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Kobolds of the Kale Gen…


 


Lord Karthan, Lord of the Kale Gen.  As
leader of one of the five original kobold gens, he feels the call of ancient
covenants.  He is now positioning his gen to reclaim the ancient powers that
are their right… if he can hold onto power.


 


Khazak Mail Fist, Lord Karthan’s
Chamberlain and Honor Guard Warrior Group Leader.  He is the strongest kobold
in the gen, and arguably the best warrior the gen has ever known.  He is loyal
to a fault and would do anything for his lord and master.


 


Khee-lar Shadow Hand, Kale Gen leader
caste.  A warrior leader whose desire for power has led him to organize a
secret society bent on overthrowing the Kale Gen.  As a descendant of a nephew
of the last Lord Kale, he claims right of rulership over the gen.


 


Kiria, daughter of the Lord of the Gen. 
Wanting to forge her own destiny in the gen, Lord Karthan’s daughter has
studied the deep secrets of the ancient magics.  Though she is no warrior, she
will walk the dangerous path laid before her.


 


Durik, Adventurer Class.   Exalted from his
humble beginnings to the leader caste, strange visions and the call of destiny
follow him as he becomes embroiled in the world of political intrigue.  Through
it all, he concerns himself mostly with his companions’ welfare.


 


Kormach Manebrow, the Kale Gen’s former
master trainer.  Devoted husband and father, veteran warrior, reluctant
adventurer.  He doesn’t play much in the world of politics or magic, preferring
to focus his efforts on ensuring his warriors are ready for any challenge they
must face.


 


Gorgon Hammer, elite warrior and hammer
wielder.  Son of a blacksmith, strongest and most aggressive of the former
yearlings.  


 


Trallik, warrior and scout.  Trallik is as
determined as he is unscrupulous.  Son of a fungus farmer, arguably the bottom
of the kobold social structure, he will not stop until he has reached the top. 
He is ready to take the next step.


 


Jerrig, warrior and javelin thrower. 
Strange, subtle magical powers are manifesting themselves through Jerrig,
causing those about him to shun him… all except his cousin Durik, and to some
degree the rest of his former yearlings.


 


Arbelk, warrior and climber.  Oldest son in
a large family, Arbelk’s greatest aspiration is to be a bridge master for his
warrior group.  The antics of heroes have no place in him, but he will rise to
the occasion… Fates willing.


 


Keryak, warrior and spearman.  Durik’s best
friend, in part because he’s courting Durik’s younger sister Darya.  His loss
in the Trials of Caste to Durik, and his friend’s new, exalted status have left
him empty and wanting.  He hides his feelings behind the humor that is his
shield.


 


Troka, warrior and two-handed
broadswordman.  Quiet and introverted, the expectations he had in his own mind
were shattered in the Trials of Caste, but he is determined to survive this new
life of a warrior and to prove his worth in the quest that is to come.
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Prologue


 


There were two gens in the Southern Valley; the
Kale Gen and the Krall Gen.  They were two of the original five extended kobold
families called gens, descendants of two of the five sons of Kobold, the first
sire.  Though many new gens had been formed by the diaspora of these five
original large families over the ten centuries since Kobold and his first
progeny lived, in the histories of these latter gens, spoken around cooking
fires, in great councils, and in chambers of learning, was always the name of
one of the original five gens; the gen their founder had come from.


A kobold’s ancient heritage, while it gave a sense
of pride and belonging to those of middle age, was of little interest to the
young, and was little more than a thing to ponder for the old.  But for the few
who owned relics from their magical past, bloodline was key. For many of these
gifts, it was the one criterion for access.  Without the right bloodline, these
artifacts that the god-like being called The Sorcerer gifted to their ancestors
and passed down through the generations of time were nothing more than
well-made and magically-preserved relics.


So it was that, through his mixed bloodline, Mynar
the Sorcerer, a kobold touched by the magic of this world called Dharma Kor,
was able to turn the ancient heritage stone of the Krall Gen to his purposes. 
To any who did not have what it took to use the device, it appeared as nothing
but a smooth rock.  But to Mynar, who was of the right bloodline and touched by
magic itself, it was a source of great information, and therefore of great
power.


Mynar had used his magical abilities to gain the
loyalty of many of his fellow kobolds.  He seemed to others to intuitively know
what their greatest desires were, and so had caught several in his subtle
snares.  By promising them their deepest desires, he had gotten many of them to
do his dirty work.  As his ability to subvert the system and to corrupt his
fellow kobolds increased, more information began to flow in, and more of the
kobolds in his employ began to look for ways to further his cause.


One of his most indebted kobolds was Morigar, the
youngest son of Lord Krall from the easternmost gen in the valley.  Mynar had
done many favors for the young princeling, ensuring that the betrothed of a
certain female he had feelings for never came back from a hunt, and ensuring
that the same female disappeared later when she threatened to tell all whose
baby she carried.  


