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Prolog

Udor Firefist sat at his workbench, in his
private chamber, and stared at hammers, axes, shields, armor,
swords, and various other implements of war that lined the walls.
His bench-top was clear of his work tools, they hung neatly on
wall-hooks, but the stone table retained the stains of thousands of
jobs, tens of thousands, who knew how many? He looked longingly
from one implement to the next and then put his fire-blackened
right hand to one of the four platinum and gold bands, encrusted
with rubies, emeralds, and diamonds, which circled the gray beard
that he spent over fifty years cultivating since he gave up his
apprenticeship robes all those years ago. It seemed like a blink of
the eye to him now as he gazed at five thousand years of work
produced by the finest metal smiths of Craggen Steep. “Five
thousand years,” he said with a quiet voice, and he frowned deeply
although his heavy beard hid most indications of such.

The title of metal smith was the most
prestigious in all of Craggen Steep and the most common. Young
dwarf boys of promise generally applied to the Guild at the age of
eight and worked their way through the various stages of
apprenticeship and then on to craftsman and, hopefully, eventually
arrived at the class of fully invested Edos, or First Class Metal
Smith. Even then there were levels of delineation as the various
metals within the great mountain, iron, copper, steel and more,
were of greater or lesser esteem. The pinnacle of achievement was
to become the Master Edos of the Deep Forge, or the First Edos.
Udor was now in the thirty-fifth year of his reign at the top of
the heap and yet he still felt restless, eager.

His room, as he thought of it after so long,
was not the only place where the relics of the great dwarf citadel
resided. There was the Hall of Relics, the Chamber of Hovslaag, the
High Council Chamber, but this room, the chamber of the First Edos,
technically the most powerful dwarf in the mountain, was his and
his alone. The others were for the public and for ceremony where
the great relics of the realm were displayed. This place, his room,
was the spot where the weapons of war created by previous office
holders rested. Here resided weapons crafted by his predecessors,
the dwarves who sat in this very chair over the last five thousand
years. Near the end of their reign each chose a single item to hang
on its wall before he retired. The room itself now housed a dozen
side chambers built solely to accommodate the ever growing armory.
Nowadays Udor spent very little time in the workroom. His days were
filled with management of the Deep Forge, concerns about which
craftsman should be promoted to edos, which apprentice should move
to craftsman, and all the other mundane tasks of his job. It was
perhaps once every two years of late that he had time to come to
this room to design, to plan, and then to the Deep Forge to create.
In the last ten years this glacial pace slowed even further, and
Udor spent most of his time wooing the powers that be in Craggen
Steep as he tried to achieve one political goal after the next. He
sighed deeply once again and his hidden frown deepened.

He remembered when he first came to this room
as an apprentice and stared in wide-eyed wonder at the relics on
the walls. He was forced to memorize the history of each relic and
five thousand years is a long, long time. Soon enough he grew used
to them and didn’t think twice about the dwarves who crafted them,
the ancient history they represented. When he became First Edos he
was too young to think about his retirement, of what weapon he
wanted to hang on these walls. He was a child then; a portrait on
his desk reminded him of that fact daily. The artist, he
remembered, was an elf, brought into the hidden city blindfolded.
Eventually a larger version of the same portrait would have a place
in First Edos Hall. Although he suspected his might find some
adjacent corridor reserved for those who didn’t accomplish great
things. He didn’t sigh this time but his shoulders slumped ever
further and his body seemed to shrink in upon itself.

He gazed for a long time and occasionally
blinked his languid black eyes, covered by his bushy gray eyebrows,
and gave off a soft sigh at regular intervals. A slight tap at the
door broke into his reverie and he looked at the thick wood gateway
adorned with steel bands and these decorated with gemstones and
gold filigree. Wood was rare in Craggen Steep, stone and metal were
the choice material of most artisans, but here, in the office of
the First Edos, expensive things were the norm, not the exception.
“What?” he said although he already knew what waited on the other
side of the door.

“Edos Udor,” came a plaintive voice an octave
higher than a young dwarf should have and just barely audible.
“They are waiting.”

Udor sighed again and looked one last time
around the office before wearily getting to his feet, limping over
to the door as his gout-ridden left foot shouted out in protest,
and giving the handle a sudden yank.

Young Fierfelm Sunspire almost fell into the
room when the door opened but managed to catch his balance at the
last moment. “Edos Udor,” he said in the same little voice. “They
are waiting, all of them. This is your big day, why aren’t you in
your fineries?” He was small for a dwarf with blue eyes and from
one of the lesser families. Many criticized Udor when he picked the
young Fierfelm as chief apprentice. He remembered the ridicule at
the High Council clearly. “How could you, of all people, pick
someone from an inferior genetic line?” was the question he heard
most frequently and persistently to this day. Perhaps it was that
decision, only a year ago, which started the spiraling end of his
career as First Edos. Certainly the three most powerful families,
the Blackirons, the Drawhammers, and his own clan, the Firefists
did not approve. It was common for the chief apprentice to inherit
the mantle of First Edos and he was getting up in years. But, damn
it, young Fierfelm was far and away the best of the litter; he had
creativity, drive, and stamina. Too often the rigid social
structure of Craggen Steep caused those best suited for a job to
lose out to traditions that had roots as deep as the mountain.

“First Edos, your fineries,” repeated the lad
with wide eyes. “The High Council is to honor you for your service
these last fifty years.”

Udor looked down at the heavy smock, horribly
stained from decades of use and inherited from the First Edos
before him, and ran his hands down the front slowly and softly.
“These are my fineries,” he said at last and his craggy face broke
into a smile that revealed almost a complete set of platinum teeth,
embedded with gemstones. “I’ve been an edos for almost fifty years
and First Edos of the Deep Forge for the last thirty-five of those.
If I’m to be given any award I’ll wear my uniform. Do you have a
problem with that, apprentice Fierfelm?”

“No, First Edos,” said the young dwarf his
little beard no more than a few inches long, his eyes grew wide,
and his hand trembled. “You should … you can … it is not for me to
say …” and eventually his voice softened to the point of
inaudibility.

