must have followed us somehow.”
“I didn’t get his name,” said the woman.
“Now, as to you and me. I know how much that gold Cleathelm gave you is worth down here,” said Blaggard with a little grin as he turned to face the woman. “I’ll get whatever I want as long as I’m here and we don’t have to let Cleathelm know a thing about it, right?”
The woman nodded, “That’s fair, what is it you’ll be wanting?”
“A bath, and girls, do you have goblins down here? Saucy girls with a bit of attitude?”
“Something can be arranged I’m certain. I’ll send the boy when your bath is drawn,” said the woman with a nod of her head.
Blaggard smiled and nodded his head, “Which room did you give to the dwarf with the scar?”
“Thirteen,” said the woman and began to busy herself behind the desk.
Blaggard quickly mounted the staircase and looked at the first door on the right only to see a strange unrecognizable squiggle on the door, “Well, damn,” he said. “How did she understand us if we don’t speak the language?” He walked down the hallway to the room and stopped in mid-stride trying to remember which one was his own. It was on the right, but how many doors down from where the stairwell came up? “Damn,” he said just as a young boy wearing a light colored jerkin with the picture of a feathered serpent on the breast came running up and down the corridor to a door just ahead of Blaggard. The boy knocked on the door and shouted out something in an unintelligible language.
A couple of seconds later Uldex’s head popped around the corner and Blaggard dodged backwards and towards the stairs with a quick motion. The dwarf glanced in that direction but then turned to the boy, “What was that?”
The boy replied in the same barbarian language and Uldex stared at him and wrinkled his nose. “I suppose it’s the bath. Come along, Carus,” he said with a look over his shoulder. “It’s time for our baths. You’ll want to clean yourself if they manage to find girls.”
Meanwhile, Blaggard listened to the one-sided conversation from around the corner and dashed into a small alcove a few seconds later when Uldex and Carus walked past. After waiting an appropriate length of time to make sure they didn’t double back he went back to where he thought his room was located, and after knocking on one wrong door managed to find a half-naked Cleathelm standing in front of a long mirror and admiring himself in it.
“Did you find whatever it was you lost?” said the dwarf as he turned to the left and right and examined his beard. “My beard is a mess. I’ll need half a dozen maids to get it all straightened out and I can’t imagine where I’ll find anyone with skill in braiding in this heathen land.”
Blaggard’s eyes drifted towards where Cleathelm had piled his clothes but he couldn’t make out the heavy bulge of the gold and gem filled purse and so turned back to the dwarf, “It’s no matter. You won’t be making an appearance before the High Council any time soon. After we kill Dol and his friends and take the Hammer of Fire it will take us years to get back to Craggen Steep.”
“It only took a few days from the portal to here,” said Clethelm rolling his eyes and shaking his head at the goblin, “so why should it take longer to get back, idiot?”
“Do you know how to use the portals without help from Corancil’s mages?” said Blaggard almost shaking his head in disbelief at the stupidity of his companion.
Silence greeted this proclamation, “That’s true,” said the dwarf after a prolonged pause. “That means I’ll have the Hammer of Fire for my own use for years,” he mused aloud. “I can make a name for myself so that when we do return to Craggen Steep they’ll have to appoint me to the High Council. If you continue to show me loyalty then I’ll consider taking you along with me as my chamber boy. What do you say to that my, little friend?”
“I would be honored,” said Blaggard just as a knock came at the door and a young boy’s voice shouted through in an unknown language. “That’ll be our bath,” went on the half-breed and began to strip off his travel worn clothes.
“You understand the lingo?” said Cleathelm and wandered over to the door to open it.
“What else could it be?” said Blaggard.
“How am I to know?” said Cleathelm, but the boy at the door blathered out something and distracted the dwarf. Blaggard finished stripping off his own clothes leaving only a pair of tattered shorts that barely covered his private parts. Seconds later the half-goblin walked out the door and followed the boy down the hall leaving Cleathelm standing at the door.
“Are you coming, Cleathelm, or do you want to sit in your own filth for a while yet,” said Blaggard with a glance over his shoulder.
Within a minute the two were led into a basement room filled with thick steam as several boys busied themselves pouring buckets of hot water into large tubs. The atmosphere was thick enough that it proved impossible to make out details about the other forms who rested up to their necks in heavy wood tubs filled with bubble and water.
Blaggard said nothing, although he narrowed his eyes and tried to penetrate the haze, but Cleathelm immediately sang out as he entered the water, “Ahh, now then Blaggard, not as good as back home but not all that bad either.”
The half-goblin, listening closely, heard an astonished gasp from one of the other tubs and immediately replied, “No, Cleathelm, not as good as home but not bad for a bunch of heathens.”



Chapter 21


The fifty-foot polished granite arches of the great Gate of Faferdum rose high above Borrombus and the half-dozen stern-faced young dwarfs around him. His immensely fat stomach, his long beard with its gem-encrusted bands, and his dark red tunic all worked to make him stand out as a noble in the little gathering, but the way the other dwarves leaned in to catch his every word made it even more readily apparent. The archway was decorated with etchings of airy creatures flitting back and forth, some with bolts of lightning streaming from clenched fists and others in more peaceful poses.
“We must proceed as if the hammer is lost,” said one of the young dwarves who wore an emerald jerkin with five silver bars on each sleeve. He pounded his right fist into his left palm and spoke in a low but clear voice, “Your nephew has failed and the Firefists are moving against us. They know about our meetings with Corancil. We must strike now before it is too late.”
Borrombus shook his head, “No.”
“We must,” repeated the young lad. “We’ll be rounded up and executed as traitors. They’ll claim we gave away the secret location of Craggen Steep. We’ll be killed in the old way. Iron bars.”
The other young dwarves looked back and forth between one another but other than a few murmurs said nothing.
“Did you hear me Elder Borrombus?” said the talkative young dwarf and took a step closer to the leader of the group.
Borrombus nodded his massive head and his treble-chin wobbled accordingly, “I heard, young master. Do you propose we strike directly? Our warriors against the Golden Pikemen of the High Council? Against the Elite Guard? Those soldiers will remain loyal to the regime if we strike now, you do realize as much?”
“We can take them,” said the young dwarf. “It’s only the elders who want to remain hidden. All the younger dwarves with energy want to join Corancil and strike out into the world. Now is our time. Your plan, the return the hammer, to gain power peacefully, it’s over. We cannot wait any longer.”
“It is more than the elders,” said Borrombus with a shake of his head. “You count as allies the weak-willed, the youth, the down-trodden. They may be the popular majority but they are not the most energetic of people. The soldiers that guard the council, their children, the wealthy with guards, and their allies make up a powerful force. They are armed and organized unlike most of your rabble. We must find a way to arm them, to energize them before we strike.”
“You’re wrong, old man,” said the youth with a shake of his head. “You’re just like the Council Elders on which you sit, out of touch, out of place. It’s not your time anymore, it’s ours.”
“It’s a mistake to attack now,” repeated Borrombus with a shake of his massive head. “That’s just what the Firefists and Drawhammers want. If we strike prematurely they will have all the proof they need of our treachery. The soldiers await a move like this and then they will affect a counter blow and it will be swift and sure. Their plans are in place and we cannot play into them.”
“You’re wrong, old man,” said the youth and again shook his head vigorously. “We’ll do what it takes, and when it comes time to pass out rewards you can get in line and hope we don’t forget.” With that he and all but two of the other young dwarves turned and walked away speaking animatedly to one another as they went.
“Uncle Borrombus,” said one of the two remaining young dwarves as he came close and put his hand on the shoulder of the older dwarf. “There is nothing that can be done to stop them. They’ve been speaking with Corancil. You’ve met the man. You know how persuasive he is. His talk of the best and brightest and how empires are born is impossible to resist.”
Borrombus nodded his head and scratched his beard covered cheek, “You are right enough about Corancil, he’s not much to look at, that one,” he finally said after a pause. “But there is power in his words. He means not to conquer the world but to unite it. He’s naive though, he thinks rewarding those of merit is the solution to all the world’s ills but he has never lived in a tradition soaked place like Craggen Steep. The elders, even in their lazy stupidity, command respect. We have to take things more slowly.”
“It’s too late for that,” said the young dwarf with the large black eyes as he stared directly at Borrombus. “It’s too late. Maybe if Uldex was here…”
“Your brother is a fierce one,” said Borrombus with a smile. “He might have kept the other youngsters in line but, on the other side of the axe blade, he might have been the one to lead them to insurrection. That’s why I sent him away. You’re more level-headed than he.”
“So that is why you sent him to retrieve the hammer?”
Borrombus nodded his head, “One reason at least. Do you think you could take the thing from Delius?”
The young dwarf snorted, “He’d break me in half and never change his expression, uncle. He’s always been an odd one but good with his fists and the axe. Do you think it possible he can slay Gazadum?”
Borrombus laughed and his expression suddenly became one of mirth, “Of course not. Hopefully Uldex will take the hammer from his dead fingers and that way we’re rid of multiple problems at the same time. If only Uldex would get back here with the hammer we’d take control of the mountain and lead the dwarves out under the banner of Craggen Steep as Corancil unites the world. With our money, the discipline of our soldiers, and his leadership, nothing could stand against us.”
“But Uldex isn’t here,” said the young dwarf and clenched his fist under Borrombus’s nose. “I’m here and we have to do something. If we let the others take on the Firefists and Drawhammers by themselves they will be destroyed.”
“That’s true,” said Borrombus. “And we’ll lose most of our allies in the battle.”
“Exactly,” said the lad. “So, what do we do?”
Borrombus sighed, which caused his heavy belly to jiggle a bit and then he shook his head, “I don’t see a winnable solution. I don’t see a way to win. Those damn pompous Firefists. They have the Golden Pikemen and the elite guard and all we have is the dregs.”
“There are a lot of dregs,” said the young dwarf although even he looked to the ground when he said it.
“It’s not about numbers,” said Borrombus. “Numbers don’t hurt but it’s about will, desire, and passion. If we can’t inspire that in the lesser families then we can’t win this fight.”
“So, how do we go about inspiring them?”
Borrombus took his finger to his many bands and tapped one gently, “Corancil is an inspired speaker. If we could somehow get him to speak to the masses…”
“The High Council will never allow it,” said the young dwarf with a rueful smile and a shake of his head.
“It’s not a matter of allow or disallow, it’s a matter of twisting the rules to our advantage. Those old windbags live and die by the letter of the law, and if we somehow find a way to get Corancil inside Craggen Steep to give a speech he might even sway some of those old codgers. He is convincing in his own way. You’ve met him.”
The young dwarf nodded his head, “I saw him speak once and I’ve seen the effect he has on people. Even you must admit that his ideas have merit. Everyone advancing on their own merits instead of whose family they belong to or how much they pay.”
“You say that despite having every advantage of a Blackiron here in Craggen Steep?” said Borrombus turning his eye towards the young dwarf.
The lad nodded his head, “It’s worse now than when you were an apprentice,” he said with a firm mouth and steely eyes. “You should see the morons who get the best promotions and it doesn’t matter if they have any skill or not. Nothing burns more than seeing some incompetent promoted over you because of his last name or his father’s gold. Even we Blackirons get the short of it now. Besides, if things keep going the way they’re going it will be nothing except driveling incompetents on the Council and then we’re doomed anyway. If we don’t join Corancil then Craggen Steep will eventually fall to him anyway.”
Borrombus nodded his great head and tapped at the bands that held his beard in check. “All you say is true and if Corancil could speak to the masses that might be enough to convince even the Elite Guard to change sides. They have to want to set out into the world and test their blades. But how to make it happen, how to make it happen? Go, nephew, go to the library and find council procedural books, the dustier the better. I’ll talk with that stubborn First Edos again and see if he can’t try and trump the council in some manner or another.”
“No one listens to him since the Council banned him from chambers, he’s finished. As soon as Cleathelm gets back they’ll make him First Edos.”
“Cleathelm,” snorted Borrombus, “not even the Firefists would be stupid enough to put such incompetence in the First Edos’s chair.”
“They can and they will, Uncle,” said the dwarf lad with a sad little shake of his head. “It’s gotten very bad down in the apprentice chambers. You don’t know what it’s like. Cleathelm isn’t even the worst of the bunch.”
Borrombus shook his head, “You’re probably right, nephew. I’ve been circling with the exalted ones for so long I’ve lost touch. Your brother helped me in that regard but I was probably fooling myself in thinking I knew what was happening in the upper chambers with the common folk. I’m as bad as the other members of the High Council. But in the end it doesn’t matter. Find those books and let’s see if we can bring some ancient rule to light that will let us bring Corancil into Craggen Steep. Then perhaps we can lead an army out of the Gates of Faferdum and onto the field of battle.” With this he looked up at the towering gates above them and their magnificent arches and carvings. “The Elementals built these,” he said in a quiet voice, “long before we came to this world.”
“What was that, Uncle?” said the lad as he turned around.
“Nothing,” said Borrombus with a shake of his head. “Just the musings of a tired, fat old dwarf.”
The boy stood for a moment and looked at Borrombus with wide eyes.
“Go on, go on,” said the fat dwarf with a wave of his hand. After the young dwarf scurried off, Borrombus turned and looked up at the towering gateway one last time. There were four of them in total, the main entrances to Craggen Steep. The Gates of Gazadum, The Gates of Korakdum, The Gates of Glangaldum, and this one, the Gates of Fafardum. Fire, Earth, Water, and Air. The four ancient creators of the world and now young Dol Delius was going to try and kill Gazadum who had ruled here for who knows how many years. “Maybe it would be best if Uldex took the hammer before Delius attacks,” he mused to himself. “The elementals have been long quiescent but their power, their ancient power, does it hide or does it wait?”



