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Synopsis

This is an action-packed story set in a medieval fantasy world called Ayreth. It is  a world filled with humans, dwarves, elves, and fairyfolk fighting the evil Dark Elves, goblinkind, and supernatural monsters. The main character is an old dwarf warrior-priest in search of a dwarf stronghold in the Altan mountains, and befriends many humans and elves along the way when he reunites with the very dwarves he was seeking. On his adventures he acquires a powerful magical helm, and holy ruby that can resurrect the dead. The old dwarf and his companions stir up the wrath of a dragon, and dark elves and the goblin slaves that serve them, as well as evil supernatural allies that results in several battles around the dwarven stronghold. This is not a tale for children or the squeamish, but would certainly appeal to Dungeons & Dragons players, or fans of the fantasy/adventure genre.
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Korgan Hammerstorm was an old, yet strong and sturdy dwarf, exactly four feet in height and somewhat on the stout side. He had a long fluffy white beard and moustache. However, presently he has found himself under a lot of snow, caused by an avalanche. What caused the avalanche of course was a goblin blowing a horn (in the mountains in winter!) when it spotted Korgan about five hundred feet away as it stepped out of pine trees into the clearing.

And so despite Korgan's considerable strength, he found himself struggling to get free, digging upwards with his gloved hands. And just when he thought his stamina was about to give out, he felt a large strong hand grab his chainmail coif at the back of his neck, and he was yanked out of his snowy prison. 

As he sat on the snow, breathing heavily, he looked up at his rescuer with reserved astonishment. There stood before him a man almost seven feet tall and of stocky build, completely covered in fur garments. Underneath his fur cap was ice blue eyes, a big smile, a black shaggy beard and mustache.

As the large man stooped to pick up his seige crossbow laying on the snow, he said; "Ha! You're lucky to be alive old fella! That damn stupid goblin winding that horn got himself swallowed up by the avalanche it created. But there will be plenty more of those foul folk about!"

Still panting out misty breath in the cold winter air, Korgan rose and replied; "Korgan Hammerstorm at your sevice." Then he immediately began checking to see if he still had all his weapons and equipment on his person.

And the man replied, "Well met! Tuorok at y....". Tuorok immediately looked to his left, then raised his crossbow and took aim. Korgan followed his rescuer's gaze and saw the goblin hundreds of feet away, emerging from snow with a mace in hand.

There was a loud snap and whoosh sound as Tuorok fired his massive crossbow. A moment later there was a loud "crack" sound that echoed through the mountain valley as the bolt pierced the goblin's skull. It fell dead instantly.

Tuorok started working the crank, ropes,and pulleys on his crossbow to reload it as he said;" Ya might want to string that bow of yours. There will no doubt be more of the little fiends around here soon!"

"Little?" replied Korgan,"They're taller than me by a foot!" Then he took his bow out of the quiver on his back and began stringing it. As an afterthought he said;"Fortunately for us they don't know how to fight too well".
"What are you doing wandering alone in the Altan Mountains anyways?" grunted Tuorok, still cranking his crossbow.
After a brief moment of silence, Korgan looked about and replied; "Looking for Zarath-Zul. And I did not come alone. My comrades, Drimbold and Klanvil, made a long journey from Rokhom with me. But alas! They fell in battle against a mountain giant before I dealt it a deathblow with 'Modinthir'. Yet they gave it a good fight, dealing many a mighty chop with their axes! " Then he bowed his head with a sad expression and added, "I buried them under snow and pine branches, about three leagues east of here."

"Sorry to hear such ill tidings." The big man patted him on one shoulder. "What is Modinthir?"  

Korgan shifted his strung bow to his left hand, and with his right hand snatched his warhammer from his belt and held it high. It was very ornate with dwarf-runes etched into it amongst hammered, linear patterns. It was made of silversteel with gold in the runes and as bands spiraling down the length of the handle. It's overall length was almost two feet and the twin hammerhead was about the size of a brick.

"Well that's definitely enchanted, isn't it?" Tuorok looked at it amazed, forgetting to continue cranking his crossbow.

"Enchanted and blessed by Modin himself!" Korgan said proudly. Then he placed it back into the beltloop made for it. Modin was the god of the dwarves. He represented virtue, courage,fairness in justice,and great rewards for hard work.

Finally Tuorok had his weapon set and ready to fire. "Why are you looking for Zarath- Zul? That dwarven outpost has been deserted for over three decades."

"You know of it? Do you know where it is by any chance? And why is it deserted? I need to find it, regardless."

"Well, it's just a few leagues west of here. But you seem urgent to find it. Hmmm...it seems apparent  that Rokhom has been out of contact with Zarath-Zul for some time, eh?"

"You're familiar with this area? Great! I'll give you five gold coins if you guide me there as soon as possible. But how is it that you know this area?"

Tuorok gave a mighty laugh and said, "Because I'm one of the Mountain Folk of these here mountains don't ya know? Why, my village is just a two day hike north of here! It is called Holsten Hamlet."

Hearing that, Korgan's heart was gladdened, for such a hardy and trustworthy folk were respected in the dwarven realm of Rokhom, and even shared the same Altan mountain chain.

"Well, good Tuorok, let's hasten away from here while there's still some daylight left. And since that damn goblin blew it's horn, I agree that no doubt many others will be showing up all too soon!"

And with that, Tuorok started walking westward through the snowclad valley, with poor old Korgan following behind, slowly plowing through snow that came up to his waist. The wind whipped up snow all about them, sometimes blinding them.

They had only travelled an hour when the sun disappeared behind the peaks in the west, the sky still being bright blue. During their arduous trek, occasionally Korgan would glance behind, looking to see if they were being followed. And sure enough, one time it paid off. He could see in the dim light of the valley a large group of humanoids hastily moving through an area of thinly spread pines and into the the bluish-white clearing behind him. The closest of them were about two hundred yards away when he shouted, "Uh-oh Tuorok, we have company!" And with that he grabbed a gold medallion on a gold chain around his neck and started chanting in a language Tuorok could not understand.

"What are you doing? Those are goblins! About forty or fifty of them! Start firing your bow!" Tuorok started studying the group to see if he could spot an obvious leader-type. They tended to be bigger than the rest. He had his crossbow up, ready to fire.

After a brief moment, Korgan finished his chant, turned about to face Tuorok, then placed a hand on Tuorok's arm and started chanting again, whilst holding his medallion with the other. When the chant ended, Tuorok could feel a warmth spread throughout his entire being and all his exhaustion expired instantly.

"Huh? Are you a dwarven priest or something?" Korgan just smiled and turned to face their enemies, and started chanting yet again.

