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			The stars are gone when you look away. So look away for they lie in wait.
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			A high-pitched whistle blew louder and louder as the seconds ticked by. Then the next one screamed out, then the third. In less than a minute, all five boilers were overheating and reaching their pressure limits. The dwarves scrambled about trying to contain the situation when Dufin strode out of the steam. He was steady and calm, no sense of urgency in his stride. The others couldn’t help but stop and stare at the dwarf. He was a legend, a warrior, and his mighty and beautiful beard.

			His stories were only matched by those of the greatest warrior known to all in the Realm of Totriga: Gronk. Known to never have lost a battle, man and beast would turn and run whenever the goblin stepped onto the field. Of course, this was centuries ago and many of the stories were lost but his reputation stood tall.

			Dufin slammed his large wrench over the gigantic bolt on the third boiler and twisted to the left to release the pressure safely. As the needle on the gauge began to come down he moved to the next, then the next. One by one the whistling and the danger was averted.

			“Thank you, Master Warrior Rustbeard,” one of the youngest dwarves working in the boiler rooms said. He gripped his own wrench with both hands as he struggled to keep it on his shoulder like Dufin’s, his puny arms shaking under the strain of his wrench’s weight.

			Dufin grunted and took the nearly expended cigar out of his mouth before speaking. “Ye needin’ tae be mair careful. If they had blown it would have taken all the mine down with it.”

			“Yes, of course.” The young miner watched as Dufin pushed past and carried on to the next chamber.

			It had been a long day. Boilers were overheating everywhere and Dufin was tired of having to pick up the slack. The young dwarves watching them should never have been given such an important job. They should all be down digging in the mines earning their keep, but they were either the new king’s friends or family of friends. Everyone knew working the boilers was for the experienced. For those who had dug for decades and earned their place or who, like Dufin, had gone to war. He had fought for ten long years in the Kings War and come back in one piece. Mostly.

			Dufin finished the rest of his shift without incident and was relieved when he got to go home. He was happy he didn’t have to dig anymore, but he would have preferred not to work in the mines in any capacity. His interests lay elsewhere. Botany was his passion now. He decided he’d stop off at the local apothecary on his way home. He rested his wrench on his shoulder and he set off down the small streets of his village. Many shops were closed down for the night, but he knew of some, like the apothecary, stayed open several hours after the mine’s second shift was over.

			Pushing open the door to the tiny little shop a bell jingled above his head. There were three other patrons in the shop. None looked up as he entered and he payed no mind of them. The shop owner stepped up to the counter and smiled at Dufin.

			“Good-even’ to ya, Dufin sir. What are ye lookin’ for this fine night?”

			“Winter flowers.” Dufin appreciated the man wanted to be friendly but he was tired.

			“Along the side wall there, Master Warrior.” He pointed to a rack filled with little packets with tiny lettering on them.

			Dufin studied them for a time, picking up one reading it, then putting it back. None seemed to satisfy him.

			He glanced over his shoulder. A tall figure stood with mostly his back to him. Dufin couldn’t tell if the man was well-built or if his coat was thick. His hood was pushed back from his short, black salt-and-pepper hair, which had a bit of a wave to it. His hair was pulled down close to his face where his day-old beard blended in. Dufin wasn’t certain if he was trying to hide the fact that he was an elf or not but everyone would know he was no dwarf. He was entirely too tall.

			It was uncommon but not unheard of for other peoples to come into Theakredel, the dwarf kingdom. His eyes drifted to the person across from of the elf. The full-length leather jacket did nothing to hide his build. With his back to Dufin the only detail he could see was the man’s mohawk.

			Absently, Dufin stroked the middle braid of his glorious beard. As he turned back to the seed collection, a figure appeared by his side. He peered at it from the corner of his eye. The boy was pale and had feminine features. There was a tattoo on the right side of his face, and he had light blue eyes.

			The boy held his hand over the left side of his chest, tapping his fingers gently then smiling. “I like trees. Trees are very beautiful. They grow big and strong.” The boy continued to smile at Dufin and Dufin gave a tight smile back as he scanned over the different seeds. “Are you planting trees? Trees are good for the world and the spirits.”

