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Udor Firefist sat at his workbench, in his private chamber, and stared at hammers, axes, shields, armor, swords, and various other implements of war that lined the walls. His bench-top was clear of his work tools, they hung neatly on wall-hooks, but the stone table retained the stains of thousands of jobs, tens of thousands, who knew how many? He looked longingly from one implement to the next and then put his fire-blackened right hand to one of the four platinum and gold bands, encrusted with rubies, emeralds, and diamonds, which circled the gray beard that he spent over fifty years cultivating since he gave up his apprenticeship robes all those years ago. It seemed like a blink of the eye to him now as he gazed at five thousand years of work produced by the finest metal smiths of Craggen Steep. “Five thousand years,” he said with a quiet voice, and he frowned deeply although his heavy beard hid most indications of such.
The title of metal smith was the most prestigious in all of Craggen Steep and the most common. Young dwarf boys of promise generally applied to the Guild at the age of eight and worked their way through the various stages of apprenticeship and then on to craftsman and, hopefully, eventually arrived at the class of fully invested Edos, or First Class Metal Smith. Even then there were levels of delineation as the various metals within the great mountain, iron, copper, steel and more, were of greater or lesser esteem. The pinnacle of achievement was to become the Master Edos of the Deep Forge, or the First Edos. Udor was now in the thirty-fifth year of his reign at the top of the heap and yet he still felt restless, eager.
His room, as he thought of it after so long, was not the only place where the relics of the great dwarf citadel resided. There was the Hall of Relics, the Chamber of Hovslaag, the High Council Chamber, but this room, the chamber of the First Edos, technically the most powerful dwarf in the mountain, was his and his alone. The others were for the public and for ceremony where the great relics of the realm were displayed. This place, his room, was the spot where the weapons of war created by previous office holders rested. Here resided weapons crafted by his predecessors, the dwarves who sat in this very chair over the last five thousand years. Near the end of their reign each chose a single item to hang on its wall before he retired. The room itself now housed a dozen side chambers built solely to accommodate the ever growing armory. Nowadays Udor spent very little time in the workroom. His days were filled with management of the Deep Forge, concerns about which craftsman should be promoted to edos, which apprentice should move to craftsman, and all the other mundane tasks of his job. It was perhaps once every two years of late that he had time to come to this room to design, to plan, and then to the Deep Forge to create. In the last ten years this glacial pace slowed even further, and Udor spent most of his time wooing the powers that be in Craggen Steep as he tried to achieve one political goal after the next. He sighed deeply once again and his hidden frown deepened.
He remembered when he first came to this room as an apprentice and stared in wide-eyed wonder at the relics on the walls. He was forced to memorize the history of each relic and five thousand years is a long, long time. Soon enough he grew used to them and didn’t think twice about the dwarves who crafted them, the ancient history they represented. When he became First Edos he was too young to think about his retirement, of what weapon he wanted to hang on these walls. He was a child then; a portrait on his desk reminded him of that fact daily. The artist, he remembered, was an elf, brought into the hidden city blindfolded. Eventually a larger version of the same portrait would have a place in First Edos Hall. Although he suspected his might find some adjacent corridor reserved for those who didn’t accomplish great things. He didn’t sigh this time but his shoulders slumped ever further and his body seemed to shrink in upon itself.
He gazed for a long time and occasionally blinked his languid black eyes, covered by his bushy gray eyebrows, and gave off a soft sigh at regular intervals. A slight tap at the door broke into his reverie and he looked at the thick wood gateway adorned with steel bands and these decorated with gemstones and gold filigree. Wood was rare in Craggen Steep, stone and metal were the choice material of most artisans, but here, in the office of the First Edos, expensive things were the norm, not the exception. “What?” he said although he already knew what waited on the other side of the door.
“Edos Udor,” came a plaintive voice an octave higher than a young dwarf should have and just barely audible. “They are waiting.”
Udor sighed again and looked one last time around the office before wearily getting to his feet, limping over to the door as his gout-ridden left foot shouted out in protest, and giving the handle a sudden yank.
Young Fierfelm Sunspire almost fell into the room when the door opened but managed to catch his balance at the last moment. “Edos Udor,” he said in the same little voice. “They are waiting, all of them. This is your big day, why aren’t you in your fineries?” He was small for a dwarf with blue eyes and from one of the lesser families. Many criticized Udor when he picked the young Fierfelm as chief apprentice. He remembered the ridicule at the High Council clearly. “How could you, of all people, pick someone from an inferior genetic line?” was the question he heard most frequently and persistently to this day. Perhaps it was that decision, only a year ago, which started the spiraling end of his career as First Edos. Certainly the three most powerful families, the Blackirons, the Drawhammers, and his own clan, the Firefists did not approve. It was common for the chief apprentice to inherit the mantle of First Edos and he was getting up in years. But, damn it, young Fierfelm was far and away the best of the litter; he had creativity, drive, and stamina. Too often the rigid social structure of Craggen Steep caused those best suited for a job to lose out to traditions that had roots as deep as the mountain.
“First Edos, your fineries,” repeated the lad with wide eyes. “The High Council is to honor you for your service these last fifty years.”
Udor looked down at the heavy smock, horribly stained from decades of use and inherited from the First Edos before him, and ran his hands down the front slowly and softly. “These are my fineries,” he said at last and his craggy face broke into a smile that revealed almost a complete set of platinum teeth, embedded with gemstones. “I’ve been an edos for almost fifty years and First Edos of the Deep Forge for the last thirty-five of those. If I’m to be given any award I’ll wear my uniform. Do you have a problem with that, apprentice Fierfelm?”
“No, First Edos,” said the young dwarf his little beard no more than a few inches long, his eyes grew wide, and his hand trembled. “You should … you can … it is not for me to say …” and eventually his voice softened to the point of inaudibility.
“What is the finest item on those walls?” asked the old dwarf with a quick gesture to the walls of the workroom.
“It … it … it’s … I don’t …,” stumbled the young apprentice as his hand began to tremble with even more violence.
“Calm yourself boy, this is not a test. There is no right answer. Just tell me what you think.”
The boy’s fear washed away like a piece of debris in one of the swift underground streams that flowed deep within the mountain and he looked again, this time more closely, and took a few steps into the room. His blue eyes were wide and his finger came to his lips as he paused before a massive sword that only a giant might wield, and then moved further into the room to examine each of the four walls with careful consideration. He did not bother to look down the extra corridors for all the best items were here, in the main room. “The Axe of Five,” he finally offered as his voice deepened slightly although it cracked on the word five.
“Where was that forged and by whom,” said Edos Udor as he came up to stand next to the boy and look at the heavy handled axe that adorned the wall. “You can read the plaque if you don’t know it by heart, this isn’t a test, today at least,” he continued with a gentle smile.
“I know it,” said young Fierfelm with a fiery glance at Udor. He turned to look up at the man who had served as his master for the last year of his apprenticeship. The man who picked him from a hundred other young dwarves working the bellows at the two dozen high forges in the great mountain. There were other forges as well but they were for personal use, for dwarves not chosen to be an apprentice as boys. Fierfelm took in his breath, stood up straight, pulled the sleeves of his red jerkin tight, “First Edos Uromos Firefist forged it seven hundred years ago at the Deep Forge as a gift for a human who saved his son’s life in battle.”
Udor nodded his head slowly and fingered the impossibly valuable bands at his beard again, “How is it here in the First Edos’s chamber then?”
Fierfelm did not pause, “The human passed it to his son who passed it to his son who was killed by hobgoblins in western realms. Our agents went seeking it then and brought it back to Craggen Steep …,” here the boy paused, closed his eyes, and tapped his chin for a moment.
“It’s not a test,” repeated Udor.
“No, First Edos, I know the answer, they recovered it eighty-five years ago from a grave. They returned it to Craggen Steep where the Antiquarians Guild confirmed it and placed it on the wall as First Edos Uromos requested.”
“Enough,” said Udor with a smile and a nod of his head as he patted the boy’s back. “This is not a test. Now, tell me, in the Chamber of Hovslaag where all our most important and powerful items are kept. What item there do you think the most potent?”
The young boy didn’t have to think this time as he immediately blurted out his answer, “The great Shield of Dar Drawhammer who used it to defeat Gazadum. It was he who freed us from slavery to the elementals!”
Again Udor nodded his head, “And who made that particular item and when?”
“Hovslaag the earth elemental at the Deep Forge but that was before it was the Deep Forge, it was the Forge of Hovslaag then, and we were just slaves.”
Udor frowned as he looked at the young apprentice whom he chose as the most promising of the lot. “And, finally young Fierfelm, where on any of those walls hangs something that I’ve forged?”
The young dwarf eyes began blinking rapidly and he turned to look up at his master, “But, First Edos, you are still master of the Deep Forge, your relic is yet to be hung.”
“Exactly right,” said Udor. “Your answer haunts me. For thirty-five years I’ve had exclusive use of the Deep Forge where Gazadum sat on his throne and shaped the world for years beyond comprehension. The very heat of the first fire elemental which burns hot and strong to this day and yet I’ve produced no great weapon, no legendary shield, nothing; my life is now almost over and I will be eased out of my position soon. That’s what this little ceremony is all about Fierfelm. You should remember that because someday you might be part of a similar event.”
“No, that’s not true Edos!” said the young dwarf his jaw jutting forward and his blue eyes burning with intensity. “You are the finest First Edos since Uromos and your weapons and shields are used by every dwarf champion in the world.”
“That is kind of you to say,” Udor said as he patted the boy on the back again. “But we cannot deny the truth. I’ve forged a few good weapons in my day but nothing to hang next to these,” he said with an expansive wave of his arms. “Nothing to go into the Chamber of Hovslaag. Nothing of any great importance.”
“What about the Blackiron Sword?” said Fierfelm. “It was used it to break the Staff of Faelom in the battle of the Ten Kings. I’ve seen the staff in the Hall of Relics, they say it was fashioned from the remnants of Onod the First after Hezfer the Blue Flame consumed him at the Battle of Tor Saragun.”
“Onod the First. The first and most powerful of the tree shepherds,” mused Udor quietly as his hand once again went to the bands around his beard. This time they tapped the valuable metal at an agitated pace. “I never considered the Staff of Faelom. It’s not dwarf made, ensorcelled by the elves for their king all those years ago. Faelom infused much of his own great power into it before it was broken in half. You know,” went on the First Edos with a glance at Fierfelm, “the shepherds were our allies back then, when we defeated the elementals. Without their help we never would have gained our freedom. I can’t even remember how the burned remains of Onod ended up in the hands of those pretty boy elves in the first place. But, no matter, no matter at all. The Staff of Faelom. The half we have, the bottom half, how long would you say it is?”
Fierfelm shrugged his shoulders, raised his hands and held them apart, “About like that.”
“A little too long for a battle axe handle. A little too short for a war axe, wouldn’t you agree?” said the First Edos.
“I suppose so, First Edos” said Fierfelm with raised eyebrows and a puzzled expression written all over his face. “Yes, that seems true.”
“But just about right for a hammer, a double-handed war hammer,” said Udor as his hands began to move up and down the bands around his beard with great rapidity, and his eyes suddenly blazed brightly. “Have you ever been to the Chamber of Gazadum?”
The boy shook his head silently.
“Come with me,” said the First Edos and strode out the door into the great Deep Forge where the heat of the first fire elemental still burned all these thousands of years later. He led the boy down a massive corridor at least twenty feet wide and more than twice that in height. The red marble floor shone like glass and the intricate patterns: little hammers, maces, shields, anvils, and swords seemed to dance as if alive in the bright light provided by brightly glowing stones embedded into the walls. The little dwarves seemed completely out of place in the immense hallway, but nevertheless they eventually arrived at a huge door made of a single piece of wrought iron with the design of a flame etched into it. The door handle, a massive steel eagle with folded wings that looked imperiously out at the world, stood some fifteen feet high on the door. The flame on the door actually seemed to flicker with heat as they approached and Fierfelm slowed a good twenty paces before they arrived, staring with his eyes wide and his mouth open.
“I’m not sure that I’m allowed …,” started Fierfelm but his hands did not tremble and his blue eyes sparkled brightly even in the glare of the brightly lit hallway.
