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        A

      

      

      Age: A long period of time in the history of the Land of Shaarn. The first age lasted more than two-thousand seasons. There is discrepancy among scholars as to when the Second Age officially began. The Third Age began with the awakening of the Lich Graxxen from his long slumber. Dates are denoted by first marking the Season, then the Age in which the season occurred eg: Season 657.A.2

      Annals of Dragon Husbandry: A book. This book was produced in multiple editions all written by Arch Mage Zeraan Taaselfee as a guide to rearing dragons. The final edition was written at the end of the Second Age when Graxxen killed the last of the Dragon Riders. There was no further need for new editions until the Third Age when Manya Silverleaf became the Drake Varder of Shaarn and began hatching old dragons’ eggs left over from the first age using magick. Zeraan has considered writing a third edition to cover the rearing of dragons using only magick as a means to fertilize and foster the eggs, but has yet to begin the work.

      Annals of Time: A book. The history of the Land of Shaarn as told by Arch Mage Zeraan Taaselfee. He started writing it during the First Age when he was taken in to the Tower’s Council as the Prime Scribe of Shaarn. He was gifted with a long life by the god Bragi, and lives still in the Third Age, locked in one of the high towers writing his histories day and night.

      Asgaard: Planar home of the gods of Midgaard. It exists beyond the Astral Plane within the Seven Heavens.

      A Study in Life & Biology: A book. Written by Arch Mage Zeraan Taaselfee in Season 657.A.2

      Avgud: King of the gods of Asgaard.

      
        
        B

      

      

      Blood Magick: Magick that draws its power from the use of blood from either people (men, elves, dwarves & fae folk such as gnomes and faeries,) or from animals. Blood Magick is frowned upon by the Tower of High Sorcery and though not illegal per say, its practise is shunned by the magickal community even though the Tower does employ practitioners of the ancient art. Blood Magick is rooted in ancient Midgaardian shamanism.

      Bragi: Asgaardian god of magick, music, and poetry.

      
        
        C

      

      

      Common Tongue: The common language spoken across the Land of Shaarn. Each species of course, has its own language but they speak this common language as well. Each species speaks it with their own recognizable accent.

      
        
        D

      

      

      Dream Speak: Magick. Used to communicate with someone across a great distance through dreams.

      
        
        F

      

      

      Forvandla: Barbarian rite of passage into man hood. Signified by a series of tests designed to either kill the boy or show that he was of sturdy enough stock to be considered a man among the horde. All clans practised the rite, but they used different tests dependant on the terrain on which they lived.

      Freey: God of the elves, fae peoples, peace, fertility, rain and sunshine. Gaard, daughter of the giant Gymiir was his wife.

      
        
        G

      

      

      Giant: A race of giant peoples from the dawning of life in the Land of Shaarn that are now extinct. There were all manner of giants, Hill Giants, Mountain Giants, Frost Giants, Fire Giants, Swamp Giants, Sea Giants, Forest Giants, Giants of the Plains, Valley Giants, Lome Giants who lived beneath the ground and Sky Giants who flew on angelic wings with massive wingspans. Evolution played a part in their extinction but their warring ways played an even greater part. They all but wiped themselves off the face of Midgaard.

      
        
        H

      

      

      Heyaa: Goddess of the sky, fertility, household motherhood, love, marriage and domestic arts.

      
        
        K

      

      

      Krigaar: Asgaardian god of Justice.

      
        
        L

      

      

      Lich: A mage raised from the dead through the use of Blood Magick, an undead creature of power and evil.

      
        
        M

      

      

      Magick: Magic.

      Midgaard: The planet the Land of Shaarn exists on, also called the Wyrld.

      Moon: One lunar cycle. One day on Midgaard is 23.4 hours. Very close to our own Earth. However, one Lunar cycle is almost half again as long as Earth. The average Midgaardian Lunar Cycle lasts for 42 days. This is due to the fact that their moon orbits Midgaard much more slowly than our moon.

      
        
        R

      

      

      Rowenwood: The most common type of tree in the Land of Shaarn.

      
        
        S

      

      

      Scriptures for Reflection & Worship: A prayer and thought guide written by Arch Mage Corsaan the Valiant, Warrior Priest Warden of the Tower of High Sorcery at the end of the First Age.

      Season: One year on Midgaard (Winter Spring, Summer & Fall are not referred to as individual seasons, they are called by named only.)

      Seven Night:  One week.

      Shaarn, the Land of: A continent on the planet of Midgaard.

      Skulga: Goddess of Death & Vengeance.

      Strom: God. He reigns over weather and controls the storms of Midgaard. He is also known as the Lord of the Seasons. He is the name sake of the king for whom the city of Stromsgate was named.

      Study of the History of the Arcane Arts: A Book. Written by Arch Mage Xanaathos Excelsiior near the end of the First Age. Xanaathos is recognized by spell casters of every walk as the preeminent scholar on all subjects arcane and mystic. He was blessed by the god of magic, Bragi with a long life in order to continue his study and writing on the subject of magic. It is rumored his earliest works date back to the dawn of men and focus on shamanic magic, much of which has been lost to time.

      
        
        V

      

      

      Valhaalla: The resting place of fallen warriors of Midgaard. It is described as a great hall of feasting frequently visited by the gods themselves. It is located in Asgaard.

      
        
        W

      

      

      Wyrld: The planet the Land of Shaarn exists on, also called Midgaard.
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      “For it was in the darkness that marked the end of the First Age of the Land of Shaarn that Graxxen, the most wicked among us, did betray his vows to the light in pursuit of the darkness and powers offered up only to the weak willed and ambitious. He, this slave to evil, our own fallen brother, did slay the last survivors of the Dragon Rider Clan, along with their women and children in cold blood. And with their blood did he perform profane and perverse acts of twisted necromancy and Blood Magicks to transform him into something dark and immortal that he might again rise to fulfill his twisted ambitions. It is written his awakening could mark the dawn of the third age, an ‘Age of Darkness,’ that would consume the Land of Shaarn for generations. All the signs point to a warrior descended from the Dragon Riders themselves who might challenge this dark portention for the Land of Shaarn, one whose own fate lies in the shadows of uncertainty. The Noorns tell us this man will unite all the kingdoms under one banner and that without his courage and leadership, hope is all but lost.”

      
        
        - Arch Mage Zeraan Taaselfee, the Annals of Time, Season: 0007A.2.
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            Waking the Wolf

          

        

      

    

    
      The crispness of late, night air hung still about the huts of the Clan of the Winter Wolf.  A strip of the pale crescent moon shone down through the scant clouds on the Great Northern Plains, lending to the last snows of winter a soft blue blanket to bring warmth to an otherwise chilling eve. Young Ravak could feel the nip on his nose and ears, and could see the small clouds of breath in the air above him as it danced through the pale vein of moonlight that shone in through the small round window of his bedchamber. He wasn’t sure what had awakened him. Perhaps it was the yowling of wolves in the distance? Maybe it was the screech of an owl as it nabbed its prey out on the unforgiving plain that surrounded the village for miles in all directions. It sounded something like a scream, but it only came once to rouse him from his slumber and now he lay there half awake blinking as he tried to fight off the sleep and the chill, listening for another signal that it was not just a dream. He threw off the deer hides he slept under and slowly rose to his feet, scratching at the sparse hairs that sprouted around his still youthful chin. Brow furrowed, concentrating on the silence to catch the sound again on the clear cool night air, he walked out into the main room to restoke the fire and went about his chore in mechanical silence, a habit well practised in such a way that he would not wake his parents. He carefully placed a large log into the now only slightly glowing coals, squatted down, and drew in a large breath.

      As he began to blow the embers to flame, he thought he heard it again. Perking up from his crouch, eyes widening and ears straining for more, he listened; the cry was much more distinct. He was almost certain it had come from the vicinity of his Uncle Kerenaan’s hut. He pulled back the curtain, wiped the butt of his hand against the small round window to clear the frost, and peered through the smeared glass down the road. There was nothing but a gloomy bluish glow on the snow. In the distance, the torchlight set on the perimeter of the village to keep predators at bay danced lazily on the cool night air. He looked up at the sky to see the moon through the few clouds that listed lazily by. It was just when he began to lower his gaze again that he caught a glimpse of a shadow of someone running back behind a hut down by his uncle’s place. He watched more closely now, standing there in silence for a moment to focus on the direction of the movement, even holding back his urge to breathe so he could be sure to hear it if the scream came again.

      This time the cry for help rang out clear in the silence of the night and he knew it’d come from his uncle’s hut. A chill shot up his spine as he instinctively turned to get his clothes and weapons.

      “Father! You must wake! Something’s happening! Uncle Kerenaan’s hut!” Ravak shouted as he struggled to slip into a pair of pants and boots.

      He grabbed his spear and ran out into the night. Massive plumes of thick ashen smoke, crawling like a beast on twisted legs, already filled the road ahead. Ravak could scarcely see the torchlights on the perimeter of the village now through the haze. The air above the village quickly turned from a crisp cool winter’s eve to a nightmarish, black cloud of smoke that appeared dragon-like, spewing ashen white soot out of its gaping maw. The mudded thatch roves on the little dome-shaped huts made for good kindling.

      As Ravak approached the hut, he stopped dead for only a moment at the sight within. The intruders kicked in the door, smoky black tendrils like fingers of flame clawing at the glass beckoned him in. The far wall was ablaze. The entire back half of the hut was a roaring inferno beyond it. His kin faced terrible danger. Ash and sparks cannoned skyward from the roof, but the hut stood whole for the moment. He peered into the darkness through the round doorway. There he saw two small figures bent over a chest against the backdrop of his kin’s blazing hovel. Thieves seldom caused any worry for the Winter Wolf. Very few were foolish enough to go sneaking around the den of a wolf. The little looters argued over one of Ravak’s uncle’s finely crafted recurve bows.

      He crept in slowly behind them, stepping carefully in order not to alert them to his presence. The roar of the fire cut the sound of his approach to the paddings of a pup’s feet. A Winter Wolf was silent; a Winter Wolf was predator, never prey. Just as he was about to slide his spear into the back of the first little marauder, the man of the house, Ravak’s Uncle Kerenaan, let out a terrible wail from the adjoining room. It startled the two small forms rummaging through his belongings in the dark. They stood up and wheeled about to survey the room, finding Ravak poised and ready to strike. Seeing his enormous frame shadowed in the doorway, they scrambled one to either side and drew out short, rusted, gnarly-looking swords.

      Quite unexpectedly one of them jumped for and went crashing through a large half circle shaped window. While Ravak was focused on the escapee jumping through the window, the other ran straight at him, letting out a blood-curdling scream. The little fellow feinted his attack and at the last second, tucked and rolled right between the large Winter Wolf’s legs, escaping into the night.

      Ravak, struck by surprise at both maneuvers, wheeled around to try catching sight of them through the opened door. The looters ran from the scene as the smoke thickened. He bolted out into the road, absent-mindedly choking from the smoke that now consumed his uncle’s hut as the flames within grew. A timber groaned heavily as the flames tanned it and then it gave out with a crash.

      Ravak cried out, “Kerenaan!” as he turned and ran back in to try to save his kin.

      It was already too late; the smoke now so thick he couldn’t see a foot in front of his own face inside the hut. The flames snapped and hissed to keep him at bay as they went to work on the timbers of the hut. Ravak struggled toward the bedchambers, but a beam above him gave out under the strain of the heat and he was forced back to the door as flaming timber and thatch came down around him, blocking his path.

      Ravak’s father came through the door with spear raised high only to see his son sprawled on the floor not more than a couple of feet from the entrance, choking and struggling to get back to his feet. Roof timbers and thatch lay about blazing. Red-hot coal marked the defeated beams as they heaved and moaned. Cries could be heard from the bedchamber as his uncle screamed in agony, no hope of escape. Ravak’s father pulled his now hysterical young son out from the clutches of the monstrous flames that consumed his brother’s hut.

      Ravak, his father, and the other men of the village worked until nearly dawn to extinguish the fires, whilst his mother and other women of the village brought linens to wrap the dead in preparation for burial the next day.

      The deaths of nine villagers occurred that night. All their homes burned. Families were killed while they slept. The men, awakened before being stabbed, watched their homes be torched and loved ones slain before their very eyes, only to finally succumb to the fires themselves. The two bandits in his uncle’s hut had made off into the night with whatever it was they came seeking. The damage had been done. Ravak’s Uncle Kerenaan, his wife, and his child, brutally murdered in their own beds, they’d perished cruelly at the hands of the goblin raiders. What foe was this who thought himself worthy of a death at the jaws of the mighty Winter Wolf?

      The Winter Wolf Clan had become a wealthy and powerful clan of warriors and hunters since the First Age. They’d been raided in the past by goblins and greedy Southerners who had carelessly decided the mild mannered Winter Wolf might make an easy target, but this attack felt unlike any other. It simply did not make sense for a handful of poorly armed goblins to raid a village of well-trained Barbarian hunters only to make off with spices and bows. Goblins tended to attack in numbers due to their diminutive statures, their lack of intellect and cunning compensated by their masses and hunger for blood.

      Seeing the wealth of their plentiful spice and herb gardens, the stores of lumber and hides, the looters often returned in the winter moons when the pangs of hunger would be far less bearable and stealing from a victim, even one as formidable as the Winter Wolf, seemed worth the risk. Of the entire northern Barbarian horde, the Winter Wolf possessed the most skilled hunters, the wealthiest of furriers, the finest spice and herb farmers, the heartiest of Rowenwood loggers. They were amongst the best bowyers and fletchers north of the Mystpeaks, second on Midgaard only to the superior skills of the elven folk to the south who dwelt in the Kingdom of Rowendale. Also among the mightiest of warriors, renowned across the entire breadth of the Land of Shaarn for their prowess, their fame for their skill in battle could not be matched. In spite of their private and seemingly peaceful nature, they held fast to a generations’ old penchant for extreme violence in the face of an enemy. The ancestors of the Winter Wolf played an instrumental part in aiding the South in reclaiming lost land during the Goblin Wars, having pushed back the hordes by the thousands with only minimal losses.

      For so few, so very small and as poorly armed as these rutterkin raiders, it stood to reason they had a much larger force now stationed somewhere much closer to the village than the Winter Wolf would like. Perhaps these goblins and their kin had not the ability to read or the inclination to heed the tales of their medicine men when they spoke of the Goblin Wars and how the ancestors of the Winter Wolf had culled their numbers to near extinction in the First Age.

      All the land knew how viciously the Barbarians fought in battle. Heads left on pikes lined the road of the High Pass leading from the south into the Mystpeaks, the main route onto the Great Northern Plains. Everyone from the dwarves of Stone Hammer Keep in the west to the roving nomads of the Black Desert knew of the blindingly quick archers and the agile hunter-warriors armed with only spears and axes. They knew of the swordsmen of the White Bear clan; the ferocious clatter of their broad swords against their round shields creating an almost mystic fear in their enemies. They knew of the foreign face painting the clans did to prepare for battle, intended to strike terror into the hearts and minds of their foes, which it accomplished well.

      The Winter Wolf warriors appeared to be savage and untrained in spite of their strength, size, agility, and skill. Trained with their weapons of choice well beyond the abilities of thugs who sought to steal from them. Their fighting styles may have been imperfect when compared to that of the armored and trained divisions of the High Tower Ranger Garrison or the Tower Warrior Priests from the south, but they conscripted hard men who lived hard lives in a rugged and terrible wilderness that forgave no one for their mistakes. They fought with a mystic rage their foes didn’t understand. Only the strongest of each clan ever survived on these unyielding and expansive Great Northern Plains. Those who did counted themselves amongst the most excellent specimens of wild men in all the Land of Shaarn.

      The heads they displayed on pikes served as a warning to would-be marauders feeling especially brave. The message was clear; while the road was open for trade, the territory of the Winter Wolf and that of the clans beyond was not for the taking. They stood to warn outsiders that the Barbarian horde of the Great Northern Plains would not tolerate any acts of aggression against its people, and that any such acts would be met with swift and savage retaliation. They were Barbarians after all and these men who had invaded the lives of the Winter Wolf in the night to visit terror down upon their innocent families would learn what it meant to cross paths with a Wolf, but they would not likely live to tell the tale.
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        * * *

      

      The room was warm and bright in spite of the sadness its two inhabitants felt. The morning sun filtered through the little round windows and the fire crackled behind Ravak as his mother went about her business. Utensils clattered and pots bubbled away rhythmically.

      Ravak sat with his fist pressed up under his chin, leaning heavily on his arm. His knuckles burned as they rubbed up against his face. They were raw from handling the charred timbers of his uncle’s ravaged home the night previous. He stirred at his porridge with little interest. He could think about nothing save the terrible sights and sounds of the night before as his father came into the hut for breakfast. He’d already been up for some time with the rest of the elders in an early Council assessing the damage and determining the next course of action.

      “You’re up, boy. Good! You have work to do today. You have to help your old Uncle Gerenaan bury your cousin, your aunt, and your uncle.” He sat down beside Ravak at the table with the usual clatter that men of his stature unconsciously do.

      “Don’t bang the table, Ekes!” Ravak’s mother entered the room quickly from the larder carrying a large bowl of porridge and two smaller bowls all carefully balanced in one hand while in the other she furiously brandished a large, long, thick-shafted wooden spoon.

      Ravak had crafted it for her ten summers prior as a gift on her birthday. In recent seasons, he and his father had sorely wished he’d never made that spoon. She’d taken to using it regularly to discipline the two raucous men in her house. Ravak and his father Ekes may have been Winter Wolf hunters, but she was the head of the household and had no qualms about doling out her own fierce brand of maternal justice to preserve the peace.

      She walked right over to Ekes as she spoke with a very cross, motherly look on her face and slammed a bowl down in front of him. Still glaring at Ravak’s father, she took her seat, preparing to dish out hot porridge for her husband and herself.

      “I think you slammed those bowls down a might harder than I hit the table, luv’,” Ekes spoke coyly while smiling in his son’s direction.

      Ravak wanted to laugh away the thought of his dead kin at his father’s brazen words, but knew better than to even raise his head, let alone show any form of reaction to the comment.

      The second Ravak’s father stopped talking, his mother rapped Ekes on the back of the head with that large wooden spoon and she did it good and hard. Old Ekes rubbed at the back of his pinkened noggin as he held his bowl up for his wife to fill for him.

      Ravak risked a peek in his father’s direction and saw the corner of his mouth curl into the slight twitch of a smile.

      She filled Ekes’ bowl with great care to give him a healthy portion, smiling lovingly all the while. While she may rule with an iron fist, it came from her heart.

      Ekes was one of the village elders and was well respected in the community for his hunting ability and great skill as a logger. He was also a well-respected member of the village war party and now, so was Ravak who had passed his rites of manhood not two seasons past.

      He’d learned his lessons well, showing skill in tanning and tailoring hides. His mother was proud of both of them and proud to be the woman who had raised these two men to such great heights within the community.

      Ravak thought of her as a strong and sturdy woman and that she was, standing some five feet ten inches tall with a broad back and long legs. While his father was tall for a man, he was of no great height for a Barbarian. His mother was attractive for her age and looked a good ten seasons younger than all the other mothers. There was nary a streak of grey in her long black, ringletted mane. Her cheeks shone rosy and her eyes bright and green like the fields of the Great Northern Plains midsummer, while these days mostly stern, had a way of showing love and tenderness that only a mother’s eyes can.

      Ravak had grown to be a proud young man, though he often felt underappreciated by his father. Ekes pushed him to the point of collapse more than once. He knew the old man meant him well, but sometimes felt that he pushed so hard more for himself than for Ravak’s own good. Ravak learned early on that a father’s pride wasn’t always a good thing, and Ekes had taught him that lesson over many hard seasons as he’d grown into a man under the stern old hunter’s tutelage.

      “Are you going back to speak with the Council again after breakfast, father?”

      “Yes I am, boy, but it’s of no concern to you. You have a lot of work to do today as I’ve already laid out for you plainly. You must bury your kinfolk and help clean up their property. You’ve a full day’s work ahead.” He pointed at Ravak with his porridge spoon, one eye closed. That’s how Ravak knew that if he pressed the issue any further, he’d cause an argument. He didn’t care, not this time. Not after what happened the night before. As much as he loved his father, he was tired of constantly being told how to live his life and being held back from participating as a man in the clan of the Winter Wolf, which by passing his trials, he had a claim to. Every man had the right to request the audience of the Elders, even if only to hear them speak at one of the regular gatherings. But until now, Ekes had forbidden it. Ravak believed that his father saw him as soft; soft in the heart where the heart of a wolf was to be stony and unyielding.

      Ravak sighed. When would his father ever trust him to join in Council meetings?

      Ekes heard his son’s sigh of exasperation and turned his attention back to his porridge, hoping to stave off any further discussion. What Ekes could not say to the boy was he knew his son to have a great heart, that of a true leader; the kind that legends are told of. Ekes was also plenty wise enough to know that with legends come legendary challenges, and as a father should, he worried for his son as he introduced him to the Land of Shaarn and her Great Northern Plain, upon whose bosom his kin made their home.

      She was a cruel mother and Ekes knew what the stories told of her children’s past. The legends, her voice speaking to him and his kin, warning them of their ancestors’ missteps and abuse of power. The stories told of how many of their ancestors had begun to realize it was wrong to oppress other nations and creatures and to understand that their pride-filled place as the conquerors of the Land of Shaarn had corrupted them. How this resulted in segments of the Dragon Rider Clan splitting away, moving out of the mountains and forming the many Barbarian clans of the present day scattered across the Great Northern Plains. How their mother punished them for the prideful path they had walked for generations before Ekes’ own, even though oppression was no longer his peoples’ way.

      As the seasons passed, those that had left the security of the Dragon Rider Clan and moved out onto the Great Northern Plains had become more connected to the land and so, they changed. Over time, smaller clans formed who took on their own identities tied to the land they inhabited.

      The Winter Wolf were among the first to form their own clan. As they grew out onto the punishing landscape of their motherland, they realized they needed interaction and trade with southern societies not only to survive, but to thrive. They began to understand that trade with the South would be prosperous for all the clans. Over time, with their prowess as warriors, they became invaluable in aiding the peoples of the South who suffered under tyranny. They freed them from not only the oppression of the remaining Dragon Riders who lived in the mighty city of Dragon’s Maw Keep, but also from the oppressive rule of the raiders and greed centered kings of old who had laid claim to lands in the South for which they had no right.

      It was a bright and shining moment in the evolution of a people coming out of a primitive age and finding hope and understanding in the concept of moderation and balance with their wyrld and the other peoples that inhabited it. All saw how well this union worked and so it remained for many generations.

      The Barbarians by that time had become so dispersed out onto the plains that they became known to the more populous South more simply as ‘the clans,’ or ‘the horde.’ Only those who never gave up their dragons or their oppressive ways still lived at Dragon’s Maw Keep in the Eastern Mystpeaks under the Dragon Rider Clan. And so life in the Land of Shaarn for many seasons thereafter rested in balance until the evil Graxxen rose to power at the end of the First Age and betrayed his brethren and mentors of the Tower of High Sorcery. When Graxxen took up with the darkness, he sought those still under the banner of the Dragon Riders. Seeing that they now numbered so few, he took the moment of opportunity in their weakness, greedy to steal the power of dragons under their charge for his own ill-conceived goals and struck with a handful of his cohorts who also pursued the dark arts. In the ensuing battle, Graxxen and his wicked Blood Magi brought the reign of the remaining few hundred Dragon Riders to a gruesome end.

      Graxxen seemed to vanish after his victory. Prophecy spoke of his immortal self at sleep, gaining dark, unspeakable power in preparation for his eventual rise. Yet memories are short and legends too often overlooked as the Land of Shaarn recovered from Graxxen’s little war against the Dragon Riders. Now, after thousands of seasons, in the Second Age, the clans still came together and helped one another to fend off the would-be looters from the South when needed. The banner and stories of the Dragon Rider Clan were all but lost save for the Annals of Time. These were then little more than the scribbling of but one mage who kept them in his book that would one day become the history of the Land of Shaarn.

      Though they had found peace in their connection to the land and their newfound understanding of trade and relations with the peoples of the South, the Winter Wolf continued to be known as vicious warriors in battle, along with the other Barbarian clans. Readiness for swift and furious retaliation kept their lands safe and made the clans strong. Weaponry and physical training still tested their young men into adulthood. Even though the Winter Wolf warriors’ strength and prowess were now seldom used for battles beyond their annual struggles with a rugged wilderness on the Great Northern Plain, the precepts of vicious preparedness stood as the pillars to training their young men right through to Ekes’ and even Ravak’s generations.

      The previous night’s attack only fueled Ekes’ fear of a shamanic prophecy now told to children at fireside. He couldn’t express fear, let alone that it was rooted in legend now thought of as a children’s tale. During the Goblin Wars, the great keep of the Dragon Riders in the valley below the Sarandanus River was sacked and reclaimed countless times. All the while, legends whispered of its dark secret burrowed down deep at the heart of the stone monster. If those legends held true, then yes, Ekes was right to fear for his son. For a legendary foe born of blood and hatred can only be defeated by a legendary hero possessing a heart fueled with great love, and Ekes had seen his son’s heart.

      “Father, I want to come with you. I want to listen to the Council speak and learn the ways of diplomacy amongst the clans. How will I ever learn if I’m never allowed to attend Council with you?” He looked eagerly to his father though inside he knew the response he’d receive wouldn’t be the one he wanted to hear.

      “Boy, you’ve work to do! I’m only going to say it this one last time! Honour your cousin and bury that lad. Your old Uncle Gerenaan is burying our brother and your aunt and then you’ll help him clean up the property of these poor unfortunate souls, and I don’t want to hear another word on it! Gerenaan is a good man and a fine brother. If it were not for the Council, I’d be there beside him that we might send our brother to Valhaalla together!” He gulped down the last bite of porridge, stood up, and took a big swig from the water basin, then wiped his thick beard with his forearm. “You may have passed the rites, but I can still whoop your hide and you’ll do as I say! You’re not yet ready to sit with the Council! Too young! Too careless with your words, which you’ve just proven again!” He turned and walked out the door, slamming it behind him.

      Ravak knew what they would talk of at the Council, war and vengeance and making their enemies pay. He viewed this talk as small-minded, but he never dared say so to anyone in the clan, especially his father. A warrior was strong and ready to fight at any time. A warrior did not hesitate, for to hesitate was a sign of weakness. When attacked, the warrior was to strike back swiftly and furiously, revisiting upon his foe tenfold what happened to him to show the foe the foolishness of trifling with such power, the power of the Winter Wolf.

      Ravak pushed his bowl aside and took a big swig of water himself before he headed out the door to begin his chores.

      “Don’t take it to heart, son,” his mother tried to console him, placing a loving hand on his shoulder. “He loves you and is very proud of all of your accomplishments. He just has trouble showing it.”

      Ravak nodded, eyeing the floor, though her words had done little to dissuade his resentment toward the old man. After all, he was in the eyes of this village and his clan, a man now for two years. But his father still called him “boy” and held him back from fully committing to the life of a Winter Wolf man.

      Ravak worked furiously alongside his Uncle Gerenaan all morning, taking out his frustrations with his father on the dirt as he dug his kins’ graves, all the while almost ignoring the poor, sorrowful man beside him. Other men from the village had come to help, making the work lighter.

      Every once in a while, Ravak could hear Gerenaan choke up on a very quiet sob. He pitied his uncle. The poor man couldn’t even express what he felt at the terrible loss of his brother and nephew or it would be perceived as weakness and he could stand to lose his right to carry a spear.

      They were all but done with their work by noon and Ravak headed over to the bathhouse to clean off the sooty sweat of his morning and prepare for lunch.

      His father was there when he arrived home and his parents seemed to have been in the middle of some sort of argument just as Ravak opened the door. They stopped talking immediately and turned toward him as he entered. They were both looking at him, his mother smiling, his father with one eyebrow turned upward, and his arms crossed. Ravak lowered his eyes as soon as he saw his father.

      “Don’t stop talking on my account,” he muttered as he shuffled over to the water basin for drink.

      “Weren’t you supposed to be cleaning up the remains of your cousin’s house today? You look awfully clean.” Ekes looked up and down accusingly at Ravak.

      Ravak grinned broadly and strode across the room to the table. “Uncle Gerenaan and I are done. We had a great deal of unexpected help. Well, nearly done. The hut is down and the graves are filled. He said he would take care of the rest himself this afternoon or on the morrow and that he had to go to see the White Bear elders this afternoon to tell them of Kerenaan’s wife. I didn’t know she was born of their clan until today.” More than anything, Ravak was sure his uncle just wanted the long walk to the White Bear lands so he could be by himself with his sorrows, but he dared not speak it. Ravak lowered his head, feeling saddened finally at the loss of his cousin. They’d lived right down the road from one another their entire childhoods. Played, climbed trees, gotten lost in the hills on hunts with their fathers, and completed their trials. They’d had some very splendid adventures with one another and now that was all a memory. He began to understand his uncle’s grief at the loss of his brother and his heart went out to the man.

      Ravak became too wrapped up in his father’s foul words and the commotion of the events of the previous night to allow their great loss to penetrate his heart. How could the old man not be feeling what Gerenaan felt? he wondered. Ravak thought he might have handled the situation this morning with his uncle a little more gingerly while the old fellow was fighting back the tears of loss.

      “You have a strong back if you tore that hut down and dug three holes in one morning.” He slapped Ravak on the shoulder and shook him playfully.

      Compliments came seldom from the crotchety old bastard and Ravak didn’t handle the praise of his father well. He simply nodded and poked at his plate of food, stuffing a piece of meat in his mouth to avoid having to say anything.

      “Tell him what we discussed, Ekes.”

      “Tell him what? I didn’t agree to anything!” He slammed his spoon down and crossed his arms while staring into his plate of food.

      “Ravak, your father has decided it’s time for you to join him at a Council meeting to hear the elders speak,” she explained with a proud smile on her lips as she reached out for his hand.

      “Just a minute, luv.” Ekes backed away from the table and stood up. “It’s not as simple as all that,” he exclaimed with his finger in the air. “If I am going to take the boy into a Council meeting, he must first understand there’ll be rules and if he breaks them, there will be consequences.” He reiterated this last point with the finger in the air again to emphasize that this was a promise and not an idle threat.

      Ravak jumped to his feet excitedly. “Really? Are you going to take me with you this afternoon?”

      “This afternoon? Well, now hold your tongue just one minute. I was going to announce it to the Council this afternoon and bring you in on the morrow.” He scratched his beard and looked at the boy furrowing his wild and bushy brow. “But... I suppose it’s as good a time as any. You can come this afternoon. But this is by no means an excuse to carry on like a pup! This is serious! You must show respect and honor me before the Council! If you step out of line, I’ll never bring you into another Council meeting again! Never! Do you hear me?” He had one finger pointing out toward Ravak and that telltale eye of his closed to denote the level of seriousness he intended, the other arm extended wildly in the air to emphasize his point.

      “I’ll not embarrass you. You have my word.” Ravak nodded obediently and sat back down, trying to contain his excitement at the prospect of finally being involved in the Council, grinning ear to ear all the while he ate.

      “All right then. Get your best clothes on and make sure you’re clean and presentable. We’ll leave as soon as I’m done eating.” Ekes went back to his plate, lapped up the last of the gravy with a big chunk of soda bread and licked his fingers as he finished up.

      Ravak wolfed down as much as he could, grabbed his nicest coat, and was ready in moments.1

    

    
      
      

      1 “The Black Dragon, though one of the weaker, evilly aligned breeds, has a particularly nasty breath weapon it can employ. It can, at will, issue forth viscous and sticky acidic goo that will dissolve any organic and most inorganic substances it comes in contact with. Moreover, the Black Dragon may also change the solidity of its breath weapon and if it chooses, may also issue forth a foamy, less concentrated version of the same acid in the form of a spray. They do this in order to spit out clouds of the stuff that covers a much greater area. Less concentrated is something of a misnomer as even in the foamy spray form, Black Dragon acid is potent enough to melt flesh from bone in a matter of seconds.”

      - A.M. (Arch Mage) Zeraan Taaselfee, the Annals of Dragon Husbandry, Season: 762A.1. (A.1. stands for the First Age or Age 1 and is used to denote the passing of a season in the Land of Shaarn.)
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      Graxxen’s eyes were ablaze with anticipation. It had moved, almost imperceptibly, yet there was no mistaking it. He’d stared at it for weeks now. In the faint light of the cave deep in the bowels of Dragon’s Maw Keep, Graxxen nodded.

      It was time.

      Grey tendrils of cloud writhed in the air above Dragon’s Maw Keep. There was a chill from the last remnants of winter that clung to the bones. The stench of rotting ghoul flesh mixed with the foul aroma of eons of dusty, musty death hung heavy in the air. The living no longer walked the foul streets or breathed the putrid air. Only the dead dwelt within. Sooty smog hung low around the upper walls of the ancient and forgotten castle city. Dragon’s Maw Keep was an imposing fortress jutting up out of the ground on a mound of rock and earth that seemed out of place and unnatural amidst the ancient Rowenwoods of the mountain valley in which it lay, well concealed from all the Land of Shaarn for ages. The ancestors of the Barbarian horde, the fabled Dragon Rider Clan erected the keep in the First Age. A warring and conquering people they held a great power, which gave them the advantage in battle, the power of the dragons. They had learned to tame them, keep them as mounts, and to use their wicked magick and breath as weapons in battle against their foes. The legends told they built the massive city keep as both a monument to their power and wealth and also to protect and preserve the precious dragon armada that had elevated their kin to such great heights.

      The keep had a high imposing outer wall standing some twenty feet tall that completely surrounded it on all sides and was some ten feet thick with a large parapet style walkway on top. Battlements for archers to defend the base of the wall from above or to drop cauldrons of hot oil down on would-be siegers line the top of the outer wall. The one known entrance to the keep, on the west face, was a large ironbound, treated Rowenwood drawbridge. Behind that lay two massive side swinging doors also constructed of sturdy Rowenwood specially treated to harden like stone and resist fire. It was barred from inside by three massive rods controlled by gears to be lifted from within the gatehouse.

      The main gate was bound in intricately crafted wrought iron depicting dragons clawing at and surrounding the face of a much larger dragon. When the doors closed, it formed a menacing sculpture of the central dragon, mouth open, as if the very keep itself were alive and would swallow intruders whole if they dared enter.

      Two towers fortified the gatehouse with many archer slits up their entire thirty-foot height.  Both inside and out, two moats surrounded the walls, said to contain the secretions of the Black Dragons, a foamy insoluble spittle that would eat through anything it touched. The moat stunk of the sour, acrid rot. Every once in a while, some putrid vapor, trapped in rotting debris at the bottom for centuries would bubble up. Anything or anyone that was unfortunate enough to fall or be thrown in was burned alive by the acid.

      Just inside the gatehouse, another drawbridge spanned the inner moat leading to the outer courtyard. This bridge could be demolished from the gatehouse or from within the keep by pulling ropes that felled the supports, destroying access to the great keep and securing those within.

      Inside the main courtyard, the solitary structure rose skyward some two hundred feet. To build it was a feat never before attempted, save by the dwarven folk of the western mountain Kingdom of Aragon. Their greatest build until the construction of Dragon’s Maw, had only been a mere one hundred-twenty feet. They engineered and constructed Dragon’s Maw under duress, slaves to the Dragon Rider Clan.

      Battlement topped walls and tall arched narrow windows jutted out of the structure, creating a spiralling pattern to the very top.

      Inside the entrance, an intruder faced a two-hundred foot long tunnel lined on both sides the full length with spear holes, archery slits, and a roof lined with murder holes for dousing would-be invaders with hot oil, designed more for intimidation than for function, but it worked in both counts none the less.

      The tunnel ended in the keep’s open aired courtyard some three hundred yards across that had once been alive with the bustle of Dragon Riders, common northern folk, and a busy marketplace during the First Age.

      The courtyard was now overgrown with Elms and Rowenwoods. It had become a tangled mess of trees, shrubs, and vines both living and dead. All that coupled with the remnants of many small broken down old buildings from when in use. In the center, a massive pit, once the stables for the dragons, held the keep’s only true remnant of life deep in its shadows.

      All along the inner walls of the keep, tight staircases wound up the courtyard wall with no rails to prevent a fall. At the top of each stair a walkway wound about the keep for access between the levels and various doors, right to the top to allow access to the upper battlements. Some of the doors held the remnants of signage denoting smiths, bakeries, tanners, tailors, abattoirs, furriers, spice distributors, and various other crafts shops common to the people of the Dragon Rider Clan during the First Age.

      The dwarven slaves hands crafted all the intricate etchings along the staircase. Expert stone crafters, metal smiths, miners, jewellers, sculptors, and builders there was little the dwarven people hadn’t mastered the craftsmanship of. Their prowess in engineering was unmatched by any other race in the Land of Shaarn save the tiny Gnomish peoples of the Eastern Gnome Hills. The ancient horde knew that a castle built by these expert craftsmen would stand for all time as a testament to the era in which they ruled and subjugated all of the other races in the Land of Shaarn.

      The interior walls of the courtyard were carved to nearly the entire height of the structure to depict the great battles and epic campaigns the Barbarians were involved in on their road to total wyrld domination. Now these works of art were cracked, aged, and some of the more intricate were crumbling and breaking to pieces leaving remnants lying about the courtyard as time slowly began to reclaim the rock back to the land.

      One got a sense of dread and emptiness simply standing in the courtyard staring up at the statuesque walls, examining the horrifically sculpted images of the gory battles fought and peoples vanquished. Now, in its current state, the place spoke of only one thing: death and death dwelled within.

      The air inside the courtyard was cold and stale. All one could hear was an ominous low hum broken only by the occasional whistle as the wind found its way down a few feet of stairs before dissipating into stillness.

      In the center of the courtyard was a massive pit of which the bottom could not be seen even if one were to lean over the now rusted out, yet intricately crafted, wrought iron railing that surrounded it and peer down into the endless, shadows below. Down in the pit, deep down where only darkness dwells and vile things scurried along the face of the dank and mossy pit walls, a faint glow emanated from a hole in the wall. Inside that hole was something no man would want to lay eyes on. The lair of the lich Graxxen.

      He’d only recently awakened from the great slumber that preserved his undead form throughout the ages as his power grew from that of a mortal into that of a lich. He’d taken up residence at Dragon’s Maw more than one thousand seasons past after destroying the last of the Dragon Riders. While he slept, his magick worked on the unhatched dragon eggs that lay about in a cyst-like state of hibernation awaiting fertilization from a male wyrm or from the skilled hands of a powerful wizard.

      Graxxen, though once a man, became a dead thing and few remnants of his humanity remained. His corpse had grown dry and withered into a tightly knit husk that clung to his bones. Bits of flesh had either fallen away or turned to dust and drifted off with the ages. Only fragments of skin still clung to his parched fingers and joints. Though he’d been properly wrapped in ceremonial bandages and his body enchanted to withstand the effects of aging, time still took its toll on the dead. He, or rather it, was a creature created from magicks most dark and foul to preserve the body of a once living grand magus who’d gone mad with a lust for power and would not accept the toll that the passing of time took on his mortal body.

      Graxxen was a thing of pure evil and an evil of the worst kind. Demons were inherently evil, chaotic and served the devils of the Nine Hells as they mindlessly battled the Archons of Asgaard in the Seven Heavens. They were born to wickedness and knew nothing else. Yet Graxxen, born to the race of men, had known the love of a mother, peace and joy, love and kinship. His hunger for power as he progressed as a mage of the Tower twisted him. He let the Blood Magick take him fully rather than taking control of it. He crept into the dark places of the Tower of High Sorcery seeking out the lost tomes of the ages, from times in which dark magick had prospered. He used them to fulfill his unyielding craving for mystic power and supremacy over the other Magi of the Land of Shaarn.

      It was the power of this evil that he projected outward through his army of Blood Magi. They were a flock of wayward souls too weak-willed to be counted amongst the ranks of the Tower, yet too ambitious to give up on their aspirations for magedom. He had used them to lay siege to Dragon’s Maw Keep in one spectacular battle against the handful of pride-filled Dragon Riders who foolishly thought they were strong enough to overcome his magicks. The attack came so swiftly, they did not even have time to mount their dragons for battle. The wicked sorcerers used magick, something the Dragon Riders had little power over and little understanding of. They killed all those who dwelled within. They didn’t even spare the women and children. All were killed. Their bones were then heaved into the massive, seemingly bottomless pit, doused with oil, hexed and then burned so that the souls of the damned Northerners would feel the anguish of the mystic curse burning their very essence for all eternity in the hell Graxxen had created for them. He needed this; he needed their suffering to fulfill his ambitions for lichdom as was written in the ancient scrolls and tomes.

      The madness of the war against the horde had driven him into the cold and spectral hands of wickedness itself. It severed his soul from his humanity, into a creature of raw torturous, unrelenting evil. And as his evil acts wrung the life from his soul, the desire to cheat physical death drove Graxxen to transform himself into a lich.

      A lich is a creature of purest evil driven by high ambition and complete disregard for the living. It is an undead manifestation of a once living mage of great power transformed by ancient, heinous and evil Blood Magicks into a thing of the night. Few throughout the history of the Land of Shaarn possessed such twisted and self focused ambitions as to disregard their own immortal souls to make this deal with the Nine Hells. Yet Graxxen had had little left of his soul to lose.

      He could use eternity in the immortal form of a lich to fulfill every devious ambition he could conjure. All of the books and ancient shamanic scrolls of black magick that contained the lich transformation rite were burned save one locked away in the Tower of High Sorcery in Stromsgate. Enchanted with several wards, power totems and mystic locks to ensure the magick could never be brought forth to be used again, Graxxen, with his knew found found power, acquired it through less than honorable means.

      The ritual required the blood of no less than twenty vessels to preserve the undead body of the mage, twenty male magi who placed powerful magickal hexes on the pool of foul liquid. The cursed pool would ensure that the flesh of the mage to be turned would be preserved for the centuries that he slumbered as his power grew making him both undead and immortal—a lich.

      In the final phase of the ritual the sorcerers would take their own lives by slitting the throat of the man next to him in the circle of magick, their bodies falling into the bloody pool to be consumed in the last rite of preservation of the soul and resurrection of the rotting flesh. Through this grotesque ritual Graxxen had taken the rite one step further by including the flesh of the entire Dragon Rider Clan to give himself even greater power upon his return. The legends say he succeeded and grew into a creature of the Nine Hells more evil, wicked, and more twisted than anything ever imagined in the darkest of nightmares. In time, he’d pay a toll for such power, losing completely his only link to the physical wyrld: his mortal body.

      He had instructed his followers that once his transformation was complete that they were to drink of the blood that remained from the pool, that they too would become immortal. Most were blindly loyal to him as they’d fallen prey to his powerful charms; they followed his commands unquestioningly. Those stronger willed who refused were killed for their disloyalty and turned into soulless thralls, ghouls. Those who trusted in him and drank from the tainted waters also found themselves his ghoulish slaves.

      Deep within the pit beneath Dragon’s Maw Graxxen stood awkwardly hunched over a great cauldron that sat atop a mound of fiery red coals. He carefully and methodically added ingredients according to the rite laid out in the terrible tome before him. A deformed ghoul served him, bringing the required ingredients for his steaming elixir. Another ghoul with only one arm stood by stirring the cauldron as Graxxen added the ingredients and spoke the mystic incantations to enchant the liquid.

      He was making a love potion, of all things. Not the kind a mortal man would use on a woman to steal her heart, though this love potion would do that too if only it were intended to be used for such a pleasant and romantic purpose. No, this love potion would be used to entice the first born male black dragon in centuries to fertilize the eggs that Graxxen’s ghouls so carefully guarded and cared for all these long seasons. Once complete Graxxen scooped up a ladle full of the draught and bottled it, holding it up to the dim firelight to examine his handiwork. His face was skeletal with bits of dried rotting flesh clinging to the bone here and there. His hair was all but gone. Only a few strands remained, all white, dried and frizzled. He was ashen and grey, his face set back into a deep black hood to hide his horrendous visage from the wyrld. His eyes, faintly, so faintly glowed a pallid purple, the eyes of the waking dead, the color of Blood Magick. His hands, skeletal, mostly, still held some flesh around the palm, but it was all dried and cracked like the parched earth of the Black Desert and they were bound with ragged bandages to help preserve what flesh remained. His finger nails had grown for a short time after his passing from life to unlife and they were long and ragged.

      There was a faint purple glow to the now enchanted bottle and it smelled of sweetness unbecoming the surroundings in which Graxxen ensorcelled it. The magick was complete. To Graxxen the sweet flowery scent smelled foul but he knew the simple love potion would serve its intended purpose.

      Days passed and Graxxen simply sat in wait within the dank, dark solitude of his subterranean dwelling waiting for the single male egg to hatch. He’d used magick to divine its gender. He’d used magick to nurture the egg and its embryo to grow. He’d even used magick to artificially fertilize it. He kept it warm by the fire, and fed it with darkness to full maturity, for he had no love to feed it as its mother dragon would have. He’d had his ghoul servants tend to the egg while he slumbered the centuries in the long quiet sleep of the dead. Now it was time for him to finish the process.

      He looked around at the cavern. It was once a breeding nest used by the ancient Barbarians to foster dragons into the wyrld. It was filled with eggs that simply needed to be fertilized and cared for and they would grow into the great beasts of legend to serve his evil will. The problem was the ancient Barbarians enacted a safety precaution they had devised whereby, if facing defeat, they would slay the last of the female and males of dragon kind to prevent their oppressors from gaining control over the terrible power of the dragons. They had planned to destroy the eggs as well but Graxxen and his wicked Blood Magi were too quick and too relentless in their assault. The Barbarians had no time to get to the eggs before nearly all their people were killed or captured.

      The mountainside on which his small kingdom lay was also home to a band of goblins whose realm stretched far to the southeast of the Horror Hills. His ghouls reported back that the goblins had become aware of the keep and had begun patrolling the area to see just what these ghouls where up to. They didn’t want any of the ghastly beings that lurked within the Horror Hills spilling out into their land.

      Graxxen had ventured out only briefly after his awakening, just long enough to travel directly into the heart of the Goblin Kingdoms to taint their water and food supplies with a charm elixir that would keep any living creature loyal to his will. He did so under the magickally induced guise of a lowly goblin patrol guard and moved about them completely unsuspected. Now it was only a matter of having the ghouls enter the camps from time to time to reapply the elixir to the water and food to ensure that the charm remained intact which they could do with ease while the goblins were under the elixir’s effects.

      Hours, days, weeks passed waiting for the hatching, nurturing the egg, meticulous attention to temperatures, positioning, and of course the magickal droughts that fed the egg and the dragonling within. Graxxen’s perseverance paid off. Only moments before, all by itself, the egg tottered. Just slightly, but since all Graxxen did at this point was stare at the egg, he noticed immediately. It was ready to be hatched. He placed a small chisel on the top of the egg and struck it gently with a small mallet just barely cracking the surface, but letting it weaken enough for the young life within to have an improved chance for freedom. He returned to his seat upon a throne of skulls, homage to the fallen horde he had taken his mountain keep from, and there he sat to watch and to wait.

      Several minutes then an hour passed and still nothing happened. Graxxen wondered if the little dragon would not make it and was too weak. Perhaps he wouldn’t be able to break free of his shell at all and Graxxen’s plans for evil and mayhem would be foiled for another thousand seasons. At the beginning of the second hour the egg wobbled ever so slightly as the creature within shifted. This was followed by a cracking sound, then another. Next the egg rocked violently and a clawed, scaled, slimy little hand could be seen emerging from the shell where Graxxen had struck it. Pieces of the shell began to be ripped away from within and two scaly black clawed hands emerged now, grasping and pulling at the shell. The little monster made sucking squawking sounds as it worked. Soon a scaly looking beak with under formed teeth and a forked tongue busted through. Little raspy chirpy sounds echoed in the cave as it fought fervently for its first breath of air. All limbs and fangs, the creature battled the shell with every ounce of its newborn strength.

      A large crack appeared on one side and a big piece broke away with a wet chink, the Dragonling popped its head out, letting out a violent shrill cry. The sound of the dragon’s cry could paralyze a mortal with fear giving the beast time enough to finish him off without fear of retaliation. Graxxen was no mortal, nor was he afraid of the little monster. Being of massive stature and mystic strength in his undead, immortal form, he stepped over and picked up the small dragon with two hands under its arms, and the little beast kicked and snapped at him as he did so. To a mortal man this beast was neither small nor harmless. It could easily kill and devour an unsuspecting man. The dragon was nearly four feet long already, if not a little thin from being fostered into the wyrld by an unloving old lich. It opened its only partially formed wings and flapped wildly to escape. But Graxxen, with his immortal and magical strength, held him high and looked up at the little dragonling with great pride letting out an evil cackle that echoed throughout the cave and back up the walls of the breeding pits out into the open air of the courtyard above. It echoed off the stone frescos all the way up the great carven walls of Dragon’s Maw Keep out into the cool night air above where such sounds had no place in the clean and airy wyrld of nature and all things good.

      Small birds resting on the parapets scattered at the sound of the terrible laugh and the shrill cries of the young dragonling that came with it. All one could see was the ominous form of the ancient keep and the shadow of carrion birds against a pale crescent moon. Had anyone been up in those mountains to hear the echoes of the abominable lich’s terrible laugh, they would surely have been stricken white with fear at such sounds, a chill warning of the dark and brutal Third Age that dawned on the Land of Shaarn and her unsuspecting children.
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      As young Ravak walked away from his village, he glanced back and wondered if he’d ever see his mother and father again. Looking back on the day’s events with his very brief exposure to the Council, what had occurred was dizzying to say the very least. He wondered how his father could believe in something as seemingly twisted as the plan the wicked old witchdoctor, Kadok had laid out before the Council elders. It was almost too hard to believe that even as traditional and set in the old ways as his father was, he would be party to such a dastardly plan. Moreover, he couldn’t believe his father could turn on him like that in such a furious rage. He’d embarrassed his father, the Council, and his clan speaking up the way he had against the notion of an attack on the South. In their eyes, he’d shown weakness in the face of a potential enemy.

      The huts looked almost dirty in the distance, a sharp contrast to the childhood he’d spent believing that village to be the very centre of his universe. Smoke billowed up from his father’s hut. Ekes had made it all too clear it was no longer Ravak’s home. Memories flooded his mind and rushed out of his eyes as repressed emotions took control. He saw his mother in the kitchen, his father showing him how to fletch arrows. He remembered the hunting excursions they would make together out onto the plains that lay before him. He could see several sites where they’d camped, he, his father and the tribal hunters, all fond memories of growing into a man.

      Ravak felt tears roll down his cheeks and it snapped him back into reality. It always did. A Winter Wolf mustn’t be caught crying. It was a sign of weakness.  Drilled into him since he was very small, the enormity of the situation truly took hold within. He was utterly alone for the first time in his life. He’d always been with the clan, with members of his family, amongst his people. It had never occurred to him how close the clan was until this very moment. Banishment as the highest form of punishment was all too fitting for the Barbarians. Although they are fierce warriors, hunters, and keen survivalists, they travel and find strength in numbers. To be banished meant to face the harshness of the Great Northern Plains alone.

      He fell to his knees and began to cry. The sorrow of seventeen seasons of repressed emotions washed over him like a tidal wave, cleansing him of all the terrible things he’d pushed down and held on to for so long, fearing he might not be seen as a real man by his fellow clansmen. The sensation was so overwhelming he swayed as he sobbed like the grass in the wind all around him. He let it come, not caring anymore. There was no one around to see him and so he cried. He lay on the ground curled sideways until he was done and remained there for several long minutes before he climbed back to his feet.

      He was renewed; washed clean of a youth yoked in oppressive backward ideals set in place ages before he was born. Although he was afraid and missed his parents a great deal he felt free, truly free, for the first time in his life.

      At least he was away from Kadok and his plans for war. War with the South was the very last thing the horde ought to be doing. They ought to be nurturing a trade relationship with some of the larger kingdoms. Not planning to kill them off. Besides, none of those old fools knew for sure if the Southerners had anything to do with the goblins that had sacked the village. After all, the North and the South had banded together to fight off the goblin horde during the Goblin Wars. Why now would they choose to side with the little rotters?

      Ravak thought back to when he was young, standing head and shoulders over most of the other young men his age in the village. He remembered his father telling him he was a natural born hunter. The thrill of the hunt is what excited him and he revelled in the excursions. They took him as far outside the village as he’d ever been, as far as any of them had ever been really. He’d always wanted to experience the rest of the wyrld, knowing deep inside that others existed; different cultures, different colored skin, elves, dwarves, gnomes, goblins. He knew of different ways to live life but he knew so little of those differences save what he saw of the Southern traders that would come to the village to trade metal and steel weapons for the exotic spices, finely cured hides, furs, and hardwoods that only his clan could offer them. These men often lived hard lives from the road and could be unruly once outside the governance of their southern kingdoms, thinking they’d come to lawless uncivilized lands. They soon learned different if they crossed the Winter Wolf.

      His people kept their children sheltered from the outside wyrld and did so with what they thought to be good cause. The wyrld was a big, frightening place to a Barbarian who did not understand the ways of ‘civil’ folk. Ravak thought on that word for moment as he stared back down at his home for the last time. Civil. What did it even mean? Why did the elders speak as if the outside wyrld’s peoples varied much from them simply because they called themselves civilized and called the horde uncivilized?

      He walked up into the vast expanse of the Winter Wolf Hills, the foothills and forest at the base of the Mystpeaks. It was a wide and treacherous range. The elders told stories of mythic creatures that inhabited the range to scare the children away from getting too curious. He looked back one last time, finding the village now only small blots on the vast, windswept, snow covered plains in the distance with a few wisps of smoke lazily leaning east in the breeze.

      He turned toward the Mystpeaks, determined not to look back again, not to think, but to forge ahead. He shifted his pack and took a step toward the unknown, scared, unsure of himself, and freer than he’d ever felt in all his days.

      Up to this point he walked during the day and camped on the open expanse of the Great Northern Plains by night. He was an accomplished hunter and warrior and had no qualms about his venturing out into the wyrld alone. It had always been his dream to travel and now he would be able to see the Land of Shaarn on his own terms, even if ill gotten, with his father’s blessing.

      He was excited and eager to make his way through the mountains as quickly as possible. It was a seven-night journey over the Mystpeaks. He’d never traveled it himself, but had listened to many a traveller speak of it and had a good idea of where he was headed. Difficult journey or not, he was a Winter Wolf at heart and a very sturdy young man. He had his bow, a long recurve made from the branch of a three hundred season old Rowenwood. In fact, it was made from a branch of one of his ancient ancestors’ spirit tree. This grandfather rode dragons during the First Age. Ravak knew all about his family heritage all the way back to the beginnings of time recorded. Such was the way of the Barbarian peoples of Northern Shaarn. He rubbed his hand over two axes girded at his waist. He’d liberated them from his father’s belongings while he was packing, along with a very fine hunting knife the old man had given him when he was fifteen seasons old as a rite of passage into manhood. At the same time, he was also given a spear made of seasoned and hardened Rowenwood taken from the family Spirit Trees. The tip was crafted of the finest dwarven steel, another gift from his father.

      A Winter Wolf spear marked a man as a warrior and a hunter. It marked the fact that Ravak had survived the trials of the Winter Wolf rite of passage known as Forvandla, which meant to transform in the Old Nordish Speak. It signified he was now just as much wolf and predator as man, and had earned the right to carry that spear and wield it in battle against any enemies of the clan. Each spear in the village was viewed with great respect and looked upon as a symbol of power and manhood. To Ravak, who preferred his bow, and had a strong disdain for the old ways and for war, it was quite simply, a spear. With the knife he could fashion himself a new bow if needed and as many arrows as he could whittle. He had absconded with several hundred arrowheads his father fletched in the evenings and saved in a large leather pouch that Ravak now had strung to his girdle along with the knife, axes, and quiver. Ravak’s jaw tightened. If his father could send him away, the least he could have done was offer these necessities to him. He hadn’t. So Ravak simply took what he knew he’d need. Ravak shook off the thoughts. His life lay ahead, not behind him.

      By dusk on the third day into the foothills, Ravak found himself a place where he could rest for a few days and better prepare himself for the journey before him. The dangerous snow-girded peaks, all stone and no food, provided very little shelter. He ached to simply press on, and even though his exuberance would have carried him half the journey without resting, he decided to set up camp in a little thicket of Elms, Poplars, and Fir he thought would offer some good shelter from the elements. With the skill of a thousand generations of his tribe passed down to his hands, he fashioned himself a lean-to for sleeping and built a small fire. Once done, he set out into the nearby thickets to hunt for game. He enjoyed exploring the hills and had made a days’ journey last three so far just for the sheer joy of experiencing them on his own terms.

      He shot himself a couple of nice plump rabbits that happened to be foraging nearby. The first one he took through the neck. His shot placement was off, but it still dropped. The second he held the string and full draw a half-second longer and placed the arrow directly through the little critter’s heart. One for supper and one he would let dry overnight over the low coals of the dwindling fire so he would have some meat to travel with before the next day’s hunt. He skinned the rabbit adeptly, the way his father had taught him, making a split down the center between the ears and pulling the hide free in one deft rip. The sound of it was awful. It slurped and tore as he yanked the flesh off. It was a sound he’d never gotten used to for as many times as he’d done it. He had no tanning supplies, save salt, which if used liberally with the brains of the animal would do the trick to cure the hide and he had plenty of it. He boiled the brains in a saltwater solution, churning the pot to dissolve the meat into nothing. After straining out the bits through a cheesecloth he carried just for camp tanning, he placed the hide into the pot and let it simmer for a while, just until the flesh became saturated with the solution. Then it was hung over the fire at a safe distance and stretched while it dried. The stretching rack was made simply using two stakes he’d trimmed from dead wood and driven into the ground with the butt end of  an axe. Using string he carried for various purposes made of sinew he carefully threaded it through the hide at one foot intervals and tied the ends off on the stakes.

      The rabbit was young, the meat fresh and tender. A warm meal was welcome after his long, chilling trek across the northern plains. It was spring, but the peaks would still be bitterly cold and the winds enough to freeze his fingers if he wasn’t prepared. The rabbit hides would make a fine pair of mittens. He ate his modest meal and swallowed it down with some cool river water from a nearby stream that trickled down into the hills out of the Mystpeaks.

      He piled a little more snow up on his lean-to in order to keep the wind out and crawled inside to sleep. He’d been angry and upset when he left and had not remembered to pack any hides to sleep under. He curled up and tucked his hands in between his legs. Still better than the last three nights under the stars, he thought. He was chilly, but his spirit of freedom and his childlike excitement of the wyrld ahead of him kept him happy enough that it warmed his soul. He closed his eyes and quickly began to dream.

      He saw the mask of the wicked old witchdoctor, Kadok. It was a menacing grimace of a horned, almost demonic looking, wolf with its jaws open wide. The firelight danced off the teeth and they moved with the light play. The old conjurer danced around the fire, shaking blood at the flames from a rod with a small crop of feathers fastened to it. He chanted words Ravak couldn’t make out. It was a curse; he knew that much by the emotion and the movements, but the words he used sounded unfamiliar to Ravak save for the words; “Ekback Cecilia,” which was the Old Nordish Speak for the name of his clan, the Winter Wolf, but the term was also used by the Shaman himself and the other village elders to refer to a particularly long winter, which they had just had.

      The dream stirred his mind and it began to conjure images of war and of the Winter Wolf warriors fighting the people of the South in a dark battle. The scene was mottled by snowfall and a ferocious wind that would not cease. Blood spotted the white snow everywhere he looked. Bloodied limbs, heads and discarded weapons lay about. The fighting happened in a narrow stony pass Ravak did not recognize but he knew enough it must be in the Mystpeaks judging by the rock, the High Pass, by which the traders from the South made their way north.

      The elders had spoken of war with the South at the Council meeting. A pre-emptive strike to instill a little terror into the hearts of the Southerners, who they feared had taken up allegiance with the Goblin Kingdoms under the rule of Dark Fang Castle in the East. The Southerners had always slowly encroached upon their lands. Yet Ravak knew in his heart war was not the answer here. He didn’t even believe the Southerners aware of the goblin attack on his village, much less having planned it.

      He’d opened his mouth before he’d thought out what he wanted to say.

      “Why don’t we try to reason with them and help them to understand our ways? What of diplomacy?”

      The words literally fell out of his mouth before he could stop them.  It seemed a harmless enough sentence. Talk of peace, talk of reasoning, these to many, would surely seem a sensible path. The problem was his tone and demeanour were accusing and cynical and he’d been specifically instructed by his father before entering the meeting not to speak, but only to observe and learn.

      He tossed and turned through the rest of the night as he fought off the dream and awoke in the morning to a smouldering bed of coals and a chill that shook him to the bone. He stretched out long on the ground and rose to greet the sun peeking over the eastern peaks. He packed up his rabbit jerky and stomped out the last embers of his fire before heading up into the hills further toward the base of the great Mystpeaks in search of deer or elk trails.

      The morning was bright and the air crisp with sundogs rising. This forewarned of colder temperatures to come and Ravak knew if he intended to make the Mystpeak crossing, he would need to gather hides for blankets, and warmer clothes. How odd it was to see sundogs, in spring, perhaps the last bite of winter before the big thaw.

      He munched hungrily on the rabbit jerky as he made his way through the brush further up the foothills and by midmorning had reached a small lake known as Deep Fiend. It was named for a children’s tale told of a creature living in the caves beneath the deep waters of the lake. It was said that from time to time, the creature emerged to feed and could take down a whole goat, deer, or elk, and had even been rumoured to pull in a few men who may have ventured too close to the dark, foreboding water’s edge.

      He stopped and crouched as he peered into the clearing around the lake. There he saw a buck about two seasons old drinking from a hole in the spring melt at the water’s edge. He could shoot the deer now while downwind and take his first hide back to his camp for preparation or he could watch the animal and follow it back to its companions learning its trails and habits in hopes of finding more. He chose the latter.

      The buck was lapping up the cool glacier water; a fine looking specimen, two seasons at most. The serenity of the scene was cut short as the water bubbled violently about three feet in front of the deer and a massive creature lunged from the water. The entire scene was a mess of claws, water, and blood. The helpless terrified squeals of the buck echoed in the hills and off the north face of the mountains as the beast slashed, clawed, mauled and then finally dragged back down the helpless buck into the deep.

      For a split second, Ravak saw the creature’s eyes; murky and pallid, pale purple and slightly illuminated like that of a cavefish. He was not sure if the creature had spotted him as he crouched low at a distance from the kill but he had seen it. So the legend of the Deep Fiend was not just a children’s tale after all. What other tales that he’d dismissed were also founded in truth?

      The entire event was over in seconds. Nothing now remained but a gentle ripple on the surface of the bloodied water where the Fiend had dragged down the buck. Ravak shivered at the sudden enormity of the silence around him. A creature able to cripple and drag off a buck ought to have left a sign of its passage and yet none remained, save the bloodied waters of the Deep Fiend Lake. He would steer clear of this lake at all cost and only seek deer that made their way through the hills to the southeast a little closer to his camp.

      The afternoon grew colder as Ravak had predicted and clouds began to move in from the west along with a chilly breeze.

      Ravak followed the trail of some deer for about an hour when he came upon them in a small clearing. He stopped dead and checked the wind. He headed southeast. The wind was against his face and the deer would not smell or sense his approach until he was almost on them.

      He might be able to pick off two of them if he was quick enough. He deftly sidestepped off the trail and headed into the low brush, dropping into a quick and quiet squat to gain position for the shot. If he wished to get off two arrows, he would need to be fairly close and have the second arrow at hand, for his second target would be moving at full speed as he took aim. He looked at the trees near him and those in the distance to estimate how long of a draw he would need to take and planted the second arrow into the ground in front of him, as he drew back for the first shot. He took in a deep slow breath then let the arrow fly.

      The first deer dropped instantly and the remaining two sprang to their feet and bolted. Being downwind gave him the element of surprise. One of the deer, another young buck of about three seasons ran straight at him, unaware of the hidden Winter Wolf lying in wait for his prey.

      With speed and precision, Ravak nocked the second arrow and drew for the shot. This one he held for a split second to account for the movement of his target and ensure the shot would find its mark. It did. The deer fell some twelve feet in front of him in a crumpled heap in the snow and brush, skidding to a halt as it fell.

      The third deer could still be seen, but was now too far away with too much brush between it and Ravak for him to attempt the shot. None the less, the young Winter Wolf had taken two deer in under ten seconds, a feat his father would be proud of. The animals were of fair size and weight. He bled and skinned them, then fashioned an A-framed sleigh formed from pine boughs to haul the carcasses back to camp.

      It was nearing dark by the time he finally got back and lit a fire to ward off the chill setting in as the sun sank slowly behind the Mystpeaks to the northwest. Although spring was dawning and the land warming, the sun still set fairly early this close to the mountains. With the approaching clouds and wind that had picked up throughout the afternoon, Ravak was chilled to the bone and exhausted from hauling carcasses alone through the snowy brush and damp, wooded hills.

      He ate a hastily prepared supper of venison and some mountain berries, took a few large swigs from his ale skin and curled up for the night.

      The next two days were spent in a similar fashion tracking, hunting, gathering hides and berries for the journey that lay ahead. Ravak even captured a goat. The local hill and mountain goats were quite tame and easily manipulated with a constant supply of food and some regular affection. He snared a young ram for a pack animal and a pet. He’d had grown somewhat lonely in the wild and the willing companionship of the young ram warmed his soul and renewed him. It gave him someone to confide in that didn’t answer back to his brash boyhood dreams of high adventure in the South. He named the ram Sleipner after the great eight-legged warhorse of his people’s god, Avgud. Sleipner was no mythic giant eight-legged warhorse, but he looked to be a fine specimen of a ram.

