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Magic Folk & Characters of Kaiya






Acolytes of the Deep – Agually priests

Agualyte – Water wielders

Airwei (Wind Rider) – General to Harigamun

Ansei – Silver-skinned elf

Arimeus Santar – Runefall's Chief Runic & Runic Councilman

Asmodeus (Pyrosi) – Stolen child of Runefall

Balooffi (Dwarf) – Grunffi's father

Bancala the Scaled – Kaiya’s largest dragon ever known

Barigund – Head of the Runic Council and Commander of Runefall

Barklo (Dwarf) – Member of Grunffi's company & Saroria's brother

Belia (Agualyte) – Stolen child of Runefall

Beror (Dwarf) – Member of Grunffi's company & Bulroar's son

Bulroar (Dwarf) – Member of Grunffi's company & Beror's father

Crytungr – Frosted fowl of the Northern lava caves

Dagora – Dragon titan & son to Dremhirra

Dalias Lanis – Commander of the Runic Vanguard

Dhamri (Dwarf) – Member of Grunffi's company

Dire wolves - Beasts who roamed the North, reaching upward of ten and twelve feet high, if spotted upright

Dremhirra – Dragon titan & father to Dagora

Dwiddli (Dwarf) – Dwarf of the Northern lava caves

Draguar - Descendants of the High Wyvern

Elias Harkor – Commander of Runefall

Flaurin (Ansei) – Grendalla’s brother

Furin – Chair of Commerce of the Runic Council

Galantis – Master General of the Runic Army

Gaiara – Earth wielders

Gayllen – Titan, the Final Son

General Toak – General, leader of the Woodland Army & Protector Among the Trees

Gnomes of Dragon’s Deep

Golem – A being created entirely from inanimate matter, usually clay or mud

Gremanhas Silverskin (Ansei) – Kyra's mentor & teacher

Grendalla (Ansei) – Leader of the Exiles of Raknar

Groff (Golem) – Groffrick Heilimdower, Champion of Beliria, Steward of Unhoused Souls, & The First and Final Golem

Grunffi – Dwarven King

Gwalli (Dwarf) – Dhamri's second in command

Haffi – Dwarven Prince

Halorin (Mystic) – General to Harigamun

Harigamun (Pyrosi) – Warlord of Kaiya

High Wyvern

Hirkar (Gaiara) – Stolen child of Runefall

Ikba (Dwarf) – Member of Grunffi's company

Krabella (Dwarf) – Member of Grunffi's company & Skolgrim's wife

Kyra (Ragi) – Runic magician

Litree – Small, bronze-skinned elves who live in the South

Melro – Gnome of Dragon's Deep

Mystics – Telepathic magic wielders

Litree – Small, bronze elves who live in the south

Ograas – Dwarves from the South

Premus Hydik – Historic Librarian and Spell Keep of Runefall & Runic Councilman

Psions – Mystics who can perform mind control

Pyrosi – Fire wielders

Ragi – Rune magic wielder

Rocco Frapor – Commander of Runefall

Roki – Reaper of the Lost Garden

Samiel (Litree) – Companion to Kyra

Saroria (Dwarf) – Dwarven Queen & Barklo's sister

SeaHorse – Stags of the Agualytes

Shade  – Conjurer from the dark elven tribes to the far East

Shalix – Chair of Agriculture of Runefall & Runic Councilman

Sheiba – Grendalla's jungle cat

Singher (Pyrosi) – General to Harigamun & Second in Command

Skolgrim (Dwarf) – Member of Grunffi's company & Krabella's husband

Sodsheim (Gaiara) – General to Harigamun

Thorns – The garden’s army, those loyal to Roki, and the life he seeks to protect

Tir Vari – Scribe of Salaril the Rune God & Runic Councilwoman

Titan – First beasts ever created and bent to the voice of Baylar

Turmin – Architect of Runefall and one who constructed the Wall of Turmin, Runic Councilman

Varelia – Daughter of Varus

Varin – Runefall's Lord of Summons & Runic Councilman

Varus – Father to Variela

Whaleback (Agualyte) – General to Harigamun

Wind Riders – Air wielders








  
  
Gods of Kaiya






Ada – Wife of Dwarahir

Baylar  – Beliria’s husband & God of Summons

Beliria – Baylar’s wife & The Shackled Maiden

Dwarahir – Creator of dwarves, called Dreadsmith by Baylar

Harei – Matriarch of creation

Ishmail – Brother to Salaril, Lord of Dreams, Prophet to Kaiyar

Krishalla –  God of Lightning, King of the Gods

Larina – God worshiped by the Mystics

Raknar  – Blood Lord and Beliria’s lover. Leads two tribes: Exiles and Nomads, who both practice blood magic

Salaril – Brother of Ishmael, Lord of Runes & Creator of Runefall

Salarilias – Priestess of Salaril

Uvanion – Lord of Water








  
  
Locations & Landmarks






Cravenswood – Woodland area outside of Nightfall

Court of Flowers

Dragon's Spine – Birthplace of the Dragons

Dragon’s Deep - location within Dragon Spine

Dwarahir’s Forge - In the depths of Dragon’s Deep where Dwarahir carves his dwarven creations

Dwirehall - The entry cavern within Dragon’s Deep

Dwaharim – Home of the dwarves

Dwalham - A great dwarven city in the South

Fields of Dagora – Land outside of Runefall

Larina’s Veil

Nightfall - Home of Varus and Varelia

Northern Lava Mountains – New home to Grunffi's company

Pyra – Birthplace of the Pyrosi

Riverbed – Home of the Agualytes

Runefall – Hidden city created by Salaril

Stained Temple - Temple of Beliria, otherwise known as the House of Summons

The Lost Garden – A separate realm for summoned creatures

Unda’Hearth – Home to the Crypt of Kaiya & House of Demons

Vari – Birthplace of Varus










  
  
Dedication




To Mamaw Sandy,


Three books in, and she’s still the only one in the family to read them. Thanks for loving my stories, but mostly, for loving me.
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Flashback Before the Storm





A message from a god is quite like a message in a bottle. The message could be important, but you never know who it’s coming from. If the message from Runefall proves false, I’ll be sure to kill its messenger.


— Harigamun, Thoughts of War


Two young guards, hardly men, stood gazing with nearly picturesque tranquility into the luscious plains of a field seemingly untrodden, and they knew that picture to be a lie. 

As the silence around them lingered, crickets sang into the fading darkness while flowers dreamt of the sunlit morning, the drowning night’s breeze growing stronger, turning to a bellowing gust. 

“There’s a storm brewing,” the Agualyte said, looking at rain clouds not far off in the approaching darkness. 

“You’re no sorcerer,” growled the Pyrosi, who was also not a sorcerer. “You can’t commune with water any more than I can whisper to fire. Don’t speak to me like them clouds tell ya their plans!” he spat and turned away.

Neither of the two guards were capable of such magical acts—for most people of Kaiya were not capable of wielding magic, nor were the vast majority in both of their respective armies. 

