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Prologue







 

Ennodius has a great deal to do with Dwarves, their secret cities, and, of course, dragons. Ascilius’s plan to rescue his people and his treasure meets with unexpected problems, putting his life and Elerian’s in the gravest danger as they struggle to outwit the dragon that has made Ennodius its own.
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A CONTENTIOUS START







 

The early summer sun beat down on Elerian and Ascilius as they rode side by side under a cloudless blue sky across the Tarsian plains. A light north wind blew relentlessly against their faces, tugging at their hair and clothes like invisible fingers. All around them, thick, knee-high turf billowed like a green ocean under the influence of the wind. 

On Ascilius’s left, Elerian rode without saddle or bridle, as if he was a part of the graceful gray stallion beneath him. His fair, elven features were disguised by the illusion spell which had become habitual with him, giving him the appearance of a middle-aged man whose thick, shoulder length black hair was tied behind his head with a leather thong. His lean face appeared lined and gaunt, as if he had led a hard life, full of trials and tribulations.

Despite the warmth generated by the strong sunlight, Elerian wore a tunic of stiff brown leather, reinforced with rows of small, round steel plates darkened to a black hue in the forge, to protect his upper body. Soft brown leather pants and leather boots reaching to mid calf covered his lower body. A long knife hung from his belt, and a sword hung down from his right shoulder over the middle of his back, along with a brown leather pack. Tied to the pack was a bow in a stiff leather case and a quiver full of gray-feathered arrows. 

Although he and Ascilius were still two days travel from the lands which the dragon had claimed for its hunting grounds, Elerian’s clear gray eyes constantly scanned the surrounding plains and the sky overhead as he rode, searching for any signs of danger. 

To Elerian's right, Ascilius rode on a small black mare that was suited to his short stature. He was dressed in the same manner as Elerian, but he wore his thick brown hair, streaked with early gray from the time he had spent in the Goblins’ mines, loose. His long, flowing beard, which reached to his broad leather belt, was also speckled with gray. A round steel cap, also blackened in the forge, was fastened with a leather strap under his chin, protecting his head. The ax he had obtained in the Broken Lands was thrust through his wide belt, its bright head masked by a stiff brown leather cover. Instead of a sword, he carried a round shield, also darkened so as not to reflect the sun, on his back. A bulging brown leather knapsack was strapped behind him, for unlike Elerian’s gray stallion, his mare wore a saddle. Two small leather bags that jingled pleasantly whenever they bounced against the saddle were fastened next to the knapsack. The sacks contained all of the gold and silver coins that Ascilius had won for himself and Elerian in Tarsius through a series of shrewd bets. Every now and then, the Dwarf reached back with a powerful left hand, absently caressing the sacks, an action from which he seemed to derive a great deal of satisfaction.  

Ascilius sat his small mare in an awkward, uneasy manner, with a tight grip on the reins and his feet thrust stiffly into the shortened stirrups of his saddle. He felt as out of place as he looked, for like all Dwarves, he hated to ride on horseback. Only necessity had forced him into the saddle, for anyone on foot on the Tarsian plains was in constant danger from the formidable predators that roamed the open grasslands.

After saying farewell to Orianus and his daughter, Ascilius and Elerian had ridden north all through the morning and afternoon. The effortless strides of their horses had already carried them out of sight of the Nordaels and their thick forests of chestnut, ash, and oak. Elerian had watched those forests dwindle into the distance behind them with regret. Already, he missed being surrounded by the thick boles of ancient trees. Without Anthea by his side, the gently rolling Tarsian plains, which reached as far as his eye could see all around him, seemed a featureless, lonely place. He felt dangerously exposed without thick branches and green leaves forming a dense, protective canopy overhead, and the restless, unrelenting wind that tugged persistently at his face and hair, barely noticed when Anthea had ridden beside him, was now a source of constant annoyance. 

“I should have borrowed a wagon from Orianus,” grumbled Ascilius. “There was never a Dwarf born yet that was made to ride on horseback. Our legs are too short for such work.”  

“A wagon would be too slow and noticeable Ascilius,” said Elerian patiently, for the Dwarf had voiced this same complaint several times already.

Rather than argue, as he normally would have, Ascilius lapsed back into a gloomy silence, his downcast, dark eyes giving no clue to his inner thoughts. 

“What has come over him?” wondered Elerian to himself. When Ascilius had discussed this adventure with Orianus, he had seemed both determined and confident to Elerian. With each step the horses had taken north after leaving the Tarsi behind, however, the confidence the Dwarf had displayed in the Orianus’s war camp seemed to have evaporated a bit more. Instead, he had sunk deeper into a melancholy mood from which he refused to be roused.

“Are all Dwarves prone to such changes in humor?” wondered Elerian to himself with a sidelong look at his morose companion.

Someone more familiar with Dwarves than Elerian would have answered his question in the affirmative, for Dwarves have a somber side to their natures which is never far below the surface, even during their happiest moments. At the least provocation, the serious side of their character becomes dominate, causing them to present sober, impassive faces to the world utterly lacking in cheerfulness or good humor. Ascilius was not as subject to these dark moods as others of his race were, but now, as he and Elerian finally approached the city of his birth, his conscience had begun to weigh heavily on him, affecting his mood and giving his rough-hewn features a downcast look.

In Orianus’s war camp, far from the haunts of the dragon, it had not seemed such a bad idea to let Elerian accompany him on this adventure. Now, as the possibility of encountering the dragon grew more real and imminent, Ascilius was having second thoughts. He stole a troubled glance out of the corners of his dark eyes at his companion, who rode effortlessly to his left with his keen glance alertly searching around them for danger.

“It is more than likely that I am leading him to an early, painful death,” he thought uncomfortably to himself. “It was selfish of me to let him accompany me, even though I have no chance of reaching Ennodius without him.” 

Spreading like a dark infection through the air between them, Ascilius’s grim mood began to affect Elerian, subverting his normally cheerful nature. He had begun this adventure hoping that after a few weeks he might return to Tarsius laden with treasure which would enable him to wed Anthea, but now, observing Ascilius’s grim face and mood, he began to wonder if his hopes were unrealistic. He had overcome many dangers in his lifetime, but he had never dealt with a full-grown dragon. Growing up, he had listened to many tales about dragons, but he had no idea what actual powers they possessed or even how large they grew.

“Perhaps I have underestimated the danger posed by the creature which has invaded Ennodius,” thought Elerian uneasily to himself. “Ascilius now seems of one mind with Orianus, harboring the same doubts about the success of our adventure.” Wondering if he would ever see Anthea again, he, too, became pensive. Anthea’s reserved mood at their parting now took on an added significance in his mind.

“Perhaps she was already preparing herself for the worst, taking heed of her father’s advice,” thought Elerian glumly to himself. “Orianus certainly made it plain to everyone that he does not expect Ascilius and me to survive this adventure. Surrounded by the distractions of her father’s court and the attention of his brave courtiers, will she forget me, I wonder? Already, the last few days seem like a dream to me. Almost, I wish now that I had allowed her to accompany me.”

“In that case, you would be a fugitive now,” he reminded himself. “Orianus would never have agreed to let Anthea ride off with you and rightly so. It is far safer for her to remain among her own people until you return.”

“If I return,” thought Elerian to himself with uncharacteristic gloom. 

His gaze was drawn irresistibly to his left hand. Ending the illusion which disguised the silver ring on his smallest finger, he stared thoughtfully at the warm crimson light that pulsed in a steady rhythm, like a heartbeat, deep within the faceted ruby mounted on the gleaming silver band. A deep sadness that he had never expected to feel stabbed through him, for each smooth stride that Enias took was carrying him farther from Anthea, his first true love. 

“How unfair life is,” he thought to himself. “I would have been content to remain by her side for the rest of my life, forgoing any further attempts to discover my past. Instead, I am compelled to ride off and leave her behind. If this adventure fails, all sight of her, no matter how distant, will be denied to me even if I do not lose my life. Unless I return with a substantial treasure, her father will never consent for us to be together, nor will he allow me to set foot in his kingdom again.”

“Take a safer course then,” whispered a persuasive voice in the back of his mind. “Return to the galley that you discovered in the Ancharus. There is more than enough treasure there to meet your needs. You bested the water dragon once. You can do it again.”

Elerian glanced guiltily at Ascilius. The Dwarf still rode with his head down, paying little attention to what went on around him.

“He is a surly, unappreciative companion,” continued the voice. “Leave him to his own devices and go your own way. From his mood, it is obvious that he misled you about the dangers you will face on this mad adventure.”

“The right road is seldom the easy road,” Elerian reminded himself, firmly silencing that troubling voice. “Difficult though he may be at times, I cannot abandon a true friend like Ascilius, even if it means the loss of Anthea or even my own life. It must be this dark mood which has led my mind down paths it would not normally tread.”

Clearing his mind of doubts, Elerian focused instead on the countryside around him. During his moments of inattention, Enias had crested a low, rolling hill. A wide, shallow valley running northwest to southwest now presented itself to Elerian’s eyes. Shaded by willows and alders, a small, clear stream flowed unhurriedly down its center. Scattered herds of wild oxen grazed on either side of the stream, the sun glinting off their curving white horns and sleek brown coats. Mixed in among the cattle were smaller herds of red deer, the stags carrying tall antlers covered in the soft velvet of summer. A large pack of gray wolves shadowed the edges of the herds looking for their next victim. They regarded the two companions with cold yellow eyes, but they did not turn aside from their hunting. 

As Elerian and Ascilius rode across the valley, the great herd bulls raised their heads, bellowing and pawing the ground, their great cloven hooves throwing clods of turf into the air as they kept a wary eye on the two strangers passing through their midst. When the two companions rode across the shallow stream, Elerian saw a small pride of enormous tawny lions dozing in the shade of the trees several hundred feet to his left. The huge beasts lifted their great heads in sudden interest, regarding him and Ascilius with hungry green eyes. Ascilius glared right back at the hungry hunters. In the mood he was in, he would have welcomed a fight, but the truth was they were in little danger as long as they were mounted on horses. The lions were too wise to chase such swift prey. 

“How did you avoid beasts such as those on your trading expeditions?” asked Elerian curiously. 

“They tend to stay in the thickets by the streams during the day, sleeping in the shade,” replied Ascilius, momentarily rousing himself from his dark mood. “At night, when they emerged to hunt, we would circle our wagons and post guards. Everyone slept with their weapons, and we kept torches ready, for lions do not care for fire. We also had our dogs with us to give us warning and to keep the beasts at a distance.”

“What kind of dog would frighten a lion?” asked Elerian in disbelief.

“Have you never heard of our dentire?” asked Ascilius in surprise.

“Never,” said Elerian. “I have not heard mention of the breed before.”

“If fortune favors us, I will show you one someday,” replied Ascilius. “They are found only among the Dwarves, serving as our companions and guardians.”

At that moment, with a thunder of wings, a flock of tan, black barred gallinae burst out of the tall grass in front of the horses. Enias did not flinch at the noise and sudden appearance of the grass hens, but the black mare tossed her head and shied sideways to her right, lifting her trim hooves high into the air. Poor rider that he was, Ascilius had all he could do to keep his seat as he desperately clutched her light saddle with both hands. Beneath the trees, several of the lions sprang lithely to their feet, watching with keen interest to see if Ascilius fell off his mount.

“I believe she did that did that on purpose,” grumbled the Dwarf to Elerian when he had regained his balance

“There may be some truth to that,” thought Elerian to himself, for there did seem to be a glint of amusement in the mare's large brown eyes. 

“She knows that you do not approve of her,” he said with a smile, his sunny nature reasserting itself in response to the mare’s antics. “It is her way of reminding you that you would do well to stay in her good graces, but I do not believe that she would actually let you fall.”

“I would as soon not put it to the test,” said Ascilius, whose bellicose mood appeared to have passed. He cast a nervous glance at the lions, all of which were now on their feet. They were staring hungrily at the Dwarf, the intense, focused look in their green eyes signaling their willingness to attack if the least opportunity presented itself.

“They seem quite anxious to try a taste of Dwarf,” observed Elerian cheerfully.

“They will have to wait for some other day then,” said Ascilius crossly as he encouraged his mare to seek safer surroundings with a twitch of his reins. He relapsed into his former silence, riding with his head down, a gloomy expression on his face.

Elerian sighed softly, his brief moment of good humor evaporating like dew under a strong sun. Given Ascilius’s uncertain temper and his own depressing thoughts, this was shaping up to be a most tedious journey.

Since Ascilius seemed determined to ignore his surroundings, Elerian resumed his careful observation of open pastures around them. An hour's ride north of the valley, Enias suddenly pricked up his ears, and Ascilius’s mare tossed her head, whickering softly. In the distance, off to his left, Elerian’s farsighted eyes picked out the tiny figures of a small band of running horses, the bright sun shining on their sleek, pale gray coats. They were running easily but with great speed, reminding Elerian of a flock of seabirds as they wheeled toward him and Enias, skimming lightly over a sea of undulating grass.

“It passes understanding how the Tarsi can fail to appreciate the beauty and strength inherent in these Merghi,” observed Elerian to Ascilius.

The Dwarf looked up and saw the approaching herd.

“Each race sees the world through different eyes, valuing different qualities,” he replied tonelessly. “During the reign of the last Ancharian king, Dwarves were exhibited in cages, tormented by mobs which regarded them as misshapen aberrations of nature worthy only of their scorn and ridicule.”

“I had not heard that before,” said Elerian, feeling both sad and repulsed. “In Hesperia, Dwarves are held in high esteem.”

He fell silent then, for the Merghi were now only a few hundred yards away.

“It is unheard of to see Merghi this close,” said Ascilius in a surprised voice.

“No doubt they recognize Enias as one of their own,” replied Elerian as the gray horses slowed and stopped, excitedly tossing their silky manes and stamping their long, slender legs as they examined the two companions and their mounts with curious amethyst eyes.

Enias and Ascilius’s mare also halted, both of them whickering softly and flaring their nostrils. The handsome gray stallion leading the herd and Enias began calling back and forth to each other in high, silvery voices, causing Elerian to wonder what speech was passing between them.

“Are they calling for him to join their herd?” he wondered to himself. “You may go with them my friend if that is your wish,” was his silent thought to Enias. “You have done more than enough for me.” 

If the leader of the Merghi had indeed extended an invitation to Enias, he seemed disinclined to accept it, for he remained where he was, sending no thought to Elerian that he wished to rejoin his wild brethren. 

The gray stallion gave a final clarion call, perhaps a last invitation to Enias or perhaps a blessing on one of his own who followed a different path for now. Then, like an arrow sped from a bow, he suddenly resumed his fleet journey south. His herd followed in his footsteps, their silvery manes and tails streaming out behind them in the wind of their passage, their neat hooves making almost no noise, as if they pressed only lightly against the green turf beneath them.

“The Merghi are wiser than we are,” said Ascilius sinking back into the gloomy frame of mind from which he had briefly emerged. “They flee from the dragon while we seek her out. Follow them Elerian,” he said forcefully. “It will lift a heavy burden from my heart. I fear this may be my last journey, and I would not have you perish with me. There is no longer any need for you to accompany me to Ennodius, for I have already taught you the secrets of the red mage fire. Anthea will not remember me with kindness if you do not return to her.” 

“So,” thought Elerian to himself. “Here is the reason for his melancholy mood, revealed at last.” He was touched by Ascilius’s concern for his safety, but he was also surprised by it, for he had thought this matter settled between them.

“Even if her father allowed me to return without any treasure, Anthea would be the first to urge me not to leave your side if she were here to speak her mind,” Elerian reminded Ascilius. “If I returned to Tarsius now, leaving you to face the dragon alone, she would not welcome me and rightly so. Having been a false friend to you, how could she trust me to behave otherwise toward her?” 

Although Ascilius could not argue the truth of Elerian’s words, he was not yet ready to abandon his argument.

“Wait for me at the border of Tarsius, then,” he urged. “If I am successful in my adventure, I will rejoin you later with treasure for your bride price.”

“I would die of boredom without your antics to amuse me,” observed Elerian, hoping that a bit of humor would restore Ascilius to himself and perhaps stir up a bit of an argument to enliven their journey.

“I am trying to save your life, and all you can do is play the fool,” shouted Ascilius angrily in response to the quip.

“I am not leaving, no matter what you say,” replied Elerian, a flash of anger heating his blood. A hard gleam, which Ascilius had come to regard as a warning sign of trouble to come, appeared in his clear gray eyes. “Furthermore, if you shout at me again, I will turn you into a boar and drop you into the next pride of lions that I come across.”

The two companions glared at each other for a moment in silence, but it was the Dwarf who turned away first. Elerian might be joking or he might be entirely serious. One never knew. Having been turned unwillingly into a boar during their escape from Nefandus, Ascilius had no wish to repeat the experience a second time, especially with a pack of lions snapping at his heels.

“I wash my hands of you then,” he growled. “When you are roasting in the dragon’s fire, remember that it was your own doing, not mine.”

“I have no intention of roasting in any fire,” said Elerian calmly. “Have you lost all confidence in me? Were you being dishonest when you told Orianus that I was a crafty fellow who would help you reach Ennodius in spite of the dragon?”

“That was spoken in a moment of bluster fueled by too much drink,” said Ascilius awkwardly. “I have had time to reflect since then, and I now agree with Orianus. This is a fool’s errand. I cannot abandon it because I must discover what happened in Ennodius, even if I lose my life in the process, but there is no need for you to die with me. Find your treasure in some other safer place.”

Ascilius lapsed once more into a somber, stubborn silence. 

“I should know better than to argue with a Dwarf,” thought Elerian to himself. Now that he knew the source of Ascilius’s dark mood, he ignored his surly companion, thinking instead of Anthea. Before long, he began to sing softly to himself, in a clear voice, the last song that he and Anthea had sung together. Without slackening their pace, the two horses swiveled their neat, oval ears back to take in the sound of his voice. Ascilius listened, too, feeling some of his dark mood lift with the notes of the light air that Elerian sang.

 















 

A SOMBER RETURN







 

Far to the south of Ascilius and Elerian, Orianus and his company had already reached the crest of the pass over the Nordaels. Only the southern slopes of the mountains now separated them from their war camp. In the van of the company, the King and his daughter rode alone, side by side. Orianus swept his restless gaze over the company behind him and frowned, for Merula, the captain of his personal guard, was nowhere to be seen.

“Perhaps he had some business to attend to,” thought Orianus to himself as he cast a sidelong glance at Anthea.

He looked away again, disappointed, for her fair face still wore the same reserved and distant expression that had troubled Elerian when they had parted that morning. Anthea’s calm demeanor was only a pretense, however, to hide her inner turmoil. Only by acting withdrawn and remote that morning had she kept herself from riding off with Elerian in defiance of her father’s wish that she wait for him to return to Tarsius with the treasure that he needed for her bride price. An embrace, a kiss, even a touch of the hand would have shattered her resolve to obey her father. Even now, used to doing as she wished since a young age, Anthea had to exert all her will to avoid giving into the urge to turn her mare around, following Elerian north into whatever destiny awaited him in Ennodius.

“You must be sensible,” her mind argued as she rode effortlessly by her father’s side. “Wait for him as you promised. At most, he will be gone only a few weeks, for Ennodius is not far from the northern border. It would wound father to the heart if you left against his wishes, making a poor start to the life that you would make for yourself and Elerian.”

“What if he does not return?” whispered Anthea’s heart, giving voice to her most secret fear. “Father has made it plain that he does not expect Elerian and Ascilius to survive this adventure. If he is right then it would be better to join Elerian now, spending what time we have left, together. Better to perish with him than to live on in a world that will seem dull and dark without him.” 

Despite the bright afternoon sunshine and the fair company riding behind her, the world suddenly seemed a drab, bleak place to Anthea, riding with downcast eyes so that no one might know her tumultuous thoughts. 

Riding beside his silent daughter, Orianus was equally troubled. He was certain that he had looked upon Ascilius and Elerian for the last time that morning and felt saddened by the impending loss of two worthy companions who had played an important part in saving his kingdom and children from the Goblins.

“Ascilius would have done better to leave the dragon undisturbed,” he thought sadly to himself.

During the last year, the hardy scouts he had sent north to spy on his dangerous neighbor had returned with many firsthand reports of the dragon's enormous strength and ferocity. They had assured him that even an army of warriors would not be sufficient to overcome the beast. Orianus was certain in his mind that Ascilius and Elerian would be discovered and consumed long before they even came within sight of Ennodius. 

“They will die for no good reason,” he thought to himself. “If any Dwarves survived the dragon’s sack of Ennodius, they will have already have fled to Galenus. Their treasure will have become the creature’s golden bed, forever beyond the reach of any Dwarf’s hands. It would have been better for Ascilius to acknowledge this, leaving the dragon undisturbed. Its stolen treasure will eventually exert a soporific effect upon the great wyrm. Left alone, it will trouble no one, instead falling asleep for longer and longer periods of time that will eventually stretch into centuries.”

Orianus looked again at his daughter riding so straight and slim beside him on his right. Anthea’s composed, distant face still gave him no clue to her thoughts.

“How will Elerian’s death affect her, I wonder?” he silently asked himself. “Will she hold me responsible? The charge I laid upon Elerian was fair,” he reassured himself. “He might have sought for treasure elsewhere rather than accompany Ascilius on this ill-fated journey.”

“Forget him, Anthea,” Orianus suddenly implored his daughter, his voice muted so that it would only carry to her ears. “You must accept that Elerian will never return from this mad adventure, for the dragon is an enemy beyond his power to deal with. Choose some other from among my worthy warriors and live the life that you were born into. I would not see you forever sad and alone.”

“I can never forget him,” said Anthea softly without turning her head or lifting up her eyes. “If for some reason he does not return, then I will leave Tarsius, for I feel I no longer have any part in the world of men.” 

Anthea’s words sent a chill through Orianus’s heart. Because of the illusion which disguised her, he was still unaware of the changes which had occurred in his daughter, making her more Elf than human. 

“Your place is here with your people, Anthea,” he said sternly, but he got no answer. For him, too, the bright afternoon was filtered through the lens of somber emotions as he rode next to his silent daughter toward the war camp below. Turning his restless gaze behind him again, Orianus saw that Merula had reappeared again, the captain of his guard signaling with a wave of his right hand that all was well.

Through the evening hours, the small company led by Orianus continued to descend the steep slopes before them, maintaining a steady pace on the winding, turf-covered road that led down the mountainside, for Orianus was anxious to return to his war camp in the valley below. Slowed by the deliberate pace of the oxen, the supply wagons, which followed the company, fell farther and farther behind, but Orianus paid them no mind. They would arrive at the camp in their own good time.

Behind the king and his daughter, the fair company of men and women who followed them was mostly silent. The singing and good humor which had marked the journey north were absent now, as if the sober mood of the king and his daughter had spread to the rest of the troupe. The only sounds were the distant chime of the silver bells on the harnesses of the oxen and the muffled clop of the horses’ hooves on the turf covered road. 

The shadows were lengthening when the company finally rode into the war camp. Anthea ignored the crowds that gathered to greet Orianus. Leaving his side, she took a less crowded route through the camp, arriving by herself at the royal pavilion in the center of the encampment. Throwing her mare’s reins to a startled attendant, she fled inside the tent with the crystal bowl Elerian had given her father as a parting gift.

Taking the bowl from its soft leather bag with eager hands, she set it on the small table of polished ebony that stood by the entrance. Carefully, she filled the basin with clear water from a silver pitcher that sat on the table. At the touch of the long, slender fingers of her right hand, the water in the bowl turned an opaque silver color. Leaning over the basin, Anthea silently commanded the portal to show her the northern plains where Elerian and Ascilius would be riding now.

The liquid in the basin cleared. As if she was standing on a great height looking down, Anthea saw an endless vista of green, rippling grass in the depths of the bowl. Anxiously, she examined the empty landscape for any sign of Elerian or Ascilius. Seeing no evidence of their presence, she cast her thoughts farther north. In response to her command, miles of open plains streamed by under the portal, as if it had taken flight. Still, no riders appeared nor was there any mark in the verdant pastures below to indicate that anyone on horseback had passed that way. Apprehension and surprise darkened Anthea’s blue eyes until they were almost black.

“They cannot have ridden so far yet,” she thought to herself uneasily. “What can have happened to them?”

Involuntarily, her slender fingers trembled violently against the side of the bowl. Ripples blurred the surface of the portal, and some of the clear liquid inside spilled over the rim, running over her hand in heavy, gleaming drops. Stepping away from the basin, Anthea stripped the illusion spell from the silver ring on her left hand and was reassured when she saw that the ruby mounted on it still pulsed with a deep crimson light.

“My ring tells me that he is still alive,” thought Anthea to herself. “I can only wait now and hope that it conveys a true message that will not cheat my hopes.”

With a sigh, she restored the illusion which normally masked the ring. Thus far, she had kept its existence secret, even from her father. At that moment, Orianus walked in through the entranceway to the pavilion. Seeing his daughter standing at the ebony table with the crystal basin before her, he guessed at once what she had been about. 

“What did you see in the portal, daughter?” he asked quietly.

“I saw nothing but empty plains,” replied Anthea, her face giving no hint of her thoughts as she stared into the opaque liquid that now filled the basin. “I have searched everywhere, but Elerian and Ascilius are nowhere to be found. It may be, however, that they have only vanished from the sight of men by means of Elerian’s ring. Enias treads lightly on the earth, and the mare Ascilius rides is neat footed. Neither one of the pair would leave much sign on the thick turf that covers the plains at this time of year.”

“Ascilius should never have attempted this adventure,” said Orianus sadly as Anthea drained the water from the bowl back into the silver pitcher before returning the basin to its leather covering. “It cannot end well for him or Elerian.”

“Ascilius did what he was bound to do,” said Anthea, turning to face her father with an unwavering look in her blue eyes. “A king does not abandon his people, and a true friend does not abandon his companions. Elerian would have accompanied Ascilius even if you had not charged him with bringing you a bride price.” Her eyes glowed suddenly with a mixture of pride and sadness. “If he returns to me, I will have a brave, steadfast companion who will stand by my side though the world come tumbling down around us.”

“He will not return,” said Orianus, frustration tingeing his voice with anger, as if by the force of his words alone, he could make his daughter accept that reality.

Almost, Anthea was tempted to reveal her ring to her father, but something held her back. It was the wellspring of her hope, and for now, she preferred to keep it private. 

“I will hold on to my belief that he will return,” said Anthea firmly.

Unaware of the magic ring Anthea wore on her left hand, Orianus was baffled by his daughter’s stubborn refusal to accept that Elerian was most likely already dead. Now that she faced him directly, he noticed for the first time that her eyes had gained an endless depth. There was a remoteness in them now that disturbed him. It suddenly seemed to him that a gulf, which he could not bridge, had opened up between him and his daughter.

“I may have lost her forever whether Elerian returns or not,” he thought to himself, his spirit suddenly overcome by a deep melancholy, for she was the image of her mother, now long dead but still dear to his heart.

“Now, more than ever, I think it best that we return to the safety of Niveaus,” he said quietly to Anthea, his voice full of yearning which gave witness to his longing to see the white towers of his city once more. “Safe behind her walls, we can enjoy the peace we have won with the strength of our arms.”

Orianus left unspoken his hope that, once in Niveaus, Anthea’s thoughts might still turn away from Elerian.

“With time, she may forget him,” he thought to himself. “There are many young lords among my men, fair of face and valiant in arms. They will flock to her side once we return to Niveaus. One of them could still win her heart and make her forget the Eirian. I hold no grudge against him, but I must do what is best for my daughter.”

Anthea's clear voice suddenly broke into his thoughts. Her eyes had taken on a distant look, as if she gazed on a scene visible only to her eyes, and on her breast, the silver beech leaf she wore blazed with a light of its own.

“It will be a temporary peace,” she said quietly. “A storm is coming, and no strong place will keep it out for ever, not even the walls of Niveaus. It will spill out of the West like a dark storm, sweeping away all that stands before it!”

“You are overwrought, Anthea!” said Orianus, alarmed at his daughter’s mood. “Take a glass of wine and retire for the night, for we will depart from this place at sunrise tomorrow.” 

Anthea seemed to come back to herself from some far place. The weariness and concern in her father’s voice touched her deeply, but she felt strangely isolated from him.

“The change that Elerian wrought in me continues,” she thought to herself.

Turning away from her father without speaking, she passed silently through the curtains which divided her quarters from the rest of the tent, leaving her father in a mood to quit the war camp as soon as possible. Calling an attendant, he gave the order to strike the tents at dawn, for Anthea's words had only increased his determination to return to Niveaus as soon as possible. A strong force would remain behind to guard Silanus and the western border, but he no longer felt it necessary to remain here with so great a force as before now that the Goblins and the Ancharians were scattered or destroyed. He was certain, too, that the crystal bowl given to him by Elerian would give him sufficient warning if Torquatus were to gather another army on his borders.

By noontime of the following day, an endless flow of wagons and people was streaming east, herds of cattle, horses, and sheep following along on either side. To the left of the caravan were the tall peaks of the Nordaels, ahead and to the right stretched endless green pastures. A sense of excitement infused the Tarsi, for many had not seen their homes for too long a time. The bells on the wagons chimed pleasantly and songs sung in clear voices filled the air and glad laughter also. The only three who did not share in the mirth were Orianus, his daughter, and Merula, who rode not far behind Orianus and Anthea speaking to no one, his face pensive and his eyes shuttered.















 

THE GOBLIN KING







 

At the same moment that Orianus and his company crested the Nordaels, many days journey to the west in the windy heights of Ossarium, his dark stronghold in the bleak land of Nefandus, Torquatus paced restlessly back and forth in his throne room. As he measured its length with long, fluid strides, the blood red rubies in his iron crown burned like coals, reflecting the scarlet mage lights which dimly illuminated the room. His pale face, fair seeming on the surface, was contemplative, for his dark mind was deep in thought, troubled by the Hesperian who had foiled his plan to capture the daughter of Orianus.

“Who is this creature who thwarts my wishes and designs at every turn?” he wondered to himself angrily. “I have no unequivocal evidence which might be looked at and examined to reveal that answer, but I may still draw conclusions from the events that are known to me.”

Casting his thoughts back over the years since the fall of Fimbria, a number of troubling details began falling into place in Torquatus’s mind, like the pieces of some great puzzle. 

“It all begins with Indrawyn, the last living offspring of Fenius,” he thought to himself. “After escaping me in the beech wood, she must have become separated from Dymiter, making her way into the Abercius where she joined forces with a pair of creatures from some unknown breed. I know this because after Sarius raided the forest abode where Indrawyn hid herself, he reported to me that he and his Goblins slew two unknown warriors in the dwelling, members of a race that he had never encountered before, being neither Elves nor men. Of Dymiter, he found no sign.

“Indrawyn was slain by Drusus, which should have ended the matter, but it appears that she mixed her blood with one of the warriors slain by Sarius, producing a half blood child, a child Sarius was later deceived into thinking was slain and devoured by his lupins.

“Instead, this half blood creature, which I now supposed was dead, took on the guise of a Hesperian, growing up under the protection of the two old men eventually slain by Lurco in Hesperia. I finally became aware of him after he, twice, foolishly revealed himself to me through different portals, but then, he disappeared again, leading me to think that he had hidden himself in southern Hesperia.

“I know now that he must have been captured and taken to my mines, still disguised as a Hesperian. All those years he was within my grasp if only I had known he was there,” thought Torquatus to himself, a sudden rush of rage lighting flickering red fires in the depths of his dark eyes. His features suddenly seemed to change under the ruddy lights of the chamber, becoming reminiscent of the snarling faces of the stone lentuluses which looked down on him with their flickering, crimson eyes.

His face now a hideous mixture of beast and Goblin, Torquatus abruptly stopped his pacing. The transformation of his features and form abruptly arrested itself

“Calm yourself,” he said softly, clearing his mind and banking the fires of his rage. His features flowed back into their natural form as he slowly regained control of his emotions. 

“There will be time later for blood,” he assured himself in his soft, evil voice. “The cries of my enemy will be a balm to my ears as I slowly strip the living flesh from his bones, burn him with hot irons, and subject him to every manner of torture that comes to my mind to assuage my thirst for vengeance. For now, though, I must follow this thread of thought to its conclusion to see what manner of cloth I might weave with it.” 

Torquatus began to pace again as he took up his interrupted musing.

“Somehow this half blood creature finally escaped my mines with that cursed Ascilius’s help,” he thought to himself, frowning at the thought of the Dwarf who had been a thorn in his side for so many years. “Using his ability to change his shape, he then took on his native form but took the precaution of disguising himself as a man with a simple illusion spell. Accompanied by his misshapen Dwarf companion, he must have traveled through the Broken Lands, arriving at Calenus while I was there also. His life would have ended there in the dungeon except for that treacherous knife stroke, which sorely wounded me. Who wielded that blade I wonder? It could only have been Orianus’s whelp, for there was no one else in the chamber. I will make sure that he pays a hundred times over for his interference if he falls into my hands again.”

Torquatus paused for a moment in his deliberations, reflecting on the torments he would heap on the Tarsi. Soothed by the thought of the suffering his enemy would endure someday, he resumed his pondering.

“Here now is a puzzle I cannot solve with all my logic and reasoned thinking. When my ring stripped away the half blood’s illusion spell as it drank in his life force, he was revealed as an Elf. I could not mistake those hated features. And yet, the Eirians were not shape changers. What mix of blood gives this creature his power I wonder? It was most unfortunate that Sarius was unable to bring me the body of one of the strange warriors that he slew, or I might have the answer to this mystery. Some beast of the forest must have entered the dwelling while he pursued Indrawyn’s whelp, dragging all the bodies away to feast on their flesh, for he found the dwelling empty when he returned.”

Torquatus paused for a moment to reflect on the mystery of Elerian’s heritage, but no answer presented itself to his dark mind.

“No matter,” he decided at last. “I will have the answer someday, even if I have to strip the half blood to his very bones to discover it. For now, let me take up the thread of this odd tale once more, for it draws near to its conclusion.

“After escaping from my dungeon, Ascilius must have guided this half Elf and the Tarsi through Calenus. Once they emerged into the open air, they made their way to Tarsius where the three of them meddled in my plans to overthrow the horse king.”

Again Torquatus felt anger heat his blood, but this time, his rage was tempered by an undercurrent of disquiet. He cast his dark mind back over the long years to his last meeting with the Elven mage, Dymiter. With his forces hard pressed by the returning Elven army, he had loosed the red mage fire which he controlled as well as any Dwarf, but the crimson flames had raged out of control, destroying his own forces as well as those of the enemy. Fleeing the inferno that he had loosed, all unexpected and accompanied by only a few of his followers, Torquatus had found himself face to face with Dymiter and Indrawyn. He had exhausted his mage powers in the breaking of the shield around Fimbria, but he still had his sword. In the struggle that followed beneath the burning trees, all of his followers were slain by Dymiter and Indrawyn, but he had wounded Dymiter with a poisoned blade before being forced to withdraw a little distance away by Indrawyn and her bright sword.

Battling fatigue and the virulent poison which had entered his veins, Dymiter had spoken to him. The words had never faded from Torquatus’s memory. He heard them again in his mind, spoken in the clear voice of the Elf mage.

“You have won today Torquatus but not for all time. I knew this day would come, and I have prepared three talismans for your destruction. When all three are found; leaf, book, and band, by an heir of Fenius and a descendent of my own body, the trees of Fimbria shall be renewed and your reign ended for all time.” 

"You are dead where you stand," Torquatus had answered Dymiter coldly. “When my poison has done its work, I shall destroy your trinkets. First, however, I will slay Indrawyn before your eyes.”

As he had moved forward to finish off the Elf maid, a great burning branch had suddenly roared to the ground between them like a bolt from the heavens, sending up a great sheet of flame and smoke. When he could see again, Dymiter and Indrawyn had vanished into the smoke and flames that surrounded him. He was left alone to ponder his enemy’s words.

After escaping from the flames around him, uncertain as to the fate of the Elf mage and Indrawyn, he had set Drusus to pursuing them. No word ever came to him of Dymiter, but he was certain that the Elf mage had met his end from the poison flowing through his veins, which was of an extremely potent variety. He had never discovered the talismans Dymiter claimed to have made, but with the death of Indrawyn and her child, he had assumed that the prophecy would never come to pass and his fears had slumbered. 

It seems that I was mistaken again,” thought Torquatus to himself. “Dymiter must have fled to Tarsius, surviving long enough to produce an heir and to hide his talismans. After the half blood helped Orianus’s daughter escape from my minions, he must have discovered at least one of the objects prepared for my destruction, for the necklace Orianus’s daughter used to defeat my mages was surely the same mentioned by Dymiter. She, herself, must be descended from the line of Dymiter. Since her half blood companion springs from the line of Fenius, the two of them undoubtedly comprise the pair that Dymiter foretold would end my reign,” thought Torquatus uneasily to himself. “Have they also discovered the book and the band? If so, what damage might they do to my plans so carefully laid and executed over these many years?” 

A sense that time was growing short suddenly gripped Torquatus as he pondered his next course of action. If he was to finally bring all of the Middle Realm under his sway and order the world as he wished, he must make certain that the old prophecy of Dymiter did not come true, thwarting all his ambitions forever. From his own delving into the mysteries of the future, he knew that events to come were not set in stone. There was often more than one path forward, and all paths did not have the same outcome.

 “Measures that I take today may yet alter the future,” he thought to himself. “If I destroy this half Elf and Orianus’s daughter, it will yield an entirely different outcome than that foreseen by Dymiter. The artifacts he left behind must also be accounted for. Only then can I rest easy, secure in the knowledge that the world will fall into my outstretched hand like a ripe fruit. Once I am master of the Middle Realm, I will reach out beyond the gates. Using the power of my ring, I will search Outside, realm by realm, until I find the Eirians who escaped me. I will exterminate their race entirely before I am done, finally soothing my ancient enmity against them.”

Ending his restless pacing, Torquatus sat on his throne, impatiently tapping the right armrest with the cruel, black painted nails that tipped his long, strong fingers. Before he could take any action, he must first locate Elerian and Ascilius. He began considering various stratagems and devious plans to accomplish this goal, but his dark thoughts were interrupted when his magical third eye suddenly opened, revealing a small ring of red, shimmering light that had appeared in the air before him at the height of his chest. As the dark center of the portal cleared, Torquatus closed his third eye and as if through a window of clear glass, he beheld an arrogant face framed with dark, thick hair. Haughty gray eyes regarded him fearlessly. The contempt in those eyes goaded the Goblin king’s mercurial temper, igniting a firestorm of fury in his mind which he carefully concealed, for he did not wish to offend the Tarsi in the portal, not yet.

The haughty Tarsi was a traitor he had sought to entice to his cause with lies and the promise of rich rewards. Composing his face into placid lines, Torquatus spoke to the Tarsi in a soft, melodious voice.

“Welcome my friend, what is it that you wish of me this time?”

“The same that I asked before,” replied the Tarsi mockingly. “Rid me of Dacien and the outlander who accompanied him out of Calenus. Capture Orianus’s daughter and hold her for me unharmed until the day that I am ready to cement my claim to the throne of Tarsius.”

“I know not why I should aid you,” replied Torquatus in an aggrieved voice. “I moved my forces into Orianus’s kingdom to give you the throne, and you repaid me by aiding in their defeat.”

“I think had you won, your own minion would have sat the throne in my stead,” said the Tarsi sarcastically. “I extended no invitation to invade my land, only made a few inquiries, what ifs. You were to rid me of Dacien after I made sure he fell into your hands and yet he has returned with two companions: that insufferable Dwarf, Ascilius, and a meddling outlander. Rid me of these three, and the throne will come to me by my own efforts, for I have won much renown by helping to defeat your armies. Your forces will never enter Tarsius while I live, but if you help me to gain the throne; I will pay tribute to you: gold, men, whatever you wish.”

“Before I can help you, I must know where your enemies are,” said Torquatus in an obsequious voice which masked his true feelings. 

“Dacien is out of your reach for now,” replied the Tarsi curtly, “but the Dwarf and his companion are riding to Ennodius. They should be somewhere north of the Nordaels, exposed to view on the open plains.”

The excitement Torquatus felt at receiving this news dampened some of the anger engendered by the Tarsi's lack of respect, but he was careful not to let any emotion show in his face. He played a subtle game with this human, and any look or inflection of voice which revealed his true intentions might alarm the Tarsi, rendering useless the months of flattery and encouragement he had expended in an attempt to bring this traitor over to his cause.

Careful to demonstrate only a mild interest in the news, Torquatus asked, “Did the princess accompany them?” 

At the mention of Orianus’s daughter, a spasm of anger that delighted the Goblin king passed over the Tarsi's face.

“He is infatuated with this woman,” thought Torquatus to himself, a cruel, predatory light flickering momentarily in his cold, dark eyes. “I thought ambition his overriding concern, a desire to assume the kingship of Tarsius, but I see now that lust for this woman is the true impetus for his overtures to me, which I may now use against him.”

A strange glitter now lit the Tarsi’s eyes.

“The Dwarf and the outlander ride alone,” he replied tersely. “Anthea is with Orianus.” 

“The gleam of madness shines in his eyes, already,” thought Torquatus exultantly to himself. “Desire and jealousy have almost overthrown his mind. He is near the precipice, and soon, the least push will suffice send him over the edge, making him ripe to do my bidding.”

“I will send my servants at once to dispose of the two of them,” said Torquatus in a languid voice, as if the matter held little importance for him. “I trust you will remember in the future that I have served your interests.”

“I will look more kindly on your efforts to help me if they achieve greater success,” said the Tarsi contemptuously. “I hope these servants of yours will have better luck than the others you sent against the outlander.”

Again, Torquatus felt the red heat of anger flare up inside of him, fueled by the Tarsi’s insolent tone. It was only with great effort on his part that his handsome features remained composed and friendly.

“I seek only to help you and yet you mock me,” he said in a wounded voice.

“Rid me of this outlander and perhaps I will believe that you are truly my friend,” said the Tarsi coldly. His image faded away, and the portal winked out of existence, ending the ethereal meeting. 

As soon as the arrogant face of the Tarsi vanished, a mighty oath suddenly twisted the thin lips of the Goblin King. His eyes flamed, suddenly red as coals, and around him, his throne room trembled, as if the earth had moved beneath it.

“There will be a reckoning for you arrogance, someday, my friend,” Torquatus hissed softly to himself, “but first I will deal with the half blood and his misshapen Dwarf companion.”

Impetuously rising from his cold black throne, Torquatus turned his face to the east. Raising his right hand, he stared for a moment with pleasure at the heavy silver ring that circled his second finger. Seen with his mage sight, it was a swirling band of mingled red and gold energies, huge and bloated with the life forces of the countless mages that it had drained and consumed.

Opening his magical third eye and drawing on the power of his ring, Torquatus sketched the outline of a circle roughly three feet across in the air in front of him with the index finger of his right hand. A gleaming ring of shimmering red light now hung in the air before him, tethered to his silver ring by a slender red thread, which fed the portal the power it needed to maintain itself. When the space within the fiery circle cleared, Torquatus closed his third eye. As if through a clear pane of glass, his dark eyes beheld a green, rolling plain lit by warm, golden sunlight.

The Goblin king narrowed his dark eyes, for the sun’s rays pained them and made him feel lightheaded. Rather than wait for the soothing darkness that was still hours away, Torquatus impatiently began his search. Under his direction, the scene in the confines of the portal changed rapidly as it skimmed across the empty plain. He was familiar with the road that his enemies must follow through Tarsius if they were bound for Ennodius, and after a long search, his persistence was rewarded by the sight of two tiny figures on horseback riding north across the plains.

Torquatus’s dark, cruel eyes filled with a hungry light. Impatience, fueled by a desire to be rid of his chief enemy, swept away his normal caution.

“This time, I will not fail,” he thought to himself triumphantly as he deftly guided the portal closer and closer until it hovered only a few feet above the heads of the two unsuspecting travelers. “I will destroy both of them while I have them within my grasp.”

Torquatus centered his attention on Elerian, for the Dwarf could be dealt with later. He had only to enlarge the portal now before reaching out to grasp his unsuspecting enemy. With one pull of his powerful right arm, he could draw the half Elf through the portal and into his throne room. Once he and Eirian occupied the same space, his enemy would be vulnerable to the magic of his ring, which would drain him of his life force until he was too weak to resist. There would be time then for the most exquisite tortures. Filled with cruel anticipation, Torquatus raised his slender but immensely strong right hand to seize his enemy.















 

A NEW THREAT







 

Right at the brink of the portal, Torquatus’s hand suddenly hesitated, rendered immobile by a sudden misgiving. His long fingers trembled with the desire to seize his enemy, but still, he did not thrust his hand through the portal.

“I have the advantage of surprise, but if the half blood resists, it will become a contest of strength in which we will be evenly matched,” thought Torquatus to himself, for he knew that the strength in the lean hands and sinewy arms of his enemy was equal to his own. “If Ascilius comes to his aid, who knows what may happen. Their combined strength might suffice to draw me through the portal into the sunlight where they will have the advantage.”  

As Torquatus hesitated, debating with himself, Elerian felt a sudden chill, as if a shadow had fallen over him, cutting off the warm rays of the sun. Looking up, he was startled to see what appeared to be a window into a dim, red-lit room floating barely an arm's length away in the air above him. Looking down at him through the opening was a pale, cruel face with dark, pitiless eyes. An intricate crown of black iron set with blood red rubies crowned the Goblin’s pale brow and dark locks. His right hand was raised almost to the level of his face as if arrested in the act of reaching out to grasp something. The curved, black painted nails on the ends of the Uruc’s long, strong fingers gleamed, reflecting the red mage lights that illuminated the room behind the Goblin. 

Had Elerian displayed the slightest sign of fear or confusion, Torquatus might still have attempted to draw him through the portal, but he saw only anger in Elerian’s clear gray eyes. Even without the crown the Goblin wore, Elerian would have recognized Torquatus at once, for the Goblin king’s malevolent features were indelibly imprinted into his memory. The sight of the creature who had hounded him for most of his life and who was ultimately responsible for the deaths of Balbus and Tullius drove every emotion except the desire for revenge from Elerian’s mind. Without hesitation, he reached over his right shoulder with his right hand for the sword resting in the sheath draped across his back.

An amused smile played about the thin lips of the Goblin king, revealing white, cruelly pointed teeth.

“Another time then,” he said softly as Elerian’s sword cleared its sheath, the polished blade gleaming in the bright sunlight.

Even as Elerian brought his sword down in a glittering arc to cleave his enemy’s skull, the image of Torquatus abruptly vanished. The rasp of Elerian's sword being drawn from its sheath had instantly drawn Ascilius’s attention. The Dwarf tightened his grip on the handle of his ax with his right hand when he looked up and saw the sneering visage of Torquatus an instant before it disappeared ahead of the downward stroke of Elerian’s sword. Ascilius reined in his mare as Enias stopped at Elerian’s silent command.

“Was that Torquatus or an illusion?” the Dwarf asked in a bewildered tone. 

“It was the Goblin King,” said Elerian grimly as he first examined the air above him and then the edge of his sword. He was disappointed to note that there was no trace of blood on the bright blade.

“How do you suppose he found us, Ascilius?” asked Elerian in a puzzled voice. “We are no more than two insignificant specks traveling across these wide plains.” 

“It was not common knowledge among the Tarsi that I planned to return to Ennodius,” replied Ascilius, “but neither was it any close secret. Word of my intention to return to Ennodius may have reached the wrong ears. If the traitor among the Tarsi somehow informed Torquatus that we had left the War Camp, he had only to explore the paths that lead to Ennodius until he found us. I should have been more cautious about revealing my plans for the future.”

At the mention of the word traitor, Elerian thought at once of Merula. Was the Tarsi so far gone down the path of treachery that he would treat with Torquatus?

“Let this serve as a lesson to both of us to be more close mouthed,” said Elerian as he silently urged Enias to move on. Ascilius’s mare followed the stallion without any prompting from the Dwarf. 

“How did he appear in the air above us,” asked Ascilius after a moment. 

“A powerful mage such as Torquatus can open large portals or gates to other places,” replied Elerian.

“If that is true, why did he not blast us with a spell before you were aware of him?” asked Ascilius in a baffled voice. 

“A spell will not travel through a portal,” explained Elerian. “If Torquatus is to harm us magically, he must first pull us into his space. Before I drew my sword, his hand was raised as if he meant to seize me. Something made him hesitate, however.” 

“It is likely that caution made him falter,” replied Ascilius. “He knows your strength and mine. Had he laid hold of you, he would have had no easy time pulling you through his portal if you resisted him. Together, we might even have drawn him out into the sunlight where he would have been severely weakened.” Ascilius’s dark eyes flashed at the thought of having Torquatus within reach of his ax.

“His action smacks of impatience,” continued Ascilius. “Hatred for the both of us no doubt clouded his mind. Had he exercised some restraint, he might have come upon us when we were asleep and dragged one or both of us through his portal before we were even aware of him.”

“We must be wary of further attacks, then,” said Elerian grimly, “as if we did not already face enough danger from the dragon.”

“I doubt that Torquatus will confront us again directly if he can help it,” said Ascilius thoughtfully. “There is no need for him to risk his own life when he has so many servants who will do his bidding without question.”

“Since we cannot alter our route to escape him, I will keep an eye out for him just the same, especially at night when he is at the height of his power,” replied Elerian 

Ascilius lapsed back into his former silence, and Elerian, too, was quiet, for he had much to think about. He was in need of a spell that would shield Ascilius and himself from the eyes of Torquatus, but none came to mind because of the Goblin King’s magical third eye. Any sort of concealment spell he cast would be visible to the eyes of the Goblin king, especially at night. Now, more than ever, Elerian longed to be under a forest canopy where he and Ascilius would be shielded from unfriendly eyes without the need of magic.

“Well then, I must do the best that I can,” thought Elerian to himself. He turned to Ascilius and said, “I am going to use my ring to make us invisible. We will be hard to detect as long as the sun is high in the sky, but we will not be able to travel at night, for Torquatus will see the golden light of the ring’s invisibility spell from a long way off with his mage sight.”

“Do what you think is best,” replied Ascilius with an uncharacteristic lack of interest. He sounded rather discouraged to Elerian, as if the thought that they might have to deal with the dragon and the Goblin King at the same time had convinced him that they no longer had any real hope of reaching Ennodius.

Ignoring his companion’s dark mood, Elerian called the silver ring which he had found in Nefandus to his right hand. His mastery of the ring had grown since he first found it, to the extent that he no longer needed to touch something to make it invisible. Effortlessly, he extended the cloak of invisibility which flowed from the ring until it covered himself, Ascilius, and the two horses.

Hidden from mortal sight, the two companions continued to ride into the north, leaving no more sign of their passage than the east wind blowing invisibly across the plains. Hence, when Anthea looked in her portal later that day, she saw no sign of them.

 In far away Ossarium, Torquatus retired to his throne directly after his encounter with Elerian, sinuously sinking his lean frame into the black satin pillows that padded its stony contours. A slight smile still twisted his thin lips, but his eyes were dark and cold as the polished basalt walls of his throne room.

“Perhaps it was all for the best,” he thought to himself. “Patience will serve me best. Rather than risk my own life, I will dispatch my servants to slay or capture the half-blood and his misshapen companion at no hazard to myself. They cannot evade me now that I know the route they follow. In the unlikely event that they manage to escape my minions, they will still have to face the dragon that has made Ennodius its lair. There is no way they can approach the city without coming under the scrutiny of her eagle-eyed gaze.”

Torquatus could not imagine any scenario in which the Eirian and his Dwarf companion could survive an encounter Eboria. If all else failed, she would remove the last obstacle to his plans of conquest.

“Still, I must do what I can to hasten their demise rather than rely entirely on the dragon,” thought Torquatus to himself. He called out in a soft voice that, nonetheless, seemed to fill the whole room. Almost immediately, a tall Uruc named Valgus entered the throne room through a set of iron doors.

Valgus, the captain of Torquatus’s personal guard, had served the Goblin King for centuries, but there was no trace of age on his face or in his supple figure. Only his dark eyes gave a hint of his years, for they were filled with an ancient evil. Pale and handsome, dressed in black mail and soft black leather pants and boots, he advanced toward the throne with a silent, graceful stride until he stood before Torquatus. At his belt, he wore a black sword and a long knife, something only the Dark King's personal guards were allowed to do in his presence. As a sign of his position, Valgus wore a thin iron collar around his neck, and the inside of his left wrist was marked with the outline of a grinning Goblin's skull.

Like all the Urucs in Torquatus’s personal guard, Valgus had only weak mage powers, which made him more susceptible to the control of the collar around his neck, rendering him less of a threat to his king. Torquatus did not trust any of his underlings, for it was in the nature of Goblins to resent and hate those who had authority over them. Jealous, cruel, and spiteful, any one of them would overthrow a weak leader and seek to take his place.

“Even those like Valgus, who remember the old days when the Goblins were few in number and left their hidden caves in the wild places of the world at their own peril, still hate me,” thought Torquatus to himself, regarding his captain with cold, dark eyes. “I have crushed the Elves, driving them from the Middle Realm, but they do not love me for it. If I faltered for a moment, they would tear me apart like a pack of canigrae.”

With his head bent respectfully, hiding his hatred, Valgus waited silently for Torquatus to speak.

“Summon Malevolus to appear before me, Valgus,” said Torquatus in his soft but powerful voice. “Tell him that I have a task for him.”

“At once my lord,” replied Valgus, bowing deeply.

With a supple, silent step he left the throne room, eventually returning with another Uruc, tall and slender like himself but dressed in soft velvet, black as midnight. Malevolus was one of five great mages who had served Torquatus for centuries, leading his armies and governing in his name. There had been a sixth at one time named Lurco, but he had mysteriously disappeared shortly after the Dwarf Ascilius and his chain companion had escaped from their captivity in the iron mines. Cunning and full of ambition, any one of them would gladly have slain their Dark King and taken his throne, for they all had a lust for power which equaled Torquatus’s. Only the presence of the silver ring Torquatus wore on his right hand kept them in check, for it gave him the power to destroy all five of his mages at once if that was his desire. 

Mindful of this fact, Malevolus wore a subservient look on his face as he entered the throne room. He was careful not to meet the Goblin king's penetrating gaze, but Torquatus already knew his servant's mind and delighted in his futile hatred.

“I have a task for you Malevolus,” he said softly. “I wish you to make a septilire. Bring it here when I next summon you.”

Malevolus did not raise his head, but a barely perceptible shiver passed over his body as a thrill of fear lanced through him like a lightning bolt. Torquatus saw him quiver and laughed quietly, enjoying his discomfiture. Red sparks burned in the depths of his dark eyes as he drank in his underling’s fear. He let Malevolus squirm for a moment before he spoke again.

“There is no cause for fear, Malevolus; the septilire is not for you.”

“Who is to receive it, my lord?” asked Malevolus, unable to hide the relief in his voice.

“It is for the Hesperian who escaped from the mines with Ascilius,” said Torquatus, powerless to keep the hatred out of his voice. “Soon, I will set you on his track. You will place the septilire in his body. Failing in that, you will make every effort to slay him and his companion,” he said softly.

“My lord,” said Malevolus hesitantly, “two mages failed to kill him during the last attempt on his life in Tarsius, and yet, you are sending only one now.” 

“Orianus’s daughter will not be there to save him this time,” said Torquatus impatiently. “If you are afraid to deal with him alone, take four of my personal guard and a pack of lupins with you. During the confusion of a battle, it should not be too difficult to strike the Hesperian with the septilire.”

“My lord, it is caution not fear that guides me,” said Malevolus. A fine sweat broke out on his pale brow, for it was dangerous to dispute with Torquatus. “A larger force is more certain to overwhelm the Hesperian and his companion, leaving them no chance to escape.” 

Torquatus studied Malevolus for a moment with narrowed eyes. It was his habit to hide the limitations of his power, but he saw no harm in giving Malevolus an explanation this time.

“Your advice is good Malevolus,” he said smoothly, “but I must send you through a portal to reach the Hesperian in time. I do not care to expend the power it would take to keep a gate open long enough for a large troop to pass through it. You will have to make do with a small force.”

“I understand my lord,” said Malevolus, bowing his head to hide the doubts he still felt. “It will be done exactly as you have ordered.”  

“Do not fail me Malevolus,” said Torquatus, his voice now filled with an underlying threat.  

“I will not fail,” Malevolus reassured his Dark King before he bowed and quickly left the room, for the making of a septilire was a long, dangerous process, and he had no idea how much time Torquatus would allow him to complete the task.















 

THE POOL







 

Unaware of Torquatus’s plans for their demise, Elerian and Ascilius continued to ride north across the Tarsian plains, hidden under the invisibility spell produced by Elerian's ring. The only sign of their passage across the plains was the movement of the knee-high grass beneath their horses' feet and the occasional brief flash of a hoof or head being exposed, for Elerian’s control of the spell became uncertain when motion was involved.

Ascilius continued to lead the way, sunk deep into a gloomy silence. Despite the fact that they were many miles to the west of the route they had taken south after the battle of the Scissura, he appeared familiar with the countryside to Elerian, with some specific destination in mind, for he often raised his head to check the position of the sun, adjusting their line of march accordingly.

Ascilius dark mood had deepened, for he did not care for the disembodied feel of being invisible even though he had experienced it before. He found it a most disconcerting way to travel, for it made him feel rather like a wraith, ethereal but still shackled to the physical world. A poor horseman to begin with, the fact that he was unable to see his mount or even his own body made riding that much more difficult.

“It is hard enough to ride when I can see what I am doing,” he thought grumpily to himself. 

Elerian was better off than Ascilius, for whenever he opened his magical third eye, he was able to see the Dwarf and his mare as well as his own body and Enias, perceiving everyone, including himself, as a faint golden shade, barely visible beneath the invisibility spell which cloaked them like a dimly seen veil of golden light. Seen with his mage sight, the grass beneath the horses’ feet took on the appearance of a shimmering, emerald green carpet, and the sky overhead was gold, not blue.

The horses were more comfortable with the arrangement than their riders were, for they were able to use their powers of scent and hearing to keep track of their feet and each other.

Riding slightly behind his silent companion, Elerian’s keen gaze went often to the cloudless blue sky above and around him as the miles unfolded beneath Enias’s neat hooves. In addition to watching for the dragon, he now also looked for any sign of a portal lest Torquatus attack them again. The sky remained reassuringly empty, however, save for the occasional drifting shape of some hawk or great eagle scanning the open plains below for prey. Elerian’s active mind began to drift. Despite the brevity of their separation, he found himself thinking about Anthea again, longing to see her fair face and bright, mischievous eyes again.

“She could torment me as much she liked if only I could see her again,” he thought to himself as he recalled some of the mischief she had caused at his expense. “This is a side of love that I had not thought on before,” he mused to himself. “What pangs of separation will I feel in a week, if I miss her so much after only a few hours?” he wondered to himself apprehensively. “I had best hope that our adventure ends quickly.”

When the sun began to sink at last into the western horizon in a blaze of red and orange, the two companions crested a gentle rise and saw a wide, shallow valley before them. In its center was a clear, shallow pool, the first water they had seen all day. Almost one hundred feet across, its grassy banks were lined with drooping willows, none of them over twenty feet tall. Their long, slender branches hung almost to the ground, and deep shadows were already thickening beneath them as the light of the sun failed.

“This is the only cover for miles around,” said Ascilius, rousing himself from his gloomy thoughts. “We can stop here for the night under the willows and remain out of sight while we have a meal and the horses graze.”

“What about lions?” asked Elerian uneasily. “I thought they preferred this sort of cover.”

“They do,” said Ascilius whose low spirits appeared to have made him indifferent to his own personal safety. “We can check the grove before we set up camp.”

 Elerian ended his invisibility spell, for it was growing dark. Then, he and Ascilius separated, the Dwarf riding to the right and Elerian to the left. As Enias trod warily around the perimeter of the small wood, Elerian examined the shadows under the trees with eyes that could see by the faintest of starlight, but there was no sign of any lions in the grove. If any had sheltered here during the day, they had already left to begin their nightly hunt for prey. There were trails of beaten grass all through the wood indicating that many beasts came to drink here, but Elerian was not worried.

“The grazers will not return to drink again until the sun rises,” he thought to himself. “Until then, we should be safe enough from the beasts of prey that follow them.”

When Elerian reached the far side of the grove, he found that Ascilius had arrived before him. The Dwarf had already stripped the saddle from his mare and was in the act of tethering her in the middle of a thick patch of ankle high grass that was well under the cover of the trees. His pack and the mare’s saddle lay on the ground under a nearby willow. 

“Stay under the trees my friend,” Elerian cautioned Enias after he dismounted.

Signaling his assent with a toss of his head, Enias began to graze on the rich grass growing under the trees, staying under cover as Elerian had instructed him. Elerian dropped his own pack next to Ascilius’s. The Dwarf was now filling his water bottle and Elerian did the same. When he dipped his bottle into the pool, he found that it was surprisingly cold.

“The pool is fed by cold springs deep underground,” said Ascilius as he noted Elerian’s surprise at the temperature of the water.

After opening their packs, they sat beneath a willow tree which spread its branches over their resting place like a green canopy. The long, slender leaves overhead rustled softly in the evening breeze as they unpacked some of their food before sitting down cross-legged on the grass to share bread, cheese, and a wineskin. As he ate, Elerian leaned his back against the rough bark of the willow. He felt unusually tired, for his ring had drawn on his power for the whole day to maintain its invisibility spell. He found it pleasant to sit in the dark after enduring the heat of the sun all day. 

 “We will continue traveling north tomorrow,” said Ascilius abruptly. After a good meal and several healthy pulls from the wine skin he carried along with his water bottle, his mood had improved. “We should reach the banks of the Tanicus by nightfall. There, we can shelter under the willows that line its banks. If we bear to the northwest after we leave the Tanicus, we will cross the old Dwarf road that runs north to south across the plains before eventually reaching the banks of the Catalus. At that point, the odds of us staying alive will improve considerably; for we can then follow the river north, keeping out of sight under the trees which line its banks. It will add miles to our journey, for the river does not follow a straight course, but I am uneasy traveling in the open with just your ring to shield us from the dragon’s sight. I have heard that dragons, like some mages, can see the shades cast by living creatures.”

“I have no objection to the longer route,” replied Elerian. “It will be pleasant to travel under leaves and branches again instead of the open sky.”

Ascilius helped Elerian clean up. Then, knowing that his companion seldom slept, he promptly rolled himself into his blankets, depending on Elerian to keep watch. Positioning himself at the eastern edge of the trees where he could remain under cover and still watch their back trail, Elerian looked out over the shallow valley before him. With the setting of the sun, the color had drained out of the landscape, but the stars were bright overhead, providing more than enough light for his night wise eyes. No movement caught his alert eyes except for the gray grass which shifted restlessly under the constant night wind. 

Although the countryside appeared empty, Elerian’s keen ears told him a different story. There was still life here at the edge of the dragon’s hunting grounds. He heard the long, lonely howl of wolves in the distance, and nearer at hand, the bass roar of a hunting lion echoed through the darkness. Not long after, he heard the thunderous bellow of a herd bull, followed by the distant rumble of hooves, but no threat appeared close at hand to menace him and Ascilius. 

Eventually, Elerian sat down with his back resting against the thick, fissured trunk of a willow, drifting into that peculiar state which now passed as sleep for him. His eyes remained open, and he was aware of all that went on around him, but while his body rested, his mind walked the dream paths which had become almost as real to him as his waking moments.

As he relived the pleasant time that he and Anthea had spent together under the lone oak which grew near the Troll Wood, Elerian felt a shadow fall over him. Looking up, he saw a familiar, shimmering scarlet circle appear in the air above him. The space within the boundaries of the crimson ring suddenly cleared. In the opening framed by the line of red, Elerian saw a familiar, malevolent, pale face wearing an iron crown set with blood red rubies. Dark eyes, populated with fiery red sparks that floated randomly in their depths, gloated over him as a pale, slender hand slowly extended through the portal. At the end of each long finger, Elerian could see a strong, curved nail, painted black and ending in a needle-sharp point. As the Goblin’s hand reached for his exposed throat, Elerian tried desperately to move and put up some resistance, but he found that he no longer had command of his body. He sat helplessly as the Goblin's cruel claws closed over his throat.
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Strangely enough, Elerian felt no pain when the Goblin king’s hand grasped his throat, only a wet, velvety softness against his face. Suddenly, he found that he could move again. Blinking his eyes, like one newly awakened from sleep, he saw that Enias was nuzzling him with his velvety gray muzzle.

 With his heart pounding, Elerian looked around him in confusion, but the portal and Torquatus had both disappeared. Nothing moved under the trees except Ascilius’s mare and Enias, who nuzzled him again. Close by, Elerian saw Ascilius lying motionless under his blankets.

“I must have slipped into a true sleep brought on by weariness and dreamt the whole thing,” thought Elerian to himself, not having any other explanation for his alarming experience. Not wishing to endure another dream of that kind, he stood and paced lightly around the grove for the rest of the night, waiting for the sun to rise. When Ascilius rose from his blankets, Elerian made no mention of his dream.

“Ascilius has enough to worry about,” he thought to himself.

After a quick, cold breakfast during which neither of them spoke much, they packed their gear and mounted their horses once more. Before they left the cover of the trees surrounding the pool, Elerian called his silver ring to his hand again, and he, Ascilius, and their mounts vanished from sight once more. Under the bright light of the early morning sun, they rode out onto the empty plains.

They had ridden little more than a mile, when they crested one of the gentle slopes that were a common feature of the deceptively flat landscape of the plains. Spread out across the verdant pastures before them were numerous, small family groups of red deer and wild oxen.

“The cattle are likely the source of the bellows I heard during the night,” thought Elerian to himself.