      Sleipner was a dark ruddy brown with deep, warm, hazelnut eyes and a small set of slightly curved, still fuzzy, horns that he wore proudly. If Ravak could tame him through the first spring of the ram’s life then he was sure he’d be able to completely domesticate the beast and put him to work in no time.

      The Northern clansmen began domesticating these goats  centuries ago and Ravak was quite familiar with the methods. He would wait out the rambunctiousness these young mountain goats experienced during first thaw before he headed any further south into the Mystpeaks and allow both the ram and the weather to warm up to him a little further. It would also give Ravak time to prepare himself better for the dangerous journey.
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        * * *

      

      Nearly a moon had passed. Ravak had accumulated a surplus of hides, many of which he’d already cured with brain, salt and sun. He was growing comfortable and confidant in his own skin living by himself in the wilds of the Winter Wolf Hills and he rather enjoyed it. He’d been spending the warming and slowly lengthening spring evenings fashioning tough leather rope into a bridle for Sleipner.

      While he was familiar with the principals of climbing and had learned the basics from the other hunters in the clan, he had very little experience and felt he would need as much rope as he could get his hands on to feel confident in his limited ability. He didn’t know how to make fibre from the tall grasses so he made it from the hides of deer he’d hunted.

      He also managed to fashion some very passable saddlebags for Sleipner that he’d been trying to harness onto the animal daily with no success. While Sleipner had taken to him right away and even allowed Ravak to lead him with a bridal out on his daily hunts, the ram would not be saddled as a pack animal just yet, and he was now in rut which made the training that much more of a challenge. Ravak simply kept on attempting to saddle the beast each morning for the last moon. Each day Sleipner would kick and whinny and leave Ravak bruised and beaten with no change in attitude toward the idea. Ravak knew the way to break an animal of this nature was routine and persistence coupled with affection and care, so he kept on and the days turned into seven-nights.

      Eventually Ravak made himself new clothes, a fine set of saddlebags, and had even managed to get the bags saddled onto Sleipner once for a whole five minutes before the animal broke into a fit and knocked itself unconscious on a nearby tree as it bucked and kicked.

      One morning, Ravak arose to find a much more passive ram lying nearby half dosing. He could sense that Sleipner was no longer in rut and the fact he’d managed to saddle the animal with the packs the previous day, even briefly, filled him with a renewed sense of vigour to break the beast once and for all. He planned to saddle the beast before it fully awoke and before being fed. Ravak walked with purpose directly over to the half-sleeping ram. Sleipner jarred from his slumber, instinctively stood up allowing Ravak to round his belly with the straps and fit the harness over the ram’s strong shoulder haunches. By the time Sleipner was fully awake, Ravak had him harnessed and was already fastening the packs on.

      He’d experienced little resistance and decided he would feed Sleipner for having been such a good sport. The young ram made no attempt to buck or free himself from the harness and stood calmly by as Ravak fixed him a meal of berries, leaves, and cool mountain stream water. Sleipner proceeded to eat his meal happily while wearing the packs. Ravak decided that Sleipner had accepted his fate and was finally a broken beast.

      He patted Sleipner on the haunch as he always did and called him a ‘good lad,’ then rubbed him on the small tuft of fur between the ram’s now growing horns. Sleipner lowered his head as a sign of submission and Ravak reached down to hug his beloved pet, but as he did, Sleipner took a step back very quickly and popped his head up into Ravak’s jaw knocking him back so hard that his feet went out from underneath him and he fell backward head first into the ground. Ravak saw the sky come up fully in front of his eyes through the canopy of trees above as he went over. He had little time to even contemplate what happened before the ground bit the back of his head and the blue of the morning sky went black.

      When he came to, he found Sleipner sitting right by his side, licking gingerly at the injured Winter Wolf’s pounding head. Ravak slowly sat up.

      “I guess now we’re even, hey, lad?”

      After nursing his poor jaw and head for a few minutes, Ravak ate some venison jerky and decided it was time to begin packing.

      “Well, lad, it seems we’re set to go. Let’s get all this stuff packed and be off!”

      Ravak wrapped up all of the deer hides he’d gathered over the last moon and examined his handiwork one last time before securing them into Sleipner’s packs. He was proud of his work. He knew money was very important to survival in the South and that a nice pile of well cured hides would likely fetch a good price when he made his way into the first city. He had even managed to get a couple of elk hides and a few foxes too. He was sure he’d be able to barter for some coin in exchange for his handiwork.

      Ravak decided the journey would prove to be much less perilous than he’d originally planned. Spring had officially sprung and the weather was significantly warmer. But still he took all the precautions he could. He’d heard of travellers being frozen to death in the High Pass caught out in unexpected spring snow squalls where the temperature started out balmy and then dropped rapidly as a violent fast moving squall rolled through. He had fashioned himself new fur mittens from the hides of his first two rabbit kills. He’d made himself a warm and stylish hat from the hide of a wayward wolf he had come across. He even wore new fur-lined deer hide pants and jacket. He wasn’t a professional tailor, but all Winter Wolf Clansmen learned to fashion clothing from hides and sinew at an early age. As with all other things Ravak learned, he excelled at it.

      By noon, he felt ready to set out for the base of the Mystpeaks. He would have to head directly past Deep Fiend Lake. Like a child fears the dead of night he dreaded the black pool after his brief encounter there only several seven-nights before.

      Ravak knew the language used to describe the dragons and all of the tales of the Land of Shaarn from countless fireside stories. ‘Wyrm’ was the term used to describe one of the mature dragons that had lived for eons. It was said only a few wyrm had survived the First Age. They were said to be intelligent creatures and generally kept to themselves and lived in the vast expanse of the three conjoined mountain ranges that separated the North from the South rarely, if ever, seen. None of the races of the Land of Shaarn could prove their existence, so they became legends only to light up the eyes of children on long, cold winter nights.

      The legends told that during the First Age of the Land of Shaarn, the dragons were hunted to what men thought to be the last of their kind, all either dead or domesticated by the Dragon Rider Clan.

      Wild dragons were ruthlessly hunted for their teeth that were used to fashion necklaces of magickal power. The scales of a dragon’s hide could also be harvested for their use in armour smithing. Many a noble warrior had a shield of dragon scales and some wealthy royalty from the South were even rumoured to have had custom suits of scale mail fashioned from the scales of the great beasts, a task only made possible by the skilled hands of the famed dwarven smiths of Stonehammer Keep, a city deep within the Mystpeaks to the northwest. These mythical suits of armour, shields, and items of power were now lost to time and mythology. Some said these artifacts may never have existed as no one had seen a dragon, or any of these powerful magickal creations, in generations. Even more fabled and rarer than necklaces and dragon scale armor were the fabled Dragon Orbs. The legends told of magi, under the direction of Bragi, the god of magic himself, who formed the eyes of one of each of the species of dragons into an artifact of great power. They were created with each orb possessing different gifts of enchantment of the dragon from which it came and different schools of magic dependant on the magi who created them. These, too, lost to time and legend.

      Ravak always had a flicker of belief in his heart for the days of high sorcery, dragons, and adventure and somewhere deep down inside, he believed in it all. He had to believe. There had to be more to life than just basic existence in the horde. There had to be more than war with the South, trapping, and tanning hides, lumbering, and tending goats, otherwise what was the point of it all? A man, young or old, had to have a legacy. Ravak realized he might be naive about some things at the age of seventeen, but he was wise enough to know not every man’s legacy was to be one of greatness and historical tales. A man had to feel he had accomplished the dreams of his youth. He had to feel he had done what he set out to do in life in order to live with a smile on his lips and pride in his heart through to the end of his days. This journey was the start of that for him. Yes, the dangers of travel into the region where Ravak headed were terrible and many, but he sought adventure, so Ravak swallowed down the lump of fear in his throat as he headed out for Deep Fiend Lake, which would be the first leg of his journey over the Mystpeaks.

      The trail was not a long one and he quickly reached the spot where he had seen the young buck slaughtered. The lake looked far less foreboding with all of the ice melted from where the forest met the water’s edge. Birds were chirping. It looked almost peaceful and welcoming with the new growth of spring just starting to show buds on the trees that lazily swayed in the warm spring breeze. The water was placid; unlike the torrent of bloodied water he recalled when the beast had surfaced to maul the young buck.

      He planned to skirt the edge of the forest, back some ways from the water’s edge, quickly and quietly, but Sleipner would have none of it. The young ram sensed the presence of a predator. He would not pass in the open anywhere near the shore of the lake for any reward Ravak offered so he was forced to walk into the uncut trees and forge a new path so he could keep Sleipner calm and quiet. He thought it best not to do anything to draw the attention of the beast that lay beneath the calm dark waters if at all possible.

      The short hike around the lake was turning into a trying one as the trees were young and plentiful, but Sleipner simply would not walk any closer to the shoreline. They had to trudge through the saplings, breaking and snapping them as they went. While it was quite likely for the best they stayed as far from the edge of the lake as possible, Ravak still would have preferred to quietly walk along the forest’s edge to get around the lake, rather than making such a commotion. If he’d had an alternate route, he would have taken it, but the mouth of the High Pass up into the Mystpeaks was directly around the other side and the thick brush made it nearly impossible to go any other way. The only route was along the shore, through the young growth.

      As they approached the curve around the other side of the lake, Ravak stopped briefly to take a sip of water from his flask and get his bearings. They were about fifty yards from the beginning of a small clearing that opened up around the inlet near the far side if the lake and continued on into the pass. They would have to approach the shore now to continue on their journey up into the Mystpeaks as the woods around it thickened. Ravak was afraid, but he was more curious of what lay ahead than he was scared of anything in that stale old lake. His biggest challenge would be keeping Sleipner from running off as they approached the water. He moved slowly and steadily on, speaking to Sleipner in soothing tones as they moved out of the undergrowth.

      They walked on very quietly and cautiously for several minutes without stopping and then Ravak thought he caught something out of the corner of his eye out on the water. He stopped dead and turned his head quickly. The water rippled slightly from whatever had surfaced, but it could have been anything. It could have been a bird, a fish, or even a beaver or muskrat. All the hairs on his neck stood up and he felt himself beginning to breathe hard as he examined the surface for any signs of what had made the ripples. Sleipner scratched the ground behind him, head down and breathing hard too.

      The birds in the forest beside them had gone quiet. Not a good sign. He swallowed hard, trying to breathe slowly and deeply as he wrapped Sleipner’s lash around the trunk of a nearby sapling. He quietly drew his spear, thrusting it into the ground before him so it would be easy to reach. He removed the long recurve from his back. Ravak sensed he was being watched and would not give the Fiend any quarter should it show itself to him. He loosely nocked an arrow and waited.

      He thought to himself how he had hoped if they travelled quietly and quickly without directly disturbing the water they might slip by the beast unnoticed, but he didn’t even know what the foe was that hunted them. His father, his tribe, had taught him the best way to protect yourself when you are prey is to become the predator. Take the initiative and turn the table on your foe. Find him before he finds you and surprise him with a quick and violent attack to ensure he is caught off guard.

      Ravak’s ears pricked up as he heard birds take flight from the trees directly behind and above him. He wheeled around and drew back the string of the great bow in one fluid motion, but saw nothing. He closed his eyes briefly and sighed, breathing in deeply again. Time stood still for that split second, his pounding heart the only link to real time and space he had left. He was terrified. His eyes snapped back open as he realized what he’d done. He drew the bowstring again and wheeled back toward the lake. To his horror the beast was already silently rising out of the deep with great speed and stealth. It rose from the water as large as a bear. The sun fell into shadow and Ravak caught sight of its large pallid purple eyes, all dead and hollow. It stared fixedly at him. As the water slid down the rotted looking scales of the beast’s hide, Ravak knew that what he faced was no man.

      The Deep Fiend already rose before him, a full seven feet tall from the surface of the water and he’d not seen it from the waist down yet. Its muscled and scaled arms of grey, green, and black striped flesh hung rotted and dead from its bones. At the end of each arm, a massive webbed hand threatened death from its set of jet black claws long enough to peel a man’s flesh off the bone in one swipe. It moved quickly and agilely toward him up onto the shore.

      Ravak took a deep breath before the water of the lake splashed out at him as it rolled off the body of the creature rising now to a full thirteen feet and towering a mere three steps from where Ravak stood. He aimed up at the heart of the Fiend and let his arrow fly. In the same practised motion of a well-trained Winter Wolf warrior, he dropped the bow and reached out for his spear. He moved blindingly fast, but the Fiend was faster. It grabbed the spear before Ravak had a chance to take full hold of it. It all happened so fast that the creature barely noticed the arrow passing though its chest and out the other side. As it grasped at its now gushing wound, Ravak rolled to one side and reached for his axes. He came out of the roll back up onto his feet in one motion and roared loudly as he flung the right axe, first landing a glancing blow to the creature’s left eye and then loosed the left axe. The Fiend was ready for the second attack and dodged away. For the size of the beast, it moved with unfathomable speed and the noise it made terrified the poor young Barbarian.

      Sleipner frantically pulled and kicked at the tree and his tether, trying to break free all the while squealing out a sound that Ravak had not known a ram even capable of.

      The Deep Fiend threw the spear aside and lunged for his prey. Ravak anticipated the attack and rolled away again, the scales of the beast grazing his skin. His luck was running out. He had to kill this thing now or be killed. He snatched his knife and noted the position of the spear on the ground to the right of the Fiend. The knife whirled toward the creature’s right arm and Ravak dove for the spear. The Deep Fiend cried out in its sickening gurgling, slurping language as the blade found its mark and sunk deeply into the flesh with a sucking chink sound as it penetrated the scaly, rotting hide and found bone beneath. The Fiend reeled back in anguish from the strike and grabbed its arm. The blade was lodged deep within the flesh just above the elbow.

      Ravak had the advantage. Quickly he swung his spear as if to pierce the creature’s head, and the beast’s arms came up. He thrust the first strike between the ribs into the right lung, and its arms dropped. Ravak jerked the spear out to immediately strike its right leg. The Fiend collapsed to its knees, and he struck the third and finishing blow into its heart.

      It was the killing blow his father had taught him and was taught to all the warriors of his clan. Quick, clean, and easy to execute, it confused the target and left little room for a retaliatory strike. The Deep Fiend gurgled loudly and blinked slowly. The ground rumbled with its low growl, but it remained wobbly on its knees. Its blood flowed thick and black down the spear of the young wild-eyed Barbarian. Ravak placed his foot on the hip of the creature and gave his spear a fierce twist as he pulled it back out with great force to ensure the heart bled out as he did so. The Deep Fiend collapsed in a heap.

      Ravak gasped for air, half from terror and half from exhaustion of the battle he’d just fought. He fell to his knees in front of his vanquished foe. Breathing hard, he looked over at Sleipner to be sure his little friend was alright, but Sleipner was gone.

      Ravak gathered his weapons and searched around once more for any sign of Sleipner. He saw a trail of broken branches leading away from the scene that headed up into the High Pass so at least the poor little fellow had run in the right direction.

      Ravak turned again to take one last look at his bleeding foe. The Deep Fiend had stopped gurgling and growling now and its breathing grew shallow. But there was something strange. The wound on its chest had all but stopped bleeding, and the gaping tear he’d left in the creature’s eye from the first strike with the axe looked as though it had healed over already. In fact, Ravak now noticed that the chest of the beast was not gushing forth blood as it should be, but instead the blood was already sticky looking, and appeared as if it was coagulating after only seconds had passed. He took a step closer and to his surprise, the Deep Fiend moved its good arm with a gurgling growl. Ravak stumbled back in fright as he was certain the last three strikes had killed the beast. Again the good arm moved to prop itself up. Now the injured right arm, too, pushed into the ground. The damn thing was actually getting up! Ravak was not about to stick around to find out what it was or why it was not dying from the mortal wounds he’d inflicted upon it. His own good sense told him now was the time to head for the pass. He turned, breaking into a mad dash along the path his ram had forged.
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      “Rostioff Fastelaine, Arch Mage of Elemental Sorcery to see His Grace the Arch Mage of the Tower, Danthalas Whiteash, as requested.” The wizard bowed deeply, confidently with both arms extended, and a leg forward, the custom in Castille for dignitaries of his standing. He swept his large foppish hat with a flourish in one hand with one knee bent in reverence for the office before which he stood.

      The air grew thick with the scent of incense and a low, smoky haze hung about five feet off the floor. It carried with it the occasional acrid whiff that science and magick bring. A great fire crackled in the hearth of the antechamber. Above it hung a stone plaque with the High Tower’s coat of arms emblazoned onto it upon which the shadows danced as if to unheard melodies. He caught a glimpse of himself in a mirror above a side table and smoothed his beard and moustache.

      Rostioff was a tall man, thin and rugged looking. Despite his rough outward appearance, something in his eye made him appear young for his forty-seven seasons. Many would not have put him a day past thirty and perhaps a little sun dried at worst. He kept his dark hair neatly combed back, in keeping with the ways of his elven master. He tied it in a couple of braids on the sides to hold the loose mane from his face and eyes while casting his furious magicks in service to the Tower. He wore a thin lined beard that came down around the sides of his jaw and under his chin. It rose up around his lip in a neatly trimmed and waxed moustache. His eyes appeared learned and wise yet when one drew close, they showed blue and deep like the southern ocean. They conveyed a sense of goodness and peace that only the eyes of a being of power and honour can convey.

      Around his neck hung a talisman of great power. He kept it hidden beneath his over-cloak. Only he and his master Danthalas knew he possessed. Neither fully understood how to unlock its power. The talisman was a Dragon Orb from the First Age of the Land of Shaarn. One of the last of its kind, it could provide a crucial advantage to defeating, Graxxen and foiling the wicked creature’s plans. Rostioff wore a long robe of crimson red covered by a three-quarter length black tunic which was belted about the waist by a broad tan leather girdle trimmed in gold with many small pouches and artifices adorning it. In the pouches he carried his various spell components, all carefully loaded into small leather sachets for quick access when the time required it. The many tiny artifices appeared to be nothing more than junk to most, a lizard’s skull, the claw of an eagle. Who but a wizard would want for such as these?

      Though they were covered by his robes, Rostioff wore tall brown riding boots that came up to his thigh and bore the weather on their toes like a deep wound. He had of late spent a great deal of time in the countryside mustering his pupils and assigning to them the various commissions his master had him arrange, all in defense of the Tower and the surrounding lands she stood for.

      “His Excellency will see you now, Master Rostioff.” The clerk stood and bowed deeply as he spoke, gesturing with one arm toward the door of the study. Rostioff went forth immediately and swung both doors wide open with a sense of purpose.

      “Master,” he spoke, bowing his head as he strode forward, dropping his satchel to one side near the door. “It is done, the commissions are set. Most importantly the commission to retrieve the last of the eggs is underway. Manya and her brother Turynn will seek them out and return them to Hilltop where I will collect them and have them Transportled back here, that we may steward them into birth and use them in our battle against Graxxen. My other pupils study the Annals of Dragon Husbandry that we may seek out the required components to cast the Awakening so we may birth the dragons.” Rostioff bowed deeply taking a knee before his master as he came to a stop with arms extended.

      Danthalas Whiteash was an elven mage from the First Age some two thousand seasons old and no less wise than anyone would assume for one who had lived all of those lifetimes of men. He sat facing the large arched windows of the office looking out over the Orcun Ocean. He didn’t turn, nor stir when Rostioff entered. He was not one to disturb a train of thought or to do anything with any great sense of urgency. A life of two thousand seasons taught a man the great virtue of patience and the value of plans well laid. Unfortunately this plan had already begun to crumble because, much like himself, the evil Graxxen had lived in the First Age and was a grand orchestrator of schemes.

      Danthalas was a slight man, as all elven males were when compared to the men of Castille, standing only four and a half feet tall with a very slender build. His hair, though his age was advanced, was still the same brilliant yellow hue it used to be in his first eon of life. His skin a brilliant alabaster white, shone brightly with the exuberance of youth and passion despite his seasons. His eyes, wide, were almond shaped with a violet hue, common enough among the elven folk. He donned the white flowing gown of the Arch Mage, a station he held in stewardship over the Tower of High Sorcery and all the people of Shaarn. He rose and took hold of a grand white staff that towered over his tiny form to a height of seven feet adorned at the tip with the head of a dragon with the Bronze Dragon Orb clutched in its outstretched fore claws.

      He spoke to Rostioff without turning. “We have been out-manoeuvred, my young friend. Graxxen has hatched the first of the eggs using the very ritual we intended. I wouldn’t have believed the magic would even work in the hands of such a deplorable creature.”

      Rostioff stood speechless in the face of this revelation. He’d spent many long days of riding to seek out the Tower Magi who’d been hand chosen for the various commissions required to stop the evil. All the weeks of planning to be outwitted by Graxxen when they had gotten so close to harnessing the power of the dragons.

      Danthalas stood silent, thinking, weighing options in his mind. He was not the type to give up when they had gotten so close to victory. This would change the battlefield, but not the outcome. He would not accept defeat. It would mean the end of life as he knew it in the Land of Shaarn. Graxxen would surely destroy them with the dragons under his control.

      Danthalas turned and walked slowly to his desk, motioning for Rostioff to take a seat in one of the large comfy high back chairs on the other side. He looked long into the face of his young apprentice, his brow furrowed. Then he picked up a bottle that sat to one side of his desk and pushed a cup toward Rostioff, pulling one to himself, and uncorked the bottle. He gave it a sniff, but his expression never changed as if he smelled nothing at all, still lost in the deepest recesses of his mind at the dangerous turn of events. Rostioff had become accustomed to his master’s slow, methodical manner over his seasons in tutelage under the great elf and he sat silently waiting.

      Danthalas splashed an ounce into each glass and recorked the bottle. He raised his glass to his apprentice and each took a sip of the potent spirit. It was a bourbon whisky made from the wild rye seed of the Great Northern Plains and aged in Rowenwood casks by the elves to the east in the Kingdom of Rowendale. Rostioff loved the Elven Bourbon and couldn’t get enough of it, but the old elf was stingy in the doses he metered out. It was an offering of camaraderie, not meant to fetter the thoughts of the men who partook of it. The two sipped slowly of the deep heady brew and Rostioff waited patiently for his master to speak.

      “His progress will be slow and laborious. He won’t have the power we do as there is only him and his ghoul minions where as we have the entire congregation of the High Tower at our disposal. We may still have a chance if we move quickly and organize our numbers. We must send a party into the mountains to aid the young Silverleafs in their quest for the eggs. I had not anticipated Graxxen would have regained so much power so very quickly. He is dangerous already and has quite likely begun to poison the minds of the creatures of the land around him. He may even be raising an army. We cannot be certain of his path, but we can be quite certain of his destination. When he deems himself powerful enough, he will come here, for all of us.

      “He means to destroy us. His pact with the darkness will then drive him to destroy the wyrld of men, elves, dwarves, gnomes, fae folk, and all that lives in the light. His mind is not his own and has not been for thousands of seasons. We cannot allow him to succeed in his service to the darkness.” Danthalas stroked his chin in contemplation with one eyebrow raised as he gazed through his young apprentice, deep in thought. He leaned back into his chair slowly and comfortably and raised his cup to down the final swallow.

      “What word from the elves of Rowendale, Master? Have they heard your call for aid? Will they send armies north to the Mystpeaks?”

      “No, the elves of Rowendale are not known for answering the call to aid men and I wouldn’t expect them to act with any haste. Most keep to themselves. But still, word of a rising evil in the North sent by an elf of station, such as myself, will surely raise the ire of King Cariuus and his council. If I can rally them, their armies will follow when needed. The minds of soldiers are weaker than the minds of magi.” He smiled broadly and poured another few sips into each cup. The hour was growing late, the sun sinking out over the Orcun Ocean and the Midgaard Isles that lay to the southwest.

      Rostioff rose to light a fire in the great hearth to illuminate the room. The old elf rose again and swung open the great glass arched balcony doors of his study to let in the cool of the fresh spring evening air as it blew in off the ocean with the incoming tide. He spoke again as Rostioff lit the fire.

      “I want you to head up into the mountains. I feel it necessary that I send someone worthy. We mustn’t fail in the retrieval of the eggs. We’ve lost one; we can’t afford to lose more. I want you here in the morning. I will have your gear ready in the courtyard at dawn. You will find Turynn and Manya and offer up whatever aid they require to secure those eggs.” He turned again to face Rostioff and to seek out the reaction of his pupil.

      “Yes, of course, Master. Forever your servant, sir.” He looked to his master for approval and took a long deep sip of the Elven Bourbon.

      “Best you travel light and alone. Your sorcery will keep you safe. Use it wisely. Take with you the Dragon Orb. You have only just begun to unlock the potential of the power within. Don’t be afraid to use it, Rostioff. It will keep you safe, but be wary as well. It will also seek to take control of your will if you let your guard down. Remember, we have not yet determined if this orb was fashioned for good or for evil and while you are powerful enough to wield it for the cause of good in either instance; it’s powerful enough to overtake you in a moment of weakness if given the chance.

      “I will send a small contingent of Rangers to track you into the mountains and they will be a couple of days behind and ahead of you marking your progress should you require the need of sword and arrow in your quest.” Danthalas gestured for Rostioff to come closer, reaching for the Dragon Orb he knew was beneath Rostioff’s robes. Rostioff held it out in front of him for the Arch Mage to examine once again.

      Danthalas held the man’s eyes firmly and resolutely as he spoke, his brow furrowed with intent. “This orb is yours to command. I would have entrusted it to no other and no other would be worthy of a gift such as this.” The two stared deeply into the scintillating colors that glimmered faintly within the orb. Each color represented a different school of magickal power and the Dragon Orb appeared to contain all the powers of the arcane wyrld.

      The craftsmanship spoke of elven lapidaries in its elegance. The talisman was attached to a long silver chain of heavy braided link, which wove slowly into the form of a Rowenwood tree that extended down and transformed into a dragon’s claw with its talons grasping the orb. It was a brilliant piece of jewellery and radiated potent magick to even the most untrained eye.

      Through many seasons of study Rostioff had learned of the talisman. The orbs were also said to hold great powers of healing if they’d been fashioned for good or great powers of destruction if they’d been fashioned for evil. As of yet, Rostioff had not been able to unlock the power within the orb to utilize for destruction, though it’s powers of healing had proven useful time and again. It led him to believe that it may have been fashioned to aid in the fight for the light. However, the presence of all of the schools of magick within the orb worried and frightened both himself and Danthalas as they’d never heard of such.

      The ancient tomes in the tower libraries spoke of an even greater power locked within the orbs that, when brought together, would unlock a limitless arcane power source from which a mage might draw to cast spells without the required components, incantations, or even gestures.

      Rostioff hoped that in time the full potential of the talisman would reveal itself to him and he wished himself powerful enough to wield the potent magick in service to the Tower. His call to the power that lay deep within the orb might soon require an answer if Graxxen was as powerful as Danthalas now believed.
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        * * *

      

      The dawn was bright and warm and the air carried the scent of freshly sprouted grass into the high rooms of the great Tower as the breeze blew out to sea with the tide. Rostioff was in the courtyard readying his horse and double-checking the straps on the saddle and bags to ensure his spell books and provisions were well secured. He wore the hood of his cloak up to keep the sun off his face and out of his eyes. Across his back was a longbow and at his waist from his girdle in addition to his spell components and various artifices hung a long sword and a quiver full of arrows for hunting.

      He didn’t carry a staff to use as a power focus. He found them to be cumbersome and had never needed a power focus as many other magi, including his wise, old master had. He was able to naturally focus the magick and bend it to his will, a gift few possessed. It was believed those who were able to directly focus their magick bore a strong connection to their ancestors from the First Age. Many of the magi of the Second Age were powerless without their foci. The magick in the wyrld had begun to dwindle from long seasons of peace between the races, which brought with it lowered enrolments at the Tower of High Sorcery. Those who did enroll were not as focused as their predecessors, having no terrible war to incite them to greatness. Rostioff had always been different from his fellow pupils. He’d always been head of the pack. He had a gift for the mystical arts and exhibited the heart and body of strength, the mind, wisdom, and spirit of goodness that Danthalas sought for many a long age as a replacement for Arch Mage of the Tower when the time came.

      “I see you are eager as always, my young friend.” Danthalas approached Rostioff out in the courtyard. “It’s a good day to ride. You’ll make excellent time.” He stroked the mane of the big brown Rostioff had selected. Stoneshanks was the horse’s name, playfully assigned by the stable master for being stubborn. “I wish you good fortune and judgement on your journey, Rostioff.” Danthalas’ countenance grew as stony as the southern face of the Mystpeaks and he finished his thought with a cold and serious tone, “For if you fail in your task, I shudder to think of what may come of the magi of the Tower and moreover, the good people of the Land of Shaarn.” He held the gaze of his pupil to drive home his level of concern.

      “I understand, Master. I’ll not fail you or the Tower. I’ll not fail the people of Shaarn. I will bring back the power and magick of the dragons to our land and we will be victorious over Graxxen.” Rostioff placed his hand on his master’s shoulder to show his respect and admiration for the man. The two smiled briefly and Rostioff was off.

      Once he was some distance outside the city of Stromsgate, he broke into a full gallop heading north toward Who Calls Lake and the township of Summervale. The road would lead him into the city of Hilltop, the last stop before the High Pass over the Mystpeaks into the untamed and unforgiving Great Northern Plains. He rode hard for the first night, stopping only long enough to rest himself and Stoneshanks enough to gallop off the next day again.

      Who Calls Lake came into sight off to the northeast round the afternoon of the second day. He decided this was as good a spot as any to set up camp for the night. The warm, lake air carried the sweet scent of clover that grew along the shore. He decided to make camp about half a league off the road so he could take a bath in the cool clear waters Who Calls Lake was known for. He found himself a nice grassy spot under the cover of a large Elm and turned Stoneshanks loose to graze. After his bath and a quick meal of dried boar, he fell asleep almost instantly to the rhythmic sound of the waves lapping the shore intermingled with the pops and crackles of his fire.

      The following morning dawned bright. The sun shone down warm, lazily breathing the life of spring and early summer into the Kingdom of Castille. The birds sung softly in the Elms over Rostioff’s head and the lake was still and shiny, mirroring the brilliant white sun dancing slowly on the water, breaking the glassy surface every so often as a bird or a fish stirred the face of the giant liquid mirror.

      Rostioff rose early, stretched deeply, and yawned. He threw his pot of water onto the fire and quickly packed up his belongings. Moments later he was riding north toward the pass into Summervale. The foothills stood visible in the distance, reassuring he was headed in the right direction. He estimated he would reach the town of Summervale about midday. He’d made very good time with Stoneshanks and was grateful to have the sturdy horse for the long ride.

      The day went by quickly as they galloped across the flat plains north of Who Calls Lake. He was in the mouth of the pass and into the foothills well before expected, but the air carried a foul scent that ruined his mood. It smelled of burning meat and there was smoke rising from the hilltops in the direction of the township of Summervale.

      Rostioff spurred Stoneshanks on and hunkered down over the big brown’s back as he picked up speed. As he drew closer, he could see thick black clouds rising over the hilltops. As he rounded the last bend at the base of the big hill sheltering Summervale from the pass, his worst suspicions were verified. An attack on the town of Summervale in the night left only ruins, everything burned to the ground with axe and fire.  There were a few survivors still leaving the town in wagons heading south toward him and Stromsgate.

      Rostioff wondered at the terrible sight before him. The town was all but lost. He rode into Summervale, the streets white with ash, buildings, kegs, wagons, all covered in snowy ash. It rained down from the sky in slow motion. The scent of burnt pork and wood fire hung heavy in the air, and Rostioff curled his lip at the offending aroma. He stopped a man loading a wagon up at the remnants of a burnt home on the edge of town.

      “You there! Sir! What has happened to you poor folk this past eve?” He jumped down from Stoneshanks to meet the man eye-to-eye.

      “Goblins. They come down out of the hills before daybreak. Didn’t even take nuthin'. All they did was kill our kin n’ burn the town. They drug’ some of my kin off up into the hills. Can’t imagine what a goblin would want with a man as a prisoner, prolly gonna’ eat em,” he shook his head and his lip quivered as he spoke. “All gone. My wife n’ boy are dead, burned alive in their beds. A flask of oil came through my boy’s bedroom window. He never had a chance. My wife went in after him. The fire took her so quickly. The roof collapsed on her. I’ve got nuthin’ left.” He tightened up a strap on the pack fastened to the side of the wagon. He nodded at Rostioff as he swung himself up into the seat and gave his reigns a slap, spurring his horse on heading south.

      Rostioff rode on in stunned silence. A voice came from somewhere down beside him. The voice of a child, a small girl, no more than five seasons under her eyes, was tugging at his stirrup.

      “Please sir, help my brother. He’s burned and my mother and father are dead.” She was tugging him over toward the remnants of another burned house. Her cheeks were streaked with ash and tears. The poor child’s eyes were as wild as all the fires she’d watched burn her wyrld to ashes the previous night.

      Rostioff nodded dazedly, dismounted once again and followed the small child over to what was left of her home. The smoke was still rising off the timbers of the very bed the boy lay in. He was twitching and moaning, crying softly at the searing pain that tortured his tiny little fire wracked body.

      Such pain to endure for a child so young, thought Rostioff. He felt his chin quiver and a tear roll down his cheek as he approached the boy. The smell made him wretch but he fought it off and drew nearer.

      The boy couldn’t have been more than ten seasons old and almost his entire body was covered in burns. He had lost an eye to a large wound on his head, which likely occurred when the roof of their tiny home came down on him.

      “Please help him, sir,” the little girl pleaded and tugged at his arm. She sobbed and pressed her face into his robe.

      The air carried a sickly, acrid pungency, the unmistakable odor of decay. The boy had only just been injured, but infection had already taken hold.

      “I will do what I can, child, now step back a little.”

      He gently moved the girl back, removed the Dragon Orb from beneath his robe, and all in one well practised motion, he both pulled up his sleeves and closed his eyes, beginning to concentrate on the power locked deep within the orb. He grasped it tightly in his right hand and held the orb out over the boy’s scorched little frame. The incantation grew louder and he gesticulated in a calculated and rhythmic fashion with his left hand drawing the magick out of the orb. The colors within began to swirl more quickly and then a brilliant blue light ignited from the swirling mass at the heart of the orb. It began to hum with power and the boy’s one eye opened, looking up at the orb in terror as he had never seen sorcery performed in his life. The hum grew louder and the light grew brighter until the remaining timbers of the room were vibrating and crackling with the electricity of the mystic energy building within the orb.

      Finally Rostioff rose fully with both arms extended over the boy holding the orb firm between both hands, his arms trembling as if barely able to contain the awesome healing power. A crack of thunder sounded and a bolt of blue electricity shot from the orb into the boy’s face. His tiny body went rigid, hands pulling at the remnants of the bed frame. His little back arched as his body reluctantly accepted the rush of arcane power. His burns began to recede into blisters, then scabs, and finally reddened scar tissue. The swelling round his missing eye began to deflate and his eyeball began stitching itself from the inside out back into its former shape. Finally his hair began to grow back and he looked almost whole again.

      Rostioff, too, had changed. He was sweating madly and gritting his teeth against the awesome force of the magic as it unloaded its charge into the boy’s body. His eyes turned the brilliant electric blue of the healing magick; he no longer looked human. His hair stood up and wavered slowly in the mysterious static that filled the air.

      Finally the blue charge ceased and the room fell silent. Rostioff dropped the orb and it swung back to his chest on the heavy silver chain. He stumbled back to brace himself on the remnants of the charred and collapsed door frame, breathing heavily and coughing.

      “He’ll be alright now, little girl. Get your things and take whatever you can carry. You’ll come with me to Hilltop. Hurry now.”

      He stumbled out into the street to find an abandoned cart.  White smoke and ash rose into the air all around. Most all of the fires had burned themselves out, or been doused by townsfolk but little remained. Windows smashed, bodies lay in the street where they were felled, the scene tortured the eyes and nostrils to behold. Rostioff found a cart with a cover and all, even if it was slightly burned and covered in ash like everything else. He did his best to brush as much of the thick white ash off as he could, completely messing his fine robes in the process. The children would be safe from the elements inside it. Rostioff unsaddled Stoneshanks and hitched him to the cart.

      He returned to find the two outside their home. The boy seemed alert and well. “Come, children. Let us make for Hilltop. I’ll find you care once we’re there. There is nothing left for you here.” The two looked back and forth at one another hesitantly. Rostioff could see their uncertainty as plain as day. Two small orphans faced with a strange wizard in a foppish hat from the South. They must’ve been terrified. He hopped down to help them. He threw their sacks up into the cart and Rostioff helped the girl hoist herself up. The boy smiled and hopped up into the back of the cart as if nothing had happened to him. Rostioff smiled back and gave the lad a nod of approval.

      “Looks like you’ve made a solid recovery, boy!”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you very much, sir.” He smiled again and stuck his hand out to shake Rostioff’s, smiling wide, little eyes all atremble, showing he had a missing baby tooth in the front. Rostioff grinned at him and shook the boy’s hand gently. He hopped back up into the seat of the carriage and they headed north for Hilltop.
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      Ravak found himself well within the High Pass now. It seemed to stretch before him like an endless highway between two sheer walls of rock paved floor to ceiling. The light was dim within as the two cliff faces rose up on either side of him vertically for hundreds of feet. He could not yet see Sleipner, but had discovered a piece of the sapling he’d tied the young ram too which still had a piece of the bridle fastened to it. It appeared to have been chewed. He had to catch up to the ram quickly before someone else found him and stole all of the camping gear and hides off the goat’s back.

      Early afternoon in the High Pass was cool and still surrounded by rock on all sides, save for the thin strip of sky above. The wind couldn’t seem to find its way down the rock walls. Ravak expected he should have no trouble overtaking Sleipner by nightfall. He wanted to find a place other than this narrow portion of the High Pass to set up camp for the night. Barren rock stretched out before and behind him, no place to hide should brigands or goblins find him sleeping. With no real need for shelter as the cliffs on either side cut the wind and would more than likely keep most off the rain off should the sky turn grey. It lacked defensive advantage should anything happen, but it was unlikely anything would. The High Pass seldom saw travellers this time of year. The traders from the South preferred the warmer weather in summer to make the crossing north onto the Great Plains. Ravak’s clan might be the only folk to be seen in the pass at this time of year and they seldom made it this far south.

      The hard, rocky ground made it difficult to track Sleipner. Ravak only caught a couple of glimpses of his tracks now and again where there happened to be a mound of dirt or a pile of dust. He finally caught sight of the ram a ways up ahead stopped in a widened clearing that had a few sparse trees growing in it.

      Ravak slowed to a walk and called out to Sleipner. The young ram walked toward him, click clack on the stone he came slowly, chewing on a mouthful of rough grass he had found near the trees. They met at the opening to the clearing and Ravak greeted his little friend lovingly.

      “I thought I’d lost you, laddy! You’re very brave. Thanks for watching my back!” he exclaimed sarcastically to his young friend. Sleipner let out a friendly little “bah,” and nuzzled Ravak’s neck.

      The sun fell surprisingly fast over the tall cliff walls and it became dark in the pass even though midday had only just come and gone. The clearing seemed as good a place as any to set up camp. Several little clumps of pines and poplars grew in tiny glades intermingled with dry grass from the scant rain that found the bottom of the High Pass and dead fall littered the ground. The spot looked good for a campsite complete with firewood, and while the safety and defensive position of the clearing could be better, they would have to do. At least the two companions no longer remained confined to the narrow pass they’d spent the afternoon in.

      Quiet, peaceful and serene with only the sound of the winds up top gently whistling down and the occasional cry of a hawk or an eagle to be heard echoing from somewhere up in the craggy cliffs above, the camp offered Ravak time to relax and reflect on the strange encounter he’d had at Deep Fiend Lake earlier in the day.

      He munched on some dried venison and drank with it a healthy portion of water as he sat staring into the fire pondering what the creature could possibly be and how it had gone so long without being dealt with by the Winter Wolf. The legends told of the lake kept folk away and the odd sighting most likely only fed the rumors of how terrible the beast was. Travellers from the South didn’t help with the enormity of the myth of Deep Fiend Lake, but of course, if any of them had seen the beast drag a buck down into the deep as Ravak had, they’d be telling the terrible truth.

      The meat was perfectly salted and dried. Still chewy and soft, not too tough and very satisfying.

      He kept seeing flashes of the Deep Fiend in his mind while he unwound. He had no idea what the creature actually was, but he thought on it long and hard and decided it was one of the dead things Kadok, the shaman in his village had told them about in childhood tales of terror told of the Horror Hills around the great fire. Its eyes colored all pale purple while still slightly illuminated held the gaze of their victim. The old conjurer had told the children this was a tell tale sign of the dead things that walked, a remnant of the dark magic used to bring them back from the dead, a weak charm of sorts. He decided the creature must have been well fed as the witchdoctor had told them the dead eat the flesh of the living. He told them when they are starving, they begin to rot and pieces of flesh begin to fall from their bodies. The beast’s hide remained fully intact and felt leathery to the touch, save for the odd spot of decay. The Fiend also seemed to be in good health due to its incredible strength and remarkable speed. It had moved almost supernaturally.

      Ravak spent the remaining hours of the evening refashioning the bridal Sleipner had torn earlier in the day and when finished, watched the dying embers of the fire dance as his eyes grew heavy until he finally decided to lay down and sleep.

      He couldn’t have been out for more than what seemed five minutes when he awakened to cries of help clear as the stars above in the night sky. Sleipner became startled and let out a whinny. The cries came again, panicked and wailing as they grew closer. The sounds came echoing from the mouth of the pass the two companions had spent the afternoon in and Ravak assumed the worst. Some hapless soul had no doubt had an encounter with the Deep Fiend in the dark of the night and been surprised and seriously injured by the beast, but who could be out here besides himself and Sleipner? They’d seen no one on the trail to the north toward the Great Northern Plains from which they’d come, and no one had come past them from the south, unless they’d gotten by him in his sleep.

      He threw a few logs on the fire and blew the coals hot again with the intent to shed a little light on the situation. If he had to fight that damned ghoul again, he’d be ready to take its head off this time and put an end to its reign of terror in the High Pass once and for all. The cries came once more. He heard them right inside the mouth of the pass. The voice of a terror stricken man, breathing heavily and crying out all at once, his voice and his panting echoing off the switchbacks within the pass as it led up to the clearing came echoing out of the chasm. He pulled a torch from the fire and walked to the edge of the firelight. His spear in one hand, his axes, his bow, and his quiver all strapped back on and ready for anything that might come out of the darkness.

      He saw the face of the man appear first. He was bent and dragging something behind him. The man, in a complete state of panic, cried and slobbered uncontrollably. As he drew closer Ravak saw the filth covering the man. He’d been badly mauled. His head bled freely from a huge claw mark above his left ear that had left four flaps of skin hanging loosely with the appearance they would simply fall off leaving the man with a bare bone skull on the one side of his head. Ravak knew in an instant the man bore the mark of the Deep Fiend. He needed help if he was to survive the night. He dropped the torch and ran out to greet the man.

      Ravak could now see the poor man dragged another person behind him. The body, badly mangled hung limp as it slid through the dust on the rocky floor of the High Pass, leaving a trail of blood in its wake.  Ravak couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman. He grabbed the back half of the body and hoisted it off the ground and they trotted toward the firelight. The injured man limped heavily as he ran.

      “Thank the gods you’re out here or we’d surely have fallen prey to that awful thing.”

      The body was fairly light so Ravak guessed it must be a woman but the face, clawed savagely and bled freely. The swelling from the wounds made her all but unrecognizable. Bits of hair matted with coagulated blood, dirt and twigs stuck to her face and neck. He laid the body out on the rock next to the fire, placed a balled up rag under her head and handed the man a skin of water. Acting quickly he also tossed one of his axes down and told him to be ready as he turned around back toward the pass and headed outside the firelight toward the torch he’d dropped. Behind him, the man began to sob again, but handily grabbed for the axe.

      “By the gods no, not again. Why is this happening to us?”

      Ravak trotted silently toward his still burning torch. He came within about ten yards of the flame and saw a shadow on the far side of the torchlight quickly move to the left around the revealing light source and duck into one of the small thickets that studded the clearing. He stopped and backed up slowly before running into the revealing light of the flames himself. He hoped the creature had not seen his shadow pass in front of the flames behind him. Ravak ducked down and held his spear close as he trotted over to the thicket where the creature had run for cover. He moved with wolf-like stealth and silence as he swiftly closed the distance between himself and his prey.

      Less afraid now than earlier in the day, Ravak felt he had an understanding of the creature and why it fought so brashly when he’d first encountered it. It had no fear of dying because it already knew death and when wounded, it quickly regenerated itself. The old witch doctor Kadok had told them the only way to truly finish the undead was to take their heads clean off.

      The Winter Wolf Clan had actually captured lizards with similar regenerative powers and surgically removed the glands that secreted the regenerative hormone from the reptiles, but how could an undead creature have such powers? Kadok had never mentioned the dead regenerating. The shaman, through seasons of experimentation had come up with a potion, made from a suspension containing a concentration of the hormone, which would provide the same regenerative properties to a man when injured. A great boon to their medical treatment, it had saved many lives.

      He refocused his thoughts on his prey and headed into the thicket. His eyes had now adjusted to the dark almost fully. He saw nothing moving about. Stopping fully for a moment and ducking down to wait for the sound of movement, he heard it. The beast was already two thickets over and moving toward the campsite rapidly. He could scarcely believe the beast had moved with such stealth. The creature would have to pass in front of the light being cast by the fire soon and when it did, Ravak would be ready.

      Ravak headed back out into the clearing, running fast and hard along the thickets leaping over rock and boulder to gain ground. Every second would count now. He analyzed the terrain in front of the campsite, illuminated by the firelight. A couple of larger bushes and rocks of various sizes, nothing to slow him down.

      He saw the creature briefly as its shadow shot quickly in front of the firelight. He was sacrificing all stealth now for the sake of time to gain first strike.

      Gulping down dry panicked breaths, he tried to steady his breathing. His heart pounded wildly. He knew he needed to be calm for the strike to be effective. He blinked long and slow, drinking in the cool night air as he did so, clearing his mind and slowing his breathing to match each stride the way his father had taught him to do when the exhilaration of the hunt sometimes overtakes the hunter. The brush moved ahead as he closed on his prey and out jumped the injured man scrambling, swinging wildly behind at the bushes, half screaming and half crying as he fled.

      The creature revealed itself, stepping out into the light to give chase to the injured man as he jumped for the safety of some nearby shrubs. The ghoul caught him by the throat in mid air. Its dead eyes now looked much more brightly illuminated in the dark of the night. Its scaly skin glowing faintly orange as it reflected the firelight. The injured man fought for his life, kicking and screaming, grabbing onto the Deep Fiend’s hands at his throat, struggling for air and freedom. He flailed and gurgled, sputtering and slobbering as he used up his last breath. He tried to scream but the beast’s powerful hands choked the sound out before it could escape his lips.

      Ravak leapt into the air for the boulder in front of him as the fiend closed its grip around the injured man’s throat. One of its enormous claws opened and its massive arm came back to make the killing blow to the man`s torso, Ravak leapt again, this time with all of his might, straight up into the air letting out the roar of a wolf as he did so. The fiend heard the cry. Temporarily distracted from its prey, it turned to see Ravak coming down from above with his spear drawn back in his arm ready to strike. Ravak`s eyes filled with sheer, wild ferocity. In that moment, Ravak became the predator and his prey had taken the bait of his cry and fallen right into his trap. The spear landed directly in the beast’s eye with great force. The Deep Fiend let out a gurgling slobbering roar so loud and terrible that the ground shook. Spit flew from its maw as it clawed in a panic at Ravak while dropping the injured man to the ground and reeling backward from the full weight and force of the attack.

      As the two hit the ground, Ravak drove the spear home, pushing it fully through the back of the Deep Fiend`s skull and forcing the head of the spear deep into the ground purposefully to snare the creature. Ravak reached to his waist for his axes quickly, but the beast, still coherent, shoved the large Barbarian off and sent him rolling into the dirt. It howled, gurgled and shrieked violently as it tried in vain to free itself from the spear but its black tarry blood ran from the wound like an open tap. The ghoul began to lose strength as the full enormity of the wound began to take its toll. Ravak, though bruised and winded from the tumble, rolled back up to his feet deftly and drew his axes from his girdle with a skilled spinning motion and tightened his grip to make the killing blow count.

      “You’ll not escape me this time, foul creature,” Ravak hissed at the Deep Fiend as he strode confidently toward the beast, whirling both axes as he prepared to chop its head off. The first strikes sunk deep on each side of the ghoul’s throat and the blood came out in a torrent covering Ravak, the ground, and nearby boulder in a hot spray of black death. The beast clawed at him, but it had lost a great deal of blood and strength. Still pinned to the rocky earth by the Winter Wolf’s spear, its flailing did nothing to save it from its fate.

      It struggled for its unlife to remain conscious but as the second stroke of the axes found their marks, the creature’s arms dropped, its legs stopped squirming as the magic that sustained it seemed to leave its body altogether. Ravak withdrew for a moment, panting hard and looking down at his blood covered mangled prey.

      “Is it dead?” came a meagre, sobbing tiny voice from behind a nearby boulder.

      He brought the axes down hard several more times chopping away at the savage meaty mess of the fiend’s neck until the final blow freed the head completely from the spine. Ravak grabbed it by its scraggly black blood soaked hair and raised it high above him howling and praising the moon.

      As the two men regained their composure and senses they sat around the fire sipping back and forth from Ravak’s water skin. Sleipner had finally calmed and lay back down in amongst a couple of small shrubs.

      Suddenly the injured man stood up and cried out, “Manya!” and ran over to the body they had dragged into the camp only moments earlier. It seemed like an eternity had passed since he’d left her there. Again, the man began to sob uncontrollably. He poured some of the water from the skin on the woman’s face to clean her wounds, muttering to himself incoherently as he worked.

      It was a woman; Ravak deduced that much from the name ‘Manya.’ He rose and went over to the figure to see if he could help. She clung to life, gurgling and gasping for air. Shallow, laboured breathing told Ravak she didn’t have long if he didn’t act now. She let out a slight whistling sound as she breathed, signalling she had blood in her lung and that the blood had begun to seep back into the wound, slowly drowning her as it coagulated.

      “Move,” said the large Barbarian to the smaller injured man. “I can help her.”

      Ravak pushed the man away gently, but firmly and began to cut away her clothing with his razor-sharp hunting knife. The remains of her garbs, the Deep Fiend shredded and soaked in blood. As the cloth came away, Ravak could see a massive claw wound in her left side right below her breast.

      “A few inches higher and she would have been killed swiftly. That might have been a more compassionate end for her than this,” Ravak said as he examined the wound.

      The injured man’s eyes widened, filled with tears once again. His lip shook and he swallowed hard as he tried to maintain what little sense of sanity he had left available to him after enduring such an ordeal.

      “Get some more water and some strips of hide. Over by the ram in those packs.”

      The injured man had trouble understanding Ravak’s thick northern accent but he understood water and hides. When Ravak spoke he pointed at Sleipner. The man scrambled and scavenged through the packs for the skin, returning quickly.

      Together they sopped up the blood and washed the wounds so they could see the hole that was causing the woman trouble breathing. Ravak quickly pulled out an arrow and placed it on a rock, quickly cutting both ends off with his hunting knife. He held it up to the light in front of the man and showed him the firelight shining through the length of the arrow’s shaft. “Hollow. Whistling Willow makes excellent arrows. Very light, very fast,” Ravak proclaimed.

      He whittled at the ends to remove any burs from the wooden reed to ensure it was clean for the procedure. He then rolled the end in the fire quickly and deftly to heat and sanitize the wood. He continued to do so until it smoked lightly and began to burn red hot. The man watched in horror as Ravak returned to Manya’s side and deftly found the opening of the wound with two fingers. Gently but quickly he popped the swollen hole open, allowing a torrent of blood to spill out and run down her side. He skillfully slid the pipe into the woman’s wound, the blood sizzling from the hot reed as it entered. Ravak slowly and methodically kept feeding the tube into the wound until blood appeared from the hole at the top end. He then gently pushed it in another half inch and a small geyser of blood shot straight up into the air and out of the woman’s chest. Once the tube was in place he gently applied pressure around the wound and pumped the blood out of the woman’s drowning lung. The injured man was amazed and could see immediately what Ravak was doing. He mopped up the blood with the pieces of hide and washed it away with the water from the Barbarian’s skin.

      “Where did you learn to do that?” he asked, astonished a Barbarian would know how to perform such a seemingly advanced surgical technique.

      “My people. My witchdoctor,” said Ravak.

      “But you’re a savage!” the man exclaimed. He caught himself before he said anymore. Ravak stopped nursing the wound and turned to him slowly with a somewhat annoyed look in his eyes.

      “And still I am here saving you and your wife, an uncivilized savage come to the aid of a rich southern city man! Imagine what your people would say at such a thing!” Ravak went back to work on pumping the blood out of Manya’s lung and there was silence between them for what seemed like an eternity as Ravak worked. The man might have had trouble with Ravak’s accent, but the Barbarian seemed to have no trouble understanding him, nor did he seem to have any trouble articulating in the southern Common Tongue.

      Ravak washed her with the last of his water. Her breathing had stabilized and the whistling and gurgling had ceased. The make shift tube had worked, and had cauterized the wound around it so the bleeding stopped completely. He capped off the pipe with a little wad of coal to keep the blood from spilling out if she moved.

      The injured man had felt uncomfortable after what he had said and decided to tend to the camp to help make amends. He gathered some firewood and restoked the flames, found some of the hides in Ravak’s packs, and laid them out on the ground for sleeping. He made two fresh beds up, one for each of them. He found some of the venison and a skin of whisky Ravak had saved, but had forgotten about. He approached the giant clansman with his arms extended.

      “Eat friend. Forget what I said earlier. I was confused. Let’s eat and regain our senses. My name is Turynn Silverleaf, and I am both honoured to make your acquaintance and grateful for your much needed aid, my friend.” Turynn bowed deeply to show his gratitude. “Though I have nothing to offer you right now as reward, know that I am forever in your debt for saving myself and my sister from certain death at the hands of that ghoul.”

      Ravak smiled broadly as the realization he was a hero overcame him. He felt himself blush and he lowered his head. “Thank you, Turynn, but your praise and gratitude are unnecessary. I did only what was right and honourable to do. My name is Ravak Ekesson, warrior, hunter, and woodsman of the Winter Wolf Clan. Now please sit. Let us drink and use the whiskey to clean your sister’s wounds further. Perhaps you should wet a strip of hide and clean your own wound. Your head doesn’t look so good. Let me help you stitch it back together.”

      Turynn gave the huge Northerner a curious look for his unusual introduction, but smiled none the less at the polite response. Ravak cleaned the man’s face and neck with water. He used sinew and a fish bone needle to stitch the flaps of flea back onto Turynn’s face.

      “You’re all stitched up. It’ll scar badly if we don’t find you a healer. The scarring will pucker and hurt as it dries.”

      “Thank you. I’ll manage. We have salve back at home, if we make it home.”

      The two went over to Manya’s body. She was still sleeping, but she breathed much more regular now and less laboured. Ravak took a long swig of the whisky and handed the skin to Turynn.

      “Drink, Southerner.”

      Turynn took a big swig as Ravak had and reeled back choking as the whisky hit his throat like liquid fire. It was a grain alcohol made of the mashed seed of one of the grasses native to the Great Northern Plains around Ravak’s village. It was a wickedly potent brew and a developed palette for the drink was required. Turynn choked and coughed while Ravak laughed.

      “Too strong for you, Southerner?” He chuckled heartily. Then he squatted down next to Manya and ran a little of the whisky out onto one of the strips of hide he had prepared earlier. He began to clean her cuts and scrapes, carefully and methodically they way he’d been taught. He dabbed at the wounds letting the potent alcohol drip into the wound to mix with the blood, letting the infection run away. Normally he didn’t like drinking whiskey, but it served its intended purpose of a cleansing agent for first aid. He poured carefully a generous portion of the whisky directly onto the wound at her lung and gently dabbed at it with a hide cloth to clean out any onset of infection from the beast’s claws.

      “We’ll have to get her out of these blood soaked clothes and clean her thoroughly, then get her over to those clean hides. She has many cuts and scratches on her back and head from you dragging her through the pass. I know you had no choice, but in the condition she’s in now, she’ll have a tough time fighting off even the simplest of infections if we don’t keep her as clean as possible.”

      Turynn nodded in agreement and the two rolled her on her side as gently as possible. Manya moaned at the movement but she was too weak to speak or even resist. Both men poured on the whisky and dabbed at the wounds, picking out bits of rock and debris as they went. They stripped her completely and cleaned her as thoroughly as they could. Ravak showed Turynn how to wrap the hides into bandages around her midsection to cover the wounds on her back and sides. They wrapped several wounds on her arms and even wrapped her head to prevent the still bleeding wounds from attracting anymore dirt. The bandages would eventually help with clotting and stop the flow. They lifted her from the legs and under the arms, gently and slowly they made their way over to the beds Turynn had made and lay her down on fresh clean fur to recover.

      “This wrapping will have to do for now. The salt from the hides won’t be comfortable on those wounds, but it’ll prevent further infection.”

      Again Turynn simply nodded, grateful beyond words for what the Winter Wolf had done for them.

      “Ravak, I have to ask you. Please don’t mention to my sister you’ve seen her naked when she is roused. She’s still somewhat young and naive and her virtue is still intact. I would a hate for her to feel a sense of violation by a stranger she’s never met before, agreed?”

      “Agreed,” the big Barbarian said as he nodded in understanding. “Now you must get to sleep my friend. You will have to find us some water in the morning while I head back to my village for some much needed medical supplies.” Ravak turned to pickup his pack and bow and began to prepare himself for the journey.

      “You’re going now?” Turynn asked, amazed at what the Barbarian had already done for him and his sister and that the large savage was still prepared to do more.

      “Yes, it’s a four day journey at a walking pace. If I run, I will make it there and back in two. I’ll get more whisky and ale, and I’ll steal into the old conjurer’s hut and take some of the regenerative potion I should have grabbed when I left the first time, along with some women’s clothes for your sister. I don’t think I could do so well with a Southern woman’s clothes. I’m no tailor as you can see by my own. May you and your sister be well until I return. There’s plenty of food in those packs over there. This pass is all but deserted this time of year, you should be safe.”

      He patted the young ram on the hindquarters. “I’ll be back in two days. Have a fire going, have some water in those skins from the stream, and have some nice warm venison for me to eat. I’ll be exhausted as I don’t plan to stop before I return. If your sister wakes, give her about two or three good swigs out of that whisky skin and it should numb her and knock her back out again.” Ravak turned once again to leave.

      “Thank you again, Ravak.” Turynn rose with his hand extended and head slightly bowed. Ravak turned to face the man, but didn’t understand the curious gesture of the outstretched hand. He assumed he was to do the same and held his hand out.

      “You’re welcome, my new friend.”

      Turynn walked over to shake Ravak’s hand, but the Barbarian turned and ran off into the night, not understanding what the gesture even meant or that he’d performed it incorrectly.1

    

    
      
      

      1 A Word on the School of Dragon Husbandry

      The natural body warmth of their dragon mother and the symbiotic link between dragon-matron and dragonling would be the proper way to hatch dragon eggs in the quickest and most healthful manner. It has even been tested and proven in the Annals of Dragon Husbandry, which in its first and most rudimentary edition to date, was written by the Land of Shaarn’s most reputable and long lived scribe; Arch Mage Zeraan Taaselfee in the season 762A.1. There were other volumes from other seasons, but it was the most thorough, being revered as the most respected and accurate edition of the Annal, even if it did lack some of the knowledge discovered in later seasons.

      The section of particular interest to anyone wanting to hatch an egg sans dragon-matron was entitled ‘So Your Dragon-Matron has left Her Nest.’ It included extensive information on temperatures required, when and how to rotate the eggs for optimal and proportionate dragonling growth prior to a hatching, how to create a simulated makeshift nest out of saplings, mud and leaves. There was information on the magicks required to supply the embryo with the much needed nutrients for growth within the shell for optimal health and basically everything one would need to know if they were magickally inclined and in possession of a dragon egg in order to see it through to hatching and beyond.

      It is with this knowledge in the most recent and up to date form of the Annals of Dragon Husbandry that we shall defeat Graxxen and no other way. I must speak with Master Danthalas about this, as I’m sure he’s already come to the same conclusion and begun the careful planning we require to secure the eggs before Graxxen has time to hatch a dragonling...

      -Rostioff Fastelaine

      (Scribed in his journal two months prior to their discussion at the high tower before Rostioff was commissioned to head north into the High Pass in search of Turynn and Manya Silverleaf.)
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      Ravak, wide-awake from the fight and meeting the strange Southerners ran through the twists and turns of the High pass. His mind raced as he strode through the night with the speed and endurance only the Barbarians of the North possessed. Although he should have been tired, his short nap and the thought of saving two lives somehow sustained him as he ran back down toward Deep Fiend Lake.

      He wondered how the two had come to be up in the pass at all. Judging by their clothes and unprepared state, they weren’t travelling merchants and had no knowledge of the harsh land in which they had found themselves. The Southerner seemed sincere, but how could Ravak be sure?

      As he ran, he thought about poor Manya. He didn’t even know what she truly looked like; she’d been so badly mauled. It forced him to quicken his pace. He’d do everything in his power to ensure she lived.

      The long run gave him time to think about what life might be like in the South for him. He’d planned to return home after he’d seen the South and tell his people of all he’d learned in hopes he might find the southern people not much different from his own. Perhaps even stave off the clan from inciting the entire horde into going to war against a people who were quite likely harmless. After meeting Turynn and his sister Manya, he was beginning to think his suspicions were correct. Turynn was definitely no warrior, or if he was, his prowess had not yet been revealed. He decided not to make any quick judgements and wait until he had a chance to talk to them in more detail when he got back up to the campsite.

      Turynn and Manya could be useful allies for him to have in a southern city. He would ask a boon of Turynn for helping him and his sister the way he had. Among the Winter Wolf Clan to do what Ravak had done for another constituted a boon be exacted from the person or people whose lives were saved. He had always thought it a little off, but in this case, it would serve him well. Often this was extorted through goods such as hides or a share of land or kills. Ravak would ask that Turynn and Manya be his guides through the South until he learned enough of the culture and the southern lifestyle to make his own way.

      He wanted to befriend them. He didn’t know anyone there and already the companionship of Sleipner was beginning to lack the stimulation of intelligent conversation. He needed people. He liked them and missed interaction with others. Besides, he felt even based on the little he knew of Turynn, that by the way he had thanked Ravak and introduced himself that he seemed to be a man of good character.

      Roundabout daybreak he passed through his hunting camp. He noticed there were several sets of small tracks in the dirt and stopped briefly to examine them. They were small and booted. Some appeared to be bootless and the footprint was small with little claws.

      “Must be goblins,” he thought to himself.

      It seemed the goblins were eager to find whatever or whomever they were searching for, but they had instead found his camp and it appeared they were headed away from the High Pass back toward the Great Northern Plains of the Winter Wolf and Ravak’s village.

      He picked up the pace and widened his path to arc around them through the trees. He doubled back twice to check on the goblin tracks and the second time, he heard faint noise in the distance. He decided to get a closer look and quietly went into a crouch, trotting silently closer to the source to see if he could establish numbers.

      The moon was beginning to settle in the west now and soon the break of dawn’s first light would be on the eastern horizon. He still had enough time to get back to the village and warn the sentries of the possible attack, which would give them time to rouse a party of warriors and head out to prevent the goblins from ever reaching the little village.

      Ravak tried to count the numbers, but it was too dark and the figures passing back and forth through the trees as they searched, making it far too difficult to get an accurate count. He did have good fresh tracks to work with and deduced from those that there appeared to be approximately twenty of the little monsters. They were odd little creatures. Quite bulbous in the middle with green flesh that shone blue under the pale moonlight and pointed ears. All of them brandished a spear, a sword, or some other one handed poorly crafted weapon with a shield in their offhand and most wore leather armour. Their language was guttural and their voices raspy and hissing. They seemed very primitive making Ravak very curious about them. Unfortunately, he did not have time to study them. He had to break hard around them and make his way back to his village before they did. Ravak strode on through the familiar woods and highlands until finally the tree line became sparse and eventually opened up onto the hilly plains of his home.

      The next day was spent in the same fashion. Never stopping, never resting, only running and breathing. All conscious thought had left Ravak’s mind now as he sprinted on. It was a gift of the Barbarians of the North that they could run for great distances without rest, water or food, their minds and bodies working in unison to maintain their being. It was almost magickal and some would call it that, while others would simply attribute the strange ability to them being the quintessential example of a man uncorrupted by the life of civilization in the South.

      He saw smoke rising from the villages on the horizon and pushed on as he strode across the plains. Running was the preferred method of travel for the horde. In fact they were such efficient runners that the Winter Wolf Clan kept very few horses for riding. They had a mounted cavalry division for war, but those men road atop massive horses called Bergdale, trained to fight in battle only. Their backs far too wide, they were not well suited for regular travel on long trails.

      As he came within site of the village firelight, he noticed the first sentry out walking in the plains. The sun was all but completely down beyond the southwestern Mystpeaks now after a full day of running and only the faintest glow remained on the horizon.