“I’ll not speak for the other cities,” replied the Agualyte, “but we all have an affinity to water in the Riverbed. Though you are correct, I cannot bend it to my will. I still hear the streams, though, and tides are turning.” 

But the Agualyte wasn’t being truthful. He couldn’t hear the streams any more than the Pyrosi could translate embers from a flame.

The Pyrosi scolded his counterpart with a smirked groan of mockery while gazing into the night sky. An unusual amount of starlight had descended upon the open plains before him, enough to curiously study the harrowing clouds above. 

“A bit odd, yea? Don’t ya think?” the Pyrosi asked. 

“What’s that?”

“Such power,” the Pyrosi continued. “Harigamun. To have such power, all the power in one army. It’s not just the—”

“Yes,” the Agualyte answered, “I suppose it is. One man ought not be able to conquer so much…”

The Pyrosi guard shot a glance toward the Agualyte with the intention to cause cowardice, for his counterpart’s words bordered the lines of treacherous conversation.

“And when the city falls?” the Pyrosi asked, trying to probe but not necessarily expecting to be given the delicious information he sought. Indeed, such a revelation into the ever-frustrating mind of the Agualyte army would be something war-changing.

“Yes?” the Agualyte pressed, intending to force the Pyrosi into asking something more direct.

“Will you and yours still follow? Will ya remain loyal to Harigamun?”

“Ah,” the Agualyte quipped. “Will the Agualytes of the deep continue to bow to the Warlord of Kaiya—our sworn enemy?” He sighed, wanting to say a great many words, all of which were too meaningless for the ears of a Pyrosi. Instead, the Agualyte turned back to his companion and simply asked a question in return. “Will you?”

“Perhaps you’re right, ya little barnacle,” the Pyrosi chuckled while crossing his arms and avoiding the question. “Them clouds are behavin’ awfully strange.”

“It's the bones,” the Pyrosi said, changing the subject. “They call out queer portents wrought for that damned city!”

“The bones?” the Agualyte asked, unsure of the Pyrosi’s meaning. “I’m a long way from Riverbed. What bones do you speak of?”

“This,” the Pyrosi outstretched his arms toward the plains before them and gleamed a taunting grin, “it’s the Field of Bones, it is. We’ve marched here for more reasons than one, boy. Varin, Lord of Summons, has brought us here for great calamity! It’ll be fire and death when we find that city,” the Pyrosi looked up to the sky, “and it seems as though we’ve found it–Runefall’s time has come. Harigamun will take more than just his army by the end.”

The Agualyte knew the monster of which his condescending companion spoke, yet, said nothing. Rather, the Agualyte turned toward the clouds, the Pyrosi’s incessant words drowned out by a growing breeze, and he pondered what the end of this conflict would be…and if he would see its end.

The peculiar clouds gathered—quite intentionally—circling the untouched field of splendor before the bandying boys playing men at war. The plains separated two large forests from one another. Unbeknownst to the two soldiers, the storm gathered directly over the hidden city of Runefall. 

Arimeus rushed through the streets of Runefall and toward the council meeting meant to determine Kyra’s fate. As Arimeus passed scrambling merchants, each of them in a state of panic, he wondered whether or not the city’s ruling council had the right to decide this young woman’s fate, especially with Harigamun’s army surrounding the hidden city.

The thought of the Warlord surrounding the city hadn’t been enough to stagger Arimeus’s hopes, however, the Warlord had recently laid a watchful eye on the fixed position of the city. Arimeus knew the city could stay safe behind its great Runewall, hidden from the prying eyes of the Warlord through rune magic. But Arimeus found himself wondering, are we truly hidden if eyes sit upon us?

As he ascended the steps of the grand stone halls of the Council Chamber, Arimeus gave deep thought and regret to the choices made of late, and of many years ago on behalf of the city. In particular, considering the Warlord’s army at the gate, Arimeus doubted whether or not Runefall should have taken those children all of those years ago—even if it were a god who told them to do so.

“To prevent war,” the god told Tir, who had shared details with each of the council members over nineteen years ago. 

Arimeus’s doubt had only grown over the years, but he could not stop the city from following the order of a god. But it was not Arimeus alone, on the day of The Gathering, challenging the kidnappings. Not a single council member agreed then, and likely, not a single one backed the decision now—Arimeus knew he did not. 

Perhaps we should have given people more of a choice, he thought. Was it a mistake to centralize the power of magic? Did we need to trick the rest of the cities and towns into allowing us to keep all of the books and scrolls? Did we have the authority to make these decisions for the rest of Kaiya?

Years of searching by Harigamun, the Warlord of Kaiya, led a fearsome army to Runefall by the leaked word of one of the few merchants allowed to enter and leave the city. Arimeus had heard of the merchant’s discovery by the Warlord, but there was nothing to be done. The merchant was likely dead or perhaps worse by the time the news had reached the city. Arimeus considered whether or not it was folly to think they could remain hidden from the rest of the world. Or at the very least, remain safe.

Was this inevitable? Arimeus thought as he ascended the last of the many stairs before him, dreading the upcoming council meeting.

Arimeus entered the chamber and took his seat, finding all the other members of the council had already arrived. His gaze trailed slowly across the stone slab which had been carved into a table by great dwarven smiths decades ago. It served as a remnant of time passed; before the city and all its men turned against dwarves, before Runefall cut itself off from the rest of the world at the word of a god, and long before Arimeus knew where his own surprising role in the war facing them would be. 

As he sat, he breathed long before speaking at length. “I am beset with the memories of failure, condemnation, expulsion, segregation, and in the worst of my moments, adulation. You all, myself included, are here to decide the fate of a young woman, Kyra, who wields runes in ways this city has long dreamed. We are to cast her out into the world, have her chase shadows and hope, and to do this at the beckoning of long-silent gods. Hearken to me as I say, we have cast out the dwarves, condemned the silver-skinned, neglected the long lost halflings, and betrayed a far greater many more peoples than I have known. It is with this moment, this opening of the court of a once great city, that I hope to dissuade you from sending her out, for our armies will follow. We must keep to our walls, keep to our ways, and await divine punishment, should it ever even truly come.”

Arimeus’s words were met with silent stares for a few moments before the Chief Runic spoke once more. “Time has taught us the absence of gods.” He closed his statement with, “We cannot allow the girl to leave.” 

Arimeus often exuded confidence, much as he did in the gesture. He could have wanted more in physical stature, for he was smaller than most his counterparts, but his reputation within the city commanded order when he spoke, and thus, the council listened. 

Well-fit and worn from battle-hardened experience, the Chief Runic lacked neither the capability nor the will required to act with a forceful hand, but his words were often his sharpest tool.

“Forces have gathered their full purpose to march upon the city, and you would have us risk complete discovery?” Arimeus asked the council, racked with uneasiness. “Speak!! Lay claim to your words as I have done on mine and bear witness to the havoc they may cause, the lives they may surrender!”

“You would risk the end of an age, then?” Barigund retorted. 