Chapter 22


Milli sat on a heavy wooden chair with her face barely above the edge of the oak table and stared across the room to where Dol busily chatted with a pair of young women. One of them wore a loose fitting top that showed a great deal of her breasts and the other giggled at everything Dol said. “It’s disgusting and where is that girl with my booster seat,” said Milli and rolled her eyes at Petra who sat next to her.
Petra shook her head, smiled, and said, “He’s a man like any other.”
“He never acted like this before,” replied Milli glaring at the trio. “And where is stupid Brogus? He said he would have dinner with us but he’s been doing nothing but sleeping and drinking and chasing girls since we got here.”
“I haven’t known him as long as you,” said Petra with a shrug of her shoulders. “But the only men I know whose heads aren’t turned by pretty girls have different tastes.”
“You’ve known him since we left Crag… our home,” said Milli, carefully looking around at the other patrons of the tavern. “You’ve been with us long enough to know he’s changed, don’t pretend.”
Petra shrugged her shoulders again, “I suppose you are right. He’s changed even since you three first came into my camp. It seems like years ago but it’s only been about a month. It has to be the influence of the hammer don’t you think? But then there are the physical changes, the apples in his hair and beard turning red. That’s not something the hammer could change, is it? And there are so many of them now. Even a month ago they weren’t so plentiful and they weren’t red like that.”
Milli nodded her head just as an attractive young girl, likely still in her teens with her brown hair tied into a single braid that reached half way down her back, came over to the table. She carried a little seat and smiled at Milli as she came over, “Here you go, little girl!” and started to put it under Milli.
“What?” shrieked Milli and snatched the seat from the teenager’s hand. “Little girl?”
The teen smiled and patted her on the head, “I can see you’re all grown up with little boobies and everything.”
Milli’s eyes almost popped out of her head, but Petra reached over and put her hand against the halflings’s wrist, “It’s okay, Milli. We don’t want to make too much of a scene now, do we?”
A sort of strangled little snort shot out of Milli’s nose but then her eyes turned cool, “No, of course not, Petra. Thank you for the seat,” she said to the teenaged server and placed it on the chair and sat down. After the girl wandered off Milli turned to Petra and snarled, “I’ll tear her eyes out!”
Petra laughed, “It was an honest mistake, Milli,” said the older woman and continued to pat her on the wrist. “They just haven’t seen many halflings around here I’d guess. Maybe they don’t have halflings this far south. We haven’t seen any, have we?”
“I guess not,” said Milli pursing her lips tightly and pulling her hand back and away from Petra. “Still, it’s not right. I don’t like this place. I don’t like what it’s doing to Dol,” and she glanced at the tall dwarf who had his arm around the waist of one of the girls while she toyed with the apples in his hair. “I don’t like Brogus sleeping all the time just because the beds are comfortable.”
“They are quite nice though,” said Petra while raising her arms over her head and yawning luxuriously.
“Let me finish!” said Milli and stomped her boot on the hardwood floor of the tavern. “I’m not a little girl.”
“Go on then, Milli,” said Petra leaning back in her chair and looking around the inn. It was the second place they tried after Dol’s temper tantrum and apparently the highest class around although the payment was a pittance compared the gems and gold they carried. Even that first overpayment of gold coins they gave her could have seen her stay at this place for a year or longer.
“I just want to get to the Five Sisters and get this over with,” finished Milli with a humph.
“What then?” asked Petra and leaned forward in her chair. “We’ve still not made any decisions on what happens… after.”
Milli paused for a moment and then smiled, “Dol’s right, we’ll be famous I suppose. People will want Dol, Brogus, and me, and you too Petra. They’ll pay for us to come and solve their problems.”
Petra didn’t reply for a time as she sat and watched the plates of food and drink that came and went to customers of the tavern. “I think I might not go all the way with you,” said finally said..
“What?” said Milli, her voice raising an octave or two. “Of course you’re coming with us. We’re in this together, to the end.”
“Maybe you should think about letting Dol do this on his own,” went on Petra as she stared deeply into Milli’s eyes. The old woman lowered her voice, “The ancient elementals, Gazadum. There’s a good chance everyone will die. I’d say more than a good chance.”
“First off,” said Milli. “I would never abandon my friends and secondly it probably isn’t Gazadum anyway. Just some old fire elemental that no one remembers. Besides, Dol has the Hammer of Fire and that was made from the essence of Gazadum as I understand it. Who can stop that?”
“Gazadum,” said Petra with the same level eyes and clear tone of voice.
“What can I do to convince you?” said Milli and held her hands out towards the woman. “We need you. None of us knows how to find food or make shelter or anything like that.”
“You’re not far away from the Five Sisters and then it will be done one way or the other,” said Petra with a shrug of her shoulders. “You can buy plenty of supplies to get you there safely enough, and if you kill the beast it will be as you say, you’ll be famous and you won’t need me anymore. If you all die… well, you won’t need me then either.”
“But,” said Milli and reached across the table to take the woman by the hands, “we still will need you no matter what. I mean, not if we’re dead, of course,” this with a little laugh, “but I mean other than that. And if we’re going to be rich and famous don’t you want to be that with us? Besides, Corancil will be down here with his army in a few years and you remember that messenger of his. How boldly he spoke and how handsome he was?”
“I’m an old lady,” said Petra. “Boldness of speech and the handsomeness of face are not of great importance to me anymore. Riches and comfort do sound nice but with the gold you’ve already paid me I can survive quite some time here in the southlands. I’ll never get back north again, that much is certain.”
“But,” said Milli with a little choke in her voice.
“No,” said Petra. “I’ll go with you as far as the Five Sisters and no more. Dol is possessed by that hammer, Milli. There is evil in its power somehow.”
“What can we do?” said Milli just as Brogus sat down at the table with a thump.
“Hello, ladies,” he said.
“Petra is leaving us,” said Milli, turning to the broad shouldered dwarf with a tear in her eyes.
Brogus yawned deeply, “I’m exhausted. What was that?”
“You just slept for ten hours,” said Milli. “What’s wrong with you these days? We need to get ready for the trip to the Five Sisters to complete the quest and all you do is sleep.”
“The beds are comfortable,” said Brogus and stretched his arms out with a long, languorous yawn. “Besides, Dol’s in there all night making… uh… noise… with some girl so I have get my sleep during the day.”
Milli said nothing.
“It’s true,” said Brogus.
“I know it’s true,” said Milli and folded her arms across her chest. “But that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
“If you’re jealous then just tell him,” said Brogus with a small smile. “He’s a lot more passionate nowadays. Maybe there could be something between you two?”
“I’m not jealous,” said Milli pursing her lips and looking to the ceiling. “I’m just worried about him hanging out with all those… women.”
“I don’t know where he finds the energy,” said Brogus. “He doesn’t sleep at night. He just…”
“Ok, we get it,” said Milli with a glare.
“Sorry. It’s just that he didn’t want to come here in the first place and now he’s having more fun than the rest of us altogether,” said Brogus with a shrug of his shoulders, and when he couldn’t keep the grin off his face had to look down at the table.
“I see you grinning like a rock leopard,” said Milli.
Brogus let out a little chuckle but continued to stare down at the table.
“We have to get out of here today,” said Milli. “I’m sick of this town and I’m sick of these people.” With this she stood up and strode purposefully over to where Dol spoke with the two girls. A few seconds later she stood with her hands on her hips staring up at the tall girls and the dwarf, “Come on, Dol. It’s time to leave.”
Dol turned to her with a sharp look and his blackened hand went to the hammer at his side before his face relaxed into a smile, “Oh, it’s you, Milli. Have you met the girls?”
“No,” said Milli. “Dol. Don’t you want to get on with the quest. The Five Sisters. You know who?”
Dol shrugged his thick shoulders and grinned at the girls, “I don’t know that one more night will hurt. It’s just a couple of weeks travel anyway.”
“Yeah,” said the girls in tandem. “We like Dol.”
“You shut up,” said Milli and put her hands to her hips and flipped her long blonde hair. “Dol, I’m leaving right now and you can come with me or not.”
Dol looked at her for a moment and laughed aloud throwing back his head, “You, by yourself against Gazadum. Without the Hammer of Fire. What can you do?”
“It doesn’t matter,” said Milli. “Maybe I’ll go back to Craggen Steep,” and then she put her hand over her mouth.
“It doesn’t matter,” said Dol loudly. “Everyone will know my name soon enough. Dol Delius of Craggen Steep who slew Gazadum with the Hammer of Fire.”
Just outside the tavern Cleathelm, who happened to be walking past at that very moment, stopped dead in his tracks and turned his head. Halfway down the block, from where he was following the dwarf, Uldex saw Cleathelm walk over to the tavern and peer in the doors. A moment later he dashed down the street, a look of excitement on his face. After Uldex made sure Cleathelm was far enough away he too went to the tavern door and looked inside. “Milli,” he said in a soft whisper and then stood there for a long moment just looking into to the building. Then, with a quick motion, he turned and walked back out into the street, taking up position by a horse tied up across the way. He motioned with his hand to beckon his companion up from down the block and then made sure the axe at his side was sharp and slid easily out of his belt loop.