			“No, no’ plantin’ any trees.”

			“Not ever?” His eyes widened and his lip trembled.

			Dufin looked into his eyes then studied his features, the long slender ears, snow white hair... but it was the tattoo... It vaguely resembled the rings of a tree and were the same color as his eyes. That told him the boy was a tree spirit, a dryad. His color and features would indicate he was of oak, his slim and tall build, the long slender fingers like branches of the tree. Dufin wondered how he could be so far away from home. They were a simple race. Dryads usually didn’t roam far from their tree, it would be impossible, and there were no oak trees this far west. Magic had to be keeping him alive without his tree.

			Dufin sighed. “Mebbe Ah will plant some next season, fer now Ah just need a hardy flower tae last the winter months. Would ye like tae help me choose one?”

			The dryad bounced on the balls of his feet as a large smile grew on his face. “Oh yes, I would very much like to help you with that!” He began to shuffle through the selection when he stopped and looked at the dwarf. “You are a strange dwarf. You are a dwarf, right?”

			Dufin stood a little straighter and stroked his mighty beard. “Ah am.” His tone was stern but he wasn’t sure if anger was the right reaction for the question. Any other being who questioned his lineage would have gotten a mouth full of fist, but he believed the dryad meant no disrespect.

			“Most dwarves I have met do not like to speak to me. They do not like flowers either. You are a strange dwarf.”

			Dufin snorted. “As Ah’ve bin told by many. Come help me with my flower picking sae Ah can get home before dark.” Dufin glanced up at the time piece on the wall above the counter. The pendulum swung gently as it ticked the seconds down. He had about two hours before the sun would fully set and darkness would take over.

			The dryad’s face dropped along with his voice. “There are bad things in the darkness. Bad things. Are you afraid of the bad things, too? Niviel tells me to be a warrior but I’m too afraid of the bad things.”

			Niviel? Dufin thought. Must be one o’ the lads in the long cloaks. “Yer right tae be afraid o’ the shadows. The creatures that lurk there aire pure evil and must be wiped from our Realm. Sent back tae where they came.” Dufin realized he was clenching his fists when he heard the crunch of the seeds in his hand.

			“Master Warrior, I’m afraid if ye break ye buy,” the clerk said pointing at the crumbling seeds.

			“Right. O’ course.” He wiped his hand clean letting the dust of the seeds fall to the floor.

			The dryad gingerly handed him two new packets of different flowers. “Here, these grow nicely during cold months.”

			“Ah, thank ye fer yer assistance.” Dufin took the flowers and put them on the counter. The clerk charged him for the dust as well as the flowers he chose. “My apologies—”

			The clerk put his hand up. “No need, sir. Ye have a good nigh’.”

			“Aye, and ye as well.” Dufin shoved the seeds in his pocket, grabbed his wrench, and nodded to the dryad. The dryad gave a tiny wave then tapped his left chest with his fingers.
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			Dufin strode down the dusty road that led to his home. His wrench, nearly as tall as him, was slung over his shoulder and his cigar planted firmly in his mouth. He rounded the only corner of the straight road onto his driveway. At the end of the windy drive was a small cottage. The path was lined with shrubs that were perfectly and meticulously trimmed. The waft of flowers filled his nose. He inhaled deeply, releasing it with a low hum of contentment. This was where he wanted to be, this was where he felt he belonged. As he passed the rows of shrubs and blooming flower trees, he walked by the flowerbeds that ran along the front of the house. They were mostly empty now, this time of year the summer flowers were going dormant. The flowers he purchased at the apothecary were more suitable for the colder and darker months.

			Dufin clomped up the front steps onto the porch. He pulled his heavy steel-toed boots off and dropped them onto a doormat that had seen better days. The socks he wore were a dingy brown and one of his hairy toes stuck out of a hole. Time tae toss those out.

			He pushed open the front door into a spacious foyer, the wooden floor worn smooth. A small table stood by the coatrack and a large mirror he had hung nearly two decades before for his beloved sat above it. He dropped his wrench onto a dent on the floor next to the table. The result of the heavy object being placed there repeatedly over the years. He pulled off his leather coat and hung it on a hook.