Tuorok viewed the group of goblins again. He still couldn't spot a leader, but he did see a cluster of them about a hundred yards away. He aimed and then fired into the small group. A second later the deadly bolt went through the throat of one goblin and into the fur-clad chest of another, spraying black blood all over the snow.

Then Korgan finished chanting and readied his bow to fire, then said, "We now have the blessing of Modin which will lend us some good luck for a little while." Then he aimed, fired his bow, and immediately withdrew another arrow from his quiver. A goblin squawked as an arrow pierced it's face, and it fell backwards.

"You are full of surprises old dwarf." Tuorok pondered for a moment about readying his crossbow again, then dropped it in the snow. He pulled a falcon's beak from his belt; A footman's military pick about three feet long. Then he stood beside his new found friend in a defiant fashion.

The old dwarf kept firing his bow, and amazingly struck and killed with each shot. But a few arrows flew towards the pair as well. Two arrows grazed Tuorok and stuck in his furs, much to his annoyance, while several glanced off of Korgan's enchanted platemail and helm.  

The goblins were clad in furs, hardened leather, and bits and pieces of metal armour here and there. Most had shields and were typically armed with spears, spiked clubs, hand axes, or curved short swords. About a third of them had bows. They were slim and wiry of build, had dark grey skin, pointed ears, black eyes, and yellowish fangs.

After firing about a dozen shots, Korgan dropped his bow and grabbed Modinthir and a knife, just as the goblins came into hand to hand range. His mighty hammer smashed the shield and collarbone of the first goblin to close with him. He then ducked and avoided the thrust of a spear, stepped forward and stabbed the goblin in the groin. It howled in pain as it dropped and rolled in the snow. His hammer smashed a club to pieces as he parried it, then the goblin shield-rushed him to try and knock the old dwarf down. Korgan managed to step aside, then caved-in the goblin's head with a quick blow.

A few yards away, Tuorok was swinging his pick with deadly accuracy and effect. Each time he struck a goblin there was a loud but dull, sickening crunching sound, followed by a harsh scream as a goblin fell. But since he took a few strides ahead of Korgan, he was surrounded by goblins, all striking and clawing at his furs to bring him down. Tuorok held one goblin by the throat and hoisted it up in the air as he struck all about him. Another goblin was chopping with an axe at his back, but kept hitting the backpack, bundled fur blanket, coiled rope and grapnel on Tuorok's back. Another goblin managed to stab him in the foot with a spear. Then he threw the goblin into another and they both tumbled in the snow. He then  spun around and struck the axe-wielding goblin in the head, killing it instantly. The goblin that stabbed his foot thrust the spear at his face, but he grabbed it with his free hand and yanked at it, causing the goblin to stumble forward. With a swift blow, he buried the curved spike of his pick into it's skull. Then all the gear on his back was struck by three arrows.

Korgan had quickly dispatched another five goblins, when more arrows started raining down in his area. The two remaining goblins on Tuorok were struck down by the goblin arrows, and an arrow grazed Tuorok's right ear. About a score of goblins lay dead about them, staining the snow with their foul black blood.

The remaining goblins (about two dozen) stood about thirty paces away, firing their bows, or hurling war darts. All except one; He was clad in blackened, rusting platemail and stood about six feet tall. Gripped in his gauntleted hands was a cruel looking bardiche.

"I've had enough of this! Now it's time for a surprise of my own!", roared Tuorok. Korgan noted how his voice turned into a louder, deeper, growling voice, becoming more pronounced during his comrade's outroar. Tuorok immediately unbuckled all straps of any kind and throwing off all his equipment, he began to grow in size and became hairier! More arrows struck him, but he did not seem to notice. Within seconds he had transformed into a large brown bear, slightly bigger than a grizzly bear! With a roar, he bounded towards the terrified goblins. Some of them began to run, but their leader chopped down two of them with his large axe-like weapon and barked orders in their harsh language. And Tuorok/bear  went straight for him.

After getting over his astonishment at what he was witnessing, Korgan realized all the attention was on his ally. So he threw Modinthir at the nearest foe. The hammer struck and broke the goblin's neck. But the weapon continued to fly back towards Korgan, then landed conveniently handle-first into his open hand. Then he threw again, and again, and killed with each throw, and the hammer returned to him each time. He walked towards them as he did so, focusing on the archers.

The goblins that had thrown darts raised their shields as they drew swords, axes, clubs, and maces. Tuorok merely knocked them aside with his bulk as he continued toward the leader. The chieftain raised the bardiche up over his head and struck the bear in the snout. But the huge blade bounced off harmlessly (for it was not made of silver, nor was it enchanted) and then the leader was slammed down and engulfed by over half a ton of nightmarish fur, muscle, fangs and claws. As the goblin chieftain was being torn apart, the rest of the goblins fled in hysterical fear.

Korgan took down another three enemies with his hurling weapon as they fled. Each were struck in the back of the skull, which shattered upon impact.

The old dwarf kept his distance from the werebear as it continued to vent it's rage on  the corpse of the goblin leader. He picked up his bow and looked about, making sure no more enemies were about. He wiped Modinthir clean on the furs of a dead goblin, then placed it back in it's belt loop. Then he wandered about to gather as many intact arrows as possible and put them in his quiver.

Eventually the werebear's anger subsided. It sniffed the air and looked all around, then plodded over to it's discarded garments and gear. Then it transformed back to Tuorok the man, and started getting dressed.

Korgan continued to look about as he walked over to his comrade. "That is indeed quite a trick you have. I've heard tales of werebears over the years, but I have yet to meet one, until now." As a jest, he added, "Well, at least now I know werebears don't hibernate like normal bears do!"

Tuorok merely grunted as he raised an eyebrow and glanced at Korgan. He opened his backpack and pulled out a pair of deerskin boots and put them on. His previous pair were ruined during his transformation.

Korgan noticed the deep wound in his foot, and red blood all over the snow where the goblins swarmed Tuorok. He walked up to Tuorok, clutching his medallion with one hand and extending his other to him.

"Allow me to place a hand on you as the power of Modin flows through me and heals you of your wounds."

"Huh? So you are a priest after all. Alright then, go ahead. I should have turned into a bear right from the start, then I'd have no wounds at all!" That was one detail Korgan knew about were-creatures; They could only be harmed by weapons that were enchanted or made of silver, according to his ecclesiastical education.

He placed his hand on Tuorok's thick forearm and began chanting. Tuorok could feel a tingling warmth where all his wounds were, and the pain disappeared quickly.

"Thank you good dwarf. Now I can walk without a limp, which is something you don't want in these mountains!"

"Your welcome. But don't thank me, but rather the just and righteous Modin himself, who smiles upon all who oppose evil".