Chapter 23


Half an hour later Milli stood with her equipment in hand on the street outside the tavern tapping her foot impatiently on the dirt road. Not ten minutes before she sent some boys off to get their horses while Brogus and Petra had promised to gather their gear and meet her outside. Dol remained obstinate but she was sure he would come out and join them as soon as they made it clear their threat to leave was serious.
“Hello, Milli,” said Uldex standing at the corner of the building with his hand at the axe on his side, his leather jerkin pulled straight and tight, and his hair perfectly brushed.
Milli turned and her mouth opened wide as she stared at him, “Uldex?”
He bowed.
“What… how… did you?”
“I’m here for the Hammer of Fire,” he said in a quiet voice. “Cleathelm is here too and he’s got a thug with him. They just spotted you a little while ago. I imagine he’ll be along shortly to try and take the hammer himself.”
“But… how…,” said Milli looking up and down the street and waving her hands in aimless little circles. “I don’t understand?”
“We followed you to Das’von and then paid the mages to use the portals the same way you did.”
Milli looked at him with narrow eyes, “How did you survive the desert then?”
Uldex tilted his head to one side and closed one eye while he continued to look at her, “What desert?”
“Where we got teleported,” said Milli.
“We didn’t go to a desert. We came here right off,” said Uldex. “I mean not right here but maybe ten or fifteen miles outside town.”
“But why would they teleport us into that awful desert and you directly here?” said Milli, and her little hands went to her hips and her face reddened.
“You’re beautiful when you’re angry,” said Uldex and smiled.
“Yes, she is,” said Brogus stepping outside the door of the tavern with his axe already in hand.
“Brogus,” said Uldex his voice flat and toneless.
“Brogus!” said Milli.
“I know my name,” said Brogus and took several steps towards Uldex who pulled his own axe from his side and raised it.
A number of passersby in the street immediately stopped their own conversations and gawked at the two dwarves who stared at one another not more than ten feet apart. Just up the across the street Carus pulled out a little throwing axe and measured the distance to Brogus with his eyes.
“Move along,” said Brogus. “You’re not wanted here.”
“Brogus!” said Milli. “Uldex says Cleathelm is here too. They’ve come for Dol’s hammer.”
“It’s not Dol’s hammer,” said Uldex keeping his eye on Brogus. “It belongs to Craggen Steep.”
“It is my hammer,” said Dol, stepping out of the door, the apples in his hair fiery red and a sneer on his face. “Anyone who tries to take it from me dies.”
At this the growing crowd moved back a couple of steps although no one left the area. In fact, word of the incident seemed to be spreading like gas from a volcanic eruption and within seconds the crowd size doubled.
“You’ve grown boastful since we last met,” said Uldex with a glance at Dol. “The influence of the hammer no doubt?”
“Come and find out,” said Dol and brought the hammer up into a fighting position.
Uldex narrowed his eyes and moved to his left in an attempt to position the morning sun at his back, “It doesn’t have to come down to this Dol. The hammer has to go back to Craggen Steep, you know that. I’m authorized to let you use it against Gazadum if we can agree to certain conditions.”
“Authorized by who?” said Milli with a sharp look at Uldex. “The Council of Elders?”
“It doesn’t matter,” said Uldex. “What has to happen is the hammer must return to Craggen Steep. Come with me, Dol. We’ll take it back together. My uncle will honor you and when we take over rule of the realm you will be given great power. The new regime doesn’t care about your blood taint, we just want good men to fight with us!”
“I already have great power,” said Dol with a smile and spun the great hammer over his head. Its massive steel head glinted in the morning sun and Uldex caught a glimpse of the dwarf’s blackened hand and upper arm, and the head of the hammer seemed to suddenly blaze to life.
“The hammer is corrupting you, Dol,” said Uldex. “Come back to Craggen Steep. Cleathhelm is here and he wants it for the Firefists. We Blackirons…”
“Are traitors to the homeland,” said the voice of Cleathelm as strode down the street with Blaggard in tow. “Uldex the traitor. My father was right. Hand over the hammer, Dol. All will be forgiven and the Firefists will reward you greatly. Perhaps you might even be First Edos?”
“Come and take it, Cleathelm,” said Dol with a smile and the crowd grew ever bigger.
“This is crazy, Dol, Uldex,” said Milli trying to position herself between the two antagonists. “Just go back home, Uldex. Leave us be. Dol will never give up the hammer. You don’t want to do this!”
Uldex shrugged his shoulders, “What I want is not important. The hammer has to come back to Craggen Steep.”
“It’ll take years to walk all the way back up there,” said Milli as she ran over to Uldex and put her hands on his chest. “Can’t we just wait a week? We’ll take it south, kill Gazadum and then back to Craggen Steep. What’s the hurry?”
Uldex looked into her yellow eyes and his expression softened, “I’m not opposed to that, as I said earlier,” he said and lowered his axe. “Dol, after you slay the beast promise me you’ll return to Craggen Steep and I’ll molest you no further.”
“Don’t listen to him, Dol,” interjected Cleathelm taking a step forward and pulling out his own axe. “He’s a lying Blackiron. Only the Firefists can save you now.”
Dol shook his head, “The only promise I make is that whoever tries to take the hammer from me will die.”
“My wrists are bound,” said Uldex looking down into Milli’s plaintive eyes. “There is only one course of action.”
“No,” said Milli, but Uldex brushed her aside with a sweeping blow of his left arm and she stumbled and fell onto the street with a little gasp, “No!”
“Milli,” said Brogus and rushed over to her.
“Help Dol,” said Milli and pointed to Dol now being approached on two sides with Uldex coming one way and Blaggard and Cleathelm on the other.
Brogus stood and walked over next to his friend, “I’m here with you, Dol. They’ll never get the hammer.”
“I can take care of this,” said Dol and with a quick motion shoved Brogus’s shoulder.
“Now,” said Cleathelm and Blaggard hurled a dagger at the duo but it went well wide of the target and embedded into a watering trough near Milli. The girl immediately pulled it out and turned back to the fight.
Cleathelm charged forward with his axe raised high and took a swipe at Dol who moved to the side with a swift motion and let the burly dwarf rush past. Brogus, slightly off balance from the shove, attempted to chop the head of the Firefist but his axe only succeeded in nicking the heavy plate shoulder armor. “Damn,” said Brogus, just as another dagger from Blaggard sailed past Dol’s head and embedded in the horse post behind him.
“Help them,” shouted Milli to Uldex but the scarred dwarf was already circling behind Dol and Brogus to the opposite side of Blaggard and not far from where Cleathelm stopped his rush. The powerful dwarf turned to Uldex and gave him a quick grin, “Help me now and I can help you later.”
“Go burn yourself,” said Uldex. “I’ll kill you after I finish with Delius.”
“Uldex!” shrieked Milli and held up the dagger.
Cleathelm spun around and took two purposeful strides back towards Dol and swung his axe in a short arc in front of his short-haired foe while Blaggard threatened to throw more daggers and kept Brogus occupied. Dol casually flicked his hammer but Cleathelm pulled back with a quick motion and then launched an attack towards Dol’s left side. This time the axe came down towards Dol’s head. Instead of backing away from the blow, Dol moved forward and the axe handle came down on his shoulder. With no room to swing the huge hammer properly he simply shoved it into Cleathelm’s face and the burly dwarf screamed as the sound of burning meat crackled in the air followed by the terrible smell of burnt flesh.
Cleathhelm dropped his axe and fell to his knees clutching his face as Uldex used the moment to make a quick step forward and aim his axe at Dol’s exposed back. Brogus leapt between the two and tried to block the blow but overextended his arm, and Uldex’s axe bit deeply into the bone.
“Ahh,” screamed Brogus, but then an axe thrown by Carus plunged directly into the back of his head and silenced him forever.
“Damn,” said Uldex and tried to pull his axe from Brogus’s arm as the dwarf fell but he wasn’t fast enough as Dol bolted over with a single stride, raised the hammer high, and brought it down towards the scarred dwarf’s head. Uldex let go of his axe and tried to roll away but the hammer hit him with a solid blow behind the right shoulder and he spun into the ground with a loud thump.
Dol turned to Blaggard who was already on his knees cutting Cleathelm’s throat and taking his heavy purse of gold. The little goblin immediately dropped his dagger. “I only worked for Cleathelm. I have no feud with you, Delius. I threw my daggers wide on purpose. Take the hammer. Kill them all, I don’t care. Let me have Cleathelm’s purse and you’ll never see me again.”
Dol nodded his head, “I’ll kill you if I ever see you again,” and then turned to the writhing Uldex. Now this is finished.”
Across the street Carus moved back into the shadows and disappeared around the side of a building.
“No, Dol,” said Milli running forward and grabbing the fiery dwarf by the arm. “He’s hurt, he’s not a threat to you anymore.”
“Brogus is dead,” said Dol with a look at his friend on the ground, “and someone will pay.”
“It was the dwarf who did it,” said Milli pointing to where Carus stood a moment ago, but the creature was gone like a puff of wind on a hot summer day. “It wasn’t Uldex anyway.”
Dol threw off her arm and rolled Uldex onto his back but the crafty warrior slashed out with a dagger in his left hand and cut Dol across the shoulder. Dol winced, punched him hard in the face, and brought the hammer down on his opponent’s hand with a quick blow that was accompanied by the sizzling sound of burning flesh and the terrible smell that went with it.
Uldex grimaced and gritted his teeth but did not cry out. Dol raised the hammer again.
“No, Dol, don’t do it!” shouted Milli.
Down came the hammer on Uldex’s face.



Chapter 24


The seven members of the High Council sat in their thick, high-backed seats in the magnificent chamber looking down upon the petitioner, the First Edos, who looked small and out of place on the floor of the chamber rather than in his traditional seat on the right side of the chamber. At the center seat a heavily bearded dwarf banged his golden gavel down onto the stone podium. “The petition is denied, for the last time.”
“This is a violation of our laws,” said First Edos Fierfelm and stomped his foot against the stone floor. “According to our ancient laws it is perfectly acceptable for the First Edos to make a request of this nature.”
“The law to which you refer is nearly three thousand years old and hasn’t been invoked in over a thousand years,” said the High Councilor and raised his gavel again.
Borrombus chimed in from his seat at the left edge of the podium, “This violation of our laws sets an unseemly precedent, High Councilor. If we can simply choose to ignore whichever law doesn’t suit our tastes then what is the point of having laws at all?”
“When revolutionaries sit in the dungeons and councilors are nigh on accused of treason, then the laws must be adjusted,” said the High Councilor. “The Council has spoken about this, Councilor Five. More than once. If you continue to push this matter then arrests will be made at the highest levels of government!” With this he banged his golden gavel down again. “At… the… highest… levels,” he said glaring directly at Borrombus.
“The arrest of a Council Member requires the unanimous consent…,” started Borrombus but again the High Councilor banged his gavel.
“Do not dare to quote rules to me,” he said and glared again.
“Can we not be civil in our discourse,” said the First Edos from the floor. “Has it come down to threats of imprisonment?”
“Treason!” shouted another of the councilors from his seat. “We’ve already uncovered a plot to allow invaders into Craggen Steep. Corancil has assembled a massive army not more than a month’s march from our citadel. Hundreds of young dwarves are sympathetic to his cause, particularly among the lower classes who do not have the advantage of a proper education. Those of the lesser families have always been jealous of our power, but they do not understand that we provide their security and their wealth.”
“How is it treason to simply invite a man to visit Craggen Steep?” said the First Edos wringing his hands together. “This has happened many times in the history of Craggen Steep.”
“The council has spoken,” said the High Councilor and again banged his gavel on the stone counter. “One more word and I’ll arrest not only Councilor Five, but you as well First Edos. Do I make myself clear?”
“You have already sent the arrest orders,” said one of the pikemen with golden armor at the side of the great table.
“What is this!?” shrieked the High Councilor. “Treason among the pikemen? How deeply does this disease run? To the roots of the mountain? Into the Darkling land? Arrest that man!” he shouted and pointed to the pikeman.
Two of his fellows immediately pointed their weapons at him but another quickly jumped to his defense, and Borrombus stood up and pulled out a long knife, “When the council abandons the laws of Craggen Steep we must strike for the freedom of all!”
An absolute cacophony of sound erupted as two councilors kicked back from the table and attacked Borrombus, but the first went down in a spray of blood as the dagger went into his throat.
“Stop this violence,” shouted First Edos Fierfelm from the floor, but he was quickly overwhelmed in the general shouting and screaming. “This is madness! Madness!”
Golden-armed pikemen intermingled with one another and a door burst open to reveal a mass of seething dwarves who ran into the room tripping and trampling one another as they came. “Freedom! Freedom!”
From another corner came a group of well-armed dwarf soldiers and while they did not shout for freedom, they moved with precision and their shields came up as a group. A shouted order and they pulled short axes out and marched into the melee in single-step unison.
Tom Liberman
The Hammer of Fire