“I make the rules here,” said Udor firmly, fiddling under his smock, pulling out a heavy iron key and winking at the young apprentice. “Get me that ladder over there,” he said and pointed to the corner where an iron ladder rested. It was on wheels and Fierfelm slid it over to the center of the door with an easy motion. Udor dashed up the ladder like a young boy, put they key into the lock of the door, and turned it with a sharp snap. He clamored back down the ladder and shoved it gently which sent it back to its original location. He paused, glanced at Fierfelm with a funny sort of grin, and then pushed the massive door open with a gentle touch of his right hand. It swung open as easily as a feather blows in a soft breeze.
“The Chamber of Gazadum,” he said in a hushed voice. Past the huge door stood a chamber that simply dwarfed even the massive hallway that led up to it. The floor was perfectly polished red marble with veins of fire that seemed to actually blaze across it, the domed ceiling was at least two hundred feet above them. In the center of the chamber stood a massive iron throne with a seat fifty feet above the ground and forty feet from side to side, but Udor did not go towards this. Instead he moved quickly, his gout apparently forgotten, to the other side of the chamber where a smallish iron chest sat on the floor against the back wall, its lid closed.
Udor looked back at Fierfelm who, after hesitating briefly, followed on his heels. Udor smiled again as he started to reach forward, but then suddenly stopped and patted his smock, his pants, and his pockets for a moment before he found a thick set of heavy leather gloves that emanated a greenish glow. “Don’t touch the chest,” he said to the young apprentice, a look of seriousness on his face as he pulled on the gloves. “It’s not locked but it is well protected.”
“I won’t,” whispered Fierfelm and leaned over to watch as the First Edos put on the gloves, reached down, and carefully lifted the lid of the nondescript chest. Inside something glowed with the deepest of reds, so red as to be almost black, like a piece of molten metal just out of the smelter.
“Kanoner,” said Udor and after a moment Fierfelm made out the head of the massive hammer. The thing had no hilt or any adornments other than a few runes burned deeply into it, and these the boy could not read. “This was the first creation at the Deep Forge by someone other than Hovslaag. Edos Orin Firefist made it after we defeated Gazadum and took this place as our own. You’ve seen the heat of the Deep Forge. That’s the residual heat from Gazadum over five thousand years after he fled. Can you imagine what it was like on the day that Dar Drawhammer led our warriors here for the first time, to the Forge of Hovslaag? Imagine it. All that you know did not exist; Craggen Steep our hidden citadel was the seat of power for the great Gazadum back then, Tor Balog they called it, the Mountain of Destiny. This was the first thing to come from the Deep Forge. So hot that no edos has ever been able to mate a handle to it and believe me many have tried. The best have tried but no one has succeeded. They say the heart of Gazadum beats within.”
“What are you going to do?” said Fierfelm his eyes wide, and he suddenly realized he wasn’t breathing.
Udor paused for a single heartbeat and then a grim smile came to his face, “Go to the High Council; tell them the ceremony is postponed. Go to the other master edoses and tell them the Deep Forge is closed, closed for at least a year. Then go to the Hall of Relics, smash the case where the Staff of Faelom rests, bring it to me!”
The young dwarf hesitated for the briefest of moments and thought to suggest to Udor that such an action might well get him in quite a bit of trouble, of the capital kind, but one look at the dwarf, his eyes ablaze, squelched any protest in its infancy. “Yes, master Udor. It will be done.”
“I’m telling you,” said a young dwarf with broad shoulders and a dull but excited expression on his face as he sat the heavy stone table and set a thick pewter mug down with a thump. “It’s just sitting there. No guards, no wards, no nothing. It’s there for the taking!” He wore a light blue tunic stitched with the symbol of an anvil along the chest and one yellow bar across the right sleeve. His eyes were a dark brown that approached black and he wore a sloppy fishtail braid that held his hair in check although a number of strands seemed to have escaped. His beard was short and banded by only a single bronze hoop with a tiny yellowish gemstone in the center that was so small it almost blended into invisibility.
“Do you think there’s a reason for that?” said a petite halfling girl at the chair to his right as she took a sip of an emerald liquid from a dainty little glass with a long stem. Her long blonde hair reached down to her waist and she winked at the third member of the party, a young dwarf, who sat opposite her at the table. Her eyes were a strange golden yellow with tiny little pupils of darkest black. She wore a colorful blouse of thick wool embroidered with little hammers and bellows of pink and blue.
“Who cares if there’s a reason,” said the first dwarf picking up his own mug that was filled with a dark brown fluid that made a sloshing sound as he poured a generous amount down his throat. The mug had the picture of a tall mountain in bas relief on its side and he slammed it to the table with a powerful crash. “It’s the Hammer of Fire! It’s ours for the taking if we want it. We’ll head west to Das’von, join Corancil’s invasion army, and make names for ourselves, and riches too!”
“Maybe you should consider why the hammer isn’t guarded,” said the third member of the gathering. He was also a dwarf although taller than his companion but with unbraided hair that barely reached the back of his neck. He wore a similar blue tunic as the first dwarf, although in place of the single yellow band there were three red stripes atop a blue chevron. “There might be a good reason.” His beard was short and carefully cropped with no band whatsoever.
At the tables around them sat dozens more dwarves with similar blue tunics although a few red and orange jerkins stood out in the crowd. The place was noisy and the loud tones of the first dwarf barely rose above the general din. A long bar stood against the far wall and half a dozen dwarf girls, each wearing a silver tunic with gold stitching around the sleeves in the pattern of interlacing fire tongs, scurried back and forth to it with alternately full and empty trays. Behind the bar three stout dwarves with heavy jerkins worked back and forth between sets of taps that dispensed frothy fluid when they pulled the levers.
“It’s because the thing is hot as a fire log and has been ever since it was made,” said the burly first dwarf, and pounding his fist on the thick stone table which did not shake even slightly. “Haven’t you been listening to what I’ve been saying?”
“I’ve become accustomed to tuning out your hair-brained schemes, Brogus,” said the tall dwarf with the short beard and raised his hand to one of the pretty dwarf girls. This one carried a heavy pitcher made of iron with thick handles crafted to look like an eagle, “Layla, our friend here needs another one to clear his mind.”
“I do need another one to clear my mind,” said the other dwarf as a large grin came across his face revealing a set of brown stained teeth, “but that doesn’t mean I don’t need another one, Dol.”
“As long as you’re buying,” said the halfling girl, holding out her suddenly empty little glass to the waitress, and giving a wink with her strange yellow eyes to Brogus.
“Oh no, no you don’t, Milli. That elf wine of yours costs more than my apprenticeship pays in a week. If you want another glass then pay yourself,” said Brogus with a shake of his head and a single slam of his fist on the table. This time the heavy blow caused the glasses to wobble slightly and some of Dol’s drink, still all but full, tipped over and spilled out with a gentle splash.
The halfling girl smiled, flipped her long hair, and in a trifling two young dwarf apprentices, their overalls washed clean, were over at the table, “I’ll buy for you, Milli,” they said in tandem as if practiced.
“Shut up!” said the first dwarf who wore one of the few orange cloaks in the tavern. His hair was red, tied back in a square 4-band braid, and held together by four golden clasps shaped like hammers. On his left sleeve three silver bands with two chevrons underneath showed and his beard came down almost to mid-chest. “I’m the senior and you’ll not interfere.”
“You may be senior at the forge but you can’t order me about here at Thokum’s,” said the taller of the two. He wore one of the blue jerkins although the bands and chevrons on his sleeves were more numerous than Dol’s. He shouldered the smaller dwarf aside and smiled at Milli, revealing teeth almost black from standing too close to the iron smelter. It was a common ailment among dwarves and wealthier members of the society often replaced their teeth with precious stones and solid gold.
Milli smiled winsomely and winked at him with one yellow eye, her long eyelashes fluttering briefly. “I was hoping someone brave enough might order me another drink.”
The stout dwarf smiled at her with goofy grin on his face, and this moment of inattention was all his companion needed as he landed a heavy blow to the side of his friend’s head. This bigger dwarf stumbled sideways for half a second but then turned to his competitor still grinning but no longer in pleasure. He licked his lip and a trickle of blood came to his tongue. With a single motion he stepped forward and pushed the smaller dwarf with a quick extension of both his hands. The shorter dwarf braced his legs in anticipation of the blow and only rocked back on his heels slightly before he stepped forward and grabbed the bigger one by the lapels. “I’m your superior and you’ll do as I say wherever we are!”
“Every single time, Milli,” said Dol lifting his mug and pushing back and away from the table.
“What did I do?” said Milli, and held her hands up as she smiled from ear to ear. Her eyes twinkled as she turned her body slightly to get a better view of the two dwarves, now chin to chin and glaring at one another.
“I’ll buy the drink,” said the little one with the orange cloak as the two began to wrestle wildly. After a few moments the little one got the big one in headlock and drove him forward and into Dol’s chair. The bigger dwarf hit not the back of the chair, as was intended, but Dol’s shoulder. He cannoned off the short-haired dwarf, and fell over backwards to the stone floor as his eyes rolled back in his head and lay there unmoving.
Dol balanced his drink in one hand and shook his head as he looked once again at Milli. “You do this on purpose, every time.” The heavy blow to his shoulder went apparently all but unnoticed.
The winner staggered back, his hair disheveled, one of the braids loose in his hair, and smiled dazedly at Milli. “I’ll drink that get now,” he said and staggered off towards the bar giving a cheerful smile towards the halfling girl, “I’ve got it all taken care of.”
“See, that’s my point!” said Brogus and pointed to the vanquished apprentice on the floor who gave off a little groan. “We’ve got Dol on our side. His skin is as thick as a brick and you’ve seen him carry hot coals from the fire in his closed fist. That mother of his must have been made of ironwood.”
The young dwarf in question raised his eyes and stared at Brogus and held his gaze for several seconds before he spoke in steady, even tones, “My grandfather was a tree shepherd.”
“Grandfather, mother, uncle, cousin, what does it matter?” said Brogus as he stood up and looked down at Dol with his eyes shining intensely and his fists clenched in front of him. “You’ve skin as thick and tough as any dwarf ever born and you could take …,” he seemed prepared to continue but a kick under the table from Milli stopped him in mid-sentence.
“Sit down and listen for once,” she said her smile gone and with a slight little twitch of her nose. “Brogus, just because everyone says you’re stupid doesn’t mean you have to act stupid all the time.”
Brogus stared defiantly at her for half a second but was unable to maintain the gaze, sat down with a thump, and rubbed his ankle through the thick hide boot on his foot. “You’ve got sharp little toes for such a pretty thing,” he said in a lowered tone and with a glance at Milli.
Milli smiled and the slightest hint of red came to her cheeks, “Brogus, do you think that just because it’s mainly apprentices and a few craftsmen here that there aren’t spies for the elders, the High Council members?” she said in a softer tone.
“I … I got excited,” said Brogus with his lips pursed and his chin tucked down into his thick neck. “Think of what we can do with the hammer! You’ll always be a foreigner here, a prisoner, I’m not smart enough to get far, and Dol … he’s … you know … a half-breed.”
“Brogus!” said Milli, her eyes came together and her hands slapped down on the table. “Don’t say that.”
“Why not?” said Dol with a shrug of his shoulders and in that same even tone. “It’s true enough, isn’t it?”
“It’s not that you’re a half-breed,” said Milli and folded her arms across her lithe chest. “It’s what half-breed means to the dwarves of Craggen Steep. To them it means you’re inferior by blood; that you can never do anything as well as a dwarf and that just isn’t true. You can sit there with no expression on your face and speak in a monotone all you want but you have to face the reality of what it means to be a half-breed,” she continued and stomped a foot on the stone floor of the tavern. “When you call yourself a half-breed you’re calling yourself inferior to the lowest born dwarf. And you know that’s just not true. It’s not even close to being true. You know you’re better than any of them, better than the Firefists, better than the Blackirons, and better than any old Drawhammer too! Tell me I’m wrong, go on, tell me!”
Dol stared at the pretty girl without blinking and finally shook his head although he remained resolutely silent on the subject.