"Praise be to Modin then, but we must make haste from here and find a secure spot to camp for the night. There is a small, shallow cave just up there on this mountain. We have some climbing to do. I'll give you a hand if need be." And with that, he started walking up the slope of the mountain he indicated.

Once they entered the pines, the slope became steeper, so they grabbed at branches or the trunks themselves to assist in their ascent. On three occasions, they had to use their mountain climbing gear to ascend short cliffsides in the failing light. They eventually found the small cave without incident and settled in. They made a fire from the wood of a dead pine tree found nearby. At one point, Korgan took out a small stone from a pouch and placed it on the ground by the cave opening. He then uttered the word "Uulzak" and returned to sit down by the fire.

"What was that all about?", asked Tuorok, as he rubbed his hands over the fire."And what does 'Uulzak' mean?"

"Uulzak is the command word to activate the magical stone I set down, which will act as a ward to protect us and warn us of danger." Korgan noted the skeptical expression that suddenly came over his companion's face, and added; "If any evil beings, or any that may have hostile intentions towards me is within sixty paces of that stone, it will blare out a loud note as if from a horn. Then it will instantly transform into an earth elemental, about twice your size, my friend."

"An earth elemental? What's that?"

"It will appear as a crudely formed humanoid made of earth and stone. It attacks by pounding with it's fists, or stomping on it's foes. And it can only be harmed by by enchanted weapons. Much like you, when you're ' In a bear of a mood' ."

And with that last remark, they both chuckled. Then they took out rations of food and waterskins from their packs and had a sparse meal. They ate and drank in silence. When they finished, Tuorok asked, "Why are you still intent on getting to Zarath-Zul?"

A perplexed expression came over the old dwarf's face. After some hesitation, he replied. " I was hoping to meet with and old friend and colleague of mine. A fellow priest by the name of Mimdalf." Korgan paused to see if Tuorok would recognize the name, but he got no reaction, so he continued." I last spoke with him about forty years ago, back in our capital city, Mundar. We were actually in the Grand Library Of Mundar at the time. He was back from Zarath-Zul to peruse old tomes in the library. He was looking for any clues to the last known location of Bolzak-Kur." Korgan paused and looked at the large man.

"Never heard of it. Is it another dwarven outpost?"

"It is not a place, but an item. A helmet to be exact. It is an ancient artifact revered by my folk. Many centuries ago, it was crafted by the renowned dwarven armourer Yrmgiddin. It  was then enchanted by the combined efforts of the dwarven high priest Brambolin, the elven mage Tirquin, and an old gnome illusionist Yifingilgitz, all of which was blessed by the divine power of Modin upon the Great Altar in Mundar."

Korgan took a swig from his waterskin, then continued. "It was first worn by the the great dwarven hero Durnoth 'Troll-Cleaver'. With the powers of Bolzak-Kur,and his mighty battle axe 'Dirnimbold', he helped win many battles against the Foul Folk of Ayreth. After passing away at the ripe old age of four and a half centuries, the helm was inherited by his son Durmoldin. To great effect Bolzak-Kur aided him in many adventures and battles. However, on one such adventure, Durmoldin and his small band of comrades entered a cave in this region of the mountains, never to be heard from again."

"How long ago was that?"

"Twas three centuries ago. Our most powerful and gifted priests have tried to divine it's location over the years, but alas! To no avail." Korgan sighed. "I fear that maybe they ran afoul of the Dark Elves, also known as the Daelf, that inhabit the deep dark places under the surface of the world. They possess many magical powers and could certainly capture and hide such an artifact, with their wily ways and dark powers."

"Ah! Rumour has it that Zarath-Zul has been deserted for years because of the dark elves!", exclaimed Tuorok with an angry expression. "Apparently the dwarves were suddenly taken unawares and their stronghold assaulted swiftly. Such is the wicked cunning of such folk, the Daelf."

"Yes, it's quite possible since it only held about two score of my folk. And the only priests would have been Mimdalf and his underling. Brakka, I think his name was."

"And you still want to go there?"

"It's doubtful that the dark elves have taken up residence there. Didn't you say it was deserted for decades? Have you ever ventured inside?"

"Are you mad?! Of course not. The closest I've ever dared to venture near it is a mile, and only in daytime."

"Well I'm certainly going to enter it, with the power of Modin shining upon me! Which reminds me..." He reached into a pouch, and bright light was emitting from within it. He withdrew what appeared to be a miniature sun, which was blinding to look at directly. He closed his hand over the blazing orb, and his fingers were now glowing red. "This is one of many stones I have prepared, blessed with perpetual light by the power of Modin. Here, take it as a gift to help light your way in darkness." With that, he placed it in Tuorok's palm.

Tuorok squinted, then quickly closed his fingers over it and placed it into a pouch of his own. "Why thank you good Korgan. Such a gift would come in handy against the dark elves, since they abhor light even more than goblins. Hopefully we won't encounter them at Zarath-Zul." Tuorok seemed to be deep in thought for a moment, then asked, "Will the light from this gift be enough to turn trolls into stone like sunlight does?"

"Alas! I'm afraid not. But it will blind them more than you or I. And since trolls aren't all that smart to begin with, they might think it is sunlight and run away in terror."

"It would seem that trolls have more in common with the earth elemental you spoke of. Both in size and strength anyways."

"In some ways, yes. But trolls are evil in spirit, and can be slain with weapons that are not enchanted. However it takes many a stab and chop to bring such a tough monster down! You need at least a dozen warriors to take on such a beast, and even then you'll lose a few of them in the fight. Trolls have tremendous strength and a thick, scaly, leathery hide. Best way to fight them is with lots of spears or pikes, and have other warriors close in and chop at it's legs with large axes or swords!"

Tuorok nodded. "Aye, I've heard of men fighting them with two-handed swords, six feet in overall length! In past battles, knights and their retainers would first charge into them with huge lances, then dismount and swarm the trolls using those big swords. But I speak of men from such civilized countries west of these mountains, like Glandry, Pellham, Yorundy, and the like. And also their is the uncivilized horse-tribe plains to the north of these mountains, where the warriors would cast spears and axes from horseback, as well as fire arrows at such creatures, never closing with them."

After another hour of quiet conversation, they wrapped themselves up in their furs and blankets and fell asleep by the fire.

[image: image]

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2

[image: image]


They awoke in the morning without any incident during the night. Tuorok stoked up the fire from the dying embers by adding more dry wood. Then he held pans over the fire to cook breakfast. The wind could be heard whistling outside of the cave.

