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			Chapter 1

			Grambol Doomsayer

			“Har, Haggersath, that old Grambol is out of sorts, tilting around like a top an’ rambling on about some sorta treasure in the fire pit o’er yonder.” 

			Haggersath slapped his knee, nodding to himself as he rose from sitting on the large boulder. “Don’t just stand there gapin’ like a goat about to lose its head—take me there, Rock-Biter,” Haggersath said. This was news he had been expecting. 

			Of course, the black, iron-bearded Captain Grölle was referring to Grambol Doomsayer. Grambol had a unique skill to find valuables and treasure and the like. Sometimes he could predict things to come. Other times he spoke through the heavy clouding of too much drink and a mind that teetered on the brink of sanity. 

			Grölle wasted no time turning back the way he had come. Haggersath was swift to match pace at the reliable  captain’s side. Haggersath knew Grambol Doomsayer had lived a long life—indeed, the old Dwarrow claimed to have witnessed much of their lore as it unfolded firsthand. Great tales at the fireside he oft spoke, many times too fantastic to believe. Nobody really knew his age—he claimed to be over three hundred years—but his ancient mind was curious and worked like a game of chance. He was a respectable one hundred and fifteen himself, at middling years. 

			Anything spilling from his mad mouth was as grounded as a spin at the wheel of fortune. With any luck, Jikseon, god of the Dwarrow, would steer the old Dwarrow to true riches and adventure this time. Sometimes he did, but lately his predictions had been empty fumes of harsh liquor. 

			Haggersath and Grölle hurried past half the company. Haggersath could hear the excitement around the fire even before they arrived.

			Several of the company’s common hammers gathered in a circle, murmuring with eagerness and watching Grambol Doomsayer. He was dancing drunkenly with his face contorting in wild, rapturous glee in the middle of the gathering. “Glittering, yes, sparkling…close! So close.” Cackling madly, his eyes gleamed like polished aquamarine, flashing this way and that uncontrollably. 

			
			

			Haggersath groaned with displeasure at the lunacy and feared the worst. This was an episode of intensity beyond what most of them had witnessed from the ancient Doomsayer. Had the madness finally taken him? Just as Haggersath broke through the throng of Dwarrow, Grambol snapped back to himself, eyeing the gathering around him with dubious suspicion. He reeled, taking in the reality he had been slapped back into. His gaze stopped at Haggersath, with a sober gape that slowly spread to his typical friendly grin. 

			“Grambol, what did ye scrying eyes perceive for us this time?” Haggersath asked him without approaching. Haggersath extended his arms and half smiled at his old friend. 

			The surrounding Dwarrow leaned in. 

			Grambol Doomsayer smiled an odd stingy glint at Haggersath, as if Haggersath might steal away his most prized possession. 

			“An artifact, and close—very close.” His voice held an edge of danger.

			Haggersath frowned at him and glowered, pressing Grambol Doomsayer for more specific information. “Artifact? Bah! I’ve no will ta play yer miserly games. Out with it, you old coot. What exactly? Waste no time with your guarded secrets—be exact.” 

			Grambol Doomsayer pulled away, offended, his lean face rumpled. He gathered himself carefully before  answering, “I...I don’ know. Not fer sure.” Grambol Doomsayer’s tone changed to hurt confusion. 

			Haggersath, already annoyed with the tooth-pulling process, shifted and closed in on the Doomsayer menacingly, resisting the urge to hit the old Dwarrow.

			Grambol Doomsayer backed away, his bright blue eyes blinking as if expecting a fist at any moment. “Wait! Wait! I dunno,” he pleaded, scrambling back like a misbehaving dog. “I can say its impression be stronger than any I kin recall. This is big, Haggersath, my friend. It feels…well, foreign.” 

			Haggersath paused, and Grambol Doomsayer recovered. When he spoke again, it was in soothing tones. “It’s definitely not of Dwarrow construct. It has tremendous value—shook me bones an’ beard like nothing I kin recall.” 

			Haggersath dropped his annoyance. He relaxed his stance and felt his temper slip away. He let his voice become calmer now. “Yer talk smacks of jus’ what we be needin’. How sure kin ya be, Grambol?”

			“Sure?” Grambol Doomsayer chided, waiving one of his ruddy brownish hands with an air of dismissiveness. Now filled with the confidence of a master divulging small bits of his craft to a naïve client, he added, “When have ye ever known me ta be not sure?” 

			
			

			Haggersath let a laugh quietly cross his yellow-bearded face. “Aye, Grambol, ye be right,” he said softly, letting his greed seep out through his eyes and then his grin. “This be the one then.”

			“Aye.” Grambol nodded and walked wearily away. Haggersath heard him say loud enough to hear, “But be warned an’ remember, great worth means great danger. An’ I do believe this be very great worth.”

			Haggersath spat, discarding Grambol Doomsayer’s caution as pointless. They well knew the lands outside Tisroc, the area claimed by the Dwarrow, were notoriously perilous, and even the regions of Tisroc that were uninhabited by the Dwarrow teemed with wild things, namely the basilisks to the west of Strongmedjie. But Haggersath’s troop had no reason to fear. They were heavily armed with hammer and steel—they were dangerous in their own right, and the wary would steer clear of them.

			“We move at first light of day,” Haggersath said, commanding the company. “Rest. May Jikseon bring us luck and a yellow Sun on the morn.” 

			The camp settled into a slumber with a set of token sentries watching over them. As one, the Dwarrow drifted off.

			
			

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 2 

			Mustering the Expedition

			Bright morning greeted the bleary-eyed Dwarrow. Cold air swept in off the jagged mountain slopes with icy fingers, penetrating the metal-laden, armored troop. Other races would likely shrivel and shiver, but not the Dwarrow. They welcomed the frozen blast, letting it invigorate their spirits. Sleepy grumbling quickly rose to raucous chatter over Grambol Doomsayer’s curiously provoking message. 

			Winter was always harsh in the north, always bit through the bone—but cool air that had nearly lost its frosty edge had finally come to the land of Tisroc. Summer would rush in fast as it always did and chase spring away before it could be savored. The relenting of a seeming ice age could be nothing short of a good omen. 

			There was another good omen: Around the Dwarrow camp, a spitted tetrad of tough old goats were sizzling over open flames, hissing and crackling. The poor slow chevon  were deemed too old to be of use to the herd and were put out by the alpha buck. The Dwarrow had welcomed them with hungry fervor and sharp knives. Thick wafts of smoky char and burning grease plugged the air. Aromas drew hard, pulling anticipation that soon roasted meat would satisfy growling bellies. This was much more a comfort than that crowded city they had left more than ten days past, but still, those tough beasts, their meat dried, would serve a meager meal for the road to come. Dwarrow were resourceful in all manner of things, feasting on the road notwithstanding. It was enough. For the Dwarrow, meat and marrow—no matter the quality or quantity—were just another good omen.

			Haggersath woke in the shadow of Bolfath, a towering Dwarrow, if Dwarrow he was. He stood two full meters tall, likening to the tallest Man of the southlands. He was broad, too, boasting at least twice the girth of any Dwarrow in the company. But despite appearances, he was not a threat. He was Bolfath, Haggersath’s bodyguard, and he was never far away.