“Nothing to say,” said Milli shaking her head which sent her long blonde hair swirling about. “That’s Dol for you. Not happy to get a promotion, not sad to be passed over. Just a block of wood. But, you remember this Mr. Delius, you remember that I know better. There’s a heart beating under your skin, not wood, and I know it. Someday you’ll know it too.”
Silence engulfed the trio. At a nearby table sat an older dwarf, his beard nearly a foot long and with three gold bands, a middle aged dwarf woman with graying hair tied back in a long ponytail, and two young girls who giggled at one another and stole surreptitious glances at Dol and his friends. The girls, no more than six or seven, looked to the table where they seemed fixated on Dol, then at each other where the covered their mouths as they giggled, and then back at the table where the three sat.
After a few more moments of silence between the three at the table the winner of the brawl returned and interrupted the silence. He put a little glass filled with an emerald liquid down in front of the halfling girl. “Here you go, Milli,” he said with a broad smile and a quick glance to the dwarf who still lay on the floor giving off little groans now and again.
“Thank you … was it Otis?” she asked, giving him just the slightest of passing glances before turning her attention back to her companions.
“Umm … no, it’s Grephuk, Grephuk Ironspike, I’m a master apprentice in the upper forge. We met once at a party that ….” He replied but Milli cut him off.
“Well, I almost remembered, you’re a real dear, thank you ever so much but could you leave me and my friends alone for just a moment.”
The dwarf stared at the two young men at the table with narrowed eyes and a curled lip that was already showing signs of swelling from the recent fight, “Well, ok, but if you need anything you just ask for Grephuk Ironspike, all right? I’m master apprentice at the upper forge, right?”
Milli nodded her head distractedly, “Of course I will, Ironside was it?”
“Ironspike … Grephuk Ironspike, I’m a master apprentice,” he repeated and pointed to the bands on his sleeve. “That’s what the orange means. Blue means junior apprentice,” he continued emphasizing the word junior and gazing at the two dwarves at the table.
“I’ve lived in Craggen Steep long enough to know what colored jerkins means what,” said Milli and turned to face the dwarf with a roll of her eyes and a withering glance. “Are you saying I don’t know one grade from the next?”
“No, no, I didn’t … I mean,” started the dwarf as he backed away from the table in little stutter steps, “I just … what I meant to say …,” he tried to continue but Milli turned her back to him and he stood there stammering for a little while, then bent down to help his friend up, and the two retreated back to the bar arm in arm.
Dol watched the dwarves go and then turned back to the table and Milli and Brogus, “I don’t like to admit it,” he said in a quiet voice with the slightest inflexion of sadness.
“Admit what,” said Brogus, having lost track of the conversation and wearing a quizzical expression on his youthful face. “What don’t you like to admit?”
“Actions should determine promotion,” he said looking down at the table and shaking his head. “Those who do well make promotion, those who don’t get left behind.”
“But, what don’t you want to admit?” said Brogus again as he leaned forward in his seat and put his hands on the thick stone table. “Either you don’t talk at all or you talk in riddles, Dol.”
“That I might be …,” started Dol.
At this second, before he could say that last terrible word, one of the young dwarf girls at the nearby table dashed across the divide between the two groups, snatched at Dol’s hair with a quick motion, and then ran back to her table where she opened her hand and showed something to her sister. Both girls broke into a fit of giggles and looked back and forth between the object and Dol.
Dol stopped in mid-sentence, slumped with his shoulders, slowly shook his head, and gave out a long sigh. Milli sat there with her mouth open for a half a second and then burst into a fit of laughter before she could cover her mouth with her hands. “I’m sorry, it’s just funny,” she said trying to stifle her laughs.
Suddenly the father of the girls was at the table with a serious expression on his face, “I’d like to apologize for my daughters,” he said a scowl on his craggy face, but this apology triggered another bout of laughter from Milli and Brogus’ own harsh guffaws soon joined in. Dol sat there quietly and looked at the two with black eyes through narrowed lids.
“It’s ok,” he said to the older dwarf, “it happens all the time.”
Milli shrieked with laughter and pounded Brogus on the back as the dwarf beat his fists onto the table, his face growing redder by the moment.
“I’m going to pee myself,” he finally gasped and this sent Milli off into another gale of shrieks.
The older dwarf stood at the table for much of this but eventually nodded his head to Dol and put down a small, green apple on the table. It looked about the size of a cherry but the surface was crisp and it had the distinctive shape of an apple. “You’ll be wanting this back then?”
Milli shrieked, fell out of her seat, and started to roll around on the floor while Brogus buried his face in his arms as his body shook with laughter.
Dol sat with a stony face, took the little apple, looked at it closely, put it into his pants pocket, and then waited for Milli and Brogus to stop laughing.
“I’m sorry,” said Milli gasping for breath as she regained her seat, “you have to admit, it gets funnier every time.”
“Maybe you should ask me if I want to do it,” said Dol in a low tone filled with strength. “There are times I find life here in Craggen Steep … trying,” he continued as he looked over at the table of the young girls and shook his head sadly.
“I thought when you kept your hair short-like they didn’t grow?” said Milli and then, suddenly realizing that Dol was not talking about the apples that grew in his hair, turned to him, “You’d want to do what?”
Dol looked at her and shook his head, “I could shave my head bald but then I’d be even more of a curiosity here in Craggen Steep. You know I don’t like people looking at me, talking about me. They just keep getting worse as I get older. When I was a teenager it was only once a year or so but now they pop-up at any time.”
“No, no, forget about the apples, your hair. Ask you what you want to do with what?” insisted Milli as another little burst of giggles erupted from her mouth unbidden.
“The Hammer of Fire,” said Dol in a low voice but there was passion in it. “If we take it, what do I want to do with it?”
“So, you’ll help us!” said Brogus his eyes glowing as he leaned forward at the table. “Dol, we can’t do it without you, you know that. Someone has to carry the thing.”
“First we have to decide what to do with it,” said Dol his face humorless and his gaze steady.
“It was my idea to steal the thing,” said Brogus with a broad grin as he nodded his thick head up and down and tapped his chest with a thick forefinger. “You two figure out what do with it.”
“Go ahead, take credit where credit is due Brogus,” said Milli with a smile and gave the burly dwarf a pat on the back. “Dol here might actually be able to hold onto the Hammer of Fire, but he’s right. We need to figure out what do with it once we take it. I’m not going to join the army on some five year campaign to subdue the southern continent, Corancil or no Corancil. They have nomadic horsemen down there and the desert sun can’t be good for my skin. I’ve lived my life indoors, under the mountain. I see the way dwarves come back from the caravan trades all burned red and peeling.”
“Why not just join up with Corancil?” said Brogus. “He’s already conquered most of the northern realms, Das’von, Stav’rol. They say he’ll be emperor one day, that he’ll control the entire world. If we join him we can be part of all that. The expedition to the southern continent is gathering now. We should join him. You know the High Council will never allow a dwarf army to join him. It really wouldn’t be the hidden city of Craggen Steep if we went marching around the world now would it?”
“No,” replied Dol suddenly using his toneless voice again as he shook his head.
“Where’s that apple?” asked Brogus changing the subject once again and causing Milli to burst out in laughter and the thick jawed dwarf followed. It took Milli and Brogus a few minutes to calm down from this second bout of hysterics, although each time they almost settled, another would trigger more laughter with a small facial movement or even just a little hiccup. They only stopped when the waitress gave them a sour look and refused to come near their table. All the while Dol sat silently and stared at his mug of beer.
“So you’ll do it?” said Brogus, finally calm enough to speak, as he leaned over the table an eager grin on his face and his eyes wide to the point where white showed all around. “You’ll take the hammer and head out with us?”
“Dol, you know if you do it you’ll break your apprenticeship contract. You won’t be allowed back in Craggen Steep unless you can pay your indemnity,” said Milli, her yellow eyes suddenly dark and the bright smile gone.
The short haired dwarf shrugged his shoulders and looked around the room at all the young dwarves who wore advanced apprenticeship badges on their sleeves and then looked at Milli, “You were right earlier, there’s no hope for a half-breed like me, not here at least.”
Milli reached over the table to touch his hand although Dol pulled back and leaned against the back of his seat. “I was too harsh, you know that’s not completely true, Dol. You’re as fine a metal smith as any young man your age. It’s because you’re so useful in the forge that they haven’t promoted you too much, because of your … natural characteristics. You could stay and make a fine living.”
“Shut up, Milli,” said Brogus. “He’s right. We’re all stuck here for life unless we do something bold.”
“It doesn’t matter what holds me back, my heritage, my natural ability, the point is that there is no future for me at Craggen Steep,” said Dol with a bit of fire in his voice, a shrug of his shoulders, and a glance at the table of giggling girls. “Why not take the thing? I’m with Milli though, I won’t join up with some army, and I won’t take it without a plan. I want to do something with it. Something that will make people remember.”
“Make our fortune!” said Brogus his voice once again slightly too loud as Milli shushed him with a delicate finger to her rosy lips.
Visitors filled the workshop of First Edos Fierfelm Sunspire and the old dwarf looked around with a deep frown, partially hidden by his long beard, as he contemplated his many guests. It wasn’t the cost of the food and beverage that the First Edos was required to provide that angered him so much as the amount that would surely end up on his floors and workbenches. His useless young chief apprentice, Cleathelm Firefist, busied himself entertaining the various dignitaries in the room and failed utterly to follow Fierfelm’s orders about glasses on coasters. He sighed. The office was virtually the same as when he first came here under the tutelage of old Udor. That was before the Hammer of Fire, before the glory of its creation and the adulation of the entire city. But, even now the tools hung in the same spots, the work bench sat in the same place, although perhaps with one or two more burns and stains, the great weapons rested on the walls in exactly the same places with the notable exception of the Hammer of Fire. The hammer went up on the wall in the most prominent position in the room the day after Udor retired. It had not been moved since. The haft, the bottom half of the greatest elf weapon in history, the Staff of Faelom, proved far too hot for anyone to handle for more than a few seconds and special pegs in the wall, made from ceramics infused with diamonds, kept it in place. The great hammer head glowed with a deep red from within its silver surface and seemed to gently throb like the heart of a great dragon at rest.
“It’s an awful chance,” said an immensely fat dwarf with apparently half a pie evenly dispersed between beard and mouth as he moved silently next to Fierfelm. He carried a huge silver plate in one hand piled high with éclairs and other little pastry desserts. The other hand held a massive mug hollowed out from a single crystal of gargantuan size and filled with a frothy, dark substance that smelled of yeast and hops. Despite his size and load the man moved with surprising agility and grace.
“What chance is that, Borrombus?” said Fierfelm raising his eyebrows and watching the trail of pie crust crumbs fall onto the floor. “Is it possible for you to keep some of the food on the plate?”
“Letting the boy and his friends take the hammer,” said Borrombus as he swallowed massive chunks of the dessert with well-practiced mastication. He wore a heavy leather jerkin and beautifully polished silver chain mail that, while fearsome in appearance, was actually quite light. The links for such armor were smaller and lighter than those worn by soldiers heading off to battle. “This is mighty fine pie you’ve served, Fierfelm. I’m glad you followed my advice for bakeries. I know it’s a bit more expensive but it’s important to impress those in power.”
“If you like the pie so much I would be most pleased if you could get more in your mouth and less on the floor.”
“You always were a tidy one,” said Borrombus with a shake of his massive head that loosed another avalanche of crumbs. “Your apprentices will clean everything up eventually. You should enjoy the party. We need to speak about the hammer though; my nephew has done his work and those children will likely steal the thing today. I remain unconvinced it is the proper course of action. You know how the High Council members are about hierarchy. Not a one of those children is from the three families and the girl doesn’t even have any dwarf blood in her veins at all. A Halfling girl, a foundling, a ward of the state. If she ends up telling people about Craggen Steep it could prove disastrous for the entire city.”
“I thought you wanted us to spread the word about Craggen Steep,” said Fierfelm. “That it was time to spread our wings and join the world?”
“Keep your voice down,” said Borrombus. “Yes, of course, that is all true but if it is one of the other races who does the telling that won’t go over well, even to those who sympathize with our cause. It should be a dwarf, preferably one from one of the good families. That will be more palatable to everyone and more useful to us.”