He noted at once that instead of grazing on the lush grass which surrounded them, all of the beasts were standing or shifting restlessly about with their heads raised. Their ears stood erect, as if listening, and their damp nostrils were flared as if scenting for some danger. Suddenly, Elerian heard a rumble like an ominous roll of thunder to the north. Enias shifted nervously beneath him, and the mare snorted through flared nostrils. Abruptly, a small group of oxen appeared on the crest of a low rise of ground to the north, running flat out, tongues hanging out and eyes white with fear.

Instantly, the animals in the valley took flight, running toward the small rise of ground that Elerian and Ascilius were descending. The menacing rumble of thousands of cloven hoofs striking the ground filled the air as a wall of panicked animals raced toward Elerian and Ascilius. Against the dark mass of the herd, the oxens’ long, inward curving horns glinted white in the sunlight, and their labored breathing came clearly to Elerian’s ears. In between the larger forms of the oxen bounded red deer, appearing small next to the cattle, but the stags were the size of a well-grown horse. 

 “Ride for your life!” shouted Ascilius pulling his mare sharply around. He could not see Elerian but knew that he was nearby. Without any urging from the Dwarf, his mare sped away, so swiftly that Ascilius almost lost his seat. As he left the protection of Elerian’s invisibility spell, Ascilius and his mare instantly became visible.

Enias reared up and, pivoting on his hind legs, spun smoothly around before dashing off after Ascilius. Elerian saw at once that the Dwarf was already in serious trouble. He was clinging desperately to the saddle with both hands, and his right foot was out of the stirrup. Given the manner in which he was bouncing wildly about, it was only a matter of time before he fell off. Behind him, Elerian heard the rumble of hooves grow louder. The labored breathing and groans of the stampeding oxen came clearly to his ears. If Ascilius fell now, there was no way he could avoid being trampled to death.

Even as Elerian formed the thought in his mind, Ascilius's feet slipped out of his stirrups. He bounced wildly for a moment on his saddle and then flew off the mare, landing face down on the ground on her left side. The panicked mare shied away from him. Continuing to run, she left Ascilius lying motionless on the ground.

Clinging tightly to Enias's neck with his right arm, Elerian leaned far to his left and reached out his left hand. He knew that he would have only one chance to save Ascilius, for the lead oxen were right behind him. As Enias flashed by the Dwarf, Elerian slipped a sure, strong hand under Ascilius’s heavy leather belt and, with a single powerful heave, lifted him face down onto Enias’s withers. Ascilius instantly disappeared again as he came under the influence of Elerian’s ring. 

As soon as Enias felt the weight of the Dwarf on his back, he put on a burst of speed that drew him even with the black mare and away from the panicked oxen. With his knees, Elerian guided Enias to the right, angling away from the panicked animals behind them. Ascilius’s mare followed along behind. Before long, they were out of the path of the stampeding herd which thundered by on their left.

When the last panicked animal had passed them by, Elerian stopped Enias with a silent command. After sending away his ring, he leaped to the ground and lowered Ascilius’s stocky form so that he lay on his back on the thick turf. Still breathless, for he had fallen heavily, Ascilius sat up and began feeling himself for broken bones.

“Are you all right?” asked Elerian, his concern evident in his voice.

“I am only shaken up, I think, no thanks to that four legged death trap,” said Ascilius angrily as he gingerly stood up. 

“Come now, you cannot put all the blame on your mount,” said Elerian with a sudden, humorous gleam in his eyes. “Some of the fault must go to the rider.”

“I'll not dispute it,” grumbled Ascilius. “It is unnatural for Dwarves to ride on anything but wagons.” He stared thoughtfully after the retreating herds. “I wonder what could have set them off?” he wondered out loud. “Oxen are not prone to panic save during storms, for they do not care for thunder and lightning.”

The same thought suddenly occurred to both of them. Together, they cast worried glances at the sky, but no dragon appeared.

Ascilius shrugged. “Let us be on our way then. Perhaps it was just the scent of a lion or bear that set them off.” He glared for a moment at his mare, which was now standing quietly next to Enias, before reluctantly climbing back into the saddle. After mounting Enias, Elerian made them all invisible again by calling back his silver ring. 

After an hour's ride across the now empty plains, Elerian spied carrion birds circling in the sky far ahead of them and pointed them out to Ascilius. 

“Perhaps we will find the cause of the stampede beneath them,” said Ascilius, adjusting their course a little so that they rode toward the scavengers. Beneath the circling birds, in a hollow that appeared suddenly before them, they came upon a gruesome shape covered with a shifting, seething blanket of black vultures and the small gray foxes of the plains. The scavengers hastily took flight or scampered off as Elerian and Ascilius drew near, exposing the remains of a great bull ox.

“I should have guessed,” said Ascilius as he reined in his nervous mare next to the carcass. Enias stopped on Ascilius’s left side.

 Enormous, bare bones gleamed white in the sun, for a large portion of the ox had already been eaten. The marks of enormous teeth and claws were still plainly visible on the flesh that remained, and the turf around the carcass was torn and gouged, bearing witness to the titanic struggle that must have taken place before the death of the bull. As he took in the enormous, dagger pointed horns and the gigantic size of the ox, Elerian comprehended for the first time the true might of the dragon which they must eventually confront. He wondered where it was now and involuntarily glanced up at the sky, but it remained empty except for the carrion birds wheeling about overhead.

 “The dragon made this kill,” continued Ascilius. The sounds of the struggle no doubt panicked the beasts we saw this morning. She must have returned to Ennodius after feeding on the bull. It is bad news for Orianus if the beast is now hunting south of the Tanicus. His forces and herds will no longer be safe from the dragon’s predations.” 

The longer he stared at the carcass, the more agitated Ascilius became. After muttering inaudibly to himself for a moment, he abruptly turned to his right where he thought Enias was standing and shouted in a harsh voice, “Follow me no more, Elerian! I will not have your blood on my hands.”

The outburst took Elerian by surprise and also annoyed him, for he had thought this matter already settled. Suddenly weary of the somber gloom that had shrouded their journey like a dark cloud; he decided that a bit of mischief was in order.

“I am behind you,” he said loudly, smiling in amusement when Ascilius started violently and almost fell out of his saddle again.

Elerian made himself and Ascilius visible once more, regarding the overwrought Dwarf with steady gray eyes as Ascilius turned to face him.

 “Fool!” shouted Ascilius. “This is no time for levity. What must I say to convince you to leave me?”

“I thought I made it plain enough that there are no words you can speak which will drive me away,” said Elerian, suddenly serious once more. “I know you fear for my life, but riding away from you will not make me any safer. I may avoid the dragon if I leave your side, but Torquatus will continue to look for me. Imagine his pleasure when he finds that he only needs to deal with one of us at a time.”

“The one who first named the Dwarves a stubborn, stiff necked people almost certainly never had any dealings with Elves,” said Ascilius, gnawing his beard in frustration. Without another word, he urged his mare out of the hollow and resumed the journey north. Following behind the Dwarf, Elerian made them all invisible again.

After leaving the hollow, they now saw no game bigger than a hare, for all the larger animals had fled south and east. When they reached the banks of the Tanicus, the shadows were already lengthening toward the east. Elerian ended his invisibility spell lest its golden glow give them away in the gathering dark.

The thick groves of willows and alders that lined the banks of the small river, some of them substantial trees forty and fifty feet tall, were a welcome sight to the two companions. After making sure there were no lions nearby, they camped for the night under the trees growing on the south bank of the river. Once more, they ate another cold meal, for they did not dare to risk a fire. Ascilius spoke little, staring moodily at the ground as he ate and seemed to take no pleasure in his meal. Elerian had not seen the Dwarf this withdrawn since their time in the Goblins' mines. 

When Ascilius rolled himself into his blankets and cloak, Elerian rose and walked out from under the trees lining the riverbank. Maintaining the invisibility spell for a second day had tired him again, but he felt too restless to sit and rest. Above him, the black dome of the heavens seemed close enough to touch. Nets of diamond bright stars were scattered across the sky, too numerous to count. A short distance away, under the trees to his left, Enias was cropping grass along the edge of the trees, tearing the succulent stems with his strong teeth. Under the starlight, his gray coat had darkened so that he was just another shadow under the trees. Only his eyes gleamed silver when he raised his head to look questioningly at Elerian.

“Peace my friend,” said Elerian as he walked over and stroked the stallion's velvety muzzle. “It is not any danger that troubles me tonight, only a restlessness of spirit.”

Reassured by Elerian’s voice, Enias resumed cropping the rich grass near his feet, and Elerian walked back under the trees. The narrow green willow leaves overhead were soothing to his spirit after the openness of the plains. As he wandered with a light step through the wood, his senses remained aware of all that went on around him, but his thoughts were soon far away. The willow grove faded away as Elerian became lost in his memories, reliving the days that he had spent with Anthea.















 

A RISKY UNDERTAKING







 

As Elerian walked restlessly through the willow groves growing on the banks of the Tanicus, Anthea, far to the south, stirred restlessly in her bed. Suddenly, she started awake, her heart pounding. A grim dream of Ascilius and Elerian being consumed by dragon fire still fresh in her mind, she sat up trembling in her bed. 

Anxiously, she looked at her left hand, dropping the veil of the illusion spell that hid her ring. To her relief, the ruby captured in the band of silvery argentum still pulsed, its crimson glow alternately brightening and darkening. The ring at once soothed and troubled her mind, for it told her that Elerian was alive, but not where he was or what his condition might be.

Before lying down to sleep, Anthea had looked in the crystal bowl Elerian had given her father as a gift, but the portal had still shown no sign of either Elerian or Ascilius. Anthea was fairly certain that Elerian had used his silver ring to conceal himself, Ascilius, and their mounts, but she found it difficult to banish the disquieting thought that some other, more sinister fate, had overtaken him and Ascilius. 

“Do dragons take their prey alive at times,” she wondered to herself. “Perhaps even now, he is caught in the creature’s scaly coils in far off Ennodius,” she thought to herself anxiously. Absolutely fearless regarding her own safety, she found herself prey to unfamiliar worries regarding Elerian’s fate. 

“I cannot go on playing the part of the patient maiden without first solving the mystery of his disappearance,” thought Anthea to herself. “I must discover his fate or the uncertainty will drive me mad.”

The Tarsi had camped only a few miles south of the canyon where Anthea and Elerian had fought the Troll. It suddenly occurred to Anthea that she might find the answer to her question in Dymiter’s abandoned home. Who knew what other magic was hidden in that place besides the pedestal that she had discovered there. As thought crystallized into the need for action, Anthea rose from her bed, quickly and silently dressing herself in her soft leather riding clothes. Her eyes gleamed with a dangerous light as she slipped a long knife through her belt and hung a slim sword over her shoulders. If her dream proved prophetic, she would have her revenge on the dragon or die in the attempt.

Like a shadow, she stole through her father’s tent. Sleeping servants and furniture lurking unseen in the dark were no obstacle to her newly acquired night sight. Exiting through a slit she silently opened on the north side of the tent wall with a parting spell, she easily circumvented the armed, sleepless guards standing in front of the entrance to the pavilion. After using a joining spell to seal the opening she had made, Anthea paused for a moment with her back to the tent wall, settling her gaze on the Nordaels, which rose up like a dark wall to the north of the encampment. The desire to return to the Dymiter’s ancient home became even more fixed in her mind.

After taking a bridle from a nearby tent where riding gear was stored, Anthea slipped silently through the camp, passing unseen through the ring of mounted men who guarded it. She made no noise, and to anyone who cast his eyes in her direction, she was just one more shadow in the darkness. When she neared the horse herd, many of the horses stopped grazing as she approached, standing with their sculpted heads raised and their half moon ears swiveled forward as they tracked her progress through the darkness. Their great eyes saw her clearly, for the horses of the Tarsi saw almost as well in the dark as Anthea. Delicate nostrils flared as they drank in the familiar scent of the princess. One of them walked out of the herd, greeting Anthea with a soft, low-pitched nicker.

Anthea smiled in the darkness.

“Were you expecting me somehow Portia?” she asked softly, as she stroked the sleek neck of her black mare.

After slipping the bridle over Portia’s head, she sprang onto her back with a supple leap, urging her toward the north at a slow walk. There were guards around the horse herd, but they paid no attention to the mare as she moved past them, for Anthea had slipped down onto Portia’s left side, holding on with supple strength by her right hand and her right heel, so that she was out of sight of the guards.

Once she was a safe distance out onto the plain, Anthea resumed her seat on Portia’s back, urging her into a gallop. As her mare raced over the thick turf covering the ground, Anthea delighted in the feel of the mare’s lithe muscles and the cool night air streaming against her face. Neither her isolation in the vast plains around her, nor the thought of the great predators that roamed the night around her made any impression on her cool courage. Confidently, she urged Portia toward the entrance to the Troll Wood.

When the cleft in the foothills which marked the location of the canyon that held Dymiter’s abandoned abode loomed up before her, Anthea slowed Portia to a walk, searching the edge of the wood that filled the canyon’s entrance for the hidden entrance to the track that led north through the forest.

A steady beat of hooves suddenly came through the night behind her, growing louder as the rider drew closer. Anthea whirled Portia around, fearlessly drawing her sword with a harsh whisper of steel against hard leather. A single horseman approached through the darkness that was no barrier to her night wise eyes. She recognized her brother Dacien at once as he reined Mylachen up before her.

“What are you doing here, Dacien,” she asked quietly as she sheathed her sword.

“The poison which entered my veins during the battle against the Goblins at the Scissura still troubles me at times, especially at night,” replied Dacien. “When I left my bed for a glass of wine to ease the fire in my veins, I saw you slip through the tent wall. I sometimes go for a stroll at night, so the door guards paid me no mind when I left the tent. You disappeared like a wraith into the night, but I guessed that you might have gone for a ride on Portia, so I asked Mylachen to follow you, for he is as keen as any hound once he has a scent. He brought me here,” explained Dacien, affectionately stroking his stallion’s sleek neck with his right hand.

“Thank you for not giving me away, “said Anthea warmly.

“I hoped to persuade you to return before anyone discovered that you were missing,” replied Dacien quietly. “It is the height of foolishness, Anthea, to leave the camp at night by yourself with a traitor still undiscovered in our ranks.” 

“I have something that I must do tonight,” said Anthea dismissively, “no matter what the risk.” 

“Let it wait until morning,” pleaded Dacien. “We can return here with a suitable escort under the friendly light of the sun.”

“Sun or darkness, they are all the same to me now,” replied Anthea indifferently. “As for an escort, I neither need nor desire one. What I came to do, I will do alone.”

Dacien sighed at his sister’s reply although, in truth, he had expected no less. From past experience, he knew that she would not be swayed from her purpose. For as long as he could remember, she had done as she wished, paying no heed to anyone else.

“At least tell me where you are going,” he said resignedly. 

“If you wish to know, then you will have to come with me,” said Anthea, her eyes suddenly gleaming mischievously in the dark. Turning Portia toward the canyon once more with the pressure of knees and reins, she urged the mare into a trot without turning once to see if her brother was following her. Dacien sighed and urged Mylachen after his sister, for he knew she would not hesitate to leave him behind if he faltered.

When they entered the wood, the darkness around Dacien became so thick because of the dense canopy of leaves overhead that he was unable to distinguish even the massive trunks of the ancient trees that rose up all around him. He was forced to rely on Mylachen to follow Portia, marveling at the confident manner in which Anthea made her way through the deep gloom under the trees without the benefit of any light.

When, at length, they emerged onto the track which led to the Elf mage’s dwelling, Anthea urged Portia to a faster pace, for the road was plainly visible to her eyes and those of her mare. Dacien followed close behind Anthea, his sister and her mare no more than a dark, quick moving shadow to his eyes.

“Why have you come to the Troll wood in the middle of the night, Anthea?” he asked worriedly when Mylachen had closed the gap between them. “This is a dangerous place even under the light of the sun.”

“I wish to visit the home of Dymiter one last time before we return to Niveaus,” said Anthea resolutely and mysteriously.

“What purpose will that serve?” asked Dacien in a perplexed voice. “By your own account, there is nothing there now but the body of the Troll that Elerian killed.”

“I will explain later,” said Anthea evasively, for Dacien would surely raise objections if she told him that, in hopes of discovering Elerian’s fate, she was allowing a vague impulse to draw her to the ruined dwelling.

As each step Mylachen took drew him deeper into the dark forest which surrounded them on all sides, Dacien’s uneasiness grew unabated.

“How many times have I followed Anthea like this into some wild adventure?,” he mused to himself, harkening back over the years to a time when he was seven and his sister was twelve. A canigrae had crept down out of the mountains and had begun raiding the herds pastured around Niveaus. When the beast evaded all attempts to hunt it down, Anthea had taken it into her head to hunt the Goblin hound herself. She had asked Dacien to share in her adventure.

It was a dangerous, foolish idea but Dacien loved his brave, beautiful older sister and followed her without question. Armed with small bows, they had slipped out of the city one evening, entering the wood which surrounded its back walls where they backed up against the slopes of the Nordaels.

 The residents of the city often visited the small forest to walk or picnic, for it was more of a park than a real wood. Dacien had comforted himself with the notion that the canigrae would never show itself in such a place. But, of course, it had appeared, slinking from behind a great oak, its eyes glowing crimson in the gloom under the trees. Baring its long white fangs, it had hurtled toward them, evading their hasty arrows. Dropping their useless weapons, they had scrambled up the trunk of a nearby chestnut, grasping the deeply fissured bark to draw themselves up. Anthea easily reached a low-lying limb, but Dacien remembered well the fear that swept over him when he slipped and fell heavily to the ground. Watching helplessly as the canigrae sprang toward him, jaws agape, he had been certain that his young life was over.

The beast had pounced on him, pinning him to the ground with its front paws. For a moment, all Dacien had seen was its gaping jaws and long white fangs reaching for his face. Then, so close its foul breath washed over his face, it had suddenly staggered and drawn its head back. A wild, pain filled howl had rent the silence of the dark wood. With wide eyes, Dacien had seen Anthea on the canigrae’s back, twisting and pulling on its hairy left ear with her left hand. She had leapt from the safety of the tree to come to his rescue. 

With a skill beyond her years, his sister had thrust her hunting knife between the heavy neck bones of the canigrae with her right hand, severing its spine. The shaggy Goblin hound had collapsed heavily onto his chest; its gaping jaws inches from his face. A moment later and Anthea had dragged him clear. After satisfying herself that he was unharmed, ignoring the encroaching darkness, she had taken the canigrae’s hide, dragging the great, stinking pelt back to the city with Dacien’s help.

Dacien smiled to himself, remembering how angry his father had been. Because Anthea was the oldest of the pair, she had borne the brunt of his wrath. Throughout all the shouting, however, there had been a gleam of admiration in the king’s eyes and in the eyes of all his attendants. In the weeks that followed, Anthea was confined to her room as a punishment, but quite often, when Dacien attempted to smuggle some forbidden delicacy to his sister’s room, he was forced to hide out of sight and wait as some hardened old warrior furtively emerged from her room after bringing her some dainty of his own.

Dacien’s recollections were suddenly interrupted when Portia and Mylachen both slowed abruptly as they entered the clearing surrounding the ruins of Dymiter’s home. The horses threw their heads back and snorted in alarm, demonstrating a great reluctance to approach any closer to the decayed building.

“Something is wrong Anthea,” said Dacien anxiously. He looked around the clearing, but even in the open with no trees overhead, everything around him was an indistinct blur.

“I see nothing to threaten us,” said Anthea in a puzzled voice, but the horses refused to advance any farther. Anthea could see the whites of Portia’s eyes as she stamped her feet and tossed her head nervously.

“Stay with the horses, Dacien,” she said quietly. Before he could object, she leapt to the ground. Drawing her sword with her right hand and her long knife with her left, she walked with light, wary steps down the clearly defined path that led to the ruins.

“Wait Anthea!” called Dacien softly and urgently as his sister disappeared into the darkness surrounding him. Leaping off his own mount, he quietly ordered the two well-trained horses to wait. Drawing his sword, he stumbled up the path toward the shadowy ruins which bulked menacingly ahead of him, cursing the darkness under his breath.

“I was mad to agree to this,” he thought to himself. “What if there is another Troll? Anthea and I do not have Elerian’s power to defeat such a creature.”

Anthea was already standing near the entrance to the ruins as Dacien made his way up the path. She paused before the entrance, which gaped before her like a dark, open mouth, ready to swallow her. Her ears caught the sound of rushing feet an instant before three hulking forms burst through the opening.

The lead figure was dressed in black leather armor and covered from head to foot in coarse black fur. Hungry yellow eyes that shone like lamps in the darkness dominated a grinning, wolf like face. Over the mutare’s broad shoulders, Anthea could see the gleaming eyes of his two companions.

As the first of the changelings lifted its powerful arms to seize her, Anthea raised her slender, razor edged sword and thrust it through the creature’s hairy throat before leaping nimbly back to evade its reaching claws. Leaping lithely to her right, she allowed the second mutare, a great, hairy, bearlike creature, to rush by her. The third mutare slowed and confronted her. He had a feral intelligence in his yellow eyes, and unlike his two companions, he had a sword in his right paw, a heavy bladed, long handled weapon which he now swept down on Anthea in a great two-handed stroke, powerful enough to cleave her in two.

In a sure, swift move, Anthea raised her own sword. The heavy clash of steel on steel shattered the silence of the night as she caught the mutare’s sword in her weapon’s curved hilt guards. Driven by the mutare’s thick muscular arms, the heavy blade carried enough force to jar a sword free of even a strong warrior’s grip, but Anthea’s slim hand and arm absorbed the blow with an unexpected strength, holding the mutare’s joined hands and sword aloft. Before the creature could break free of her sword; Anthea stepped beneath their upraised weapons, driving her long knife through the mutare’s leather armor and deep into its broad, hairy chest. Pulling knife and sword free, Anthea stepped back from the changeling, which was already dead on its feet, its heart pierced by her knife. Spinning around on her left heel, Anthea sought the mutare who had rushed by her.

A succession of loud snarls drew her attention to the path. To her dismay, she saw that the last mutare was grappling with Dacien, who lay on his back on the path with the changeling crouched over his chest. He had both his strong hands buried in the long fur which covered the creature’s neck as he strove mightily to prevent it from tearing out his throat with its long fangs. The curved black claws on the changeling’s front paws made harsh grating noises as they scraped across the steel bosses reinforcing his heavy leather tunic, seeking the soft flesh beneath the leather armor.
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Dropping her sword, Anthea ran up to the struggling pair. After deftly switching her knife to her right hand, she seized the mutare by the long, coarse hair on the back of its head with her left hand, pulling its head away from Dacien’s throat before driving her knife into the back of its neck. The mutare went limp, sagging heavily against her hand. With supple strength, Anthea pulled its heavy body away from Dacien, throwing it easily to her left after withdrawing her knife. Dacien climbed shakily to his feet, seemingly uninjured. Because of the darkness and the brief nature of the battle, he was unsure of what had happened. Even the mutare who had attacked him had been little more than a blur in the darkness.

“I should have thought to bring a torch or a mage light,” he said angrily. “I cannot see a thing in this cursed darkness.” A stray gleam of light from under Anthea’s jerkin suddenly attracted Dacien’s gaze.

“What is that light, Anthea?” he asked in surprise.

Anthea reach under the unbuttoned collar of her leather jerkin, pulling out her pendant. When they were exposed to view, the diamonds covering the silver beech leaf in her hand shone with a soft, white radiance which created a small pool of dim light around them.

“Returning to the place where it lay for so long has roused its powers, I think,” mused Anthea to herself.

Dacien barely heard her, for his heart had lurched when he saw the bodies of the three mutare lying on the ground.

“Changelings wearing the dark livery of the Goblin King!” said Dacien in dismay. “They must be survivors of the Goblin army which we defeated near the Scissura. After traveling south to the mountains, they must have hidden themselves in this old ruin. We should leave here now Anthea, in case there are more of them about.”

Anthea looked toward the horses. They were stamping their feet and snorting softly at the scent of fresh blood, but their earlier panic seemed to have subsided.

“If there were more of the creatures about, the horses would scent them,” she said to Dacien. “Let me accomplish my purpose here and then we will leave.”

“We should leave now,” Dacien insisted, but Anthea had already retrieved her sword and was walking past the bodies of the mutare, toward the doorway to Dymiter’s abandoned home. Resignedly, Dacien followed her, wearing a troubled look on his face.

“You dealt with these three great creatures by yourself, Anthea, in less time than it takes to tell about it,” he said quietly. “My sister of old was never so strong or quick with sword and knife.”

 Anthea paused in the doorway to the ruin, turning to face Dacien. Her eyes, black and mysterious as some deep forest pool under the moonlight, gleamed in the soft white glow emitted by her necklace.

“I am changing,” she said quietly as she ended the illusion spell that masked her appearance so that her brother might see her true form.

Dacien started visibly at what he saw.

“She looks the same but fairer than before,” he thought to himself. “No human maid ever possessed such perfection of face and form, and what is that light which shines in her eyes?”

“What has happened to you, Anthea?” he asked quietly.

“When Elerian brought me back to life after the battle with the shape changers, he woke something in me that has slowly overshadowed my human side,” explained Anthea. “It was unintended but irreversible, and the result is still uncertain. What I may finally become, I do not know? Does that trouble you brother?”

“No matter how you change, you shall always remain my sister,” said Dacien firmly to Anthea. “Have you told father?” he asked quietly.

“Not yet,” said Anthea, resuming her disguise. “I have held back, for I do not think it will sit well with him,” she said sadly. “That is a matter for another time, however. For now, follow me now into the ruin. It will be like old times,” she said with a fond smile at her brother as she recollected old adventures they had shared between them.

Turning around, Anthea entered the ruin, walking with the light, silent tread of a hunting cat. Dacien unenthusiastically followed behind her with his sword held ready in his right hand. “What other dangers will we encounter on this ill-fated night?” he wondered to himself uneasily as he passed through the doorway.

Once he was inside the ruin, Dacien started and involuntarily clenched the hilt of his sword, for the soft white light cast by Anthea’s necklace had illuminated a huge Troll lying on the stone floor of the chamber. Light and shadow played across the great creature as Anthea moved across the room so that it appeared to move. Almost, Dacien cried out a warning, but then, he realized that this must be the Troll slain by Elerian. Cautiously, sword held ready to strike, he drew nearer to the creature, leaning over and gingerly touching the bare flesh of its right arm with his left hand. It felt hard and cold, like stone that has lain in some dark place out of the light of the sun. 

 “Perhaps these creatures truly are made of stone as the old legends say,” Dacien said wonderingly to his sister. When Anthea did not reply, Dacien looked up and saw that she stood with her back to him in front an empty pedestal that stood in the center of the room, as still as if she, too, had turned to stone. 

Anthea had not heard her Dacien speak. While her brother stooped to examine the Troll, she had approached the pedestal, opening her third eye in hopes of seeing some magical thing that she and Elerian might have missed on their first venture into the room. She noticed nothing of interest until her eyes happened upon the ring on her left hand. Beneath the illusion cloaking her ring, she saw the familiar ruby inset in the silver band pulsing in a steady rhythm. Springing from the ring, however, was a slender golden thread which she had never seen before, for this was the first time that she had looked at her ring with her magical third eye. The thread ran to the northwest, ending abruptly after only a few feet.

“This thread connects to Elerian’s ring,” Anthea thought excitedly to herself. “It must enter a small portal to span the gap between us. Would that I could follow it,” she thought, shaken by the intensity of her desire.

As if in response to her will, the necklace around Anthea’s slim throat suddenly warmed and brightened. An odd sensation came over her, as if she had flowed out of her body. The room around her vanished and everything in her sight turned to gold. Then, Anthea had the odd sensation that she was in two places at once, both in the ruined chamber which she saw with her normal sight and in a grove of trees, which, seen with her third eye, resembled columns of green light under the dark night sky. Beneath her feet was a shimmering emerald carpet which could only be the living stems of a thick green turf. When she looked down at herself, she saw a golden shade, instead of her body.

As if from a great distance, Anthea heard Dacien speak, but she did not attempt to respond. Instead, she touched the shimmering bole of a tree. Her fingers sank into the wood as if she possessed no more substance than starlight.

“I have become a wraith,” she thought to herself, “but somehow I am still joined to my physical form, hence I am in two places at once.”

 A movement between two nearby tree trunks suddenly caught her eye as another golden shade emerged from between the trees. When the shade passed near her, she touched its left shoulder with her right hand and knew at once that that it was Elerian. He was singing softly to himself, each clear note echoing in her mind like a silver chime. His mind was dreaming, but Anthea knew she was in his thoughts and that pleased her a great deal. Drawing on the power of the pendant that she wore, she caused a sudden rush of wind to ruffle his hair, at the same time sending an image of herself into his mind.

Roused from his dreaming by the unnatural wind, Elerian stopped, his eyes widening in astonishment when he saw Anthea standing on his left, her right hand on his shoulder. She smiled mischievously, and for a moment, they stood motionless, joined together in a joyous reunion. When Elerian finally made as if to speak, however, Anthea abruptly found herself back in the central chamber of Dymiter's ruined dwelling with Dacien’s right hand gently shaking her left arm.

“Are you all right sister?” Dacien asked, his voice filled with concern. “I was loath to disturb you, but you were so still that for a moment I thought some sort of enchantment had befallen you.” 

For a moment, Anthea tried desperately to return to the place where she had seen Elerian, but her magical eye had closed, and it seemed that the power of the necklace was no longer at her command, for it remained inert despite all her striving, emitting feeble rays that barely illuminated her face and that of Dacien standing beside her. Anger at her brother, for breaking the spell which had carried her to Elerian’s side, flashed through Anthea, but she immediately pushed it aside. Dacien, after all, had disturbed her out of concern for her well-being, not from any sense of malice.

“It was an enchantment of sorts,” she said regretfully, “but it is ended now.”

“We should leave this place, then, while we still can,” Dacien implored her.

“There is nothing for us to fear here, Dacien,” Anthea reassured him, “but we can leave now, for I have found what I came for.”

“What may that be?” asked Dacien in confusion. “I see nothing around us but ruins and an empty pedestal.”

 “You see only with mortal eyes, Dacien,” said Anthea gently. “I know now that Elerian is still alive and there is hope that we may meet again someday,” she said happily.

“How can you know that?” asked Dacien, his confusion growing by the minute.

“I have seen him,” said Anthea cryptically as she led the way back to their restive mounts. She would say no more than that about her experience on the ride back to the encampment no matter how much Dacien pressed her to reveal more.

“I must sort this out in my own mind first,” she thought to herself. It was difficult enough for her to accept the notion that she had traveled across the land as a shade until she reached Elerian’s side let alone explain it to anyone else. Side by side, she and Dacien rode swiftly and silently back to the encampment to the south, managing to return to the king’s tent undetected.

“Say nothing to anyone about tonight,” whispered Anthea before they separated to return to their beds. Dacien reluctantly agreed to keep their adventure a secret.

When the Tarsi resumed their journey that morning, Orianus noticed at once that a change had come over Anthea. Her eyes were composed as she rode beside him and even contained a measure of contentment. When it came to discerning the reason for the change, however, the king’s clear sight failed him, clouded as it was by his own hopes.

“Perhaps I chose better than I knew when I decided to return to Niveaus,” Orianus thought hopefully to himself as he rode next to Anthea that morning. “Already, she has begun to forget Elerian.”

 Had he questioned his daughter, he would have quickly discovered his error, for the opposite of what he surmised was true. Elerian was still very much in Anthea’s thoughts. Having seen that he was safe, she was content, at least for now, to wait and hope for his speedy return.

“Even if I cannot see him in the portal that he gave my father, it no longer matters,” thought Anthea happily to herself. “My pendant gives me the power to return to his side whenever I wish. He will have me close to him whether he wishes it or not,” she thought to herself, a determined look lighting up her dark blue eyes.
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After Anthea suddenly vanished before his eyes, Elerian looked around in confusion, bewildered by her sudden disappearance.

“Was she truly there or did I see some dream image born of my desire to see her again?” wondered Elerian to himself. Unsure of the answer, he bent over, carefully searching the place where she had stood. The blades of grass growing there, gray and colorless under the starlight, were neither broken nor bent, giving no indication that Anthea had stood there moments ago.

 “If she was here, then she came in the form of a wraith,” he thought to himself, a feeling of dread lancing through him, for the only other wraiths that he had seen in his life were the shades of the dead. Hastily, Elerian looked at the ring on his left hand with his magical third eye. To his relief, the ruby still pulsed under the golden veil of the illusion which hid it from view.

“She is still alive,” he thought to himself. “Somehow she found a way to bring her shade to my side, although how she found me, I cannot guess. Perhaps Dymiter’s amulet has given her new, unlooked for powers. If that is the case, she will never cease to crow about it,” thought Elerian ruefully to himself as he recalled the mischief in her eyes. 

Turning to the south, where Anthea waited for his return, Elerian wished that he could open a portal as Torquatus had done so that he could see her face to face. Sadly, he lacked the power to open a magical door of a useful size and to hold it open. He considered using his crystal orb but quickly discarded the notion of using a device that had proved so unreliable in the past. It was as likely to alert Torquatus to his presence as it was to show him Anthea. Sighing in discontent, he resumed his silent pacing under the trees, starting at every sound and whisper of wind, hopeful that Anthea had returned once more, but she did not appear again that night. 

While Elerian kept his uneasy watch, Ascilius slept, but his slumber was restless and disturbed by dark dreams. Eventually, he awoke, remaining motionless beneath his warm blankets. Moving only his eyes, he watched Elerian’s gray and black shape pacing restively under the trees with light steps that made no sound that Ascilius could hear. When Elerian drew closer, Ascilius saw that his features were drawn into a frown of dissatisfaction. 

“What has disturbed him I wonder?” Ascilius wondered to himself.

“You should rest,” he said quietly when Elerian walked by him.

The troubled look instantly left Elerian's face as he stopped and smiled down at his companion.

“If you are ready to keep watch, I will attempt to sleep for a bit.”

“I am more than ready, for sleep is not my friend this night,” said Ascilius regretfully. “I feel no more rested than when I first lay down. I may as well keep watch as toss under my blankets all night.”

Throwing aside his covers, Ascilius stood up, stretching to loosen muscles made sore by the unfamiliar act of riding.

“I wish that I could see what the future holds for us,” he said wistfully. “I have felt a sense of doom hanging over us ever since we bade farewell to Orianus,” said the Dwarf unhappily. “I fear that we may never reach Ennodius.”

“You seemed much more confident of success when you were discussing our adventure with Orianus,” Elerian gently reminded him.

“I told you before that it was the drink and my pride speaking,” replied the Dwarf gloomily. “It was easy to feel that we might succeed when the dragon was far away. Now that we are almost in its hunting grounds, I feel certain that the beast will discover us from the heights with her eagle-eyed gaze long before we reach my city. The shield cast by your ring will present no barrier to her third eye.

“We could look into my orb,” suggested Elerian reluctantly. “It might show us where the dragon is now and how we might avoid it. The orb might even show us what is happening in your city.”

“No!” said Ascilius firmly, his voice almost a shout. “On no account will I look into that crystal of ill omens. Who knows what it will show to torment me!”

“Well then, you must hope for the best,” said Elerian, noting with concern the haggard look in Ascilius's eyes. “The dragon has not caught us yet,” he said in a lighter tone.

“You have been a true friend to me, Elerian,” said Ascilius gratefully. “I know it has been a trial for you to be with me these last few days because of the dark mood which has plagued me,” he concluded awkwardly.

“I have hardly noticed any difference, to tell you the truth” said Elerian solemnly, his gray eyes gleaming with laughter.

“You are hopeless,” said Ascilius shaking his head. “Like all of your race, you would joke at your own execution,” he said severely, but his eyes smiled too, and the weight of the worries he carried suddenly became lighter.

Elerian spread his blankets on the ground. After covering himself with his cloak, he closed his eyes, weariness causing him to fall into one of those brief periods of true sleep that were becoming increasingly rare for him. Meanwhile, Ascilius stretched again in an attempt to drive the stiffness from his muscles. When he looked at the river flowing on his right, he saw white mists rising from its dark, gleaming surface. Shivering from the damp night air, Ascilius took his hooded cloak, made of heavy wool and dyed a woodland green, from his bed. Draping it over his broad shoulders and pulling the hood over his head, he walked to the outer edge of the wood, sitting down with his back against the rough trunk of a willow. Motionless, he stared at the empty lands to the east and south until the bright orange rim of the sun climbed above the eastern horizon. 

As the sun’s golden rays crept over the plains, driving away the shadows of the night, Elerian silently walked out from under the trees and stood next to Ascilius. Overhead, the stars were fading in the blue-black sky, and color was returning to the grass that rolled away in waves to the horizon north, east, and south. Suddenly aware of Elerian’s presence, Ascilius rose stiffly to stand beside him.  

“The land is empty,” said Elerian. “It is as if we and the horses are the only creatures left alive in all this country.”

“The rumor of the dragon has caused all of the larger animals to flee,” said Ascilius gloomily. “I wish we dared risk a fire and have a warm breakfast. I am already tired of cold fare,” he said discontentedly as he stamped his feet to restore the circulation in his legs.

“We will have a hot meal tonight if I can knock down a brace of grass hens today,” Elerian assured the Dwarf. “A mage fire will make no smoke and will not give us away if we light it before darkness falls.”

The thought of a warm meal seemed to cheer Ascilius. His mood improved a little as they ate a cold breakfast of hard biscuits, cheese, and dried beef. When they were done, they packed their gear and mounted the horses once more, riding them through the clear, knee-deep water of the Tanicus. Before they rode out from under the trees on the far bank, Elerian called his silver ring to his hand. He and Ascilius, along with their mounts, vanished from sight, cloaked once again by the invisibility spell cast by the ring. When they set off, Elerian rode behind Ascilius so that he could keep an eye on the Dwarf with his magical third eye.

The two companions were now farther north than at any other time since they had entered Tarsius, traveling through country that Elerian had never seen before, although Ascilius seemed to know his way. The Dwarf angled their line of travel to the northwest, and within a half mile, they crossed the old Dwarf road that led to Ennodius. Several hours later, long after the road had vanished into the distance behind them, Elerian saw a peculiar mound: long, low, and unnaturally rounded, on their left. 

“Surely that mound was raised by the hands of men,” said Elerian to Ascilius.

The Dwarf looked up, observing the mound without much interest.

“After a battle, the Tarsi bury their dead beneath barrows such as the one you see before you. This one is old, for the turf that covers it is well established.”

“How many men sleep beneath the earth here and how many more will join them before the reign of Torquatus is ended?” wondered Elerian to himself as he and Ascilius rode past the ancient gravesite. “If it is ever ended,” whispered a small, pessimistic voice in the back of his head.

Not long after passing the barrow, a second mound reared itself up on their left, this one low and round in shape. Gray, lichen-covered stones reared up out of the turf growing over it, the taller ones resembling gnarled gray fingers.

“This one is no barrow,” observed Elerian to Ascilius whose head was sunk onto his broad breast, for he was deep in thought. At the sound of Elerian’s voice, Ascilius looked up and started so badly that he almost lost his seat on the mare.

“We have come too far west,” he said in an agitated voice. “This is a place of ill omen.”

“But surely they are just ruins,” said Elerian. After a quick glance around to make sure there were no enemies about, he sent away his ring and signaled Enias to stop, for he wished to examine the mound more closely.

“This is a place to be avoided,” insisted Ascilius, reining in his mare when he and Elerian suddenly became visible. “These ruins were here long before the Tarsi ever came to the plains, before the Dwarves ever came east over the Murus. Legend has it that this cromlech was built by the Ancharians before they crossed over the Arvina into Ancharia, a place where their mages practiced their dark arts. More than one person has disappeared near these ruins over the years.”

The mention of magic immediately stirred Elerian’s interest. Up to now, he had followed Ascilius’s lead without question, but now, a strong desire to examine the mound welled up in his breast.

“I must have a closer look, for I may never pass this way again.” he said to Ascilius. “Who knows what secrets lie beneath those stones and the earth that covers them?”

“There are no secrets, only bones,” warned Ascilius, but Elerian had already ridden off.

“He is in one of his fey moods and will not listen to reason,” grumbled Ascilius to himself as he clapped his heels to his mare’s sides, sending her after Enias. “No good will come of this,” he thought gloomily to himself as he rode through the outer ring of stones.  

Ahead of Ascilius, Elerian rode across the grass-covered knoll, boldly ignoring the dark shadows cast by the upright stones around him, which resembled the remnants of pillars. Of his own accord, Enias stopped before a round depression the depth of a tall man that lay at the center of the cromlech. In the north side of the heap of earth and stone, out of sight of the rays of the rising and setting sun, was a dark, man high opening roofed by an enormous gray slab resembling a lintel.

“There is something down there,” thought Elerian to himself as he stared intently into the dolmen. “I can feel the magic of this place in my bones.”

Remembering the orb he had discovered in Arstis, heedless of Ascilius’s urgent call to stop, Elerian leaped lightly from Enias’s back and walked up to the opening, pausing under the slab to let his eyes adjust to the inky darkness that lay beyond it.

“Treasure,” was his first thought when he saw a crimson gleam in the depths of the tunnel that extended deep into the earth before him. Then, two scarlet points of light rose slowly into the air. Elerian felt the hair lift on the back of his neck. Was that the glint of teeth he saw? Was that noise the scrape of claws on stone? His third eye opened, revealing an indistinct red shade, bulky and huge, stirring in the depths of the tunnel. A sudden firm touch on his right shoulder caused Elerian to start badly.

Closing his magical eye, he turned to look over his right shoulder and saw Ascilius’s exultant face.

“Ha!” crowed the Dwarf. “After all this time, I finally startled you. Why you look as white as a ghost!”

Hastily, Elerian looked back into the tunnel. The eyes were still there, but fortunately, they had not come any closer.   

“Ascilius,” said Elerian in a low voice, there is something down there.

“Of course there is,” said Ascilius condescendingly. “Why not just admit that I scared you silly for once.”

Elerian moved to his left so that Ascilius could see into the tunnel. A low, guttural growl given birth by some mighty chest and infinitely menacing rumbled up from the passageway. For the first time, Ascilius saw eyes burning like coals in the dark depths. A monstrous shape, shrouded and made indistinct by the lack of light, stirred restlessly.

“Merciful heavens, a lentulus!” said Ascilius in a horrified voice. “Run, Elerian!”

Taking his own advice, Ascilius turned and sprinted for his mare, covering the ground in leaps so prodigious that his feet seemed to spurn the earth. In a wondrous display of agility, he leaped onto his startled mount and beat his heels into her sides, riding her out of the hollow like one born to the saddle.

Despite the unknown danger at his back, Elerian’s gray eyes gleamed with laughter as he ran to Enias and leaped lightly onto the stallion’s sleek back. “Who would ever have guessed that Ascilius has become such a horseman,” he observed to himself 

“Away Enias,” he shouted cheerfully, “or Ascilius will arrive in Ennodius days ahead of us.”

As Enias sprang lightly after the mare, Elerian looked over his left shoulder, but the entrance to the dolmen remained empty.

 “The creature we saw does not care for the light,” he thought to himself or it would have followed us. “Surely it was a fey mood that was drawing me into that tunnel. Was it born of my own mind, or was I ensorceled by the creature in the cave? If I had not seen its eyes, I would have walked right into its jaws.”

By now, Enias had drawn even with Ascilius’s mare which was racing northwest, away from the cromlech.

“Slow down or you will founder her,” Elerian advised the Dwarf as he reached out and grasped the mare’s bridle with his left hand, slowing her to an easy canter.

Ascilius cast an uneasy glance over his right shoulder. “Once darkness falls, the lentulus is sure to pursue us,” he said worriedly. “If it takes to the air, it will quickly catch up with us.”

“I think not,” Elerian reassured him. “That creature was too large to be a lentulus. I also have a feeling that it does not travel far from its abode, preferring to lure its prey instead with magic.”

“Even if you are right about the creature lurking in that tunnel, it would still be prudent to distance ourselves from that place,” insisted Ascilius. He suddenly gave Elerian a cheerful look. “I did give you quite a start back there, you know.”

“Indeed you did,” agreed Elerian with a smile as he called his ring back to his hand. They all vanished once more beneath its protective cloak of invisibility.

“I see you have become quite a rider,” said Elerian innocently after a moment. “I had no idea you could leap onto a horse like that.”

Ascilius turned and gave Elerian a suspicious look, but of course, his companion was now invisible.

“Drat him, he is laughing at me again,” he thought to himself, recalling uncomfortably how he had sprinted across the cromlech.

“With practice, a Dwarf can accomplish any goal,” said Ascilius haughtily.

There was no reply from Elerian, but Ascilius thought he heard the sound of soft laughter behind him.















 

THE CATALUS







 

Ascilius and Elerian continued to ride northwest after leaving the cromlech behind. By early evening, they reached the east bank of the Catalus without incident.

“We had best ride under cover from now on,” said Ascilius over his shoulder to Elerian as he guided his mare into the willows lining the river's eastern bank. “I am sure that even the lions have deserted this dangerous country,” he assured Elerian as he turned his mount to his right, following the river north. Enias followed close behind.

Now that they were under cover, Elerian felt safe in sending away his silver ring, ending the invisibility spell that he had used to conceal himself, Ascilius, and their horses. He felt a welcome sense of relief when his ring vanished from his hand, sent back to the place where he kept his spell book, for this was the third day that he had used it. Whenever it was on his finger now, he could feel his power slowly draining out of him, like water trickling out through a hole in a bucket. Even with the ring gone, he still felt an irksome weariness that his brief period of sleep last night had done nothing to dispel.

“How much longer can I keep this up without doing some sort of harm to myself?” wondered Elerian to himself. “The ring consumes far too much power keeping the horses, as well as myself and Ascilius, out of sight.” 

“How long can we remain under the trees?” he asked Ascilius.

“If we follow the Catalus, we need not emerge into the open again until we reach Ennodius,” replied Ascilius without turning his head. “We had best travel only during the day, however. If the dragon decides to hunt at night, it may see our shades with her third eye unless we are well hidden.

“The Goblins may also be abroad at night,” Elerian reminded Ascilius as he scrutinized the open plains to their right through gaps in the trees. “I fear them more than the dragon now that Torquatus knows that we are traveling to Ennodius.”

“I would be surprised if Torquatus pursues us much farther north,” replied Ascilius. “His servants will be in as much danger as we are, for a dragon will eat a Goblin as readily as a Dwarf or an Elf.”

Side by side, in companionable silence, they continued on through the narrow belt of trees growing alongside the river, the slender willow leaves whispering and tossing above their heads, kept in motion by the constant wind that blew across the plains. On their right the rolling, empty pastures of Tarsius continued on, but across the river, to the west, the plains abruptly gave way to uneven, heavily forested foothills. Beyond the foothills rose a dark wall of high, jagged mountains.

Elerian saw many small birds busily darting among the tree limbs overhead, but he saw no four footed creatures larger than a hare on the ground. As Ascilius had surmised, the larger animals all seemed to have fled this dangerous country. He listened intently, but aside from the liquid calls of the birds and the rustling of the long willow leaves overhead, the only sounds he heard were the light footfalls of Ascilius's black mare. Enias made no sound with his trim hooves that even Elerian could hear.

To Elerian’s left, lulled by the peacefulness of the wood, Ascilius gradually ceased to pay attention to his surroundings, becoming instead totally occupied with his own thoughts. He was amazed to find himself and Elerian still alive this far into the dragon’s hunting grounds, and for the first time, he felt that they might actually reach Ennodius. As he considered the ways in which he and Elerian might enter the city without being discovered by the dragon, he ceased to pay attention to Elerian, which was never a good idea.

Elerian had already carefully positioned Enias a little behind Ascilius’s mare. Now that he knew the chief source of Ascilius’s dark mood was concern for his own safety, he felt that he could resume his favorite activity of Dwarf baiting with a clear conscience.

 “It is almost my duty to distract the poor fellow from his worries,” thought Elerian to himself as he watched Ascilius with the patient, crafty eyes of a hunter. His gray eyes gleamed with anticipation when he saw that the Dwarf was now deeply immersed in thought and oblivious to his surroundings. A little at a time, he edged Enias closer to Ascilius’s mare until they were almost side-by-side.

Leaning gradually to his left, Elerian suddenly said abruptly and rather loudly into Ascilius’s right ear, “I am going hunting for our dinner, Ascilius.”

At the sudden noise, Ascilius, whose nerves were rather frayed by this time, almost leaped out of his saddle. His mare entered into the spirit of Elerian’s prank by pretending to shy to her left, snorting and prancing on her neat hooves. 

“Got him again,” thought Elerian to himself, experiencing the same pleasure as a huntsman after a successful stalk as he watched Ascilius grab wildly at his saddle in order to retain his seat.

“Confound you Elerian, must you sneak up on me like that?” shouted Ascilius wrathfully as he regained his seat his seat with difficulty. 

“Sorry. I did not mean to frighten you,” said Elerian innocently.

“I was not frightened,” said Ascilius irately. “You only startled me, for I was deep in thought,” he said haughtily. “You should know by now that Dwarves are brave as lions and possess lightning fast reflexes.”

 “Those lightening reflexes certainly served you well that time you and Dacien ran from the water horse in the cavern beneath Calenus,” said Elerian, his eyes gleaming wickedly. “I had all I could do to keep up with you.”

Elerian laughed silently to himself as Ascilius began to sputter incoherently.

“Keep under the trees,” he said cheerfully before the Dwarf could recover his power of speech.

Still laughing, Elerian rode to his right, leaving Ascilius behind. After taking his bow from its hard leather case which rode on his pack, he dismounted at the edge of the thin belt of trees growing alongside the river. His bow was of the short, recurved variety favored by the Tarsi, made of alternate layers of horn and wood glued together. Bracing one end on the front of his left ankle, Elerian bent the bow around the back of his right leg, stringing it in one quick move. After fastening his quiver of black feathered arrows to his broad leather belt, Elerian leaped lightly on to Enias’s sleek back. Calling his ring to his left hand, he watched with his third eye as a flow of golden light spilled from the silver band, rendering him and Enias invisible.

Secure under the cloak of invisibility produced by his ring, Elerian rode Enias out into the knee high, verdant grass of the open plain, turning north after several hundred yards so that he might continue to follow the river. Under the trees, Ascilius was also riding north, plotting his revenge against Elerian in irritated silence.

Before long, a flock of gallinae thundered out of hiding in front of Elerian. In the blink of an eye, he sped two shafts after the heavy birds, one after another. As the arrows found their mark, two of the grass hens tumbled out of the sky, landing heavily within a few feet of each other. Keen as any hound on the scent, Enias quickly located both birds, stopping where they had vanished into the tall grass. Keeping his seat with his legs and left arm, Elerian leaned far to his right, retrieving the birds in a single, supple move by grasping the feathered arrow ends with his right hand. The gallinae immediately vanished from sight as they came under the influence of his ring.

Holding the grass hens in his right hand, Elerian turned Enias toward the river once more, the stallion sprinting across the short distance that separated them from the trees. Once they were under cover of the willow leaves again, Elerian sent away his ring before searching among the trees for Ascilius. He saw the Dwarf almost immediately to the south, his mare traveling at a deliberate pace between the coarse barked willow trunks. When Ascilius reached Elerian’s side, his annoyance at his capricious companion vanished when he saw the plump grass hens.

“We may as well begin searching for a place where we can eat and spend the night,” he said, his voice full of anticipation at the prospect of a warm meal.

Before long, the two companions found a protected place in a bend of the river where the canopy overhead became especially thick and the willow trunks drew closer together, their crooked, twisting roots snaking through the thick grass underfoot. While Elerian cleaned the birds he had brought down, Ascilius made a shallow hole in the center of the grove they had picked as their resting place by removing a piece of turf with his knife. Raising his right hand, Ascilius kindled a small, smokeless red mage fire in the hole, keeping firm control of the flames so that they would not spread and consume everything in sight. After satisfying himself that the fire’s ruddy light would not show through the canopy overhead, Ascilius waited for Elerian to bring the birds he had shot.

By now, Elerian had already spitted both birds on a green willow stick. After planting a forked branch in the ground on both sides of the flickering mage fire, he suspended the grass hens over the flames by setting the ends of the spit in the two forks. 

“Time for you to do your share of the work,” he said cheerfully to Ascilius.

“Volvi,” commanded Ascilius, briefly raising his right hand.

The birds and the spit began to rotate slowly over the fire while Ascilius, a smug expression on his face, sat at his ease on the ground with his back against a willow trunk. Clasping both his powerful hands behind his head, he extended his legs out comfortably.

“Of course, you know this revolving spell,” he said, glancing slyly at Elerian from beneath his bushy eyebrows. “Ah! I see that you do not,” he said when Elerian remained silent. “If, in the future, you demonstrate the proper respect for the noble Dwarf race, perhaps I will teach it to you some day,” he said magnanimously, knowing full well that Elerian would not rest until he had added the new charm to his spell book.

“I would feel better if you were turning the spit by hand,” said Elerian, trying to conceal his interest in Ascilius’s new spell. “Do not fall asleep, or you will burn our dinner,” he admonished the Dwarf, for Ascilius looked far too comfortable to stay awake.

“Attend to your own affairs,” said Ascilius waving him away. “Our dinner is in capable hands.”

Leaving Ascilius to his task, Elerian collected both his water bottle and Ascilius’s before walking down to the nearby river.

“I could alter my own revolving spell easily enough to accomplish the same purpose as that of Ascilius,” thought Elerian to himself, “but why bother. I will have his spell and amuse myself in the bargain before darkness falls,” he promised himself as he knelt on the thick turf growing on the riverbank. Thrusting both water bottles beneath the gleaming surface of the Catalus with his right hand, he filled them with cold, clear water. After raising the dripping containers into the air, he cast a transformation spell over his own bottle, changing the water it contained into a rich, dark beer. Returning to the fire, he sat down next to Ascilius before passing him his water bottle. The two grass hens slowly revolving over the red mage fire had already turned an even brown, and the warm, savory scent of roasting meat filled the air.

“Water,” said Ascilius distastefully as he took the full bottle from Elerian’s hand. Setting it aside, he took his wineskin from his pack. A look of disappointment crossed his face when he found it flaccid and empty. “I do not remember mounting such a fierce assault on its contents,” he muttered to himself as he tossed the vacant container aside.

“There is nothing wrong with drinking water,” said Elerian talking a long swallow from his own bottle. A pleased smile spread across his face, for the beer he had made was cool and crisp on his tongue.

Ascilius stared at his companion suspiciously, for Elerian looked far too content to be drinking ordinary water. Wary as a trap shy fox, he uncapped his own water bottle, sniffing at its contents warily before taking a drink. He frowned when his tongue told him that the container was filled with plain water.

“What have you got in your bottle?” he demanded of Elerian. “Water never brought such a satisfied look to your face.”

“I have beer in mine,” replied Elerian, favoring Ascilius with his most innocent look.

“The trap is baited,” he thought happily to himself as a frown darkened Ascilius blunt features. “Let us see if the old fox takes the lure again.”

Ascilius stared thirstily at Elerian’s bottle. “He is up to his old tricks, but this time, I will not give in,” he thought determinedly to himself. “After all, it is only beer.”

Elerian took another deep swallow, a look of great contentment on his face. A piteous look suddenly replaced the frown on Ascilius’s face, and he suddenly groaned out loud.

“Stop!” he shouted. “Give me some of that beer, and I will give you the dratted spell, you fiend. If you ever decide to give up the life of an honest adventurer, you should apply to Torquatus for the role of torturer in one of his dungeons,” he said wrathfully.

“Sticks and stones,” replied Elerian as he casually extended his right hand, extinguishing Ascilius’s mage fire which was on the point of ruining their dinner now that the beer had most of the Dwarf’s attention. Pointing the same hand at Ascilius’s water bottle, he cast a transformation spell, watching with his third eye as a small orb of golden light flew from his fingertips. Striking the water bottle full on, it briefly enveloped it in a golden haze.

“Try your water now,” said Elerian with a smile.

Ascilius sniffed his bottle, which now gave off the sharp, glorious smell of dark beer, but distrustful of Elerian and his penchant for humor, he did not drink from it immediately.

“This will not turn me green or make my hair fall out, will it?” he asked, favoring Elerian with a suspicious look.

Elerian gave Ascilius a hurt look. “Would I do such a thing to my oldest and best friend?” he asked in an injured voice.

“If it would amuse you, you would do it in a heartbeat,” said Ascilius severely.

Elerian smiled at the serious expression on Ascilius’s face. “The beer is safe, Ascilius,” he said solemnly. “Drink without fear.”

Reassured, Ascilius immediately took a long swallow, for whatever his other faults were, Elerian never lied. The Dwarf sighed happily when he finally lowered his water bottle.

“An excellent brew,” he complimented Elerian.

“Yes, it is,” said Elerian contentedly as he reached for the spit with his right hand.

As night fell around them, he and Ascilius each ate one of the warm hens along with bread and cheese from their packs. The hot meal comforted them, and Ascilius grew almost cheerful as the level of beer in his water bottle dropped steadily. Without any further prodding, he recited his revolving spell for Elerian, who called his spell book to his hand and eagerly wrote down the new charm.

“It is a shame we have to sit in the dark like this,” observed Elerian regretfully after he had sent his spell book away. “We could have a fire and lights and the protection of a shield spell every night if Torquatus and the dragon did not threaten us.”

“It would be a much better world without them,” agreed Ascilius comfortably as he tipped his water bottle again, “but they will not vanish just because you disapprove of them. If you want Torquatus and the dragon to disappear, you will have to get rid of them yourself. They will certainly not leave the Middle Realm of their own volition.”

“I have not the power to defeat either one,” said Elerian sadly. “It is pointless to even think about such a thing.”

“If you had a ring like that of the Goblin King to aid you, you might succeed in defeating them both,” said a quiet, clear voice.

Elerian started, wondering who had spoken. Ascilius did not appear to have heard anything, for he was still comfortably sipping his beer. Had he imagined those words? He was not sure now. Deciding that he had had enough beer for one night, Elerian rose to his feet and walked to the edge of the willow wood. He was tired, but the warm meal and drink, as well as the pleasant exchanges with Ascilius, had put him in a mellow mood.

“If it were not so dangerous, I would keep a full bottle of wine or beer in Ascilius’s hand constantly,” thought Elerian to himself with a smile. “He would certainly be a much more pleasant traveling companion.”

Idly, Elerian searched the darkening plain before him, wondering if Anthea would appear by his side tonight. Thoughts of the creature they had encountered in the cochlear suddenly sent his gaze to the south. He saw no sign of the monster that had appeared in the depths of the dolmen, but his pleasant mood suddenly vanished when his third eye opened, revealing a thin line of scarlet mage light only a few hundred yards to the south, near the edge of the willow wood. The line continued to grow until it formed a large, shimmering, crimson circle in the air. As Elerian watched in dismay, a number of dark figures leaped in eerie silence out of the circle onto the plain. To one without mage sight, they would have seemed to appear out of thin air.

At the forefront of the group, Elerian's keen eyes made out the forms of three shaggy, black canigrae, their eyes glittering like ice in the dark. Five tall Goblins mounted on sleek atriors followed the hounds. With their long noses to the ground the canigrae vanished into the willow wood to their left. Bounding with a lithe grace over the gray plain, the strong, curved claws on their feet digging deep into the earth with each stride they took, the atriors and their riders quickly followed them, leaving the plains empty once more.















 

GOBLINS BY NIGHT







 

“Torquatus has discovered us again or guessed closely where we might be found,” thought Elerian to himself as he turned to his right and ran lightly and silently through the trees toward their camp. Briefly, he considered snatching Ascilius up out of his bed and riding off on Enias, trusting to the stallion’s speed to carry them out of reach of their enemies, but he quickly gave up the idea.

“There is no time to run,” he thought to himself regretfully as he sped through the grove. “I will be lucky if I can even wake Ascilius before they are upon us. If we are to survive this night, then we must stand and fight.”

Upon reaching Ascilius’s side, Elerian shook the sleeping the Dwarf by the right shoulder, rousing him from a deep slumber.

“There are Goblins in the wood to the south of us,” said Elerian quietly and urgently when Ascilius opened dark eyes still fogged by sleep. “There is no time to run, for they will be on us in at any moment.”

Elerian’s grim warning cleared Ascilius’s mind as quickly as cold water dashed into his face.

“So, they have found us again, have they?” he said dourly as he leaped to his feet. “They will find that they will pay a heavy price if we are to be their prey tonight,” he continued, his deep voice filled with a grim promise.

Clapping his round steel cap on his head, Ascilius took up his shield on his left arm and his ax in his right hand, swinging the weapon in a threatening manner so that its keen edge made an ugly whining sound as it cut through the air.

“Let us face them out in the open,” he said to Elerian before sprinting toward the edge of the wood. Several hundred feet out on the open plain, he stopped.

“At least there is room to swing an ax here,” said Ascilius aloud as he turned to face the trees. Only silence met his statement, for he found that he was alone. “Where has he gone off too!” muttered Ascilius to himself, for he had thought that Elerian was right behind him. His next thought was a measure of the dark mood that had plagued him over the last few days.

“He has ridden off and left me by myself,” thought Ascilius bleakly to himself. “If I had not seen it with my own eyes, I would never have believed it.”

Grimly, he faced the willow wood for a moment before suddenly giving a great shout.

“I can at least give him a head start,” he thought to himself as three shaggy, wolf like canigrae, attracted by his war cry, leaped out of the trees barely twenty yards to his left. Their pale, cruel eyes glittered in the starlight when they saw Ascilius standing by himself in the open. Covering the ground in great bounds, they rushed eagerly toward the Dwarf.

“Canigrae or perhaps lupins,” thought Ascilius to himself. Red fires, lit by hatred, suddenly flickered in his dark eyes when five Goblins, mounted on sleek atriors, broke out of the trees behind the canigrae. They were all tall Urucs, swift as striking snakes and almost as powerful as Dwarves. Dressed head to foot in black mail, they carried dark shields on their left arms. Black bladed swords were upraised in their right hands. 

Despite the overwhelming odds, Ascilius courageously raised his ax above his right shoulder, preparing to sell his life as dearly as possible. The first of the hounds was barely twenty feet away when Ascilius suddenly heard a deadly hiss. The two lead canigrae immediately tumbled head over heels one after the other with gray-feathered arrows driven deep into the left sides of their necks. Before he could look for the source of the arrows, the remaining hound flung itself through the air at Ascilius, powerful jaws agape. With a single, swift blow of his upraised ax, the Dwarf split its skull, but the dead body of the powerful beast, carried on by momentum of its leap, struck him heavily in the chest, knocking the wind out of him before sending him over onto his back.  

As Ascilius struggled breathlessly to push aside the weighty body of the dead hound which covered him like a shaggy blanket, Enias rushed soundlessly, like a wraith horse, from the trees to Ascilius’s right with Elerian on his back.

“Death to Goblin kind,” shouted Elerian in a clear voice that rang through the night air.

As one, the five Urucs brutally reined in their atriors, eliciting high squeals of anger from their mounts as they wheeled them around to face Elerian. The Goblins dark eyes gleamed with anticipation, for here was the one they chiefly sought. The Dwarf they could deal with later. In a loose pack, they spurred their mounts toward Elerian, two in front and the other three riding abreast, a little behind the others. 

Relief flooded through Ascilius when he heard Elerian’s war cry and a bit of shame, too, for doubting his companion. Finally pushing aside the body of the canigrae, he leaped to his feet. 

“Come to me you cowards,” he roared when he saw his enemies riding away from him. When the Urucs ignored him, he sprinted after them.

“Leave some for me,” he shouted urgently to Elerian as he ran, for his worst fear now was that his companion would slay all five of the Goblins before he could join the fight.

Elerian had a brief glimpse of Ascilius running toward him behind the Urucs before turning all of his attention on the pack of Goblins bearing down on him.

“He is as bloodthirsty as ever,” he thought to himself with a slight smile as he calmly shot an arrow at the lead Goblin on his right, the steel point passing over the rim of the Uruc’s shield before catching him in the throat, under his chin. As the Uruc tumbled from his saddle, Elerian cast aside his bow, drawing his sword from behind his back with his right hand and his long knife from his belt with his left. At his silent command, Enias leaped forward. Raising his left hand, Elerian released a killing spell that he had already prepared, aiming for the remaining Uruc on his left. It was a chancy business casting a spell from horseback, but with his magical third eye, Elerian saw a golden orb fly from the tip of his knife, striking the Goblin squarely in the chest. The Uruc tumbled from his saddle, his heart burst asunder by the deadly charm.

As Enias drove between the two riderless atriors, Elerian heard the thud of powerful bodies impacting together and felt Enias shudder beneath him as the stallion drove his right shoulder heavily into the atrior on his right.

“Sweep him off his feet brave heart,” he silently urged the stallion as, turning to his left, he brought down his upraised sword, the keen edge striking the second atrior behind its long, narrow head, sheering it clean off. Elerian heard a squeal of rage as the atrior Enias had forced off balance fell heavily onto its left side. An instant later, he was face to face with the remaining three Goblins.

Dark swords raised high in their right hands; the two lead Goblins edged their atriors away from each other, opening up a gap between them so that they might attack Elerian at the same time from his left and right sides. The third Uruc maintained his position in the center, following slightly behind the others.

As he closed with the two lead Goblins, Elerian saw their eyes glitter with hatred and heard the eager panting of their atriors. When the Uruc on his left raised his left hand, Elerian reacted without thought, casting a shield spell over himself. As Enias darted into the slight gap between the atriors, Elerian saw a brief flare of red and golden light with his third eye as his shield spell repelled the Goblin’s killing spell.