The stoic Barigund served as head of the Runic Council and Commander of Runefall, as made evident by the crest of a great and unknown rune sewn into his garb. His raised voice bellowed as if commanding the great alabaster hall before him. His voice seemed to grip the very stone from the foundations of the city, causing weakness and worry to those who might hear him. 

“The girl’s name appeared upon the carved stone. She must answer the call,” Barigund said. “An age, our lives, and the lives of those who call Runefall home; they depend on us heeding this call and yet you stand cowering behind the Wall of Turmin.” 

Barigund Half-Hammer, who sat at the head of the Council Chamber, solemnly flapped his darkened garb which stood against the white, shimmering cloth of his counterparts. A pronounced beard dragged against the stone of a table, his hair ebbing as his gaze looked to the gathered lord, each of them silently stalling. 

“Perhaps the walls have been too kind to us over the years, Arimeus Santar,” said Premus Hydik, the Historic Librarian and Spell Keep of Runefall. 

Premus had long cautioned the headwinds to befall their great city from hiding in the shadow of Turmin’s Wall and always made sure to stand against Arimeus, no different than the current moment. The Head Librarian always had a scroll, a book, or a journal. Sometimes Premus would carry all three, such as this day.

“Perhaps, we put these spells to use and meet them openly.” Premus’s long lashes flashed his silver eye, accompanied by a coy smile meant to dismiss the fears of his opponent. “You Easterners, always so coy, so wry and so patient.” Premus rose and leaned over the table. “In the West, we hunt! Perhaps you ought to return to where your wanton woes inspire the cowardice you seek.” 

“Perhaps you’ve spent too long in the study,” Arimeus rejected. “Perhaps, in your studies, you’ve forgotten the toll we must pay for the practice of magic. Berate me if you must but generalize not. The East is no more the East than the West is the West. A direction nor the shape of your eyes gives no special circumstance to life.” 

Arimeus knew the cost of magic well, and the predisposition his counterpart had toward his heritage. The Chief Runic had paid magic’s price time after time and felt a stinging loss each time that could never be repaired. Not with all the spells in Premus’s library could the wounds of Arimeus be healed, nor Premus’s hateful heart. 

“I train them. I see them. The fear in the hearts of soldiers who loathe the thought of having to exact a true price to continue breathing. PERHAPS YOU’VE—” Arimeus rose from his seat with a growing roar quickly silenced by the Commander.

“Enough!” The Council Chamber echoed with the voice of Barigund. “It will be put to a vote. If needed, I will cast my ballot, unless you lot settle it amongst yourselves.” 

The chamber grew silent. 

“The young woman, Kyra, has been called forth. Her name appeared upon the stone.” Barigund stood to address the council with his mane flowing over the chest of his garb. 

The council members grew restless. Eight of them sat tightly bound between fear and fury as they awaited the results of the vote. 

“This moment only happens once in an age,” Barigund addressed the chamber. “So, the stories say…The story upon the stone tells of a pilgrimage to the far east of the Stained Cathedral. This is where Kyra must go, though we know not to what end.” 

Barigund sighed and reclaimed his, gazing out to his fellow council members who sat below him around the rune-carved circle of adamantite. For a brief moment, staring at the table, he felt regret for the treatment of the dwarves. He knew he’d made the wrong choice then and hoped he wasn’t making the wrong choice now.

“We know not what fell deeds await the woman’s journey, as we no longer know a great many things due to our isolation. But we do know we risk all of the world if we ignore the prophecy,” the Commander explained with a disheartened breath. “Tribes of magic have launched their offensive as rumors of our location have spread. The Wall of Turmin hides us from sight, but not fully from discovery. The choice is laid before you, the Council of Runefall.”

Barigund looked to the host of lords before him with a cracked hope, yearning for the right choice to be made. Though, he was unsure what the right choice was.

“Open the gates for Kyra to leave and risk open war, or keep the seals of our wall closed tight,” Barigund posited. “Choose to share nothing with the young woman and she will remain here as we all watch our age diminish and fade into yet another unwritten legend of the past. Let her out with an army at her back and we will surely all walk into a fiery chasm.” 

Arimeus jolted from his seat, nearly smashing his legs against the adamantite stone table. “There is still yet time, time enough to find another way to appease the foretelling of a doomed age,” Arimeus said, his fingers tightly latched onto the table.

Arimeus Santar cast his vote to stay hidden, eyeing a smiling Premus as he walked to the ballot box placed before Barigund.

Next, Turmin, immovable and stoic, peered from his seat at his fellow council members. With short, gray hair and muscles abound from a lifetime of builder works, the architect trudged to the head of the table near Barigund and cast his vote into the oaken ballot hold. As he did, the old half-dwarf said, “We cannot beat them, brother.”

Turmin also voted to remain behind his thick walls built all those years ago. His faith in its capacity to protect the city was as immovable as he was. All of the children capable of using rune magic, along with Arimeus and Turmin, toiled away for months sealing the city of Runefall behind his invisible force. 

Arimeus and Turmin added other forms of protection against siege and allotted for hidden exits. Alas, to the regret of both the Architect of Runefall and its Chief Runic, the exits had a limited capability. Kyra would not be able to stay unseen by the Warlord for long, but she and the army at her back would have a head start. 

Premus smirked at the Chief Runic and turned to the Commander. Making no move to stand from his seat, Premus cast his vote to open the gates by sending his ballot through the air with the use of a rune written onto the ballet. His inability to move for mere seconds was a small surrender to float a piece of paper. It seemed an unnecessary and childish option to Arimeus but seemed all too appropriate for Premus.

“What is the cost for such a lowly spell then, Premus?” Arimeus snarled at the careless use of magic. “I see you have no mind for consequence.”

“I see you have no mind for risk! Fear not for my safety, my friend,” returned Premus. “Such a small spell commands but a small price to use. Much like the decision to do a grander good rather than clinging to one’s own thoughts of safekeeping behind bonds of stone. Nay, we need not stay here, much like we needn’t fear the use of rune magic against those who mean to rid the world of our culture, our knowledge…our skill,” he hissed at the last words.

As Premus finished his retort toward his counterpart, the Chief Runic noticed a small cut, no larger than a thin paper cut, slightly beneath the librarian’s fingernail. 

“Had that cut been there?” Arimeus said, recounting his past struggles with Premus.

“Who knows,” Premus said. “I’m a withered man with old spells, much like yourself. Perhaps I gave up more than a moment of movement for the ballot. Perhaps there are always unforeseen circumstances and costs to our actions. What do you think the cost of hiding will be?”

Arimeus considered the words of his opponent, recalling their many years in competition. Was he merely standing in opposition, as the Head Librarian often did–out of principle to defy Arimeus–or was Premus truly convinced of his position?

“Perhaps, if you followed my guidance in the past as we rose through the ranks, you wouldn’t have fallen as you did in your practice.” Arimeus grinned then, knowing his effect landed. 