      He called out with a wolf howl and the sentry immediately turned toward him and readied his spear. He followed it up with a shout. “It’s me, Ravak!”As he approached he could see it was a warrior by the name Baaradon whom he knew well. “Baaradon! It’s me, Ravak! I have to warn you! There’s a goblin search party not far behind me. I spotted them in the woods and they’re headed down onto the plains toward us. We must notify the Council and raise a party of warriors to meet them at once!” Ravak ran up and grabbed the man’s shoulders as he spoke to look him in the eye and drive home the seriousness of the impending attack.

      “Ravak? But you’ve been gone for a moon now. What are you doing here? Goblins? You’ve gone mad from living out in the wild!” Baaradon broke free of Ravak’s grip and backed away from him lowering his spear toward Ravak’s belly. “Stay back! You’re crazy! You’ve gone completely mad. There’re no goblins round’ here! You were banished by Ekes! Leave! Now!”

      Ravak moved a step closer to speak again, but Baaradon hopped back and brandished his spear threateningly. He could see that this would go nowhere in a hurry so he deftly ran around the man down toward the village with Baaradon giving chase. If he could wake his father and tell him of what he’d seen, he’d surely believe him. He ran full out now covering several yards with each bound, Baaradon was lost behind him.

      He burst through the door of his parent’s hut and looked around wild-eyed. His father was still up sipping a cup of ale. The fire burned brightly. His mother jumped with a start splashing the next day’s stew onto the wall seeing her son come through the door in flurry for the first time in over a moon.

      “Ravak! You scared the life out of us! What are you doing home?”

      “Yes, it better be good boy. When I told you to leave I meant for you to stay gone. Speak your mind, and know that I’m aware of what you took from me when you left,” said Ekes as he pointed the rim of his cup at Ravak with one eye closed.

      Ekes looked at his son for a long moment after the lad finished with his tale, trying to decide if he should believe the fantastic yarn or not. He rose to speak, scratching his beard as he planned out his words.

      “Ravak, I’m not sure I can swallow the whole story, but I’d rather be safe than sorry. Let’s get the horn blowers out and get a hunting party together quickly. They’ll be on us soon enough if you’re right.”

      The two men ran out of the hut and went over to one of the small shacks where the horn blower sentries were stationed. The horn blowers were always on duty to warn of an impending attack. Ekes being one of the village elders had the authority to sound the alarm and did so. The first horn sounded and only a few seconds later came the next. Within a minute, all of the horns around the village were howling. Men, warriors on the clan watch, began to appear from the doorways of the huts in the village hastily gearing up for the impending attack. Once clothed and readied, they all gathered at the center of town for instruction. Ravak and Ekes stood waiting for them all. When they arrived, Ekes spoke.

      “My son has been living in the hills for the last moon. He says he’s seen this past night a party of goblin soldiers headed down out of the hills just south of here. He believes they may be following the trail of two Southerners Ravak has rescued up in the High Pass and after finding his camp, followed the trail north out onto the plains toward our village. He’s come back to warn us of the danger.” Ekes turned and looked at his son as he spoke that last bit.

      Ravak could see the look in his eye. It was something he seldom saw from the old codger. Ekes had pride in his eye. His father was proud that in spite of his banishment and the fight they’d had, Ravak proved to be a big enough man to return to save his people from another late night attack.

      “Southerners?” came the first cry. “Maybe we should just let these goblins take them if they’re Southerners. What were they doing in the north anyway?”

      Then another spoke. “Where are the Southerners now? How do we know they aren’t in league with the goblins? How do we know Ravak isn’t in league with them? We haven’t seen him in a moon and when he left, you’d banished him from your hut. Mayhap this is a boy’s revenge on his harsh old father?”

      Ekes raised his hands to calm and silence the rabble. “I know it all seems a little much to swallow right now, friends. But I assure you there are goblins out there headed this way. Not a moon ago they killed my brother and his family while they slept here in our own village. There may be only twenty of them and if we hurry to prepare for them, there need be no Winter Wolf bloodshed this eve. We can take one prisoner and find out where they are encamped, perhaps find out what their agenda is in our land.”

      “We will move to the edge of the village and split into two parties. Ravak has advised the path of approach. We’ll attempt to move out around them and flank the party from both sides. Kill them all save one. Let’s move out!”

      Although there was much rumbling among the men for being rousted from their homes at such an hour on the warnings of a banished young man, they followed Ekes’ orders and headed out toward the edge of town. Ravak planned to lead the way. His father stopped him with a hand on his chest before he left.

      “Where do you think you’re going, boy?”

      “I’m no boy! I’m a man! I suffered all the trials and earned the right to be called a man! I’m going to help defend my people. Stand aside.” Ravak looked his father in the eyes as he spoke and pushed past Ekes with the strength of his massive young frame.

      But the older man was quick and a seasoned warrior who’d been in many battles. He swung his spear down around his waist and gripped it in his other hand. With one fluid deft motion brought it to a halt under Ravak’s left foot and in front of the right. Ravak’s brash posture and rushed movement threw him off balance and he was sent tumbling into the dirt sprawling on his belly with his hands out in front of him. He quickly wheeled around to face up at his father as he spit the dirt from his mouth. The old bastard stood above him laughing with the spear slung over his shoulder and one hand on his hip in a cocky manner. Only a moment earlier he’d been proudly announcing to the village how Ravak had come to save them and now this?

      “For a man, you sure lack the balance and patience of a TRUE Winter Wolf.” Ekes laughed harder.

      He trotted off toward the edge of town to meet the other men. Ravak could feel tears welling up in his eyes and his lip began to quiver. Why did the old man treat him this way? Why had he never been outwardly proud of Ravak or shown any sense of pride for his son’s growth into a man, an accomplished hunter and tanner, and even as he became a young warrior? It seemed Ravak couldn’t win with him. He realized in that moment, lying in the dirt, that it wouldn’t matter what he did, his father was never going to change the way he treated him. He’d accomplished what he’d come back into the village for. He’d warned his people of danger and now he had another task to tend to. He needed supplies and he needed to get back to Turynn and Manya. He rose to his feet, brushed the dirt from his clothes, and took a deep breath to help heal his wounded pride.

      Screw that old goat and his stubborn hide, Ravak thought to himself as he walked over to the large, raised hut of the old shaman.

      The village witchdoctor, Kadok, didn’t like Ravak, but he needed some of the Healing Elixir if Manya had any chance of surviving the life threatening wounds she’d suffered at the hands of the Deep Fiend. He wrapped on the knocker outside the hut and waited patiently.

      “Go away!” hissed the raspy old voice from within. “Let an old man sleep, ye’ damn fools!”

      “Kadok, it’s Ravak! I’m in need of medicine to help a wounded woman back up in the mountains.”

      “Ravak? I had a dream about you last moon,” came another hiss. “Go away! You always were a stupid boy and you’re not welcome in my home!” barked the old conjurer. This was par for the course with this crotchety old fool. Ravak shook his head and kicked the dirt.

      “Kadok! I demand you let me in. A woman’s life depends on it. She’s mortally wounded by the Deep Fiend and if I don’t get some Healing Elixir back to her she will surely perish!” He was beginning to get quite annoyed at the old man’s game now.

      “Good!” came the old mystic’s heated response. “If she’s a friend of yours, she’s likely a damn fool and one less fool in the wyrld would do us some good! Now get lost, you brash young pup, and let an old man have his rest!”

      Ravak turned red with fury. The wicked old man had injured what little pride his father’s lashing had left him with. He’d slept very little, run for the better part of a day, and been in two heated battles that nearly cost him his life. He wasn’t going to let this rickety old bag of bones dictate whether Manya Silverleaf would live or die.

      He stomped up the three steps to the witchdoctor’s hut and booted the door in while at the same time yelling;

      “I’m coming in, Kadok!”

      The old man, still in bed and became lost in a ruffle of hide blankets at the shock of his door being booted in. Kadok scrambled to his feet to meet his intruder.

      “Kadok! Where are your Healing Elixirs? A person’s life depends on it. Tell me now, you little, old fool!”

      Kadok was much less imposing without his full headdress, mask, and various creepy totems he usually had on his person. For the first time, Ravak saw him for what he truly was; a timid, little, old man in a loincloth, openly afraid of the huge young Barbarian who’d bashed his door in.

      “Now, now, Ravak, don’t get so excited. I’ve a store of the elixirs right here.” Kadok reached down for a crate on the floor beside a large alter he kept for performing his rituals.

      Ravak looked around the hut as the old mystic scrounged for some bottles of medicine, muttering incoherently as he did so. The hut was like any other in their village, wood, mud and thatch but much larger due to Kadok’s respected station within the community and a site messier than Ravak’s mother’s hut. The only exception was a large ceremonial fire pit directly in the center of the room with a massive iron cauldron hung over it warmed by a low fire.

      The walls were lined with shelves filled with jars all carefully marked and catalogued for the shaman to make his various mystic brews and to perform his magick rituals with. There was a giant black crow stuffed and sitting as if perched atop one of the joists in the roof. It gave Ravak the creeps; it looked so lifelike. There were various masks hanging from the walls each more scary and evil looking than the next. Some were in the form of foxes with hides and eyes attached, some in the form of wolves. There was an impressive eagle mask as well. Ravak had never seen the witchdoctor wear the eagle headdress before and he walked over and reached out to touch the brilliantly preserved plumage.

      “Don’t touch that!” snapped the old conjurer as he jumped between Ravak and the impressive looking piece of finery. “It’s enchanted and only I can touch it or its powers will dwindle.”

      “What’s it for?” asked Ravak as he peered around the little old man at the beautiful eagle plumage, the old man swatting at his still outstretched hand.

      “None of your damn business! That’s what it’s for! Now here! Take these potions and get out!” The old witchdoctor shoved three bottles of Healing Elixir at Ravak and shoved him back toward the door. He grabbed for his staff and a wolf headdress, which he quickly donned slightly cocked on his head.

      Ravak thought the old shaman to look quite a comical. Kadok threateningly gesticulated at him with the staff to move toward the broken door. He chuckled, but backed toward the door with his free hand up in a sign of passivity. The old man was now hopping at him and lunging threateningly with the staff and howling as if he might actually attack. The head of the staff was a small fox’s skull with hawk’s feathers affixed to its neck. It was supposedly enchanted. A powerful totem for doling out curses from what Ravak had heard. He was doubtful at the power of the staff or the old fool considering his current appearance, but he smiled broadly and backed out of the hut peacefully. A Far cry from the nightmare creature he had dreamed was doling out curses last moon, he thought to himself.

      “Thank you, Kadok! Manya and Turynn Silverleaf thank you too for you have saved her life this eve without even breaking your crusty facade to do so!” Ravak laughed out loud as he wheeled around to leave.

      “You’d best get out of here before I turn you into a toad, boy! I’ve had just about enough of your childish teasing!” The old man lunged at Ravak from the steps of his hut wearing nothing but a loincloth and the half cocked wolf headdress while brandishing his fox staff.

      Ravak looked back and laughed again as he ran off down the street toward his own hut to see his mother and gather up the last of what he needed before heading back up into the High Pass. His mother must have stayed awake when his father left the hut as there was still light coming from the windows. Excitement filled Ravak at the thought of seeing her again. He burst through the door looking around for her. She stood over by the fire tending a pan of some sort of meat that was sizzling away.

      “Mum? Little late for supper isn’t it?”

      “Ravak! Oh, my son! How are you?” she exclaimed, putting her fork down and rushing over with her arms open to hug her boy.

      Ravak hugged her long and kissed her on the cheek.

      “I’m doing real well, mum. I’ve been camping up in the foothills and I’ve been hunting and tanning. I even found a ram and tamed him. His name is Sleipner. I’m planning to travel across the Mystpeaks into the cities of the south to trade and explore.”

      Ravak went on to explain the tale of the Deep Fiend and the two injured travellers he’d saved and of the goblin search party he’d encountered as well.

      His mother’s eyes were wide with astonishment as Ravak unwound the chaotic tale. They sat and ate a nice bit of venison with some fresh bread she’d baked that morning and talked of Ravak’s future plans. He reassured her more than once that he planned to return home to the village to tell her of his travels, but he simply could not be bound to the life of a Winter Wolf hunter. He told her of the insatiable curiosity he burned with to see the wyrld and to learn of the things that happened outside the clan.

      “Well, Ravak, I’m very proud of you for what you’ve done already and I understand you’re wanting to find your way. Your father’s been hard on you and you need to make your life out from under his shadow.”

      Ravak’s smile disappeared at the mention of his father and he lowered his head as he felt his face redden with shame and frustration. He felt the tears well up in his eyes. Why couldn’t the old man be proud of him like his mother was? He had excelled at everything he’d done in his life. That should make any father proud.

      “Well, mum, I don’t think dad cares for me much. He never really has. I don’t know why. All I’ve ever done is tried to make him proud and for some reason, he feels I’m less than a man, not worthy to fight alongside my own people and he laughs at me.” Ravak rubbed at his eyes to prevent the flow of tears from becoming visible.

      “Oh, it’s not as bad as all that, son. He’s stubborn and prideful. He brags about you.  Whenever he’s around those old fools at the Council meetings or when we go down to the town hall to eat with the others. All he does is talk about how you are out on your own already at seventeen and how you’re making a good living as a hunter. He doesn’t even know what you’ve told me and he still brags. He’s really very proud of you, Ravak. He just has a tough time showing it. Winter Wolf men are not good with their feelings. You are the exception to that rule and I’m afraid it’s done you more harm than good as you came up in the clan. I’ve tempered your warrior’s spirit with the love of a good mother so that when you marry, you’ll be good to your wife and gentle in your treatment of her and your children.” She rubbed his shoulder and wiped a tear away from the young man’s eye with her apron as she spoke.

      Ravak brushed her hand away and rose. He walked over to the window to look out, his brow furrowed in frustration.

      “He brags about me to the town’s folk? Really? Why? All he’s ever done is push me and tell me I’m not good enough and I would never amount to anything. If what you say is true, why would he be so cruel to a son he loves so dearly?” Ravak waved his arms in exasperation.

      “Ravak, I know it’s hard to accept, but he really does love you and you are his greatest joy. Hopefully he’ll soften with age and will come to realize that talking to you about life and how proud he really is of you is far more important than maintaining his appearance of stone in front of the other hunters. Hopefully he’ll come to realize you’re among the best and the brightest of our people and that you and yours will usher in a new era for the clan.” She rubbed his arm and reached for his hand to pull him close for another hug, standing upon her tip toes to kiss his forehead as she did.

      “I’d love to stay and chat, but I really have to get back to Turynn and Manya. They need this medicine and I need to return to the campsite and get some sleep. I don’t think I’m even thinking straight anymore. I’ve been running for a day straight and it’s another day back. Thank you for supper. I’m going to borrow some of dad’s whisky and ale. Luv’ you!”

      He scampered around the hut now like when he was a boy gathering up supplies and filling a pack, he grabbed from one of his father’s trunks. He filled it with a few skins of ale and whisky, and threw in a couple blocks of cheese his mother gave him. She made up a special bag for him filled with all sorts of wonderful spices so he could cook things a little more flavorfully than all the dried salted venison jerky he’d been eating. She even tied two nice pots onto the pack for him. After he’d given her a brief explanation, she supplied him with one of her finest travelling dresses for him to take back to the poor, injured and naked Manya who laid suffering back at the camp site.  He gave his mother one last kiss and hug then he bounded out the door with packs swinging and pots clanking as he went. Off he ran, for the edge of town before his mother could finish her sentence telling him to be careful.

      He passed his father and the war party on his way out onto the plains. They were returning with their captive. He stopped to meet his father and see what had happened. “How did it go? Did anyone get hurt?”

      “No, we were ready for them. I don’t think they were expecting to find us coming out onto the plains to meet them. They had nowhere to run, but they tried anyway. They don’t seem very bright, sure are violent little cusses! I’ll give them that! They put up a hell of a fight for their size! Other than a couple of scrapes and cuts, we’re all fine and we cut them down pretty quickly. You’ll see some goblin heads on pikes on your way back up toward the hills. We left them as a warning to the rest should anyone come looking for them.” He stopped and paused a moment as he gathered his thoughts. “Ravak, you’ve done a good thing here today. Had you not warned us, Baaradon would likely have been killed and none of us would even have known until those little bastards were inside one of our huts again! People could have died, but you prevented that. You did well, son.” He placed a hand on Ravak’s shoulder.

      Ravak could tell it was difficult for the old man to get the words out. This was the most profound conversation they’d ever had.

      “Thank you, father. I’m happy you’re proud of me.” He wanted to say more, but he felt his face redden and his voice crack as he spoke. “I have to go now. I have people depending on me to get back up to the High Pass. A young woman’s life depends on it. I’ll come back and visit you and mum again one day. I promise.” He took off at a quick jog with pack rustling and pots clattering. He looked back and waved goodbye to his father, who stood looking proudly out over the plain at his son as he strode off into the dark of the evening.1

    

    
      
      

      1 An introduction to the Study of the History of the Arcane Arts

      “Let it be known to the apprentice with aspirations for magedom that before one can learn to wield magick that he or she, as the case may be, must first understand its history, it’s place in the present day wyrld, and it’s intended future, in that order.

      Firstly we will examine the history of magick and to do so one must become familiar with the schools there in. Each school or sphere as they are more properly referred to, is represented by a color matching the aura of the magick that is the central focus of its students’ study. In turn then each color represents a different Sphere of Power. There is blue for Water Magick as well as healing and protection. Green for nature, shamanism, and Conjuration Magick. White for Air Magick, truth and justice, as well as Enchantment Magick. Purple & black for evil Blood Magick and Necromancy. Yellow and orange for the summoning of Fire Magick and brown for the summoning of Earth Magick.....”

      -  A.M. Xanaathos Excelsiior, The Study of the History of the Arcane Arts, Season: 1002 A.1, Required reading for any first season apprentice at the High Tower of Sorcery.
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      Ravak got back to the campsite as promised by mid afternoon on the second day. Absolutely exhausted, he couldn’t remember when he’d ever pushed himself so hard before. His clothes were covered in sweat from head to toe in spite of the chill spring air. He was badly dehydrated from running so long without stopping. He ran into the camp and fell to his knees at Manya’s side. Infection had set in and she seemed in terrible shape. The sweet scent of decay had set it. It made Ravak want to vomit but he maintained his composure for her sake. Turynn had not yet returned from gathering wood and water for the day.

      Ravak carefully uncorked one of the potion bottles, then held her lips open and poured small amounts into her mouth a few drops at a time so as not to spill any of the precious Healing Elixir. After he’d given her about one third of a bottle, he replaced the cork and rolled over, lying down on the ground beside her in the dirt and stared at the blue afternoon sky in the canyon high above while he caught his breath.

      He breathed in deeply and yawned. He couldn’t remember ever being so tired in his whole life. His eyes closed and he fell into a deep and much needed slumber right there on the rocky ground under a blue spring sky.

      He awoke to the familiar playful whinnying of Sleipner. A night sky filled the top of the canyon and a fire crackled away beside him. He heard Turynn’s voice laughing and talking to Sleipner as he sat up to survey the scene. The two were having a grand time. Turynn had a piece of balled up dirty hide he was tossing around the big clearing in the dark and Sleipner would run off to fetch it and bring it back.

      When Sleipner saw Ravak awake, he kicked in the air and greeted him playfully nudging the large man to get up and join in the fun. Ravak rubbed his head and tossed the disgusting soggy rag ball out into the night for Sleipner to fetch and rose to his feet.

      “Good morning!” came Turynn’s coy greeting. “Or should I say good evening?” He strode over to Ravak with his hand extended again. Ravak, still groggy and dumbfounded, was not quick witted enough to raise his own hand this time. Turynn reached out and grabbed it up for him. He shook his hand heartily showing Ravak how the gesture worked. Ravak smiled and began to shake hands back. “How did you sleep?”

      “Like a babe, thank you. I’m very hungry,” was the ravenous Barbarian’s reply, as he looked around for his packs of dried venison. When Barbarians used their enhanced powers of endurance, it sapped the body of much needed rest and nourishment in a way a southern man could never understand.

      “I’ve prepared a nice meal for us over here.” Turynn gestured over to some furs he’d laid out with various foods on them. “I hope you don’t mind, but I opened some of the cheese from your pack and took a drink of some of the very fine ales you returned with. I was also pleasantly surprised to find the nice array of spices you brought back with you. I know they’re plentiful here, but back home, such spices would cost a man a moon’s wages. I used them sparingly, but thought you would appreciate a well seasoned meal after our ordeal.”

      The spread looked outstanding. This man knew his food and Ravak felt ravenous. He’d cooked up a couple of rabbits. Some sort of leafy green salad mixed with herbs filled a large barken bowl. A pot of hot bubbling liquid on the fire smelled amazing. The scent wafted over to him, sweet, lemony and it made his mouth water. He could also smell the familiar and enticing aroma of Wild Basil and Arctic Peppercorns coming off the warm steaming meat. He turned around smiling as he surveyed the campsite. Turynn had cleaned things up and really made the place seem homey. He’d placed some fresh cut logs around the fire to sit on and built a nice rock pile around the fire pit to keep the coals hot for cooking. He had even gathered a large pile of firewood, just as Ravak requested, that had all been chopped and placed into nice neat piles of tinder kindling and fuel at one edge of the camp under the bows of a large pine to protect them from the possibility of rain. In front of the woodpiles, a little closer to the fire, were the nicely formed pine bow beds with several thick hides laid on top of them to soften the experience of sleeping on the hard rocky ground of the High Pass.

      “Before we eat, I wonder if you could help me move Manya onto those fresh hides there? I think she will be more comfortable.”

      Ravak looked over at Turynn slightly dumbfounded and nodded. He had not expected this. Quite frankly he didn’t know what to expect. They’d met under such terrible circumstances and things happened so quickly. Ravak realized he really didn’t know anything about this man or his sister. It turned out Turynn could be quite resourceful. Ravak was very happy and appreciative for it. When he’d first come upon them, he assumed the man to be a soft Southerner of the sort his father had told him of. The kind of person used to the luxury of city life and soft to the ways of the wild country.

      They carefully grabbed the edges of the hide Manya lay on and moved her over to the new bed. Her bleeding had completely stopped and it appeared that since Ravak gave her a draught of the Healing Elixir, most of her minor cuts and scrapes had healed up almost completely and were now taking on the appearance of scabs and scars. The potion was powerful and Ravak knew that if it worked, it would not take long to get the young lady back up onto her feet. They unrolled her from the slightly blood stained hide she’d spent the last couple of days in and once again wiped down her wounds before they rolled her in a fresh hide. They placed her into the new bed gingerly, made sure she was comfortable, and headed over to the fireside to sit down to dinner. Sleipner lay outside the firelight under a small pine sleeping happily and deeply.

      Ravak ate heartily and enjoyed every last bite of the succulently prepared rabbit. The salad which tasted delicious, Turynn had mixed from tender Wild Rhubarb and some Northern Chard that grew in the hills. He’d made a dressing of some Wild Honey and the juice of some Ginger Root he’d found in the pack.

      This man knew how to cook and had a great understanding of fine herbs and spices. Ravak liked him already, or least of ways, had great respect for any man who could cook with such artistry. For the Winter Wolf Clan, cooking was considered a woman’s work. It was more a necessity than a pleasure, but Ravak always had a fondness for herbs and spices growing up and really enjoyed it when his mother would give him a quick lesson in how to season food.

      Filled with ginger and honey tea, the pot steamed and bubbled away over the fire. They mixed that with a healthy dose of whisky and sat by the fire quietly drinking and talking, enjoying their meal while Manya and Sleipner slept peacefully. Ravak relayed the tale of the goblins to Turynn and told him how the Winter Wolf war party had slain them and taken a prisoner to plan their attack on the mischievous little creature’s camp.

      “I don’t know how I can ever repay you, Ravak. You’ve saved us both from a very unpleasant end. Those goblins had captured my sister and I. We managed to make our escape, but then ran into that terrible ghoul in the lake and it nearly finished us. Had it not been for your little camp, we’d have surely been the Swamp Troll Ghoul’s next meal.” He paused and smiled long at the young Barbarian appreciatively. “You’ve made a lifelong friend in me today and proven you are man of immeasurable honor and trustworthiness, not to mention one of the bravest and finest warriors I’ve ever met. If your people are only half the man you are, I can’t imagine how or why the tales of your kind as being wicked savages ever came into being. You’re a kind and gentle soul with honor beyond reproach. I intend to reward you handsomely when we return home to Hilltop.”

      “What is Hilltop?” Ravak asked as he took a big swig directly from the whisky skin.

      “Hilltop? You don’t even know the city that lies directly south of the pass we’re now in?” Turynn looked at Ravak wide-eyed in amazement.

      Ravak shook his head, feeling the familiar reddening of his cheeks flush him.

      “I’ve never been south of the Mystpeaks before. I was headed that way when we crossed paths, but this is truly the farthest from home I’ve ever been.”

      “Hilltop, dear boy, is only the largest and finest city in the northern regions of the lands south of the Mystpeaks. Hilltop is our home. Back in Hilltop we own a sizable and reputable business called the Black Dragon Inn & Trading Post. I plan to pay you double..... no, no..... triple for all these hides you have here and then give you a fine room to live in while you get yourself settled. You and I meeting was fate, my good man. Make no mistake about that.” Turynn took a large bite of rabbit and washed it down with a huge swig of tea and whiskey as he spoke.

      Ravak smiled at the Southerner and raised his whisky skin up in an appreciative toast to Turynn Silverleaf’s fine offer. A gesture they both understood. Turynn toasted him back and they laughed heartily. After the fine meal and an hour of conversation, Turynn comically declared he felt quite sleepy from having done all the work in the camp that day while Ravak ‘was off traipsing through the woods.’ He decided to turn in for the night on the soft pine bow bed he’d made next to his sister.

      Ravak stayed awake for some time as he’d slept all day. He noticed among his many other skills that Turynn was also something of a bowyer and a fletcher. He’d fashioned himself an excellent long bow out of a well selected long pine branch, had whittled, and oiled it with rabbit fat already and had used one of the bow strings Ravak had in his packs. He’d also made up what appeared to be around four dozen arrows from the arrowheads in the packs as well. This would save Ravak a great deal of work down the road. He examined the handiwork of the Southerner closely. The bow was very long, but not a recurve like his people of the Winter Wolf Clan used. It was drawn very taut and seemed as though it could carry an arrow a great distance. He evaluated the arrows the man had made and selected a fine-looking specimen. He took aim at a nearby tree to test the worthiness of the weapon. To his astonishment, the bow was very well made and the arrow quite true. It struck the tree hard. The binding on the arrowhead was a different method than he’d been taught. These Southerners lived a completely different lifestyle and he imagined arrowhead bindings were just the beginning of the differences he’d come to see as the days went on.

      Turynn made quite an impression on Ravak. He wondered what secrets Manya would reveal when she awoke. His decision to ask the boon of them for help in the South was a wise one. Only now it appeared he need not even ask. It seemed Turynn planned to indenture himself to the Northerner out of gratitude. Ravak was quite pleased with himself and his new friends.

      He decided to head down to the Deep Fiend Lake for a midnight bath and took Sleipner along for the walk. The water calm and cool, reflected the moonlight from high above the peaks like a mirror. It shed thin fingers of pale blue light on the scene through the trees above. He had only one bar of soap from home and realized now it might have been a good idea to take a couple more for the long road ahead. He washed quickly as the water was very cold and when he got out, wrapped himself in a deer hide he brought with him and proceeded to wash his clothes by hand. They stunk and were stained with Deep Fiend blood. The night was calm and silent and all he heard was the gentle movement of the water and the scrubbing of the soap on his blood stained clothes.

      He finished up his washing by draping his wet clothes over Sleipner’s back to carry them back to the campsite. Ravak’s ear perked. He thought he heard the sound of a dry branch snapping and it occurred to him he’d come down to the shore unarmed. He went into a crouch with the deer hide bunched up around his neck, naked and unarmed. If a foe made an attempt to attack them now in the dark, Sleipner would likely bolt straight back to the campsite, leading whatever was in the forest watching them right back to Turynn and Manya. He and Sleipner remained silent in the bushes at the edge of the lake waiting for another sound to give away the position of whatever was out there.

      Turynn still slept when he’d left and didn’t even know where Ravak had gone. He heard another sound, this time rustling of feet in some dry leaves, and it was followed by a shushing sound as if someone were scolding another to keep quiet, immediately followed by the low whispering tones of voices arguing with one another. The sounds came from some twenty yards to the southeast of his position, but he couldn’t make out anything. He could now pick out the shadow of two small figures gesticulating with their arms in the woods. He used the opportunity to quietly and quickly change position, leading Sleipner back into the brush a little deeper and closer to the mouth of the pass, and very loosely lashed him to a sapling so the ram could escape if he had to. Ravak carefully slid out of the hide he had enrobed himself in and slid it noiselessly over Sleipner’s back. He stood completely naked, but mobile. He searched the ground for a large dead branch he could wield as a club. After finding one and holding it menacingly in front of himself to evaluate its worthiness as a weapon, he heard another rustling of leaves. This time it was much closer than before. He ducked down behind a stump and looked into the bush along the shore to see the two small forms moving closer to his position.

      They appeared to be goblins from what he could see, but goblins were known to travel in large groups for safety as they were quite small creatures so this seemed a rather unusual encounter. It must only be a scouting party, he thought to himself. He wasn’t sure if they’d seen him reposition himself and the ram, but they did seem to be coming this way so he held his position, watched and waited. They whispered to each other; they were terrible at keeping quiet to stalk their prey.

      The goblins seemed to fumble around the lake some and then walked right past his hiding spot and appeared to be headed for the pass back toward the campsite. Ravak had to stop them or they’d come upon his two sleeping defenceless companions. He carefully and quietly unlashed Sleipner from the sapling after they had passed about ten yards ahead and began to follow.

      Ravak moved silently with no clothes on, but the rough ground covered in small jagged rocks and pine needles was very painful to walk on in the dark with no boots. Nonetheless, he moved on taking up an offensive position behind the two unsuspecting goblins. He had to take them by surprise and planned to use Sleipner to accomplish this. At one point the pass narrowed up ahead and this is where he would make his surprise attack. He followed close as they approached the narrows and just as they walked into the thinning corridor he released Sleipner’s bridle and slapped him on the ass so hard, it sounded like a whip cracking.

      He yelled, “Hyah!”

      Sleipner reared up and ran straight at the two startled goblins as they began to turn around and draw their short swords. Sleipner was so afraid that he overtook them and bowled one of them completely over.

      Ravak charged at the two confused goblins and the one still standing managed to get off a swing with his short sword, which Ravak deftly parried off with the heavy wooden club. He brought the club around from the blocking maneuver in one smooth motion to land directly into the side of the goblin’s face. It collapsed the tiny creature’s skull and he went down hard, landing face down with his legs and arms bent at odd angles in an unnatural way that lets a hunter know the prey will not be getting back up. The other goblin rose to his feet now and swung widely at Ravak as he tried to run past him to escape. Ravak knew he could not let that happen and if he did, the little rotter was going to be back within the hour swarming their camp with more of his kind ready to kill them or take them captive for food. He jumped to one side to dodge a wild swing of the little goblin’s short sword and stuck out his foot to trip the awkward little creature. The goblin went sprawling face-first in the dirt. Ravak reacted swiftly bringing the heavy club down into the back of the goblin’s skull, crushing the life out of him with one well placed blow.

      He quickly surveyed the situation and filled the goblins’ armor with stones to sink them into the lake so as not to draw attention to the scene of the fight. After doing this, he used a pine bow to brush away any tracks that might give away the scene and to erase the tracks they had all left back down to the lake to ensure any other goblin scouts would not find the camp or give chase.

      He’d completed his task of dumping the small bodies and was sweeping the ground around the lake with the pine bow as he backed himself toward the pass to his campsite, concealing his tracks as he went. He was so focused on his work he didn’t notice someone approaching and backed right into him while completely naked and brandishing a pine bow.

      Ravak stood bolt upright and wheeled around holding the harmless pine bow like a weapon as he assumed he’d been set upon by another goblin scouting party. He found only Turynn standing there with a grin on his face, trying not to laugh at the huge naked Barbarian standing at the ready with his tree branch held menacingly.

      “What in the name of the gods are you doing out here, Northerner?” asked Turynn. “Your buck naked and sweeping the earth. Is this some sort of tribal ritual?” He tried not to laugh as he spoke.

      Ravak could tell that Turynn found this all quite amusing.

      “That damn goat of yours ran back into the camp site and scared the tar out of me! Even woke up Manya! What are you doing out here?” He asked again pointedly with his hands in the air.

      “I was covering my tracks. I came to the lake for a bath and was almost ambushed by goblins. I killed them, dumped their bodies in the lake, and was trying to cover my tracks so the rest of their kind wouldn’t find the campsite before we set out on the morrow.” Ravak was quite embarrassed and dropped the pine bow in favor of covering up his nethyr region.

      Turynn looked him in the eye for a moment, still grinning.

      “Well, come on then. Manya will want to meet her saviour. Now she’ll get to see you naked so the two of you will be fare as a square!” Turynn laughed out loud as he turned back to the mouth of the pass back to camp.

      “Try to restrain yourself, Turynn! There may be other goblins out here,” Ravak said as he placed a hand on the Southerner’s shoulder.

      “Please remove that hand, sir. It has been places I dare not mention and now it is touching my shoulder.”

      Ravak’s hand recoiled. Once again he was aware of his nakedness and refilled with shame. The two headed back to camp with Ravak begging Turynn to borrow his shirt to cover himself. This went on for several minutes while the Southerner took great joy in tormenting the Northerner while he kept saying that since Ravak had seen his sister Manya naked, this was a just reward to make the two even. They were about twenty-five yards from the mouth of the clearing when Turynn softened and took pity on the poor naked man and stopped to take off his shirt. Ravak quickly wrapped it around his waist in an effort to cover as much of his unmentionables as possible. He trotted on to catch up to Turynn as he entered the clearing and headed across to the campsite.

      When they got back, Sleipner was lying next to Manya. She was trying to sit up and drink from a water skin Turynn had left her with. She tried to get up when she saw them approaching, but Turynn broke into a jog toward her with his arm raised.

      “Manya, lay down, you don’t need to get up.”

      Ravak walked by her tightly gripping Turynn’s shirt around his large pelvis as best he could. His face turned bright red with shame. He headed straight for his packs for some hides to cover with. He smiled at Manya shyly and said hello in a very low tone as he scrambled by her with his bare buttocks exposed and shining like a harvest moon in the firelight. He rummaged through the packs where he found a suitable elk hide and flung it around himself then headed back to the fire.

      “Manya, this is our brave and sturdy rescuer, Ravak,” Turynn exclaimed as he motioned toward Ravak proudly. Manya was sitting upright against a log on her bed, grinning sheepishly at the large Northerner.

      “I’ll say he’s sturdy all right.” She smiled again as she spoke and extended her hand toward Ravak. He walked over to her and reached out to shake her hand. She smiled up at him. “Ravak, in the South when you greet a man, you shake his hand, but when you greet a lady and she extends her hand to you, it is customary for a gentleman to kiss the hand he is offered.”

      Ravak blushed visibly and apologized. “I am truly sorry, mah’ lady. I am dumb to the customs of your people.” He reached out and kissed the young lady’s hand and abashedly headed back to his bed on the other side of Turynn and sat facing the fire.

      “It’s quite alright, Ravak. I must thank you for your aid. Had it not been for your quick reaction and heroics, we’d be at the bottom of the lake now or in the belly of that foul rotting Swamp Troll.”

      Ravak glanced over toward her as she spoke. She appeared young, not more than twenty by the look of her face and eyes, but to Ravak, still his senior. He felt shy around her and intimidated by the fact his two new companions were both Southerners.

      She had long, thick hazel ringlets that hung about her youthful, smiling face like the bows of a willow, if somewhat mussed from the crusted blood from her ordeal. Her cheeks were rosy in spite of her fragile state. Her eyes told a story of wisdom and a great mystery Ravak could not understand, perhaps not even Manya understood it. Ravak could not quite put his mind to what he felt in that moment, but decided he quite enjoyed it, whatever it was. He’d decided her beautiful beyond any woman he’d ever laid eyes on in the horde.

      As he spoke to her and examined those sweet young eyes trying to determine just what it was that set his mind to mystery about them, he inadvertently flicked an eyebrow up at her while he spoke. He’d never done that before. He smiled broadly at the beautiful young Southern woman and sat back against a log near the fire to watch the red-hot embers at the bottom of the pit dance as they kissed the night air.

      Turynn was also a good-looking specimen of a Southerner. Ravak had more of a basis for judgment of Turynn’s appearance due to the traders he’d seen come and go from the village of his family. He wasn’t a particularly tall man and nor his sister Manya a very tall woman. She was of average height for a woman and he was of slightly less than average height for a man. Not to say the Southerner was short, but he was nowhere near as tall or broad in the back as Ravak. Turynn also had dark ringleted hair he kept short poking out from behind the bandages that now wrapped his wounded skull. His dark eyes had far less joy and mystery to them than those of his younger sister. Turynn looked to be in his thirties to Ravak, but he was unsure as the man’s face was somewhat weathered and the massive claw wound made it difficult to ascertain much more. Still, Turynn had a smile and a way about him that made a person want to go along with just about anything he said. That actually unnerved the Winter Wolf to some degree.

      “So what do you do?” asked Ravak to break the silence.

      They had all been quietly staring, hypnotized by the shifting and scintillating lights of the red coals. Turynn looked at Manya and smiled coyly then poked at the fire with a small stick he’d been fiddling with.

      Manya spoke up first, “We run an inn and trading post called the Black Dragon in the city of Hilltop.”

      “I already told him that,” Turynn interrupted.

      “No, no, I mean what do you REALLY do? I know Hilltop is your home and you make your living running an inn, but I sense there is more to the two of you than simple traders. For instance, Turynn, I noticed you fashioned a handily crafted bow and several arrows last eve before I arose, which leads me to believe you also know how to use that bow as a weapon or hunting implement or else why craft it? I also notice you wore the clothes of people who were accustomed to a very soft lifestyle when you were accosted by those goblins, judging by your soft cloth pants and your white blood stained blouse. A man who makes his living off the land does not dress thusly to venture into the mountains unless he is naive to the ways of the wild. And you, Manya, I notice you have very fine hair with a shine and fullness I’ve never seen on any of the women of my clan.” She blushed and lowered her gaze timidly.

      “For that matter you both simply seem to carry an air of dignity and honor about you not befitting most of the Southern traders that have come my way in past seasons. No, I would say that the Black Dragon Inn & Trading Post is not your purpose for being here, unless there is much more to this place than you have let on.” Ravak booted at the fire some, playing with the coals as he finished his assessment of the two Southerners.

      “Ravak, you’re right on all accounts. You are a much more astute and less a savage beast than I would have originally taken your for after seeing you dispatch that ghoul last night. We are no travel-hardened traders by any means, though we do own and operate a rather unique trading post back in Hilltop. What we do is acquire things of great value. Then we resell them to the people of our city and to wealthy customers in other nearby cities and kingdoms. So we are in fact as I have said, humble traders, merchants; it’s just we sometimes take on very specific and pricey tasks that seldom, but in this case, required our venturing out into the wilds.” Turynn drawled on the word acquire, lending an air of mystery to it, and again that coy smile found his lips as he finished his fanciful little blurb to the Barbarian. He took a nice sized swig of the Northern Ale.

      Turynn had a smile with the curve of a rapier. There was something about it Ravak simply couldn’t make sense of. It might have been wisdom, but it was more of a slyness that he picked up from Turynn when he smiled like that. As if the Southerner were saying something without using his words.

      “Ok, you acquire things and resell them. That still doesn’t really explain what you would have been doing up here in the Mystpeaks. What do the goblins have to do with any of it?”

      Manya responded to Ravak’s inquiry. “We were commissioned by my master, Rostioff Fastelaine, the Arch Mage of Elemental Sorcery at the Tower of High Sorcery in the city of Stromsgate, to acquire something quite rare and unique rumored to be in these mountains. When the goblins had set upon us, we were actually just searching for a pass up into the Mystpeaks. We’ve never been on this side of the range before. We weren’t making any headway either. We couldn’t even find this pass!” She turned to look over at her older brother.

      His face reddened slightly as if he were embarrassed he’d been unable to find the mouth of the vary pass they were now camped in. “No, I don’t suppose we could, sister. We had come back and forth several times across the south side of the range searching, but the mouth of the far side of this very pass eluded us as it lay hidden from us in the tree line. From what I can ascertain, we wandered too far off the main trail onto sort of a goat path. I suspect those goblins were watching us for some time, moving back and forth across the base of the south range when they finally decided they were hungry enough to attack our party. They captured us, killed two of our guards, and took the rest of the party hostage. They ate our fellow men, Ravak. They ate them. They cut them up right outside our cage! We had to watch as they strapped people down and butchered them into cuts of meat for cooking right in front of us. It was the most terrible ordeal I’ve ever faced and I don’t think I’ve come away from it a sane man. I’ll never forget that smell, the smell of man meat cooking, like burnt boar.” His knuckles had turned white.

      Ravak could see the man’s terrible mental scars and he felt for him. He’d been made suffer, being forced to watch what he thought would soon happen to himself and his beautiful young sister. They both turned to look back to the dwindling fire and said nothing for a few moments as the fire cracked and popped, echoing up the dark canyon walls above them. Ravak stoked it up by throwing another log on and blowing hard into the coals at the bottom of the pit. A sharp crackling came from within and then Ravak spoke again.

      “So what is this ‘commission’ you mentioned?” he asked.

      Manya answered again. “A commission is a job assigned to you by another for a price. We were commissioned to find some very rare artifacts rumored to be only myths. Our employer told us he’d found proof that these rare items were in fact no myth at all and their location had simply been long forgotten or kept secret from an age gone by. So with a map he had acquired, we were to set out in search of these items. The only problem was the damn map only showed the location about twenty miles around the ancient hiding place of the items. So without prior knowledge of the region, we were searching for the locale blindly.” She looked down at the fire and sighed as she continued. “We knew the relative locale and we knew we had to get up into the eastern Mystpeaks, but from there, it was a bit of a guessing game. We couldn’t even find the mouth of the pass to lead us up into the range, let alone a twenty mile area surrounding the place.”

      “What are they? You keep referring to them as objects and items. If we are to be companions, you must tell me everything. Mayhap we can find them before we head back down and out of the mountains?” He tried to persuade them to tell him what it was they searched for and it worked. Turynn was drawn in immediately.

      “Yes, I suppose we could, couldn’t we? We’re both armed and dangerous men in our own rights and you know the lay of the land as good as any local tracker might. After another day or so of rest for Manya, maybe we could resume the quest. What do you think?” He seemed excited at the prospect and whirled around to get a look at his sister’s expression. He wanted to see if she shared his ambition.

      “Oh no, Turynn! Absolutely not! You almost got us killed up here the first time. Once I am well enough to, I am walking straight down out of these mountains right back to my nice cozy shop behind the Inn and that’s that! I’ll tell Rostioff we can’t fulfill his commission and return his retainer to him.” She crossed her arms, frustrated with her brother and the whole harebrained idea, and then rolled over to lie back down. She looked up at the thin strip of clear night sky visible at the top of the pass above them. "Besides, Turynn, the map is gone. The goblins burned it along with all of our other stuff.”

      “Ah, sister, no, they didn’t.” He stood up smiling, crossing his arms, that big coy smile forming on his lips again. As the two others turned to look up at him, he proceeded to reach down into his pants down below his family jewels and pulled out from there a small leather watertight pouch. He grinned from ear to ear now like a snake.

      Ravak was getting curious and sat up to see what was within.

      Manya turned over and propped herself up on her elbows, wincing slightly at the left over pain of her injuries. Turynn unbound the small pouch and from within produced a piece of vellum very neatly folded over several times. He began to carefully unfold the paper into the map they had spoken of. He laid it out on one of the logs by the fire where they could all see.

      “As you can see, the map is well made and inked so it has not faded or run during our ordeal. We can see here what is clearly marked as a castle with the title ‘Dragon’s Maw Keep.’ Do you know of this place, Ravak? It appears the small valley that surrounds the keep is entered via a narrow stone pass deep in the center of three peaks somewhere in these very mountains. See, there is a bridge up here and then the path looks to enter this valley below. It’s not far from this waterfall and I’d bet my left foot it’s the Misty Falls that lie at the head of the Sarandanus before it divides in the South of Shaarn.” Again he smiled coyly at his two companions with a renewed vigor for the hunt and awaited both approval and replies.

      “Dragon’s Maw is a faerie tale. It’s an old Barbarian legend and to the best of my knowledge, it never existed. It was a story told to us to inspire us to the great warrior prowess of our ancestors who supposedly built this massive keep in the mountains and rode dragons into battle. So, yes I know of it, but to find it I would say is impossible as I don’t think it ever really existed. If it’s in these mountains, which I doubt, it is very well hidden or has fallen into such a state of ruin as to be unrecognizable from the surrounding terrain. However, those three peaks seem familiar and I definitely know the way to the Misty Falls. I almost wonder if these are the peaks of the three massive mountains I have seen from the road to the White Bear and Black Crow lands. You still haven’t told me what it is we’re to go after. To say the keep you seek lay somewhere within these very mountains is like trying to find a single flea on the back of a yak. There must be hundreds of peaks aligned in a similar three point fashion to what is shown on this map.” He looked over at Manya and smiled, “I certainly hope this Master Rostioff of yours didn’t pay a map maker any great sum for this.”

      She rolled over to look up at the stars again and lay in silence for a moment before she spoke again. “Dragon’s eggs.” That was all she said.

      The air went silent for a moment and Turynn turned his head from his sister over to Ravak to see the reaction on the face of the Winter Wolf, which was quickly going from that of a cocky young boy flattering a young lady with his bad sense of humor to that of astonishment in trying to comprehend the tale he’d just been told. His brow flicked up and down a couple of times and he appeared about to say something, but paused to think on his words a moment longer.

      She rolled back over and said it again, this time looking him in the eye inquisitively. “Dragon’s eggs,” the mysterious phrase came again. “Do you believe us, Ravak? Or do you think us mad?”

      “He thinks we’re wonky, sister, look at his face,” said Turynn.

      Ravak was now wide-eyed and slowly shaking his head in disagreement with Turynn’s statement about their madness.

      “He thinks we’ve gone right off the bloomin’ deep end, he does!” Turynn stood and kicked the dirt and walked a ways out of the firelight, visibly frustrated, to look up at the stars and regain his composure. Clearly this wasn’t the first frustrating conversation they’d had on the topic.

      Ravak also rose, still slowly shaking his head in dumbfounded bewilderment, but now his mouth began to open as the words he sought finally came to his lips.

      “Look, Turynn, I never said I thought you crazy, or that I didn’t believe you, it’s just that you’ve got to give me a minute to think. This is all a little...”

      Turynn cut him off sharply, “A little what? Crazy?”

      Ravak cut back in abruptly with his hands out. “No. A little complicated is what I was thinking. My people have told the tales of the ancient times to all the past generations of our clan, but these stories don’t even seem real anymore. They seem more like children’s stories to me. No one has seen a dragon in these parts for thousands of seasons. No one has ever come across the mysterious Dragon’s Maw Keep and my whole life I have thought of these things as faerie tales. That’s not to say there hasn’t always been some part of the boy in me holding onto those fanciful tales from my youth wanting at least some of it to be true. Somehow I always knew there was more to it than just children’s stories. I’ll tell you this; had I not seen those goblins yesterday and experienced the attack back in my village last moon, I would have a lot more trouble believing in dragons today!” He smiled and nodded at them both. He’d seen and done more in the last moon of his life than many in his village had done in all their days in the Land of Shaarn. He was up for believing in dragons, goblins, ghouls, undead Swamp Trolls, and whatever else life had to offer. He may have had a rough go of things recently with his father and had to make his own way, but he finally felt truly alive.

      “Well then, if we have your confidence, we will continue on with the tale,” Turynn smiled and looked quite happy to hear Ravak would listen to more.

      Ravak listened, mesmerized as the two Southerners spun a yarn of Turynn’s time as a lad in Stromsgate serving in a thieves’ guild called the Hand of Shadows, after their parents had passed away from Black Fever. He spoke of how his sister studied at the Tower of High Sorcery, also in the city of Stromsgate on the coast of the vast Orcun Ocean, which Ravak simply knew as the Southern Ocean from his people. Ravak’s head spun as the tale unwound. Turynn’s story of the thieves’ guild confused  him. He seemed like such an honorable man, yet he’d just admitted to being a well-trained thief. However, it was simply a means to an end to get his sister through her seasons of tutelage at the Tower and to earn enough money for them to begin a real life in one of the other southern cities, Hilltop. He certainly couldn’t hold that against them. After all, they’d been orphaned as children and had to do what they could to survive. Manya seemed mysterious and he felt the title of wizard or sorceress fit her well. There certainly seemed to be an air of mystique to the woman he couldn’t put his finger on.

      “Manya, if you’re a sorceress, does that mean you can cast magickal spells?” Ravak asked. He knew of the tribal magick the old witchdoctor in his village practised, but he’d only heard legends of wizardry.

      “Yes, I can. But unfortunately, those wicked little goblins stole my spell book away from me. They also took my staff and I’m pretty certain they burned them when they captured us. Since they are far too stupid to understand something as rare and valuable as a wizard’s spell book when they come across one, they would have had no use for it. As for the staff, well, I liked that one, but I have more back at the inn. So for now, all I can do is cast minor spells we call cantrips. More trick than magick. I can light a fire or move a shadow. I can manifest a bit of water in my hands or palm a coin and disappear it into my pocket. Until I get one of my other spell books from home, I am more or less powerless.”

      She looked down at the fire with a frown, quite disappointed that she was unable to demonstrate her power to Ravak. He looked equally dispirited as he had wanted to see some wizardry performed. They talked on for another couple of hours until all three of them grew tired and finally decided it time to get some sleep. Depending on Manya’s state in the morning, they all agreed they might head out.1

    

    
      
      

      1 The Fulcrum Orb

      The Dragon Orbs are ancient and powerful artifacts that survived the First Age of the Land of Shaarn. Constructed from various dragon eyes and powerful magicks, they are said to hold the greatest of all arcane power in Midgaard. There are nine orbs in total. Each with different purposes and powers in mind. Of the nine, one is more powerful than the rest; it is called the Fulcrum Orb. But since no one knows who created the orbs or for what purpose and no record remains on how to control their power, it is a mystery as to how to unlock the great power of each orb. Many were lost to time, but one has remained under the guard of the Tower Magi. Danthalas Whiteash holds an orb; the Bronze Dragon Orb. The elves of Rowendale possess the Blue Dragon Orb. Daria, the Lady of the Faerie Wood, possesses the Copper Dragon Orb. The White Dragon Orb was last seen in the charge of a Dragon Rider named Jaarnus back in the First Age, but both Jaarnus and the whereabouts of his orb were lost to a time where records were not kept as they are now. The locations of the remaining orbs remain a mystery. Their power is too immense for them all to be assembled under the control of one hand and thus the gods saw fit to have them separated and scattered across the face of Midgaard. The Fulcrum Orb holds the power to control and locate the other eight orbs so long as the wielder has at least seen the orb he seeks. It also contains the powers of all the realms of magick combined and gives the wielder the immense power to cast spells from all the schools of magick.

      - Arch Mage Zeraan Taaselfee, The Annals of Time, Season: 0013A.2.
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      The first to rise the next morning, Ravak lit a fire, fed and watered Sleipner then began packing up as much as he could without disturbing the Silverleafs. Manya rose next and to Ravak’s surprise, she was on her feet and headed over to him, seemingly having no trouble at all moving about. He smiled broadly at her speedy recovery and her strength. Her wounds were all but healed from the potion of regeneration.

      “Ravak, the other night you mentioned you had taken a bath. Might I ask where? I’m in desperate need.” She smiled half embarrassed at having to admit to it.

      “Just down through that pass over there,” he motioned back toward the pass that led back to Deep Fiend Lake. “But there are goblins about and you might not want to go alone. It might be a good idea if you let me remove that tube from your lung before you bathe. I’m sure it could do with a good cleaning and perhaps a drought of the Healing Elixir would do you and your brother some good.”

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear you were flirting with me.” She smiled at him again with an eyebrow raised this time in a playful manner. After they had fought with the tube a little to get it out, Ravak disinfected the wound with a little of the grain alcohol and offered to lead her down to the lake as she took a sip of the potion.

      “My mother gave me a dress for you.” He scrambled for his packs and dug it out. The style might not have been what Manya would normally wear, being a fine Northern woman’s travelling dress. Topped with fine cloth and an underlay of nice warm rabbit fur the dress was perfect for the still cool spring weather. The dress’d been crafted with beautifully treated and dyed green hide. Though Ravak’s mother stood several inches taller than Manya, it would have to do for now. She smiled broadly at him for even thinking of such a thing.

      “Thank you. I’m sure it will do just fine. It’s a beautiful dress.” She held it up to herself, quite pleased to have something to wear that was not soaked in blood and torn to shreds.

      Ravak felt intimidated by the bold southern woman and didn’t know how to act around her. He’d never encountered such confidence and wyrldly behaviour from a woman and rather enjoyed her disposition even if it did make him a little uncomfortable.

      “I’ll go with you. I need a bath as well,” Turynn wiped his mouth after taking a sip of the Healing Elixir and was ready to head down to the lake himself. It was more a matter of keeping an eye on the young Barbarian around his sister, but a bath never did anyone any harm.

      “We’ll all go. When we’re done, we can start looking for that keep. I’ve got a feeling we’ll have to approach it from the north side of the mountains. I’m sure it must lay far to the east. We Winter Wolf have spent very little time on that side of the range. It could have been there hidden away for ages in the Horror Hills and we’d have never seen it. Those hills are haunted and my people tend to stay clear of them.”

      Once everyone had eaten and taken a bath, they were off along the north face of the Mystpeaks headed east through the forested Winter Wolf Hills.

      Ravak felt a little uneasy as this was the direction he assumed the goblins had come from and felt quite certain they would encounter more of them if they had a camp up in these hills somewhere. The thickening forest scarcely let the spring sunlight filter through the trees, leaving splotches of light on the ground and on tree trunks. It played tricks on the mind. Ravak and Turynn both thought they’d seen something a couple of times that turned out to be shadow play in the trees. They walked along slowly with arrows nocked and ready to draw should they encounter any more wretched little goblins.

      “Don’t worry, sister. As soon as we nab a few of those dragons’ eggs, old Ravak here is going to lead us right back over those peaks back home to Hilltop, aren’t you?”

      The huge Barbarian lad nodded eagerly and smiled at the two.

      They journeyed southeast along the base of the Mystpeaks for thirty days. Ravak and Turynn hunted for meat, they lived off the flora of the Mystpeaks which was scant in the early spring, but still there were Mountain Berry bushes which bore fruit even when the snow still lay on the ground, and there were other edible flowers that poked up the through the snow here and there that they could forage for greens. Water was one thing they had no trouble finding as the spring runoff left many little streams flowing down the side of the Mystpeaks from the snow covered glaciers above. The spring weather brought with it warmer days and nights with more sunshine and less snowfall. The journey was long but Ravak truly did know the north side of the Mystpeaks and the Winter Wolf Hills at the foot of the mountain range. He taught both Turynn and Manya a great deal about living in the wilds of the North. He showed great pride in the land his people had called home for so many generations. They saw the odd goblin patrol party here and there but managed to steer clear of them. With Ravak as their guide, he always managed to spot the goblins long before they ever had a clue the companions were anywhere near them.

      The midday spring sun shone warmly on the thirty-first day out of the High Pass. It was well above the treetops now. All three were getting tired from the march through the forest. Manya suggested they stop to eat and rest. Turynn pulled out the small vellum map again at Ravak’s request and while the siblings ate.

      He planned a route up to the top of a large ridge to the north of them to see if he was able to spot the three peaks illustrated on the map. Ravak hiked up through the trees to the base of the ridge and spotted himself a nice tree for climbing. Tying a rope to one of his arrows, he fired it into the tree and shimmied up to the ridge to have a look. The ridge was about fifteen feet above the treetops and gave Ravak an excellent vantage point of the mountaintops and forest. He was able to clearly see a small goblin encampment about a half-day’s journey east of them.

      They’d cleared a large swath of trees from the forest on the top of a hill and had also cut a few paths through the trees on what he suspected were likely their water routes and regular patrols. It appeared as though they were clearing a road from somewhere within a small pass that disappeared into the mountains to the south of their camp. There seemed to be an organized work force at the location, methodically cutting and clearing trees and then burning the stumps to clear a road. Ravak made his way back down into the forest below and told the Silverleafs what he’d seen.

      “A road?” said Turynn. “What on earth for? Besides, the pass over the peaks lies to the west of them.”

      “As far as I know, yes, but that’s not to say they haven’t found another pass in the east that lay undiscovered until now. As I said, we tend to steer clear of the eastern Mystpeaks as the foothills out that way are haunted by dreadful things. I think we ought to get a little closer and take a look. We can sort of get a bird’s eye view if we follow that ridge I was on. It’s above the tree line. It seemed to head almost right to the point where the pass enters the mountains. I’d like to get a look from there to see if we can spot the three peaks on the map. That’s the only part of the range I don’t know so well. I’d bet southern coin to goat biscuits that those peaks are over in the east somewhere.”

      The three headed back to where Ravak left his rope and climbed up. Manya had some trouble with the climb, stating ropes and goblins are more the pursuit of men than refined ladies, but Turynn was up the rope faster than Ravak could have thought possible. Ravak, speechless at the quick assent found himself quite impressed at the Southerner’s agility. The Barbarian harnessed Sleipner to the rope and shimmied up before the two men heaved the young ram up the rock wall with no small effort, Sleipner kicking and whaling the entire way. Once they’d caught their breath, they moved on along the ridge checking down into the forest from time to time to see if they’d passed any goblin sentries or patrols.

      As the three drew closer, they could hear the echoing sound of many axes at work along with the sound of whips at the axe men’s’ backs. The smoke grew thicker from the fires of the burning wood. The ridge came full up to the edge of the pass the goblins were cutting a swath into and the two men hunkered down onto their bellies and slithered toward the edge to get a closer look without the worry of being spotted, while Manya hung back with Sleipner.

      One large goblin in full chainmail with a big scar under his right eye brandishing a nasty looking whip with a barbed tip seemed to be giving the orders. He whipped and yelled at all the other smaller goblins to chop and work harder. Every time one of the workers would stop for a drink of water, he’d wait for them to take a sip and whip them back into chopping. The goblin logging team moved quickly. They’d cut a path some fifteen yards across and about one hundred and fifty yards long through the dense forest into the pass. Not to mention the fact that they’d cleared out a sizable area for their camp and had already constructed a wooden palisade wall around it for defense. They’d even built wooden platforms for their tents to keep themselves dry and warm while they slept. The camp seemed well fortified and heavily guarded.

      Ekes had been wrong. These little buggers were not stupid. In fact, in large numbers such as this, they were a force to be reckoned with. They had several crudely constructed catapults and ballista within the camp prepared for transport in the event they wanted to besiege a foe’s walls.

      In addition to a decent array of siege weapons, the camp was defensively engineered. The outer wall, made of tall Rowenwoods formed a triangle shape with a tower at each corner. In each tower were two bowmen. The only gate into the camp had two goblin guards posted on either side of the entrance. Many more bowmen atop the walls, watching the forest for attackers, patrolled up and down the catwalk.

      It appeared there were at least two patrols out in the trees around the camp checking the forest for intruders. The clearing they made appeared large enough that anyone attempting entry into the camp would have to cross a wide open ditch. This offered them even more of an upper hand as they’d filled with the chopped down trees and it wreaked of oil. If the goblins had to defend the little fort, they would light the wood and their enemies would have to find a way through their moat of fire. But the burning question still remained. What were goblins doing in the Mystpeaks at all?

      They were smart enough to know they faced a far superior force to the North in both the Winter Wolf and White Bear Clans, not to mention the Black Crows who were less warring but still formidable in their own right, so it was certainly not land they sought. The Southerners knew of the goblins and knew they’d been warring with the gnomes since the First Age, but the goblins and gnomes stayed to the east of the Kingdom of Rowendale and dwelled in the Gnome Hills and the Red Desert around Gershmark Wall.

      There was nothing to be mined on the east end of the Mystpeaks. Mined out at the dawn of the First Age as soon as trade became important to men, many of the shafts had collapsed back in on themselves. Thought haunted since well into the First Age, the Horror Hills certainly didn’t have anyone pining over the land. No one even knew what terrible thing had happened there to cause the dead to come back with such a vengeance for the living, but the Winter Wolf, the White Bear, and the Black Crows knew all too well to stay out of those hills. The land held a taint against the living. All the grass, shrubs, and trees had died yet their dry, grey husks stood as a warning to any who dared set foot on the unhallowed land. Any man fool enough to venture up into those hills never came out to tell the tale. Terror inducing wailing could be heard in the dark of night if one were anywhere near the hills during the witching hours.

      And so the question gnawed at their minds; what were these blasted little rotters doing outside their lands and what would drive such self-focused greedy little beasts as these to risk life and limb in the Horror Hills to make it here?

      Turynn had positioned himself on the very edge of the ridge. He hung onto a tree as he peeked down around the corner into the pass the goblins were cutting into.

      “Around the edge of the cliff face, I can see three mountains configured as on the maps. Well spaced. The forest continues into the pass far enough that it appears it might wind toward a clearing in their midst.”

      He stepped back to let Ravak and Manya each have a look. They all agreed it seemed a good possibility this might be the spot they sought. It would be nearly impossible to get through the pass with the goblins working as they were, so the three decided to wait until nightfall. They expected the goblins would rest for the night, then they would have their chance. They moved back a ways from the position on the ridge to a spot where they felt they could rest for a few hours and set their plan up for the evening.

      “While we will have the cover of darkness on our side and the goblins will be resting back at their encampment, they can still see in the dark quite well and we’ll have to be very careful not to expose ourselves to the sentries positioned on the towers or to those walking patrols on the grounds about the fort. One on one we could take out several of them, but their numbers are simply too great and we’ll be overwhelmed if we try to make a stand. We have to move with stealth and speed.” Turynn spoke with great confidence as he explained the situation to them. He’d drawn little maps in the dust on the ridge to demonstrate his plan and gesticulated wildly to demonstrate the actions.

      He wanted to use a similar plan as to how Ravak had gotten them up on the ridge in the first place, but planned things out in such a way as to ensure their stealth and silence. Sleipner being gagged and bound was a very important part of the plan after the commotion he’d caused being hoisted into the air up the side of the rock face. After taking stock of how much rope Ravak had and how well he was able to use the arrows for grappling, he decided they’d repel down into the pass. This would even allow them to lower little Sleipner down along with them, as he was a much-needed pack animal on the journey. Sleipner protested some to being bound and gagged, but all in all, Ravak felt he took it very well and demonstrated a great level of trust in his master, allowing him to do such a thing to the lamb after only a couple of moons of camaraderie.

      As twilight approached, the sound of axes in the distance fell slowly silent and the smoke grew less dense as the fires died down for the coming night. The small party crept close to the edge of the ridge and peered down into the forest below where only hours before there’d been dozens of goblins busily chopping away and tending fires. There were no workers at the site. Axes lay haphazardly having been left carelessly after a day’s work. Slow fires continued to burn at the trunks left by the massive Rowenwoods, Firs, and Elms. Black smoke rose lazily up toward the ridge the companions looked down from. The goblins would mostly leave the area unattended at night as the small wooden fort wall they had constructed around their camp acted more or less as a palisade defending the mouth of the pass.

      “This is all far too well planned for goblins.” Turynn rubbed his chin as he surveyed the work site one last time.

      Ravak fired an arrow up into the tree at the edge of the ridge and began fashioning a harness to lower the little team down with. He sent Turynn down first, then Manya. Then he lowered Sleipner, who only made a couple of slightly frightened sounds as he wound slowly down into the trees below into the waiting arms of Turynn. They needed the rope system to escape once they had the dragon eggs and since they didn’t know where the pass led, it was prudent to leave this route open for future use. Ravak began to lower himself down about halfway. He lay the loose rope on rocks and into the little crags as he climbed down in order to ensure it wouldn’t be visible from the ground below if some goblin happened to absentmindedly look up. It took him some time to hide the rope and make his way down, but he finally reached the bottom, unbound Sleipner, and the group quietly and quickly slipped into the trees in the pass away from the goblin camp.

      The ground was relatively flat inside the pass. At ground level they could see for quite a distance into the trees, but so far there was nothing ahead of them except rock and Rowenwoods to look at. They marched on for a good ways until they felt they’d moved sufficiently into the pass far enough from the goblin camp that they wouldn’t be spotted. It was somewhere around two to three hours before dawn and the little party was growing weary from their long day of travel. They decided to move off the beaten path to one side of the pass and sleep. They didn’t light a fire as they did not want goblins to see the flames or the smoke the next day. All agreed they would take watches. Turynn took the first watch and Manya the second. Ravak took the third and when the Silverleafs awoke the next morning, they found him all packed up and ready to move with breakfasts laid out for them. Turynn yawned deeply and stepped over to the meal to have a quick bite.

      “Hurry and eat, Manya. We have to get moving. Those goblins will be back in the pass soon burning their way through the trees and we’ll have a rough time making any headway through the smoke,” said Turynn as he munched on a handful of sweet and juicy Mountain Berries.

