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      The desert, even with the sun far overhead, felt as cool as a breezy storage basement. Worse, the dry winds sucked water out of Naucacus quicker than salt dehydrates a slug. Bringing the spongy water skin to his lips, Naucacus squeezed the water skin harder than the last time he drank from it. The flaccid thing only held a couple of gulps of water more.

      He began the guttural grunts of the dwarven chant to call forth the Water Sprite’s Light - the very first dwarven chant that Sokina had taught him. He remembered the elf girl’s patience despite hours of his human mouth mangling the words. Mistakes always produced side-effects, from silly squishy sounds to harmless thunder and lightning. When he finally got the chant right, Naucacus dropped the liquid light onto her foot. She squeaked a cry and then could not stop giggling at him, no matter how much he tried to console her. It all ended with a kiss.

      But then the memory of her murder jolted his mind. Treshgon, Sokina’s brother, stabbed her stomach with Naucacus’ dagger. Then he shoved his bleeding sister off a cliff as her human lover ran to her rescue.

      Naucacus shook his head. He had to focus on the chant for the Water Sprite’s Light. He had no room for silly mistakes now.

      “Gart derth shuck.”

      A bolt of lightning struck his hand and left a gooey clump of blue light that jiggled around his hand. Then a clap of thunder broke through the cloudless sky. For a moment he wondered which words he must have mispronounced.

      “Shuck derm yu’orp,” said Naucacus. The light formed an arrow pointing to the northwest into the Haunted Mountains. He shivered. The dwarves’ former homeland, where no living being dared tread for centuries …

      A creaking cry echoed through the desert’s hills. Monstrous cougars of mud, rock, and bone - Grogmothn’s mud beasts - had located him. Fight or flee? He had to survive. Naucacus unsheathed the cursed sword that the elven council had forced upon him. Instantly, the elven ghost Bymim, a sycophant of the elven council, slid out of the sword and jumped to his side.

      “Go check how many mud beasts are approaching,” Naucacus ordered. With the cursed sword’s power, he might be able to handle one, maybe two, of the mud beasts.

      “Yeah right, elf murderer. Not interested.” the ghost’s translucent, lagging profile resembled a youthful yet sickened birch tree.

      The convict clenched his hand around the sword’s pummel and hid the Water Sprite’s Light, which clung to his hand like tar. “Hey, I’m the only one who can see you -“

      “Only the holder of the sword can see me. But I rather see how you fare against something that can fight back. Killing a naive elf girl is easy,” said Bymim, “Or would you rather run away? The Haunted Mountains might be better suited for you.”

      “Fine, the Haunted Mountains.”

      “Really? What are you up to? What’s in your hand?”

      “My sword - and anyway, who is worse - Grogmothn, who slaughtered many elves, or me?”

      Bymim turned away from him. “Hard call. Who knows where that orphan and the dwarf went after you killed his caretaker … maybe some more victims? So I’ll have you suffer more as you go through this journey. Follow me to the mountains … I won’t help you … but if you confess …”

      Not a chance. At least the journey gave him the chance to rescue his son, who had fled with the dwarf Piknock (at least according the elven trackers during the trial.) After the trial the elven council, with Treshgon at its head, had condemned him to this deadly journey: destroy Grogmothn, who’s trapped in the Tower of Mud and Bone, or die trying.

      Suddenly, an enormous force flowed between the sword and the sheath. Bymim smiled as Naucacus’ joints weakened. “That’s if you even think of abandoning the journey. Now keep up. Or else.”

      The ghost zipped toward the mountains. His prisoner sprinted after him. Up and down hills, around man-sized crevasses, and across baked sand filled with irksome cacti … when the ghost reached the road that lead up through the mountains, he floated over his prisoner.

      “Some warrior you are. Can’t even run a short distance.”

      “Hurry … up …” the man said, as the dry air scratched his tongue, “We’re not out of danger yet.”

      “Who do you mean by ‘we.’ I’m nothing like you - you … you scum! Don’t you dare sheath -“

      Naucacus sheathed the sword, and the elf vanished. Good. Striding up the pathway, he focused on the pricks from sand that collected in his black hair rather than the squeezing soreness of his legs. At least his white clothing (with loads of brown smudges) held back the worst of the desert’s cold air. How could do the mountains get at night? No snow covered their peaks, fortunately.

      Soon Naucacus stood high enough that he could see dozens of leagues into the desert below. He saw no signs of his pursuers in the desert. Behind him the wind sung a hollow groan. He checked the Water Sprite’s Light - the gooey, blue clump pointed around the mountain. Water was nearby. He picked up his pace.

      One more stride and he would have missed it - the twisted symbol chiseled on a cluster of rocks. The dwarven rune indicated a doorway into their tunnels lay nearby. Maybe he could find a spot in the tunnels to stay for the night. But first came getting more water.

      A creaking cry rang out from behind him. He jumped, causing the gooey light to lean out of his hand for a moment. Five of the mud beasts sprinted across the neighboring mountain’s paths.

      Passing around the corner of rocks, Naucacus stumbled. A stone hulk guarded the river below. Wider than a merchant’s cart of wares, the stone hulk looked like an amateur’s attempt at a threatening sculpture. The humanoid bulk of rocks picked up a boulder and appeared to glare at him, despite its featureless face.

      A bridge spanned the distance between the mountains and the river. On a good day, Sokina could have jumped the distance, but her lover doubted he could leap even halfway.

      Another creaking cry came from behind him. Near the stone hulk, a pile of rocks formed another dwarven rune. If only he could reach the dwarven doorway, then he could hide in the tunnels for a while. Or at least until his pursuers looked elsewhere. The Water Sprite’s Light could help him find water in the tunnels. He just needed to return to the other dwarven doorway, and - no! Naucacus didn’t have the time to waste. His son might be found and killed by Treshgon by then. He had to rush the stone hulk.