Lord Krall would not have dealt kindly with his
son for such indiscretions.  Of course, it had also served Mynar’s purposes. 
After all, it certainly wouldn’t be beneficial to Mynar’s long-term plans to
have another potential Lord Krall heir, albeit illegitimate, in the way.


But Lord Krall’s youngest son had many more uses
than just information.  In fact, his true usefulness had become apparent when
Mynar had hinted that he might be willing to put Morigar on his father’s throne
if Morigar would do whatever he asked.  Morigar had instantly said yes, with no
thought to what he would be asked to do.


Of course, Mynar had lied.  He had no intention of
putting the fool on Lord Krall’s throne.  No, that prize he wanted for
himself.  But through his puppet Morigar he had acquired the Krall Stone, an artifact
that had significantly enhanced his powers.  


As he had used the stone, mixed with some of his
sorcerous powers, he had been able to discover many important things.  Though
it seemed as if the Krall Stone withheld some greater powers from him, there
were many lesser powers and much awareness that it could not withhold.


One thing it had not withheld well was its own
yearning.  It was through following the patterns of longing that emanated from
the Krall Stone that Mynar had discovered that there were four other stones
just like it.  After much struggle with the stone, it had inadvertently
revealed to him the link between the four other stones and the four other
original kobold gens, all named for one of the other sons of Father Kobold; the
Kobold Gen, the Kale Gen, the Krech Gen, and the Kormir Gen.  Though Mynar did
not understand it, the Krall Stone seemed to yearn to be in their presence.  As
such, Mynar had been able to follow the desires of the Krall Stone as it
stretched its consciousness over the distance to touch the consciousness of the
closest of those stones: the Kale Stone.


Mynar had searched long and hard for lore relating
both to the Krall Stone as well as to this other stone, the Kale Stone,
thinking that perhaps he could use it as a tool to turn the Kale Gen to his
purposes.  Finally, in the library of Lady Karaba, the lifemate of Lord Krall,
Mynar had found a prophecy written on a scroll she had brought with her from
the Kale Gen upon her joining to Lord Krall.


The prophecy was from an infant kobold who was
called Two-Toes and held the title of Oracle of the Kobold Gen, the same gen that
many of Mynar’s ancestors had come from and that carried the name of their
race.  With intense interest, Mynar had read what surely was his destiny.


 


Hear
now the utterances of the babe called Two-Toes, when his mouth was opened by
the power of the Creator while still an infant in his mother’s arms:


‘To
the Kobold Race was given five stones of power, 


One
for the Kobold Gen, descendants of Kobold, the First Son of Kobold our First
Sire, and blessed to gather the stones;


One
for the Kale Gen, descendants of Kale, the Second Son, and blessed to host the
First Son;


One
for the Krall Gen, descendants of Krall, the Third Son, and blessed to harbor
the First Son in his quest to power;


One
for the Krech Gen, descendants of Krech, the Fourth Son, and blessed to stand
with the First Son when that which was divided is united once again.


One
for the Kormir Gen, descendants of Kormir, the Fifth Son, and blessed to come to
the First Son in his hour of need;


Hear
now the sure word of prophecy: I shall not taste of death until the stones
shall call to the rightful heirs of these great gens and they be gathered to
Palacid to claim their inheritance.  Let those who read understand, for one
shall arise who is a stranger among the southern gens, and power shall be given
him to gather the stones and to bring their heirs to his purposes, first by
greed, then by loyalty.’


 


Excitement greater than any he had ever felt led
Mynar to draw the only logical conclusion he could—because of his northern gen
heritage, yet being half Krall, he was the ‘stranger among the southern gens’
the prophecy mentioned.  Indeed, the fact that he had already ‘gathered’ the
Krall Stone of Power only served to further prove what he already knew.  


The last sentence of the prophecy brought Mynar
the greatest of glee.


I shall have power to bring the heir of the
last Lord Kale and the lords of all the other kobold gens to my purposes. 
He saw no other way of interpreting that prophecy.  He was sure his destiny was
to gather the stones of power and, through their desire for the power the
stones gave them, to bring the rulers of the five great gens to his purposes,
and thereby to re-forge a greater kobold nation out of the five gens… with him
as its supreme ruler!


Since he had first discovered the prophecy of
Two-Toes, it had given him an almost impenetrable sense of his own importance
in the greater scheme of the universe as a whole, an importance that had been
only momentarily shaken by his setback at the end of the Trials of Caste, and a
surety that was only somewhat challenged by the fact that he now stood in
chains with his fellow conspirators in the dungeons of the Kale Gen.


He would escape, of that he was certain, and he
would then make amends with the kobold he had propped up as the rightful heir
of the last Lord Kale; Khee-lar Shadow Hand, for launching the insurrection
without his blessing, of that he was… almost as certain.  


Would Khee-lar accept his silver-tongued
apologies?  Mynar was confident that he would.  After all, he knew that the key
to Khee-lar’s acceptance among many of the rulers of the Kale Gen was the Kale
Stone, for without it his right to rule would always be challenged.  And only
Mynar knew where the Kale Stone was to be found.  