      All three ate quickly and spoke little. They were on their way in no time with Ravak in the lead moving at a quick jog, scouting ahead. He returned to them frequently with news of the terrain before them. It was no wonder the goblins were cutting and burning their way through the pass. An army couldn’t make their way through it with all of the thick ancient growth and rocky terrain beneath to contend with.

      They were so far down in the mountain valley that they could scarcely see sky through the heights of the trees above. When one looked up mostly what they could see were the faces of rocky cliff sides and the canopy of the trees above. Cool mist in the air made the hard work travelling the rough terrain more bearable. Turynn and Manya had not seen Ravak for several minutes when he finally returned to them.

      “There’s a waterfall up ahead. We can ford its riverbed at the base. I found shallows that are passable. Follow me.” He gestured for them to quicken the pace and follow his lead as he trotted off back up into the woods.

      The pass turned upward sharply and the Silverleafs found themselves slowed to a walk. At times they even had to extend an arm out to the rocky ground that rose before them to steady themselves on the steep slope that grew slick with the mist of the nearby falls. After what seemed like an eternity, they looked up to see Ravak standing in a clearing on top of a rise. Great clouds of mist rose up from behind him signalling they were close to the base of the falls. Ravak removed his coat and hat and stuffing them into a pack as the siblings came out of the bush. The sun was hot and the mist created an unbearable humidity that made it difficult to breathe. Hiking in the insufferably warm, wet mountains tired the companions quickly, save for Ravak who relied on his immeasurable Barbarian constitution to drive him on. The falls rose up the side of a cliff beside them some two hundred feet and beyond that, a massive peak rose skyward lost in clouds and snow at the top.

      The sound of the water roared past them and created a welcome breeze that helped ease the heat of the sun and humidity. To the west they could see another similar peak. The summit rose high, sheer and clouds shielded the top from view. The three were anxious to ford the river and see what lay ahead. They could see the pass sloped sharply downward here. The remnants of ancient roadwork could be seen where no trees grew at the river canyon’s edge. There were the stone post remnants of a bridge that once spanned the river. They all surmised it must be the start of the Upper Sarandanus, a mighty river that flowed through the entirety of the South through. It travelled through four kingdoms finally spilling out into the Orcun Ocean where it created a great fjord that widened and formed a vast chain of islands known as, the Midgaard Isles.

      “Further on downriver there are even more impressive falls. I’ve never seen it, but have heard tell of it from some of my acquaintances. They call them the Great Falls. They spill out into the Northern Gnome Hills. Few have seen the Great Falls as they are in a region thought to be overrun with goblins,” Turynn noted as he pointed toward the East. “Well, we’d best get into that pass and find our bearings. It’ll take us time to find our way through the trees down there. It looks even thicker than the pass we just made our way through.” He headed through the river at a widened spot where the flow was weakest. He moved with grace, tiptoeing on rock and branch to get as little water into his boots as possible. The other two did the same. Turynn moved with the grace and agility of a cat while Manya was not quite so dextrous and managed to get herself quite wet in the crossing.

      Luckily, the clear path down the other side of the pass for the first fifty yards or so made travel much easier. It then thickened abruptly into a dense tangle of undergrowth mixed with ancient Rowenwood trees towering some five hundred feet into the air. Scarcely enough light to sight the path filtered down to the ground through the canopy high overhead. There were dead and rotting trees everywhere that could not survive beneath the over shadowing canopy and it made travel quite difficult. It appeared the goblins must have made it this far into the pass and realized they couldn’t move a sizable force through at all. The three companions moved cautiously and breathed heavily due to the thick, warm air. The trees sheltered them from the direct rays of the sun, but the heat penetrated locking down under the steamy canopy like the inside of a green house.

      The small company spread out some now, each finding their own way through the thick bramble and broken trees. Each suffered many small cuts scrapes and bruises, and as hot as it was, Ravak still put his coat back on to save his flesh from the wicked branches of the low-lying bramble of the Thornweed and from the stumps with their wicked dead branches twisting upward just waiting for an unwary hand or arm to pass by. They bore on down through the treacherous pass for many hours.1

    

    
      
      

      1 Rowenwood

      The Rowenwood Tree is the most plentiful in all the Land of Shaarn. Its full life span is unknown, but it is suspected to be more than three thousand seasons under the right growing conditions. The Rowenwood will grow on any piece of ground that a seed falls, but thrives in damp conditions where the trees can grow close together and form a canopy to shade the trunks and roots of the trees with maximum growth heights in excess of five-hundred feet recorded.

      The fabled Dragon Rider Clan and the northern Barbarian clans recognize the Rowenwood as their ancestral spirit trees, possibly due to the long life span of the trees. One Barbarian could plant a spirit tree in the name of his family and several future generations could commune with their ancestors through the tree as it grows to full maturity over the course of thousands of Seasons.

      Rowenwood is the primary hardwood used for producing lumber throughout the Land of Shaarn and is used for everything from fencing, to housing, to ship building, save the ships built by the dwarves of Aragon in the far west of Shaarn, who prefer the use of Aragonian Ash for their smaller lighter ships.

      Rowenwood also makes excellent bows and arrows and is the preferred hardwood for bowyers and fletchers across the land.

      Rowenwood is also used by the elves of Rowendale in the aging of their elven Bourbons as casks made of Rowenwood produce a smoky flavor, which is the signatory of the elven spirit.

      -A.M. Zeraan Taaselfee, A Study in Life & Biology, Season: 657. A.2
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      After what seemed like an eternity, the three made their way down the steep thicketed pass into a much more ancient part of the forested mountainside. The growth of the Rowenwoods was exceedingly tall here towering some seven hundred feet above them with trunks thick enough to carve out homes in. The falls could still be heard faintly in the distance behind them, but other than that, all remained calm and quiet. None of them had ever seen Rowenwoods so ancient or so grand. Alive from the First Age of Shaarn, this part of the forest had somehow managed to elude man, axe, beast and the passage of time. The air was still, heavy, and musty. It smelled sharply of moss and lichen. A thick growth covered all the ground along with any fallen timber that had not yet been completely rotted out. Manya noted it first, but the other two agreed there seemed to be magick at work here. It was strong and could be felt even by the dumbed magickal senses of a Barbarian and a thief, let alone a trained sorceress.

      All three companions stood together and looked upward in awe of the massive trees. The ground before them appeared relatively clear of brush and bramble, only gently rolling rock and hillside covered in thick green moss amidst the trunks of the largest and oldest trees in the Land of Shaarn. The sun remained barely visible through the treetops yet the forest floor, while cooler than the thick brush in the pass above, still felt quite warm. Ravak broke the silence first.

      “This is the place of my ancestors. I can feel them in these trees. I was told stories about the ancient Rowenwoods in the eastern Mystpeaks where our ancestors, the Dragon Rider Clan, made their home.” He slowly reached out a hand and hesitantly touched his open palm to the trunk of one of an ancient Rowenwood. A brilliant flash of light filled his mind and he jumped back startled, breathing rapidly from the fright.

      “What happened, Ravak?” Manya walked over to him and grabbed his hand in hers and rubbed it with a concerned look in her eyes. She understood he’d experienced something arcane.

      “I... I don’t know. I touched that tree and something lit up inside me. It felt hot. I’ve heard the witchdoctor in our village talk of such connections to spirit trees of the ancestors in the past, but it was spoken only as myth and legend. Ravak thought old fool had no real power aside from elixirs and poultices. We lost the way to the home of our ancestors long ago. Perhaps we are closer to Dragon’s Maw Keep than we thought.”

      “Try and touch the tree again.” She nudged him back toward it.

      He stepped back over to the tree and breathed deeply three times, raising both arms and opening his palms as he did so. He swallowed hard and grimaced as he reached out for the ancient bark of the massive Rowenwood before him. He gripped the tree tightly. A searing hot flash and brilliant white and green light came at him again, assailing his senses with sights, sounds, and smells he’d never experienced before. His hands burned from the ancient magick stored in the tree trunk, but it was not painful. It warmed him from the inside out and filled his body from head to toe with a sensation of electricity. He felt it move through his arms and his head and down through the rest of his body in pulsating waves of power. He could hear Manya speaking to him, asking if he was alright, he felt fine, if not a little bit surprised by the whole experience, but feared breaking the bond with the tree and held on tightly trying to nod a message back to her that all was well. He couldn’t even feel his head move, but she stopped talking or the intense buzzing sound from the magick grew so loud he could no longer hear anything except the electric arcane energy that flowed out of the tree and through his body. It grew in intensity until finally he heard a sound inside his head like a crack of thunder and the white light grew green and glowed all around his eyes and body. Now Manya and Turynn could see the green glow as well. The air around them took on the strong scent of lilac. There seemed to be static electricity forming in the air, making the curly hair on both of their heads stand up.

      Ravak opened his eyes and looked around. He no longer held the tree and the land looked the same, but somehow different. He looked at his hands; they were glowing a faint greenish color, as was the rest of his body as he examined himself. He could see his breathe before him in the crisp cool air. Ravak regained his senses and began to hear voices in the distance. He wheeled around to face Manya and Turynn so the three of them could take cover from the approaching voices, but his companions weren’t there. He doubted their disappearance and quickly dismissed it as Manya was a sorceress herself and Turynn being her brother, both were quite wyrldly and had a good understanding of the arcane. These were not the type of people to fear magick or the type to leave a companion behind when in trouble.

      The voices drew closer. Ravak ducked behind a massive trunk and crouched low. A moment later, three men walked past. They looked to be Barbarians of his horde, but they were different. He’d never seen the markings they bore before. They didn’t bear the markings of the Winter Wolf Clan or the markings of any of the other northern clans, but each sported a great sleeve tattoo on his right arm covered in dragon art. They all carried a shield of scales and wore a scaled suit of armor the likes of which Ravak had never seen. He allowed them to pass, slumping back down behind the massive tree out of sight.

      He rose, heading in the direction their direction. They left a clear, fresh trail. They’d passed on a road not there only moments before when Ravak, Manya, and Turynn had passed by the same route. He looked up at the thicketed pass they’d come down out of which was now clear. He could see clean up to the stone pillars that supported the ends of the dilapidated bridge where he and his companions had seen the thick thorny growth. Only the pillars were no longer dilapidated. They stood strong and new looking, as did the bridge.

      The three men were off in the distance now and the road seemed clear, well paved and easily travelled. He looked around further, realizing the seven hundred foot canopy of trees above his head were now a mere two hundred feet high and this signalled he’d definitely somehow been transported back to the First Age by the potent magick locked in the ancient tree he’d bonded with. Ravak started to panic. What if he couldn’t get back to his Age? What if this was some sort of trap set by an ancient witchdoctor? He turned back to the tree and frantically reached out for it the same as the first time. Again the brilliant white flash overtook him and he was consumed by the magick. Moments later he fell away from the tree shaking. Turynn and Manya were there to come to his aid as his rump hit the ground.

      Manya kneeled, cradled his head in her lap, and unstopped a water skin for him to sip from. She stroked his head and told him to relax.

      “What did you see, Ravak?” She asked excitedly.

      “I saw the past. I saw my ancestors. I was there. They walked right by me, but I hid and they didn’t see me. I couldn’t see either of you so I panicked.” He pointed back up into the thicketed pass. “I saw the bridge and a road. I could see the posts of the bridge high above us, but they were new and not worn as they are now. I saw a great road here, beneath us, and it extended out into the forest ahead of us as far as the eye could see.”

      He rolled over out of Manya’s lap and frantically began to scrape at the thick blanket of moss until finally he hit rock. He pulled great chunks of the mossy carpet away to expose a stone road beneath. He looked up at the two of them.

      “I think I went back in time to the First Age!” He looked back and forth at the two for acknowledgement of his mystic journey.

      Manya shook her head in disagreement. “No, you didn’t let go of the tree and were standing there the whole time. Your eyes opened and went green. I believe you had a truly arcane experience and you were connected with the ancient magick locked within the tree, but rather than going back in time, I think what you experienced was a sensation known as Tempus Distortion. It’s a spell or curse where the time and space in a given area can be locked away and triggered as visual and audible illusory message at a later date. The tree triggered the spell and depending on the power of those who laid it, the entire forest could be your distortion. From what you described, I would say the magick in these trees is very powerful to allow you to see such a great ways in either direction. How do you feel now?”

      Ravak held the water skin idly in his hands and Manya gently coaxed it up to his lips to encourage him to drink again. He took several big swallows, pushing the skin back to her and spoke again.

      “I feel fine. Perfectly normal. The spirit trees in our village hold no sorcery such as this. Why do you suppose they would have done such a thing?” He looked up at the seven hundred foot high canopy.

      “Quite likely it was done so a path could be found now in the Second Age or later Ages, where there would no longer be a path discernible and no longer anyone left that knew the way. It would seem your shamanic witch doctors new the days of the Dragon Rider Clan were numbered.  At least, that’s the purpose it has served thus far. Your ancestors were very smart to do so or their spirit trees and Dragon’s Maw Keep might have been lost to the Ages forever. Do you feel well enough to try and make another connection with that tree or perhaps another?”

      She rubbed his hair and felt his head for fever. He had no fever that she could feel and he looked fine if only a little shaken and surprised by the entire affair.

      “I’ll try.” Turynn stated as he walked up to the tree with his hands out. He rubbed them together, blew into them, and reached out for the trunk of the great Rowenwood. He clenched his teeth and closed his eyes. He touched the bark. But nothing happened. He opened his eyes and looked at the other two, then touched the tree again. No result.

      “It’s likely that only a member of Ravak’s horde may bond with the spirit trees. A blood bond, so to speak. Though the magick appeared to be natural, it could have been set with ancient Blood Magick under a concealed aura. The Barbarians are a very private people and any of their witchdoctors powerful enough to lock a Tempus Distortion of this magnitude into an area this large would have ensured the magick could only be activated by one of his clan’s blood line,” Manya proclaimed as she helped Ravak up to his feet.

      “Try again. It’s safe.” She coaxed him gently toward the tree. “Try a different tree if you wish. I’d like to learn the extent of this magick.”

      He stepped up to a different tree a few yards down the road. He reached out for it and grasped the tree with intent this time and no hesitation. Again the searing white and green light filled his mind and body with the electricity of magick and he felt the pulsating power move through him. His eyes went green as he stepped back from the tree into the past of his ancestors once more. He looked up and down the road to find his bearing as he had the first time. He took off at a steady run in the direction of the Barbarians that had passed him by.

      He broke into a full sprint, his long strides carrying him a great distance in no time over the smooth hand hewn cobbles of the dwarven-constructed running road of his ancestors. Time seemed to stand still and the trees to either side of him whizzed by as if he were moving at an alarming rate, even for a Barbarian. Each stride carried him along at fifty of his normal paces. It felt like flying. He could imagine himself soaring high above the mountains atop a dragon back in the time of the Dragon Rider Clan. Ahead he could see people in the distance. Hoping they had not yet spotted him, he tumbled off to the side into the moss, trees, and rocks.

      Ravak hid himself behind a large rock with a couple of trees growing around it and waited as the travellers approached. They were speaking, but he couldn’t understand the language they used. Only some words were familiar while others were completely foreign to him. A family approached. They looked to be heading north toward the plains. They came with a small cart led by a ram. There was a mother and father riding in the front of the cart while two children played following along on foot.

      Ravak spied on them from a low position between rock and tree where he was hidden by the tall shadows cast by the trunks of Rowenwood and was unlikely to be seen. As they drew near, the boy ran off into the trees and Ravak lost sight of him. Worried the boy might spot him and that he might frighten the travellers, he wheeled around to see if he could spot the lad first. As he did, the boy came upon him so suddenly that Ravak barely had a moment to react. He ran right through Ravak as if he weren’t even there and took up position right where he’ d spying on the family only seconds before. He didn’t appear to even take notice of Ravak and giggled as he watched his sister search for him around the trees across the road. Ravak crawled backward slowly and attempted to whisper at the boy, but got no response. The child couldn’t see him or hear him at all. What a relief, he thought as he stood up. He waived both hands at the cart as it passed and neither mother nor father took any notice of him and continued on with their conversation as he passed by.

      He turned back and set out down the road again at a full run. After about five minutes had passed, he could see some huts in the distance and behind them a massive stone wall. The trees began to thin slightly and he could see a clearing just ahead so he pressed on, hoping to gain his bearing as he approached the wall.

      He abruptly came to a halt as he entered the clearing. A massive keep rose up out of the road ahead of him. It stood atop a mound of rock on a hillock and was brilliantly crafted of light grey granite with the road widening around either side to three times its previous size. Dwarves worked on constructing an outer wall of Dragon’s Maw Keep, stacking hand cut granite stones carefully into place encircling the central courtyard and buildings that had already been constructed. It offered an added layer of protection to the already imposing structures within. He strolled about to take a look at the scene. The gates resembled the open maw of a dragon and were quite impressive. There was a bustle of activity in the area. There were huts built right in the woods around the keep and there appeared to be a marketplace abuzz with the day’s business and activity. Smoke rose from the little huts and from the tops of the buildings within the walls.

      A shrill cry rose up from within the walls that made Ravak’s blood run cold and paralyzed him with fear. A second later, a sight Ravak had never seen appeared before his eyes. A huge ancient wyrm of a red dragon rose up out of the opening at the top of the keep up into the sky with powerful thrusts of its massive bat like wings. A breeze came up from the gusts of air that shot downward from the creature’s enormous wings, stirring up dust and rustling the leaves in the canopy above. It was massive. Its wings blocked out the sun and cast a shadow down over the entirety of the clearing. It let out another roar and breathed fire straight up into the air above the canopy a thousand feet high. Ravak looked on in slack-jawed wonder. Many of the nearby crowd let out a cheer of encouragement and the creature spiralled upward into the sky, revealing to Ravak the tiny rider situated on its back as it climbed. Ravak stood in awe at the wonder before his eyes and watched the creature fly off over the treetops out of sight. He quickly came to his senses and realized he must be getting back to his companions to relay his findings. He turned and sprinted back to the area where he had entered the Tempus Distortion and grabbed hold of the tree to return back to his friends.
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            The Black Dragon Inn & Trading Post

          

        

      

    

    
      Rostioff reached Hilltop by nightfall on his third day of travel out of Stromsgate, a full day behind schedule after dealing with the tragedy of Summervale. He went into town and headed straight for the Black Dragon Inn. His apprentice Manya and her brother Turynn were the proprietors. He’d always been welcomed as a member of the family. All of the staff and many of the townsfolk in the neighbourhood knew Rostioff. They all seemed to like and respect him throughout the land as a member of the Council of Arch Magi for the Tower of High Sorcery.

      He brought the cart up in front of the inn’s stable, hopped down from the seat, and stretched with a groan after the long ride. The children he’d saved back in Summervale had slept for the last hour or so and now began to rustle in the back of the cart. The boy hopped down from the back of the wagon.

      “Can we have sumfin’ to eat here, sir?”

      His sister hopped out only a moment later with the same inquisitive look on her face that her brother had whilst rubbing the sleep out of the corner of her eye.

      “Just a moment, children. Let me tend to my horse and we’ll get you some supper, a nice hot bath, and a warm bed.” He placed his hand on the boy’s shoulder affectionately and the child smiled up at him.

      “Need a stall for the night, eh, Rostioff?” the groom asked as he sauntered over to the cart, chewing up the last bite of his supper as he spoke.

      “Yes, my good fellow, we do. I would also ask that you find a buyer for this cart and all within. These poor children are survivors of an attack on Summervale that left them orphaned and they’ll need the coin desperately.” He flipped the man a silver coin and unhitched Stoneshanks from the cart, handing him off to the groom. The Black Dragon was a fair-sized inn right in the heart of the city of Hilltop on the road that led north to the Mystpeak Mountains and the famed trade route into Winter Wolf territory. It was a two-storey affair complete with full stable where one’s horse could be shod, watered, fed, and housed for a fee.

      The main building was a T-shaped design. The front face was long and took up an entire city block when the stable was included. There were long high windows on the main floor that were lit with both fire and lantern from within and the sound of music could be heard from the street. All along the front face stretched a terrace that had patrons seated at tables enjoying the sights and sounds of the passing city and exchanging good cheer. The happy melody excited the children as they approached the entrance. The second floor was partially lit as some of the rooms were in use, the rest vacant and dark. The other wing around back would be where Rostioff would hope to find a room, as it was furthest away from the noise and bustle of the common room on the main floor, street side.

      The little girl began to skip and dance to the music, swinging her brother’s hand, which was tightly clasped in her own as they grew closer to the entrance. She seemed very excited at the prospect of live music and Rostioff found it simply adorable. He pushed open the right side of the large double doors and swung it broad to let the children take in the sights, sounds, and smells of the Black Dragon Inn for the first time. Their eyes went wide as they looked inside. A long bar ran across the back of the room with a portly man standing there wiping out clay mugs and stacking them neatly in an elaborate pyramid shape next to some tapped kegs of ale. Then the scent of freshly grilled meats and homey stews filled their nostrils, along with the welcoming aromas of fresh bread and pipe tobacco.

      Behind the bar and off to one side were swinging half gates that led back to the kitchen and all manner of noises could be heard coming from within, even all the way from the front door of the inn. Each time those kitchen doors swung open, a thin veil of light blue translucent smoke wafted out and followed the air over to the now open front door of the inn, carrying with it all of the wonderful scents that assailed their senses as they entered.

      There were two large hearths in the room, one to either end with a sea of tables in the middle. Booths segregated the room into several little sections. Lanterns set into large, round wrought iron chandeliers hung from rope and pulley systems in the roof tied off on the backs of the booths around the dining room. The tavern area had seating for some ninety souls in the common area and tonight it looked to be about half full.

      The band played near the hearth at the end of the room to the left of the door near the fire. They had amassed some fans that were dancing and clapping to the sounds of a lute, a flute, and a hand drum while the musicians danced around wildly as they played to engage the crowd in their merry making. They were dressed in foppish apparel from the southern elven lands. They were not elven themselves, though one of them looked to be at least half elf. An atmosphere of lightheartedness and gayety filled the air. There were men, women, and families in the room enjoying the night and the entertainment.

      “Well, go on!” Rostioff gently coaxed the youngsters inside.

      They both grinned broadly with eyes wide and trotted into the room with Rostioff close behind. He guided them over to the bar. The bartender’s name was Bigsby Flathand and he spotted Rostioff when he was but halfway across the floor, waving to him excitedly.

      “Ello' there, guvna’ Rostioff, sir! How might you be this fine eve? I see you’ve got some goblins in tow. Shall we dispatch them in the kitchen for you, sir? Perhaps some nice, hot goblin stew?” he exclaimed with a big smile as he looked down at the children.

      Both played shy and were not entirely sure if the man were joking or if he in fact aimed to cook them up for supper.

      “Good evening, Bigsby. I am well, thank you. I found these children orphaned in the town of Summervale not two nights past now. It turns out the town fell victim to an attack by goblins just the night before I arrived there and they razed it to the ground. The pups here were orphaned. Had I not healed the boy, he might not have made it through the day,” said Rostioff.

      The little girl’s eyes widened at hearing this and she grabbed onto her brother’s arm and looked in his eyes, tears welling with concern and relief all at once.

      “We require one of your fine common rooms with at least three beds. Also a tub filled with piping hot water for the children, plenty of towels, and some of that nice soap Manya carries in her shop out back. I would like a nice hot meal sent up and we do not wish to be disturbed for the remainder of the evening. These children require some much needed rest,” proclaimed the wizard.

      He plunked down three gold coins on the counter and smiled broadly at Bigsby. The fat jolly little fellow laughed loudly and shook his head.

      “Your coin’s no good here, guvna’. Master Turynn would have my fat hide turned into a lumpy rug if I took your money. Go on up with this little fellow. He’ll get you a room and I’ll take care of the rest.” He motioned for one of the inn-hands to come over and help Rostioff and the children up to their room.

      “I thank you, Bigsby. Your heart is sized to suit you as it always has been. One more thing. Could you send out for a messenger? I wish to pen a letter this evening and I will need it carried express back to the Tower of High Sorcery so it arrives there as soon as possible. I must report back to Arch Mage Danthalas of what has happened in Summervale.”

      “Yes, guvna’, no worries, no worries. Bigsby will take care of your every need. Now head on up and find these two little hedgehogs a hot tub!” He laughed heartily and gently coaxed the children toward the staircase off to one side of the bar and Rostioff followed.

      The inn-hand led them to a room off in the back wing of the inn above Manya’s Magick & Curios shop. Rostioff found the room to be peaceful and quiet, away from the noise and commotion of the tavern on the floor below. Rostioff swung back the drapes and opened up the two large windows in the room to let in some of the fresh night air. He quickly assigned the children beds and then promptly told them not to touch them until they had bathed and eaten. They were both absolutely filthy from the fire and smoke. That was only compounded by the dust they’d been coated in on their cart ride into Hilltop.

      Rostioff found the room to be more than satisfactory. It had plenty of light from a central chandelier and the boy that guided them lit them a cracking fire, plunked down a large stack of towels on each of the beds, and then promptly held his hand out for a tip. Rostioff offered him a couple of coppers and he smiled a large toothless grin.

      “Thanks, guvna’! I’ll be back wif’ your suppa' in the blink of an eye! The ladies will be in wif’ your bath water and to launder your clothes straight away!” He turned and darted out the door running off down the hall.

      “Let’s find a spot at the table there and get ready to receive our supper.” Rostioff motioned over to the quaint little table that sat beside the fireplace. The children went over and hopped up into their chairs. The warm inviting fire made Rostioff all the more sleepy. No sooner had he sat down than the servant ladies came in and began filling the tub up with pots of fresh hot water and stripping the children of their clothes, all talking in a busy bustle as they worked.

      The boy returned moments later with a cart filled with foods. There were freshly roasted meats, potatoes, steaming vegetables, a pitcher of water for the children, and a fine bottle of mead for Rostioff. He unstopped the bottle and filled a cup to the top, after which he took a long steady drink. The children were content to splash in the tub while the ladies seemed content to bathe them, laughing and talking the whole time. Before he knew it, the kids were clean and dried and dressed in oversized sleeping gowns, their clothes all bundled up for the laundry and the ladies were headed for him next. He raised his hands to halt them.

      “Ladies! Is there a more private chamber I might take my bath in? The children are right here,” asked Rostioff.

      “Of course, guvna’, follow us.” The lady that spoke pulled him up out of his chair, dragging him to the door and down the hallway a couple of rooms where they led him to a private bathing chamber, an empty room, quiet and peaceful. Rostioff slid into the soothing hot bath to soak and think without the interruption of the children for at least a few minutes.

      “Thank you, ladies.” He tipped them each a copper coin.

      “Would it be too much to ask for you to watch over the pups while I take a soak?”

      “No trouble at all, guvna’.” One of the ladies began to help him undress and bundled up all of his clothes as he hopped into the piping hot tub with his mug of mead close at hand.

      The last lady left the room and pulled the door shut behind her. He was left sitting in the relaxing silence of the hot steamy bathroom.  He sipped at his mead and thought about the last seven-night that had passed and what yet lay ahead of him if he were to actually find Turynn and Manya. Somehow they had to locate the ancient keep in time to prevent Graxxen from fulfilling his plans. He took a long sip and downed what was left in the cup and lay back to ponder the way of things. Before he knew it, his eyes were closed and he began to dream.

      Rostioff found himself no longer in a hot bath at the Black Dragon Inn but inside a hut, like the ones the Barbarians of the north lived in. Dim light emanating from the central fire pit danced around the room in a dizzying array of shadows and flickers of light. It made Rostioff feel as though his head were spinning. He could see totems made from animal heads hanging around the room and shelves filled with jars containing oddities the likes of which even a wizard found strange. The air smelled of flowers and an old man sat on the floor of the hut across from him, chanting into the fire while holding a totem in one hand and piece of a Rowenwood branch in the other. The fire hissed and crackled as it burned through its fuel. The old conjurer was caught up in some sort of ritual. The branch glowed a pale purplish colour and once  fully illuminated with magickal energy, the witchdoctor tossed it into the fire where it let out a sizzle. Purple flame laced with black streamers of unnatural looking smoke shot up through the vent in the center of the roof. The witchdoctor then grabbed the carcass of a small fox and lifted it high, passing it through the black smoke and exclaimed something to the goddess Skulga in a very thick, almost indiscernible northern accent. He then slit the throat of the animal, allowing the blood to flow freely down over his arms and onto his face and throat. The witchdoctor drank of its blood and cut out the eyes and various organs from the little creature after which he threw them into a pan that was heating on some hot coals. They sizzled and crackled and popped in the hot pan, unveiling the unpleasant scent of seared organ meat. He stood over the pan, wafting the smoke into his nostrils with his hands, looking at the entrails as they wriggled and danced. He breathed the black sooty smoke into the fire.

      The rotten, burning stench filled Rostioff’s nostrils and he began to wretch. He stood up and stepped back a ways, covering his nose with his sleeve. The witchdoctor stood up also and began to chant while holding the carcass of the fox up, waving it in the air toward Rostioff. The very walls of the hut began to come to life with the dancing purple and black fire and smoke.  They quivered and wobbled in the strange aura of the dreamy magick.

      Rostioff looked around the hut. There was no one, only himself, and the witchdoctor. Yet the old man drew closer as if he intended the fox and the chant for Rostioff specifically. He moved closer, violently spraying the warm blood all over the hut. A splash caught Rostioff in the face and the shock of the warm wet blood stirred him awake from the strange and frightening dream.

      Rostioff awakened in a fluster of tepid water to find himself back in his tub at the Black Dragon Inn. One of the housemaids replaced his clothes, laundered and folded.

      The Black Dragon took great pride in its little laundry and its unrivalled level of customer service. Turynn had invented a means to dry clothes quickly using large flat rocks heated from beneath with low fires.

      Rostioff looked around confused and half asleep. The tub water had grown cold on him. His lip quivered and he shivered from head to toes. “How long have I been in here, ma’am?”

      “Beggin' your pardon, guvna’, but you’ve been sleepin’ in that tub for nearly two bloomin’ hours now. Best you get out before you turn into a prune and catch a fever!” She grabbed a large towel and walked over with it, opening it for him to step out of the tepid water. He quickly dried and dressed and went back to the room to find the young servant lad cleaning the dishes away from the table and the children being tucked in bed by another housemaid.

      “I fixed you a nice plate, guvna’,” the boy exclaimed with his hand out and a large grin on his face.

      Rostioff left him with a few more coins and cleared everyone out of the room for the evening. Exhaustion over took him and he’d been more than a little bit disturbed by the dream. He said good night to the children and went to sleep himself. He fell asleep within minutes of his head hitting the pillow.

      The next morning, he awoke to the laughter of the children as they played some sort of hand clapping game in the corner of the room by the fireplace. The fire had all but gone out in the night and the air carried on it a modest chill. He watched them for a moment as they played. One clapped the others’ hand, then they clapped their own, and then the others’. They sang a little chant as they went. It brought to mind the chanting of the Barbarian witchdoctor from his dream in the tub the night before. In past years the clan sent messages to the council via Dream Speak. They, better than anyone, had mastered it and were able to send messages across great distances, but the ability had not been used in decades. Was it a curse on the Tower Magi or a warning to the people of the south? he wondered. Maybe it was just a bad dream brought on by the stress of Graxxen, the dragon eggs, and the attack on Summervale. Rostioff felt the pressure mounting the  last few days. It could just have been a nightmare as his overworked brain tried to make sense of all the terrible things happening in the Land of Shaarn. There was also talk that the Barbarians were considering going to war with the south to push their borders full across the Mystpeaks once and for all. They hadn’t been a warring conquering people since the First Age. Since then, they’d kept to themselves on the north side of the Mystpeak Mountains. The killings only occurred when some brash Southerner dared to cross the Peaks and steal from the horde. There were few foolish or desperate enough to try something that stupid in this day and Age. Everyone knew of and revered the battle prowess of the Winter Wolf in particular, who guarded the entrance to the North and knew very little of the even more reclusive and secretive White Bear Clan further to the northeast. Aside from them, were many other clans who were not so hospitable to Southerners coming into their lands uninvited and often met outside intrusion with open attack. He supposed he would find out soon enough, as he was sure he would encounter some of the horde up in the mountains as he searched for Manya and Turynn.

      Rostioff took the children downstairs and had Bigsby find them some breakfast. He opened the fat bartender’s hand and placed within it seven gold coins.

      “Bigsby, this is most of what I have on me. I need you to find these children a decent orphanage to live in. I want you to take them to a tailor first and buy them new clothes and shoes with this money. Buy them coats and each a small trunk to keep their belongings in. Buy them some sheets of paper and some ink and quills that they may go to school as well. Please also find them some dry provisions and put that into the trunks for them so they have a little something for their own purposes. I want them to have a good start in life after such a tragic end to their family life back in Summervale.” He closed the man’s hand over the coins. “And whatever is left, you may keep for your troubles and we won’t say a word about any of this to young Masters Turynn and Manya when they return, will we?” He smiled coyly at the bartender. Bigsby was a good and decent man with a big heart. Rostioff knew he was leaving the pups in good hands and that they would be given the best chance possible if the man helped them out.

      He turned back to the table and sat with the kids a moment. “Children, I must be off. I’m a wizard and as such, I have important business to attend to in the mountains with the owners of this fine establishment.”

      They both looked up at him in wonder when he mentioned the word wizard. They’d seen him perform the healing magick back in Summervale, but had not suspected him to be a wizard. Wizards of the Tower were held in very high regard by all the citizens of the Kingdoms of Castille and Sunover.

      “When will you come back for us, Master Rostioff?” the boy inquired.

      “Well, child, I won’t. Do you see that man over there? He pointed to Bigsby at the bar and he waved to the children with a big smile on his face.

      “He’s Bigsby and he’s going to help you find a nice place to live and go to school, then take you out shopping for new clothes later. I gave him some money so you could get all you need to get a good start here in Hilltop. I’ll be back this way soon enough, as I often am. I’ll find you and come say my hellos and ensure you are being well cared for. Until then, you listen to whatever Mr. Bigsby over there tells you and you’ll be just fine, alright?”

      The two of them nodded in unison, but neither looked impressed that he was deserting them.

      “Alright then. I bid you farewell, young lady and young sir.” He bowed deeply before them to coax out a laugh and accomplished his goal before he left, striding out into the street and cutting right toward the stables to retrieve Stoneshanks.1

    

    
      
      

      1 “And so the legend tells that Skulga was thrust into the depths of the Abyss, cast out of Asgaard by the creator. Her ambitions too great and her complete disregard for life and love far too wicked for her to be granted the title of the queen of the gods as promised. Instead, that title went to Heyaa, who would now take her place at the right hand of Avgud in the throne room of Asgaard.

      For eons, Skulga cursed the union of Avgud and Heyaa and poxed her own immortal soul that she would one day have her vengeance on both of them for taking what was rightfully hers. The legend says, that so resolute was her desire for vengeance, one half of her soul turned black as pitch with emptiness, a void that could no longer be filled by love and the source of all envy and loneliness in Midgaard. The other half turned white hot with rage and jealousy, which was the source of all anger, wrath, and vengeance on Midgaard.

      And so it was and is to this day until Skulga finally realizes her wicked plans to overthrow Avgud, kill Heyaa, and take their throne from them. We pray that day never comes to pass.”

      - A.M. Corsaan The Valiant, Warrior Priest Warden of the High Tower of Sorcery, Scriptures For Reflection & Worship, 1345A.1.
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            Dragons and Gods

          

        

      

    

    
      After having explained his vision from the Tempus Distortion to Manya and Turynn, Ravak let them know how eager he felt to head off to Dragon’s Maw Keep. His childhood came rushing back at him in a flood of memories of the stories he’d been told of the Dragon Rider Clan and the power they possessed. He’d always envisioned himself on the back of a dragon flying through the air with the wind in his face. The stories had all taken place in the First Age. Most of the information passed down from generation to generation exaggerated and distorted; the story through time and others through the need to instill a sense of the fantastic in the modern peoples of the Second Age. Ravak, like the rest of his clan, came to accept the stories told to each young generation as the history of their people. The time of dragons long gone by and that he would never see one. As he grew into an adult, his father had convinced him dragons and the mythical castle were just that; mere myth and nothing a man should concern himself with.

      He thought back on his journey and all the challenges set before him on his path thus far. He’d never felt so alive in his whole life. He’d gone from yearning for adventure and exploration of the wyrld outside his village to living it. He’d been caught up in the midst of a very fine adventure with uncertain chances for success. There was magick, intrigue, and southern folk. He felt quite happy and smiled broadly as he drank his morning tea and ate a breakfast of dried meats and some berries he’d picked from the bramble up in the pass near the falls. Manya and Turynn squabbled about something over the map, but Ravak scarcely paid attention. He sipped at his tea and stared down the road toward the keep with all the anxiousness and anticipation of a child going to his first carnival.

      The morning came with a slightly cooler breeze than the last and the air smelled faintly of rain. Ravak took one last swallow of his Rowenleaf tea and dumped the remainder into the fire as he stood up, eager to leave.

      “Let’s get moving,” he demanded as he rose and stretched out his limbs. “We want to be in and out of the keep as quickly as possible, and it won’t be but a day or two more before those goblins clear that pass and find their way down here.”

      Just as he finished speaking, he bent down to grab his pack and an arrow flew over his head, sticking itself into a tree with a ‘twing’ near where Sleipner rested. The young ram reared up and let out a cry. Ravak untied him and slapped his ass, sending him off running in the direction of the keep. Another arrow came whizzing past Turynn and stuck into the ground behind him. Another came right at Ravak, but he had no time to react. This one found its way home, striking Ravak in the back of the shoulder. He cried out at the searing pain of the arrow finding its way into his muscle and rolled to the ground. It was goblins firing from up in the pass. Manya and Turynn rolled away behind a couple of large Rowenwoods. The next volley came.

      “I see five of them. Up there! By the bridge,” exclaimed Ravak as he reached out for his bow and tumbled into a roll to grab his arrows, landing behind the tree Manya hid behind.

      The terrible pain of the wound bit deep, ripping through his back and arm as he loosed the arrow. He tried to shrug it off as he had no time to concern himself with that now. He gritted his teeth together so hard his jaw hurt as he fought through constant throbbing pain which only intensified as he drew back on his bow. A goblin let out a blood-curdling cry as Ravak’s arrow found its mark and the little monster went down. He still had the arrow protruding from his back and Manya took it upon herself to help him with this predicament.

      “Hold still!” she exclaimed as she put her back into pushing the arrow through the front of Ravak’s shoulder where she broke it off from the back. Ravak let out a howl and began to curse at her in a language she didn’t understand. “We’ll tend to that later, but it’ll have to do for now,” she added.

      Turynn laughed at Ravak’s predicament as he fired off his first volley. Another volley came down from the goblins of the thicket. This time there were only three arrows instead of the four Ravak would have expected.

      “They’ve sent a scout back for reinforcements. We’re done for if we don’t move clear of this pass and quickly!” said Ravak.

      “But where to? They are blocking our path back out,” inquired Manya. Lines of worry marked her face. Sweat rolled down her face from dodging arrows and pushing the arrow through the huge Barbarian’s thick shoulder muscle.

      “We’ll have to make for the keep. Maybe we can hold up in there for a time. Maybe there’s actually another pass out of the mountains behind it. The road runs completely around it after all. They wouldn’t have built that road if it led to nowhere.”

      He fired another arrow up into the pass and hit home again. A goblin came tumbling out of the thicket and down the steep moss covered road, rolling into the valley before them in a crumpled, misshapen, tiny heap.

      “When I give the signal we’ll start retreating back down the road toward the pass. Move from tree to tree and they will not be able to take aim on us. They wield short bows and their range is already running long as they can’t hit but one in three shots.” He rose to his feet as did Turynn and both fired a double volley up into the thicket again, but struck only air and bark. All three backed on toward the next trees closest to them down the road and continued on for several minutes until the goblin’s arrows began to fall short. They turned and broke into a run down the road. Ravak looked back to see the two remaining goblins come down out of the pass to check on their fallen comrades and then took up the chase themselves.

      “Those two must know help is on its way soon or they wouldn’t risk exposing themselves thusly on the open road before a superior force,” Turynn pointed out. “They’re stupid, but they’re not that stupid.”

      Ravak turned and knelt quickly, nocking another arrow and taking careful aim. He drew in a deep, slow breathe as he drew the bowstring back and let the arrow fly. It found home right into the goblin’s heart and knocked him backward off his feet with great force, killing him almost instantly. The other little monster quickly tucked and rolled behind a Rowenwood tree and fell out of sight. Ravak turned and broke back into a run toward the keep.

      “Move,” Ravak ordered his two companions as he strode past them, picking up speed into his full Barbarian stride and leaving them well behind. His intended to make his way ahead and assess if there were any goblins laying in wait. Something had occurred to him in the last moments as he fired off that arrow. He’d seen a vision of the keep in its early seasons. What if the scene in the vision didn’t measure up to what they’d find when they actually came upon the keep in the here and now? It could be over run for all they knew.

      Ravak pressed on running hard. He overtook Sleipner after a couple of moments. The road ahead seemed clear as far as he could tell. He turned back to Turynn and Manya and reported back, panting from his hard fast run.

      “The keep is a half a day’s travel from here yet. If we press on hard, we could make it just after dark. The road ahead is clear of goblins from what I can see, but I don’t imagine those little monsters will leave us be.”

      They all agreed it would be best to put as much distance between them and the goblins as possible and travelled on into the evening.
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        * * *

      

      They’d not seen a single goblin all morning. The forest seemed quiet and serene. Almost without warning, the great stone wall of the keep rose up out of the dark forest floor ahead of them. Something seemed different to Ravak, but it was hard to make it out. They moved ahead slowly making their way around the wall to the west face where the gate loomed.

      The masons had completed the outer wall Ravak had seen them working on in his vision of the First Age and it now stood a full twenty feet high in front of him with a moat surrounding it. The drawbridge, in its upright position, locked them out and the moat kept them from reaching it. He ran around the keep to see if he could find another entrance, but there was nothing; only one way in or out. The road did lead south toward another pass out of the valley as he’d suspected.

      The walls of the keep were sheer and built smoothly to resist entrance by scaling. Battlements jutted out from the top some five feet to further inhibit scalars and siege engines. It would also allow defenders armed with bows to send deathly arrows and flaming oil down on any would be underminers. The bridge appeared to be the only way he could find in or out of the keep and it was shut. When he came back around to the west face, he could see Manya and Turynn standing at the gate talking.

      “.....Thought this place would be in ruins,” exclaimed Manya. “How in the name of Bragi will we get inside there?” she pondered quizzically.

      “You leave that to me. Ravak, have you got any rope left?” He pulled out an arrow and waited for the big Barbarian to rummage through his pack. Ravak produced a length of rope measuring some thirty feet. Turynn quickly tied it to the shaft of the arrow and fired it up through one of the windows of the gatehouse. With not a moment’s thought, he tested the rope for strength and security, fixed and firm it was ready to climb. He first ran out the full length of the rope then began to run to the side around the wall. He left the ground in a dextrous swing that led him first up and slightly around the wall, then back down and around gently so as not to slam face first into the brick work as he came back down. All the while he deftly shimmied up the still swinging rope agilely shifting his weight to ensure it continued to swing in the appropriate direction. Ravak and Manya were both amazed at his climbing skill, which seemed almost mystical as he quickly scaled the heights of the great walls with no more effort than it would take for squirrel to climb a tree. The bottom tip of the rope dropped into the murk of the moat and began to hiss and sizzle as it touched the reddish sludge.

      In only seconds it was gone, dissolved in the acidic sludge of the ancient moat. It took only a couple of moments and Turynn had the drawbridge slowly lowering down over the rusty red ooze. He pulled the rope back up as the bridge came down for his companions and examined the still bubbling end, devoured by the moat.

      As soon as the bridge hit the ground on the side closest to them, both ran across. Peeking out the window and seeing them cross, Turynn began to raise it once more. A moment later, the giant bridge clanked and squeaked with age as it locked into its upright position.

      They employed the same tactic a second time and were within the great tunnel that led under the inner wall. Black as pitch in the night within the tunnel, Ravak decided to light a torch from the wall. They kicked up dust as they walked. The torch must have been old. It snapped and popped as centuries worth of dust sizzled and fizzled in the dry oil that fueled it. Rats and insects scurried away at the sight of the torchlight.

      In no time they were in the open-air courtyard. The three companions looked around in wonder at the intricately detailed stonework towering up above them.

      “My word!” Manya choked out between coughs as she whirled around, almost dizzy looking up at the crumbling sculptures and carvings on the walls above.

      “This is amazing!” Ravak stood in awe, looking up at the walls, circling, his mouth open wide as he examined the massive stone mosaics depicting the ancient battles of his ancestors from the First Age. Stories were immortalized in fine dwarven craftsmanship, stories of conquest and power. He could see where they rode the dragons into battle using the great beasts’ various breath weapons to lay waste to their foes. He saw how there’d been various kings throughout the Ages, each king depicted atop his dragon mount adorned in heavy, expertly tailored furs and dragon armour. Now in the Second Age, the horde no longer named kings, preferring the guidance of the many clan councils versus leaving the vital decision-making on the shoulders of just one man. Many of the kings depicted carried dragon scale shields into battle or held high great totems jewelled with Dragon Orbs. He had thought the orbs simply myth along with the rest of the tales, but here it was, all laid out before him in a vivid history brought to life by the very gifted dwarven masons of the First Age.

      “We must find the clutch,” Turynn proclaimed as he began to look around.

      “Every door looks the same. Even the stairs are endless!”

      Manya looked about, slowly walking toward the massive pit at the center of the keep. Something drew her close. She sensed magick, ancient and powerful. Maybe it was her keen sense for the arcane. Maybe it was simple curiosity, but she felt drawn to the edge of that hole. She approached and heard the sound of voices coming from somewhere in the depths, faint and distant. A sense of fear and foreboding shivered its way up her back as she carefully placed her hand on the ancient, vine covered, rusted rail and leaned over for a better look. At first, all she could see was depth and darkness, then her keen eyes adjusted and she caught site of a flickering of fire from a small opening in the wall far below. From within the opening came the sounds of a voice, but now that she was closer, she could tell it was not the voice of a man, an elf, a dwarf, a gnome, or any other of the creatures she could recall. The voice, loud yet raspy as if the vocal chords strained to push the air through them, sounded dead and uncaring. More voices came up from below. They growled and snapped at one another and even though much of the time it sounded as if they were yelling to one another, the pit was far too deep and the fire light too far down for her to make out what was being said or see anything. She surmised they were speaking a language or at least a dialect she didn’t know. That was strange in and of itself as it was to the advantage of any good spell caster worth their salt to learn and become fluent in many languages. They did this so that the rarer spell books of the wyrld could be understood and transcribed into a more commonly used tongue if necessary.

      The air from the depths of the great pit rose musty, stale and smelled of lichen and putrid water. She began to survey the sides of the pit for a route down to the firelight, but it appeared to be of no use. The walls were sheer and the pit widened on its decent, which would make a climb almost impossible. There had to be a path down from within the great walls of the keep itself.

      Ravak was still transfixed on the massive rock mosaics of his ancestry taking it all in and learning of his fantastic heritage, even if his shoulder gave him some pretty awful pain from the wound. While Turynn was ascending one of the many winding staircases trying the many doors as he went, attempting to gain entrance to the inner keep.

      Sleipner grazed, but appeared to shy away from the pit, staying near the gate they had come in. There was plenty of overgrowth for him to work on so the three paid little attention to his meanderings.

      “Ravak,” implored Manya, “We must find a way into the keep. But first, you must drink of the rejuvenating potion you gave me. Your shoulder is bleeding badly. Let me help you get that chunk of arrow shaft out and clean that up.”

      She began to remove his overcoat. Ravak didn’t refuse the help. His shoulder throbbed so badly it had given him a headache and he began to feel lightheaded. Manya grabbed hold of the broken arrow shaft in one hand and Ravak’s shoulder in the other.

      “Steady yourself, Northerner. This is going to pinch,” she said as she winked at him.

      The wink caught him off guard as she’d hoped. She slowly pulled the arrow shaft through the wound, taking care not tear it open further as she worked. Ravak let out a grunt and grit his teeth against the pain. He shook and sweat all over as she pulled the shaft free.

      Manya cleaned the wound with a small piece of hide and soaked it with some of the strong Barbarian whisky. Once Ravak had taken his dose of the medicinal potion and Manya had all but finished cleaning him up, she spoke.

      “There’s an open pit over there and I sense we’re not alone. There appears to be firelight within a small cave deep within the wall of the pit and I can hear voices echoing up from the depths. It would be best if we could get the upper hand and see who our fellow explorers are before they find out about us, and best we’d do it quietly so as not to draw attention to ourselves.”

      Just as she finished that thought, Turynn shouted down at them.

      “I found an unlocked door! Come up here!”

      His voice echoed repeatedly off the round walls of the inner courtyard, straight down the pit and into the lair of Graxxen.

      The wicked old lich worked with his young dragon, attempting to begin its training to be mounted. He’d bound it about the neck, each leg, and its tail and had them all held in place by several ghouls, who all fought at the strength of the creature even in its nearly infant form. The young dragon had powerful both physically and mystically. A creature of the First Age, its awesome power showed. The many ghouls who tried to keep it at bay were all shaken loose as the cry of Turynn made its way down into the den and to the waiting ears of the young dragon. The beast let out a shrill cry and heaved as he shrugged off his captors. Ghouls lay scattered on the ground before him and he spat out thick red globules of acid at them reducing the lot of them to bubbling pools of smelly goo in only seconds. It lurched forward and faced its cruel master shrieking its disgust at its treatment by the wicked old lich.

      The dragon’s cry wound its way up the pit walls and echoed out of the opening somewhat intensified by the reverberated echo that was carried with it. All three companions heard it and went still with dragon fright at the sound.

      Sleipner fell over and whimpered on the ground, unable to even open his mouth to cry out as the ancient magick of the dragon fear held his tiny brain fast.

      The hairs on Ravak’s neck stood upright and he felt an instant sweat overtake him. He tried to cry out ‘Run!’ but not even the one word would come to his lips. Nor would his feet serve to act upon his plan. Frozen with indescribable fear, his heart began to pound wildly in his chest and his breathing grew panicked. He looked at Manya who stood transfixed by the mystic dragon fear. Turynn, high atop a staircase several storeys above them, also stood paralyzed. The three remained motionless and terror stricken. Manya sensed the powerful and ancient magick that overtook them and knew all too well they were no match for whatever creature had let out the mystic shriek, much less whatever else lay in the caves of the pit below. A minute later, the fear passed and Ravak rushed to Manya.

      “We must gather Turynn and escape this place. Whatever let out that sound, we cannot possibly face it.” The dragon fear, which Ravak did not understand, still consumed his thoughts as he tried to rationalize what had just happened.

      Turynn, already on his way down the stairs at a fast trot with a similar look of panic in his wide and wild eyes, didn’t speak again until he came close enough to the other two to talk in a much more hushed tone.

      “We must flee at once!”

      Manya grabbed them both by the arm. “Wait! Both of you, wait! You are stricken with the magick of dragon fear. What you’re feeling is not real. It’s the powerful feeling of magick that is inherent to a creature of the First Age, a living dragon.” She felt it too but had the good sense of a sorceress to overcome it, understanding the mysteries of magick. “We must tread lightly, but we’re here for a purpose. We’re not going anywhere, but down into that pit to find that dragon and hopefully some eggs.”

      “We’re too late. The eggs have obviously hatched,” said Turynn as he tried to pull her toward the gatehouse.

      Sleipner back on his feet now, cried out and carried on. He head butted the gate in a complete panic, trying to escape.

      “Sleipner!” Ravak hissed through his teeth, “Get over here!” But the young ram wouldn’t listen. Ravak ran over to him and quickly muzzled him with a length of rope. It was too late; the cries of the young ram spilled into the pit and cascaded downward to the lair of the lich and his young, black. Both their heads turned toward the opening and the dragon moved toward the hole.

      “Stop!” commanded Graxxen as he rose to take control of the beast, but the creature had a mind of its own. The brash young dragon lifted himself off the ledge of the mouth of the cave with his powerful wings and launched himself into the air to investigate the noises from above.

      It rose out of the hole with a rush of air whistling beneath it. The dust of countless centuries that lay settled in the courtyard swirled up with the buffeting of his wings. Still small, only some eight feet from nose to tip of tail, but every bit a dragon and quite an impressive spectacle for the three companions who’d never known his kind but in faerie tales. He rose up into the air above them and looked down on the courtyard, scanning for the source of the noise.

      “Run!” Turynn pulled at the sleeves of both Ravak and Manya, guiding them over to the staircase that led to the open door he’d located, it seemed the only quick route away from the eye of the terrible beast. Manya and Ravak said nothing and headed for the stairs.

      The dragon spotted the ram and spat out a globule of acid. It struck the ground very close to Sleipner, splashing onto the young ram’s legs and side. He cried out in pain as the corrosive red gunk bubbled and steamed as it dissolved some of his hide. Ravak pulled at his harness with all his might, but the ram had suffered a serious injury and went down writhing. Ravak looked at the poor creature, tears of panic and sorrow welled up in his eyes as he dropped the rope he’d been guiding the young ram with and loosed the muzzle, preventing him from crying out. Sleipner let out a series of panicked and terror stricken cries as he spasmed on the ground in agony.

      “Cover your ears,” shouted Manya, as she stuffed some cloth from her dress into her own, running behind Turynn at the same time. Turynn simply put his hands over his ears and ran terrified up the steep staircase, stumbling as he clambered in a mad dash for the open door way. Ravak didn’t react quickly enough and the dragon let out another blood curdling cry, paralyzing him in place not ten feet from Sleipner and still several steps from the foot of the staircase, his only means of escape. The serpent landed between Ravak and Sleipner, facing the now helpless and frantic ram. It lowered its great head and picked up the young goat in its powerful jaws. With one of its foreclaws, it pulled the poor animal in two. Ravak saw the blood and entrails spill out onto the ground, awaiting his fate, unable to move. He tried to slow his breathing, but it was impossible. He tried to get his legs to move, but they would not respond. Tears streamed down his cheeks at the sight of his dead companion. He could hear Manya and Turynn crying out to distract the dragon behind him, but what good would that do? That plan would end with the dragon between him and the door he needed to get to.

      The beast stood before him, devouring the remains of Sleipner. Tears streaked down Ravak’s terrified visage, unable to avenge the death of his companion, awaiting a similar fate. The dragon finished his meal and began to turn around to face Ravak. He began to feel the effects of the ancient and mystical dragon fear subside. Its long snout hung open and he could see its terrible bloodstained teeth. Bits of Sleipner’s flesh hung from its jaw and blood dripped on the ground as it turned to face him. Its eyes were narrow and yellow with a black slit at the centre that seemed to be fixed on Ravak. The air smelled of the creature’s acrid spittle. The very scent of it burned the eyes and nose.

      At first, Ravak’s breathing became more regular and then his chills left and finally his paralysis lifted, freeing him from the grasp of his magickal prison. He reached for one of his axes, hurling it at the beast. The Axe whirled end over end through the air as if in slow motion toward its target. It landed a well-placed blow in the dragon’s neck as the beast let out a shriek having never been harmed by an axe, sword or spear in its short life. In the same motion, Ravak rolled toward the beast drawing from his back a spear and from his belt another axe. Rage filled him, yet he kept his breath steady and his demeanor calm. He saw only blood now. His heart pounded heavily in his ears as he felt the vengeance well up within, a tidal wave that would come crashing out onto this dragonling as if it were nothing more than a piece of driftwood dashed to bits by the violent tides of the Southern Ocean.

      The axe come up first and went deep into the belly of the beast. Ravak found himself directly in front of the dragon. The spear followed in two sharp strikes. The first found home in the right knee of the dragon’s hind leg and Ravak whirled the spear in a blindingly fast and practiced maneuver. It came around his midsection in one deft move to land the second strike in the kneecap of the other leg. The beast came down hard on top of Ravak and let out a cry of agony. This cry did not assault the sensibilities of the three companions and was not laced with the mystic dragon fear. A cry of fear from the beast left its throat as it panicked. The foolish young creature had gone and caught itself unaware that a tiny man would be fierce enough to harm him.

      Ravak grunted and struggled to push the scaly, smelly flesh of the beast away. Clamouring desperately, he tried to get out from underneath its bulk. Just a dragonling, It still weighed a ton, eight feet long when sprawled on top of a man. He managed to struggle free and regain his footing, but his spear was pinned somewhere under the dragon who also regained his footing. Young as the beast looked, he wouldn’t be so easily defeated, filled with a rage for the creature that had just hobbled him.

      Arrows sang through the air first one, then another. Turynn was firing down into the back of the neck of the creature, trying to draw it off of Ravak. The beast slowly lumbered around to meet the gaze of the archer as he loosed another arrow into the creature, this time striking it in the eye, giving Ravak just enough time to make his move. He rolled forward and reached for his spear that lay on the ground beside the dragon. He raised it high and let out a terrible battle cry while leaping onto the creature’s back. He brought the spear down with a powerful thrust, using both hands to drive the tip into the back of the beast’s head. The creature came down hard onto the ground, letting out a terrible cry that ended abruptly as the spear put an end to the last of the mystic beast’s thoughts. Ravak tumbled and hit the ground with force, landing on all fours beside the heap of dragon that now lay lifeless beside him. Blood flowed down the neck and head of the beast from the wound Ravak had inflicted.

      “You killed it!” Turynn exclaimed. “The bastard just killed a dragon, Manya!” He grabbed his sister by the shoulders and shook her as he made his proclamation, elated with the unforeseen victory. He jumped and danced about happy to be alive and amazed at Ravak’s skill. They both ran down the stairs to Ravak’s aid.

      Still on all fours panting, he cried and fell into the dirt when they came upon him. He rose slowly and wiped away the tears when he saw them coming his way. Dragon blood spatters and grime smeared his dispirited face. His blood, mud and sweat streaked cheeks. Both could see his only thoughts were for his lost companion, Sleipner. He walked over to the young ram’s mangled carcass and found very little left to mourn over. Ravak let out a cough and began to sob, falling to his knees before the remains of his friend. Manya put a hand on his shoulder and rubbed his back.

      “I know,” she said to him consolingly. “I know.”

      The dragon fear no longer had its grip on them. They all knew they had to get inside the keep and get the eggs away from Graxxen before he could hatch another. Gradually, Ravak calmed from the loss of his little friend.

      The trio had made their way deep inside the keep. The air grew even mustier and danker. The walls were cold to the touch. They’d walked some way down the round corridors looking for open doors, but found them all locked. Finally after several minutes of searching, they came upon an open archway on the inner wall that led to a little antechamber with stairs winding both up and down. They took the stairwell down, hoping they could find a way to the pit. The further they descended, the darker the stairwell grew until finally; Ravak saw only blackness before his eyes.

      “Wait. I can’t see a damn thing,” he exclaimed.

      “Oh, sorry. We didn’t think,” came Manya’s voice from the darkness down in front of him. “We both have elven sight and can see in the darkness.”

      She mumbled an arcane word to herself softly and her hand ignited into a small mystic flame. She searched down a few steps more to find an old torch on the wall set into a socket. She grabbed and lit it while making her way back up to Ravak, the flame on her hand extinguishing itself at her will, nary a sign of burn or char was left on her skin.

      “What do you mean you both have elven sight?”

      “We’re both half-elves, friend,” Turynn said with a smile.

      The stairs wound down the inner wall of the keep for some three storeys and every so often opened into an antechamber like the one they’d entered through, darkened and continued on down into the earth below. The three trotted on. All agreed they must now be walking along a staircase that wound around the great pit they’d seen in the courtyard above. It widened as it wound down around the pit, but still they had found no openings.

      Finally they came to a flat-bottomed round hallway with doors on both sides large enough for a dragon to pass through in some places, while in others there were smaller man-sized doors. The stone here felt cooler with the chill of the deep earth. The companions could feel the nip rise up through their boots. They crept along slowly, listening at each door as they went. Finally they came upon the door they sought. A smaller man-sized door with a freshly oiled lock. Turynn peered through the lock with all the practised skill of a cat burglar.

      Graxxen appeared to be finishing his preparations to escape the trio. He had his ghouls piling all of his valuables in the center of a magick circle with as many of the eggs as he could gather. He began to chant and gesticulate as he prepared his magick. A clunk at the door as both Ravak and Turynn hacked at it with axes. Then another came then another, and another. The companions were coming through. Graxxen let out a rageful roar at the door.

      “Bar that damned door,” he hissed at his ghouls.

      The companions could hear the ghouls piling things in front of the door hastily. Graxxen began to chant again.  Ravak finally convinced the door to give with a final chop at the lock. He pushed the door open only a crack against a pile of shelves and refuse the ghouls had left there to stop them entering the chamber before Graxxen had the chance to escape. He could see an eerie purplish glow emanating from the patterns on the floor. The light began to rise up out of the magick circle and swirled into the shape of a portal. The air was alive with the almost electric charge of Graxxen’s power.

      Turynn’s face peeked through the crack below Ravak’s as the Barbarian stood on his tip toes to witness the spectacle within.

      “What’s happening?” asked Manya.

      “Back out of the way,” said Ravak shoving the two aside. He kicked at the door to shift the debris on the other side. He and Turynn both put their shoulders into the door and shoved with all their might.

      They managed to get it open enough to slip through and scrambled clumsily over the mounds of junk, all the while watching Graxxen in the midst of his spell casting at the center of the lair.

      “We’re too late!” shouted Manya. “He’s opening a Transportal and the magick is nearly complete!”

      Graxxen stood glaring at them. His bare skull face and hollow, purple, glowing eyes fixed on the three companions as they made their way into the room. He said nothing, but merely pointed at Ravak and then was lost in the brilliance of the magick; as the portal began to consume him and the pile. Black tendrils of magick from the nethyr wrapped their way around him and all his gear until he disappeared into the shadowy grasp of his magick and with a flash of purple Blood Magick brought to life with electricity, he was gone.

      The ghouls slowly encircled the trio. Graxxen’s undead servants the ghouls of Dragon’s Maw Keep. The odds were overwhelming and they had no quick means of escape. Manya scrambled back up over the blockage and through the only slightly opened door while Ravak and Turynn fought off the onslaught of ghouls frantically. The magick circle seemed to come to life once again. Turynn noticed it first. There was a faint white glow and the sound of a hum. This time a brilliant white oval portal opened and through it stepped a large man.

      Garbed in fine furs lined with armoured plates of platinum and wielding a broadsword inscribed with ancient text all aglow with white light, the being stepped toward the ghouls and the trio. The ghouls all cowered and shrunk away from him.

      “There is no justice in this.” He spoke to them all, voice booming into the companions’ minds as if they had thought rather than heard its sound. Manya peered back through the hole in the door at the being, mouth dropped in awe. Ravak and Turynn both stood in wonder before him. He pointed his sword out toward the ghouls and spoke one word.

      “Stuppa!” He said loudly and calmly, sword extended. With a modest electrical flash of white energy, the ghouls all disintegrated into  ash and crumbled to the floor of the cave. He stepped out of the circle and approached them, lowering his sword to the ground to rest both hands on the pommel.

      Manya scrambled back into the room to find out who their saviour was.

      He spoke again. “Come here, young woman. Have no fear of me. I mean you no harm and am here only to help you.”

      Manya fumbled over the piled up junk and took her position behind her brother and Ravak.

      “Who are you?” Ravak asked, anxious to learn if this being was friend or foe. He felt quite sure nothing good could come of this encounter based on his recent experiences.

      “I am shocked you do not recognize me, Ravak, Ekesson,” the strange being proclaimed.

      “How do you know my name? We’ve never met before now, stranger. Do you mean to destroy us with your sorcery as so many others have tried today? For I can tell you that I am slayer of dragons, ghouls, and goblins and will not be felled so easily.”

      The stranger laughed heartily and shook his head.

      “No, certainly not. You have demonstrated great courage and honour, Winter Wolf. I am here to reward and protect you for your honour and bravery. You are the greatest son of the horde in this Age. Honor and glory coupled with towering responsibility awaits you and your companions. For today was merely a taste of the power of the evil you will have to overcome to save your people from the fate of the ghouls you just saw.”

      “You have not yet answered my question, sir. Who are you?” Ravak asked again impatiently. Manya put a hand on his shoulder to restrain him.

      The being laughed heartily again.

      “Ravak, your courage knows no bounds and that is why you and your companions have been chosen to face the challenges that await you on the road ahead. I am Krigaar, God of Justice, Peace Maker of Asgaard.”

      Ravak’s eyes widened and he fell to one knee before the god.

      “My lord, forgive my ignorance.”

      “Rise, Winter Wolf. You are a man of the Second Age of Midgaard and none of your Age has ever laid eyes on a god before. I do not blame your cautious and suspicious nature. You’ve been through quite an ordeal. You and your companions must come with me. There is much to discuss and much planning to do. That creature you saw is named Graxxen. He is your quarry and he aims to kill everyone and everything. You must stop him.”

      He motioned for them to follow him through the portal and disappeared back into the white light. The air round the portal had come alive with white magical electricity. Manya’s hair moved as if it were alive, her ringlets reaching out like tentacles. The three looked at each other nervously.

      Ravak went first. He stepped through and disappeared into the light. Manya looked at Turynn shrugged and followed Ravak.

      Turynn shook his head in disbelief. How could his sister and Ravak so blindly trust this man to be the god he said he was? He hesitated a moment longer, muttering under his breath. The voice came back through the portal one last time.