“What is the finest item on those walls?”
asked the old dwarf with a quick gesture to the walls of the
workroom.

“It … it … it’s … I don’t …,” stumbled the
young apprentice as his hand began to tremble with even more
violence.

“Calm yourself, boy, this is not a test.
There is no right answer. Just tell me what you think.”

The boy’s fear washed away like a piece of
debris in one of the swift underground streams that flowed deep
within the mountain and he looked again, this time more closely,
and took a few steps into the room. His blue eyes were wide and his
finger came to his lips as he paused before a massive sword that
only a giant might wield, and then moved further into the room to
examine each of the four walls with careful consideration. He did
not bother to look down the extra corridors for all the best items
were here, in the main room. “The Axe of Five,” he finally offered
as his voice deepened slightly although it cracked on the word
five.

“Where was that forged and by whom,” said
Edos Udor as he came up to stand next to the boy and look at the
heavy handled axe that adorned the wall. “You can read the plaque
if you don’t know it by heart, this isn’t a test, today at least,”
he continued with a gentle smile.

“I know it,” said young Fierfelm with a fiery
glance at Udor. He turned to look up at the man who had served as
his master for the last year of his apprenticeship. The man who
picked him from a hundred other young dwarves working the bellows
at the two dozen high forges in the great mountain. There were
other forges as well but they were for personal use, for dwarves
not chosen to be an apprentice as boys. Fierfelm took in his
breath, stood up straight, pulled the sleeves of his red jerkin
tight, “First Edos Uromos Firefist forged it seven hundred years
ago at the Deep Forge as a gift for a human who saved his son’s
life in battle.”

Udor nodded his head slowly and fingered the
impossibly valuable bands at his beard again, “How is it here in
the First Edos’s chamber then?”

Fierfelm did not pause, “The human passed it
to his son who passed it to his son who was killed by hobgoblins in
western realms. Our agents went seeking it then and brought it back
to Craggen Steep …,” here the boy paused, closed his eyes, and
tapped his chin for a moment.

“It’s not a test,” repeated Udor.

“No, First Edos, I know the answer, they
recovered it eighty-five years ago from a grave. They returned it
to Craggen Steep where the Antiquarians Guild confirmed it and
placed it on the wall as First Edos Uromos requested.”

“Enough,” said Udor with a smile and a nod of
his head as he patted the boy’s back. “This is not a test. Now,
tell me, in the Chamber of Hovslaag where all our most important
and powerful items are kept. What item there do you think the most
potent?”

The young boy didn’t have to think this time
as he immediately blurted out his answer, “The great Shield of Dar
Drawhammer who used it to defeat Gazadum. It was he who freed us
from slavery to the elementals!”

Again Udor nodded his head, “And who made
that particular item and when?”

“Hovslaag the earth elemental at the Deep
Forge but that was before it was the Deep Forge, it was the Forge
of Hovslaag then, and we were just slaves.”

Udor frowned as he looked at the young
apprentice whom he chose as the most promising of the lot. “And,
finally young Fierfelm, where on any of those walls hangs something
that I’ve forged?”

The young dwarf eyes began blinking rapidly
and he turned to look up at his master, “But, First Edos, you are
still master of the Deep Forge, your relic is yet to be hung.”

“Exactly right,” said Udor. “Your answer
haunts me. For thirty-five years I’ve had exclusive use of the Deep
Forge where Gazadum sat on his throne and shaped the world for
years beyond comprehension. The very heat of the first fire
elemental which burns hot and strong to this day and yet I’ve
produced no great weapon, no legendary shield, nothing; my life is
now almost over and I will be eased out of my position soon. That’s
what this little ceremony is all about Fierfelm. You should
remember that because someday you might be part of a similar
event.”

“No, that’s not true Edos!” said the young
dwarf his jaw jutting forward and his blue eyes burning with
intensity. “You are the finest First Edos since Uromos and your
weapons and shields are used by every dwarf champion in the
world.”

“That is kind of you to say,” Udor said as he
patted the boy on the back again. “But we cannot deny the truth.
I’ve forged a few good weapons in my day but nothing to hang next
to these,” he said with an expansive wave of his arms. “Nothing to
go into the Chamber of Hovslaag. Nothing of any great
importance.”

“What about the Blackiron Sword?” said
Fierfelm. “It was used it to break the Staff of Faelom in the
battle of the Ten Kings. I’ve seen the staff in the Hall of Relics,
they say it was fashioned from the remnants of Onod the First after
Hezfer the Blue Flame consumed him at the Battle of Tor
Saragun.”

“Onod the First. The first and most powerful
of the tree shepherds,” mused Udor quietly as his hand once again
went to the bands around his beard. This time they tapped the
valuable metal at an agitated pace. “I never considered the Staff
of Faelom. It’s not dwarf made, ensorcelled by the elves for their
king all those years ago. Faelom infused much of his own great
power into it before it was broken in half. You know,” went on the
First Edos with a glance at Fierfelm, “the shepherds were our
allies back then, when we defeated the elementals. Without their
help we never would have gained our freedom. I can’t even remember
how the burned remains of Onod ended up in the hands of those
pretty boy elves in the first place. But, no matter, no matter at
all. The Staff of Faelom. The half we have, the bottom half, how
long would you say it is?”

Fierfelm shrugged his shoulders, raised his
hands and held them apart, “About like that.”

“A little too long for a battle axe handle. A
little too short for a war axe, wouldn’t you agree?” said the First
Edos.

“I suppose so, First Edos” said Fierfelm with
raised eyebrows and a puzzled expression written all over his face.
“Yes, that seems true.”

“But just about right for a hammer, a
double-handed war hammer,” said Udor as his hands began to move up
and down the bands around his beard with great rapidity, and his
eyes suddenly blazed brightly. “Have you ever been to the Chamber
of Gazadum?”

The boy shook his head silently.