“Fallen you say?” Premus turned to the Commander, but no movement nor sound came as he seemed resolved to let the course play out and, certainly, the rest of the council was ready and willing to watch a show. “Among the few as we were, gifted as some are with the touch of magic, I rose to Keeper of Spells in the grandest city of all known magic, and you say I’ve fallen? Surely when matched against the Chief Runic we all must be so low. I focused on being proficient for war and you learned to teleport! It would be the acme of ignorance to question that decision... surely.” He looked to the commander.

“When one wins battle after battle by closing gaps impossible for others, it’s hard not to reward that which brings victory,” Arimeus answered. “You fought, I led. When you were focused on glory and name, I saved, healed, and infiltrated. I cared for our own! You cared, and continue to do so, for yourself. Disagree with me if you must but do it for something beyond petty hate.”

Premus did hate and he hated well, so well in fact, he was prepared to watch the city fall to stand against Arimeus; but it was not purely out of hatred for Arimeus, indeed, nor was it the majority of the librarian’s reasoning.

“I stand against you and the wrong doings of this city, Arimeus. I vote against you because we are, continue to be, and were wrong. We had no place to do what we did, and now the city must pay. I’m done cowering. Either the army of Runefall marches against this threat, or Premus Hydik does so alone!”

Next, Furin, the Chair of Commerce, pushed his chair backward and allowed enough space for his large torso to rise from the table. 

“Commerce is a difficult thing to manage…without trade,” Furin said. “These walls have kept us long enough, I say,” he spat. “The city of Runefall grows crops from within Turmin’s walls and what cannot be grown is supplemented with the aid of magic, which is rarely accomplished by me. The crop capacity of all Runefall never seems to be enough for growing. It causes much resentment in the city for myself, as I’m not quite the magic wielder the rest of you seem to be. And when trade fails, as it has of late, I’m left to take the stinging hatred of the crowds. I do this, gladly, and at the behest of your lead, dear council.” He bowed. “Although this is not the life of prosperity Runefall once knew, I take refuge knowing at least the city and its people survive.”

Furin, being of large stature, overabundance, and a want for the unnecessary, long missed the days of trade and of want over need. 

“However,” Furin continued with his gruff voice. “I do not think we can continue to survive.”

The broad-bellied trader announced his vote prior to depositing his ballot. 

“Be damned with hiding! Let us feast once more!” Furin was heard throughout the hall as he came crashing back onto his hand-carved, stone seat and eyed Shalix across the table.

Shalix served as Runefall’s Chair of Agriculture and allowed Runefall to survive without trade, though not in a glorious lifestyle. She was a woman of refined fashion, preferring efficiency over adornment. She stood shorter than all of the council and relied on a not entirely subtle form of intimidation as her position was too well understood as absolutely necessary. Thus, her title carried her in most circumstances. 

Her cold eyes glared at Arimeus. “We have long passed the dying usefulness of my basic herbology fused with Agualyte magic. We are running low, dangerously so.” She turned to Barigund. “Everything about this place, from what we claimed to be to what we claim to have becomes a larger lie by the day. There is no hope in this place. We have become targets for underground markets and shadow trades by those who prey on our weaknesses—the same predators who likely sold information to Harigamun!”

Shalix’s darkened lips, with eyes molded by a forest of hazel warmth, commanded captivation upon the slightest glimpse, allowing her underhanded forms of intimidation. 

“On rare occasions, the pressures I place on some of those underground markets are enough to slow them down, or in some instances, stop them altogether. But another always returns, and mercenaries don’t come cheap. Our safety is lost, and our livelihood is false. I’ve thought better of you, Arimeus,” Shalix said with condescension as she cast her vote to open the gates and release Kyra.

Arimeus tried to ignore the comment. The Chief Runic was not absent-minded, nor was he feckless with his vote, for he suffered more than any on the council by the unknowable consequences of magic. He felt the sting and stare of the council before him.

“Look into my blind eye!” Arimeus shouted. “For the sake of advantage in battle I was given this wound, a day I’m sure you all remember…” his voice calmed as the council beheld his white eye. “Rise Shalix and shake the cold hand of death.” He outstretched his arm, offering to shake her hand. “For the mighty blow, I did conjure that day, I am now left with an unfeeling stub, the dying trunk of an old tree.” 

Then, Arimeus scratched a rune on some parchment and whispered some unheard words. Suddenly, the rune carved into his skull to hide frightful burn marks from seared skin as a result of stolen spells he took from his father’s study as a child seemed to stop working—his burns were visible once more and he was a pitiful sight.

As the scars faded into view, the spell which wrought fire upon the house of his parents and their servants, and even scorched much of the wildlife surrounding his family’s once great hall, became a living and felt memory for Arimeus. The Chief Runic’s mother did not survive, and his father would carry the burden of guilt unto death. 

Typically, the rune carved into Arimeus did not allow the growth of hair, leaving a long white mane on the right side of his head, with the facade of only slightly scarred tissue on the other. But now, those slight scars from only moments ago were a viscous and ugly warning.

“If you must call me a coward then do so!” Arimeus’s fist slammed onto the stone. “But do not idly walk into the fires of war…”

Arimeus knew the risks of keeping the gates sealed, but what would be the risks of fighting? How many would suffer from the cruelty of war? Arimeus, however, was not the only one to recoil at the notion.

Galantis, Master General of the Runic Army, was not the typical military leader, and he did not plan on giving a typical vote for his position. 

“I stand by the lives of my people,” Galantis said as he voted to keep the gates closed. The Master General knew it was likely the vote would see the gates open, but he wanted to make sure his voice was against the decision. To Galantis, the world might end if the prophecy was unfulfilled, but Runefall would surely fall if the gates were opened. “The Blood Wars, the Stone Crusade, the Silver Death. We’ve had no wars with just cause in the hindsight of mortal eyes. This would be no different. This would be no better. My army may say I’m strong and battle-hardened as the dwarves we slaughtered for fairy tale stone, but I have no wish to use those strengths, nor those skills, for the rest of my days. I have scarce few moments of sleep in the night, thus, I will not risk the small comforts in life that remain to me for this petty prophecy.”

Beside Galantis, the markings of a dampened quill could be heard beside the Master General as the chamber’s scribe kept record of the hearing. 

Tir Vari—Scribe of Salaril the Rune God—was a woman of silence and highly valued when she took the time to speak, if she took the time to speak. Small, she kept to herself mostly by hiding her beauty beneath the cloak given to her by the council. 

As Tir raised her head, her small sanguine eyes flashed by torchlight, captivating her audience as her incandescent and rubicund gaze always did. Out from her cloak sat the showings of great white hair, not as beaten and worn such as Arimeus, but vibrant with youth. Each member of the council, as well as all who saw her, be they man or woman, found her features irresistible. 

Even still, Tir considered herself an abomination. Both for her appearance and for her decisions, the Scribe of Salaril felt little more than shame. A brush with exiles years ago left her eyes permanently afflicted—distorting the colors--with the presence of blood magic after peeking into the mind of a blood mage. 