Chapter 25


Petra sat at a small round table with her arm over the shoulder of Milli who was sobbing into her own hands. “It’s a hard world, Milli. That’s the truth of it. I’m not going to tell you everything is going to be all right.”
“When I left Craggen Steep I left a prison behind,” said Milli raising her tear-stained face up towards Petra. “But it was a safe prison.”
“That’s true. A lot of people live in prisons their entire lives. They live in fear of the world and what can happen to those who go out into it.”
Milli sniffled, “It’s a real fear though, isn’t it? People get killed. Your friends die, people change, and you get hurt.”
“That’s all true,” said Petra again, gently patting Milli on the hand. “All very true.”
“Brogus is dead,” said Milli and sniffled again and blew into a rag with a heavy snort. “He’s not coming back and neither is Dol.”
Petra continued to pat the girl on the hand and rub her back gently, “Maybe it’s better that Dol went off on his own. He’s on a suicide mission.”
Milli looked up at Petra and frowned, “He needs me and I’ve abandoned him,” she said with her mouth turned down in a frown and she sniffled again. “If he just waited a day while we buried Brogus and Uldex then I would have gone with him.”
“You can still catch him if you want,” said Petra. “Your horse is in the stables and he only has a day head start on you.”
“Do you think I should?” asked Milli.
“That’s not my decision,” said Petra. “Your life is your own to lead.”
“We started this together,” said Milli and sniffled again. “I’d like to see it through, one way or the other.”
Petra patted her on the back and smiled, “It’s a good idea, I think, to see things through and to finish what you start. Would you be better off if you were still back in Craggen Steep, still a prisoner, still safe?”
Milli paused for a long time and thought about it, “Brogus would be alive but he’d be stuck in one of those cubbies they have for the apprentices, working twelve hours a day down in the mines, his teeth rotting out, he’d probably only live to be thirty-five or so, most of the dwarves in the lower tunnels die so young. There are always collapses they don’t tell people about.”
“It doesn’t sound like much of a life,” said Petra.
“He would have never seen Das’von, traveled through the portal, the desert, that was so beautiful, and never ridden a horse,” said Milli.
“He’d be alive,” said Petra.
“Which side are you arguing?” said Milli with a suddenly playful smile and a light in her eyes.
“I’m an old woman,” said Petra. “I’ve seen a lot of the world traveling around as a witchy woman. I’ve met a lot of people. I’ve been in love or lust more than my share as well. It’s the only life I’ve known; traveling from here to there and selling potions to town-dwellers. I’ve seen a lot of them over the years also. People who grow up in one place, marry their neighbor, have kids, farm the land, and then die. It’s not all bad. Maybe a little dull but there is happiness as well. I’m not sure what the answers are.”
“Why aren’t there easy answer?” asked Milli.
“There are easy answers… to easy question,” replied Petra with a smile, and suddenly she had a far-off look in her eyes. “When you’re a young girl in love sometimes the answers are easy even if usually wrong.”
“I won’t go back to Craggen Steep,” said Milli. “No matter what. I don’t want a gilded prison. I’ve seen the world. I’ve met so many people, done so many things; I can’t go back, not now. I’d be miserable.”
“You don’t have to go back to Craggen Steep,” said Petra. “You don’t have to follow after Dol. You can stay here or travel back to the desert. They are a handsome people and that Black Horseman had some worthwhile ideas I think. You could go north to Das’von and join up with Corancil and his armies or stay here and wait to see if he conquers the world. You have many options in this life although you may think there are only a few choices. I think too many people settle on the obvious choices that life gives us. Look around and see all the possibilities.”
“I don’t want to leave Dol. He’s not a bad person. It’s the influence of the hammer. He’s changed. I want to be there when this finishes one way or the other.”
“Then you have to get on your horse and go,” said Petra, “instead of sitting around here talking with an old lady.”
“You won’t come with me?” asked Milli and took hold of Petra’s wrinkled hands with her own smooth, soft ones. “At least as far as the Five Sisters. You don’t have to come in with me and Dol to face Gazadum but you could at least travel with us. They say the Southern Sea is beautiful and you can have all of Brogus’ gold. That would buy you a house and keep you safe for the rest of your life.”
“Hmm,” said Petra. “All of Brogus’ gold you say?”
Milli laughed out loud, “That was your plan all along wasn’t it. To play on my sympathy to get you to come along?”
“Of course not,” said Petra and began to laugh as well, although tears came from her eyes to intermingle with the joy. “I would never do such a thing!”



Chapter 26


Dol stood outside the little farmhouse and pounded on the heavy wood door with his blackened right hand, “Let me in!”
Judging by the smoke pouring from the chimney there were occupants in the house, but long seconds went by before Dol again beat at the door, “I just want directions. Don’t make me kick down the door! I’ll do it.”
Again there was silence; Dol scratched his head and one of the bright red apples in his hair suddenly burst with a loud pop and threw seeds in all directions. “Damn!” said Dol and snatched his hand away. “I’ll steal your horses if you don’t come out and sell me one. I have gold!”
Time again passed in silence and Dol looked down at his heavy boot and then at the thick wooden door frame. He then leaned in and gave the door a little shove with his shoulder. “I’ll break it down,” he started to say just a pot-full of water came splashing down on him. “Do you think water will stop me?” he said as he stood back and looked at window frame from whence the water came. A woman peered from inside the house and over the windowsill. She held a cooking pot in a gloved right hand.
Dol shook his head and water sprayed, “Come down, I just want directions to the Five Sisters and to purchase a horse.” He reached into jerkin with his left hand, pulled out a little sack, and emptied a few gold coins into his palm, “Come on now, I have real gold. I don’t mean to harm you or your family. I need a horse.”
“What are you?” shrieked the woman and touched the pot with her right forefinger and immediately pulled it away with a shriek as she shook her hand.
“I’m a dwarf,” said Dol looking up at her with his eyebrows raised and then suddenly fingered the little amulet given to him at the last town and smiled. “You can understand me, right? Why do you ask?”
“That was boiling water,” said the woman with wide eyes and a death grip on her little pot. “Are you a demon?”
“No, I’m not a demon,” said Dol with a shake of his head which caused two more of the little apples to explode with popping sounds that accompanied the spreading of their seeds.
“Are you sure?” asked the woman.
Dol laughed, “I’m pretty sure. I’ve always had these apples in my hair since I was a boy. My grandfather was a tree shepherd.”
“Have you always been able to ignore boiling water?” said the woman.
“It probably mostly evaporated by the time it hit me,” said Dol with a shake of his head. “Please come down. I’ll pay you good gold for a horse. I don’t mean you any harm, I promise.”
The woman looked at him from the window again and shook her head, “I’ve got children here, and my husband is due to arrive home any minute. We don’t have any horses to anyway. Just a couple of mules and we need those to get in the crops.”
“With my gold you’ll be able to by ten mules,” said Dol holding up one of his gold coins to the sky.
“I can’t trust you,” shouted the woman from the upstairs window.
“I can kick in the door,” said Dol. “Or just go over to the barn and steal one of your mules. Be reasonable.”
The woman seemed to consider this for a few seconds and then ducked her head back down and away from the window. Another little bit of time passed and then the sound of a drawing bolt came from inside the door, and it opened enough for the woman to peer out, “Pass one of those gold coins to me.”
Dol immediately did as asked and she promptly slammed the door closed. Dol shook his head, rolled his eyes, turned around, and wandered in little circles around the front yard of the tidy little home. Two small flower beds decorated the approach to the front door with little yellow and red blooms while a vegetable garden was just off to the side of the house and Dol could make out strange little green things growing there. He walked over to the vegetables and stared down with pursed lips. In Craggen Steep the food was largely mushrooms and the meat of the darkling goats that flourished underground. Fruits and vegetables were a rare commodity for only the wealthiest of dwarves in Craggen Steep but they were readily available for all here on the surface. Since they came out into the world those many months ago he had acquired a taste for the tangy things.
He leaned down to touch a strange green fruit with narrow yellow stripes oblong in shape and about as thick as the width of his foot when he heard the sounds of approaching hoof beats. He turned in time to see the lead rider with long, yellow hair streaming out behind her. “Damn,” he said. Within a few seconds he was able to confirm Milli as the first rider and assumed it must be Petra right behind. They thundered up to the front door and Milli yelled out, “Hello, in the house. Have you seen a dwarf pass by recently.”
Dol stood for a moment without saying anything but then dropped his shoulders and started to walk back to the door. “Hello, Milli.”
“Dol,” shouted Milli with a broad smile on her face as she leapt off the horse, stumbled and had to put her hand on the ground, and then stood and ran over to him. “What are you doing here? We thought we’d never catch you after our last report. We were more than a day behind you. What happened?”
Dol reached up and gave one of the apples in his hair a flick and the thing exploded with a bang.
“Oh,” said Milli and reached forward to touch his hair.