			Haggersath looked on in approval over his company of Dwarrow grimly quaffing exceptionally crafted Siolvarin ale. It slopped around the sides of his own wooden mug. Years of use and travel had worn the seams, and it leaked. It was a lucky mug—and a good one. Haggersath might say it had been the best he ever had. Taking a long pull,  much of the ale was lost as it dribbled out the sides of the mug, leaving only the telltale frothy streams stuck on his coarse, wavy, golden-slate beard. 

			Bolfath sat down cross-legged on the dirt across from him. Even sitting, the pale-skinned bodyguard was near as tall as Haggersath when standing his height.

			“They be excited fer the news of treasure, Haggersath,” Bolfath said. “Ya don’ seem ta share the same fever.”

			Haggersath thumbed at the golden Alexandrite brooch mounted in the iron gorget about his neck. “I be happy fer the lads enough. Look at them now.” He gestured his chin in the direction of the Dwarrow gathered, pointing with his full wavy beard. Bolfath followed with his eyes. 

			“Aye, they be itchin’ fer a fight,” Bolfath said, his face alive with excitement.

			Haggersath let his face spread with a great toothy grin of reflective pleasure. “Ye be right, me friend. They work well together. But methinks it be the meat an’ ale that makes them happiest.”

			As if on cue, Othro walked up to them bearing plates of steaming goat and small boiled potatoes for each of them. He was one of the eastern Dwarrow that made up the minority of the warriors under Captain Jarlsalt’s escort assigned to Haggersath’s expedition. 

			Othro let a grin break his battle-scarred face. “The boys be sayin’ ya’d go hungry if’n we din’ feed ya proper.”  He handed off a plate to each of them, and Bolfath popped a potato into his mouth with hungry gusto.

			Haggersath gave a start as Othro’s overfull white beard moved around his neck and two pink-red eyes flicked open to stare at him. Othro grabbed at the beard, pulling it away from his face. “I don’t me ta startle ya, Haggersath. It only be me little rascal, Avalanche.” He scratched under the chin of the pure white fox draped at his shoulders. 

			Bolfath laughed, launching bits of half-chewed potato out of his mouth. Haggersath smiled, shaking his head. He saw the pet clearly now. Othro had only scraggly patches of white beard. His deep scars prevented the beard from growing in. 

			“Har, now that be a good one there, Othro.” Haggersath had never noticed the beard was not Othro’s own before. Othro smiled and looked with soft eyes at Avalanche. “She be more than meets the eye.” Othro walked away, cooing to the fox. Avalanche, not wanting to miss a thing, propped herself up on Ortho’s ringlet-mailed shoulder, looking back at Haggersath and Bolfath. 

			“He be a fine warrior, that one.” Bolfath nodded, adding another potato back into his mouth. His large hands brushed bits of potato out of his flaming red beard. Haggersath had always wondered about Bolfath’s beard. It looked to be made of fine soft fibers like an animal’s fur.  The hair of the Dwarrow differed from other hair in that it was stiff and thick and made of metal-like brushes.

			“There be many good warriors with us.” Haggersath grabbed a greasy sliver of goat and slurped it into his mouth. It was fatty, and the gamey flavor made him frown slightly. He realized he just wasn’t hungry. He noticed Bolfath was eying his plate, having already cleaned his own.

			“Ya gonna eat that?” Bolfath asked, his pale ice-blue eyes locked onto Haggersath’s nearly untouched plate. 

			“No, it be yours.” He handed the plate over. Seeing the eastern warrior only reminded him of the divide between eastern and western Dwarrow. He frowned, looking at the ale that had spilled over Bolfath’s beard and dribbled over the big bodyguard’s boots. Bolfath was too engrossed in his feasting labors to notice. That was when the crunching of footsteps approaching broke Haggersath out of his stare.

			It was Captain Jarlsalt, the leader of the armed forces, handpicked by the Bornholm himself. Jarlsalt was a smallish young Dwarrow adorned in exquisitely worked, highly polished trusilver armor that was intricately painted black and trimmed in rich gold. A golden bolt of lightning was painted on the front; it split in ferocious prongs. The gaudy matching epaulets on his shoulders hung halfway down his arms, signifying a rank of nobility within the army of Strongmedjie. He carried his black-plumed golden helm at his side. 

			
			

			“Har, Haggersath,” he greeted, ignoring Bolfath altogether. “What’s yer plan? Do we move out as soon as me boys finish our morning repast?” He drew out a small blade and began working his nails, removing the accumulated grime under them. 

			“Aye, captain. Have them set a patrol ahead an’ I’ll send Grambol Doomsayer to the vanguard ta direct our path.” 

			“So, ya don’ know where we be goin’?” Jarlsalt said, a smile flickering over his lips like he had proved something of consequence. 

			This snit was always probing for weakness in Haggersath’s leadership. He decided to ignore the jab. “Get yer boys on the move, Jarlsalt. I want ye to push along the road before the Sun peeks any higher above those peaks.” He pointed north to the Silfr Mountains, as if Jarlsalt did not know where the mountains might lie. 

			Jarlsalt stopped working his grimy nails with his knife and smartly sheathed it. Jarlsalt’s slick oiled beard still dripped at the sharply pointed end. “Ha! Already done. I dallied here for some time now, waitin’ ta see ya off.” His words oozed off his falsely smiling lips like dirty sludge. He tried to carry off some twisted picture of obedience.

			Haggersath ignored the retort. Jarlsalt’s typical passive defiance was of no matter and only served to make him look petty in the eyes of eastern Dwarrow. A good part of  the company was made up of easterners. Only portions of Jarlsalt’s command came from Strongmedjie. 

			Haggersath knew he shouldn’t let it get to him. After all, smarmy attitude and unattractive face aside, Jarlsalt was also of an unreproachable lineage. He slung his title-less name about like it should mean something—sure, he was the son of the 38th Bornholm, ruler of the mountain city Strongmedjie, but he was the 16th son, quite unimportant. Fifteen others stood in line for the throne, fifteen others he would need to outperform to be considered for the mantle of 39th Bornholm. Jarlsalt’s exit came as a swaying turn on his military heel and the rapid short steps that made a comical spectacle all on its own.

			“I be watchin’ yer back when that one be about. But even I cannot be everywhere an’ always.” Bolfath had measuredly tempered his voice low. His thin-braided mustaches were still dripping with ale, and his breath was heady with goat. “Don’t trust any of the westerners. But that one most of all.”

			Haggersath was more than aware of the ambitious danger and political clout Jarlsalt could muster. It did not get past Haggersath that the only look Bolfath had for the pompous Dwarrow was a stone-cold look of murder, but Haggersath could not be so obvious with his disdain. He always kept an eye on him and never trusted him fully, just as he never fought back with his own retorts. 

			
			

			But, still, he  was the son of a Jarle, a part of the historic line of Dwarrow who have ruled the western kingdoms since establishing the Strongmedjie. Jarlsalt was very unlikely to rule the kingdom, but a post of power and prestige Jarlsalt obviously coveted. 

			“Yer speakin’ me own mind, Bolfath. Let’s get the lads on the move. At least he figured out that we’d be off early today.”

			Bolfath let loose a huge grin. “Hah, I knew ya’d know his ways.” 

			They stood together, Bolfath tall as him and half again. Haggersath marveled at his good fortune to have him as a personal protector. Bolfath strode off, making short work of the pathway ahead, his long twin double-bladed battle axes crossed over his back. 