      “Come, Turynn!”

      Turynn jittered wide-eyed at the booming command and rushed forward through the portal to join his companions. It disappeared behind him in a flash, leaving only the darkness of the cavern where the ashes of the ghouls began to spread across the floor of the dark cave.
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      “Mistress, please forgive my failure!” Graxxen anxiously pleaded. “I had no idea the magi of the Tower had found me! How was I to know they had sent out a search party? I had thought them far too pompous and caught up in their own studies to worry about the scheming and plotting of a poor withered old mage from the First Age.”

      Graxxen knelt before Skulga, begging for his life. He knelt before no man, but this woman, the Mistress of Death, Goddess of Death and Vengeance; he knelt before her, and only her.

      Skulga held dominion over Avgruxx. It lay on one of the deeper layers of the Abyss. The nethyr region after place of Midgaard and the hell to Asgaard’s heaven, Avgruxx was a place of great suffering and darkness.

      Skulga had the power to disarm Graxxen’s magickal arsenal at will. She had the power to rot the very bones into dust that held his miserable tortured soul to the physical wyrld. She was the goddess of death and wherever she went, disease and pestilence went with her. Garbed in a flowing, white gown and carrying a long sword imbued with a skull-shaped magickal orb in the hilt she caused disease with merely a wave of the blade. The sword’s name was Dod Givare, meaning death bringer in the Old Nordish Speak and wherever Skulga took, it death was sure to follow.

      Her flesh half dark and half light, stark pale white on her right side, on the left side, her skin was as black as pitch and again as featureless as the back of the darkest cave in the land. Her face was featureless and gaunt throughout. She kept her hair long, letting it fall down over her shoulders white like spider silk, fine and shiny. Her soul matched her featureless form; dark, blank, and without shape. She cared for nothing save the power she wished to usurp from Avgud and his little minion gods that sat high atop their thrones in Asgaard, her brothers and sisters from the dawn of time. The long Ages of her existence were spent hatching the plan she was only now bringing to life.

      At the time of their inception into godhood her appointment was to be at Avgud’s side to rule as his queen over all the gods of Midgaard. Plans change and the creator reassigned her to Avgruxx as keeper of the dead, deciding her too ambitious and Avgud perfectly capable of ruling the heavens of his own accord. The creator instead gave to Avgud a trophy wife, Heyaa, whose beauty and fealty to the creator were both beyond reproach.

      Graxxen became a key instrument to her plan. She sought the enslavement of the peoples of the Land of Shaarn. A goddess required deific power and it came from only one source; worship. She had some followers, but the goddess of death and vengeance does not garner a large following when compared to the much more benevolent and loving gods of Asgaard in the high heavens. She had grown cold and her heart hardened to the lives of men. Her lingering, fruitless existence without love or worship made her dark and bitter, all the while feeding the hate and rage within her until she devised a plan to take the worship of the good people of Shaarn by force. This whelp, this worm, this dying husk of a mere mortal man Graxxen, now the key to her success failed her.

      She would now have to take all the eggs the plebe salvaged and hatch them elsewhere. As the goddess of death, she would not be able to nurture the eggs herself without killing the young within and now here knelt the worm Graxxen with only a handful of the eggs and piles of junk strewn about her throne room, begging for his unlife.

      “Please, mistress, I exist only to do your bidding. Allow me another chance to prove to you my great worth.” Graxxen clung at her robe and kissed her feet, an act a normal mortal would have perished from instantly, but for Graxxen, it was nothing.

      “My lady, there is something I have not yet told you. Something that ensures our victory over the will of the people of Shaarn and would surely break them. But I require more time and a place to foster the eggs where I will not be disturbed. After only two seasons, a young dragon is of adult size. Once the beasts have reached this full grown state, I have researched a ritual lost to the Ages that will allow me to convert them into a creature even more terrible than a fire breathing red dragon of old.”

      She cut him short. “You have failed me so far, lich! You’ve done a very good job of fouling up my plans completely without even trying! What could you possibly offer up to me, a goddess, which I have not already considered? You will prepare your armies for war! You will forge the great lances of old to be carried by the Dragon Riders! You will have saddles fashioned to mount and house our armada of dragons when they are ready! And you will retake Dragon’s Maw Keep by force. The keep must not be lost! It is the key to holding the South and North at odds! Not to mention the great many eggs you left behind there! Now go! Make sure you follow my orders to the last or your days on Shaarn will be eternally filled with the suffering only I can inflict! To the northern wastes with you! To the Spiral of the Ice Serpent! That shall be your stronghold now! Enjoy the cold, whelp! It will match the warmth of your soul nicely!” She pointed off into the distance, signalling the time had come for Graxxen to make a hasty exit.

      Skulga watched as he cast the Transportal spell and at the last moment, she thought she glimpsed a glimmer in his eye that planted a seed of distrust within her shrivelled heart. She trusted him little enough. After all, Graxxen’s very being radiated evil. Neither could trust the other at the best of times. But this time, she noticed something different. The fear had gone out of the creature’s eye, replaced with something she could not quite put her finger on. She found it difficult to read on the barren rotted face of a lich with only a spot of mortal essence for an eye, but still she spied it there and it gnawed at her from within warning her to watch him closely in the future. She saw confidence and a confidant slave was no longer a slave at all.

      Skulga looked to her scrying pool of festering bubbling blood and rot. She had to find out who these mortals were that had so easily crumbled her plans.

      Within the pool she’d poured all manner of foul and rotted blood from an array of creatures too wide to name that had fallen before her. The surface of the foul liquid bubbled and glopped. The rot and the dark Blood Magick within sent trailers of vaporous arcane mist into the air above. Had a mortal stood present, the smell alone would have set him retching and writhing, poisoned on the floor. She smiled wickedly as she approached. This pool had let her look many times into the wyrld of men and the hearts of the gods of Asgaard.

      The pool had been enchanted with the same magick the great Noorns used to portend the fates of men. She had added her own sinister twists to the incantations when she created the device, making it truly her own. Instead of purified and blessed water, she used Blood Magick and the blood of her sacrifices to fuel the liquid’s terrible power.

      She waived her hand over the surface and the gory liquid danced at her command, splashing up about her fingers. She plunged her hand deep into the pool almost up to the elbow and stirred the rot with her pallid arm. The pool was not deep enough to perform such an action and where her hand should have hit bottom, it did not. Instead, the magick allowed her to reach deeply into the nethyr. The enchanted blood had become a conduit to other realms from which she drew her dark powers. She felt the hands and tongues of the evil things on the other side of the bloody mirror lick, snap, and grope at her arm. Things so dark and foul they weren’t fit to exist. Not even in Avgruxx. Things from the deepest pits of the Nine Hells where none dare tread save those that preside in such places. Unholy beasts held prisoner by the very Abyss itself. They sought a conduit to other wyrlds to wreak their havoc and horror on places and things they’d been locked away from. She revelled in the sensation deeply and closed her eyes smiling, focusing on the Blood Magick of the nethyrwyrld.

      She focused on the dragons, their eggs, on sorcery in general, and the magi of the Tower. Faces shot through her mind of young women and men. She bypassed all the males and closely examined each female for the right specimen. She went on like this, locked deep in the trance of the Blood Magick, for an hour or more until finally an image drew within her mind vividly the longer she refined her search. Eventually she saw her; the face of the one who would foster the dragons back to life. This young woman was already an accomplished sorceress and businesswoman within the Tower community and the apprentice of one Rostioff Fastelaine, who was the right arm of Danthalas Whiteash the Arch Mage of the Tower of High Sorcery himself.

      Present at the war against Graxxen during the First Age, Danthalas witnessed the fall of of the lich’s forces. They fled their master and Dragon’s Maw Keep to usher in the dawn of the Second Age of the Land of Shaarn. He knew the power of the darkness and he must be kept busy while she worked. But this young lady and her two male companions had already done a great deal to foil her plans and rattle Graxxen’s cage. She focused deeply and concentrated, reciting the incantations of gods from Ages now long passed in languages long forgotten, never spoken by men, the languages of ancient demons and devils from the lowest planes of the Abyss. She chanted, lost deep within the magick, her form rigid in front of the pool. No longer aware of her physical being as she worked the magick to fruition, she stood there entranced by the darkness.

      A name came to her, Manya Silverleaf. Her hazelnut curls bouncing in the spring breeze, luscious cheeks smiling round and rosy. She’d been orphaned. Sister to a thief, sorceress, an innkeeper, and a shop keeper all at once, but at present she did not keep shop nor tend an inn. Nor did she appear to be performing any magick. No, she was in the company of gods. How could this be? She focused deeper on the girl. No, no, it couldn’t be true. She resided in the presence of Krigaar himself somewhere deep in the mountains in another land of Midgaard. Seated in a field of marigolds, out in front of a cottage, daydreaming and looking out up to the mountains in the distance.

      A beautiful little place set deep within a valley surrounded on all sides by high snow covered peaks and again outside the peaks by water on all sides, she and her companions received the aid of the god of justice himself. What purpose had Krigaar with the young lady? Skulga watched them closely and focused all her power on the scenes so as to bring their movements to life and volume to their conversation.
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        * * *

      

      “Good morning, Manya,” came the voice of a god from within the cottage as Krigaar stepped out. Two mornings had passed since their arrival to the place he had referenced only as Haven.

      “Good morning, your grace,” came her reply. She stood brushing the grass and pollen from her dress and then bowed deeply before Krigaar. She’d been reading an ancient, dusty leather bound volume on the subject of dragon rearing and husbandry that she’d requested of the god two days prior.

      “I trust you are feeling all but fully recovered from your ordeals?” He motioned with his hand for her to stand upright again.

      “Yes, I feel I am ready to return to the eggs and gather them back at the Tower in Stromsgate. It is a matter of utmost urgency that we return to Dragon’s Maw Keep before the lich Graxxen is able to. I’ve been reading the ancient texts you’ve left for me and they speak of how the magick either dark or light may foster the eggs into hatching. I’ve surmised I might be of pure and honourable enough character and possess sufficient enough arcane inclination to foster the remaining eggs into the dragons of old. Because of my honor and virtue, it will only take me a fraction of the time it will Graxxen and then we might meet him on the field of battle on even terms.”

      Krigaar stared at her long and hard for a moment. A tall, hard looking man with great bushy eyebrows over stern-looking blue eyes his gaunt face showed his age, yet his skin was taught and smooth like that of a young man, creased only ever so slightly here and there as the eons had laughed lines around his eyes and mouth. Krigaar stood taller than mortal men a full eight feet in height with a muscular warrior’s build and dress to match with a long sword strapped at his waist he called Svard Rattvisa, which meant the Sword of Justice. He began to nod slowly.

      “Fair enough. You keep that volume and study it well. I will not be responsible for fostering dragons back into the Land of Shaarn without being properly cared for by men. It is your responsibility now to ensure the dragons are fostered well and that men are taught the ways of dragon husbandry again, that the breeds might live and flourish according to the creator’s original plan. They should never be used for ill-conceived purpose or wickedness. I shall give you a gift to ensure your success in this task. I will forge for you a staff you shall carry until your chosen time of dying, at which you will pass it to your most trusted apprentice who will continue to train the dragons and educate the people of Shaarn in your stead. Come with me.” He motioned for her to follow him into the cottage where Ravak and Turynn sat by a large window, fire crackling, playing a game of cards, smoking great long curved pipes of sweet scented tobacco, drinking from great tankards of ale, and thoroughly enjoying themselves. They rose immediately as the god entered the room.

      “Gentlemen, please clear the table by the fire,” Krigaar said.

      They quickly packed up their cards and tobacco and the ashtray they had placed there, scooped up their tankards, and moved them all off into one of the adjoining rooms where they had kept their belongings.

      “Gentlemen, please leave the cottage. Go and hunt out in the wilds of this bountiful valley I have brought you to. Do not come back until nightfall. Enjoy yourselves. Manya is safe here in my care.”

      The two men looked at each other and nodded in agreement, headed for the door as the god commanded.

      “Manya, it was no coincidence that we met, though I’m sure you know that given the circumstances under which I came to you, Avgud and I have been observing you and your brother for a very long time. Both of you come to me from a very well respected elven bloodline in Shaarn. In the First Age, your ancestors fought hard against many evils to maintain the balance in the land under the Order of the White Flame. The White Flame was an order of elven knights of no small renown whom I had nurtured into power to hold back evils much like your present day Graxxen. Not all trained as warriors in the classic sense. Many like you volunteered, sorceresses and sorcerers. Some were Rangers. Some were my priests. All were sworn to the cause of justice in the name of righteousness and freedom to balance the Land of Shaarn. They are all long dead now and enjoy an eternity in the Halls of Valhaalla, where you and yours will one day live out your eternities as reward for lives well lived in service to the gods of Asgaard. I had given to each of my commanders in the Order of the White Flame an item of power that I imbued myself and that is what I want to do for you today. You shall taste the awesome power of your ancestors and become a steward in service to the gods. Rejoice, for yours is no longer the life of the mundane.”

      Krigaar smiled broadly and stepped over to the fire. He closed his eyes and held out his hands, palms open to the hearth. He began to chant and the fire began to dance. His body began to sway and then Manya could hear the magick coming up from within Krigaar. It sparked from the fire to his finger with a quick white flash of electric magick. The fire came alive with the energy of Krigaar’s god-magick as he slowly lowered to his knees, still chanting and concentrating deeply. He leaned out and stuck his hands directly into the flames. Manya lost sight of them for a while before he pulled them back out again, unburned and unmarked.

      He held in his hands a great long white staff with the figure of a platinum dragon wound around the top. The dragon clutched a great green emerald in its upward facing maw. The staff shone with brilliance.  The length of it mystically carved in an ancient language Manya recognized as a dialect of elven. This particular dialect she’d never seen before. Krigaar opened his eyes, which still glowed white from the magick within him and the electricity of its power still shot the occasional current from the fire into the staff. He turned placing it on the table and rose. It smoked and sparked as it settled into the wyrld of mortality. He pulled a chair over for Manya and motioned politely for her to sit and then grabbed a chair for himself. She said nothing waiting for him to gather his thoughts. He sat across from her, the awesome staff between them on the table glowing with a brilliant white light. It relaxed into the Land of Shaarn and the light faded to a faint glow.

      “This is Liv Givare.” He slowly passed his hand over the length of the magnificent staff, brilliant white crackles and fizzles of intense magickal energy emanated from the haft of it. The static licked at his hand as he moved down its length. “Take it. It is yours now. It will give you the power to command dragons and will make your task much easier. It will give you the leg up you need to defeat Graxxen, for his magick is much more powerful than that of the magi of the Tower. He is ancient and he is learned, but worst of all, he is wicked. He is a terrible foe and his mistress even more terrible still than he.

      The formations at the head of the staff are not just for show. The figure of the dragon is that of a platinum dragon, of which there is but one named Adder, but to ancient Midgaard folk, he was known as Haskare Platina Drake, King of the Dragons. He is an eternal being like the gods of Midgaard, but not of our pantheon. No one knows where the dragons came from, but he is the father of them all. The mother of all dragons being the seven-headed hydra Tiamat, a name of legend I’m sure you will recognize. She is wicked beyond imagining or reason and is without mercy or heart. We are not even sure she has a soul. She is evil incarnate and some say older than the Abyss itself. You must use the power of Liv Givare to overcome this evil. This staff has the power to summon Adder. Though I have no direct power over him, he and I have been companions for eons and he will come to the aid of an honourable person in need when there are evil dragons about to be dealt with. He is Adder, King of All Dragon kind, and his power is as great and immense as that of any god of Asgaard. This great power is at your disposal, young Manya.

      “The aid of Adder is not to be called upon lightheartedly for he is a being of little patience. He will punish you, but that punishment will simply be his warning should you cry wolf and call on him too frequently. The staff has the power to heal, to grow from egg to maturity a dragon in but one moon, to bring forth water and food at will thrice per day, to transport you to any known location thrice per moon. The staff can also be used as a spell focus, as many of your kind require. It is such a potent focus that you will not be required to carry with you spell tomes or the components for your spells any longer, one further gift to you from the gods to aid you in your service as steward over the dragons in the Land of Shaarn.” He picked up the staff now that the magick had settled into its new home and handed it to her with both hands. “Manya Silverleaf, I pronounce thee Drake Vardar, Steward of the Dragon.”

      She rose with tears in her eyes, lip quivering trying to hold back the emotion of the honour being bestowed upon her. She wished Turynn were there, but Krigaar had sent him and Ravak off. She needed this time with the god to gain her bearing and ask the many questions about to flood her mind as the magick of Liv Givare was about to take her. She reached out for the staff and could feel the intense sensation of its power against her hand in the air before even grasping it. A bolt of white energy leapt from the staff into her fingertip and she jumped startled by the shocking, tingling sensation.

      She moved her hand over the length of the staff as Krigaar had done and again the intense electrical storm of magickal energies locked within came to life. Magick danced from the staff into the palm of her tiny quivering hand. She looked up at him with all the wide-eyed wonder of a child at her first gift opening and smiled, tears of joy and fear in her eyes. He smiled down at her and pushed the staff forward for her to take. She clasped it tightly with both hands and took one step back from the table, looking at it outstretched in her arms before her.

      The magick felt strong. Stronger than any she’d ever encountered before and it came over her like a wash of white hot flame electrocuting her very soul. Suddenly she felt cool like a fall breeze. It filled her nostrils and chilled her ears and nose. She became dizzy and lightheaded, consumed by the crackling flame that did not burn. First it started at her hands and then she was completely engulfed in white electrified, magickal god fire. She could see only light and the faintest glow of the outline of Krigaar across the table from her now. She’d lost track of all time, space and reality.

      Manya found herself completely within the grasp of the magick, utterly consumed by its immense power. It filled her and at first, she grew terribly frightened, gasping and trying to let go, but she found she could not release it. When she finally thought rationally about the source of the magick, she relaxed and accepted the sensation. Alight with magickal energy, her hair sticking out in all directions like curly queues, her eyes shone white as the power of Liv Givare took her mortality and replaced it with something more, something beatific. She could feel the power of Krigaar coursing through her veins, even within her lungs as she breathed. Then she heard the voice of the staff come alive in her mind.

      “Lady Manya, I am Liv Givare and you are my steward now. Together we shall keep well all the dragons of the Land of Shaarn. You shall do my bidding and I yours. Together we shall coexist for many lifetimes of mortal men for your task is a great one and you shall be rewarded with the wisdom of Ages past present and future. As reward for your service, you shall live a long life and know much happiness. But with such power comes the burden of responsibility. There will be times of hardship and woe as we battle the forces of darkness together. I am bound to you, so now even when I am out of your hands and out of your sight, I am yours to command and no other shall be able to bring to life the magick I harbour deep within. Only your life force can now control me until the time comes that you should choose a successor as Krigaar said, and pass me along to that person. When that day comes, you will have but ten seasons of life remaining and then will die a natural mortal death. Until then, may you have many seasons as the Drake Vardar and I, Liv Givare, shall serve you truly.”

      It all went quiet and the light faded. Manya found herself sitting, again at the table across from Krigaar. The room drew very still except for the fire crackling beside them, the sound of birds outside in the valley, and the wind as it whistled through a tiny crack in the doorframe. She struggled to breathe, a gasp here and a cough there. She tried to speak to Krigaar, but no words came to her mouth, only a couple of muffled sounds. She felt lightheaded. The room began to tip sideways and then went black.
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        * * *

      

      “Noooo!” cried Skulga in a terrible wicked rage at the sight her mind’s eye had just beheld. She’d seen it all. She pulled her hand back from the bloody scrying pool and held it close to her breast, moaning and whimpering in disgust and frustration, the blood oozing and dripping down her pallid white arm, crawling up the pedestal as if it were alive and back into the pool from whence it came. She sighed deeply and gasped for air. It seemed everyone was out to foil her plans, even her own dear nephew, Krigaar. Up until now, she had no quarrel with him, but this was simply too much.

      She would take from Krigaar. She would take someone he loved dearly and destroy them; in turn destroying the god’s will and weakening him. Then when the god of justice was at his most vulnerable, she would destroy him and sentence him to an eternity imprisoned in darkness. She turned and walked from the well, shaking from her arm the last of the fouled blood.
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        * * *

      

      Turynn and Ravak arrived back at the cottage just as the sun was dipping down behind the distant peaks of the unknown mountains that bordered the mysterious valley they had taken up residence in under the wing of a god. They were arguing over who had the better shots of the day and again smoking a very large pipe full of the sweet scented tobacco that Krigaar had introduced them to, passing it back and forth between them as they went.

      Ravak stepped through the door first. Silence filled the room. Krigaar had stoked the fire before leaving. It crackled and popped before them when they entered. Manya lay fast asleep next to the open window, drapes billowing about her. Across her torso lay Liv Givare and the note Krigaar left had now slid down to find its place on the floor beside her.

      Turynn walked over to check on his sister somewhat distraught at the scene before him. He took her hand and rubbed it, calling softly to wake her. When that would not work, he patted her tiny little hand and then her cheek to nudge her from her deep slumber. Still he got no response. He checked her breathing and her heart and all seemed well. She simply slept very deeply. Something appeared different about her though. She had streaks of gold, silver, copper and bronze throughout her hair now. Her skin had grown pale where it had once been a nice healthy tanned and rosy-cheeked color before. In fact, her skin appeared almost a platinum color, save for her pale pink lips. He could have sworn there was almost a slight metallic sheen to her flesh.

      “What’s this?” said Ravak as he bent down to retrieve the envelope from under the heel of Turynn’s boot. “An envelope.” He opened it up and carefully unfolded the note within.

      
        
        ‘My dearest friends,

        Thank you for your companionship over the last few days. It has been quite a pleasant visit, but I regret to inform you I have to be off as matters of godly politicking require my attention.

        Manya; I trust I can count on you to take seriously the very important charge I have assigned you.

        Turynn and Ravak; it is now your responsibility to see my new servant Manya is kept safe and out of harm’s way, whatever the cost, even if it means your lives. She bears the burden of an assignment of great importance that must be acted out at all cost and I am sure I can trust you two honourable and gentle souls to ensure you see her through it to the very end, no matter how bitter the days ahead may become. I have not chosen Manya for this task lightly, and Manya, I must say I wanted you to choose the task for yourself and you did. It was this morning when you suggested to me you be the one to rear the dragons that I knew you had come to fully realize your purpose without yet seeing the full picture. With Liv Givare at your side now, you shall have the power you need to fulfill your duty as Drake Varder which is no small task and shall keep you very busy until the end of your days.

        When you are faced with despair, do not give into it, young friends. I am never far and Avgud the All Father watches over all the Land of Shaarn. You are loved by the gods of Asgaard. You have our blessing as you battle the forces of evil that seek to sway the balance in your lands. Until we meet again or until the Halls of Valhaalla call you home, may you face good fortune, courage, and strength in your journey.’

        -Krigaar

      

      

      Both men looked down at Manya then at each other in stunned amazement, unable to put to words the thoughts and emotions that had overtaken them upon reading the god’s letter.
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            Strangers in the Night

          

        

      

    

    
      It was late afternoon and approaching the supper hour when Rostioff finally rested Stoneshanks. He’d made it to the crossroads. Heading northeast, the road lead up along the base of the Mystpeaks through steep foothills and craggy terrain toward the pass he sought through to the North. To the west lay an even less friendly road that led along the same rough hills and mountain base to the foot of the famed Mithril Mountain and the dwarven city of Stonehammer Keep. He rested near the Qu’Anaar River and decided this was where he would spend the night. Though he knew the way through the pass, he’d also become aware of the goblins that had recently attacked Summervale and of the attitudes of the Winter Wolf peoples to unwelcome Southern guests in their lands after dark. He decided he wouldn’t take his chances with either at night.

      He let Stoneshanks graze near the river, laid out his bedroll, and made a little fire to cook his simple supper by. He had some dried elk he’d hunted several days previous and some wild berries and roots he gathered together into sort of a stew. He simmered it all in a small pot over the flames. The smell of the simmering berries was wonderful and whet his appetite. He washed it all down with some cool ale from one of his many skins he had filled for the journey and settled down, staring into the fire.

      He thought long of the Dragon Orb he possessed, its power, its purpose in the First Age, and why it had come to him. The orbs were a magick so ancient and so powerful that they contained their own sentience. They communicated with their bearers through telepathy and empathy.

      This particular orb remained mostly quiet. It allowed Rostioff to lead the way sensing his honourable intentions.  On the other side of that same coin, perhaps it lay in wait for the moment when a foe weakens Rostioff. It would then take control of the Arch Mage’s immense power to wield for evil purposes. So far Rostioff had not seen even a glimmer of evil from the small sphere, save that it showed the scintillating colors of the various breeds of magick contained within, demonstrating power both good and evil.

      He pulled the Dragon Orb from beneath his robe and stared into the mass of swirling color within. The orb appeared to be about the size of a small apple. It felt uncharacteristically light, giving the impression that perhaps it might be hollow when in fact; it had been transmuted into a solid mass of crystal that had once been a dragon’s eye. Ancient magick was employed to harden and crystallize the eye into an orb to contain the arcane enchantments. The colors swirled and churned within like the sky over a stormy sea at dusk.

      As he gazed into the boiling mass, his mind began to wander. He thought of Manya and all the seasons under his tutelage she’d spent with him in the Tower of High Sorcery. He thought of her brother Turynn, who would do anything to see his sister succeed in her studies, even going so far as to steal and take up with the Hand of Shadows to help make their way. He thought of them both as his very own children, even though they were both his seniors in seasons. He’d never made time for a wife and family of his own and they’d lost their parents at a very young age. His thoughts wandered back to the time he first met the two. Manya had come for her interview at the tower and Turynn came along to lend moral support. She couldn’t have been more than thirty seasons old, just a youth by half-elf standards. While Rostioff interviewed Manya, Turynn pilfered anything that wasn’t nailed down from the antechamber.

      As Rostioff’s thoughts wandered back to his early days with Manya and Turynn, something strange happened to the Dragon Orb. The change came on slowly at first so as not to break Rostioff’s train of thought. A hazy image of what he could see in his mind began to appear within the orb. Then after his thoughts were fully formed, the figures in his mind turned to those of Manya walking through an ancient Rowenwood forest with two other men. Rostioff became entranced. Time seemed to stand still as he stared into the orb. He came to his feet rapidly with surprise and grasped the orb out in front of him, staring wide-eyed into the sphere. The scene appeared bright and clear now. He could see Manya, Turynn, a large Barbarian fellow, and a small ram walking through the forest somewhere up in the mountains.

      Rostioff smiled broadly. This was a new trick. He’d never known it to be able to portent the future or scry into far away locations of the present or past. Whichever he was looking at, the newfound gift the orb offered amazed and excited him. But with his exuberance and the use of a magick he did not yet understand, the image quickly faded into the swirling mass of color again until he lost sight of it completely.

      Quickly he sat himself cross legged on the ground and focused his thoughts. Breathing deeply, he called to mind the fondly remembered images of Manya and Turynn in their youth again. Slowly, in and out he breathed, relaxing his mind and body and allowing the sensations of the magick to find their way into his thoughts once more. He sat still and meditated like this for several minutes.

      Once he felt relaxed and focused on Manya and Turynn, he slowly opened his eyes. There it was again, the image of them walking through the forest. Except now they were approaching the walls of a castle or city surrounded by a red, mucky-looking moat.

      It must be Dragon’s Maw Keep, he thought. There he sat for several moments, watching the events unfold in the orb before him.

      He bore witness to everything that happened to the three companions. He watched Turynn deftly scale the rope and gain access to the keep. He observed them examining the beautiful stonework of the courtyard walls. He watched the terrible death of little Sleipner and the awe-inspiring battle prowess of their Barbarian guide as he felled the young black dragon. He could see them make their way through the dark and ancient keep down to the breeding pits below. He even beheld their struggle with the door and then he saw him, the evil one. Only for a brief and fleeting moment before the Transportal spell took him from view, but he was there. Graxxen the lich. Rostioff almost lost the image when he saw those piercing dead eyes set into the skull of pale ivory stained with the grime of Ages. He watched the companions as the portal opened a second time and through it stepped Krigaar. He knew in an instant who it was. What were the gods were doing getting involved in the troubles of men? He wondered. They had all but abandoned men during the First Age and would not even get involved during the conquering days of the Dragon Rider Clan of old, nor in the time of tribulation when Graxxen and his army of Blood Magi had overthrown an already wicked ruling army only to be replaced with one much more wicked still. Where had Krigaar taken them? The image began to fade as the three companions slipped beyond the sight of the Dragon Orb. He held it tightly and tried to communicate with it, concentrating, thinking his words out, and projecting them into the orb.

      “Orb, these things you have shown me. Are they already come to pass or are they a vision of things yet to come?”

      Past, came the voice within Rostioff’s mind. Not a voice, but a whisper, almost as if right in his ear from a soft set of lips.

      His eyes snapped open with a start to ensure no one actually stood there with him. He remained by the fire, alone. He could see the outline of Stoneshanks down by the river, munching on grass and looking out across the water. The moon came up and the sky grew pale lavender as the sun settled below the clouds in the west over the hills. He looked at the orb one last time. The colors were always a swirling mass within; ancient magick waiting for his summons. He tucked it back within his robe and sat against a rock to think. He took one last swig of the ale and lay down to stare at the few stars now coming into view as the last of the days streamers of light passed into darkness on the western horizon. The river babbled gently in the distance and every once in a while, Stoneshanks let out a pleasant little whinny. He wondered how an evil as dark and terrible as Graxxen’s had managed to subvert the goodness of a land as wonderful as Shaarn for so many lifetimes. He wondered if he were strong enough to defeat the old lich in arcane combat should he have to face him, which now seemed, more than ever, a real possibility.

      The fire crackled and a couple of pieces of wood fell into one another as the flame fed on the last of its fuel. Rostioff propped himself up on one arm and prodded at the fire with his knife. He threw in another fairly large chunk of wood and rolled over to fall asleep.

      Once more the dream of the witchdoctor came to him.

      He was in the spell weaver’s hut in the wilds and the witchdoctor was performing some perverted evil ritual. Why was he seeing this again?

      The horde of the Second Age was not an evil people, just feisty and violent by nature. Any men would grow violent if they had to live in such harsh terrain and climate. Most of their lives were spent in dark cold winters foraging and hunting, logging and eking out tiny crops of herbs from the few moons of summer they were blessed with each season. They farmed that wretched plain where no other people were able to make a life in the First Age.

      This time the dream and the ritual were much more elaborate than the last, much more vivid and real; as if Rostioff were actually there, in the hut. The shaman had assembled before him others in the circle of magick to increase the power of his incantations. The circle of conjurers all sat cross legged holding each other’s shoulders, swaying and chanting as the witchdoctor himself stood in the midst of them making a sacrifice. The air felt hot and smelled of lilac, the tell tale scent of Blood Magick.

      Rostioff realized the dream, this time, and stood motionless, watching the events unfold before his eyes. These men were up to something and he could sense something wicked. He watched as the intensity of the curse grew. First they cursed the very ground they sat on, spitting on it and letting the fox blood flow into a plate piled with soil, sizzling and releasing a black smoke as it did, signalling the casters their curse was working and the magick was taking hold on the land.

      Next they cursed the air and the old conjurer chanted and danced around the fire, holding a water skin high above his head. At the end of his chant and dance, he slowly lowered the skin and dumped its contents into the fire. The flames did not go out, but quickly turned white and a glittering cloud billowed up into the air above the fire where steam should have been. Rostioff could feel it on his skin as the air reached him. It didn’t feel steamy at all, but in fact felt cold and frosty, like ice crystals in the air on a winter’s day. He could see his own breath before him. The cloud found its way out the door of the hut and up into the sky.

      Finally they spoke a curse to the trees and the old witchdoctor held aloft the branch of a Rowenwood. They cursed it and spat on it and threw it into the fire, which consumed it instantly in rich, dark purple flame. A howling sound issued forth from the blaze as the curse took hold. The old conjurer lowered a hooded brazier toward the flames and set it alight with an ember of the cursed fire. Once he had lit the little lantern, he held it aloft for the others to see and placed it carefully into a large glass tube that sat atop the shelf in the back of the hut. Rostioff wasn’t quite sure, but he thought he could see the image of Graxxen’s face appear in the flame faintly before dulling to a small flicker like that of a candle, except now burning with a faint purple glow and producing lilac scented black smoke. Rostioff knew that scent all too well. Evil often carried with it the sickeningly sweet scent of decay so often confused with the scent of lilac.

      He felt as if he would be ill and finally, waking, rolled over retching and coughing on the ground beside him. He looked about and found himself back at his camp near the Qu’Anaar. All was quiet. He threw up on the ground. His hands were covered in dirt and his face beaded with perspiration from the dream.

      “Krikey! That bloke blew his guts all over the ground!”

      “You ok, fella’?”

      The voices came from behind him. They startled him and he rolled over quickly to see who spoke to him. Two dwarves and one of the Rangers from the Tower Garrison that Danthalas had sent out after him sat on a sideways turned log beside his now restoked fire. A cooking kettle hung propped on a small tripod over the flames and one of the dwarves smoked a long curvy pipe with one hand while deftly stirring at the stewing pot with the other.

      The Ranger spoke again. “Are you alright, Master Rostioff?”

      The Ranger and one of the dwarves sat on the log staring at him. Concern painted their faces. Rostioff did not look good after witnessing such evil and they were right to worry.

      The third fellow, the little smoking dwarf, calmly commented, “Probably too much ale before bed. You Southerners couldn’t handle a stiff drink if yer’ lives depended on it. Weak willed y’ar! The lot of ya’s!” He chortled to himself and blew out a great puff of smoke as he sat back heavily onto the log after he’d finished stirring up their supper.

      “I’m alright now. Who are you people? What are you doing in my camp?” Startled and wary of the strangers after such a terrible nightmare. Was it a nightmare? He didn’t think so.

      There seemed to be far too much coincidence in all that he’d seen that lined up with actual events and things he and Danthalas had discussed for this to simply have been a nightmare.

      “Do you want something to eat, Master Rostioff?” the Ranger asked him, offering up a bowl and spoon. “It’ll help settle your stomach.”

      He crushed some mint leaves into a little bowl and filled it with the stew from the fire. The four men did not speak much, but all ate hungrily, including Rostioff who, although he’d eaten supper before he fell asleep, now found himself famished after his trying dream. Rostioff finished his bowl of minted lamb stew and set it down beside the fire pit. It tasted delicious and he found it very satisfying. To the Ranger’s point; the mint had settled his stomach right down and he felt as right as rain again. The one dwarf who’d been smoking rose to his feet.

      “Well, I suppose proper introductions are in order, young Master Rostioff. I’m Postgaar Fireaxe of Stonehammer Keep and this is my brother, Hengaar. We’re renowned traders in these northern parts. We met up with your young Ranger friend not more than two hours ago on the road to the west of here. We come from Stonehammer to the northwest to make a deal with the Barbarians for shipments of spices in trade for Mithril,” said Postgaar as he produced his axe and held it next to the firelight for Rostioff to see.

      The two dwarves were finely dressed, wearing suits of chainmail armour. Each carrying a small axe with a firebrand on the hilt bejewelled with a large ruby made of the famed product of Mithril Mountain. They wore travelling over cloaks of thick hide with fur lined hoods to prevent the elements from getting the better of them. Both sported a bright red shock of wild long hair braided in the back, which in keeping with proper dwarven tradition had never been cut. Their beards were equally as impressive having been braided and woven through with little leather thongs and beads of varying colors and woven back into itself to keep it as neat as possible.

      The Ranger rose now too. Rostioff did not personally know the man, but the Tower employed a large garrison of expertly trained Rangers as its personal army and to run errands that required a blade and travel. The Ranger Garrison of the Tower were a very self-sufficient breed of soldier who, in addition to fighting, could hunt, trap, track, scout, and travel alone across great distances. All were trained in the art of herbalism so they could fetch the required flora for the magicks. The Ranger Garrison were trained in the ancient arts of the elven Rangers from the First Age of Shaarn and those ancient skills passed down and perfected over many generations since to create within the Garrison of the Tower a powerful army able to take on a superior force. Single Rangers out in the wilds on spell component gathering missions for the Tower developed rumors of having taken down as many as five highway robbers by themselves and were revered almost as highly as their northern counterparts of the Winter Wolf Clan.

      Rangers fought with longbows, long swords, and knives mainly, though some, such as this man that sat fireside with Rostioff now, preferred the use of the great bastard swords, only put to use in the last hundred or so seasons. The sword was known as a hand and half sword and could be wielded slowly singlehandedly with a shield or the shield could be tossed aside so the great blade could be wielded more deftly with two hands. He dressed in the typical loose fitting tan hide travelling apparel common to the Ranger Garrison and wore the telling long, green hooded cloak that the entire Garrison wore as its uniform, clasped at one shoulder with a brooch shaped like the Tower itself. The brooch had tree roots extending downward out of the base that wove up and around into a beautiful pattern.

      He seemed an average-sized man as much as Rostioff could tell. He had a trimmed and groomed beard of hazelnut color and a shoulder-length mane to accompany it that he had braided on both sides in several spots to keep the hair from getting into his eyes, which was common enough for men of the time. The Ranger rose to his feet, brushing off his hands on his pants as he did so.

      “Master Rostioff, I am Kaldrinn Highmont, Ranger First Class of the Garrison at the Tower of High Sorcery.” He bowed deeply and extended his hand with a smile.

      After the handshake, Rostioff rose to his feet and properly introduced himself to the small party and took a seat across form them by the fire. He quickly surveyed the land and saw Stoneshanks still down by the water’s edge, now lying down sleeping. His sides heaved deeply as he slept a deep undisturbed slumber listening to the babbling of the Qu’Anaar River next to him and breathing in the cool night air. Beside him were two small ponies, which, Rostioff assumed were the dwarves’ mounts, along with another light riding horse that belonged to Kaldrinn. The scene was peaceful and serene.

      The moon had risen high and the clouds in the west at sundown had moved in spotting the sky with bits of black drifting lazily past the moon now and again. Rostioff pulled his sleeping hides up over his shoulders to cut a chill that had crawled its way up his back and noticed his breath in the air before him. An unseasonably cool night had indeed found them. Too cool for spring south of the Mystpeaks. The four men talked and told stories about themselves speaking of the news in their regions, getting to know one another.

      “What about you, Master Rostioff?” Kaldrinn Highmont asked of the Arch Mage. “What have you been commissioned to do out here in the Mystpeaks? Master Danthalas asked us to watch over as you passed over the peaks into the Great Northern Plains. You must have a very important charge assigned to you to make the trek in place of a Ranger. Most often he will only send us over the peaks and even then, only the most battle hardened and well-trained go.”

      Rostioff smiled and tried to think of how to tell the others what was happening. If he could convince them of the severity of the issue, he might then enlist the services of these three seemingly hearty men. It would be nice to have the support of at least one dwarf family so soon and would make convincing others in the Kingdom of Aragon that much easier if he already had allies in place when he had to speak to their king. He fumbled some with a stick poking at the fire and moving around some of the pieces of wood within to flare things up a bit as he thought about how to break the silence.

      “I’m searching for some ancient artifacts rumoured to lay deep within the Mystpeaks on the east side of the range. I’ve sent in two commissions to find them for me and have realized the job may be somewhat perilous and they may require aid. I’ve also realized the artifacts are sought after by someone of less than honourable intentions and this person has under their charge the service of goblins. I’m very worried for the safety of the commissions and want to ensure they are alive and well and help them back down out of the Mystpeaks with their find.” He looked up as he finished his speech and looked to the three other men for some sort of sign of recognition.

      Kaldrinn nodded wide-eyed, trying to understand exactly what the old mage had actually told them as the mixed words made the entire affair seem very odd.

      “Well,” Postgaar rose as he spoke, “Excuse me for sayin' so, but I don’t believe a bloomin’ word of it, Master Rostioff. Sounds interesting and must be something awfully important up in those eastern peaks if you have to do all that lying to keep it secret.” He tapped out his pipe on the heel of his boot and reached into his tunic for his tobacco pouch to refill it. Slowly and methodically, he tore up the tobacco in one hand while the pipe was clasped firmly between his teeth so he could still talk with his tobacco pouch stuffed under the other arm for easy access. “Far be it for a Fireaxe to pry into the matters of men where prying is not wanted.” He went about refilling the pipe, which for Postgaar had become a relaxing, rehearsed, almost meditative ritual. “However, if you don’t want to tell us or don’t trust us with the story, then so be it. But there’s no need to lie. We’re all friends ‘ere. We Fireaxes are an honourable lot. We’ll respect yer' privacy, young wizard.” He carefully closed up the tobacco pouch and placed it back under his chainmail tunic into its little pocket, then activated his fire piston, lighting his pipe on the red-hot ember. He carefully began puffing at his pipe with his brow furrowed in deep concentration, one eye closed to keep the puffs of smoke out as he stoked up the fire, then he began to speak again. “Now, lad, if ye’ want our help, and I think ye’ do as not many fancy wizards make it in and back out of the peaks alive on their own, you’d best be tellin’ us what the real story of yer' being up in these parts is. If ye’ cannot tell, then fine, as I said we shall respect that, but I cannot, in good faith, put my family in harm’s way for a man I just met to look for an artifact of unknown specifications and associated dangers.” Once his pipe was relit he unstopped his ale skin and took a long swig without even taking the pipe out of his mouth, smoke billowing out of both nostrils as he drank.

      It was quite comical from Rostioff’s point of view and at the same time gave him a sense that these were really just genuinely, honest, good people he could enlist the help of and trust with the secrets he’d become privy to.

      “Alright, I’ll tell you the truth. At least as much of it as I’ve been able to wrap my head around thus far. My master, Arch Mage Danthalas Whiteash of the Tower of High Sorcery, had me commission some of the Tower apprentices to seek out some rare artifacts. Some I sent into the elven lands, some to the gnomish, some out to the Midgaard Isles, some as far off as the Black Desert. They search for Dragon Orbs lost during the First Age, so far with little luck. But into the Mystpeaks I sent my most accomplished pupil, Manya Silverleaf and her brother Turynn,” said Rostioff.

      Postgaar, being the much more vocal of the two brothers, spoke up again to interrupt Rostioff midsentence with Hengaar nodding his agreement this time.

      “We know them well. Whenever we’re in Hilltop ta’ trade, we stay at the Black Dragon. Our healer has asked us many’a time to make the journey to Manya’s shop to procure for her the rare items she cannot find anywhere else. We’d no idea she was an accomplished sorceress as ye’ say. Go on an’ tell us more. We’re eager to help Turynn and Manya in any we can.”

      Rostioff smiled politely and continued on with his story.

      “I sent them searching for something belonging to the Dragon Riders of the First Age. Something believed to be long forgotten or lost to the Ages. However, I happen to know it’s not lost at all, but simply forgotten as often happens with fantastic objects and enough time to turn them into legends. I fear for the Silverleaf’s safety. I fear I may have sent them into a far more dangerous situation than I’d predicted and now I must find them, ensure they are safe, and complete the task of retrieving the artifacts. A very powerful and evil creature aims to find the objects and make them his own, harnessing their power for dastardly purposes and wishing to do harm to all the peoples of Shaarn. It is the aim of the Tower to stop him.” Rostioff finished his tale there and took a big swig out of the ale skin as it was passed his way. He shook his head and coughed. The dwarven ale was delicious to an educated palette, but extremely strong.

      The little group fell silent for a moment as the men took in the story and weighed it out in their minds. The fire crackled and the sound of some night bird in the distance could be heard accompanied by the flapping of wings.

      The Ranger looked into the fire and pondered the truth of the tale deeply. More so, he pondered if he wanted to get involved in this at all. What if the old mage was telling the truth? he wondered. This could mean a real war. He had no trouble scouting the mountains for herbs, special woods and rare stones for the magi of the Tower, but he had no interest in taking part in war. He’d seen some battle in his time and could fight well, but he was planning for the next season to be his last with the Ranger Garrison, preferring the life of the northern horde to that of the southern city folk. He planned to move north and ask for safe passage on the Great Northern Plains. He wanted to make a life hunting and fishing, maybe marry a nice clanswoman, and settle down to a family. No, war didn’t factor into that equation well at all. At the same time, what if the war was in fact as all encompassing as Rostioff had suggested involving all the five races? He might not have any choice but to fight. He certainly didn’t want to see any innocents get hurt due to his failure to act. Still a Ranger, Still a warrior, sworn to protect the people of the South in service to the Tower and this happened to be one of the Arch Magi of the Tower telling him he indeed needed his service.

      This time, Hengaar spoke up. Clearing his throat he raised a finger. “Young Master Rostioff, I think yer' still leavin’ out a vital detail of yer' story, sir. What exactly is this coveted artifact ye’ seek?”

      Rostioff looked at him, nodding in agreement. He’d done so purposely as he feared they might all scoff at the very idea.

      “Dragon’s eggs. I am seeking dragon’s eggs from the First Age and I needed to find them before my quarry did. But it’s too late. He already has them in his possession and already hatched one of the eggs. I must go up into the eastern peaks, secure the location of the eggs if possible, and remove the remaining eggs from the clutch where they have been left. I fear this evil creature will try to return and regain control of the location and the last of the eggs if he is able. My Master, Arch Mage Danthalas intends to hatch the eggs too. Except his intentions are noble and we intend to use the dragons for the purposes of good in the war that might ensue with this evil being.”

      Postgaar sat with his left arm under his right, smoking arm leaning heavily against the log the other two men sat atop, puffing away contentedly.

      “So ye’ aim to enlist us to help ye’ up into the lost valley of Dragon’s Maw Keep then, is that it?”

      Kaldrinn and Rostioff both looked at him wide eyed. Kaldrinn shook his head and smiled as if Postgaar told a joke.  Dragon’s Maw Keep was a faerie tale to them all, nothing more.

      “Yes. That’s exactly what I ask of you. How do you know of the keep? Do you know how to get there? Have you been before? Have you seen the eggs?” Rostioff seemed very anxious to learn more if the dwarf had any knowledge to impart on him. He found it very difficult to contain his anxiety now the dwarf had demonstrated his knowledge of what Rostioff thought to be one of the best kept secrets of modern times hidden behind an ancient faerie tale.

      “Oh, I know the tale well. The Dragon Riders enslaved my people to build that blasted keep in the First Age. T’wasn’t until that wretched creature Graxxen laid down for his long nap that they were freed and moved to the Nor ‘eastern Peaks to establish Stonehammer and the mines of Mithril Mountain. Ye’ see, like the righteous and honest men with pure hearts that we are, we’ll go with ye, but be forewarned that we require the truth of ye’ in the future. We also require the full story before ye’ set us on a path of danger like ye’ plan to.”

      He pointed the tip of his pipe at the mage with one eye squinted. His craggy wrinkled features finally showed Rostioff this was no young dwarf. He could see the lines in the old man’s face of at least a thousand seasons past. In fact, he ventured a guess he may even be as old as or older than Arch Mage Danthalas due to his knowledge and cool nature toward the elaborate tale. Hengaar looked somewhat younger than his brother but not by much, maybe only a few hundred seasons or so.

      “I appreciate your help, Postgaar, and that of your brother, but I’m afraid I cannot offer you much of a wage for this perilous journey as I’ve given up most of my coin to a couple of small children in Summervale who were in need of my aid after the town was razed by goblins. If you come with me, you’ll be coming out of the goodness of your hearts and for the good of all the men, women, and children you will be serving in doing so.” He waited anxiously for their replies.

      Kaldrinn nodded understandingly as he thought even longer on the proposition. He stared deeply into the fire, not wanting to make eye contact with the old spell weaver just yet. This really wasn’t what he had envisioned for himself, but his sense of duty bound him to the service of this man and what he aimed to do. The Tower more or less represented the government of the four noble races of the Land of Shaarn and he had sworn an oath to serve with his very life. Rostioff quite likely expected the Ranger’s full cooperation and his decision not to cooperate could end badly should he choose his next words unwisely. Really, in the end, what choice did he have? He was going, whether he wanted to or not.

      Postgaar spoke again. “We needn’t any coin from ye’ or from the Tower. We’re glad to offer our service such as it is to aid ye’ in stopping the lich Graxxen from reawakening the dragons of old.”

      Hengaar again nodded his agreement and approval of his brother’s words.

      At that, Kaldrinn finally spoke up. “I’ll go too.”

      “Are you sure? Have you any family to think about? A wife and child you might be leaving in the South unattended should you not return?” Rostioff didn’t want the man to feel obligated to such a dangerous mission if he had a family dependant on his pay.

      Kaldrinn shook his head. “No wife or children yet, but I wouldn’t want anyone else’s family to suffer at the hands of evil had I the chance to put a stop to it. Should I die, then let this be my legacy to the Land of Shaarn.”

      “And a fine legacy it’d be at that, lad!” Postgaar slapped him on the back and laughed heartily.

      “Yer' a brave lad, Kaldrinn, I like ye'! So it’s settled then. We’ll set out at dawn for Dragon’s Maw Keep. I haven’t been out to the eastern peaks in hundreds of seasons, but I know the way. Hengaar and I sometimes trade with the Winter Wolf Clan, so we travel the pass often. Haven’t been out that way yet this season due to some recent goblin attacks on southern travellers into the peaks that our scouts have reported back in Stonehammer, but we ought to be a sturdy enough bunch ta’ handle a few goblins. Eh, lads?” Postgaar took another big draw of his pipe and blew out a large puff of smoke from his nostrils.

      The four men sat and chatted, smoking and drinking for another hour or so and then turned in for the night.1

    

    
      
      

      1 “Adder”

      (AD-der)

      Platinum, and the father of all dragons, often manifests as a massive shining, metallic white serpent. He has been known to appear in mortal form, taking on the guise of a poor and crippled old man bent with age and walking with the aid of a stick. He is almost always observed walking with butterflies flitting about his head. Some are faerie folk that travel with him, old, wise, and powerful like he is; some are his servant wyrm in disguise, dragons not to be trifled with.

      -A.M. (Arch Mage) Zeraan Taaselfee, The Annals of Dragon Husbandry II, Season: 778 A.1.
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      A full three days passed before Manya woke from her ordeal. She awakened in the middle of the morning wanting water. Ravak happened to be the one who heard her dry throated raspy little request first and rose quick as a whip to fetch her a drink. She gulped it down savagely and asked for more. After her third glass, she sat up on the day bed and looked around the room, wiping the wetness from her pale, dried lips.

      “Where’s Turynn?”

      “Sleeping. How are you feeling?” asked Ravak.

      “Better, but where’s Krigaar? I must speak with him at once. I had a dream that...”

      Ravak cut her short, shaking his head.

      “He’s left two nights ago now, Manya. You’ve been asleep the whole time and Turynn has kept a very anxious vigil by your side most of the last two days.” Ravak rose and walked over to stoke up the fire.

      “You must be famished,” he said. “I’ll stoke the fire up and we’ll get you some breakfast going. There’s still a bit of bacon left in Krigaar’s larder and some wild fruit we gathered. There are eggs and we milked the goat out back yesterday so we’ll have a nice meal for you here in no time.”

      He smiled back at her and she lay back on the day bed to gather her thoughts.

      Manya felt very confused about the whole affair. While asleep, she’d lived what seemed a lifetime in another place. She learned all about dragons and dragon husbandry from a wise little old fellow who called himself Adder.

      “Adder.” She spoke his name aloud.

      “Hmm?” muttered Ravak as he turned to look back at her.

      “Nothing,” she replied.

      It all came back to her now from the talk she and Krigaar had the day of the forging in the very same fire Ravak now prepared to cook breakfast in. But she had nearly forgotten. Could it all have been a Dream Speak? She’d lived a lifetime in that realm, a life of fifty seasons under the tutelage of wise old Adder learning the ways of dragon husbandry, riding, saddlery, aerial combat, training, and breeding. She’d learned of the dragon’s ways and temperaments, of their magickal powers and knew each breed’s intricate differences like her own face in the mirror. But here she was, back in Krigaar’s cottage laying on the day bed all peaceful and back in her own life, her real life. She rose and walked over to the washing room.

      “Manya, you should lay back down. You’ve not been well for days.”

      “I’ve been lying down for nearly three days. I think it might be time to stand up. I’m going to light a fire in the washing room and draw a nice hot bath.” She looked at her face long and hard in the mirror. She was young again, or rather, still young. She had grown used to the look of her face as it had aged over the fifty or so seasons in her dream, not much to a half-elf, but fifty seasons was nothing to scoff at for anyone. How could it all have just been a dream? She rubbed at her cheeks and looked into her own eyes. She noted the streaks of metallic colors in her hair along with her now platinum white skin. Those were new and never had those been in the dream. She went out to start fetching water for the tub and Turynn and Ravak were speaking by the fire when she returned.

      “Manya! You’re awake!” He ran over and threw his arms around her, giving her a big hug.  “I got worried you were going to sleep your life away.” He smiled broadly at her as he snatched the bucket out of her hand.

      “Let me get that for you. You ought to take it easy.” He walked out the door whistling a happy little tune while Manya sat down at the large table and looked into the fire, thinking back on her dream again for a time.

      Adder had said one day she would understand. He kept telling her that over and over again, like he trained her for some greater purpose, but she never understood what that purpose was. Since she’d returned to reality, she realized what he’d been doing. Krigaar and Adder must have arranged for him to come to her in her sleep and use the Dream Speak to train her for her life of dragon husbandry. For the dreamer, time passed very slowly and what seemed like a lifetime to her inside the dream realm was but two and a half days here in the waking realm. He was, after all, the god of justice and had an uncanny ability for evening the odds when one side of the scale tipped too heavily. The crash course in dragon husbandry now levelled that field.

      Ravak put down a cup of hot tea in front of her.

      “Drink it,” he commanded.

      He plunked himself down across the table from her and took a sip from his own cup, said nothing, taking a long hard look at her to assess what might be going on behind those pretty eyes of hers.

      “Where is Liv Giv....where is my staff, Ravak?” she inquired, anxiously.

      He produced it from his side as if anticipating the question was coming and laid it out on the table before her. Bacon crackled away in the pan at the fire.

      Manya’s mind wandered back to the day it was forged and she remembered the power it emitted when she even drew her hand close. Now it lay plainly on the table. A beam of sunlight crossing it in the middle but no real awesome display of power was apparent. The emerald set atop the staff shone brightly and let scintillating hues of green fall on the walls of the cottage as the sun shone through its many facets. She reached out, hesitated for a moment, and then grabbed the staff, bringing it close to her. She had become used to the feel of Liv Givare and its great power from the dream. After all, she’d lived some fifty seasons with this staff at her side in the dream realm, but it felt somehow different. Not real or far away now and the familiarity she’d gained with the staff seemed to be gone. It all seemed new again and she felt an estrangement or shyness toward it as she had remembered feeling the first time it spoke to her.

      She rose to her feet and placed both hands on the staff near the top and spoke the incantation she had learned to draw out its power.

      “Taga till jig.”

      She whispered to the staff, which meant ‘speak to me,’ in Old Nordish; it was still the language of the gods of Asgaard. The emerald ignited as it came to life, the fire scintillated and both green and white flame danced on the head of the staff as if the dragon figure, holding the emerald in its maw, breathed green fire straight up into the air. Ravak fell backward off his chair the magick startled him so much. He’d spilled hot tea all over himself, but barely took notice of it. The head of the staff hummed as the magick came to life. Little crackles of white and green mystic electricity flowed up and down the shaft of Liv Givare. Just then Turynn came back into the room from outside as well. He set the bucket down at once and his mouth dropped as he stood there in astonishment at the staff alive with power.

      “Manya, maybe you should be taking it easy until you’ve got your wits back.” He stepped toward her slowly with his hands out in a very submissive posture, not sure what she was up to.

      “Don’t be silly! Everything’s fine!” She leaned the staff toward him and spoke. “Laka! Aterstella!” The green flame of the emerald licked its way up into the air with little crackles of energy dancing about it and quickly swam over toward Turynn’s face. It found its way into the now nearly completely scarred over claw marks the Deep Fiend had left behind as a memory for Turynn of the day he crossed paths with the dreaded beast. The scars had healed badly and were deep and puckered with great twists of flesh here and there that were hard and unpleasant to look upon.

      The arcane energy of Liv Givare lit up as it found the creases left in the man’s face and Ravak and Manya could see the wounds and scars visibly reduce into almost non-existence under the influence of the powerful magick.

      She spoke again. “Stoppklack!”

      The green flame retreated in a flash back within the staff and the artifact was all pale white wood, platinum, and emerald again. Nothing more than a fancy walking stick to the untrained eye.

      “Your...your face!” Ravak pointed toward Turynn as he rose back to his feet, looking back and forth at the two others in total astonishment. Wet tea stained his front and crotch, but he was in such shock at the amazing transformation of Turynn’s scars that he didn’t even notice. Turynn ran over to the washing room to take a look in the mirror. His wounds were all healed over and the scarring was almost nonexistent. Manya stepped into the doorway behind him.

      “How does it feel?” she asked.

      “How does it feel? That’s amazing, Manya! Simply amazing!” He whirled around, whisked her up off her feet, and gave her a full bear hug, swinging her around. “Thank you!” He set her back down.

      She giggled, red-faced, and looked very pleased with herself at her brother’s joy.

      “Had I been granted the power sooner, I might have caught it in time to ensure you had no scars of any kind,” she said.

      Ravak went over to the fire to finish cooking breakfast and to dry his crotch by the flame. Bacon popped and sizzled as he flipped it. He cracked three eggs into the pan with it.

      Turynn was still admiring himself in the mirror. “No, no, this is perfect.” He turned his head from side to side, examining his new profile. “The scar gives me a certain dangerous appeal that will drive the ladies back in Hilltop into fits of passion over me!” He smiled back at her and she shook her head, laughing at his nonsense.

      Ravak could hear the entire exchange and broke out laughing to himself in the next room as he dabbed at the tea with a cloth. Standing near the fire had done nothing more than add spatters of bacon grease to the mess.

      Turynn hurried back and grabbed the bucket of water. He proceeded to fill the tub for Manya and the three talked as he did so. She told them of the healing power she’d learned to use through the staff and eluded that it held far greater power than simply healing, saving the bulk of her fifty season tale for the late night conversations fireside.

      The evening brought a relaxed mood with it, the air warm and fresh, gently blowing an early summer breeze in through the open windows. The light white curtains billowed and the firelight danced along the hardwood floors, the ceiling, and the walls. The room felt lively and welcoming. Turynn and Ravak were finishing up a nice meal of rabbit stew, complete with some very nice vegetables from Krigaar’s garden out alongside the cottage.

      Manya had only eaten a small plate. She now sat over by the fire in the big rocker, watching the flames dance while thinking about her dreams of the last three days and all she’d learned. It was very difficult for her to come to terms with the idea that the dream, which had for her lasted fifty seasons, passed in only three days of real time and that she was in fact here back in Krigaar’s cottage in the paradise mountain valley within the realm of Haven. It all began to make sense as she considered it carefully. She’d not given a life without her brother a second thought while within the dream realm, nor her shop, the inn or her magickal studies. Once she was lost within the dream, it seemed as if nothing else had ever been and her purpose and life was unfolding before her as it should. She had birthed and raised hundreds of dragons in that life and she loved them all. Now to find they were but a dream filled her with a sense of loss, but oddly not as it should for she knew in the same breathe they were never real, none of it. It had all been in preparation for what still lay ahead of her. Not the dragons, not Adder her master, with whom she’d lived for those fifty seasons, none of it.

      She’d loved a man whom she would never see again and this is what she felt the loss of the most deeply. To find that her love and her relationship were but a dream was almost too much to bear. She let out a sob as the dream took her through memories.

      “You alright, Manya?”

      The voice seemed to come from somewhere else, another room, but Turynn had spoken and he sat right beside her, pushing a cup of mead into her hand and looking quite distraught at his openly weeping sister. She hadn’t even noticed the tears begin to roll as she mourned the loss of her lover, her master, and her life’s work. She looked up at Turynn and forced out a smile and a little nod as he wiped the tears from her eyes with his shirtsleeve.

      “Well, I hope you are feeling more yourself in the morning. Ravak and I have decided we must make for Dragon’s Maw Keep and salvage what we can before Graxxen collects himself and makes for the eggs, if he hasn’t already.”

      She nodded in agreement and took a nice long sip of the mead. Ravak walked over with a long stick, ember burning at its tip, as he lit another pipe full of the wonderful tobacco they’d discovered. He’d grown to quite enjoy for its soothing effects and aid in a comfortable digestion after a heavy meal. It grew wild in the fields of the valley outside the cottage.

      “You know, we could make out more than amply equipped from here if only I could get my bearing. From the position of the sun, I would say we are at the bottom of Midgaard, far to the south of the Land of Shaarn, but I can’t make hide nor hair of where we are because the stars are all different here. Near as I can tell, Krigaar left us somewhere in the Southern Ocean far beyond the reach of any place I’ve ever seen or heard tell of,” explained Ravak.

      He sat back on one of the benches near the fire. Turynn approached with two large tankards filled to overflowing with frothy ale and took a seat himself down across from Ravak near his sister, who looked much improved now that they had drawn her out of her own head and back into the wyrld of the waking. She slowly sipped on her mead and rocked back and forth happily listening to Ravak.

      “We’ll leave at midmorning on the morrow,” Turynn declared and took a big swig of his ale.

      “We’d best find a way to get our bearings as we’ve no idea how far we are from the keep and you’re forgetting something. There may be an ocean between us and the land the keep is in,” said Ravak.

      “Well, Krigaar would not just leave us stranded in the middle of a mountain range we’re unfamiliar with, would he, sister?” Turynn turned to Manya to try and include her in the conversation. She’d been listening closely and thinking a great deal on the journey that lay ahead.

      “We’ll leave on the morrow as Turynn has suggested,” she stated flatly with her eyes wide as she pondered far away thoughts.

      “I’ve the means with the power of the staff to Transportal us to any place I know of and so I will transport us right back inside the walls of the great keep.” She took another sip of her mead and looked to the other two for a response.

      “That’s remarkable!” exclaimed Ravak, rising to his feet to step over and stoke up the fire. Puffs of smoke rose from the pipe as he moved and he began to speak again as he worked the poker.

      “We’ll still need to saddle and gear those horses out there for our trip down out of the Mystpeaks. There are three of them and given our situation and our host, I’d wager there’s no coincidence in the number of horses or the packs and gear about the cottage. Krigaar left all for us to take and use well as we continue on our quest. There are saddles and blankets, packs, pots, dried fruits, and berries. Nuts and various preserves in small clay pots. There are even breads and biscuits in the larder downstairs that are all wrapped and ready to be packed for travel. Turynn and I have been hunting and smoking meats for three days straight and we have quite a good supply of food. I even have some hides to trade if I ever actually get to a city. Are you able to transport us and all our gear at once? It seems a great deal of magick would be required for such a feat.” He took another long draw on his pipe and reseated himself on the bench, taking up his cup for a sip of the fine mountain spring water mead that Krigaar had so graciously left for them.

      “Yes, ‘tis no trouble at all. Though I must warn the both of you that the power I speak of cannot be used at will. Once we have Transportaled, it will be some time again before I can perform the same feat. The staff has many powers, but it must be recharged between uses and used only thrice per moon.” She took another sip of her mead, fully intending to continue, but Turynn cut in.

      “What in the name of Avgud is a Drake Vardar, Manya?”

      He was referring to the letter left by Krigaar. They were both looking at her queerly now as the little tidbit left a lot to the imagination. To those who had not been where she’d been or seen what she’d seen in the Dream Speak, it all sounded like a lot of feverish gibberish. She smiled and blushed some, realizing how wild the story must seem to them.

      “A Drake Vardar is me, brother. I am a Drake Vardar and the only one at that. I am a breeder and trainer of dragons and of the men who fly atop them. It’s my duty to serve as steward to all dragon kind across the Land of Shaarn. As ordained by Krigaar himself, it’s my life’s purpose. I must also steward the good people of the Land of Shaarn and train them and the dragons both to live together in harmony and work together to maintain the balance between good and evil, wherever it may rear its ugly head. The dragons will be our greatest weapon against Graxxen.”

      Turynn and Ravak both looked at her as if she’d not yet finished speaking, so she went on to tell them all about her  Dream Speak journey with the powerful being Adder. She told them how she’d lived another life raising dragons in the dream wyrld to prepare her for her journey. She spoke of how to train, how to ride, and how to fight from atop the dragons, reassuring that when the time came, she would give them both firsthand lessons so they too could experience the joy and power of dragons.

      When the tale came to an end, the hour had drawn late and the fire low. Ravak had slipped down from the bench during the conversation more than two hours past into a half-lying position on the great bearskin rug near the fire. He rose to close the windows and curtains. Turynn rose as well, stretched, and yawned loudly as he spoke.

      “Well, this whole experience of yours is a lot to take in, but it does explain your hair and the distant look in your eyes today. I’ve always been afraid for you and your interest in the wyrld of magick yet always knew you were destined for greatness from it all. I’m very proud to say my sister is the Drake Vardar of Shaarn and that she will one day teach me to ride a dragon into the skies over Hilltop. Won’t that be a sight, eh, Ravak?”

      Ravak, smiled broadly at them both with a heavy sleepy look in his eyes.

      “One day soon,” she replied, smiling back as she rose and headed down the hall toward the bedchambers.

      Ravak said nothing and made himself busy with the windows, double-checking the lock of the door and rebuilding the fire to keep them warm through the night. Not much of a fire was needed during summer, but he didn’t know what to make of Manya’s story and had already taken in so much in the last two moons that to now hear a god had come down and given her the power of stewardship over all dragon kind, a magickal staff with which to act out her new role, and that she’d been living another lifetime in a dream realm over the last three days all seemed a little too much for him to swallow unquestioningly. He wanted to believe.