“Come with me,” said the First Edos and
strode out the door into the great Deep Forge where the heat of the
first fire elemental still burned all these thousands of years
later. He led the boy down a massive corridor at least twenty feet
wide and more than twice that in height. The red marble floor shone
like glass and the intricate patterns: little hammers, maces,
shields, anvils, and swords seemed to dance as if alive in the
bright light provided by brightly glowing stones embedded into the
walls. The little dwarves seemed completely out of place in the
immense hallway, but nevertheless they eventually arrived at a huge
door made of a single piece of wrought iron with the design of a
flame etched into it. The door handle, a massive steel eagle with
folded wings that looked imperiously out at the world, stood some
fifteen feet high on the door. The flame on the door actually
seemed to flicker with heat as they approached and Fierfelm slowed
a good twenty paces before they arrived, staring with his eyes wide
and his mouth open.

“I’m not sure that I’m allowed …,” started
Fierfelm but his hands did not tremble and his blue eyes sparkled
brightly even in the glare of the brightly lit hallway.

“I make the rules here,” said Udor firmly,
fiddling under his smock, pulling out a heavy iron key and winking
at the young apprentice. “Get me that ladder over there,” he said
and pointed to the corner where an iron ladder rested. It was on
wheels and Fierfelm slid it over to the center of the door with an
easy motion. Udor dashed up the ladder like a young boy, put they
key into the lock of the door, and turned it with a sharp snap. He
clamored back down the ladder and shoved it gently which sent it
back to its original location. He paused, glanced at Fierfelm with
a funny sort of grin, and then pushed the massive door open with a
gentle touch of his right hand. It swung open as easily as a
feather blows in a soft breeze.

“The Chamber of Gazadum,” he said in a hushed
voice. Past the huge door stood a chamber that simply dwarfed even
the massive hallway that led up to it. The floor was perfectly
polished red marble with veins of fire that seemed to actually
blaze across it, the domed ceiling was at least two hundred feet
above them. In the center of the chamber stood a massive iron
throne with a seat fifty feet above the ground and forty feet from
side to side, but Udor did not go towards this. Instead he moved
quickly, his gout apparently forgotten, to the other side of the
chamber where a smallish iron chest sat on the floor against the
back wall, its lid closed.

Udor looked back at Fierfelm who, after
hesitating briefly, followed on his heels. Udor smiled again as he
started to reach forward, but then suddenly stopped and patted his
smock, his pants, and his pockets for a moment before he found a
thick set of heavy leather gloves that emanated a greenish glow.
“Don’t touch the chest,” he said to the young apprentice, a look of
seriousness on his face as he pulled on the gloves. “It’s not
locked but it is well protected.”

“I won’t,” whispered Fierfelm and leaned over
to watch as the First Edos put on the gloves, reached down, and
carefully lifted the lid of the nondescript chest. Inside something
glowed with the deepest of reds, so red as to be almost black, like
a piece of molten metal just out of the smelter.

“Kanoner,” said Udor and after a moment
Fierfelm made out the head of the massive hammer. The thing had no
hilt or any adornments other than a few runes burned deeply into
it, and these the boy could not read. “This was the first creation
at the Deep Forge by someone other than Hovslaag. Edos Orin
Firefist made it after we defeated Gazadum and took this place as
our own. You’ve seen the heat of the Deep Forge. That’s the
residual heat from Gazadum over five thousand years after he fled.
Can you imagine what it was like on the day that Dar Drawhammer led
our warriors here for the first time, to the Forge of Hovslaag?
Imagine it. All that you know did not exist; Craggen Steep our
hidden citadel was the seat of power for the great Gazadum back
then, Tor Balog they called it, the Mountain of Destiny. This was
the first thing to come from the Deep Forge. So hot that no edos
has ever been able to mate a handle to it and believe me many have
tried. The best have tried but no one has succeeded. They say the
heart of Gazadum beats within.”

“What are you going to do?” said Fierfelm his
eyes wide, and he suddenly realized he wasn’t breathing.

Udor paused for a single heartbeat and then a
grim smile came to his face, “Go to the High Council; tell them the
ceremony is postponed. Go to the other master edoses and tell them
the Deep Forge is closed, closed for at least a year. Then go to
the Hall of Relics, smash the case where the Staff of Faelom rests,
bring it to me!”

The young dwarf hesitated for the briefest of
moments and thought to suggest to Udor that such an action might
well get him in quite a bit of trouble, of the capital kind, but
one look at the dwarf, his eyes ablaze, squelched any protest in
its infancy. “Yes, master Udor. It will be done.”


Chapter 1

“I’m telling you,” said a young dwarf with
broad shoulders and a dull but excited expression on his face as he
sat the heavy stone table and set a thick pewter mug down with a
thump. “It’s just sitting there. No guards, no wards, no nothing.
It’s there for the taking!” He wore a light blue tunic stitched
with the symbol of an anvil along the chest and one yellow bar
across the right sleeve. His eyes were a dark brown that approached
black and he wore a sloppy fishtail braid that held his hair in
check although a number of strands seemed to have escaped. His
beard was short and banded by only a single bronze hoop with a tiny
yellowish gemstone in the center that was so small it almost
blended into invisibility.

“Do you think there’s a reason for that?”
said a petite halfling girl at the chair to his right as she took a
sip of an emerald liquid from a dainty little glass with a long
stem. Her long blonde hair reached down to her waist and she winked
at the third member of the party, a young dwarf, who sat opposite
her at the table. Her eyes were a strange golden yellow with tiny
little pupils of darkest black. She wore a colorful blouse of thick
wool embroidered with little hammers and bellows of pink and
blue.

“Who cares if there’s a reason,” said the
first dwarf picking up his own mug that was filled with a dark
brown fluid that made a sloshing sound as he poured a generous
amount down his throat. The mug had the picture of a tall mountain
in bas relief on its side and he slammed it to the table with a
powerful crash. “It’s the Hammer of Fire! It’s ours for the taking
if we want it. We’ll head west to Das’von, join Corancil’s invasion
army, and make names for ourselves, and riches too!”