			Bustling up past the well-formed ranks typical of Dwarrow, Haggersath headed for the guiding party near the front of the column. Bolfath had disappeared off to the north. They soon found Grambol Doomsayer assembled with Mevindh-Gulbard and Diwolde Stonescraper in heavy conversation, discussing the pathway ahead of them. 

			“Stone and Sun grant you strength, Giftgiver,” Mevindh-Gulbard spoke in his deep, even cadence. He was stroking his pale golden beard that was kept tucked into his belt. Mevindh-Gulbard was in the habit of acting more formally than the other Dwarrow. It was not an  uncommon practice among Gulprąsts—he was of their order—who had powers granted by Jikseon, where they could convey his favor and occasionally perform outright miracles. 

			He looked every bit an emissary of Jikseon. Above the beltline, on the chest of the cloth, was the crest of the Gulprąsts: a circle of rope around protective runes with the amber-jeweled mace of their order at the center. Mevindh-Gulbard’s rich yellow beard shined of pure gold and brimmed in the Sun. Clipped at his hip through a ringlet on his belt gleamed a bejeweled mace nearly identical to the one represented on the crest. 

			“Har, Gulprąst, Jikseon guide yer pathway,” Haggersath said, nodding to the Gulprąst in his immaculate white and gold tabard. How did Mevindh-Gulbard remain so untouched during travel? Smiling to himself, Haggersath thought no more of the minor miracle. Then, he shifted to Grambol Doomsayer. “Have ye discovered where our target be yet?” 

			“Seems to me we be headin’ mighty close to the ruins of Krath,” Grambol Doomsayer began, sounding far more lucid in the morning Sun. He popped one of those tart berries he liked so much into his mouth, wiping his hand on his stained purple vest. He went on as he chewed, showing red-stained teeth. “Likely ta be findin’ some kvalid to contend with in those parts. They’d have come  fer sure after Krath’s demise, swept right in like it be their own, and no one cared ta bother with that lot. So, they stayed.” 

			Grambol Doomsayer was right; the furry scavengers infested anything neglected over time. 

			Haggersath laughed. “No matter, we’ll scatter ’em like leaves in the chill wind. Never had use for that kind. Craven cowards they be.” 

			Diwolde Stonescraper belted out a laugh. “Aye, they will die by my hammer.” The Sun on his face made the splotches of varying shades similar to pluff mud in tone show on his dark skin.

			Diwolde Stonescraper was a merry sort, usually tainted with ale but rarely harsher spirits. His uncanny knack at solving puzzles and knowledge of rock were well respected. Mountains and stone alike spoke to him like old friends.

			Haggersath gave him a brief half smile. “I be havin’ more important work for you. A Grýttr would be wasted fightin’ when I have near fifty warriors ta do that work.” Diwolde Stonescraper smiled, his cheeks raising the billowy brown beard that almost covered his entire face.

			“You know yer rocks, an’ that’s a skill we will be needin’ if we end up in those mountains.”

			Diwolde Stonescraper was a Grýttr, the title of those who were learned in the ancient ways of stone lore.  Carefully guarded, Grýttrs’ secrets were passed down through apprentices very selectively. 

			“As you say, Haggersath. I’ll be keeping me hammer at me side an’ me sword in me scabbard.” The plain short straight sword at his hip looked like it had seen plenty of combat, but his choice of weapon was sharp on both edges. It was unadorned, a plain weapon for a plain Dwarrow. For close combat, the only kind Diwolde allowed himself into, it was an excellent choice. He also carried four various knives, sheathed for easy access in a tight spot, one on each limb. 

			The road out of Tisroc followed the sheer jagged and tall peaks of the Silfr Mountains on their southern side. Every slope face was rough and rugged like the Dwarrow who called them home. Much of central and eastern Tisroc was uninhabitable except for the most insistent creatures—yeti, goats, eagles, and yes, Dwarrow. But that part was far to their backs, and they had no intention of going there. Long gone from the skies over the mountains was the shine of bright chrome dragons playing in the firmaments over the snow-capped peaks. Over the years, they had vanished inexplicably.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 3

			Haggersath Giftgiver

			They had two days of good travel weather. Clouds gathered but seemed to do Haggersath’s bidding as they faded off, passing southwest or disappearing altogether. The Dwarrow company’s progress was not notable despite the good conditions. Jarlsalt did not share the excitement of Haggersath’s Haseti and was tardy to begin each day. He called halts often, claiming that breaks were expected. It kept the spirits of the Dwarrow under his command high, and that was enough for now. The third day opened with low gray clouds that blotted out the Sun. The dew in the air smelled heavy and threatening as they marched. 

			A Haseti was what the eastern Dwarrow leaders called their closest friends. It was a trusted council and acted as the core leadership group. Haggersath considered  Mevindh-Gulbard, Diwolde Stonescraper, Grambol Doomsayer, and of course, Bolfath his Haseti. 

			It was midday when Grambol Doomsayer turned a wild-eyed look to Haggersath and fervently began tapping at Haggersath’s arm as if he did not already have his attention. “The skies are gonna break t’day. I seen it in me sleep.” 

			Haggersath looked up. The skies thundered; black-gray clouds rolled in even closer as if an evil directed the sinister wind. Tears of an impending serious storm began dropping. 

			“Good that we be havin’ a Doomsayer with us ta warn us of these kinda things,” Haggersath said, holding back no sarcasm. 

			Grambol Doomsayer retorted, “Ya be lucky fer sure, Haggersath Giftgiver.” He yanked at his cloak and pulled up his hood, then turned to tramp off, stretching out his normal short gait.

			Wind kicked up, and the rain flailed with angry intensity. Haggersath deemed it a good time to break. He stepped over to find his captain of the soldiers. Jarlsalt wasn’t far off, and Haggersath approached with Bolfath ever shadowing him. The tinkling of the silver trinkets scattered with leather strips throughout his twin-braided red beard let Haggersath know he was near without  looking. Haggersath called out to Jarlsalt, “Bring the boys under the mountain’s shadow. We break fer camp.”

			“Aye, good, as ya like,” he said, looking with narrowed eyes. “That sheer wall and shelf kin be some shelter.” He pointed to the shelf sticking out just past the sparse pines. Under his breath, he muttered something about it only being a little rain.

			Haggersath welcomed the break. He hadn’t had the chance to sit down with his Haseti since hearing Grambol Doomsayer’s news. They were all eastern Dwarrow. Bolfath, of course, was one he entrusted his life to. But Diwolde Stonescraper was a true friend. Grambol Doomsayer and Mevindh-Gulbard served in very different advisory roles. 

			Jarlsalt believed he was included, but Haggersath did not in his heart trust the westerner. He allowed Jarlsalt into his Haseti only as a necessary formality due his station. In fact, he was not trusted—by any of them. 

			Regardless, now they could hammer out a plan with proper Dwarrow precision. A plan was needed, too, as they knew the ruins would not be empty.

			Diwolde Stonescraper had found a place for them under the slate shelf jutting from the mountainside that had a spine to separate the Haseti from the rest of the company. Rain pattered as Haggersath and the ever-present Bolfath arrived under the rock canopy. Bolfath had to crouch to get under the escarpment; he sat in the back nearest the  mountain’s foot, watching. Mevindh-Gulbard was pacing in deep thought back and forth, and Grambol Doomsayer was talking to no one in particular about nothing that made any sense. They were already there, waiting as if they knew Haggersath’s mind. It was a fact that they did. 