      “We’ll rise early so we can get those horses readied and packs filled.” Turynn slapped a hand on Ravak’s shoulder.

      The young Northerner found himself so deeply lost in thought that it gave him a start and he jumped.

      “Sorry, old boy, I didn’t mean to frighten you,” Turynn said apologetically.

      “No, no, it’s nothing. I’m having a hard time putting my head fully into Manya’s tale and I’m very tired. I guess you gave me something of a fright. I think I need to sleep on the whole affair and allow my mind to put the pieces of the puzzle together for me whilst I slumber,” said Ravak.

      Turynn nodded and gave him another pat on the shoulder before turning to head off to bed himself. Ravak headed into his chamber and lay down, filling another pipe of the wild tobacco. He knew he’d not sleep for some time and lay awake enjoying his pipe and considering carefully all he’d seen and heard thus far on his new adventures outside the clan.

      After an hour or so of smoking and quiet contemplation, he set his pipe down on the small table beside the bed and rolled over to sleep.

      Morning came all too quickly. The tobacco Ravak smoked had a way of fogging the mind and made it difficult to rise the next morning, but the day shone bright  and the sun snuck in through the cracks between the drapes and made it all the easier to fight off the grogginess.

      He entered the main room to find Turynn hauling their packs over to the door and talking with Manya. Breakfast of bacon and tea with some dried fruit was laid out for him. He wolfed down his meal quickly and rose to grab a pack to help Turynn load up the horses. Turynn had already saddled, watered, and fed them and was now fastening packs onto the animals.

      After they’d finished, they headed back in to gather up Manya and take a look around to ensure they’d left the summer home of a god in good order before heading out. The cottage had been absolutely splendid, exactly what they’d needed after such a trying ordeal in the mountains. The three companions were now rested and ready for most anything, not to mention Manya now had her magick back in hand.

      She sat at the table writing a very nice letter to Krigaar, thanking him for all he’d done for them and for giving her the honour of being the Drake Vardar. She didn’t know exactly how to put her feelings into words, but she did her best and finished the note with teary eyes as the two men entered.

      “Everything alright, Manya?” Turynn asked.

      “Yes, I’m fine. Just a little emotional, but I think that’s to be expected after such an episode. Ready to leave?” she asked.

      “Any time you’re ready.” He turned and went back out.

      Ravak hurried around the cottage locking up windows, drawing curtains, and ensuring the fire was out. He felt grateful to the god for allowing them the use of this little paradise and wanted to show that gratitude with respect for the cottage. Once he’d done all he felt he could, he turned and looked around one last time and smiled before heading out.

      “Gather close and keep a hold on those reins. We don’t want the horses trailing off to be forever lost in the nethyr,” Manya instructed as she set them all tightly together. She stepped into the midst of them and grasped Liv Givare with both hands, closing her eyes and cracking the base of it into the ground with some force, whispering her soft incantation to the little fellow who resided at the tip of the staff.

      “Taga till jig.”

      Once again the dragon figurine at the head of the staff came to life and the emerald lit up as if the little serpent were breathing green fire into the air, she spoke the incantation.

      “Fora Oss!” With her words, a portal began to open below them. At first a magical circle appeared with illuminated sigils around the circumference and then the centre lit up, white with the justice magick of the god Krigaar. White tendrils of light reached up for the companions, the horses, who were only mildly upset by the bright light at their feet, and all their belongings were slowly enveloped in the warm, white magick.

      “Grab hold of my gown, gentlemen,” she commanded them.

      The portal expanded, opening fully to allow three people and their horses through and they were enveloped in light and off on their next journey.1

    

    
      
      

      1 “Haven”

      Haven was once the realm of the Vampire Lords, but they have long since been sentenced to an eternity trapped in the sleep of the dead. Haven is now under the power of the god of justice himself. Its true location is lost to time, but is believed to lie directly south of the city of Innisport, a great distance out into the Orcun Ocean. No maps show its location and no living man has ever seen it. Rumored to be surrounded on all sides by harsh mountains, at the centre rests a vale of great beauty where the god himself resides when he is not out dispensing justice in the Land of Shaarn, beneath which lies the hidden tomb of the Vampire Lords, where they rest for all eternity.

      - Arch Mage Zeraan Taaselfee, The Annals of Time, Season: 0011A.2.
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      It was a few hours past midday. The sun was high, though Rostioff and company would never have noticed as they were now deep within the woods of the Winter Wolf Hills. Tall Rowenwoods rose up all around them with lichen and moss growing on all the deadfall at their feet. The canopy above only allowed scant sunlight to filter through which saved them from the heat to some degree but not from the humidity. They were all feeling the day’s heat trapped beneath the canopy in a musty, misty closeness that was rather uncomfortable to say the least. Sweat beaded on all their faces, and rolled down into their dampened clothes. Rostioff had removed his hat and tied a bandana around his head to both save the hat from the salt of his sweat and to sop up some of it before it rolled into his eyes.

      Kaldrinn seemed the most adapted to the heat as he’d been in these parts a time or two. Early summer to mid fall the canopy above trapped the heat in and the humidity steadily rose from sun up to sundown, he’d told them. The dwarven brothers Fireaxe, suffered dearly from both the heat and humidity, sweating profusely in their heavy armor and requesting frequent breaks for water, grumbling all the while as dwarves so often do in less than welcoming conditions.

      They plodded on at no great pace, taking care not to tire themselves and end up suffering from heat sickness. They’d made their way through the pass the trio had camped in their first nights together, examined the carcass of the Deep Fiend, making many a comment at the battle prowess of the warriors capable of taking down such a foe. They then found their way around Deep Fiend Lake. They even passed through the remnants of Ravak’s first hunting camp. Kaldrinn skillfully spotted the sight. He explained to them that whoever had camped there had actually lived in the camp for somewhere in the neighbourhood of a moon or more. He told them the camper was an accomplished woodsman judging by the shelter. He showed them the drying racks set up a ways from camp to avoid confrontations with unwanted predators. That along with the kills they found, or what was left of them led Kaldrinn to believe this person to be an accomplished hunter. Ravak had spared no piece of any animal he’d killed, as was the way of his people. By this, Kaldrinn was quite impressed. He’d decided it must have been a clansman that had lived here as aside from the Ranger Garrison or the elven Rangers of Rowendale, there were no other people in all of Shaarn who knew how to live off the land so well.

      The little company continued on through the woods well after supper and finally made camp for the night in a cozy hollow between two hills. All four agreed a fire might not be in their best interests as Kaldrinn had spotted several sets of goblin tracks over the last couple of days. They need not draw any more attention to themselves than necessary. So they rolled up in their bedrolls and settled themselves in for a much-needed sleep among the pine boughs. They’d made excellent time on horse and pony, even through the trees. There were enough deer and manmade trails that they made the twenty day journey Ravak, Manya, and Turynn made on foot in just eight days, though they had a leg left ahead of them and it would be the most dangerous, right through goblin territory.

      The forest came alive at night with the sounds of all sorts of insects and tiny creatures scurrying past them. The dwarves and Kaldrinn had fallen fast asleep, having been accustomed to the noises of nature from many a night spent under the stars, but Rostioff did not. He lay awake staring up through the trees, thinking of the dragon eggs and contemplating the one star he could see through the canopy of branches and leaves above. His mind was beginning to grow numb to the constant chirps and scurries around him. He’d just started to close his eyes when he could have sworn he’d heard the sound of voices in the distance. It sounded as if someone was issuing orders, but they were still some distance off and he couldn’t make out a word of it. He sat halfway up to get a better listen and held his breath tight for a moment. Still no good with all the crickets, batwings, mice scurrying through the dried up leaves on the ground and the sound of the breeze in the trees, it seemed nearly impossible to even hear his breathing. He rose quietly so as not to wake the others then slunk off into the trees in the direction he thought the sounds came from, the east.

      He walked for some time and the voices grew louder and came at more regular intervals. He began to hear the sound of booted feet marching. A company of men were up ahead somewhere and he aimed to get a gander at them and at the very least find out which direction they were headed.

      It was maybe another five minutes before he came to a spot where he could see torchlight ahead through the trees passing to the north along what appeared to be a freshly cleared road. While he was not an accomplished traveller like Kaldrinn, he was an accomplished scholar and he’d studied the maps of Shaarn as best he could and knew this road was not where it ought to be. He crouched down and snuck in closer to get a better look at things.

      As he approached, he determined the voices he heard were those of goblin commanders very roughly ordering their men on through the night, shoving and smacking at them as they passed shouting out things like, “March you dogs!” or “March to victory!” or even things as pomp as “March onward to the glory of Dark Fang!” Rostioff understood the goblin tongue clearly, though some spoke a rough version of the Common Tongue.

      These goblins were organized and their numbers too great to even estimate as they passed. Rostioff tried to get a look fore and back to get an idea of the size of the unit, but neither the end nor the front were within sight in the dense forest. There were a lot of them, they were armed, and they headed out of the hills toward the Great Northern Plains and the lands of the Barbarian horde. He waited for about half an hour and watched all manner of troops pass by. Some mounted on tamed wolves carrying bows and spears and some riding mules that pulled siege weapons, such as catapults and ballista. Then there were those who walked past in the garb of witchdoctors. They all wore feathers and various pieces of common tribal magick such as lizard feet, chicken feet, eagle feathers, small skulls that looked as though they’d been shrunken down from full grown men. They carried staves crudely hewn with the various magickal markings of their people. Then came a small troop with covered wagons surrounded by chariots. Rostioff decided this must be the team leading the rabble to whatever battle they were heading off to fight. Finally the road grew quiet and the goblin soldiers passed out of sight over a rise in the foothills. Rostioff waited another moment or so to gather courage and crept up to the edge of the road.

      He looked both ways north and south a good many times before entering the roadway. It was quiet and all he could hear now was the lively thrum of the forest night life again. He decided to head south the direction the goblin army had come from to determine how a force this large had made its way this far northwest unseen. He walked on for another half hour or so and was coming over the rise of a fairly good sized hill when he saw torches in the distance. Flattening himself out to one side of the road he scurried like a mouse on all fours over into the trees for cover.

      Rostioff crept slowly over the rise from within the cover of the forest. When he reached a good vantage point, he began to survey the scene. Around the outside of the wall were well-maintained watch fires that burned brightly in the night. Rostioff could see guards patrolling the outside of the wall, single goblins with spear and shield. He spotted sentries stationed atop the walls at intervals armed with bows. There appeared to be a moat dug and filled with deadfall, or chopped wood, it was hard to make out at such a distance and with night upon him the darkness made it even more difficult to see just exactly what the goblins had planned with that moat. The area had been cleared for at least a hundred yards around the camp so that any would-be intruders could be spotted long before they had a chance to get at the wall. Torches were positioned every twenty feet or so on poles and burned brightly with fresh oil. Around the gate even more torches burned on sconces sticking out from the wall and it seemed the only way in or out. Five guards stationed at the gate played cards on top of an empty barrel by the torchlight. From his vantage point the small fort seemed almost impregnable. He decided he’d seen enough. As he backed away from the light of the encampment slowly, his foot touched something soft, bringing him to an abrupt halt with the realization of what he’d done. Three goblin soldiers stood there above him. One of them pointed a rusty bloodstained sword down at him.

      “Don’t move a muscle, scum,” came the guttural sounding command from behind with the point of a sword at the back of his head.

      He cursed himself. A fine mess this would be and he’d be lucky if they didn’t kill him, skin him, and eat him right there.

      “Roll over!” came another gruff command enforced with a quick jab of the sword tip.

      He slowly rolled over onto his back with his hands outstretched submissively to show he was unarmed. The little fellow doing the ordering was brandishing a short sword and had it not two inches from Rostioff’s right eye, ready to stick him if he so much as blinked.

      “Who are you and what are you doin’ up ere’?” he barked in his gravelly little goblin voice.

      “My name is Rostioff Fastelaine. I’m a healer. I’ve been travelling these woods looking for rare herbs for my work. Please, I mean you no harm.”

      “Then what were ya' doing spyin’ on our fort?” the goblin growled back his reply.

      “Spying? I wasn’t spying! I simply came upon it in my travels and was taking a look as any traveller would. It’s an impressive stronghold. You should be quite proud.”

      “Quiet you!” hollered one of the others and a kick in the side of the head followed. Then the third fellow spoke as Rostioff’s head began to ring and his thoughts raced.

      “What do we care who he is? Let’s take his things for ourselves and cook him right here. We ain’t had no man meat in moons and I’ve worked up a powerful hunger patrolling all evenin'!” He jumped on top of Rostioff, knocking the other goblin’s short sword aside and began to rifle through his pockets. He ripped the earring out of Rostioff’s left ear, leaving a painful wound. He reached for the bulging shape of the Dragon Orb beneath Rostioff’s robes when one of the others pulled him off.

      “Now wait just a rat chokin’ minute ere’ you! We got orders and I’m in charge of this ere’ patrol! We cain’t just eat ‘im! We have to question ‘im, search ‘im, and then bring ‘im back to camp if we should decide he might be harbouring valuable information to the cause. After all that ullaballo’, THEN we can eat ‘im,” said the first goblin.

      “What cause is that exactly?” asked Rostioff, brow furrowed in curiosity and looking quite puzzled as he’d never heard goblins speak of cause before in his life. They simply swarmed, conquered, and fed on people. They fought for no cause; they had no greater purpose.

      “Quiet you!” came the commander’s voice again and back whipped the short sword in front of Rostioff’s eye. “Let’s tie ‘im up and take ‘im back to camp.”

      “But we ain’t even searched him yet!” said the fellow who’d stolen Rostioff’s earring and was still holding it in his dirty little claw with a piece of the wizard’s ear still attached, dripping blood.

      “Let’s just eat ‘im already!” came the comment from third fellow again, who appeared to, in fact, be quite a bit fatter than the other two and looked very hungry. He was even drooling to the point where he had to lick his lips to sop up the spittle running down his chin.

      “Meteor!” Rostioff shouted out his quick and commanding incantation. The magick he wielded differed from that of Manya or other conjurers that took some time to come forth through their focus staves. His brand of elemental magick seemed as if a gift from the very gods themselves and due to his natural talent in the arcane arts, he required no focus. Meteor, a spell he’d devised for combat, took him no time to cast at all, one word spoken and he was ready to assail his foes.

      At once a small, red, hot burning meteor-like rock appeared in his hand. The three goblins stopped arguing and turned to look at it with the look of stunned astonishment on their faces. Their eyes went wide as they realized what was about to happen. The fat fellow’s head cocked slightly.

      “Waasa’t you got ther...” He never finished that sentence.

      Rostioff flung the meteor up into his face and it exploded into flames, taking his head clean off and sending rock fragments, goblin skull, brains and blood spraying out blinding and surprising the other two. Another meteor appeared in Rostioff’s hand as soon as the first had left his palm. He let it loose on the commander next, who was stumbling back blinded and shrieking at some red-hot debris that had gotten into his eye. The tiny meteor found its home right in the throat of the creature, which silenced him quite abruptly and he reeled back as his head came away from his neck and toppled over backward into an unnaturally bent heap on the ground. The last fellow who’d stolen his earring stood there dumbfounded and wide-eyed. He was unable to move as his tiny goblin brain processed all that went on around him. He began to raise his hands submissively and slowly shook his head, stepping away. He dropped the earring.

      “I don’t want no trouble, guvna'. Why don’t you just be on your way and we’ll pretend this ole’ affair never happened, shall we?” He backed up a more quickly now.

      Rostioff had another meteor at the ready and he rose to his feet. It gave the thief quite a start and he stumbled backward over a root and landed hard on his head on the ground. Rostioff was about to kill him with the last meteor when he had a thought. Maybe he ought to take the rotten bastard prisoner so they might extract some information out of him about the cause of theirs and what exactly a large army of goblins was doing here in the Winter Wolf Hills.

      He disappeared the meteor in a puff and a fizzle and walked over to the goblin. The little rotter scurried backward on one arm, holding his throbbing head with his other. He bled from where he’d smacked the back of his noggin on the ground and posed no real threat now. Rostioff disarmed him easily enough and used some of their ropes to bind him up. He pulled the bodies of the other two out of view and covered them with leaves and branches as best he could. He took a quick look back up over the ridge. It didn’t seem as though any of the other guards had taken notice of the scuffle at all. He quickly slipped back down, grabbed his prisoner, and hurried back toward camp. Rostioff returned to find them all still fast asleep. The sounds of he and his prisoner entering the campsite woke them up as the goblin grumbled constantly and made no attempt at being quiet.

      Postgaar was the first aroused. “What’s’iss’? Captured a goblin, have ye’, laddy?”

      Kaldrinn was up next and rose to his feet to take the rope that bound the goblin off Rostioff’s hands. He held him fast by the neck and the rope.

      Hengaar brandished his axe at the goblin to threaten death if the goblin made any attempt to run for it.

      “Yes, I couldn’t sleep and heard voices so I went to investigate. They have constructed a massive camp with a palisade. A large detachment marched north into the horde lands. They set upon me as I lay observing their camp. This little slug and two others, not as fortunate as he to make it out of our brief encounter alive figured they’d try and take me prisoner.

      Things didn’t work out so well for you, now did they?

      I figure he can give us some information on what exactly happens in that camp and what exactly this cause is they’re fighting for.

      “I ain’t gonna' tell you lot nuffin’, man meat!” He spat and hit Hengaar in the face.

      “Hey now, you rotten swine!” Kaldrinn grabbed a dagger and gripped the vermin by the throat angrily again as he passed the rope to Hengaar. He raised him up off the ground. His hands were bound behind his back, but his feet were kicking freely at the air. Kaldrinn looked over to Rostioff and noticed his bleeding ear. The nasty wound from where the earring had been ripped free dripped down onto his neck and shoulder.

      “An ear for an ear, I say.” Kaldrinn raised his knife up and sliced the goblin’s pointy, wart covered ear right off in one clean stroke then dropped him to the ground like a sack of laundry. The goblin shrieked and rolled around in terrible agony. Rostioff leaned down, grabbed him by the scruff of his tunic, and picked him back up again.

      “Now if you tell me what cause it is you fight for and where those soldiers were marching too, I might let you live and make that terrible pain go away more quickly than you can say goblin stew.” He raised his hand to his ear, spoke a word of healing restoring his own ear. He did this so the goblin could see he had the power to do what he promised.

      “If I tell ya, you’ll just kill me anyway. Maybe you should just kill me and get on with it. I’m not gonna’ betray my kin to you, man meat! If I’m gonna die, I’m doin’ it loyal to my tribe and my kin! To Avgruxx with you, wizard!” He spat again and this time into Rostioff’s face. Rostioff dropped him backward into the dirt and took up the sleeve of his robe to wipe the disgusting goblin spittle out of his eye.

      “Fine, I’ll make you talk by force then.” He concentrated for a moment and spoke another incantation with his one arm outstretched while he had the other held high, making odd gestures in the air with his fingers.

      “Saga Exakthet!”

      In the air before him, an unusual looking white shimmering pictogram appeared and slowly moved toward the goblin until it landed on his foul little mouth and disappeared in a fizzle like the bubbles in champagne.

      “What was that?” asked Postgaar as he and Hengaar both looked at the magick with a sense of childlike wonderment. They had priests who performed magick back in Stonehammer Keep but nothing like what this wizard of the Tower could do. Both appeared surprised and excited at the wonder of Rostioff’s power.

      “That was a spell I call True Words. He cannot lie to us. However, his mind will be mush at the end of the casting,” said Rostioff. “Now tell me what your tribe is doing up in these hills!” he commanded of the goblin. The creature’s miniscule brain was under Rostioff’s command now. Its eyes were wide and pupils fixed on Rostioff. Its mouth hung wide as it awaited Rostioff’s command. It answered very quickly with a dumb look on its face as if it were no longer even there and some other wyrldly spirit commanded his lips as it searched the goblin’s tiny brain for the truth.

      “We’re building a fort from which to do the master’s bidding and take back the lands he once ruled in the First Age.”

      All four of them looked at each other apprehensively. Rostioff looked into Kaldrinn’s eyes and shook his head in disbelief. The dwarven brothers looked to one another again in shock still mostly at the magick but also at the prospect of the return of Graxxen of whom the goblin spoke as its master.

      “Where will you attack first?”

      “The border villages of the horde, Black Crow territory. They’re small and weak, thinking the Southerners and us too weak to overcome them. Our numbers are great and we’re powerful!”

      “You’re still far too weak to overcome the mighty Winter Wolf! None can stand against their battle prowess. There must be more to this plan of yours than simply staging an open attack on the horde. That’s just suicide. Tell us what you’re doing and we may spare your life,” insisted Rostioff.

      “My master has taken slaves among the horde. Even now there are powerful spies in their midst. You may have me and you may have my master’s secrets, but you cannot stop him! You’re all weak and you’ll fall under the rule of the Dark Fang and our king!” He growled and snapped at them, having had quite enough of the True Words spell and began to lose his mind as is the side effect. Drool rolled down his chin and dripped onto the ground beneath him. His eyes began to turn outward at odd angles to one another.

      “Release him from the spell before he bites one of us and sends us into a fever. He’s insane!” Kaldrinn held his sword ready to strike down the little grub should he try to attack one of them.

      “Not yet. I have more questions for him. How does your master plan to take the South? Its borders are protected by large armies. There are wizards, priests, and within the cities, the Garrisons and guilds will surely put an end to your wickedness.”

      The goblin was hissing and frothing at the mouth and his eyes were rolling back in his head. His nose bled as the pressure inside his skull mounted and the spell pressed him on against his will. The goblin shook all over now fighting the madness that sought to take his mind.

      “The king has two armies. We’ll take the eastern pass and hold it and the borders to the South. His other will go west and overrun it completely as far as the sea. You cannot stop us! Ughn….. ughn….. You cannot stop a plan a thousand seasons in the making! The goddess of death herself guides my master’s hand! You cannot stop the power of Skulga! Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha! Haaaaa! ughrnn.....” And with that, his mind left him and he slumped down into a lump on the ground, twitching some and bleeding from the nose and ears as his brain turned to pudding from the potent magick.

      Kaldrinn finished him off with a quick blow to the back of the head. He couldn’t stand to see any creature suffer so, even something as wretched and wicked as a goblin.

      “What’ll we do, Master Rostioff?” Postgaar looked up at him completely and utterly filled with angst.

      Hengaar’s face showed him to be equally troubled as he thumbed the top of his axe nervously at the prospect of his beloved dwarven kingdom being overrun by goblins and ghouls. He was only a child in the First Age, but remembered well the stories of their enslavement and the evil wizard Graxxen who he knew to be rotten through and through.

      “It would appear we’ve some dark days ahead of us. I won’t blame you if you decide to turn for home to warn your loved ones and to be with your people when the wicked old lich brings war to your homeland,” said Rostioff.

      Postgaar spoke up immediately, not even giving Hengaar the chance to think on things.

      “I’ll stay at yer' side. Hengaar here’ll make haste back to our people to warn and prepare them for war. He was once a sergeant in the King’s Command. If he moves quickly enough, he’ll make it back in time to send reinforcements to the horde lands and they should be able to help them fend off the Dark Fang goblins, at least for the time being.”

      He nodded at both Rostioff and Hengaar, seeking reassurance at his words. Hengaar furrowed his brow and thought on the situation a moment before speaking.

      “I’ll go back. Yer right, we must warn the people of Aragon. I don’t feel right leaving ye here alone, but I think yer’ in good hands with these lads and I know yer’ a fine warrior, Postgaar. I’ll leave at dawn.”

      “I think for now we all need some shut eye,” said Kaldrinn. “This is a lot to take in and we have a great many tasks ahead of us to consider on the morrow.”

      Everyone nodded in agreement.

      “While we now have the gist of Graxxen’s plans, nothing has changed. We still need to gather those eggs from the clutch at Dragon’s Maw Keep and get them back to the Tower of High Sorcery as quickly as possible. We have to find my apprentice! I foolishly sent her out here, most likely to her doom, and we have to get back to the South where we can warn our people of the coming war. We knew an evil was awakening to make an attempt at a rise to power, but we had no idea the magnitude. So while we may have been somewhat unprepared for the scope of what was to come, we are still on the right track from our initial assessment of Graxxen’s plans. The eggs are our focus right now. We’ll head out for Dragon’s Maw come sunrise and hope we can make it through the massive goblin armies that now stand between us and the eggs. Get some sleep. We’re going to be busy on the morrow.”
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        * * *

      

      Dawn came quickly for Rostioff and company. He awoke to find Hengaar and Postgaar divvying up the contents of their packs and preparing to part company.

      The sky grew overcast and grey and the air smelled of rain. A warm summer breeze blew and with it came the scent of blooming holly in the forest.

      Rostioff and company ate a light breakfast of dried fruit and couple of big swigs of water. Looking about, he realized that Kaldrinn had gone off someplace.

      “Where’s Kaldrinn?” he asked the dwarves.

      “He’s gone to scout out the trail ahead,” Postgaar informed him and quickly went back to the matter at hand with his brother.

      Rostioff readied his gear and rolled up his bedroll. By then he felt about ready to head out and began to grow a might impatient at Kaldrinn when he finally returned. He rose to address them.

      “Everyone! I beg your attention!” Rostioff said.

      Postgaar and Hengaar were busily refitting their gear onto their mules. Tightening straps down, making sure pots and pans were covered from the elements. They’d divvied up their supplies to ensure both had what they needed for their respective journeys that lay ahead. They were basically ready to move out themselves.

      “Hengaar, I want to thank you for your service thus far and for taking on the great responsibility of travelling back to Stonehammer by yourself to warn your people. It is of great importance that you reach them in time to prepare their defenses and to send help to the horde in the Great Northern Plains so please, don’t tarry. Postgaar, I would thank you for your service as well and want you to understand I have a great deal of respect for your choice to stay with our little company in search of the eggs. A lesser man might’ve turned tail for home after the story that wretched little thief conveyed to us last night, and I respect you for your decision. You’re both fine upstanding examples of dwarves. I’m proud to have met you and shared your company. Hengaar, I bid you a fond farewell. May the road rise up to meet you and the wind be always at your back as you make your way home.”

      Rostioff had become well versed in etiquette and he figured there to be no time like the present to begin making allies with the other races within the Land of Shaarn. It seemed to be his duty to bring them all together to defeat Graxxen.

      “Good day ta’ye’, brother. I won’t say goodbye for we’ll see one another again soon enough. Be safe, be wary, and be ever vigilant!” Postgaar hugged his brother close before sending him off.

      Hengaar, who was a man of few words and even fewer in an emotional situation such as it was, said nothing but simply nodded in recognition. He smiled at the others, turned, and walked off headed west, back to the Kingdom of Aragon.

      The three left in Rostioff’s company made for the forest at once. They had no time to lose after hearing the broad scope of Graxxen’s terrible scheme from their little goblin prisoner the night before.

      Kaldrinn led them at a slow jog while the others fumbled and stumbled. They grumbled and swore their way through the forest which neither of them particularly enjoyed. Rostioff because he was a wizard and not a trained Ranger. Postgaar because he was short and stocky and as a result not exactly the most agile little fellow in the undergrowth. The forest thickened as they went and the sounds of the goblin camp ahead made them uneasy. They had to leave their horses and pony. Kaldrinn gave them all a good slap on the ass and sent them running back in the direction from which they’d came so the horses would at least be headed away from the goblins who would, in all likelihood, eat them. There was plenty of good grazing and streams for the horses to sustain themselves on their way back home.

      Noon approached and they were hot and tired from fighting the bush all day. The sky above the canopy filled with clouds and the air grew hot and muggy again. The threat of rain hung in the air the entire morning, but it never happened making it all the worse as the clouds made travel through the forest and the brush that much darker and more dangerous. A hush fell over the company. They were worried they might draw attention to themselves if they made too much raucous ploughing through the brush. Kaldrinn had been gone for a good long while now, at least twenty minutes. Rostioff began to worry when they heard him give a signal from somewhere just above and stopped to have a look about to see where the Ranger had gone. He stood on top of a cliff face that rose steadily alongside them as they walked for the last hour or so. He must’ve been twenty feet above lying down with his head and shoulders hanging over the ledge to make eye contact with the other two. He pointed furiously ahead of them. Rostioff turned to look at the danger he tried to warn them of too late. A patrol of goblins had already spotted them. This time there were five of them.

      They ran at the two surprised companions. Rostioff called forth the magick of the meteors once again with a crackle and a flare in his hand and Postgaar readied his axe, steadying himself just in front of Rostioff so as to take the brunt of the onslaught as the goblins attacked. Kaldrinn stood and readied an arrow. He loosed it while the goblins were still fifteen yards out, taking one mid flight as it jumped over a tree stump. Another immediately behind tumbled over his wounded accomplice. Kaldrinn felled him next with ease. The other three ran on, jumping over their fallen comrades.

      At ten yards, the one that appeared to be the commander of the patrol let fly with his spear, launching himself off a dead tree that lay in his path to gain even more momentum with the throw. It caught Rostioff in the right shoulder unexpectedly and he dropped his meteorite on the ground next to his and Postgaar’s feet. It went off on impact, sending hot little bits of rock searing into their boots and flesh. Rostioff went down clutching his shoulder while at the same time complaining about his ankle, He pulled the spear free and rolled on the ground trying to get at the red-hot rock that was still boring into his tender skin right through his boot. Postgaar, a seasoned dwarven warrior, rolled away and shrugged off the burns to his feet. It had been so hot and dry the last couple of days that the dead ground cover caught fire with ease.

      Kaldrinn loosed another arrow as the goblins locked blades with Postgaar, who swung hard to sink his mighty axe into one of their shoulders with his first swing. It took the arm right off and the goblin went down shrieking as its black blood spurted all about the scene in an awful manner. Kaldrinn loosed another arrow into the fellow headed for Rostioff with his short sword drawn now fully above his head, ready to bring down a killing blow on the prone wizard. Rostioff rolled over just in time to see the goblin leap into the air with his short sword raised high when Kaldrinn’s arrow found its mark in the goblin’s back. All Rostioff saw was the tip of the arrow come through the front of the goblin’s chest with a hot black spray of goblin blood as it pierced his heart. It landed on top of him bleeding and twitching, stinking something awful as it died. He pushed the foul monster off in disgust.

      Postgaar was locked in a melee with the remaining goblin that now looked quite afraid, sweating profusely and fighting for his life to no avail. Postgaar matched his every strike with a well-placed parry. Metal clashed against metal mechanically while he patiently waited for his opportunity. It came soon enough. He gave his axe a half spin and locked the blade of the goblin’s sword between the eye and the toes of his axe. It locked up tight. Postgaar didn’t even breathe heavily from the fight. He looked as calm as a cow.

      “I’m gonna loose yer’ sword, lad. Then yer’ gonna drop it and if ye’ don’t, I’ll cut ye’ from chin to eyebrow with one stroke and that’ll be the end of ye’. Do ye’ understand me?”

      The goblin panting frantically and sweating profusely in absolute terror nodded.

      Postgaar loosed the sword with a deft flick of the wrist and the foolish goblin swung quick and hard, nearly missing Postgaar’s eye. Postgaar delivered on his promise without even flinching. His axe rose up and the backside of the double edge caught the goblin under the chin, cleaving clean through his jaw, into his nose, and right up to his eyebrows before it came back out, leaving a horrific bloodied chasm in the goblin’s face. His eyes had a look of utter disbelief as he staggered back cross eyed, trying to look at the wound in its face. The creature’s eyes rolled back and it fell sideways into the dirt, dropping its sword as black blood poured out onto the ground.

      Rostioff, fussed over his foot and casted a minor healing spell on himself to stop the pain. He completely missed the exchange between the dwarf and goblins.

      “You two alright down there? Rostioff, can you walk?” asked Kaldrinn.

      Postgaar turned to look at the wizard and would have laughed if not for the blaze creeping up behind Rostioff right where he sat.

      “Ye’d best get off your arse before it gets roasted!”

      The fire the Meteor spell had started blazed away. It grew as it fed on the bounty of dry leaves and deadwood strewn about the forest floor. Rostioff finished with his foot and wheeled over to have a look. As he did, Postgaar realized the wizard’s cloak already smouldering and ran over to pat out the embers. Rostioff scrambled to his feet and stuffed his foot back into his boot as quickly as he could. He used the power of the Dragon Orb to heal the dwarf’s burnt foot. He held it aloft and whispered the incantation to himself as blue light emanated from the orb and electric magic brought the artifact to life before Postgaar’s eyes. An arc of arcane power shot out of the orb and Postgaar’s leg went rigid. He fell back onto his haunches staring at his foot as the magick went to work stitching the wounded flesh back together. Rostioff healed his own shoulder next in the same way wincing at the pain as he held the orb up to himself.

      Postgaar unravelled a length of rope and tossed it up. Kaldrinn secured it quickly to a nearby tree and gave the signal. He began to climb the rope quite deftly for a dwarf, given their stocky and un-dextrous nature, but still not quick enough for Rostioff, who scampered up behind him as fast as he could. The climb seemed to take forever and Rostioff was nerve wracked by the assent as the flames below licked up at his cape. It slowly burned up toward his back with nothing he could do until he reached the top. Soon they made the crest of the cliff face and Rostioff rolled about on the ground to put out the flaming cape.

      “We must move with great haste. The smoke of the fire will surely draw the attention of another patrol and we don’t want to be about when they come looking for the cause of the blaze.” Kaldrinn motioned for the two to follow him into the tree line to conceal them from the view of anyone or anything at the base of the cliff below.

      They moved as quickly as they could, given the diminutive stature of Mr. Postgaar Fireaxe for whom the pace was quite unbearable. He had no qualms about letting the other two in his company know about it. Kaldrinn walked much too far ahead to hear, but Postgaar walked, almost jogged not but a few steps in back of Rostioff. All the while grumbling and complaining enough to drive the mage to his wits end. After a good four-hour’s travel to the east, they came upon Kaldrinn standing on the edge of the cliff face, squatting and holding his hand up signalling for them to stop and wait for his report. Postgaar nearly knocked over Rostioff as he didn’t notice anyone had stopped walking and stumbled right into him with his head down, watching the ground below to keep from tripping while moving at such a pace.

      Kaldrinn looked down over the edge of the cliff and weighed their options. He’d spotted a patrol of goblins, fifteen by his count, heading out of the pass below to the northwest back toward the Dark Fang fort. The cliff swung south and went on along the top of the pass as far to the east as could be seen before being swallowed whole by some of the most massive Rowenwood trees he’d ever seen. The way looked rough and thick with bramble, forest, dead wood, and treacherous rocks so the going would be slow, but likely much safer and less possibility of a goblin attack than if they chanced the road below. Kaldrinn instructed them to wait where they were, telling them he’d scout ahead along the top of the cliff to find a pass for them to take. They both nodded and agreed. They took a much-needed break and tried having a bit of lunch before he returned.

      Kaldrinn headed south at a scamper, hopping over fallen tree trunks and through thick bramble with the well-practised ease of a Tower Ranger, when he came upon a rope securely fastened to a tree trunk and neatly tucked in between rocky crevices down along the cliff face to the ground below. He surveyed the area and surmised three people and a small goat had made their way down the cliff face at this point. He thought it must’ve been Manya, Turynn, and their Barbarian companion Rostioff had mentioned. He assessed whether or not it would be safe to use the same route and decided it might be at night when the patrols were smaller and the darkness would help cover their trail. He pressed a little further on to see what lay ahead and found the top of the cliff face simply too rough for the likes of a fragile wizard and the short legs of a dwarf, no matter how stout of heart he might be. He turned back at once to regain his company.

      Rostioff and Postgaar were eating venison jerky and drinking ale from their skins when he returned. He sat with them for a few moments and hungrily wolfed down some of the venison, then washed it down with a couple of big swigs out of Postgaar’s ale, much to the chagrin of the dwarf who was reluctant to even let go of it.

      After he’d taken his fill of lunch, he explained what he’d found. All agreed nightfall would be best to make the descent down the cliff face. They decided to rise just before dawn since goblins were notorious for shirking their duties and the three agreed it was likely they would not encounter any patrols at all if they waited until then. They moved back into the thick of the woods a ways to ensure they were not seen from below and lit a small fire to cook their supper by, feeling safe to do so at the distance they now were from the goblin encampment.

      They prepared their gear and weapons for the road ahead and turned in quite early before the sun had fully gone down. Postgaar woke first and gently shook the others awake. The sky remained dark and cloudy. He could barely even find them in the blackness of the thick forest. A fog hung in the air at ground level and enveloped them, making things cool and damp. Coupled with the eerie calm and darkness of predawn the old forest seemed quite a frightening place even for a battle hardened Ranger, a stout hearted dwarf, and a wizened wizard. They all sleepily gathered up their gear by the light of the last few embers that smouldered in the quickly failing fire.

      Kaldrinn suggested they each take hold of a length of rope he had and twist it about their wrists so they would not get separated in the dark foggy woods or accidentally tumble off the cliff they were seeking as he happened to be the only one who knew where the rope to climb down had actually been hidden. Slowly they began making their way cautiously over rock and stump, bush, and bramble. Rostioff lit up the blade of his sword for them with magick, but it was of little use in the thick fog. It served only to keep them from tripping as much as they might have in the complete darkness without it. Not a sound could be heard, save their crunching through the deadwood and leaves and the occasional curse by a very vocal dwarf, who was only as agile as a four foot tall fellow could be in heavy armour with great deal of gear strapped to his back.

      They lost all sense of time and space in the dark and silent fog. They went on for what seemed to Rostioff like hours before they came upon the spot Kaldrinn had said the rope would be found.

      “Here we go,” said Kaldrinn, proud of himself for having found his way back through the  fog after only having been there once.

      Rostioff cautiously leaned over the edge and lowered the lighted tip of his sword down only to see the rope trail off against the rock down into the fog below.

      “Here we go?” he repeated back to Kaldrinn. “You can’t possibly expect us to make our way down through this fog in the dark. We won’t even be able to see where we’re placing our feet.”

      Kaldrinn’s proud countenance left his face replaced by a much more frustrated one.

      “Well, you both thought this was a splendid plan last night. Besides, we have no choice. This is the only way down and the fog is a boon to us ensuring we’ll not be seen by any goblins patrolling the road in the pass below whilst little lumpy over there hobbles down.”

      “Little lumpy? Ye’ didn’t just call me lumpy, de’ye’, laddy?”Postgaar’s fury turned his face bright red.

      “Simmer down, he’s just trying to get your goat and it worked.” Rostioff chastised before the dwarf could get into a full rant.

      “If we make it to the bottom without plummeting to our death’s, I’ll be amazed,” spouted the dwarf as he leaned over to survey the climb he was about to make.

      “I’ll go first,” said Kaldrinn, shaking his head in frustration.

      He tightened up his gloves and grabbed hold of the rope. Wrapping it about his waist, he began to climb over the ledge and slowly descend into the fog below. Just as Rostioff almost lost sight of his head, Kaldrinn stopped and looked up.

      “Come on, it’s fine. See? I’m doing just fine. Just follow my lead.”

      Rostioff nodded and waited for there to be enough slack in the rope to follow Kaldrinn’s lead and down he went. Postgaar was shaking his head standing at the top of the cliff with his arms crossed grumbling. Rostioff stopped about the same place Kaldrinn had and motioned for the dwarf to take his turn.

      “Come on, you can’t wait here. For all we know, we might not even come back this way. You don’t want to be left to the goblins for their evening supper do you? I’m sure they’d love a nice plump dwarf to roast!” He smiled and winked up at Postgaar as his head dipped out of sight into the fog.

      “Oh, blast it all anyway!” Postgaar exclaimed, briefly forgetting they were trying to be stealthy and quiet in this endeavour.

      Up came the quick and scolding response of Rostioff. “SHHHH! Move your fat bottom and get down here!”

      Postgaar shook his head and muttered under his breath as he slowly clambered over the edge of the cliff uneasily on all fours in a manner very unbecoming of a dwarf. He grumbled, stumbled, and almost fell several times as they descended the cliff face.

      Kaldrinn made it down well in advance of the other two and quickly scurried about looking for patrols, wolves, or anything else that might seek to attack them while vulnerable. All was clear as Rostioff came into view at the bottom of the rope. He hopped down the last few feet. He felt quite relieved to be back on the ground again. Postgaar, only about half way at this point, made quite a racket as he stumbled and tripped his way down. He wasn’t more than ten feet from the bottom. Rostioff could just make out the form of his robust dwarven posterior in awkward decent when a rock stuck into the cliff face that the dwarf used as a foothold gave way and he came reeling backward off the wall. Unable to recover, down he went rump first. He landed in a noisy heap, coughing and wheezing. The ground knocked the wind out of him as it came up hard under his hindquarters. Rostioff rushed to his aid, worried he’d broken his back in such a fall. Kaldrinn worried that he’d alerted a nearby patrol with all his raucous and coughing so he decided he should scout the area one more time for any signs of trouble while Rostioff tended to the dwarf’s bruised backside and ego.

      A couple of minutes later, Postgaar had stopped grumbling and Rostioff stopped fussing over him so they were off again, on their way south into the hidden pass, headed deeper into the Mystpeaks and a very ancient Rowenwood forest. They couldn’t see the tops of the trees through the fog, but they could see the enormous trunks. Rostioff knew this to be an ancient wood. The road had been constructed of old First Age stone, moss covered and hardened by the many seasons it had seen. Yet much of the road showed signs of recent repair.

      They walked cautiously in spite of the fog and the early hour in which they’d chosen to travel. Somewhere high above them and far to the east of the gloomy pass, the sun was rising. The first fingers of dawn’s light grasped at the Mystpeaks and slipped down to find Rostioff and company dim and dreary, all grey and damp in the new light. The dim veil of daybreak did little to brighten their spirits for all they saw were the massive trunks of the ancient Rowenwoods surrounding them on all sides as they moved southward, ever searching for the fabled Dragon’s Maw Keep. The morning rolled on and the fog lifted to nearly the canopy of trees, which was more than five-hundred feet above them. But the fog didn’t dissipate. It hung in the air locking in the dampness and cold close to the forest floor for several more hours.

      By nightfall, they all agreed they must be well in advance of any goblin scouting parties. Kaldrinn felt it unlikely the sentries would come south looking for them. The most likely approach of intruders to the Dark Fang fort would come from the Great Northern Plains. They decided to make camp for the night. All three spoke little after such a tiring day of hiking. They ate quickly, decided against a fire, and went to sleep early.

      They spent the next day in much the same way hiking through the Rowenwood. The trees grew taller and taller as they descended deeper into the ancient valley.

      Eventually they heard the sound of the Upper Sarandanus River and the splashing of a small waterfall. This brightened their spirits for it signalled they had travelled deep within the Mystpeaks to the southeast from the point they had entered. But their newfound sense of determination was soon drawn out by the sound of more goblins.

      The road seemed to rise up slightly ahead of them and the cool glacial mist of the high mountain waterfall drifted gently down on them from above. It might have been a peaceful moment, but it came with the sound of goblins barking out orders, and the crack of their oppressive whips.

      Kaldrinn suggested the other two stay back off the road in the trees while he went in for a closer look. He crept along silently through the massive trunks on the roadside and eventually found a vantage point atop the rise where the goblins were not likely to see him, but he could see their entire operation quite well. They’d cleared out the portion of the pass that forded the great river and falls and were repairing and reconstructing a bridge that once crossed the pass.

      This would prove to pose a great challenge for these three as there did not appear any other way across the chasm. The only options were up and over at the lip of the falls or to head much further east and hope the chasm dropped down to a place where the river was shallow and slow enough to ford on foot. Kaldrinn looked up at the cliff face to his right. It wouldn’t be an easy climb especially for the dwarf. The rocks would be wet and mossy and the footholds looked few and far between. He made his way back down to his companions.

      “Bad news. We have a company of goblins up in the pass ahead repairing a bridge. That bridge is the only means across the chasm below the falls. We have two choices. We head east and hope we find a reasonable spot to ford the river as the chasm diminishes or we climb the cliff face the falls are coming over. The cliff face seems the quickest and most reasonable option given the urgency of our mission.”

      “Could we not simply follow you up the wall?” said Rostioff as if he was pointing out something that should be quite obvious.

      “Well, under any other circumstances, I might say that would seem the most practical approach to our dilemma. However, the cliff face is slick and there’s little to grab hold of even for an experienced climber such as myself. I don’t think either of you could make the climb.” He looked away up toward the cliff as he said this last bit, knowing how it would be received by Postgaar.

      “I’m a dwarf of Stonehammer Keep and as such have been over these mountains a thousand times and’ll travel them a thousand times more long after yer dead, young Kaldrinn! I don’t deny yer’ skill in the wild, but I think ye’ greatly underestimate a dwarf’s mountaineerin’ abilities. We live in these parts ye’ know, ye’ blasted Foolker! We were the first to tame these mountains! My people built the very keep we now seek. They likely built this bridge ahead of us too. Shite bastard!” He kicked at the dirt and spat at it to show his frustration with Kaldrinn’s statement.

      The problem was Postgaar knew it to be a statement of fact and that was half the reason he’d become so upset by it all. He looked up at the cliff face knowing full well he couldn’t make the climb on his best day, even if he’d been three hundred seasons younger. Rostioff spoke up to quiet the dwarf and to stave off any rebuttal from the Ranger that might end in a squabble.

      “Why don’t we wait until nightfall and see if we can make our way across the bridge then? Is it complete enough to travel over?”

      Kaldrinn rubbed his chin in contemplation. “The bridge is passable. Goblins might be dumb, but they’re not so dumb as to leave the only means over that river unguarded. I think you might be right. Night time will give us some cover at least and the numbers we’ll face will be far less. We must not fail or draw any attention to ourselves or we’ll surely be slaughtered and eaten for supper. We’re here very early and they’re here ahead of us, which means they must have a makeshift camp up here somewhere. That means they’ll have three and five man patrols about looking for unsuspecting fools like us to prey on for meat.”

      All three agreed later would be best. They headed back up the pass a ways and moved off into the trees as far as they could to the east. There they set up a make shift camp for the day to rest and gather a plan for the coming night’s activities. Kaldrinn was sent off ahead to thoroughly scout the area and to draw them a little map so they could better plan out their crossing. The day was spent impatiently waiting for darkness. Postgaar had a great deal of very vocal input about crossing the bridge directly and fighting off the goblins rather than attempting to do it stealthily. Rostioff and Kaldrinn managed to simmer him down and he finally agreed that to do it as quietly as possible would likely be their best approach.
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            A Hip and a Toe

          

        

      

    

    
      Ravak saw sky and ground whirling around as he shot free of what felt like a mudslide. He was some ten feet off the ground and landed in a heap with Turynn coming down hard on top of him only a second later. Manya tumbled out third with the ponies and packs and she landed off to the left of them. The horses, luckily, did not land on top of her or any of the other companions.

      “We’re back,” said Ravak as he wheeled around with arms crossed and his brow furrowed. He looked to the ground to hide the tears welling in his eyes for the loss of Sleipner as the memories came flooding back at him of the day the ram had been savagely ripped apart by Graxxen’s dragon. He had no fondness for the place even if it were the home of his ancestors and a monolith of his peoples' heritage that signified their great power in the First Age. All seemed dark to him. He had little trust the ghouls weren’t lurking just beyond the first door waiting to eat them alive. Memories rushed back at him of the undead surrounding them in the chamber of Graxxen. The gate remained barred just as Turynn had left it. The Black Dragon carcass lay rotting in the sun, well-picked over by carrion birds.

      “We mustn’t tarry,” said Manya. “Graxxen will want to return as soon as he feels it’s safe enough to reclaim the eggs he left behind. He knows full well that if we have any of them, his plans for domination will not be so easily fulfilled.” She pushed both men along and they hurriedly tied up their horses after which they scampered up the steps to the only way they knew of into the interior of the great keep. Manya used the magick of her staff to light the way for Ravak.

      The walls and halls of the keep were in great disrepair from ages of neglect and the entire place had a very foreboding feel to it that made all three of them uneasy and wanting for the outside the minute they had lost sight of it. They crept along slowly and quietly, trying to keep their heavy breathing to a minimum, which seemed almost no use as all three of them were quite nervous about encountering more ghouls. With every step they took, fine dust puffed up around their ankles on the dark floor below. It seemed like they’d been walking forever when they saw a shadow moving down the stairway ahead of them. Ravak pointed it out to the other two and Turynn took up the lead, motioning for the others to follow at a much greater distance so as to allow him to be silent as possible as he approached the form ahead. He carefully drew an arrow from his quiver and as silent as a feather falls, he nocked and drew it back full as he disappeared around the corner. Only a second passed with him truly out of sight, but it seemed to Ravak and Manya much longer than that. They heard the thwap of the bowstring and saw a shadowy form slump to the floor.

      “Now, Ravak!” Turynn shouted his command from around the bend.

      Ravak leapt the last few stairs and bounded off the opposing wall around the corner. As his foot touched the wall, he saw his target, a ghoul. It held a bundle of firewood before Turynn had sunk an arrow into its neck. Ravak leapt into the wall and then push himself off and around the corner with both axes raised up. He landed hard on the ghoul. It stumbled over backwards where its unlife ended in one stroke of Ravak’s swift pair of axes. Blood sprayed across Ravak’s face and chest. He swung his axes back around for a second pass, finding home one in the ghoul’s skull sending a hot spray across Turynn’s face and the other in its neck, opening up a geyser of black, sticky ghoul blood that spattered the wall and covered the floor in a dusty, sticky mess. Most of the creature’s head came off. Ravak could barely contain his hard breathing to maintain their silence as the adrenalin of the kill took hold of him. The three said nothing. They regained their composure and cleaned their weapons. They quickly got back underway as cautiously as ever.

      They surmised they’d definitely made it to the underground caves that could be seen from the pits above, not far now from the main door that lead into Graxxen’s clutch chamber. The halls were dark as night and the one torch they carried lent little to the eerie gloom of the shadowy caves. The smell of decay grew stronger as they went, giving them the hope they didn’t have much further to go.

      They walked on until they reached the door to Graxxen’s chamber. It had been repaired since their first visit. The door stood firm before them. Turynn pushed at it as hard as he could without making any commotion and looked at the other two with his arms raised.

      “It’s fixed and locked. What'd ya want me to do?”

      “Pick it, you dolt.” came the sharp reply from his sister and she rapped him on the head with her knuckle like she did when they were little.

      He rubbed his head gingerly and gave her a dirty look as he turned to go about his business. With a few pieces of metal he’d acquired from Krigaar’s cabin, he’d fashioned himself some makeshift lock picks. With a few clickety-clacks, the tumblers fell into place and the lock came open. He gulped hard and looked at the others, worried by the noise the lock made. A raspy roar came from the room beyond. A ghoul sentry within had heard the lock and signalled for support. In no time they could hear moans and roars echoing through the halls. The ghouls heard them and gave chase.

      The three companions scrambled through the door and slammed it shut. Turynn fumbled with his makeshift lock picks and broke one off in the lock.

      Ravak steadied himself to receive the ghoul who’d been inside. It ran at Manya. He jumped in front of it and slashed at it first with his right axe then his left leaving two deep cuts in either side of its neck. The head toppled sideways almost completely detached. Manya cried out as tarry ghoul blood covered her face and neck.

      “That’ll keep ‘em out,” Turynn said.

      Ravak turned, nodded and began to use his great strength to heave debris to block the door, ensuring the ghouls would not bash through. Turynn helped him. They could hear the foul creatures outside trying to work the lock, crying out with rage as they realized what he’d done done to it.

      “The eggs,” cried out Manya with joy as she caught sight of them. “There are still so many! We’ll have to make quick work of this, but we must handle them with care.”

      “How do you expect us to get them out of here now the only way back out has been overrun with the dead?” Turynn had his hands up in the air in frustration and fear at the prospect of the ghouls coming through.

      They all knew as they listened to them now bashing at the door from the passage beyond that it was only a matter of time before they got through. Three days remained until Manya could use the staff’s power of Transportal again and they had no food, no water, and a horde of undead only a few meters away, hungry for their flesh.
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        * * *

      

      Nightfall had finally come for Rostioff and company. All felt quite ready to work their plan to get over the guarded bridge. Kaldrinn had already been out and about slipping through the ancient forest, in and around the great trunks of the Rowenwoods to spot the patrols, making some sense of their routes, which didn’t seem at all as organized as they ought to. This, in fact, made it somewhat difficult for Rostioff and company to find their way over the bridge as they had no real way of knowing for sure when the next patrol might happen by.

      They crept as close as they could and off to the east about twenty yards into the trees. A slight breeze had come up. It rustled the trees and muffled the sounds of their passage. The thick of the wood about them also helped them gain a very close vantage point without being seen. Postgaar examined the bridge as best he could in the dark.

      “I think our best route over, is under it.” He said.

      Rostioff and Kaldrinn both looked at him waiting for something much more clever to come out of his mouth as they didn’t yet see his plan for what he’d intended.

      “We can secure ourselves under the walkway with ropes and make our way across the underside. There are plenty of cross beams for footing as well as handholds. We are far less likely to be seen under there than if  we try and fight our way through the guards at each end while not being spotted by passing patrols.”

      “And just how do you propose we get under there?” Kaldrinn asked doubtfully.

      “Ye’ could climb along the cliff face and fasten the end of a length of rope. Then we could swing down and climb up.”

      Kaldrinn rubbed his chin and looked down at the cliff side and then out to the bridge beyond. It had become quite dark, but he could see enough footholds and handholds along the way that he believed he could probably make it. The cliff face was slick with algae and moss from the mist of the falls. The dwarf would have had a great deal of trouble if he had to traverse it, but his idea spared him that.

      “What about the second man?” asked Rostioff.

      “What second man? What are you asking?” returned Postgaar.

      “Well, one of us swings out under the bridge and scurries up the rope, right?”

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      “What about the second fellow? How is he to get hold of the rope again once it’s way over there?” He pointed out to the vast dark expanse of the chasm beneath the bridge.

      Postgaar stroked his great beard, brow furrowed for a second and came back with an answer.

      “We’ll simply have to go together,” came his solution.

      “I don’t think so,” said Rostioff, shaking his head and crossing his arms in protest. “You barely made it down that cliff in the fog and that was a relatively easy climb compared to this. I don’t fancy clinging to a rope midair above that chasm with you hanging from my shanks! We’ll both surely fall!” He had his arms crossed and he shook his head resolutely.

      “Look, it’s the only way and his plan isn’t half bad. Between the three of us, we have more than enough rope. We’ll tie you both off well before I go across to the bridge and then you won’t have to hold on; you’ll be tied into a makeshift sort of a harness. All you’ll have to do is ensure you jump clear of the cliff face. There will be some swinging about, but if the two of you can manage to keep your mouths shut, I think that’ll be the worst of it all,” said Kaldrinn.

      Postgaar and Kaldrinn both looked to Rostioff for approval of their daring plan.

      “Fine, we’ll do it, but I’m only doing this for the well being of the people of Shaarn. I don’t fancy being tied to a clumsy dwarf and dangling over a chasm in the dark as a nice little floating target for goblin arrows and spears. No shouting now, Postgaar! You have a nasty habit of speaking your mind in these situations and it could get us into a great deal of trouble,” said Rostioff.

      “It seems a habit ye’ve adopted yourself,” the dwarf rebutted in a somewhat hushed and muffled tone as he unravelled his rope.

      “What was that?” asked Rostioff pointedly.

      “Nothing. Let’s get this rope in order, shall we?” Postgaar handed him an end and began tying little knots in the length of it that could be used to hoist themselves up.

      All three began to work the ropes and before long, they had themselves all tied in and Kaldrinn ready to make the climb. He started down the cliff face slowly. It grew much darker inside the chasm than above and he had some trouble seeing the foot and handholds he’d spied out for himself. It took a couple of minutes and finally his eyes began to adjust to the near pitch black. The rushing of the falls and the river below echoing up through the narrow rocky canyon made the only sounds he could hear. Kaldrinn made his way slowly and mechanically along the cliff face, making it look quite easy and leaving the other two with the impression they could have quite easily made the journey themselves.

      He neared the underside of the bridge when one of his footholds gave out quite unexpectedly. A look of shock and surprise overcame him as he glanced back up at his little company and fell backward off the cliff face.

      “Gobsmack,” whispered Postgaar. Thinking quickly, he ran back around one of the nearby Rowenwoods and braced his foot on the tree. Rostioff, not being as stout and adventurous in nature as Postgaar, took a second longer to process what had happened and for it to sink in what Postgaar attempted to do. Rostioff sat slack jawed in shock momentarily.

      “Move, wizard. Move,” whispered Postgaar as he braced for the impact of Kaldrinn on the end of the rope. He was quite small and although strong for a dwarf, Kaldrinn was a fair sized man. All he had to help him was a slack jawed city wizard.

      Rostioff began to scramble for the tree thinking he’d do exactly as Postgaar had, but it was too late. Kaldrinn found the end of the rope and it snapped tight around Rostioff’s waist wrenching him back toward the cliff’s edge violently. He managed to roll over and grab hold of a Rowenroot, which temporarily stopped his tumble over the edge. He desperately fought the urge to cry out as the rope tightened on him.

      Kaldrinn said nothing. They didn’t know if he was alive or dead down there. Alive and keeping quiet in spite of his dislocated hip, he’d only just tied the rope round his waist for the crossing. He’d never thought he’d be dependent on it to save his life. He dangled there in great pain trying to remember how well he’d tied the knot. He righted himself, looking up. So far they had not alerted the goblin guards on the bridge. Rostioff peered over the edge at him to see Kaldrinn wave up at him, signalling that he’d survived the fall.

      Rostioff turned his head back to Postgaar, who was sweating and struggling something awful at the tree he’d managed to get the rope around.

      “He’s alive, Postgaar. He’s alive.”

      Postgaar nodded and motioned with his head for the wizard to come over and help. Rostioff struggled to get to the dwarf with Kaldrinn’s weight on the rope, but he slowly scampered over to the tree and managed to brace himself.

      “Untie yerself’, lad, and tie off that rope to the tree here so young Kaldrinn can climb up. Be quick about it, I’m losin’ me grip.”

      Rostioff nodded and quickly untied himself. He refastened the rope to the tree as best he could and gave it a yank to test it. It would hold. He ran back over to the cliff face and motioned for Kaldrinn to climb back up. It took him several minutes to make the climb with his injured hip. He more or less had to pull himself up the rope hand over hand with only the use of one leg to steady him as he went. Postgaar and Rostioff each grabbed a hand and pulled him over the ledge.

      Rostioff being quite well versed in the healing arts could see in an instant what had happened to the poor fellow. His leg hung limp at the end of his torso in quite an unpleasant and painful fashion. Kaldrinn grunted and sweated heavily at the pain now that he had more time to think about it and no longer seemed concerned with falling to his death.

      Without even a moment’s consideration, Rostioff pulled out the Dragon Orb and began his incantation. The orb lit up blue, illuminating the dark shrubs about them with a pale glow. Postgaar jumped to his feet to shield the light of the orb from the direction of the bridge and the waiting goblin sentries and patrols. He watched in amazement as the orb and then Rostioff’s hands came alive with the crackling mystic energy. Rostioff held the orb close to Kaldrinn’s hip and let the charge flow from the artifact into the man’s leg. The leg righted itself and the bone began to stitch. Kaldrinn bit down on a stick to stop himself from screaming at the pain. Then finally the hip and leg began to move together. The hip popped right back into place with a very distinct sucking and popping sound and Kaldrinn began to shake violently from the pain before passing out completely.

      When he came to, Kaldrinn lay on a bedroll the other two had set out for him. They sat on watch, sipping water from their skins. They remained in position overlooking the chasm and near the bridge. Kaldrinn rose to his feet slowly to test the leg. To his astonishment, it felt as good as new.

      “How do you feel?” inquired Rostioff.

      “Right as rain.” whispered Kaldrinn, wiggling his hip and thumbing at the hole in his pants where he had seen his dislocated hip earlier.

      “Let’s get back at it,” he said as he tied the rope back to his waist, this time creating a makeshift harness so if he slipped again, he wouldn’t lose a hip.

      Postgaar and Rostioff looked at each other and shrugged then began to retie themselves as well. They had figured a fright and injury like that would’ve broken Kaldrinn’s spirit and they’d be walking to the east the next morning, but he seemed as eager as ever to get on with the plan.

      Kaldrinn attempted the climb much more slowly testing each hand and foothold carefully before placing any weight on it. In spite of his added care, it didn’t take him nearly as long as the other two would have thought to make his away along the cliff face. Before they knew it, he hung upside down under the far side of the bridge. He still had slack in the rope and could have gone further. When his company began swinging out over the chasm, they might well have swung right across and been dashed into unconsciousness on the rocks of the far cliff face. He settled for a little less than half way, tied the rope off and signalled them to make their descent. They agreed Rostioff would jump and then Postgaar would jump an instant after as they had about five feet of rope between them to keep from banging into each other midair when they began to swing.

      Rostioff took a step back and leapt down into the darkness. Postgaar leapt immediately after him, but Rostioff’s weight still more or less pulled Postgaar into the chasm rather than him having jumped of his own accord. They spun and swung through the air. Neither able to grab hold of the rope yet. They’d lost all sense of direction as they swung downward toward the blackened pitch of the valley, swallowed in darkness.

      As they reached the bottom of the rope and their weight shifted, the bridge let out a couple of hefty creaks and cracks, which alerted the guards at either end and they both headed out to see if there were someone lurking. Of course there was not, but it was certainly carrying on as if three men jumped up and down on the freshly laid timbers. Kaldrinn heard their approaching footsteps and held his breath to keep as quiet as possible. They muttered and grumbled back and forth at one another for a moment, but then ambled back to their posts at either end. The rope still swung some but wiggled a bit signalling to Kaldrinn that his company climbed up out of the dark below. Not but a moment passed before Rostioff’s face rose out of the gloom beneath as he struggled to gain the rope. It took them both some time, but they made it up into the support timbers under the bridge without being seen. They stopped for a moment to catch their breath and to untie themselves from the ropes before they scurried over to the other side.

      Not one of the three of them had thought about how they would get topside again without the guards on this side spotting them or stumbling into a patrol. They waited several long minutes in the dark timbers unable to even discuss their options as a guard stood above and not ten feet from them. He didn’t move and Kaldrinn decided to peak out to see what he could. The guard faced out to the south watching for anyone approaching from the woods, not at all focused on the bridge. After all, two guards posted on the far side guarding entrance from the north would sound a warning if any danger approached them from behind. Without warning the other two Kaldrinn gave them a knowing look and scurried up onto the bridge above. Postgaar looked horrified and reached out for his pant leg, but Rostioff grabbed his arm and Kaldrinn disappeared above. It wasn’t but a moment later they heard the thunk of the guard’s body hit the timbers above. They saw a trickle of blood between the boards signalling them the coast, cleared. Rostioff peered up through the timbers to see the dead, lifeless eye of the goblin guard staring back down at him. He looked at Postgaar excitedly and the two of them clambered up to the topside of the bridge as quickly and quietly as they could. Kaldrinn kept watch and neither the guards on the far side nor any patrols on this side took notice of them, in spite of Postgaar’s constant grunts and under-the-breath curses.

      They made for the trees and walked along the road through the thick bramble and trunks of massive Rowenwood to keep hidden in case they came upon any patrols.

      It didn’t take long before they came upon the goblin workers’ camp. They were all fast asleep and a small patrol of three guards walked round the far side of the clearing. Kaldrinn caught sight of them in the moonlight and held the others back a moment until they passed into the trees out of sight again. He then hurried them along around the camp, back close to the road on the far side.

      After travelling for most of the night, they found themselves in the hollow of a great valley when they finally saw the familiar grey dim light begin to filter through the canopy to the far east, signalling dawn’s approach. They decided to keep on, thinking the further they got from goblin territory, the better off they might be. They still had no idea how far they had to travel to the keep or if they were actually on the right path, but Postgaar encouraged them that through this pass and in this very valley lay the great Dragon’s Maw Keep of old.

      It couldn’t have been more than an hour later that they saw the great wall of the keep rising up out of the road ahead of them in a clearing. They all broke to a slow jog in spite of their tired legs and weary minds. The keep broke before them high into the morning sky. Carrion birds circled above ominously. The red bubbling moat gurgled and plopped in front of them. The drawbridge was up and barred, but all three felt quite satisfied with themselves for having finally found the place.

      Rostioff and company began to walk about examining the outer wall, the moat, and the secured drawbridge for any sign of easy entrance, but found none.

      “Well, Manya, Turynn, and their companion must have gotten over this wall somehow,” he said scratching his head and looking for a way in.

      “Give me your rope, Postgaar,” said Kaldrinn.

      He held his hand out for the dwarf’s length of rope, which he gave over readily, but with warning.

      “You’re not thinking of scaling that wall, are ye’, laddy?”

      Postgaar walked over to the edge of the moat and tossed a clump of grass into the bubbling stinking muck and the three of them watched as it burbled and hissed. The moat swallowed it, dirt and all, in just a couple of seconds leaving only a stinking vapour behind in the air as the last remnant of what might happen to a man if he slipped into the sludge.

      “Of course I mean to climb it. I’ll simply swing out and round the base to avoid losing my feet in that acrid muck. Every trial we’ve faced so far since we’ve entered these blasted eastern peaks has been solved by rope and wit and there’s no reason why this situation should be any different,” he exclaimed proudly.