All thought ceased as Elerian let his eyes and instincts guide him, for now he must engage two enemies at once. Deftly raising his left hand, he caught the slender black blade of the Goblin on his left on the hilt guards of his knife. There was a clear ring of steel on steel as the shock of the Uruc’s heavy blow traveled all the way up into his shoulder. Even as Elerian wondered at the Goblin’s great strength, out of the corner of his right eye, he saw the second Goblin’s sword sweeping edge on toward his neck. Instantly, Elerian brought up his own right hand blocking the stroke with the edge of his sword blade. Engaging both of the Urucs at once, Elerian briefly heard the harsh scrape of steel on steel as Enias carried him past the two Goblins until he was suddenly free of their weapons. 

The third atrior now reared up before Enias on its hind legs, lunging at the stallion with head and snaky neck extended. Elerian clamped his legs tightly around Enias’s chest and grasped the stallion’s silky mane with his left hand to retain his seat as the Enias also reared up onto his hind legs. He heard the smack of powerful bodies as Enias and the atrior drove into each other, chest to chest, the ropelike muscles in their powerful hind legs rolling and coiling under their sleek hides as they strained against each other. High, shrill screams of anger filled the night as their slender, sinewy necks twisted and bent, each seeking to seize each other with his strong teeth. When the Uruc riding the atrior suddenly leaned forward and aimed a sword stroke at Enias's head, Elerian thrust his knife forward with his left hand. As the Goblin’s blade rang harmlessly on the cross guard of his knife, Elerian leaned forward, driving his own sword blade point first at the Goblin’s throat. The slender tip of his sword scraped past the rim of the Uruc’s shield, striking the fine links of black chain mail covering Goblin’s throat. The power of Elerian’s thrust burst the steel rings, driving deep into the Goblin’s flesh. A look of astonishment crossed the Uruc’s pale, handsome face. Then, he was gone as Enias overbalanced his mount with a final powerful thrust of his hind legs, sending the atrior toppling backwards, clawed feet flailing the air. As the atrior thrashed about, Ascilius darted in, striking a heavy, two-handed blow with his ax that split the creature’s skull. 

Even as the atrior died under Ascilius’s ax, Elerian heard the pad of clawed feet behind him. Responding to the pressure of his knees, Enias spun around barely in time to meet an onslaught of claws and snapping fangs as two atriors attacked him, one from each side. As Enias struggled to defend himself, Elerian was hard put to counter the quick, powerful strokes of their riders.

“What deadly skill they display,” was his brief thought as he parried a whirlwind of black steel with sword and knife.

A searing pain suddenly shot up Elerian’s left his left thigh as the atrior on his left closed its fangs on his leg. Holding the two Urucs at bay with his sword, Elerian struck a powerful blow between the beast's savage eyes with the heavy, pommel of his knife. Stunned by the heavy blow, the creature released its grip on Elerian’s leg. Shaking its head and hissing like a huge serpent, it stumbled away to Elerian’s left, carrying its rider away from the fight.

Elerian felt a warm trickle of blood run down his leg as the remaining Uruc redoubled his efforts, seeking to take advantage of his enemy’s wound. While his mount raked Enias's sleek neck with its sharp teeth, the Goblin leaned forward, stabbing at Elerian's face with his sword point. Steel rang on steel as Elerian caught the point of the sword with his own, deflecting it to his right with a powerful twist of his right wrist. For a moment, he had a clear view of the Goblin's pale face and burning eyes as their swords grated against each other before locking together at the cross guards. Elerian stabbed upwards with the knife in his left hand, but the Uruc deftly deflected the blade with his dark shield. As they and their mounts strained mightily against each other, seeking some opening that would end the deadly contest, the atrior Elerian had stunned with his knife hilt finally regained its wits and its footing. Urged on by the spurs of its cruel master, it stealthily closed on Enias from behind, its rider leaning forward over its long, sinewy neck, red sparks gleaming in the depths of his dark eyes as he stabbed at Elerian’s back with a small, slim bladed knife.

Before he could complete the thrust, however, his atrior unexpectedly reared up, emitting a high-pitched squeal of pain before falling heavily onto its left side. With inhuman reflexes, its rider leaped clear of the saddle to land lightly on the ground to the right of his mount. As the atrior thrashed wildly about on the ground, the Uruc backed away to avoid its flailing, clawed feet.

Ascilius, who had cut the atrior’s sinewy left hamstring with his ax, gave a ferocious shout as he hewed off the beast’s narrow head with one sweeping stroke of his ax. The dead atrior’s rider immediately attacked Ascilius with his sword, but the Dwarf fended off the Goblin’s dark blade with his shield, holding his bloody ax ready for the one blow which would finish the Uruc.

“Your head will roll on the ground in a moment,” Ascilius taunted him.

As if frightened by the threat, the Goblin suddenly gave way before him. Ascilius eagerly pursued him, unaware that a pair of savage eyes was fixed on his back. The atrior which Enias had first swept off its feet at the beginning of the battle had long since recovered from the blow given it by the gray stallion. After regaining its feet, it had hung about the margins of the battle, waiting for an opportunity to savage someone. Seeing that Ascilius’s back was turned, the cunning creature had crept up behind the Dwarf. Before Ascilius was aware of it, the atrior darted out its long, snakelike neck, seizing the back of his left calf in its long, deadly fangs. With a powerful wrench of its neck, the atrior threw the Dwarf heavily to the ground.

“I will return for you in a moment, my short friend,” said the Uruc mockingly to Ascilius before turning away to attack Elerian again.

Ascilius gave a great roar of anger, but each time he tried to stand up, the atrior, jerked him off his feet, inflicting more damage on the thick muscles of his calf.

Elerian heard Ascilius’s below of rage but was unable to turn away from his opponent. Their swords were still locked together and neither could gain any advantage, for they were evenly matched in strength and fighting skill. Abruptly, the Uruc’s atrior pulled away from Enias, so that it could use its deadly clawed feet against the stallion. After their swords grated apart, Elerian and the Goblin resumed trading swift blows, the steel of their swords ringing and sparking in the dark as they balanced on their lunging, twisting mounts. Suddenly, the Uruc’s atrior reared up. Lashing out with its right front foot, it opened Enias’s left shoulder down to the bone with its hooked claws. 

When Enias screamed in pain and attempted to draw back on three legs, the atrior lunged with its mouth agape, seeking to tear out the stallion’s throat with its long fangs. With desperate speed, Elerian swept his sword down, hewing off its head with one powerful blow as its fanged mouth closed on Enias’s sleek neck. As his headless mount collapsed beneath him, the Goblin cursed Elerian and leaped clear of his saddle. Immediately Elerian sprang from Enias’s back and rained a flurry of blows on the Uruc, all of which the Goblin deflected. He was proving to be the swiftest, most powerful swordsman Elerian had ever encountered.

“Had they all attacked us at once on the ground while we were unaware, Ascilius and I would have been overcome at once,” thought Elerian to himself as he and the Uruc locked swords again, straining against each other until their sinews creaked. Taking advantage of the brief respite, Elerian formed a spell in his mind. Opening his mouth, he suddenly propelled a small, golden orb at the Goblin’s face. The Uruc stiffened and then slumped to the ground, slain by the killing spell.

As Elerian wearily turned away from the dead Uruc, something struck him heavily on the back of his right shoulder, causing him to stagger. Spinning around on his right heel, he found himself facing the Uruc whose atrior Ascilius had hamstrung.

“What is wrong with him?” wondered Elerian. In that moment, the Goblin could easily have run him through with his sword, but strangely, the Uruc made no move to attack. Instead, his sword arm drooped, and he looked back like one who had taken a heavy blow on the helm from an ax.

Elerian raised his left arm, sending a killing spell at the Goblin’s chest. An instant before the small golden orb of light that flew from his hand struck the Uruc, the red glow of a shield spell covered the Goblin from head to toe, deflecting Elerian’s spell.

“This one is the mage,” though Elerian to himself.

Overcome by a sudden weariness, he tried to raise his right arm to assume a defensive position with his sword, for the Uruc seemed to be recovering his wits and strength. Elerian’s arm had barely stirred before a piercing pain suddenly shot through his right shoulder and down through his arm to his hand. When a second wave of agony, worse than the first, swept through his arm, Elerian’s sword hilt slipped away from his hand, falling to the ground. He would have fallen, too, had the Uruc not come forward to seize him around the throat with his long left hand, supporting him effortlessly with his sinewy wrist. As he stabbed at the Goblin’s throat with the knife in his left hand, Elerian felt the Uruc’s right hand seize his wrist in an iron grip. The Goblin’s dark eyes glittered with triumph as Elerian tried and failed to free his knife hand. The pain in his shoulder had leached away most of his considerable strength. 

“You will not escape this time,” said the Goblin in a soft, evil voice as his dark eyes gloated over Elerian. “Unspeakable torments will be yours for opposing the Dark King, but great rewards will flow to me for capturing you.”

After releasing Elerian’s throat, the Uruc seized a ruby dangling from an iron chain around his neck. At the touch of his hand, a crimson glow suffused the ruby. With his third eye, Elerian saw a man high circle of red suddenly blossom to his left. Its center shimmered for a moment and then cleared. As if through a window, Elerian saw the tall form of Torquatus standing expectantly in a red-lit room. As the Uruc began to drag him effortlessly toward the portal by his left wrist, Elerian struggled to resist, but his fading strength was no match for that of the Goblin. He was pulled relentlessly toward the circle of red light where Torquatus waited eagerly to help drag him through the open portal.

Two short strides from the gate, the Goblin dragging Elerian suddenly staggered and fell to his knees as the flat of an ax rang solidly on his metal helm. Without the support of his arm, Elerian also fell, writhing in a red haze of pain as his injured shoulder struck the ground. He did not see Ascilius, fiery eyed and bleeding from many wounds on his left leg and side, standing over the fallen Uruc. After a desperate struggle, the Dwarf had finally succeeded in killing the atrior that had seized his leg, rejoining the battle just in time to save Elerian from being dragged through the portal.

“Do you remember me Malevolus,” asked Ascilius in a stern voice as the Uruc he had struck down twisted around onto his back to face him. “If not, I will remind you.”

Fear filled the Goblin's dark eyes, at the sound of that deep voice. He rallied his scattered wits to cast a killing spell, but the Dwarf was too quick for him. With his ax, Ascilius split the Uruc’s steel helm and head in two with one mighty stroke. With his third eye, Elerian, who had managed to raise his head by now, saw a flare of red light envelope Ascilius’s ax head, which then vanished in a puff of black smoke. At the same moment that his ax disappeared, Ascilius was thrown backwards onto the ground as if he had taken a powerful blow to his broad chest.

Elerian struggled to rise, for Torquatus was still nearby, standing behind the open portal. As he rose to his knees, Elerian’s third eye opened again. He saw a red shade emerge from the slumped body of the Uruc Ascilius had slain. A high, despairing cry echoed through his mind as the wraith leaped through the open portal. Elerian’s view of the portal was obscured when Enias suddenly limped up to stand between him and the gate. When the stallion reared to show Torquatus his defiance, Elerian saw the portal suddenly close. Torquatus was gone, but the sight of the Goblin King’s burning eyes lingered in Elerian's mind long after his image faded, for there was a look of anticipation and triumph in them that mystified him.















 

THE SEPTILIRE







 

“Why did he leave?” wondered Elerian to himself. “Enias could not have resisted him for long, and Ascilius is unconscious or more likely dead. I, myself, am powerless to defend myself due to this cursed weakness that has overtaken me.” 

Ignoring the fiery pain emanating from his right shoulder, Elerian crawled slowly toward the Dwarf on hands and knees, fighting tenaciously to keep at bay the debilitating feebleness that was threatening to overcome him at any moment. When Elerian reached Ascilius’s side, he laboriously pushed himself up onto his knees, sadly looking down on the pale, still features of his companion of many years.

“How still he lies, not the slightest breathe stirring his mighty chest,” thought Elerian sorrowfully to himself as he gazed at Ascilius through pain-filled eyes. “Surely he has breathed his last this time. I wish now that I had not tormented him so when he was alive,” he thought guiltily to himself.

“Still, I will join him soon,” thought Elerian to himself. “There must be poison in my veins, but I lack the strength to fight it.” For a moment, his thoughts became confused as his weakness intensified. Then, a moment of clarity returned. “Before I lose consciousness, I should at least put Ascilius beyond the reach of the scavengers that will swarm over us before long, despoiling our bodies with tooth and claw,” thought Elerian grimly to himself.

Extending his unsteady right hand, he watched with his third eye as a minute orb of golden light, all that he could manage in his weakened state, shot toward Ascilius’s thick, flowing beard.  

Elerian had intended to light a mage fire, but due to the feebleness of the spell, no actual flame shot up; there was only a fleeting spot of red from which a plume of blue smoke curled up. As the acrid smell of burning hair filled the air, tickling Ascilius’s pale nostrils, an astonishing transformation came over the Dwarf. He suddenly sat up, a look of horror filling his dark eyes when he realized that his beloved beard was smoldering.

“I’m on fire,” roared Ascilius, beating furiously at his beard with his broad palms. Leaping to his feet, he rushed away into the willow wood before Elerian’s astonished eyes, his short legs moving at a furious pace.

 Fortunately for Ascilius, Elerian’s transitory mage fire was already out before he cast himself into the Catalus. When he emerged from the river, sopping wet, with small rivulets of water streaming from his hair and beard, Ascilius was happy to see that he was no longer on fire, but his relief was short lived for another danger came crowding back into his mind.

“Elerian!” he said aloud. “I must warn him of his danger.”

He sprinted out of the wood even faster than he had entered it. Elerian still knelt on the ground in the same place, his wits muddled by a fog of weariness and pain.

“Pull it out! Remove it before it is too late!” shouted Ascilius, urgently pointing to Elerian’s right shoulder with his left hand as he ran. 

At the Dwarf’s words, Elerian turned his head to the right, noticing, for the first time, the slender black hilt of a small dagger sticking out of his thick leather armor high on his right shoulder. It was neither a serious weapon nor a serious wound, but it might be the source of the poison which he suspected was spreading through his veins.

“I can try to remove it, but it will do no good at this point,” thought Elerian to himself as he slowly reached behind his back for the hilt with his left hand. Before he could close his fingers on it, the hilt fell away to the ground. The pain in his shoulder continued and intensified, however. It now felt as if a white-hot claw was twisting and digging through the muscle and bone of his shoulder, traveling ever deeper into his body.  

“The blade is still in your shoulder,” shouted Ascilius frantically. He had reached Elerian by now and was hopping anxiously from one foot to the other, as if he stood in a bed of coals. “You must remove it now before it is too late!”

Elerian laboriously tried to recall the spell which would transport the hidden dagger blade out of his shoulder, but found he could not even begin it. His growing weakness and the agony caused by the slender blade, burrowing ever deeper through his flesh like a live thing, kept him from focusing his thoughts. Even worse was the small, insistent voice in his mind, distracting him as it whispered, “Submit!” over and over again.

 A stinging slap across his face suddenly sent a fierce anger surging through Elerian, momentarily clearing his mind. In that moment of clarity, he set aside his anger and quickly cast the spell that would transport the unseen blade from his shoulder. At once, a small orb of golden light sped from his right hand, sinking into his chest. A moment later, the sphere reappeared, but now it bore something dark inside of it, something that writhed like a thin black snake as it sought to escape the confines of the spell that held it captive. 

The orb disappeared and the squirming thing inside it dropped onto the trampled grass by Elerian’s knees. To his horror; Elerian saw the slender needle of black steel begin to wriggle in his direction. With his third eye, he saw that a slender thread of red light connected his body to the blade. Although he had expelled it, the dagger blade was still using his life force to animate itself. Too spent to move, Elerian watched helplessly as the steel needle crept ever closer to his right knee. It was only inches away when Ascilius raised his right hand. With his third eye, Elerian saw a small golden orb fly from his fingertips, striking the ground near the advancing blade. Instantly, the red flames of a mage fire erupted from the grass, engulfing the wriggling steel. In the moment when the flames first touched it, Elerian saw small red script appear on its sides. Then, the sliver of squirming black metal was consumed utterly by the Dwarf fire, vanishing in a puff of black smoke. 

Deeply shaken by his narrow escape and still weak from the effects of the magical dagger, Elerian made no attempt to rise as he watched the red flames of Ascilius’s fire vanish at the Dwarf’s command. With the Goblin blade removed from his shoulder, Elerian found that he could think again. Rallying his strength, he sent a healing spell into his wounds, stopping the bleeding and closing both injuries.

“I will finish healing them properly when I have tended to Ascilius,” thought Elerian to himself as he struggled to his feet without his usual lithe grace.

Ascilius had ceased his frantic gyrations and was now sitting down, his sturdy legs drawn up to his chest. His powerful hands were clenched around his left leg just below the knee. As he approached the Dwarf with slow, faltering footsteps, Elerian saw that Ascilius’s left pant leg was shredded as if by sharp teeth. The exposed flesh beneath the blood soaked cloth was badly ripped and torn, bright blood oozing from the jagged wounds.

Elerian knelt next to Ascilius. Laying his long right hand on the Dwarf’s injured calf, he watched with his third eye as a flow of golden light streamed from his fingertips, blanketing the Dwarf’s wounds. Beneath that golden cloak, the flesh began to heal and the blood ceased to flow.

Knowing that Elerian would not hear him when he was involved in healing his wound, Ascilius sat quietly, his chin drifting down to rest wearily on his broad chest. He roused himself when he heard Elerian’s voice.

“That is the best I can do for now,” said Elerian.

As Ascilius looked down at his calf, his glance fell on the newly acquired hole in his beard. “You tried to burn me alive,” he said indignantly as he fingered the hole in his prized beard with his right hand.

“I thought you were dead,” replied Elerian, trying to make his face and voice look and sound contrite. Now that the danger was past, he thought the whole incident quite amusing. “I was only trying to keep the scavengers from gnawing on your cantankerous carcass,” he continued, his features twitching as he struggled to control his inner laughter. 

Ascilius glared at Elerian. As usual, he was not quite sure if his companion was sincere or not. 

“You might at least have checked my pulse,” he growled. “It seems that I must appear lively at all times now, or you will roast me in an instant. As it is, you have destroyed the grandeur of my beard.” 

“Your beard will look fine if you plait it,” Elerian said lightly. “The hole will hardly show at all. Besides, we are more than even. That buffet you gave me almost took my head off. Was it really necessary to hit me that hard?” he asked dryly.

“I had to get your attention quickly,” said Ascilius with a sly gleam in his dark eyes.

“If there is a next time, try to save me without pummeling me almost to death,” replied Elerian as he rose to his feet and approached Enias, noting that the stallion had suffered many wounds from the teeth and claws of the atriors. Enias stood unmoving, waiting patiently as Elerian healed his injuries, the worst of them the three great slashes given him by the atrior that had opened his right shoulder and lamed him.

“You have saved me again,” said Elerian, fondly stroking the stallion’s silky hide when he had finished closing Enias’s wounds. “Torquatus would have carried me off, I think, if you had not come between us, and the Urucs would surely have overcome us without your help.”

“They are terrible enemies,” agreed Ascilius, who had finally risen to his feet. “They are almost as strong as Dwarves and their speed rivals that of the Elves. Had they taken us by surprise, we would have stood little chance against the five of them.”

“That is my thought also,” said Elerian.

He paused for a moment to gaze at their fallen enemies. Now that he had time to look at them closely, he was struck by the rich armor of the fallen Goblins. The fine rings of their black chain mail were supple as water, and blood red rubies were set into their dark helms. They wore gold rings mounted with black diamonds on their slender fingers, and the clothing beneath their armor was thin and rich. 

“Judging by their dress and fighting skills, these were not ordinary Goblins,” observed Elerian. 

“They are members of Torquatus’s personal guard,” said Ascilius with a black look at the fallen Goblins. With his right foot, Ascilius exposed the left wrist of one of the fallen Goblins, revealing a black grinning Goblin’s skull tattooed on the Uruc’s pale flesh. “I’ll wager they all wear his mark on their wrist. Some of these Goblins may be hundreds of years old, the veterans of countless armed conflicts, for unlike the Mordi who age like men, Urucs do not grow old. You did well, Elerian, to hold your own against five of them.”

 “You give me too much credit, Ascilius,” replied Elerian wryly. “Without your help and that of Enias, I would be dead or a prisoner now.”

Before Ascilius could reply, a sudden bout of weakness caused Elerian’s head to spin. Abruptly, he sat down on the ground at Ascilius’s feet.

“Are you all right?” asked Ascilius anxiously, deep concern filling his dark eyes.

“I just need a little rest,” said Elerian. “It has been a long day,” he said with a tired smile.

“I have warned you before against overusing your mage powers,” said Ascilius severely.

“You worry too much,” said Elerian impatiently. “Do something useful and bring me my water bottle.”

 Grumbling to himself and walking with a pronounced limp, Ascilius went to fetch the water bottle from Elerian’s pack. As he vanished into the willows, Elerian started when he heard a voice whisper softly, “A master ring would provide you with a wealth of power.”

He looked all around him, but he was quite alone.

“This is the second time I have heard that voice,” he thought to himself. “Am I losing my mind I wonder?” 

He was distracted by Ascilius returning through the trees. The Dwarf handed Elerian his water bottle, newly filled with clear, cold water from the river. Elerian transformed the water into a red wine. Several sips of the strong ruby liquid sent warmth coursing through his veins and cleared his head.

After handing the water bottle to Ascilius, Elerian watched as the Dwarf promptly did some serious damage to the level of its contents before passing it back.

“What happened to your leg?” asked Elerian curiously before taking another drink from his water bottle. “Those were savage wounds that you suffered.”

“One of the atriors seized my leg from behind,” said Ascilius angrily. “It threw me several times and savaged my leg before I was able to kill it with my ax. I hate the creatures with a passion. They remind me of snakes with four legs.”

Ascilius glared for a moment at the dead atriors and then spoke again.

“We should move on now if you are able, for we have already lingered here for too long a time. Torquatus is sure to return soon with reinforcements. When he finds that the septilire Malevolus placed in your shoulder has failed and that we have escaped him again, the hunt for us will resume in earnest.”

“What manner of foul weapon was that?” asked Elerian curiously as he rose slowly to his feet. “It seemed alive.”

“In a sense, it was,” replied the Dwarf. “It is a measure of the hatred Torquatus bears against you that it was used at all. A septilire is difficult to make and only a very powerful mage can activate the spell it carries.”

“That must be why the Uruc faltered after he planted the blade then,” said Elerian. “He looked as if he had been momentarily drained of strength. From that moment on, it felt to me as if the blade was trying to cut its way ever deeper into my back. If you had not roused me to remove it, I am sure it would have killed me.”

“You are mistaken there,” said Ascilius with a shudder. “A clean death would not have been your fate if the blade had reached your heart.” 

“What would have happened to me then?” asked Elerian in an alarmed voice.  

“A septilire carries a possession spell,” said Ascilius. “Once that dark blade entered your heart, it would have destroyed your will and denied you the use of your magic. You would have become an unresisting slave for Torquatus to torment, aware of all that was done to you but powerless to prevent it.” 

Elerian now understood the look of triumph he had seen on the Goblin king's face when he closed the portal. Torquatus had expected the septilire to overcome him, as it most certainly would have if Ascilius had not been on hand to help him. 

“It would be much safer for Torquatus to destroy me and to have done with any threat I might pose to him,” said Elerian in a puzzled tone. “Why take the risk of trying to capture me?” 

“You have thwarted his plans,” said Ascilius darkly. “For that, he will never forgive you or forget you. It would give him never-ending delight to subject you to endless and varied torments for the trouble you have caused him.”

“One of us must die then,” said Elerian grimly. “I will not spend the rest of my life hiding and running from him.”

“For now, that is the only course of action open to us,” said Ascilius glumly. 

Elerian turned to the body of Malevolus. “How do you come to know this Uruc,” he asked Ascilius.

“Malevolus and I have been enemies for many years,” replied Ascilius. “He and I faced each other more than once during the siege of Calenus. Later, when I was a captive in the mines, he often came to mock me, but I have had my revenge on him at last. He is the second of the six great Goblin mages who serve Torquatus to meet his death at our hands. His loss and the death of four Urucs will whip Torquatus into a fine fury,” said Ascilius in a pleased voice.

Elerian stared thoughtfully at the shattered visage of the Goblin mage. “Malevolus may not be dead, Ascilius,” he said quietly. “After you struck him with your ax, I saw a red shade leave his body and leap through the portal Torquatus opened.” 

“Are you certain, Elerian?” asked Ascilius doubtfully. “Perhaps the pain from the septilire made you imagine that you saw such a thing.”

“It was real,” said Elerian firmly. “I have seen something similar before,” he said with a shudder as he thought back to his struggle with the shade of Drusus, and the shades which had fed on his fellow prisoners during the long march across Fimbria many years ago. 

“Well, we will have to worry about that another time, then,” said Ascilius. Turning away from the body of Malevolus, he began walking toward the wood where their packs and his mare awaited them. It was a measure of the Dwarf’s hatred for the Goblins that he left the gold and jewels they wore behind.

“Let it lie here until their bones become dust,” he thought to himself.

As Elerian followed Ascilius back to their camp, he felt strangely comforted despite the wounds he had suffered and the desperate battle he and Ascilius had just waged against the Urucs.

“Torquatus has missed another opportunity to kill or capture me,” he thought to himself. “I begin to think that it was more than chance alone that had me step out of the willow grove at the very moment that his servants arrived through the portal. It would be comforting to think that there is another power arrayed against the Goblin King, impeding his dark designs where it can.”
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When Torquatus saw Ascilius fly backward after striking Malevolus, he assumed that the Dwarf was dead or badly injured, for one did not strike down a mage of Malevolus’s caliber with impunity. He was also certain that Elerian was finished, for he had seen Malevolus dragging him toward the portal, which could only mean that the mage had succeeded in planting the septilire in the half Elf.

“Rather than risk injury to myself, I will return later to deal with the Merghi that guards the half blood,” thought Torquatus to himself as the shade of Malevolus slipped through the portal. “A poisoned arrow will suffice to eliminate the creature. By then his master will be under my control, for alone, he will never defeat the septilire that is even now undoubtedly boring through his flesh. May his torments be great,” thought Torquatus to himself,” with a cruel smile as he closed his portal. 

Torquatus was not entirely unhappy with the outcome of the battle, for he considered the loss of four members of his personal guard a fair exchange for the destruction of his two chief enemies. As for Malevolus, the Goblin king took a wicked delight in his condition, for Malevolus had been transformed from a dangerous rival to a useful tool. Unless he received either a new body or infusions of power at regular intervals, the mage would fade and eventually perish. His continued survival now depended on staying within the good graces of his king.

The Goblin king turned to the crimson shade of Malevolus, which he could see quite clearly with his third eye. Because shades could not hear, Torquatus extended a thin, scarlet tendril from his own shade, lengthening it until it contacted the shade of Malevolus. Through this thread, he projected his thoughts into the newly formed wraith standing before him.

“Well Malevolus, what shall I do with you now that you have let the Dwarf get the better of you?” was Torquatus’s first amused thought. “Shall I set you to guard some hidden treasure of mine? Perhaps you would prefer to haunt one of the tombs of Men instead, venturing out at night to steal away the strength of the living when they are asleep.”

“My lord, help me,” pleaded Malevolus, sending back his thoughts through the same channel Torquatus had used. “I have done all that you asked. The Hesperian will soon be in your power. Give me another body, and I will continue to serve you most faithfully.”

Seating himself on his throne, Torquatus stroked his chin thoughtfully with his right hand as he considered Malevolus’s anxious plea for help. A cruel smile twisted the Dark King’s thin lips as he considered the sport that might be had from the desperate situation Malevolus now found himself in. Calling for Valgus, Torquatus whispered some instructions into the ear of the captain of his guards. The Goblin left the chamber, returning a short time later.

Valgus now carried a crossbow and a quiver full of steel quarrels, their sharp tips smeared with a black, viscous poison. Behind him walked two prisoners bound in chains. One of the two captives was a tall, young Uruc who had displeased Torquatus and was awaiting his sentence. The other prisoner was a spadix from the western border of Nefandus, captured and brought to Torquatus for his amusement. Barely four feet tall, the creature stood on two legs but was equally able to go about on all fours. Brown, brindled fur covered it from its head to its short, stubby tail. Its head appeared a bit large for its body, with long, upstanding furry ears, pointed but drooping down at the tips. The yellow eyes in its rounded face had slit pupils like a cat, and when it snarled soundlessly at its captors, it revealed a mouthful of long, needle pointed teeth. For all that it looked like a beast; there was a feral intelligence in its eyes, which continually darted around the room looking for some avenue of escape.

 Hard on the heels of the prisoners walked six Urucs, all of them heavily armed and wearing the mark of a black goblin's skull on their left wrist.

“Look well on these two prisoners,” said Torquatus silently to Malevolus. “If, when I reopen my portal, I find that the Hesperian is now my slave, this fine new body will be yours,” he said, pointing to the terrified young Uruc. “If you have failed me, I will confine your shade in the body of the spadix!”

“I have not failed you,” Malevolus confidently assured Torquatus. “No one has ever escaped from a septilire fairly planted in their body.”

Judging that enough time had elapsed for the septilire to reach the half Elf’s heart, Torquatus drew on the power of the silver ring he wore on his right hand, sketching a fiery circle in the air before him with his right hand. The crimson outline of the portal, which was about three feet across, was visible only to Torquatus and Malevolus. Valgus, his crossbow now loaded with a quarrel, and three of the guards positioned themselves to the right of Torquatus. After the interior of the portal cleared, Torquatus looked expectantly through the opening. Strain as they might, his eager eyes saw only the still figures of his hunting party, slain by Elerian and Ascilius, lying on the darkened plain. The half blood and his companion Dwarf were nowhere to be seen. Somehow, the pair had escaped him again. His face black with anger, Torquatus closed his portal and turned to face Malevolus, who began to scream silently as he realized what his fate was to be. 

By the time Torquatus closed his second portal, Elerian and Ascilius were already several miles away from the scene of their battle Torquatus’s minions, riding their horses at a rapid trot north through the willow wood growing along the banks of the Catalus. Far behind him, Elerian’s sharp ears suddenly heard the sound of howling.

“There are canigrae on our track,” he warned Ascilius before silently urging Enias into a smooth gallop, Ascilius’s mare following on the stallion’s heels without any urging from the Dwarf. 

“Torquatus must have reopened his portal and set them on our track,” thought Elerian to himself. “I must think of a ruse soon to throw them off our trail or they will overtake us before long.”

No stratagem came to Elerian’s mind until, two miles farther north, the horses reached the banks of a small, unnamed stream that flowed out of the east, crossing their path before flowing into the Catalus.

“This will do splendidly,” thought Elerian to himself.

“Let us use this stream to lay down a false trail,” he said to Ascilius, who was listening nervously to the eager howls of their pursuers, trying to gage how far away they were now.

“We will squander our lead,” warned Ascilius worriedly, but he followed Elerian out of the willow wood without further argument. Staying to the right of the stream, they followed it east onto the plains until Elerian was satisfied they had gone far enough. Elerian then guided Enias into the shallow brook, Ascilius’s mare following close behind the stallion. Reversing course, the two companions followed the waterway back to the Catalus.

“This will be a near thing,” muttered Ascilius to himself as the horses trotted through the clear water, their hooves throwing up fountains of spray that soaked their riders to the waist. To the south, he could hear the canigrae clearly now.

“They cannot be more than a half mile away,” fretted Ascilius to himself. In front of him Elerian rode gracefully on Enias as if he had not a care in the world. “He has ice water in his veins,” thought Ascilius to himself. Casting his mind back over their previous adventures, he realized that he could not recall a single time where he had seen Elerian become flustered in a dangerous situation.

Elerian’s confidence proved justified, for he and Ascilius reached the Catalus ahead of the canigrae. Without leaving the water, they rode into the river before turning the horses north, riding through the shallow water near the eastern bank. Elerian was certain the false trail they had left behind would lead the canigrae astray, at least for a little while.

“By the time they and their masters puzzle things out, Ascilius and I will have gone to ground in some safe place where we can wait for sunrise,” he thought confidently to himself.

As he rode, Elerian followed the sounds of the pursuit behind them with his sharp ears. The Goblins appeared to have forgone any attempt at stealth, for he now heard the harsh bray of a Goblin horn as well as the excited baying of the canigrae. As he had expected, the Goblin hounds left the Catalus, traveling east to follow the false trail he and Ascilius had laid down along the bank of the stream. Eventually, there came a period of time when the baying became stationary as the canigrae milled around on the plain when they came to the end of the trail. Eventually, Elerian heard the horns bray again. The baying and howling of the canigrae became louder again as the pack swept back toward the Catalus.

“The Goblins must have decided to look along the Catalus,” thought Elerian to himself, disappointed that his ploy had not bought them more time. Suddenly, there was nothing but silence behind them. “They have reached the river,” thought Elerian to himself. “Will they decide to follow it north, I wonder?”

By now, he and Ascilius had reached a stretch of the river where the current was not so swift. As an added precaution, Elerian decided to cross over to the far bank. After a bit of argument, he finally convinced Ascilius to follow him. Elerian slipped smoothly through the water beside Enias as the stallion swam across the river, but Ascilius clung desperately to his mare’s saddle with both hands, letting her drag him along.

“I hope the results of your ruse justify the soaking we have received,” grumbled the Dwarf when they emerged from the river into the shallows along the west bank. Rivulets of water ran down his beard and mustache, and his leather armor was black and sopping wet from the water it had absorbed.

“Swimming the river will set anyone following us a fine puzzle,” replied Elerian, “but it would still be prudent to put more distance between us and our pursuers.” Behind them, along the east bank of the river, he still heard only silence, but he was not reassured. The canigrae and their masters might still be following them, the Goblin hounds running silent now that they had no scent trail to follow.

In single file, with the Elerian leading, the two companions rode north along the west bank of the Catalus, the horses wading through the shallow stretches and swimming the deeper places. An hour had passed when Ascilius suddenly reined in his mare.

“We should go to ground in some safe place here on the west bank,” he said wearily to Elerian. “Even if Torquatus himself is on our track, I must still rest.”

Soaked to the skin and shivering from the constant spray of cold river water thrown up by the horses’ hooves, Ascilius felt as if he had come to the end of his strength. His calf ached where the atrior had savaged it, and his head felt as if it had taken a blow from a hammer, the result of his ax stroke against Malevolus.

“Let us stop then,” agreed Elerian who was also weary. 

Turning their horse to their left, the two companions distanced themselves from the bank of the river, finally seeking refuge under the drooping branches of a large willow. In this space, resembling a large green cave, they wrapped themselves in their cloaks and ate a late dinner of bread and cheese, holding themselves ready to run if they were discovered. The horses grazed nearby while they ate. Enias roamed free, but Ascilius had tethered the mare.

After their meal was done, Elerian took the time to heal everyone’s wounds more completely, but the effort left him visibly exhausted.

“There is still no sound of any pursuit,” said Ascilius when Elerian was done. “Since neither of us is in any shape to go on, we may as well spend the night here. I will take the first watch,” he concluded firmly, judging that Elerian was in the greatest need of sleep.

Completely exhausted, Elerian wrapped himself in his cloak and blankets without argument, lying down on the soft grass at the base of the willow which sheltered them. He fell at once into an uncharacteristic deep sleep.

Wrapped in his hooded cloak, Ascilius walked to the edge of the river. He wondered if Elerian's woodcraft would continue to foil the Goblins who were surely hunting for them on the far side of the Catalus.

“The problem is that Torquatus knows we are bound for Ennodius,” he thought dourly to himself. “Our pursuers will know that they need only continue north until they find us again.”

With a tired sigh, Ascilius sat down with his back against the rough bark of one of the willows growing on the bank of the river, his dark cloak blending into its trunk and making him nearly invisible in the darkness. He settled himself to wait, keeping close watch on the east bank through a gap in the drooping willow branches in front of him, listening intently for any sound or sign that the canigrae and their masters were drawing near. Time passed slowly, but the night remained still and empty except for the gentle plashing of the smooth running waters of the river. Weighed down by fatigue and lack of sleep, Ascilius’s eyelids grew heavier and heavier, slowly drooping down until they were closed. His bearded chin sank down onto his broad chest and his breathing grew deeper as he sank deep into an exhausted slumber.















 

A PRANK







 

In the willow wood, Elerian suddenly opened his eyes. The first thing he saw was Enias standing nearby on his right, his gray coat dead black in the night. The stallion was staring intently through the screen of willow branches that sheltered them, facing the unseen river. Standing next to him was Ascilius’s mare, shivering with fear. The oval ears of both horses were erect and swiveled forward as if they were listening intently.

“What do they hear and where is Ascilius?” wondered Elerian to himself.

Stiffly, without his usual grace, he rose to his feet, slipping silently through the willow branches that hung down around the campsite like a leafy curtain. With a light, silent step, he walked stealthily through the trees toward the river, the world around him painted in varying shades of gray and black under the starlight. He saw no sign of Ascilius.

Pausing behind a screen of branches near the west bank of the river, Elerian looked out at the swift flowing waters of the Catalus, dark and mysterious under the light of the stars, except where some ripple was edged in silver where the river flowed over a hidden rock beneath its surface.

Raising his eyes, Elerian examined the far shore. Most of it was screened by the drooping branches of tall willows, but directly across from where he stood was an open, rocky shelf where no trees grew. Silent as wraiths, five shaggy, wolflike shapes suddenly trotted out from under the willows on the far shore onto the shelf. Hardly daring to breathe, Elerian watched as the pack of canigrae paused in the opening, their eyes glittering coldly in the starlight.

“How far behind them are their masters?” he wondered to himself. “Another battle with the Goblins now might prove disastrous,” he thought to himself worriedly, for he and Ascilius were still not fully recovered from their last encounter with Torquatus’s servants.

As Elerian watched from his hiding place, some of the Goblin hounds put their noses to the ground while others raised their pointed snouts to the heavens, testing the night currents for scent. The wind was blowing from the east into his face, so Elerian was sure they would smell nothing from the west bank of the river, but the slightest unusual sound would immediately attract their attention. He could only wait and hope that Enias’s presence would have a calming effect on Ascilius’s frightened mare, and that Ascilius would not suddenly stir in whatever place he had hidden himself.

Across the river, the canigrae abruptly gave up sniffing for scent. Lining up on the bank, they lapped up clear river water with their long red tongues. Elerian could see the white gleam of their fangs as they drank. Its thirst satisfied, one of them suddenly raised its shaggy head, staring intently across the river. There was a purposefulness about the creature that seemed out of keeping with a mere animal to Elerian.

“That one is surely a lupin,” he thought to himself. “Has it heard something?”

Hardly daring to breathe, he watched the shape changer, which seemed to be staring directly at him. Suddenly, the creature glanced up and cringed, as if expecting a blow from above. Its pack mates did the same, crouching like gray statues beside it. Because of the screen of branches overhead and in front of him, Elerian could not see what had frightened the Goblin hounds. For several seconds the gray pack crouched motionless, then, as one, they rushed back under the shelter of the willows, heading south with their bushy tails between their legs. 

 Elerian remained motionless until he was sure they were gone.

“What frightened them?” he wondered to himself.

Carefully, he parted the branches before him. He looked both upstream and downstream but saw nothing unusual. The night sky above him, bright with stars, was also empty.

“I had best find that dratted Dwarf and discuss what we ought to do next,” Elerian finally decided

Stealthily, he first searched along the riverbank to his right, his light footsteps making no noise. His choice proved to be the right one, for he soon found Ascilius sitting motionless with his back against an ancient, broad trunked willow. The Dwarf was fast asleep between two humped up willow roots. Luckily, his cloak had hidden his recumbent form from the canigrae.

The spirit of mischief, which coursed through Elerian like the powerful, unseen current of a swift flowing river, suddenly stirred and came to life. Quietly, he retreated deeper into the wood until he could see the horses. Enias had his head down and had resumed grazing. The mare was also peacefully cropping grass by his side.

“The canigrae must be out of earshot,” thought Elerian to himself. “Still, I should not take the risk,” he cautioned himself as returned to Ascilius side, approaching the Dwarf with a silent step that gave no warning of his presence. Gray eyes gleaming, trying to persuade himself to be sensible, he stared for long moments at the slumbering Ascilius like a hungry lion who happens upon some helpless prey. The sight of his companion sunk deep in blissful slumber was too much for him, however.

“If I play a prank on him now, it will serve him right for falling asleep,” thought Elerian to himself as he ended the illusion spell which gave him the appearance of a middle-aged man. 

Immediately, he raised his right hand, watching with his third eye as a flow of golden light spilled from his fingertips, covering him from head to foot. Closing his magical eye, Elerian turned and leaned over the nearby bank of the river. Reflected in the dark, smooth surface of the Catalus, he saw a perfect copy of the water horse that he and Ascilius had encountered in the underground lake below Calenus. Eyes gleaming in anticipation, Elerian turned back to face Ascilius. Leaning over the Dwarf, he snorted loudly, the illusion spell transforming the sound into a perfect imitation of the undine.

Ascilius immediately started awake. When he raised his head and opened his startled eyes, their dark irises became outlined in a gleaming circle of white as he took in the narrow head and gaping, fanged mouth of his old nemesis only a few feet away from him. With a strangled cry, Ascilius drew the long knife hanging from his belt with his right hand, stabbing it wildly at the undine. In the instant before the keen point of the knife struck its long, vicious head, the water horse suddenly disappeared.

Heart pounding, Ascilius scrambled to his feet, looking wildly all about, but the undine was nowhere to be seen. After a moment of confusion, his eyes suddenly narrowed suspiciously, but when he retreated into the willow wood, he saw that Elerian was sleeping peacefully beneath his blankets. The horses were calmly cropping grass nearby.

“Could it have been a dream,” wondered Ascilius to himself. Returning to the riverbank, he bent over and carefully examined the ground where the undine had stood, but there were no marks in the turf from its clawed feet.

Suddenly, a voice said softly in his left ear, “What are we looking for?”

Badly startled, Ascilius dropped his knife and shot straight up into the air. When his feet came back to earth, he tottered on the edge of the riverbank wildly windmilling his arms for a moment. With a horrified look on his face, he finally toppled backwards into the river with a loud splash.

Delighted beyond words at the success of his prank, Elerian threw himself flat on the ground, snatching up the end of Ascilius’s beard with his left hand before it disappeared beneath the surface of the river. With an effortless pull of his arm, he brought the heavy Dwarf back to the surface. Reaching out with his right hand, Elerian seized Ascilius by the collar with his right hand and pulled him out onto the bank. Water cascading from his hair and beard, Ascilius sat up and glared fiercely at Elerian.

His companion’s face looked innocent enough, but there was a gleam in his eyes that immediately roused the Dwarf’s suspicions. He opened his mouth to make an angry accusation and then shut it abruptly.

“If I blame him without proof, I will never hear the end of it,” thought Ascilius to himself, seething with frustration.

“Thank you for pulling me out of the river,” said Ascilius, putting a bland expression on his face. “I thought I saw something in the grass and somehow slipped off the bank.”

“It could happen to anyone,” said Elerian, making his voice warm and sympathetic. “I am glad you were keeping watch. This looks like the sort of place an undine might choose for its home.”

Ascilius scowled at Elerian.

“He did it to me again,” thought the Dwarf furiously to himself. “Somehow he made that creature appear.”

For a moment, Ascilius’s uncertain temper threatened to flare out of control. Then, after taking a deep breath to steady himself, he suddenly leaped to his feet. Muttering to himself, he stumped over to their campsite. Casting himself full length on the ground, he rolled himself into his blankets without saying a word.

Elerian followed him, laughing silently as he recalled the startled expression on Ascilius’s face when he first opened his eyes and saw the illusion of the undine. The fact that the Dwarf’s knife had come within a whisker of stabbing his face before he called his invisibility ring to his hand and ran to his blankets fazed Elerian not at all.

“What good is a prank without a little danger to make the heart beat faster?” he asked himself 

Feeling lighter in the heart than he had for some days now, Elerian raised his right hand and cast a spell at Ascilius, who had already fallen into an exhausted sleep despite his wet clothes. With his third eye, Elerian watched as a small golden orb flew from his fingertips, striking and enveloping the Dwarf’s sleeping form with a golden film of light. Reforming itself, the orb suddenly lifted away from the Dwarf’s body. It was larger now, for its golden boundaries contained all of the water that had soaked Ascilius’s clothes. Suddenly, the orb vanished, and Elerian heard a slight splash as it dumped its liquid burden back into the river. Warm and dry again beneath his blankets, Ascilius stirred but did not wake.

Standing still and silent as a shadow, Elerian probed the night around him, but all was still and silent. Satisfied that his prank had not put them in any danger, he fetched a currycomb from his pack and brushed Enias until he shone like polished jet in the starlight. Then, even though his shoulder had begun to ache from the wound that he had received from the septilire, he brushed the mare, too, an occasional tremor of silent laughter shaking his lean frame whenever he pictured in his mind the horrified expression Ascilius had worn on his face when he realized that he was about to fall into the river. 

When he was done grooming the horses, Elerian ate a biscuit from his pack and took a sip of wine before taking Ascilius’s place under the same willow by the riverbank. Hoping that Anthea would come to him again he kept watch, he remained there until the first pale light of the rising sun broke above the crowns of the willows on the far bank of the river.

Rousing himself, Elerian idly ran the long fingers of his right hand over the rough bark of the ancient willow at his back. At once, the silver band on his left bicep began to feel warm. Pulling off his stiff leather tunic, Elerian rolled up the long sleeve of the brown linen shirt he wore beneath it. When he touched the tree again, the silver band shone with a pale light, the multi faceted emeralds set in its twisted web glowing like new leaves in the sunlight. Through his fingertips, Elerian felt an odd stirring in the tree as if it had responded in some way to the torque.

Extending a little of his shade into the tree, Elerian asked, “What do you feel ancient one?”

He received only a familiar silence in return. If the willow had an answer to his question, it was one that it was not willing to share.

Elerian removed his hand from the rough bark of the tree. At once, the band on his arm became an ordinary piece of cool silver.

“Why did Dymiter fashion you and why did you come to me?” wondered Elerian to himself as he put his leather armor back on. “As if I do not have enough questions to answer already,” he thought to himself, sighing in frustration.

Rising lithely to his feet, he looked across the river but no sound or sight of their pursuers came to his ears or eyes. When he returned to the willow that sheltered Ascilius and the horses, the Dwarf woke suddenly and sat up, a grumpy look on his face.

“He is still angry,” thought Elerian to himself with a slight, unrepentant smile on his lips.

Ascilius stretched and stood up stiffly. Maintaining a cool silence, he shared a cold breakfast of bread, cheese, and dried meat with Elerian as the golden disk of the sun chased away the shadows of the night.

“We should travel along the west bank of the river for a little longer if we can,” said Elerian when they were done eating. “I saw a pack of canigrae on the far shore last night. Something frightened them off, but if they return we will be safer on this side of the river.”

“We will have to cross back over by nightfall,” said Ascilius worriedly. “The river will enter a gorge then where we cannot easily follow it.”

“Perhaps by then, the Goblins will give up their pursuit,” suggested Elerian.

“Considering how badly Torquatus wants us, I doubt it,” said Ascilius gloomily. “His servants are sure to resume their hunt for us as soon as the sun goes down. They will probably pursue us right up to the gates of Ennodius if they must.” 

When their breakfast was done, they packed their things and mounted up. With Enias following along behind Ascilius and his mare, they rode north along the west bank of the river. The thick cover of leaves and branches overhead masked their movements and provided welcome shade the sun climbed high in the sky. A light, warm wind blew out of the south, rustling the willow branches overhead, but otherwise, the land around them remained strangely quiet and hushed. Besides the whisper of the leaves and the occasional splash of running water from the river, Elerian heard only the soft footfalls of Ascilius’s mare.

Because the Catalus did not follow a straight course north, meandering across the plains first to the left and then to the right, the two adventurers sometimes neared the banks of the river and at other times approached the western edge of the willow wood. Whenever he was able to look through the trees on their left, Elerian saw miles of open meadows fenced in by a wall of forested foothills and mountains in the distance.

“I am surprised the Goblins have not tried to cross into the plains from here,” he said to Ascilius. “There is no one to hold the way against them.”

“In the past, my people guarded the mountains,” said the Dwarf shortly. “Now, fear of the dragon no doubt keeps the Goblins away.”

They did not stop for a noon meal, for Ascilius was anxious to cover as many miles as possible before nightfall. When the evening shadows began to lengthen, the river began to narrow and deepen, the banks on either side rising to form a gentle slope. When they came to a lengthy stretch of shallow rapids, Ascilius abruptly reined in his mare and turned to Elerian.

“We should cross the river now, at this ford,” he said rather gruffly, for he still had not forgiven Elerian for his last prank. “The farther north we go after this, the harder it will be to find a good ford.”

There was still no sign of any pursuit, so Elerian readily agreed to the crossing. In single file, with Ascilius’s mare in the lead, they rode their horses through the fast water. Once they were safely across, they continued to ride north in silence, Elerian keeping a careful eye on their back trail.















 

THE DRAGON







 

When the sun began to sink behind the peaks to the west in a blaze of red and orange, Elerian and Ascilius began to look for a place where they might spend the night, but the open willow wood they were traveling through seemed devoid of any good hiding places. To add to their troubles, the land on both sides of the Catalus began to slope ever more steeply down to the river, making riding difficult. Eventually, the two companions were forced to leave the river behind, ascending the steep slope on their right. At the top of the incline, they found level ground where the riding was easier. Oak and ash trees began to appear among the willows, for they were drawing nearer to the mountains on their left. They had not ridden far before they came to a place where old age or some great storm had toppled an enormous oak. The forest giant lay directly across their path. Overhead, a huge hole had been torn in the forest canopy, exposing the darkening sky.

“This might be a good place to spend the night,” said Elerian to Ascilius when the Dwarf reined in his mare before the obstacle. “We can take shelter on the far side of this fallen tree. If any danger approaches from the south, Enias and the mare will warn us.”

“Let us see what lies on the far side first,” said Ascilius, urging his mare to the right, for the enormous crown of the fallen giant formed an impenetrable barrier right up to the edge of the steep slope on their left.

The mare daintily walked along the length of the tree, skirting the barrier of earth and roots that rose up like a wall at the end of the tree trunk. A deep, ragged pit, formed by the tree’s roots when they were ripped out of the floor of the wood, was now visible. To the right of the pit lay the open plains. When the two companions rode to the right, around the margin of the cavity, they were forced to ride out of the wood.

The sun was still not fully set in the west, leaving the sky overhead a deep blue-black. The stars were still faint pinpricks of light, pale shadows of what they would be when the sky darkened fully. Ascilius kept his head down, intent on riding his mare under cover again as quickly as possible, but Elerian silently asked Enias to stop halfway around the hollow so that he could look out over the dusky plain.

 “Perhaps Torquatus has given up searching for us,” thought Elerian hopefully to himself. North, south, and east his keen gaze detected only empty pastures, covered by grass stirring restlessly like dark waves before the night breeze. 

At the far side of the pit, Ascilius had reined in his mare just inside the trees. When Elerian looked his way, the Dwarf signaled impatiently with his right arm for Elerian to follow him. Elerian was about to urge Enias around the hole when a bright pinprick of light high in the sky to the north suddenly caught his eye. He stared at it perplexed, for it was shooting across the heavens toward him like a comet, growing larger by the moment. Fascinated, Elerian watched as the speck became larger and larger, approaching with startling speed. Despite the gathering darkness, his farsighted eyes could now make out some of the details of the approaching shape. With a start, Elerian suddenly realized that he was looking at a live creature. 

He could see now that it sped through the sky on vast ribbed wings, the small, overlapping green scales that covered its body reflecting the dying sunlight with glints of gold along their edges. A long tail with a triangular tip streamed out behind it in the wind of its passage, and as it flew, the creature twisted its long, sinuous neck back and forth, scanning the land beneath it with its long, narrow horned head. 

“The dragon!” thought Elerian to himself. “And here I sit like a gaping fool.”

He knew that he ought to warn Ascilius, but he remained silent, eyes drinking in the splendor of the wondrous creature that was drawing closer with each wing beat. He had seen a young dragon during his escape from Nefandus, but it shrank to insignificance in his mind when compared to the enormous wyrm fast approaching him, its glittering beauty exerting a peculiar fascination over him that made it difficult to do think or move. Suddenly, the dragon emitted a low bass roar that broke over the plains like thunder, seeming to make the earth tremble.

 Elerian heard Ascilius’s mare scream in terror. Because of the trees around them, neither the Dwarf nor the mare had seen the dragon approaching. Panicked by the wyrm’s unexpected roar, Ascilius mount instinctively sought out the safety of the open plains where she could make the best use of her speed. She burst out of the wood, thundering south across the darkening plain, away from the approaching menace in the skies, her dark hide already flecked with sweat and her large eyes dark with terror. Still unable to move, Elerian watched helplessly as she ran by Enias, her reins dragging free, for Ascilius, bouncing wildly on her back as he tried desperately to keep his seat, was hanging on to her saddle with both hands.

Abruptly, the Dwarf lost his grip on the saddle. His feet slipped out of his stirrups, and he flew high into the air before falling heavily to the ground on the mare’s left where he lay without moving. The frightened mare continued to run flat out, leaving the crumpled form of Ascilius behind. Still held in the grip of some strange enthrallment, Elerian watched as the dragon, now high in the sky above the fleeing mare, stooped like an enormous falcon. Dropping down through the air in a steep, swift dive, it struck Ascilius’ hapless steed with the bony knuckles of its clenched feet as it flew low over the mare’s back. The impact knocked the mare off her feet, sending her rolling across the ground. Screaming frantically, she flailed her feet, struggling to stand up again as the dragon, beating the air with its vast pinions, banked in a tight circle before landing nearby. Folding its wings back, it pounced on its helpless prey like a colossal cat. With one bite of its huge jaws and a powerful shake of its head, the dragon broke the mare’s neck. Standing with its front feet planted on the hapless beast’s sleek hide, it raised its head and gave another earth-shaking roar, which was followed by a great gout of flame that shot from its open mouth high into the sky like a red-gold fountain that turned the dragon’s gleaming scales a green-gold color.

Dropping its horned head, the dragon turned and stared directly at Elerian, still sitting astride Enias at the margin of the pit. He saw, then, that the pupils of her enormous eyes were dark vertical slits, like those of a snake; the irises around them a brilliant emerald green. The strange paralysis that had gripped him when he first saw the beast intensified as Elerian stared into the dragon’s luminous eyes, which seemed to grow and merge until he felt as if he were drowning in an enormous green pool. The creature could have taken him then, for he was unable to move, but the scent of fresh meat called to it irresistibly. Ignoring Elerian and Enias for the moment, the dragon stooped its head to feed on one of the mare’s hindquarters. 

Once the dragon looked away from him, Elerian was able to shake off the odd languor that had overcome him. He saw that Ascilius was still lying in a crumpled heap barely thirty feet away, apparently lifeless. An overwhelming impulse to ride away on Enias, as fast and as far as possible from the scaled monster noisily devouring Ascilius’s mare, gripped Elerian 

“The Dwarf is dead. Leave him and save yourself,” whispered a panicked voice in his mind. 

“I cannot leave him until I am sure he is dead,” Elerian silently insisted to himself, firmly quelling the urge to run.

Keeping a wary eye on the dragon, he wordlessly urged Enias forward. Nervous tremors ran through the stallion, as if a cold, wintry wind blew over his sleek gray hide, but he did not hesitate. Mastering his fear, he walked slowly toward the fallen Dwarf, his neat hooves making no noise on the thick turf. Each step Enias took was a test of his courage, for it brought him closer to the dragon, which was making low, rumbling sounds of pleasure as it noisily tore huge chunks of flesh from the carcass of the mare.

After an eternity, the stallion reached Ascilius, standing with quivering muscles to the left of the Dwarf. Leaning far to his right, Elerian cautiously and slowly pulled Ascilius’s limp form up onto Enias’s shoulders. The Dwarf lay, without moving, face down across Enias’s withers, but his back rose and fell regularly, indicating that he was still alive.

The dragon was now barely a hundred feet away. Suddenly, it raised its head to stare Elerian again. Its eyes glittered like green lamps in the thickening dark, but Elerian avoided looking into them this time. He remained motionless, afraid even to take a deep breath. Beneath him, he could feel Enias shivering.

“Our lives hang by a thread,” he thought to himself. If their proximity to the dragon overcame the lure of fresh meat, even Enias’s great speed would not suffice to carry them to safety in time.

The dragon shifted her right paw, her muscles tensing beneath her sleek hide like steel cables as she prepared to spring on the prey that had so obligingly approached her. Searching desperately with his eyes for something which might distract the beast, Elerian’s gaze happened on the sacks containing Ascilius’s winnings.

“Dragons love gold,” he thought hopefully to himself.

Aiming carefully, Elerian flexed the fingers of his left hand, watching anxiously with his third eye as a tiny orb of golden light flew through the air toward the leather lashings holding Ascilius’s two sacks of gold and silver coins firmly to his saddle. His aim was good, for the parting spell cut the leather straps cleanly in two. The sacks fell to the ground, the chink of metal on metal ringing out clearly in the still air as the coins in the sacks clinked against each other.

With frightening speed, the dragon whipped her head around to the right, lowering her great head and eagerly sniffing at the two sacks with nostrils that suddenly glowed orange. With her enormous left paw, she picked up both sacks. Bouncing them lightly to gage their weight, she listened with obvious pleasure to the jingle of the coins inside them.

Fighting the desire to hurry, Elerian turned Enias around and urged the stallion toward the cover of the trees at a slow walk. It took all his will power not to look over his shoulder. At any moment, he expected to feel the bite of enormous teeth and talons, but the attack never came. Once Enias entered the wood on the far side of the pit, Elerian looked slowly back over his left shoulder. The dragon had raised her head again and was looking intently in his direction. Elerian dropped his eyes slightly and silently told Enias to stop. The stallion was still trembling with nervous tension, but he obeyed Elerian instantly.

Had they attempted to run, Elerian was certain that the dragon would have attacked them. Standing quietly under the trees, however, they did nothing to rouse its predatory instincts. After a moment of indecision, the dragon carefully set aside the money sacks that it still held in its right paw. Obviously loathe to abandon both her meal and her newfound treasure; she began tearing at the flesh of the mare again with her great jaws, the ripping, crunching noises she made coming clearly to Elerian’s ears through the still air. 

 Ascilius now began to stir, groaning softly. The fall had both stunned him and driven the breath out of his lungs, but he was otherwise unhurt. He raised his head, looking past Elerian’s left knee to watch the feeding dragon for a moment.

“Keep moving,” he whispered softly to Elerian. “Eboria is sure to pursue us when she has satisfied her hunger.”

Elerian urged Enias deeper into the trees before turning north again.

“Let me get down,” said Ascilius after a moment. “I have got my breath back again.”

When Enias stopped, the Dwarf slipped down off of his shoulders. Elerian leaped lightly down to the ground next to him. In single file, with Ascilius leading the way and Enias bringing up the rear, they continued north through the wood, moving as silently as possible.

“It must have been the dragon which frightened off the canigrae last night,” thought Elerian to himself as he walked behind Ascilius. “I hope it ate the Goblins and all their hounds.”

Looking behind him at Enias’s sculpted head; Elerian saw that the stallion appeared relaxed again. Deciding that it was safe to talk, he asked Ascilius a question. “Ascilius, how do you know the dragon’s name?” he said softly.

The Dwarf did not turn his head or slow his pace, but the narrow escape from the dragon seemed to have cured his bad temper, for he replied readily to Elerian’s query.

“Dragons never reveal their true name, Elerian, but Dwarves have given their own names to the greatest among them,” he said quietly. In a deep voice, he began to recite: “Eboria, green as the sea; Rufius, red as fire; Nigrum, black as night. These are the oldest and most powerful dragons that are known to the Dwarves. There may be more, but no one knows for certain, for when they are not troubling the world, dragons make their homes in the high peaks of the Tertulus to the north of the Tarsian plains.

“At present, Nigrum and Cyaneus hold two of our cities in the far North, sleeping on beds made of the treasure they stole from us long ago. Eboria has not been seen in almost as long. It was my hope that she might be dead.”

“They are unlike any other creature I have seen before,” observed Elerian. “They have six limbs like a lentulus whereas most of the creatures of the Middle Realm have only four.”

“There is much that you have not seen yet in the Middle Realm,” Ascilius assured Elerian, “for you are young even as Men measure age, but you are right to say dragons are different. Some say they came out of the Dark Years, during the first age. Others think they came from Outside through a gate that was opened by chance or by one of the great mages. Wherever they came from, they are a plague on the Dwarf race, and I wish all of them would disappear forever,” Ascilius concluded angrily.

“Why do they trouble Dwarves more than the other races?” asked Elerian curiously.

“Treasure,” replied Ascilius quietly. “Dragons lust after treasure. They do not mine so they must steal their wealth. Of course, once they have it, all they do is sleep on it, which seems a waste of effort to me.”

Elerian immediately thought of Durio, the changeling they had met in the Broken Lands, caught in the spell of his treasure and thought that he understood the dragons’ lust for gold, even if Ascilius did not. Behind them and to their right, Eboria suddenly issued another of her earth shaking roars.

“That is for our benefit,” said Ascilius to Elerian. “Few creatures have the courage not to panic and stay hidden once they hear the sound of a hunting dragon.”

“I wish that I had given some warning when I first saw her,” said Elerian regretfully. “I might have been able to save the poor mare. It was as if I was in the grip of a spell.”

“Almost certainly you were,” replied Ascilius. “It is perilous to stare directly at a dragon that old. To look at her closely is to fall under her spell. I regret the death of the mare, too, even though, twice now, she was nearly the death of me, but I regret the loss of my pack even more. Half our supplies are gone now and our money, too.” Ascilius had not failed to notice that his winnings were resting on the ground by the dragon’s left paw.

“It was money well spent,” replied Elerian. “Had the gold and silver not distracted her, I think we would never have made it to the safety of the trees.”

“Still, it seems like adding insult to injury,” grumbled Ascilius. “Eboria has no doubt robbed my city and now she has robbed me personally.”

“She was the most beautiful thing that I have ever seen,” said Elerian, thinking of the dragon and not really heeding Ascilius's words. “She looked like a great green and gold comet shooting across the sky.”

“Beauty can hide great evil,” replied Ascilius brusquely. “Consider the Urucs. At first glance, they are fair seeming, but underneath, they are wicked creatures. Dwarves, on the other hand, are plain featured folk, but we have noble characters.”

“You must have one of the most splendid characters of the whole Dwarf nation then,” said Elerian with a gleam in his eye.

Ascilius frowned, trying to work out if Elerian had just poked fun at him again. Finally, he shook his head as if in despair. “It is impossible to have an intelligent conversation with you. I do not know why I even bother.”

“We must think of some way to evade Eboria,” he said after a moment in a more serious voice. “She is probably hunting us already. We will be lucky if we escape her claws tonight.”

“Let us take to the water again,” Elerian suggested to Ascilius. “If she tries to track us, it may throw her off the scent.”

Ascilius could not think of a better idea, so they descended the steep slope on their left until they reached the east bank of the Catalus. There was no level place to walk along the shore, but Elerian saw that the swift flowing water was barely knee deep near the bank.

“We can follow the river if we stay near shore,” he said to Ascilius as he stepped into the cold, green tinted water.

“I have come to hate water with a passion and yet I cannot seem to avoid it,” grumbled Ascilius to himself as he reluctantly followed Elerian into the river. Enias splashed into the water behind Ascilius.

Fortunately, the river bottom proved to be mostly hard packed gravel, which allowed all three of them to keep their footing well enough. As they waded through the knee-deep water, Elerian looked thoughtfully at the foothills on their left. 

“Do you think we should try for the cover of the forest across the river?” he asked Ascilius.

“I do not think we should chance it,” replied Ascilius at once. “It is a good ten miles to the edge of the hills. If Eboria overtakes us in the open, we are done for.” 

They continued wading through the river, staying under the branches of the willows, whose long, drooping branches hung far out over the watercourse. They had not traveled far before Eboria soared silently overhead like a great, dark cloud. She turned immediately, returning to circle lazily above them.

Elerian watched the dragon for a moment through the screen of leaves over head, and then said quietly, “I think she can she can see us, Ascilius. She must have mage sight as you suspected.”

“That means there is no place nearby that will hide us from her,” said Ascilius grimly. “She can see our shades moving under the trees.”

“If we can last until the sun rises, her mage sight will not help her,” replied Elerian. “Our shades will grow dim under the light of the sun, too dim for her to see them easily.”

“We will not see this dawn or any other, for sunrise is hours away,” said Ascilius hopelessly. “We cannot run from Eboria all that time.”

At that moment the dragon roared again, causing the leaves overhead to quiver. Elerian drew his sword, and Ascilius held his knife ready in his right hand. Apprehensively, they waited for the great beast above them to hurtle down and destroy them as she had Ascilius’s poor mare.















 

A NEW SPELL







 

The attack Elerian and Ascilius were dreading never came. Instead, Eboria continued to circle above them, gliding through the air on her broad, leathery wings.

“She is playing with us,” said Ascilius softly and bitterly to Elerian. “She has fed and now she requires sport. She wants us to run.”

Elerian did not reply, for he had finally thought of a plan which might save their lives if all went well.

“Close your eyes,” he whispered to Ascilius. Extending his right arm, he watched as a fist sized golden orb flew from his fingertips. Speeding through a gap in the willow branches above his head, it flashed toward the dragon, blossoming into a great ball of white light barely three feet from the end of Eboria’s long nose.

The mage light caught Eboria by surprise, for she was not expecting magic. She immediately snapped her eyelids shut, but the white rays had already pierced her eyes like knives, momentarily blinding her. With a roar of pain and anger, Eboria extinguished the light that was now following her through the sky, maintaining exactly the same position near the end of her nose. Once the light was gone, Eboria blindly beat her great wings to gain altitude.  