			As he walked past the mirror, he glanced long enough to see his tired worn face. Oil smudged his cheeks and nose. He put his cigar into a little bowl on the table. He hadn’t lit it, merely gnawed on it, an old promise he kept to never smoke again. His fingers grazed the bowl gently and a knowing smile crossed his lips.

			With one last look in the mirror he took in his three long beard braids. They were still tidy and adorned with the gold and silver rings that told of his years of service and battles won. His mutton chops and mustache were less neat. He had been rubbing his face more on this day than others and the hair was ruffled. A good long bath would tame them and give him a well-kept and respectable look once again.

			He made his way down the short hall of his cozy home to get his bath ready. Humming a tune his wife once loved—it was off key, but the melody was right. Once Dufin readied the water and filled the tub, he pulled his dirty shirt over his head and dropped it on the floor, then unbuckled his belt letting his trousers loosen and drop. He used the basin counter to steady himself as he yanked his hole-ridden socks off. Standing naked in front the bathroom mirror, he grabbed a strand of a leather band and pulled his braids up, tying them in a knot atop his head to keep them from dipping into the soon-to-be-dirty bath water.

			When he was satisfied they would remain in place he dipped one toe then his large feet into the steaming tub. He hissed at the heat as he lowered himself in and his balls touched the water. When he was fully immersed, he leaned back and slid down so the water covered him up to his chin. He paid no mind to the spillage over the edges; he’ll clean it up later with his towels. He soaked for a short time before getting busy and scrubbing the day off his skin. He didn’t mind working in the mines, it was a dwarf’s duty and hard labor wasn’t something he ever shied away from, but after the long Kings War the idea of swinging a pick-axe for the rest of his life was less than appealing.

			When he was offered the boiler maintenance position, he did little to contain his relief. The wrench he wielded wasn’t much lighter than his battle-axe, but at least he wasn’t breaking rocks or the skulls of his enemy. It was a reasonable trade, in his mind.

			Dufin stared at his wrinkled, water-logged toes and decided it was time to get out. Wrapping the towel around his waist he stepped up to the basin counter, the steaming water he’d added to it when he filled his bath was now lukewarm, perfect for his next task. He untied his beard, letting the large braids drop. He carefully removed each metal ring, placing them meticulously on the counter next to the basin. He then unraveled the braids. He glanced again in the mirror.

			He poked at the bags under his eyes and ran his fingers over the scar on his cheek. His battle-worn body was feeling it’s age today. He took a deep breath and dunked his face in the water, then ran his wet hands through his hair, mutton-chops, mustache, and beard. When he was sufficiently soaked, he reached for a bar of soap and dunked it into the basin. The scent of almonds filled the room. He lathered up and worked the suds through his hair and beard and over his face. He scrubbed and scratched until the once-white foam was now a dingy color.

			He picked up the basin, dropped his towel, and stepped back into the tub and slowly drained the water over his face and head until it was empty. He squeezed the excess water out of his hair and beard before stepping out of the tub a second time. He looked like a drowned rat, but his cheeks seemed rosier and his beard and hair seemed a brighter red. Grabbing a fresh, dry towel he dabbed his hair and beard dry. He opened a tin of a nearly opaque lotion and ran it through his hair which seemed to make his beard shine more and softened it up.

			Once satisfied he had worked the oils in he began to re-braid it, leaving the rings on the counter since sleeping with them in would be like wearing a uniform to bed. The braids kept his beard tidy.

			He cleaned up the bathroom, hung the towels, then changed into warm pajamas, a look not normally seen on a dwarf of his stature, but they were comfortable. After making his evening tea he sat on his back porch and kicked up his feet, resting them on an ottoman. His fuzzy, pink bunny slippers seemed to smile back at him. A smile crossed his lips at the memory of receiving the gift from his beloved, a design of her own creation.

			He sighed and looked at the fields behind his home. In the final moments before the sun dropped below the horizon he could watch the horses run across the moor, large majestic creatures known for their strength and speed but more so for their color. Their coats were a crimson red, as if stained by the decades of war. Dufin petitioned the King to allow the horses that were used during the Kings War to live out their remaining years free.