			“Har, Haggersath,” greeted Diwolde Stonescraper, grinning from ear to ear. His bushy brown beard speckled with glistening droplets from the rain. It covered the area where his mouth should be, and the movement when he spoke and the jolly mirth in the words were the only hints that he was the one speaking. 

			Haggersath tipped a nod to each of them gathered.

			“Where’s that little snit, Jarlsalt?” Haggersath looked around.

			“Ye shoud’nta bother with him, Haggersath. He ne’er shows respect due to any of us,” Diwolde Stonescraper said, waving his strong, grayish, mottled hands in the air. 

			Haggersath nodded an affirmation, saying, “He fucks off when he likes. But we need him, don’t you forget—it is he who commands the warriors. An’ the time will come when we need them.” 

			Diwolde Stonescraper added, “He never misses a chance to fling it in our faces. We could find some kinda accident, couldn’t we?”

			“I could fix that problem with the slightest stroke of me pretty ax.” Bolfath smiled menacingly, his throat chuckling  with expectant opportunity. He had slipped one off of his monstrous muscled back and was petting it like a kitten.

			Jarlsalt arrived out of the gloom. “Could fix what, ya big oaf?” 

			Barking out a laugh like a child surprised by a gift, Bolfath returned his ax over his broad shoulders. Jarlsalt jerked away, his bulging eyes revealing a fear that he could not hide. 

			“Enough!” said Haggersath, stepping between his bodyguard and looking down his beard fiercely at the tardy Dwarrow. “There’s no time for hammer play among us now. We are not long for Krath.” He leaned into an unexpectant Grambol. “Eh, Doomsayer?”

			“No, not far, and I be sure our path lies in that accursed ruin.” Grambol Doomsayer nodded slowly.

			“Blast me bones, if luck were gold,” shot Jarlsalt, putting his hand on Diwolde Stonescraper’s thick armored shoulder. 

			“If yer luck were gold”—Diwolde Stonescraper pushed the hand off and leveled a glare at Jarlsalt—“nothing would change.” 

			A murmur of scoffing laughs were shared at Jarlsalt’s expense. He scowled at Diwolde Stonescraper.

			“Last I heard, the place was crawling with kvalid and their like. Nasty rats they be,” Grambol Doomsayer said, twisting his face. He then spat.

			
			

			“My axes ache for some bloodletting. Fine sport they’ll make.” Bolfath reached behind, loosening them in their sheaths with naked exhilaration.

			“You’ll get your fill, Bolfath, but there’s likely more than a few of those rats. We’d be wise an’ wary watchin’ our backs, fer there ought to be at least one tralkvalid in their midst.” 

			“A tralkvalid!” Grambol Doomsayer said in surprise, waking from a daydream. Jarlsalt’s mouth almost frowned with concern, and Mevindh-Gulbard breathed out a heavy sigh, stroking his long tucked beard. 

			Haggersath went on, “Even so, we may need yer magics ta cope with this, Gulprąst.” 

			“As you like it, Giftgiver,” Mevindh-Gulbard said. “I have not seen one in many years.”

			“Bah! Big rats, small rats, make no matter ta me axes,” said Bolfath, letting his mirth shake the trinkets in his beard. His grin beamed anticipation.  

			“Ya kin have them all, far as I’m concerned,” Jarlsalt said and then pointed up to the jagged deep-gray outcropping sheltering them. “It’s big enough fer you easterners to huddle under, eh? What about me Dwarrow out there?” He pointed to the soldiers sitting in the rain. Then he shot a stare at Haggersath. “Let me boys wallow in the mud, will ya?”

			
			

			“Good enough, I say,” Diwolde Stonescraper muttered to the group. “An’ why not?”

			Before Jarlsalt could react, Haggersath gave way. “We jus’ be makin’ plans. Once we finish here, out we all go. A little mud is good fer us all.”

			Jarlsalt smiled in a way that made Haggersath regret accommodating anything to the weaselly captain. “Good,” was all Jarlsalt said as he walked away. “Very good.”

			“Why’d ya ever try and make that bastard happy?” Diwolde Stonescraper asked. “Them westerners—they all be no good.”

			“Why do everyone say that?” Grölle had joined them. “I be western. I was drawn from the mountainside near the Strongmedjie. Strongmedjie be my home, but Dwarrow be Dwarrow, east or west.”

			Haggersath gave a nod of his head at the young captain’s claim. “Dwarrow do be Dwarrow,” he said with grave, solemn pacing. He bowed his head and muttered to himself, “Home.”

			No one spoke. They were not used to his sadness coming out. His heart ached at the thought. He looked with hollow eyes, one silver, the other golden, at Grölle. “You be lucky. I have no home.” His words kept them riveted to his bleak voice almost cracking with grief.

			“The Towers of the Horne, my home, suffered destruction more than a century ago. Gnomôk came  in massed armies and threw down the glorious towers. Calls to the west, to Strongmedjie under the mountains, were met with a stolid silence. A meager few managed to escape the sacked Towers through secret tunnels under the mountains. I was with them, as was Grambol Doomsayer and Diwolde Stonescraper and our other kin. We suffered and were greatly diminished in numbers and in wealth. Our pride was damaged, and prestige crippled.”

			“But there had to be a good reason they didn’t come.” Grölle was looking confused. “Surely they did not want the destruction that happened.”

			“It be jealousy, lad,” Diwolde Stonescraper said. “The Bornholms were always coveting the wealth the Towers had. We Grýttr are unmatched with our knowledge in gems and metals of the Silfr Mountains.”

			Grölle was wide-eyed upon hearing the reason for treachery. “No. It cannot be.”

			“Aye.” Haggersath nodded sadly. He pulled off his ox-horned helm and sat down on a convenient boulder. He gestured for Grölle to do the same. Since there was no other boulder under the escarpment, he sat comfortably on the dirt. 

			Bolfath leaned on the wall, while Mevindh-Gulbard paced again as if verifying the veracity of the recounting. Diwolde Stonescraper stood at Haggersath’s side, remembering his own accounting of the time. Grambol  Doomsayer seemed a world away, staring at the rock wall and pointing his finger here and there like he was testing if it was real or not.

			“I was one of the two Giftgivers who escaped death at the demise of the Towers. Yet when we came out the western side of the tunnels into Strongmedjie, we were served nothing but dishonor by the Bornholm who ruled the Strongmedjie. Me uncle died in the mines. I fared better.”

			Grölle shifted uneasily, but Haggersath continued. 

			“With the ruin of the Horned Towers, Strongmedjie became the greatest and only stronghold of the Dwarrow. After that, the Giftgivers of the Horned Towers and the Bornholm of Strongmedjie had a cool relationship at best. I found myself forced into the humiliation of serving the 38th Bornholm, who now ruled in Strongmedjie, without the respect due to my station.”

			Grölle frowned. “But you lead this expedition?” 

			Scoffing chuckles from the Haseti softly imposed their derision of his claim. 

			“An’ why do ya think the Bornholm put Jarlsalt in command of all the warriors?” Diwolde Stonescraper asked him.

			“Because he is a captain of Dwarrow at Strongmedjie. He is a leader.” Grölle’s answer came more in the form of a question begging for support.