“If we wait for someone of good family to even have the ability to hold the thing then it will sit on that wall for another fifty years, a fine tribute to Udor that would be.”
“Now, now, now,” said Borrombus with a shake of his head that dislodged yet more pie although he filled the gap by stuffing half of a massive éclair into his mouth and chewing briskly until he was able to speak again. “Did I say that?” he asked and food sprayed out of his mouth, some ending up on the First Edos. “What I said was that you are taking an awful chance by encouraging the High Council to allow it out of Craggen Steep. You should have just let them steal it and not informed the Council at all. If the elders are embarrassed so much the better for Craggen Steep’s future.”
“That apprentice is the best chance I see of ever getting the hammer off the wall, into the hands of someone who can make use it, and I’ll be boiled in oil if I let this opportunity slip by,” said Fierfelm with his hands on his hips. “I promised Udor on his death bed that I’d make sure someone got to use it. I’ve waited half a century for an opportunity to make good on my word and I’ll not get another chance before I die.”
“Now, now, now,” repeated Borrombus as he hungrily eyed a platter of thick sausages that wandered by on the shoulder of a burly young dwarf who looked out of place in silken clothes rather than rough forge wear, “You were always a bit sentimental about Udor. I know he gave you your first chance here at the Deep Forge but your career is what you made it, not what he gave you. What sort of sausages are those?”
“It’s not purely loyalty, Borrombus,” said Fierfelm his eyes suddenly far away as he gazed across the room, “it’s the hammer. It is more than a thing of beauty hanging on a wall for admiration. It is a weapon, a terrible and wonderful weapon, and someone must use it. Have we become art loving elves here in Craggen Steep? So afraid of losing something of beauty that we hide it away for all eternity? Are we not dwarves? Creatures of stone, the warriors who overthrew the might of the elementals?”
Borrombus rolled his eyes as he motioned with his head to the boy carrying the plate of sausages, “Bring those back here, boy,” he said and then turned to Fierfelm. “Save the patriotic speeches for the High Council, you don’t have to convince me that the hammer is best served in Delius’s hands. He is something special is that boy, and there is no future for him here because of his blood taint. However, the elders are afraid he’ll use it to gain great glory and their own pure-blooded children will be slighted. You know how the Firefists are about their namesake,” here he lowered his voice and glanced at the young apprentice who greeted dignitaries by their first name with great familiarity as he moved around the room. “They foisted Cleathelm off on you to spy more than anything else. You must show caution. Don’t play all your cards or you’ll be outmaneuvered in High Council.”
“Damn caution,” spat Fierfelm his blue eyes ablaze and his fist clenched and raised in the air. “I’ve been cautious for too long now, afraid of the council, afraid of the three families of Craggen Steep. It’s now or not in my lifetime.”
“Lower your voice, my friend,” said Borrombus as he positioned his body between Fierfelm and several of the most gaudily bedecked dignitaries in the room who glanced their way with arched eyebrows and little shakes of their heads in disapproval. “I am a member of one of the three families as you well know and a member of the High Council also. The Blackirons are your friend and you have others as well. The young dwarves have heard Corancil speak. They are eager to join the world. Thousands of years of exile from the world. Think of all the dwarf champions and the deeds they could have accomplished.”
“I know that,” said Fierfelm and suddenly the fire went out of his eyes and he looked like a tired old dwarf. He hung his head and grumbled something inaudible but then looked back up at his rotund companion, “It’s just that sometimes I get so frustrated with the interminable slowness with which everything here in Craggen Steep is done. We are mired in ways, the three families, the High Council, even me, the First Edos. Times are changing fast in the world. Corancil conquered the northern realm and took Das’von almost two years ago. Now he plans to move against the nations to the south. He might succeed and conquer the entire world. Our hidden citadel cannot stand up against power like that. We must take action instead of hiding like children. Craggen Steep must strike out into the world, or at least help our dwarf brothers already out there.”
“Your opinion on the matter is well known in council, Fierfelm,” said Borrombus in a hushed tone. “You don’t have to broadcast it at every party we attend. The dwarves of Craggen Steep are slow moving it is true, but if you take things slowly, Dol Delius will get the hammer and perhaps the dwarves will move out into the world. However, if you antagonize the Firefists there is nothing the Blackirons can do for you. The Firefists have been against you ever since you beat out their sons for the position of chief apprentice. You’ve been First Edos for almost ten years now and they don’t trust you. You’re a Sunspire.”
“I earned that position,” said Fierfelm as he stood up to his full five foot three inches and glared down at Borrombus. “I earned the right to be First Edos ten years before they gave it to me.”
“By Davim you’ve grown crotchety in your old age, Fierfelm. Nobody says you don’t deserve to be First Edos. I’m just trying to give you a little friendly advice. I suggested this little get together so that you might impress the council members and have a better chance in session tomorrow. Now, why don’t you wipe that frown off your face, think about your wife and sons, and then get in there and start schmoozing with the Firefists, Blackirons, and anyone else who has a vote on the council?”
“I know, I know, Borrombus,” said the First Edos with a shrug of his shoulders as he gazed towards the revelers and shook his head. “You’ve been a good friend to me all these years and your advice is always sound. Do you really think there’s a chance they’ll let Delius take the Hammer of Fire out into the world?”
Borrombus smiled warmly and gave Fierfelm a pat on the back with a gentle shove, “You never know unless you try. Now get in there and sell!”
With that the First Edos went off into the party just as a young dwarf with a fierce scar along the left side of his face sidled over to Borrombus, “I couldn’t help but overhear you conversation, uncle,” he said in a low tone. He wore a senior apprentice’s orange jerkin and his long brown hair was unbraided. His beard was scraggly, partially dyed red, and he sneered as he watched the other apprentices in their finest gear trying their best to ingratiate themselves with the powerful dwarves in the room.
The fat dwarf didn’t even bother to look at the young man to his side as he replied, “And?”
“You know there is no chance the council will let that half-blooded tree freak take the Hammer of Fire, why do you encourage him?”
“He’s an old man with a dream, nephew,” replied Borrombus still not looking at the young dwarf. He went on in a low voice that didn’t carry much further than a few feet, “Besides, as long as the council thinks this only about the liberation of the hammer then they aren’t aware of our real scheme. Now, are you here to spoil everything or do you have something important to tell me?”
The rough dwarf nodded his head and fingered his partial beard, the scar on his face didn’t allow for any growth down the side of his left cheek, for a few long seconds before he continued in whispered tones, “The hammer’s guardians are occupied for the moment with a game of dice, but they cannot be distracted for long. The half-breed, Dol Delius, needs to move sometime in the next few hours or there will not be another chance. Once the council session starts in the morning they’ll likely bring the hammer into chambers, and after the petition is rejected they’ll post heavy guards to discourage thievery.”
“You’ve done well, nephew, and will be properly rewarded for your work,” replied Borrombus as he smiled and nodded his head. “Now, keep your eye on Cleathelm, the boy might prove troublesome before this is all over.”
“That idiot,” said the young dwarf with a grimace as he fingered a knife buckled to his belt. “I’ll see to him. We’ve a score to settle from when we were boys,” he continued and one hand came unconsciously to the scar along his face while the other continued to tap at the long dirk strapped at his side.
“No killing,” whispered Borrombus and turned to face the boy with a glare, “we don’t want to bring down the wrath of the Firefists just yet, we do not have enough votes in council nor enough warriors.”
“When will that change?” said the fiery young dwarf, “I grow weary of waiting, as do my friends. Corancil promises much for our services in the coming wars. Gold speaks loudly to dwarven ears.”
Borrombus laughed and shook his head, “Youth, was I ever that young? You must learn patience, nephew. Times are changing in the world and here at Craggen Steep; but you cannot hope to end nigh on five thousand years of tradition in one fell swoop. The Firefists and Drawhammers have much power, far more power than you can imagine. They have access to weapons, magic, that is beyond your ability to fully understand. If we Blackirons are to lead the new regime here, to become partners with Corancil, we must tread cautiously. I’m aware that is a word with which you are unfamiliar. Do not cross me, nephew. I have more to gain than you can imagine but I have much to lose.”
“I do not fear you nor anyone else,” whispered the dwarf back to his elder and once again fingered the long knife at his side, “you’ve always been too much a thinker and not a doer. Craggen Steep is old and tired. The sons of sons of sons are in command and energetic, fresh blood is excluded. That is death for any nation, even one as well guarded and powerful as our own.”
“Cool your ardor, nephew, contact Delius and his friends. Convince them the need for action is urgent but be cautious as well. I know your tendencies and if this plot gets back to the Firefists then all our lives are in jeopardy.”
The young dwarf nodded his head just as Cleathelm Firefist made his way over to the duo. “Hello Uldex, I didn’t think they invited riff-raff such as yourself to these sorts of things but then I remembered that you’re nephew to illustrious Borrombus Blackiron, Councilor Six more formally. Can I have someone get you a drink, something to eat, some proper clothes, a band for your beard, and perhaps even manners might be found somewhere?”
“I’m just leaving, Cleathelm,” said Uldex with a smile and a polite nod of his head. “My mother wanted to know what time Uncle Borrombus would return to the estate this evening as she needs to plan breakfast in the morning. You know how these social occasions can go on all night and tire out our elders.”
“Run along now, nephew,” said Borrombus with a large smile on his face. “Cleathelm, we haven’t spoken in months. I heard about your promotion to chief apprentice of the Deep Forge, that is quite a hammer in your father’s belt, he must be extremely proud,” went on the jolly dwarf as he hooked his arm under the apprentice’s and dragged him off in the direction of a large group of revelers.
Uldex watched them, his face a mask of ferocity, and then he turned and walked towards the bar where a beautifully dressed young dwarf poured out thick beer into massive mugs. The young dwarf with the scar walked directly behind the bar, reached underneath, and grabbed a decanter of some darkish fluid.
“You can’t …,” started the bartender but a scowl from Uldex silenced the sentence long before it finished.
“Who will stop me … you?” he said, turned, filled a mug, and walked away from the party.
Milli and Brogus continued to argue as they made their way down a narrow corridor in the upper levels of the citadel where apprentices and lower class dwarves made their home. The rock walls were smoothed to a fine finish but an odor of wet laundry hung densely in the air and the ruts in the stone floor were worn by the passage of thousands of years of apprentices. “We can’t do anything without Dol,” said the heavyset dwarf as his feet slammed into the ground with plodding steps. The apprentice quarters were squat, low, and not particularly clean. Built after the liberation of Craggen Steep from the elementals and sized for dwarves, they had low ceilings, narrow halls, and impossibly small chambers where generation after generation of young dwarfs learned the craft of metal smithing. “He’s set in his ways. He wants to steal it but he won’t do it. He’s stubborn as a tree, once he says something there’s no changing him.”
“You think I don’t know that, Brogus?” said Milli looking down at her feet as they walked. “Ugh, I hate coming up to this level of the mountain, I can’t believe they make you live in these little cubby holes.”
“You’ve got it good,” said Brogus as a young dwarf staggered passed and attempted to fit a key into a door across from them. “You’ve got the wrong cubby, Tomos. You’re one corridor over.”
The drunken dwarf waved his hand, mumbled something, and continued to try and fit his key in the lock.
“That’s Minodon’s,” tried Brogus again, “He’ll pound you to goblin size if you wake him. He’s on day shift at the forge.”
Milli looked at her companion and shook her head, “They’re all like that now. Anyone from one of the three families doesn’t try because promotion is certain, and the rest of you have given up because there is no chance for advancement. We have to get out of here. The city is dying.”
“So why didn’t you help me back there? If you had tried to tell him then he would have gone along, you know I’m right Milli. You can convince any dwarf of anything with those big yellow eyes of yours. We’re helpless against them.”
A low cough caught the duos attention as they rounded a corner in the apparently endless maze of the upper corridors and a dwarf figure stepped out towards them. Brogus’s hand immediately went to his side where he fingered a knife when he spotted a young dwarf with a scar down the left side of his face appear out of the shadows. “Don’t sneak around like that, Uldex,” he said and positioned himself between the newcomer and Milli.