“It frightened the horse and I fell off,” said Dol with a shake of his head and a wry smile. “I’ve been on foot ever since and I lost track of what direction I was headed. I tried to do what Petra taught us with the sun but it’s confounding trying to determine direction here on the surface.”
Milli laughed and so did Petra.
“Does this mean you’ll be wanting your gold back?” said the attractive young woman who stood at the now opened door with a small child clutching her leg.
Dol smiled at the woman, “Keep the coin but tell me in what direction lie the Five Sisters?”
The woman smiled in relief, slipped the coin into a pocket of the floral dress she wore, and pointed over her right shoulder towards the distance. “They’re about a week’s travel south,” she said but then took a closer look at the powerful steeds that Milli and Petra brought with them and her eyes opened widely “On desert horses like that it shouldn’t take you near that long.”
“Are there any towns between here and there?” asked Milli, staring up at Dol with a bemused smile on her face.
“At the foot of the mountains there are a several towns, Shandoria is the biggest city but it’s west up the coast a ways on the Southern Sea,” said the woman. “What are you going to do at the volcanoes?”
Dol smiled, “I am to become famous. In a few days you’ll tell people you met me.”
“Are you going to kill the fire in the mountain?” asked the woman, her mouth slightly ajar.
“The fire in the mountain?” asked Petra suddenly turning sharply to the woman. “Do you know about the elemental living there?”
“Everyone knows,” said the woman. “It’s been there for thousands of years or maybe since the dawn of time. They sacrifice to the great beast so that it doesn’t spew fire on them.”
“That will no longer be necessary,” said Dol with a smile as his hand went to the hammer at his side. “You’re an attractive woman,” he continued and took a step towards her.
“Dol!” said Milli. “Get a hold of yourself.”
Dol turned and looked at Milli with a broad smile on his face and reached forward with his blackened hand and arm, “You’re pretty good looking yourself, Milli.”
“By Davim,” said Milli and took a step back. “Are you going to be like a randy darkling goat all the rest of the trip?”
Dol shrugged, “A dwarf has certain needs and we’ve been on the road a long time.”
“The sooner you kill Gazadum and we get that hammer back to Craggen Steep the better,” said Milli.
“I’m never giving up the hammer,” said Dol his smile suddenly replaced with a grim look of determination. The weapon crackled with energy the metal hammerhead seemed to throb and glow with a deep red. The runes etched deep into it radiated a burning intensity and Milli and Petra had to look away. “With this hammer nothing can stop me, I’m invincible. Together we’ll conquer the world,” said Dol. “Bring on Corancil, bring on his armies. We’ll establish our own empire here in the south. I’ll subjugate the horsemen of The Sands and they’ll be my cavalry. We’ll return to Craggen Steep as conquerors of the world!” shouted Dol, his voice rising to a crescendo.
Petra looked at Milli who stared at Dol with her mouth wide open and her eyes wide, “Dol, you don’t mean that. That’s… that’s… insane.”
“Is it,” said Dol with a cackling laugh as he stared at the horizon. “Then you just watch it happen and then you’ll see. You don’t understand, Milli. This hammer is power, unlimited power. No one can stand against me, and there are many who would follow. Corancil will be in the south in a few years with his armies and they’ll need a leader to unite the defense against him.”
“I sort of liked the messenger and what he said about Corancil,” said Milli and stared at Dol defiantly with her yellow eyes ablaze. “I’m not sure I like what you’re saying at all. I came after you. You abandoned Brogus and me.”
“Brogus is dead, what was the point in delaying my mission,” said Dol with a shrug. “There are always going to be casualties along the way.”
Milli turned away from Dol and went back to her horse. “I’ve already said my peace,” she said without turning around. She reached up, grabbed the saddle-horn, and pulled herself up onto the horse. “I’ll travel with you all the way until we kill Gazadum because that was what we set out to do together,” she said after she mounted and turned back to him. “But, after that, you’re on your own. I’ll head back to the north to join Corancil maybe; or make my own way, but I don’t like you anymore.”
Dol shook his head and laughed, “Do you think whether or not you like me makes any difference? When I slay Gazadum the people will flock to me. I’ll be a champion and when I tell them Corancil is coming the rest will fall into place. I don’t need you, I don’t need Petra, and I certainly don’t need anyone’s help.”
Mill stared down at him, “Do you need help climbing up on my horse so I can give you a ride or would you prefer to walk?”
Dol looked at her and sneered, “I’ll take that mule after all,” he said to the woman who still stood in the doorway, her mouth hanging open.
“He’s in the barn, over there,” she said, pointing to a small frame structure fifty or so paces away along a dirt track with a number of wagon ruts.
Dol immediately put the hammer in the loop at his side and strode over to the barn without looking back.
Petra turned to Milli with no expression at all on her face, “Are you still going with him?”
Milli nodded, her face a blank mask, “I’m in this until the end,” she said with a flat voice. “Once he finishes maybe he’ll change back into the Dol I know.”
Petra shrugged her shoulders, “Maybe.”
“Are you going to stay with us or not?” asked Milli of the older woman and looked over her shoulder towards the barn from which Dol had yet to emerge.
“I’ll stay with you until we get to the volcanoes. I didn’t realize people knew there was an ancient elemental living inside. They worship it around here, probably like a God. They’re not going to take kindly to Dol showing up with the intention of killing their lord.”
“Dol won’t listen to anything we tell him anymore,” said Milli, her gaze still on the barn. “He’s mad with the power of the hammer.”
“We can still tell him what we think,” said Petra. “And it’s up to him if he wants to listen to us or not. We can’t just march up to the volcanoes claiming we’re going to kill Gazadum anymore. It might be too late anyway. That woman,” with this Petra nodded her head towards the woman at the house, “heard everything Dol said and word spreads quickly.”
“What can we do?” said Milli with a shrug of her shoulders. “He won’t listen to reason. He’ll just want to ride straight there and kill anyone that stands in his way.”
“He might listen to reason,” said Petra and her first two fingers went to her chin.
Milli snorted, “You heard him, Petra. He’s beyond reason.”
“No,” said Petra with a smile. “You just have to reason with him for who he is now not who he was before.”
Milli blinked rapidly a few times and squinted, “I think… you mean talk to him like he’s a power crazed maniac and he’ll listen to us?”
“Exactly!” said Petra and her smile broadened. “I’ve found those with large egos are actually far easier to manipulate than people who have a more realistic view of themselves.”
Milli turned her head slightly to the left and bobbed it up and down with her lips pursed and a far off look in her eyes, “You have a point there. You do indeed. Are all witches so smart?”
“Smart and ugly,” said Petra with a shrug of her shoulders. “The two don’t exactly go sheath and sword just like pretty and dumb aren’t always paired but there does seem to be correlation.”
“You’re not ugly,” said Milli.
“And you’re not dumb,” replied the witch with a smile and then pointed to the barn door. “There, he’s coming out now with a pony. What’s the plan?”
Milli put bit her lower lip with her upper teeth and moved her jaw from side to side for a moment and then spoke, “Ok, I’ve got it. Just go with whatever I start, right?”
Petra nodded but remained silent.
Dol led the little mule over to Milli and Petra and smiled broadly, “Now, to kill Gazadum. Nothing stands in our way.”
“The townsfolk worship him as a god,” said Milli. “They might not want us to go and kill him, and news spreads quickly.”
“Who is going to stand in my way?” asked Dol with a grin and put his hand on the hilt of the great hammer at his side. “I cannot be stopped.”
“Yes,” said Milli, “that’s true. However, do you want to kill all those townspeople? If you are going to raise an army it will have to start with the people around here. Killing them all can’t be a good first step.”
Dol stopped and looked at Milli with his brown eyes and finally nodded his head, “That does make sense. Those who witness my great triumph will want to join me, but if I’ve killed most of them first that is a problem.”
“Not to mention their wives and sons,” said Petra as she moved over to him. “You’ll want as many allies as you can get as quickly as possible. There will be those currently in power who will move against you. While you are nigh on invincible with the hammer in your hands a few hundred soldiers and crossbowmen might prove troublesome, no?”
Dol nodded again and took his hand off the hammer hilt. “There is some truth there,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders. “I’m sure I could handle it in the end but all those dead people doesn’t make a lot of sense. So what should we do?”
“It won’t be easy,” said Petra with her hand on her chin. “Milli is pretty distinctive and so are you, Dol. I’m the only one who people might not recognize right away. Witchy women are everywhere.”
“So, we send you in first?” said Milli. “I don’t like that idea.”
“What else do you suggest?” said Petra with a tilt of her head and a twinkle in her eyes.
Milli shrugged and looked at Dol with wide eyes and a blank expression as her tone became more girlish, “I don’t know. What do you think?”
Dol shrugged his shoulders. “Sure, send in Petra to see what’s going on.” Then he turned to the older woman and put his hand on her shoulder. “Just go into town and figure out the way to Gazadum. After that I’ll take care of the rest.”
Petra nodded her head, “That sounds reasonable, Dol. But there might be more trouble if they know you are coming. They’ll set up guards around the entrance. We might need to make a distraction or something.”
“It’s possible,” said Dol with a shrug and he rolled his eyes. “It doesn’t really matter in the end but we’ll deal with that problem if it happens. For now, get on your horses and let’s ride to glory!”