“Stay close to me,” said Elerian to Ascilius and Enias. When he raised his right hand, a stream of golden light, visible only to his magical third eye, spilled from his fingertips, enveloping all three of them. Beneath the film of light, their shapes began to change, flowing into new forms as if they had suddenly become liquid. Moments later, three great green and gold fish swam against the current where Elerian, Ascilius, and Enias had been standing a moment before. Elerian’s metal embossed tunic, his pack, and all his weapons along with Ascilius’s tunic, knife, and steel cap lay in the water next to them, for he had not the power to send any of them away through a portal to join his spell book.

Elerian had been a fish before, so the cool water of the river flowing over his body and through his gills did not alarm him. He gave Ascilius and Enias a moment to adjust to their new shapes before leading them across the river. Nosing along the rocky shore, Elerian discovered an overhang cut by the current beneath the far bank. When he dove into the underwater cave, his two companions followed him into the dark water under the bank. Using their unfamiliar fins and tails to hold themselves steady against the current, Ascilius and Enias they took up a position on either side of Elerian. To the great eyes of all three, the dark water in front of them appeared clear as glass in the starlight, allowing them to see the sky and the far bank of the river.

By now, Eboria had regained her night sight. Her huge, bat like shape cast a dark, moving shadow across the river as she patrolled the skies above the place where she had last seen three golden shades standing in the shallow river. Eventually, flattening the branches and trees in her way, she landed on the far shore, directly across from the hiding place Elerian had selected. He moved deeper under the cut bank until his tail fin brushed the stony bank of the river, Ascilius and Enias crowding close beside him in the underwater cave.

On the far side of the river, Eboria snuffed the air with flared nostrils that showed a sultry orange glow in their depths. Her third eye was open, but she saw no sign of the three shades she had detected earlier. She leaned her great horned head over the bank. The river resembled a flow of molten silver when seen with her mage sight. In its depths, she saw the golden flash and spark of the small creatures that lived in its depths, but there was no sign of the larger shades that she sought. Twisting her long, sinuous neck, she looked upstream and down, but she did not see the shades of the three large green gold fish holding together deep in the darkness under the bank on the far side of the river. Closing her third eye, Eboria looked at the river again with her everyday sight, but even though her night vision was excellent, there was nothing to be seen in the glass clear water flowing past her. 

“They were here,” thought Eboria to herself as she distastefully reached out her great, clawed foot right paw, retrieving the gear left behind by Elerian and Ascilius. When everything was heaped up on the bank next to her feet, red flames suddenly spouted from Eboria’s mouth, incinerating the pack and turning the steel into twisted, blackened fragments of metal.

She then searched up and down the bank, forcing her way through the trees with a great cracking and snapping of limbs that left a tangle of wreckage in her wake. Her frustration grew by the moment. Returning once more to the place near the riverbank where she had last seen the shades of her prey, she stared intently at the bank on the far side of the river.

“Where have they gone?” she wondered angrily to herself. “At least one of them is a mage. Has he somehow used his magic to conceal himself and his companions? They have not swum away, for I would have seen their shades from above before I landed on the bank.”

Finning against the current in his underwater cave, Elerian thought furiously of what he might do to drive off the dragon before she discovered their hiding place. Like an echo in his mind came the voice of Tullius, his old mentor.

“There are three elements which can be controlled by a mage, Elerian, for they have their own magical energy. They are fire, water, and wind.” 

Elerian had never tried to control water, but he thought at once of his ever-useful transformation spell. Improvising feverishly on his charm, he opened his third eye, looking out at a river that now resembled a great, shining flow of molten silver. Apprehensively, he cast his altered spell, wondering if it would work at all. With his mage sight, he saw a small golden orb fly from his toothy jaws, expanding to encompass a large expanse of water in front of him. Within that golden sphere, which remained tethered to his body by a slender golden thread, Elerian saw silver liquid flow into a fixed shape.

In front of Eboria, the river suddenly began to boil. A transparent form closely resembling a large dragon suddenly erupted out of the water, glistening wetly. Streams of silver light, visible only to Eboria’s third eye, flowed into the water elemental from the river as it drew on the power of the river to animate itself. 

Startled by the apparition, Eboria roared in anger and drew her head back before spouting a plume of red mage fire from her mouth. In response, the elemental spread its own watery jaws and met her fire with a stream of clear river water. A great hissing sound filled the air, and a huge cloud of steam rose up like a cloud as fire battled water. Abruptly, Eboria broke off her attack.

“I cannot burn off all the water in the river,” she thought angrily to herself as she dipped her head down to the right to avoid the endless stream of water gushing from the elemental’s jaws. Springing lightly into the air, Eboria rapidly beat her powerful wings to gain altitude, casing a storm of wind to buffet the trees below her.

Like every creature, she drank water, but she avoided it otherwise, for it was inimical to the fires that she carried inside of her. As she hovered over the victorious elemental, which had ceased spouting water, the creature turned its gleaming head to follow her movements with clear, shining eyes.

Eboria did not like being bested, but she had learned to be patient over the long years of her life. Heavy and sluggish from all the flesh she had consumed, she felt disinclined to exert herself any further. There was also a new treasure to be added to her hoard, for Ascilius’s winnings were firmly grasped in her left hind paw.

“Let them have their little victory,” she thought to herself. “The three I seek will have to leave the water eventually. When they do, I will be waiting. Once I have slept off my meal, I will patrol the skies to the south with ceaseless vigilance.”

Secure in her fearsomeness, Eboria expected her prey to flee away from her like any sensible creature would. It never occurred to her that Elerian and Ascilius might be traveling toward Ennodius. 

“They will not escape me a second time,” she thought to herself with a last look at the river below.

After effortlessly flapping her leathery pinions to gain altitude, Eboria suddenly sped off the northwest, toward Ennodius, supremely confident that she would eventually find the prey that had escaped her.

Beneath the cut under the riverbank, Elerian was so entranced with the elemental that he had created that he hardly noticed that Eboria was gone. A bump on his left shoulder from Ascilius brought him back to himself. Reluctantly, he let the water dragon slip back into the river.

Once he saw that the skies were clear, Elerian led Ascilius and Enias out from under the riverbank and back into the shallow water on the far side of the river. Opening his toothy jaws, he watched with his third eye as a flow of golden light spilled from his mouth, enveloping him and his two companions in a golden film. Beneath that shining cloak, their fishy bodies began to change; flowing into new shapes. Soon, all three of them were standing in the shallows in their native forms. Elerian and Ascilius were clothed, for the spell had brought back their garments, but they were soaking wet. Ascilius looked especially unhappy as clear river water ran out of his hair and beard in streams, further soaking his clothes. Enias snorted and shook his head, spraying water in all directions as he shook his mane dry.  

“Of all the places I would have chosen to hide, the river would have been the last,” said Ascilius grumpily as he raised his hands to shield himself from the spray of water thrown out by the stallion.

“We escaped the dragon. Surely that is worth a little soaking,” Elerian pointed out.

“That is true,” said Ascilius, brightening a bit, for really, he was quite amazed to find himself alive and in one piece after their encounter with Eboria. “I apologize for underestimating your powers,” he said sincerely to Elerian as he waded toward shore. “Raising that water elemental was a clever way to drive off Eboria.”

“It was nothing,” said Elerian modestly. “Since she was no longer hungry, she was probably more than willing to play with us a bit longer. She also had our gold and silver to add to her hoard. I think she suspected we were in the river, however. She spent a quite a bit of time staring at the water.”

“She is sure to come back,” said Ascilius as he waded onto shore. “You took her by surprise tonight with your mage light and your elemental, but the next time we meet, she will be better prepared to counter any magic you might use against her. We must travel north as far as we can while she is resting. Hopefully, we will find a good place to hide before she returns.”

 Elerian waded after Ascilius, promptly collapsing against a willow trunk when he reached dry ground. He suddenly felt terribly weak, and his shoulder ached horribly where Malevolus had thrust in the septilire.

“You overspent your power again,” said Ascilius at once in a concerned voice. 

“I just need to rest a bit,” said Elerian. “Enias will carry me when we are ready to travel.”            

“We will not get far without food or weapons,” said Ascilius, his mood souring again as he examined the remains of their gear. “Even our leather armor is gone.”

“Those could have been our ashes instead of those of our gear,” Elerian pointed out dryly.

He remained sitting against the tree until his strength returned. When he finally rose to his feet, Enias knelt in front of him, making it easier for Elerian to climb onto his back. When Enias stood up, Elerian found that he had barely enough strength to maintain his seat. Ascilius reluctantly climbed up behind him to hold him steady.

“It is a strenuous business being a mage,” said Elerian ruefully to the Dwarf.

“Indeed it is,” replied Ascilius. “Magic exacts a heavy price and is best used sparingly.”

“If you had a master ring it would not matter,” whispered a voice in Elerian's head, causing him to start.

Once again, he could not tell if it was his own thought or someone else whispering inside his mind. He shook his head to clear it.

“Perhaps it is only my weariness that is affecting me,” he thought to himself as he guided Enias back into the river. Staying in the shallows by the bank, they continued north under cover of the trees which shaded the river. The swift flowing water carried away their scent trail, affording them some protection from any pursuers, whether dragon or Goblin, who might come looking for them.

“If the Goblins did escape from Eboria the other night and come looking for us, they may get a nasty surprise if she comes across them first,” thought Elerian to himself.

After about three miles by Elerian’s reckoning, the river began to angle to the north west, entering a deep gorge that ran through the rugged foothills that were now directly ahead of them. Inside the gorge, the riverbanks disappeared, merging into the steep rock walls on either side of the river. Forced up onto the right hand shore, Enias sure footedly climbed the steep slope in front of him, making light of his double burden. Once the stallion reached the summit, Elerian guided him to the edge of the wood growing along the margin of the gorge.

They were facing east now. In front of them were the open plains of Tarsius, the sun just breaking above the horizon in a blaze of orange and red. On their left were rugged foothills covered with oaks, ash, and chestnuts.

Electing to go on rather than rest, they traveled north, skirting the edge of the wood but staying under cover of the trees. There was a well-developed canopy here, for this was an old forest. Many of the trees rose over a hundred feet into the air and were thicker than a man was tall.

To the right of Ascilius and Elerian, out on the open plain, the old Dwarf road, which led from Ennodius to Silanus, appeared again, cutting a straight line north and south through the knee-high grass of the plains.

The wood the two companions were traveling through crept closer and closer to the road, finally swallowing it up after less than a mile. At the point where the road first entered the forest, Ascilius dismounted. Before him, a tall granite pillar had been erected on each side of the highway, each pillar topped with a stone carving of a bearded Dwarf holding a lantern in his left hand and the right hand lifted in greeting, palm outward. Thick clematis vines wound around the pillars, spreading vivid, hand sized blooms of purple and blue. Between the pillars, the road, about twenty feet wide and paved with wide flat stones carefully fitted together, led northwest into the hills, the tall oak and ash trees growing on either side of it forming a thick green roof over it with their branches.

“If we follow this road, staying out of sight under the trees, we will come to a place where we can rest in safety for the night,” said Ascilius to Elerian. “Tomorrow, screened by thick forests which will conceal us from Eboria, we can continue to follow it north through foothills. Thirty miles will bring us to the gates of Ennodius.”

“Let us go on then,” said Elerian. “The sooner we reach this shelter, the sooner we can rest.” 

As Ascilius led the way onto the road, he spoke again, a distant look in his dark eyes as if he was reminiscing.

“Years ago this road would have been full of wagons either traveling out to the plains or returning,” he said quietly to Elerian. “The lanterns on the pillars were always lit and were visible far out on the plains to welcome back returning Dwarves. Those were happier times,” he sighed.

“If someone had time enough to extinguish the lanterns in order to hide the entrance to the road, it is a good sign that someone is still alive,” said Elerian, seeking to cheer up his companion.

“We will see,” replied Ascilius, his voice still glum.

Abandoning Ascilius to his melancholy mood, Elerian looked around him with interest as Enias followed Ascilius down the roadway. He felt as though they had entered a cool green tunnel, for the trees growing on both sides of the road formed a thick roof overhead with their leaves and branches. Overhead, liquid birdcalls rang through the cool green tinted air. A soft breeze, so different from the insistent wind of the plains, blew gently through the wood, rustling the leaves overhead. A short distance to his left, down in the gorge they had left behind, Elerian could hear the Catalus murmur and splash in its bed, for the river increased its flow as it ran through its narrow channel through the hills. At times, as they skirted the face of some steep hill, he was able to look down to the bottom of the gorge where the river raced through the stony channel it had cut through the hills. Elerian saw many shallow falls there where the green water foamed white as it splashed down on slick black rocks.

Having regained some of his strength, Elerian slid off Enias, walking beside Ascilius on foot. The stallion followed along behind him, occasionally resting his head companionably on Elerian’s right shoulder.

Gradually, Ascilius threw off his dark mood. He began to walk with a firmer step, muttering softly to himself.

“Most remarkable,” Elerian heard him say several times. “I never expected that we would get this far.”

Suddenly, the Dwarf stopped walking, turning toward Elerian who was also forced to stop.

“I said nothing before because I was out of sorts, but I want to thank you now for saving my life again, Elerian,” said Ascilius awkwardly, his dark eyes and craggy features displaying a mixture of earnestness and sincerity. “There are not many in the Middle Realm who would have braved the dragon to rescue me.”

“I must have someone to play tricks on,” said Elerian lightly, but his gray eyes were filled with affection for his staunch if sometimes irritable companion.

Ascilius sighed and shook his head. “Someday, you will forget yourself and actually behave seriously for a moment or two,” he said as he turned around once more and resumed walking.

“Seriousness is a quality more suited to the very old and, of course, Dwarves,” said Elerian cheerfully. “What an unexciting world it would be if we all went around with sober faces all day long. I am sure that a Dwarf city must be a very dull place, overflowing with enough gravity and solemnity to put one instantly to sleep.”

“Dwarves are not dull,” replied Ascilius haughtily without turning around. “We are a purposeful folk not given to idle, pointless pranks like some that I could name.”

“My pranks are never pointless,” replied Elerian. “They are designed to entertain me and to add a little spice to your life.”

Ascilius, stomping a little more heavily on the ground with his sturdy boots than he needed to, muttered, “I give up! You are an entirely hopeless case.”

Elerian smiled to himself. Indulging in his favorite activity of tormenting Ascilius had put him in a lighthearted mood.

 “Perhaps the worst is over,” he thought to himself as he walked quietly beside Ascilius. “The Goblins seem to be gone, and we are now undercover and quite close to Ennodius. A few more weeks may find me riding back to Tarsius carrying enough treasure to wed Anthea,” he thought hopefully to himself.















 

THE WAYFARER’S INN







 

By early evening, after maintaining a steady pace all day, Elerian and Ascilius had covered a distance of about fifteen miles. His blunt features betraying his eagerness, Ascilius now began looking ahead of him at the right side of the road, a look of expectation on his face. Suddenly, not more than a hundred feet ahead of them on their right, Elerian saw the entrance to a second road, its entrance also marked by pillars topped by lantern bearing Dwarves. About twenty feet wide, the tributary road climbed up into the hills in a northeasterly direction.

“These lanterns have also been extinguished,” thought Elerian to himself as he followed Ascilius between the pillars.

Walking side by side on the wide flagstones that formed the surface of the branch road, the two companions followed it into the hills. The road wound between enormous oak and ash trees that grew almost up to the culverts that ran on both sides of it. Elerian was beginning to wonder where the road was taking them in this dense wood when, unexpectedly, a wide courtyard covered with gray flagstones appeared through the trees. Huge oak trees grew at intervals inside of it, standing in round plots covered with thick green turf. The trees were a good distance from each other, but their branches were so long that they met overhead, forming a vast green canopy that made the courtyard seem a part of the forest around it. Elerian doubted that any part of it was visible from the air.

The far side of the courtyard ended against a sheer cliff of gray rock some hundred feet wide and eighty feet high. Set in the base of the rock face were two doorways positioned about sixty feet apart. A single, wide step led up to the door on the left, which was about six feet high and four wide. A brass knocker shaped like a hammer, at a convenient height for a Dwarf, was set in the age-darkened oak of which the door was constructed. Behind the hammer was a thick plate of brass. On the right side of the door, below the knocker, was a large brass doorknob. Above the door, a square sign made of dark oak hung from a stout iron rod. A picture of a hooded Dwarf with a pack on his back was painted on the panel in faded colors.  

On the right, the second opening was eight feet high and twelve feet wide, fronted by double doors constructed of the same dark oak as the door on the left. Brass lanterns were set in the rock on either side of both doors, but the lights in them had also been extinguished. 

“This was a busy inn in the days before the dragon appeared,” said Ascilius as he walked up to the smaller door. “Traders returning to and leaving Ennodius paused here for the night to rest and eat.”

He turned the brass handle with his right hand, but the door did not budge. Apparently, it was firmly locked. Ascilius hammered on the door with the heavy brass knocker, but after the hollow echoes died away, no one came to open it. 

“I do not think there is anyone here, but at least they had time to lock the door behind them,” said Ascilius to Elerian. In a commanding voice, he said, “Open,” in the Dwarf tongue. With his magical eye, Elerian saw a small golden orb of light fly from the Ascilius’s right hand. When it struck the door lock, Elerian heard the click of a lock opening. After Ascilius twisted the knob again and pushed on the door, it opened easily, revealing a passageway wide enough and tall enough to admit even Enias. The walls and floors were polished to a smooth finish, but Elerian saw at once that the layer of dust on the floor was thick and undisturbed. At another word of command from Ascilius, golden mage lights appeared in the brass bound glass lamps hung from the ceiling of the passageway. 

“It appears that we are the first to enter here in some time,” said Ascilius to Elerian in a disappointed voice. “The inn was probably abandoned shortly after Eboria arrived.”

He entered the passageway followed by Elerian and Enias. The door closed on its own behind them, the lock clicking shut once more. As they made their way down the dusty hall, the only sounds were the tramp of Ascilius's leather boots and the barely audible clop of Enias's small, neat hooves on the stone floor of the passageway.

Thirty feet into the cliff face, the passageway they were following gave out into a large chamber that could only have been the main room of the tavern. The mage lights in the hallway revealed a long granite counter on one side. Heavy oak tables and benches were scattered around the other side of the room. All of the furniture was slightly smaller than it would have been in a human inn.

With a word of command, Ascilius lit the lights hanging from the ceiling on iron chains before surveying the empty room. Everything was neat and well ordered if somewhat dusty. Someone had even taken the time to push the benches under the tables.

“They had the time to clean up and to extinguish the lights before they left,” said Ascilius thoughtfully. “I do not think Eboria ever discovered this place.”

Ascilius walked behind the granite counter and disappeared into the room behind it. He returned a few moments later, a pleased expression on his rugged features.

“There are several kegs back there that are still sealed,” he said to Elerian with satisfaction, “and there is food in the store room that is still wholesome. We will eat and drink well tonight. Follow me, and I will show you where you can stable Enias. Horses usually entered the inn through the wagon doors on the right, but there is a way to reach the stables from here.”

Followed by Elerian and Enias, Ascilius walked to the far side of the room, leading the way down three wide stone steps before walking down another long passageway which angled down at a gradual incline. When the tunnel ended, Ascilius again spoke a word in Corach, and a large underground stable lit by scattered mage lights was suddenly revealed. The chamber was filled with empty stone stalls, and the air smelled musty, as if the straw scattered on the stall floors had been there for a long time.

“While you settle Enias, I will tend to our own supper,” said Ascilius to Elerian before disappearing back up the passageway. 

Elerian found a pitchfork leaning on one of the squat stone pillars that supported the ceiling. While Enias watched, he used it to clean a stall. He found clean, dry straw in a storeroom at the back of the stables and scattered enough to make a thick covering on the floor of the stall he had cleaned. A stream of water that gushed out of a stone horse’s head into a deep basin provided clear water to fill the trough in the stall. After another search, Elerian found grain for Enias in one of the sealed stone storage bins in the same back room that had provided the straw. He put a generous portion in a second trough. Behind him, as if he approved of his lodgings for the night, Enias entered the stall without any prompting. With the stallion comfortably settled for the night, Elerian went back upstairs to the inn to see what Ascilius had prepared for their own supper.

In the kitchen, Ascilius had already lit a small fire in the iron cook stove, using lumps of hard coal that gave off little smoke. From past experience, Ascilius knew that the chimneys of the inn were well hidden among the trees growing on top of the cliff. There was little chance of being discovered, for any smoke that did find its way out into the open would not rise up above the canopy of the forest.

The dry, cool storerooms of the inn had provided Ascilius with smoked bacon, ham, cheese, and flour for pan bread. By the time Elerian entered the large kitchen in back of the granite counter, Ascilius had already cooked up thick slices of ham, bacon, and pan bread in the great iron skillets which he had found hanging from the ceiling. Close to his right hand was a large mug of beer, already much reduced, for Ascilius had wasted no time in tapping one of the kegs that he had discovered.

As Ascilius heaped the cooked food onto glazed white plates that sat on a small wooden table in the kitchen, Elerian sliced creamy white slices from a cheese wheel that Ascilius had brought out from the pantry. Ascilius completed his preparations by setting out eating utensils for both of them and a tankard of ale for Elerian. Armed with hearty appetites, the two companions made serious inroads on the delicious food that Ascilius had prepared.

Later, after they had eaten, they sipped wine from another keg and toasted chestnuts in a wire basket over the coals in the stove. Ascilius had found sacks of the tasty nuts in the pantry as well as some honey to dip them in. As they sat on benches before the stove and pried the sweet white meat of the nuts from their warm, crisp shells, Elerian asked, “What do you think happened to the Dwarves who ran the inn, Ascilius?” 

“They likely made their way through the mountains back to the city,” replied the Dwarf. “The trees completely cover the high road through the foothills with their leaves and branches, so you can get quite close to Ennodius without being seen. We shall go that way ourselves in the morning.”

Elerian sipped his wine contentedly, pleased that they would spend another day traveling through a new forest. “Do you think the dragon has entered the city?” he asked quietly as he stared into the red coals that were all that remained of the fire Ascilius had lit in the heavy black iron stove.

“I expect that she has,” replied Ascilius. “Once they have devastated an area, a dragon will usually leave. Since this one has been hanging about Ennodius for months now, it is almost a certainty that she has forced her way into the city. Dwarf gates are proof even against a full-grown dragon when they are closed and spell locked, but if Eboria came upon the city unawares, she may have been able to force herself through the front gates before they could be fully closed. By now, she will have gathered together all of the gold, silver, and jewels that she can reach, piling it up in one of the larger chambers so that she can sleep on it. She will never abandon it, and her greatest fear will be that someone may try to steal some of it.”

“Do you think any of your people survived the attack?” asked Elerian hesitantly. He felt reluctant to bring up such a painful subject, but he was curious as to why Ascilius was so certain that there were survivors in the city after all this time had passed.

“There will have been losses” said Ascilius stoically, “but there should be many Dwarves still alive and hiding in the city out of Eboria’s. There are gates on the central ramp which will keep her confined to the first level of the city. The storerooms on the second level are always kept full, so starvation should not have been an issue, even after all the time that has passed.”

“What is your plan then for driving the dragon from the city once we reach it?” Elerian asked curiously.

Ascilius started and almost spilled his wine. “I thought I made it clear to you that I have no intention of fighting Eboria,” he said impatiently. “Only a fool or a madman would try to fight a full-grown dragon. As you have already seen for yourself, they are enormous, and they can breathe fire that will melt the best steel. Their claws can score stone, and those scales you admire so much are proof against the keenest blades. Dragons also possess great magical powers, so it is best to leave them strictly alone.

“Although they are intelligent creatures, you cannot reason with them one bit, for all of them have a very high opinion of themselves. A dragon feels that it has a right to do whatever it wishes, and when they grow large enough, they are pretty much able to do just that,” said Ascilius glumly. “When they take one of our cities, we generally salvage what treasure we can and abandon it. As I mentioned before, dragons still hold two of our cities in the north, across the Murus. The treasure the dragons steal has a soporific effect on them after a time. If they are left alone, they eventually sleep for centuries on their golden beds. The gold they steal is a small price to pay to be rid of them.”

“If you are not planning to drive the dragon away, then how do you intend to enter the city?” asked Elerian in a puzzled voice.

“Ennodius would not be a Dwarf city if it did not have several secret entrances,” said Ascilius impatiently. “While Eboria is asleep or away hunting, we will enter the city through one of them. We will then search each level. Once we have gathered all the survivors together, along with any treasure that has escaped the greedy claws of Eboria, I will lead them to Galenus where my uncle rules. After that, you may take as much treasure as you can carry and return to Tarsius. I may even come with you so that I can attend the wedding,” said Ascilius expansively. 

“How will we get away from the city with the dragon patrolling the skies?” asked Elerian, pointing out an obvious flaw in Ascilius’s plan. “I would have thought your people would have left already if they could.”

“I know a way out that no one else knows about, as you will see,” said Ascilius smugly. “Once we enter the city, things will go smoothly. The most dangerous part of the undertaking was always crossing the plains, which is why I tried to persuade you not to accompany me. I should have known that you were more than a match for Eboria after all the devious pranks you played on me in the past.”

“We have also had more than our share of good fortune thus far,” said Elerian modestly.

“It has not all been luck,” said Ascilius firmly. “Luck can only carry you so far. Your magic and the strength of our arms have had more to do with getting us this far then luck has.”

Elerian rose and stretched gracefully, like a cat rising from a comfortable bed. Even though Ascilius had refused to reveal his escape route, Elerian was in a contented frame of mind now that he knew more of Ascilius’s plans. His chances of returning to Tarsius alive with enough treasure to wed Anthea appeared to have improved considerably.

“Let us rest while we can,” he said to the Dwarf. “I am looking forward to sleeping in a real bed once more.”

After they cleaned up the kitchen, Ascilius led the way up a wide stone stairway to the next level. Here, above the tavern room, they found pleasant if dusty bedrooms. They lay down to sleep that night in real beds with clean sheets and soft pillows, but despite the comfortable sleeping arrangements, Elerian remained awake in the small bedroom that he had selected for himself, thinking about Ascilius.

“What a crafty fellow he is,” thought Elerian to himself. “He has had a secret plan to rescue his people all along. I wonder at his motives, though. There is no doubt in my mind that he cares deeply about his people, but he seems almost to relish the prospect of leading the populace of Ennodius to safety. He has not said much about it, but he seems to have come in for more than his share of disapproval from his father and certain of his people. Perhaps this rescue is his way of finally silencing those who criticized him in the past. I wish him luck if that is the case. He is a worthy fellow, although I would never admit it to his face, and deserving of everyone’s respect. I will certainly help him in any way I can.”

Elerian’s thoughts next turned to Anthea. “Why has she never come back?” he wondered to himself. “If she has mastered some new form of magic, she should have wasted no time in tantalizing me with it. Rather than strip away the illusion spell masking the ruby ring on his left hand, Elerian merely opened his third eye, observing the crimson pulse of the ruby behind the golden glow of the illusion spell that covered it. A slender thread of gold led away from the ring, disappearing after only a few feet. The thread passed through a tiny portal to communicate with Anthea’s ring. Elerian knew about the link between the rings, for he had crafted them with his own hands, but he had not thought of the connection between them before.

“That is how she did it,” he thought to himself excitedly. “Somehow, she found a way for her shade to follow the thread through the portal.”

Elerian was now both intrigued and alarmed. It was a clever use of unknown magic, but he felt no desire to emulate it. During his fight with Drusus, the changeling had almost stolen Elerian’s body by casting out his shade, leaving Elerian with a horror of being separated from his physical body.

“I will have to warn Anthea about the dangers of leaving her living body behind if she appears again.” he thought to himself worriedly.

Eventually, he ceased to think, slipping instead into the world of his memories. The elemental spell that he had used to drive off Eboria brought thoughts of Tullius to his mind, and he walked and talked with his old mentor once more before finally falling into a true sleep near dawn.















 

RAIN AND WAITING







 

Elerian slept only a little before rising to check on Enias. He found the stallion resting comfortably in his stall. With a currycomb that he found in a nearby tack room, Elerian brushed out his coat until it gleamed like newly polished silver. He then carefully examined all four of Enias's small, trim hooves for stones or bruises. Finding everything in order, he put out more grain for the stallion and then went exploring. Walking southwest, toward the cliff face, he found that the stalls ended and a large open space began.

“This is probably where the wagons were stored,” thought Elerian to himself as he walked through the chamber. It proved to be empty, filled only with a weighty silence that made him uneasy. 

“Nothing to worry about,” he reassured himself, persevering in his explorations until he came to a passageway that led away from the empty cavern. Lighting a small mage light which then hovered above his head, Elerian entered the tunnel which was wide enough for two wagons to pass abreast. His tiny mage light provided more than enough light for his eyes to pierce the darkness around him.

At the end of the passageway, which inclined steadily upward, Elerian found a set of double doors made of thick oak that were locked fast. He was sure that these were the same doors that he had seen in the cliff wall that formed the front of the inn. 

Retracing his steps, Elerian returned to the kitchen where he found Ascilius already making their breakfast. The Dwarf was frying bread and bacon in the same pan. He was also cooking porridge and honey in a large pot. Elerian set the table in the kitchen, and when all was in readiness, they sat down to eat. Elerian would have lingered over the hot meal in the warm, pleasant kitchen, but Ascilius was in a hurry this morning. He ate quickly and then began to gather provisions to take with them. 

While Elerian tidied the kitchen after their meal, washing the dishes and their cutlery, Ascilius filled two old, tattered packs that he had found hanging on a hook in his bedroom with bread he had baked that morning as well as cheese, smoked meat, chestnuts, and dried fruit that he took from the inn’s storerooms. From the small cask of beer that they had tapped the night before, he also filled a pair of water bottles that he had discovered in the kitchen.

Elerian was reluctant to leave the comfortable inn after just one night, for the last few days had taxed his strength more than he was willing to admit. A few days of rest would have served him well, but he made no complaint about their hasty departure, for he understood and sympathized with Ascilius's impatience to reach Ennodius. When they were ready to leave, he fetched Enias from the stable before following Ascilius to the front door of the tavern.

When Ascilius cautiously opened the door, they were met with an unexpected downpour. A storm had blown in during the early morning hours, but the thick stone walls of the inn had muffled the sounds of rain and wind. Rivulets of water were already coursing down the sides of the cliff and dripping off the leaves of the trees in steady streams. A stiff wind whipped the branches overhead back and forth, sending sprays of cold, heavy raindrops into the doorway. 

Elerian would gladly have turned around to wait out the storm in the inn, but Ascilius seemed determined to ignore the foul weather.

“We will not have to worry about the dragon today,” he said cheerfully. “She will not venture out in this wet weather.”

“I do not blame her a bit,” said Elerian glumly as he stared out into the pouring rain.

Ascilius had discovered two old, wool cloaks along with the packs. Elerian slipped one over his head and shoulders, thinking with regret of the fine wool cloak the dragon had destroyed. The cloak he wore now was wide enough, but short. Fashioned for a Dwarf, it left the backs of his legs exposed to the rain from the knees down. Ascilius flung his own cloak over his shoulders before stepping impatiently out into the rainstorm.

As he followed Ascilius through the doorway into the downpour, Elerian thought regretfully of the warm, dry beds and the good food they were leaving behind in the inn. Enias snorted as the cold rain struck his sleek hide, seeming to have the same regrets as Elerian at leaving his dry stall.

“Still,” thought Elerian to himself, “I must agree with Ascilius. The rain will keep Eboria from venturing out of her lair. Before the storm blows over, we may be able to approach and enter the city unseen. The sooner Ascilius accomplishes his mission, the sooner I can return to Anthea,” he reminded himself.

After Ascilius locked the door to the inn, they walked down to the main road. Ascilius stopped when he reached the pillars that marked the entrance to the inn road.

“Elerian,” he said hesitantly, “I do not think we should take Enias beyond this point. If we find our way into the city,” said the Dwarf regretfully, “we will be below ground and that is no proper place for a horse.”

“I can change his form to something smaller,” said Elerian quickly, for he was reluctant to be parted from the stallion who had become his fast friend.

“If something happens to you what will be his fate then?” asked the Dwarf sternly. “I have no power to change shapes as you do. He will be trapped in whatever form you give him.”

“First Balbus and Tullius, then Anthea, and now Enias,” thought Elerian angrily to himself. “It seems my fate to be parted from all that I hold dear.”

He shivered suddenly as he recalled the curse that Drusus had laid on him many years ago. The changeling had told him that he would lose everything that he valued. Elerian had always felt uneasy about the curse, but he had never put much stock in it until now.

“Curse or no curse, Ascilius is right,” Elerian thought to himself. “Ennodius is no place for a horse. Remember the dark ways beneath the Dwarf city of Calenus,” he reminded himself. “If he travels south under cover of the rain, Enias will be far out of Eboria’s reach before the sun shines again.”

“Return to your brethren on the plains, my friend,” he said softly as he fondly stroked the stallion’s sleek neck. “I hope we will meet again someday in happier times.”

Enias briefly nuzzled Elerian's face, as if he understood. Then, like a pale ghost, he slipped into falling rain, heading southeast toward the plains. Elerian watched him go with a heavy heart. When Enias finally vanished, hidden behind a gray curtain of rain, he turned and followed Ascilius, who was already walking northwest toward Ennodius.

As Ascilius and Elerian trudged along in single file, the rain continued to fall in steady gray sheets, dripping off the branches and leaves overhead in steady, clear streams that quickly soaked through the two companions’ cloaks. Their clothes were soon wet through as well, clinging clammily to their skin. Their wool cloaks still held in some of the warmth of their bodies even when they were wet, but it was a most uncomfortable day to be out and abroad.

In the early afternoon, they came to a point where the road forked. The main highway continued west. A smaller road, barely wide enough for two wagons to pass abreast, turned north into the foothills. Without hesitating, Ascilius took the right hand fork. Barely a quarter mile down the road, as they followed it across the side of a steep, thickly wooded hill, the hillside on their left suddenly fell away, forming a sharp cliff. Nothing grew along the stony margin of the cliff, leaving a gap in the trees that screened the road from view. As Ascilius and Elerian crossed this gap, the rain slackened momentarily. Glancing to his left, Elerian stopped when he unexpectedly found himself looking out over a wide valley.

At one time, it must have been full of rich farms that fed the Dwarf city to the north, but now, only a burnt and scorched landscape met Elerian’s eyes. Blackened crops covered the ground, and dead trees lifted skeleton arms up to the gray sky. Even the forests on the lower slopes of the mountains ringing the valley were burned and blackened. Running north to south through the middle of the devastation was the Catalus, which first emerged from a gap in the mountains about ten miles to the North. A stone paved road ran along the west bank of the river to the head of the valley, ending at the foot of a mountain with a double peak.

Elerian glanced at Ascilius, who had stopped beside him on his right, a stunned look on his face. Clearly, the extent of the devastation was far worse than what he had expected. The rain picked up suddenly, obscuring their view again.

“We must continue on,” said Ascilius, shaking off his dismay at the sight of the desolate waste that was once his home. “The road we are on will take us to a bridge over the Catalus at the north end of the valley. Once we cross the bridge, the highway will take us up onto Geminus, the mountain with the double peak. There are several secret entrances on the upper slopes of the mountain which lead down to Ennodius, which lies at the roots of Geminus. Once inside the city, we can begin our search for survivors.”

“If there are any survivors,” thought Elerian as he followed Ascilius back into the thick green forests that still covered the upper slopes on the eastern side of the valley, shielding the road from unfriendly eyes.

It was late evening when Ascilius and Elerian drew close to Geminus. The rain was still falling, and the weather had turned unseasonably cool besides. Under their clothes, small rivulets of cold water coursed over their skin before dripping to the ground. Even though the surface of the road was cleverly pitched to drain off the rain, their boots were soaked and full of water.

“We are close to the end of the road,” said Ascilius to Elerian, who was walking by his side on his left. “Hopefully, if the rain continues, we will enter the city without Eboria ever becoming aware of us.”

The road swung around to the west, and before long, they reached the edge of the deep gorge through which the Catalus flowed south. The light was failing, but they had a clear view of the landscape before them, for the rain had slowed again. Beyond the edge of the sharp cliff before them was only empty air. The bridge on which Ascilius had planned to cross the Catalus was gone. Down in the gorge in front of them, only the blackened remnants of the stone piers which had supported it remained. The burnt and shattered remains of the roadbed lay at the bottom of the gorge where the green waters of the Catalus foamed white where they flowed over and around them. On the far side of the gorge, scorched paving stones ran up the side of the mountain between the charred remnants of what had once been a mighty forest, burned away by the dragon’s fire, which had left behind only blackened stumps and fallen trunks. High up on the mountain, where the road ended, were the remains of towers, walls, and terraces, all of them thrown down and blackened by fire.

Ascilius's face sagged as he looked at the destruction. “Centuries of work all gone,” he said softly, as if speaking to himself. “Many a fair garden grew on those terraces, and there were tall towers that reached to the sky. When one tired of the stonework of the city beneath the mountain, it was possible to walk out here under the blue sky amidst flowers and ancient trees and clear streams. It would have been better to have died in the mines than to witness the destruction before me.” The Dwarf bowed his head as if a great weight sat upon his shoulders.

“All my plans have fallen into ruin,” he said dispiritedly to Elerian without lifting his head. “Even if we found a way across the river, the secret entrances I hoped to use are buried beneath tons of rubble. The only way left into the city on this side of the mountain is through the main gate, which will lead us right into the dragon's jaws.”

Elerian looked out over the gorge. Even if they could somehow cross the Catalus, there was still almost a mile of open ground between the river and the south face of Geminus where the gates to the city must lie.

“What about the back gate?” asked Elerian, refusing to become discouraged until they had explored every other possibility of entering the city.

“We would have to travel for miles in the open to reach it,” said Ascilius despondently. “Even if we arrived there alive, it is certain to be blocked, for Eboria has likely sealed every entrance into the city except the main gate. There was a secret entrance into the castella which guards the back gate into the city, but who knows if it is still open.”

“Where are the main gates?” asked Elerian, still determined to find a way into the city.

“Almost a mile away, around the flanks of the mountain,” said Ascilius, pointing off to the left with his right hand. You cannot see them from here.”

“In that case, let us travel south along the lip of the gorge until we can see them,” suggested Elerian. “Eboria will have to hunt some time or other. When she leaves, we may be able to cross the river and reach the gates before she returns.”

“A risky plan,” said Ascilius pessimistically, “but I cannot think of a better one. You should leave Elerian,” he said suddenly. “The situation here has become hopeless. I must try and enter the city even if I die in the attempt, but there is no need for you to die with me.”

“Let us see what transpires,” said Elerian lightly. “Things may not be as bad as you think.”

Taking the lead for the first time, Elerian set off in a southerly direction, staying close to the lip of the gorge, Ascilius following dispiritedly behind him. As if to add to their discomfort, the rain began to fall more heavily again.

When the southern face of Geminus came into view through the gray curtain on their right, Ascilius stopped suddenly. “Hold up, Elerian,” he said, pointing with his right hand at Geminus when Elerian turned to face him. “The gates are at the base of that cliff where the valley road ends. You cannot see them from here, but if she were to fly out, Eboria would be clearly visible.”   

“Let us wait here then,” said Elerian. “I will take the first watch. I am not tired, and my night sight is sharper than yours.”

Slipping off his pack, Elerian sat down with his back to a great, water blackened oak tree, pulling his hood low down over his face. From here, he could watch the cliff face Ascilius had pointed out without being readily seen, for his cloak blended well into the bark of the tree. Shouldering Elerian’s pack, Ascilius silently withdrew under the trees where he took shelter under an overhang of rock. 

Ascilius found that it was not much better under the outcropping of rock than it was out in the open, for the cavity under the overhang was shallow, and the gusting wind constantly blew sheets of rain into it. Too discouraged to care about his personal comfort, he sat listlessly against the cold rock at the back of the shallow cave. Pulling his wet cloak tight around him, he fell into a restless sleep.

Under the oak, Elerian passed a miserable night as he kept a close watch on the cliff face. The rain continued all night, and by morning, there was not a square inch of him that was not cold and wet.

Ascilius appeared at first light. Sleeping on cold stone with rain blowing over him all night had not improved the Dwarf's disposition. His face was now as hard and unyielding as stone. Without speaking, he took Elerian’s place under the oak after Elerian stood up. Wrapping himself in his cloak, Ascilius fixed his eyes on the side of the mountain, fixing a burning, unwavering look on the cliff face where the gates were located.

“What a warm welcome,” thought Elerian wryly to himself. “Not a word of thanks for keeping watch all night long in this miserable weather.”

Retreating into the forest, he soon found the same overhang where Ascilius had spent the night. Opening his pack, he found that the well-oiled leather had kept its contents dry. A biscuit washed down with wine from his water bottle served for his breakfast. Closing his pack, he stowed it out of the wet as best he could before settling down to get what rest he could. The wet, gray weather and Ascilius’s sour mood had begun to weigh on him, but it did not weaken his resolve to help the Dwarf.

Huddling under his wet cloak, Elerian tried to rest. Beyond the overhang, the rain continued to fall in steady sheets from the gray sky, making a steady pattering sound as it splashed on the leaf covered ground under the trees. Retreating to the dream paths in his mind, Elerian walked through the vanished beech forest of Fimbria, gaining some relief from the unhappy situation he now found himself in. When the dim light of the gray day finally began to fail, he roused himself.

“Still raining,” he thought to himself, looking out at the downpour falling past the lip of the overhang. “I am not looking forward to another wet night under that oak,” he thought to himself as he ate a light, cold meal. Closing up his knapsack when he was done, he left the inadequate shelter of his shallow cave to relieve Ascilius.

Still in a surly mood, the Dwarf left his post under the oak without a word.

“Good evening to you too,” thought Elerian to himself as he watched Ascilius retreat into the trees. A hard gleam suddenly shone in his gray eyes as he watched Ascilius stamp through a deep puddle that had collected in a depression that lay across his path. Because of Ascilius’s heavy footsteps and the falling rain, there was a great deal of magical energy in the puddle, which looked like a pool of molten silver to Elerian’s third eye. Acting on impulse, he suddenly raised his left hand. A small golden orb, tethered to his hand by a slender golden thread, suddenly flew from his fingers, striking the puddle near Ascilius’s feet.

The orb lengthened and grew, trapping a long cylinder of clear water within its boundaries. The elemental immediately took on the shape of a glistening serpent the length of a man’s leg. Under Elerian’s guidance, the gleaming water snake whipped up Ascilius’s right pant leg with supple speed. Ascilius promptly underwent another of his remarkable transformations. As Elerian’s elemental wrapped its cold, sleek form around his leg, he shot high up into the air.

“Help, a serpent,” he bellowed in a horrified voice, for Ascilius disliked snakes intensely. Before Elerian’s delighted eyes, the Dwarf began to perform a sort of odd dance, vigorously shaking his right leg, while hopping around on his left, all the while vigorously pummeling his right thigh with his knotty fists. As the elemental crept higher and higher up his leg under Elerian’s direction, threatening his most intimate parts, Ascilius’s gyrations increased tenfold so that he became a veritable dynamo of activity. By now, Elerian had tears of laughter starting from his eyes, but he was not done yet. Tearing off a thick limb from a fallen branch that lay on the ground nearby, he ran up to Ascilius and commenced to beat him on the legs and buttocks with his stout branch.

“Hold still, old friend. I will save you,” he shouted as he vigorously plied his branch.

“Ouch! Stop!” roared Ascilius, who had now taken a death’s grip around his upper right thigh with both his powerful hands, desperate to stop his unseen assailant from climbing any higher.

Afraid that he would dissolve into helpless laughter and give himself away, Elerian called his elemental away from Ascilius’s leg. Too quickly for the eye to follow, it slid out of Ascilius’s pant leg and darted off across the forest floor, disappearing into the rain. Elerian broke the magical thread that connected him to the water snake, which reverted back to its liquid form.

Breathing heavily, Ascilius let go of his leg. He had a wild, strained look in his dark eyes, and his left eyelid had begun to twitch wildly.

“Stay away from me, you assassin,” he suddenly roared at Elerian before rushing off into the forest.

“You can thank me later, for saving you from the snake,” Elerian called after the retreating Dwarf. Heedless of the wet, he sat on the ground, holding himself with both arms in an attempt to stifle the laughter that racked his chest.

When he had regained control of himself, Elerian stood and walked back to the same oak under which Ascilius had maintained his vigil. The prank he had just played on the Dwarf was now a part of his treasured memories, his to enjoy whenever he wished, for it would remain forever fresh and clear in his indelible memory.

Sitting with his back against the rough bark of the tree, Elerian laughed quietly from time to time, despite the steady shower of raindrops that dripped down from the leaves above his head, soaking into his cloak and running down his neck and back in steady, cold trickles. He felt the cold, but he was not as troubled by it as a man would have been. His cloak also helped a little, for the heavy wool of which it was made held in his body heat even though it was soaked through.

“I wonder how often dragon’s eat?” wondered Elerian to himself when he finally settled himself into a more serious frame of mind. A disturbing picture of him sitting under the tree for months appeared to trouble his mind. “Well, there is no help for it,” he thought to himself determinedly. “I will sit here until the seasons change if I must.”

 Patiently ignoring the rain, he kept a close watch on the cliff where the faraway gates of the city were located. The gathering darkness did not trouble his night wise eyes, but the rain partially masked his view.

“I doubt that Eboria will emerge into this wet,” he reassured himself.

From time to time, he briefly took his eyes off the cliff, opening his third eye and staring intently at the silver ring on his left hand. The ring’s single blood red ruby still throbbed with a deep crimson light in its depths, regular as a heartbeat. 

“At least she still wears my ring,” he thought to himself, wondering how Anthea was faring in far off Tarsius and whether she still thought of him. Concentrating on the golden thread which led from the ring, he cautiously tried to extend some of his shade into it and through the portal at its end.

Elerian started badly when a soft voice suddenly said, “A master ring could be made in the city with the Dwarf's help.”















 

THE WRAITH







 

Thoroughly alarmed, Elerian sat up and looked quickly all around him, but he was quite alone.

“Where in the Middle Realm does that voice come from?” wondered Elerian agitatedly to himself. The image of Dymiter's spell book suddenly appeared in his mind.

“If you wish to find out, call my book and open it,” said the mysterious voice.

Hesitantly, for he harbored grave doubts about the source and intent of the voice, Elerian opened his right hand and called Dymiter’s spell book. A moment later, the soft leather bound volume appeared on his open palm. Protecting the book from the rain with a shield spell, hardly daring to breathe, Elerian placed the long, strong fingers of his left hand on the supple cover. 

This time, there was no resistance when he opened the book. Black script, written in a fine hand, appeared on the empty white pages that were revealed. Then, Elerian almost dropped the spell book, for his third eye opened on its own, as it was wont to do when there was magic afoot. It showed him the form of a pale, golden shade rising from the pages of the book. When half the shade had emerged, a thin thread of golden light extended from it, touching his right hand. Elerian then heard the same voice in his head that he had heard several times before.

“At last we meet. Greetings to the heir of Fenius, for such you must be to possess and open this book.”

“Who are you?” asked Elerian warily, for he had no good opinion of wraiths, looking upon them with suspicion because of his experiences with them in the past. In his youth, the shade of Drusus had nearly stolen his own body from him.

“I wonder that you have not guessed already,” said the shade in an amused voice. “I am the shade of Dymiter. After my physical death many years ago in Tarsius, I took up residence in the book you hold against the day that it would be opened by an heir of Fenius. You are barely in time, for despite all my care, I have begun to fade.”

At once, Elerian broke contact with the golden thread touching his arm. He knew all too well how wraiths nourished themselves when they became weak. Who was to say that this was truly Dymiter and not some other creature impersonating him in the hope of stealing his life force.

A minute orb of pale gold flew from the shade’s hand, striking his face. Immediately, he heard the wraith’s voice in his mind.

“You need not fear me. If I wished to steal the power I need to stay alive, I could have taken what I required from Anthea, for she had no defense against me.”

“She must have spoken to him, then,” thought Elerian to himself. “He was the source of her knowledge about my history. Still, I had best be on my guard until his motives are more plain to me.”

“How is it that I can still hear you even when we do not touch?” asked Elerian, briefly contacting the wraith again with a slender extension of his own shade in order to convey his question.

“Thoughts can be cast like spells,” replied the wraith. “Try it for yourself.”

“How did you know the book would come to me?” asked Elerian, raising his right hand and casting the thought at the shade. 

“I did not know it would come to you specifically,” replied the wraith. “Before my death, I foresaw only that a survivor of the house of Fenius and one of my own descendents would one day find three talismans that I had left behind for them. After the destruction of Fimbria, I fled to Tarsius and prepared the pedestal against that day.”

“How did you see into the future?” asked Elerian, thinking of his own failed efforts to do the same.

“I created an orb,” replied the shade, “which showed the past, the present, and sometimes the future.

“I also created such an orb, but it works only randomly,” said Elerian. “Can you show me where the flaw is in my spells?” he asked, willing to accept advice even from a shade if it meant advancing his magical knowledge.

“Perhaps some other,” replied the wraith. “I have little strength left, and there are other more important matters to attend to first.”

“It might also be that you wish the future to remain a mystery to me,” thought Elerian skeptically to himself, but he did not reveal his doubts to the shade. Instead, he asked another question. “Why did you not reveal yourself to me before? You must have spoken to Anthea at the time she discovered the pedestal.”

“Anthea’s character was made plain to me from the moment when I first contacted her, for she is my own descendant, and we share a close bond,” replied the wraith. “I trusted her at once and did not fear to speak to her. You, on the other hand, were a mystery to me. I wished to observe you first before I revealed myself to you, for your heritage alone was not enough to guarantee my trust. The best stock can give rise to flawed seed; therefore, I wished to see if you had the proper courage and wisdom to use the spells that are contained in the book you hold, for some of them could cause great harm if wrongly used. The greatest and most dangerous of the charms that I have written there would allow you to make a ring of power such as Torquatus wears.”

“Ah yes, the ring you keep urging me to make,” said Elerian suspiciously. “Why did you not make your own ring?”

 “I was afraid,” replied the shade. “To take up the weapons of the enemy is to risk becoming like him.”

“Are you not afraid that the same fate would befall me, if I made this ring of power?” asked Elerian, distrustfully.

“Yes and no,” said Dymiter cryptically. “I learned from looking into my orb that the future is mutable, for the sphere often showed several different results or possible futures for each action that I might take. One your futures showed you wearing a ring of power, but there was no lust for power or dominion in you as a result of wearing it.”

“What did the other futures show?” asked Elerian suspiciously.

“We will speak of that another time,” said the wraith abruptly. “Each time I appear, it diminishes my power a little more. I must leave you now to conserve my strength.”

As Elerian watched with his third eye, the wraith slowly faded back into the book. Of their own volition, the pages of the spell book turned as if a breeze had suddenly blown across them. A treatise on ring lore written in graceful elvish script appeared on the blank pages.

“How convenient,” thought Elerian to himself. “He urges me to make a ring that he fears to make himself and then fades away without answering any of my questions. What did his own futures show, I wonder, to make him afraid to fashion his own ring?”

With deep distrust, Elerian regarded the pages of Dymiter’s spell book. Could he trust this wraith? What had happened in his other futures that the wraith had refused to reveal?

“Did I make the ring and become like Torquatus?” wondered Elerian to himself. “If he appears to me again, I will press him hard for the answer. I must also ask him about the armband and the necklace that Anthea discovered with the spell book,” he thought to himself. “He should at least tell me their purpose.” 

Despite the clear feeling that the wraith was manipulating him for purposes of its own, curiosity finally overcame Elerian’s suspicion. Cautiously, he began to read from the open spell book in his hand, for it was near impossible for him to resist new magical knowledge. When the ring spells recorded in the book ended, no writing appeared on the following blank pages, renewing Elerian’s suspicions. No matter how hard he tried to make the invisible writing covering them appear, they remained stubbornly empty.

“So, I am only to have what he allows me,” thought Elerian to himself.

He sighed in frustration as he mulled over what he had read. From his own ventures into the art of ring making, he recognized that the spells he had been shown would indeed make a ring of power, but there was one obvious risk. Since the wraith had never attempted the spells, there was no certainty that they would work.

“I could try them and end up destroying myself,” thought Elerian to himself.

Despite his doubts about the spells, Elerian called his own spell book to his right hand. Unable to resist the lure of new knowledge, oblivious to the wind and rain, he covered page after page with finely scripted letters as he set down Dymiter’s spells.

“Knowledge is knowledge and not to be discarded lightly,” he thought to himself as he wrote.

When he was done, he sent both books away before resuming his watch over the faraway cliff face where the gates to Ennodius were located. His eyes remained fixed intently on the cliff, but his restless mind continued to think of rings, their making, and their properties.

“I would require help to make this ring,” thought Elerian to himself and thought immediately of Ascilius. The Dwarf had the power to help him, but Elerian was certain that he would not be in favor of making a ring of power similar to the one Torquatus wore. Elerian already had the distinct impression that Ascilius disapproved of the idea of magic rings in principle.

 When he was done thinking about rings, Elerian considered Dymiter's claim that he came from the house of Fenius. Despite the wraith’s claim, Elerian did not feel like a prince or even an Elf. It was true that he was strong, quick, and gifted in magic, but he still felt like the youth who had grown up on a simple hill farm. He knew what it meant to feel human, but the nature of an Elf was still a mystery to him.

“As if that were not enough, I am evidently only half an Elf,” he thought to himself. “Will I ever find out what the other half is?” he wondered bleakly.

Putting all his questions aside, Elerian relived some of the times he had spent with Anthea, the memories as clear and real as if they were happening for the first time. Still as stone, he sat the rest of the night, dreaming and keeping watch, but as dawn approached, he suddenly came fully awake, roused by a sudden feeling that the dragon would emerge today. The rain gradually ended, and the dark clouds overhead began to break up. Behind him in the east, the sun rose above the hilltops, turning the undersides of the clouds a vivid orange color.

Suddenly, a sinuous green-gold shape appeared above the flanks of Geminus, its enormous wings shooting it high into the air. Elerian involuntarily pressed his back hard into the rough bark of the tree at his back, but after circling the mountain once, Eboria streaked across the sky, heading in a southwesterly direction.

“She is hunting for me and Ascilius,” thought Elerian to himself, leaping lightly to his feet as soon as the dragon disappeared into the distance. Running back to where the Dwarf was sleeping under the overhang, he shook Ascilius awake.

“The way into the city is finally open!” shouted Elerian, his gray eyes flashing with excitement. “Eboria has gone hunting.”

Ascilius immediately leaped to his feet. Rubbing the sleep from his eyes with his left hand, he picked up his pack and cloak with his right before running through the trees to the edge of the gorge. Picking up his own pack, Elerian followed on his heels.

“Let us wait a few moments to see if she returns,” said Ascilius cautiously as he struggled to clear the fog of sleep from his thoughts. “She may have set a trap for us.”

Side by side, they waited anxiously under the cover of the trees while the sun rose higher in the sky behind them, but the dragon did not reappear.  

“She must truly have gone hunting,” said Ascilius abruptly. “We must move quickly now, for there is no way to guess how long she will be gone.”

“Let us go under the protection of my ring,” said Elerian. “With the sun in the sky, Eboria will not find it so easy to see us if she does return.”

“Very well,” said Ascilius, “but hurry!”

The Dwarf was burning with impatience to enter the city now that the dragon was gone. He shifted impatiently on his feet while Elerian called his silver ring to his hand. After they both disappeared from sight under the mantle of the ring, Ascilius began climbing eagerly down the side of the river gorge.
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The descent down the steep side of the gorge was difficult for Ascilius. Because the saturated ground beneath the trees was covered with slick leaves and knobby roots, he constantly slipped and stumbled, his invisible hands and feet adding to his difficulties. Behind him, Elerian had advantage of being able to see his golden shade with his magical third eye. His light steps took him easily down the hillside without the least difficulty.

Halfway down the slope, the trees ended and the devastation of the dragon began. From that point on, the two companions made their way down the precipitous slope in the open, walking between the black stumps and fallen trunks of trees burnt up by Eboria’s scorching internal fires. The wanton destruction of so many ancient trees both angered and saddened Elerian.

“It will take a hundred years for the trees to return here, and centuries more for them to reach their former grandeur,” he thought wrathfully to himself. “For all her beauty, Eboria is as evil as the Goblins,” he decided, recalling the destruction caused by the Goblins that he had witnessed in Fimbria.

In front of Elerian, Ascilius now sank up to his ankles in mud, for the rain had softened the bare ground between the burnt up trees. His heavy footsteps splashed liquid brown earth liberally all over his lower legs. Elerian, whose booted feet barely sank into the soft ground, drew as far away from the Dwarf as he could while still maintaining the invisibility spell that hid them.

When, the two companions finally reached the bottom of the gorge, they walked across a narrow bank to the edge of the Catalus. The river was swollen into a torrent of brown water by the steady rain of the past two days and the mud that had washed off the bare hillsides.

“Even dragon fire could not force me into that water,” said Ascilius with a shudder. “We should walk down to the bridge down river. It is not more than five miles away.”

“Five miles there, and five miles back. That is more than two hours,” Elerian pointed out. “We dare not stay out in the open that long, for Eboria may return at any moment. Let us search instead for something along the riverbank that might support your weight.”

Ascilius could not swim a stroke, but the two companions had used this same trick to cross a river before. Grumbling to himself, Ascilius walked slowly south along the riverbank, reluctantly helping Elerian search the shore. It was not long before they found the remains of a fire-blackened bough as thick as a young tree that looked as if it would support Ascilius and the two packs. Despite its weight, Elerian and the Dwarf easily carried it to the edge of the river, the limb disappearing from sight at the touch of Elerian’s fingers. 

Elerian tied their packs to one of the charred stubs projecting from the invisible branch before stepping into the strong brown flow of the river. Easily pulling the end of the weighty bough in after him, he held it steady against the current, watching with his third eye as Ascilius’s golden shade waded into the waist deep water near shore.

Groping around with his hands for the invisible branch, Ascilius suddenly felt his feet slip on the slick river bottom. A sudden push from the current swept him off his feet. He just managed to grasp a protruding branch with his strong right hand before disappearing beneath the cold, rushing waters of the river.

The Dwarf’s weight violently twisted the end of the bough in Elerian’s hands to the right. He watched helplessly as their packs disappeared beneath the surface of the river, but his greatest concern was that the limb would be torn from his grasp by the force of the current. With his third eye, Elerian watched as the silver river spun the dead black branch around until Ascilius’s end was facing the far bank. Bracing his feet against the slippery river bottom, Elerian tightened the grip of his long, strong fingers on the slick surface of the scorched bough.

“If I lose my grip, Ascilius will be swept away and drowned,” he thought grimly to himself as he fought the relentless pull of the current that seemed intent on wrenching the branch away from him. Because of his struggle with the river current, Elerian now found it difficult to maintain the integrity of his invisibility spell, for it was difficult to compensate for sudden movements, both his own and those of the branch. If the dragon returned now, turning her eagle eyed gaze on the river, she was sure to glimpse either parts of his upper body or sections of the limb as they briefly emerged from behind the cover of his spell.  

Suddenly, to Elerian’s relief, Ascilius reemerged from the turbulent water of the river, pulling himself onto the invisible branch with his powerful left arm. His right hand still maintained a death’s grip on the stub he had seized when he first went under. Ascilius was now straddling the limb with his back to Elerian, both strong legs and arms firmly wrapped around the invisible branch.

 “Just when I thought I could not be any wetter and colder, I am proved wrong again,” he spluttered grumpily, after spitting out a large quantity of river water.

 “At least you are not drowned,” said Elerian dryly.

Seeing with his third eye that Ascilius was now firmly attached to the limb, Elerian gave a powerful push with his sinewy legs. The thick bough shot out into the current, carrying Ascilius and Elerian with it. His left hand firmly wrapped around the charred remnant of a small branch, Elerian slipped easily through the water next to the buoyant limb. Thrusting strongly with his legs and free hand, Elerian pushed the heavy branch through the murky, cold waters of the river. Briefly closing his third eye, he quickly examined the blue, cloudless sky above them, but, thankfully, it remained empty.

 It took all of Elerian's strength to keep the branch moving diagonally across the river, for the swift current constantly threatened to send the bough spinning. Ascilius was little more than dead weight, hugging his end of the branch with his strong arms as if it were an old and dear friend.

They were carried a quarter mile downstream before Elerian was finally able to push the limb into an eddy after they swept around a bend in the river. When the branch bumped up against the stony shore, Ascilius scrambled out of the water, easily pulling the limb after him out of the grip of the current. Elerian breathed a sigh of relief as he waded out of the water. Pushing the heavy bough through the turbulent, cold river would have brought a strong man to the verge of exhaustion, but Elerian felt only slightly winded, filled with a pleasant glow brought on by his exertions and the satisfaction of pitting his strength against the wild water behind him. A sudden image suddenly appeared in his mind of Anthea, blue eyes gleaming with excitement and her slim form supple as spring steel. As he stooped and untied the invisible, sopping wet packs, a sharp pang of regret suddenly swept through Elerian that she was not by his side. 

“What a stalwart companion, she would make,” he thought to himself as he straightened up with a pack in each hand. With a sigh, he reluctantly pushed away Anthea’s image, for their danger was still great. After withdrawing his ring’s invisibility spell from the limb, Elerian looked toward Geminus. He felt vindicated for insisting that they swim across the river when he saw that they were now less than a mile from the city gates. Guessing that Ascilius was out of sorts from being in the water; however, he did not press the issue, merely thrusting Ascilius’s invisible knapsack into the Dwarf’s right hand. 

After settling their wet packs on their shoulders, the two companions climbed up the barren west side of the gorge, which was not nearly as steep or high at this point as it was near the fallen bridge upstream. Once they reached the top, they walked to the road that ran north to south along the west bank of the river. Scorched black in places, it was easily twenty-five feet wide, made up of large, flat pieces of granite fitted tightly together on top of a bed of crushed rock. The massive trees that had lined both shoulders of the road had been reduced to little more than blackened skeletons by Eboria’s fiery breath.

With Ascilius leading, the two invisible companions began to run toward the city gates, for they were anxious to gain the protection of the mountain before the dragon returned. They constantly scanned the bright blue sky overhead as they ran, but there was still no sign of Eboria.

“We shall make it after all,” said Ascilius in a relieved voice when they were only a few hundred yards from the gates of the city.

At that moment, Elerian looked up and saw a flash of green high in the sky above them. The long, lean body of the dragon was stooping down on them at terrific speed, like an enormous bird of prey. Always fearful of intruders stealing from her hoard of gold, Eboria had returned early from her hunt. Beneath the golden cloak of Elerian’s invisibility spell, her third eye had immediately detected the pale golden shades of Elerian and Ascilius as they approached the city gates.  

“Faster!” shouted Elerian urgently to Ascilius. “Eboria is right above us.”

 Redoubling their speed, the two companions ran up the broad ramp that led up to the main gates. Elerian had a quick glimpse of massive, half-melted steel doors twisted off their hinges, and then, they were inside the mountain. Without slackening their pace, they dashed down a passageway that was at least twenty-five feet wide and twenty high. Elerian ended his invisibility spell since it no longer offered them any protection. In the dim light filling the passageway, their golden shades would be plainly visible to the dragon's shadow sight.

As they ran, Elerian had brief glimpses of polished walls and an arched ceiling overhead. The passageway, which was about sixty feet long ended at another set of gates which were wide open and had a twisted, half-melted appearance like the outer gates. Beyond the second set of gates was a great hall lined with rows of massive pillars that supported a high, vaulted ceiling. As Ascilius and Elerian entered the hall, the Dwarf lit a small mage light to illuminate their way, for the floor of the hall was treacherous, strewn with smashed wagons, scorched weapons, and dented armor. Minding their footing, Ascilius and Elerian sprinted across the chamber, finally dashing through another set of massive, open doors on the far side.

Ascilius’s dim light showed Elerian that they were now running down a large passageway. Barely sixty feet into it, they ran across a second tunnel about thirty feet high and forty wide that intersected their passageway at a right angle. As he crossed this second tunnel, Elerian saw that it curved away out of sight on both his left and his right. On the far side of the intersection, the arched passageway they were following ran straight away from them.

“Straight ahead,” shouted Ascilius, his furiously churning short legs carrying him down the tunnel at a tremendous rate of speed.

“Nothing like the threat of being roasted alive to bring out one’s best efforts,” thought Elerian to himself as he followed Ascilius, his light steps carrying him effortlessly over the debris strewn floor of the passageway. Behind him, Elerian suddenly heard a tremendous roar, made horrific by its volume and low cavernous notes that seemed to make the very floor vibrate with its power. The scrabbling of steel hard claws on stone came clearly to Elerian’s ears when the sound died away. Eboria was now right behind them, and the situation suddenly seemed hopeless.

“What have we got ourselves into?” Elerian wondered grimly to himself. “The monster behind us could crush an entire army if it was minded too.”

Elerian had barely formed the thought when Ascilius suddenly spun on his right heel, dashing through an arched entranceway on the right, an opening about ten feet high and twelve feet wide. They had come to a second intersection, but the intersecting tunnel was much smaller than the first one.

“Too small for Eboria,” thought Elerian hopefully to himself as he ran after Ascilius.

They were barely a hundred feet into the smaller passageway when a massive form suddenly appeared in the arched entryway behind them. Fortunately for Elerian and Ascilius, Eboria was too large to fit more than her head, neck, and a bit of her shoulders inside the tunnel. As the dragon spread her enormous jaws, Ascilius, who was still slightly ahead of Elerian, abruptly dove into an open doorway on his left. As Elerian leaped after him, he saw a flash of crimson light and felt a brief, searing blast of heat on the left side of his face and shoulder. An instant after he passed through the doorway, red flames roared by behind him, and the air around him suddenly became hot and stifling.