			
			

			“No lad. It be because the Bornholm wants ta keep the Giftgiver under his thumb. Jarlsalt be no real leader of Dwarrow. But he be flawlessly loyal ta the Bornholm.” 

			Grölle looked on like he had been struck by Diwolde Stonescraper’s revelation.

			“It is the reason he be here.” Haggersath took up the conversation. “The Bornholm needed me gone, away from the Strongmedjie. That is why he sent me off on this pointless mission. An endless quest for the Bornholm with the goal of finding so-called treasure. A liar’s trick. Scouring the land in search of relics and such artifacts the Bornholm claimed were vital to their long history. In reality, they were merely things of small value. It was a veneer just to keep me out of Strongmedjie. More reasons to diminish the title of Giftgiver and demean the leader of the eastern Dwarrow.”

			Grölle was sitting with his mouth agape.

			“That’s right!” Suddenly Grambol Doomsayer cut in with his excitable timbre, making not only Grölle but Haggersath and Diwolde Stonescraper jump. “But he did not count on me. The blowhard. Ha! I know treasure. An’ we be findin’ some real treasure that the bugger ne’er imagined. Oh yes. We be makin’ him sorry fer sendin’ me with them.” As suddenly as he jumped in, he was once more distracted and plucked a small pickled fish from the  jar he kept in one of his packs and slurped it up in a single motion. Then he returned to the wall, studying it intensely.

			“That is why there be trouble between the east an’ the west. But ye seem ta be made of eastern soil by yer ways.”  Grölle started to rise from the ground, looking affronted by the statement. 

			“Be at peace, lad.” Mevindh-Gulbard spread his hands in an open way as if presenting something to be received. “It be meant as the highest of compliments from the Giftgiver. He praises your open willingness to use yer own thoughts and make sound decisions.” He smiled a friendly smile at Grölle, and he let the tension go from his posture and face. “Like the one you just made.”

			Haggersath smiled too. “Good.” He straightened his old leather jerkin, its straps of good bearskin loosely woven together and fastened with cold iron studs that never rusted. There were slashes across the leather at many places, but it had kept life and limb intact for years. It was a good, reliable piece and matched well with the rest of his armor, light for traveling. “Now rest up, me lads. Looks like the rain won’ be lettin’ up fer the rest o’ the day. We will make an early rise of it in the mornin’.”

			The Dwarrow belted a few drafts before slipping into a rain-soaked slumber. The morning light beckoned their eyes open. Rain had poured through the night but left  the air freshly cleansed, easing the burden of setting to the road posthaste. By midday the mud would dry, and the company could break to clean and dust off before continuing.

			Jarlsalt and Diwolde Stonescraper led the troop while Haggersath and his looming shadow of a bodyguard were joined by Mevindh-Gulbard and Grambol Doomsayer. One of Jarlsalt’s provosts, Grölle, headed up the rear. It was easy going, and with the wet night and mud behind them, Dwarrow spirits were better. After nearly a league of travel southeast, Grambol Doomsayer and Haggersath caught up to Jarlsalt where the road heading north met the trade way. By looking into the throat of the road, overgrown with vines crossing the path and pines towering on both sides, they knew it was scarcely usable. Past the greenery loomed wicked-edged peaks leading into the heart of the Silfr Mountains that were once Dwarrow lands. Nothing but gloominess emitted from the sheer rock walls themselves, drawing the Dwarrow deeper into the inhospitable climb. 

			Diwolde Stonescraper was feeling the rock wall intently. It was almost like he was searching for something there. “There be a sadness in the stone here,” he muttered to himself. “This is not a place where we be findin’ friends on the road.”

			“Fear of rock? Comin’ from a Grýttr no less.” Jarlsalt scoffed, a smile curling up on one side. “We Dwarrow  of the west do not fear the mountains—they are home, though dark and deep.” 

			“This be not your home, Captain Jarlsalt,” Mevindh-Gulbard said, catching up to them. “This be eastern territory. Your like may well be less welcome than most. At least we were once known to the stone here.”

			“Maybe once,” Jarlsalt spat, taking the Gulprąst’s words as an insult. “Now it be a rat-infested ruin, an’ methinks they be likin’ the taste of easterners fer their meals jus’ the same as us.”

			“It may be, captain,” Grambol Doomsayer said, using his most sane voice. “But methinks Krath is where we need to be, an’ this road be our road today.”

			Hard feelings hung in the air between Haggersath’s other Haseti and Jarlsalt. Clearing the flora as they went took time and was hard work. In some places, the vines grew woody and proved a great hindrance. The winding path grew smaller as it rose steeply upward. Gray, billowy clouds grew closer as they went. Rain sat heavy in those clouds, ready to burst, but they kept calm and held their water. Still, dry weather did nothing to improve their slow climb.

			Two more days of the drizzling gray hike had the Dwarrow casting dark glances at the mountains and skies instead of each other. Pine trees began to become more prolific near the mountains. Heady, resinous scents  clogged the air with a dampness from the saturated gray clouds, pressing like a weight upon them.

			Grambol Doomsayer signaled Haggersath. “We be close now. I kin smell the treasure through the pine resins.” 

			“Ye be sober today, Grambol Doomsayer? I need yer wits about ya,” Haggersath asked none too quietly.

			He was met with a cackling laugh from his Doomsayer that told him all he needed to know.

			Bolfath leaned into Haggersath. “Methinks he be better when he be pissed.”

			Haggersath moved to face Jarlsalt. “Have most of yer Dwarrow break their fast. Then set a watch. Last, I mean fer ya ta take a dozen ta look around the area.” 

			“I know how ta set up a camp.” Jarlsalt shook his head. He tugged the tip of his oiled beard. He lasered a sharp glance, purveying his annoyance for a long moment. 

			Haggersath waited. Was the 16th son about to make the challenge of authority so soon? He knew it was coming, but was he brash enough, ignorant enough, to try so soon? 

			Then, Jarlsalt smiled with a snicker before relenting. “As you like, Haggersath, as you like.”

			Jarlsalt moved off in his rapid tin soldier walk, moving his arms back and forth rapidly, taking small, hurried steps, and did as he’d been bid. What an absolute fool. He was glad it was Jarlsalt the Bornholm had saddled him with. He did not need to fear the spy becoming clever.

			
			

			Peering through the sap-sticky pines, Haggersath and Grambol Doomsayer—and, of course, Bolfath—could see the crumbled walls that once protected the dead city. Krath’s walls were never much of an obstacle at just three meters high at the zenith, with a narrow parapet to patrol. Now, a poorly structured array of broken ladders and rope span bridges attempted to link the gaps, allowing crude passage around the disintegrated rampart. 

			Lounging at the entranceway were four brown, furry, rat-faced kvalid, easily identified by their slender weasel bodies, filthy, black-clawed hands, and feet. Shabby, worn leather jerkins closely fit their long, lean builds, and over their backs were slung quivers holding up to a dozen crude javelins. At their sides were assorted handheld melee arms of varying quality from inferior to abysmal. One of them walked in circles in apparent boredom while the others rested on their bellies, scratching at the earth on all fours. On the wall, two more walked in patrol, stopping to look out into the forest now and again. They could just barely be heard sporadically chittering among themselves.

			Haggersath whispered, “I count six. Do ya see any more?” 

