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            Prologue

          

          GRUNDER

        

      

    

    
      Grunder of the Tuskerville Clan took a deep, slow breath of the chilly dry air of Dirlop Mountain, and did his best not to gasp, yank any bit of his waist-long beard, or even hurrumpf at the sight in the far, far, blue distance.

      That sight … it couldn’t be.

      But off in the far, far blue distance, on top of that blistering high and craggy lone mountain known as Razorspine Peak, there was now a looming high and massive castle. A castle of blood red and dark gray stone. It appeared overnight, somehow, and its many sheer sleek battlements, zigzagging towers and twisting keeps all defied gravity itself, never mind the gatehouses that floated around it … and not on the solid reliable ground!

      Crazy … like out of some drunken elf’s tale … but for his whole hundred and twenty years, Razorspine Peak was a lone barren mountain full of rocks so razor sharp, nothing in all of Altaarith continent could hope to climb it.

      Yet all together, that castle looked like some a massive red and gray rose of sinister … orc menace … no.

      Orcs were practically human warthogs. Beasts with some form of man, and the demented mind of the beast they looked like. They couldn’t hope to build something that spectacular. Even dwarfs would … struggle. Forget elves. They were like extra scrawny humans with dagger pointy ears jutting out the sides of their head, and stunk of fruit and ugh. Don’t think of those elves this early in the morning.

      Humans … no. They were still well behind dwarves in technology.

      None of the lightling or darklings races could manage it.

      Grunter did grunt. Finally. Fiddle with his skullcap of reliable dark dwarven steel. The ale from last night still lingered in his throat, but his dinner of lamb stew should keep the liquor from affecting his brain but no, even without a solid meal today, and todays few sips of morning ale to get a dwarf going right, a dwarf had to trust his eyes, since who else could he trust as much than his own eyesight?

      Grunter stood up from the flat reliable seat of stone he had fallen asleep on … and spat to the side.

      Bing. Onto the dusty rocky ground.

      Then he looked at the sinister castle against but … it was gone?

      Impossible … could there be something in the air … a scentless toxin that could make a dwarf less sound in the head.

      But these craggy rocks and towering high boulders, they were familiar. Plenty of times he had woken up here after much needed R&R after a rambunctious night with overtalkive dwarven women. Don’t get him wrong, dwarf women were the best of the best, especially the stoutest ones. Meaty and just the right kind of soft cozy beards down beyond their wide, wide waists, but sometimes a dwarf needed some time alone, and this spot on Dirlop Mountain, great for some alone time, and one of the best in all of the Altaarith Continent, in his opinion.

      There was no chance there was bad air here. The wind was chilling the place, but kept it fresh. Fresh, crisp morning mountain air. Nothing to fear. Nothing to cause strange … visions.

      At a time like this … a mate would of been nice. Someone to confide in, but no.

      Regrets were for fools.

      He’d find his mate in time. Help continue his clan’s blood line but … no. He was fifty years too young for a wife. He still had another hundred or so years before dwarf women would start looking at younger dwarfs.

      Plenty of time left.

      Grunter was on an abandoned offshoot of the main stone road. The main stone road was wide enough for several wagons going in either direction and it wound hundreds of feet slow and steadily up into the dwarven town of Dirlop, the town which was, of course, chiseled inside Dirlop Mountain. All the roads on this wonderfully craggy mountain were chiseled carefully, smooth and reliable. They never worn down. No potholes. No cracks.

      Nothing like unreliable human and elven roads.

      Not to mention the disaster that were orc roads.

      That most of the sky to his other side was still the bright glowing orange of sunrise … the main gatehouse should be open by the time he returned. No doubt he’d be assigned to scout that castle out.

      So with an eyescope handy, and no Tuskerville dwarf would go without his trusty eyescope. It was a hand sized cylinder of the blackest of black iron alloy, the kind forged only by the best dwarfs. The lens was carefully crafted by the finest Tuskerville techniques so secret that even he hadn’t been taught them … yet. Maybe once he was old enough to settle down with a wife, and finish his scouting days for good.