Ascilius and Elerian threw themselves flat on the ground, seeking cooler air near the floor. On hands and knees, they crawled deeper into the room they had entered, away from the doorway.

“We will be cooked alive, like bread in a stone oven,” thought Elerian to himself as he and Ascilius crept through the withering, searing heat around them. The air scorched their lungs, and the stone under their hands and feet began to warm. Then, abruptly, the flames roaring by the doorway behind them died away. Ascilius, who still led, bumped his head into a stone wall. Turning slowly around, he sat down with his back against it, his breath coming in great gasps, torrents of sweat coursing down his craggy face. 

Elerian, who was in a similar state, sat down next to him on the Dwarf’s right. The room they were in must have had some source of fresh air, for Elerian noticed that the air around him was already noticeably cooler. An unpleasant metallic smell lingered in the room, however, as if he sat at the brink of a large furnace. Looking around the chamber, which was illuminated by Ascilius’s small mage light, Elerian guessed that it might once have been a storeroom, for it was lined with empty shelves.

 “Someone stripped this room and left the door open,” thought Elerian to himself, amazed at their good fortune. “If they had locked it, Ascilius and I would be nothing more than charred cinders now.”

“That was cutting it close,” gasped Ascilius, still breathing heavily. “If Eboria had returned two minutes earlier, she would have had us for dinner. We are out of her reach now, however,” he said, his voice filled with satisfaction.   

“Do not count yourself safe yet my good friend,” said a deep, wonderfully resonant voice that seemed to make the air in the storeroom tremble. “I cannot reach you just now, but do not think you will escape me for long.” 

Elerian started at the sound of that voice, for he had not known that dragons could talk. In spite of the frantic motions Ascilius was making to be quiet, he felt an almost irresistible urge to reply. Taking that as a warning, he cast a protection spell over both Ascilius and himself. 

The compulsion to speak vanished, but Elerian’s curiosity remained. Before Ascilius could stop him, he sprang easily to his feet and walked to the entranceway, stopping just inside the room.

“We have escaped you twice,” he said loudly so that his voice would carry down the passageway to the dragon. “What is to prevent us from doing so again?” 

“Yes, of course,” said the dragon with a comfortable, friendly laugh. “By your scent you are the two who slipped away from me on the plains. I did not take you for robbers at the time. You should have gone in the opposite direction, you know, for you have trapped yourself now.”

“That remains to be seen,” said Elerian. “I would keep an eye on that stolen treasure of yours if I were you,” he taunted.

There was a sudden rumble of anger from the dragon, but Eboria recovered her composure quickly. “Why do you not show yourself?” she asked mildly. “You need not be afraid. I cannot reach you in this small passageway.”

Out of the right corner of his eyes, Elerian could see Ascilius shaking his head no and practically jumping up and down in his extreme agitation. Ignoring the Dwarf, he stepped through the entranceway into the tunnel.















 

A TROUBLING CONVERSATION







 

Eboria was lying down before the entrance to the tunnel with just her head and front paws protruding into the opening. Her green eyes glowed like lamps in the darkness that filled the passageway as her great head rested on her paws like that of some enormous hound. Now that he saw her up close, Elerian was struck by how lean and spare her frame was, with muscles like tempered steel lying close beneath the surface of her gleaming hide, which was covered with small green scales that gave it a metallic appearance. A faint reddish glow emanated from her body, as if there was a fire burning behind her emerald scales.

As Elerian stared at her, fascinated, Eboria’s luminous eyes seemed to grow and fill the whole tunnel. A subtle command to walk closer for a better look played about the edges of his protection spell, like a restless wind seeking a crack through which it might enter some stoutly built home. Failing to find any weakness in Elerian’s counter spell, Eboria discarded any attempt at subtlety, increasing the power of her command as she sought to break through Elerian’s shield spell, crushing his will to resist.

“Fool,” screamed the cautious part of Elerian’s mind. “You should have listened to Ascilius. She will eat us now!”

Elerian barely heard that voice. The capricious, sometimes rash part of his nature had propelled him into the passageway. Now, he must deal with the consequences of his actions.

“I must stand fast,” he thought with iron determination, as the pressure against his counter spell grew and grew until it seemed that some enormous weight pressed down on his body, which began to tremble from the strain of resisting Eboria’s attack. Just when he felt that his strength was almost gone and that he must give in, the assault on his shield spell ended, so suddenly that he almost fell.

With steely resolve, Elerian held himself erect. “Give no sign of weakness, or she will renew her attack,” he cautioned himself.

Seeing that brute strength had failed to overcome Elerian, Eboria now turned to subtler methods.

“You have unexpected strength within you,” she said in an admiring voice. “Beneath your illusion spell, I see the form of an Eirian, but I sense that you also have the power to change your shape. Become like me and stay by my side. Serve me, and in return, I will bestow on you gifts of power, wealth, and knowledge beyond your wildest dreams. You can take whatever you wish like a conqueror instead of begging for scraps at the table of kings like a vagabond.”

An image was suddenly born in Elerian’s mind. One moment, he was an invincible, shining gray dragon flying through the skies, the next moment he was in his natural form with Anthea by his side and countless men and women bowing down before him in homage.

“You can have us both,” Eboria said in a low, seductive voice. “Come to me and receive my gifts. Even Torquatus will fear you then.”

In that moment, Elerian could not have said whether Eboria had actually spoken or whether her thought had subtly insinuated itself in his mind. He stared into the dragon's great, luminous eyes for a long moment, weighing her offer.

“He will bend to my will now,” thought Eboria to herself, basking in the warm glow of a hard-won victory, for it seemed to her that the half-Elf must give in at last to the mesmeric charm of her wonderful voice.

“No! I have no wish to be allied with someone like you,” said Elerian clearly and unexpectedly. He shook his head in denial as if to emphasize his decision.

Instead of becoming upset that Elerian had refused her offer, Eboria laughed, a rich, melodious sound that filled the tunnel like the rumble of thunder.

“Why do you judge me so harshly?” she asked in an amused voice. “I am ageless, wise, powerful, and beautiful.”

“You have despoiled an entire countryside, killed who knows how many Dwarves, and it has not touched you at all,” said Elerian harshly. “I sense not the least bit of remorse in you for what you have done.”

“Why should I be concerned with the fate of lesser creatures and their insignificant works,” replied Eboria indifferently. “They are prey or sport for me, nothing more.”

“Every creature must eat, but it is wicked to destroy things because it amuses you,” said Elerian angrily.

Eboria looked bored now. Raising her long, horned head, she yawned, exposing her narrow, forked tongue and a cavernous maw lined with long white teeth, sharp as daggers. Elerian was sure he saw the red glow of hidden fires at the back of her throat.

“I am powerful enough to do what I wish,” said Eboria lazily. “Notions of right and wrong are for the weak and helpless. I am ruled only by my own desires, and I order the world around me as I wish.”

Elerian tensed every muscle as Eboria suddenly thrust her head forward, eyes narrowed from the intensity of her emotions.

“Your mage powers will not save you from me! Join me or your strange flesh, never encountered in all my long years in this world, will serve as my supper like the excellent mare you have already provided for me.”

“Empty words,” said Elerian coldly. He stepped suddenly back into the entrance of the room where Ascilius was waiting, for he was done talking. He half-expected Eboria to launch a plume of flame in his direction, but she laughed again, seemingly not upset at all by his defiance and sudden disappearance. He sensed an undertone of smugness in her laugher that worried him.

“She is concealing something from me,” he thought worriedly to himself, “something which she thinks will give her an advantage over me.”

“Come back. Lecture me some more on the errors of my ways,” called Eboria in an amused, opulent voice.

At that moment Ascilius seized Elerian’s right arm with his powerful left hand, drawing him away from the doorway.

“You just took a terrible risk,” he said angrily, keeping his voice low, his dark eyes gleaming in the faint glow of his mage light with the intensity of his anger. “One should never speak or even look at a dragon. It is almost impossible to resist the subtle fascination of their eyes and voice. They sound so reasonable and their magic is so strong that before you know it, you are walking right into their jaws.”

“I was able to resist her with my shield spell,” said Elerian with a shrug of his shoulders, refusing to admit to Ascilius how close he had come to submitting to Eboria’s will.

“Then you are luckier than many others,” said Ascilius gruffly. “I would not chance it again if I were you.”

“She is more than a beast, you know,” said Elerian, thoughtfully. “She can talk and there is an ancient knowledge in her eyes.”

“Beast or not, you cannot reason with a dragon, only avoid or kill them,” advised Ascilius harshly. 

“I agree,” said Elerian to Ascilius’s surprise, for the Dwarf had thought Elerian dangerously enamored with the dragon because of her beauty. “We should distance ourselves from here,” continued Elerian. “I believe Eboria is up to some deception! At the end of our little talk, it seemed to me that she wanted to delay me with her conversation.”

“She cannot squeeze in here,” said Ascilius, shrugging his shoulders to show his indifference. His mercurial nature had undergone another sudden change, for against all hope, he and Elerian had reached and entered Ennodius alive and uninjured. All his doubts and uncertainties had vanished, for he was confident now that he would be able to carry out his plan of rescuing his people and gaining the treasure that Elerian needed to wed Anthea.

“We can ignore Eboria now as long as we stay in the smaller tunnels,” he said unconcernedly, as if the dragon no longer mattered or presented any further danger to them.

Elerian did not voice them, but he still had doubts as to how safe they were from Eboria. Her lack of anger and the amusement he had heard in her voice were strong evidence that she was up to something, but he could not imagine what it was.

Peering cautiously around the right side of the entryway, Ascilius saw that Eboria had vanished. Motioning silently to Elerian with his right hand, he entered the tunnel and turned to his left, walking deeper into the passageway whose walls were clearly visible to both their eyes, illuminated by the dim rays of Ascilius’s minuscule mage light.

“This tunnel serves as a service road for the workshops on both sides of us, allowing the delivery of raw materials and a way of sending out finished goods,” said Ascilius quietly to Elerian, who was walking like a shadow by his right side. “These smaller passageways alternate with larger tunnels, which serve as the main roads of the city. The whole, if it could be viewed from above, would resemble the concentric rings caused by a stone cast into still water. Cutting across the circular passageways are avenues that run to the ramp at the heart of the city, like the spokes of a wheel that run from the rim to the hub. These straight passageways, by design, also alternate in size, with smaller service roads running in between the larger boulevards.

“Besides allowing for the flow of goods and traffic though the city, the smaller passageways serve as a defense against dragons if one should ever enter the city, for as you have already seen, a full grown dragon is too large to enter them. Anyone familiar with the plan of Ennodius can use these smaller tunnels to avoid an invading dragon while still retaining the ability to access almost the entire city. These smaller passageways are one of the reasons why I believe we will find many Dwarves still alive in Ennodius.”

“What is your plan then?” asked Elerian, wondering what Ascilius intended to do next.

“The level where we are now houses all the workrooms and shops in Ennodius,” replied Ascilius. “It should be largely abandoned, but we will search it to be sure. After that, we will travel to the other levels of the city where the storerooms, inns, and living quarters are located. There, we should start to encounter survivors. Once I have assembled them together, we will replenish our food supplies and find a way to leave the city. Before we go, I will also gather treasure for you as I promised at the inn.”

“Will it really be that easy?” wondered Elerian to himself as he followed Ascilius down the silent tunnel. “If so, it will not make much of a hero’s tale. If I manage to return to Tarsius with enough treasure to wed her, Anthea will likely be disappointed that Ascilius and I skulked about in the back ways of the city like thieves in the night instead of trying to drive the dragon away from Ennodius. I will have to make her understand that even an army of men could not overcome a creature such as Eboria.”

Dymiter’s words about a master ring suddenly intruded into Elerian’s thoughts.

“Even a ring of power might not suffice to overcome Eboria,” he thought to himself, immediately. “Besides, once he has gathered his people together, I do not think that Ascilius will want to linger in Ennodius to help me make a ring that may or may not work. He has already shown me the secrets of the red mage fire and has no other reason to delay leaving the city. Dymiter will have to persuade someone else to make a ring. Once I return to Tarsius and wed Anthea, I will have no need of it, for I do not think that I will willingly cross the Arvina again.”

“Can you say the same for Torquatus?” whispered a voice in his head. “He will never rest until he finds you.”

“Torquatus will not easily enter Tarsius,” Elerian assured himself, “especially if I am by Anthea’s side, helping to protect the kingdom.”

“Were you tempted by Eboria’s invitation?” asked Ascilius suddenly, interrupting Elerian’s thoughts. “I could not help but overhear what she offered you.”

“Not a bit,” replied Elerian positively. “It was clever of her to tempt me with magical knowledge, but I have no wish to be like her. Even if I did, I would still not trust any promise she made. She is beautiful but she is also a liar,” he said sadly. “I saw it in her eyes. She would have killed me as soon as I approached her and thought herself clever for deceiving me. She thinks she is above any notion of right or wrong, free to do as she pleases without any consequences to herself.”

Ascilius appeared satisfied with Elerian’s answer, for he fell silent again. Elerian turned his thoughts to his present surroundings. He still had not got any gold in his pockets, and despite Ascilius’s assurances that they were safe now, he still felt that it was best to be vigilant until he discovered the source of Eboria’s smugness.

Now that he was aware of his environs again, Elerian felt at once as if he was walking through a tomb rather than a city. A deep, weighty silence, broken only by the tramp of Ascilius’s booted feet, pervaded the passageway, which was smooth and featureless, except for the evenly spaced, ornate iron fixtures hung from the ceiling at regular intervals and the doorways which pierced the walls of the tunnel at random intervals. Elerian guessed that the brackets overhead had held mage lights at one time, but they were all extinguished now, leaving the tunnel in pitch darkness lit only by the faint rays of Ascilius’s mage light, which continued to hover above his head like a minute firefly as he walked down the passageway. When he glanced down at the floor of the tunnel, Elerian noticed that it was covered with a thick coating of dust, as if no one had walked this way in a long time.

Each entryway the two companions passed was framed by posts and lintels carved out of the stone which formed the walls of the passageway. A name was chiseled into the stone over each lintel. To the right of each name was an iron bracket for a mage light. All of these lights were also extinguished, and Elerian noted with surprise that many of the doors had been split open or torn off their hinges.

“If the dragon cannot enter here, then why are the doors forced open?” Elerian asked Ascilius in a puzzled voice.

The sight of the broken doors and the lack of any activity or light in the passageway had already drained away much of Ascilius’s earlier confidence. His craggy features mirrored the bewilderment and apprehension that now troubled his mind.

“It is as if someone came through here with a ram,” muttered Ascilius to himself. “I wonder if the Goblins we saw leaving Calenus have somehow got past Eboria and have entered the city ahead of us.”

With Elerian at his side, Ascilius looked briefly into each room they passed, but without exception, they were all devoid of life, and the goods they contained had all been ransacked and plundered. Many of the rooms showed signs of fierce struggles, for there were broken weapons strewn about, and most of the furnishings were smashed.

“I can see why there were no bodies in the larger halls and passageways,” observed Elerian grimly, “for Eboria likely consumed them all, but there are no bodies here either despite the battles that must have taken place in some of the rooms. Did everyone escape to the other levels of the city?” he asked Ascilius, trying to cast a more hopeful light on the mystery.

“More likely, they were carried off,” said Ascilius, who took a darker view of the destruction they had witnessed thus far. “If there are Goblins in the city, they will have enslaved or eaten every Dwarf they got their claws on. It is also clear to me that these shops have all been plundered, which also points to Goblins having entered the city. See, this was a forge room,” he said to Elerian, pointing with his left hand into a room on the left side of the passageway. Inside the room, Elerian saw a brick furnace standing against one of the walls. Various metal working implements were scattered about on the stone floor next to the forge, along with bars of iron and copper.

“There should be ingots of silver and gold here as well as these base metals,” continued Ascilius, “for this was a shop where lights were made. Someone carried all the precious metals away.”

Entering the room, he walked to the far side where a wooden door hung by one hinge. After a cautious look through the doorway, Ascilius stepped into the next room, which was littered with brackets of all sorts that must have been intended to hold mage lights. Ornate fixtures of iron, brass, and copper were scattered about, but nowhere did Elerian see any made of silver or gold. 

In the far wall, the door that led out of the room was gone. The large window set in the wall to the right of the entryway was broken. Only small pieces of jagged glass remained in the wooden frame.

“The passageway in the front is one of the main streets of the city,” said Ascilius to Elerian as he walked over to the empty doorframe. After a quick look around, he stepped outside of the shop and suddenly brightened his mage light. Looking over Ascilius’s head, Elerian saw that they were standing in a vaulted tunnel at least forty feet wide. Every inch of exposed stone was polished, its surface gleaming like glass in the rays of Ascilius’s mage light.

The arched ceiling was about thirty feet high at the highest point of the arch. Great brackets of wrought iron hung there, but all their lights were extinguished. A street about twenty feet wide ran down the center of the passageway. On both sides of the underground street were raised sidewalks about ten feet wide. At regular intervals, near the street side edges of the sidewalks, rose pillars of stone carved into the shape of tree trunks, their twisting branches reaching up to the ceiling and spreading across it. Whenever Ascilius moved slightly, his mage light cast shadows among their stone leaves, causing the branches to appear to move. Elerian found the sight both unsettling and eerie, for the stone boughs reminded him of the great arms of an Ondredon preparing to reach down and snatch up some unwary passerby.

On both sides of the underground street, workshops with signs still hung over the doorways fronted the wide sidewalks. Many of them had large windows cut into their walls, although few of them had any glass left in them. Most of the shops had second floors with smaller windows and balconies, but the upper windows were all also mostly broken. Elerian thought the darkened openings resembled empty, staring eyes.

Against the outer walls of the shops were carved stone benches where, in happier times, the residents of the city must have taken their ease. The destruction that had taken place in the shops had also spilled outside, for the sidewalks were littered with debris. Smashed wagons and white bones littered the polished stone of the street. Because the bones were large, Elerian guessed that they had belonged to the ponies that had drawn the wagons.

“They were eaten on the spot instead of being carried away,” thought Elerian bleakly to himself.

Ascilius took in the damage with a grim look on his face.

“Eboria most certainly caused the destruction in the streets and the front rooms of the workshops, for she can easily fit through the larger tunnels in front of the shops, but she could not possibly have reached into the back rooms,” he said to Elerian. “If Goblins raided the secondary rooms as I suspect, then they may still be in the city. We are ill equipped to deal with them since we have only our bare hands to defend ourselves, so stay close and make as little noise as possible,” he whispered to Elerian before dimming his mage light again. The small light maintained its position above his head, lighting his way as he suddenly dashed across the street, plunging through an open doorway on the far side. Elerian followed close on his heels.

The shop they entered appeared to have been a weapons shop. It was ransacked, but Elerian found a long knife and a sword for himself in the debris on the floor. Ascilius eagerly availed himself of an ax, swishing it through the air with his right hand as if eager to start cleaving Goblin skulls. They both also found reinforced leather tunics that were a fair fit.

Once they were armed, Ascilius led the way into the forge room in the back. Hardly sparing a glance at the room, he walked across it and out through the back door into the service tunnel at the rear of the shop. As Elerian, who was behind Ascilius, passed the shattered door that hung from the doorframe, something odd about it caught his eye. Stopping short, he lit his own mage light and then bent down to examine the surface of the door. The faint rays of his light clearly showed deep, parallel scratches as wide as his little finger in the surface of the thick oak panels. 

“Ascilius, come look,” Elerian called softly to the Dwarf. “The gashes on this door look like they were made by the claws of a large animal.”
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Ascilius, who had turned to his left after passing through the doorframe, was already a score of feet away. At the sound of Elerian’s voice, he impatiently turned around and returned to the entryway, certain that Elerian was mistaken about what he saw.

“The only animal down here is the dragon,” he muttered to himself, but when he stooped and examined the door panels, he had to admit to himself that the long, deep furrows in the wood did indeed resemble the marks of claws wielded by some mighty paw.

“They do look like claw marks, but I cannot guess what sort of creature made them,” agreed Ascilius at last, wondering to himself what on earth had occurred in his city.

“First, the possibility of Goblins and now some large, unknown creature,” he thought to himself in confusion. “Nothing in my own experiences or in the histories of my race offers any explanation for what has happened here.”

“The marks were certainly not made by Goblins,” he said aloud to Elerian. “Maybe there are Trolls in the city,” he speculated in a perplexed voice. Unconsciously, he began to tug at his beard with his right hand as he tried to fathom the mystery before him. 

“Let us go on,” he said at last to Elerian, “keeping our eyes and ears open. The creature or creatures that made these marks may still be lurking about.”

They resumed their explorations, walking through miles of dark tunnels and peering into innumerable, silent, empty rooms with only the mage lights that floated like minute yellow sparks above their heads to light their way. It was tense, nerve-racking work, for even though they were safe from Eboria, they did not know what else might leap out at them from the darkness that rose up like a wall at the edge of the dim pool of light cast by their mage lights. 

Throughout their explorations, Elerian remained confident of their direction, for even with his eyes closed, he always had a sense of where north, south, east, and west were, but the individual tunnels they travelled quickly became a blur in his mind. He doubted that he could have retraced their exact route on his own. Ascilius, on the other hand, in spite of the darkness and an absence of many years, seemed to know exactly where he was going, for he led the way without faltering once. Occasionally during their long and discouraging search, he cautiously called out in a soft but penetrating voice meant to reach any Dwarf who might be in hiding, but he never received any answer.

They might have walked for hours or days for all that Elerian could tell. Away from the friendly light of the sun, moon, and stars; he had no way to mark the passage of time in this dark, deserted city. When Ascilius entered yet another room and looked around, he began to wonder if they would ever stop their futile search of this level of the city.

“The door leading to the front of the shop and the door leading into the alley are still sound,” said Ascilius unexpectedly in a discouraged voice “We may as well barricade them as well as we can and stop to rest here for a while.”

Without waiting for Elerian to answer, he closed the heavy wooden door leading into the front of the shop. The lock was damaged, but the crossbar brackets set in the wall on either side of the door were still intact. Ascilius was able to bar the door from the inside with a stout crossbar of oak that he found among the debris on the floor.

“It may not do us much good to bar the doors,” thought Elerian to himself as he examined the shattered remnants of the original crossbar for the back door which lay on the floor near the entranceway, shattered by some powerful, unknown force. As Elerian closed the door, he noticed more claw marks on the outside surface of the door, but he said nothing to Ascilius.

“He has enough to worry about at the moment,” thought Elerian to himself as he used a transformation spell to fashion a new crossbar from a heavy timber that he found lying on the floor. The spell loosened the bonds which held the oak in its present form, allowing Elerian to shape it with his long, clever fingers, as if it were now a piece of soft clay.

After dropping the new crossbar into its brackets, Elerian turned and examined the room around him. It was plainly illuminated to his night wise eyes by the faint rays of his mage light, which maintained a constant, fixed position above his head.

From the thick layer of undisturbed dust that lay over everything, Elerian guessed that he and Ascilius were the first living creatures to enter the room in quite some time. Overturned benches and chairs, broken pottery wheels, and shards of earthenware littered the floor. A stairs on his right led to a second floor.

 “Most shops had apartments above them where the owners could rest,” explained Ascilius to Elerian as he began to ascend the steps, his right hand on his ax, for there was no telling what they might find upstairs.

After he followed Ascilius up the stairs, Elerian found himself in a large, deserted room that faced the main street in front of the shop. It must have once been a sort of parlor, for there was overturned furniture strewn about on the floor.

Ascilius walked toward a doorway in the back of the room which stood open, revealing a hall with four doors. While Ascilius walked down the hall and cautiously opened each door, Elerian remained behind him, his right hand ready on his sword hilt. The first door on the left led into a bathroom. The other doors led a small kitchen and two rooms must have been bedrooms, judging from the remnants of the furniture they found lying on their floors. None of the rooms had windows.

“There is nothing here, good or bad,” said Ascilius in a discouraged voice after they had looked into the last room without finding anything of interest. “We may as well wash up and slake our thirst,” he said tiredly as he walked back up the hall and entered the first room on their right.

Elerian followed the Dwarf and watched with interest as Ascilius opened a brass spigot set in one of the walls, sending a stream of cold, clear water gushing into a large polished stone basin that stood on a pedestal at the level of his waist. Side by side, they washed and then drank deeply of the water gushing from the faucet.

“I wish it was a basin full of beer instead of water,” said Ascilius as he dried his face on a towel that he found on the floor.

“I might manage a few mugs, if I can find some containers,” replied Elerian. 

While Elerian hung blankets over the two large windows that faced the street, Ascilius lit a small red mage fire in the fireplace that was set into the wall opposite the stairs. The red flames set flickering shadows to dancing in the corners of the room and quickly warmed the air near the fireplace.

After emptying the contents of their packs in front of the fire, Elerian and Ascilius hung up their still damp clothes to dry on a makeshift clothesline, for between the rain of the last two days and the time they had spent in the river, everything they owned was thoroughly soaked. Wrapped in their cloaks, they sorted through their provisions. The smoked meat, fruit, and chestnuts they had taken from the way station were still edible, but they found that all of their flour and cheese had been ruined by the river.

 Ascilius cooked thick slices of ham and bacon in an iron frying pan that he found in the kitchen while Elerian toasted chestnuts on a grating he discovered lying on the floor. Sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of the fire, they ate their warm meal, washing it down with beer that Elerian made in two mismatched mugs, also taken from the kitchen.

Ascilius had little to say as they ate. Elerian thought the Dwarf's face had taken on a haunted look. He had almost certainly known many of the Dwarves who had owned the shops they had searched, and the knowledge that they might all have perished was almost certainly weighing heavily on him. After they had eaten, Ascilius extinguished the fire. Righting an overturned couch, he wrapped himself in his now dry cloak and blankets, falling into an uneasy sleep on its torn pillows. His mage light still hovered over his head as he slept; illuminating his craggy, care worn features with a soft light.

“Poor fellow,” thought Elerian sympathetically to himself as he put on clothes that were now warm and dry. “It must have been a terrible shock for him to find things so different here in the city from what he first expected.”

Like Ascilius, Elerian was tired from the exertions of the day, but he was not sleepy in the least. After extinguishing his mage light, he walked up to the left window at the front of the room. Pulling back a corner of the blanket that masked the opening, he looked out at the street below. The darkness outside was complete, even to his eyes. Not a single sound came to his sharp ears, but it was easy to imagine some large, unknown creature prowling the dark streets and shops, looking for flesh to devour. Opening his third eye, Elerian saw only the dead black of lifeless stone. No shades prowled those dark streets before him, but he was not reassured.

“Even my mage sight cannot see through stone,” Elerian reminded himself. “Who knows what lurks inside the empty buildings around us. The dragon, too, might be abroad.”

Elerian thought it odd that they had not already seen Eboria prowling the main streets of the city, which were more than large enough to hold her enormous bulk. Had her threat been an empty one after all? Perhaps Ascilius was right to say that she was no longer a threat to them.

Elerian let the blanket fall. After righting one of the chairs, he relit his mage light and sat down. Calling his spell book to his right hand, he opened it, poring over the spells on ring making that he had recently added. As he read, the silence around him was complete, except for the slow steady breathing of Ascilius. 

“There is something about these spells that I find both objectionable and dangerous, something that Dymiter never mentioned,” thought Elerian to himself after a while. “A ring fashioned with them would be able to command power from others, much as the ring of Torquatus does. I could never make such a ring. It would be inherently evil, and in time, I think it would inevitably lead anyone who wore it onto a dark path.”

Tiring of his studies, Elerian finally sent his book away. Thinking to amuse himself and to perfect his mastery of his new elemental spell at the same time, he entered the bathroom. After plugging the drain in the basin with a bit of cloth, he turned on the spigot, filling it almost to the brim. Raising his right hand, he cast a transformation spell at the water, but raised only a small ripple on the surface. Opening his magical third eye, Elerian saw that the water in the basin was dead black and lifeless. Passing his right hand through the dark liquid, he raised silver ripples on its surface.

“The water needs to be in motion in order to feed the spell,” thought Elerian to himself.

Unplugging the basin and turning on the spigot, he watched as the water in the washbowl turned a bright silver color, full of energy again. Raising his right hand, Elerian cast a second spell, watching as a small golden orb flew from his fingertips to strike the water in the basin. Closing his third eye, he saw the upper bodies of a pair of small, sleek otters emerge from the clear water flowing through the basin. As they reared up their heads to look at him with round clear, eyes, he attempted to touch one of them, but his fingers passed through the otter's small sleek head and came away wet. 

“They have form and are able to move, but their substance is still water,” thought Elerian to himself. “Still, it may be a useful spell in the future. I can annoy Ascilius with it if nothing else.”

 He caused the otters to swim through the water that filled the basin until he felt that he had perfected his mastery of the spell.

“Too bad I cannot get them over to Ascilius,” thought Elerian to himself, his gray eyes shining brightly as he imagined Ascilius’s reaction if the two elementals crawled beneath his clothes while he slept.

“Another time,” he thought to himself as he turned off the spigot. The two small elementals vanished as the water drained away from the basin. Leaving the bathroom, Elerian slept perhaps an hour in his chair before rising to prepare a meal. Lighting a mage fire in the fireplace, he set a double handful of chestnuts inside the flames to roast. In their one small pan, he began to cook slices of smoked bacon.

The tantalizing smell of frying bacon soon woke Ascilius. After the Dwarf dressed himself in his now dry clothes, he and Elerian ate in front of the fireplace, sitting cross-legged on the floor.

“What is the plan for today?” Elerian asked Ascilius as they ate.

“I would like to spend one more day exploring the second level, although I no longer expect to find any of my people alive in this part of the city,” said Ascilius in a grim voice. “It is certain the dragon did not kill them, but perhaps the mysterious creature which left its claw marks on the doors may have had a hand in their disappearance. There may be Goblins and even Trolls in the city,” said Ascilius, absently tugging on his beard. “I really do not know what to think at this point.” 

“Another day in this empty tomb,” thought Elerian to himself dispiritedly, but he said nothing to Ascilius.

As soon as they finished their breakfast, they packed their knapsacks. With tiny mage lights hovering over their heads, following them wherever they went, they left the shop, resuming their tense, nerve-racking exploration of Ennodius. Again, they followed the service roads in back of the shops where Eboria could not enter. Hands on their weapons, they searched room after room, gradually working their way to the center of the city.

Despite the need to guard against surprise attacks, Elerian eventually found that he was growing bored, never a good thing for Ascilius. Despite the seriousness of their situation, a predatory gleam gradually entered his clear gray eyes as he observed Ascilius’s overwrought state.

“He has suffered enough,” Elerian reminded himself more than once, but his bent for mischief gradually overpowered his good intentions. As he followed Ascilius into yet another dark room, this one filled with what appeared to be ornate lampposts, Elerian casually leaned against a pyramidal stack of metal posts standing opportunely by his right elbow. The following clatter and banging of metal was magnified by the utter silence of the room until it resembled a clap of thunder. Elerian watched fascinated as Ascilius leaped straight up into the air as the discordant sounds smote his ears. When his feet touched the ground again, trembling in every limb, he whirled around. His eyes wide and white as small saucers, Ascilius stared wildly about. Every hair on his head and in his beard bristled, bearing witness to his extreme agitation. His ax was upraised in his right hand, ready to strike.

“What happened? Are you all right?” he asked Elerian, his chest heaving as if he had just run a long race.

“I brushed up against a stack of posts,” said Elerian innocently. His face looked guiltless, but his gray eyes were almost incandescent, lit by inner laughter.

Ascilius fixed unbelieving eyes on his companion. In all their time together, he could not recall a single instance where Elerian had made an awkward movement.

“You did it on purpose,” he said in a stunned voice.

With a frenzied light in his dark eyes, Ascilius suddenly dropped his ax and rushed at Elerian, arms upraised, his powerful hands twitching as if he were already throttling his companion with them. Like a wraith, Elerian and his mage light both suddenly vanished before the furious Dwarf could lay hands on him.

In a rage, Ascilius rushed about the room wildly grasping at the air, certain that Elerian was still in the room. In fact, Elerian was standing in the doorway, laughing silently to himself as he watched Ascilius stumble about.

Gradually, Ascilius calmed down. He retrieved his ax, but instead of carrying it, he pushed the handle through his belt. Picking up a stout broomstick from the litter on the floor, he broke off a three foot piece of the thick oak handle with a single twist of his powerful hands.

“I have never seen him so angry,” thought Elerian to himself as the sharp crack of breaking wood broke the deep silence of the room. “I think that it might be prudent for me to remain invisible for a while,” he decided, for it seemed to him that there was a rather demented gleam in Ascilius’s dark eyes as he looked wildly about the room, tapping his piece of broomstick suggestively on his left hand.

Ascilius finally gave up trying to lay hands on Elerian and left the room. Without a word, he resumed his exploration of the city, but he did not throw away his broomstick. As he searched, he started at every imagined sound and shadow. His left eyelid had begun to twitch badly, clear evidence of the sad state of his nerves.

“Bad enough that I have to watch out for Trolls and who knows what else,” thought Ascilius crossly to himself. “Now I also have to watch out for that demented Elf as well. I wonder where he is now?” Lovingly, Ascilius stroked his broomstick with his left hand, imagining the use he would put it too if he was able to lay hold of Elerian for even a few moments. 

Elerian was, in fact, only a few feet behind Ascilius. Invisible and silent as a shadow, he continued to follow the Dwarf as he explored empty rooms and tunnels with only the dim rays of his mage light to dispel the darkness. From time to time, just to keep things interesting, Elerian made some slight noise just to see Ascilius jump. Finally, the Dwarf stopped in the middle of a dark service tunnel.

 “You may as well appear. I know you are still here,” he said, disgustedly throwing away his broomstick which rattled hollowly on the stone floor of the passageway.

“You must promise not to try and throttle me then,” said Elerian behind Ascilius’s back. He watched in amusement as the Dwarf started badly before turning around.

“Throttling is too simple,” grated Ascilius. “I will think of a more fitting revenge if it takes me a hundred years.”

Elerian suddenly reappeared, an unrepentant gleam in his eyes. “I cannot imagine why you are always talking of revenge,” he said mildly. “You would think I have wronged you somehow, instead of constantly saving your life from one horrific danger after another.”

“Next time I am in danger, let me die,” said Ascilius dryly. “It will be a kinder fate then having to remain in your company and suffer your torments. In the short time since we have left Tarsius, you have, at various times, tried to drown me, set me on fire, and you have come close to stopping my heart on more occasions than I can readily recall, all to satisfy your perverse sense of humor.”

“Such talk wounds me to the heart,” said Elerian, sadly. 

“You have no heart,” Ascilius shot back morosely as he entered another workshop. It also proved to be empty, but it did have working doors.  

“We may as well stop here and rest,” said Ascilius to Elerian, who had followed him at a safe distance. It seemed to Elerian that Ascilius had calmed down, but he remained wary.

“No sense in taking any unnecessary chances,” he thought to himself as he helped Ascilius bar the doors.

They went upstairs and ate a brief meal after which Ascilius went to sleep, too tired to worry about whether Elerian would play some prank on him while he slumbered. Feeling no need to sleep, Elerian sat in a torn up armchair. He looked first at his ruby ring with his third eye and was reassured when he saw the stone still pulsed with a crimson light.

“Anthea still wears my ring,” he thought to himself. “I wonder that she has not come to visit me again.” He waited hopefully, trying to transmit his longing to see her again through the golden thread that bound their rings together, but Anthea’s wraith did not appear. “Some other night then,” thought Elerian to himself as he next turned his thoughts to Dymiter and the many questions he wished to ask the Elf mage.

Calling Dymiter’s spell book to his right hand, he wondered if the wraith would show himself again. The book opened of its own accord after it appeared on his palm, revealing two blank pages, but no wraith appeared before Elerian’s magical third eye. Resuming his normal sight, he saw that black letters had appeared on the pages in front of him. A now familiar voice whispered in Elerian’s mind.

“You will have need of this spell in the days to come, Elerian, for you face trying times.”

Again, Elerian used his mage sight, but there was still no sign of the wraith.

“He still seeks to bend me to his own purposes, revealing only what suits him,” thought Elerian suspiciously to himself as he closed his magical eye before silently reading the spell that had appeared before him. It had nothing to do with ring making, being concerned with creating a drink called aqua vitae. Never one to refuse a new spell, Elerian called his own book and transferred the charm to a blank page.
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As Elerian labored in the dark, the sun was two hours from setting in the outside world. Far to the southeast, six days after passing the Troll wood, Orianus and his company had finally reached the eastern end of the Nordaels. A wall had appeared on their left, fifteen feet in height and topped by a parapet with narrow arrow slots built into it at regular intervals. The wall ran for miles to the east, bridging a wide gap about ten miles across, the entrance to a valley that wound deep into the wall of mountains that rose up to the north.

By sunset, the van of the Tarsi company reached the midpoint of the wall. Here, between two stout, rounded towers, was a great double gate of steel worked with the designs of running horses. To the right of the gate, a small, bright river, fed by cold snowmelt from the Nordaels, passed through a barred culvert beneath the outer wall.

When Orianus rode up to the towers in the failing light, the king's heralds blew their horns, and immediately, the gates swung smoothly outward, revealing a valley about thirty miles long and fifteen wide that ran northwest between two lines of tall peaks which cradled it like outstretched arms. The valley was filled with rich farms and lush pastures already covered in shadow, for the sun had nearly disappeared behind the western horizon.

A smooth stone paved road ran the length of the valley. Along the road and across the length and breadth of the dale were hundreds of snug stone houses, pools of yellow light spilling out into the gathering darkness from their windows.

Tucked into the head of the valley and climbing into the foothills behind it was the city of Niveaus, the home of the Tarsi kings. Built by Dwarves of stone quarried in the nearby mountains, the walls and buildings of the city were all white marble, veined with green and black. When the sun rose in the east each morning, spreading its golden rays across the polished stone, the whole city appeared to glow, but now it was dark except for the golden lights which lit its many windows. In the highest level of the city was the palace of Orianus, a place filled with spacious rooms, green lawns, lush gardens, and white fountains.

Although Orianus’s company was much reduced in number, for many of the wagons in the caravan had split off days earlier, traveling toward the southern part of the kingdom, it still took hours for the line of wagons following the king to pass through the gates of the shield wall. Once through the gate, the company gathered in the open pastures behind the walls, for they would not travel any farther this night. In the morning, the company would split once more. Those who lived in the lands to the east, between the city and the Flumin, would continue on their way while the rest followed Orianus to Niveaus.

In her quarters in the king’s well-appointed pavilion, Anthea remained awake long after the great company around her had fallen asleep. The sense of peace she had gained in her ancestor’s ruined dwelling had greatly diminished, for despite her best efforts, she had been unable to follow the golden thread that led from her ring to Elerian for a second time. Disguised by the illusion spell which made her changed features appear to be to be those of a Tarsi maiden, she restlessly paced her sleeping quarters, supple and silent, each movement full of feline grace.

“Why does my necklace no longer serve me?” Anthea wondered to herself, gripping the silver beech leaf that lay on her breast with a long, slender hand, grown steely strong since Elerian had saved her life in the Troll wood. “Who knows what adventures Elerian has already experienced without me?” she thought to herself, her frustration growing by the minute. He has certainly reached Ennodius by now. Surrounded by the mysteries and splendor of the Dwarf city, will he forget me? With gold in his hands and a handsome face that would set any maid’s heart fluttering, will he still want me, a simple maiden of the open plains?” she wondered sadly to herself.

Suddenly, Anthea stood stock still, eyes flashing. “Are Dwarf maidens comely?” she wondered to herself. “I never thought to ask Ascilius that question.”

An image of Elerian surrounded by beautiful, grateful Dwarf women suddenly appeared in her mind. “I should be there by his side to protect him from such perils,” she thought to herself, her blue eyes flashing like distant lightening. “He is such a fool,” she thought to herself, her fair face suddenly softening. “If I cannot open the portal again soon, I will follow him no matter what the consequences,” she decided abruptly. Immediately, she felt more at ease now that she had an alternate plan to follow. The thought of crossing hundreds of miles of wild, dangerous country by herself, straight into the dragon’s lair gave her no pause at all.

“In the meantime, I will try again,” Anthea thought determinedly to herself. Lying down on her bed, she grasped her silver pendant and opened her third eye. With all her heart, she tried again to will her shade to follow the golden thread that led away from her ring. 

In far off Ennodius, Elerian finally tired and slept for a short time. He woke refreshed and alert when he heard Ascilius stirring about preparing breakfast. 

“We will try to reach the third level of the city today,” said Ascilius when Elerian joined him. “There are small ramps in the city which lead from one level to another. We will try them first, rather than attempt the main ramp, which is large enough to admit Eboria.” 

After they had eaten and packed their gear, the two companions left the shop through the back door. Turning left, Ascilius led Elerian about a quarter of a mile down the dark service tunnel, his mage light illuminating their way. When he came to a doorless opening on his right, Ascilius entered it at once. After Elerian followed him, he saw by the faint illumination of Ascilius’s mage light that they had entered a tunnel, not a room. The passageway before them was about twelve feet wide and ten feet high, large enough to admit a Dwarf wagon, but far too small for Eboria to enter. The arched ceiling, walls, and floor were smooth but not polished. Iron brackets were fastened to the ceiling, but the mage lights they must have contained at one time were all dark.

As Elerian followed Ascilius into the passageway, he noted that the floor of the tunnel rose gradually as it curved to the left in a gradual spiral. Elerian guessed that they had traveled almost a quarter mile when they suddenly came to two massive steel doors. Ascilius tugged on the door handle of the right hand door, but it did not stir the least bit. In a deep voice, he cast an opening spell. The doors groaned softly, but they still did not open.

“Why did they lock the doors?” asked Ascilius aloud in a puzzled voice. “This ramp is much too small for Eboria to travel through,” he said half to himself as he tugged at his beard in frustration with his right hand. 

“Perhaps they were trying to keep out the creature that left the claw marks on the doors,” suggested Elerian.

“They were trying to keep something out,” agreed Ascilius, “but I cannot imagine what it was. It would take a ram to open those doors now that they are sealed.”

“Well we have not got a ram,” said Elerian. “What do we do now?”

“Try another ramp, of course,” said Ascilius in an irritated voice as he turned away from the door and stomped away back down the passageway. Behind him, Elerian sighed and followed his irritable companion. They tried two more ramps after that, finding each of them locked in the same way.

“I am guessing that all of the smaller ramps are sealed off, so it appears that we must try the main ramp after all,” Ascilius said reluctantly as they left the third blocked passageway. “It will be a risky business with the dragon prowling about, for the main ramp has no doors on this level. Only the exits on the other levels have doors, and they may be locked. If I cannot get someone to open them for us, we will have no way to escape if Eboria unexpectedly comes up behind us.”

“If that is the only way left open to us, then we must try it,” replied Elerian, although he did not relish the prospect of becoming trapped between Eboria and cold steel. “Do dragons prefer the taste of Dwarves or Elves?” he asked Ascilius as they walked toward the center of the city, traveling down one of the smaller service tunnels that ran between the main avenues of the Dwarf city.

“Dwarves I suppose,” said Ascilius absently. “We are far superior to Elves in every other quality, so we probably taste better too,” he said loftily. “Why do you ask?” he said, suddenly suspicious.

“Well, I was thinking that if we encounter Eboria I might have a chance to escape if she eats you first,” replied Elerian. His voice was entirely serious, but his eyes, which he carefully concealed from Ascilius, sparkled with mischief in the rays of the dim mage light which shone above Ascilius’s head.

“Never fear, she will eat you too if she traps us in the ramp,” Ascilius assured him gloomily. He fell silent, refusing to be drawn into a battle of wits with Elerian, walking away with steps that seemed unnaturally loud in the deep silence that surrounded them.

“I think that I will die of boredom long before I meet Eboria,” thought Elerian dryly to himself, his own light footsteps making no sound on the stony floor of the passageway as he followed his unresponsive companion. “Ascilius is a stout fellow, but his moods have begun to wear on me at times. Has he changed or have I?” Elerian wondered to himself.

An image of Anthea suddenly appeared in his mind, blue eyes alight with mischief. “Therein lies my answer,” thought Elerian wryly to himself. “I am no longer the same carefree Elerian who entered Tarsius in the company of Ascilius and Dacien. I have fallen under Anthea’s spell, my heart bound to hers with chains stronger than steel. “What would I not dare to have her?” he wondered to himself, thinking of Merula, likewise a captive of Anthea’s beauty. 

Elerian finally turned his mind away from the contemplation of the pitfalls presented by true love to concentrate on his surroundings. Ascilius’s mage light revealed smooth walls on both sides unrelieved by any doors or other features, for they were following one of the straight tunnels that led directly to the main ramp in the center of the city. Iron brackets were suspended overhead from the ceiling at regular intervals, but their lights were all dark. 

Elerian quickly found the journey through the tunnel wearisome except for the times they came to an intersection. These occurred at regular intervals as the tunnel the two companions were following crossed other service tunnels and main highways at alternating intervals. Ascilius took little note of the smaller intersections, but whenever they came to one of the main Dwarf boulevards, he stopped, looking carefully in both directions to make sure that nothing had set an ambush for him and Elerian. Eventually, nerves on edge, he and Elerian would dash across the dangerous crossroads, never knowing if something was preparing to spring out at them from one of the empty shops that lined the boulevard on either side of the intersection.

Suddenly, Ascilius stopped short. Elerian realized that they had come to the end of the tunnel, for the Dwarf’s mage light now illuminated a part of a great chamber that had opened up before them. Looking over Ascilius’s right shoulder, Elerian saw that the portion of the floor revealed by the mage light was filled with the wreckage of small wagons, their contents spilled on the floor. As in the workrooms, there were weapons and some armor scattered about but no sign of any Dwarves, living or dead.

The two companions waited for an endless time in the entryway, listening for any sound of the dragon, but not the least noise came to their ears. Elerian swept the inky blackness that lay beyond the pool of light cast by the mage light with his magical third eye, but there was no telltale glow such as would come from the shade of any living creature. As far as he could determine, the great hall was empty.

“I think it is safe to continue,” whispered Ascilius.

The Dwarf let his mage light flare up for a moment. Elerian now saw they were standing at the edge of an enormous, round hall whose ceiling was at least thirty feet high. In the curving wall of the chamber, Elerian could see dark openings at regular intervals, some large and some small. These were the streets that led out into the Dwarf city, like the spokes of a great wheel. In the center of the hall was an enormous pillar of polished stone, which rose all the way to the ceiling, partially blocking their view of the other half of the chamber. Elerian was reminded at once of a similar that pillar he had seen in the stables below Calenus.

 Ascilius let his light die down to a minute spark again before leading the way to the pillar in the center of the chamber. He and Elerian slowly threaded their way through the wreckage on the floor, being careful not to make the slightest noise. Both of them kept a nervous watch on the dark reaches around them, for they both had the uncomfortable feeling that Eboria might suddenly spring out at them from the cover of one of the larger tunnels that pierced the outer wall of the chamber.

The ramp itself has only one entrance,” whispered Ascilius to Elerian over his right shoulder. “It is farther to the right.”

As they rounded the shoulder of the great column, Ascilius suddenly groaned, a terrible wrenching sound that tore at Elerian’s heart. The Dwarf dropped his ax, which clattered loudly on the floor at his feet. Sinking to his knees, he pulled at his beard with both hands, as if he would tug it out by the roots.

“So many,” he said in a heartbroken voice.

Beyond the kneeling Dwarf, Elerian saw that a portion of the floor had been cleared of debris, but it was not empty. Bones of all sizes gleamed whitely in the rays of Ascilius’s mage light. Skulls with empty staring eyes, rib cages, leg bones shattered for their marrow, they lay in heaps that were waist high on Elerian. There was no doubt in his mind that he and Ascilius had found the missing residents of Ennodius, for the short, thick boned skeletons could only have belonged to Dwarves of all ages and sizes.

“I should have never left the city,” moaned Ascilius, covering his face with his powerful hands. “Their empty eyes accuse me, telling me that this is my fault.”

“I must distract him,” thought Elerian to himself. “In a moment, his grief will change to rage, and there will be no reasoning with him. He will rush off to do battle with the dragon, throwing his life away for no good reason.”

Laying his left hand on the Dwarf’s shoulder, Elerian said gently, “I have also lost those that I loved, Ascilius, but I have learned that you cannot help the dead or change their fate. Think rather of those who might still be alive in the city and in need of your help.”

“We will find nothing but bones, no matter how long we search,” said Ascilius bleakly, sunk in the depths of his grief and despair.

“You cannot know that until we look,” said Elerian reasonably. “Let us leave this place. We are not safe here.”

“Go yourself, then,” said Ascilius, angrily twisting his shoulder out of Elerian’s grip. “I will wait here alone for Eboria.”

“You will come with me even if I have to lay an immobility spell on your cantankerous carcass and drag you by the heels,” said Elerian, now grown angry himself.

Ascilius glared at Elerian, red sparks floating in the back of his dark eyes, ready to flame up into a towering rage. Gray eyes cold as a winter wind, Elerian glared back. His illusion spell had fallen away of its own accord, and he was fully revealed, perilously fair with a faint shimmer about him that spoke of hidden power.

Finally, Ascilius took a deep breath. His eyes turned completely dark once more.

“He has played the fool so often that, that I had forgotten how dangerous he is,” thought Ascilius to himself. “He has the right of it, too. I must continue my search.”

Picking up his ax with his right hand, Ascilius used the haft as a staff, pushing himself up to stand on his feet again.

“Let us go then,” he said gruffly.

Keeping his eyes straight ahead to avoid looking at the bones on his right, Ascilius walked passed through a doorless entryway about thirty feet wide and twenty feet high in the side of the ramp column. Breathing a sigh of relief, Elerian followed after Ascilius, entering a large passageway whose floor inclined gently upwards, running straight ahead through many feet of solid rock. At the end of the tunnel was an exit that led to a second large passageway that ran at right angles to the first. The floor in front of the exit was level, forming a sort of landing, but when Ascilius and Elerian turned right and began walking, the stone floor beneath their feet began to incline gently upward at a barely noticeable angle, ascending to their left in spiral fashion.

The floors, walls, and arched celing of the ramp were all polished, reflecting the dim golden rays of Ascilius’s mage light with a strange, crystalline gleam that led Elerian to think that they might have been magically hardened. Ornate iron brackets intended to hold mage lights hung from the ceiling, but they were all darkened now.

“I wonder what carried the bodies of the Dwarves into the first hall?” wondered Elerian to himself as he followed after Ascilius with a light, silent step.

Although Ascilius had been quick to blame Eboria, there was a flaw in that assumption. Some of the slain Dwarves had almost certainly came from rooms not accessible to the dragon. It seemed more reasonable to Elerian to assume that the creature that had left the claw marks on the doors to the shops had also carried the bodies of its victims to the ramp hall.

“What sort of creature would use a chamber that is accessible to a dragon for a banquet hall?” wondered Elerian grimly to himself. “It must either be an ally of Eboria or so dangerous in its own right that even the dragon fears and avoids it,” concluded Elerian.

By the time the two companions came to a second entranceway on their right, Elerian guessed that they had ascended through hundreds of feet of solid stone. As before, the floor of the ramp leveled out in front of the the exit, forming a level landing. Cautiously, with the Dwarf’s mage light dispelling the darkness before them, Ascilius and Elerian left the ramp, walking down a large passageway whose floor inclined downward at a slight angle. Before long, the two companions reached an arched doorway.

Ascilius had feared to find the doors to the ramp locked, but the two great steel doors before them hung open, suspended from massive hinges supported by enormous steel pins driven into the living rock on either side of the doorway. The door on the right appeared untouched to Elerian, but the top hinge of the door on his left was torn in two so that the door leaned outward at a steep angle, supported only by its twisted bottom hinge. The destruction of the door was a frightening display of the immense strength residing in Eboria’s gleaming body, for Elerian was certain the dragon had ripped it from its hinge.

“Something is very wrong,” Ascilius whispered in a worried voice as he stared with dismay at the open doors. “These doors should have been closed and locked long before Eboria reached them.”

Passing warily through the doorway, the two companions found themselves in another chamber similar to the one on the level below them. There was debris on the floor, but fortunately for Ascilius’s piece of mind, there were no bones.

As he followed Ascilius toward the nearest of the service tunnel entrances that pierced the wall of the hall, Elerian saw that this chamber was more ornate than the one on the second level. The pillars supporting the ceiling were carved into the shape of great trees, their mighty, twisting limbs stretching across the roof overhead. Stone leaves and small branches, carved in wondrous detail, grew from those limbs thirty feet above their heads, but here and there, Elerian saw gaps in the foliage, as if portions of the ceiling had been torn down.

“Enchanted stone birds with jeweled eyes sat on those limbs, filling the chamber with their sweet song,” said Ascilius who had seen Elerian staring up at the ceiling. “Eboria must have torn them all down to loot their gems,” he said angrily as he led Elerian through the entrance to the service tunnel that he had selected.

They passed through many feet of featureless, solid stone before they came to their first crossroads where the smaller tunnel crossed the first of the large boulevards that completely circled this level of the city in concentric rings. The floor, walls, and arched ceiling of the intersection were all highly polished stone, gleaming softly in the reflected rays of Ascilius’s mage light. Large iron brackets holding glass globes hung from the ceiling above the junction, but none of the mage lights that had burned in the spheres was lit.

“Eboria must prefer the dark,” thought Elerian to himself as he waited beside Ascilius in the doorway, both of them listening intently. “It hampers her prey but presents no barrier to her third eye.”

No sound came from the inky darkness that rose up like a wall at the distant edge of the pool of light cast by Ascilius’s faint light. A deep, tomblike silence filled the air.

“Let us cross quickly whispered Ascilius,” stepping into the intersection. As Elerian followed him, his third eye opened of its own accord, as it often did in the presence of magic. On his left, in the middle of the boulevard, Elerian saw the shimmering red mantle of an illusion spell. Beneath the veil of the illusion, Elerian saw the dim outlines of a huge red shade creeping stealthily in their direction.
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Stopping abruptly, Elerian raised his left hand, casting a parting spell at the slender, shimmering red thread of power that tethered the illusion to the creature’s right paw, neatly severing it in two. Immediately, the illusion vanished, revealing a small dragon perhaps twenty feet long that had been hiding in the passageway on their left disguised as a part of the street. The dragon's scales glittered red gold in the dim rays of Ascilius’s mage light. Its large eyes glowed like green lamps.

“Enemy to your left,” shouted Elerian to Ascilius as the dragon pounced. The two companions leaped in opposite directions, Elerian to the left and Ascilius to the right, both of them barely evading the long, hooked claws of the dragon.

Roaring in annoyance at missing its strike, the dragon darted its long, horned head at Elerian, its scaled, supple neck resembling a large serpent. Elerian twisted to his upper body to his right to avoid the creature’s gaping jaws, which shot past his left shoulder.

While the dragon’s attention was on Elerian, Ascilius leaped forward, striking it squarely on the knee joint of its left hind leg with his ax. His ax blade rang sharply, as if it had struck steel. The force of the blow numbed Ascilius’s powerful hands, causing his ax handle to slip out of his grasp when the ax head skittered off to his left, grating across the small, glittering scales that covered the dragon’s leg.

In response to Ascilius’s blow, the dragon whipped its head toward the Dwarf and darted the end of its sinuous tail forward. The razor sharp, triangular tip missed the right side of Ascilius’s chest by a whisker as he threw himself backwards. Elerian drew his sword, the slight rasp of steel on leather drawing the dragon’s attention back to him. Raising his sword high with both long hands wrapped around its hilt, he struck a mighty two handed stroke on the creature’s scaled head, between its up curving horns, when it turned its head to snap at him again. The tempered Dwarf forged steel of his sword made a ringing sound, as if it had struck iron, before breaking off near the hilt. Elerian felt the shock of the blow into his shoulders. His sword hilt clattered to the stone floor beneath his feet after slipping out of his numbed hands.

Stunned by the heavy stroke, the dragon shook its long, scaled neck vigorously, as if to clear its head, but as far as Elerian could tell, it was not damaged in the least. The keen edge of his blade had not even scratched its glittering, adamantine scales. Raising his left hand, Elerian narrowed his eyes and lit a mage light the size of two clenched fists, suspending it squarely above the dragon’s snout. A deafening roar of mingled pain and anger smote his ears as the bright rays of the magical light lanced into the dragon’s eyes.

“Run!” shouted Elerian to Ascilius. As he spun on his right heel to take his own advice, the dragon swiped blindly at him with its left paw, the tips of its hooked claws sinking deep into the front of his leather shirt, sweeping him off his feet and pinning him to the floor on his back. Struggling to free himself from the heavy, scaled paw pressing in on his chest, Elerian saw his mage light wink out through narrowed eyes.

“Just my luck, another magic user,” he thought to himself disgustedly as the dragon lowered its long, toothy jaws toward his face.

“I have you now,” said the dragon, glaring down at Elerian with hungry eyes that were still partially blinded from the intensity of Elerian’s mage light.

“Not yet,” said Elerian coldly.

Drawing his knife from his belt with his right hand, he thrust the long, gleaming blade of his weapon into the roof of the dragon’s partially open mouth. His sharp blade sank into the beast’s soft flesh, but at the first contact with the creature’s dark blood, it began to steam and dissolve. Uttering a piercing scream, the dragon jerked its head back, wrenching its soft palate away from Elerian’s blade. On his right, Elerian heard a muffled thud. Immediately, the dragon staggered to his left, releasing most of its weight from his chest. Supple as an eel, Elerian slipped out from under the dragon’s paw, leaping lithely to his feet. Sprawled on the floor near the dragon’s right side was Ascilius, a dazed look on his face. He had run full tilt into the dragon’s left shoulder, using his powerful body like a battering ram in a desperate attempt to free Elerian.

Casting away his useless knife, Elerian leaped forward and reached down with his left hand. Seizing Ascilius by his thick beard, he lifted the heavy Dwarf to his feet with an effortless pull of his sinewy arm.  

“Run!” he shouted, giving a sharp tug on Ascilius’s beard that elicited a roar of anger from the Dwarf.

Together, they sprinted across the intersection, Elerian in the lead with Ascilius right on his heels. Behind them, they heard a thunderous roar and felt a sudden rush of heat wash over them as the dragon sent a plume of red flame after them. A rush of intense heat on the seat of his pants followed by the smell of burning leather stimulated Ascilius into a remarkable burst of speed. Covering the ground in great leaps, he shot by a surprised Elerian on his left, crossing the intersection in the blink of an eye.

Despite his desperate situation, Elerian felt a twinge of jealousy that the dragon had succeeded in wringing a speed out of Ascilius that exceeded that of his best prank. Redoubling his own efforts, he caught up with the Dwarf as he darted around a corner to the right, entering another small service road. Ascilius ran past the first doorway he passed, but when he came to a second doorway on his right, he scampered through it. As Elerian followed on Ascilius’s heels, he saw that that a stout, iron door hung from the doorframe, one of the few he had seen in the city.

Elerian slammed the door closed, the lock clicking shut as Ascilius cast a closing spell upon it. A tremendous, hollow boom suddenly filled the room as the dragon struck the door. It shivered in its frame, but remained closed. Ascilius immediately cast a closing spell on the entire door as more heavy blows followed the first. The upper panel dented inward, and dust drifted down from the ceiling, but the stout iron door sealing the entryway gave no sign of giving way.

Abruptly, the blows ceased and there was a sudden silence on the other side of the door. Then, the door suddenly groaned on its hinges. With his magical eye, Elerian saw wisps of shimmering red light creep in through the cracks in the doorframe.

“The dragon must have cast an opening spell,” thought Elerian to himself. “Who will prove to be the stronger mage?” he wondered to himself as he watched Ascilius pour more power into his closing spell, struggling against the dragon for mastery of the door. Elerian put his left hand on Ascilius's left shoulder, letting some of his own power flow into the Dwarf. The wisps of red seeping past the door vanished, replaced by a uniform film of golden light as Ascilius’s spell became ascendant.

An angry hissing sound like a vast teapot bubbling over came from behind the door. The bitter smell of hot iron suddenly filled the room, and a cherry red spot began to grow in the center of the top half of the door.

Ascilius raised his right arm. Elerian saw a golden orb fly from the Dwarf’s hand, striking the growing crimson blotch on the door. The hot iron creaked as it began to darken and cool. Elerian and Ascilius both started when a wonderfully rich, resonant voice suddenly spoke from behind the door.

“You cannot escape you know,” said the red dragon. “You will be found no matter where you hide.” 

“Take care that Eboria does not find you first,” warned Elerian. “She may not be pleased to find you so close to her stolen treasure.”

“My dear fool, I am here at her command! I have helped plunder all of the smaller rooms and tunnels where my mother’s magnificent size would not permit her to enter. Rich was the feasting and more than magnificent was the treasure which I helped recover for my queenly mother.”

“Queen!” roared Ascilius, forgetting his own advice not to speak to dragons. “Thieves and murderers is what you are!”

The Dwarf sprang at the door, crimson sparks burning in his dark eyes. Elerian seized him by the shoulders, but it was like trying to restrain a falling boulder. With muscles grown hard as stone, Ascilius dragged him forward, seizing the door handle with both powerful hands before trying violently to twist it open. Luckily, in his sudden rage, the Dwarf had forgotten about the closing spell that he had placed on the door. As he struggled to wrench the door open, Elerian quickly cast a spell of immobility over Ascilius, freezing him in place before the locked door. 

The red dragon, who knew nothing of what had taken place on the other side of the door, suddenly spoke again.

“Open the door and I will discuss your grievances against us. There is no need to be angry,” he said soothingly.

 Elerian felt a sudden desire to both see and speak to the creature from which that wonderful voice emanated. A compulsion grew inside of him to open the door. From the look in Ascilius’s eyes, Elerian guessed that the Dwarf was also in the grip of the dragon’s command, although he could not move a muscle. Hastily, Elerian cast a protection spell over himself, a mantle of golden light spilling out from the fingers of his right hand to cover him completely, like a golden cloak. The pressure inside his mind to open the door immediately faded away.  

“You will have to try some other trick to get us to open that door,” said Elerian mildly. 

“You have delayed your fate, nothing more,” said the dragon angrily, for it was annoyed now as well as hurting from the injury to its upper jaw. “We will feast on your flesh, just as we feasted on the Dwarves who dwelt in this city.”

“I will make boots out of your hide before this is over,” said Elerian, unable to resist taunting the dragon.

At these last words, the creature lost its temper and began pounding on the door again, filling the room with hollow booms that smote the ears of the two companions one after another. Judging that Ascilius had calmed down by now, Elerian released him from the spell that held him immobile. As the Dwarf let go of the door handle, the blows suddenly stopped. A long silence followed.

“What now?” asked Elerian in a worried voice.

“I am not sure,” whispered back Ascilius. “The beast may still be outside the door, or it may have decided to go around to the front of the building. As one, he and Elerian glanced at the other door hanging in the doorframe across the room. It was made of oak, no protection at all from an angry dragon. “We must leave here at once,” continued Ascilius, “but if I choose the wrong door, we will walk straight into the dragon’s jaws.”

Sweat sprang out on the Dwarf’s broad brow as he agonized over the choice he must make. Suddenly ending his closing spell, he flung open the battered door before him.

The tunnel outside was empty.

“Quickly now!” whispered Ascilius, urgently motioning Elerian into the passageway beyond the door.

As soon as Elerian ran through the doorway, Ascilius leaped after him, slamming the door shut behind him before locking it again. A moment later, it suddenly shivered in its frame, and a frustrated roar overlaid with a weighty boom rent the air. As Ascilius had correctly guessed, the dragon had run to the front of the building, hoping to take them from behind. Without a word, the Dwarf sprinted away to his right with Elerian following close behind. The pounding of scaled flesh on iron faded away behind them.

“We must keep moving,” said Ascilius softly as they ran. “After its anger fades, the dragon will remember the open door behind it. Once it enters this tunnel, it can follow our scent like a hound.”

In silence, always listening for the click of claws on stone behind them, they continued down the passageway, past rows of doorways, most of them forced open. After darting across an intersection with one of the larger boulevards, they continued down the same tunnel until they came to an intersection with another service road. There, they turned to their left, slowing to a walk as they followed the passageway deeper into the city. 

“Talking to a dragon for a second time was a dangerous, foolish thing to do,” Ascilius said reprovingly after a moment as he and Elerian walked side by side down the tunnel.

“You spoke to him first,” Elerian reminded the Dwarf. “You would have opened the door if I had not stopped you.” 

Ascilius's face darkened for a moment as his temper flared again but then it quickly cleared.

“I lost my temper,” he admitted ruefully. “When I did that, I left myself open to the dragon's magic. Had I been alone, I would have opened the door without a thought for my safety. I thank you for saving me once again.”

“It was nothing,” said Elerian who had only been gently poking fun at Ascilius. “I can only imagine the anger you must feel against these creatures that have despoiled your city. Our narrow escape did serve a purpose, however. We now know what plundered the rooms that Eboria could not reach.”

“The appearance of the red dragon explains more than that,” said Ascilius grimly. “When Eboria forced her way past the gates, her dragonet must have run to one of the smaller ramps, forcing its way up the third level. It most likely took the Dwarves attempting to close the ramp gates from behind, delaying them long enough for Eboria to rush up the main ramp and destroy the gates. The whole of the second and third levels would then have been defenseless against their depredations.”

“The fourth level gates may also be open,” said Elerian, hesitant to add to the burden of Ascilius’s worries. “The red dragon was purposely obscure, but I would not be surprised if it had at least one sibling.”

“We will find out in due time I am sure,” said Ascilius gloomily. “For now, we must deal with the dragon we know about. Despite the danger, I still wish to search this level. I doubt that we will find any survivors, but we can at least replenish our food. All of the inns and storerooms are located on this level of the city.”

Ascilius suddenly fell silent, for it seemed to him that he heard the click of claws on stone far down the passageway behind him. Elerian heard the sound, too. Concerned that the red dragon was still following them, he began to think furiously about what he might do to break their scent trail.