			He had offered up his land, or rather the land behind his home. It wasn’t really his, but he had always treated it as such. It was the only way he could guarantee his war steed, Wildshade, remained close to him. The idea of another dwarf riding his horse left a bad taste in his mouth. When the king granted him his request he felt at peace knowing his loyal steed would feel the freedoms he helped fight for.

			Dufin sat out on the back porch for an hour until the sun finally set and the herd of horses disappeared into the night, before turning in himself.
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			Dufin was on his knees digging in the dirt, humming the out of tune song from the night before. He pulled weeds and removed stones and nuts tiny woodland creatures had attempted to bury in his garden. This was the life; this is what brought him peace now. He had learned everything he knew about botany from his late beloved Arleni. Staying close to the dirt kept her close to him.

			Her death sat deep in his heart. A pain, an anger he could never satisfy or sooth. Those who took her life lived in a different realm, one he couldn’t get to but if he could...

			Dufin shook his head to clear the thoughts from his mind. He thought of the dryad from the night before and wished he could see the world in such simple terms. He was smiling at the idea of only worrying about his gardens, when he heard the sound of hooves behind him. Many hooves, at least twelve steeds. He never got visitors, which was how he liked it. Why would so many be coming to his humble home? 

			Dufin stood and turned, cleaning his hands on his gardening apron when he spotted who was coming down his drive. He clenched his jaw hard enough that his teeth nearly cracked under the pressure.

			The squad of men came to a halt in front of Dufin. Their armor, the colors they wore, the flag flapping in the breeze on the staff carried by the last man told him nothing good was about to happen.

			The rider in front bowed deeply, or as deep as he could without falling off his steed. “Master Warrior.”

			Dufin took in the dwarf. His two short beard braids, three gold rings, and small mutton chop sideburns indicated the rank he carried. His armour however contradicted this by giving him a higher position in the king’s court. Many of the new king’s men carried military ranks they never earned, and they certainly never fought in the Kings War.

			“Warrior,” Dufin said, addressing him two whole ranks lower than himself.

			“You’re being summoned,” the warrior on the horse said. “The king wishes to speak with you immediately.”

			“What about?” Dufin narrowed his eyes at the guardsmen. His shiny chest plate caught the sun in such a way that it gleamed like a beacon. There were no dents or scaring of the metal, no silver rings confirming this man ever saw real battle.

			The dwarf shifted under the obvious scrutiny attempting to sit a little higher in his saddle. “I am merely relaying the king’s wishes, Master Warrior.”

			Dufin grunted. “When?”

			“Now, we have brought you a steed to ride.”

			Dufin glanced at his dirt-encrusted hands, his dirty apron, muddy boots, and shook his head. “Dae ye think the king wants me tae show up lookin’ like this? Draggin’ dirt and mud through his castle?”

			The warrior gave Dufin a quick inspection, then glanced nervously at the dwarves behind him. They shrugged and shook their heads just as perplexed on what to do. “The king gave explicit instructions—”

			Dufin raised his hand, cutting the man short. “Gronk’s beard. Let me clean up. Ah wouldn’t want ye tae git in any trouble.” The man sighed visibly in relief. Dufin refrained from rolling his eyes and headed back into his house.

			An hour later he re-emerged in his own battle armor. His tarnished, dented, and well-worn armor, his helmet under one of his arms. He wore it with pride, holding his chin high, every dent, chip, and scar a true warrior’s badge of honor. Those were more important than any silver rings of battle. When a dwarf was seen in such armor they knew he was a defender.

			Dufin strutted past the warrior and took the reins of the spare horse from one of the underlings and mounted. It wasn’t nearly as tall as his own trusty war steed, but very few were. The battle horses were a rare breed indeed. He secured his helmet on his head and gestured impatiently to the warrior. Taking the cue the dwarf guided them back to the castle.

			Dufin felt naked without his battle-ax. Wearing his armor felt wrong without the weapon regardless of his feelings. But to brandish a weapon in the presence of the king was treasonous, unless one was part of his guard.

			The ride was quiet outside the hooves of their mounts pounding on the hard-packed dirt road. It took an hour ride back to the city, and another half hour to make their way through the cobbled streets to the castle.