      A whiles away, then. If only most of his Tuskerville Clan hadn’t been summoned to the north to deal with a rowdy bunch of troublemakers that … hurrumpf, and hurrumpf was right, leaving him behind, but someone had to watch out for Dirlop.

      And what he saw through the eyescope … he finally did gasp. The mountain known as Razorspine Peak … there were still signs of that sinister castle being there. It just … wasn’t visible to the naked eye, not from here. His hackles shot sky high and then some.

      The mayor needed to know right – ack!

      His chest … something ... an arrow? The shaft was as black as the abyss and vulture feathered and … an orc arrow?!

      A laugh behind him. A girlie cackle. From a scrawny twig kind of a witch. And the stink of overgroomed beast.

      “Zee lookout is finished, no? Just like Dirlop.”

      Grunter growled. “Why you …”

      He spun, lunging, but a sudden chill. And he knew no more.
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            Jakon

          

        

      

    

    
      Taking another slow deeeep breath of the sweltering hot and dry air, Jakon Dawdora did his best not to gasp, scratch his beard (as short and stubby as his black beard was), or even give his best dwarven hurrumpf at the sight in that far, far and all too blue distance.

      Nope.

      But on that towering high and amazingly craggy mountain known as Razorspine Peak … it couldn’t be … but …

      A massive castle.

      Like the mountain was just a thick stone stem and the castle a massive huge rose. A blood-red rose blighted with blotches of black. There were even sleek and spiny gatehouses around it. Like the gatehouses were thorns and the stairways were tendrils.

      It just … couldn’t be. The castle wasn’t there yesterday.

      Just the mountain was there yesterday. An unexplored mountain. The rocks were too razor sharp to travel up it, but Jakon would find a way. One day, when he was allowed a closer look. Eventually. When he was allowed to leave Dirlop on his own.

      One day.

      His bedroom window was round and wide despite the wall being sleek gray stone, so he could easily see the thick craggy forest of pine and oaks below. From here the forest was like a carpet along the vast valley full of moors and cliffs. It only hinted at the vast distance between Dirlop and Razorspine Peak.

      Yet still … this sweltering heat meant his dad and his apprentices were already working hard in the family smithery since before sunrise, so they probably missed this sight, and … ha!

      Jakon barked a laugh so hard he could taste last night’s dinner of mutton stew. He grinned so wide, he stroked his stubble once again. He was twenty and yet only had stubble. Not a true dwarf’s beard, but no matter. It was finally growing in. Finally.

      And now this castle …

      His eyes, he couldn’t stop them. They glanced to the side, at his bookshelf, chiseled into the sleek gray wall. Five shelves and each shelf was modeled after the gears Jakon used to love forging in his dad’s smithy, until his human half kicked in and sigh. Dwarven smithery techniques were too different from human smith techniques, too incompatible with humans, so … sigh.

      Being half-human, half-dwarf ...not always a blessing but … like any dwarf would say, regrets are for fools and elves.

      Just make tomorrow count even more!

      Or in his case, today!

      Still, Jakon tried to glance over at the four upper shelves packed full of leatherbacks more befitting of a well-read dwarf. Books about minerals and rocks. About histories and clans. Explorations and wars against orcs and worse, but no.

      His eyes were glued once again to the bottom shelf, the shelf his mom, his human mom insisted his dad let him have. It grabbed his eyes and never let go since he started collecting and reading them ten years ago, when his human side ended his future as a dwarven smith forever. That very shelf was full of cheap flimsy paperbacks known as dime dreadfuls, but the stories in them … so wild and crazy, yet only the most drunken dwarf could manage to tell them so well.

      And one dime dreadful in particular … called the Blood Rose of Doom.

      Face out, because he hadn’t had the chance to start it yet, but right on the cover, the exact same castle!

      What were the chances … that … wha … where did the castle go?!

      It couldn’t be … but … a dwarf trusted his eyes.

      He saw what he saw.

      Jakon threw on dark blue jerkin and navy slacks, and with his thick leather boot thunking the stone floor, he headed out proudly and eager for a hearty dwarven breakfast.

      Ready to spread the news far and wide.
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            Jakon

          

        

      

    

    
      Yet that smell … strawberries and cream? Jakon took another deep breath.