Meanwhile, Korgan sat in deep meditation, periodically reciting prayers quietly, whilst clutching his holy medallion tightly to his chest. After a half hour of such rituals, he stood up and stretched. Then he noted the dried fish and beef jerky Tuorok was frying with bacon grease added to the pan beforehand. He quicky rummaged through his backpack and eventually produced a small leather pouch, then walked to his large comrade.

"Here are some fine herbs, spices, and an onion to add a little zest for such common fare. No offence intended of course."

And with that, they quietly ate and drank water from melted snow in a wooden bowl provided by Tuorok. Once they were fed and refreshed, they packed up their gear and left the cave. Korgan pick up his enchanted stone he left at the entrance.

After their descent down the cliffs and slopes, they walked amid snowclad boulders of various sizes. There was the occasional curse aloud from either when a boot would slip on an icy rock or go into a chilly streamlet hidden under the snow and ice.

Then Korgan stopped and grumble, "I should of done this just as we left the cave. Tis but a simple holy spell that will keep us warm for a dozen hours each. It will just take a mere moment."

And with that he placed a hand on his chest and Tuorok's outstreched arm and recited the appropriate incantations. Immediately, their cold feet in their water-soaked boots felt warm again, and throughout their entire bodies as well.

They continued their journey through the valley, occasionally noticing the tracks of small animals in the snow along the way. Once in awhile they would see and hear flocks of crows nestled in the trees.

After several hours of hard trekking, Tuorok pointed at a mountain. " Behold ! For that is Zarath Mountain, wherein Zarath-Zul lies within it."

The dwarf looked upon it with some reverence. "We should stop, rest, and refresh ourselves before we continue onwards."

"Aye, indeed!", agreed his rugged companion. They both sat down on a fallen tree and drank from a waterskin Korgan produced from his pack. 

"Here my good man, take just one sip and this will dispel all exhaustion and make you more hardy and alert." Korgan took a swig, then handed the waterskin to his comrade.

Tuorok sniffed the opening, then imbibed a small sip from it. "Aye, it is refreshing indeed. And we will need such advantages if there be any dangers nearby." He then readied and loaded his crossbow.

They trudged through the snow up the slope into the pine trees that were thinly spread. Then they heard a long, deep howl resound throughout the area. It was a hoarse and mournful sound.

Korgan grabbed Modinthir and looked about."Wolves?", he asked.

"Worse than that. Frost wolves to be exact, judging by the tone of that howl", replied Tuorok, turning about with crossbow ready."There are no return howls in the distance. That means the rest of the pack is nearby and encircling us. That howl was just such a command from their leader, no doubt." He then set his crossbow down, took off his boots and gear, and loosened his garments. "I think it is time to go 'big-bear-crazy' again." He then picked up his crossbow and looked around.

While his comrade was preparing, the old dwarf peered about and occasionally saw a white shape blot out the dark grey of tree trunks all around them, a few dozen yards away. At one point he thought he saw pairs of glowing bright blue eyes."Aye indeed Tuorok, they are frost wolves! I can see their eyes glowing!"

Then a series of howls broke out all around them. Now they could discern the shapes of white wolves rapidly bounding in zig-zag patterns amongst the trunks towards them.

Tuorok fired his crossbow and struck a wolf eight yards away. It yelped as the bolt hit  it in the chest and disappeared deep into it's body. It slid forward into the snow and lay still. The snow around it started to turn red.

He then transformed into werebear form with a mighty roar and the wolves paused in their charge.

That pause was all the old dwarf needed. In quick succession, he threw his hammer  three times. The first two throws broke a leg, and then the skull of one wolf. The third throw smashed the shoulder of another that caused it to roll about in the snow, yelping with pain.

Then the wolves continued to bound towards the encircled pair. Korgan drew a knife as well as he gripped Modinthir in his other hand.

The werebear ploughed into the wolves with reckless abandon, heedless of their icy blasts of frost from their fanged mouthes. He gripped one by the throat with his powerful jaws while he had another pinned down with a paw on top of it's head, tearing into it's neck with the other paw. Their red blood now stained the snow.

Korgan also managed to ignore the icy blasts of a pair the beasts due to his protective enchanment. He cracked one in the mouth with his hammer, spraying teeth and blood into the snow, spinning the creature around, stunned. The other lunged right into his knife and was stabbed in the mouth for it's effort. It recoiled back with a gurgling yelp, and there was a loud, dull, sickening crunch as Modinthir smashed into it's ribs.

Then something spectacular and bizarre happened just behind the pair. Six of the wolves moving in behind them were suddenly being snared and entangled by the branches of the pines, as the trees themselves bent and swayed. The more the beasts struggled, the tighter the branches wrapped themselves around throats and torsos. Strangled yelps of pain emitted from the trapped creatures, as bones began to break and windpipes were crushed.

The leader of the pack gave a wailing howl, and the remaining wolves fled from the area immediately. Korgan and Tuorok put the wounded beasts out of their misery with swift strikes from weapons or claws.

They then looked about them and were astonished to see the half dozen animated trees and their grisly handiwork. The trees eventually returned to their normal state, and the lifeless wolves dropped into the snow.

Then an old man magically stepped out of one of those trees! He had a long bushy white beard and eyebrows, hazel eyes, and a fat, round nose. He was clad in grey and light brown clothing and a cape made of oak leaves, that made no rustling sound as he casually walked towards them. He smiled benignly. "I thought bears hibernated during the winter? But then again, you are no ordinary bear, are you?"

"And who may I ask are you?", asked Korgan with suspicion, still holding his weapons. "Are you friend or foe?"

"I am certainly no foe", he said, as he pointed a crude oak staff at the dead white wolves behind him." I am Rovannon. Some folks call me the 'Mad Mountain Mage' for some odd reason." He chuckled loudly.

At this point, Tuorok returned to human form and started gathering his garments."I've heard of you. The mountain folk have told tales of you for decades. Some say your are but a mere myth these days."

"I am no myth, but I admit, I haven't been in this part of the Altan mountains for many a decade now."Then he gazed at Korgan and said, "Well I believe this is Zarath Mountain we stand upon. If you could kindly invite me to join you for supper in your stronghold within and meet with your lord, I would be much obliged."

"I wish it was that easy, but we have just arrived here ourselves to investigate the fate of Zarath-Zul. Tuorok here says that it has been deserted for years. And I've only met him yesterday." After a quick pause, he nodded. "I am Korgan Hammerstorm from Rokhom, at your service."

"He's also a priest of Modin!", added Tuorok."His calling has come in handy so far let me tell you! What with all his divine spells and such. And I am Tuorok, from Holsten Hamlet, not far from here."

