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The Dwarvish Doom

North of Coldgrim, city of
the Uruk'Sil, and west of Half Peak Mountain and its holds, the
great tundra turned into rough hills, children of the mountain
range that came up from the south and reached the long arm of the
East Mountains out to the North Sea. The hills were true scions of
the mountains, carpeted in lush green grass like the hills of the
south, but harsh ridges of exposed rock, whose flinty soil held as
much ice and flint as it did actual dirt.

There was little vegetation.
The only trees were stunted pines, gnarled and twisted from the
harrying of the harsh winds. The occasional clump of tall frost
grass marked pockets of loam, but even they were few. The most
abundant life was the stone blue lichen that grew on the sheltered
sides of boulders and provided sustenance for the small hill deer
that came down from the mountains when the snow winds blew.

It was a harsh land, one
that had no forgiveness in it and would gleefully kill a man for a
single misstep. Mariel regarded it warily from her vantage-point on
her horse, but Vignar nearly sighed with joy as his gaze took it
in.

They had spent three weeks
in Fellheim and the bustle of the city put him in a bad temper. He
was a big man and not suited to crowds. Their journey across the
Snowmelt River, riding along the southern edge of the East
Mountains, had given him space and some measure of peace. It took
them the better part of a week to reach the hills, a week of open
skies, empty plains, and brisk air that restored Vignar's soul.
Though Mariel was troubling him. She had been quiet for the better
part of the week and while she never complained, he suspected the
cold was growing to be almost more than she could bear.

Also troubling him was the
sky. While it was clear overhead, he could see a bank of heavy,
sullen clouds on the horizon. It was the cloud bank of a mountain
blow, the kind that started landslides which could cover an entire
hold in the blink of an eye. From his experience with mountain
weather, Vignar felt they could ride for the better part of the day
along the rough road they were following but they would be wise to
find shelter before the sun dipped behind the mountains.

"How much further is it to
Dwarval?" Mariel asked.

"It is said that the village
is on the lower slopes of the mountains," Vignar said. He gauged
the height of the mountains cowering below the clouds on the
horizon. "If so, two days ride on a plain. Following this path, in
these hills? It is hard to say."

"You could have said you
didn't know," Mariel said. "And if you want fine weapons, we could
have gone south. I know smiths who put dwarven steel to shame."

"And I've seen trolls juggle
apples," Vignar said. "Go south if you want. You don't have to
follow me."

Mariel shook her head in
exasperation. "As dimwitted as you are, the dwarves will take all
your gold and give you a dagger. You'll need me to negotiate."

Vignar laughed and pressed
his heels against his horses flanks, urging it forward along the
rough road. Mariel followed, guiding her horse carefully, and
though she did not join in his laughter, a small smile danced on
her lips and lit her golden eyes.

They rode for the remainder
of the morning, but even as the pale sun warmed the land a sense of
dread seemed to fall upon them. Their horses grew restless and a
sense of being watched raised the hairs on Vignar's neck. He kept a
watchful eye on the land about them and checked their back trail
frequently, but he could not see any sign of another living
creature. Yet he could not shake the feeling that someone, or
something, was out there and as noon approached he began to look
more intently for shelter, rejecting several rocky nooks that would
have protected them from the elements, but left them easy to
trap.

The afternoon sun was
waning, mid way through its descent to the mountain peaks, when
Mariel reached out and touched his arm.

"There is an Elf ahead. A
high-born one," she said. "Drinking tea."

"How do you know? Magic?"
Vignar asked. He saw no sign of anyone ahead. Though he was
distracted by the mysterious, malevolent glare that dogged their
steps.

"I can smell the brew," she
replied. "It's made from a mixture of herbs and flowers from our
homeland and doesn't come cheap."

"Why would an Elf be
drinking tea in the Flint Hills?" Vignar said. He was reluctant to
camp with an Elf, especially a strange one.

"Perhaps because they're
cold?" Mariel said. "We should look to share camp. We might have
need of help come nightfall."

Vignar glanced at her and
noted how her golden eyes danced across the hills and ridges. "You
feel it too?"

"Since we entered the
hills," she nodded. "It only took note of us this morning
though."

"That's when I noted it,"
Vignar replied. "I doubt it is a snow lion. Or a troll or a bear.
They would have attacked or lost interest by now."

Mariel nodded in agreement.
"It is something with more than the animal cunning of a troll. This
creature is stalking us. I suspect it waits for nightfall. Many
evil things are weak under the gaze of the sun."

"Nightfall," Vignar agreed,
"Or when those clouds reach us. And the wind is picking up."

His initial reluctance to
spend the night with a stranger was fading. He wore his cracked
breastplate and carried a rough iron broadsword and his dirk. It
was enough to convince most bandits and ruffians to let them be,
and they would give him a chance against a troll, but Vignar did
not trust them to protect him against whatever creature was
following them. Ahead, a little off the road, he spotted the mouth
of a shallow cave.