      Yeah. Strange, dessert for breakfast?

      And … it was … sniff, sniff, ah! Toppled with a liquid spice. That secret clear but shiny spice mom always used on the strawberries to give them the perfect sweet crisp twang. A secret spice she never had much of, and so she always saved it for special occasions.

      Always.

      So the question was … what’s the special occasion? No birthdays. No holidays.

      Maybe a special visitor then? Without telling him? Strange. No. Probably not.

      This hallway was straight like a hammer handle should be, but wide enough for the stoutest dwarf. Paintings chiseled into the wall showed his dad’s side of the family, the Dawdora Clan. All stout dwarfs, all with long braided beards down to the floor, both men and women, and all beaming proud of their dwarven lineage. They all seemed to look down at him as he marched down this hallway. But ever since his human side took over, it made Jakon into a lean and mean kind of guy, rather than thick and stout and truly bearded … sigh, even dwarf women by his age had better beards.

      He might as well be marching down an aisle of judgment. Judged unworthy.

      But a dwarf was a dwarf. Half or not.

      And Jakon was still a Dawdora. He kept his back straight and high. Not a hint of slouching. Worrying about judgement like that, only elves worried about that nonsense. He’d just find another way other than smithing to prove himself a true dwarf.

      Dwarves took on challenges head on. And each day, another challenge to face head on.

      His nose proved as true as his eyes, but as a dwarf, that wasn’t a surprise. It was expected.

      A dwarf’s nose was amazing, half human or not.

      The kitchen was at the end of the hallway, and it was like the anvil to the hammer. The room was even shaped like an anvil, with sleek gray walls curved just right and diamonds sheening bright. All to remind everyone here of the importance of smithery, especially to this family’s bloodline. In the center there was a small round table of the blackest of black iron. It was molded to look like concentric solid rings of black roses. It was a wedding gift to his mom, from his dad.

      Three chairs of the same rosy style were around the table. Jakon always sat on the newest. His chair it was. The smell bit his nose the strongest, like a dog nipping the nostrils, except with the smell of fresh wrought iron rather than with teeth.

      A black iron bowl was already in front of his seat, and not just any bowl, but the bowls dad forged to match the black roses of this very table.

      Something very special was going on …

      Something his parents hadn’t told him about yet either …

      Even stranger, dad was seated at the table, and without any bowl or plate, but he despised strawberries with a passion. That bulging nose of his was curled wrinkled. It could be that strawberries were too close to him, but he wasn’t the type to deny his son a good food simply because he disliked it.

      Anyway, he was one of the stoutest dwarfs in all of Dirlop, and proud of it. His long black beard was braided among the thickest and trimmest too, and right now, it was over his dark gray smithery apron, which was as long as a full dress and thicker some most fabric-based armor … but if he had his apron on … he came here right from his smithery.

      Jakon sat down anyway. Mom went through the effort too …

      Mom sat beside dad, and … no bowl either. Or plate. And she just loooved these strawberries and cream. Why … sigh. Let’s say she was on the thinner side, and really could use a few desserts in her, but her face was lined with concern. Her blonde hair wasn’t even braided, and that smile on her face missed her eyes by miles.

      Jakon wasn’t that clueless. This didn’t look good. Better start the conversation first, or else–

      “Thanks for the … breakfast,” Jakon said.

      Dad hurrumpfed. “Yes, breakfast. Dessert for breakfast.”

      “Honey,” mom said, “We spoke about this.”

      Dad merely nodded. Hurrumpfed again.

      “We did,” he said, “And agreed, but news from up north … those orcs and their blasted dragon overlords already anointed their new–”

      “Not in front of Jakon,” mom said.

      Dad hurrumpfed again.

      “He’d old enough to hear it,” dad said, “He’s more than human enough. Almost a man now, if not already. His dwarf side’s … in spirit more than body.”

      That got dad a fierce glare from mom.

      Jakon knew better than to jump in.

      Yet.

      Or start his strawberries and cream. Dessert for breakfast. A very bad sign indeed.