      With little effort he tossed his rope and climbing claw into one of the gatehouse windows on the first try, followed up with a very cocky look. He lined himself up for the run and jump, going over the scenario on his mind, looking carefully at the wall for long moments before he made his attempt, muttering things to himself inaudibly. Rostioff and Postgaar stood by, watching anxiously.

      “He’ll never make it,” said Postgaar, arms crossed and quite confident this would be the last he’d ever see of the foolish young Ranger.

      Rostioff gave him a nudge. Kaldrinn shot Postgaar a look of frustration and anger for the comment, brow furrowed and eyes piercing the dwarf. He pulled on his gloves a wee bit tighter and then spat into them, rubbing it in to keep the leather cool for his coming acrobatics. He looked back to his company one last time and gave them a knowing smile and a wink before he set off running at a right angle to the wall. He left the ground, swung around the wall gracefully and even managed to gain a few feet of rope as the swing came back in toward the wall, which ensured he would come down well above the moat when he landed. He did not come down lightly on his toes against the great stone wall as he’d planned, but the rope began to turn on him and he came fully against the wall with the back of his head and torso, winding himself right up. His head smacked into the stone and he slid down a couple of feet. Both Postgaar and Rostioff went wide-eyed as they watched him nearly fall into unconsciousness and slip into the bubbling rot waiting now only inches below his dangling toes.

      Kaldrinn opened his eyes and saw them standing across the moat. Rostioff yelled something at him, but his head rung fiercely and he paid no attention. He rolled himself over and began to ascend the rope until he reached the window, then crawled inside. His foot burned with pain. He’d been in shock from the collision with the wall and hadn’t noticed that a bubble of acid from the moat had jumped up and bit the toe of his boot. It now worked on the flesh of his toes. He felt such terrible pain for something as small as a couple of toes and he had a great deal of trouble focusing on the gate mechanisms, but somehow managed to get the bridge lowered and his company trotted over the moat to safety.

      Rostioff entered the gatehouse immediately to tend to Kaldrinn’s foot and knew if he didn’t get to the man in time, there wouldn’t be much left to heal. Kaldrinn was swabbing his foot with a bit of cloth from his shirt, but to no use. The acid had worked its way through the flesh and he now bled profusely from the wound as it went to work on his big and second toes. From his robe, Rostioff produced a vial and dumped it over the wound and the burning stopped in a fizzle. He then said a quiet incantation over Kaldrinn’s foot and the pain ceased. He once again pulled out the orb from beneath his robes and used its awesome power to reform poor Kaldrinn’s now missing toe. Where the big toe should have been there was nothing but bone and the second toe had been all but dissolved save a small stump of bone the acid had not had a chance to eat through. Within moments, the toes had returned to their former state with only minor scarring due to the quick work of Rostioff and his Dragon Orb. Kaldrinn thanked him once again for his service. Postgaar had stuck a bit of hide inside the poor fellows boot and handed it back to him smiling.

      “We thought we’d lost you there for a second, lad. You’re quite a sturdy young fellow takin’ a hard knock on the noggin’ like that!” He gave Kaldrinn a pat on the back and helped him with the boot. The Ranger had a bit of a limp, but he seemed well enough to go on.

      They now faced the second drawbridge and it too remained closed.

      “No worries, my good friends! This one shall be a sight easier to traverse than the first,” Kaldrinn said, far too cheerily for a man who’d just all but lost a toe and was running about with a hole in his boot.

      He trotted back into the first gatehouse and up to its heights. They saw an arrow with a length of rope attached to it whiz from the window and lodge itself somewhere within the window of the inner gatehouse tower across the moat. Before they knew it, out came Kaldrinn scuttling under the rope hand over hand. He was making surprisingly good time too. After only a few short minutes, he traversed the gap. He lowered the bridge and within two shakes of a lamb’s tail, all three within the courtyard proper of Dragon’s Maw Keep.
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            The Fulcrum Orb

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s unimaginable,” exclaimed Rostioff as he wheeled about with his head held high, taking in all of the mosaic stonework and the awesome architecture of the ancient and fabled Dragon’s Maw Keep.

      “My people are fine craftsman,” Postgaar said nodding in approval with his arms crossed as he surveyed the sights and heights of the inner keep.

      “It’s all very splendid, but we mustn’t doddle,” stated Kaldrinn very flatly.

      They took note of the black dragon remnants on the ground and examined the carcass carefully for a few moments. None of them had ever seen a dragon in their lifetimes, save Postgaar, and he’d never been inclined or in a position to take a long look at one up close until now. After they were done ogling and poking at the carcass, which was all but picked clean by the carrion birds, Kaldrinn went back to looking around for a possible entry. He caught sight of the open pit at the center of the courtyard with its massive wrought iron railing now overgrown with ivy and weeds.

      He had a terrible feeling as he approached the pit, like he should be running in the other direction, but swallowed his apprehensions and walked on slowly. Postgaar saw him and walked over, equally as curious. The two leaned over as far as they could and peered down into the blackness of the seemingly bottomless hole. Postgaar had a terrible view due to his height, but Kaldrinn could see all the little cave mouths and even saw the cave that Graxxen had resided in. They saw the light and heard the faint whispering of voices followed by regular and even paced hammerings as if great timbers were being smashed into place. The booming echoed up the walls of the cavern ominously and sent chills up Kaldrinn’s spine.

      “What is all that banging? Blasted! I can’t see for nothin'! Why did they have to make these damned railings so tall?” Postgaar was cursing and cussing, trying to get a foothold into the railing so he could get up higher and peer over.

      “Be quiet, dwarf! You’re about as stealthy as a river yak in heat! Can you not do anything without cursing yourself blue in the face? We might know more if we could hear over your grumblings! Now be quiet!” Kaldrinn scolded him gruffly and then felt sorry for the little fellow, picking him up by the armpits and allowed him to lean fully over the railing to see down into the depths.

      “There are at least three of them down there and judging by the voices, I’d say it is our young apprentice and her two companions. It sounds as though they’re discussin' a way out before the door to their chamber is overtaken.” He scrambled back out and put his feet on the ground looking somewhat shaken.

      “Overtaken? By who? There’s no one else here, is there?” asked Kaldrinn.

      “Ghouls,” came Postgaar’s shaky reply.

      “Up here, you lot!” Rostioff stood up on one of the many stairway landings waving with both arms down to them. “I’ve found one that’s open!” He’d shouted to get their attention and his words echoed down the great pit walls over and over.
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        * * *

      

      “Shhhh! Did you hear that?” Ravak asked with his hand raised to hush them.

      “I didn’t hear anything, old boy. I think you’ve gone mad with fear.” Turynn slapped him on the back and turned back toward the door shaking his head and trying to devise a way through the ghouls or around. He went over to the cave mouth leading up to the pit above and lay back on the ground with his head dangling over the edge, looking up at the rock face to try and find a route to climb out. It was no use. The walls were smooth and sheer and the pit mouth expanded outward as it descended into the earth in a conical shape. It was purposely designed to keep intruders out and to keep dragonlings from scaling the walls and climbing out before they could fly. He took note of the close proximity of the next cave mouth set into the wall to the left of theirs. It couldn’t have been more than fifteen feet and a good toss with a climbing claw might get a rope around that corner and hooked into the stone.

      “I think I have a plan.” He wheeled onto his back and propped himself up on his elbows, quite relaxed and grinning at his very poorly thought out escape route.

      “What might that be?” Manya looked at him suspiciously as she knew all too well that Turynn’s plans usually involved some level of daring not very becoming of a lady.

      “We’ll simply toss a line over to the next cave and swing to safety. Nothing too complicated and quite safe, I might add. I’ll go first, then Ravak and I will guide you from each side to ensure your success, alright?”

      “Alright, I’m ready when you are. I’ll catch you, I swear it. You’ve got nothing to be frightened of.” Turynn had already made his swing, which almost ended in tragedy as he had banged his way along the wall with the rope twisting and turning as he went. He managed to scamper up on the next opening in the end, if not a little bit banged up from his rash decision to swing like a wild man along a sloped and rounded wall. He had made an adjustment once inside the next cave and had refastened the climbing hook to a ledge inside the top of the mouth of the cave so as to allow a swing over open air and directly into the cave instead of a swing down along the wall, which he was sure his sister could not do.

      “Turynn, if I fall, I swear I’ll crawl back up from the depths of that pit and kill you with my bare hands,” she said a she gripped the rope with panic in her eye. Manya was visibly sweating and couldn’t keep from looking over the edge down into the endless depths below her.

      She’d been told by Krigaar and by Adder she couldn’t die until her service as the Drake Vardar was done, which for a brief moment calmed her shaking hands. Then the fear overtook her again and she considered what an eternity in a black pit she had no hope of climbing out of might be like and insisted to Ravak that she take Liv Givare with her in case she fell. At least then she could Transportal herself back out again in three days’ time once the staff had recharged itself sufficiently for travel. She had him fasten it to her back and she inched her way back to the edge. She looked over and almost fell when she realized the height over which she was standing. Manya closed her eyes and swung back around, back plastered to the inside of the wall in fright.

      “Come on! Those ghouls will be a far worse end of you than a fall from this height! I’ll catch you! You’ll be fine! I promise!” Turynn waved her over while hanging out from around the corner of the next chamber.

      Manya could hear the frustration in his voice at her hesitation. She could tell by how he’d waved to her that he was also getting frustrated with her.

      “Listen,” Ravak’s voice came as he grabbed hold of her shoulders and looked her right in the eye to get her focused. Her eyes went wide as he spoke. “You have to get a hold on yourself. Do you think Krigaar would’ve chosen you as Drake Vardar had he not foreseen you making it through this and many other perils that lie ahead of us? If this is the worst thing you have to face before this is all over with, count yourself very lucky. I have no doubt you can do this. You survived a near death attack by a Swamp Troll Ghoul and have lived to tell the tale. Compared to that, this is a walk in the meadow. Now go!”

      He gave her a shake at the end to fire her up and it worked. She grabbed hold of him around the neck with both arms and kissed him right on the lips. She kissed him for a long moment, or at least it seemed like a long moment to Ravak. She stepped back, opened her eyes, took a long look at him, and smiled. Her cheeks flushed. Ravak stood there slack jawed.

      Manya turned from Ravak and stepped out to the edge. She said nothing to her brother, but caught his eye and gave him a nod then she leapt out into the air screaming the whole while as she swung fully around and directly into the mouth of the cave as Turynn had predicted. She let go of the rope and he helped steady her landing. All was well.

      Poor Ravak, on the other hand, had been left dazed and confused by Manya’s kiss.  He didn’t know what to think of it. Manya was a strikingly beautiful woman, but he’d never imagined in his wildest dreams an educated civilized woman of the city would find him to be attractive. He shook it off and grabbed hold of the rope with his great leathery hands. He spat into them to ease the rope burn and swung out wildly running in mid air as he wound around finally landing on his rump on the cave floor. It was just then the great hinges of the chamber they’d just exited began to give way. Turynn quickly lit the rope ablaze and let it burn so the ghouls couldn’t use the same means to get to them and they began to slowly make their way to the door at the back of the cave.
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, Rostioff and company were well within the dark and musty stairwells of Dragon’s Maw Keep headed ever steadily downward toward what they’d thought to be the dragon caves below. Unfortunately for them they didn’t listen to the wise words of their dwarven companion and they were headed in the wrong direction. While the route they’d chosen did in fact lead down, it lead to another part of the maze of caves and would take them far longer to reach Manya, Turynn, and Ravak than if they’d gone the direction the dwarf had suggested.

      Postgaar could travel well ahead of them in the darkness and warn of any coming danger long before they were exposed by the light of Rostioff’s sword. Every so often he would trot back with word of the changes in the passage ahead and all the while grumbling that they’d gone the wrong way and should have listened to him. What did Rangers know about cave construction anyway; that sort of thing. They’d chosen to follow Kaldrinn’s sense of direction and since he was the Ranger it seemed to make a great deal of sense to Rostioff who was more or less in charge of the little company so that’s what they did, which worked out for the better anyway for all parties involved except of course for the ghouls, who might have locked the keep down better in their master’s absence.

      

      “Where have ye led us, Ranger? You don’t seem to know yer arse from a hole in the ground, quite literally, so I’d like to know. Where in blazes are we?” were Postgaar’s less than cordial questions to Kaldrinn.

      “We’re on our way up and around toward the location of the light we saw master dwarf.” He knew full well he’d led them astray a ways back and that they were now walking the full circle around the pit well below the level of the lighted cave with the voices.

      “Indeed. By now Rostioff’s apprentice has been eaten by ghouls and we’re too late for the gathering of eggs or anything else for that matter!” He grumbled as they plodded on. It wasn’t more than a few minutes later that they saw a light ahead in the tunnel and the stench began to assail their senses.

      “What’s that terrible rot?” Postgaar was gagging and heaving every few feet now and could barely go on.

      “Here, chew this.” Rostioff gave him a piece of a dried root he had in a pouch inside his robe.” It’ll keep your guts down. What you smell is the rot of the dead walking these very halls. I do believe we are about to find out what has happened to my Manya and her two companions, now be very quiet so that we might take the ghouls be surprise if need be.”

      They slowed to a crawl and crept on around the great passageway ever closer to the source of the light ahead and the sounds of the dead as they smashed, and crashed their way through the door to the chamber that Ravak and his companions were trapped behind just a moment before.

      Rostioff doused the light of his sword and sent Postgaar up ahead to scout around the final bend in the corridor, but all he found was an empty passage way. The noises could still be heard faintly coming from what seemed like within one of the doorways along the great passage. The hall was round as most within the keep were. He crept around further still exposing himself should a ghoul appear out of one of the doorways on the inside wall. The noises grew louder and then his worst fear became realized as a ghoul came ambling back out into the passage looking right at him. It was stunned for but a moment and then cried out a warning to its fellows and set to pointing at the dwarf to sound the attack.

      There were more thieves in the master’s halls and these would not escape so easily as the first. Postgaar cried out one word back to his companions;

      “RUN!” Postgaar came back around the corner as fast a dwarf can possibly move before he finished speaking the word.

      Rostioff and company were running around the passage way trying doors as they went but they were all locked fast and the ghoul horde gained on them. They could see the ghouls from time to time coming around the bends in the great passage. There must have been a hundred or more. Kaldrinn got so frustrated at all the locked doors that he simply put his shoulder hard into one of them a couple of times and broke it in. He pulled the other two inside just in time as the ghouls came around the bend in the corridor. They hadn’t seen the three men slip into the room and right past them in a blood frenzy seeking their prey.

      “Back the other way!” He commanded them out into the hallway when the coast became clear. “Postgaar you have a chance to live up to all of your grumblings about how much better dwarves are at navigating underground than Rangers. Lead us out, and do it with haste or you’ll become the afternoon meal of those ghouls when they make their way back round here after realizing that we’ve given them the slip.”

      They ran back down the hall and paused as they came upon the chamber door that the ghouls struggled with. It lay smashed open. Ghoul blood had spattered all about the door and frame. They’d nearly trampled each other trying to get inside.

      “Let’s have a look,” said Kaldrinn as he drew his sword, stepped in, up and over the junk heaped in front of the door. There in the center of the chamber sat the dragon eggs.

      “Those voices we heard must have been Manya, Turynn and their companion from the North,” stated, Kaldrinn as he surveyed the room. There are no bodies and the blood of no men has been recently spilled here so they must have somehow escaped.
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        * * *

      

      Turynn worked the lock to the door of their chamber with little success. It proved to be much more stubborn than the one on the adjacent room. Seasons of corrosion in the mechanism had stiffened it.

      “Hurry up, Turynn! What’s taking you so long?” Manya demanded of him, arms crossed and pacing behind her brother.

      “Please just be quiet and hold that light steady. I need to concentrate.” He jiggled furiously at the mechanism with his picks, but it was stuck fast. The chamber had not been opened since the First Age and the lock was rusted tight.

      “Give me some of that torch oil we have there, Ravak.” He slipped the tip into the lock and gave it a good squirt. The oil oozed its way into the lock and began to do its very slow work, which required patience.

      Much longer and Ravak was bound to say something about the kiss and she didn’t know exactly how to approach the subject just yet.

      Turynn turned and slumped himself back down back against the door, took a sip of the fine ale they’d taken from Krigaar’s cottage, and begin to fill his pipe.

      “That’s it? You’re giving up? Just like that?” She walked over and raised her boot to give him a good kick but thought the better of it before she hoofed him. .

      “No, I’m waiting.” He struck his flint and steel on his char cloth started the pipe up with a great flaring puff as he stared up annoyed by his sister’s incessant caterwauling and then blew a great puff of smoke at her out of pure spite.

      A terrible crash came from the next chamber as the door finally gave way and the ghouls all growling and gurgling in their rage and blood lust scrambled over the mounds in front of the door to get to their prey only to find that they’d somehow escaped. The frustrated cries of the undead in deep halls were nothing but blood curdling to all parties that heard them.

      “What was that?” said Turynn, back against the door smoking his pipe leisurely waiting for the oil to do its work on the lock.

      “Shhh!” came his command and he pressed his ear to the door. He could hear a great commotion of ghouls in the hallway spilling down the passage away from them.

      “I thought I heard the voice of a man say ‘RUN!’ and then nothing but ghouls. You don’t suppose there are others about the keep and caves?”

      “If there are, they’re in a great deal of trouble and we might have to try and help them.” Manya tried to turn the latch. It began to move stiffly.

      “Help them? Help them how? Do you have any idea of the size of horde of dead things out there waiting to feed on our flesh? They have helped us by drawing those wretched corpses off our scent. We must help ourselves and make for the gates of this blasted keep. I only hope we never lay eyes on it again!”

      He rose, handed the pipe off to Ravak, and went to work on the lock again. This time he felt it give. Not a clink or a clunk like a worked in lock, but to the skilled hands of a thief, the lock snapped just out of the way and he had a chance now. He stepped back and produced a long metal rod from inside his pant leg about twelve inches in length. Turynn slid the rod into the lock and took off one glove and wadded it up on the end of the rod sticking out.

      “Axe, please,” said Turynn with his hand outstretched to Ravak, who very quickly and curiously produced one of his axes in great anticipation of what was to come next.

      He’d never seen a thief in action before. He found Turynn’s skills to be most intriguing. Turynn always managed to produce another very useful little tool from his pants, all procured from the odds and sods he’d found around Krigaar’s cabin. Just imagine what he’d be capable of with an expertly crafted set of tools.

      Turynn placed the back of the axe head against the rod and glove to line it up and then gave it a whack. Nothing happened. He shook his head and rubbed his hand through his hair out of frustration, muttering something about motherless goats, and whacked it again. This time the rod slipped into the lock and he smiled, letting out a little chuckle as he often did when his plans came to fruition. He took back his glove, handed Ravak back the axe, replaced his pipe between his teeth, taking a large pull while smiling coyly at his sister as the smoke billowed out his nostrils.

      Manya grinned at him and shook her head in disbelief at his way of doing things. He turned the rod over, grabbed hold if it very firmly, gave it a good hard crank, and the latch opened fully.

      “There we are. A little patience sometimes pays off. Ravak, we’re going to need your arm on that door. She’ll be stuck fast.”

      He nodded and began to work on the door, which seemed very firmly stuck even now it was unlocked. He pulled the rusted old handle right off the door, leaving them no way to work it open at all and stuck again they were.

      Manya heard Kaldrinn’s cry and her eyes went wide, not recognizing the voice.

      “See?” said Turynn, “I was right.” He grinned at her again and gave her a wink.

      The cry came again, but this time it sounded like a voice very familiar to both Turynn and Manya, Rostioff.

      “Manya? Turynn? Are you over there?”

      Manya leaned over and looked around to see Rostioff’s face peeking out of Graxxen’s chamber. She instantly lit up and smiled broadly. The tears came almost immediately. It was like a flood gate opened to relieve her of all the stress she’d been placed under and she wanted to collapse into Rostioff’s arms like a little girl and fall asleep there, telling him of all the things they’d endured. He’d been like a father to both of the Silverleafs and they were quite relieved to hear his voice and see his face.

      “We’re stuck, Master Rostioff. The door won’t budge and we’ve broken the latch. Can you come around and kick it in for us?” Turynn explained to him.

      Not a moment later came a great crash at the door as Kaldrinn booted at it from hallway. It took a couple of good hard kicks, but eventually the rusted hinges gave and broke and he knocked open the door.

      Manya came out into the hallway, she threw her arms round Rostioff’s neck and gave him a great hug and kiss, then stepped back to have a good look at him.

      “Your hair! What is this magnificent staff you have?” He couldn’t believe her appearance for it had certainly changed. He could sense powerful magick at work.

      “All in good time, master. The eggs are our first priority. We must get them out and back to the Tower immediately. Graxxen will be alerted to our coming by his ghouls and they seem to know both parties are here now. They’re hungry for our blood so we’d best move quickly.” She turned to head into Graxxen’s chamber when she stopped cold at the sight of a brilliant flash from within. She extended her arms to stop the others as well and raised one hand to her mouth to shush them.

      “Someone or something has just Transportaled into that chamber,” she whispered.

      Turynn crept ahead with Kaldrinn close behind, bow at the ready. There in the dim and gloomy torchlight stood the imposing figure of Graxxen the lich. He busied himself invoking some sort of ritual. Turynn scampered back, nearly bowling over Kaldrinn after not realizing the Ranger had followed.

      “It’s Graxxen,” he said.

      Rostioff gently herded them all away from the doorway to speak with them out of earshot. “I want you all to listen and listen closely as I am only going to say this once. I will battle Graxxen. Me and me alone. I want the rest of you to help Manya secure the eggs into one large pile and prepare them for transport. When the moment is right, Turynn will give me the signal and I’ll leap onto the pile and Transportal them all back to the keep. The rest of you, keep those damnable ghouls out to allow us to make our plan work! Once I’ve gone, flee! Don’t try to defeat Graxxen. He will not give chase as you won’t have the eggs and it’s his only purpose for being here. Now move!”

      “But, master...”

      He stepped confidently through the door into the chamber of the lich.

      “Graxxen! You’ve come to your end and I’m here to send you back to your mistress in the Avgruxx!” Rostioff let forth a great fire from his hands, making a terrific sucking sound as it drew in all the air around it rushing out to find its target.

      Graxxen laughed wildly at Rostioff’s threat. With a wave of his cape, out came his staff of power and with a spin, it materialized before him a great wall of ice at least a foot thick. But Rostioff forced his hands forward into the air and the fire pushed through the wall with a terrific crack then a crash as the ice came tumbling down. Rostioff raised his hand out and up in a fist striking it against the other open palm and a great fissure opened between Graxxen and the egg clutch. Graxxen shrieked with rage pointing his staff at Rostioff. He let fly with a sickening black wispy spell that reached through the air for Rostioff, black tendrils like the long fingers of death seeking it’s next victim. It hit Rostioff as he tried to regain his composure from his first attacks.

      Manya cried out, “Master!”

      His visage withered before her from that of a strong middle-aged man to that of an old one.

      Rostioff staggered back at the sensation of so many seasons being taken from him all at once. He did his best to shake it off and pressed the attack. He called forth the meteors and began to hurl them at Graxxen, the first striking true against the lich’s staff, shattering and sending burning embers every which way. The lich stumbled back and threw up his cloak as the next hit his sleeve, burning through and exploding into his side, knocking him down. The third meteor came and Graxxen was ready. He fought back with more ice and sent a shower of tinkling icicle shards down upon the rock in midair, freezing it solid. With a wild swing of his staff, he shattered it as it came close, laughing like it was all merely a game to him.

      “If this is the best men have to offer in defense of my awesome power, I shall have no issue taking your lands for my own and making you all my undead slaves!” He thrust both arms forward with the staff in his hands and out came the terrible form of a misty dragon-like apparition.

      It snaked through the air slowly and wormed its way toward Rostioff, who met it with a crack of his sword into the earth before him. Up from the sword rose a great mound of bubbling mud and Rostioff staggered back, falling onto his backside so terribly weakened from the aging affects of Graxxen’s withering attack. The misty draconic form rose high into the air and took in a deep breath before breathing out a black vapour that resembled a swarm of insects. The earthen mass Rostioff had summoned was now fully formed into an Earth Elemental, a servant of another plane, and prepared to die for its summoner. It raised its hand and shot hot lava up at the dragon in the air, completely ignoring the swarming attack around it. The form of the dragon dissipated almost immediately from the heat. Hot rain of liquid rock fell all about Graxxen and he scampered to and fro with supernatural speed and agility, trying to dodge the deathly hot embers as they splashed onto the cave floor. The Elemental stepped forward, picking up great pieces of stone right out of the rock formation as if they were loose pebbles and hurled them at the lich. Graxxen dodged and made it free of all, but one. A massive piece found him and smashed him back into the wall of the cave. The rock sunk down to the ground and none could see the lich, thinking him crushed and gone beneath the massive boulder. The Elemental turned and bowed to Rostioff before sinking back into the rock beneath it.

      Rostioff slowly rose to his feet and took a couple of steps forward. The rubble exploded into the air with great force, knocking Rostioff back into the dragon egg clutch and breaking a few of the unhatched eggs in the process. Embryo and unformed dragon larvae spilled out around him. Graxxen leapt into the air, floating before him cackling, eyes blazing purple as he flew over. Rostioff’s robe had come open from the explosion of rubble and his Dragon Orb lay exposed on his chest. Graxxen shrieked and halted in midair before him.

      “What’s this? You have the Fulcrum Orb!” He lunged at Rostioff.

      Rostioff did the only thing he thought he could do to save the eggs and himself. He turned to Manya and Turynn and the rest and shouted;

      “Flee!”

      He grabbed the orb tight and Graxxen latched onto him as he spoke the incantation. In a flash of brilliant white light and with a clap of thunder, they disappeared.

      “What happened?” said Postgaar.

      “He’s gone. I think he took that foul creature with him,” said Manya, her voice cracking with fear of the unknown.

      “We’ve got to get out of here,” commanded Kaldrinn as he ran for the door.

      “Agreed,” Turynn replied as he put his hand on both Ravak and Manya’s shoulders. “Rostioff is a powerful mage and we needn’t worry for him.”

      They managed to make their way back up to the keep unseen and didn’t see or smell any sign of the rotten dead things that hunted them. They came out into the main hall that led them back to their entry point where they faced a swarm of ghouls waiting for them to make an escape. The stench smelled like hot garbage left in the sun too long. It grew so intense that it burned the eyes and nostrils to be in the presence of so much death on one drove. They snarled and growled, drooling and reaching for the companions until finally their commander let out a roar that echoed throughout the halls of Dragon’s Maw Keep that sent them into an attacking frenzy.

      Kaldrinn loosed an arrow into the fray of ghouls and then came Ravak’s and Turynn’s not far behind. They dropped nine of the foul beasts before they were overrun. Postgaar had taken a frontline position in front of Manya with his axe steady at his waist. They came hard and he swung in a long wide arc. Ravak leapt up on top of several and swung down, wildly flipping and rolling so quickly and agilely, the dead things could not keep up with his movements. He sent limbs flying and ghoul blood spraying in all directions. Turynn fell back, continuing to fire with his bow.

      “Dwarf, behind you,” came Turynn`s warning.

      Postgaar wheeled about to find one of the ghouls he’d already felled rising up and reaching out to take a bite out of his calf from behind. He stomped the creature’s skull into the floor.

      “You must take off their heads at the neck completely or they do not die their final death,” he shouted out to Postgaar and rolled to one side, coming up under the chin of a ghoul with another arrow, pushing it right up through the monster’s skull and sending the beast reeling over backward, sputtering and slobbering black ghoulish blood.

      Postgaar found a new task. He ran about cutting the heads of the ghouls off with his axe while Kaldrinn and the Barbarian cut them down. One by one he’d reach down for the heads of the ghouls, grab them by their brittle, dead hair and slice their heads off. A handful of scalp came free more than once due to the rot on the corpses. He’d simply toss it aside and step on their skulls chopping away at their necks, black, lifeless blood spraying up at him all the while as he did his dirty work.

      Ravak watched Postgaar out of the corner of his eye as he battled the ghouls. He ensured that not a single ghoul made it within striking distance of the dwarf allowing him to complete his work.

      Postgaar, drenched from his hands to his waist in ghoul blood, gagged at the terrible rotten smell that enveloped him, but he went ahead with his task, retching and grumbling.

      Manya fended them off with her staff and wisps of magick, blasts of air currents, and meteors similar to those Rostioff used, but she faltered and every time either Ravak’s axes or Turynn’s arrows came to her aid.

      It took many long minutes before the last of the horde fell before them and the hallway was quiet. Everyone panted wildly while Postgaar made his final rounds hacking off heads and flinging them into the walls of the hallway. The scene looked all gore and body parts, black ghoul blood and the rotting stench of the dead. Ravak turned to look about seeing shadows moving down the hallway from a distance.

      “Move,” he shouted, pushing them all toward the exit.

      All five companions ran for the door, panting and dragging their feet from utter exhaustion at the hard battle they’d just fought. They found their exit and made their way down into the courtyard easily enough.

      “Where are your horses?” Turynn asked of Kaldrinn.

      “We have none. We came in on foot. We left the horses on the north side of the Mystpeaks where the forest grew dense.”

      “We must double up,” Ravak stated. “Manya, you can ride with me. Kaldrinn and the dwarf will take Manya’s horse. Let’s move before the moon rises and leaves us to the ghouls night time feeding.”

      They made for the gates, which Kaldrinn had left open purposely to make a hasty exit. They turned north and broke hard down the road away from the keep. Turynn looked back a couple of times to see if the ghouls had followed, but they didn’t. However, Ravak called them to a halt after not more than five minutes and slowly led them off into the trees.

      “There’s a patrol of goblins just ahead sitting off to the side of the road waiting for us. It’s likely they saw us coming from a ways off and plan to ambush us.” Ravak pointed out the two goblins tucked into the brush on each side of the road with spears at the ready.

      “Good eye,” said Kaldrinn. “I wouldn’t have seen them for another ten yards or so. They must have seen us take to the brush here.”

      “I’m sure they did, but they will not come looking for us until they have reinforcements to back them up and then they’ll come in numbers,” assured Ravak.

      “What shall we do?” asked Postgaar.

      “We could check out the road that leads around the keep to the south,” suggested Ravak. “It heads away from these goblins and the ghouls.”

      “By my reckoning, we’d come out deep within the Danthar Forest and that’s no place for us,” Kaldrinn said warily.

      “Well, it’s that or wait for nightfall and fight goblins on our north flank and ghouls on our south,” said Turynn as he gave his horse a kick and took off following Ravak, who already headed back out onto the road and turning south.

      They rode hard and fast past the keep. Turynn was an expert marksman from horseback and he dropped as many as he could with his bow to clear the path ahead. They rode right through the ghouls like a tidal wave of horse hooves trampling the undead as they went.

      The road was somewhat clear to the south, but deadwood and undergrowth barred their passage as the goblins hadn’t cleared the road yet. They slowed to a trot, plodding on well into the night before finding a nice little hollow to make camp in. It was agreed a fire would be to their detriment none ate or drank, but went to sleep. Each person took two-hour watches until morning.
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        * * *

      

      Rostioff’s calculations were exact, given the urgent fashion in which he’d opened the Transportal. He landed very softly in his master Danthalas Whiteash’s study, right in front of the fireplace. Unfortunately, Graxxen landed on top of him, clutching the Fulcrum Orb tightly, and trying to wrench it from his neck.

      “I must have the Fulcrum! It’ll mean my victory over you worthless skin sacks!”

      He summoned up all of his strength and ripped the orb from Rostioff’s neck. A brilliant flash signalled the magickal protection of the necklace broken. Rostioff let out a terrible cry as the chain of the pendant cut deeply into his flesh being torn free. He reached for it, but felt so weak from his casting and the aging curse Graxxen had hexed him with. The lich shot off through the air and outmaneuvered him.

      Danthalas watched as Graxxen tore the Fulcrum Orb free of Rostioff’s neck. He leapt up onto his desk, threw his robes back, and slammed his staff down before him. It let out a crack of a thunder so sharp the glass in his bookcases shattered and the window panes rattled in their frames. Up from his hands rose blue, arcane energy.

      “Forinta,” he cried out as his eyes lit up with blue fire.

      A swirling beam of energy shot forth from the staff with such force that it set Danthalas fine blond hairs blowing back in the breeze. It sent papers every which way. The force of the blast knocked Graxxen back over into a bookcase and dozens of books came toppling down upon him along with splinters of broken wood. He slid down to the floor with a blue glow emanating from a hole in his chest. Danthalas had reversed the healing magick into a destructive force.

      Graxxen looked down at his wound inquisitively as the room settled momentarily. He looked up, eyes ablaze with wicked purple Blood Magick. “You foolish mortal! Your magick has no affect on me! I’m already dead and withered eons ago!” He rose to hovering in the air a foot from the floor and quickly moved toward Danthalas as he did so chanting the whole while.

      “Tillata spratt av uraldrig drakar gripa din sjal!” He began at a whisper and was yelling by the final word with an arcane might so ominous, the walls shook and the windows shattered as he summoned forth the ancient and powerful shamanistic Blood Magick of old. The Blood Fire flew from his eyes and mouth and a terrible demonic form resembling a dragon shot forth. It bit into Danthalas’ chest. Danthalas’ body hung in the air paralyzed by the intense ancient magick. The Blood Fire Dragon gnawed and ripped at his torso. It tore his heart and with it his soul from his mortal husk. Blood sprayed the desk and walls. It shot across Rostioff’s face blinding him with his own master’s vital fluids. Rostioff shrieked in dismay and ran for his master, but it was too late. Danthalas eyes withered, his body went white and limp, then slumped down into a lifeless heap on the desk. It slid to the floor in an awful-looking mess, blood trailing all the way down.  Graxxen, still in mid air, cackled terribly as he grabbed the heart and ate it in front of Rostioff. Just then there was a pounding in the hall.

      “Enter! The Arch Mage has been murdered,” shouted Rostioff, knowing full well it would be too late to do anything.

      The door crashed open and in poured armoured War Magi, ready for combat.

      One mage sent lightning directly at Graxxen the second the door opened, but he whirled that horror of a black ragged magick cloak of his about and it reflected the lighting right back at the caster, electrocuting him. His body went rigid with the charge of his own magick and then went limp as he fell to the floor in a smoking twitching heap.

      Graxxen touched the orb he kept under his own robes and invoked its Transportal capability. In that second before he blinked out, he cackled again holding up the Fulcrum Orb for Rostioff to see one last time, and disappeared through the portal.

      Rostioff lay back down on the floor, bleeding profusely from the neck where the pendant had been ripped from. He appeared visibly aged from a man in his forties to a man in his mid-sixties. Much longer under that spell and Graxxen might have finished him off completely. The War Magi scampered about trying to reposition Danthalas’ body to administer aid. First they tried healing spells, but to no avail. They called in their healer, who pronounced Danthalas irrevocably dead after questioning the witnesses and examining the body.

      “His heart’s been ripped from his chest, he’s been bled out, and his soul’s been taken. There’s nothing anyone can do for him. He won’t even make it to the afterlife,” said the healer, shaking his head in disbelief.

      His soul was taken, eaten by a creature of the nethyr. Not only was he dead and gone, but he ceased to exist throughout all eternity in the moment that Graxxen had consumed his essence. A greater insult could not have been exacted on the Tower. The Arch Mage had been killed and destroyed utterly. It had happened under the guard of the Tower Watch, right in front of his apprentice and chief officer.

      Rostioff had to be carried to the infirmary where the Tower’s greatest healers reversed the effects of the aging magick. They helped him as best they could, giving him back part of his youth, but Graxxen’s curse, too ancient and far too powerful to be undone so easily, left it’s scar. Rostioff could feel the taint on his soul. Even though he no longer looked it, he could feel it. After hours of incantations, meditations, incense, and herbal baths, he dismissed all the healers, saying he felt as good as new. He simply lay there and wept at the loss of his lifelong mentor, his companion, his best friend, his father. Danthalas had always been there for Rostioff as long as he could remember. He even called him father from time to time out of respect for the old elf. Without his guidance, Rostioff felt a great pit of emptiness and fear well up within him. He’d seen what Graxxen could do and had sent some powerful spells at the creature, but they had little effect. Danthalas had stricken him with a very powerful reverse healing spell that should have withered Graxxen into a pile of soot, but he merely laughed and shrugged it off.

      “Tillata spratt av uraldrig drakar gripa din sjal.....” The last words ever spoken to Danthalas were from the mouth of the enemy. It meant “May spirits of ancient dragons take your soul,” and that is precisely what happened. Graxxen used Blood Magick to call upon the lost essence of evil dragon spirits to come forth and capture Danthalas’ very essence. He could hear Graxxen’s wicked and evil laughter ringing in his mind as he dozed and finally fell into a restless sleep.

      Terrible dreams befell him of ghouls chasing him. He saw bone dragons taking to flight and breathing forth the very essence of evil. They spewed a black shroud that covered the land not in flame, but in darkness so thick and impenetrable, it choked the life from the living and withered the grasses and flowers. The dream turned and he found himself sitting atop a hill under a great Rowenwood tree. It was quiet, peaceful. He could feel the warm summer wind on his face and smelled the scents of wild flowers in bloom. He could hear birds chirping in the distance.

      He looked out over the meadow and walking through it came a woman dressed all in sheer silver with hair that glistened like gold and copper. At her side was a great wolf, the likes of which one would only see on the Great Northern Plains. They approached calmly and the sun shone so brightly behind her. He could scarcely make out her face or the face of the wolf, only their eyes. She sat down beside him in the grass and did not speak. The wolf lay close by. All three sat and stared out over the great field before them, surrounded on all sides by the most beautiful mountain scene Rostioff had ever lay eyes on. The grass and wild flowers of the meadow swayed rhythmically in the warm breeze. He felt at peace and could not explain the sensation, but the whole experience put him at ease with this woman and her wolf companion. She took his head close to her and he lay on her breast. She stroked his hair until he nearly fell asleep again and she began to speak.

      “Master Rostioff, it is I, Manya, and I have brought Ravak of the clan of the Winter Wolf with me.”

      He looked up to now see the wolf for what he was; the large Barbarian she had taken up with in the Mystpeak Mountains. She spoke again.

      “We are camped north of the Danthar and plan to head south toward the Tower, but I wanted to speak with you. Have you seen the eggs to safety and that they’re under close guard?” Her voice was almost melodic.

      It sounded as of sea birds and waves washing gently upon a shore. He’d never experienced a Dream Speak so vivid and so tranquil.

      “Yes, Manya. The eggs are in the Tower safe and sound, but we have suffered a great loss. Graxxen has made off with my Dragon Orb. He’s taken the very soul of Arch Mage Danthalas, leaving him dead in his own study. I have failed.” He put his head down on her breast again and began to weep like a child.

      The wolf whimpered out of pity for Rostioff and placed a paw on his arm. The wizard turned inward and wept for many long minutes at the loss of his master and the failure of losing the orb to Graxxen. Manya said nothing more, but held him close, rocking gently. The soft breeze moving through the meadow grasses, the only sound that could be heard to accompany the Rostioff’s weeping.

      Manya looked to Ravak and shook her head with tears in her eyes. She didn’t know what to do except get to the Tower and rear those eggs to hatching. She coddled Rostioff until he was lost to the Dream Speak in a deep sleep back in his own head. She and Ravak then departed back to their own place in the waking wyrld.

      Rostioff slept deeply and dreamlessly after that. He needed the rest, for he’d suffered a great many losses.
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      The day dawned cool and misty out in the ancient Rowenwood valley south of the great Mystpeak Mountains. Ravak and Kaldrinn had both risen early. During the course of their trek out of the Mystpeaks since fleeing Dragon’s Maw Keep, they’d become fast friends, which one might expect of a Ranger and a Barbarian who’d lived and walked much of the same ground throughout their lives. They spent the long hours of travel talking about hunting and trapping. Ravak taught Kaldrinn the way of the spear and Kaldrinn taught Ravak the way of the sword. They were off hunting for breakfast already when the others rose from a restless sleep. Postgaar looked a terrible mess. His hair stuck out in all directions all caked with leaves, twigs, and dirt. He looked like a creature from a swamp more than a dwarf.

      “What time is it, lass?” he said to Manya as he rose stretching and scratching in a most unpleasant manner.

      “It is a couple of hours passed dawn,” said Manya as she did her best to keep a straight face. She poured him a cup of tea.

      “You look like you could use a bath, my friend,” came Kaldrinn’s taunt from somewhere behind Postgaar as he and Ravak returned to camp with a deer and sack of wild fruits and roots. Everyone chuckled at poor Postgaar as he wheeled about trying to examine himself. He did agree the stink was a little much, but most of them were covered in one manner or another in the rotting blood of ghouls from the battle days before.

      “I have some soap in my pack and you may all use it. Kaldrinn and I found a brook to the west about a ten-minute walk. It’s as safe as can be. The ghouls and goblins are nowhere to be seen. Besides, they’re a lazy lot and wouldn’t come this far south unless ordered to do so by Graxxen.”

      Manya rose first to the offer of a bath. “I think I’ll be the first to take you up on that. Turynn, please come stand watch over me if you would.”

      One by one they came and went throughout the morning, each bathing in turn. Ravak and Kaldrinn decided they’d rest for one more day before heading further south. They harvested another couple of deer, skinning and setting the hides to tan over low flame at night and they divided and salted the meats to dry them for the journey ahead. Skins were filled with water and clothes washed. It became a day of preparations since ahead of them lay the great and fabled wood of the Danthar, said to be a place of mystery, quite secluded and untraveled due to the terrible tales told about it.

      Once everyone returned from their baths, they gathered round the fire for breakfast.

      “Ahead of us is Danthar Forest. Tales have been told at Stonehammer Keep for generations of the witch that haunts those woods. I’m uneasy about enterin’ such a place even though I know the tales to be nothing more than children’s stories made to scare them into staying in bed at night,” said Postgaar.

      “They’re not just faerie tales,” said Kaldrinn. “I’ve been within the Danthar on two separate occasions and I’m lucky I lived to tell you about it. Legend has it a terrible witch lives within the Danthar Forest and any man fool enough to enter the dark and gnarly wood is sure to fall victim to her twisted ensorcelments, never to be seen again. It’s believed that she’d turn any travellers who entered her wood, uninvited into the very elm trees that gave the place its foreboding and twisted reputation,” said Kaldrinn, swallowing hard. Even thinking about the place sent a chill up his spine. He continued; “On one such occasion I found myself on the western edge of the Danthar gathering Locus Root for Master, Danthalas. I’d lost track of how far in I’d travelled but the witch watched me the entire time. She approached me in the form of a beautiful wood spirit and bid me turn back and leave the wood at once. Her charm fell upon me and I had no choice but to obey her. I can’t explain how I felt but I’d been compelled to follow her word. The next thing I knew I was sitting on the shore of Who Calls Lake staring at the water mindless. I’d turned and walked a full day’s travel to the west without a thought in my head. I’m lucky I wasn’t eaten by leprechauns or brownies,” said Kaldrinn.

      “Leprechauns and brownies don’t eat people,” said Manya smiling at Kaldrinn’s expense.

      “As sure as I sit here today I know that brownies are wicked little creatures that eat wayward men lost in their woods. All the Rangers of the Garrison talk about them. Say what you will but the fae folk are nothing but trouble,” said Kaldrinn as he took a sip of tea, dumped his cup in the fire and walked away to think.

      “Turynn and I are fae folk, half-elves to be exact,” said Manya grinning and winking at her brother playfully to goad the men on.

      “Kaldrinn, I can tell you as a mage of the Tower who has studied the fae folk extensively that none of that is true,” added Manya.

      “Sure seems to have put a fright into the lad none the less, and into me. I’ll not be strayin’ far from the pack in that twisted place, lest I be a dinner for faeries. There’s always some truth to children’s faerie tales, isn’t that right Master, Ravak?” asked Postgaar.

      “I can’t say for certain about any of it as I’ve never even been south of the Mystpeaks until now but I know this; all the tales my mother and father told me as a child round’ the fire came true this past moon for me. Dragons, Graxxen, Dragon’s Maw Keep, all of it was told to us as myth and legend and here I sit caught up in the midst of it. I for one believe there is some truth to what Kaldrinn and Postgaar say.”

      “I’m there with you. My sister has a way of spoiling legends due to her time studying at the Tower. I find there’s always a grain of truth to the stories but they’ve been inflated or distorted each time they are told. I’ll be keeping my head on a swivel in those woods, make no mistake,” said Turynn.
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        * * *

      

      After they’d all had their fill of breakfasts, lunches, and midday pipes of tobacco, they decided to gather formally around the fire once again. Everyone seemed to be either smoking or drinking ale. Ravak and Kaldrinn discussed the Danthar for most of the day on and off. The Barbarian would ask a question and Kaldrinn would provide a detailed answer, draw a little map into the palm of his hand, or scratch something in the dirt to better illustrate what was ahead of them.

      Ravak rose to speak. “Well, I think we all know one another now and have drawn enough goblin and ghoul blood together to call each other friends. I am glad to know you all.” He raised his pipe to them and they all did the same with a pipe or a cup and a smile. “My good friend Kaldrinn and I have been discussing the many routes he knows of through the Danthar as he’s travelled that way from the southern end of the wood more than once for the Magi of the Tower. As near as we can figure it, we are some twelve days’ travel from the Tower right now. We’ll spend two days more in these wretched goblin-infested hills before entering the Danthar. Does anyone have anything they would like to add or to ask? Now is the time.”

      “I do,” said Kaldrinn.

      “Go ahead then, friend,” Ravak urged him.

      “I know most of you don’t know me very well, but the days we spend in the infernal wood will bring us very close together indeed. Do not stray from the path I carve. Don’t lag behind. Do not wilfully damage the wood or the wildlife in anyway. We’ll have to carve a path through the deadfall, but please let me arrange our route and follow my lead in the wood. I intend on only cutting deadwood where possible, though the trees do get very thick within as the growth is predominantly Elm, which tends to grow a bit wild.”

      “What's’iss’? A bleedin' prison march,” Postgaar belted out without warning. “I’ll walk where I bloomin' well please and if I happen ta’ break a branch, then so be it. There are five of us; all sturdy and well able to protect ourselves. We’ve nothin’ ta' fear, lad, it’s all faerie tales like I said at breakfast.” He smacked Kaldrinn on the back and took a seat by the fire, not willing to listen to any more of the Ranger’s warnings. Postgaar appeared to bit a bit drunk as he was trying to drain the last of his ale skins.

      Ravak put a hand on Kaldrinn’s shoulder to restrain him from saying anything that might cause further argument. The companions spent the rest of the day preparing for the journey ahead and relaxing, while talking by the fire at night.

      The next morning a warm summer breeze blew through the trees. The sun rose bright in the clear morning sky. They set out at dawn, marching at a steady pace, leaving the horses to carry the meat and hides they’d gathered. The air grew sweeter and the sun filtered through the treetops more readily as they approached the southern tip of the Rowenwoods. The marching grew easy and lighthearted, and the following day they spent at a relatively easy pace as well.

      Round about noon, the sun hung high overhead. It had become a hot summer’s day and the hike made it all the hotter. Postgaar plunked himself down on a large rock to one side of the trail.

      “That’s it for me, lads. I need a drink and some dinner if I’m ta’ walk another step.” He uncorked his ale skin and took a big swig, then reached into his hip bag for a nice bit of jerky and a piece of fruit for lunch. The others were hungry as well so there wasn’t much argument. Kaldrinn and Ravak munched hungrily at some venison and apples as they discussed their route through the hills, making notes on a map Kaldrinn carried of the region.

      Manya sat off to one side of their group on her own in quiet contemplation, staring up at a clear patch of sky through the trees. The greenery had changed some as they’d walked. The Rowenwoods had all but disappeared to the east of them and the predominant growth had slowly turned to Elms.

      Turynn and Postgaar argued about the seasoning of the venison and what needed to be changed in the next batch in order for it to accompany the ale better. They finished up their lunches and were back under way, making good time in spite of the heat. They agreed to travel past dark so they could make as many miles as possible in the cool night air.

      The next day passed in much the same manner without any excitement. All the other trees were gone now. The Danthar consisted only of a gnarled and twisted mess of Elm, some very old, hundreds of seasons old, and some very young. Sprouts, saplings, and deadwood as thick as one can imagine and as far as the eye could see, which happened to be none too far in such a tangle. They walked slowly through the snarl of Elm. The road shifted into a barely discernible goat trail from the rest of the forest, but Kaldrinn knew the way. Ravak, more than skilled enough to pick out the path let Kaldrinn with his years of experience lead. The old road from the First Age had never been completed and they left the end of it two days past as they came down out of the hills. All they had now consisted of a swathe slightly less grown in than the forest around them to follow.

      The deadwood lay everywhere and frequently it had fallen across their path as they went. Much of it could be moved, but still they came across deadwood that had fallen but not been uprooted. This they had to cut through when they could find no other way past.

      Kaldrinn remained stalwart in his insistence they not leave the road, which Postgaar had noted repeatedly had become nothing more than a deer path at best and held no resemblance to any road he’d ever seen.

      Ravak had given Kaldrinn an axe. Postgaar had his own dwarven battle axe so they stood three a breast, cutting a path through the trees for the horses where they could not get by.

      Darkness was upon them. It became as if a moonless within the wood. The noises of the forest fell silent; Kaldrinn barely noticed a rustle beyond their own footfalls. None had even taken a second thought at the dangers Kaldrinn had expressed. They simply plodded on and worked through the tangle as best they could. Kaldrinn remained watchful, but he kept himself silent to it, his eyes ever weary of the trees in the distance and the shadows that moved about them. He knew there were eyes watching throughout the ancient wood. Forms moved and shifted between the trees. It seemed as though creatures would peak out and around the great trunks at them, but he made no mention of these things to the others.

      They’d followed the river as best as they could as it kept the path along the water’s edge slightly more clear than attempting the much more treacherous path that lead through the heart of the wood. Across the river they could see the thick of the Faerie Wood. All the companions were quiet except the three men out front who where cutting through some particularly nasty bramble to allow for the passage of the horses.

      Postgaar could have sworn he’d seen someone. He stopped and looked out into the dark shadowy wood again to be sure his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him. A girl, young and pretty off in the distance beckoned him to come closer. Postgaar had never before laid eyes on such beauty. Without another thought, he dropped his axe and walked toward her. She peeked out from behind a tree a ways back in the wood. The path seemed much clearer in her direction.  He’d become so smitten with her beauty that he walked away from his friends. None but Manya even took note of it.

      ‘Where are you going, Postgaar?” she asked him.

      There was no answer. Not even an acknowledgement that she’d spoken.

      “Postgaar?” She spoke more loudly this time thinking he couldn’t hear over the axes of the other men. She simply shrugged it off and let him go.

      After days without incident, it became common practise for one of the group to wander into the woods a ways to relieve themselves.

      Postgaar walked through the thick of the woods toward her. She sat on a small hillock under a large Elm. He fell fully under the magick of the Dryad’s charm walking on, smiling like a drunkard.

      “Good day, mah’ lady.” He bowed with a great flourish and the Dryad let out a giggle.

      A dwarf could be a comical sight on a good day to a Dryad and this one with his fiery red hair and dumbfounded smile was especially humorous.

      “Who are you?” she asked him.

      “I’m Postgaar Fireaxe of Stonehammer Keep and who might ye’ be?”

      “I am Nyxia, lady of this wood, and you are hurting my trees with your axes. I would ask that you find another way to where ever it is you are going that does not require your passing through my wood and cutting at my trees. They are my children and you are hurting them.”

      For just a moment, the magick faltered and Postgaar felt like himself again. He staggered back a couple of steps as the magick let go briefly. He looked about and could see his friends chopping away at the thick of the Elms that barred their path. He even spotted Manya, but she seemed to take no notice of him even though she turned her head to look out in his general direction. She looked right through him. The Dryad’s magick made Postgaar, Nyxia, and the great Elm she sat beneath invisible to Manya and the rest of the companions. If they’d even had the good sense to look about for their friend as Manya tried to do, they’d have seen only dark, dense woods. The magick grabbed hold of his mind once more. Postgaar had succumbed to Nyxia’s spell fully.

      “Come with me, Postgaar. We must speak with your friends and see what we can do about this. Which one of them is your leader?”

      “That one.” He pointed to Ravak. “The big lad there.” He mindlessly walked over to Ravak with an ear to ear grin on his face. His head swayed gently with the intense ancient magick the Dryad used to twist his perception. Postgaar tapped Ravak on the back and looked up at him smiling like a dullard.

      Manya walked over. She could see the woman and Postgaar as they approached. She sensed magick at work, but was unsure of its nature as she’d never experienced the likes of it before. The magick gave off an intensely arcane sensation to the trained mind. She felt the magick of nature as the woman came to a stop near the group. It set her mind at ease for the moment as she’d been taught that practitioners of nature magick inherently tend toward the lighter side of the spectrum of good and evil, but some, the fae folk in particular tended to be mischievous.

      Postgaar cleared his throat. “Good lady and gentle sirs, it is with great pleasure that I introduce to ye’ Nyxia, the Lady of this ere’ Wood.”

      Manya laughed out loud and quickly shot her hand up over her mouth. She turned red, quite embarrassed at her outburst, but she found Postgaar funny at the best of times and this indeed, happened to be one of his better moments.

      Each member of the group took her hand in greeting. All the men stood there with drool in the corners of their mouths and love in their eyes at Nyxia’s great beauty as the Dryad’s magick slowly crept into their unsuspecting minds.  Even Manya found herself taken aback by the lady’s comeliness.

      Nyxia spoke first as the men were all too entranced with her beauty and charm.

      “For Ages, these woods have remained my home. I have been commissioned by the god Freey as steward to the Danthar, protecting and caring for all that live within and pass through. This he commanded at the dawn of the First Age. Freey is god over all the Faerie Wyrld of Aalfheim, and also to all the fae creatures here in the Land of Shaarn.

      In this Age, we seldom see men, dwarves, and elves in these parts. What brings you so very far from your home, Barbarian?” she asked of Ravak.

      He said nothing, but grinned mindlessly. The mind of the Barbarian, especially his late generation had become so far removed from the wyrld of magick that he had no defense at his disposal to fend off the mystic charms of a Dryad. He opened his mouth to speak, but the words escaped him completely. All that came out was an awkward hollow sound from the back of his throat. He turned red, shook his head, and smiled again.

      “You’ll have to excuse my companion here, good lady.” Manya had not fallen prey to the arcane wiles of the Dryad in the same way as the men. She hooked her arm into Ravak’s to show she didn’t want him wandering off with any strange ladies that lived in the Danthar and continued on. “We seek safe passage through your wood into the South. We’re in a great hurry to reach the Tower of High Sorcery in the city of Stromsgate. There’s a terrible evil that threatens the southern kingdoms of Shaarn and quite possibly your forest here as well. We aim to stop this wickedness, but must first return to the Tower. Please let us pass. We mean you no harm and seek only to do good.” With that, she gave a very courtly bow to Nyxia.

      “Well said, sister. I believe you are on a mission to do good, but in your haste, you have done a great wrong to me and my children already without even thinking of it.”

      Manya’s eyes widened as a look of shock crossed her face. “Pray tell what have we done to offend thee?”

      “You specifically have done nothing, but your companions with their axes have injured or killed many trees over the last few days. It is my station to protect them and all the creatures that dwell within. When you cut into the bark of my trees, it hurts me deeply and hurts the forest, which is not just a collection of trees but an entity unto itself alive and feeling. That entity now suffers under the bite of your axes.”

      Ravak had regained something of his senses at Manya’s touch.

      “Mah’ lady, please forgive us. We meant no harm. Please tell us what can be done to atone for this wrong we have committed against you and your forest.”

      “Shut up, Ravak.” Manya jabbed him in the ribs, but it was too late. The good Lady of the Wood waited on just such a slip of the tongue.

      “There is something you can do for me and in exchange I shall have a guide show the path through the wood so you will not require the swinging of axes. But first, you all look weary and worse for the road you have travelled. Come with me and I will feed you. You may bathe and rest for the night here under my protection. You shall stay in the village of Hagrathmark.”

      “That is very gracious of you, mah’ lady, but we are in a great hurry and would not want to trouble you.”

      “Your leader has already spoken and committed your company to my service. Now come. We will discuss your debt and how it can be paid after supper.”

      “Supper,” exclaimed Postgaar. “Ye can’t go wrong with a good hot meal, now can ye, lads?” He smiled at them all and followed the lady into the wood away from the shores of the Sarandanus as the last light of the day drew to a close.
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        * * *

      

      By the time they reached the village, which happened to be well hidden indeed in the very center of the Danthar, it grew to be midevening. The air felt cool and insects could be heard buzzing about along with the hooting of owls and the crowing of night birds. Hagrathmark, a gnomish settlement had grown to be quite the little village amongst the Elms of the Danthar. Some buildings were on the ground and many were up in the trees with little bridge-ways connecting them. Ropes hung down periodically, ladders too. There were a few staircases here and there which wound up the trunks of the gnarly Elms in a very curious fashion. In fact most of the construction could be described as curious to say the least of it. Gnomes are a very industrious little people, but being of the Faerie Wyrld, they often constructed buildings of misshapen proportions and dimensions that looked quite odd and out of place to the men and dwarves of Shaarn.

      On the ground, it felt as though there were a discernible bustle amongst the gnomes. They were a people busy by design, being both industrious and inventive by their very nature.  They were a tiny race with hustle. They’d already gotten word from a great horned owl that the Lady of the Wood approached with guests and they were to spend the night in the village.

      The gnomes of Shaarn are not the gnomes of myth and legend similar in size and stature to that of a dwarf. They are a very tiny people standing not more than the height of a tall drink of water, but slightly fatter in the middle than the cup would be as gnomes like to eat. The men wore little tunics with broad girdles and most wore a hat of some sort, the most common variety was what you might now of as the Tyrolean which made them all look like little mountain climbers minus the lederhosen. The ladies wore full dresses, bonnets and aprons. Though the patterns on the material of the dresses varied greatly the cut and finish was always the same plumed shoulders, drawstring at the breast, and bunched at the waste by the apron then falling down to just above the ankle. Many of the gnome women went barefoot though some wore the little boots that all the men wore which appeared to be rabbit hide for the most part though some looked to be fox.

      Gnomish folk scurried this way and that through the web of trees and walkways. Lanterns were being hung, a table being prepared and various other duties were being tended to as the companions approached the center of town.

      The gnomes were famous for their tiny marvels of engineering. Without their ingenuity the gentry of the time in Shaarn would have been without the use of the gnomish privy which made times when one needed to relieve one’s self much more comfortable and much less smelly. The gnomish privy composted the waste and shot it out the back wall behind the toilet into a bin where after treatment it could be used as fertilizer for the garden. As a result of this wondrous invention, many of the Southerners had well fed and bumper crop producing gardens. In fact, some say that this invention may have ended the great famine at the dawn of the Second Age when the Tower Council lay in ruins after Graxxen’s treason.

      A great fire burned in the middle of the village and many rabbits were being roasted on two very long spits over the flames. Gnomish men and women alike turned the spits and manned the basting pan that lay below the meat to catch the drippings. A great pot hung from a tripod over the flame. It steamed and bubbled away happily as a fat little gnomish woman stood on a stool next to it stirring with a great wooden paddle. Every so often a little pixie would flit by her and toss some herbs into the pot then whisper in her ear. She would nod or direct them to another chore.

      Gnomes are known to keep company with faeries, pixies, brownies and sprites and all the other mystical little creatures and beings of the ancient wyrld. This village was no different. Faeries flitted about the central square, pixies and sprites whizzing through the air above the fire leaving behind them streamers of pixie dust scintillating as it fell to the ground below. Wolves lay stretched out beside the fire along with bear and deer. A pair of large eagles was kin and friend to all that lived in the woods. Even though they hunted these creatures they lived in peaceful and serene existence together as one people. Just as Nyxia had told the companions, the forest was one entity and these gnomes and all that lived in the Danthar were living, breathing examples of that. It was quite the sight to behold for outlanders from the wyrld of men and dwarves who lived well outside the realm of faerie tales and the surreal lifestyle of the servants of Freey.

      The central square of the village was set with streamers of vines that hung heavy with ripe grapes from tree to tree. The square itself had been constructed of hand shaped dead wood. Anything constructed by the gnomes appeared to be made of deadwood. They had all but cleared the area free of debris to build their little village.

      None of the companions knew of such a village in the Danthar, nor could one find it marked on any map of the region. Most of the gnomish peoples of Shaarn lived far to the east in the ‘Gnome Hills.’

      The meal smelled fantastic. The scent of roasted rabbit, rich and heady, filled the air. They could see potatoes and carrots being roasted on sticks along the edge of the fire by the children of the gnomes all laughing and giggling as they saw the men approach with Nyxia. None seemed in the least bit afraid and even the animals did not stir. The gnomes set out tiny, little tables and chairs with all sorts of little folk sitting at them drinking tiny little tankards of ale and mulled mead, smoking tiny little pipes of sweet musky scented tobacco. Gnomish men played little guitars, singing gaily at one table, while many of the other men slapped their tables to the beat of the happy tune their brethren played.

      It overwhelmed the companions to see such camaraderie and happiness amongst so many different races, all brought together by these little gnomes under the rule of Nyxia. All the while, the darkest of evils lurked only days from their serene little slice of the fae realm.

      “Children, listen!” Nyxia raised her hands to simmer them down to a dull roar. “We have guests this eve and I want you to extend to them the fullest of gnomish hospitalities. To the brownies, pixies, and sprites, no funny business! Let us welcome our guests with a bath and a good meal. We shall show them what true sylvan hospitality is.”

      With that, she clapped her hands together twice and many little gnomish women hurried over and began scampering up the companions like climbing apparatus while still others pushed them toward various large curtained areas they’d set up for the companions to clean up in. The gnomes helped them undress and prepare for their baths. The gnomes made little tubs, very small for men, even smaller for one of the stature of Ravak. The gnomes misjudged the size of men as they had not seen one in many seasons, but the tubs did the job. All of the companions were bathed, scrubbed, and scented with sandalwood oil. The little ladies even tied several ribbons and bows into Manya’s ringletts. She not only looked beautiful, but it helped tie her wild mane down. She couldn’t thank them enough, doling out many a tiny handshake whereby she’d stick out her finger and the gnomish women would shake it with their full palm wrapped around the digit. Manya found it adorable. All the magick of the last few days had done nothing for her hair and it stood on end frequently, making her look as if it were more of a hurricane than the locks of a beautiful young woman. They took all of their clothes and set them each up in a fine white linen robe for the evening with the promise that everything would be laundered and returned fresh and clean the next morning. The gnomish ladies never had to remove stains of ghoul blood from clothing before though they did have a special soap they used when the men got themselves into some goblin blood, which happened to be similarly black and sticky.

      Everyone bathed and smelled fresh for the evening feast, they made their way over to the one relatively man-sized table set out for them. Many of the gnomes were already eating and drinking and talking amongst themselves. The animals joined in the feast. While the deer were given fresh rolled oats and berries, the bears and wolves ate of the roasted rabbit along with the crows, owls, and eagles.

      Ravak had never seen such as sight as this and the stories he’d have for his father when he returned home would astonish the old man! He took a bite of the rabbit. It tasted succulent and juicy. He washed it down with a steaming hot cup of the mulled mead. Just as he set his cup down, Manya emerged from the blind the gnomish women had bathed and primped her behind.

      He’d never seen her look so radiant. She wore a white gown such as his own, but they’d worked wonders on her hair, adorning it with ribbons, bows, and little flowers. She looked magnificent. For the first time, Ravak thought he might be falling for her. She looked of her station, the Drake Vardar, steward of the dragons of Shaarn, immortal and beautiful, worthy of respect and wise beyond the seasons of her tender face.

      She looked around for her companions and found all of the men looking upon her with wide eyes, including her brother. She could see the love struck look in Ravak’s eyes and smiled shyly, blushing and lowering her head. She found her way across the busy square as quickly as one could with no shoes on her feet. Ravak was completely enamoured with her beauty. He rose and pulled out the chair next to him for her and she sat down, thanking him softly. He then poured her a cup of the mulled mead and Turynn passed down the tray of roasted rabbit with vegetables, of which she took a generous portion.

      The table had been set with many delicious savoury foods. There were minced meat pies and turnovers filled with sweet potatoes. There were various little breads and rolls served up with nice soft goat’s milk butter, rich and creamy. There were cakes and pastries for dessert, all served with a variety of fresh wild berries and loads of fresh heavy cream and sugar. Everything was so tiny and delicate-looking. For a gnome, a full pie they would serve to a family of six was but a tartlet to a man.

      Manya, being half-elven formed quite a dainty little silhouette. Even still, she’d grown no less tired of dried venison than her companions and the surprise of such a feast happened to be a welcome change to the menu. They feasted and laughed into the night talking of their adventures and trials to the Lady of the Wood. They told her of Graxxen and of his terrible plans for the Southerners and Northerners. They talked of his plan to build a road through her wood to reach the South with his army. She took particular note of this as she didn’t intend to let any goblins pass through the Danthar wielding fire and axe.

      The hour drew late. The singing and music died out along with most of the gnomish hospitality. Many had gone off to their little huts to sleep for the night. The fire dimmed and the forest creatures all lumbered off sleepily back into the deep of the Danthar for their evening naps. All that were left were the companions and Nyxia.