			It was majestic, built soon after the new king took the throne. His father would never have lived in such luxury, the previous king had worked the mines alongside his subjects, like a true dwarf. He lived in a house of stone, but it had been a modest home. When the new king rose so did the castle, on the backs of his people. King Firth spared no expense when it came to his home. It was built into the side of the mountain and the gates and archway were made of polished marble and stone.

			Dufin and his escorts dismounted, their armor clanging. A stable boy dressed in high fashion garb inappropriate for his job, took Dufin’s horse from him. Dufin followed the warrior into the castle. His boots clanked and echoed through the halls. The marble floors were polished so they reflected like a mirror. One of his escorts pushed open large impressive wooden doors, who turned and gestured for Dufin to proceed. Dufin did his best to not sneer at the pompous formality of the whole thing.

			King Firth’s main hall could easily hold thousands. Pillars several stories high held up the stones that created the arched ceiling. Each individual dome helped to carry the voice of whoever stood nearby or sat upon the thrown.

			Dufin’s steel-toed boots echoed down the hall with each step. He made no attempt to quell the sound, instead he stomped his feet harder to ensure maximum echo. The Dwarf King became clearer with each approaching step. He sat tall, as tall as a dwarf could sit, wearing his gold- and jewel-encrusted crown with ostentatious pride. His robes were bright red with gold sewn into the edges which created seemingly sporadic patterns.

			The king’s beard was short, sporting only one center braid that came to mid-chest. He had a well-groomed mustache shaped around his mouth and ending at his chin. It was common knowledge the king had never seen war, not like his father. His father, King Slaine, had protected the boy, keeping him close during the Kings War. When the old king received a fatal arrow to the neck the young prince had stepped into the role with ease. It was the prince who brokered the peace between the dwarves and the High Kingdom and ended the Kings War. Then Firth did the one thing his father had been fighting to stop: He gave the majority share of the mines over to King Thomas. Thomas walked away with exactly what he wanted; what Firth wanted from the deal could only be guessed at.

			It had been widely rumored that the prince orchestrated his father’s death, or was at least well-pleased of it. Ending the war quickly meant that he didn’t see battle, but it also meant he took the throne, perhaps the true prize the prince was hoping for.

			Dufin halted in front of the young king and bowed, which was barely tilting his chin enough to show the top of his head. “I have answered your summons, my King. How may I assist you?” He despised using such flowery language, and he did little to hide the disdain in his voice.

			The king sat upon his throne made of the finest of gold. The jewels were enough to drive any mine-dwelling dwarf to madness with jealously.

			“You are to deliver a package for me to the High Kingdom.”

			“What kind o’ package?”

			“One of great importance.”

			He speaks like those bloody aristocrats at the High Kingdom, Dufin thought. “Ah’m no errand-laddie.”

			“You’ll do as I command or you will find yourself much deeper in the jewel mine than a dwarf such as yourself would prefer.”

			Dufin considered his words carefully. “Of course, my King. I mean you no disrespect.” The words were foreign in his mouth. He kissed up to no man, king or not, but he pressed forward. “I am certain your guard is more than capable of—”

			“Are you not the master warrior who led his band of three men into a battle against thirty and came out alive?”

			“Aye, but—”

			“Then I have the right man for the job.”

			“Gronk’s hairy balls,” he cursed.

			“Language,” King Firth said with an appalled look on his face.

			“Sire, I implore you. I am a mere botanist. I have no desire for war or—”

			“War? Who said anything about war, Master Warrior? You are delivering a package, that is all. Now I wish to hear no more of this.” He waved his hand dismissively. The enormous ring upon his finger sparkled as the light hit it.

			Dufin ground his teeth. He fought beside the previous king through many battles. King Slaine would never wear such jewellery, not even in peace times.

			“Go now, Master Warrior,” King Firth commanded. “I no longer wish you to be in my presence.”

			Dufin heaved a breath. “The package your Grace. I will need the package you wish me to deliver.” He could taste bile whenever he was forced to speak. There was nothing wrong with the elegance of it, it wasn’t him and he hated having to put on a show. He also hated the idea of his head being removed from his neck if not in battle.