“Maybe you should consider why the hammer
isn’t guarded,” said the third member of the gathering. He was also
a dwarf although taller than his companion but with unbraided hair
that barely reached the back of his neck. He wore a similar blue
tunic as the first dwarf, although in place of the single yellow
band there were three red stripes atop a blue chevron. “There might
be a good reason.” His beard was short and carefully cropped with
no band whatsoever.

At the tables around them sat dozens more
dwarves with similar blue tunics although a few red and orange
jerkins stood out in the crowd. The place was noisy and the loud
tones of the first dwarf barely rose above the general din. A long
bar stood against the far wall and half a dozen dwarf girls, each
wearing a silver tunic with gold stitching around the sleeves in
the pattern of interlacing fire tongs, scurried back and forth to
it with alternately full and empty trays. Behind the bar three
stout dwarves with heavy jerkins worked back and forth between sets
of taps that dispensed frothy fluid when they pulled the
levers.

“It’s because the thing is hot as a fire log
and has been ever since it was made,” said the burly first dwarf,
and pounding his fist on the thick stone table which did not shake
even slightly. “Haven’t you been listening to what I’ve been
saying?”

“I’ve become accustomed to tuning out your
hair-brained schemes, Brogus,” said the tall dwarf with the short
beard and raised his hand to one of the pretty dwarf girls. This
one carried a heavy pitcher made of iron with thick handles crafted
to look like an eagle, “Layla, our friend here needs another one to
clear his mind.”

“I don’t need another one to clear my mind,”
said the other dwarf as a large grin came across his face revealing
a set of brown stained teeth, “but that doesn’t mean I don’t need
another one, Dol.”

“As long as you’re buying,” said the halfling
girl, holding out her suddenly empty little glass to the waitress,
and giving a wink with her strange yellow eyes to Brogus.

“Oh no, no you don’t, Milli. That elf wine of
yours costs more than my apprenticeship pays in a week. If you want
another glass then pay yourself,” said Brogus with a shake of his
head and a single slam of his fist on the table. This time the
heavy blow caused the glasses to wobble slightly and some of Dol’s
drink, still all but full, tipped over and spilled out with a
gentle splash.

The halfling girl smiled, flipped her long
hair, and in a trifling two young dwarf apprentices, their overalls
washed clean, were over at the table, “I’ll buy for you, Milli,”
they said in tandem as if practiced.

“Shut up!” said the first dwarf who wore one
of the few orange cloaks in the tavern. His hair was red, tied back
in a square 4-band braid, and held together by four golden clasps
shaped like hammers. On his left sleeve three silver bands with two
chevrons underneath showed and his beard came down almost to
mid-chest. “I’m the senior and you’ll not interfere.”

“You may be senior at the forge but you can’t
order me about here at Thokum’s,” said the taller of the two. He
wore one of the blue jerkins although the bands and chevrons on his
sleeves were more numerous than Dol’s. He shouldered the smaller
dwarf aside and smiled at Milli, revealing teeth almost black from
standing too close to the iron smelter. It was a common ailment
among dwarves and wealthier members of the society often replaced
their teeth with precious stones and solid gold.

Milli smiled winsomely and winked at him with
one yellow eye, her long eyelashes fluttering briefly. “I was
hoping someone brave enough might order me another drink.”

The stout dwarf smiled at her with goofy grin
on his face, and this moment of inattention was all his companion
needed as he landed a heavy blow to the side of his friend’s head.
This bigger dwarf stumbled sideways for half a second but then
turned to his competitor still grinning but no longer in pleasure.
He licked his lip and a trickle of blood came to his tongue. With a
single motion he stepped forward and pushed the smaller dwarf with
a quick extension of both his hands. The shorter dwarf braced his
legs in anticipation of the blow and only rocked back on his heels
slightly before he stepped forward and grabbed the bigger one by
the lapels. “I’m your superior and you’ll do as I say wherever we
are!”

“Every single time, Milli,” said Dol lifting
his mug and pushing back and away from the table.

“What did I do?” said Milli, and held her
hands up as she smiled from ear to ear. Her eyes twinkled as she
turned her body slightly to get a better view of the two dwarves,
now chin to chin and glaring at one another.

“I’ll buy the drink,” said the little one
with the orange cloak as the two began to wrestle wildly. After a
few moments the little one got the big one in headlock and drove
him forward and into Dol’s chair. The bigger dwarf hit not the back
of the chair, as was intended, but Dol’s shoulder. He cannoned off
the short-haired dwarf, and fell over backwards to the stone floor
as his eyes rolled back in his head and lay there unmoving.

Dol balanced his drink in one hand and shook
his head as he looked once again at Milli. “You do this on purpose,
every time.” The heavy blow to his shoulder went apparently all but
unnoticed.

The winner staggered back, his hair
disheveled, one of the braids loose in his hair, and smiled dazedly
at Milli. “I’ll drink that get now,” he said and staggered off
towards the bar giving a cheerful smile towards the halfling girl,
“I’ve got it all taken care of.”

“See, that’s my point!” said Brogus and
pointed to the vanquished apprentice on the floor who gave off a
little groan. “We’ve got Dol on our side. His skin is as thick as a
brick and you’ve seen him carry hot coals from the fire in his
closed fist. That mother of his must have been made of
ironwood.”

The young dwarf in question raised his eyes
and stared at Brogus and held his gaze for several seconds before
he spoke in steady, even tones, “My grandfather was a tree
shepherd.”

“Grandfather, mother, uncle, cousin, what
does it matter?” said Brogus as he stood up and looked down at Dol
with his eyes shining intensely and his fists clenched in front of
him. “You’ve skin as thick and tough as any dwarf ever born and you
could take …,” he seemed prepared to continue but a kick under the
table from Milli stopped him in mid-sentence.

“Sit down and listen for once,” she said her
smile gone and with a slight little twitch of her nose. “Brogus,
just because everyone says you’re stupid doesn’t mean you have to
act stupid all the time.”