Tir had served as the vessel to the divine for Runefall, but their tellings had gone silent in recent years, as had Tir. She rarely spoke except where conviction was involved and conviction fled her those nineteen years ago, the night of The Gathering. Tir was the only one among the ruling council who still truly believed in Salaril’s messages, even if those messages hadn’t been heard for years, and even if she doubted that day. For his voice always seemed so resplendent, calming, and altogether arousing for her. In fact, none knew Salaril’s divine voice, in a way, held her heart.

“Salaril’s silence leaves many questions,” Tir warned. “Namely, what could cause his silence?” Tir rose from her chair as a battered child bereft of companionship. “This…uncertainty, gives me concern this may not be the only fight to come. The risk is too great.” 

Tir voted to keep the gates sealed. 

“I miss my lord and his words. I miss much that was given to us for a time. There is little to know in this life and, I fear. I am beyond meaningful learning without a teacher.” Tir looked at each council member. “Forgive my isolationism, forgive my ignorance.”

As the scribe cast down her ballot, she felt an unfamiliar dread, as if she’d done something wrong. Or maybe the feeling wasn’t wrong at all, but as though Salaril disagreed. Not having heard from him in quite some time, she ignored the feeling as all of his previous communication was intentional and direct. Tir turned back to her seat, giving her eyes to Barigund, awaiting the final decision.

Barigund sighed deeply as he peered at his ballot. He knew why the vote had fallen thus, but the circumstances did not make it easier to accept the weight clearly falling onto his shoulders.

“So,” Barigund let loose a weighted breath, “we have decided.” 

The Commander thought about challenging the vote, as he held the power to do so, but it would just allow for more discussion, more arguments, and more pointed malcontent between those he cared about as they voraciously defended their positions. The decision had been made, and he would not contend against the will of the council…no matter how much he wanted to. “We shall keep locked the doors and pray the walls of Turmin continue to serve us as they have in days past,” he said with a sorrowful look. “None shall tell the young woman.”

Murmurs covered the chamber in a shroud of doubt and suddenly Arimeus rose from the table with a swiftness unlike any other council member had ever seen of him before.

Where might he go, I wonder, thought Premus as the others bickered. Surely, he intends to stay hidden, as his cowardly vote suggests. Where does someone so failed run to but for the halls of cowardice? 








  
  

Chapter two
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The Return of the Ogre Dwarf





“The Ogre Dwarves of old would have served me well in this war. The weapon of all weapons, the destructive hammer against creation, the blade that cuts divinity. Now all that is left of them is a tale. Even the Ograas which drove the dwarves from the south hold no resemblance to the true meaning of the word–Ogre.”


— Harigamun, Thoughts of War


Grunffi’s father told tales of lava mountains, though not many of them spoke to the mountains of the north. In fact, armed with so little, he did not know of the northern mountains, the dwarf prince had made an error. Rather, a grievous, guilt-stricken decision laden with death, discomfort, and pain; yes, that was the decision Grunffi had made for he was horribly unaware. 

The tales Grunffi recalled spoke of long-dormant mountains–sleeping hot rock. As the mountains in his father’s tales never bled with lava. And those mountains certainly held no scarlet hue above them…

A cloud of blood, it, Grunffi thought as he first set eyes on the mount. And so, doom has followed.

No, the mountains Grunffi recalled were quiet mounds of earth, warm with the dampness of a tropical forest to its south, and often surrounded by wild and unmanaged vegetation. 

That range of childish tales was not the one which greeted Grunffi. Nor did he find a forest of warmth waiting far off into the depths of the south. There was a new barrenness to the land down there. Slightly out of reach from the entrance of the cave, a warmth could be felt on the ground which kept the blizzard at bay.

“No. There’s no warmth here, no hearth. This be something strange, foul even,” Grunffi said, stepping one foot onto the barren land. However, the heat did not stretch very far from the cavern entrance. “We’ll not survive this relentless tempest,” he shouted, turning to the rest of his kin, “we make camp in the heat of the mountain!”

“Damp and hot caverns, or an unforgiving blizzard. My, oh my,” a scathing voice said, “the leadership of the dwarves surely knows none better!”

Grunffi knew the voice. It was the same voice that always scolded him, haunted him, degraded him–Dhamri.

From the wide earthen roots holding the great mountain before him at the base of his new home, Grunffi gazed upon the erubescent peak of the lava mountain, ignoring the chastising comment from Dhamri. A cathartic beauty merging with a primal fear rose within Grunffi as the mountain groaned. 

After a few hours, Grunffi organized scouting parties to seek out the deeper holds of their new home whilst those renowned for their hunting skills gathered near him. Additionally, the builder dwarves made the best of the resources left to them to scrummage together something resembling a home within the cavern. 

“Aye, friends,” Grunffi said to the surrounding hunters. “It’d be quite the sight for us to find some juicy meat taking refuge near this blasted hot rock hole, wouldn’t it?”

The dozens of dwarven hunters released deep-bellied laughs before their dwarven king.

“Yes!” Grunffi continued with a great breath. Let’s find us a Grand Hide! Surely one of them fat-bellied bastards lurk in the snow.” He laughed, as did the other hunters.

Great-maned with wide tusks, the Grand Hides stood higher than ten of the shortest dwarves stacked on top of one another. The beasts could move at frightening speeds quite surprising for their sheer size. Yet, their bellies were soft and low hanging, swinging like that of a loose sack covered in thin hair.

“I’m taking one for meself!” another dwarf shouted. “I like the balls!” He licked his lips sarcastically, bringing forth more laughter.

“Yes, Barklo,” Grunffi said, “we know your appetite.”

The dwarves had grown accustomed to the taste of Grand Hide over the last few weeks of journeying. Leading to the mount, they were something plentiful in the right spots. Indeed, those belly-filling behemoths were the only thing Grunffi found comfort in since their expulsion from Dwaharim—the invasion of the Ograas—for the Grand Hides were thicker and tougher in the South, though these were mere scraggly reflections of the fatty beasts he once loved. 

“Long-axes at the ready!” Grunffi looked at one of the dwarves holding a stout little bow. “Come on, lad. You know the arrows aren’t of much use.” 

The Grand Hides forced the dwarves into a new form of weaponry, a great long ax. These new weapons were quite low in number as the unending gale surrounding them these past weeks prevented most attempts at crafting, though a good dozen of them were circulating among the fighting groups.

Grunffi’s own axe was in his hand. He stared at it and simply called it by name under his breath. “Bari.” 

The long axes varied in length, some held reach beyond four or more typical dwarven arm lengths while others were much larger. Grunffi, being a fright larger than his kin, bore his monstrous long axe which seemed almost unnatural to his brethren. 

Grunffi held his axe with him while addressing the hunters and dug the blade’s hilt into the ground beneath the weight of his bearing. His hand rested upon its unique bladecraft which consisted of a double-sided battle-axe, straight, pointed edges stretching from three points–both sides and the middle. 

With a great growl, Grunffi ripped his ax from the ground and pierced the air above him, shouting “Let’s hunt!”