      Jakon merely leaned back in his seat and waited for the right moment …

      Dad hurrumpfed once again, and he had won all the hurrumpfing contests for a hundred years straight. He was too proud of his hurrumpfs not to use them whenever he could, whether he should or not.

      “The boy reads about those Seven Deadly Serpent wannabes in his blasted books,” dad said, “The real thing’s finally come about, rumor has it. They even selected another Princess of Smiles.”

      The Princess of Smiles … of the bloody neck kind. Legend had it, back before she was killed with the rest of the Seven Deadly Serpents, she could wield up to a million blades through her mind and even use magical techniques through them like they were witch’s staffs.

      But that was thousands of years ago. What life was like back then … the dime dreadfuls only pretended to know, and Jakon realized that much.

      So he made a point to grimace, and nothing more.

      But mom and dad were looking at him, and clearly for more than just the correct physical reaction …

      “It’s bad news,” Jakon said, “But my blades are ready if it comes down it to. Mom trained me well … enough, right?”

      Dad chuckled. “She’s a blademaster, she is!”

      “Was,” mom said, “And Jakon has a far way to go. Very far. I haven’t figured out how to open his spores to magic.”

      Dad hurrumpfed. “Dwarves have no spores. Dwarf skin is the thickest and best there is!”

      “The spores are spiritual, honey,” mom said, “And I can sense them in him. The trouble has to do with his dwarven blood, so–”

      “Blaming dwarfs for the boy’s trouble, ey?” dad said, “As I see it, it’s the other way around.”

      “I know you do, honey,” mom said, “But that doesn’t change the fact he needs training from someone besides me. Someone who–”

      “Is too far away!” dad said, “No telling what horrors he’ll run into on the road, and we can’t come with him. He’s not ready! Not alone he isn’t.”

      That … perked Jakon up. Traveling alone … maybe not, but leaving Dirlop for an adventure … maybe … fun?

      Maybe.

      “Hooooney,” mom said, “I’ve arranged for others to go with him. They’ll arrive any day now–”

      “Unless,” dad said, “They were ambushed on the road. Orcs and worse are out there now. Too much for my son to fight off alone, and we can’t spare the men to guide him, let alone watch over him. War’s coming and–”

      “Best he’d not in the middle of it,” mom said, “If he’s here … he’ll end up fighting before he’s ready, and–”

      “Enough!” dad said, “We agreed to disagree, ey? Let the boy decide. He’d old enough.”

      Mom and dad again both looked at Jakon and … wow, ugh, was this …

      “Who and where and … um,” Jakon said.

      More like sputtered.

      Jakon cleared his throat. “I picked up some of what you’re saying, but–”

      “No means no, great!” dad said, “I knew you’d embrace your inner dwarf.”

      Mom tsked. “Give our boy a chance to speak for himself.”

      Oh well. Second try’s as worthwhile as a first, as any dwarf knows.

      “If … I mean, with war coming …” Jakon said, “I want to be as ready as possible, to fight. Dirlop is my home. Its safety is too important. Leaving that to everyone else? Of course not! That means being able to use magic with my sword techniques, even if my dwarf side …a dwarf faces a challenge head on, and … this morning, for a moment, I saw a castle on Razorspine Peak, before it disappeared.”

      “Castle?!” dad said, “Blast it! You’ve read so many of those dime–”

      Jakon scowled this time. “A dwarf trusts his eyes.”

      Dad hurrumpfed, but … nodded?

      “True …” dad said.

      Mom even jumped in. “Jakon never told those tales like they were true.”

      “Not before …” dad said, “Fine. I’ll ask around. Even if it was there for only a moment, a few other dwarves should of seen it too.”

      Other dwarfs … Jakon smiled a touch. Dad still saw Jakon as a dwarf.

      Dad looked fierce at mom. “Let’s hold off till I investigate this … castle rumor, ey?”

      Mom nodded. Her smile just as false now.

      “It’s for the best,” mom said, “Jakon, we’ll continue this at lunch.”

      ‘But …” Jakon said, “At least–”

      “Lunch!” both mom and dad said.

      Sigh. A united front. No hope now of getting a full story out of them.

      Leaving Jakon mostly in the dark … again.
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