			“Ohh, I can take ’em,” said Bolfath, his voice shaking in excitement. He began to loosen his axes, his grin showing his teeth and the gaps of those missing.

			
			

			“Ya don’ know how many more there be,” Haggersath said, calming the huge Dwarrow down. Then Grambol Doomsayer chimed in. “Me nose tells me there be no more nearby. But I’d bet on many more coming if they heard a fight.”

			Haggersath knew he should have brought the Stonescraper instead—if not for judging the stonework, then for level thought. But leaving him to watch Jarlsalt was safer than tasking Bolfath with the job. He didn’t want to have to return to Strongmedjie and explain the grisly death of the 16th son.

			Once more confirming his assessment, Haggersath tapped on Bolfath’s shoulder to relax the bodyguard’s grip on his axes. The Dwarrow slunk back into the woods and made for their camp ten minutes down the road.

			Back in the camp, Haggersath gathered his Haseti and Jarlsalt.

			“I’ll take the Gulprąst, Diwolde Stonescraper, and ol’ Grambol Doomsayer with me,” Haggersath told his contingent. 

			Jarlsalt nodded in understanding, then stuck his thumb in Bolfath’s direction. “What about him?”

			“Ya don’ worry ’bout the likes of me. I won’ be far if ye want ta kiss me axes.” Bolfath began to chuckle at him.

			“Right, he be,” Haggersath continued. “Move the camp to the entrance of the ruins once we clear out that  rat scum. Captain”—he returned his gaze to Jarlsalt—“you will provide me with eight of yer Rock-Biters.” 

			Rock-Biters were the elite troop in Jarlsalt’s battle-ready warrior company. Only sixteen of his forty-six Dwarrow warriors were Rock-Biters. Heavily armored and especially stout, Rock-Biters carried a reputation well beyond just another Dwarrow warrior.  

			Sending half of his best did not sit well with the captain, and he shook his head disapprovingly. “Ya think that be wise?”

			“I command the expedition. Do as yer told.” 

			Jarlsalt held his eyes in challenge, mouth twitching in contemplative thought. Haggersath was well aware Jarlsalt thought of him as a puffed-up token king of a broken house.  Grambol Doomsayer had overheard Jarlsalt boasting in camp when he thought no eastern Dwarrow could hear: “Haggersath may be designated leader, but it was only a formality,” and that “every Strongmedjie Dwarrow knows that the son of the Bornholm is the true leader.”

			Haggersath had grown tense at the defiance exposed in Jarlsalt’s expression. Suddenly realizing he telegraphed his thoughts, Jarlsalt relaxed into a very forced grin—a grimace of obvious pain. 

			“Of course, Giftgiver, Haggersath, as ye like.” Jarlsalt supplicated a forced pleasant chuckle in the delivery with  his most servile grin. He released his distaste and delivered his orders (laced with obscenities) to the troop.

			Haggersath’s exploratory group sat nestled in the pines, observing the same shaggy weasels at their languid guard posts. They had moved around some, but they seemed slothful. 

			Mevindh-Gulbard placed a hand on Haggersath’s epaulet. “Jikseon varda,” his deep soothing voice spoke under his breath. 

			He repeated for each of the band in turn, granting a blessing from Jikseon. Their armor would be harder, their hammers denser upon impact, yet lighter in the hand to strike home, and their luck guided. Yellow magic blessed the entire vanguard.

			Haggersath began orders for the assault, “Grölle, you take yer ferskeyttr of Rock-Biters an’ go with the Doomsayer and Diwolde Stonescraper over on the right by that white rock next to the wall. Ya should be able ta get right up next ta their stinkin’ hides.  I want Bolfath ta follow ya halfway with another one. The rest o’ ya will stay here with me an’ the Gulprąst.” 

			The leaders looked eager to have some hammer play, finally. 

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 4

			At the Mouth of the Mountain

			A ferskeyttr was the elite combat unit of the Dwarrow, made up of four Rock-Biters. They were deadly effective and operated as a single unit. Even after taking losses, they lost little effectiveness making adjustments or combining with another undersized unit.

			“Once we be set, Bolfath, yer boys rush in and charge ’em. That’ll scare the fuzz off their faces—and when they be decidin’ ta fight or run, that is when Grölle strikes.” 

			Haggersath took a breath, enjoying the moment with a friendly smile. This was something Dwarrow relished. All parts of battle. Planning. Doing. Looting.

			“Bah! I kin handle them all meself,” Bolfath rumbled. “Why I—”

			
			

			“Melt me beard—what is that?!” Grambol Doomsayer’s eyes were wide, pointing to the ruins. The kvalid lay crumpled at the gate, and arrows struck those on the scaffold—they tumbled off the wall. Arrows? His company didn’t equip any arrows.

			He squinted, half seeing something that seemed at first like it wasn’t there, and then like it was. 

			From the other side of the trees, they came streaking in. They were tall figures running smoothly, lightly, and astonishingly quick. Their skin was a woodland brown; they had sharp, defined features and lithe bodies that moved smoothly as trees swaying in a stormy wind. How could it be? If so, they were far from their lands. Very far. It made no sense—but it could only be. 

			“Sylvan!” muttered Mevindh-Gulbard. “In Tisroc?”

			 It was hard to calculate their true numbers with the flow of their movement and shocking speed, with them weaving about one another showing an innate and extreme natural skill. Twenty? Perhaps twenty-five? They were upon the entrance before another breath could be drawn—quick as a lightning strike! 

			Haggersath recovered first. “Blast ye laggards, move!” He waved his Dwarrow forward. “Fergit the plan and damn yer eyes! Go, move!” 

			They moved, disjointed, as a jumbled mob of twenty, completely without the sleek cohesion the Sylvan  effortlessly displayed. As different as they were, a similar determination drove the Dwarrow at the ruins. They came upon the dead kvalid just as the arrows in their bodies evaporated into whisps of gray smoke. Those who noticed gasped in uncomfortable awe. Sylvan magic! The older, more learned Dwarrow knew that those arrows had returned to the Sylvan quivers to be used again, over and over, endlessly cycling. 

			“Nice trick,” remarked Diwolde Stonescraper. 

			Far less impressed were Mevindh-Gulbard and Grambol Doomsayer; they traded an uneasy glance as they spat in disgust. To Mevindh-Gulbard, theirs was an unclean magic. To Grambol Doomsayer, the Sylvan just felt all wrong. Haggersath could see them both wearing expressions of severe distaste. 

			Haggersath led them up through the ruins of the gate where the fallen kvalid lay. Bolfath pushed on the rotted wood panels the kvalid had lashed together in an effort to secure the ruins. The gates crumbled easily and fell to the ground.

			“This be a travesty.” Diwolde Stonescraper sadly observed the condition of the masonry. He walked about, looking closer. He went about touching stones and mortar like they were precious gems.

			Haggersath noted the buildings inside the walls were in no better shape, half crumbled and broken. This place  had been ransacked and gutted many times over.  But there—to the left side of him, north and west a bit—was a dark, looming cave entrance to the mountain itself. 

			Haggersath turned to Grambol Doomsayer. “Which is the path, Doomsayer? And don’t tell me to follow those woodland fools into the mountain if ye like the length of yer beard.”

			Grambol Doomsayer shook his head, a grim, sneering smile slowly appearing. “But it be so, master Giftgiver.” 