The dwarf exuded a confidence comforting to his hunting cohort but feared the worst of what was to come. Too many have fallen to the cold...the ice doesn’t belong here. We need furs, we need Grand Hides. We need—

The dwarf’s last thought was interrupted by the latest condemnations of Dhamri. 

“Of course!” yelled Dhamri. “Let us hunt together! In fact,” the dwarf cast down his long axe, “let us die together in the frozen wastelands of our fearless leader’s false promises!”

Grunffi kept his lips tight. One day... soon.

“How many might you lead to death this time, King?” Dhamri bowed as only a thespian could.

Indeed, the dwarven party’s dozens of members fell far below what used to be hundreds when the dwarves originally headed north. 

“You cast no guilt left uncarried,” Grunffi answered with a low voice. “If you’re offering anything beyond contempt, such as guidance, we are here to listen.”

Dhamri grunted but mostly remained silent, almost intentionally stoic.

“Those we have will continue to have my heart.” Grunffi continued. “If mine beats,” he turned to the hunters, “then you have companionship. Beyond that, there will surely be darkness. Just know you will not walk into it alone.”

The dwarven hunters hoisted their weapons and followed their King into the storm, Dhamri last. It was a strong party, numbering just thirteen. 

As Grunffi walked out into the maelstrom, he started to see something, though he knew, or thought it to be untrue–for how could it be true? As it was a haunt of his past, albeit a recent past. He saw Silver. A glimmering silver just beyond the veil of endless snow with pointed ears and the deadly sirenic voice of death.

The sight haunted him, robbing him of rest far too often. The deaths of his kin clung to his ankles like shackles, weighing down each decision and each moment of silence, and those shackles were tied to that silver glimmer. The Silver Shadow follows me.

“So that’s it then?” asked Dhamri as if he were asking a question rather than questioning Grunffi’s judgment. “Near to nothing more than a day in the warmth of a cavern and–” Dhamri shivered and called to his surrounding guild with pervasive eyes and a crooked smile, “suddenly all is well enough to return to a forsaken frost and hunt a beast which may not even show itself?” 

The challenging dwarf stepped to Grunffi, nearly standing equal to his opponent’s head, but not nearly enough. For, in his rashness, Dhamri found his eyes set on the chest of a dwarf a fright larger than himself with boulder-like shoulders. Still, the opposing Dhamri’s features gave no sign of fear or impunity. 

“You’re not short of wit, lad,” Grunffi said. “But by the Builder, you sure do act like you are.”

The leader of the dwarven company looked down at Dhamri, as down as he could at least for they stood near equal in height, and Grunffi beamed with disgust and rage. The two had shared words on more than one occasion as Dhamri fancied himself the wittier of the two. Possessing wit with formidable strength not easily matched by the other dwarves, Dhamri considered himself the rightful leader.

Dhamri glared at his King. Nothing more than the winner of a blood lottery. 

In Dhamri’s mind, and his heart, his king was nothing more than a strong arm holding a sharp blade. He thought his people deserved better. It’s not enough to hold a sharp blade, a leader needs to also have a sharp mind. 

“Death to Ograas in the South and frost to the North. Death to Silver Shadow in the West and the hatred of men in the East. You hold the blame of our folly! Your own grave will be marked as the bringer of the end for dwarves...” Dhamri spat. 

“You’d take nothing more than a sharp ax and hope into this ferocious storm which has already taken more than enough of us at your hand,” Dhamri called out. “And now, whilst we’ve managed to find a warm hole, you’d throw us back into the squall! What’ve ya got planned after that Grunffi?” 

The hunting party chattered amongst themselves so loudly that words could not be discerned. However, it was clear to Grunffi that discontent was in the air, and it was felt by more than just his opponent.

There was little food left in the cave. Scraps of frozen meat from a bounty captured near a fortnight ago were still available, but it would be a while before they could be thawed. The scraps would hardly be enough to ration the small army of dwarves which still numbered near thirty in the mountain.  

“I’ll not force the lot of ya back into the cold,” Grunffi said, turning toward the gale alone. “Stay near the warmth.” His words ended as he felt no need to continue the discussion. It was right for them to want to stay, to be warm, to feel their blood pump as it should. Grunffi wanted those things too, but he wanted to be assured his people would be fed even more.

“I’ll go,” Grunffi said lightly, walking away. “There’s not enough food to feed us all, and I’ll not watch younglings go hungry this night if I have a say in it. Should you lot wish to cower in a hot cave with Dhamri, then do so! But leave me out of it as I have mouths to feed and hope to foster.” 

Grunffi sighed with deep pain as he placed his hand in front of his face and realized how difficult it was to see. It would be nearly impossible to find a Grand Hide and certainly, it would prove impossible without the help of a hunting party. 

I won’t beg.

“Not alone, you won't,” rose a low voice.

Grunffi turned to see his old friend. 

“Barklo, I might have known you’d still come,” Grunffi said with a slight grin, speaking louder as he was outside of the warm entrance of the cave, only barely stepping into the squall.  

Barklo was more than just a friend to Grunffi. In fact, Barklo was the closest dwarf to Grunffi outside of his wife, Saroria. Barklo’s connection to the dwarven royals was in part due to Barklo introducing them two decades ago, though when Barklo introduced Grunffi to Saroria, Barklo did not expect his oldest friend would wind up marrying his sister. 

Barklo was a well-fashioned dwarf, though to his own kind he had a queer look about him. Whilst most dwarves kept a rather unkempt appearance, Barklo preferred to use a short blade he crafted to routinely cut his hair and beard. Grunffi, in contrast, had an almost straight mane running from chin to chest, deeply braided and laden with stone, but Barklo wore a trimmer cut on his face that seemed too well sculpted for a dwarf. 

“Can't have you coming by with fables to my sister about cowardice now, can I?” asked Barklo. “And she’d never let me sleep if I let her Grumpy die in the snow.” 

They shared a laugh.

Four others from the hunting party stepped forward to join the hunt; Bulroar and Beror—a father and son—along with a dwarven couple by the names of Skalgrim and Krabella. The rest of the hunting guild walked back into the mountain as the hunting party marched their way into the glacial hailstorm. Those who returned to the caverns found Saroria’s scouting and building parties hard at work.

“There’s a scent of fire in the air,” grumbled Haffi. “Embers spark against the darkness of the tunnels further in. Somethin’s here.” 

“It seems we were not the first to seek refuge in the hot mountains,” Saroria muttered with a low voice, trying to remain unheard by those who might already be dwelling in the mountain. 

“Mother, we ought to turn back,” Haffi said. 

“I’ve always joked that your father is named Grumpy. You seem far too in likeness that I should have named you Happy, instead of Haffi, though his be true while yours is...well. For that might have been the only way you’d be happy considering you carry the same foreboding weight of judgment and grief that burdens your father,” Saroria said. 

“Those who chase escape to the darkened places of the cavern and fire, so beyond the reach of normal dwarves and men alike, much as this blackness, should not be trusted,” Haffi said.