“Hello, Millasandra,” said Uldex with a nod of his head to Milli. “It’s good to see you again. I’ve missed you.”
“Don’t even try it,” said Brogus as he put his hand on the dwarf’s chest and pushed him back a step. “She doesn’t want to talk to you and don’t forget what happened last time we tangled.”
Uldex eyes flickered briefly at Brogus and then he turned back to Milli, “We need to talk about the Hammer of Fire, Milli.”
The Halfling girl crossed her arms in front of her slim chest, her lips narrowed, her eyes turned cool, and she shook her head, “What do we have to talk about at all?”
Brogus glared at the other dwarf, his eyes raging with fire, “What do you know about the hammer anyway?”
“Keep out of this, Brogus,” said Uldex with another quick glance at Brogus, “I’m the one who put the idea of stealing the thing in Milli’s head in the first place.”
“That’s not true,” said Brogus his voice raising as several passers-by glanced in their direction.
“Can we talk somewhere privately?” said Uldex and took a step closer to Milli. “I owe you an apology … from before.”
“I took that apology out on your face,” said Brogus as Milli stood silently with her arms crossed on her chest and her eyes still cool with disdain.
“Just because I let you beat me once doesn’t mean I will let it happen again,” said Uldex and turned to face Brogus directly. His lips curled into a snarl and his chin jutted forward like a mountain ram ready to slam heads with a rival.
“Let me?”
“Let you!”
“Brogus,” intervened Milli, and put her hand on the big dwarf’s shoulder, “let me and Uldex talk for a minute, will you please?”
“I don’t like him, Milli,” said Brogus and took a step towards the dwarf with the long scar who stood his ground and glared back. The two continued to glare at one another until Milli spoke again.
“I know you don’t, Brogus, but I’m a big girl, I can take care of myself, now, please, let Uldex and me talk alone for a moment. You’re attracting too much attention,” this last as she looked around at several small groups of young apprentices that traversed the same hallway as them. One was a group of dwarves, just finishing a shift at one of the forges to judge by their filthy clothes and the smell of cinder that emanated from them, talking just around the bend. One of the young fellows kept glancing in the direction of the two belligerents and Milli.
Brogus looked at Milli for a moment, his dark eyes like little coals and then turned back to the dwarf with the scar, “I’ll be right over there, so don’t try anything funny.”
Uldex gazed back at him impassively with his jaw firm but said nothing and eventually Brogus, with one final sneer, turned and walked a few yards away to leave the two alone.
Uldex leaned forward and pounded his fist into his hand, “Milli, why aren’t you getting ready to take the damn thing already? I thought we had this all settled. I already told my uncle and he’s working with the First Edos. What are you doing here in the upper levels and where is that freak Delius?”
“Dol won’t do it,” said Milli with a shrug of her slender shoulders. “And he’s not a freak.”
“You said you could convince him; tonight’s the night, after that they’re going to lock the thing up in the Hall of Relics and you’ll never get at it. He might be a freak you like, Milli, but you can’t get around it, he’s a freak.”
“Dol won’t do it unless there is some grand scheme to be achieved,” said Milli with a shake of her head that sent her hair swirling so that it brushed against Uldex. “I thought reminding him of being passed over for promotion, again, would be enough but it wasn’t. He needs a reason to steal it. He’s like that. He’s slow to act, always thinking, and meditating. It’s that damned tree blood in his veins, however it got there. And, I don’t like that word, don’t use it again.”
The dwarf breathed in for a moment, the fresh scent of her hair even stronger than the wet odor of decay that permeated the hallways, and blinked his eyes a couple of times before he managed to gather his thoughts. “Just stealing? Is that what he thinks? It’s a much grander scheme than that. This isn’t just about the hammer; it’s about all of Craggen Steep, the malaise that’s swept through this place. The High Council is corrupted, the three families are stagnant.”
“None of that matters to Dol. You don’t know him like I do, Uldex. When Dol signed his apprentice papers it meant something to him.”
“Those things don’t mean anything! Young dwarves break their apprenticeships all the time. All you have to do is pay the thing off later and nobody cares. I bet half the High Council members did it and almost every story you hear about one hero or another starts off with a dwarf abandoning his apprenticeship,” said Uldex speaking with passion, his hands waving in front of his scarred face. He also moved a few inches closer to Milli and breathed in deeply.
“He’s a quarter tree, once he sets his roots into something he won’t let go. We need to find something heroic to do once we steal the hammer and then he’ll go along. He doesn’t care about the High Council, or the malaise of Craggen Steep, or about your schemes to take over with your uncle.”
“What about Corancil? He took over in Das’von and Stav’rol. They say he’s building an army to invade the southlands and unite the entire continent as a single empire. Isn’t that reason enough to steal the hammer, to join his army? Think of the adventure, the riches. I’d do it myself if I could hold the thing. And I’d take you with me, Milli. All over the world, to see, to do, to live!”
“We thought of that,” said Milli as her cheeks reddened slightly and she flicked her head, sending her hair in a whirl around her face, “Dol doesn’t want to join an army. He wants to do something by himself. I know him, Uldex. He’ll never do it without a plan and without Dol no one can wield the thing.”
Uldex looked at Milli for a long time and they stood gazing at one another. “What ever happened with us?”
Milli rolled her eyes, “You were sleeping with every dwarf maiden of good family who couldn’t resist your bad boy charm as I recall. It wasn’t a short list.”
“Oh, there was that; what if I told you I’d reformed?”
“I wouldn’t fancy you if you turned into a good boy,” said Milli with a grin.
“Well then,” said Uldex with a smile and a wink.
“And I’ve gone off bad boys,” she replied with a frown.
“Where does that leave us?”
“Nowhere,” said Milli sharply. “Talk to your uncle or the First Edos, they’ve got to have an idea of what Dol can do with the hammer, something heroic, something for the ages, something people will talk about forever.”
Uldex pounded his fist into his hand again, “There isn’t time, you have to understand, Milli, they’re going to lock thing in the Hall of Relics after tonight. It’ll be guarded twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week; you have to convince Dol tonight.”
Milli shook her head and pursed her lips, “It’s you who doesn’t understand Uldex. Dol’s mind is made up. You have to go back to your uncle, find something for Dol to do, and then we’ll steal the thing wherever they lock it up. The First Edos is on our side, that’s what you said.”
Uldex shook his head and looked at the ground, “You know that this is about more than stealing the hammer, Milli. The Firefists have had control of the High Council for too long now. It’s time for a change at the top and stealing the hammer is only the first part of the plan. Once the Blackirons take control, things will start changing around here. We’ll announce ourselves publicly to the world. Send an army of our finest soldiers to join Corancil in the invasion of the southlands, we’ll become an important nation in the new empire being forged. You have to convince Dol, Milli. You can do it; you can convince any dwarf of anything. There are probably less than a dozen girls on the whole mountain that aren’t dwarves, and you’re by far the prettiest. This is important, Milli. There is a lot more going on than I’ve told you about.”
“Keeping secrets again, Uldex?” said Milli with a shake of her head and she put her hands on her hips.
“It’s not like that, Milli,” said Uldex his voice raising on octave as he held his hands out towards her. “I don’t know for certain what my uncle has in mind but the Blackirons have stood behind the Firefists for too long. I don’t know what the plan is, I don’t know anything that my uncle doesn’t want me to know, I just hear hints, rumors, things, but the Firefists, they’re crafty and powerful.”
“So you are keeping secrets,” said Milli.
“It’s a feeling, an idea, I don’t know anything for certain, but Borrombus, he’s up to something and I want to be part of it. I want to get in early because whoever comes out on top is going to be an important person, Milli. I could be that somebody if there’s a change at the top. You could be there with me, if you wanted,” he finished and put his hand on her shoulder. “We could be there together.”
“You’ll always be a hired thug, Uldex,” said Milli her face hardening into an expressionless mask. “They can put you in the finest gold robes and you’ll never be more than that.”
Uldex’s face dropped, he closed his mouth and stared at her for a few long seconds that seemed to take an eternity. “Well, maybe you’re right, but I’ll help you anyway, that’s how much of a thug I am. I’ll talk to Uncle Borrombus and see if they can come up with something for Dol. But you work on him too, get him hungry for the hammer; you can make men do whatever you want if you put your mind to it, Milli.”
Milli nodded her head and started to reach out with her hand to touch Uldex on the shoulder but then stopped at the last moment, “I’ll speak with Dol,” she finally said and then turned back to where Brogus waited with his face still in a grimace and his hand at the dirk on his hip. “Meet me tomorrow afternoon by the fountains on the grand deck, maybe we’ll see a dragon fly by, I’ve heard Corancil is gathering them for the assault.”
Uldex nodded and vanished into the shadows while Milli walked over to her friend with a smile on her face although her hand twitched nervously at her side.
“It’s cramped in here, Cleathelm,” said the little half-breed goblin to the raw boned dwarf chief apprentice as they sat knees to chest in a small alcove that overlooked a darkened room below. The alcove, although old and high up in the wall was as clean as a newly scrubbed floor and its marble surface reflected light from the sharp blade in the hand of the goblin creature. Above them an iron bound painting depicted a snarling dwarf warrior his axe raised high over his head. The work was of fine quality, and the frame, filigreed with gold wire and gemstones spaced at regular intervals, stood out like little stars in the night.
“Shut up, Blaggard,” replied the big dwarf and gave the other fellow a quick elbow in the ribs to drive home the point. “They’ll be along shortly and we’ll catch them in the act. Then you get to interrogate them. You’ll like that, it’s your specialty.”
The little fellow twisted his dagger so that it reflected light around the chamber below them and smiled to show numerous sharp teeth that spoke of a darkling heritage, “I like to ask questions.”
“I know you do, that’s why you’re along, my father will be well pleased when we catch Delius trying to steal the staff,” said Cleathelm and spun a short throwing axe around and around in his hand. It looked recently sharpened with a knob at the end of the handle emblazoned by a flaming fist.
The little goblin took in his breath with a sharp gasp, clenched his small dagger so hard his knuckles turned white, and turned to face the bigger dwarf with wide eyes and an open mouth, “You didn’t say it was Dol. He’s a tough one.”
“So what, and keep your voice down, they’ll be along any minute. This is the last day the hammer is out in the open like this and they’ll want to steal it. Hopefully they’ll tell on that little rotter Uldex and his uncle Borrombus as well, and that’ll be the end of any of their plans. We are the Firefists, the rightful rulers of Craggen Steep for the last five thousand years.”
The goblin sheathed the dagger at his side and intertwined his fingers from both hands as his eyes shifted back and forth between the chamber below and the dwarf at his side, “I thought the Drawhammers were the first family in Craggen Steep,” said the darkling blooded creature as it jabbed its boot into the hard marble with no effect.
“What do you know about the politics of Craggen Steep you, half-breed imbecile,” said the young chief apprentice as he turned to look back out onto the chamber below them. It was the room of the First Edos and not many had the key to the place. The view from this high was quite different from below where the weapons of four hundred First Edoses hung on the walls. Cleathelm leaned forward and peered around the edge of the alcove to his right and stared, eye to eye, with a delicate short sword that glowed blue in the dim light of the darkened room. He remembered studying every weapon in the room at one point early in his apprenticeship but couldn’t for the life of him remember the story behind that sword. It was something about a young elf prince but he couldn’t remember more and spat a long blob of phlegm out onto the floor where it landed with a wet splat. “I’ll make the old bastard pay for making me scrub the floors. I’m a Firefist, not some goblin scullery maid.”
“You didn’t say it would be Dol,” said the half-breed goblin after a short while as he carefully studied the burly dwarf at his side. Cleathelm was powerful and good with the axe according to everyone but obviously not too bright. Perhaps he could get more out of this if he played his dice right. “If it’s Dol, I want more money for the job.”
“A bargain is a bargain,” said Cleathelm and jabbed the half-breed with his elbow again.
“Not if it’s made under false pretenses; you said two apprentices and the yellow-haired halfling girl,” said Blaggard, a little spittle of drool appearing at his lips.
“And it is two apprentices and a halfling girl,” Cleathelm. “No negotiations. The deal is done.”