Rovannon's bushy white eyebrows rose up at the remark of the old dwarf being a priest. After a moment of thought, he smiled. "Maybe we are fated to have met then. I've been carrying around a rare and priceless object for some time now, that only priests can employ."He reached into a pocket in his robe, then withdrew an oval shaped ruby, the size of a chicken egg. He placed it on the palm of his outstretched hand for all to see."Behold, for this is a Ruby Of Resurrection! Only a few are known to still exist in all of Ayreth! Here, take it Korgan Hammerstorm, for only a priest can evoke it's power."

He handed it over to Korgan, who now had an expression of great joy as he took it. He gazed upon it with bewildered reverence."Yes, I have been taught the right chant to be used in my religion if such a treasure came into my possession, as all priests of my faith have been taught." He continued to gaze upon it with great admiration. In all the centuries of his life he had never seen one before. He was overwhelmed with emotion at having such a gift in the palm of his hand, thinking of all the good he could bestow upon the world with such benign power. He stared at it, half in disbelief. "How did you come by such a powerful and blessed item?"

"I will tell all in good time, for it is a somewhat lengthy tale, but we must not tarry out here for now."

"Ruby of resurrection?", mused Tuorok aloud."Do you mean it has the power to raise someone from the dead?"

"Yes indeed, it can resurrect any mortal creature that has been dead for as long as a century, I believe," replied Rovannon. "And as long as they have not died of old age, or their soul consumed in some unholy manner."

Tuorok scowled. "What madness is this? Is this some sort of trick? A test to see how gullible we are? "

"It is no trick or test I assure you. It will work in the right hands. I suppose the 'test' as you say is if it will work in this old dwarf's possession. Only time will tell."

A thought occurred to the big man about smashing this old man's skull in with his pick and then let the old dwarf test this bauble on his corpse. He changed his mind of course, since he is not a cold-blooded murderer. And this fellow might indeed be who he says he is. And he also aided them just now.

After prolonged silence, Korgan came out of his reverie and bowed to Rovannon with a measure of deep respect. "Once again, I am Korgan Hammerstorm at your service, and I name you Dwarf Friend from this day forward. May Modin bless you and smile upon you this day, for surely fate or Modin himself had a hand in this meeting."

Rovannon bowed forward in courteous reply. "I am honoured, for such a thing is not to be taken lightly. For most dwarves are an honest, honourable, and sturdy folk renowned for such qualities throughout the world of Ayreth. Shall we all investigate the fate of Zarath-Zul then?"

"Absolutely my friend, for the arcane powers of a mage are not to be taken lightly as well. Let us find out exactly what kind of fate befell the underground stronghold. We may have use for this relic you bestowed upon me."

The trio now trod up the slope through the trees with Tuorok in the lead, and Korgan taking up the rear. They eventually came to a cliffside with steps carved into it's side, that led upwards at a forty five degree angle. There was not a single footstep to be found in the snow that covered the steps, as far as the eye could see.

"Let me take the lead up these steps, for I know the craftmanship of my fellow folk," said Korgan."I will know the signs if any of the steps are designed to be faulty as a defence against intruders." Then he started walking up the steps, brushing snow off of each with a large wooden spoon he had taken out of his backpack. Seeing that, Tuorok began to crank and load his crossbow.

"Perhaps I can clear the steps much faster, for the stairway ascends several hundred feet," said Rovannon."Step down from there, good dwarf, and let me stand in your place."

Korgan merely gave a grunt as a reply as he stepped down. Then the old man stood at the bottom of the staircase and pointed up it's length with an open palm and quietly spoke a few archaic words. Then a blast of powerful wind sped up the staircase, blowing all the snow off of all the steps. He then turned to Korgan and a big smile. "Lead on my friend."

As Korgan lead the way up, he noticed a small rune carved on every seventh step. He therefore avoided stepping on each marked step, advising the others to do the same.

Eventually they reached the ledge at the top of the stairway and found a stone wall, a mere five feet away from the edge of the cliff. It was twenty feet high with battlements on top. It spanned about eighty feet in length and curved slightly outward. At it's center was the gateway, near the stairway. It's porticullis was raised and it's iron-shod oak gateway-doors were open. Beyond the walls, they could see the rest of the mountain continue on upwards only to disappear amongst the clouds.

The trio stood before the door. Both Korgan and Rovannon started casting protective spells, while Tuorok stood before the gateway with his crossbow ready. Once their chanting was done, Korgan looked at the open gateway with suspicion. He stooped down and found a rock beneath the snow. He then threw it through the entrance. As soon as it passed through the opening, an intricate web of thin lightning bolts immersed the entire opening for about  two seconds, making a loud sizzling sound.

Korgan smiled. "Aha! The trap has been sprung. We won't have to worry about that one anymore." Tuorok looked startled, then relieved.

"Before we enter, let me try one more spell." Rovannon produced a crow's feather and uttered a brief chant. Then he closed his eyes as the feather turned into a living crow, and it flew through the opening. Rovannon concentrated on it; Seeing, hearing, and smelling everything the bird sensed. With mental commands, he directed it to fly about the courtyard within. He could see that the area was roughly oval shaped, and that there was another open gateway into the side of a chiseled-out cliffwall. To his dismay, he also saw the skeletal remains of about a dozen dwarves, in rusted armour, half covered in snow. Some were on the battlements, the rest on the floor of the compound, also known as a bailey. He then told his comrades all that he saw.

With a grim expression, the old dwarf entered the courtyard, the others following to either side of him. He glanced at the entrance in the cliffside, then walked to the nearest dwarf remains, and snatched a rusted hand axe from its rotting belt. He threw it through the entrance, which set off another web of lightning."Modin curse the dark elves!"

"Let us take one more precaution my friends," said Rovannon as he walked up to the dark entrance. "We can't be too careful." He softly spoke a word, and suddenly the top of his staff became engulfed in flames. He then leveled the staff, pointing the fiery end towards the opening and shouted. "Flame O' Fury!" Immediately a bright line of yellow flame blasted forth from the staff's tip, moderately expanding in width as it traveled down the tunnel, for a length of sixty feet. The fiery blast lasted about five seconds, lighting up the tunnel within. Then the cold air in the tunnel turned to steam briefly, from the severe contrast in temperature.

"By the gods! That was like dragon's breath!", exclaimed Tuorok in amazement. He then noticed that the end of the staff was still burning, but it was not emitting any smoke, nor was the fire spreading down the length of it.

They could now see within the tunnel for about seventy feet of it's length, due to several small, scattered fires. The walls and ceiling were chiseled perfectly flat, for such is the craftmanship of the dwarves. The tunnel was eight feet high and twelve feet wide.