“My son.” Saroria reached a hand to his shoulder and met his flashing yellow eyes. “We chose to escape here, too.”

“And we should not be trusted by the likes of others,” Haffi said with regret, rising from his crouched position within the shadows. “For I have not but death and judgment left for the world.”

Saroria fought back tears, not recognizing the man before her who was once so filled with passion. I am sorry you lost her, she thought, and wanted to scream out, but knew it would do her no good.

In fact, in the moments Haffi caught his mother offering him silent sympathies, he often did the same for her. Neither of them bothered to share unnecessary words, for the hurtful darkness swallowing their hearts was beyond the reach of condolences. Instead, Haffi often repeated the same line over and over when he caught her broken gaze looking for help—I should have been there. I should have saved him.

The two turned behind them to see a great gathering of dwarves shuffling in the darkness awaiting command and doing all but holding their breath to remain quiet. Saroria and her son routinely led scouting parties as they had a quick, light-footed traversability about them mostly unknown to dwarven people—a gift of hunting in the wilds while others toiled in mines.

Furthermore, Saroria was nowhere near in size to her husband, but she was thick and brawn with a wide bearing. She could battle with some of the strongest and out-think the most cunning. Even still, no living dwarves considered Saroria to be less capable of battle than any other, not after her darkest day in Dwaharim.

The dwarven matriarch of the company wielded two normal battle axes, one for each hand. She fought like a berserker with a ferocity few could contend. In standard fashion, Saroria kept a clean-shaven face by the use of small blades each day, and long hair shaved down to the skin on the sides and often accompanied by oils to hold it in place. She liked to prepare her hair in a variation of patterns depending on her expectations of battle for the day. For instance, exploring the darkness of the lava mountains, Saroria’s hair was braided and bunned.

Haffi, however, was almost diametrically opposed to his mother in every way and resembled much of his father. He was one of the few bald dwarves. He took the time each morning to shave, but he was rash and impatient, and so he boasted many cuts on his hairless head for a lack of care in the process. He rarely felt the pain due to the calluses formed from mistreatment of his already hardened skin, a trait common to dwarves. His beard, beaded by his mother many years ago, still held.

Haffi made routine weekly attempts to dissuade stray hairs from diluting his beard, and for the most part, it did look far more well-kept than the vast majority of his kin. Additionally, one other attribute, aside from his garment which had far less coverage than the typical male dwarf in order to show his muscular build, were the weapons he bore—one long-spear, and one short-spear, which he made. There were no others in Grunffi’s dwarven company, over its many years of existence, who used those sorts of weapons.

“A dwarf needs an axe,” some would tell Haffi. “Or a sword at least. Spears are for dancers, merry folk!”

Haffi hadn’t felt merry in a long time.

“Must we wait for the hunting party?” Saroria asked. 

“Too many dwarves make too much noise,” Haffi answered. “We go forward and do what we must before they come... and make this mountain ours.” 

“Do what needs to be done.” Saroria repeated the words in her head and her thoughts became haunted with fear for who he’d become. He’s so willing to take from others. Can I condemn him? He takes for us… 

Would this path allow Haffi to become a great leader, one who uses his unquenchable thirst for force as a means of authority against those who would take from those he loves? Or might he wield force and strength as a means of control toward the purpose of subjugation? Saroria had never seen behavior that would suggest the latter, though Haffi’s capability to do so could not be argued, and who Haffi was seemed to be fading away.

Haffi turned back to his company and stood resolute like a blood-lustful Bahnin, something his father had taken to calling him of late. He turned slowly and slightly to his front, where the notice of embers reflected off the obsidian lining of the cavern wall. With a controlled and light thrust, Haffi pointed his long spear toward the light. 

“Let us see who our neighbors are,” he whispered with a grimace as the dim light from behind him revealed only a portion of his weathered face. Give me reason to die! Send me where I belong.

Slowly, the dwarven company approached the fire deeper in the bowels of the mountain. The company had scarcely traveled less than a day within the mountains so far and found no signs of life within. The food the dwarven company brought with them dwindled as the rations from the last Grand Hide proved to be scant, as the beast was only a calf. 

“Meat,” whispered a dwarf behind Saroria. And the dwarf was right. Meat hoisted onto a pike laid across a ripe fire, though it brewed an incorrigible smell. Saroria’s instinct was to turn, to run, to grab all of her people with her and head back to the mountain’s mouth—but she heard the sounds of her kin, the need for comfort. 

Perhaps it was the scent of warmth resting on the cavern stone mixed with the swirling dust of the place. The stone was something altogether new to the dwarves as they preferred their grander stones of fashion, such as; diamonds, amethysts, sapphire, emeralds, and others. This stone was black, and though dwarves knew the obsidian well embedded into the walls, the small mining already started by hobbyists within the dwarven company revealed some new stone below the black rock which seemed to be the largest material lining the cavern.

“They’ve gone and left the meat! Perhaps they heard us and ran off, m’lady,” said a muttering dwarf behind Saroria. 

Haffi’s eyes glinted as embers filled his bright-yellow eyes and a loathsome frown overtook him as his brow folded into itself with anger. He was looking for a fight, and the cowards had run. While others wetted their lips for meat, Haffi was altogether consumed with a wanton calling for savagery—a need to die bloody and for the right reason.

“I am quite starved, m’lady,” groaned the talkative dwarf once more. “May hap I could try the meat, just to make sure nothing is amiss. Can’t have anything happening to you now, can we?” 

Saroria looked to Haffi who was already holding a scowl toward the muttering dwarf. The weak thing continued to make a mockery of himself with his small mouth chattering about his appetite.

“Let the weak one go,” grumbled Haffi. “I’ll not eat anything smelling like that. Ikba’s death would hardly be a loss.” The words were said loudly, proudly, and outright with harmful intent, and the weak dwarf clearly heard them. 

Ikba skulked his way into the empty chamber. He passed the edges of the wall blocking the view of the broader dwarven company, taking notice of many, many fires roasting meat. The damp heat of the cavern made approaching the fires even worse for Ikba. He felt a stream of sweat swell from brow to toe and removed the pikes from the fire. Desperate for food, he gave no thought to its temperature and sank his yellowed teeth into its char. Struggling at first to chew the meat, Ikba cringed slightly at the ore-like taste of the distasteful meal. After a short moment, the weak dwarf raised the pike to his company and pointed it, and the meat, toward the large, open room of meat-covered fires signaling for the other dwarves to join him in his feast. 

“It tastes like veal!” cheered Ikba with celebration, which he quickly muffled. Suddenly, the company of dwarves shuffled as quietly as dwarves could and hastily made their way inside the chamber. 

Saroria and Haffi stayed back taking small steps to the front of the chamber where the other dwarves speedily entered. Just under two dozen dwarves spread across eight fires viciously pulling and prodding to take meat from the pikes. The distinct lack of sustenance the past few days had made the dwarves overtly appreciative, though many sat wondering who it belonged to as they feasted. However, none thought more of the meat’s origin than Haffi… who grew restless.