Brogus stared defiantly at her for half a
second but was unable to maintain the gaze, sat down with a thump,
and rubbed his ankle through the thick hide boot on his foot.
“You’ve got sharp little toes for such a pretty thing,” he said in
a lowered tone and with a glance at Milli.

Milli smiled and the slightest hint of red
came to her cheeks, “Brogus, do you think that just because it’s
mainly apprentices and a few craftsmen here that there aren’t spies
for the elders, the High Council members?” she said in a softer
tone.

“I … I got excited,” said Brogus with his
lips pursed and his chin tucked down into his thick neck. “Think of
what we can do with the hammer! You’ll always be a foreigner here,
a prisoner, I’m not smart enough to get far, and Dol … he’s … you
know … a half-breed.”

“Brogus!” said Milli, her eyes came together
and her hands slapped down on the table. “Don’t say that.”

“Why not?” said Dol with a shrug of his
shoulders and in that same even tone. “It’s true enough, isn’t
it?”

“It’s not that you’re a half-breed,” said
Milli and folded her arms across her lithe chest. “It’s what
half-breed means to the dwarves of Craggen Steep. To them it means
you’re inferior by blood; that you can never do anything as well as
a dwarf and that just isn’t true. You can sit there with no
expression on your face and speak in a monotone all you want but
you have to face the reality of what it means to be a half-breed,”
she continued and stomped a foot on the stone floor of the tavern.
“When you call yourself a half-breed you’re calling yourself
inferior to the lowest born dwarf. And you know that’s just not
true. It’s not even close to being true. You know you’re better
than any of them, better than the Firefists, better than the
Blackirons, and better than any old Drawhammer too! Tell me I’m
wrong, go on, tell me!”

Dol stared at the pretty girl without
blinking and finally shook his head although he remained resolutely
silent on the subject.

“Nothing to say,” said Milli shaking her head
which sent her long blonde hair swirling about. “That’s Dol for
you. Not happy to get a promotion, not sad to be passed over. Just
a block of wood. But, you remember this Mr. Delius, you remember
that I know better. There’s a heart beating under your skin, not
wood, and I know it. Someday you’ll know it too.”

Silence engulfed the trio. At a nearby table
sat an older dwarf, his beard nearly a foot long and with three
gold bands, a middle aged dwarf woman with graying hair tied back
in a long ponytail, and two young girls who giggled at one another
and stole surreptitious glances at Dol and his friends. The girls,
no more than six or seven, looked to the table where they seemed
fixated on Dol, then at each other where the covered their mouths
as they giggled, and then back at the table where the three
sat.

After a few more moments of silence between
the three at the table the winner of the brawl returned and
interrupted the silence. He put a little glass filled with an
emerald liquid down in front of the halfling girl. “Here you go,
Milli,” he said with a broad smile and a quick glance to the dwarf
who still lay on the floor giving off little groans now and
again.

“Thank you … was it Otis?” she asked, giving
him just the slightest of passing glances before turning her
attention back to her companions.

“Umm … no, it’s Grephuk, Grephuk Ironspike,
I’m a master apprentice in the upper forge. We met once at a party
that ….” He replied but Milli cut him off.

“Well, I almost remembered, you’re a real
dear, thank you ever so much but could you leave me and my friends
alone for just a moment.”

The dwarf stared at the two young men at the
table with narrowed eyes and a curled lip that was already showing
signs of swelling from the recent fight, “Well, ok, but if you need
anything you just ask for Grephuk Ironspike, all right? I’m master
apprentice at the upper forge, right?”

Milli nodded her head distractedly, “Of
course I will, Ironside was it?”

“Ironspike … Grephuk Ironspike, I’m a master
apprentice,” he repeated and pointed to the bands on his sleeve.
“That’s what the orange means. Blue means junior apprentice,” he
continued emphasizing the word junior and gazing at the two dwarves
at the table.

“I’ve lived in Craggen Steep long enough to
know what colored jerkins means what,” said Milli and turned to
face the dwarf with a roll of her eyes and a withering glance. “Are
you saying I don’t know one grade from the next?”

“No, no, I didn’t … I mean,” started the
dwarf as he backed away from the table in little stutter steps, “I
just … what I meant to say …,” he tried to continue but Milli
turned her back to him and he stood there stammering for a little
while, then bent down to help his friend up, and the two retreated
back to the bar arm in arm.

Dol watched the dwarves go and then turned
back to the table and Milli and Brogus, “I don’t like to admit it,”
he said in a quiet voice with the slightest inflexion of
sadness.

“Admit what,” said Brogus, having lost track
of the conversation and wearing a quizzical expression on his
youthful face. “What don’t you like to admit?”

“Actions should determine promotion,” he said
looking down at the table and shaking his head. “Those who do well
make promotion, those who don’t get left behind.”

“But, what don’t you want to admit?” said
Brogus again as he leaned forward in his seat and put his hands on
the thick stone table. “Either you don’t talk at all or you talk in
riddles, Dol.”

“That I might be …,” started Dol.

At this second, before he could say that last
terrible word, one of the young dwarf girls at the nearby table
dashed across the divide between the two groups, snatched at Dol’s
hair with a quick motion, and then ran back to her table where she
opened her hand and showed something to her sister. Both girls
broke into a fit of giggles and looked back and forth between the
object and Dol.

Dol stopped in mid-sentence, slumped with his
shoulders, slowly shook his head, and gave out a long sigh. Milli
sat there with her mouth open for a half a second and then burst
into a fit of laughter before she could cover her mouth with her
hands. “I’m sorry, it’s just funny,” she said trying to stifle her
laughs.

Suddenly the father of the girls was at the
table with a serious expression on his face, “I’d like to apologize
for my daughters,” he said a scowl on his craggy face, but this
apology triggered another bout of laughter from Milli and Brogus’
own harsh guffaws soon joined in. Dol sat there quietly and looked
at the two with black eyes through narrowed lids.

“It’s ok,” he said to the older dwarf, “it
happens all the time.”

Milli shrieked with laughter and pounded
Brogus on the back as the dwarf beat his fists onto the table, his
face growing redder by the moment.