			The king let out a derisive sniff before turning to the side, as if erasing Dufin’s presence. A rather skinny fellow standing next to the king took one step down toward Dufin. His attire was that of an aristocrat from the High Kingdom. He was no doubt a dwarf, but it was apparent he was yet another subject that had not seen battle. His buttoned-down, collared shirt and embroidered vest spoke to that, but it was his beard that told the true story of his lack of heroism. One small braid dangled neatly from his chin, no mustache or mutton chops tied into it. He wore no beard rings to show his time in battle.

			Dufin took the man’s appearance in, keeping his disdain neatly secured only in his mind. He showed no emotion on his face but annoyance for the task that had been handed to him.

			The skinny fellow looked Dufin up and down before speaking. “The package will be ready for you in a couple days. If you so choose to gather companions for the journey you may do so during that time, but when the guard sends word the package is ready you best be set to go.”

			“Ye suppose I’ll be needin’ companions?”

			The skinny fellow shrugged. “It’s a long journey, Master Warrior, you may welcome the company.” He stretched out his hand toward the exit of the building. “Do you need an escort, or can you find your way out?”

			Dufin looked down the long room then back at the dwarf, followed by a quick eye flick toward the king. “Ah think Ah can make it.”

			He turned on his heel and clomped his way noisily down the grand hall, grumbling under his breath the entire way.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three
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			Dufin strode down the dark street dodging potholes and mud puddles. The fresh rainfall made it a precarious journey at best. The smell of urine and shit was strong, as many in this area of the dwarven city didn’t care much for hygiene. Sex and gambling were their only concerns. The rejects who cowered from battle or were too lazy to work the mines lived here. 

			His soft leather coat allowed the rain to bead and run off keeping him relatively dry. Dufin had left his armor at home not wanting to draw attention to himself, but his glorious beard of three thick, navel-length braids gave him away.

			A dim light shone out of a grimy window several buildings ahead. It was enough to illuminate the drunk sitting on a pile of trash in front. His head was dipped low, deep in slumber, while keeping a death-grip on his bottle of grog.

			Dufin sighed as he stood in front of the brothel and set his shoulders. If his sweet Arleni had been alive to see where he had ended up she would have pulled him home by his short and curlies.

			Sidestepping a puddle that was certainly not made from the rain, he pushed through the doorway. The musk of sweat and muff filled his nostrils. The place had likely never been aired out since the day of its conception. Most tables had one or two patrons. The barmaid’s breasts hung out as the men goggled and groped at them.

			Two women approached, pressing themselves into him as they twirled their fingers in his tidy braids.

			“No thanks, lass’s,” Dufin said, untangling himself from their grasp. He took another step forward and spotted his reason for being there. At the far end of the bar, sitting on a stool with her head on her arms, was his target. He pushed passed everyone and came to stand next to the patron. “No’ surprisin’ Ah find ye in this dump.”

			She lifted her head, her long, wavy, fire-red hair dangling in front of her face. Still leaning on the bar, she stared at Dufin through one blurry eye and hiccupped. “Rusty,” she shouted, slurring her words. “How the fuck are ya?” She pushed herself into an unsteady seated position and grabbed the mug in front of her.

			“Enya, Ah would like tae say it’s good tae see ye but—”

			“Hey, Rusty! Good ‘ole Rusty-McRust-Rust”—she waved her mug at the bartender—“another beer.”

			“Enya, Ah’m needin’ tae speak with ye.”

			“Speak away,” she said waving her arm in a grand gesture and nearly falling off her stool. She caught herself in time to snatch the freshly poured mug of beer off the bar. “Thank you, my good keep.”

			“Enya, for the love of Gronk’s mighty whiskers,” Dufin snapped, reaching for the mug she was lifting to her mouth.

			“Hey, hands off, dwarf,” she shouted, getting to her feet. In her moment of anger she was as steady as if she were sober. “I’d like you to take care in not touching what is mine.”

			“You need to keep a leash on your human pet, Master Warrior,” the bartender said leaning over the counter. “She’s a menace. She barely pays her bill and she starts fights every chance she gets. We’d appreciate if you took her out of here.”

			“Mebbe if ye stopped servin’ her and removed her from yer establishment.”