“It’s just the four of us,” said Blaggard with a glance towards another pair of alcove across the room. “And it’ll be Dol we have to subdue. You can say no negotiations until your face turns blue but I’ll climb down and leave right now if you don’t double the payment,” he continued with a sidelong glance at the big dwarf. He even made a motion to move forward towards the ledge of alcove.
“You make too much of him. He’s got a tough hide and he knows how to use a weapon, I’ll give you that but there are four of us. Besides, he’ll probably have the little halfling girl with him. You’d like interrogating her, wouldn’t you?”
“But,” repeated Blaggard with another glance up at his companion and his eyes narrowed into a calculating squint, “it’s Dol. He’ll break you in half and do the same to me. I want double the pay or I’m leaving right now.”
“There are four of us and we’ll be taking them by surprise,” insisted Cleathelm although the certainty in his voice faded as he looked across the alcove to his companions.
The little half-breed stared at him with unblinking eyes that glowed yellow in the dark room.
“Stop worrying or I’ll pummel you and question them myself,” Cleathelm snarled, but Blaggard continued to stare at him and move his head in little back and forth motions. “If you don’t stop looking at me like that I’ll break your face right now. We can take him and his friends no problem. If he scares you so much then just stay up here and hide while we take care of business.”
“Ok,” said Blaggard, crossing his arms in front of his knees, curling up into a smaller little ball, and ducking his head down.
“Damn you,” said Cleathelm. “We need you to do the talking; you’re clever with the knife. Fine, I’ll give you double what we agreed but that’s it, no more. Agreed?”
The little goblin restrained his smile, put his hand to his chin as if to think about it a little longer, and then nodded his head slowly, “I agree but that means the half you paid me up front is not enough. Give me half of the new price.”
“I didn’t bring enough to pay you that much,” said Cleathelm and unconsciously moved his hand towards the purse full of coins at his side, “you greedy little bastard.”
“A dwarf calling a goblin greedy?” said Blaggard with a smile, “That’s the rat calling the vulture disgusting.”
“What?” said Cleathelm. “What is that supposed to mean?”
Blaggard blinked his eyes once, started to open his mouth, but then thought better of it, “Never mind, just give me what you’ve got and we’ll figure the rest out after.”
“Fine,” grumbled the dwarf, and began to shift around in the little alcove to retrieve the coin pouch from his belt but succeeded only in almost kicking his axe over the side. He managed to grab it with a quick stab, “Damn it,” he said, “squeeze over and give me some room. I can’t get at my coins.”
“I can see it,” said Blaggard reaching forward with grasping little hands, the nails dirty and bitten down to almost the nub. “Let me do it for you.”
Cleathelm slapped away the little goblin’s hand with a violent motion, “Get your filthy paws away from my coin, you little rotter.”
“Could it be there’s more in there they you let on,” said the goblin with a grin as he snatched his hand back and away from the dwarf. “Nasty, lying little dwarf.”
“Go piss yourself,” said Cleathelm in a loud voice, and shoved the little goblin into the corner, struggled to his feet, banged his head against the top of the alcove, and cursed loudly. After a bit he tugged his coin purse from his side and spilled out a few gold coins although it was clear the bag held far more of the metal pieces. “There you go you little blood sucking leech. All you goblins are the same. I don’t know why we tolerate you darkling types in Craggen Steep. The place should be kept for pure-blooded dwarves. The rest of you taint the place.” He tried to kick Blaggard but in the tight confines almost lost his balance and plunged over the edge. He managed to catch himself at the last moment and sat back down with a thump.
Blaggard examined the gold coins; on one side was a two-headed axe while the obverse showed a dwarf carrying a tower shield emblazoned with the symbol of a heavy hammer. “Good coins you dwarves make,” he said. “The gold is fine quality and the weight true. I’ve heard you make platinum coins as well and fine quality gemstones cut by masters.”
“Shut your yap,” said Cleathelm. “You’ll get no more from me, no gold, no conversation, no friendship. You do your job and we go our separate ways. Count yourself lucky I don’t report you to the High Council and have the guards finish you once and for all. I could do it you know, my father is on the Council.”
“Awww, don’t be like that,” said Blaggard although it was everything he could manage to keep the chuckle out of his tone. “We can do business in the future. You can’t blame a goblin for negotiating a fair price.”
“Just shut up and wait,” said Cleathelm and leaned back into the alcove so that his back rested against the rear wall. “Keep a sharp eye out.”
The next few hours passed in abject silence as the two shifted in place now and again, and stretched their arms and legs to keep the blood circulating. Eventually a loud whisper came from across the way, “Cleathelm?”
“Be quiet over there,” whispered back the dwarf although he used the opportunity to climb to his feet and lean out a bit.
“Watch your clodhoppers,” said Blaggard, pulling his hand out of the way at the last moment.
“What?” came another, louder whisper from across the room.
“I said be quiet,” said Cleathelm in a louder voice.
“What?” came the reply.
“For the love of Davim, I said be quiet,” shouted Cleathelm across the divide. “We’re trying to catch Delius and the others red-handed. If you keep shouting what chance is there of that?”
“I don’t think they’re coming,” yelled the voice in a loud tone that carried easily across the room and seemed to echo in the workshop. “I’m getting cramps and I’m hungry. Did you bring any food?”
“Yeah, I’m hungry too,” said another voice from across the way. “I didn’t think we’d be stuck up here for hours. You said they’d come first thing, Cleathelm.”
“Will all of you just shut up!” shouted Cleathelm as he shifted back in the forth in the small alcove unable to pace effectively. “Will you give me some room,” he said and glared down at the little goblin who was curled up into the corner like a mouse hiding from the cats.
“I don’t think they’re coming,” said the little half-breed from his position and shrugged his shoulders.
“They’ll come, this is their only chance to get the hammer.”
“Maybe they don’t want the hammer,” said Blaggard, looked up from his curled position, and managing to sidle slightly away from the ready elbow that the dwarf brandished.
“They want the damn hammer,” repeated Cleathelm. “I overheard Fierfelm talking about it. He made some stupid promise to the old First Edos. It’s all arranged.”
“What if they changed their minds?” said the half-breed in a low tone and tried to scoot even further away from Cleathelm. “What if the First Edos was playing a trick on you?”
“I’m getting thirsty,” rang out a voice from across the hall.
“Fine,” shouted back Cleathelm and gave off a loud blast of breath, “climb down and get some food and drink for all of us. We might be here all night.”
This proclamation elicited groans and murmurs of protestation but eventually a heavily armed dwarf, wearing thick chain mail with a war axe strapped to his side, started to climb down from the opposite alcove although his axe slipped out of belt and clattered to the ground with a loud bang.
“For the love of Davim,” shouted Cleathelm, “will you keep it down, morons!”
It took the short legged dwarf another a few seconds to scramble down the side of the wall and then more time yet to gather his weapon, “Sorry about that.”
After the squat little dwarf wandered off another voice came shouting across the divide, “I have to pee.”
The half-breed goblin next to Cleathelm laughed until a well-placed elbow dug into his ribs, but even then he couldn’t help but snicker now and again as they awaited the return of their food.
Milli sat in the narrow confines of her little room, although quite spacious compared to the quarters of the young apprentices, and looked at the frayed and faded gold paint that edged the woodwork trim around the base of her door and sighed deeply. She knew every detail of the room that served as her residence from a time before she could remember. She knew, by heart, the story of how a caravan of dwarf iron traders found her in the smoke filled ruin of her village after an attack by raiders. She’d heard it so often now that when she saw one of the elders giving her that look and the self-satisfied grin that came with it she knew exactly what was coming. Now that she was old enough to recognize the signs she generally fled to the room they gave her all those years ago and waited a few hours. She knew every nook and cranny of the place from the faded gold paint - these dwarves loved their gold - to the smooth marble floors where she broke her nose in a fall as a young girl. The older she got the more male dwarves, both young and old, liked to grab her by the arm and tell her stories about how grateful she should be to have a home here in Craggen Steep, the hidden citadel; how only a few non-dwarves ever lived inside the city in its long, rich history; how she could never go to the outside world where she might betray the secret of its location.
After a bit more staring she went over to a little cherry wood table in the corner of the room that was at just the right height for her to sit and write. It was a gift from a dwarf for her tenth birthday and she ran her finger over the initials carved into the top surface. Wood was a rarity here in Craggen Steep where metal or stone furniture was the norm. She opened a leather bound booklet and flipped through the pages, stopping now and again to read a passage, as a little smile came to her face and the hint of a tear to her eye. “I don’t want to leave but I can’t stand to stay anymore,” she said out-loud just as a firm thump came from the heavy stone door to her right. “Who is it?” she said wearily without looking up from the diary. It was certainly one of the dozen of higher class dwarf suitors that plagued her these days in ever increasing numbers. Of course, they didn’t want wives, no, that would be scandalous as their children would be half-breeds. Pretty mistresses they could shower with gifts and affection was more to their taste.
“The First Edos,” said a gruff voice and Milli’s eyes suddenly opened wide and she scanned the room quickly, her head moving back and forth.
“I’ll be right there,” she said, and immediately darted over to her bed, grabbed some of her underthings, looked around, and then stashed them under the mattress. She glanced around the room a second time, took a step towards the door, then went back over to the desk and shut the dairy, before finally moving to the heavy stone door and opening it with only the slightest pull. “Hello?” she said to the elderly dwarf who stood at the door. Her eyes bulged when she saw the platinum bands, gem encrusted, that served as beard holders and she couldn’t help but give out a little gasp and unconsciously curtseyed. “I … I wasn’t expecting anyone and especially not you, First Edos.”
“I know, I know, dear,” said the dwarf, bowing down just a little so his long beard gently grazed the ground. “Might I come in and talk for a bit?”
Milli’s eyes opened wide and she bobbed her head up and down, “Of course, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude, please, come in,” she said with a wave of her arms as she stood back from the door. “It’s not very roomy, I’m sure you’re used to better, um, would you like some coffee?”
“That would be very nice,” said Fierfelm as he shuffled into the room and took a seat on a small chair in the corner, “you don’t have any pastries by chance? I’ve taken to eating them more and more over the years and I know how you little halflings love to bake.”
Milli shook her head, “I … no, sir, First Edos, I … I can run out and get some, there’s a pastry shop not far from here.”
“No, no, that’s all right dear, it’s just that I’ve grown fond of sweets in my old age, and now, with things the way they are, you never know where your last meal is coming from,” he uttered this last proclamation and sat down with a thump on the sofa near the kitchen. It was made of solid rock although thick cotton stuffed cushions softened the blow and a number of throw pillows, embroidered with pink and yellow hammers, tongs, and bellows, made it more comfortable. “Ahh,” he said, “this is quite nice indeed. So, where is the hidden door to the rest of it?” he asked as he peered around the room with a quizzical expression on his face.
Milli looked around the room, at least three times the size of the quarters of her friends and shook her head, “No hidden doors, I’m afraid this is all there is.”
“Oh, I see, I see,” said Fierfelm as he shook his head sadly. “I was an apprentice metal smith once you know, but that was fifty years ago and it’s hard to remember what that sort of life was like after you’ve been away from it for so long. I didn’t mean any harm; you know how we dwarves love hidden chambers, secret doors, puzzle rooms, and the like. I hope you don’t think me rude?”
“Oh no, not at all, First Edos, please, I’m quite honored to have you visit me,” she continued and then hustled over to her little stove, put a kettle on it with an easy motion, and fumbled through several cabinets before she found a tin filled with coffee beans, “It’s only local grade, from the foothills of the mountain,” she said with a small shrug of her shoulders. “I’m sure you’re used to better.”
“It’ll be fine, that’s very sweet of you. I’ve heard good things about you over the years you know, and now you’re friends with young Delius, yes?”
“You’ve heard of me?” said Milli and stopped her preparations for a moment as she turned to face the old gray beard. “Really? Me?”
“My friend Borrombus speaks quite highly of you,” said Fierfelm as looked closely around the small chamber for the first time. “It’s all coming back to me, yes, when I was a young apprentice my room was much smaller than this, but I suspect you’ve seen an apprentice’s chambers. It’s good for them to suffer a bit, now isn’t it? Although I’ve had my differences with the High Council over the matter, suffering is one thing but brutalization is another. We’ve had discussions we have.”