      “I want to talk of your boon owed to me for your passage through my woods.” The magick of her charm she’d long since lifted from the men as she deemed them all to be of good character. “I understand your cause for passing through these lands is a noble one. However, I plan to hold you to your debt to ensure you understand the importance of respecting the lives of the peoples and creatures of the fae realm....”

      Manya cut her short. She stood and took up her staff in her hands and with great pride, she introduced herself formally to the good Lady of the Wood.

      “Begging your pardon, good lady. I am Manya Silverleaf, Elemental Sorceress of the High Tower of Sorcery, an apprentice to the Great Rostioff Fastelaine, Arch Mage of Elemental Mastery. I am also named by the god Krigaar himself as Drake Vardar, steward of the dragons in Land of Shaarn, and am so named by Adder, king of all dragons. Now pray tell us what you would have us do for safe passage through your wood and we’ll decide if we are able to help you. As we have already told you, we are on a quest of great importance for the safety of not only you and your people, but all the living things in the Land of Shaarn and we simply must return to the Tower of High Sorcery to find my master. We must ensure that he and the dragon eggs are safe.

      “If we can help we will, but you must first understand we are in service to the Land of Shaarn and to the gods, and to the king of the dragons himself. These priorities come first. I’m sure you can grasp that we must not tarry in the execution of this service for fear that not only the Danthar would be lost, but the whole of the lands south and also north of the Mystpeak Mountains should we fail. I mean no disrespect for your position of stewardship over this ancient forest, dear lady, but you must hear me when I say we have purpose righteous and true already, so please let us know how we can commit our already precious time to you further.” Manya made it quite apparent that aside from her very gracious hospitality, she’d not been pleased with the Lady of the Wood thus far, nor would she be intimidated by her in spite of their vulnerable position.

      Nyxia rose from her seat. She’d been insulted enough by Manya’s brash behaviour.

      “What I ask of you is to make a stop for me. Not actually for me, but for the gnomes here. It is somewhat out of your way. Travelling any distance is a great deal more difficult for them than for you. They are so tiny. They’ve lost contact with their kin to the east and want a message taken there.”

      “As I’ve said, we can help you and intend to. However, it may not be with the haste you had hoped for as more pressing matters require our attention first. Now sit yourself back down before you get yourself into a mess you can’t get out of.”

      Liv Givare gave her the great advantage of no longer requiring spell books to be at her side. The Lady showed kindness, but Manya had no intention of becoming this woman’s messenger. She could sense Nyxia was of good character and would soon see their quest far outweighed the penance she requested.

      Nyxia stared at Manya for several long and uncomfortable moments. Manya glared right back at her as she weighed her options and calmed herself.

      Nyxia could sense them to be good and honest people. She had a gift for sensing evil as all beings of the fae wyrld of Aalfheim did. She took up her cup and downed a long swallow of the mulled mead while she contemplated, looking around the table at the men present. The big one had obviously bound himself to this girl by love and would not part from her for even a moment. The next man appeared to be her brother as both were half elf and they shared the same eyes and smile. The next fellow, the Ranger, she had seen him in these parts before gathering herbs and such. He‘d never done any harm to the Danthar and had always passed with the utmost reverence and respect for the wood. Perhaps he could carry the message of the gnomes to their brethren in the east when next he was out that way. The people of Shaarn told stories of the Tower Garrison of Rangers travelling the the land far and wide in search of the rarest of herbs, animals, and minerals for the magi to perform their arcane research. No doubt he would be east at some point in the near future.

      Postgaar, tired of the women fighting, rose to his feet to speak. “Mah’ lady, I’ll do it. Ye needn’t put yerself’ out by askin’ the Ranger. His duties are bound to the service of the Tower whereas I’m a free man. I’ll need a few things. Such as provisions and I’d also ask ye’ that I be able to take with me two of your wolf companions there. Their sniffers and their fangs’ll be a great boon to a lonely dwarf on the road. Are they tame enough for such a thing?”

      The lady smiled at him broadly and nodded. “They are. If I command, they will do exactly as you tell them. They understand every word.” She called two of them over with a whistle. “This is Klo. She is a female and a strong den mother, the most intelligent of her pack. Her cleverness and wile are without a match in these woods. She is the most capable and wiling among her kin to help when called upon. This is Huggtand. He is second in command of the pack. Lieutenant, if you will. He is the strongest of their kin, sly, quick, and silent as they come. I have seen him knock a hill giant to its back in one pounce and they stand almost thirteen feet high, but that was a very long time ago. They are precious fae creatures, not average wolves. They have lived for thousands of seasons. They‘ll be your eyes and ears in the night and will help you find your way. Please be as swift as your little legs will allow, good dwarf, and there will also be rewards for you when you return.”

      “Rewards?” Turynn perked his head up when he heard this. “If I might be so bold as to ask, what sort of rewards, mah’ lady?”

      “Oh, so now it would seem I have two champions at my service.” She smiled. “If it is reward of gold and silver you seek for your services, Turynn Silverleaf, then that is what I offer. I have much and have no need for it other than times like this.”

      Turynn nodded. “Alright, I’ll go with Postgaar then, and we’ll take those wolves too. We’ll be just fine the two of us; won’t be gone long at all. I expect we could make it there and back within two-seven nights. Postgaar, have you any objections to my accompanying you?”

      “Nay. Now let’s go to bed. All this jabberin’s made me sleepy.” He downed the last of his gnomish ale, wiped his beard with his arm. He hopped down from his chair, let out a thunderous burp, and headed over to the nice camp that the gnomes had made for them.

      “I thank you all,” said the lady. “Especially you, Master Postgaar.”

      He was already halfway to the stable and simply waved his hand back to acknowledge she had spoken to him.

      The rest of the companions shook hands and said their goodnights to the Lady of the Wood before heading off to bed.
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      Graxxen sat enraged in his icy throne deep inside the spine of the wyrld. He fumed at the loss of so many eggs, but the acquisition of the Fulcrum Orb made all the difference. He wore it proudly around his neck on the very same chain Rostioff had made for it.

      His ghouls had made the ice caves of the Spiral of the Serpent quite comfortable for his new base of operations. He planned to have the goblins move into Dragon’s Maw Keep. From there they would hold the road to the South that they now worked so diligently to clear. Those wretched men had fouled the keep with their stink and worst of all the stink of a woman, a half-elf no less! It would take days for the reek to be gone from his nostrils.

      He picked up the Fulcrum Orb and looked into it. He understood fully the power of its scrying abilities where Rostioff had only just begun to scratch at the surface of the orb’s power. He gazed into it deeply and looked upon the Copper Dragon of Danthalas’ staff as it now lay locked away in a strongbox within the Tower. He also gazed upon the Blue Dragon Orb, kept by the elven king of Rowendale, Cariuus II as the King himself gazed into his. He’d seen these orbs in the first age. He knew of their whereabouts. It was the others he’d yet to behold and so it would be a challenge to find them.

      The Fulcrum Orb’s design allowed it to control the other orbs and to find them in the Ages of the future should they become lost to time or ignorance. The wielder must’ve seen the orb he wished to view with the Fulcrum Orb in order for the portention to work. He possessed two others as well, the Black Dragon Orb and the Silver Dragon Orb. The Silver Dragon Orb held the power of polymorphing the wielder into any person, creature, or object the wielder had knowledge of. Graxxen had a sense of the power, but since he was evil and the magick of this orb rooted in the realm of the light, he had trouble controlling and understanding it. It was of no consequence; so long as the magi of the Tower did not get their hands on it he’d be satisfied.

      Soon he would be hatching eggs and once they grew, he could begin his creation of the Dracolich. He laughed wickedly aloud at the thought of his armada of Dracolich sweeping across the land covering it in shadow and despair with their dark choking breath.

      In the distance of the dim and icy cave, the ghouls completed their preparation of the site for the eggs during incubation. Graxxen stepped over to begin his ritual casting for the day that would keep them warm and nurtured. He took his seat back on his icy throne once he’d completed his chore and summoned one of his right hand ghouls.

      “Fetch my pipe, rotter!” He gazed into the Black Dragon Orb now, which he used to communicate with the goblin chieftains. Their witchdoctors scryed using water with cursed blood. It allowed him to communicate with his underlings freely. The image of one of the witchdoctors soon appeared.

      “Summon your chieftain at once, dog!”

      His ghoul reappeared with his pipe loaded and ready to light. He used a simple cantrip to do so and a small flame jumped from his fingertip into the bowl, bringing the sour black smoke to life. Graxxen smoked regularly. Not for enjoyment, but to maintain his physical substance and grasp on the land of the living. The magick herb within aided in the preservation of the physical self long after death. An image of the goblin chieftain now appeared in the orb Graxxen’s ghoul slave now held out in front of him while he smoked.

      “Your day is at hand, goblins! As I speak, your troops take their final positions, prepared to strike the North and take down the horde. Their water supply has been poisoned with charms of dark Blood Magick for a seven night now. They will fall before your numbers and break against your might like delicate crystal! Once their witchdoctors carry out the final stages of the curses we have set and they begin to believe their hardships are due to the wicked Southerners, our war will be made and we can simply sit back and wait for our dragons to be born into the wyrld. By the time they are done fighting one another, their numbers will be too few to resist us. We shall spread darkness throughout the land!”

      “Yes, master,” came the reply from the Dark Fang chieftain of the Goblin Kingdoms. “But we’ve been considering outcomes and we stand to face massive losses. We’re the superior force by numbers, but the horde can be considered two to one when up against our folk and in some instances, we’ve seen a single Barbarian take out several of us in one rage filled fit. Morale is shaky at best among the troops as they know what they face.”

      Graxxen nodded in recognition. He did not care for the statistics of goblin strategists. He knew the outcome would not be favourable for either side of this bloody affair. What he did know is the goblins would prevail through sheer numbers alone and their fallen would be re-enlisted into his horde of ghouls as undead soldiers to execute the second phase of his terrible plan.

      “You needn’t worry. You miscalculate the awesome power of Blood Magick over the horde! My curse on their people’s might is subtle, yet powerful indeed! It will go unnoticed completely by the savages. A slip of the foot here, a poorly placed blow exposing a weapon arm there. It is a magick refined and sleek. Something I don’t expect you and your kind to understand, but I do expect you to believe in it. You shall be victorious and you shall take control of the fertile northern farm lands you seek! A just reward for a battle hard fought!”

      “Yes, Lord Graxxen!” The goblin chieftain bowed and the image began to fade again.

      It had worked. In his reply, Graxxen detected the air of confidence on the words of the goblin chieftain and that seed of confidence he had planted would now grow within the chieftain’s troops, carrying them through this battle to the meagre victory that Graxxen sought.

      He needed the hordes enraged against the South. He needed their numbers thinned and their confidence shaken by a defeat at the hands of a lesser force. He needed the bodies of the fallen Barbarians and goblins to pad the ranks of his ghoulish army of the dead. He needed the defeat of the Northerners as the final chink in the armour of men that, when coupled with the terrible curses placed upon the horde over the last couple of moons by their own witchdoctors, would incite them to war with the South, allowing Graxxen time to foster his dragons to a ripe age and turn them into Dracolich. The complexities of the plan were many, requiring much planning and patience but things began to fall into place and Graxxen revelled in it, in spite of his minor losses. It would seem each time he took a step back, he then took two steps forward. Always the men and the living gave him his push, unknowing and ignorant to his vision and the plans of his dark mistress. He placed his jagged and curvy pipe between his teeth, rubbed his hands together like an old miser with his last coin and belted out a dark and insidious cackle.
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        * * *

      

      Rostioff had regained as much of his composure as could be expected after the loss of his life’s mentor and his most powerful magickal artifact. He’d been chosen to replace Danthalas as Arch Mage of the Tower and assumed the role immediately as he felt any delay might result in tragic consequences now that Graxxen had the Fulcrum Orb and as many dragon eggs as he did. Rostioff had sent many a young mage into the libraries to study the ancient Annals of Dragon Husbandry in order to begin the fostering and rearing of the eggs to a hatching prior to Manya’s return. He knew it to be a race and only a matter of time before Graxxen would hatch his armada. He would come for the Tower and all the people of the South.

      Rostioff rose from his desk to poke at the fire as he thought about what might happen if he failed further. The fire crackled and snapped as he gazed at it not seeing flame but recalling all he’d done thus far. He’d been busy the last few days. Letters sent via pony couriers out to all the kingdoms of the South rallied them to the banner of the Tower in Stromsgate to ride against the coming attack. He’d sent out teams of two, War Mage and Ranger of the Garrison, into the lands in search of the remaining five Dragon Orbs. These would garner him a great deal of power that needed to be matched. Rostioff still had Danthalas’ Bronze Dragon Orb staff.

      He wandered over to the window and looked out over the sea toward the Midgaard Isles. The water raged in high tides. He watched it crashing on the rocks in the bay. The sky had come alive with shades of blue and purple fading then to pink near the horizon as the last rays of the day’s light slipped into the night. He found himself truly at peace for a moment enjoying the sea air and the beautiful little pink and purple clouds. All too quickly reality set back in and his day dream turned to thoughts of a sky black with the smoke of war, air thick with the stench of death. There would be no peace again in the Land of Shaarn for some time and not at all if he faltered further in his duty.

      Rostioff poured himself a glass of Elven Bourbon from Danthalas’ private reserve.  He took a long sip and thought of the Silverleafs and the great sacrifice they’d made for his cause thus far. He thought of them as good people, even though they remained youths in the elf world on account of their ages. For an elf, they’d hardly lived a day yet and had their whole lives ahead of them. Manya ‘s rewards demonstrated the thanks offered by the god Krigaar at being appointed Drake Vardar. She’d be back soon and the eggs would stand a much better chance than they did in the hands of untrained apprentice magi. She was his last hope for this phase of the plan. He prayed to the gods that Hengaar made it back to Stonehammer to muster the dwarven armies. He’d even sent small skiffs out to the Midgaard Isles and the Realm of the Sea Elves.

      His assistant entered the room to announce the arrival of his council. He ordered them sent in and seated himself at the meeting table.

      “Gentry of the Tower Council, dark days are ahead of us. The hour of truth is at hand for us to prove our great worth to the good people of Shaarn. Our enemy is now preparing an army and a war to bring into the south. He employs goblins and wakes the dead from their graves to serve in his ranks. I have seen with my own eyes the dead walk and smelled the terrible stench of decay on them as they tried to take my life from me. We must now prepare the forces of the Tower to march to war. We must strike first and show this foe, this lich, that men do not bow down to evil tyrants. We must act swiftly to prevent his terrible plans from coming any closer to fruition.

      “I call upon you all now to help me muster our armies into two separate forces to make the pre-emptive strike on Graxxen’s armies before they have a chance to leave the high country. If we act with haste, we may be able to hold them in the western High Pass until reinforcements arrive. What say you?”

      After some banter over his recent appointment to the position of Arch Mage of the Tower with Lady Kaalinda Flockhart Rostioff was able to bring the Council together and come to an agreement.

      Rostioff had fully assessed the readiness of the Tower Garrisons, both Rangers and War Magi. Uuthor Caazan, High Commander of the Tower Ranger Garrison had reported back that he had ten thousand men at his disposal at present and that they stood ready to march in whichever direction Rostioff wished them pointed. Of course he didn’t intend to leave the city of Stroms Gate without any of its Rangers to defend in case of the worst case scenario where Graxxen somehow made his way to the foot of the Tower. He ordered half the men to remain in Stroms Gate while he divided the others and sent various commands elsewhere in Shaarn to the east toward the hidden pass and a handful to the North along with the Warrior Priests.

      Haribiskaar Pumblamore Arch Mage and High Priest of Justice and Beatific Study, the commander of the Tower Warrior Priests had assembled his men at the Tower. Rostioff ordered a detachment of them north to the High Pass. He bid several companies stay at the city of Hilltop to await further command, fortifying their position there in case the pass were taken.

      The rest, the War Magi and the Healers he would divide up amongst the company of the Rangers and Warrior Priests to serve where needed.

      Rostioff had no idea what to expect next from Graxxen. He did know the lich possessed magick far beyond the capability of any of the Tower Magi including himself and that to face the beast in single combat would be foolish. He felt it best to protect the people of Shaarn and defend the strategic points of interest he felt Graxxen’s forces most likely to attack. The eastern pass and the High Pass north of Hilltop would be the keys to holding the South from the goblins for now, of that much he felt sure.

      That still left the Northerners exposed to defend themselves. The Horde grew through the agesto be a sturdy and vicious breed of warriors in their own right. They’d have to hold the North with their own might until Haribiskaar and his men could secure the High Pass, make contact and send them aid. At the very least they’d have to hold out until the dwarven reinforcements from Stonehammer Keep made their way onto the plains.

      He felt the dragon eggs to be of the utmost importance and prayed to Bragi for Manya to be back at the Tower to tend them as quickly as she could.

      At this stage, he felt he ought to be feeling some sense of preparedness in facing the armies of the dark one, but still lingering doubt hung in his mind. The legends told by the old scribe Zeraan Taaselfee had said that the Land of Shaarn would see visited upon her an Age of Darkness. Rostioff hoped he would not be the man to lead the good folk of his realm into a time of such despair He fought off the thoughts of despair that plagued his mind and focused on ensuring the soldiers prepared to march.

      The armies prepared and began leaving the following day. The War Magi arrived first to the courtyard the next morning as Rostioff had them on high alert. They held the power of the army and under his direct command as Arch Mage of the Tower with Raymoondo, the Arch Mage of Blood Magick, taking his direction and acting out his precise orders. The Ranger Garrison arrived next. They travelled light so they could be fleet of foot. The Warrior Priests, the shield arm and protectorate of the army’s hand-to-hand unit at large came in one massive force and assembled on the road outside the Tower to hear Rostioff speak.

      The citizens of Stromsgate had never seen the army in its entirety.  Taken aback by the sight of such might in the streets of their fair city, it was safe to say the the armies all assembled as one impressed the crowd. All of these people, save those of the races that lived long lives, held the luxury of being born into a time of peace and knew not of war and death. They lived happy quiet lives and such a military presence openly frightened the general citizenry.

      Haribiskaar might have been a portly old fellow, but inside a fierce warrior’s flame burned brightly. A strategist at heart or he would have never been appointed over the Warrior Priests as their High Commander, he always took up the lead when going into battle. He’d worked all night with the tower cartographer to have a map created for each crew so that they could easily find the pass to the east.

      Once all of the soldiers assembled, along with a great throng of citizens from the city, just out to see what all the commotion was about, Rostioff appeared on one of the high balconies of the Tower of High Sorcery which overlooked the city below to speak to his men.

      “Good morn to you all! A fine day it is when the sun rises in the east warm and soft as it does today! Our children laugh and play freely in the streets and we enjoy great prosperity and freedom in the Kingdom of Castille!” He paused a moment as the crowd murmured cheerily below. “But that could all change. A terrible evil has awakened in the Mystpeaks and this evil seeks to take from us our light and airy mornings. It seeks to steal away our joy, plunging our land and our people into darkness under wicked and oppressive rule as slaves.

      “We are a generation of men and women born to peace and ease in life, but that does not mean we are too soft to fight for that which we might take for granted at times. We are also a wise and hard-working generation and we are willing and able to fight for land and life when called to it. We will rise against this evil and fight for our freedoms. We will fight for our lives. And we will fight for the light! We will never surrender! Never!” With that he raised Danthalas’ brilliant white staff into the air in one hand and with his other arm drove his clenched fist into the air.

      The crowd of soldiers below him responded with a great roar and fists raised high. Even the good citizens of Stromsgate raised their fists in support of the cause cheering and chanting for their army.
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        * * *

      

      To the east marched Uuthor with the bulk of his Rangers, sending only a handful with the other crew headed north as scouts. Along with him and his five thousand men of the Ranger Garrison marched some healers of Kaalinda’s school of healing and portention and a contingent of War Magi for added support if needed.

      Behind them marched Haribiskaar and his legions of Warrior Priests. They headed due north into the High Pass. Also among them travelled a handful of War Magi and several healers. It was thought the hardest fought battles would occur in the High Pass. He divided his force so almost half went east to support Uuthor and his Rangers and the rest came with him as he marched north.

      Haribiskaar’s Warrior Priests seemed the most solemn of the throng of soldiers. They had seen some war with the goblins defending the gnomes in past seasons. They’d seen some fighting along the borders of the Mystpeaks into the horde lands at times when The Winter Wolf tried to extend their borders south of the range. The South always pushed them back, but not because the Barbarians were any less a military force, more so because they didn’t feel the need to live through blood lust any longer. More often than not they simply wanted to demonstrate their military prowess. Usually, once the horde had a few heads on pikes into the High Pass they backed into the North toward their own lands and let the Warrior Priests of the South have their victory by default. But this day, the priest’s marched to war facing the hammer of the goblin horde full on. They’d heard of the powers of the lich, Graxxen and the undead horde of ghouls he commanded, and they knew that there would be a sea of Southern blood spilled before the war was through.

      Uuthor’s throng, though the more highly specialized of the two, was the smaller force and they marched into a pass they had not yet seen. It had only been described vaguely to them on a map that Haribiskaar had the Tower cartographer make. Theirs was a slightly different mission. They were ordered to take the pass and Dragon’s Maw Keep quickly, hold them with a company of some two hundred men, and move the bulk of the garrison into the Mystpeaks to the north to the aid of the horde folk. It would also inhibit the goblin traffic into the North and put a serious choke point in place for their military travel. If they wanted in or out through that route they’d only be able to move very small contingents of goblin soldiers at a time to remain unseen in the woods, and even then it was quite likely that Uuthor’s highly skilled Rangers scouting those woods and mountain sides would spot them and intercept them before they could make it through.

      Rostioff had also sent a small force of the Ranger Garrison, Warrior Priests, War Magi, and a handful of Kaalinda’s healers due east to the great wall near Gershmark in the Gnome Hills to ensure the goblins had no passage into the South without a blockade to meet them no matter which way they travelled. These men he also placed under the indirect order of Uuthor with scouts to travel in between the hidden pass and the wall at Gershmark with messages as required.

      His plan was to take both passes. Once secured, he would reposition his forces to move into the Goblin Kingdoms through the Gnome Hills to put an end to their plaguing the good peoples of Shaarn once and for all. He was no military strategist, but he had the very good council of Haribiskaar and Uuthor. They understood what this war meant for the South and knew it wouldn’t be over quickly. Haribiskaar had gone so far as to predict it would span generations while Uuthor laughed that off uneasily, stating he believed they could take the passes within a couple of seven-nights and have the war won before next summer. Even a season-long campaign was a long haul for a people in a state of relative peace for many generations now. What Haribiskaar said truly frightened Rostioff. He hoped deep in his heart he wasn’t sending these men to the foot of a hundred-season war.
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      Late on their second day away from their companions, Postgaar and Turynn, along with their two wolf companions, Klo and Huggtand, made the great Upper Sarandanus River. It swelled and raged past them in a violent torrent of white wash. All bubbles and froth and every so often a sharp and dangerous looking rock peeked up from beneath the foam. The rocks looked large and sharp enough that it could steal a man’s head from his shoulders if he tried to brave the rapids.

      The wolves that had travelled with the two stepped to the shore, took a drink, and then went back a ways to lay on the bank. Both Postgaar and Turynn had spoken to the wolves plainly a few times and just as the Lady of the Wood had told them, the wolves understood every word. They could not speak in the Common Tongue of men, but they could certainly understand well enough.

      Postgaar found he’d already begun to pick up on the wolves’ body language. Dwarves possessed the gift to read and communicate with canines in a very gifted way, hence their people choosing to ride the Winter Wolves of the North into battle.

      Turynn and Postgaar decided this was as good a spot as any for a campsite. Both agreed they wouldn’t be fording the river as the waters ran deep and fast. In places the riverbank deepened into a shallow gorge quite steep and rocky on each side. Across the river, they could see the forest of Nyxia’s sister, the Faerie Wood. It filled Postgaar with a strange feeling to even look upon it, as if he wanted to flee and get as far away from the edge of that wood as he could.

      Turynn came up to stand beside him and survey the far shore of the mighty Sarandanus. He was of much the same mind as his dwarven companion and hoped for the wilds of the water and the shroud of the coming darkness to hold at bay whatever mysterious creatures lay on the far bank.  The two returned to their camp, lay out their bed rolls, lit a fire, and took to smoking their pipes while noshing on dried venison and figs, sipping Postgaar’s precious ale between bites and puffs.

      It seemed Postgaar travelled light in the food department, but everywhere he went he always had a few skins of ale for the road ahead and several pipes full of tobacco. They now drank ale of the gnomish sort. The Gnomes concocted a very potent and bitter brew with a hoppy finish. Neither Turynn nor Postgaar enjoyed the flavour or the potency of the elixir much, but it did its job and dulled their senses. They got themselves quite drunk on lager in a hurry and the tobacco they’d graciously been given by the gnomes also had a pleasant relaxing effect on them, which made sleep come on heavy. It left a man warm and groggy, cutting the chill of the lager and the night air. It didn’t take long before both men lay down and dosed off into a very deep and smoky slumber.

      Turynn roused from the depths of his dreams first from the barking and growling of one of the wolves. The fire had nearly gone out so he must have slept a good long while before waking. It had grown unimaginably dark under the canopy of the trees, but a little bit of light remained available where the river cut through the forest and the moon shone down on their little camp site from there. Beside him lay the small form of Postgaar snoring loudly and heaving up and down with each breath, his ale skin clutched tightly in his little mitts. Turynn slipped from his bedroll silently so as not to disturb Postgaar. With all the stealth of a panther, he took up his bow and slipped on his soft-soled boots. He couldn’t see which of the wolves got worked up, but he sensed the creature to be close, maybe only ten or fifteen yards to the north of him. His elven vision and assassin-like stealth would serve him well enough. He could only see about thirty feet in the dark and needed to get a closer look.

      The air felt cool and the wind low. He could smell the river and the trees in the damp of the night. Creeping silently through the bush, he began to see the tell tale heat signature of Klo take shape. She held her ground over Huggtand, who lay before her curled up in his side as if wounded. He wasn’t moving and his breathing appeared labored. As Turynn crept closer, he caught site of a form hovering in the air before the two wolves.

      The figure that hovered in the air before the two wolves had no heat signature at all. All he could make out was a cold blank form like stone or death. Bat like wings buffeted slowly, clawed rear and fore paws hung from its tree trunk limbs. The creature seemed much larger than the ghouls they’d seen inside Dragon’s Maw Keep. The form hunched in the air, it’s slowly flapping wings the only thing to let a man know it even lived. No breeze came from the buffeting of the wings. No sound left the monster’s lips and it made no move to engage the wolf, but simply hovered there waiting. Turynn presumed it waited for the other wolf to move off so it could get at its kill. He nocked an arrow, crouched, and waited. Klo attempted to drag Huggtand away from the hovering form before her. Without a torch, Turynn couldn’t make out any details. As Klo moved, the form moved toward her. She set at it in a fit of rage barking and frothing at the mouth, but didn’t attack, nor did the great cold form. Turynn wasn’t quite sure what it was exactly, but he did remember the good Lady of the Danthar warning them that no harm should come to these wolves.

      He had a thought it might be a ghost of some sort, but again, no light, no assurances. It certainly didn’t emanate the body heat of a living creature as it should. He knew of no beast in all Shaarn that cast a chilling pall such as this. He slunk back to wake Postgaar. The two of them could surely handle one beast of this size whatever it might be. Klo kept it at bay while he was gone. It was maybe two minutes and he returned with Postgaar and torches.

      As they came into view of the wolf and the beast, they couldn’t believe their eyes. Postgaar dropped his torch it startled him so. A stone gargoyle hovered over Klo and Huggtand. It caught sight of Turynn and Postgaar as their torchlight fell on it. Its eyes flashed an odd tan glow momentarily. It roared, a terrible, gravely sound that shook the ground and trees around them fiercely. Both Turynn and Postgaar felt its icy breath on them. It had the look and feel of a dead thing like the ghouls, but its hide was stone. It moved toward them, not more than five feet away when Postgaar jumped forward.

      “Back off, beast, or we’ll test that stone hide of yours against dwarven Mithril! I already know which is stronger! Care to find out for yourself?”

      He stepped forward slowly and the beast roared again, taking a swing out at Postgaar with one of its massive stone paws. It moved quite deftly for a giant gargoyle and caught hold of Postgaar, pinning him to the ground with ease in a most uncomfortable position. His legs and arms stuck out from underneath the massive paw, wriggling and kicking wildly as his mouth followed up with a series of curses the likes of which no mystic wolf or giant gargoyle had ever been privy to.

      Turynn panicked and loosed an arrow at the beast, which it deflected easily. He quickly searched around the dark ground for Postgaar’s axe, thinking he might fare better with the Mithril axe than a bow. In doing so, he left himself vulnerable and the tail of the great beast came about and coiled about Turynn’s waist. It slowly began to flap its huge stone wings, lifting them high into air and heading southeast over the Sarandanus into the Faerie Wood. Klo barked as the beast took them from their campsite, but she had far more concern for Huggtand than she had to set into a chase after Postgaar and Turynn.

      The Faerie Wood looked an altogether different sort of forest from the Danthar. The trees looked to be predominantly Willow and Maple with the odd Aspen, Birch, or Poplar thrown in.

      The night air blew soft, cool and fresh and the sky clear with every star visible out in the blackness of the uncivilized woods. The gargoyle didn’t hurt either of them, but seemed to be taking them somewhere. Its grip, surprisingly gentle for such a massive chunk of stone. They flew low over the treetops and Turynn thought he heard the sound of voices below. Once it was laughter as he briefly caught a glimpse of firelight with a circle of folk seated about it, once it was simply talking they heard as the gargoyle passed over what looked to be a small village, mostly asleep. He couldn’t see just what sort of folk lived in the very mysterious Faerie Wood, but he guessed them to be elf folk by their height and slightness of build. After about ten minutes, the gargoyle began to descend on a clearing below with a small tower at its center. Light emanated from the windows.

      They landed on the small balcony near the top of the little tower, some thirty or so feet from the ground. The gargoyle gently placed them both down on their feet. Postgaar began flailing before his feet even felt stone and as soon as released, he began kicking at the beast, but the effort was futile. The gargoyle didn’t even acknowledge his presence and simply closed its eyes and looked as if part of the stone floor of the balcony on which they stood.

      Two tall glass doors to the tower itself were opened and candlelight flickered within. Long sheer white drapes billowed out at the two bewildered captives. The air from within carried the scent of honey. Vines, heavy with grapes similar to those that had hung about the village square of Hagrathmark grew along the balcony rail and up around the arched doorframe drooping down over the windows. Potted flowers were arranged all about the balcony and in the center of the elegant little terrace sat a small table with three chairs around it.

      From within the tower came the voice of an old woman. “Sit down. I’ll be right out, boys. Just gathering some refreshments.”

      Turynn and Postgaar looked at each other quizzically. Neither had any idea what lay in store for them. Turynn shrugged and seated himself with Postgaar following suit.

      The form of a hunched old woman with long flowing braids entered the doorway carrying a tray with a steaming jug and three cups. Turynn hopped to his feet and relieved her of the tray when he saw the delicate state she was in.

      Her fingers were as thin as tinder and looked as likely to snap under the weight. It jittered and clattered in her frail grasp. She walked with a cane formed of gnarled Elm and a very visible limp slowed her a great deal.

      “Thank you, Turynn. How kind of you.”

      Postgaar rose to pull out her chair and she sat herself before them. Turynn poured some of the hot steaming mead. It had been scented with Rosehip and Mountain Berry which in these parts was a rarity as it tended to grow in the colder climate on the north side of the Mystpeaks. He filled the three cups and set them out in front of each of them and they waited.

      “Well, have a drink. You must’ve gotten a terrible chill flying in with Grobbin all the way from the far bank.” She motioned to the gargoyle. “He’s not exactly known for his carrier services.” She laughed a little and took a sip.

      Turynn and Postgaar looked at each other hesitantly and each followed in kind. The mead was warm and sweet, heavy on the flavor of honey. The finest either of them had ever tasted and quite likely the strongest as well.

      “Do you boys know who I am?” she asked of them, setting her cup back down.

      “Yer Daria, Lady of this ‘ere Faerie Wood, er’..... I’m Postgaar Fireaxe of Stonehammer Keep. We’ve come this way in service of yer sister, Nyxia.” Postgaar rose to his feet with the last words and extended his hand in a very profound manner.

      Turynn lowered his head and tried not to laugh.

      “Well, isn’t that sweet. Sit down, Postgaar. I’m not worthy of all that praise. I’ve done a great many wicked things in my day and do not think I warrant such attention.”

      “Good Lady of the Faerie Wood, we are here in service to Nyxia. We were commissioned for careless passage through her land. As atonement for damaging her woods, we were ordered to bear for the gnomish peoples a letter that is to go east to the Gnome Hills. We mean neither you, nor the good people of the Faerie Wood, any ill will and if we have somehow inadvertently passed into your land uninvited or offended you, we apologize as it was not our intention to do so,” said Turynn.

      “That was very well spoken of you, but you have neither offended me nor passed into our lands unpermitted. You are an elf and as such, are granted passage through this wood any time you choose. Postgaar is a dwarf and long ago the good people of both the dwarven and elven folk lived together and as such are also welcome in the Faerie Wood unaccosted.  I apologize for the manner in which you were summoned here. I would have come out to meet you, but I am simply getting too old. I have stopped the rituals to prolong my life.

      “This place took me eons to foster into its present state.” She rose and walked slowly over to the edge of the balcony. “Look out over my land, boys. Each Willow lovingly planted from seed by my own hand. Only a smattering of the Poplar wood that once dominated here remains. My life’s work serving more than a thousand seasons as steward to this wood. What will come of it if Graxxen takes the land by force?” She paused; a peaceful silence on the night air with only the distant rushing sound of the mighty Sarandanus to be heard filled the minds of the two travellers. She turned to them.

      “You boys were duped and I apologize for that. I have been planning our meeting for some time. As soon as I got word of your presence in the Mystpeaks at the old Dragon Rider keep, I have been trying to find a way to get you here. When subsequent reports pointed toward you heading down into the Danthar with axes, well, it doesn’t take a wizard to figure out a group of men with axes headed into the most tangled forest in all Shaarn is going to get themselves into trouble with the steward of that wood so I used my magick to guide you through the more overgrown parts of Nyxia’s twisted Elmwood.

      “I understand your master Rostioff is, as we speak, dispatching forces to fend off Graxxen’s terrible goblin and ghoul hordes.” Her head dropped again. “I regret to inform you most of those men will die. They will be overwhelmed and the goblins and ghouls will swell into both the eastern and western passes flooding out onto the southlands like a wave of destruction. If they are not killed by the goblins, the Barbarians will surely kill them. Graxxen has poisoned the minds of their witchdoctors and cursed their lands. He has done this in such a way and timed it to look as though the South is in league with the goblins. His aim is to set the North and South at odds against one another so as to divide the people of Shaarn. When they’re at their weakest, he will strike. His armies are nearly unstoppable in their present state and they are but a precursor to an even mightier force that will come in their wake.”

      She paused to give the two companions a moment to reflect on what she’d just told them, looking deeply into each of their eyes to search their thoughts. Her powers were different from her sister’s. She was older and wiser and her magick was more that of a spell weaver than a creature of the faerie realm. She’d forsaken her Dryadic ways centuries ago; in addition she possessed a Dragon Orb, which she’d manipulated to her own design.

      Turynn and Postgaar could both feel the long sinewy fingers of her magick reaching into their minds, but it did not leave them with an alarming or frightful feeling. She simply gauged their emotions in reaction to her words. Thus far they were dumbfounded and a wee bit scared, as most would be when told their way of life would come to an end and that a dark, terrible being was about to change the face of the wyrld in which they lived.

      “I have one of the orbs your Master Rostioff seeks. I have the Copper Dragon Orb. I know all of its secrets and I understand the power to its fullest. I can be of great service to him in unlocking the mysteries of the other orbs. I believe I know where they all are. So long as Graxxen doesn’t get his spiny fingers onto them before I do, we have a chance at defeating him. I have studied the tomes of the ancients and found where the orbs all originated, as well as where they were all dispersed to. The Copper Dragon Orb allows for scrying across the many lands, of which Shaarn is only one. It’s the most densely populated and oldest of the lands. There are many lands on our wyrld of Midgaard. The orbs were purposely spread far and wide by the gods themselves in order that if something as terrible as what is about to befall the Land of Shaarn were to happen, it would be no small task for evil to bring them together. Graxxen has an orb capable of scrying, albeit much less powerful than my own. He is a little too dimwitted to their workings to use the orbs he has to their fullest potential at present.

      Though Graxxen may not yet fully understand the power of the orbs, he is no fool. His power grows, as does his knowledge of the orbs with each passing day. At the same time, it is no small task for good to achieve the same. I want you to take this.” She reached into the folds of her long white robe and produced a small pouch.

      Turynn drew back the strings and peered inside. Three little marbles were within. He dumped them out into his hand looking into them. They seemed to hold little starry night skies within or perhaps they reflected the stars above them. He rolled them about in his palm and Postgaar looked on as well. The magick felt powerful. He could feel it in his hand and the hair on his arms stood up in response. Daria’s magick, being ancient and shamanic from before the First Age happened to be among the most potent in the land, an ancient magick from the dawning of life on Midgaard, when magick was at its strongest, dwindling in power some each season ever since.

      “I call that little bag the Poke of Passage. Those three little marbles you are gazing at are designed with charged Transportal spells within them. Any time you wish, you may drop one to the ground and crush it beneath your heel, after which you will return here, right here to this balcony. I have had Grobbin there using it for ages as a means of instant recall when I need his services when he is in a far off land scouting for me, but now you need them. I should mention to you that once you have used up all three, the bag will refill itself with three more marbles on the next sunrise. Its power is boundless, so long as the sun continues to rise on the Land of Shaarn.”

      Turynn slipped the marbles back into the pouch and slipped it into his shirt.

      “Thank you, mah’ lady, but I think you still haven’t told us the whole of your role in this yet.”

      “Postgaar, you and your people will play a great role in the dawning of the Third Age of Shaarn. The Mithril your people mine in the great tunnels beneath Mithril Mountain will be vital in the winning of this war. For it is only Mithril that will defeat Graxxen’s Dracolich.”

      “I appreciate the sentiment, mah’ lady, but one of our companions, young Ravak, a Winter Wolf, has slain a dragon with not but a spear an’ axes of Northern steel. Northern steel’s nothin’ compared to Mithril. Dragons are flesh an’ blood an’ fall like any other livin’ thing when bled out.”

      “The dragon that Ravak felled is nothing compared to what lies ahead. Graxxen plans to enchant his dragon armada with dark Necromancy and Blood Magick. First he will foster them to young adulthood. Then he plans to slay them all ritualistically and he intends to turn each of his dragons into a lich like himself, creating a new race of undead. The Dracolich. These creatures will be of such awesome power, I fear that Graxxen and even his dark mistress do not fully comprehend what they are about to unleash on the Land of Shaarn. I have foreseen a Third Age of Darkness in Shaarn and it will be brought about by Graxxen and these terrible Dracolich of which I speak. He will, in addition to the Dracolich create yet another race of undead to do his bidding, but the Noorn’s won’t let me see that far yet, the images remain hazy at best.

      “The Dracolich’s greatest weapon is its breath. It can slowly wither whatever it breathes on and its breath comes out icy and cold in the form of dark shadow. The shadow lingers indefinitely. Any who suffer the breath of the Dracolich will begin to wither and die.” She paused again to look to the two companions to be sure they were taking all she said to heart.

      Turynn’s brow furrowed with concentration and frustration both at once. Postgaar was wide-eyed and breathing hard as Daria laid out the very bleak future of the Land of Shaarn.

      “How can the good folk of Stonehammer and Mithril Mountain be of service to the Lady of the Faerie Wood to stop this from happening?”

      “You, Master Dwarf, can take back my word to your people and let them know they must begin forging swords and axes of Mithril according to this recipe. These weapons will be known as Lichslayers and will be enchanted as such to fell any lich or undead creature of corporeal form, not just a Dracolich.” She produced from the folds of her robe another small pouch. This one folded like an envelope and at the same moment, she produced a little whistle from around her neck and made a strange sound that resembled a bee’s buzzing.

      Postgaar opened the envelope and out fell a little whistle much like the one Daria had just blown into. With that, a tiny faerie wisped up over the edge of the balcony and sat herself on the edge of the decanter the mead was in. Postgaar and Turynn both marvelled at her. She stood no more than two inches tall. She had a beautiful golden aura of faerie magick that surrounded her. Her little wings were the same sort as that of dragonfly and flapped even as she sat. As they flapped, magickal faerie dust billowed out into the air about her.

      “This is Willemiina Decroix, princess to queen of the faeries, and one of my loyal servants. She will be the dwarven people’s greatest ally as they create the weapons needed to vanquish the forces of darkness. Inside that envelope is a recipe for the steel and the forging of the Lichslayer blades. I ask that your people have thousands of axes and long swords forged, enough for every soldier that can carry one. Willemiina will then enchant them with the power of light and they will be ready for their test against the Dracolich of Graxxen’s armada.

      “Well, there you have it. I will send Grobbin to let Nyxia know I have sequestered you into my service and to unbind you from your debt to her. If you’ll give me the message for the gnomish people, I will have also have Grobbin deliver it on your behalf.”

      “We’ll gladly aid in whatever way the dwarven people can, good lady. But why not just summon us?” asked Postgaar.

      “Well, Master Dwarf, I prefer to look at it as subterfuge. Would you have come if you were summoned by the Lady of the Faerie Wood? I know what you all think of me and my forest.” Willemiina landed on her shoulder at the comment. “We are thought of as mysterious and wicked and at times, we have been, but all in all things have a way of balancing themselves out. I can say that in my life I have never done more harm than good and the same applies in the reverse. Good and evil must be maintained in a balance in order for things to continue on through time as the creator intended. Graxxen seeks to tip that balance and destroy not only my lands, but yours and all Shaarn, for that matter.” She looked at them through serious eyes as she spoke. “You two must rest now. You can sleep here in my tower for the night and I will Transportal you to your companions at sunrise. They are camped a ways back from the road just inside the southern edge of the Danthar along the river right now. Nyxia’s wolves will reach them just before dawn and notify them of your return to your company.”

      “What of the wolves?” asked Turynn. “Nyxia will not be pleased if the injured one should die.”

      “They are both fine. Those two are older than even old Postgaar here. Nyxia has enchanted them as her servants. They have powers you can’t imagine. One of those is they are nearly immortal and heal quite quickly. I am sure your injured friend has made a speedy recovery after his tangle with Grobbin and will be just fine on his return to Nyxia. Come now. I will show you something to ease your minds.”

      She led them into her tower. The room amazed them. It clearly looked like the study of a sorceress, of that one could be certain. A giant telescope sat positioned through a dome in the roof of the chamber. Around it spun a mock up of the closer heavenly bodies in full motion, seemingly controlled by gears in a mechanism at the base. Next to the great double doors sat Daria’s desk. It looked out of one of the large windows that framed the doors on each side. All the remaining walls were covered with two great circular rows of shelves all filled with books on varying subjects some magickal, some historical, some horticultural. There were, on one of the many shelves, tanks filled with odd-looking lizards and frogs, all lighted with little magickal beacons. On another shelf they could see a caged display of butterflies all alive and fluttering within. On yet another sat a glass tank, containing a great python the size and likes of which neither Turynn nor Postgaar had ever had the misfortune to come across in the wild.

      In front of the other window opposite her desk she kept a wide-open space where she had on a pedestal a large crystal orb. At the foot of the orb affixed in copper and adorned with emeralds and violet sapphires that glowed and swirled violently with the magick they fought to contain, was the Copper Dragon Orb. Daria made her way to the crystal orb and stepped on a little stool that she had there. She waved her hand over the orb in a massaging fashion to bring it to life.

      “This is a magnificent device. My own creation some five hundred summers ago. I created it to watch over the whole of the Faerie Wood from here in the comfort of my tower, but the enchantment was much more powerful than I had anticipated and with the power of the Copper Dragon Orb set into the device, it can see over all of Shaarn, and the lands beyond across the Orcun and Biting Oceans. I have but to will the image of my desire into the orb and it will show me its present whereabouts and let me see and hear what is going on there. With greater focus and meditation, I can will from the orb a portention of things to come pertaining to the subject I wish to watch. This is and will continue to be one of our greatest weapons against Graxxen. He knows not of its existence and he knows not of me, save the tales of the Faerie Wood and its fabled lady. I am sure he has some apprehensions about these parts much the same way you and yours do.” She smiled coyly and ran her hand back over the globe.

      Soon Turynn could see a little campsite and the fur bedrolls, a tell tale sign they were in fact looking at their companions at rest. The wolves were somehow there already too, lying by the fire as if nothing had happened to them. Ravak and Manya were snuggled close together. Kaldrinn sat on watch examining his bow.

      ‘That’s amazin’ i’tis’,” said Postgaar having had very little experience with magick at all as a dwarf.

      “Yes, it is,” replied Daria. “Sleep now, Master Dwarf. Come with me and I will show you to your rooms for the night. Rest easy and at daybreak, you will be with your companions once more.

      Daria led the two men to their rooms and they found there a snack and another cup of mead. Their rooms had a nice little fires alight for them and they were quite comfortable. They both fell to sleep quickly and deeply.
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      Daybreak came all too quickly for the companions and Ravak, as usual, rose first. Kaldrinn had dosed off on his watch and slept sitting up right with his hand on his bow. Ravak noticed the two wolves and something even odder than that. Postgaar and Turynn were there as well, rolled up in white linen bedrolls, sleeping like babes. He got up and went over to get a better look. He gave the man a little shake to wake him. Turynn roused with a start from a very deep slumber. He had an arrow in his hand hidden in the rolls of the bedding and as if from out of nowhere had it at Ravak’s throat before the Barbarian could even blink.

      “What happened? Where are we?”

      “Calm down. It’s me, Ravak Ekesson. Nothing to fear here.” He slowly pushed the arrow away from his throat with the back of his hand. “You’ve given me quite a start. I awoke to find you Postgaar and the two wolves of the Lady of the Danthar fast asleep beside our fire here.”

      “What’s all this blasted jabberin’ about? Good gravy! How on earth...?” Postgaar glanced around in confusion.

      After everyone had arisen, eaten, and Turynn had done his best to explain their last day of travel along with all that Daria had told him, they all agreed they were glad to be a whole company again and on the track of the mission they set out to accomplish. They’d a full day’s travel ahead of them and expected to reach the Tower of High Sorcery by shortly after nightfall on the third day from their present campsite.

      Manya seemed excited to hear of all Lady Daria had to offer on the subject of the Copper Dragon Orb. She questioned Turynn over and over again until he was quite frustrated with her, but had absolutely nowhere to go to get away as she’d insisted on travelling with him, leaving Postgaar to fair on the back of the horse with Ravak. The Barbarian bopped along uneasily on horseback as running was more his forte and the dwarf behind him grumbled every step of the way. He had a mind to hop down and run along with them rather than continuing on with the dwarf grabbing at his back and complaining about Ravak’s terrible horse sense the entire time.

      They didn’t stop for a noon meal, choosing to forge ahead to make the Tower as quickly as possible. They camped for the night at the southernmost foot of the Danthar before heading out onto the southern plains of Castille.

      The next couple of days passed uneventfully. The road before them lay on an open plain, quite heavily travelled by the good peoples of the Kingdoms of Castille and Sunover. It had been mainly used to travel back and forth between the cities of Stromsgate and Innisport. The road had been constructed almost entirely from cobblestone. Some sections remained under construction where the companions would have to make their way around the road crew through the open plain on either side.

      They met many travellers, mostly merchants, some who would stop them and try to peddle their wares. Ravak was fortunate and wise enough to stop a furrier as he passed. He sold all that he had left of his hides for a fair price. The companions used many of them as bedrolls and Ravak didn’t have the heart to request they return them for trade.

      They met Uuthor’s company of soldiers heading east to the Gnome Hills to defend the Gershmark Wall. They stopped to chat only briefly, but the commanding officer said they had strict orders from the Tower to make for Gershmark Wall with haste and to hold it in the event that the first line fell in the hidden eastern pass of the Mystpeaks.

      They came across farmers returning from market with young cattle, some carts filled with seed for those farmers who were planting late in the season. They passed by a troupe of travelling performers with a team of three covered wagons all brightly painted with streamers that waved and blew in the wind. Ravak had never seen the like of any of it before and became quite excited by the whole affair. He kept veering off the road as he turned about to excitedly ask another question of Postgaar about the people they passed by. The dwarf would scold him with a cuff in the head as he was about to walk into a passerby or off into the muck.

      “Watch yer step, lad. If ye lame this horse with me on its back, I'll cut ye down to size,” he shouted more than once that afternoon.

      They’d travelled until after supper when the companions reached the gates of the city of Stromsgate. The sun had sunk below the far side of the city and could now only be seen as the faintest purple light against the clouds on the horizon out over the Orcun Ocean. Ravak breathed in deeply with his eyes closed. He’d never seen or smelled the sea before and found himself quite pleased with it. The sound of the tide rolling in crashing on the rocks, the scent of the salty air, and the cawing of the shore birds as they swooped into the water every now and again for their evening meal. He thoroughly enjoyed himself in spite of all the responsibility that had befallen him of late.

      They encountered guards at the city gate. Teams of two greeted travelers as they made their way through the line up to the front. The entrance to the city of Stroms Gate consisted of a gatehouse with two tall, ironbound Rowenwood doors that were opened wide. Behind that, a raised portcullis hung opened. All manner of folk sought entrance to the capital city of Shaarn. Before long their turn came around.

      “State your name and business,” came the guard’s dry, rehearsed script.

      Manya and Turynn came forward.

      “Manya Silverleaf, Apprentice to Rostioff Fastelaine Arch Mage of Elemental Mastery at the Tower of High Sorcery on a commission for same. These are my companions.”

      Each introduced themselves in kind, the guard noted each of their faces, and a skinny little scribe that followed close wrote down their names in a ledger along with their weapons, the number of horses, and a few other notes of importance to the city watch. They were admitted after a couple more questions and headed into the city.

      Ravak’s head wheeled about like a child at the circus. He’d never seen anything like it. So many people were milling about them, especially beggars looking for coin. He gave out a few coppers before Postgaar slapped his hand when he went for his pouch again.

      “One o’ those buggers’ll cut yer throat for that purse if they see ye reachin’ for it so often, lad. Ye’ know not the boon yer lady friend made for ye there!”

      Ravak tucked the purse back into his hide coat and gazed up at the surrounding buildings. He’d seen the tall keep in the mountains, but this was something else. Row upon row of buildings all attached with only the occasional little alleyway to separate them. Down one he saw dark looking characters, who glanced out at him when they noticed his watching eyes. Down another he saw a cat with its head in a trash barrel. He saw people huddled and sleeping in heaps of junk as if they lived right there in the midst of the city on the cobblestone. There were rats scurrying about every which way. He’d seen the odd rat out in the country, but here in the city, they grew fat and bold. They seemed to be flourishing amongst the filth left behind by the citizens. High above he saw laundry hanging from lines all over the place, to the edge of the road on both sides ran an open sewage system that flowed with quite a force. He made sure not to let the horse step into it. The vigor of the flow kept the smell to a minimum.

      The scents were probably what caught his attention most. As they moved on, he could smell the contents of each and every shop they passed. First a tannery with all the harsh odors of chemicals the city folk used to tan hides, then a smoke shop with the sweet heady aromas of tobaccos from across the Land of Shaarn wafting out from within. Wealthy-looking men with velvet overcoats and great foppish hats plumed with feathers stood on the veranda of the shop smoking and talking. They wore fancy blouses under their overcoats and short shoes that came up tight around the ankle. They wore knicker-lengthed pants, a style Ravak had never before seen, but seemed to be the norm here in the city of Stromsgate.

      He had not expected to see so many beggars. Ravak had assumed all Southerners were rich on one level or another and that they would not be living as such. It disheartened him to see so many suffering while others stood close by adorned in wealth they didn’t seem willing to share with their downtrodden brethren.

      The roads of the city were countless and the path to the Tower of High Sorcery seemed endless to Ravak. They rode on through the streets for the better part of an hour. The sun had gone completely down and the roads grew dark. City watchmen were out and about lighting lanterns on the streets and keeping the bad men in dark places. They passed by an inn and tavern called the Pipe & Flagon. Manya noted that this was where they would be staying and the Tower was not at all far from where they were now.

      Finally the road turned upward and they moved along a rising arch of a bridge that overlooked the lower city. More of the ocean came into view as they climbed higher and higher. The starlight danced off the waves on the water in the night. Ravak could see the castle of the mayor. It looked a modest little keep in comparison to the great castle of the King of Castille behind it. The King’s castle towered over the city and was walled in again for further security.

      They rode past stables, guard posts, and the finer homes of merchants and lords of Castille. They marvelled at the great statue and fountain of King Strom, one of the kings of Castille from the First Age for which the city had been named.

      Finally they came upon the Tower. It stood just beyond the walls of the city as a sovereign state unto itself set apart from the Kingdom of Castille. A large wall housing the keep proper rose high into the air above the city, much higher than Dragon’s Maw, but with a lesser circumference. The craftsmanship of the building appeared obviously dwarven, but the money behind the construction did not belong to people seeking to immortalize themselves in stone as with Dragon’s Maw so it lacked the character of the grim dragon face on the front gates, the stone frescos, and the intricate carvings. It demonstrated construction of the latter part of the First Age when costs were higher due to wars and time was of the essence. Folk worried less about finery and more about getting the job done. The tower flew its banners high atop each spire and along its wall. At its gates, standards flew lit by torchlight at night. The standard of the Tower of High Sorcery displayed a tree, representing the forests of Shaarn. It stood on a field of green to symbolize the plains of Castille. A hand reached up where the roots of the tree should be to exemplify the Magi’s hands as the root of all power in the Land of Shaarn. In the back ground, a yellow sun rose up behind the tower, a symbol of the hope the Council of Magi offers to the people.

      The companions entered the Tower stables uneventfully. A guard had instructed Manya to take her companions directly to the chamber of Arch Mage Rostioff as soon as they were ready. A couple of apprentice magi escorted them to a washing room with little curtained off areas for guests arriving in numbers where they were able to wash quickly, have a drink of water, and douse themselves in a little perfume to cover the road stink for their meeting with Rostioff.

      Speaking with the guards and servants, Manya found out that Rostioff had assumed the role of Arch Mage in Danthalas’ stead. It didn’t surprise her to hear the news, as Rostioff was the natural choice for the position in her mind. She remained quite saddened at the loss of the loss of Danthalas. She admired him greatly and knew her master had even deeper feelings for the old elf.

      The companions walked the long winding halls of the tower upward to Rostioff’s chambers. Many of the doors were closed. From behind some, they could here talking and laughing as students settled in for the night. They passed the library and Ravak had to pause. He’d never before seen a library and didn’t even really know what he looked at. So many books and even at this late hour, so well lit. Manya grabbed his arm.

      “Come, sweetness. We’ll have a closer look on the morrow. We must meet with Rostioff now and ensure those eggs are being properly cared for.”

      She guided him back down the hall to catch up with the others. They arrived at the entry to the Arch Mage’s chambers. The clerk had retired for the night and the hall sat dark, the doors closed and locked. Manya rapped on the great dragonhead knocker that hung there. It came to life and blinked its serpentine eye as it looked about at them.

      “State your business,” it said coldly.

      “Manya to see...” The dragon knocker cut her short, “Manya, Arch Mage Rostioff has been expecting you. You may enter.” The lock on the door let out a clank as it came undone.

      Manya opened it and stepped into the chamber. Rostioff sat in a large chair by the fire with a glass of Elven Bourbon on the table next to him, a great pipe at his lip. Smoke gently rose into the air about his head. He read from a volume of The Annals of Dragon Husbandry trying to better understand the rearing of the young they would soon have.

      “Manya, Turynn, I see you and your companions made it safe and sound, Excellent! Excellent! You must be exhausted from your ride. Come and sit. I’ll send out for some supper to be brought in.”

      “No, master, we must talk and then we won’t burden you any further this night. We’ll stay at the Pipe & Flagon down the road for tonight.”

      “Certainly, but you know you and your company are always welcome here, my dear.”

      “I know, but they’ll leave early for Hilltop and I want to spend one last evening of pleasure in their company before we get down to the business of war.”

      She looked to Ravak timidly as she spoke and blushed slightly. She felt the warmth in her cheeks and forehead and hoped no one had noticed.

      “Speak your mind.”

      “Firstly, are the eggs safe?”

      “Yes, in the dungeon. We have an apprentice and Warrior Priests on guard all day and night. They are being kept warm with small fires and pots of steaming water. It’s like a sauna down there, but from the tomes we read this was the best environment for them to simulate their mother’s body heat.”

      “They’ve been nourished with the arcane energy they require?” she inquired.

      “Yes, thrice daily as per The Annals of Dragon Husbandry we have in the library. I have a volume here. Manya, you needn’t worry. They have been properly cared for awaiting your return. First thing in the morning I expect you back here to begin the ritual feedings that will induce a hasty growth and hatching. The future of Shaarn depends on it. Your old master knows a thing or two about dragons. I may not be the Drake Vardar of Shaarn, but I can read well enough. They are cared for as best we could in your absence.”

      “Yes, of course. As for my companions here, I plan to send them back by way of Hilltop on the morrow once they have had sufficient time to rest, gather supplies, and re-arm themselves.”

      “You plan to send us back to Hilltop?” Turynn asked in a snarky tone. “Just when did you plan to let us know you weren’t coming home with us?” He stood with his arms crossed on his chest, brow furrowed with frustration.

      “Turynn, I assumed you’d take it for granted that with my new title as Drake Vardar, you’d understand my needing to stay with the clutch of eggs and nurture them to adulthood. This is my life now.”

      “What about the inn? Your curios shop? You’re just throwing that all away now?”

      “No, but this is very important. I know it’s difficult to grasp the full picture now, but a war is coming and we need the dragons. Before all else, I must fulfill my duty and play my part in all this as Drake Vardar to the people of Shaarn for the very future of the land may depend upon my success with these dragonlings. Please understand. We can discuss it further at the Pipe & Flagon in a little while.”

      She turned her attentions back to Rostioff and the two of them walked slowly out onto the balcony, talking of dragons and hatchings and incubation temperatures, and then the whispering began. The companions grew impatient, hungry, and tired. Finally Manya and Rostioff made their way back inside. Rostioff asked them all to sit round the table of the Council to address them.

      “We are headed into dangerous times. Only yesterday did I dispatch two large armies to the north and to the east of here. Manya tells me you met with a smaller detachment I sent out to the Gnome Hills to defend the great wall at Gershmark from the goblins should our primary force in the hidden pass fail. Of you four men, I wish to commission your services as scouts and messengers.”

      “Scouts and messengers? Nay, I’m headed back to Stonehammer to fight alongside my people. I have a wee faerie totin’ along somewhere in the shadows and have been commissioned by Daria, Lady of the Faerie Wood, to ensure my people forge the Lichslayer weapons to help you win your war,” said Postgaar.

      “I will still require your service in the company of these men further before this war is through. For now, tell me of your commission from the Lady of the Faerie Wood. We had thought Daria had gone mad as she hadn’t communed with us in decades now.”

      Postgaar and Turynn tried their best to convey the tale of what had happened to them and showed Rostioff the Poke of Passage. Postgaar produced the recipe for the magickal Mithril blades Daria had called Lichslayers. Rostioff skimmed it over, intrigued at the formula the old witch had devised. Next Postgaar drew forth the odd little buzzing whistle and summoned the faerie. She showed herself with a wisp into the room and a wave of her hand and she flitted back out again through the open balcony doors, leaving behind her a gently glittering trail of faerie dust.

      They told him of the Copper Dragon Orb Daria had and how she’d told them of her search for the others and that she’d been certain of their where abouts. Rostioff took it all in nodding and contemplating the news.

      “It would seem we have the welcome aid of a powerful new ally. Turynn, may I take one of those passage marbles? I will speak with Daria this night whilst you all slumber. If she indeed has in her possession a Dragon Orb and can help us locate the others, your job as scouts and messengers will not be required. I will send apprentices to find the remaining orbs before Graxxen’s forces do.”

      “Master, if there is nothing else for this evening, we’ll take our leave of you, but first I wish to see the eggs once before we retire back to the Pipe & Flagon.”

      “Certainly, I’ll accompany you. In fact, we’ll all go.”

      Rostioff led them all out and down the winding hallways and staircases. Postgaar estimated it at ten levels below the surface. The companions were all very weary from their long day of travel and the stairs seemed to go on forever. Down into the deepest dungeon and past many a seasoned and hardened guard. Rostioff may have sent off an army to defend the land, but he had left plenty of them here to defend the clutch.

      At last they arrived at the door to the hatchery. Rostioff unlocked the three locks on the door knocked and asked for the bars to be removed from the inside as well. He then chanted quietly under his breath and removed the final charm that held the door in the form of a Mystic Lock spell that only he knew the trigger words for. A white sigil appeared in the air before the door briefly and then disappeared, signifying Rostioff had dispelled his magick and they could enter the chamber.

      Manya stepped through first with her eyes wide in wonder. A great relief swept over her to see that so many eggs saved. She did a quick count of twenty-four in total. She went around gently rapping on the eggs with her knuckles and listening to them in turn. The companions stood watching intently for a few moments and then Turynn, Postgaar, and Kaldrinn retired to sit in the hall and wait, preferring the cool stone hallway to the hot steamy hatchery. Only Ravak stayed, enthralled with the whole affair and quite eager to be the first of his people to ride a dragon since the end of both the First Age of Shaarn and of the Dragon Rider Clan of old. Manya knocked on one of the eggs and rose with a start.

      “What is it?” asked Rostioff.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say this one is ready to hatch.” She gave another little knock on the egg and this time it jumped.

      “Sure enough it is! It would seem Graxxen did a better job at fostering these eggs than we’d thought,” she exclaimed. She put her ear to the egg and shushed them all. “Ravak, if you don’t mind, might I borrow one of your axes a moment?”

      “Of course.” He handed one to her.

      She used the heel of the axe to rap a tiny little hole into the shell. The little beast within was driven to a fit. The fight began. Rostioff, Ravak, and Manya gently and quickly moved the other eggs aside to let the little dragonling fight for freedom. If the creature was not strong enough to break free of the thick dragon egg shell, it would likely not be strong enough to survive on its own in life. The rap on the shell simulated the mother dragon’s one bit of aide that she instinctually offered her young in cracking the shell to help begin the hatching process.

      The egg rocked violently as the little beast threw its legs into the shell. The crack grew wide and split into many smaller cracks around the tiny hole Manya had chipped into the surface. The hard kicking continued from within until finally the little dragonling tipped the egg right off its makeshift nest and it cracked on the floor.

      The fighting stopped for a moment and then resumed again. Crack! Crack! Crack! It was the creature’s beaked snout that was banging at shell. His tiny beak popped through the shell and he began to growl and hiss. His little forked tongue could be seen flitting in and out as he broke off tiny pieces of the shell with his beak. The hole was big enough now that a little clawed fore claw could be seen reaching out. It began to pull at and crack away pieces of the shell until finally a small, milky eye emerged. It looked out at them all and went silent for a second, then cried out a tiny very non-threatening dragon roar.

      Crack! Crack! Crack! The dragonling was kicking at the shell again to send another ripple of cracks through it. Crack! Crack! Crunch! This time both of its legs pushed fully through the bottom of the shell and it stood up. The whole scene appeared quite comical to see the egg standing up on its own with a little beak growling and hissing at the top. The dragonling stumbled around this way and that with the trio watching in awe.

      Ravak called out to the others, “Come in here! You’ve got to see this!”

      They entered the room with very sleepy and disinterested faces until they saw the egg walking about the room crashing into this and that as the three already in the room and the guard posted in the hatchery all tried to keep it from knocking into the other eggs. They all made a circle about the egg and watched with great amusement as the dragonling worked to be free. Finally it tipped back and landed hard on the rough-cut slate floor, cracking in half. Before them all lay a very roly-poly red female dragonling. Manya pointed out the female genitalia as the dragonling lay kicking on its back, trying to right itself.

      “Well, that’s not quite what I had in mind,” said Rostioff disappointedly. “I’d hoped for a male to fertilize the other eggs and speed things along.”

      Ravak knelt on the ground next to the little red dragonling clearing the goop from her eyes. He had a hand on her neck and his fingers in her mouth, pulling out bits of shell and mucous. He pulled out a big glob of crud and shell and she let out a happy little cry as she breathed in a big gulp of air, snuggling in close to him. He held her so she just assumed him to be her mother. Manya rushed to his side and wrapped the top half of the little dragonling in her cloak. In spite of the great heat and humidity in the room, the door sat open and the little dragonling shivered with the slight draft that entered the hatchery.

      “Shut the door.”

      Manya cradled the dragonling as best she could from the midsection up and Ravak moved over to close the door.

      “Manya, you will raise her to adulthood for me. We’ll teach her the ways of honor and righteousness and when she is grown, I shall ride her in combat with one of Postgaar’s fine Mithril Lichslayer axes to put an end to Graxxen and his Dracolich. I shall name her Blaze.” Ravak rubbed her head and she cooed up at him.

      No one said a word to this, not even Rostioff. He trusted Manya and he knew the Winter Wolf to be wise beyond his seasons. Maybe, just maybe, this was the man to tame and ride their first dragon. After all, he had it in his blood.

      They all gathered close and smiled as they talked and laughed. They’d forgotten about how weary they were from the road, no longer grumbling. The dragonling gave them hope they might one day win the war.
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