“I’m going to pee myself,” he finally gasped
and this sent Milli off into another gale of shrieks.

The older dwarf stood at the table for much
of this but eventually nodded his head to Dol and put down a small,
green apple on the table. It looked about the size of a cherry but
the surface was crisp and it had the distinctive shape of an apple.
“You’ll be wanting this back then?”

Milli shrieked, fell out of her seat, and
started to roll around on the floor while Brogus buried his face in
his arms as his body shook with laughter.

Dol sat with a stony face, took the little
apple, looked at it closely, put it into his pants pocket, and then
waited for Milli and Brogus to stop laughing.

“I’m sorry,” said Milli gasping for breath as
she regained her seat, “you have to admit, it gets funnier every
time.”

“Maybe you should ask me if I want to do it,”
said Dol in a low tone filled with strength. “There are times I
find life here in Craggen Steep … trying,” he continued as he
looked over at the table of the young girls and shook his head
sadly.

“I thought when you kept your hair short-like
they didn’t grow?” said Milli and then, suddenly realizing that Dol
was not talking about the apples that grew in his hair, turned to
him, “You’d want to do what?”

Dol looked at her and shook his head, “I
could shave my head bald but then I’d be even more of a curiosity
here in Craggen Steep. You know I don’t like people looking at me,
talking about me. They just keep getting worse as I get older. When
I was a teenager it was only once a year or so but now they pop-up
at any time.”

“No, no, forget about the apples, your hair.
Ask you what you want to do with what?” insisted Milli as another
little burst of giggles erupted from her mouth unbidden.

“The Hammer of Fire,” said Dol in a low voice
but there was passion in it. “If we take it, what do I want to do
with it?”

“So, you’ll help us!” said Brogus his eyes
glowing as he leaned forward at the table. “Dol, we can’t do it
without you, you know that. Someone has to carry the thing.”

“First we have to decide what to do with it,”
said Dol his face humorless and his gaze steady.

“It was my idea to steal the thing,” said
Brogus with a broad grin as he nodded his thick head up and down
and tapped his chest with a thick forefinger. “You two figure out
what do with it.”

“Go ahead, take credit where credit is due
Brogus,” said Milli with a smile and gave the burly dwarf a pat on
the back. “Dol here might actually be able to hold onto the Hammer
of Fire, but he’s right. We need to figure out what do with it once
we take it. I’m not going to join the army on some five year
campaign to subdue the southern continent, Corancil or no Corancil.
They have nomadic horsemen down there and the desert sun can’t be
good for my skin. I’ve lived my life indoors, under the mountain. I
see the way dwarves come back from the caravan trades all burned
red and peeling.”

“Why not just join up with Corancil?” said
Brogus. “He’s already conquered most of the northern realms,
Das’von, Stav’rol. They say he’ll be emperor one day, that he’ll
control the entire world. If we join him we can be part of all
that. The expedition to the southern continent is gathering now. We
should join him. You know the High Council will never allow a dwarf
army to join him. It really wouldn’t be the hidden city of Craggen
Steep if we went marching around the world now would it?”

“No,” replied Dol suddenly using his toneless
voice again as he shook his head.

“Where’s that apple?” asked Brogus changing
the subject once again and causing Milli to burst out in laughter
and the thick jawed dwarf followed. It took Milli and Brogus a few
minutes to calm down from this second bout of hysterics, although
each time they almost settled, another would trigger more laughter
with a small facial movement or even just a little hiccup. They
only stopped when the waitress gave them a sour look and refused to
come near their table. All the while Dol sat silently and stared at
his mug of beer.

“So you’ll do it?” said Brogus, finally calm
enough to speak, as he leaned over the table an eager grin on his
face and his eyes wide to the point where white showed all around.
“You’ll take the hammer and head out with us?”

“Dol, you know if you do it you’ll break your
apprenticeship contract. You won’t be allowed back in Craggen Steep
unless you can pay your indemnity,” said Milli, her yellow eyes
suddenly dark and the bright smile gone.

The short haired dwarf shrugged his shoulders
and looked around the room at all the young dwarves who wore
advanced apprenticeship badges on their sleeves and then looked at
Milli, “You were right earlier, there’s no hope for a half-breed
like me, not here at least.”

Milli reached over the table to touch his
hand although Dol pulled back and leaned against the back of his
seat. “I was too harsh, you know that’s not completely true, Dol.
You’re as fine a metal smith as any young man your age. It’s
because you’re so useful in the forge that they haven’t promoted
you too much, because of your … natural characteristics. You could
stay and make a fine living.”

“Shut up, Milli,” said Brogus. “He’s right.
We’re all stuck here for life unless we do something bold.”

“It doesn’t matter what holds me back, my
heritage, my natural ability, the point is that there is no future
for me at Craggen Steep,” said Dol with a bit of fire in his voice,
a shrug of his shoulders, and a glance at the table of giggling
girls. “Why not take the thing? I’m with Milli though, I won’t join
up with some army, and I won’t take it without a plan. I want to do
something with it. Something that will make people remember.”

“Make our fortune!” said Brogus his voice
once again slightly too loud as Milli shushed him with a delicate
finger to her rosy lips.


Chapter 2

Visitors filled the workshop of First Edos
Fierfelm Sunspire and the old dwarf looked around with a deep
frown, partially hidden by his long beard, as he contemplated his
many guests. It wasn’t the cost of the food and beverage that the
First Edos was required to provide that angered him so much as the
amount that would surely end up on his floors and workbenches. His
useless young chief apprentice, Cleathelm Firefist, busied himself
entertaining the various dignitaries in the room and failed utterly
to follow Fierfelm’s orders about glasses on coasters. He sighed.
The office was virtually the same as when he first came here under
the tutelage of old Udor. That was before the Hammer of Fire,
before the glory of its creation and the adulation of the entire
city. But, even now the tools hung in the same spots, the work
bench sat in the same place, although perhaps with one or two more
burns and stains, the great weapons rested on the walls in exactly
the same places with the notable exception of the Hammer of Fire.
The hammer went up on the wall in the most prominent position in
the room the day after Udor retired. It had not been moved since.
The haft, the bottom half of the greatest elf weapon in history,
the Staff of Faelom, proved far too hot for anyone to handle for
more than a few seconds and special pegs in the wall, made from
ceramics infused with diamonds, kept it in place. The great hammer
head glowed with a deep red from within its silver surface and
seemed to gently throb like the heart of a great dragon at
rest.