			“Oh, we tried, Master Warrior, but she returns and makes a larger mess. It’s easier to let her stay.”

			“Pet?” Enya bellowed over them, staggering on her feet and swinging her mug about. “Who you calling a pet? I fought in the great war while you sat your fat ass in here and hid behind all your walking titties!”

			“Enya.” Dufin went to reach for her, when she turned and seemed to truly see him for the first time.

			“Oh, hey, good ‘ole Rusty-McRust-Rust.” She slammed back her drink, mostly missing her mouth and soaking her already alcohol-and vomit-soaked shirt. “You know Rusty-McRust-Rust. Here is a great soldier. Rusty-McRust-Rust!” Her words slurred as she staggered into Dufin.

			He grunted under her sudden weight and she held onto his left mutton-chop trying to stay on her feet. Enya wasn’t much taller than him, but tall enough she could rest her arms on the top of his head.

			“You telling me this mutt fought in the Kings War?” the bartender asked as Dufin attempted to guide Enya from the brothel.

			“Of course I did,” she shouted. “You think these are just decoration. Shit no, I earned them!” She grabbed at her four messy braids dangling from the badly shaved left side of her head.

			Dufin had fought and won many battles with Enya by his side, she was a trusted companion and an excellent bowman, the best he had ever seen. He hated to admit he had felt the same way about humans as the barmaid before he had met Enya, but his opinion changed when she saved his life not once but three times. “Ye keep a civil tongue, barkeep, or I’ll remove it.” Dufin set his jaw and pulled Enya from the building and onto the street. But not before she was able to snatch a bottle off a dwarf’s table whose face was planted firmly between the breasts of a whore.

			They staggered out onto the muddy streets. Dufin did his best to stand Enya up on her own two feet. She wobbled but managed to remain upright.

			“Great Gronk’s beard, lass, when did ye bathe last? Ye reek tae high heaven.”

			“Who needs to bathe, Rusty-McRust-Rust? The whores don’t care if you have a little stink on ya, just as long as your coin is shiny.” She raised the bottle to him before taking a long drink.

			Dufin sighed. He’d seen her like this only a few times. When the first talk of peace came during the Kings War she turned to the bottle. Dufin figured it had to be boredom. But she turned to the bottle once again when word came the war was over and they could go home.

			Enya sucked the remainder of the liquid from the bottle before tossing it over her right shoulder. She started for the brothel doors when Dufin grabbed her arm. “Easy now, lass, Ah think ye’ve had enough now. I’ll take ye home and we’ll talk again in the morn when ye ain’t sae blurry-eyed.”

			Enya snorted and tugged her arm out of his grip. Off-balance, she landed ungracefully into a pile of empty booze bottles and rotten food. “I got no home, Master Warrior.” Her head wobbled as she took in her surroundings. “I was wrong, this is my home.” She patted the leg of the dwarf Dufin had passed on the way into the brothel. “And he’s my roommate.”

			Dufin put his hands on his hips. “Daft lassie, yer sae drunk ye don’t even ken where yer at.”

			“That’s where you’re wrong, old Rusty-McRust-Rust,” she said jabbing her finger at him. “I am a no good, trash, mongrel. I don’t belong here amongst the dwarves and I don’t know where I came from because my own people tossed me out...like trash. So, I am trash.”

			Dufin looked up and down the darkening street. There was a foulness in the air, and it wasn’t from the excrement. He gripped the knife on his leather belt as he stared long and hard down the street in both directions. There was nothing visible and, that’s what bothered him most. Reaching for Enya he gripped her wrist tight and hoisted her out of the trash and onto his shoulders. Her feet dangled only inches from the ground and Enya rested her one hand on his lower back as she gripped his shoulder with her other.

			“I don’t think all this bouncing about is a good idea, Master Warrior,” she moaned. “You really need to put me down now.”

			Dufin grunted but continued down the road, backtracking the route he’d used earlier. They needed to get inside before the moon rose any higher in the sky.

			“Rusty,” Enya moaned, “I am going to ruin your jacket in about thirty seconds.”