			“Damn yer eyes!” Haggersath’s heart sank, balking at the truth, and he kicked a rock into the ruined town. Maybe it wasn’t the worst of the options, since he had just noticed movement in the ruined buildings. With the stone he kicked having ricocheted about, he may have drawn unwanted attention. Then he heard them. Chittering noises assembled and responded to each other over in the rubble of crumbled buildings.

			“Kvalid in the wreckage there,” warned Grölle. He pointed with his hammer. 

			A glimpse of the rats could be seen moving in and out of the ruins. A blink of another shape closely followed—was it just a trick of the eyes, as the shadow blended with the broken masonry? Or was it one of those Sylvan who got caught away from the others?

			“Go! Move now!” rumbled Haggersath, hurrying his throng toward the mountainside entrance. They would  need to go to the same entrance as those blasted Sylvan. Haggersath cursed himself for kicking the rock, even though it was not what drew the kvalid their way. 

			He heard Dwarrow battle cries and the clash of steel off in the direction he had sent Jarlsalt. 

			Haggersath and Mevindh-Gulbard waited in the clearing before the cave entrance, waiting for Othro and Bolfath to come into the clearing. He saw Grölle had held up his ferskeyttr with Grambol Doomsayer and Diwolde Stonescraper, the six of them posed for battle at the mouth of the mountain.

			But it wasn’t Ortho’s ferskeyttr nor Bolfath that broke the clearing. Haggersath’s blood raced. He felt—alive, so alive. Four of the rats came chittering and waving their javelins. They did not rush them at first. “Be ready, Gulprąst.” 

			“We stand?” Mevindh-Gulbard asked, surprised. 

			“Aye, we stand. We wait fer Bolfath and Ortho.” He was determined not to retreat without those two and the three Rock-Biters with them. “Jarlsalt be engaged fer sure. He has the numbers ta fight back this way though.”

			Then the four kvalid crouched and sprang. Haggersath pulled his hammer free, and Mevindh-Gulbard his bejeweled mace.

			Haggersath saw the first javelin coming and moved as it rushed past his face. He heard another clink on metal  and felt its deflected shaft ricochet off the armor on his back. “Hoho,” he laughed out loud.

			In an instant, they were upon the two Dwarrow. A rodent stench clotted the air with the bristling greasy fur of their enemy. Haggersath dropped his hammer hard on the unprotected head of the first to reach him. Hot blood shot in a spray that splattered them both. It crumpled at his feet, falling onto Haggersath’s legs. His breathing was rapid and deep, fueling his desire for battle. 

			All three of the other kvalid had surrounded Mevindh-Gulbard, but the Gulprąst was nobody’s doormat. He held them at bay. Haggersath brought his hammer crashing into the leg of the closest to him. He heard the crack of bone splintering, and the kvalid collapsed to the dirt. 

			Mevindh-Gulbard’s mace smashed into the collar of the one farthest away, its squeaking yelp dying in its mouth as the mace dragged through the body clean and fast as any bladed weapon might. Haggersath smiled as he brought his focus on the sole remaining kvalid on the other side of Mevindh-Gulbard. That mace, driven with added force of the yellow magic, had hit the kvalid with the strength of an ice giant.

			Sharp pain shot up Haggersath’s leg, and he grunted, pulling back and looking down to see the kvalid he had just laid low biting and working to gnaw on his mail-booted shin. Its broken face was twisted even more when  biting with broken teeth and only half its jaw. He fell back, landing hard. He cursed himself for letting his mind wander in battle. He knew better than to take an enemy lightly. Haggersath kicked the smashed head away with his free boot, apparently landing a fatal blow. The rat lay there motionless. 

			He heard the crunch of Mevindh-Gulbard’s mace flowing through the bones of the last kvalid. He looked back at his boot and saw no blood. Gathering himself and coming to his feet, he tested his ankle and shin. Sore but undamaged. 

			“There be two more comin’,” Mevindh-Gulbard said in a raspy tone filled with heavy breathing. 

			Haggersath looked up. They were dashing out of the ruins, running at them. Looking over their furry shoulders behind, they hadn’t noticed Haggersath or the Gulprąst. At that moment, it became clear what they fled to escape. With a battle roar, Bolfath came bursting out of the ruins, his twin axes raised like scythes of death out by his sides. Behind him came Othro, the formation with the three Rock-Biters of his ferskeyttr fully intact. Othro saw Haggersath and flashed a grin in recognition. Avalanche came with them, happily trotting in their midst, pinkish red staining her fine white fur. The ferskeyttr turned as one and stood while Bolfath ran his prey straight at Haggersath. 

			
			

			Haggersath felt his blood surging, the exhilaration of the fight, and he braced for the oncoming kvalid. He leaned back as he drew his hammer with both hands up into the chest of the rat. He meant only to graze the chest and come full force and uppercut the jaw, but he misjudged the speed and distance. His hammer bounced the kvalid off its clawed feet, and he fell backward, slamming onto the ground as he catapulted the assailant over him. 

			Haggersath used the momentum to continue the roll and come up on his feet, warhammer at the ready. 

			But the kvalid lay there, chest bloody, the cavity ripped open. Wiping the blood from his face with a forearm, he looked for more. Mevindh-Gulbard stood tall and golden-bearded over the second kvalid corpse. 

			Bolfath slowed to halt in front of him, looking disappointed. “Har, Haggersath. Ye owe me one. That one should be mine.” He leaned on an ax that he placed headfirst on the ground while the other laid across his shoulder. 

			“There be more Bolfath, plenty enough fer us all,” Mevindh-Gulbard said and tapped Haggersath with his mace, then pointed to where Othro had placed his ferskeyttr.

			Out of the ruins they came. One dozen. Then a score. Othro had his ferskeyttr moving in an orderly retreat toward them, but at double time. 

			
			

			There was movement off to the left. Haggersath shifted to face the new threat, tugging on Bolfath’s ogrekaru cloak to join him. Bolfath moved to the flank on Haggersath’s right. Haggersath knew it was getting desperate with so many coming out from so many directions. Maybe Bolfath could handle them all, but there would likely be casualties. The kvalid came into view, bleeding and badly wounded. They fell under the hammers and short blades of Grölle’s ferskeyttr. All four were present. Haggersath was relieved to see Grambol Doomsayer and Diwolde Stonescraper in the mix, looking hale but harassed.

			“Form on me.” His order carried like thunder across the way to them. Grölle’s ferskeyttr responded and moved his direction in good order. The two members of his Haseti ran casually to join him. 

			“Are ye well, Giftgiver? Ye have a gimp in yer walk,” Diwolde Stonescraper said, his face dripping perspiration. 

			Before he could answer, stepping out of the ruins where they had just come from was another dozen kvalid. This was too many. They couldn’t wait for Jarlsalt. Without him, the risk was just too great. 

			“Fall back ta the mouth of the mountain, lads,” his order came. “Do it now and do it fast. We form up ta fight just inside.” He wanted to bottle up the approach and limit the attackers that could melee them. It would do more  than even the odds. If the rats were foolish enough to test them there, they could slaughter them whole.

			They reached the mouth of the cave, twelve Dwarrow against some forty kvalid. None of them seemed to have suffered any wounds of consequence. 

			It was dark in the cave, but as they turned to see their pursuers, their vision seemed enhanced. Standing in the darkness of the cavern allowed a clearer view.