“It’s an awful chance,” said an immensely fat
dwarf with apparently half a pie evenly dispersed between beard and
mouth as he moved silently next to Fierfelm. He carried a huge
silver plate in one hand piled high with éclairs and other little
pastry desserts. The other hand held a massive mug hollowed out
from a single crystal of gargantuan size and filled with a frothy,
dark substance that smelled of yeast and hops. Despite his size and
load the man moved with surprising agility and grace.

“What chance is that, Borrombus?” said
Fierfelm raising his eyebrows and watching the trail of pie crust
crumbs fall onto the floor. “Is it possible for you to keep some of
the food on the plate?”

“Letting the boy and his friends take the
hammer,” said Borrombus as he swallowed massive chunks of the
dessert with well-practiced mastication. He wore a heavy leather
jerkin and beautifully polished silver chain mail that, while
fearsome in appearance, was actually quite light. The links for
such armor were smaller and lighter than those worn by soldiers
heading off to battle. “This is mighty fine pie you’ve served,
Fierfelm. I’m glad you followed my advice for bakeries. I know it’s
a bit more expensive but it’s important to impress those in
power.”

“If you like the pie so much I would be most
pleased if you could get more in your mouth and less on the
floor.”

“You always were a tidy one,” said Borrombus
with a shake of his massive head that loosed another avalanche of
crumbs. “Your apprentices will clean everything up eventually. You
should enjoy the party. We need to speak about the hammer though;
my nephew has done his work and those children will likely steal
the thing today. I remain unconvinced it is the proper course of
action. You know how the High Council members are about hierarchy.
Not a one of those children is from the three families and the girl
doesn’t even have any dwarf blood in her veins at all. A Halfling
girl, a foundling, a ward of the state. If she ends up telling
people about Craggen Steep it could prove disastrous for the entire
city.”

“I thought you wanted us to spread the word
about Craggen Steep,” said Fierfelm. “That it was time to spread
our wings and join the world?”

“Keep your voice down,” said Borrombus. “Yes,
of course, that is all true but if it is one of the other races who
does the telling that won’t go over well, even to those who
sympathize with our cause. It should be a dwarf, preferably one
from one of the good families. That will be more palatable to
everyone and more useful to us.”

“If we wait for someone of good family to
even have the ability to hold the thing then it will sit on that
wall for another fifty years, a fine tribute to Udor that would
be.”

“Now, now, now,” said Borrombus with a shake
of his head that dislodged yet more pie although he filled the gap
by stuffing half of a massive éclair into his mouth and chewing
briskly until he was able to speak again. “Did I say that?” he
asked and food sprayed out of his mouth, some ending up on the
First Edos. “What I said was that you are taking an awful chance by
encouraging the High Council to allow it out of Craggen Steep. You
should have just let them steal it and not informed the Council at
all. If the elders are embarrassed so much the better for Craggen
Steep’s future.”

“That apprentice is the best chance I see of
ever getting the hammer off the wall, into the hands of someone who
can make use it, and I’ll be boiled in oil if I let this
opportunity slip by,” said Fierfelm with his hands on his hips. “I
promised Udor on his death bed that I’d make sure someone got to
use it. I’ve waited half a century for an opportunity to make good
on my word and I’ll not get another chance before I die.”

“Now, now, now,” repeated Borrombus as he
hungrily eyed a platter of thick sausages that wandered by on the
shoulder of a burly young dwarf who looked out of place in silken
clothes rather than rough forge wear, “You were always a bit
sentimental about Udor. I know he gave you your first chance here
at the Deep Forge but your career is what you made it, not what he
gave you. What sort of sausages are those?”

“It’s not purely loyalty, Borrombus,” said
Fierfelm his eyes suddenly far away as he gazed across the room,
“it’s the hammer. It is more than a thing of beauty hanging on a
wall for admiration. It is a weapon, a terrible and wonderful
weapon, and someone must use it. Have we become art loving elves
here in Craggen Steep? So afraid of losing something of beauty that
we hide it away for all eternity? Are we not dwarves? Creatures of
stone, the warriors who overthrew the might of the elementals?”

Borrombus rolled his eyes as he motioned with
his head to the boy carrying the plate of sausages, “Bring those
back here, boy,” he said and then turned to Fierfelm. “Save the
patriotic speeches for the High Council, you don’t have to convince
me that the hammer is best served in Delius’s hands. He is
something special is that boy, and there is no future for him here
because of his blood taint. However, the elders are afraid he’ll
use it to gain great glory and their own pure-blooded children will
be slighted. You know how the Firefists are about their namesake,”
here he lowered his voice and glanced at the young apprentice who
greeted dignitaries by their first name with great familiarity as
he moved around the room. “They foisted Cleathelm off on you to spy
more than anything else. You must show caution. Don’t play all your
cards or you’ll be outmaneuvered in High Council.”

“Damn caution,” spat Fierfelm his blue eyes
ablaze and his fist clenched and raised in the air. “I’ve been
cautious for too long now, afraid of the council, afraid of the
three families of Craggen Steep. It’s now or not in my
lifetime.”

“Lower your voice, my friend,” said Borrombus
as he positioned his body between Fierfelm and several of the most
gaudily bedecked dignitaries in the room who glanced their way with
arched eyebrows and little shakes of their heads in disapproval. “I
am a member of one of the three families as you well know and a
member of the High Council also. The Blackirons are your friend and
you have others as well. The young dwarves have heard Corancil
speak. They are eager to join the world. Thousands of years of
exile from the world. Think of all the dwarf champions and the
deeds they could have accomplished.”