As they walked in, three abreast with weapons ready, they began to identify what was burning. Old tapestries, torch stubs in their sconces, wooden doors, buckets, and stools. And also the skeletal remains of previously fallen dwarves, some in armour, some not. Their gear and clothing were blazing away. The tunnel soon began to be filled with smoke.

Rovannon tilted his staff so that the bottom end (that was not aflame) pointed down the tunnel, and he yelled. "Frost O' Fury!". A billowing blast of white foggy frost rushed down the hallway, obscuring it entirely in a white cloud. After a brief moment, the fog cleared, and the only source of firelight was from Rovannon's staff. Holding the fiery end out in front of him, it illuminated  about thirty feet down the tunnel.

"You never cease to amaze," murmered Tuorok."Maybe you should send in that crow you conjured up ahead of us. That would be quite handy."

"It will remain out in the courtyard where it belongs, for it will alert us to any that follow us in here. Let us proceed. How familiar are you with this place Korgan?"

"I've never been here before. I only knew a friend that dwelled here. A fellow priest of Modin as well. I hope he hasn't come to an ill end here. But I fear the worst."

"Well that's not very reassuring!", grumbled Tuorok.

At this point, Korgan took out a bulls'eye lantern, that was already shining forward from it's front opening. This was because long ago he cast a perpetual light spell on it's small, round mirror inside of it. He held it aloft with his left hand.

As they would pass a door, they would peer in with their lights in front of them. Thus they discovered a guardroom, a guest parlour, a kitchen, a smithy, storage rooms, some living quarters, until at last they came upon the great hall/throneroom. There was grim evidence of a fight here, for there were the remains of dwarves and dark elves, all with weapons. Some of the furniture was knocked over, or even charred and/or splintered.

"Lord Zimbold ruled here, last I knew of. He may be amongst the fallen." The old dwarf spoke with a tone of sadness and anger. He walked amongst the dead, until he came upon a corpse attired with the cloth-of-gold and silver robes of a priest. He set his lantern down and produced the ruby Rovannon had given him. He placed it on the skull and began to chant. The red gem began to glow as he did so. Shriveled flesh and hair began to transform in the red glow to fullness and liveliness. The facial features on this old dwarf had become recognizable again, then he suddenly gasped and opened his eyes. He looked up at Korgan with bewilderment.

"Korgan? Is that you?"

"Indeed it is my old friend."

"But?...What is...uh, um, what happened? And what is that red glow? Have I been knocked out? Why, er...". He looked about the room, confused.

"Mimdalf, relax, for you are in good company. These are my companions, Tuorok and Rovannon. Now get up my friend, for we have much work to do." He mustered all the self control he could to contain all the elation and amazement of this miracle he had performed, for surely the love and supreme wisdom of Modin had a hand in this, he thought to himself.

Meanwhile Tuorok stood there dumbfounded the entire time, for he truly witnessed a miracle! Resurrection was no myth after all, he realized. "You'll have to tell us how in all of Ayreth you found such an item, Rovannon. Or is this all but an illusion?"

"It is no illusion. But as I have said before, that is a tale that will have to wait until we have the time for such idleness", replied the mage, looking about worriedly. He then walked about the large chamber until he found a bundle of torches. He lit each one individually with his flaming staff, placing each in a sconce on a wall.

Korgan went about the chamber and resurrected six more dwarves at random. When an attempt on a eighth dwarf failed, he yelled in dismay. "Alas, the Ruby Of Resurrection no longer has power!"

From another area of the chamber, Rovannon replied. "Fear not, for it only functions seven times a day, then it goes dormant for a full day and night." Korgan internally scolded himself for forgetting that fact, for he had studied a lot about such an item in the past.

Poor old Mimdalf stood there shaking his head. "Hmm, wait...it's all coming back to me. We were attacked by dark elves!"

"Yes, and the only dark elves I like are laying on this here floor. And I hope they stay in their present condition," said Tuorok sarcastically. "But I would gladly slay them again if they did get up!" He continued to look about for any threats, while still feeling the benign  awe of the miracle he  had witnessed.

Meanwhile, Korgan conversed with the six others he resurrected, trying to comfort and orient them, as well as get information out of them. They pointed out which corpse was the remains of Lord Zimbold, and others of importance.

Rovannon produced a twig from somewhere out of his garments, and placed it in the old ashes of the huge, central fireplace. It was only the size of his baby finger, and yet he quietly voiced a spell, and suddenly there was a huge pile of logs burning in the fireplace.

Tuorok went about the chamber to see if he could loot any of the dark elve's remains. There was nine of them to be found, but he discovered that they were stripped of any coins, valuables, and pouches. Then it occured to him that these innocent dwarves were robbed as well, no doubt. He looked at their shriveled corpses with anger and disgust. This was the first time he had seen any of them up close. He knew that dark elves were slim and muscular,with jet black skin with a metallic lustre, with silvery eyes and hair, standing about five to six feet tall. They were a magical and wicked folk that were very cunning and stealthy.

Rovannon walked up to him and interrupted his train of thought."It would seem that these dark elves were in a hurry to leave. Otherwise we would have been greeted by a whole bunch of dwarf-zombies. Such is the cruel nature of the dark elves." Tuorok noticed his staff was no longer burning, nor was it blackened by the flames.

While talking to a dwarf guard named Harbalk, Korgan noticed Mimdalf mumbling to himself whilst leaving the chamber. "Excuse me," said Korgan, as he rushed after his friend and fellow high priest. He caught up with him in the corridor.

"Where are you going Mimdalf?"

"I must go to the chapel and see what mischief the dark elves may have caused there. And that was were my underling, Brakka, last was as far as I recall." Mimdalf still thought that he might be dreaming but conducted himself accordingly anyways. And why could he not remember an afterlife if he had been supposedly resurrected? Perhaps the almighty Modin, Father Of The Dwarves, erased all memory of his immortal existence in the Seventh Heaven and allowed him to be returned to the Mortal World with renewed purpose, in his Divine Wisdom?

And so the pair headed towards the chapel, with Korgan lighting the way with his lantern as Mimdalf gave him directions. As they walked down the corridor to the chapel, they could see the remains of three dwarves upon the floor in front of the door. Two of them were wearing rusting platemail, while the other was wearing the priestly garments of Modin. The chapel door itself was closed. It was covered in steel plating and etched with dwarven runes, as well as a large symbol; A hammer over an anvil with a star between them. This was the holy symbol of Modin. Korgan noticed that the thin etched lines of the symbol were still somehow glowing with a pale golden light. He realized that the protective magic placed on the symbol to ward off evil was still in effect. He also noticed that there were five keyholes on the door as well.