Chapter 27


Twenty armed soldiers stood in front of the large campfire and guffawed as one of their number capered in a strange little dance punctuated by sharp upward jabs of his arms. Other soldiers played makeshift instruments in a tune apparently known to all of them. The dancer was dressed in an ill-fitting leather tunic and nearby, leaning against a tree, stood a small wooden shield with two of its slats badly warped. At his side he wore a short sword or perhaps a long dirk and the men providing musical accompaniment and cheers were equally ill-equipped.
“We’re farmers,” said one of two men off to the side as they watched the dancer near the fire go through his routine once again. There wasn’t much to the dance and it seemed to repeat itself regularly which gave those other members of the group plenty of opportunity to drink from small flasks as they shouted out encouragement.
“Somebody has to do it,” said another man as he took a swig from his skin and grimaced. “The damn baron is off chasing his son again and there aren’t any soldiers.”
“So why do we have to do it? Couldn’t we just let this idiot go into the mountain and get himself killed? The Great Fire Lord will never let a human slay him. What business is it of ours to stop him?”
“High Priest Aaran says it’s our business,” said the second man with a shrug of his shoulders as he took yet another sip of the liquid inside his flask.
“Bah,” said the first man and spat on the ground with a grimace. “Those priests are good for nothing except living off the hard labor of others. What do they do except take our bread and tell us to get down on our knees and beg forgiveness so the Gods don’t kill us all?”
“They keep the Gods from killing us all,” said the second man. “What would happen if we didn’t support the priests and give our offerings?”
The first guard shrugged his shoulders and spat again, “Who can say?”
“I can say,” replied the second man turning towards his friend. “I can say and I can say it loudly for all to hear. If the priests didn’t keep the Gods at bay the world would turn to chaos. The demons and devils would walk the earth and destroy us all. We’d have no moral or ethical foundation. We’d be just animals, killing and rutting.”
“Do animals just kill and fuck?” said the first man turning to face his companion.
“Of course they do,” said the second man. “Just look at them,” he said and pointed to a group of ducks sitting placidly on the dark pond.
The first man turned and looked at the quiet animals, “I’m looking.”
“That’s not what I mean,” said the second man. “I mean, they don’t kill each other all the time.”
“Nor do men,” said the first man.
“I’m making a point,” said the second man. “If we don’t have morals we’re nothing more than animals.”
“Yeah,” said the first man. “But my question is what’s so bad about animals? They’ve been getting along all these years. They don’t spend half their day kneeling and praying to live or praying to be good or hoping their kid doesn’t die. I mean, they get along all right.”
“They’re animals,” said the second man.
“Yeah, I get that,” said the first man with a shrug of his shoulders and a wry smile.
“Then why are you arguing with me,” said the second man.
“Because you’re not answering any of my questions,” said the first man.
“That’s because they’re stupid questions,” said the second man. “Everyone knows people are different than animals.”
“Orcs also?” asked the first man.
“They’re almost animals and that’s the point isn’t it? Look at the way they live. Goblins too, just to satisfy their carnal desires. They have no ethics, no morals, no religion.”
“The goblins do too have religion. They’re crazy religious to that god of theirs. That’s why they do all that raiding to have sacrifices.”
“That’s not the point,” said the second man. “Aren’t you listening?”
“I think I am,” said the first man scratching his head. “Are you sure it’s not you who is not listening?”
“Don’t make this about me,” said the second man and gave the first a short little shove. “Just because you don’t have any ethics isn’t any reason to blame the priests. It’s your free will to believe or not believe. No one makes you pay the tithes.”
“They do make me pay the tithes. The soldiers come by and if we don’t pay they take what they want,” said the first man. “You’re talking utter nonsense.”
“You’re not listening,” said the second man.
“Are you absolutely certain it’s me that’s not listening?” said the first fellow.
“Yes, I’m sure. Pay attention,” said the second and glared his companion. “Are you stupid?”
“I don’t think so,” said his companion and scratched his head.
“And yet you’re of the opinion that we are the same as animals?”
“I don’t actually recall saying that,” said the first man.
“Will you two shut-up,” said a third voice from around the fire. I’m trying to get pleasantly drunk before I have to go home to my wife and six kids. Personally, I don’t mind being out here in the dark waiting for some dwarf maniac warrior to come and kill the Fire God. It’s safer than home!”
With that everyone around the fire laughed heartily, slapping their knees and toasting one another, “Here’s to marauding dwarves, may they often grace us with their presence!” and such inanities. The men around the fire continued to entertain each other as the hours of the night slowly went by, and they did not notice as Petra slowly approached on the little mule she borrowed from Dol just an hour ago. She managed to maneuver the beast all the way up to the campfire before one of the men noticed.
“Hey, you there!” shouted one of them and tried to pull his short sword from its scabbard but only managed to entangle it in between his legs so that he stumbled towards her. “What are you doing here?”
Petra pulled up the little mule with a quick yank of the reins and smiled down on the men, “I’m a witchy woman from the north villages. I heard there was need for my concoctions in these regions. Potions of courage, elixirs of strength, and the such.”
The men around the campfire, at least the ones not curled up and snoring on bedrolls, looked at each other back and forth, and then the leader eventually shrugged his shoulders and managed to pull out the sword, “Now that you mention it we might be in need of a few such potions. There is a great dwarf warrior come to slay the mighty God of Fire in the volcano and we are tasked with stopping him!”
“You’ll need potions of strength at least,” said Petra and dismounted. “How many of you are there? I can give you a better price if we just mix them into the stew and you all drink. If I have to sell you each a potion it will cost more.”
“I might need some courage,” said one thin man with a little moustache and a shy smile. “I raise chickens mostly.” He fingered a little dirk at his side, shrugged his shoulders, and tilted his head to the side, “I can cut a chicken’s throat but I’m afraid I’d piss myself if someone came at me with a sword.”
“That’s all right, dearie,” said Petra and came over to pat him on the shoulder. “You’re probably not the only one here who isn’t a soldier and could use a brace of courage. I make the finest potions for a hundred miles in all directions. One sip of my courage elixir and you’ll be ready to take on an army.”
The man smiled at Petra and scratched his head, “Maybe I’d be best off running away instead of towards an angry dwarf with an axe?”
“You might be right there,” said Petra with a laugh, and the men around guffawed loudly enough to wake even the drunkest passed out around the fire. “But, you’ve got a job to do and if you run away then you’ll be found in the end. The priests with their magic can tell if a man is lying or not.”
“It’s true,” murmured several voices from the darkness. “They can make you talk. If we run away then the priests will get it out of us in the end. Then when the baron gets back with the soldiers he’ll put our heads on pikes.”
“He’s a right bastard is our baron,” said one of the gruffest of the group. He wore a heavy leather jerkin, and a long blade hung in a scabbard from his side. “We’ll fight and do our best, don’t you worry Jocuso. Better to die standing up like a man than captured and in chains. Maybe this dwarf won’t come at all. What fool takes on a God?”
Petra looked up at the rough character and nodded her head, “A big one,” she said.
“A big dwarf or a big fool,” said Jocuso in a tremulous voice which elicited a burst of laughter from the men around the campfire.
“Maybe both,” replied Petra. “Now, how many are in for the potions; the more the better price I offer.”
“Do we need two potions? One for strength and one for courage?” said a voice from the crowd.
“I can mix them together easily enough,” said Petra with a broad grin and she began to unpack the various tools of her trade from the mule. There were dozens of little flasks, several small bundles of strange herbs that gave off intoxicating odors, little bags of powdered substances, a mortar and pestle, and a few other pieces of equipment of varying shapes and sizes. Petra busied herself unpacking all the items and setting them into precise positions on a felt mat as the men began to crowd around her and gaze at her preparations.
“Who is paying for this?” said Petra as she continued her work without abatement.
The gathered men immediately began to reach into pockets and the sound of metallic coins clinking came through the crisp air. Various discussions and bargains came and went from the men as to who should pay more and who should pay less. Some arguments as to the weight of the imbiber and the potential for that person requiring an increased amount stalled the negotiations for a while as Petra began to mix various ingredients in a large bowl. Eventually the men sorted out their differences and the gruff member of the group came over with a hand full of coins, mainly silver but a few of copper and other base metals. He put them on the felt to the side of Petra’s preparations, “There you go, witch. That should be enough to take care of us all.”
Petra looked at the pathetic little pile of coins and thought about the heavy gold in her own purse and the gemstones that jangled next to them. She realized not more than a couple of months ago this sort of sale would keep her in food and supplies for months and shook her head, snorted, and smiled broadly.
“Is it not enough?” questioned the man and reached into his pocket.
“No, no,” said Petra shaking her head, “I’m sorry. I was thinking about the last time I saw coins like this,” she said and reached into the pile to pull at one of the pieces that looked different than the rest. It showed a green jungle like environment on one side and a topless woman carrying a spear on the other.
“That’s from the jungle kingdoms,” said one of the men peering over her shoulder as she examined the coin. “I got it from a northern trader. They say there are jungles a thousand miles long in the northlands. That spear woman is a goddesses of their land I think but I don’t remember her name.” The man, he wasn’t particularly tall but had a thick neck and a heavy build to go along with thinning hair and a flat, pug nose. “Do you think the dwarf will really try to kill the Great Fire God?”
Petra shrugged, “It’s possible, best to have your courage up just in case, right?”
“Oh, I don’t mind that, I’m old now and my, cough, cough, my lungs are filling up all the time. My father died even younger than me. I’m going to die anyways. I just worry about my children if the Fire God is dead. Who will drag the sun across the sky, who will tease the seedlings out so they can grow?”
“Who teased the seedlings before the Fire God resided in the volcano?” said Petra as she continued to mix her ingredients carefully.
“Is that nightshade?” said a voice from the back as Petra continued her work.
“Just a smidge,” said the woman dumping a healthy clump into the mix. “For courage.”
“Isn’t nightshade poisonous?” questioned the voice.
“Only in large doses,” said Petra and immediately began to put a ground purple powder into the mix. “Besides, it’s counteracted by this Passion flower. Nothing to worry about.”
“I’ve never seen herbs like those,” said another voice looming over her shoulder. “I’m a gardener and those aren’t from around here.”
Petra suddenly looked up with her eyes huge and half-bugged out. “Get away,” she screeched, “get away from the witch or I’ll curse you all.”
The men immediately backed away and began bickering among themselves, “See what you did?”
“I didn’t do anything!”
“You can’t tell a witch how to brew a potion any more than you can tell a blacksmith how to hammer a horseshoe.”
“They’re crazy, those witches, one of them cursed my sister-in-law, and she grew an extra arm out her back.”
“That’s horse dung,” said another voice. “People don’t grow extra arms out of their backs.”
“I’ve seen it,” said another voice. “My missus is the midwife, you know, and sometimes them babies come out all deformed with extra parts and missing parts. She has to dispose of them, you know, but she always tells the mother that the cord was around their neck and they died. I’ve seen some of things that get borned, I have.”
“I didn’t say they couldn’t be born, you idiot,” shouted another voice. “We’ve all got goats and chickens that get borned with extra parts but I’m saying extra parts don’t just grow afterwards!”
“Them little lizards can grow their tails back,” said another voice.
“I ain’t talking about lizards, I’m talking about people,” came the reply.
“But if they can grow back parts why can’t a person, especially if they been cursed by a witchy woman,” said another voice from the darkness.
“You ever see a person grown an extra arm out of their back?” questioned yet another voice out of the darkness.
“Just cause I ain’t seen it don’t mean it didn’t happen.”
“What the hell did he just say?”
“I said that it could happen even if I never seen it,” clarified the voice.
“Well, what kind of an argument is that? I’ve never seen your wife ride a blue-jay to the top of tree. Does that mean it’s possible?”
“His wife is too fat to ride a burro so that ain’t a fair test,” said another voice and the men broke into laughter.
“Hey,” said the insulted man. “I like a bit to squeeze on, besides a fat wife means a good dinner on the table when you get home.”
“He’s got a point there,” said another voice and the men all laughed again.
“Would you just shut up,” muttered Petra under her breath, but the men continued their conversation apace as the night went slowly on. The moon was high in the sky now and tens of thousands of stars shone brightly as the men slowly began to wind down from the excitement of Petra’s arrival and subsequent potion-making exercises.
It took her an hour to mix up the sleep potion for the almost two dozen men and she was careful not to put too much of the toxic nightshade in, “Don’t want to kill them,” she said to herself as she carefully poured the last mixture into the bowl. “Could some of you strong fellows get a big pot of water boiling on yonder fire and I’ll dump in my potions.”
A half-a-dozen of the men immediately grabbed nearby little wooden buckets and dashed off into the darkness, presumably towards a creek or well, while others found a big cooking cauldron from somewhere and began to muscle it over to the large fire. It only took a couple of minutes of work and the cauldron, filled with water, was in place on the fire, and the men gathered around it and watched as Petra muttered strange words and gesticulated with sharp, jabbing motions towards the sky, earth, and fire.
Petra was careful to slip off the little translator amulet before she began her witchcraft although she still used the same words as if the audience could understand her, “By the night that gleams and the moon that shines, by bats wings and cats eyes, I call forth the goddess of the moon to shine her beams upon eve.” The gibberish went on for another few lines and Petra went through the motions with all the practice of an old cobbler setting away his tools. The ritual took about two or three minutes and then she dumped the contents of her work into the cauldron, immediately eliciting a cloud of purple and gold vapor and a shower of hisses that crackled for a few moments before subsiding.
“Is it ok to have a drink,” said one man holding up his flask, “before we take the potion?”
Petra suddenly realized that she had forgotten to slip on the amulet and had no idea what the man asked so she nodded her head judicially and reached in to grasp the little translating device.
The man, for his part, took the nod to mean yes and immediately lifted the flask to his lips and swallowed several mouthfuls in quick succession. The other men around the fire made agreeing sorts of sounds and quickly unstoppered what remained of their own supplies and downed them with haste. Petra took the moment of distraction to slip the amulet around her neck. “Stand back while the magic does it work,” she shouted and raised her eyes towards not only the sky but to the little hills about a mile away where Dol and Milli awaited her.
She bent over the cauldron, dipped her finger into the still only lukewarm liquid, brought it to her mouth, and tasted the concoction delicately. She pursed her lips and nodded her head slowly. “I think it is ready.”
“Should we drink it now?” said one of the men who shifted his eyes back and forth between Petra and the cauldron. “What if this dwarf doesn’t come tonight?”
“If he doesn’t come tonight I’ll mix up another one for you tomorrow… at only half the cost,” said Petra and smiled. “Besides, shouldn’t the baron’s soldiers be here by tomorrow or at least reinforcements from the other villages?”
“She’s right,” said a man from near the back and rushed forward to dip a small tin cup into the liquid. He paused for a second and then gulped down its contents in one massive swig. The other men looked at him expectantly and he licked his lips, “It’s not bad,” he finally concluded. “Not good, but not bad.”
With that the other men rushed forward and began to fill their own cups with the liquid and drink it down. There was a little scuffle when the smallest of the men couldn’t get to the front but clearer heads eventually prevailed and each of the guards managed to fill their cups at least twice.
“I feel stronger already,” said one man and curled his arm to make a muscle. “Feel my muscle.”
“That’s just your imagination,” said Petra with a knowing smile and a shake of her head. “You won’t start to feel the effects for an hour or so.”
“What if the demon dwarf comes before then,” said one man and grabbed the dirk at his side. “We’ll never be able to fight him off without the magic of the potion.”
“We didn’t have the potion when we got here,” said the toughest of the group. “If we have to fight off this dwarf then we’ll do it. I’ll bet once we feel fear the potion will start affecting us anyway. Brace up, my lads. We’ll slay this demon dwarf and the Fire God will sing our praises for the rest of our lives. It’ll be a story to tell the grandbabies, it will indeed.”
“Well,” said Petra with a smile as she began to pack up her gear. “I’ll be in the village for the day but if this dwarf doesn’t come by tomorrow night I’ll come back and mix you up another batch.”
One of the tallest of the villagers came up to her and suddenly gave her a deep hug, “Thank you, witch woman. You may well have saved my life and I’ll not forget it.”
“Nor I,” said a nearby by man and soon the entire crowd gathered around her offering their thanks, handshakes, hugs, and information about where there farmsteads were located for future business.
It took Petra another half-an-hour to shake off all the well-wishers, pack up the donkey, and head back up towards where Dol and Milli were waiting.