“Eat light,” he warned, “for honor fled these shadows long ago. Desperation lingers, and we shall meet it.”

But they did not listen. The dwarves ate, and they ate, as dwarves do—heartedly. 

Some eight hours or so passed and many of the dwarves slept on the ground after their meal while some spoke of unpleasant feelings in their stomachs. Haffi and Saroria did not eat and were left to wonder if the meat wasn’t fully cooked through.

“It shouldn’t matter,” Saroria said. 

“Dwarves and their stomachs,” Haffi agreed. But he couldn’t think of anything else that would cause such an ailment. 

Then, out of the far side of the chamber leading further back into the mountain, a creature emerged from the shadows. It stood the height of a shorter-than-average dwarf but lacked the fortitude. Once fully into the light, the unkempt hair, long but thin beard, and stature allowed the surrounding dwarven company to reach their conclusion before the creature spoke–it was a dwarf. 

With his teeth chattering, the grim and garish dwarf from the mountain’s belly spoke to the scouting party with a raspy voice. 

“So, you’ve come to take my home, then?” the gangrenous dwarf asked. 

“No, sir,” answered Saroria who stepped forward to meet the dwarf. “We simply seek shelter and a place to call home. We have suffered much on the road getting here and fear we have no place to return. Other races of Kaiya have unfairly judged us and there is nowhere else to go.” She turned to Haffi, looking for support.

“This is why we came to the northern lava mountains,” Saroria continued. “We do not wish to take part in the coming wars of man and elf-kind, nor do we wish to continue to be tormented by the growing Ograas in the South.”

Haffi peered around the mountain chamber and looked for signs of dwarven presence as his mother spoke with the shambles of a dwarf in front of her. He stepped closer to the wall to study the rock and he confirmed a sneaking suspicion he made not an hour into the start of the scouting expedition—the caves were carved. Haffi didn’t want to startle anyone at first because he wasn’t sure, but now he knew the suspicion to be correct.

“Where are your people?” shouted Haffi as he turned to meet the dwindling dwarf. “I dare say a dwarf as frail as you could scarcely have carved this mountain hall yourself. So, tell, friend.” Haffi scowled with a half-hearted smile. “Where is the rest of your kin?” 

The frail dwarf laughed. “Yes,” he giggled. “You’d be right to say I could hardly have accomplished this great hall,” chittering flowed out of him with indiscernible words, “myself.”

Haffi walked to the side of the mysterious dwarf, placing a hand on his shoulder. “What is your name, and where have you come from?” 

“Well, those I’ve called kin through the years have always called me Dwiddli,” he answered. 

“And where might we find those kin of yours?” Haffi asked with a forced smile. 

Saroria noticed a growing frustration in Haffi’s eyes. He’s going to kill him.

“Those left sit further back in the caverns,” replied Dwiddli. “It saddens me to say few are left in better shape than I.”

“Aye,” answered Haffi. “I dare say you might be one of the smallest dwarves I’ve seen in a great many years.” His grip tightened on the frail dwarf, forcing a frail whimper.

“It was not always so, sir,” Dwiddli said with a soft sadness, trying to pull away from the tight grip. “I was once one of the largest of my company. I was great and strong and could wield an ax better than the best! I was taller, too.” Babbling followed by an odd laughter. “I was bigger in many ways!” He winked at Saroria.  

“Taller?” Haffi scoffed with a scowled laugh, tightening his grip so hard he felt the little weakling’s bones. “How’ve you shrunk then?” 

“Ahh,” Dwiddli filled with a dry laughter once more, trying not to squeal. “You think dwarves are like other creatures then? We should just grow until we’re grown and then never adapt? Never change?”

Saroria and Haffi both seemed utterly confused as they looked at one another. Saroria turned to view the rest of her company, most of which had lain down for rest, assuredly due to a reaction from the meat. 

“We grow and shrink to meet the needs of our nature,” explained Dwiddli with a smile. “Dwarves are the most adaptable race on Kaiya.”

This statement shocked Haffi and he let his grip go. Could he shrink if his circumstances demanded it? Better yet, could he grow if nature allowed it? How might one grow to fight death? There is more to this. “Speak!” Haffi yelled. “Speak not of riddles and chittering! Be useful or begone, and I do not mean back to whence you came…”

“You’ve a great number of dwarves with you,” Dwiddli said. “So, think for just a short moment. Consider who is the tallest, the largest among you, and then consider the shortest. Where do they spend their time?” 

Haffi thought to himself for a moment and considered both his father and Dhamri. Grunffi spent most of his days exploring the woodland areas when he could, which was quite different from the typical dwarf. In the same vein, Dhamri had spent the last thirty years or so stoneworking for Dwalham, a great dwarven city in the South. At least, it would have been a great dwarven city had it not been sacked by Ograas. 

Then, Haffi thought, he often accompanied his father and also was known to do stonework within Dwalham. He spent a little time in the darkness of the mines but not often. 

Saroria mirrored the same behaviors as her husband and son. The tallest among them spent a larger amount of time outside of the mines with quicker access to food and drink, and in the same fashion, were typically among the strongest. Though many of the hardworking miners were also incredibly strong from the hard labor of the mines, they were just smaller in stature with an unwavering stoutness. 

“And what circumstances might we need to adapt to live in the lava mountains?” asked Saroria as her son worked through a new understanding of his people. 

“Well, I’d suggest not relying on the hunting of those great beasts with furs that are known in the North,” Dwiddli answered. “Perhaps, best be open to a new kind of diet.” He laughed as a manic might.

“Why’s that?” asked Saroria, thinking of her husband in the cold, distrusting of the nasty Dwiddli in front of her.

He’s done something foul…

“Once you’ve gotten yourself too close to the mountains, you’re in the domain of Crytungr,” warned Dwiddli with a grim haunt about him. “Best not to wander round his part of the mountain.”

“And who is... Crytungr?” Saroria asked with a confused look. “What part of the mountain belongs to him?”

“The Frosted Fowl, a winged beast thought lost to the ages,” Dwiddli looked to the roof of the cave. He spoke as if the great beast might break through the mountain. “If a great bird such as an eagle or phoenix were to ever armor itself with the scales of a dragon, it would still not be as menacing as this beast. Crytungr is all of those things and more, for he is hardened by a pure crystallized skin that looks like metallic ice! Many dwarfs have died wanting to touch the bird and craft from its skin. But its wings measure in meters, its talons are beyond the reach of axes, and its great shrieking call deafens those of weak heart. The mountain belongs to Crytungr. All of it! That is why we are here.” 

Saroria looked at her son with immense fear. “Go, get your father!”

Haffi took hold of Dwiddli with one fist grabbing the tattered cloth remains on his chest. “If anything happens to my mother, you’ll not need to fear the bird any longer. I need no reason to kill you. I only need reason to let you live.” And with that, Haffi raced off to save his father.

I’m coming, father. The North was a mistake!
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