“Oh, I …,” said Milli with a blush and her hand came to her cheeks which flushed red, “what does he say?”
“Oh dear, I’ve embarrassed you,” said Fierfelm, stood up, walked over to the girl, and gave her a little pat on the shoulder. “I’m an old fellow and I forget how what other people think is important to you young folk. In any case, we’re all very fond of young Delius but I’m afraid his future with us is rather limited, his breeding you know.”
“It’s not fair,” started Milli and turned to look at the old dwarf, her yellow eyes now glistening with tears but her voice hard and sparking with anger. “He can’t help who his grandparents were. You’re not from one of the three families, you should know better than anyone.”
“Oh, I agree completely, it will be the downfall of Craggen Steep in the end,” said Fierfelm as he looked around the little room. “Now, where do you keep the cups and saucers?”
“Over there,” said the halfling girl pointing to a cupboard near the sink, “but I’m afraid they won’t be the fancy kind you’re used to.”
“Quite all right, quite all right indeed. Frankly, all that gold doesn’t make for a hot cup of coffee, I prefer a clay mug anytime and not near as heavy. The older I get the more I treasure the simple things. Did you know as a boy, me and the other apprentices used to roast the crusty ends of week old bread for our coffee and drink it from tin water cups.”
“No!” said Milli her eyes somehow getting even wider yet, “you?”
“Indeed, indeed, that was before old Udor picked me out as the most promising apprentice. I didn’t realize it at the time but he was taking a big risk. There were plenty of Blackirons and Firefists who wanted their sons and nephews for the position but Udor wasn’t one for ceremony, he was a metal-smith of the best sort.”
“Udor made the Hammer of Fire,” said Milli in a whisper as she looked around the room at the embroidery on the couch, the paintings on the wall, all pink and yellow but not of flowers; they showed hammers, anvils, weapons of war; that was the life of a dwarf in Craggen Steep and that was her life. She’d first heard of the great Hammer of Fire long before she ever got to see the First Edos’s workshop. It was only later, when she became a young woman that handsome young dwarves on the fast path to success in Craggen Steep began to call and take her to places like that.
“Oh yes, yes indeed, he put it together from the Staff of Faelom and the great hammer head Kanoner. Now all of those traditionalists say he didn’t make the thing because he merely wedded the two parts but don’t you listen to them. He made the hammer and I watched him do it. He wouldn’t let anyone else into the Deep Forge for a year, he used the Silk Anvil of Rowena, indeed he did. It was the last thing he forged before they removed him from power, just like they’re going to remove me.”
“The Silk Anvil, what’s that?”
“Oh dear, yes, well, I travel in such lofty circles I forget that some things are secret. Never you mind dearie, it’s just something from a long time ago.”
“Oh,” said Milli just as the kettle began to boil. “Oh no, that’s the water, here, sit down and I’ll get everything ready. Do you take sugar, cream?”
“You don’t have any peppermint by any chance, do you?”
Milli’s green eyes again grew wide at the mention of the incredibly costly treat, “Oh, I’m sorry, no, I’ve never had … that is to say I’ve heard of it … is it good with coffee?”
“An acquired taste, but don’t let it bother you, just let’s you and I have a little talk, yes, cream is fine, a little sugar as well, not quite peppermint. One does get used to the trappings of power, doesn’t one?”
Milli blinked rapidly for a moment and said under her breath, “I guess?”
“What was that?”
“Nothing,” said the girl as she finished with the kettle and sat down next to the gaudily bedecked dwarf. One of his beard bands alone contained more wealth than the girl could possibly hope to attain in a lifetime. His robes were made of the finest silk imported from some far off lands, even his rings glowed with magical energy and sported gemstones the size of her thumb, “First Edos, why are you here?”
“Please, call me Fierfelm, I’m only First Edos in name now that that the Firefists have taken control. I’ll be eased out with awards and ceremonies but they’ll never let me back into the Deep Forge to pursue my craft,” this last he said as he eyes took on a faraway look and he sighed. “I’ll miss that forge more than anything else. I remember the first day I saw it with old Udor. It was, it still is, the most beautiful thing in all of Craggen Steep. The seat of power for old Gazadum, where Hovslaag himself forged the tools used to craft the world.”
“I’m so sorry,” said Milli and patted the old fellow on the hand. “It must be terrible to have known such beauty and lose it.”
Fierfelm smiled and nodded his head, “That’s very kind of you to say. I’ve trusted Borrombus and his nephew to handle things up until now but the Firefists knew my plans all along, so I’ve come to you personally this time. I was followed, you can be sure of that, but they know everything in any case so all I can do is try to fulfill my promise personally. I’ll not rely on others anymore.”
“I’m not sure I really understand,” said Milli and took a sip from the steaming cup.
“The Hammer of Fire, old Udor wanted it to be used, but the Firefist family won’t allow it and frankly, until your friend Delius came along there wasn’t really anyone who could effectively wield it in any case.”
“Dol won’t do it,” said Milli. “We tried to convince him but he’s stubborn, he won’t listen to reason.”
“Borrombus explained everything to me,” said the old dwarf with a nod of his head as he took a sip of his coffee and forced it down his throat with an expression as if he just swallowed an iron ingot. “This coffee is just atrocious; I suppose once I’ve been removed as First Edos I’ll have nothing to look forward to except death and bad coffee.”
“I’m so sorry,” said Milli and looked down at her cup without a further word.
“Never you mind,” said Fierfelm, “never you mind. I’m here for something far more important than coffee. It’s a good thing that young man of yours is stubborn because last night was a trap. They knew you would try and steal the hammer and had agents there to prevent it.”
“He’s not really my young man,” said Milli with a little blush, “we’re more just friends.”
“That’s nice, in any case, I’ve come to you with a plan, something that Delius will like, it’s something I’d like myself but I’m not young anymore, and frankly, even when I was young I wasn’t much the adventuring sort. I’m a fair blacksmith, no false modesty there, I know my way around the hammer and anvil, but as for killing and rescuing fair maids, it’s not really my forte. Where was I?”
“A plan,” suggested Milli with a hopeful look in her eyes as she gazed up at the old dwarf.
“That’s right; now, I can’t tell you how to get to the hammer anymore and any suggestion I make is based on information fed to me by the Firefists. It’s been nothing but lies and spying for years now. That miserable apprentice they’ve saddled me with is nothing but a lying filthy little spy with no character whatsoever. I’ve tried with him, tried to instill some discipline, some pride of work, but he’s grown up spoiled, entitled, rich, there’s nothing I can do with him. But young Delius, I can give him something to do with the hammer.”
“What?” said Milli her coffee cup poised half-way between the saucer and her flush lips.
“What do you know about Craggen Steep?” said Fierfelm as he carefully set down his coffee cup in the chipped saucer and turned his old eyes to the girl. “What do you really know?”
“Well, it’s a secret citadel, hidden from the rest of the world, that it is endless miles of caverns tunneled through the mountains, that … that … that’s it’s ruled by a council of elders but the blacksmiths, the master blacksmith’s, the Edos’s, they are the other power.”
“Yes, but what do you know of its origins?”
“I don’t really know very much. They brought me here as a little girl but I’m still an outsider, they won’t tell me anything.”
“What do you make of the great passages, the grand halls?”
“Oh, they’re magnificent, the stone work is so beautiful, the gems, the precious metals, the artisan work, it’s the most beautiful place there could ever be,” said Milli her eyes glowing and a wide smile on her face as she gazed towards the corner of the room and saw not the faded paint, the cracked trim, but something else, something far grander.
“What do you think of their size?” Interrupted the old dwarf, breaking her from her reverie.
“Their size?” repeated Milli.
“Yes, their size,” said the old dwarf with a twinkle in his eyes.
“The grand passage that cuts through the heart of the mountain must be a hundred feet tall, the ancient cathedrals to Davim and the other Gods, you could walk an army through them.”
“What do you make of that?” said Fierfelm with a little nod of his head.
“I’m not sure I understand,” said Milli, her head tilted to one side and her nose slightly wrinkled as she gazed at the elderly dwarf.
The First Edos smiled gently at the girl and raised his eyebrows.
“Well, I suppose, as a girl, I always wondered, why build such massive structures when you’re, well, not exactly very tall,” she said. “Is that what you mean?”
The First Edos nodded his head and took another sip of his coffee, “It’s best to make it too hot and then it cools nicely after a bit. These porcelain cups are quite nice for keeping the heat. Gold is ridiculous as a coffee mug, just ridiculous; you’d think someone would think of that.”
Milli closed one eye and shook her head, “What?”
“The coffee, best to make it too hot.”
“Yes, I’m sorry First Edos, would you like me to put the kettle back on?” said Milli.
“What do you make of that?” said Fierfelm.
Milli blinked three times with her long lashes and stared at the elderly dwarf for a long moment, “The halls?”
“Of course, what else were we talking about?”
“I suppose …,” she started and put her hand to her chin, “I suppose it means that they weren’t built for dwarves in the first place.”
“Or even by dwarves,” said Fierfelm and took another sip of his coffee, made a sour face, looked at the cup, and frowned.
Milli stood up, went to the kitchen, put the kettle back on the fire, and then returned to sit down next to the First Edos, “If not dwarves, then who built all this?”
“Elementals, from the dawn of time, the greatest elemental of them all, Gazadum, this was his seat of power,” said Fierfelm, put the coffee cup to his lips for a moment, wrinkled his nose, and set it back down again without drinking further.
“But, but, but where are they now? These elementals?” said Milli as she sat down with a thump.
“You know the story of Dar Drawhammer,” said Fierfelm with another distasteful look at his coffee. “Did you say you had cake?”
Milli jumped to her feet again and went back to the kitchen as she looked over her shoulder, “I’ve heard the story a thousand times, how Dar defeated the Elementals with the shield … wait, you mean that story is about here, about Craggen Steep? They never say that, they always say it was some far off place.”
Fierfelm nodded his head and the platinum circled around his beard bumped into the table and sent some of the coffee in his cup slopping out. “It’s all a secret you know.”
“Let me get that,” said Milli as she rushed back over to the table with a rag just as the kettle began to whistle.
“You said there was cake?” repeated Fierfelm.
“Oh, yes, I’ll get some, in just a moment, I think I might have it around here, somewhere,” said Milli with a desperate look at the kettle, the spill, and her cupboard.
“I thought all you halflings loved to bake?”
“I was raised by dwarves,” said Milli as she suddenly stopped and looked at the old dwarf with a wide smile, “I love gold.”
Fierfelm nodded his head, “Not a bad thing necessarily, although to extreme, it is a dangerous pursuit. Perhaps, because I have so much, it is not as valuable to me. One doesn’t value what one has in abundance I suppose, it’s the nature of a dwarf.”
“What about those elementals, how does that fit into convincing Dol to take the hammer?” asked Milli as she finished cleaning up the mess, although her subsequent neglect of the kettle saw boiling water slop onto the stove and hiss violently.
“Gazadum was possibly the first of the elementals and certainly one of the most powerful,” said Fierfelm. “When Dar drove him from Tor Balag he fled to the southlands along with many of the other powerful fire elementals including Hezfer the Blue Flame who consumed Onod, his twin sister Eleniak the Dancing Flame, and the terrible Shadak the Black Fire.”
“Tor Balag?” asked Milli as she returned with a fresh cup of coffee and a rather malformed pastry, icing smeared unevenly across its surface, “I’m sorry about the tart, it’s a few days old, I haven’t been shopping, I thought we were going to take the hammer and leave, so I’ve let things slip a little.”
“Quite all right, my dear,” said Fierfelm and he looked at the misshapen little tart with a glance and then raised the coffee cup to his lips.
“What is Tor Balag?” repeated Milli.
“What’s that?” said the First Edos.
“Tor Balag, I’ve never heard of it,” said Milli.
“Oh, that’s Craggen Steep, of course,” said Fierfelm with a little wave of his left hand as he sipped from the cup and grimaced again. “That’s what it was called before, at least so the chronicles say. They say Gazadum ruled there for a countless years while he and his fellow elementals shaped the world. It is his residual heat that still fires the Deep Forge all these centuries later.”