			He stopped abruptly and dropped her to her feet in time for her to double over and empty her stomach inches from his feet. As it hit the ground, the splash-back managed to cover his shoes. He ground his teeth, pressing his lips together so only a white line showed. A shuffling sound drew his attention toward the brothel. He wasn’t certain, but he thought he saw a hunched shadow pass through the dimming light of the window.

			“Great Gronk’s beard,” he hissed as he grabbed Enya’s elbow. “We must go now.”

			“What? Why?” Enya shoved him away. She wiped the remaining vomit from her lips with the back of her sleeve.

			“We’re no longer alone.” Dufin pulled his dagger and pointed down the ever-darkening street. “Shadow creatures have come.”

			“Shadow creatures? Ha!” Enya shook her head as she attempted to lean against a lamp pole. “I’m surprised at you, Master Warrior, believing such tales. They’re just horror stories parents tell their naughty children to keep them in line.”

			“Aire ye armed or no’?”

			“Urm...” She patted herself down and smiled when her hand hit something solid in her pocket. She pulled out a flask and lifted it to her ear. The sound of sloshing liquid put a wide grin on her face. “I am, indeed, Rusty-McRust-Rust.” She twisted off the cap and drunkenly lifted the flask to her lips, puckering as it got closer, as if in anticipation of a kiss.

			Dufin slapped the flask from her hand and replaced it with a dagger. He wasn’t keen on having to do battle that night but was ready if need be.

			Enya wobbled and looked at the knife like she had never seen one before. She opened her mouth to speak when a flutter of movement caught her attention out of the corner of her eye, between two tiny buildings across the street. The stores were closed, and had been for hours, so it made it difficult to get a good look.

			“Did you see that?” She asked as she seemed to steady herself. “Hey,” she shouted towards the two buildings.

			“Come, lass,” Dufin said pulling her with him. “We’re not equipped tae fight shadow creatures.”

			As the words dropped from his mouth a darkness pulled away from the building down the street. The foul smell of sulphur filled their noses. The figure was hunched and appeared to be dragging its leg behind it. The only sound it made was of the limb scrapping along the cobblestone.

			Dufin squared his shoulders, he was a master warrior not a coward. Outmatched and ill equipped, it mattered not, he would not run. Enya stepped up beside him, solid and seemingly sober. She faced the dark walkway between the buildings where the movement first caught her eye. The scraping grew louder and Dufin gripped his blade tighter. He cared not that no one believed him about the shadow creatures. With his own eyes he had seen the unworldly beasts tear his beloved to pieces before disappearing back into shadow.

			During the Kings War he heard whispers of stories from fighters claiming to have seen the shadow creatures in the dark. When the fighters returned missing members of their party, they claimed it was the shadow creatures, grotesque figures with skin hanging off their bones as if they had no muscle or innards, cloudy eyes, and exposed jaws. They brandished shields of wood and steel and long swords of mighty metals. They could speak, but their words were rasping whispers that sent chills down the spines of this realm.

			Dufin believed the stories, he had witnessed the beasts, too. He saw them again in the forest when his troops were camped one night. Many, in fact, a squadron marching to an unknown destination.

			When the Kings War ended, he decided to do a little research of his own and found others had similar claims. Sightings were on the rise, as if the shadow creatures were gathering, planning an attack of some kind, as though they had invaded from their realm. One dwarf claimed he saw them crossing a doorway that sealed shut the instant they stepped through.

			The shadow stopped in the middle of the street, several meters in front of them. Enya glanced over her shoulder. “Why is it stopping?” Her voice not nearly as quiet as it should have been.

			“Balls if Ah ken,” Dufin said squinting into the darkness.

			Suddenly, the shadow creature turned and dragged itself back the way it came and disappeared into the darkness between the unlit buildings.

			“I don’t understand,” Enya said dropping her hand to her side. Her drunkenness seemed to have returned the instant danger was no longer evident.

			The smell of sulphur and the dark heaviness dissipated.

			“Nor dae Ah.” Dufin eased his blade back in its sheath and took the one back Enya was now holding out to him. “Let’s go, lass, ye can sleep oan my couch.”

			He turned to find her on her knees by the curb taking a long drink from the flask he had knocked from her hand. Dufin rolled his eyes, pulled her to her feet, and yanked her down the street as he continued to check over his shoulder.
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