“If I were above ground, I would know what to do,” he thought to himself in frustration, “but here, in this stony wasteland, how am I to break up our trail?”

A sudden image of the balconies they had seen on the main boulevards suddenly appeared in Elerian’s mind.

“Ascilius, is there a shop nearby that sells rope?” he asked suddenly.

The Dwarf, who was listening intently behind him for more sounds of pursuit, started slightly at the unexpected sound of Elerian’s voice.

“There is a place that sells cordage at the next corner, but I do not see how rope will help us. We need to think of a way to break our scent trail or we are done for,” he replied.

“There is no time to explain now,” said Elerian who thought he heard the scrape of claws on stone again in the darkness behind them. Was that slight sound the snuffling of nostrils? He began to run again, and in short order, he and Ascilius arrived at the next intersection, where their small service tunnel crossed one of the larger streets. Ascilius immediately ran into the shop on the corner on their left, followed by Elerian. They found the usual disorder inside, but Elerian was able to salvage a thick rope about sixty feet long from the debris on the floor. From the ceiling, he ripped down a sturdy iron light bracket, snapping the thin chain from which it was suspended with powerful tug of his sinewy right arm. Shaped rather like a three-armed grappling hook, it was perfect for his needs. 

“Let us go to the second floor,” he said to a mystified Ascilius after he had procured everything that he needed.

Ascilius balked at once. “If the dragon finds us, we will be trapped there,” he objected.

“If my plan works, we will be safe enough,” replied Elerian confidently.

He ran lightly into the back room of the shop and ascended the stairs to the next level, followed by a grumbling Ascilius. Elerian ran through the apartment at the top of the stairs until he stood in the parlor that fronted the large street in front of the shop. Set in the far wall of the room were two large broken windows with a set of open, double doors between them.

“Excellent,” said Elerian as he ran across the room and stepped out onto the balcony that lay beyond the doors. Six feet deep and twelve feet across, the stone balcony was edged with a sturdy waist high iron rail. Twenty feet below the floor of the balcony was the hard stone sidewalk that ran in front of the shop. Almost thirty feet away, on the far side of the street, was another balcony that was a twin to the one he was standing on.

“Now comes the difficult part,” thought Elerian to himself, fastening the end of his rope to an eye forged into the stem of his improvised grappling hook.

“You will never get that in place,” said Ascilius critically, as he began to gain some insight into Elerian’s plan. “The distance is too great.”

Ignoring Ascilius, Elerian raised his right hand and cast a sending spell at the light bracket. With his third eye, he watched a small golden orb fly from his fingertips. When it struck and enveloped the bracket with a film of golden light, the iron fixture instantly disappeared, reappearing above the center of the balcony on the far side of the boulevard. There was a faint ring of iron as the bracket fell five feet to the stone floor of the gallery. Trying not to look smug, Elerian carefully pulled on his end of the rope until his improvised grappling hook was firmly lodged on the top rail of the iron fence fastened to the rim of the balcony.

“That was cheating,” observed Ascilius, looking impressed in spite of himself.

“You are just jealous of my superior magic,” said Elerian as he pulled his rope tight. With a parting spell, he trimmed off all but a three-foot length, which he wrapped around the top rail of the balustrade in front of him. Casting a transformation spell, Elerian turned the rope into a hard, almost woody substance that hung stiffly between the two balconies.

“Now what?” asked Ascilius uneasily.

His worst fears were realized when Elerian leaped lightly to the top of the rail and ran several feet out onto the hardened rope, which easily bore his weight.

“You might as well ask me to fly across,” said Ascilius dourly. “I cannot walk on that thin strand.”

“You will not have to,” replied Elerian, running lightly across the stiff rope until he stood on the rail on the far side.

After leaping lightly down to the balcony, Elerian turned and raised his right hand, casting the same calling spell on Ascilius that he had used on Durio in the Broken Lands. With his third eye, he watched a small golden orb fly from his fingers. Skillfully aimed, it struck Ascilius squarely on his broad chest, enveloping the Dwarf in a golden film of light. Instantly, Ascilius disappeared, reappearing by Elerian’s side. While the Dwarf carefully felt himself all over to make sure that all of his bodily parts had arrived with him, Elerian transformed the rope back to its natural state. Flexible again, it slipped from the railing on the far side of the passageway, and Elerian quickly coiled it up.

“That will set a pretty puzzle for the red dragon,” he said to Ascilius. “If it tracks us to the first balcony, it will think we have grown wings and flown off into the city.”

“We will see,” said Ascilius gloomily. “Do not forget how clever these creatures are.”

Entering the apartment before them, they descended the stairs inside, exiting the building through its back door into another service tunnel. Turning left, they resumed their journey into the city. They stopped often listen, but there was no sound of pursuit behind them, only a deep silence.

“Either my ruse worked or the dragon has returned to the main ramp where we must pass sooner or later,” thought Elerian to himself. He was about to speak to Ascilius when the sharp click of claws on stone broke the silence only a short distance behind them.

“No weapons and nowhere to run to,” whispered Ascilius grimly. “We are dragon bait for sure this time.”















 

THE DENTIRE







 

Ascilius looked desperately down the passageway ahead of them, but every door within view had been forced open and damaged. Trying not to make any sudden moves that would goad the creature behind them into attacking, he and Elerian continued to walk down the tunnel, listening intently for the scrape of claws on stone behind them. They both tensed when, they heard a faint snuffling sound behind them, as if something was testing the air for scent.

Focusing his mind, Elerian prepared to cast a killing spell. It was unlikely to strike a fast moving creature like the dragon, but it was all he could think to do. Several hundred feet behind them, a deep bubbling growl welled up from the darkness that rose up like a dark wall just beyond the range of their mage lights. Elerian whirled around, right hand upraised to cast his spell. He stayed his hand when he saw the silvery gleam of two eyes in the dark, for they were too small and close together to belong to the red dragon.

Ascilius took a step forward with an expectant look on his face, at the same time emitting a strange, high-pitched whistle. A moment later, an extraordinary creature stepped out of the darkness into the dim pool of mage light that surrounded them. Elerian was sure that it was a dog, but he had never seen its like before. The creature’s head was huge and its jaws massive. It head stood at least four feet above the ground, and even though its belly was pinched with hunger, its bones were massive, and great ropy muscles were draped over its stout frame. Short, sleek fur of a light tan color covered its powerful body, but its sides were barred with thin black stripes like one of the great cats that lived in the far southeastern lands. An old burn mark covered a good portion of its rib cage on its right side.

Fixing its small, fierce eyes intently on Ascilius, the dog approached the Dwarf. Despite the pronounced limp in its right front leg, it walked with a light, springy step that seemed out of place in such a massive creature. Elerian held his breath when Ascilius slowly held out his left hand, palm side up. The dog carefully sniffed Ascilius's hand with its broad wet nose before gravely licking the Dwarf's open palm. It then turned its oddly intelligent gaze on Elerian, who felt at once that he was being judged.

Elerian looked long into the dog's fearless brown eyes with a steady, gray-eyed gaze. Apparently satisfied with what it saw, the dog abruptly sat down and yawned as if it was weary. The white teeth suddenly exposed in its powerful jaws were short, stout, and exceedingly sharp, built for shearing rather than tearing.

“This,” said Ascilius impressively to Elerian, “is a dentire.”

“He looks like he could take a hand off in one bite,” replied Elerian. “Hungry as he looks, I am surprised you took a chance and offered him yours.”

“It was my left hand,” said Ascilius coolly. For the first time, Elerian noticed that there were beads of sweat on the Dwarf's brow. “It was a risk, for these creatures have an uncertain temperament away from the side of their master, but he will be a great help to us if he is willing to accompany us,” said Ascilius.

Turning around, he began walking again, followed by Elerian. The dentire fell in behind them without being called. When he glanced at Ascilius, Elerian noted that the Dwarf seemed more at ease.

“With this dentire by our side, we will have some warning now if we come near the dragon again,” said Ascilius to Elerian, as if he had sensed his thoughts.

They both fell silent as they cautiously resumed their explorations, depending on the dentire to warn them of any approaching danger. As on the second level of the city, they found that room after room had been broken into and plundered. There were no workshops, but they found many inns scattered amongst shops where finished goods or food had been sold. All the meats in the storerooms of the inns and food shops were gone, as well as most of the other provisions.

“Between the dragons and the dentire, everything seems to have been eaten up,” thought Elerian to himself, but they did eventually find some dried fruit, cheese, chestnuts, flour, and honey sealed in glazed earthenware jars and stored on a high shelf where they were not easily accessible. There was also found a small cask of wine and several jars containing a hard biscuit that Elerian found rather tasteless, but which Ascilius claimed would keep for a long time.

“We could use them for weapons in a pinch,” said Elerian as he hefted one of the dense, rock hard biscuits. I am sure they would dent even a dragon's scales.” 

“You may be glad to have them a few days from now,” said Ascilius sternly as they both filled their empty packs to the bursting point with the food stores they had found. Ascilius tucked the wine cask protectively under his right arm, carrying it with him until they finally found a shop with iron doors that they could bar. The store appeared to have been a place where jewelry was made and was well plundered, almost every item in it torn apart in the search for valuables.

After barring and locking the doors, Ascilius and Elerian climbed the narrow stone stairway that led to the second floor. There, they found an apartment with the usual arrangements: a kitchen, a bathroom with running water, a sitting room, and two small bedrooms. After they had washed and refreshed themselves, Elerian hung a thick blanket over the one window in the outside wall. Ascilius, meanwhile, righted a table and two chairs which had survived the destruction of the apartment relatively unscathed.

“Let us eat before we rest,” he said wearily to Elerian. Neither one of them had any idea how much time had passed since their last meal, but they were both very hungry. While Elerian set out biscuits, cheese, dried apples, and raisins from their packs onto plates that he had found in a cupboard, Ascilius filled two large, chipped mugs with wine.

Although he was obviously starving, the dentire did not seem much interested in the food that was being laid out. Lying motionless with his great head on his paws on the floor near the table, he stared blankly straight ahead, a look of sadness in his dark eyes.

 “Living under the shadow of the dragon in this great empty tomb of a city has taken its toll on him,” thought Elerian to himself. “He looks as if he has lost the will to live.”

Cutting a generous portion of cheese from a large wheel, Elerian placed it on a third plate along with several of the biscuits they had found. He set the plate on the floor near the dentire’s head, but the dog ignored it.

“You must eat,” said Elerian gently. “All of us in this room have suffered great losses, but we must go on as best we can.”

The dentire raised its head and cocked it to one side, appearing to consider his words. Finally, it licked the cheese. The taste seemed to awaken its hunger, for it wolfed down the wedge in a few bites. Elerian then watched in amazement as the dog easily crunched the hard biscuits between its powerful jaws.

“What power it has in its mouth,” he thought to himself as sat down at the table to eat his own meal. Elerian supped sparingly, limiting himself to one glass of wine, but Ascilius ate heartily and made serious inroads on the contents of the keg.

“I am done in,” he said at last to Elerian in a mellow, tired voice, his face flushed from the strong vintage he had consumed. “I must rest a bit even if Eboria and her whole brood come knocking at the door.” Retiring to one of the bedrooms, he lay down on a bed with his blankets and cloak wrapped around him.

Elerian tidied up while Ascilius slept. The dentire lay on its left side now, watching him with its fearless brown eyes as he cleared the table and washed the dishes and cups they had used. 

“It is a shame you cannot talk,” said Elerian to the dog. “You could at least tell us your name and history.”

Raising its head, the dog suddenly said in a deep, rough voice, “I can speak as well as any Elf or Dwarf although I often choose not to. My name is Tonare.”

Elerian, who had started and nearly dropped the dish he was drying, stared at the dentire in surprise.

“Why did you not speak up before?” he asked.

“It is best to be cautious among strangers,” replied the dog. “Now that I have been in your company for a time, I feel that I can let down my guard. I smell no fear in you or your companion, and your voices ring true in my ears, free of lies or deceptions.”

Lowering his head, Tonare suddenly whined involuntarily, for the motion had disturbed the injury in his side.

“How did you come by that burn?” asked Elerian. 

“The red dragon gave it to me when I tried to save my master,” replied the dentire. Dragons are one of the few creatures that I cannot overcome. Their scales are too hard for even my teeth.”

“Let me heal your injury for you,” said Elerian. “I see that it still causes you to limp.”

“It does not matter,” said Tonare, indifferently. “My master is dead, and I shall soon follow him. I no longer wish to live.”

Raising his head, the dentire suddenly uttered a long, plaintive howl that echoed eerily in every corner of the apartment. Ascilius straight away burst out of his bedroom. There was a wild look in his dark eyes, and his hair and beard all disordered. Elerian noticed that his left eyelid was twitching again.

“Have the dragons found us?” Ascilius asked groggily, for his wits were still clouded by the wine he had drunk.

“There is no danger,” said the dentire to Ascilius. “The grief that I have held in so long slipped beyond my control for a moment. I did not mean to disturb your rest.”

Ascilius did not seem at all surprised to hear the dentire speak. “You must not do that again,” he said sternly. “That howl could have led the red dragon right to us.”

Tonare accepted the rebuke in silence. Grumbling to himself, Ascilius went back to bed. Elerian, meanwhile, knelt by the dentire.

“You must excuse Ascilius,” he said, his eyes gleaming with laughter. “He is a bit high strung you know.”

“With an Elf for a companion, that does not surprise me,” said Tonare gravely. “The Eirians are notorious for their capricious natures.”

“How do you know that I am an Elf?” asked Elerian quizzically.

“My eyes may deceive me, but my nose never lies,” replied Tonare. “I cannot see past the illusion that covers you, but even after all this time, I remember well the scent of an Elf.”

“Are you that old?” asked Elerian in surprise.

“I remember back even into the times before the Great War,” replied Tonare. 

“Well, you are only half right ancient one,” said Elerian with a slight smile. “I am only part Elf. What the other part may be no one seems to know. Now, with your permission, I will heal this old wound.”

Pushing aside the thought that Tonare could tear him to pieces in an instant if he became upset, Elerian gently laid his left hand on the dentire’s half-healed burn. He was surprised to find that the dog's flesh was almost as hard as stone beneath the ridged scar tissue that covered his side.

“We dentire are hard like Trolls,” said Tonare, guessing Elerian's thought. “Teeth, claws, and weapons will not penetrate deeply into our flesh, but we have no defense against fire.”

Sending out a healing spell into the wound, Elerian watched with his magical third eye as a flow of golden light issued from his fingertips, blanketing the disfigured flesh beneath them. While the spell healed the wound, his mind harkened back over the years to the time he had healed Carbo, his foster grandfather’s faithful dog, of a massive wound inflicted by a lupin.

“I miss you both,” thought Elerian sadly to himself as he pictured Balbus and Carbo in his mind as he had last seen them, old but still hale. Pushing aside his memories, he returned his attention to the task at hand. When he was done, pink, healed flesh had replaced the ridged scar on Tonare’s side.

“I do not think the fur will grow back,” said Elerian regretfully. “There are limits to my powers.”

“It is good enough,” said the dentire, rising and stretching. “At least the limp is gone. I can fight properly now.”

“Are you a changeling?” asked Elerian curiously as he stood up, for in his experience, most of the animals he had encountered that could talk had once been people of some sort.

“No,” replied the dentire. “My race came from Outside. There are not many of us, for we have few young ones, but we live for a long time. For this reason we choose to live among the Dwarves, who are also long lived and have a sober temperament that is suited to our own. We pick one master and stay with him until we die. It was a good life here,” he said sadly, “until the dragons came.”

“What happened after Eboria arrived?” asked Elerian.

“With the help of her dragonets, she destroyed all of the ramp gates, leaving the entire city open to her and her offspring. When the people of the city realized that there was no place that was safe from the dragons, there was widespread panic at first. Then, the king slowly restored order. He ordered the small ramp doors locked, forcing the small dragons to use the main ramp when they wished to move from one level to another. Then, while small groups of brave Dwarves created diversions to draw the attention of the dragons, he sent all the survivors down the smaller ramps to the stables where there is a doorway to the castella that stands behind the mountain.”

“How many were saved?” asked Elerian, thinking of the skeletons piled high in the ramp chamber of the second level.

“That I do not know,” replied the dentire, “for no one came back to give any report.

“Why did you remain behind?” asked Elerian curiously.

“My master, who was the captain of the king’s forces, was the last to try and leave this level. Unfortunately, he was slain by the red dragon before we could flee down one of the ramps,” said Tonare sadly. “Since I have neither the hands nor the magical skill necessary to open the ramp doors, I remained trapped here on the third level, for the central ramp is under constant watch. The dragons know that I am here. Having failed to catch me after all these months, I think it is their intent to starve me out.”

Falling silent, Tonare, who evidently felt an end to the need for speech, picked a corner of the room and curled up into a ball to sleep, leaving Elerian to stay awake by himself.

“I must pass Tonare’s news on to Ascilius when he wakes,” thought Elerian to himself as he walked over to the window at the front of the apartment. With his right hand, he pulled back a corner of the blanket which concealed it, looking out into the pitch-black street below for a time, but nothing stirred in the darkness. Feeling restless, he went back down the stairs to the room below. Lighting a tiny mage light for illumination, he explored the wreckage which littered the room. There was little to interest him, but in a corner, he found a timepiece barely half the size of the palm of his right hand that was still whole. It had three ornate posts and end pieces made of burnished brass inlaid with fine threads of argentum. The two interconnected globes between the posts were made of clear crystal, filled with tiny grains that sparkled in the faint mage light. Elerian suspected that they were made of gold, and he wondered how the dragons had missed the small treasure. Some charm had gone into the construction of the timepiece, for Elerian found that no matter what position he held it in, even upside down, the grains continued to trickle in the same direction from one globe to another. They flowed slowly, so Elerian knew that he held a day glass, not an hourglass. Pleased with his find, he put it into his pocket, thinking it might be useful to mark the passage of the days while he and Ascilius remained below ground in the city.

Returning to the apartment above him, Elerian righted a padded armchair. Extinguishing his mage light, he sat quietly in the dark.

“I wonder how Dwarves can stand to live underground like this year after year when they could be out in the open under the sun and stars,” he thought to himself as he listened to the deep silence around him, broken only by the heavy breathing of Tonare and Ascilius.

A deep longing to see Anthea again swept through him at first, but gradually, Elerian’s mind drifted down the paths of memory. Eyes open, alert to all that went on around him, he appeared awake, but his body rested while his mind traveled down paths that were distant in time and space. When Ascilius awoke, hours later, and emerged from his bedroom, Elerian immediately sprang out of his chair, feeling refreshed as if he, too, had passed the night in true sleep.

“I spoke with Tonare after you went to sleep,” he said immediately to Ascilius. “He has been on this level since Eboria took the city and is certain that no one else is left alive in it.”

“Why did you not say so before?” asked Ascilius angrily of the dentire who had also awakened.

“You did not ask, so I said nothing,” said Tonare, his brown eyes taking on a red glint in response to Ascilius’s angry tone. For a long moment, the dentire and the Dwarf glared at each other, the air fairly crackling with tension.

“Let us not argue among ourselves,” said Elerian quietly. “Instead, we should decide what we will do next.”

Ascilius took a deep breath, taking his ready temper in hand once more.

“Is there anyone left alive on the fourth level, Tonare?” he asked quietly.

“I do not think so,” said dentire sadly. “The king and his queen returned to search it one last time while my master waited here, but neither of them ever returned.”

“The king’s quarters are well guarded,” muttered Ascilius to himself, hope warring with grief on his face and in his voice. “They may still be alive.”

Turning to Elerian, Ascilius said firmly, “I will enter the fourth level of the city even if I must fight the red dragon to do it. I cannot leave Ennodius until I search the king’s quarters.”

“I will come with you, of course,” said Elerian.

“I will come, too,” said Tonare in his rough, snarly voice.

“Let us eat first, then,” said Ascilius gruffly. “Then we can be on our way.”

“Tonare says there is more than one small dragon,” said Elerian quietly as he took a handful of biscuits out of his pack and set them on the table.

“There are two for certain that I have seen and smelled,” volunteered Tonare. “There may be others that I do not know about.”

“We will tread warily,” said Ascilius as he poured wine for himself and Elerian. “More than that we cannot do.”

After giving Tonare his share of the biscuits, Elerian joined Ascilius in a quick breakfast of biscuits softened in wine. When their brief meal was finished, Elerian and Ascilius both lit small mage lights. With Tonare following behind them, they left the apartment for the last time, cautiously making their way back to the central ramp down one of the smaller tunnels, depending on Tonare to warn them if there was any danger about. When they finally approached the great chamber that surrounded the ramp, Tonare, who was in the lead, suddenly stopped short, head raised and black, wet nostrils snuffing the air.

“The red dragon is waiting in the ramp hall,” he said quietly in his rough voice.
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“What do we do now?” Elerian asked Ascilius.

“We need a distraction of some sort,” replied the Dwarf. “If we can somehow draw the dragon away from the hall, we can ascend the ramp in its absence.”

“What if there is another one waiting for us at the exit on the next level?” objected Elerian. “We will be trapped in the ramp between two of the creatures.

“I can lead them both away,” said a familiar voice, causing both Ascilius and Elerian to start violently and Tonare to grow softly.

Looking over his left shoulder, Elerian saw Anthea’s slim form standing behind him, her right hand on his left shoulder and her left hand on Ascilius’s right shoulder. Illuminated by the faint rays of his mage light, her eyes gleamed with mischief and excitement. Momentarily forgetting the dragon and everything else around him, Elerian spun on his left heel and attempted to embrace her, but his hands and arms passed through her form as if it were insubstantial as smoke.

Anthea laughed, her clear voice sounding amused. “I see that the sight of me has driven away your wits as usual,” she said to Elerian, pleased nonetheless at his reaction. “I am here as a shade only, my love. What you see is an illusion and what you hear are my thoughts in your mind.”

Disappointed, Elerian stepped back and opened his third eye. Before him stood Anthea’s golden shade, its outlines dim beneath the veil of the illusion that she had cast over it.

“How have you done this?” he asked, amazed, for this was a kind of magic that was totally unfamiliar to him.

“Even though I am a shade, I still retain my powers,” explained Anthea, inordinately pleased at the mystified look on Elerian’s face. “What could be easier than casting an illusion over myself so that I become visible to mortal sight?”

“As to that, I cannot say, for I have never willingly left my body,” replied Elerian, “but even with your form visible to the naked eye, Anthea, I do not see how you can help us, for you must remain tethered to the thread that joins our rings.”

Eyes filled with laughter, Anthea suddenly ran lightly from Elerian’s side. Opening his third eye, he saw that the golden thread that connected her to her body had separated from the thread leading from his ring. It now followed behind her, disappearing through a different portal.

“How did you learn to do this, Anthea?” Elerian asked, casting his amazed thought at her shade.

Running silently back to his side, Anthea touched Elerian’s right arm with her slender left hand.

 “I have learned to create a portal similar to the one through which our rings communicate,” came her thought to Elerian through the contact between their two shades. “The new portal allows the thread that connects my shade to my body to follow me, allowing me to go wherever I wish. I see, however, that you have not been idle either in my absence, Elerian, having learned to cast your thoughts away from your shade.”

“It is not difficult,” replied Elerian, pleased that he could show Anthea, who with barely any training had far outstripped him in a novel form of magic, something new. Quickly, he demonstrated to her how she might cast her thoughts over a distance.

“Now that I can send my thoughts, I can draw the dragon away from the ramp even more effectively,” said Anthea, stepping away from Elerian and casting her first thought. “It will have a much harder time discerning that I am only a wraith if it can see me and hear me talk.”

“How will you find your way back to me if you succeed?” asked Elerian, who greatly wished to talk to his betrothed at length in some quiet place free from danger. “The city is large and confusing, and your mage sight limits what you can see.”

“I will return to my body and then follow the ring thread again, of course,” replied Anthea. “You can never escape me again, now,” she said, her eyes shining with laughter. “Be careful that I do not catch you in some sort of mischief, for you will never know when I may appear next.”

Before Elerian could think of a suitable reply, Anthea turned to a thoroughly confused Ascilius. Ruffling his beard and hair with one of her unearthly breezes, she cast a thought into his mind as Elerian had shown her. Ascilius heard the words, “Hold yourself ready to run,” but whether he heard them with his ears or his mind, he could not have said.

Turning to Elerian, Anthea then said, “Wait for me halfway up the ramp.” Lighting a small mage light which took up a position above her gleaming hair, she ran through the entranceway into the great hall.

“What just happened?” Ascilius asked Elerian softly, his craggy features reflecting his bewilderment, for he had heard nothing of the conversation that had passed between Anthea and Elerian. “Is Anthea really here in Ennodius?”

Before Elerian could give him a word of explanation, a tremendous roar reverberated through the chamber before them. The inky darkness in its depths was suddenly lit by a red orange glow.

“I will explain later,” whispered Elerian, shaking off the fog Anthea’s presence always seemed to cast over his wits. A second roar, more distant than the first came to his ears.

“Anthea has lured the dragon out of the hall through another exit,” said Elerian to Ascilius. “Let us take advantage of its absence.”

Together with Ascilius and Tonare, he sprinted into the hall, straight for the entrance to the ramp. Darting through it, the three companions turned to their right, ascending the wide spiral slope before them as it twisted gradually to their left at a steady, gradual incline. Well before they reached the next exit, Elerian called to Ascilius and Tonare to stop.

“We must wait here for Anthea,” he said to Ascilius. For a second time, Elerian and Ascilius started in unison when Anthea suddenly appeared behind them.

“There must be some truth to the legend that dragons have a fondness for maidens,” said Anthea cheerfully, her eyes gleaming with laughter to see her two brave adventurers start like young boys caught in some sort of mischief at her sudden reappearance. “When the greedy beast laid eyes on me, it forgot all else, pursuing me deep into the city. I think it will be some time before it returns here. If I find a second guardian by the next exit, I will lead it away in the same manner, joining you later in the city,” she said to Elerian and Ascilius before running lightly off toward the next level, her illusory form illuminated by the small mage light hovering over her head.

“She makes my head spin at times,” said Ascilius, his voice full of admiration as he watched Anthea’s retreating form.

Elerian did not reply, for Anthea seemed to mesmerize him as readily as Eboria had done. Shortly after she disappeared, they heard another frustrated roar from above, and Elerian smiled grimly to himself.

“So, there is at least one more young dragon as Tonare claimed,” he thought to himself. “Anthea will lead it on a merry chase before she returns to us.”

“Time to go,” said Elerian quietly to Ascilius and Tonare.

“What about Anthea?” asked Ascilius. “It does not seem proper that we should leave her to face the dragon alone.”

“She is in no danger, Ascilius,” replied Elerian. “She is here only as a wraith. There is nothing the dragon can do to hurt her.”

“At least I hope it cannot hurt her,” thought Elerian to himself, as he resumed walking, his mage light and that of Ascilius dispelling the thick darkness around them.

When the three companions arrived at the end of the ramp, they found that the gates at the exit were a twisted ruin, one of the doors torn completely off its hinges. Ascilius entered the hall first, leading the way across the debris strewn chamber outside the ramp. When they entered a small service tunnel, they heard a muted roar in the depths of the city from the dragon which was still pursuing Anthea.

“We will not waste much time here,” said Ascilius grimly to Elerian and Tonare. “I have only one dwelling that I wish to visit before we leave.” With grim purpose, he began to run down the tunnel, heading south.

“I hope Anthea will be able to return to me once more,” thought Elerian to himself as he followed Ascilius. “There is much for us to talk about.” He waited expectantly as he ran lightly behind Ascilius, but she did not appear.

“Was I wrong to think that dragon fire cannot harm a shade?” he wondered to himself worriedly.

Consumed by his own fears, Ascilius never slowed his pace, depending on Tonare to warn him if there was anything dangerous nearby. Without incident, he led his two companions to the wide boulevard that formed that formed a circle at outermost edge of the fourth level. Recklessly, Ascilius ran out into the crossroads before him, turning left and running down the middle of the wide street which circled gradually to his left.

“He has taken leave of his senses,” Elerian thought anxiously to himself as he and Tonare followed on the Dwarf’s heels. “We ought to exercise more caution, for I have not heard the dragon in some time. I hope that it has not somehow harmed Anthea. She should have returned to us by now.”

As Elerian worriedly ran after Ascilius, he saw that there were doors and windows on the left side of the street but only a blank wall on the right. Then, the unrelieved stone forming the outer wall of the passageway was suddenly interrupted by a large, ornate double door. Despite being made of steel, the doors were buckled in the center, leaving a wide gap between them. Ascilius darted recklessly through the opening without slowing his pace in the least. Keeping a close eye on Tonare in case he scented any danger, Elerian followed the Dwarf.

Beyond the entryway, a hall at least twelve feet wide and ten high led to a large, round chamber with a high ceiling. As he ran through it, Elerian had a brief glimpse of pillars in the shape of different trees rising up from the polished floor around the perimeter of the room. Their stone branches, complete with stone leaves, covered the ceiling, but here, too, there were gaps in the foliage, showing that the dragons had plundered the jeweled eyes of the stone birds that must have perched on the branches. Between the pillars were doors, all of them broken and hanging open.

Without slackening his pace, Ascilius ran through an open doorway on the far side of the chamber, leading his two companions down a long hall that gave out into a second round chamber resembling the first one they had run through but on a smaller scale.

The room was evidently close to the south side of the mountain, for there were four large, deep windows covered with clear glass in the far wall that looked out over the valley to the south of the city. A faint golden light, painful to the eyes of the three companions after their long stay in the dark, came through the windows, cast by the sun just now rising in the east. The bright rays lit up the walls, floor, and ceiling of the room, all of which were polished to a mirror like finish with flecks of colored minerals showing below their surface. Elerian and Ascilius both extinguished their mage lights now that they were no longer needed.

Elerian saw that the chamber, like all the other rooms he and Ascilius had searched, had been plundered in the search for valuables, for a tangle of smashed furnishings and torn tapestries littered the floor. Ascilius’s face grew grim, as he surveyed the damage, but he said nothing to Elerian. Instead, he walked over to the large fireplace set into the right hand wall of the chamber, staring long at the two overturned chairs that lay in front of it, their fabric shredded by sharp claws. Elerian saw his shoulders sag.

These must be the king’s chambers,” thought Elerian to himself. “I do not think that Ascilius will find either one of his parents alive, judging by the state of this room.”

“Is there anyone left alive here, Tonare?” asked Ascilius suddenly in a voice devoid of emotion.

The dentire snuffled loudly. “Nothing living has passed through here in some time,” he said quietly.

 Ascilius turned away from the fireplace, walking over to a small, richly carved oak door that stood open in the wall to the left of the hearth. Without turning around, he slowly climbed the narrow stone stairway that lay beyond the door. Elerian and Tonare followed the Dwarf up the long, winding stairs until they came to a landing with a small iron door at the end of it. The bolts were drawn back and the door hung slightly open.

 “Wait here,” said Ascilius to Tonare. “Warn us if anything comes.” The dentire immediately sat down on the landing by the open door.

Ascilius, followed by Elerian, stepped through the doorway onto a small terrace of polished stone. A waist high wall circled the edge of the terrace. Beyond that was a sheer drop of thousands of feet. At the back of the terrace, rising hundreds of feet into the air, was the highest peak of Geminus. A small stone stairway to the right of the doorway led even higher up the mountain. Openly, as if he no longer feared Eboria, Ascilius climbed the stairway, which curved to the right around the side of the peak. Elerian silently followed Ascilius. After a steep climb, they reached a round, flat platform of stone about thirty feet across that had been cut into the living rock at the highest point of the mountain peak. In its center was a small stone pavilion with open sides and a domed roof supported by six plain pillars. A long, twisted silver horn set on a stand and with its end buried in the polished stone floor of the pavilion was positioned in its center. On the far side of the pavilion, a second set of stairs led back down the side of the mountain.

Elerian followed Ascilius across the stone terrace, standing beside the Dwarf in front of the second set of stairs. Below them, some titanic force had broken the side of the mountain into rubble, destroying all but the first score or so of steps.

“Perhaps they found some other way to escape,” ventured Elerian, for he knew Ascilius was thinking about the fate of his parents.

“They are both dead,” said Ascilius dully. “I knew it in my heart as soon as I passed through the doors to the king’s chambers. They must have fled up here to escape the small dragons, not knowing that Eboria had already destroyed the back stairs. She was probably waiting for them when they came out.”

“We should return inside before we meet the same fate,” Elerian advised Ascilius, for he felt that they were tempting fate by exposing themselves so openly on the mountaintop. Ascilius, however, seemed in no hurry to return to the king’s chambers. Instead, he walked toward the domed pavilion in the center of the platform.

“This vigilarum was set here at the topmost point of Geminus as a lookout point for any danger approaching the city,” said Ascilius dully to Elerian as they walked across the polished floor of the pavilion to stand by the horn. “This horn has spells placed upon it so that its voice will be heard throughout the whole city if it is sounded. Day and night, only the most trusted sentries manned this post, for it was hard duty. I stood watch here myself, both when the bitter winds of winter played about the peak and in the heat of the summer. My father, despite his age, often ascended the king’s stair we just climbed to observe the vigilance of the sentry. He seemed to come often when I stood here,” mused Ascilius to himself, a slight tinge of bitterness in his voice, “but evidently he was not so vigilant with the others who kept watch here. I wonder who was on guard the day the dragon came?” he said quietly, almost as if he was speaking to himself alone.

At a loss for words to comfort his friend, Elerian stood silent with the winds of the heights tugging at his bound hair, observing the vast panorama that was spread out before him. To the south was the burned out valley of Ennodius. To the west rose an endless sea of rugged peaks and dense forests. To the east was a narrow band of high mountain peaks, which screened the rolling plains of the Tarsi from their view. Northwest of Geminus, Elerian saw another valley, also blackened and ruined by fire. Nowhere was there any sign of life.

Shading his farsighted eyes, Elerian looked to the northwest where Galenus must lie. At the base of a tall mountain that rose up at the head of the ruined valley to the northwest, he saw the glint of steel and the minute forms of soldiers, part of a dark army that lay like a shadow around the foot of the mountain.

“Does Galenus lie at the end of that valley to the northwest?” Elerian asked Ascilius quietly.

“It does,” replied Ascilius. “What do you see?” he asked apprehensively, for he was well aware of Elerian’s keen sight.

 “There are is an army drawn up around the base of one of the mountains at the head of the valley,” replied Elerian. “I believe Galenus is under attack.”

Ascilius stared grimly to the north, but his eyes could not see that far. “I'll wager those are the Goblin forces that we saw issuing from Calenus when we escaped from beneath the city. Even then, they were already traveling up the north road to lay siege to the Dwarf kingdoms. If there are survivors in the castella, they are now trapped there, caught between Eboria and the Goblins to the north, for with Galenus under siege, I cannot lead them to safety. Every part of my plan has now fallen into ruin,” he groaned. “At the least, I would have liked to send you back to Tarsius with a fortune in gold and jewels, but even that is denied me. Because of the suddenness Eboria’s attack on Ennodius, all of the treasure in the city was evidently unsecured and appears to have been carried off by Eboria’s brood. I am sure there is not a single gold coin to be had in Ennodius or the castella.”

“Thoughts of treasure are the last thing on my mind,” Elerian assured Ascilius. “As for your plans, our lives are not always ordered as we wish, sometimes to unexpected ends,” he said, thinking of the convoluted path that his own footsteps had followed over the years. “If I had remained in Hesperia as I intended many years ago, I would almost certainly have been captured or slain by Lurco. My capture by Ancharian raiders, unexpected and unwanted at the time, actually saved my life, although the price I paid was high. Take heart, Ascilius. Let us continue with our attempt to save your people.”

“I do not think any good will come of this adventure, either now or later,” said Ascilius morosely, “but to please you who have been a true companion, I will persevere. The only place left to look for survivors is the fortress that stands guard over the back gate.” Ascilius pointed to the northeast where a heavily wooded ridge ran from the mountain to a lesser peak. “There is no need for you to stay with me any longer, however. Let me take you to the front gate. Once you are safely away, Tonare and I will try to enter the castella. If I find that the fortress has been sacked and the people destroyed, I will then attack the Eboria and her brood with whatever weapon I can forge alone in my old workshop. If all my people are dead, then I no longer have any desire to live either.”

“You are still intent on ending your life in some dramatic fashion, I see,” said Elerian lightly. “I think it is better that I remain by your side to keep you from doing anything rash. Come now. Let us stop wasting time. Where do we go next?”

Ascilius stared hard at Elerian. “Still the fool,” he said gruffly. “You will never change.”

Ascilius turned away from Elerian, taking a step toward the stairs. Then, abruptly, he stopped, whirled around, and dashed over to the horn in the center of the vigilarum, a wild look in his eyes. Before Elerian could so much as raise a finger, Ascilius stepped up to the horn and blew through the silver mouthpiece. The floor of the pavilion trembled as a deep, powerful note, pure and sweet, sounded in the air around them and throughout the city under their feet.

“What madness is this?” shouted Elerian, seizing Ascilius by the right shoulder with his long right hand. “You will rouse the dragons!”

“Let them be roused,” roared Ascilius, his eyes now dark and stormy, for his mood had shifted abruptly from sadness to anger. “Let everyone know that the master of the house is home and the days of the dragons are numbered!”

A deep roar that rumbled like thunder suddenly issued from the gates of the city far below their feet. Elerian ran to the edge of the platform and looked over the precipice. Thousands of feet below him, out of his sight, an enormous green and gold shape issued from the mountain. Springing sinuously into the air, Eboria spread her vast, leathery pinions, beating her way swiftly upward.

When the dragon suddenly appeared, the morning sun gilding the edges of her scales with the brightest gold, her beauty momentarily mesmerized Elerian, rooting him to the spot, but then, he shrugged the feeling off. Never again would he willingly submit to the fascination of a dragon. He turned to Ascilius who was now on his left, glaring down at Eboria, his anger protecting him from her mesmeric charm. Red sparks had appeared in the back of his dark eyes, and his powerful fingers clenched and unclenched as if he would battle Eboria with his bare hands.

“Run!” Elerian shouted, urgently shaking the Dwarf’s right shoulder with his left hand.

His words brought Ascilius back to himself. He bolted down the stairs with Elerian at his heels, the two of them now engaged in a desperate race with the rising dragon.
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The fear of being roasted alive added a spring to Ascilius’s step. Despite the fact that a single misstep would spell disaster for both him and Elerian, he skipped lightly down the stairway, taking two and three steps at a time, as if he had suddenly grown light as thistledown. Elerian stayed a half step behind the Dwarf, leaping through the open door to the king’s chambers just as Eboria’s great head rose up even with the entryway. Even as Elerian turned and slammed the door shut, her jaws gaped open and red fire blossomed in her throat. An instant after Elerian shot the lock bolts on the door home, the surface of the door went from black to red as the dragon’s flames washed over it. Elerian felt scorching heat wash over him, and the bitter smell of hot iron filled the air. Turning speedily on his left heel, he sped down the stairs after Ascilius and Tonare. The stairway suddenly shook under their feet, forcing all three of them to stop and brace themselves against the walls of the stairwell to stay upright. More heavy blows struck the peak, one after another, causing the mountain to tremble beneath their feet. 

“She has sealed the door,” Ascilius said quietly, but Elerian did not reply. He was thinking of the amused look he had seen in the dragon’s eyes just before he slammed the door in her face. 

“This is still just a game to Eboria,” he thought to himself angrily. “She does not in any way consider us a threat, only harmless prey doomed to eventual capture.”

Silently considering how he might strike back at the dragon, Elerian followed Ascilius and Tonare the rest of the way down the stairs. The three companions had barely entered the king’s chambers before the dentire suddenly sounded a warning, producing a ferocious noise more akin the roar of a lion than the bark of a dog. When a vast shadow darkened the windows on their right, the floor abruptly trembled and all four windows exploded inward in a shower of flying glass, covering Ascilius, Elerian, and Tonare with sharp fragments as they threw themselves flat on the stone floor. Eboria’s roar suddenly reverberated throughout the room, deafening their ears. An eye blink later, a sheet of red flame roared through the broken windows, passing over them and licking against the far wall of the room like a vast red tongue.

“I feel like a loaf baking in an oven,” thought Elerian to himself as the temperature of the room suddenly became unbearable. All around him, ruined furnishings burst into flame, adding to the heat and filling the room with dark smoke.

“Run for the door!” Elerian shouted to Ascilius and Tonare when the plume of mage fire died away.

Springing to their feet, the three of them barely managed to stumble out of the chamber before it was bathed again from end to end with all consuming red flames. Scorched and half blinded by the heat and smoke, Elerian, Ascilius, and Tonare ran blindly until they left behind the blazing inferno Eboria had created.

After running out into the boulevard before the king’s chambers, Ascilius sank to his knees, puffing like a plains ox. Elerian gladly sat down next to him. He lit a small mage light, its dim glow illuminating Ascilius's face. The Dwarf's craggy features were blackened by soot and cut by flying glass. Wisps of smoke rose from the smoldering ends of his hair and beard. Next to Ascilius, Tonare lay full length against the cool stone of the street panting heavily.

“You look a sight,” Elerian observed to Ascilius.

 “No worse than you,” said Ascilius still gasping for air as he took in Elerian's singed shirt and smoking hair.

“Your eyebrows are fire,” observed Elerian gravely.

At once, Ascilius began to rub furiously at the ends of his bushy brows, for next to his beard, a Dwarf prizes his thick eyebrows the most. Sensing an opportunity for a bit of fun, Elerian cast a spell with his right hand, sending all of the water in his water bottle straight into Ascilius’s face, holding the clear liquid there as long as he could by bringing it back as fast as it flowed away. Elerian began to laugh silently as, suddenly inundated by a seemingly endless stream of water, Ascilius began to sputter wildly and make swimming motions with his arms.

“Why he must think he is under water,” thought Elerian to himself as he watched Ascilius’s panicked motions with wicked delight. “Where is a fountain when you need one,” he thought regretfully to himself as the water finally escaped his control and drained away from Ascilius’s drenched face.

Ascilius angrily wiped the last of the unexpected moisture from his eyes.

“You almost drowned me,” he shouted furiously at Elerian as he wrung water from his sopping beard. When his fingers encountered the hole Elerian had burned through his beard earlier, his fury grew.

“I was trying to put out your eyebrows,” said Elerian, maintaining a straight face with difficulty.

“A tenth of that water would have sufficed,” roared Ascilius. He glared at Elerian, who did his best to look hurt. 

“Such ingratitude,” he said sadly shaking his head. “Next time I will let your eyebrows burn down to the roots. No one will be afraid of you then. The Goblins will laugh at you when you go into battle.”

Pretending to be offended, Elerian rose to his feet and walked away, but as soon as his back was to Ascilius, he began to laugh silently.

Ascilius ground his teeth for a moment and then shook his head. “It is the price I must pay for associating with an Elf,” he muttered. “Remind me again why I allow you to stay by my side,” he shouted at Elerian’s back, as he carefully felt his eyebrows to ascertain any damage they might have sustained.

“To keep you alive, of course,” said Elerian, turning around at once. His face looked completely innocent once more, for he had gotten control of himself again.

“Let us move on Ascilius,” Elerian said, turning serious once more. “We are easy prey for Eboria’s dragonets here.”

“You should leave me, Elerian,” said Ascilius gravely. “We have only just escaped Eboria with our lives, and there may be worse to come.”

“I am just warming to the game,” replied Elerian, his solemn tone at odds with the humor in his gray eyes. “Promise me though that you will not blow into any more horns.”

“That will be an easy promise to keep,” said Ascilius. “A fey mood took me, for it is hard for me to skulk about my own city.” He turned to Tonare. “Will you still accompany us, Tonare?”

“Of course,” replied the dentire who had remained silent all this time, observing the strange behavior of his companions. “I have nowhere else to go.”

Serious and vigilant again, they made their way through the dark, silent passageways of the upper level of the city until they found a residence that they could secure. They saw no sign of either Anthea or the dragon she had distracted.

“She must have returned to her body,” Elerian reassured himself, but he knew that he would not rest easy until he saw her again. “Before this adventure is over, I will have more gray hair than Ascilius,” he thought ruefully to himself.

The shop the three companions had entered had evidently sold weapons, for among the debris on the floor, Elerian found a new sword and knife while Ascilius availed himself of a fine new ax. After climbing the stairs to the upper floor of the shop, they cleaned up before sitting side by side on the hearth of the fireplace to have something to eat. 

“We will go down to the stables now,” said Ascilius as they ate. “If the doors to the castella are still sealed, then I will try and signal someone to open them for us. If they have been breached, then we will enter and search the fortress.”

“How do you propose to evade the dragons on the way down?” asked Elerian. “Anthea is not here to help us this time.”

“Nothing could be simpler,” said Ascilius. When they were done with their meal, he led Elerian and Tonare to one of the smaller ramps. With a great flourish, he threw back the bolts and opened the lock. “The city is now open to us, for we can now unlock any of the small ramps that we wish from this side,” he said to Elerian as he opened the heavy steel door.

In this fashion, with Tonare to warn them of any approaching danger, they cautiously made their way down through two more small ramps until they reached the first level of the city where the stables were. As they approached the exit to the last ramp, they both extinguished their mage lights, Elerian using his third eye to guide them through the spiral ramp, which appeared as a dead black space to his third eye, illuminated only by his golden shade and that of his two companions.

When they stood at last beneath the arch of the doorway, Elerian probed the chamber ahead of them with his third eye and his ears, but all was dark and quiet as a tomb except for the soft snuffling sound Tonare made as he tested the still air for any scent of danger. 

Ascilius lit another small light, illuminating a portion of the vast, round chamber that encircled the huge pillar containing the spiral ramp behind them. The ceiling was low, barely sixteen feet high and was supported by rows of squat stone pillars. A number of wide lanes led away from the central ramp at the center of the cavern, like spokes on a wheel. Between the lanes were hundreds of stone stalls.

Ascilius stepped into the lane that ran before the doorway where they stood, turning to his right to follow it north. As he followed Ascilius down the road, Elerian looked over the low walls of the stone stalls that bordered it on both sides. He saw the gleam of white bones and a horrifying scene came to his mind. With his mind’s eye, he saw Eboria tear down the doors to the main ramp, scattering the frantic Dwarves who were trying to close it. Then came the high-pitched screams of the ponies trapped in their stalls, their eyes rolling white in terror, sweat darkening their sleek hides. He saw the dragon spring on the trapped creatures, killing one after another as she had slain Ascilius’s mare. Elerian shivered, blocking the bloody scene out of his mind. Ascilius also peered into the stables, but strangely, he did not seem as affected by the carnage as Elerian.

The lane they were following finally ended at the edge of the great circular passageway that circled the outer perimeter of the huge chamber that housed the stables. Set in the curving wall on the far side of the street was a set of double doors, each one at least eight feet wide and ten high. The steel of which the doors were made had a sooty appearance, as if they had been subjected to great heat, but they were still tightly closed. After crossing over to the doors, Ascilius set his right hand on the right hand door, palm side down, and whispered an opening spell. The door trembled beneath his hand but did not move. Elerian and Tonare both started when Ascilius suddenly began pounding on the door in front of him with the flat of his ax, sending one hollow boom after another reverberating through the vast chamber behind him.

“You will bring Eboria and all her brood down on our heads with that noise,” warned Elerian, glancing apprehensively behind him toward the main ramp.

“There is no other way to signal those who may be inside the castella,” replied Ascilius, dismissively. He waited expectantly before the doors, but they never stirred. When he raised his ax to pound on them again, Elerian shot out his right hand, grasping the ax handle and stopping him in midstroke.

 “Even if someone hears you, Ascilius, they will only think it is the dragon trying to force the doors,” he said quietly. “We must find some other way into the fortress.”

“There is another way,” said Ascilius reluctantly, “but it is one which I had hoped to avoid. Before we attempt it, though, we must go to my shop on the second level.”

“We can go wherever you wish, but first I think we should hide for a bit in case the dragons heard you pounding on the door,” replied Elerian, nervously eyeing the central ramp.

“Perhaps you are right,” said Ascilius thoughtfully. “There is a place nearby which will serve our purpose.”

Turning to his right, Ascilius began walking down the curving street ahead of him, Elerian and Tonare falling in beside him.

“The locked doors mean that at least some of my people must have gotten out of the city,” said Ascilius to Elerian, sounding almost cheerful “They must have taken a fair number of ponies with them, too, for I noticed, as we walked through the stables, that there were far fewer skeletons in the stalls than there were ponies stabled down here. There are also many wagons missing,” he continued, pointing to an extensive, empty space between the stalls on their right. “My people must have taken them into the fortress along with the ponies. I have begun to hope again that at least some of the Dwarves of Ennodius might still be saved.”

“Let us hope for the best while also preparing against the possibility of further setbacks,” Elerian advised Ascilius, trying to take a middle course between the extremes of emotion that plagued his companion.

When they reached the eastern edge of the stables, they came to a rough opening on their left that was at least twenty feet wide and sixteen feet high. From his passage through the lower levels of Calenus, Elerian knew that this opening led down into the mines.

Ascilius paused just inside the entryway. The tunnel in front of him was filled with an inky darkness, which seemed to swallow up his tiny mage light. Cold draughts welled up out of the opening, drawn from the bowels of the earth. Ascilius called out softly, but there was no response. Elerian thought he heard the pad of soft feet in the depths below, but he could not be certain. He had a sudden conviction that there was some danger lurking down there in the darkness.

“I would not like to meet another lentulus here like we did under Calenus,” he thought to himself as he reluctantly followed Ascilius into the shaft.

The Dwarf turned into a smaller tunnel on the right before they had gone very far. The passageway ended in a large room where the Dwarf miners had evidently stored their equipment and taken their rest, for there were picks and shovels stacked against the walls and rows of tables in the center of the room. Fresh water gushed from a brass spigot in the wall on their right, splashing into a large stone basin before vanishing into some hidden drain.

“We can rest here for a bit until we are certain that there are no dragons about,” said Ascilius to Elerian.

“I do not like the look of that shaft in the far wall,” said Elerian, pointing to the entrance to a tunnel in the far wall of the room. There was something about its dark depths which made him uneasy.

 “It is only a passageway leading down into the mines, Elerian,” said Ascilius reassuringly. “You may be assured that there is nothing down there that will trouble us. If anything, that passageway increases our security, for it provides us with a way out if we must retreat unexpectedly from this room.” 

Elerian was not convinced, but he held his tongue, for he knew Ascilius would only scoff at his unease, blaming them on his dislike of being underground. Completely at ease, Ascilius lay down to sleep on one of the tabletops after extinguishing his mage light. Even if he had been tired, Elerian knew that he could never have slept in that room. Sitting down on a bench, he lit his own mage light, small enough to illuminate the room but not bright enough to ruin his eyes for the darkness which filled the tunnels leading out of the room. With his mage light hovering in the air above his head, Elerian kept a wary eye on the entrances to both passageways.

Tonare, as unconcerned as Ascilius, lay down in the center of the room, curling himself into a ball. Worn down by privation and danger, his belly full of biscuits, he slept more deeply, perhaps, than he should have, for when Elerian thought he heard something stirring in the depths of the mineshaft, the dentire never moved.

“My imagination must be playing tricks on me,” thought Elerian to himself when he glanced at the dentire and saw that he still slept. 

Turning back toward the mineshaft entrance, Elerian looked into the opening once more, starting badly when a set of luminous eyes suddenly appeared in the depths of the tunnel.















 

THE SPADIX







 

Elerian’s mage light did not illuminate the inky blackness in the depths of the tunnel, so he had no idea what sort of creature he was looking at.

Other sets of eyes, some four feet off the floor and others less than three feet, joined the first pair, shining like polished silver in the darkness. A sudden wild screech, very like the yowling of a cat, split the air. Even as Elerian drew his knife and shouted a warning to Ascilius and Tonare, a swarm of furry bodies, some running on two legs others on all fours, spilled out of the tunnel entrance.

“Kill them. Strip the flesh from their bones!” they encouraged each other in high pitched, sibilant voices, leaving no doubt about their murderous intent as they bounded into the room.

Behind Elerian, Ascilius sprang to his feet on the tabletop where he had made his bed. His mind still fogged with sleep, he rushed forward with a wild yell, his ax haft clenched in his right hand and promptly plummeted head first toward the floor. With a fierce, rumbling roar, Tonare rushed by his prone form.

The strange creatures invading the room closed in on Elerian first. He staggered and almost went down as they hurled themselves recklessly onto his chest and legs. As he lashed out with the long knife in his right hand, Elerian heard their long black claws scrape across the plates reinforcing the leather of his shirt as they strove to sink their talons into his flesh.

One of the creatures on his chest suddenly raised its ugly, round head to the level of his face. Elerian felt its hot breath on his face and had a quick glimpse of slanted yellow eyes and a wide, flat nose before the creature’s mouth gaped open, revealing outsize fangs and rows of sharp white teeth. Before the creature could snap at his face, Elerian stabbed it in the throat with the knife in his right hand. A high-pitched screech shattered the air as the sharp steel of his blade sank into soft flesh. 

Reaching with his left hand, Elerian closed it over the long left ear of another of the creatures clinging to his chest. When he tugged and twisted with all his strength, the catlike creature squealed, but refused to let go its hold. Instead, it sank fangs which felt like hot nails into his wrist. Meanwhile, strong, wiry arms wrapped around Elerian’s right arm and around his legs, threatening to topple him onto the floor. As he fought to stay on his feet, Elerian had a quick glimpse of Ascilius and Tonare, both of them buried under a squirming heap of black and gray furry bodies.

“There are too many of them,” thought Elerian to himself as more of the creatures rushed into the room from the tunnel entrance. Blocking out the mayhem around him for a moment, he directed his power at the small mage light hovering over his head, expanding it from a spark the size of a firefly to a fist-sized ball of light that suddenly illuminated every corner of the room. As the piercing rays of the mage light lanced into their eyes, the creatures in the room howled in distress, abandoning their ferocious attack to clap furry, five fingered paws over their faces.

Tonare was the first to shake himself free of the creatures that had gotten ahold of him. Blood streaming from dozens of scratches that crisscrossed his sleek hide, he bit the furred shapes around him, each snap of his powerful jaws crushing their bones as if they were soft as butter.

Narrowing his eyes to slits, Elerian kicked at the creatures that had fallen to the floor around him when they slackened their grip on his body in order to protect their sensitive eyes. He achieved a very satisfying distance and trajectory with each blow of his feet, punting several of his attackers almost into the tunnel entrance, for although the furry creatures were strong, they were light and lacking in substance.

Furry bodies suddenly began flying through the air past Elerian’s head, accompanied by a stream of unkind words from Ascilius. The Dwarf had regained his feet, setting aside his ax in favor of using his hands and powerful arms. Some of the creatures that he flung through the air flew into the tunnel entrance, but most struck the walls of the room with a sodden crunch before sliding lifeless to the floor.

Fearing for their lives, the creatures that were still alive fled blindly back into the safety and comforting darkness of the tunnel with Tonare in hot pursuit, their yowling screams and the dentire’s roars fading quickly into the distance.

“Next time, I will pick the resting place,” said Elerian dryly to Ascilius as he dimmed his mage light again. With his right hand, he wiped away the blood flowing from a deep cut on his left cheek.

“They were only spadix!” said Ascilius disgustedly. He still had a red glint in his eyes, and although he was also covered with cuts and scratches like Elerian, he looked more than ready to rush into the tunnel after the surviving spadix. Only the knowledge that they would vanish like a puff of smoke in the wind restrained him. “They are cowards who sneak about in the dark places of the earth, presenting little threat to a strong, well-armed Dwarf,” he continued angrily. “I wonder if they were not already skulking around in the mines even before the dragon came, for the earth has its own natural passageways and caverns. My people might have tunneled into one of them, unwittingly creating an opening for them. They must have been scavenging off the dragons’ leavings. Since there are naught but bones left for them to chew on now, it was probably hunger that drove them to attack us.”

“Cowards or not, they came close to finishing the three of us,” pointed out Elerian. “If my light had not blinded them, they might now be gnawing our bones.” 

“They had the element of surprise on their side,” scoffed Ascilius. “If any of them escape Tonare, they will not dare attack us now that we are aware of them,” he said angrily, glaring into the depths of the mineshaft as if daring the spadix to resume the battle.

“What is your plan once Tonare returns?” asked Elerian to distract Ascilius from doing anything rash.

“We will go to my forge on the second level. There, I will make a sword for you and a hammer for me that will even the odds between us and the dragons.”

“What sort of weapon could do that?” asked Elerian, thinking of the sword he had broken on the red dragon’s scales.

“Magical weapons,” replied Ascilius, “the kinds of weapons that have not existed for centuries.”

“How can you say that?” asked Elerian in a puzzled voice. “Have you forgotten that we both saw a Dwarf smith making a magical sword in the Goblins’ mines?”

“That was only a minor blade, possessing only a fraction of the power that will be contained in the weapons that I propose to make,” said Ascilius disparagingly.

Just then, Tonare emerged from the tunnel, licking the blood from his jaws with a long tongue.

“I slew some of those who ran, but my nose tells me that there are many more in the mines,” he said in his rough voice to Elerian and Ascilius. “We had best leave this place.”

At once, Elerian and Ascilius hoisted their packs onto their backs. As they left the room, Elerian’s mage light illuminating their way, Elerian turned his head to look back and again saw eyes in the tunnel. Tearing, crunching sounds came to his sharp ears.

“The spadix are eating their dead,” he thought disgustedly to himself as he followed Ascilius and Tonare into the tunnel that led out of the room.

Turning left at the end of the passageway, the three companions followed the large tunnel that led into the mines back to the stables, pausing under the arch of the entryway. All three of them strained their ears to catch any sound, either in front of them or behind, but they heard nothing.

With Ascilius leading the way, they finally set out at for the small ramp that they had used to enter the stables, walking warily through the darkness with only the dim rays of Elerian’s mage light to illuminate their way. Elerian glanced often over his shoulders to see if they were being followed. Despite the deep silence that pervaded the stables, broken only by the soft tramp of Ascilius’s booted feet and the click of Tonare’s toenails, he found it easy to picture a mob of spadix creeping along in the inky darkness behind them, ready to spring on them at any moment.

“I will be thankful when we quit this gloomy place,” he thought to himself when they finally reached the small ramp that led to the second level.

After ascending the ramp without incident, depending on Tonare to warn them of the presence of any dragons that might be about, Ascilius led his two companions through a number of smaller service tunnels before finally stopping before a heavy iron door hanging partially open. A crossed hammer and ax were carved in relief in the stone above it. A twisted, tarnished brass holder hung next to the carving. The glass shards of the globe that had held its mage light were scattered around the floor of the tunnel beneath it. Tonare sniffed carefully at the opening behind the door.

“There is nothing alive beyond the door,” he said in his rough voice. 

Ascilius immediately opened the door, revealing a large room almost thirty feet wide and deep with a ceiling about eight feet high. Along the right hand wall was a stone stairs that led to an upper level. In the center of the room was a large black anvil tipped over on its side and up against the left hand wall was a stone forge filled with debris. From the glassy appearance of the forge’s surface, Elerian suspected that it had been magically hardened. Bars of iron, steel, copper, and brass littered the stone floor, which was covered with lumps of hard coal spilled from coarse sacks that had been torn open by clawed feet. Here and there among the bars and mounds of coal were metal working tools and all sorts of half-finished weapons. As far as Elerian could tell, everything of value had been taken from the room.

“This was my workshop before I was captured by the Goblins,” said Ascilius sadly. “I labored many happy hours in this forge room. I specialized in weapons as you can see,” he said, pointing to the swords and axes mixed in with the debris on the floor. My work was much sought after in those days, and I traveled often to deliver my wares. Tarsius, Ancharia, Hesperia, and even the wild lands of the West were no strangers to my footsteps. Now I am little more than a beggar in my own home, and Eboria is likely to rule in my city forever despite my brave words in the vigilarum,” he said dejectedly to Elerian, for the ruin of his shop had filled him with a sudden gloom.

Stepping lightly through the debris on the floor, Elerian crossed the room to the half open iron door on the far side. His mage light illuminated the next room which had suffered as much damage as the first. The glass in the one large window to the right of the door was broken out, and the front door stood wide open, hanging askew from its bottom hinge. Everything in the room had been overturned or broken in the search for treasure.

“We will need to secure the forge room if we are to stay here and work,” said Elerian, to Ascilius as he closed the door that led to the front of the shop, its twisted hinges squealing loudly. The lock had been burst apart on the stout iron door, but otherwise, it was still intact if somewhat dented. There were two iron brackets set in the stone on either side of the door, and a heavy iron cross bar lay on the floor to the left of the doorway. Elerian picked it up easily, dropping it into the brackets before standing back and surveying the door with a critical eye.  

 “Can you strengthen the door further with a spell?” Elerian asked Ascilius.

 “Of course I can,” said the Dwarf rousing himself from the dark mood that had overtaken him. Raising his right arm, he pointed his hand at the door. With his third eye, Elerian saw a small golden orb fly from Ascilius’s fingers. When it struck the upper panel of the door, it briefly covered the entire doorway with a cloak of golden light before fading away. “We can still open it if we must, but the dragons will have to break the stone around the door if they are to force it now,” said Ascilius in a satisfied voice.  

After closing the door that led into the service tunnel behind the shop, Ascilius set the crossbar in place before sealing the doorway with another closing spell.

“Your spell is more effective than anything I could cast,” noted Elerian after testing the door by pulling strongly on the handle with his right hand. Despite his best efforts, the door sat firmly in its frame, as if it had been welded in place.

“That is not surprising,” replied Ascilius. “Doors and all their properties are a specialty of the Dwarves.”

All too familiar with Elerian’s penchant for acquiring new spells and the lengths that he would go to to obtain them, Ascilius gave up his charm without being asked rather than have Elerian badger him relentlessly in order to obtain it. After giving Elerian a moment to record his new spell in his book, Ascilius walked over to the wall that stood beneath the stairs. After stopping near the high point of the wall, he spoke a single word in the Dwarf tongue. The outline of a door suddenly appeared in the smooth stone of the wall, outlined by a thin thread of silvery argentum. Ascilius pushed on it lightly with his right hand, and the stone panel swung open on silent hinges, revealing a hidden room.















 

THE FORGE







 

 When Elerian entered the room behind Ascilius, he saw that it was quite small, barely ten feet wide and eight feet deep. The ceiling was low, giving him barely enough room to stand erect. The dim rays of their mage lights illuminated every corner of the room, revealing that it was empty except for several large wooden chests lined up neatly along the far wall. The room had likely remained sealed since Ascilius’s capture by the Goblins twenty years ago, for Elerian noted that the chests were covered with a thick layer of dust.

“At least my storeroom has remained undiscovered,” said Ascilius in a relieved voice as he pulled one of the chests away from the others. It was made of age-darkened oak bound with ornate silver brackets, now dull and tarnished by time, at the corners. When Ascilius threw back the heavy cover, Elerian expected to see treasure inside, but there were only a number of bundles wrapped in dark, oiled leather which Ascilius set on the floor around him. Opening the first bundle, he revealed a gleaming steel hammer that was inlaid with twisting threads of argentum that shone brightly in the glow of his mage light. One by one, Ascilius unwrapped the other bundles, exposing a pair of tongs as well as a variety of other metal working tools, all of them inlaid with twisting silver threads like the hammer.

“If all else fails, I will sell these tools in the Dwarf cities to the north to make up your bride price,” said Ascilius to Elerian. “Each of them is worth the price of a fine jewel.” 

Before Elerian could protest his generous offer, Ascilius stooped and uncovered the final bundle, revealing a thick piece of polished rowan inlaid with silver threads.

“This is how we Dwarves magically harden stone,” said Ascilius, picking up the staff with his right hand. “The charm is embedded in the argentum so that even someone without mage powers can pick this up and use it. A staff like this allows everyone to help in hardening a project, allowing the work to go on much faster than if it was left only to a few mages.”

While Elerian examined the staff, Ascilius opened a much smaller chest, this one containing several scrolls made of thin parchment. When the Dwarf partially unrolled one of them, Elerian saw that it was covered with small script of a dark black hue in a language he did not recognize.

“These are the spells we will need to make our weapons,” said Ascilius. “They are written in a secret language known to only a few. Dwarves seldom write their spells down, relying instead on our superior memories, but these spells are too dangerous to trust to remembrance alone. The smallest mistake in casting them could have disastrous results,” explained Ascilius to Elerian.  

After tucking the scrolls in his belt, Ascilius opened a third chest, removing two small bars of raw silver from its interior. A layer of black tarnish covered both of them.

“We will need these to make argentum,” said Ascilius to Elerian.

“Are you finally trusting me with the secret?” Elerian could not help asking with a half smile on his lips.

“The Dwarves first learned to make argentum from the Elves,” replied Ascilius. “By teaching you the process, I am merely returning the favor. You must promise, however, never to give up the secret to the Goblins, even if they torture you,” he said seriously.

“I will guard it with my life,” replied Elerian, equally serious.

With Elerian’s help, Ascilius carried the silver, the tools, the staff, and two heavy leather aprons into the forge room.

“I wish now that I had kept some of my treasure in this room, too,” said Ascilius regretfully to Elerian, “but at the time there seemed to be no need, for in my darkest dreams, I never imagined that dragons would someday set foot in Ennodius.” Setting his tools down on the stone steps behind him, he turned and surveyed his ruined workshop. “Let us begin by straightening out this room, so that we can begin our task,” he said to Elerian.

Together, they righted the heavy anvil, setting it close to the forge before cleaning the furnace and clearing the floor of the room. Any ruined items they found were tossed into a corner of the room, but any pieces of metal that Ascilius wanted to keep; they stacked neatly against the walls. Tonare soon grew bored watching them, curling up instead by the back door to sleep. 