"There," Mariel pointed to
the cave, "The scent comes from there. Shall we approach?"

"Cautiously," Vignar said.
He dismounted and made certain his sword was loose in its scabbard.
Mariel slid from her saddle but did not touch the crescent blade at
her belt.

"Remember, we're not here to
kill whoever it is," she cautioned the red headed warrior.

"I remember," Vignar
growled.

He prowled forward, to the
mouth of the cave, keeping close to the solid rock, and peered
inside. He could hear the soft whickering of a horse and now could
smell the faint sweetness of the tea. As his eyes adjusted to the
dimness, he could make out the shape of the horse and the faint
glow of the campfire, but he did not see any tea drinking
Elves.

The crunch of foot warned
him of someone's approach and he turned a split second before a
keen blade touched his throat. It was not Mariel who stood before
him, but a male Elf. A tall Uruk, who carried himself with a
warrior's bearing, and bore a scar on his cheek. A scar that Vignar
remembered well.

"Grakon Furiel," Vignar
said, his voice filling with anger.

"Vignar Olafsson," said
Grak, his eyes glittering with malice. He stepped back, sheathed
his dagger, and drew the long sword at his side. "Draw your sword
and let us finish our business together."

Vignar's hand hovered over
the hilt of his sword. He was certain the Elf would not strike
until he had a weapon in his hand. He wanted to kill Vignar, yes,
but he wanted to kill him in a way that would add to the saga of
Grakon Furiel. Still, that would not stop him from attacking the
moment Vignar drew. The broad shouldered warrior had seen the Elf's
blade in action and he knew that his broadsword was no match. So he
bit down hard on his anger and did not draw his sword, though he
kept his hand near the hilt.

"Draw," Grak said, his voice
filling with anger. "Or is the great Vignar Olafsson too much a
coward?"

The Elven warrior flourished
his blade, the wicked steel point licking the air about Vignar's
face, but the red headed man did not budge. And when a crescent
blade reached around from behind the Uruk and touched his throat,
causing him to freeze, a grim smile touched Vignar's lips.

"The great Vignar Olafsson
has as much courage as wisdom," Mariel said. "He knows better than
to slay a potential ally when an evil stalks the hills."

"Lun'Sil," Grak spat the
words, but he did not move. "You have a strange companion."

"And you travel in a strange
land," Mariel countered.

"Sheath your sword," Vignar
said to Grak. "She speaks the truth. Something has stalked us
through the hills since mid morning, yet we have caught no sign of
it."

"I do not fear this thing."
Grak snorted. "And it is not hunting me."

"Be that as it may," Mariel
said. "Swear to do us no harm while we camp with you tonight. Or
there will be one less dull witted UUr when the moon rises."

She pressed the razor edge
of the crescent blade against his throat and Grakon growled
something in Elvish, to quick for Vignar to understand. But it must
have been an oath, for Mariel lowered her blade and stepped
cautiously around the Uruk to Vignar's side. Grak regarded them
darkly for a moment, then sheathed his sword and strode into the
cave.

"What did he say?" asked
Vignar.

"He gave his word that we
need not fear his sword tonight," Mariel said.

"Was that all?" Vignar felt
the rapid speech had contained more than that.

"No," Mariel said. "But for
the sake of peace, it is best I don't repeat the rest."

#

Vignar brought the horses
into the cave, seeing to their needs while Mariel heated a loaf of
rock-like wayfarer's bread over the campfire, a few strips of dried
beef, and prepared a tisane of mint and rosemary. Vignar did not
care for the drink, but the heat softened the bread and made it a
little more palatable. He joined her by the fire and they ate in
silence, very much aware of the Uruk who sat in the back of the
cave, propped against the rock wall and watching their every
move.

The sun was below the peaks
of the the mountains to the west, and outside the mouth of the cave
long shadows were cast through the twilight. Mariel hunched closer
to the fire, and even Vignar noted how much colder it was getting.
He pulled his heavy wool cloak from around his shoulders and draped
it over hers. Usually she protested, but this time she gave him a
grateful look and wrapped the over-large cloak closely around
her.

Vignar rose and dug his
second cloak from their saddle bags. It was lighter, and barely
provided any warmth, but it was better than nothing. The horses
whinnied nervously and he went to them, stroking their muzzles and
quieting them while peering out the mouth of the cave. He saw
nothing lurking in the long shadows, and the horses calmed as he
stood there. His eyes swept the ridges about them one more time,
and he caught a flicker of movement. Something swift and graceful
sliding below the ridge line before his eyes reached it.

He went deeper into the cave
and rested his back against the rock wall, drawing his sword and
laying it at his side, ready to hand. Grak said nothing, but when
Mariel withdrew from the fire and sat next to Vignar, the Uruk's
watchful gaze intensified.

"What is it?" Mariel
asked.

"I caught a glimpse of
movement," Vignar said. "But I couldn't mark what it was."

"The creature hunting
us?"

"It
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