Mimdalf was crouching over the remains of Brakka, mumbling to himself sorrowfully. He eventually stood up and examined the door. Then he seemed to cheer up a bit, as he took a set of keys out his robes and chanted a spell. Then the keyholes began to fill with blue light and then he inserted and turned five separate keys, one for each hole.

"At least the protective enchantments seem to have held up against those evil folk," exclaimed Mimdalf with relief. "Unfortunately Brakka, Thrord, and Kalin paid with their lives guarding it. But not in vain!". He pointed at the four daelf corpses, that were also stripped of valuables and weapons.

Korgan clapped him on the back and said with a smile. "Fear not my old friend, for by this time tomorrow, these three good dwarves, and Lord Zimbold, his wife, and his captain will be living and breathing again. By the will of Modin and the power of the Ruby, it shall be so!" He paused a moment, then added, "We as priests were taught how to use such a relic as mere acolytes. And yet I forgot that it can only be used seven times a day. In all my centuries, I never thought I'd come across such an item, let alone possess one!"

Mimdalf raised his snowy eyebrows, then opened the door to the chapel. They were immediately bathed in golden light as they entered the octagonal chamber, for there was an orb of perpetual light hovering in midair about twenty feet above the floor, in the center of the chamber. Just above it, the pinnacle of the octagonal ceiling was five feet higher. Nothing was damaged or desecrated, but the polished stonework pews, the altar cloth, religious ornaments, candles, and tapestries were all covered in a light film of dust.

After Mimdalf thoroughly inspected everything, they left the  holy chamber and went back to the main hall and retired for the night.

––––––––
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Rovannon was the first to awaken. Or so he thought. He discovered the dwarves that were brought back to life the day before were hustling and bustling about cleaning things up and removing all the damaged furniture, throwing such wood into the massive fireplace to burn. They still hadn't gone to sleep yet! Probably because they had been "resting" for decades, he mused. They also seemed to be no longer amazed that they had been resurrected. Probably shock or denial was the culprit, he thought to himself. He did note that they were in a jovial spirit.

He then focused his thoughts on his crow outside the stronghold, and joined with it in thought and mind. All was well with it so far. But just as he was about to break his mental link with the enchanted bird, he saw through it's eyes another crow land in the courtyard. It then transformed into a beautiful woman, with long black hair, brown eyes, and pale skin. She was dressed in deerskin garments and a cloak that kept changing colours to match her surroundings. She walked beside the footprints in the snow made by Korgan, Tuorok, and Rovannon, visually examining them. She held a spear in her left  gloved hand.

After a brief moment, he recognized her. It was Raven! A friend of his, that dwelt in this region of the mountains. She was a young druid that worshipped Danaan, goddess of Nature. But what was she doing here?

"It seems we have a special, enchanting visitor in the courtyard!" He yelled aloud to everyone. "But fear not however, for this one is an ally as a matter of fact. A somewhat powerful druid I might add. I'll go and fetch her." He chuckled as he left the chamber, his mood uplifted suddenly.

Meanwhile Raven was curious as to why two humans and a dwarf (judging by their tracks) would dare enter Zarath-Zul. She first noticed the tracks out in the valley as she flew overhead as a crow. Her magical ability as a druid allowed her to transform into an animal of her choice, along with all her garments and possessions on her person. She gripped her spear tighter as Rovannon's crow cawed at her, from atop the outer wall.

She then stared at it as she established a telepathic link with the creature with a spell. She put it at ease, assuring it that she meant no harm. But amidst it's simple, rudimentary thoughts, she discovered that Rovannon had been in mental contact with it as well, very recently.

"Rovannon! What in the world is he doing here?", she said aloud.

"Why, I'm trying to help solve a mystery as a matter of fact." Rovannon spoke with affection, as he walked out of the dark entrance. "Good to see you again Raven. Always a pleasure in fact."

She smiled in response. "Solving a mystery you say? You mean you're on another one of your mad adventures again, are you not? What have you got yourself into this time? Or is mere curiosity the culprit? And where are your two companions?"

The old man returned a kindly smile. "Come inside my dear, where it is warm and I'll fill you in as we walk inside. And the mystery is still in progress, I should say." Then he chuckled and shook his head as he guided Raven inside. She displayed an expression of curiosity with a smile.

Meanwhile, back in the main hall, Korgan attempted to resurrect Lord Zimbold with the ruby, but nothing happened. Then he realized he would have to wait till late afternoon to make the attempt, after a full day had passed, literally.

The others in the room were grumbling about not having something to eat for breakfast, for there was no food. So Korgan took out a holy wafer out of a special pouch, and began chanting a spell, walking up to a table that had bowls, plates, and goblets. After several minutes of chanting, the vessels were filled with a grey nutrient porridge and water.

"Praise be to our almighty father Modin for providing this minor miracle!", cried Korgan aloud. "Eat, drink, and be merry!"

The other dwarves sat at the table and began eating and drinking the cheerless meal. They knew what to expect however, for over the decades in their lives they've had to consume such a meal occasionally, when times were hard. They each made a mental note that they should be the hunting party, going out either today, or tomorrow for sure. Some roasted mutton or venison would be ideal right now.

Tuorok scooped up a bit of the "food" with his hand and put it in his mouth. His expression soured. "This might as well be ground up tree bark." He went back to eating his dry, salted rations. As he sat at the table, he noticed Rovannon walking into the chamber, followed by a familiar looking woman. "Raven?!", he bellowed with a smile, as he stood up, then walked towards her.

"Tuorok! Why you big bear of a man. How did you get roped into one of this old madman's adventures?", she giggled. "Did he lead you astray from your village while you were hunting?"

They gave each other a big hug, then stood aback. "You know this old fellow, do you? But it's more like I'm roped into this old dwarf's adventure.", he said as he swept a thick arm out towards Korgan. "This is Korgan Hammerstorm. And this lovely lady, everyone, is simply known in these here parts as Raven."

Then he walked up to Korgan and put out his hand, palm upwards. "Ahum, I seem to remember you saying something about five gold coins."

The old dwarf blushed, then frantically started going through his pockets. Finally, he handed five gold coins to Tuorok. "I'm getting old you know. You've got to remind me of these little details."

"I just did."

Raven looked around the chamber. She noticed all the dead dwarves were laying side by side at one end of the chamber. Not that she would know, but the dwarves had neatly put them there during the night. The walls were adorned with round shields with runes and icons painted on them. Many axes and axe-like weapons were on the walls as well. Four round stone pillars were evenly placed in the chamber, each built of matching round slabs. The walls, ceiling, and floor were chiseled and polished with such skill that they were smooth to the touch. She thought to herself that the place could use some greenery.

"I assume the rumours of the dark elves assailing this place were true then?", she asked quietly. "But, are there no fallen dark elves to be found here?"