			Two score of kvalid were now cautiously moving to just within javelin range. Javelins launched haphazardly from the kvalid clattered about the mountain. Only one managed to make its mark and felled one of the Rock-Biters of Grölle’s troop, striking through his neck. There were not many weaknesses in Dwarrow travel armor—this was true bad luck. Blood shot from the wound—the Gulprąst tended to him immediately while the other nine Rock-Biters hung back in the shadows. Diwolde Stonescraper seemed to be focused on feeling the rock wall, searching for something. He was always interested in stone, even at the oddest times.

			“Yer weapon would be of more use than that blasted wall yer fondlin’, Stonescraper. I be down a Dwarrow already,” Haggersath said to him.

			“Ye be right.” Mevindh-Gulbard rose up and stood from the unmoving Rock-Biter, a regret on his kind face. “He’s gone ta Hrajaar with Jikseon.” 

			
			

			The throng of kvalid had gathered and closed on the opening. They would reach it soon. Haggersath and his company were ready for the melee, their weapons poised. According to his calculations, no more than ten at a time could fit in the entrance. That would be a crowded assault. If they stood second rank, they might bring another eight or so javelins into play. But those were short and not made to operate as pikes or long spears. Even well-trained formation warriors would incur self-casualties employing this tactic with javelins. Kvalid were entirely untrained and did not fight as a unit.

			Bolfath took a wide stance, a double-bladed ax in each hand. “Ah yes! At last!” His fierceness alone caused the kvalid to hesitate. 

			He was flanked on either side, Haggersath on the right in his studded leather armor and a two-handed grip on his battle ax. On the left, Mevindh-Gulbard stood tall in his bright armor brandishing an ornate bejeweled mace used by those of his order. A powerful glow of yellow gold pulsed around him, making his presence indomitable, while sending a resolute spirit through the Dwarrow, stiffening the company’s bones. 

			Out from the ruins behind the cowering kvalid stepped—a tralkvalid. It was markedly larger than its cousins. Thickly hided, bronze, scaly skin acted as its own armor. Large fangs protruded from its drooling maw even  when closed, emphasizing oversized rat-like features—a hideous sight. It towered, fearsome and commanding, at nearly three meters—taller than Bolfath. Quite unlike the slender weasels it led. The tralkvalid let loose a loud, dreadful yawp, causing the Dwarrow to check their courage. This in turn emboldened the kvalid, renewing their resolve.

			“That one be yers, Bolfath,” said Grambol Doomsayer with a nervous grin. Haggersath couldn’t argue with that logic. He was best suited to dispatch the beast. 

			Bolfath growled, “Come ta me an’ taste me axes. Ya won’ be so tall when I cut ya in pieces.”

			They charged the Dwarrow, the tralkvalid at an unrelenting, steady pace, allowing the smaller kvalid to lead, obviously hoping to soften up the Dwarrow. Bolfath stepped forward, arcing his right ax to strike off the extended neck of the first weasel through the entrance. He swung, and the ax bit deep. 

			Diwolde had ignored Haggersath’s directive and did not join the battle right next to him. He instead concentrated on drawing three-fourths of an hourglass with two fingers along the wall. The rock shined a whitish silvery line where he traced. The entrance to the mountain was outlined in a flash of pale white-hot sparks, and then, as suddenly as it flashed, the rock door slammed shut and it all went dark.

			
			

			The sudden gasps from a few Dwarrow and the wet clunk of a kvalid head hitting the floor were the only sounds. 

			Starting slowly and building into an echoing laughter, Diwolde Stonescraper filled the empty quiet. “Well, me boys, that is that,” he said, sounding very pleased with himself.

			Haggersath laughed in turn. “I see what ye be doin’ there now. Ya found the door, did ya?” 
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			Chapter 5

			Daoine Maithe

			Just being in the woods again tugged at Aieren’s memory—a memory he needed to rekindle from time to time. Musty air filled with the scents of life, moss and fungus giving off the unashamed aroma of fresh growth and final decay. The full cycle of a life in a single breath of woodland essence. One feeding the other endlessly. It was supposed to be like this. Morningsong was the goddess of the wood and all things Sylvan and fae. She had made it this way. Perfect, symbiotic, and eternal. 

			Aieren felt the smoosh and stickiness of wet leaves, tawny on the forest floor. They made a carpet together with dew and rain that spread as far as the woods spanned. They would lie there until time took them, and then they would feed the dark, loamy soil. 

			He marveled at the ancient, grooved bark on the great oak trees. Here, near the forest borders, only a few of the  majestic, giant oaks remained—they were cousins of the first tree, the Ancient Heart, which dwelled deeper in the forest. More common among the borders were the flaky-skinned cedars with their flat boughs spreading out for shade like little pillows in the air. 

			This was the Daoine Maithe, and it was Aieren’s home. A light breeze came rustling through the leaves, an old friend, long missed. He breathed deep, taking in the very spirit of the forest with an effort to join with it and become as one. He belonged here. 

			But then his own golden skin caught his eye. It was smooth and sleek and bore no semblance of the forests. It was utterly repellant. Who was he deceiving? It did not belong here. He did not belong here. 

			He could feel and smell with those ordinary pleasantries, but the caress of magic was all but gone. It had left him, and no matter how many times he returned here and tried to reach the Daoine Maithe, it was beyond him. He sagged, losing his feigned euphoria.  

			Aieren was once a Sylvan. Was, but no more. His legs grew weak and limp. He could no longer stand, and he slid down, filled with agony, aching with the emptiness of a newly lost love. He knew he was not alone. There were many others that suffered the same fate. Little good that did for him. It was happening to them all. Given enough time, it would happen to all Sylvan.

			
			

			He lay, face slack, in the wet leaves of the forest floor. His breathing was shallow and racked silent, private sobs. The mystical forest of Daoine Maithe was slowly retreating to ruin, and with it, the Sylvan—one by one—found their magic fading with the death of every tree. Their skin would lose its bast, its semblance to the natural beauty of tree bark. It flattened and smoothed, becoming a dull gold, the color of decaying leaves. Horrid! Just like his. 

			His features, too, lost their once-handsome angles and ridges to become nearly identical to the soft, plain features of the race called Man. The transformation of a divinely magical being to a simplistic creature unable to even feel the most minute flows of magic—it was a tragedy. The Sylvan race was fragmenting. 

			Aieren had suffered this change into being a Galean—a Sylvan who lost their sense of magic—almost completely. His frame had become thicker, heavier, and less efficient. Sylvan possessed root-strong, sinewy muscles and bones that flexed and moved as trees do, but not a Gaelean; their muscles were thick, bulging needlessly, mushy like a waterskin, and their bones inflexible and brittle, like those of Men. Aieren lamented in self-pity—his skin had lost its exquisite kinship with rich red maple bark and became this! He remained, face to the forest floor, more miserable than ever. He could not return to the Daoine Maithe; doing so would kill him. Then again, maybe death was a better  choice. He was filled to the core with a mixture of despair and vile self-loathing.

			A cedar beetle picked its way carefully along the dead leaves, foraging its way to the next deliciously sappy cedar. Even its simple life held more importance and purpose than his pathetic existence.

			Breaking tree limbs nearby snapped Aieren back to the moment. Something was approaching, fast. Something very large. Aieren got up on all fours. Wet leaves stuck to his face by their sticky composting.  

			Suddenly, it broke
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