As he searched through the debris lying on the floor, Elerian came across a half dozen iron bars about four feet long and three inches thick, rough surfaced and fairly round. Ascilius gave a glad cry when he saw them, stacking all of them except one in a corner of the room. 

“Years ago,” said the Dwarf, “while I was traveling through Tarsius, a falling star struck the plains ahead of me with a thunderous noise and great flash of fire. When I approached it, all that was left was a lump of pitted iron. After it cooled, I carried it home with me, turning it into these bars which I set aside for the day when I might need them. The day is now come, for nothing else will do for the weapons I intend to make. I will need your aid Elerian, but before you commit to helping me, you should know that if we fail in the execution of the spells written on my scrolls, it may mean both our deaths. The forces which we will unleash will suffice to destroy this room and a good bit of the city around it.” 

“My old mentor Tullius once told me that there are good mages and evil mages, but there are no cowardly mages,” replied Elerian. “I am not afraid of magic, but what about you?” he asked curiously. “If we fail, you might be throwing away centuries of life.”

 “I will not huddle in some safe place hoarding the hours of my life like some miser telling his gold, afraid to dare a worthwhile risk,” said Ascilius firmly, his dark eyes flashing. “We must have proper weapons if we are to have any chance of leaving Ennodius, therefore I will dare to speak the spells which no other has dared to cast for hundreds of years.” 

 Without anymore talk, Ascilius put on one of the heavy leather aprons he had brought from the hidden room. As carefully as if he was going into battle, he braided his hair and beard, tucking his precious beard behind his apron when he was done. A leather cap taken from an apron pocket went over his head, and heavy leather gloves taken from another pocket protected his hands. Elerian donned his own apron. Like Ascilius, he covered his hair, which was already tied back, with a leather cap, but being an Elf, he had no beard to worry about.

“We look like corsairs from the southern seas,” thought Elerian to himself as Ascilius lit a red mage fire in the empty forge with a wave of his right hand, the flames bathing the shop with a flickering, ruddy light.

Ascilius put the silver bars in the forge first, adding a third gleaming bar to them which he had recovered earlier from the floor of his shop. The three bars sat untouched in the flames as Ascilius held back the heat of the fire from the metal.

“Pay attention to the proportions,” he said to Elerian. “You must use two parts silver to one part khroma. This will keep the silver from tarnishing with time. This much of the process of making argentum is known even to the Goblins, but they still do not possess the spell which transforms the metals and melds them together. Even among the Dwarves, few know it.”

Ascilius now allowed the heat of the red flames to enter the two different metals, which immediately pooled together, the khroma forming bright, swirling streaks through the silver. Carefully, Ascilius read a spell from one of his scrolls. When the Dwarf raised his right hand, Elerian saw a small golden orb leap from his fingers, striking the small pool of bright metal in the forge. When the light from the orb faded away, the metal was all of a uniform silver color.

“The meld of metal of metal in the furnace is argentum, now, with all the properties of that metal,” said Ascilius to Elerian. “Call your spell book and I will recite the charm for you in the common tongue.”

Removing his heavy leather gloves, Elerian called his spell book, writing the transformation spell on a blank page as Ascilius carefully repeated it. After Elerian sent away his spell book, Ascilius withdrew the heat of the flames from the argentum, removing the cooled, silvery metal from the flames with his gloved right hand before setting it aside on the floor next to the forge.

Picking up one of the bars of sky iron with his right hand, Ascilius thrust the other end into the red flames burning in the forge. At once, the lower two thirds of the bar turned a deep orange color. An acrid smell filled the air as the thick tarnish the iron had gathered over the years burned off. Thick blue smoke drifted up from the bar to the ceiling where it vanished, carried off by vents above the forge. As his nostrils filled with the unpleasant odor of hot iron, Tonare raised his head and blew vigorously through his nostrils. Throwing a disgusted look at Ascilius, he walked over to the stairs and climbed to the apartment above the forge room where the air was fresher.

Ascilius ignored the dentire, continuing to hold the bar in the fire with his gloved hand. From past experience, Elerian knew Ascilius’s control of the magical fire was keeping the heat confined to lower part of the bar. With a skill garnered through years of practice, the Dwarf next laid the glowing metal on the anvil and began to shape it with his inlaid hammer. At each stroke of the sledge, there was a faint silvery flash, and the clear, sharp ring of steel on iron filled the room.

“This is the music of the Dwarves,” roared Ascilius happily as hot orange sparks flew into the air with each skillful, powerful stroke of his hammer. The incandescent particles sent up puffs of blue smoke whenever they struck the heavy aprons worn by Elerian and Ascilius, further fouling the air in the room with the smell of burning leather, but neither of the smiths noticed, for they were both intent on the bar that Ascilius was shaping. Slowly, under the assault of the Dwarf’s magical sledge, the heated part of the bar began to flatten out and lengthen. With barely a break in the rhythm of his hammer, Ascilius swiftly thrust the bar back into the mage fire whenever the bright orange glow of the metal began to fade, holding it there until its fiery color was renewed before returning it to the anvil. 

Elerian quickly lost track of the time as he watched Ascilius’s deft strokes transform the bar of iron into the beginnings of a sword. The temperature in the room rose and beads of sweat gathered on the Dwarf’s forehead from the heat and his exertions. A pall of blue smoke hung under the ceiling beneath the vents by the time the bar had assumed the rough shape of a sword. Ascilius finally set aside the crudely formed weapon and turned to Elerian.

“That was a good beginning but it is time now to eat and then rest,” he said wearily.

After extinguishing the mage fire in the forge and divesting himself of his leather gear, Ascilius led the way up the stairs to the second floor of the workshop. At the top of the stairs, Elerian’s mage light revealed a sitting room that had two large windows which opened onto the boulevard that ran by the front of the shop. The glass was broken out of the frames, leaving jagged edges like snaggle teeth all around the wooden frames. The room itself was in disarray like every other room in the city that they had examined.

After Ascilius closed the wooden shutters that framed each window, Elerian hung a heavy blanket over each of them for good measure. He then followed Ascilius into the washroom at the back of the apartment where they ran clear water from a brass spigot set in one of the walls into a shallow stone basin. With soap that Ascilius recovered from the floor, they washed off the grime of their labors, drying themselves with towels which had been strewn on the floor of the washroom. Ascilius then had Elerian trim nearly an inch of uneven, singed hair off his beard and hair with a small scissors that he also recovered from the floor. The Dwarf was especially incensed about the damage Eboria had inflicted on his beard.

“It was bad enough that you burned a hole in it,” he complained to Elerian. “Now I am forced to shorten it from the length that I prefer. Someday Eboria will pay for this indignity as well as all the other wrongs she has inflicted on me,” he said angrily as he examined his shortened appendage.

“Be thankful that we sustained no worse damage than singed hair,” Elerian advised his companion as he recalled their narrow escapes from the dragon’s flames.

After they were done cleaning up, they toasted cheese, biscuits, and chestnuts over a small mage fire Ascilius lit in the fireplace in the sitting room. When the food was well heated, Ascilius set out a generous share of cheese and biscuits for Tonare, who wolfed his portion down and then curled up by the fire to sleep. Sitting on the hearth in front of the fire, Elerian and Ascilius ate their own meal, washing the food down with wine that Elerian made from clear water he obtained from the washroom. 

“I had a dwelling on the top level of the city, but it was often easier to sleep here when I was tired,” said Ascilius as they sat drinking the last of their wine while basking in the heat of the fire. “It was a pleasant place back then, not the ruin you see before you now.” As he looked sadly around the damaged apartment, Ascilius suddenly yawned. “I must sleep for a time, Elerian,” he said tiredly as he set aside his empty glass. “When I awaken, we will continue the work we have begun.” 

“Sleep then,” said Elerian. “I will clean up.”

Ascilius extinguished his mage fire before disappearing through a doorway to the right of the bathroom, which led to a small bedroom. Elerian quickly cleaned up the remnants of their meal and washed the utensils they had used. He was also tired, but felt no need of sleep. Righting an overturned, padded armchair that was badly slashed but still serviceable, he set it by the fireplace. After sitting and making himself comfortable in the chair, Elerian stripped away the illusion that concealed his ruby ring. For a time, he sat and watched the stone as it beat in cadence with Anthea’s heart.

“She must have returned home safely after leading the second dragon away,” he thought to himself, feeling a sharp pang of disappointment that she had not returned to talk to him. His loneliness, the uninviting room so far underground, and his uncertain future suddenly all weighed in on him, plunging him into a melancholy mood. “I should take it off and free her,” he thought to himself morosely. “Without the treasure that Ascilius promised me, I cannot return to Tarsius even if I leave this city alive. It would be better for her to suffer a little pain now than to have her linger on, hoping that I will return.”

Elerian’s right hand hovered over the ring, but he found that he did not have the will to remove it, for he found that the thought that he might never see Anthea again was more than he could bear. Throwing caution to the wind, for he knew not what it would show him, he called his crystal his orb to his right hand. After it appeared, he willed the silvery glow that clouded its interior to fade.

“Show me her dear face,” he silently commanded the sphere.

The interior of the orb cleared, but instead of Anthea’s fair face, Elerian saw an alien land, a place of stones and emptiness where the lonely wind prowled beneath a dark sky filled with strange stars. His melancholy, strengthened by the influence of that deserted land, suddenly deepened to a despair that pieced his heart like a knife. Shaken to the core, for the orb never lied, Elerian sent away the globe, wondering what its revelation portended for him.

“Am I destined to someday wander that empty land alone and friendless?” he wondered to himself apprehensively. To distract himself from what he had seen, he finally thought to bring back Dymiter’s spell book as well as his own book.

“I am here in Ascilius’s workshop where I never expected to come,” he thought to himself. “Perhaps I should reconsider using the spells Dymiter gave me. It would be foolish to miss the opportunity to make a ring that might help me overcome the perils I may face in the future.”

Had Dymiter appeared in that moment to press his case, Elerian might easily have changed his mind, for he remained deeply suspicious of the wraith and his intentions, but no shade rose out of Dymiter’s spell book when it appeared in his hand. Opening the book to the section on ring making, Elerian began studying the spells in the Elven mage’s book.

“If I am to make this ring, then I must find a way to render it harmless,” he thought to himself, remembering Dymiter’s warnings. “There were futures that Dymiter would not tell me about, futures with no good outcomes. Perhaps I became like Torquatus in them,” he thought to himself with a shudder. “How can I avoid such a fate?”

Carefully, Elerian began to alter the copies of the charms that he had made in his own book, erasing the old letters with a touch of his right forefinger and writing new ones with the quill pen and ink that had appeared with his book. The only sounds in the room were Ascilius's heavy breathing from the next room, and an occasional, anxious whine from Tonare, who appeared to be experiencing some unhappy dream or memory as he slept.

Suddenly, Elerian stopped reading, becoming, instead, acutely aware of the great, empty city that surrounded him on all sides.

 “Outside, it is early summer,” he thought to himself regretfully. “The leaves are full, the forests are filled with life, and here I sit entombed in cold stone.”

Suddenly, Tonare raised his head, interrupting Elerian’s musings. He looked toward the windows with his small, fierce eyes, and his thin, black lips pulled back, exposing his sharp white teeth in a soundless snarl. Elerian watched apprehensively, wondering what had disturbed the dentire. Then, after a few moments, Tonare suddenly relaxed and turned his head to face Elerian.

“One of the small dragons passed by in the street in front of the shop, but it has gone,” he said quietly. Laying his head down, Tonare went back to sleep at once.

Since the room’s windows were well covered, and they had left no scent to attract a dragon in the boulevard, Elerian continued reading by the rays of the dim mage light which was positioned above his head, searching diligently for ways to make the ring Dymiter wanted him to fashion more amenable to his will. When Ascilius awoke hours later, he said nothing of his decision to make ring of power.

“He is sure to disapprove, so I had best keep my plan to myself for now,” Elerian thought to himself as he sent away his spell books.
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Alternately working and resting over the next four days, Ascilius flattened and shaped the raw iron of the sword he had begun. Since this part of the forging process produced few sparks, he and Elerian both stripped off their leather armor and shirts, wearing only their leather caps, aprons, and pants, for the heat of the red-hot iron kept the temperature high in the forge room even though there were shafts to bring in fresh air.

After the first day, Ascilius allowed Elerian to take his place at the anvil when he tired, for Elerian was eager to help in the making of his sword. With each stroke of Ascilius’s magical hammer, he saw the lines of argentum inlaid in the tool flash white and felt a corresponding drain on his power. Despite the toll it took on his strength, the sledge felt wonderfully light in his hand, allowing him a wonderful precision as he shaped the soft iron of his sword on the anvil.

Ascilius watched Elerian closely at first, but he could find no flaw in companion’s work or in his mastery of the mage fire. Sitting on a rough wooden bench, he watched the half-Elf’s skillful strokes in silence, only now and then giving a bit of advice or guidance.

“Take a few inches off of you and you would make a fair Dwarf,” Ascilius joked one day as Elerian worked, his long muscles twisting and contracting beneath his pale, sweat slicked skin as he swung Ascilius’s hammer.

“I would look and act out of place without a long beard and a grumpy temperament,” replied Elerian at once without looking up from his work. A half smile formed on his lips when he cast a sidelong look out of the corners of his eyes at Ascilius and saw the Dwarf frowning as he tried to think up a suitable reply.

Under the combined efforts of the two companions, the double-edged sword took on the appearance of a long, slender ash leaf. After the blade took its final form, Ascilius welded slender, up curving cross guards between blade and hilt. At the end of the round bar that was to be the foundation of the hilt, he shaped a steel ball. When all was done to his satisfaction, Ascilius melted some of the argentum, molding it around the steel between the cross guards and pommel. With one of his tools, he then carved a series of thin, rounded ridges on its smooth surface.

After heating the blade once more in the mage fire, Ascilius used another of his sharp instruments like a pen, scribing long, flowing lines into the surface of the blade. He demonstrated a wonderful precision and artistry as he cut the complex shapes without the use of any guide or template. After he wrote the name Acris on the blade in Elvish, using a thin graceful script, Ascilius flowed hot argentum into the deep lines that he had engraved, binding the silvery metal to the steel with a joining spell. He then heated the blade, but not the argentum, red-hot before plunging it into a tub of water to temper it. A sharp hissing sound filled the air, and a dense white steam rose up from the tub as Ascilius did this seven times in rapid succession, filling the forge room with a pale fog by the time he was done. Last of all, Ascilius sharpened the blade on a grinding wheel that spun by itself before polishing the entire sword on a soft wheel until it shone like a diamond.

 “Now comes the dangerous part,” said the Dwarf to Elerian on their fourth day in his shop as he laid Acris down in front of him on the anvil. “The argentum inlaid in the steel is now ready to receive the spells which will give the sword its power. Your task will be to hold the scroll I will use where I can read it. As I speak the spells, stand ready to help me if I falter. If I fail to complete any of them, the released magical power will destroy this room and everything in it.”

Having witnessed firsthand the effects of an uncompleted minor spell during his apprenticeship as a mage, Elerian knew that Ascilius was not exaggerating their danger in the slightest, but he held up the scroll with steady hands, holding himself ready to give aid if Ascilius should need it.

Ascilius began speaking in a slow, measured voice as he read the words of the spells, using a language that was strange and unfamiliar to Elerian. Each time Ascilius completed a spell, a golden orb flew from his right hand, striking the sword and briefly enveloping it in a golden film of light as the spell worked its changes on the steel. Despite the danger, Elerian felt no fear, only a great curiosity and wonder as he watched the Dwarf expertly ply his arcane craft. Long before Ascilius reached the last line of the scroll, his strong voice began to falter as his strength waned. Beads of sweat appeared on his broad brow, born of effort and apprehension, but each time he glanced at Elerian with dark anxious eyes, the Dwarf felt a firm grip on his right shoulder and a flood of power flowed through him, giving him the strength to complete the spells that were transforming Acris from an ordinary sword into a magical blade of unsurpassed power. 

When Ascilius finally finished, he sat down for a moment on his bench to rest for a moment.

“Pick up the sword,” he said wearily to Elerian. “Test the balance.”

Elerian eagerly picked up Acris with his right hand, a faint silvery radiance suffusing the argentum inlaid in the steel as it contacted his fingers. He swung the blade, the ridges in the hilt digging into his palm, making for a secure grip. The point of the sword stayed up effortlessly, a testimony to the perfect balance between the weight of the hilt and the blade. 

Having recovered somewhat, Ascilius stood up. Picking up, with his right hand, a bar of raw iron which he had leaned against the forge earlier, he held the thick piece of metal at arm’s length.

“Strike!” he commanded Elerian. 

Elerian cringed inside at abusing a fine weapon in this manner, but he had learned to trust Ascilius and took a powerful swing at the bar. At the moment of contact, he felt a moment of weakness as power surged from him into Acris. He heard steel ring on iron and saw a flicker of white light from the argentum embedded in the sword. The bar Ascilius held in his hand flew into two pieces, cleanly cut. As the iron rang on the stone floor of the forge room, Elerian carefully examined Acris’s blade, but he could find no nick or blemish in its edge. 

“Because of the spells that reside in the argentum, Acris will cleave stone, metal, and even dragon scales without harm to itself,” explained Ascilius. “There is a danger in using it, however. As with any magical object, it will draw power from whoever wields it, but because it is such a powerful artifact, it will kill anyone with weak mage powers who tries to use it. In the third age, the Dwarves forged a sword like this for a king of the Northlands in the West, for even then, Torquatus was troubling the world. The sword always gave Decian and his armies the victory but at the cost of the life of the warrior who wielded it, for it drained the life out of a mortal man after a single battle. You must use must use Acris with caution, Elerian. Even from you, it may draw more power than it is wise for you to give.”  

“I will certainly be careful with it,” replied Elerian, returning the sword to the anvil. “What happened to the sword of Decian?” he asked curiously.

“Torquatus took it by treachery and had it destroyed,” said Ascilius, “for Goblins cannot use a weapon made for their destruction.”

With Acris completed, Ascilius began forging a war hammer for himself, first melding the greater part of the remaining bars of sky iron into the rough form of a heavy sledge, which he then began to shape with his magical hammer. As before, Elerian continued the work under Ascilius's direction whenever the Dwarf tired.

The head of the hammer that took shape under their combined efforts was double faced, square in the middle and round at the ends. The steel handle was all of one piece with the head and was long enough to be used in a two handed stroke. 

“Can I have the scraps?” Elerian asked Ascilius, for there still remained one bar of sky iron after Ascilius formed his hammer. “I wish to make a pair of knives.”

“Use whatever you wish,” replied Ascilius. “When we are done here, I will be forced to abandon whatever is left in the shop. I do not think any Dwarf will ever set foot in Ennodius again while Eboria lives,” he said glumly.

Thereafter, whenever Ascilius slept, Elerian shaped the remaining iron into two identical, long bladed knives patterned after Acris, for a knife remained his favorite weapon. He named them Rasor and Acer, inscribing their names on their blades in flowing Elven script. When the time came to engrave the grooves for the argentum, Ascilius stood by Elerian’s side offering guidance and explaining the purpose and reason for each intricate channel that he had Elerian cut into the blades of his knives. When they knives were complete, with Ascilius standing by to give his help if needed, Elerian cast the same spells on them that Ascilius had cast on Acris, reading the charms from his spell book where Ascilius had allowed him to copy each spell they used. There were still a few scraps of iron left once the knives were complete, and rather than waste them, Elerian made a dozen arrowheads inlaid with argentum. Into the threads, he placed a parting spell. From several pieces of well seasoned rowan wood that he found in the work shop, he made arrow shafts which he fletched with gray goose feathers.”

By the time the two knives and the arrowheads were complete, Ascilius’s hammer had taken on its final form. The lower two thirds of the handle were now covered with the same silver ridges Ascilius had formed around Acris’s hilt. Both the head and the upper part of the handle were engraved with complex, flowing lines that Ascilius had filled with silvery argentum. Scribed on one side of the head in bold, flowing letters, Ascilius had engraved the name Fulmen in Corach.

On their eighth day in the forge room, after Fulmen was polished, Ascilius had Elerian hold up a different scroll when it came time to cast the spells on the argentum inlaid in the sledge.

“We must use spells which match the weapon,” he explained to Elerian, “for a sword and hammer are not wielded in the same way.” 

 Again, Elerian lent the Dwarf power whenever he faltered in the spells he cast, but this time sweat broke out on both their brows, and both their knees grew weak from the charms invoked by Ascilius.

“What sort of spells is he casting on this thing,” Elerian silently asked himself as they neared the end of the scroll, wondering if he and Ascilius would have the strength to cast the last few spells. 

“I do not think I will attempt a similar work again in my lifetime,” said Ascilius wearily to Elerian when they were done. Between them, the two companions had barely dredged up enough power to finally finish their task.

After resting a bit on his bench, Ascilius suddenly stood up. Taking the handle of Fulmen in both hands, he dealt the anvil a powerful two-handed blow with the hammer. There was a flash of white light from the argentum when the hammer struck the anvil with a mighty clang. As the heavy block of steel broke into pieces, the floor of the shop trembled. Deep within the city, Eboria stirred restlessly on her bed of gold, her dreams of treasure suddenly troubled by a vague unease.

 “No matter how heavy the stroke, this hammer will not break or dent,” said Ascilius in a satisfied voice to Elerian. “We have wrought well, my friend. We have weapons now that are the equal of the enemies that we face.” 

“Before we leave this room, there is one more thing I wish to make,” said Elerian hesitantly. He wanted to make Dymiter’s ring, but he was not sure how to convince Ascilius to help him.

“You have a sword, knives, and arrows. What else do you need?” asked Ascilius in a puzzled voice.

“I mean to make another ring,” Elerian replied slowly, “a ring of power, not a minor effort into the craft like the two I wear on my fingers now. I cannot do it alone, however, for I may require your help to complete the spells.”

“Where did you find the spells to make such a ring,” asked Ascilius after a long, drawn-out silence, his inner uneasiness plainly mirrored in his face. The Dwarves had never taken to ring lore, retaining a deep distrust of the art and its practitioners.

“They were written in Dymiter’s spell book,” admitted Elerian reluctantly.

“How were you able to open the book?” asked Ascilius, wrinkling his brow as his face took on a puzzled expression.

“The shade of Dymiter appeared out of the book while I was looking at it. After urging me to make a ring of power, he gave me permission to read the passages in his book containing ring lore,” replied Elerian. “He said there would be many advantages to making such a ring.” 

Ascilius now looked thoroughly alarmed. “You took the advice of a wraith?” he asked in amazement. “I thought you had more sense. How do you know that this shade is not plotting to take over your body? This ring may be something that will aid him in the attempt.”

Elerian had no good answer for Ascilius, for some of the same suspicions had crossed his own mind. “I will take that into consideration when I make the ring, Ascilius, for I, too, am suspicious of this shade and his motives. There is no denying, however, that a ring of power would be useful. You have seen with your own eyes how Torquatus can slay his enemies with his ring. If I face him again someday, I will need a weapon which will equal his own, a ring which will draw into itself the power of any spell that is directed against me,” said Elerian firmly.

“With such a ring on your finger, I should fear to be your friend,” observed Ascilius in a harsh voice.

Elerian looked closely at Ascilius's face and saw that his companion was deadly serious. “Why would you be afraid of me, Ascilius?” he asked in surprise. “We have come through every kind of danger together. You have saved my life more than once and I yours.”

“You are young yet, Elerian,” cautioned Ascilius, “and you have much to learn. Great power and great pride can lead even those of upright character to follow a dark path. This has been proven many times down through the ages of the world.”

“I have already received the same warning from Dymiter, Ascilius,” said Elerian gravely. “I know the dangers inherent in the ring that I wish to make, but I also know that I have no desire for dominion over others. A peaceful world and wide forests all around me to share with Anthea are what I desire most.”

“That may change once this thing is on your finger,” said Ascilius darkly.

“If you still have doubts, then I do not ask that you help me, only that you do not hinder me,” said Elerian as Ascilius continued to hesitate. The Dwarf’s words had only increased his determination to make his ring.

“There is an opportunity here that will never come again,” thought Elerian to himself. “I had best make this thing now or put it out of my mind forever.”

Ascilius remained standing where he was, leaning with both hands on the handle end of his bright hammer. “Will you be able to draw on the forces the ring takes in?” asked Ascilius finally.

“Yes,” said Elerian. “I will be able to draw on its power as I wish, but you need not be afraid, Ascilius. I have no desire to follow in the footsteps of Torquatus. I have found a way to alter Dymiter’s spells so that the ring will only be able to accept power that is freely offered, not take it by force as Torquatus’s ring does.”

“That seems a small difference,” said Ascilius doubtfully.

“It will be a weapon for our defense like the hammer you hold in your hands, nothing more,” Elerian insisted.

Ascilius still looked unconvinced.

“My hammer will not put the whole of the Middle realm under my heel, for its power is limited by the forces in my body. This ring could set you in the place of the Goblin King,” said the Dwarf softly, almost as if he was talking to himself. “How will you fill the ring if not by stealing power from others?” he suddenly asked with a penetrating look in his dark eyes.

Elerian frowned and a triumphant look crossed Ascilius’s face. “You had not thought of that, I see.”

“A way will present itself,” said Elerian confidently. 

“So, I must I must trust you in this, whether I will or no,” replied Ascilius.

“Your trust will not be misplaced,” replied Elerian. Sensing that Ascilius’s opposition was weakening, he drew out a small leather pouch which contained some small scraps of argentum left over from making his knife handles. “Let us dare the great spells one more time together,” Elerian said solemnly.
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As Ascilius watched, his disapproval plainly written on his blunt features, Elerian emptied the argentum in the pouch into the forge. Raising his right hand, he started a small red mage fire. At his command, the flames engulfed the argentum, softening it so that the pieces of bright metal ran together to form a small, gleaming pool in the center of the forge. Casting a charm with his right hand, Elerian lifted the shining metal out of the forge and spun it slowly in the air, just above the flickering red flames of the mage fire, the silvery argentum reflecting the ruddy flames below it. Keeping the heat of the magical fire contained in the metal so that it did not scorch his flesh, Elerian used his long, clever fingers to form a ring of argentum, like a potter forming wet clay on a wheel. When he was done, he surveyed handiwork with a critical eye, but he could find no fault in his work. A small circle of silvery metal hung now hung in the air above the forge, its smooth, rounded sides taking on a ruddy cast from the flames of the mage fire burning beneath it. A sudden urge to discard his altered spells suddenly swept through Elerian.

“The opportunity to form another ring will never come again,” he thought to himself as he stared at the gleaming circle of argentum spinning in front of him, awaiting his spells. “Why not use Dymiter’s original spells? I can give this ring the ability to take in power until it rivals the lightning in strength, a weapon that will destroy or scatter all of my enemies. With this ring on my finger, I can order the Middle Realm as I wish, bowing to no one.” Calling his spell book to his right hand, Elerian hesitated, deliberating for a long moment on which set of spells to use.

“Hold fast to your original plan, Elerian,” whispered his common sense. “If you use the mage’s original spells, you may be taking the first steps toward one of the evil futures Dymiter refused to reveal. You must have a ring which you can control, or in the end, it will alter your nature in ways that you cannot yet imagine.”

“Hold yourself ready Ascilius,” Elerian said suddenly, “for I may require your help.”

His choice made, Elerian opened his spell book. In a clear voice, he began to recite the spells on ring making which he had carefully altered, untried spells which might well cause his death and that of Ascilius, too. Each time he completed a spell, he raised his right hand, and a shining golden orb, visible only to his third eye, struck the ring as it spun slowly in the air above the crimson flames of the mage fire, briefly enveloping it in a golden film of light as the spell worked its purpose on the silvery argentum. The charms came easily at first, but gradually, a great fatigue began to well up inside of Elerian. The words in his book suddenly blurred, and his voice faltered. Inside him, he felt the energies of the uncompleted spell testing the limits of his control. He tried to continue the charm, but he lacked the strength to shape the words.

“We are done,” Elerian thought wearily to himself as, a few heartbeats from death, he struggled to control the powerful energies he had released but not bound. “I have caused my destruction and Ascilius’s too.”

Sensing trouble, Ascilius suddenly stepped forward and clasped Elerian’s left arm firmly with his powerful right hand. At once, Elerian felt new strength flooding through him, helping him to contain his uncompleted spell. Carefully, he spoke the last words he had written, casting the final charm that would change the fabric of the warm argentum spinning in the forge, altering it to suit his desires. Exhausted by the effort, Elerian extinguished the mage fire and released the ring, which fell into the forge with a clear chime of metal on stone.

Elerian felt a wave of weakness wash over him and would have fallen had Ascilius not grasped him by the shoulders, holding him up as if he weighed nothing at all.

“We should have waited one more day,” grumbled the Dwarf as he carried Elerian up the stairs and laid him in a bed. “It was too much to attempt another set of spells on the same day.”

“At least it is done,” said Elerian weakly. “A cup of water if you please, Ascilius,” he said with a wry smile. “I feel a bit faint.”

Quickly, Ascilius brought Elerian water in a stone cup filled from the spigot in the bathroom. After he took the cup in his left hand, Elerian passed his right hand over it while whispering the spell Dymiter had given him for aqua vitae. The amount of power needed to work the change surprised him.

“This is surely a potent substance,” thought Elerian to himself as the water in the cup became brighter, as if lit from below, and took on a wonderful clarity. He brought the cup to his lips with both hands and drank a small amount of the unknown liquid. It had no taste that Elerian could detect, but new strength coursed through his veins at once, driving away the weakness that had sapped his vigor. Elerian offered the cup to Ascilius who sipped suspiciously before eagerly quaffing the rest of the aqua vitae in one draught. The Dwarf immediately dropped the empty cup on the floor. Beads of sweat appeared on his wide brow as he sat down in a chair, fanning his face with both his broad hands. 

“Ascilius are you all right?” asked Elerian, his voice filled with concern. “That drink is meant to be taken in small quantities.” 

 “Warn me first, next time,” gasped Ascilius. “I was almost certain for a moment that I would burst into flame!”

Rising from his chair, he returned to the bathroom, plunging his head into the cold water of the basin several times in succession, before toweling himself off. When he returned to Elerian’s side, he looked himself again, except that his eyes had more than their usual sparkle, and there was an added spring to his step.

“I feel strong enough to take on Eboria with my bare hands,” he said in his deep voice.

“Leave the dragon alone for now and bring me the ring,” said Elerian with a smile. He still looked pale, but Ascilius was satisfied that his companion had taken no harm from his ring making.

“I will return in a moment,” he said before walking back down the stairs.

Approaching the forge, Ascilius stared thoughtfully for a long moment at the lustrous silver ring lying on the blackened stone at the bottom of the forge. He made no move to touch it.

“Dare I give it to him?” he asked himself softly. “In time, this thing might make him like the Dark King himself.”

For a long moment, Ascilius stood still as stone. Then, slowly, he took the ring between the thumb and first finger of his right hand. It felt wondrously smooth against his rough fingers, possessed of an unexpected weight. A sudden desire welled up in Ascilius’s breast to keep this beautiful creation for himself.

“What wonderful things might I make with the power of this ring to aid me?” he thought to himself.

With a great effort, Ascilius pushed the thought away. “For good or ill, it is Elerian’s to use as he sees fit,” he thought to himself resolutely. Walking quickly, the ring held gingerly in his fingers as if it was still hot, Ascilius returned to the bedroom upstairs.

Elerian was now sitting up in the bed. Ascilius walked over to the bedside and dropped the ring quickly onto the palm of his lean right hand, as if he could not be rid of it quickly enough. Taking the ring between the thumb and index finger of his right hand, Elerian examined it carefully. It was a perfect circle, rounded and full, without marks or design of any kind, plain but surpassingly beautiful. Except for its weight, it was not that much different from his invisibility ring.

“I hope that I have wrought well,” thought Elerian to himself as he slipped the ring onto the third finger of his right hand. No coward, he knew that he would not dare a second attempt if there was a flaw in this ring, for he and Ascilius had both been brushed by death’s dark shadow down in the forge room. They might not be so fortunate during a second attempt.

Heavy and cool, the ring shrank at once around Elerian’s finger, gripping it snugly. He still had no idea whether it would work as he had planned, so he tried feeding a little of his own power into it. As he watched with his magical eye, the ring, which appeared dead black when seen with his third eye, immediately absorbed the thin thread of golden energy he directed at it from his left hand. A band of swirling golden energy, very like the shade of a living creature, appeared around Elerian’s finger, stored inside the ring and ready to flow back out at his command.

“It seems to work as I planned, but it will be of little use unless I can fill it somehow,” thought Elerian to himself. “Ascilius was right to point that out as a flaw in my design.” Closing his magical eye, he looked up and saw that the Dwarf was watching him with an expression that was at once worried and guilty.

“You felt the pull of the ring when you handled it,” Elerian said shrewdly.

Ascilius flushed red. “I am ashamed that the thought of keeping it even crossed my mind.”

“Do not blame yourself,” said Elerian. “It has a strange allure despite its simplicity.”

“I would not touch it again now that you have awakened it,” said Ascilius firmly.

 “It seems almost alive,” said Elerian softly as he regarded the ring on his finger with his clear-eyed gaze. “Out of all the magical objects that I have seen, this ring, alone, seems to possess a shade, like living creature.”

 “I would not trust it,” said Ascilius, giving the ring a dark look. He was about to say more but held his tongue when Elerian lay back down and closed his eyes. A moment later, his deep, regular breathing told Ascilius that he had fallen asleep.

When Elerian awoke sometime later, he sat up in his bed and saw that he was alone. Rising lithely to his feet, he walked lightly into the sitting room where Tonare was sleeping by the fireplace. The dentire had avoided the lower apartment since the first day, distancing himself from the smells and noises associated with fires and metalworking.

“Ascilius is downstairs,” said the dentire when he saw Elerian. “He is packing.”

“Then I will pack, too, replied Elerian, picking up his knapsack, and stuffing his cloak into it. Despite careful rationing, all the food it had contained was gone, even the last few biscuits. When he descended the stairs with Tonare at his heels, he found Ascilius in his hidden room, a small mage light suspended above his head to give him light.

“We are done here,” said Ascilius when he became aware of Elerian standing behind him. “It is time to move on, for our food is gone.”

“I am packed and ready to leave this instant,” replied Elerian, showing Ascilius his knapsack.

“I will be ready soon,” said the Dwarf. He had already placed his tools and his scrolls into a leather backpack that he had taken from one of the chests in his hidden room, but there were still a number of bundles wrapped in dark, oiled linen laid out on the floor around his feet. 

Taking the wrappings off one package, Ascilius exposed a long sleeved shirt made of small, interlocking steel rings that rippled like water in bright sunlight in the rays of his mage light. From another set of wrappings, he took a supple brown leather shirt, quilted and thick from the padding between the stitches, to go under the mail. The shirt was followed by a round helm with a leather strap. Next, Ascilius unpacked a small steel crossbow and a quiver full of steel darts. Last of all he took out a small round shield. When he pulled off its leather cover, it was mirror bright underneath, the raised figures of a war hammer with a crown above it worked into its center.

“These will do for me,” said Ascilius to Elerian. “Let me see what I can do for you now.”

From a second large chest against the wall, he took another round shield, slightly larger than the first, with a running horse worked on the front. The shield was followed by a short, recurved bow of laminated wood and horn. A leather quiver full of black feathered arrows went with the bow. Finally, Ascilius pulled out another mail shirt and a leather undershirt that appeared to be a good fit for Elerian. Last of all he took out another round steel cap with a nosepiece that was a twin to his own.

“These things were made at the order of a Tarsi knight and never delivered,” said Ascilius to Elerian. “He was more slender than many of his countrymen, so they should fit you well enough.”

After handing Elerian the war gear, Ascilius pulled a scabbard for Acris and two smaller sheaths for the knives Elerian had made from another of his chests. Then, from yet another trunk, he took an odd looking mail shirt with four short sleeves, a thick leather collar studded with sharp spikes the length of Elerian’s long fingers, and a small steel cap.

“You will be armored as well,” said Ascilius to Tonare as he fit the mail shirt on the dentire, leaving only his legs and head exposed. Ascilius then strapped the collar around the dentire’s neck and fastened the steel cap over his broad head. 

When Elerian put on his new gear, he found that the soft leather undershirt shirt fit like a glove and that his mail shirt slid on easily over it. His cap was also a good fit. The bow and quiver, he fastened to his pack and slung over his back, along with Acris. His knives he fastened to the leather belt around his waist. His shield went on his left arm.

Ascilius arrayed himself in a similar fashion, except that he held Fulmen in his right hand and had the leather pack holding his precious tools and scrolls draped over his right shoulder along with his empty knapsack.

“We are all properly equipped now,” he said to Elerian in a satisfied voice. “With our new gear, we are now three of the most dangerous creatures to walk the face of The Middle Realm,” he said grimly. “Let our enemies beware.”

After a last look around, Ascilius led the way out of his secret room. The door swung silently shut behind the three companions, its outline vanishing so that there was no clue left behind to give away its existence. For a moment, Ascilius stood lost in thought in front of the closed door.

“I wish we dared return to the second level to search for more supplies,” he said finally to Elerian, “but the risk of running into the smaller dragons is too great.”

“I am surprised we have not been attacked already with all the noise we have been making over the last two weeks,” observed Elerian.

“The walls of my shop are thick are thick enough to have muffled most of the noise we made,” replied Ascilius. “Besides, it would take a small army of dragons to patrol every passageway in the city. More than likely, they are watching the main ramp again, expecting us to pass that way eventually. The front gate to the city is also certain to be guarded.”

“How will we reach the castella, then?” asked Elerian.

“There is tunnel leading out of the city by the back gates. We can use it to reach the castella if Eboria has not yet discovered and blocked it up,” replied the Dwarf. Ascilius paused a moment before going on. “Before we attempt to reach this exit, Elerian, let me explain something about the nature of dragon fire which may be of use to you. It is said in our histories that, if one is skilled in magic, there is an instant when the flames emerge from a dragon’s mouth where one can seize control of them and render them harmless. A dragon may then be defeated by strength of arms.”

“Has anyone ever put this method to the test?” asked Elerian, a note of doubt in his voice.

“Once, long ago, King Durus was said to have defeated the dragon fire of Nigrum the black when the dragon attacked the city of Narses,” replied Ascilius.

“I thought that city was still in the possession of the dragon,” said Elerian in a puzzled voice.

“Alas, Durus defeated Nigrum’s flames but fell victim to his claws,” said Ascilius sadly. “Even without its fire, a dragon is still a deadly opponent. We may fare better, however, for there are three of us and we have better weapons.”

“Hopefully, this is one legend we will not have to put to the test,” said Elerian as he followed Ascilius and Tonare to the back door of the forge room.

Ascilius stopped before the door, turning to face Elerian. “If I knew another way out of the city, I would take it now no matter how dangerous it might be, for the path we will take now will lead us through the hall that lies before the back gate. I fear that Eboria may have made her lair in that hall, for no other place in the city would suit her as well. If she is there sleeping on her golden bed, I cannot think how we will get by her without waking her. Once she is roused from her slumber, there will be no escaping her notice even if you use your ring to make us invisible Elerian, for she can see us with her third eye.”

“Perhaps we will find that she is out hunting or that she has chosen some other place for her bedroom,” suggested Elerian. “Let us at least go and have a look. I think the time has come to leave Ennodius even if we must fight our way out.”

“Capricious he may be, but he has the courage of a lion,” thought Ascilius approvingly to himself at Elerian’s words.

“What about you Tonare,” he asked, turning to the dentire. “Are you willing to risk your life by following us through Eboria’s lair?”

“I will follow you,” replied Tonare in his rough voice, his little eyes glittering fiercely. “What better way to die than fighting the creature that brought about the death of my master.”

“Follow me then,” said Ascilius to Tonare and Elerian, filled with gladness that he had two such stalwart companions at his back. After removing the closing spells from the back door of the workshop, Ascilius first lifted and then set aside the heavy crossbar. Calling Tonare to his side, he cautiously opened the door.

“Is there any danger about Tonare?” he asked the dentire softly.

The great, striped dog stepped out into the dark tunnel at once, putting his nose into the still air.

“There is no danger near us,” he replied after a moment in his rough voice.

 Satisfied that the way was clear, Ascilius and Elerian also left the workshop. His way illuminated by the faint golden rays of his tiny mage light, Ascilius set off down the tunnel with Elerian and Tonare following close behind him.

“It seems hard to believe that I have spun my hourglass eight times since entering Ascilius’s forge room,” thought Elerian to himself as he walked quiet as a shadow to Ascilius’s right. “I wonder how Anthea has fared over the last week. I expected her to come to me at least once, but perhaps she has finally become immersed in the pleasures of her father’s court. I am sure that by now the young lords of Tarsius have been drawn to her side like bees to a fragrant flower. Still, it might be better so,” he thought glumly to himself as that bleak, alien land revealed to him by his far seeing orb suddenly rose from his memory to trouble his mind. “It does not seem likely that my path will lead me back to Tarsius regardless of how my adventure with Ascilius ends.”















 

ANTHEA







 

As Elerian and his two companions cautiously made their way through the dark tunnels of Ennodius, Anthea, dressed all in white, greeted the sunrise from a terrace high in the white tower where she had her spacious, airy chambers in far off Niveaus. Her calm demeanor and cool blue eyes gave no hint of the impatience which burned inside her, an impatience fueled by an inability to return to Elerian’s side since she had distracted the dragons in Ennodius.

“It is becoming plain to me that my use of the beech leaf takes a toll of my strength,” she thought to herself as her eyes took in the valley before her, slowly shedding the dark mantle of night as the rays of the morning sun crept across it from the east. Anthea found that she could easily see as far as the outer wall now, another of the small changes that seemed to occur in her daily.

“After I appeared to Elerian the first time, I was not able to use the talisman for over a week,” she reminded herself, continuing the thought interrupted by the golden sunrise. “Soon, I should be able to use it again according to the pattern that has begun to emerge, for it has been ten days since I reached his side in Ennodius. Already, I have begun leaving my body again.”

Anthea cast her mind back to the restless night she had just passed. Lying sleepless in her bedchamber, the silver beech leaf blazing like a small star around her fair white neck, she had taken the form of a wraith, a fine thread of golden light tethering her shade to her corporeal form, feeding power into her insubstantial form. She had followed the golden thread leading from her ruby ring as far as the miniscule portal through which it disappeared, but she had not been able to summon the power to pass through the portal itself.

“Soon, soon,” she had reassured herself, harkening back to the time she had reached Elerian in Ennodius. On that night too, she had left her body, staring pensively at the slender golden thread that stretched from her ruby ring toward the west, disappearing after a short distance into a tiny circle of golden light. That thread, she knew from her adventure in Dymiter’s ruined dwelling, led to Elerian’s ring, but it had rebuffed every effort she made to pass through it a second time. Then, a feeling had come over her that she was needed, intensifying and gaining strength until she was suddenly able to command the powers of the beech leaf that she wore. 

Eagerly, she had entered the slender, glowing thread emerging from her ring, her shade elongating and changing shape as it followed that golden path through the tiny portal, emerging at last behind Elerian and Ascilius. It had been great fun to see those two brave warriors start like young boys caught in mischief at the sound of her voice and even greater fun to lead the dragons away from them. Her annoyance and disappointment had been extreme when she had suddenly found herself back in her bedroom after leading away the second dragon.

“I wish that we could have talked,” she thought to herself forlornly, wondering how Elerian had fared in the meantime. Her ring told her that he was alive, but in her flight from the dragons, Anthea had perceived, even through the limited senses of a wraith, that the city was a dead place, empty of life.

 “I think that Elerian will find no treasure there and perhaps no survivors either,” she thought sadly to herself. “If I find that he has not met with success in his quest, then I will embark on my plan to travel to his side through the northern pass near the gates of Iulius, for I will not remain in Tarsius alone if there is no hope that he will return to my side.”

Deeming it prudent to be prepared for any eventuality, she had already made her arrangements, hiding all the things she would need to take with her in a remote hunting lodge that her father maintained in the foothills north of the city. Near the lodge, there was a pass north through the mountains. It was guarded by a small fortress, making the way out difficult but not impossible, for in the heights to the west of the fortress, she had long ago discovered a game trail that could be negotiated by a surefooted horse.

“I can cast an illusion spell to hide myself from the sentries while I travel over the game trail,” she had thought to herself. 

Once she reached the open plains, Anthea knew that no one would be able to catch her even if she was pursued, for she planned to take three horses with her, all neat-footed mares with good endurance. Switching from one to the other, free from the human need to sleep, she could ride continuously for days if need be, stopping only to let the horses drink and graze. 

Filled with restless energy, Anthea abandoned her high lookout to take a light breakfast. After her brief meal, she changed her clothes before riding out of the city on her mare, Portia, followed by a small company of guards, for Orianus was mindful of the fact that Torquatus’s traitor had yet to be unearthed. At the gates, she was joined by a group of knights ranging from young men her own age to well seasoned warriors with gray in their long black hair. Knowing her habit of riding Portia each morning, these uninvited admirers waited for her each day by the gate, each making some excuse to accompany her.

“They pursue me as closely as a pack of hounds running a stag,” thought Anthea impatiently to herself as her unsolicited entourage fell in beside her. Although she secretly considered them a nuisance, she spoke kindly to her suitors, both to please her father and because her former sharpness had become muted, for she could look to the future with hope now, eagerly awaiting the day when she and Elerian would be together again.

Hoping to discourage some of those who sought her hand, she had challenged the boldest among them to sporting duels with blunt swords as the price of her company. Supple, skillful, and gifted now with an unlooked for strength, she had pummeled her suitors unmercifully, but with bruised bodies and humbled pride, the knights still returned to her side at every opportunity. Orianus secretly encouraged them to vie for her favor, but it was hardly necessary, for they were caught fast in the spell of her face and slim figure as if some hint of her true beauty shone through the illusion spell that was meant to mask it. 

After a long gallop through the wild lands north of the city, Anthea returned to the royal palace, leaving her disappointed suitors behind. Seeking out her brother, she pressed Dacien into service, so that she might practice the art of battle, for he was now recovered from his wound. Although Dacien was accounted one of the finest warriors in the kingdom, he was no more a match for her than the knights she had defeated. 

“You but play with me now,” he said to her after a contest with blunt swords in which she beat him easily, his light banter at odds with the worried look in his clear gray eyes. Dacien remained apprehensive about the changes occurring in his sister, changes which he alone was aware of, for Anthea still had not told her father that she was becoming more Elf than human.

“I must practice, no matter how poor the swordsman who opposes me,” replied Anthea, blue eyes shining with laughter as she whirled and thrust at an imaginary enemy, her wooden blade making an ominous thrum through the air. 

“You have become the most deadly swordsman in the realm, Anthea,” asked Dacien. “Why this constant need to practice? There is no war in Tarsius at present.” 

 “One must be prepared for any eventuality,” replied Anthea cryptically, for she did not wish to reveal even to Dacien that she might leave Tarsius if Elerian failed in his quest for treasure.

“Keep your secrets then,” said Dacien with a wry smile. “Will you at least come to the feast tonight? It would please father if you graced us with your presence.”

“I have other plans,” said Anthea shortly, for she had no patience for the galas organized by her father to put her within reach of her suitors. Instead, she met secretly each evening with her father’s mages. What had suddenly swayed the old men to teach her the ways of magic, they would not say, but they were now willing to teach her the basics of magic, continuing the lessons which Elerian had begun before he left.

Returning to her apartment, Anthea changed and bathed before eating a simple dinner in her quarters. She was served by an older second cousin named Alypia, her only companion and retainer. Alypia had come to live in the royal palace years ago when her husband was killed in the wars against the Goblins. Once she and Anthea had been close, but now they had little to say to each other, for Alypia, who known Anthea since she was a child, now felt strangely shy and uneasy around her cousin. A hidden power cloaked her, and the silver beech leaf which she wore at her throat often burned with a soft white light, like a star come to earth.      

“How would she treat me if I were to drop the illusion which cloaks me?” Anthea often wondered to herself.

“Will you not go to your father’s banquet tonight instead of stealing off on your own,” inquired Alypia softly when Anthea finished her meal. “It is not good for you to be so much alone, Anthea,” she said worriedly.

“I have other business tonight Alypia,” replied Anthea kindly as she threw a gray cloak over her simple gown. After slipping out of her apartment, she unexpectedly came face to face with Merula after turning a corner. A frown wrinkled her fair brow, for she wondered at once what business brought him to this part of the palace.

“Good evening Anthea,” said Merula pleasantly, the first time he had spoken to her since their falling out at the Troll Wood. If he had seen her brief frown, he chose to ignore it, for his handsome face bore no trace of the anger it had exhibited during their last turbulent argument. There was, however, an odd fevered brightness in his blue eyes that Anthea thought strange.

“A good evening to you also, Merula,” she responded, equally pleasantly, but not slowing her pace as she stepped to her left to walk around him. She no longer felt any animosity toward Merula, but neither did she feel any desire to talk to him.

Unexpectedly, his right hand reached out, seizing her right wrist in a strong grip and stopping her in midstride. Instinctively, Anthea’s left hand dropped to the handle of the slender dagger hanging from her belt, the blade whispering against the leather scabbard as it slipped free. Its gleaming point, razor edged and deadly, came to rest against Merula’s throat in a motion too quick for the eye to follow.

Feeling cold steel against his flesh, Merula stiffened, hardly daring to breathe, for there was a gleam in Anthea’s eyes that warned him not to move.

“Stay a moment, and hear my words,” he pleaded, his eyes now fever bright.

“Is he ill?” Anthea wondered as she effortlessly broke his grip on her wrist. The silver beech leaf out of sight beneath her gown was suddenly warm against her skin. A sense of her growing power, both exhilarating and frightening flowed through her. “I could destroy his strong body in an instant,” she thought to herself as she sheathed her dagger. As if some of her thought had reached his mind, Merula stepped back a pace. The pleading look had not left his face, and his eyes were still disturbingly bright.

“This is not the way to gain my attention, Merula,” she said coldly. “If you would talk to me then request an audience. In truth, though, I think it best if we keep our distance,” she said in as kind a voice as she could manage.

“Can we not at least be friends then, Anthea?” asked Merula, a hint of desperation in his voice.

“I think not, Merula,” said Anthea firmly, “for I think friendship alone will never satisfy you. Turn your gaze elsewhere, for there are many fair maidens in the court who would be honored to be your life companion.”

Merula’s eyes suddenly went cold, although his features remained pleasant. “I will do as you wish my lady. I will not offend your eyes again with the sight of my face,” he said in a voice that was now edged with bitterness. Spinning on his right heel, he stalked stiffly away.

“I have offended him again,” Anthea thought regretfully to herself, but she did not call Merula back. “Better a clean break than to give him false hope,” she thought to herself. “Were I allow him near me, the jealousy he feels toward Elerian would only grow and fester, for Merula is too proud a man to accept crumbs from the table when the banquet is at hand. Perhaps he will now turn to some other maid,” she thought hopefully to herself as she continued on to the chamber where the mages awaited her.

By the time Anthea had completed her nightly lesson in magic, she had forgotten the incident the incident with Merula. After retiring to her apartment, she threw aside her cloak and lay down on her bed. Immediately, she took the form of a wraith, trying fruitlessly again and again to follow the golden thread that led from her ring.

“Soon, but not tonight,” was her disappointed thought when she finally tired and returned to her body.

Rising from her bed, Anthea walked lightly out to the wide, dark terrace outside of her bedroom. Standing by the stone railing bordering its edge, her long black hair blowing in the soft night breeze, her thoughts and night wise eyes both turned to the north, the ache in her heart almost a physical pain.















  

A DANGEROUS ENCOUNTER







 

Following one narrow service tunnel after another, Ascilius led the way to the northern edge of the city where the back gate lay. The Dwarf kept a close eye on Tonare, who walked beside him on his right, his toe nails clicking softly on the stone streets. The dentire stopped often, his broad, wet nose testing the air around him for the scent of any danger, his small, triangular ears straining to catch the faintest noise in the darkness that lay beyond the pool of faint radiance cast by Ascilius’s and Elerian’s minute mage lights. One dark, silent street after another passed beneath the feet of the three companions without Tonare raising any alarm, but Ascilius and Elerian remained wary, for Eboria’s dragonets might be hidden almost anywhere ahead of them, waiting in ambush where they could not be seen or scented. Whenever they crossed one of the larger boulevards that intersected the smaller tunnels, they were especially careful, for their near disastrous encounter with the red dragon remained fresh in their minds.

 “It is not far now whispered Ascilius to Elerian as they approached yet another intersection. When Tonare stopped to sniff and listen at the edge of the larger passageway, Elerian suddenly heard the scrape of claws on stone from a balcony on his left. Looking up over his left shoulder, Elerian heard Tonare bark a warning as a dark, sinuous shape leapt over the rail of the balcony. Spreading its leathery wings, the dragon soared toward the three companions, mouth gaping wide to reveal the fiery inferno in its gullet.

“I have one chance to save myself and my companions,” thought Elerian to himself as a plume of red suddenly shot out of the dragon’s jaws. Lifting his right hand, he watched with his third eye as a golden orb flew from his fingers, striking the fiery torrent roaring toward him and enveloping it instantly in a golden film of light. A veil of red fell over Elerian’s eyes as the plume of flame swept over him, but he felt none of its scorching heat for his spell held back the heat of the flames. Abruptly, the dragon fire vanished, and a dark form hurtled toward Elerian. He leaped to his left, drawing Acris from behind his back at the same time. Ascilius and Tonare leaped to the right at the same moment so that when the dragon completed its pounce, its claws closed on empty stone.

When Elerian turned to face the dragon with his shield on his left arm and Acris in his right hand, Elerian saw that its scales were black not red, gleaming like oiled jet in the rays of his mage light. Furling its wings, the black dragon darted its long, horned head toward Elerian, jaws parted to expose long, dagger shaped teeth. When Tonare sprang at its exposed throat, the dragon suddenly whipped its powerful, scaled tail forward, striking the dentire heavily on his right side. The powerful blow sent Tonare flying through the air past Elerian’s right shoulder. As the dentire fell to the stone floor behind him, the dragon lunged at Elerian for a second time.

Elerian immediately raised the shield on his left arm to protect himself. He heard a clang as the dragon’s open jaws struck the shield, followed by an impact, powerful as a hammer stroke, which numbed his left arm and shoulder before sending him flying backwards. As he lay on his back, the dragon drew its supple neck back, its maw gaping open. Over the rim of his shield, Elerian could see a flickering, ruddy light at the back of its throat, lighting up its long teeth one moment and casting them into shadow the next.

Before the dragon could release its inner fires, Ascilius leaped high into the air, Fulmen raised high over his head in a two handed grip, delivering a mighty hammer stroke to the beast’s spine behind its shoulders. The flash of white light from the argentum inlaid in the hammer lit the vaulted intersection like a lightning stroke as the mighty hammer crushed the strong bones beneath the creature’s glistening scales, paralyzing its hindquarters and deadly tail. Elerian saw Ascilius stagger when his feet touched the ground again, momentarily weakened by the drain on his power from the hammer stroke he had delivered. Ignoring the pain of its broken bones, the dragon whipped its head back toward Ascilius. Like a scaled club, the horned head struck the Dwarf across his broad chest, sending him flying backward through the air.

The right side of the dragon’s neck and chest were now exposed to Elerian’s view. With his shield dangling useless on his numbed left arm, he sprang lithely to his feet. Rushing at the black dragon, he thrust Acris point first into the hollow where the dragon’s snakelike neck joined its chest. There was a blinding flash of white light from the threads of argentum inlaid in the sword as the blade sheathed itself in the dragon’s flesh, its cross guard finally coming to rest against the scales covering the dragon’s chest. Feeling as if a hammer had struck him on the back of his head, Elerian fell to his knees, his right hand slipping away from Acris’s hilt. Even though it was mortally wounded, the dragon still had the strength to swing its head, striking Elerian heavily in the chest with enough force to lift him off his knees and onto his back again. Drained by Acris, momentarily stunned by the powerful blow dealt him by the black dragon, Elerian lay on his back, gasping for air, for all the breath had been driven out of him. Raising its head high, the dragon looked down on him, its large eyes glittering like green emeralds. Eboria had destroyed without malice, like a force of nature, but Elerian sensed a malevolence in this dark creature that was frightening.

“If this beast grows to maturity, it will be a sad day for the Middle Realm,” thought Elerian to himself as he groped blindly at his belt for the hilt of Rasor.

Dragging its injured body forward with its front legs, scimitar claws gating on the stone of the street, the dragon finally positioned its long head above Elerian, who was still too stunned and weakened to escape.

“This is the end,” thought Elerian to himself. He felt the dragon's hot breath on his face as the dark head suddenly darted down toward his head, jaws gaping wide to seize and crush. Then, in the last instant before the mighty jaws closed, Tonare suddenly clamped his strong jaws around the dragon’s throat, muscles bulging as he braced his powerful body to stop the downward motion of the creature’s horned head. Elerian heard the dentire’s sharp, hard teeth grating on the dragon's impenetrable scales as the dragon lifted the heavy dog off the ground with its powerful neck muscles. It shook its head, trying to free itself from the dentire, but weakened by the mortal wound Elerian had dealt it, the dragon was unable to break Tonare’s iron grip. Its long head sank to the ground, coming to rest on the street not three feet away from Elerian’s face. Tonare’s jaws were still firmly clamped around the wyrm’s throat, squeezing tighter all the time like some mighty vise. 

 “Do not think you have won,” gasped the dragon, its voice filled with anger but no fear as Tonare relentless crushed its throat, depriving it of air. “My mother and brother will avenge my death!” With those last words, the green fire slowly died in the creature’s eyes like embers going dark.   

Scarcely able to believe he was still alive, Elerian slowly rose to his feet. A stream of black blood flowed down the dragon’s glittering scales from the wound Acris had given it, forming a steaming pool on the floor of the chamber by its right shoulder and under its long neck. The only sound in the passageway was the grating of Tonare’s teeth as, eyes tightly shut, the dentire continued to grind and squeeze his mighty jaws against the black dragon’s throat in a grip that only death could break.

Dreading what he might find, Elerian turned to his right, where Ascilius had fallen. The Dwarf lay unmoving on his back with his dark eyes closed. His hammer lay on the tunnel floor by his right hand where it had slipped from his grasp.

“Is he is dead,” wondered Elerian to himself as he recalled the heavy thump the dragon’s head had made when it struck Ascilius’s chest. At the very least, the heavy blow should have broken the Dwarf’s back and crushed his ribs. 

Limping painfully over to Ascilius’s side, Elerian bent over him, looking for some sign of life, but the Dwarf’s rough hewn features, lit by the dim glow of his mage light, remained still as death.

“Farewell old friend,” said Elerian sadly as he looked at his longtime companion. He was about say something more when a gleam of light suddenly issued from beneath Ascilius’s eyelids. Elerian’s eyes instantly narrowed with suspicion, for it seemed to him that a faint breath stirred the mighty chest of his fallen companion.

“He is awake, listening to everything that I say!” thought Elerian to himself, most likely with the intention of turning it against me later. There is only one way to serve such treachery.” 

“Well, life goes on,” Elerian said briskly out loud, a bright gleam in his gray eyes. “I suppose that I should dispose of Ascilius’s body so the spadix do not get him.”

As Elerian raised his right arm, a most remarkable thing happened. Ascilius suddenly leaped to his feet and began backing away as if he had never received any injury at all.

“I knew it,” he roared. “You are just waiting for some opportunity to roast me. Put your arm down, you treacherous Elf!”

“I thought you were dead!” said Elerian, pretending to be offended by Ascilius’s words.

“A likely story,” shouted Ascilius holding his shield protectively in front of his beard. 

“I thought you were dead also,” said Tonare, who had finally left off throttling the dragon.

“You stay out of this,” said Ascilius, throwing the dentire a wounded look. “You are supposed to side with me not this fire mad Elf.”

The acrid smell of burning flesh suddenly interrupted the altercation, causing all three adventurers to turn toward the slain dragon. The creature’s body began to glow as if lit from within, for with its death, its internal fires had begun to burn out of control. Elerian hastily ran to the right side of the dragon, vaulting lightly over the creature’s outstretched neck. Holding the heat of the mage fires away from his hand, he withdrew Acris from the dragon’s body before quickly backing away, for red tongues of flame were beginning to eat through the dragon’s hide. Elerian was pleased to see that the Acris had survived the dragon’s corrosive blood, gleaming as brightly as ever after the dark, viscous liquid covering its blade dripped away to steam and bubble on the stone at Elerian’s feet. In front of Elerian, the black dragon’s scaled form slowly began to collapse into a pool of red fire.

“We need to move on,” said Tonare in his rough voice. “It is not safe to stay here in the open with the scent of burning flesh filling the air.”

“He is right,” said Elerian to Ascilius. “Are you hurt at all? Your bones must be as hard as those of an old Troll to survive the blow the dragon dealt your chest.”

 “I feel as if a mountain has fallen on me, but I am only bruised thanks to my backpack and the quilted shirt under my mail,” replied Ascilius in his deep voice.

“I also suffered only bruises,” replied Tonare in his rough voice.

“I will deal with our injuries later, then,” said Elerian, “after we have distanced ourselves from this place. What will happen to the fire if it is left alone?” he asked Ascilius, for the red flames that had consumed the dragon still licked hungrily at the air.

“It cannot spread, so it will sink into the floor eventually,” replied Ascilius. “When the liquid rock closes over it, the fire will go out, but there is no sense in taking chances.”

Ascilius extended his right hand, and with his magical third eye, Elerian saw a small orb of golden light fly from his fingertips. When it struck the flames, it spread, covering them in a cloak of golden light. When the fire beneath the golden film abruptly died, Elerian walked up to the roughly oval patch of glowing rock that had lain under the flames. A gleam from the ground near the edge of the hot stone caught his eye. Stooping over, Elerian saw two round scales the size of gold coins lying on the street, gleaming like black jewels in rays of his mage light. Gingerly, he touched one, finding it cool to the touch.

“Leave them,” said Ascilius harshly when Elerian picked up the scales and put them in a pocket. “No good will come of them.”

“That remains to be seen,” said Elerian. He had the feeling that the scales be useful to them.

“At least I am revenged on one of these creatures,” said Ascilius in a cold, satisfied voice. “I would like to see how Eboria takes the loss of one of her own for a change.”

“And I would not,” said Elerian. “She would never cease to seek our deaths.”

“I do not care,” said Ascilius grimly. A wild light suddenly appeared in his eyes. Lifting the forefinger of his right hand, he pressed his fingertip into the street near where the dragon had died, his finger sinking into the stone to the first joint. With quick firm strokes, the Dwarf drew the outline of a hammer in the floor of the tunnel, the stone flowing like water around his finger.

“Dragons cannot read, but Eboria will know the face that goes with that symbol,” said Ascilius. “From the scorched stone of the floor, she will guess what happened here. Leave those two scales and she will not have to guess at all.”

“I will keep the scales,” replied Elerian firmly. He had deep misgivings about what Ascilius had done, but he knew better than to argue with the Dwarf when he was in one of his fey moods.

By the time he retrieved Fulmen, Ascilius’s wild mood had passed. “I hope we do not encounter Eboria,” he said gloomily to Elerian. “This was only a young dragon, but even with our new weapons, it took all three of us to overcome it. I do not think we will stand much chance if we must battle with Eboria, herself.”

“Let us hope we will not have to fight at all,” replied Elerian as he followed Ascilius across the boulevard and into the service tunnel on the far side. Tonare followed along behind him, his fierce little eyes glittering in the dim light cast by Elerian’s mage light.

At first, Ascilius and Elerian remained on edge, expecting an attack from the slain dragon’s sibling at any moment. When all remained quiet, however, Ascilius suddenly asked Elerian a question in a soft, cunning voice.

“What were you about to say back there when you thought I was dead?”

“Why, nothing at all,” replied Elerian blandly.

“I am sure you were about to say something more,” said Ascilius positively. “Perhaps you were going to mention what a brave and stalwart companion I have been and how much you were going to miss me,” suggested Ascilius slyly.

“I think you hit your head and are now confused,” replied Elerian, struggling hard not laugh. “Why would I miss a grumpy, hothead like yourself?”

Before Ascilius could think of a suitable reply, they arrived at the great outer boulevard that ringed the city. Out of a sense of abundant caution, they both fell silent, for twice now, they had been attacked at similar intersections. After several long, tense moments, Ascilius turned to his right, keeping to the left side of the street, which was bordered by a blank wall of stone. As they walked quietly down the passageway, all three of the companions kept a watchful eye on the dark, empty workshops on their right, any one of which might conceal another dragon waiting in ambush. Elerian guessed they had covered almost a quarter mile when a large entranceway suddenly appeared on their left, the great steel doors on either side of it hanging askew from badly twisted steel hinges.

“This is the passageway that leads to the back gate,” whispered Ascilius.

After extinguishing their mage lights, the three companions entered the vaulted tunnel. Elerian now took the lead, for Ascilius and Tonare were effectively blind in the lightless passageway. Tonare was able to use his nose to help him follow Elerian, but Ascilius was forced to hang onto his companion’s pack with his left hand as Elerian glided down the passageway silent as a shadow.

With his third eye open, Elerian negotiated the dark tunnel with ease, for the dead black walls and floor of the passageway were illuminated by his golden shade, allowing him to see where he was going. When he glanced over his shoulder, Elerian saw the shades of Ascilius and Tonare following cautiously behind him. He frowned as the faint click of Tonare’s nails and the light tramp of Ascilius’s boots, magnified by the tomblike silence of the passageway, came clearly to his keen ears.

“This will not do,” thought Elerian to himself. “The noise they are making may be enough to wake Eboria if we find her in the hall before the gate.”

Just then, Elerian stopped in his tracks, for a dim, greenish glow had become visible in the distance. As Ascilius had feared, Eboria was on her golden bed, sleeping before the back gate.