“What does all this have to do with the Hammer of Fire, and Dol?” said Milli as she leaned forward, “Not that I mind hearing the stories.”
“Gazadum,” said Fierfelm as he nodded his head.
Milli looked at him expectantly but the old dwarf just took another sip from his coffee.
“What about Gazadum?” said Milli.
“Haven’t I told you?” said Fierfelm, a puzzled expression on his face.
“Maybe I missed it,” said Milli with a little grin and put on the smile that always got her what she wanted. She patted the old dwarf on the back, “repeat it for me, please?”
“I’ve found out where he fled. It’s in the south, the far south, a place called Koalhelm Tol,” said Fierfelm with a silly little grin.
“Yes?” Milli.
“Don’t you see?” asked Fierfelm the many wrinkles on his forehead multiplying at an alarming rate.
“No,” said Milli with a shrug of her shoulders as she poked at her pastry in a rather desultory fashion. It didn’t look very good.
“Even Dar Drawhammer with the Great Shield could not slay Gazadum, but the hammer, Kanoner, was forged by Orin Firefist. It was the first thing created on the Deep Forge by dwarf hands, and inside is the essence of Gazadum himself. The haft is the bottom half of the Staff of Faelom taken from the elf king by a great dwarf warrior. It was fashioned from the first and most powerful of the shepherds. With this weapon a dwarf could slay the greatest of the fire elementals. And the dwarf who did that, he would live forever in the stories.”
Milli looked at the old dwarf for a long moment as the light of recognition shone in her sparkling yellow eyes, “I think Dol might like that.”
“Now you’re ready to steal the thing but it’s too late,” said Brogus as he glared at Dol across the small table, and the tall dwarf stared impassively back at him without any sort of expression at all on his face. “What do you have to say to that?”
Dol said nothing, nor did he change his blank expression.
“They’ve got it locked up in the Hall of Relics and there are guards on it twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week,” continued Brogus as he pounded the table with his fist. “Pikemen, the High Council’s guard, they wear the gold helmets. The finest warriors in all of Craggen Steep. We can’t overpower them. It’s lost, if you had only listened to me yesterday Dol, you dolt.”
“Inside voice,” said Milli at her usual place between the two dwarves and with her usual glass of elf wine in front of her. “We don’t want everyone in Craggen Steep to know our plan, do we, Brogus?”
“They already know,” said the heavyset dwarf with a scowl. “We’re the laughing stock of the mountain. Everyone on my floor was laughing at me yesterday. Even the lowest of the apprentices from the worst families. I can’t stay in Craggen Steep now, with or without the hammer, we have to get out of here. We could have had it easy just yesterday but now, it’s impossible. Impossible! What does it matter if everyone knows what we wanted to do?”
“It’s not impossible,” said Milli in a quiet voice as she glanced around the crowded room. A number of young dwarves smiled and tried to catch her eye but she ignored them and turned back to her two companions. “I know you don’t like him,” she said with a glance to Brogus, “but Uldex can help us. His uncle Borrombus is in the inner sanctum and he knows how the hammer is guarded. What forces, how many and where, the location of reinforcements, the passageways to take to avoid them.”
“The Hall of Relics?” said Brogus. “How are we possibly going to get in there, steal the hammer,” here he lowered his voice, “and get back out again? There are hundreds of Council Stalwarts guarding it all the time.”
“Don’t exaggerate,” said Milli with a shake of her head that sent her hair flying, “it’s hardly hundreds and there are plenty of times it’s not guarded.”
“Now is the time,” said Dol as he contributed to the conversation for the first time. His face was still a mask of impassivity but his eyes glowed black and he nodded his head. “Now, they think they’ve won.”
“Dol’s right,” said Milli. “Their confident now that our plan was foiled and they’ll relax. With Uldex helping we can get in and get out. You still have a plan to leave Craggen Steep, right, Brogus?”
The burly dwarf nodded his head, “I’ve got friends in the lower levels who know about an old breakout section. Somebody split rock through to the surface years ago and it was patched up, but it’s only a few inches thick, there was an earthquake or something. We’ll poke a hole in it no trouble and be on our way. I can even have mules waiting for us. But I don’t know much about the outside world, I’ve only been with one caravan and that was when I was a kid. We don’t even know where this Koalhelm Tol is located.”
“It’s in the south,” said Milli, “as far south as you can get in a region filled with volcanoes. Fierfelm said …,”
“Fierfelm!” interrupted Brogus with a sudden exclamation that sent his beer slopping out of his mug, “I thought you said it was Uldex that told you all this.”
Milli paused and leaned back in her chair with a little twinkle in her eye and small grin on her face, “I may have led you to believe that, but I never said it.”
“What?” shouted Brogus, standing, putting both hands flat against the table, and leaning over so that his considerable bulk loomed directly above Milli. “You don’t think we should have known that?” He asked with a look over at Dol who sat impassively in his own seat. “Don’t you think little miss pretty should have told us that, Dol? Don’t you?”
Dol shrugged his shoulders and stared back at Brogus with calm black eyes, “What difference does it make where the information comes from, as long as it’s accurate. I want that hammer, I want to be the one remembered for killing Gazadum. You can either watch me to do it, or you can help.”
Brogus stood for a few long seconds as their eyes bored into one another and then he looked up at the ceiling and shook his head, “There’s no stopping you, once you’ve made up your mind. I’ve known that since we were kids. Remember when I broke your nose for eating more than half the brownies that time?”
Dol nodded and a small smile appeared on his face.
“What did he do to you?” asked Milli, looking quickly back and forth between the two.
“He ate all the brownies the next time,” said Brogus with a snort as he collapsed back in his seat. “I could have beat him some more, but what was the point? Then he’d probably just eat all the pie too. You can’t win with Dol.”
Milli laughed aloud, the sound almost like a song, “That’s our Dol. Now that we’ve settled the what, we need to figure out the how.”
“They’ll expect us to wait a few days at least to see the guard routines,” said Brogus with his hand on his chin as he looked at Milli. “I think Dol might be right. We should do it as soon as possible. If they knew about us stealing it in the first place they might have found out about my escape route too. It wouldn’t take a team of miners more than an hour to brick up that narrow break and we’d never get through.”
“So, we do it tonight then?” said Milli in a whisper.
“Why not now?” said Dol and suddenly stood up.
Milli’s eyes opened wide and she stared at her thick-haired friend with her mouth agape, and then she shut it with a snap. “Why not now?” she went on more to herself. “They certainly won’t be expecting it. We just run into the hall and grab the thing.”
“They’ll catch us quick enough,” said Brogus. “They can communicate through the tunnels and have a hundred stalwarts waiting for us whichever direction we go.”
“Uldex can help with that, he can send false messages, get them all confused, we’ll be half way to Das’von before they know we’re even gone. Once we’ve joined up with Corancil’s army they can’t stop us, not without revealing Craggen Steep’s location at least and they’ll never do that.”
“Is it decided that we’re joining up with Corancil, then?” asked Brogus with a grin on his face as he imagined the glories of the marching armies, the booty stolen from defeated towns, the young girls willing to do anything for a powerful soldier.
“How else are we going to get all the way to the southern continent, do you know how far that is?” asked Milli with a little shake of her head. “The First Edos told me what to look for geographically, five volcanoes, along the southern shore of a huge peninsula, but he didn’t tell me how to get there. We need Corancil, they say he’s built portals, transportation gates that can take a dwarf from one side of the continent to the next in a blink of an eye.
Brogus shook his head and smiled, “I don’t believe that nonsense, it’s impossible, but even if we have to walk, we’ll be better off with the army than trying it on our own. Those are wild lands in the center of the world, I’ve talked with traders that went all the way to Sea’cra in the east, it’s dangerous, at least ten thousand miles to the south too, maybe more.
“I don’t believe that bit about portals either,” said Milli with a grin she could not suppress and glowing eyes, “but I guess we’ll find out, won’t we!”
Half an hour later Milli stood at the entrance to the Hall of Relics chatting with a young dwarf who wore a heavy set of chain armor and held a massive pike upright in his right hand. His wore a broad smile on his face as he explained something apparently quite important to the girl, and two other guards stood next to them and interjected their thoughts quite frequently. Milli smiled as they told their stories, gently touching an elbow here or a shoulder there, as she laughed in a musical way.
Brogus and Dol stood about a hundred paces up a long, marble floored corridor and gazed at one of the many sculptures that adorned the passage. The one they examined depicted a squat dwarf with relatively short beard who held a double-headed axe held in both hands while a raven perched on his shoulder. Flat letters imprinted onto an iron plaque on the wall declared, “Harras Drawhammer and Orc Cleaver”. The two spoke in low tones as they glanced occasionally at the thick stone statue.
“How long should we give her?” said Brogus with a glance down the hallway as he fingers tapped his upper thigh and he rocked back and forth on his heels.
Dol said, “Milli will signal, like she said.”
“It’s been too long,” said Brogus with another glance down the hallway, and his fingers increased their drumbeat on his leg. “I’m going to go.”
Dol quietly reached out with his hand, grabbed the heavily built dwarf apprentice by the elbow, and gave him a squeeze.
“That hurts!”
“Wait,” said Dol quietly without relaxing his grip.
“Fine, let go of me, I’ll wait.”
Dol released his grip and then looked back to the statue with a placid expression on his face. “The three main families are the Drawhammers, Blackirons, and Firefists, but weren’t there five major families at one point?”
“How am I supposed to know that?” asked Brogus looking at the statue and shrugging his shoulders. “What does an apprentice like you care about the important families and the High Council anyway?”
Dol looked steadily at Brogus, “Was it the Highhelms? And that raven, wasn’t there something about a family that spoke with ravens?”
Brogus gave out a snort and shook his head, “Fine, if you want to yak about this nonsense be my guest, but don’t expect me to say anything. Aren’t you even a little excited? We’re about to steal the most important relic in all of Craggen Steep, leave the mountain for the first time in our lives, join up with Corancil’s army, and head to the southern end of the world.”
Dol looked calmly at Brogus and smiled, “The pIan is to be inconspicuous while Milli does her thing.”
“Incon what? Anyway, why do we have to do everything exactly the way we plan?”
Dol nodded, “Otherwise there is chaos.”
“A little chaos might do you some good, Dol. You’re too damn calm, too quiet; it’s why you don’t have many friends. You’ve got to get a little crazy, a little wild, do something at random!”
“No,” said Dol firmly and glanced down the hallway towards the halfling girl and the guards. “I think Milli is signaling us.”
Brogus turned sharply and spotted the girl twirling her long hair with one hand while laughing gaily at something one of the dwarves said, “Let’s kick in the door!”
“Slowly, keep cool,” said Dol in a low tone turning to walk slowly up the hallway towards Milli and the heavily armed dwarves at her side. “Keep talking about the statue.”
Brogus bounced along at his side, unable to keep a lively hop out of his step, while Dol continued to move at a steady, smooth gait, both even and calm. When his companion got too far out in front, Dol reached ahead and pulled him back with a firm tug of the cloak. Brogus partially spun around and slapped Dol’s hand away which let his jacket fly open for a moment to reveal the handle of a heavy short axe underneath. It was made from solid oak and worn smooth with time, the gift from his father, and his father before him who knew how many generations. The blade was sharpened to a razor edge and glinted in the bright lights of the hallway.
One of the dwarves with Milli looked up towards the approaching two but the girl put her hand on his chest and looked him deeply in the eyes long enough to distract him away from the approaching dwarves. Another few seconds, another couple of strides, and then they were upon the soldiers.
Brogus pulled out his axe with a smooth motion, twisted it so the blunt end came first, and hammered the lead guard over the head with it. The soldier went straight to the ground without making a sound. The second and third guards turned to the Brogus with eyes wide in shock but their military training took over and they lowered their massive pole arms towards him. Milli put her foot out as the first stepped forward uttering some sort of exclamation; he stumbled to the ground, and dropped his weapon with a clatter. The third and final guard shoved the sharp point of the pike at Brogus who tried to knock it aside with his axe but only managed to slightly alter its course and took a shallow, scrapping wound to his shoulder.
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