Chapter 28


“They should be dead to the world within a couple of hours,” said Petra as she unpacked the little donkey. “If you take one of the good horses you can be there in plenty of time to sneak past them and into the mountain.”
Dol nodded his head and smiled, “You’ve done a good job, Petra. I’m glad I listened to you rather than just wading in. How many of them were there? Soldiers?”
“Just farmers mainly,” said Petra. “The soldiers are off with the baron somewhere so it probably wouldn’t have been that hard to get past them. They’re a little skeptical anyone would attack their god to begin with.”
“Let them be skeptical,” said Dol and tapped the end of the great hammer, which never seemed out of his hand lately, against his palm. “I’ll destoy Gazadum and that will be that.”
“Yes,” said Petra. “That will be that.”
“You meant to say both of the good horses,” said Milli with her hands on her hips and glaring at Petra. “I’m going with Dol until the end. I made that clear.”
“It’s your decision,” said Petra, “but what possible help can you be to Dol once he’s inside the volcano? The heat in there will prevent you from going against Gazadum. You might as well just wait it out with me.”
“I’m not leaving Dol’s side until I absolutely have to,” said Milli and stomped her foot. Her long hair was tied back in a heavy braid and she wore a thick leather jerkin that made her look more like a young boy than a pretty halfling girl. “I’m with him until the end.”
Dol looked at her for a moment and his eyes seemed to lose their reddish glow for a moment, “Maybe…,”
“Don’t you start,” said Milli with a steady look in return. “You’ve been nothing but glory, death, and fire for the last few weeks and you’re not going to go soft on me now. I’m coming with you to face Gazadum and afterwards, whatever happens is what happens.”
Dol’s eyes seemed to ignite with fire again and he smiled broadly, “It is good that you want to be along for the glory. Nothing will happen to her,” he said turning to Petra. “I promise you I’ll keep her safe.”
Petra pursed her lips and said nothing.
“Come along then,” said Dol and walked over to the horse that stood at the ready. Milli followed him and within a few seconds the sounds of hoof beats was all that remained of the two as Petra stood and watched them go.
The woman looked around the little camp and began to gather her things, although a little tear appeared in the corner of her eye.



Chapter 29


Milli hacked up a lungful of yellowish phlegm again as they made their way through yet another of the strange little circular tunnels that made it feel like they were walking through the inside of a tree. The temperature continued to rise and Milli was stripped down to a light jerkin and her braided hair lay plastered to her sweaty back as they continued onwards in the dim environment. The odors were intense like rotten eggs and the air was so heavy that it hurt just to take it into her lungs. Dol seemed oblivious not only to the oppressive heat but also to the noxious fumes, and there wasn’t even a bead of sweat on his brow.
Milli paused for a second to try and catch her breath and watched the strangely bald head of her companion ahead of her. It had happened not far from the volcano’s entrance itself. Dol’s eyes grew in intensity with every step their horses took towards the biggest of the five volcanos. The guards slept around their burnt out fire on the road that led directly to this place.
As Dol’s eyes grew red so also did the apples in his hair and the hammer at his side. Milli seemed to remember that the runes buried deep in the hammer’s head were faint and dull when they started out those months ago but now they burned bright red, and the hammer itself seemed to pulse like a heart beating slowly and steadily. First a few of the apples began to explode as they passed through the fertile farmland that led up to the volcano, and when they neared the entrance they seemed to reach some critical point and dozens of them went off at once with a thunder of little pops that spread seeds all over the ground. Now Dol’s head and face had only little patches of his thick hair here and there and bald spots shone starkly in the strange red light that seemed to suffuse the passages they traversed.
Try as she might, Milli couldn’t catch her breath in the heavy air; put her hand on her knee and bent over to cough a few more times in a futile attempt to clear her lungs. “Wait, Dol,” she gasped but the words seemed to die in the heavy air and Dol continued on without her. “Wait, Dol,” she tried again but with even fainter results than before. She pulled out a flask of water, now more than half empty, and took a swallow, allowing the water to roll around in her mouth before she downed it past her burning throat. It brought some relief and she breathed in through her nose, the horrible stench seeming to pierce every part of her body, and then began to walk after Dol. Her pace continued to slow as her lungs burned and the overwhelming heat sapped her strength. When she next looked up she could no longer make out her companion but she continued to trudge forward nevertheless.
Dol’s eyes shone like the red hot embers of a fire stoked too often and he moved with steady strides down the passageways as if he knew them from a thousand journeys. His thoughts were on the great heartbeat ahead that seemed to move through the tunnels, coalesce in his hammer, and infuse his body with terrible, invincible strength. He turned down another corridor and came into a smallish chamber with rock formations running from the ceiling to the floor, fiery veins of red minerals infused the walls giving this place a deep glow.
“Gazadum!” he called out and swung the hammer from his side. “I, Dol Delius, am here to slay you.”
There was no answer, and Dol advanced further into the room as he spun the hammer around his head. “You cannot hide, great Gazadum. I am Dol Delius from Craggen Steep and I carry Kanoner, the Hammer of Fire. I am here to seal your fate. Come out and meet me!”
“This is a good thing,” said a deep voice that sounded like logs crackling on a fire. “Although you are not the first who has made such claims over the many, many years.”
“Where are you?” said Dol, looking around at the chamber and seeing rocky outcroppings and a thin stream of lava roiling past along a trench in the floor but no sign of a living beast or god.
Slowly, deliberately, like a drizzle of honey from a massive hive, a molten creature seemed to form from the churning lava that poured through the chamber. It took the shape of a dwarf-like beast although rocky in shape and black and purple in color. It stood before Dol who, despite the protection of the hammer, still felt the terrible heat that came off the creature. “I am Gazadum and I have waited five thousand years for such as you to come and slay me.”
“Your wait is over,” said Dol and hefted the great hammer. “This hammer was forged from the essence you left behind at Craggen Steep, and now I will use it to destroy you once and for all so that you might never enslave the dwarves again.”
There was a pause and Dol studied his foe, trying to determine any weakness in the terrible thing. Its exterior was like a roiling river of rock constantly changing but remaining ever the same.
Then Gazadum spoke again, the sound like crackling rocks, “I never meant for the dwarves to think of themselves as slaves,” it said. “I am saddened you think such was your fate. When we came from the stars and shaped the world we dreamed that we could create free-willed creatures and your presence here is proof of our success. We had many dreams, many hopes when we abandoned the freedom of the stars.”
“We?” asked Dol as he paused in his slow advance towards Gazadum, the most ancient of elementals.
“My companions and I, Fafaradum, Glangaldum, and Korakdum. We came to earth together with our dreams. We shaped this place for eons beyond comprehension. We tore off pieces of ourselves to create those you call the elementals and with their help we slowly formed this land from its molten shell. Over the long years it cooled and we crafted the quantum pieces into pleasing forms, dug deep into the earth, and positioned the great plates. Then we waited for many long eons as the earth drifted into form. When all was ready great, sweet Glangaldum with her delicate hands twisted the double-helix of life and with that set in motion events leading to this very moment.”
“Did you create all the stars as well?” said Dol, now fully paused and staring wide-eyed at the creature.
“Yes, although not in a way you would imagine. We did not create this planet, we simply shaped it. The planets shaped themselves from the quantum dust born of starry fire.”
“Did you create the universe then?” asked Dol.
“That I do not know, although when I was young it was a topic of much discussion,” said the molten form slowly shifting into a new shape that began to look like a terrible dragon. “My kind were not first born,” said Gazadum and the flowing energy that made up his form seemed to shrug, although how Dol sensed this he could not exactly tell.
“Who was first born then?” asked Dol.
“Fafaradum and his kind awakened in the universe and they were so numerous as to be beyond counting. He and his kind merged and mingled and Glangaldum and her kind came of this mixing. When countless many of Fafaradum and his kind gathered in too small a space my kind was born of the fiery inferno that resulted. But even this was well before my time.”
“How old are you?” asked Dol. “Why did you create the dwarves if not to enslave them?”
“I shaped this earth for almost three billion years from the early times when much of our work was constantly undone by the bombardments, and then the later years when things became more… settled. But I lived long before that. I was born in a burning star and lived there for many billions of years with those of my kind. We enjoyed power beyond comprehension and saw things of such great beauty that it all seems a dream to me today. The lashings of plasma arms a million miles long, the lakes of a fire bigger than a thousand of your worlds, the explosion of suns, the formation of the great blackness, the swirling of galaxies, all of this I witnessed.”
“Three… three billion years?” said Dol and his arm dropped to his side and the hammer with it.
“Indeed,” said Gazadum and the roiling creature seemed to smile as it became more dragon like yet with fiery red eyes and a long purple tongue. “The shaping of a world is a time consuming process but the result is well worth the effort. You and your kind came of the twisting of Glangaldum, although that too took millions of years.”
“You claim we were not meant to be slaves,” said Dol and raised the hammer back up. “But, the legends of Craggen Steep say we overthrew your rule and took your great citadel for our own.”
“This is all true. Some of my… children, for lack of a better word, did not fully understand our plans or perhaps over the many years we forgot them ourselves. The trappings of power are great, Dol Delius of Craggen Steep, and to be feared more than anything else. No one is immune to power and the greater the more seductive. My children grew arrogant and jealous of the living creatures that arose over the years. They did enslave them and I, to my shame, allowed it to happen. My power, my strength, it was spent in the creation of my children and in the fashioning of this world. I am a shell of what once strode the earth but I do not lament.”
“You claim that you did not want to enslave us so that I might spare your life?” said Dol and turned his head a little to the side. “It seems odd to have such as you begging for your existence.”
“Quite the opposite, Dol Delius of Craggen Steep. I do not beg for more of that which I have had so much. So very much. Looking back it is clear I should have allowed myself to be slain back in Tor Balog when your kind expelled me from my ancient seat of power but I allowed my children, Hezfer the Blue Flame, Shadak the Black Fire, and of course, beautiful Eleniak the Dancing Flame, beautiful, beautiful Eleniak, to sway me. Do not mistake my words for the begging of forgiveness or for mercy; no, indeed, now I welcome you here. For of all the many years I have seen none have been more awful than these last few thousand. Sitting idly and watching. I am a creature of action in self-enforced idleness. There are many of my kind still in the stars and they will perhaps live forever, but we four chose a different road. We chose to come to this planet, to forge it, to birth life, life, Dol Delius, life. We chose our fate all those years ago and we did it knowingly. Perhaps I beg, but I do not beg for mercy.”
“Only you four then,” said Dol.
“Oh no,” said Gazadum and the dragon shape opened its massive maw and laughter boomed like thunder causing the chamber to shake. “There are many stars and many more planets yet. My people of fire, those of air, earth, and water forged into countless billions of little bands. We settled on many worlds, many, many worlds. Our plans were great. My only regret in all of this is that I will not see how the others fared. Did we four shine brightly or are our creations dull and lifeless little things? Someday your kind will traverse the stars and meet the children of the others. I will not see such. I am used up. I am tired. I am sad. After so long I find myself ready for an end. I have spoken long enough. Raise your hammer, Dol Delius of Craggen Steep. Let us see if you are the one who can end my life. But be warned, although perhaps I am ready for death, still I will cling to life. I will fight for more of that which I’ve had so much!” With that the creature suddenly seemed to finish its shifting into the shape of a great dragon, its terrible maw open and striding across the floor with motions that seemed leisurely but covered the distance between the two in a twinkling.
Dol raised his hammer and brought it down towards the side of the creature and connected with a hard blow that did not even slow the beast. Dol felt energy from the dragon shoot up the hammer and into his body, and suddenly his arm stiffened although he felt such power that his head seemed to glow with power. Dol staggered back and away from a swiping blow that missed his head by a few inches. He looked down at his arm, trying to figure out what caused the strange stiffness. First he saw that the hammer glowed even more brightly and seemed to pulse and throb. Then the reason for the stiffness in his arm became clear. His chain armor seemed to have melted into a solid mass and somehow fused with his flesh. Dol felt a presence on his right and ducked away from another strike and lashed out with a blow that landed powerfully on the creature’s lower leg and sent it sprawling to the floor with an ear-bursting roar. This time Dol watched as the energy of the beast flowed into his hammer and although much of it was somehow absorbed, the residual heat tore into him like a bolt of lightning spearing a tall tree. Dol screamed in both agony and ecstasy.
Dol maneuvered to the side of the creature which seemed to be having trouble moving and aimed a blow just as the beast opened its mouth and a ball of molten fire leapt from the beast and engulfed the dwarf warrior. He felt fire in his mouth, nose, ears, and eyes and the ripping, burning sensation pierced his lungs, and he felt his internal organs shriveling from the blast. Somehow he ignored the pain for long enough to continue forward and bring down a killing blow on the head of the beast.
Gazadum managed to squirm or flow or somehow move just to the right and the hammer came down hard on its upper shoulder region and sent it crashing to the ground with the sound of a boulder smashing to the earth after a long fall.
Dol staggered backwards and fell to one knee, his lungs burning and his eyes unable to focus. It took a moment for him to recover enough to rise back to one foot and squint so that he could see Gazadum. The terrible elemental lay in a heap on the floor, most of its dragon form now more like molten rock, and it shimmered and twisted as it tried to regain its feet. “I have you now,” said Dol and moved forward slowly, his legs somehow did not seem to work properly.
“Dol!” shrieked Milli from the doorway as she saw what she could only assume was her friend close in on the beast. His body glowed red where the metal of his armor fused with it. One eye was burned out and the other showed a milky iris. His skin was melted and burnt black where not combined with the armor and his hand appeared melted to the handle of Kanoner whose formerly lily white coloring was scorched black along one side.
Dol turned and saw as the girl collapsed to the ground, lurching forward and trying to reach out to him. Her skin was blue in color and a crusty yellow chalk formed around her lips, nose, ears, and eyes. She tried to crawl once again towards him, raised one hand, but then her head fell and her body stopped all movement.
Dol turned once again to Gazadum and raised his hammer, “Now you die!”
“I am ready,” said Gazadum from the floor, although it still tried to regain its footing.
Dol squinted through his one good eye and saw clearly for a moment that great molten tears were falling from the eyes of the ancient creature.
“You fear death?” asked Dol as he stepped forward.
“No,” said Gazadum. “These are tears of joy for a life well spent. Perhaps I will never see my children reach the stars. I will never see if they were stronger than those created by the others. But, looking at you, I think I know the answer. Dol Delius of Craggen Steep, I thank you. Perhaps you would request a boon before you slay me. Even now in my weakened state there is little beyond me.”
Dol hesitated a moment and the great power of the hammer flowed through his dying body. He suddenly felt shame, terrible, intense shame, and then looked at Milli dying on the floor and pointed at her, “Yes, great Gazadum, my friend. There is a woman in the hills not far from here. Could you send Milli to her? So that she might live a full life, a life like yours?”
Gazadum nodded his head and the girl suddenly vanished. “There is nothing you want for yourself? Your wounds are mortal.”
Dol felt the fire burning in his lungs. “I have lived my life as fully as could be, I think. No, I have nothing… wait, yes, great Gazadum. I wish to die among my people in Craggen Steep, there is something I want to say to them before I pass. Can you do that?”
“I can,” said Gazadum. “Bring down your hammer and it will be done.”
Dol, tears in his own eyes, raised the hammer high and brought it down.