      Drawing out his sword, the convict slid down the sandy mountain - plants stabbed and torn at his legs - and charged at the stone hulk. Once he reached the bottom, the stone hulk threw a boulder and missed by a wide margin.

      With a weak smile he ran toward the stone hulk. One swing, two swings, and three - none touched the stone hulk.

      Then it countered.

      With single swipe of its arm, the stone hulk’s hand brushed his chest and catapulted him over the river.

      “Die, Naucacus, die!” exclaimed the ghost.

      Naucacus climbed to his knees and sheathed the sword. The pounding pain in his chest demanded him to fail. He shut his eyes. I have to do this. I have to rescue my son.

      The stone hulk began to walk across the river. His hand with the Water Sprite’s Light refused to respond to his demand to open. The light burned his hand. He grimaced. If the goo touched water, it would explode too.

      He touched his chest. His clothing was torn, his chest was bruised and bloody, but he could still breath. He could still move. And the doorway … it lay nearby.

      Only a few steps away, the sloshes of the stone hulk’s approach slowed. The quagmire held back the stone hulk. He scanned at the rocks comprising the dwarven rune and saw an opening - large enough for him to crawl into the tunnels without the stone hulk following him.

      Suddenly, mud smacked against the rocks nearby. The stone hulk threw another clump of mud against the rocks. Biting his lip, Naucacus rushed crawling into the tunnels. Another lump of mud slammed into the rocks behind him. The rocks tumbled down, sealing him inside. Speckles of light interrupted the utter darkness.

      He unsheathed the cursed sword. Dim light chased the nearby darkness away. The ghost leaped out in front of him and said, “Enjoy your fight with that stone hulk? I didn’t realize small-time merchants were so wimpy. You practically had the thing beaten.”

      “You’re useless,” he said, moving forward, “Just leave me alone.”

      The elf laughed.

      As the tunnel widened, the merchant passed the occasional stack of armor and clothing. Neither the dwarven armor nor the clothing would fit him. He glanced at the first few pieces as Bymim danced in glee and cheered his approaching death. If he didn’t need the light so badly, he would have sheathed the sword just to get rid of the ghost’s weird dance. Maybe he could find a cloak to keep himself warm.

      As the merchant approached one of the stacks, the darkness within the armor didn’t recede from the sword’s light. “What’s wrong with the shadows here?”

      Bymim jumped in, “Nothing. It’s just a little trick your eyes are playing on you.”

      He tried to examine the elf’s expression, but the ghost had already moved ahead. “Come on, you wimp! Don’t bother with the dwarven remains - none of that stuff will fit you anyway. You’ll be dead soon enough so don’t worry about it.”

      With nowhere else to go, the convict followed the ghost. Then they reached a fork in the tunnel. Just as he stopped, a dwarf signaled to go down the right pathway. He blinked and looked again. Nothing.

      “That’s the wrong way,” said Bymim, “These tunnels are creepy enough. Don’t go and get us lost, too.”

      The elf’s grin weakened the merchant’s joints, but his guide hurried away, waving him forward. The convict opened his numb hand and glanced at the Water Sprite’s Light. The light was a fuzzy clump. Clenching his teeth, he followed the elf.

      They passed more stacks of armor. Darkness seemed to swirl around each one, and Naucacus avoided each stack. Just the sight of them twisted his back in discomfort. Soon they arrived at another fork.

      The ghostly dwarf appeared again - it looked like Piknock, with the scarred cheek and grubby eyelashes. But if he was dead, then was his son Narvic dead too?

      “Piknock?” Naucacus asked.

      The ghostly dwarf nodded.

      “Hey! Stop daydreaming!” called out Bymim. The dwarf’s ghost vanished.

      Before his prisoner could think more, the ghost increased the pace of their walk to a steady stride. Keeping up with the ghost, Naucacus let a few tears run down his face, but to avoid the stacks of armor, he couldn’t think or do much else.

      As they approached the next fork, the ghost said, “No wandering off, now.”

      At the fork Piknock’s ghost waved him in the opposite direction as the elf. Naucacus glanced at the Water Sprite’s Light and it pointed toward Piknock for a moment before it returned to its fuzzy state.

      “Why are you in such a hurry?” asked the prisoner.

      “What? Do you really like these tunnels? I just want to get out of this place quicker than you do.” But his ghost’s cheerful grin pushed him backwards.

      “Where do the other ghosts lead to?”

      The elf turned toward him surprised. “Other ghosts? There aren’t … They’re just deceptions, I think your eyes are playing tricks on you. Don’t be so gullible. A merchant shouldn’t be so naive.”

      “Really? Maybe I should try the other way.”

      “No!”

      Naucacus raised his eyebrow. “Piknock wants me to go the other way, and I trust him more than I do you.”

      “Piknock? That dwarf Sokina cared for? Wait, that means … you killed the dwarf and the kid too! You, you horrible … you can’t … we’re almost through the tunnels … Grogmothn’s minions will make mincemeat out of you then.”

      The merchant turned and began to walk in the direction that Piknock’s ghost had indicated. Next time Piknock appears I’ll try to talk with him. Maybe the ghost would know if his son Narvic still lived.

      “No!” screamed out his tormentor, “We’re so close! I mean, we’re almost there! If you follow me, we’ll get to the Tower of Mud and Bone soon.”

      “I rather try …”

      Bymim rushed at his prisoner. “Don’t! If you do - if you’ll never see your son again! Treshgon wants to … you have to survive to save him!”

      He glared at the ghost. Enough games. He opened his hand and the fuzzy light of the Water Sprite’s Light pointed away from Bymim and toward where Piknock had pointed.
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