 

EBORIA’S LAIR







 

When he turned his head to look over his right shoulder, Elerian saw that Ascilius and Tonare had stopped behind him. Closing his third eye, for there was now enough light to see by, Elerian silently slipped off his boots. Ascilius did the same. Then, with Rasor, Elerian cut strips of cloth from his cloak, binding them around Tonare’s feet to keep his toenails from clicking on the stone floor of the passageway.

“That is the best that I can do to silence these noisy fellows,” thought Elerian to himself as he resumed his stealthy advance down the passageway, followed by his now silent companions.

Before long, they reached the entrance to a great, vaulted chamber. The steel doors on each side of the entryway were thrown down, lying on the stone floor of the hall on either side of the doorway. The faint, red-green glow which lit the hall waxed and waned like a flickering fire, revealing a double row of tall, wide spaced pillars that ran the length of the chamber. Between the pillars, in the middle of the hall, lay a vast treasure, enough to buy a kingdom. Jewels gleaming white, green, blue, and crimson formed pinpoints of color in an enormous mound of gold and silver, both raw and worked, all reflecting the strange glow which filled the chamber. 

Sleeping in a hollow in the center of the riches was Eboria, the source of the light which filled the hall. She was curled up in a ball, her long head partially covered by her scaly tail, a faint, ruddy glow, emitted by her inner fires, tinting her green scales with crimson.

Behind Eboria and her golden bed, where Elerian guessed the back gate had once stood, was an enormous pile of stone and masonry which Eboria must have heaped up to ensure that the back doors to the city would never open again.

Lightly touching Elerian’s right shoulder with his left hand, Ascilius pantomimed that they must cross to the far side of the great hall. After carefully checking all his gear to make certain that nothing would rattle or clink and give them away, Ascilius took a deep breath to steady himself. Then, followed by Elerian and Tonare, he slowly led the way around the right side of the chamber, his right shoulder almost brushing the stone walls of the great hall as he stayed as far from the sleeping dragon as he could get. Behind him, his two companions followed him, quiet as shadows. All three of them could hear Eboria's steady breathing, rushing in and out like an enormous bellows. 

 When they were two thirds of the way around the chamber, Elerian began to feel that, incredibly, they might make it through undetected, for Eboria was still lying on her bed apparently deep in slumber. Her great head was now almost facing the three companions, her eyes, just visible above her tail, closed fast when Elerian had last looked at her. 

Suddenly, Ascilius, who was still in the lead, froze in his tracks, a look of consternation on his face, which was turned toward the sleeping dragon. Dreading what he might see, Elerian glanced at Eboria again and was dismayed when he saw that her great eyes were open. Like green lamps, they were staring directly at him and his two companions.

“You have finally shown yourselves my little friends,” said Eboria without lifting her head, her voice fairly purring with satisfaction.

“We are no friends of yours, you murdering beast,” sputtered Ascilius, suddenly beside himself with anger that made him heedless of danger. “You will pay someday for what you have done here!”

Eboria laughed at the Dwarf’s anger, a wonderful, warm deep laugh. Rising lazily, supple as any cat, she walked to the edge of the heap of treasure, gold and silver chinking and ringing beneath her long paws so like great, articulated hands but without thumbs. Extending her right paw; long, lean, and tipped with black claws hard as adamant, she set it on the polished floor that lay beyond the margin of her hoard. With her eyes locked on Ascilius, she pressed her gleaming black claws deep into the floor, as if the stone was no more than soft clay. When she drew her paw slowly and effortlessly backward, there was an explosion of tortured rock. With sharp popping, cracking sounds, stone fragments flew into the air before rattling back down to the floor. When Eboria’s foot ceased to move, all three of the companions could see inches deep furrows in the smooth stone floor.

“Empty words my little friend,” Eboria said in a voice dripping with contempt. “But come now,” she said, changing her tone to one of warm welcome, as if greeting old friends. “This is no way for a guest to behave.”

“Guest!” shouted Ascilius, fairly jumping up and down now in a paroxysm of rage. “This is my own city that you have broken into and despoiled!” Pinpoints of red appeared in his dark eyes, and his face darkened with anger.

Amusement showed in the Eboria’s luminous eyes. She was clearly enjoying Ascilius’s impotent anger, but Elerian was suddenly certain she was also trying to delay them, for several times, he saw her eyes flicker in the direction of the passageway leading out of the treasure chamber. Suddenly, Eboria emitted a low, rumbling roar that made the air in the chamber seem to vibrate.

“She is calling the black dragon,” thought Elerian to himself at once. She is hoping her that he will creep up behind us and trap us in the chamber.”

“Add these to your treasure hoard,” shouted Elerian suddenly.

Reaching into his pocket, he seized the two dragon scales that he had saved, flinging them across the room toward Eboria with his right hand. Shining like oiled jet, they flew across the great hall, finally clattering to the floor halfway across the chamber.

“Run!” said Elerian to Ascilius and Tonare in a soft yet penetrating voice. Ascilius instantly took to his heels, followed by Elerian and Tonare. On their left, they all heard the ringing of scattered gold and silver as Eboria emerged from her golden bed to examine the flung scales. A thunderous roar suddenly filled the huge hall, building to such a crescendo that Elerian wished that he could clap his hands over his ears. Eboria had recognized the scales and had guessed their import. When she raised her great head, her green eyes were on fire. Mad with grief and anger, she opened her jaws, sending a great plume of red flame after the three companions. Fortunately for them, they had already reached the far side of the chamber, and the flames fell short.

 When Ascilius stopped short before the blank wall to the right of the tons of rubble in front of the blocked gate, Elerian turned and saw that Eboria was rushing toward them, her great, shining body covering the distance between them in great sinuous leaps. When her great maw gaped open again, Elerian instantly raised his right hand, casting a spell to contain a second wall of red flame that came roaring toward him and his two companions. He held back the worst of it, but a great wave of heat still washed over him and his companions, baking their lungs and setting their clothes to smoldering. The smell of singed hair and leather filled the air.

“She is too strong,” thought Elerian to himself. “I cannot contain her fires as I did those of the black dragon. We will all three of us die here, trapped in this stony corner.”

Barely thirty feet away, Eboria came to a sudden stop, for her first unreasoning anger had passed.

“Where will you run to now?” she asked Elerian, a promise of endless torments in her fiery eyes. His back to the dragon, Ascilius suddenly spoke a word of command in Corach. A hidden door, briefly outlined in gleaming silver silently swung open in front of him. As Tonare leaped through the doorway, Ascilius reached back with his powerful right arm, wrapping it around Elerian’s waist and snatching him up as if he weighed nothing at all. Elerian felt himself fly through the air as Ascilius made a mighty leap. Then, a door suddenly slammed shut in front of him. The last thing he saw before the door closed was the look of consternation and baffled anger that filled Eboria’s green eyes as her prey vanished in front of her. Despite her close inspection of the hall, she had never suspected that there might be a hidden door near the back gate.

After setting Elerian down on his feet, Ascilius lit a small mage light.

“Run,” he shouted to his two companions before fleeing fleetly down the passageway before him.

As Elerian and Tonare followed him, a fearful, furious pounding erupted behind them. The door to the tunnel erupted inwards sending shards of rock whizzing past them. Dust rained down as cracks formed in the ceiling. With a rumbling, splintering sound, the ceiling of the passageway nearest the entrance gave way, sealing the tunnel.

With the collapse of the tunnel, the pounding suddenly stopped. The only sounds that came to Elerian’s ears now were the soft pad of Tonare's muffled feet on the stone of the tunnel floor and the heavier patter of Ascilius's bare feet.

“She has sealed us in here,” said Ascilius, panting slightly from the effort of running at such a furious pace. “We must reach the exit before she leaves the city or she will trap us here in this tunnel.”

   With their lives hanging on the outcome of their grim race, the three companions fled up the passageway which inclined upward to the right in a tight spiral. Eventually, the tunnel ended abruptly before a blank wall. Elerian was not at all surprised when Ascilius said, “There is another door here. It opens onto a hidden path leading to the upper levels of the outer fortress. I do not know what we will find on the other side, so be prepared for trouble.”

Despite their need to hurry, they paused for a moment to put their boots back on. Elerian also removed Tonare’s improvised boots. As Ascilius settled his shield on his arm and took a firm grip on his hammer, Elerian, acting on a sudden impulse, strung his bow. Taking one of the arrows he had made in Ascilius’s forge room from his quiver, he held it ready in his right hand, the tracery of argentum inlaid in the steel head gleaming faintly.

Ascilius raised his eyebrows at Elerian’s choice of a weapon, but he said nothing. Turning to the blank wall of stone, he cast an opening spell, and a hidden door swung inward, flooding the dark tunnel with weak sunlight light. Blinking his eyes at the sudden change from dark to light, Elerian saw a small, grass covered clearing ringed by high rock walls and brush beyond the entryway. It was evening, for dark shadows were already starting to lengthen across the meadow, advancing from the west.

After extinguishing his mage light, Ascilius took a long look around, but nothing moved in the sky or around the small clearing. Cautiously, he stepped out of the tunnel, followed by Elerian and Tonare. The dentire sniffed the air, but did not give any alarm.

“We will follow that path,” said Ascilius softly to Elerian, pointing with Fulmen at a narrow path overhung by rock walls and trees that was barely visible on the other side of the meadow. Elerian stood uneasily by Ascilius’s left side, holding his bow in his left hand as the Dwarf closed the door to the hidden tunnel, for their escape seemed too easy to him. When he followed Ascilius and Tonare across the clearing, Elerian heard a sudden rattle of rocks to his left. As Tonare barked a warning, a huge, horned head raised itself above the wall of rock screening the side of the clearing. Turning his head to his left, Elerian, found himself looking into the furious, green eyes of Eboria. Long ago, she had noticed the meadow and the faint trail that led away from it toward the castella. Guessing that the three companions might appear there, she had streaked through the city and out through the front gates. After flying around to the north side of Geminus, she had landed and waited out of sight until the three companions entered the clearing.

 “Here you are,” she said angrily, “sneaking around right where I expected you. You are all three murderers and thieves, and you will not escape me this time!”

Quick as thought, Elerian raised his bow. At the same instant that he loosed his arrow, Ascilius bravely rushed toward Eboria with his shield and hammer held high, shouting, “Run, Elerian!” Roaring his great war cry, Tonare followed at his heels.

Distracted by Ascilius’s shout, Eboria looked his way. Slight though the movement was, it was enough to spoil Elerian’s arrow shot. Instead of striking Eboria in the right eye, his arrow point, argentum flashing white, skimmed across the bony orbit of her eye where the scales were small and thin, slicing deeply through her flesh before burying itself beneath her thick hide near her right horn. When she felt the excruciating, unaccustomed pain from the injury, Eboria threw up her head, uttering a bellow of pain and rage that caused the leaves on the bushes surrounding the clearing to tremble. A puff of smoke arose from her wound as the arrowhead was consumed, the small amount of spell laden argentum in the steel proving insufficient to resist her hot blood. The rowan shaft of the arrow fell away, its end burning, and a stream of black blood gushed from the wound the missile had left behind, spilling into Eboria’s right eye. 

Cursing the brave, impetuous nature of his companions, Elerian shouted, “Run, you fools,” at Ascilius and Tonare, who had both stopped before the ridge of stone at the edge of the clearing, seemingly unable to comprehend that they were still alive.

Elerian’s shout broke their paralysis, and they bolted across the meadow, toward the trail on their right. Elerian was already well across the clearing by now. Even though he was running for his life, he felt compelled to admire the length and breadth of Ascilius’s strides as the Dwarf bounded lightly over the ground, drawing on that reserve of strength he seemed to save for especially dangerous situations.

“He will beat me and Tonare both to the trail,” thought Elerian dryly to himself as Ascilius edged past him on his left.

Once on the trail, the three companions ran for their lives. Behind them, they felt an explosion of heat and heard the roar of flames as Eboria consumed everything in and around the clearing with her fiery breath. Trees and brush burst into flame, consumed by the red mage fire spouted by the dragon. Confused by the pain from her wound and half-blinded by the blood pouring into her right eye, Eboria was burning everything in sight in hopes of roasting Elerian and his companions in the flames. 

With red mage fire licking at their heels, the three companions sprinted the rest of the way across the ridge, stopping short in front of another wall of blank rock. Behind them, Eboria spread her leathery wings and leaped into the air, hoping to gain a better view of the ridge top, which was now blanketed with gray smoke and scarlet flame.

Ascilius spoke a word of command, and another small, hidden door opened inward. The three companions quickly jostled their way through the small opening, the door swinging shut behind them. Barely a moment later, there was a tremendous blow against the door that seemed to shake the mountain around them. Then, the air grew hot and stifling as Eboria directed her inner fires against the entranceway, heating up the passageway in which the three companions found themselves. 

“Run or she will bake us alive!” shouted Ascilius as he kindled a mage light. Following his own command, he sprinted down the tunnel, followed by Elerian and Tonare. Soon, the heat around them grew less. They heard a series of heavy measured blows and then silence.

“She has sealed the door,” said Ascilius to Elerian as he slowed to a walk.

“Hold up a moment,” replied Elerian. He paused to remove the string from his bow, returning it to its case while Ascilius waited for him.

“How did you come to have your bow in hand instead of your sword?” asked the Dwarf. 

“I had a feeling that it should be in my hand when we left the tunnel,” said Elerian. 

“You did well to follow your premonition,” said Ascilius approvingly. “That arrow you shot at Eboria saved our lives.”

“Had the arrow hit her properly, she might now be lying dead on the mountainside instead of flying around trying to roast us,” replied Elerian, an edge of annoyance in his voice. “What did you mean be running at her that way and spoiling my aim? She would have snapped you up like a tasty tidbit if my arrow had missed.”

“I was only trying to save your life, and this is the thanks I get,” replied Ascilius crossly. Turning away from Elerian, he stamped off down the tunnel.

“It passes my understanding how the Dwarf race has managed to survive all this time if they are all like Ascilius,” said Elerian to Tonare.

“Now you know why they mostly stay in their cities,” replied Tonare with a cheerful gleam in his little eyes. It struck Elerian then that the dentire’s mood had improved considerably since he had choked the life out of the black dragon.

  “He is as strange and fierce as his masters,” thought Elerian to himself as resumed following Ascilius.

The tunnel they were following ran straight before them with no slope at all, eventually ending before another blank wall.

“What is this passion that Dwarves have for hiding doors?” Elerian asked Ascilius. “The inner door, at least, could have been left visible.”

“Hidden doors are the best and craftiest expression of out art,” replied Ascilius smugly. “No other race does them as well,” he said, trying to goad Elerian into an argument.

“I wonder how many doors you Dwarves have made and then lost?” asked Elerian dryly. He smiled in triumph when Ascilius suddenly coughed as if clearing his throat.

“There is a door here which opens into a guard room,” replied the Dwarf, conveniently forgetting to answer Elerian’s question. “We will be safe in a moment.”
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When Ascilius commanded the hidden door in front of him to open, Elerian heard a lock click open as a door, outlined by a thin thread of silver, appeared before Ascilius. At a light push from the Dwarf’s left hand, the door silently swung open to reveal a large, square chamber. Iron brackets holding mage lights hung from a high ceiling, illuminating the room with a soft yellow light. Sitting unmoving on wooden benches around a long wooden table in the middle of the room were a dozen Dwarves dressed in hooded tunics, all of them wearing the same startled look on their faces. Elerian could not help but notice that they all had a gaunt, bony look about them, and that their dark eyes had retreated deep under their bushy brows. 

When Ascilius stepped into the room, the momentary paralysis that had seized the Dwarves abruptly vanished. Leaping to their feet in unison, they sent their benches crashing backwards onto the floor. The air was suddenly filled with cries of alarm and warning as some drew their daggers while others ran for the weapons stacked in racks up against the walls of the guardroom.

“Hold!” shouted Ascilius, his deep voice drowning out the uproar. “Put up your weapons. We are friends not enemies. Herias, do you not recognize your own uncle?” Ascilius asked a Dwarf at the forefront of the group.

The confusion in the room died down while the Dwarf named Herias stared at Ascilius for long moments with cold, dark eyes that had a strange mesmerizing quality about them that put Elerian in mind of Eboria and her hypnotic gaze. Thick black hair, bushy black eyebrows, and a black beard that hung almost to his waist accentuated the paleness of his face. He seemed soft as milk to Elerian, as if he had never done a day of labor in his life, and unlike the other Dwarves in the room, who wore wool or plain linen, his clothes were cut from soft, brown velvet. 

“You do not resemble my uncle as I remember him,” said the Dwarf slowly in a deep, suspicious voice. He turned his cold, skeptical gaze on Elerian. “Your companion is not even of our race. The Dark King has tried many times over the years to gain our confidence by tricks and stratagems. What assurance do we have that you are telling the truth?”

Herias fell silent, waiting for a response from Ascilius. The other Dwarves gathered behind him began muttering among themselves, many of them casting hard, suspicious glances at Elerian.

“Lock them up until we find out who they are!” one of the Dwarves in the back of the group suddenly shouted in a surly voice.

Ascilius and Elerian were suddenly pushed to one side as Tonare thrust his massive body between them. His powerful, stripped form appeared hard as stone beneath the mailed shirt that he wore as he fixed his fierce, little eyes on the group of unfriendly Dwarves. When a deep, bubbling growl rumbled in his chest every one of the Dwarves facing Elerian and Ascilius involuntarily stepped back a pace.

“A dentire in full armor!” exclaimed one of the Dwarves in the back of the group in a dismayed voice. He and the others standing near him began to edge toward the exit, leaving just Herias and a few others to face the three companions.

“I have just opened a secret door, you fools!” roared Ascilius at Herias and the Dwarves standing behind him. “Would an agent of the Goblin King know the passwords to the fortress? Bring me someone who has had enough years to gain some wisdom!”

As he spoke, Ascilius seemed to grow in stature, and his eyes flashed like lightening. When he raised the shield on his left arm, the crown and hammer worked on its front in argentum began to shine with a white light.

“The royal sign!” whispered someone in the back of the room before hurrying out of the guardroom. The remaining Dwarves continued to regard Elerian and Ascilius with suspicion, but it was now tempered with uncertainty. A standoff ensued for none of them appeared to have any great desire to approach any closer to Tonare.

Ignoring them all, Ascilius turned around to close and lock the open door behind him. Elerian continued to stand behind Tonare. He looked tall and resolute to the Dwarves in the room, and his bright gray eyes looked as fearless as those of the fierce dentire standing by his right side.  

When Ascilius turned around to face the room full of Dwarves again, one silent, awkward moment after another passed until the Dwarf who had left the room returned with a white haired elder dressed in a pale blue hooded tunic. The older Dwarf ignored Tonare, fearlessly approaching Ascilius with a firm step. His sharp black eyes closely examined Ascilius's face from under bushy, snow- white eyebrows.

“Hirrus,” said Ascilius, “surely you recognize me?” 

The white haired Dwarf hesitated, obviously unsure of Ascilius’s identity.

“If you are indeed Ascilius, you are greatly changed in appearance,” he said in a hesitant voice. “What was the first weapon you forged during your apprenticeship with me and what did you name it?”

“It was a war hammer,” said Ascilius without hesitation. “I named it Fulmen, the thunderbolt. It was a fair hammer, but I have brought a better one with the same name.”

Ascilius lifted the hammer in his right hand above his head. The argentum inlaid in the bright steel shone as if lit from within. In that moment, the light in Ascilius’s dark eyes was scarcely less bright. The white haired Dwarf bowed his head, satisfied at last. He turned to the Dwarves gathered behind him and spoke.

“This is truly Ascilius returned to us once more,” he said in a firm voice. “No counterfeit of the Dark King could command the hammer in his hand.” Turning back to face Ascilius, he said, “I heard the great horn of the vigilarum sound ten days ago. Unbidden, a sudden thought entered my mind that you had returned. Welcome home my Lord Ascilius. Would that you had returned in happier times,” he continued in a sad voice. 

Turning to Elerian, Ascilius said, “This is Hirrus, my forge master of old. I was his apprentice for many a year. Are my father, mother, or brother here in the castella?” Ascilius asked Hirrus, his voice at once full of hope and fear.

A grim look appeared on Hirrus’s face.

“Your brother fell before Eboria, defending the great hall by the front gates. We do not know what happened to your parents, Ascilius. They never came to the castella.”

“They are dead then,” said Ascilius in a bleak voice. “There was no one left alive in Ennodius except this dentire. He told me that after my parents returned to the fourth level of the city to search for survivors, he never saw them again.”

“That sounds just like your parents,” replied Hirrus. “After Eboria entered the city, they worked tirelessly with Corbulo, the captain of your father’s personal guard, to help others escape, either through the stables or through the hidden doors on the upper slopes of the mountain. If this had been an invasion like those we suffered in the past, it would not have been so bad, but Eboria’s dragonets were our downfall. After Eboria destroyed the outer gates, they raced to the other levels of the city through the smaller ramps, attacking from behind those who were trying to close the doors to the central ramp. One after another, Eboria destroyed the doors to the central ramp, leaving the city open to her depredations and those of her offspring. She patrolled the main passageways and plundered the outer rooms while the smaller dragons entered the smaller tunnels and the rooms that were out of her reach. No door was able to keep them out for long, and no one was able to slay them for their scales rendered the best of our weapons harmless. Your father ordered the doors to the smaller ramps sealed in an attempt to contain them, but in the end, there was nothing left for us to do except flee the city, taking as many wagons and ponies with us as we were able. After the last Dwarf entered the castella, we sealed the doors to the stables. We have remained trapped here ever since.”

 “Who was on duty in the vigilarum when the dragon approached?” asked Ascilius quietly, pitching his voice low so that it would not carry to his nephew or the other Dwarves. “It seems strange that Eboria was able to approach the gates of the city without an alarm being sounded.”

“Herias, your nephew, kept the last watch,” replied Hirrus, also keeping his voice low. “He told us later that Eboria approached out of the sun and attacked the vigilarum before he could sound the alarm. She drove him off the peak and then attacked the gates before he could warn anyone.”

Elerian at once noted the lack of expression on Ascilius's face as Hirrus fell silent.

“Something is not right here,” he thought to himself as he threw a sidelong look at Herias who looked as if he was straining to hear what was being said. Elerian thought his face had a shuttered look, as if he wished to conceal his thoughts. “The vigilarum showed no sign of any attack when Ascilius and I visited it,” thought Elerian to himself. “At least a part of the tale Herias told was untrue. What else is he hiding, I wonder. He seems none too happy to see Ascilius again.”

When Hirrus began to speak again, Elerian turned his attention back to the old Dwarf.

“You are the king now, Ascilius,” said Hirrus in a guarded voice, “but I warn you there may be trouble. Many of your family’s older supporters will have doubts about you because of your history. The younger Dwarves do not know you at all.”  

“My brother was ever the favorite of the people,” said Ascilius without any trace of bitterness in his voice.

“The people cannot be blamed for that,” said Hirrus quietly but sternly. “You were often away from the city on trading expeditions. Then, you spent a number of years in Calenus. Your brother, on the other hand, remained home and was involved in the daily affairs of the city. It is not to be wondered that the people loved and respected him.”

Elerian thought he detected a hint of reproof in the old Dwarf's voice. He had to restrain himself to keep from speaking in Ascilius's defense.

“Who leads in my father’s place?” asked Ascilius, ignoring Hirrus's veiled criticism.

“No one leader has stepped forth,” replied Hirrus. “Many of the older Dwarves follow Durio, for he was a close friend of your father and a great captain of war before his son took over his duties. During the evacuation of Ennodius, he stood and fought when others threw down their weapons and ran away in terror of the dragon. No one doubts his bravery or wisdom, but he is very old. Some of the younger Dwarves feel more comfortable following your nephew Herias. He is not much of a warrior, but he is accounted uncommonly wise.”

“What happened after the gates to the castella were sealed?” asked Ascilius.

“At first there was great confusion,” replied Hirrus. “Many were injured and families were separated. As soon as order was restored, we made plans to escape to Galenus over the hidden road as soon as all the injured could travel. By the time we were ready to start, however, it was too late. Galenus is closed to us now,” continued Hirrus grimly, “for the Goblins have besieged the city. They came up the road from Calenus not long after the dragon laid waste to Ennodius. They gave Ennodius a wide berth, traveling north over the mountains to the west and laying siege to Galenus instead.”

“That I knew already,” said Ascilius. “Elerian saw their army from the vigilarum at the top of Geminus.”

A startled look passed over the old Dwarf's face.

“He has the eyesight of an eagle or one of the Elves then,” said Hirrus wonderingly. For the first time, he looked closely at Elerian with his wise old eyes. “I took you for a Tarsi, but perhaps I am mistaken,” he said softly so that his voice would not carry to the Dwarves behind him. “Welcome to our fortress Elerian,” he said more loudly. “I would hear your story when you have time to tell it.”

 “Thank you for the welcome,” replied Elerian. “We will talk when there is time for conversation.”

“The dragon now patrols the valley south of Galenus,” continued Hirrus, turning back to Ascilius, “but she has not menaced the Goblins. We have sent out scouts, and the few that returned reported that the Goblins have already taken the outer fortress of the city. Their army is now camped in front of the main gates, and they control all the surrounding countryside.”

“How long have you been penned up here in the castella?” asked Ascilius. 

“Almost eight months,” replied Hirrus sadly. “We have plenty of water, but not much food left, for we fled from Ennodius with only the clothes on our backs and whatever food we could carry with us. At first we were able to send out small foraging parties, but after Eboria set fire to all the land between here and Galenus, there was little food to be found. Even the game in the surrounding forests has fled.”

“How low are the food stocks?” asked Ascilius.

“Very low,” replied Hirrus. “When the last of the feed is gone, we will eat the ponies. After that we will starve.”

Ascilius knew at once that the situation was grim indeed, if there was talk of eating the   ponies. The sturdy, little beasts the Dwarves used to pull their wagons were more like family pets than beasts of burden.

“This is a puzzle that will require some thought,” said Ascilius. Ignoring the other Dwarves in the room, he took a seat at the rough table, motioning Elerian to sit next to him. Tonare lay down at their feet under the table.

“Would you like food or wine, my lord?” asked Hirrus of Ascilius.

Elerian immediately heard whispers from the Dwarves gathered behind them.

“We have little enough for ourselves! Ascilius is one of us, but why give sustenance to a stranger? He is not even of our race!”

Ascilius heard the complaints too, and his face hardened.

“Pay no attention to them,” said Hirrus angrily. “Hunger has deprived them of their manners.”

“They had best remember them in a hurry then,” said Ascilius angrily. “Elerian has been with me since my captivity in the Goblins’ mines. He helped me escape and has my trust. Any offense against him will be an offense against me.”

Ascilius made no attempt to keep his voice down, his anger silencing the Dwarves who had complained. 

“Water will do for us, if it can be spared,” said Ascilius to Hirrus, glaring at the Dwarves around him as if to dare them to comment, but no one would meet his eyes. Hirrus left, but returned quickly with a crystal decanter full of clear water and three crystal goblets.

“This is not fitting,” said Hirrus uncomfortably. “It is a poor welcome for our king.”

Ascilius smiled for the first time and turned to Elerian who smiled back. Silently, Elerian cast a spell on the decanter. The clear water instantly turned a rich ruby red.

“You will see that I am no beggar in my own house,” said Ascilius to Hirrus as he filled the Dwarf’s goblet. Hirrus lost no time in sampling the crimson liquid in his glass. A look of delight spread over his face.

“Red Hesperian, from the north slopes of the Galerius,” he said happily, favoring Elerian with a curious look. “You are a mage then, Elerian?”

“Elerian has many talents,” interrupted Ascilius, “but this is not the time to discuss them, Hirrus. I need you to call together, at once, all who would be considered leaders of our people. I would speak with them.”

“That will take a little time,” said Hirrus. “I must first give some thought as to who will be invited. Let us meet in the great hall in an hour’s time.”

Finishing his wine, Hirrus rose stiffly from the table. After bowing deeply to Ascilius, he left the guardroom to begin his errand. 

“Follow me,” said Ascilius to Elerian as he also stood up. Looking neither right nor left, he led the way out of the guardroom with Elerian and Tonare following along behind him. The other Dwarves gave way before him, some respectfully and some sullenly. Herias was nowhere to be seen, causing Elerian to wonder what where he had gone.

After the three companions left the room, the half empty decanter they left on the table was closely examined by the remaining Dwarves. After some of them tasted the excellent wine, they all agreed that Ascilius's companion must be a skilled mage even if he was a human. It did not occur to any of them to wonder how Elerian had accomplished the transformation of the water without the aid of the staff or wand carried by every human mage.

Elerian and Tonare followed Ascilius to the center of the fortress. Like Ennodius, the castella had a large central ramp which accessed its three levels. With Ascilius in the lead, they walked up the ramp until they reached the end. Here, in a blank wall of stone, they came to a small door that revealed a winding stair when Ascilius opened it.

Upon climbing the stairs, they arrived at another door, also unlocked. When Ascilius opened it, Elerian saw a small, circular chamber carved out of the living rock of the mountain. There were wide, deep windows in the walls all around the room, not very tall and open to the weather. The wind of the heights blew through them, tugging at the long beard of a sturdy Dwarf in knee length chain mail who stood near the center of the chamber with an ax in his hand. In the center of the chamber, hanging from chains attached to the roof, was a great ox horn bound in brass, its end buried in the stone floor of the airy room.

  “Leave us until you are called for,” said Ascilius to the surprised guard and such was the air of command in his deep voice and flashing eyes that the Dwarf left without question. Tonare lay down across the doorway, guarding the empty stairway as Ascilius, followed by Elerian, walked over to a window which faced west.

“We are at the highest point of the fortress,” said Ascilius as he and Elerian looked out of the window.

To their left, they could see the back gates of Ennodius, which they knew were blocked on the inside. Before them, to the northwest, a great valley with a stone road running down its center was spread out before them. Like the valley that lay before Ennodius, the greater part of it was burned and devastated. Running along the eastern edge of the valley was a line of rugged foothills, still covered in dense forest.

“There is a road running through those hills,” said Ascilius quietly to Elerian, gesturing toward the foothills. “It lies hidden under the trees. My father and I disagreed on many things, but I would be the first to defend his wisdom and foresight. After Calenus fell, he often told me privately that we needed a safe way to retreat to Galenus. Since we were the closest Dwarf city to Calenus, it seemed likely to him that Torquatus would besiege Ennodius someday. I was in agreement with him, but when he told a group of the more important and rich Dwarves in Ennodius of his plans; they refused their help. We already had a fine, wide road of stone leading to Galenus was their thought. Why should we throw away labor and treasure on a second road that we might never use?”

Eventually, my father gave me charge of building his hidden road, bearing the cost out of his own personal fortune. A few others and I labored long over its construction. Fundanus's folly they called it, for it was never used and few today even remember that it was built. My plan was to take any survivors that I found in Ennodius over that road to Galenus, but now that the Goblins have besieged the city, I am no longer certain what to do.”

Ascilius fell silent for a moment. “If I hold to my original plan, Elerian, it will now be a dangerous undertaking with an uncertain ending, for I must retake the castella of Galenus from the Goblins before my people can enter the city. I am not likely to succeed, so it might be better if you left me now, traveling east over the mountains while the way is still open. If you wait at the border of Tarsius, I will send sufficient treasure for your needs if I succeed in entering Galenus.” 

“Here you go again, trying to rid yourself of my company,” replied Elerian lightly. “Who would save you from danger if I was not there by your side?”

“This is no time for levity, Elerian,” said Ascilius with a frown. “You have done more than enough in helping me to get this far. Any attack on the castella of Galenus will be a desperate undertaking. I would not have you throw your life away in a hopeless endeavor.”

“No venture in which I am involved is ever hopeless,” replied Elerian cheerfully. “You, of all people, should know that by now.”

“I hope you can still exercise your droll humor when the Goblins are slitting our throats,” said Ascilius gloomily. “If you are determined to stand with me, then come with me to the council. Be warned, however. There may be a great deal of dissension, for not everyone is happy about my return and many will think my plan less than good to put it mildly. No matter what happens, hold on to your temper and remember that a cool head will prevail over a hot one.”

“I will hold my tongue no matter what happens,” Elerian assured Ascilius.

“I wonder if you will be able to do the same my friend,” he thought to himself wryly, remembering Ascilius’s mercurial temper.  

With Ascilius leading, the two companions left the vigilarum with Tonare at their heels.

“It seems that with each twist and turn of this adventure my path takes me farther and farther from Anthea,” mused Elerian to himself as he followed Ascilius down the stairs. I am beginning to fear that it might be a long time before I set foot in Tarsius again.”

When they reached the bottom of the stair, Ascilius spoke to the guard waiting at its foot. 

“You may resume your post,” he said shortly before leading Elerian and Tonare deep into the third and topmost level of the fortress. Each apartment they passed was full to overflowing with Dwarves of all ages. The overcrowding was so bad that many had set up beds on the sidewalks lining the streets. Elerian attracted many curious looks, but with Tonare walking between him and Ascilius, no one had the hardihood to approach or question them.

Ascilius finally stopped before the entrance to a large, roughly carved chamber almost sixty feet across and twenty feet high. Mage lights suspended from iron chains filled the room with golden light. Seated on long benches in the middle of the room were at least one hundred Dwarves.

“Wait here with Tonare,” said Ascilius to Elerian before walking through the open doorway. 

A murmur of deep voices swept through the crowd when the Dwarves realized that Ascilius had entered the chamber. They all turned their heads to watch him as he walked along the left side of the room toward the front of the group.

From his vantage point by the doorway, Elerian examined the gathering with his keen eyed gaze. Many were older Dwarves with long white or gray beards, but there were also a fair number of younger Dwarves with full beards of a rich brown or black hue. All of them had the same bushy brows and flashing dark eyes, and they were all dressed alike, wearing the hooded tunics which all Dwarves seemed to favor. Not one face displayed what Elerian would have called a friendly look.

“This ought to be an interesting meeting,” he thought dryly to himself as Ascilius reached the front of the room and turned to face the assembled Dwarves.
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Without preamble, Ascilius called for silence in a commanding voice. When all was quiet, he began to speak.

“If you have not been told already, I am Ascilius, the younger son of Fundanus returned, from a long captivity among the Goblins.”

“Would that your brother had returned instead,” shouted a surly voice from the middle of the gathering. Elerian thought it might be the voice of Herias. When he looked more closely, he saw that the Dwarf was sitting in the middle of the assembly, but it was hard to tell if he had spoken, for all the Dwarves were facing away from him, looking to the front of the room where Ascilius stood before them.

“In these dark times, you must make do with the leader you have and not the leader you wish you had,” continued Ascilius, controlling his anger. “I have called you together to tell all of you at once that I do not mean to remain bottled up here in this fortress until I starve to death. I intend to leave here, taking any who wish to follow me.”

“You will lead us only to a quicker death,” shouted a derisive voice from the middle of the crowd of Dwarves. Again, Elerian was unable to see who it was, but he thought the voice sounded different this time.

Ascilius’s face darkened as his quick temper slipped from his control. Holding his hammer by the head in his right hand, he struck the floor at his feet with the end of the handle. There was a flash of white light from the threads of argentum inlaid in the steel when the handle touched the floor. A sharp, deafening crack echoed through the room, causing many of the seated Dwarves to clap their hands over their ears. As the floor beneath the hammer handle splintered into a spider web of cracks, Elerian felt the stone beneath his feet tremble. Overhead, the mage lights swayed on their supporting chains.

“I ask only for a yes or no,” roared Ascilius. “Any who wish to bandy words or weapons may come forward and face me now!”

A shocked silence fell over the room. No one dared move except a white haired Dwarf wearing a white tunic edged with gold thread. He slowly rose from his bench near the front of the assemblage and walked toward Ascilius. Elerian could only see his broad back from where he stood.

 “Where got you that hammer?” he asked Ascilius. “I have not seen its like in this age of the world.”

“It was forged in my own workroom under the mountain with the help of my companion, Elerian,” replied Ascilius, his voice still thick with anger. “Great ruin will it bring to the Goblins.”

The white haired Dwarf bent his head down to look at Fulmen, but he did not try to touch the hammer.

“It takes a strong hand and spirit to wield a weapon of that sort,” he said raising his head to look Ascilius in the eye. “I have not always been in agreement with you in the past, Ascilius, but I see that you have dared the red mage fire and the great spells. Those are not the actions of a coward or a fool. I, for one, will follow when you leave this place.”

As if his words were a signal, other Dwarves, young and old, crowded forward to look at Fulmen. Elerian heard many of them pledge their support to Ascilius, following the lead of the white haired Dwarf.

“I wonder who the old fellow might be to command such respect?” wondered Elerian to himself.

A short time later, the white haired Dwarf and Ascilius walked to the exit where Elerian and Tonare waited, unnoticed by most of the Dwarves in the room. Elerian saw that the old Dwarf’s face was seamed with scars, and his long white beard flowed down over a belt made of gold links. He glanced curiously at Elerian and then started when he looked down at Tonare.

“Where is Corbulo, Tonare?” he asked the dentire in a faltering voice. “Is he here with you?”

“Your son fell before the black dragon,” replied Tonare sadly. “I am ashamed that I did not die with him.”

The old Dwarf’s broad shoulders sagged at the news, but he patted Durio lightly on the head with his right hand. “I am sure you did your best, Tonare. The black dragon was an enemy beyond your power to defeat.”

“He did not fare so well before my companions,” replied Tonare in a fierce, rough voice. “I had the satisfaction of choking the life out of him after my two companions wounded the murderous creature.”

The old Dwarf looked up at Elerian and Ascilius, his dark eyes full of grief. “A noble deed my friends, but revenge is small comfort to the old. I wish that I had my son back instead.”

“We have all suffered losses,” said Ascilius sympathetically, “and are likely to suffer more before this business is ended, Durio.”

“So, this is the Dwarf that Hirrus spoke of,” thought Elerian to himself. “He seems a mighty warrior despite his age. No wonder the others followed his lead.”

Without another word, Durio walked away with bowed shoulders, Tonare following at his heels.

“We are to follow him,” said Ascilius softly to Elerian. “He is leading us to a place where we may rest and plan our next move.”

Side by side, Ascilius and Elerian followed Durio to a small room not far from the meeting hall. It contained two beds, a wooden washstand, a small table, and four chairs.

“I am sorry that we have nothing better,” said Durio to Ascilius. “Every room in the castella is full to overflowing. It was never meant to hold so many Dwarves at once.”

“This will do,” replied Ascilius. “It is better than most of the places I have slept in over the last twenty years.”

 Ascilius and Durio seated themselves at the table. Elerian did the same, sitting uncomfortably in a chair made for someone at least a foot shorter than himself.

Turning to Durio, Ascilius said, “This is my companion that I spoke of. His name is Elerian.”

Durio looked Elerian over carefully with shrewd eyes that were neither welcoming nor unfriendly.

Ascilius broke the silence first. “How many of our people remain alive?”

“There are close to three thousand,” replied Durio. “Of that number, there are perhaps a thousand warriors who can still carry a weapon and another six hundred who are too wounded or too old to fight. The rest are all women and children.”

“Not as bad as I feared,” said Ascilius, not trying to hide the relief in his voice. “Corbulo and my father did well to get so many out alive.”

“Perhaps,” said Durio in a bleak voice, “although I do not know to what end. We are trapped here, slowly starving to death, our city and treasure lost to us forever. Eboria will never give up either one as long as she lives.”

“I can do nothing about Eboria,” replied Ascilius, “but I may have a remedy for our situation here. I mean to lead our people to Galenus over the hidden road that was built so many years ago at my father’s command.”

 “Did Hirrus forget to mention that the Goblins have laid siege to Galenus?” asked Durio sardonically. “If we are to take the road, then our only hope is to travel a little way down it and then turn north into the mountains, keeping out sight in the forest while we skirt Galenus and travel to Iulius.”

“No forest can hide three thousand Dwarves from a dragon,” replied Ascilius acerbically. “Eboria would discover us and hunt us down one by one. If any escaped her eagle eyed gaze, they would face a journey of many days with no food through the most difficult terrain imaginable. Few would escape the Trolls and other creatures that haunt those dark forests. Our only hope is to retake the castella of Galenus so that we may enter the city through the stable gate.”

“That is madness,” objected Durio. “You said yourself that the forest cannot conceal three thousand Dwarves. If we try to follow the hidden road as far as Galenus, we will be discovered by either the dragons or the Goblins before we come anywhere near the city. Even if, for the sake of argument, we could somehow reach the castella and fight our way inside, we would accomplish nothing, for the stable entrance to Galenus has certainly been sealed by now to prevent the Goblins from entering the city. Our forces would be trapped inside the castella, which the Goblins would retake sooner or later. Any Dwarf who survived the fighting would be condemned to a life of terrible slavery.”

“You need not lecture me on the horrors of being captured by the Goblins,” grated Ascilius. “I have spent the last twenty years of my life in their mines.”

The two Dwarves stared angrily at each other for a moment; their beards quivering with anger, for the argument had awakened all the old animosity that lay between them. Elerian prepared to freeze them both into immobility if they came to blows, but Durio finally relented and sat back in his chair.

“If this is your only plan, then I will withdraw my support, unless, of course, you know something that the rest of us do not,” he said scornfully as he leaned back in his seat again. “I have heard that your companion is a mage.”

“Whatever I know, I will keep to myself,” replied Ascilius angrily. “With you or without you, I will leave this fortress with anyone who will follow me.”

The two Dwarves glared at each other again.

“You should follow him, Durio,” said Tonare suddenly in his rough voice. “Ascilius is no fool. He has outwitted Eboria, and his companion has powers you do not suspect.”

Durio turned his angry gaze on Tonare, who stared back fearlessly.

Again, Durio relented first. “You are a wise and courageous guardian, Tonare. I cannot easily discount your advice, therefore, I will follow Ascilius because he is Fundanus’s son and because I have no better choice,” he said at last, a tinge of hopelessness in his voice.

“At dawn I want two hundred volunteers from among those who can bear arms assembled by the door to the hidden road,” said Ascilius brusquely to Durio. “You will give us two hours start and then follow behind us with the rest of our people.”

“We should leave at night when we have more cover,” objected Durio.

“We will leave at dawn,” said Ascilius in a grim voice that brooked no argument. “Move everyone along as quickly as you can but do not attract attention to yourselves. Caution everyone not to set so much as one foot off of the road and to avoid making noise of any kind. As soon as the light begins to fade, you must stop for the night with no lights or fires of any kind. Stay on the road at all times. If fortune favors us, my volunteers and I will have the outer fortress in our possession by the time the first of the wagons arrive at the castella. With luck, we will have everyone inside before the Goblins know what we are about. Once we are all in the fortress, we can make our way into the city through the stables.”

“I have already pointed out the flaws in your plan,” said Durio shaking his head doubtfully, “but I will do everything exactly as you have commanded me. I hope that I do not live to regret my actions.”

“In two days time, we will share a mug of beer in Galenus,” said Ascilius confidently.

“That remains to be seen,” replied Durio with a shrug of his broad shoulders. “What of those who will not follow you?”

“There is no hope in remaining here,” said Ascilius, “but I will force no one to follow me. Those who wish it may remain here with such food as you can spare them. Leave me now, for Elerian and I need to rest for a time.” 

After rising and bowing stiffly, Durio left without another word.

“I must follow my master now,” said Tonare to Ascilius before following Durio.

After the dentire passed through the doorway, Elerian closed the heavy wooden door behind him. When he turned around to face Ascilius, the Dwarf was sitting on one of the wooden beds, leaning on Fulmen's handle with both hands, a weary expression on his face.

“That was a wonderful display of diplomacy both here and at the meeting,” said Elerian dryly.

 “These stiff necked fools I am dealing with would try anyone's patience,” growled Ascilius, looking embarrassed. He suddenly put his head down and his shoulders sagged. “I am sorry Elerian,” he said. “I know you are trying to lighten my mood, but I am tired and despite what I said to Durio, we may indeed be trapped in the castella of Galenus as he fears. If that happens, the Goblins will slaughter many of my people in the worst ways imaginable. Any who survive will become slaves.”

“Why the doubts now?” asked Elerian in a puzzled voice. “You seemed much more confident in front of Durio.”

“A good leader must appear self-assured, Elerian,” replied Ascilius, “but my heart is full of doubts.”

“There is only one thing that I can do to shed light on our future and perhaps give Ascilius the confidence that he needs,” thought Elerian to himself. Opening his right hand, he called his crystal orb from its resting place beside his spell book.
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“No!” said Ascilius, starting back as if a venomous serpent had appeared in Elerian’s palm instead of a small crystal sphere. “Send that cursed thing away.”

Elerian ignored the Dwarf. Ascilius believed that the orb shaped the future, twisting it into an evil path, but Elerian knew better, for he had crafted the sphere to reveal the future, not change it.

“Show me what will happen at the fortress of Galenus,” he silently commanded the sphere as he tried with all his powers to tear aside the veil which obscured the future. The orb remained stubbornly blank, as capricious as ever in what it would reveal. “What will happen if we remain here in the castella?” Elerian silently asked next.

A scene suddenly appeared in the orb, which now glowed with a soft, inner light. Elerian saw a stone walled room filled with the quiescent bodies of Dwarves of various ages, their bones clearly visible beneath their slack skins. The orb shifted to one room after another, showing similar scenes of starvation and death.

“Death and starvation,” said Ascilius in a hushed voice, for despite his misgivings, he had looked into the sphere.

The scene in the orb suddenly shifted to a remote forest where Dwarves fled on foot before red flames. Screams came from under the trees where something indistinct lurked in the shadows. Elerian started and nearly dropped the orb, when it showed the face of Ascilius, eyes closed and features still. He heard a sharp intake of breath from the Dwarf as he looked at what was surely his death mask. Before either Ascilius or Elerian could say a word, the image in the orb vanished leaving the sphere clear as water once more.

“That is your fate if you travel north as Durio advised you,” said Elerian as he sent his orb away again. “The orb has also shown what will happen if you remain here in the castella. The only thing it would not reveal to me is our fate if we travel to Galenus on your hidden road.”

“Whatever that may be, we have no choice but to leave this place,” replied Ascilius in a resolute voice. “If your orb has shown a true future, then there is no hope in either remaining here or traveling north. We must follow my plan to retake the fortress.”

He looked at Elerian gratefully.

“I owe you much my friend. I could never have come so far without you.”

“You know that I must keep you alive until you provide the price of my wedding,” said Elerian, his eyes glinting with laughter. “Why did you never mention your family before we entered the city?” he asked, abruptly becoming serious.

“There was nothing to tell,” said Ascilius sadly. “Even before now, you must have guessed that I have always been at odds with my father because I was away from the city so often. He told me more than once that the crown would pass on to my younger brother because he had the best interests of our people at heart.” A haunted look came into Ascilius’s eyes. “I should have stayed at home like my brother. Things might have turned out differently if I was here when the dragon arrived.”

“Or you might have died next to your brother, leaving your people with no hope for the future,” said Elerian firmly. “Do not torture yourself with what might have been Ascilius. We can only play the part laid out for us and hope that all will turn out well in the end. Rest and I will keep watch.”

“There is no need to stand watch here,” said Ascilius, who was suddenly overcome with a great weariness. “I am in no danger here among my own people.”

A thoughtful look came into Elerian's eyes. “I did not like the way Herias looked at you after the meeting. I think he is less than happy at your return.”

A troubled look came into Ascilius's eyes. “He is my brother's son. I cannot believe he means me any harm.”

“You know best,” said Elerian, sounding unconvinced. “I will wander about a bit then. I do not feel sleepy yet.” 

Ascilius smiled, “Go then. You may not need any sleep, but I will rest for a few hours while I can.”

“I will return after a bit,” replied Elerian. After laying down his gear, he opened the door and was surprised to see an armed Dwarf dressed in bright chainmail standing outside the door.

“Durio bade me wait here in case you or Ascilius were needful of anything,” said the Dwarf.

“I wish only to stretch my legs a bit,” replied Elerian.   

“I will find a guide to go with you, then,” said the Dwarf. “The fortress can be confusing until one gets used to it.” 

“And you do not want strangers wandering about on their own,” thought Elerian to himself as he watched the guard walk away.

The Dwarf returned quickly. The guide he brought for Elerian looked young, with a humorous glint in his eye which Elerian liked. Like most Dwarves Elerian had met thus far, he was barely five feet tall and sturdy in build. Although he had the same hungry, lean look as everyone else, his rich brown hair and beard were both were combed out in shining, flowing waves. He wore a sky blue hooded tunic, brown linen pants, and soft black boots. A belt made of silver links was clasped around his waist. 

 “My name is Falco,” said the Dwarf to Elerian in a deep, pleasant voice. “I am to be your guide. Where would you like to go?”

“Nowhere in particular,” said Elerian with a smile. “I only wish to go for a stroll.”

Followed by Falco, Elerian began walking; making no attempt to go in any particular direction. The castella followed the same pattern in its layout as Ennodius, but the tunnels in the fortress were rough-hewn and bare of decorations, unlike the polished passages of the city. Every twenty feet, mage lamps cast a steady yellow glow over the stony walls and floors of the tunnels.

“In Ennodius,” said Falco suddenly, “the streets and halls were lit with hundreds of these lights in shades of silver, green, and gold. It was a sight to gladden the heart.” 

“I wish I had seen the city in happier times,” replied Elerian. “The halls and passageways are dark and silent now. I was not sorry to quit the city.”

“You will judge our cities differently once you have seen Galenus,” said Falco. “Where do you hail from?” he asked curiously after a moment.

“I lived far to the south in Hesperia until I was captured by raiders and sold to the Goblins as a youth,” said Elerian.

Falco favored Elerian with a careful look. “You do not resemble any Hesperian that I ever saw. I have traded among them and have never seen one with black hair and gray eyes.”

“My foster father found me wandering in the forest when I was a child,” explained Elerian. “I do not know who my people were or where I came from.”

“You look like a Tarsi,” said Falco, “but the only time I remember seeing one west of the Arvina was during the Great War.”

“You look too young to remember a battle which took place so long ago,” said Elerian, surprise evident in his voice.

Falco laughed. “I am young for a Dwarf, but old as men tell time, for I turned one hundred and thirty just last month. I was in my thirtieth year when the last battle of Fimbria was fought.”

“You are my elder by a great deal then,” said Elerian. “My life has spanned only forty years.”

They walked in silence for a time, Elerian taking in all the activity around him. Everywhere he looked, Dwarves were packing their few belongings and families. It seemed to Elerian no one was planning to remain behind when Ascilius left the fortress.

“I hear Ascilius gave them what for in the meeting earlier,” said Falco suddenly. He smiled as Elerian hesitated to reply. “You need not worry about me, Elerian. I will tell you honestly that there were many in Ennodius who did not care for Ascilius. Most Dwarves are a serious lot, staying at home and working at their crafts, but Ascilius was different. He was often gone from Ennodius, and there were those who held it against him, saying that he was neglecting the city and his duties as the son of Fundanus. After a while, many became jealous of him too, for he became wealthy through his craft and trading expeditions, and he was especially invited to help in the building of Calenus. His skill as a mage and his high station as the king’s son increased their resentment even more.

 “I, on the other hand, admired him, although I was much too young to travel in his circle of friends. It was a shame that he was captured by the Goblins and disappeared for so long. I have often wondered how they came upon him so deep in the country of the Tarsi.”

Falco suddenly paused as if he had let slip something better left unsaid. He quickly changed the subject.

“Plemin, Ascilius’s brother, was entirely different. He had no wish to travel and was absolutely unremarkable. I thought him very dull, but he was popular with many of the other Dwarves. He died bravely, but uselessly, I think, rushing at the dragon with only an ax in his hand. You will not see Ascilius do anything as foolish as that. If anyone can lead us out of here safely, he will.”

“I have traveled far with him, and I have found him to be a wise and resourceful Dwarf and a good companion besides,” replied Elerian.

“He is as heedlessly brave as any other Dwarf, however,” thought Elerian to himself, recalling the many times Ascilius had recklessly risked his life.

“How did you and Ascilius survive your encounter with the dragons?” Falco asked next, interrupting his thoughts. “I hear that Ascilius has been very closed mouth about your adventures in the city.”

“It is not proper for me to say more then,” said Elerian.

Upon seeing the disappointed look on Falco's face, he smiled, for he had taken a liking to the young Dwarf. “I will tell you a little of our story, but you must keep it to yourself. We kept to the smaller tunnels so that Eboria could not come at us. After we searched the city and found it empty, we locked ourselves in Ascilius's workshop and made the weapons we carry now. Not long after that, we escaped from the city by way of a hidden exit near the back gate.”

“You make it sound quite unremarkable, but I am sure there is a great deal that you left out,” said Falco shrewdly. “I noticed that there was a hole burned in Ascilius’s beard. Did he get that fighting the black dragon? Tonare told Durio that the three of you slew the beast.”

Elerian carefully kept his face impassive, although he badly wanted to burst out laughing, remembering how Ascilius had rushed off with his beard on fire. “That is a tale I will leave Ascilius to tell,” he replied to a disappointed Falco. 

“I have heard that Ascilius used the red mage fire and the old spells in the making of your weapons?” continued the irrepressible young Dwarf, who seemed to have no end of questions to ask.

“He did,” said Elerian, but he would say no more, for he was not sure how much Ascilius would want him to reveal of what they had done in his workshop. Seeing that Elerian was determined to be closemouthed about himself and Ascilius, Falco turned his talk to other, safer topics. Elerian found him a most pleasant companion.

By chance, they reached the ramp at the center of the fortress, and on a whim, Elerian turned his steps downward toward the stables. At the base of the ramp, he and Falco entered a huge, low-ceilinged chamber that contained hundreds of stone stalls arranged in circles around the ramp, much as they had been in Ennodius and Calenus. 

The stables were just as crowded as the rest of the fortress. Instead of one pony, most of the stalls contained two of the small, sturdy beasts favored by the Dwarves to pull their carts and wagons. Their shaggy forelocks fell over their bright eyes as they stared curiously at Elerian when he walked by. The Dwarves who were changing the straw in the stalls and giving the ponies hay and water stared at Elerian suspiciously when he offered to help. When they saw that he was well used to the work, however, they became friendlier. An old, white haired Dwarf named Laternus even ventured a few comments when Elerian worked next to him. 

“You're no stranger to tending livestock,” he said as he watched Elerian curry a small black pony.

“I grew up on a farm,” replied Elerian as he worked the brush over the pony's glossy hide. Although the beast was in good health, he was thin, his ribs clearly visible under his smooth skin.

“The poor beasts have lost weight,” said Laternus. “We have water in plenty, but the stocks of hay and grain are almost gone. It will break my heart if we run out of feed and are reduced to eating these poor animals. I have tended many of them for years,” he said sadly, as he scratched the black pony behind the ears.

“Things may change for the better,” said Elerian but he did not elaborate.

“They say the king's older son has returned,” continued Laternus, “but I have my doubts as to how much help he will be. Royalty or not, he was a strange sort for a Dwarf, always traveling to distant places instead of staying home to tend to the affairs of the city like his brother.”

Elerian decided it was time to steer the conversation in a different direction. “I will spend the night here,” he told Falco, who was standing patiently nearby. “The fresh straw will make a fine bed and the ponies good company.” 

“You are a strange sort yourself,” said Falco with a laugh, for he had been listening to Elerian and Laternus talk. “You travel in the company of royalty but prefer a stall for a bed. I will return for you in the morning then.”

Falco turned and walked away, as Laternus looked at Elerian with startled eyes. Falco's words had reminded him of the rumor that the king had brought a tall companion with him when he entered the fortress.

“I hope you will not be repeating my words to the king,” he said in a voice that quavered slightly. “I hear he has a most uncommon temper.”

Elerian suddenly laughed aloud, and at the clear sound of his voice, all of the ponies lifted their heads and pricked up their ears. Laternus suddenly felt the fear lifted from his heart.

“He does indeed have a temper,” said Elerian gravely, “but you need not fear him. He would take your words about him for a compliment.”

Still laughing softly, Elerian took himself off to a stall that held two gray ponies, leaving Laternus scratching his head in puzzlement. After making his bed in a corner on a pile of fresh straw, Elerian took a moment to let a little of his power into his master ring. This had become a daily ritual with him, storing power against the day he would need it. Afterward, he entered almost immediately into the world of his memories. The smell of the straw and the rich, warm scent of the ponies called to mind earlier days that he had spent in Balbus’s barn. Once again, he walked with his foster father, reliving memories that were as real as his waking moments.
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When Falco came down to fetch him in the morning, Elerian was already up and helping to feed and brush the ponies in Laternus’s care.

“Ascilius has asked me to bring you to him,” said Falco as he leaned on a stall door, watching Elerian curry a small gray pony. He bore little resemblance to the pleasant Dwarf who had greeted Elerian yesterday. Today, instead of his tunic, he was wearing a steel cap and a shirt of bright chain mail that reached down to his knees. His hair and beard were braided, and he looked every inch a seasoned warrior.

Elerian gave the pony a last stroke with the brush before handing it to Laternus, who was working in the stall next door.

“Goodbye, my friend,” he said to the old Dwarf.

“Thank you for your help,” said Laternus. “If fortune favors us, I will buy you a mug of beer in Galenus in a few days time.”

“I would be honored,” replied Elerian.

Turning away from the old Dwarf, he followed Falco out of the stables and back to the room where he and Ascilius had met with Durio. There, he found Ascilius sitting at the wooden table with his nephew Herias and Durio. Tonare lay under the table near Durio’s feet. Like Falco, all three of the Dwarves were dressed in mail, their hair and beards done up in two thick braids, a sure sign they were going into battle.

“Come in,” said Ascilius when he saw Elerian and Falco appear in the doorway. “Take a bite of breakfast, for there is no telling when we will have time to eat again. I mean to be off at first light.”

Elerian sat on a chair that was a little too low to be comfortable and had a cup of wine and a bit of bread. Falco remained standing, saying that he had already eaten. As he drank his wine, Elerian noted that both Ascilius and Herias were slightly flushed as if they had been arguing.

Herias was the first to break the silence. “For the last time uncle, I beg you to reconsider this rash plan you are undertaking. It can only end in failure.” 

Ascilius's eyes glinted with anger. “I do not mean to fail Herias.”

“At least let our people remain here until we have word of your success or failure. That would be the safer course to follow.”

“He says we, not they,” noted Elerian to himself. “Evidently, he intends to remain here with them.”

“It may be too late to leave the fortress by then,” said Ascilius impatiently. “My friend Elerian wounded Eboria with an arrow yesterday. I do not think she will venture out of the city until the wound has healed somewhat. If we move immediately, our people can reach Galenus before she takes to the skies again. The opportunity will be lost once her wound heals, for even the hidden road will not conceal our people from her sharp eyes.”

“We should travel north on foot into the forest then, as Durio has suggested,” replied Herias. “We will have time to distance ourselves from the city before the dragon recovers.”

“Then what?” asked Ascilius “When the dragon finally discovers us, as she surely will, we will be trapped out in the open with no food miles from safety of any kind, for it is a journey of many days to Iulius from here.”

“We could scatter under the trees on foot, eating the ponies to maintain ourselves as we traveled to Iulius,” said Herias coldly, no hint of any warm emotion in his dark eyes.

“Perhaps one in ten would reach Iulius alive,” replied Ascilius sternly.

“Better a few should live than no one at all,” replied Herias sullenly.

“Enough!” shouted Ascilius, suddenly thumping the table with his right fist, causing all three goblets that were set on it to jump and spill half their contents. I have made my decision Herias! If you wish to travel north, go yourself now with all who desire to follow you! Otherwise keep silent and help with the preparations for our departure!”

Herias stared resentfully at Ascilius and then at Elerian.

“You treat this stranger with more respect than your own family,” he said in a hard, flat voice. Rising abruptly from his chair, he stormed out of the room without waiting to hear Ascilius's reply.

Face darkened by anger, Ascilius restrained himself with an effort. Turning to Durio, he asked, “Do you have anything more to say?”

“I have already promised that I will follow you,” replied Durio. “There may be many who will follow Herias, however, if he strikes out on his own. Despite what you think, there is some merit to his plan.”

 “That will be their choice,” said Ascilius brusquely. “Now, let us delay no longer, for the sun is rising and we have far to go. Are the volunteers assembled?” he asked Durio.

“They are waiting for you now in the stables,” replied Durio.

Rising from the table, Ascilius picked up his hammer and shield while Elerian retrieved Acris and his other gear. Leading the way out of the room, Ascilius walked briskly toward the central ramp, followed by Elerian, Falco, and Durio. Tonare stayed by Durio’s side, walking with his curiously springy gate. As he stepped lightly behind Ascilius, Elerian saw Dwarves preparing to leave everywhere he looked. A steady stream of them, silent and subdued, walked down the ramp to the stables where the wagons waited. Evidently, no one had elected to stay in the fortress.

“Will they go with Ascilius or Herias?” wondered Elerian to himself as he followed Ascilius through the throng,

Whenever they caught sight of Ascilius and Elerian, the Dwarves fell silent and stared, for word that the king had returned had spread through the fortress. Dressed in his mail shirt with his great hammer clenched in his powerful right hand, Ascilius looked a stern, formidable leader. Beside Ascilius's sturdy frame, Elerian looked like a tall, young sapling, but a light gleamed in his gray eyes and few could stare into them for long without turning their heads away.

 Ascilius's face remained impassive, looking neither right nor left as he passed through his people. Despite his words to Herias, Elerian knew the thought of failure still weighed heavily on Ascilius although he would not admit to it.

When they reached the stables, the peace and quiet Elerian had awakened to was gone. Teams of ponies were being hitched to the wagons, and the young, the old, and those unable to walk were being loaded aboard. Small Dwarf children were running everywhere in their bright hooded tunics, adding to the confusion. Unlike their parents, they were happy to be leaving the gloomy castella and their high, glad voices filled the air.

“It does not appear that anyone is following Herias,” thought Elerian to himself as he examined the Dwarf wagons. Six feet wide and ten feet long, they were supported by spoked wooden wheels shod with iron rims that raised the wagon beds two feet off the ground. Brass lanterns hung at each corner of the wagon beds, which were enclosed and roofed with thick wooden panels painted in brown or green, forming stout enclosures. On the sides were wide, hinged panels which could be raised to allow the Dwarves inside to shoot crossbow bolts. Only two ponies pulled each wagon, for the little animals, like their masters, were uncommonly strong.

Gathered against the north wall of the stables, Ascilius and Elerian found the small force Ascilius had requested already waiting. They were all broad, strong Dwarves, each dressed in chain mail down to his knees, brown leather pants, and heavy leather boots. On their heads, they had round steel caps with steel nosepieces. Small, round shields were strapped to the brown, leather knapsacks they carried on their backs. Each Dwarf also carried a small steel crossbow strapped to his pack, and all of them carried war hammers or double bladed axes in their hands. Long knives for close fighting were thrust into their belts. A few, striped dogs resembling Tonare sat among them. With their great spiked collars and mailed shirts, they were a formidable sight. Elerian was not surprised when Falco was warmly greeted as he stepped into the ranks of the volunteers, for the young Dwarf seemed well liked by everyone.

It was hard to judge the age of the volunteers, but Elerian was fairly certain that most were well past their youth as evidenced by the streaks of gray many of them had in their braided hair and beards. All of the Dwarves had faces hard and impassive as granite, their dark eyes burning with fierce lights. They had been trapped behind the walls of the fortress for a long time without hope of escape. Now that they had a leader who was willing to act, they were eager to follow.

Ascilius tuned to Durio.

“Wait until noon. Then follow with all the speed you can muster. Do not travel at night for any reason. Listen well to Hirrus. He knows the secret of the hidden road and will explain it to you.”

“Your orders will be carried out,” said Durio in his deep voice. “If fortune favors us we will meet in Galenus in two days time.” 

Ascilius next turned to Elerian. “Are you ready my friend? This will be a race against time with a stiff fight at the end of it.”  

“What more could I ask for?” asked Elerian dryly, his gray eyes shining in the mage lights that lit the stables. “Let us go then. I am anxious to match my sword against your hammer. We will judge which is the better weapon by the number of Goblins it slays.”  

“That will be my hammer without a doubt,” said Ascilius confidently.

Casting aside all his doubts, he opened a pair of hidden doors in the wall behind the company of Dwarves, which few had known were there, for they were built in secret long ago. When the doors swung open, they revealed a dark tunnel, ten feet wide and high, more than large enough to admit one of the Dwarf wagons.

Ascilius blew powerfully on the silver mouthpiece of a small ox horn that hung on a strap around his neck. A deep note, mellow but powerful, echoed throughout the stables. The ponies whinnied and stamped in reply. Everywhere, Dwarves stopped what they were doing and looked up as Ascilius and his company of volunteers left the stables. Hope and pride stirred in their hearts at the sight of them. Hardy and warlike they looked as they tramped out of sight.

After he entered the dark tunnel, Ascilius lit a small mage light which kept pace with him, staying exactly the same distance above his head. With Elerian at his right shoulder, he led his company of Dwarves, walking three abreast, down the passageway, which inclined gradually upward straight as a ruler. Behind him he heard the steady tramp of hundreds of leather boots on the stone floor of the tunnel. 

Elerian guessed that they had run almost a quarter of a mile before they came to a blank stone wall. At Ascilius’s word of command, a set of double doors was briefly outlined by a silver line of argentum.

Ascilius glanced at Elerian who, sword and shield held ready for combat, waited expectantly at his side.

“Another door, another adventure, my friend,” he said softly. “What awaits us on the other side I wonder?”

“There is only one way to find out,” replied Elerian lightly, his fearless gray eyes gleaming softly in the dim rays of Ascilius’s mage light.

Cautiously, Ascilius pushed with his right hand on the right hand door, which swung open easily on silent hinges.
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