Chapter 30


The High Council chamber was in an uproar with hundreds of young dwarves packing the floor and balcony of the great room shouting and yelling obscenities at the two dozen golden-armored pike warriors who protected the seven council members in their high-backed chairs.
Cordoned off were the figures of Borombus Blackiron, First Edos Fierfelm and half a dozen other dwarfs, stripped naked in leg shackles and kneeling on the floor before the high council. In the chair formerly occupied by Borrombus sat a tall dwarf with a long beard held in place by heavily bedecked jeweled bands who looked down upon the prisoners. “The evidence of their rebellion is all around us,” said the new councilor with a sharp gesticulation of his right hand towards the maddened crowd.
More jeers came from the audience and someone shouted out, “We will be free of the tyranny of the Firefirsts.”
Another shout came out, “To Corancil, to Empire!”
But a group of young dwarf thugs in one corner of the packed hall shouted back in return, “The High Council has spoken, we are ruled by laws. You speak treason!”
At this the enflamed passions of the crowd exploded as dwarves pulled out axes and hammers and began to attack one another. It was impossible to tell who was on whose side in the melee as they all wore similar uniforms.
“We must cut the head off the rebellion,” shouted the new councilor to the dwarf in the center chair. “Borombus and his allies must die. It is the only way to save Craggen Steep.”
The dwarf in the high council seat looked nervously back and forth to the other councilors. “The period of judgment has not been completed. The laws of Craggen Steep do not allow for execution.”
“The laws are not for emergencies of this nature,” said the new councilor and Councilor Five, formerly Councilor Six, joined him. “High Councilor, this is an emergency of a like not seen in Craggen Steep in thousands of years. The rebels threaten to expose our location to Corancil. To march our armies south with the invasion force. Drastic times call for draconian action!”
The High Councilor again paused, “I do not like to suspend the law,” he said but then a hand-axe, thrown by someone from the balcony struck the high back of his chair with a crack and ricocheted off the heavy stone.
“High Councilor,” said all six of the other councilors almost in unison.
The High Councilor bent down, picked up the axe, and tested the sharpness of the blade with his finger, paused, and then nodded. “Let the traitors face the ultimate penalty.”
A massively built dwarf with a beautifully fashioned double-headed axe with an ivory hilt of the purest white moved forward and towards where Borrombus lay kneeling. The fat dwarf sneered at his executioner and looked up towards the High Councilor, “This is a betrayal of the laws of Craggen Steep and your willingness to embrace it shows that you are in the wrong. Let me go, let my companions go, let Craggen Steep be free to mingle in the world, to realize its full potential!”
“Silence him,” said the High Councilor to the executioner who looked up with unyielding black eyes. “Silence the traitors and let us put this nonsense behind us once and for all.”
A younger dwarf in golden armor suddenly burst through the massive doors at the entrance to the great chamber and this breech in protocol dimmed the cacophony of sound that reverberated through the halls. “Councilors, councilors, High Councilor!” he shouted.
“The chamber is not to be disturbed once in session,” said the High Councilor.
“Dol Delius has returned! He has the Hammer of Fire!”
What little noise was left in the chamber abruptly stopped as dwarves froze with their hands around one another’s throats.
“What?” said the High Councilor his eyes wide and his mouth hanging open. “What do you say?”
“Dol Delius has returned,” said the soldier, and to prove the point Dol staggered into the room. His face was an unrecognizable ruin and his armor fused with flesh stiffened his walk so that he looked more like a puppet on a string than a dwarf warrior, but he held the Hammer of Fire and the great weapon pulsed like a beating heart and glowed with the radiance of the sun.
“I have returned,” he said and held the hammer high.
“Just in time,” said Councilor Five as he stared at the raw power of the hammer and licked his lips. “I move that we make Dol Delius First Edos so that he might replace the previous office holder once execution takes place.”
“What?” said the High Councilor with a sudden turn towards his brother.
“Don’t listen to them, Dol,” said Borrombus from the floor. “They mean to bribe you. You’ve been in the world, you know we must strike out from this place.”
“The motion is seconded,” said one of the dwarves in the golden armor.
“A vote,” prompted Councilor Five.
“Yes,” said the High Councilor. “The motion has been seconded. We must have a vote.”
“There will be no more votes,” wheezed Dol barely able to breath. “There will be no more High Council. The dwarves of Craggen Steep will take their place in the world for good or for ill. I have slain Gazadum and yet his words live in me. Let Craggen Steep be free! Let dwarves live free. Let us all live our lives to their fullest and never again hide, never again let fear determine our path.”
With this he raised the hammer high over this head and slammed it down onto the massive granite floor fashioned countless eons ago by the greatest of the earth elementals. The floor cracked, but the pulsing hammer simply exploded sending eight shards of molten death sailing through the air like falcons diving towards their prey.
The seven councilors were dead before they even fully understood what happened, and a gasp of shock came from the crowd as if from a single entity. Dol looked down at his own chest, where the eighth shard rested, and smiled. He was dead before he hit the floor.
The dwarves in the balcony and the floor stormed as one towards the raised podium, and the golden armored soldiers threw down their weapons and fled. Dol’s eyes, although open, saw none of this. Nor did his ears hear the cries of freedom that rang up and down the ancient halls. His body did not feel the hands that lifted him, that carried him, nor did he hear as they called out his name again and again long into the night.
“Freedom! Freedom! Dol Delius and Freedom!”



Epilog


Jurus Thrimskull did not like these deep passages of the Maw where Edos Edorin Firefist often came to do his meditation. The fumes of the Black Fire were intense and the heat even more so. He wore a mask on his face and a heavy linen smock to keep as much of the heat from his body as possible. “Why is it always me,” he muttered to himself as he turned a corner and saw the dim black glow of the ancient cavern ahead. The heat seared him and even with his magically treated mask he felt his lungs burning, “Go get Edorin” he said in a high-pitched, whiny voice. “Why is it always me?”
He took a few more steps forward and saw the form of the dwarf master blacksmith standing near the open chasm below which roiled the Black Fire. The heat of it drove Jorus back a step and he turned his head away, “Edos Edorin?” he said in a small voice but the words seemed to die in the atmosphere. The apprentice coughed, “Edos Edorin?” he repeated a bit louder.
The master of the black forge sighed and turned towards his best apprentice, “What is it, Jorus?”
“The trade master wants to know if we will have this month’s shipment ready for Queen Onolodia?”
“You know the answer to that,” said Edorin as he turned back towards the river of black fire that flowed beneath him. It leapt and bubbled with turbulence and the heat waves distorted the air. He breathed in deeply and smiled.
“I told the trade master that the Black Fire is running hot and that all shipments are delayed, but he wants you to tell him,” said Jorus and lowered his gaze.
Edorin nodded his head and put his hand to his beard. He wasn’t wearing his metal circlets as they tended to heat up too much down here in the bowels of the Maw where the Black Fire burned hottest. “I understand. I’ll be up shortly. Come here, Jorus, come and look upon the Black Fire.”
Jorus sighed deeply, closed his eyes, and hesitatingly walked forward towards Edorin. The heat was intense, and the boy put his hand in front of his face to try and ward off some of the power of the furnace below. He looked down upon the lava not for the first time and blinked in awe at the power. This was the source of all the wealth of Hot Rock. No one had managed to harness it until Edorin arrived some thirty years ago, before Jorus was born. Now they used it in the smithies to forge the great weapons that were in demand the world over. His wealth was assured for the future as long as Edorin stayed here in Hot Rock and tended the forge.
“What do you think,” said Edorin looking down upon the chaos below. The lava seemed to leap and shake as if trying to remove itself from the channel that contained it.
“The Black Fire runs hot,” said Jorus and blinked rapidly. “Very hot.”
Edorin’s gaze suddenly went far away and he said nothing.
“Is there anything I can do, Edos Edorin,” said Jorus breaking the long silence.
“No,” said Edorin. “Time is the only answer.”
“Time?” said Jorus.
Edorin smiled and his mind drifted back to the ancient wooden chest that contained a half white, half burned hammer haft and eight pieces of metallic slag that still burned to the touch. Or at least he assumed they still burned to the touch. He hadn’t seen them in over thirty years but they had stayed hot for two thousand years after Delius smashed the hammer. There was no reason to suspect that the last thirty years could change that immutable fact.
“Time?” repeated Jorus.
Edorin thought about the scroll in his room that when read would send a signal across the continent to dwarves waiting in the ancient citadel, now shamefully hidden again. This time it would be his family, the Firefists, who would free Craggen Steep from its second, self-imposed exile from the world. This time it was the Blackirons who held onto power like a lover holds the object of his affection. The signal would send his cousins scrambling to pack up the chest and send it south, here, to the Maw. “Yes, time.”
“I… I don’t understand,” said Jorus and lowered his head.
“The Black Fire runs hot,” said Edorin. “But not hot enough.”
“Hot enough for what?” said Jorus and looked at the dwarf with wide, blue eyes.
“Time,” said Edorin. “Soon,” he turned back towards the roiling fire. “Shadak was the first born of Gazadum you know, Jorus. In his essence is the key.”
“I don’t understand,” repeated Jorus and shrugged his shoulders.
“Soon,” said Edorin and turned away from the fire. “Soon you will. But now, let us go to the trade master and alleviate his concerns.”
Edorin and Jorus walked away from the cavern and though Jorus looked back frequently, Edorin only looked ahead.
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