"There were a few, but we threw them in the fire," replied a dwarf named Nim. "Too bad we did not have more to throw in!"

Eventually evening arrived, and once again using the Ruby Of Resurrection, and with great ceremony, Korgan resurrected Lord Zimbold, then his wife Lady Murvain, his captain Thordun "The Grim", Zurim (Zimbold's eldest son), Brakka the junior priest, and also the guards Thrord and Kalin. It took some time for Korgan, Mimdalf, and Rovannon to explain things to them. Eventually Zimbold and Murvain composed themselves after recovering from their awe of the miracle they just experienced, and sat on their thrones as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened at all. The other five were still obviously awestruck at having been returned to life, muttering to one another and looking at their hands as if that would explain everything.

Then Lord Zimbold grabbed a small wooden mallet and hammered the side of his wooden throne with it several times, signalling for all to be silent. At first his expression was stern, but then it mellowed to show a hint of a smile. Korgan felt proud of this lord to show such composure after what had happened to him; Death, and the renewal of his mortal life from the ruby.

"Surely it is by the will of the almighty Modin that you chanced upon our little domain here, and brought us back to life. And soon you will do the same with my other fallen children, relatives, and friends, I hope. And so we thank you, and hold you in high regard, Korgan Hammerstorm. You have proven that miracles do exist after all, and that surely you are blessed and one of the Chosen of Modin! We will make this an official holiday named after you in honour. And with this Ruby Of Resurrection you bring hope to all dwarves, and all goodly folk in this world for that matter. We may now all rejoice with that knowledge. But I must ask, why did you come here in the first place?" said Lord Zimbold with raised eyebrows.

"Well m'lord, I came here to speak with good old Mimdalf here, and any others, about finding the artifact 'Bolzak-Kur".

The great hall fell absolutely silent as all the dwarves of Zarath-Zul looked to one another, with expressions of dismay.

Lord Zimbold sat there with a serious look upon his face. His blond beard had streaks of white, and his ice blue eyes were now staring at Korgan. "Obviously Mimdalf and yourself haven't talked about it yet. When Mimdalf returned from Mundar all those many years ago, he was still obsessed about finding that very artifact. It was he that led many expeditions to find an opening that led into the depths of the earth, under these mountains. And upon one such expedition, they found one. Perhaps Mimdalf can tell the rest of this tale for us all." He looked at Mimdalf and nodded sternly.

Mimdalf stood up out of his chair at a table. "Ahem, uh, yes, well, um, let me see now, there was myself, as well as Durnath "Hammerfist", and five young dwarf warriors under his command. Andal, Rork, Vakka, Rorn, and Gyrm were their names. We had found a fair sized cave opening, on Grey Griffon Mountain and I had sensed magical wards protecting the entrance. Surely that meant this led to an underground dwelling of some sort of significance. I quickly cast protective spells on myself and the rest of the party, then I dispelled the magic that was guarding the entrance. Durnath stepped in first, then myself, and the rest followed. It was a well maintained tunnel for ease of travel. Thus we were alert for danger from dark elves, for surely goblins or hobgoblins would do no such competent work. And yet it was not as excellent in craftmanship as any dwarven masons could...."

"Get on with it!", interrupted Zimbold.

"Ah, yes. Well, we travelled deep under the mountain and found a vast cavern. I decided to cast a spell to find the presence of Bolzak-Kur on a whim, and much to my joy I sensed it's presence! You must understand, this spell only has a range of about forty yards, and a duration of only a few minutes, but the odds of finding such a relic would be like trying to find a needle in a....". He noted Zimbold giving him a frustrated look. "So we spread out with our lanterns to look for it. And that was when the first blast of flame struck our group, incinerating Vakka and Rorn instantly! For we had stumbled upon the lair of Sleethaz, a huge green dragon!"

Mimdalf took a sip of water, then continued." The rest hurled their spears at the dragon, then turned and ran towards the tunnel we came out of. But to no avail, they all perished in flame. I only managed to escape because I was closest to the exit when the attack began." He bowed his head forward, now silent.

"And since that day, I forbade any more expeditions to that accursed mountain. No such need to stir up the wrath of a dragon, especially a fully grown dragon such as Sleethaz!", shouted Zimbold, almost losing all composure. "The mighty wrath and wicked vindictiveness of evil dragons is renowned."

Tuorok looked a little puzzled after that last sentence. "What? Do you mean there are good dragons?" No one answered. Some gave him stern stares.

Then Rovannon spoke up. "Ah, so that is where Sleethaz is slumbering. He hasn't been seen for at least a century. And he would be in his prime by now, I think. And your folk are fortunate he didn't come out of his lair, seeking revenge for disturbing his rest." He then looked at Mimdalf. "I take it the tunnel you escaped in was too small for him?"

"Aye, much too small."

"Then obviously he entered that cavern from the another tunnel. But I can think of no opening on the surface big enough for him to pass through, in that region. But how did such an evil creature come to possess Bolzak-Kur? Merely touching it would burn his hand with positive energy." Rovannon looked perplexed.

Mimdalf merely shrugged. "I doubt the creature was actually holding it, for surely it would burn it's hand like you say. But it was in the cavern somewhere for sure. And perhaps other treasure is to be found there, for dragons hoard the wealth and items they gather from their victims over the years. Sometimes goblins, hobgoblins, ogres, and the like offer up what loot they find during their vile raids on innocent folk as homage to just such a powerful and terrifying creature."

Then Raven spoke up, looking at Mimdalf. "Surely some of the protective spells you had cast on your comrades should have protected them from the flames. Dwarven priests are known to do that. Perhaps some other deviltry was at work?"

"Aye, but even such blessed magic can only handle so much infernal heat from such a mighty dragon."

"Perhaps if I were along, I could have added protection to such demonic fire, with the power of Danaan flowing through me," added Raven in a reassuring tone. "Together with the power of Modin the combined magical strength united might have prevailed on that occasion?"

"And I have a few tricks up my sleeves to deal with such a creature, combined with the efforts of Raven, and Korgan perhaps. I do not fear such a beast.", Rovannon smiled at Korgan. "After all, I am the 'Mad Mountain Mage', as some folks in this region of the world are fond of calling me".

Tuorok lifted his gaze to the ceiling, sarcastically saying aloud,"Hmm....I wonder why?" Then he shook his head without another word.

Lord Zimbold looked at his four guests suspiciously." I smell another expedition to that accursed mountain brewing right before my very eyes. Whilst I can't command you against it, I still forbid my subjects to do so. Our loss in that adventure was too costly. And let us all pray to Modin that you meet with success at resurrecting the
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