“I know that,” said Fierfelm and suddenly the
fire went out of his eyes and he looked like a tired old dwarf. He
hung his head and grumbled something inaudible but then looked back
up at his rotund companion, “It’s just that sometimes I get so
frustrated with the interminable slowness with which everything
here in Craggen Steep is done. We are mired in ways, the three
families, the High Council, even me, the First Edos. Times are
changing fast in the world. Corancil conquered the northern realm
and took Das’von almost two years ago. Now he plans to move against
the nations to the south. He might succeed and conquer the entire
world. Our hidden citadel cannot stand up against power like that.
We must take action instead of hiding like children. Craggen Steep
must strike out into the world, or at least help our dwarf brothers
already out there.”

“Your opinion on the matter is well known in
council, Fierfelm,” said Borrombus in a hushed tone. “You don’t
have to broadcast it at every party we attend. The dwarves of
Craggen Steep are slow moving it is true, but if you take things
slowly, Dol Delius will get the hammer and perhaps the dwarves will
move out into the world. However, if you antagonize the Firefists
there is nothing the Blackirons can do for you. The Firefists have
been against you ever since you beat out their sons for the
position of chief apprentice. You’ve been First Edos for almost ten
years now and they don’t trust you. You’re a Sunspire.”

“I earned that position,” said Fierfelm as he
stood up to his full five foot three inches and glared down at
Borrombus. “I earned the right to be First Edos ten years before
they gave it to me.”

“By Davim you’ve grown crotchety in your old
age, Fierfelm. Nobody says you don’t deserve to be First Edos. I’m
just trying to give you a little friendly advice. I suggested this
little get together so that you might impress the council members
and have a better chance in session tomorrow. Now, why don’t you
wipe that frown off your face, think about your wife and sons, and
then get in there and start schmoozing with the Firefists,
Blackirons, and anyone else who has a vote on the council?”

“I know, I know, Borrombus,” said the First
Edos with a shrug of his shoulders as he gazed towards the revelers
and shook his head. “You’ve been a good friend to me all these
years and your advice is always sound. Do you really think there’s
a chance they’ll let Delius take the Hammer of Fire out into the
world?”

Borrombus smiled warmly and gave Fierfelm a
pat on the back with a gentle shove, “You never know unless you
try. Now get in there and sell!”

With that the First Edos went off into the
party just as a young dwarf with a fierce scar along the left side
of his face sidled over to Borrombus, “I couldn’t help but overhear
you conversation, uncle,” he said in a low tone. He wore a senior
apprentice’s orange jerkin and his long brown hair was unbraided.
His beard was scraggly, partially dyed red, and he sneered as he
watched the other apprentices in their finest gear trying their
best to ingratiate themselves with the powerful dwarves in the
room.

The fat dwarf didn’t even bother to look at
the young man to his side as he replied, “And?”

“You know there is no chance the council will
let that half-blooded tree freak take the Hammer of Fire, why do
you encourage him?”

“He’s an old man with a dream, nephew,”
replied Borrombus still not looking at the young dwarf. He went on
in a low voice that didn’t carry much further than a few feet,
“Besides, as long as the council thinks this only about the
liberation of the hammer then they aren’t aware of our real scheme.
Now, are you here to spoil everything or do you have something
important to tell me?”

The rough dwarf nodded his head and fingered
his partial beard, the scar on his face didn’t allow for any growth
down the side of his left cheek, for a few long seconds before he
continued in whispered tones, “The hammer’s guardians are occupied
for the moment with a game of dice, but they cannot be distracted
for long. The half-breed, Dol Delius, needs to move sometime in the
next few hours or there will not be another chance. Once the
council session starts in the morning they’ll likely bring the
hammer into chambers, and after the petition is rejected they’ll
post heavy guards to discourage thievery.”

“You’ve done well, nephew, and will be
properly rewarded for your work,” replied Borrombus as he smiled
and nodded his head. “Now, keep your eye on Cleathelm, the boy
might prove troublesome before this is all over.”

“That idiot,” said the young dwarf with a
grimace as he fingered a knife buckled to his belt. “I’ll see to
him. We’ve a score to settle from when we were boys,” he continued
and one hand came unconsciously to the scar along his face while
the other continued to tap at the long dirk strapped at his
side.

“No killing,” whispered Borrombus and turned
to face the boy with a glare, “we don’t want to bring down the
wrath of the Firefists just yet, we do not have enough votes in
council nor enough warriors.”

“When will that change?” said the fiery young
dwarf, “I grow weary of waiting, as do my friends. Corancil
promises much for our services in the coming wars. Gold speaks
loudly to dwarven ears.”

Borrombus laughed and shook his head, “Youth,
was I ever that young? You must learn patience, nephew. Times are
changing in the world and here at Craggen Steep; but you cannot
hope to end nigh on five thousand years of tradition in one fell
swoop. The Firefists and Drawhammers have much power, far more
power than you can imagine. They have access to weapons, magic,
that is beyond your ability to fully understand. If we Blackirons
are to lead the new regime here, to become partners with Corancil,
we must tread cautiously. I’m aware that is a word with which you
are unfamiliar. Do not cross me, nephew. I have more to gain than
you can imagine but I have much to lose.”

“I do not fear you nor anyone else,”
whispered the dwarf back to his elder and once again fingered the
long knife at his side, “you’ve always been too much a thinker and
not a doer. Craggen Steep is old and tired. The sons of sons of
sons are in command and energetic, fresh blood is excluded. That is
death for any nation, even one as well guarded and powerful as our
own.”

“Cool your ardor, nephew, contact Delius and
his friends. Convince them the need for action is urgent but be
cautious as well. I know your tendencies and if this plot gets back
to the Firefists then all our lives are in jeopardy.”

The young dwarf nodded his head just as
Cleathelm Firefist made his way over to the duo. “Hello Uldex, I
didn’t think they invited riff-raff such as yourself to these sorts
of things but then I remembered that you’re nephew to illustrious
Borrombus Blackiron, Councilor Six more formally. Can I have
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