As time passed, Khee-lar would fulfill Mynar’s
purposes.  After Mynar consolidated power back in the Krall Gen, his loyalists
would bring the Kale Stone back from the place it had lain for this past
century or so.  Then, once Khee-lar received the stone, he would be able to
claim the right to rule the Kale Gen, and the coup would ensue in earnest.  And
then Khee-lar Shadow Hand would be caught willingly in Mynar’s trap.


Of this Mynar was sure, he would dominate Khee-lar
Shadow Hand with his sorcerous powers, magnified through the stones of power,
and Khee-lar would learn to serve him as a puppet ruler of a dominated gen… a
gen that had much to give to the kobold who could control it...


And Mynar knew, with an infernal certainty that
burned within him like a dark fire, that the Fates had selected him to be that
very kobold.


 

















 


Section I – Forming the Company


 


















Chapter 1
– Celebrations and Traditions


 


Kobolds
are a naturally hopeful, some would even say a wisely optimistic, race.  
Perhaps it is simply because their race is so young and not weighed down with
the history of so many eons.  But then again, perhaps it is the strength of
mind their first ancestors received from the hands of The Sorcerer almost a
thousand years prior trickling down through the generations to the present. 
Whatever it was, it could be argued that there was no greater manifestation of
that hope than the preparations and celebrations that followed the event called
the Trials of Caste.  


For weeks, the warriors of the Kale Gen had been
working on making weapons, training packdogs, and gathering supplies, all in
their spare time and with the volunteered wealth of the entire gen, as a means
of giving back some of what they had received from those who had come before
them.  These would be the gifts they bestowed on the seven young male kobolds
who had recently competed in the Trials of Caste to attain warrior status.


These seven had been called yearlings, for during
this, their fifteenth year of life, they had passed through a year of the most
difficult training the gen’s leaders could provide; a year of weapons training,
climbing, patrolling, tactics, and learning to endure the rigors of a warrior’s
life.  All of this had been under the tutelage of the gen’s master trainer; a
kobold called Manebrow—so named for his distinctive bristling black unibrow—whose
standards were unwavering.


Finally, this day also being the Day of
Beginnings, the females of the gen came together to prepare what was ostensibly
the biggest feast of the year, and from their homes came the scents of every
dish known to this gen.  All throughout the massive natural cave complex that
housed the Kale Gen, the servant caste of each warrior group cleared their vast
common chambers of all commerce and crafts and set out long tables, benches,
chairs, and kegs full of sweet bark cider to prepare the celebration for those
who had grown up among their warrior group. This year was particularly special,
for the two dozen or so who came of age this day were children of hope,
conceived during a time of drought and famine, when the fate of the gen was
uncertain.  


As was the case with all the warrior groups, a
celebration was being readied by the Trade Warrior Group in their great common
chamber, the same chamber that was used so often to see a caravan off, or to
welcome one back from a trade mission with the other gens in the area.  The
large dogs the caravan masters kept had been brushed, exercised, fed, and put
into their kennels.  Now, the caravan staging area served as their feast hall
to celebrate the achievements of one of the seven former yearlings; Jerrig, who
was now a warrior in the gen, as well as the coming of age of a male who had
failed the training and would now be servant caste, and three females, two of
which were already promised and would soon be joined to lifemates in the days
ahead.  Soon, new houses would be established in the common chambers of this
warrior group, and before long these young kobolds, so full of energy, would take
their places as mothers and fathers in the gen.  


Such was the circle of life here in the Kale Gen. 
And so it was in all the various warrior groups.  Life, joy, and prosperity had
been theirs for as long as most could remember, interspersed with trials and
tragedy that served to strengthen the fabric of the gen and purify it of its
more dross elements.  


 





 


Lord Karthan walked quickly down the passage
toward the great common chamber and the feast being prepared by his Honor Guard
Warrior Group for their children and the children of the leader caste who had
come of age, one of them being his own daughter Kiria.  He did not want to be
late for the biggest day of his daughter’s life to this point.


That was not the only thing in his heart, however,
as he and his contingent of guards made their way from the arena, past the
great common chamber of the Trade Warrior Group, all lit up and buzzing with
noise, toward the festivities that certainly were underway in the chambers of
the Honor Guard Warrior Group.  Doubt was in his heart also, and with good
reason. 


He had changed many things in the decade and a
half that marked his reign, and not all of those changes had been well
received.  Laws of wealth, where the elite warriors of the gen had lived off
the efforts of the warriors who served them, had been replaced, causing elite
warriors to have to work for their own support.  This and other similar changes
meant to put his people on a more equal footing with each other had caused no
end of insurrections… the last of which had just been put down that very day at
the end of the Trials of Caste!


This latest insurrection had been sparked over
what he considered to be the most trivial of decisions; he had made Durik, the
winner of the Trials of Caste, a leader caste, exalting him above the common
castes of the gen.  Durik was keen of mind, clear-eyed with a knack for knowing
what to do in any given situation.  These qualities plus his agility and
undeniable skill with weapons had won him the trials.


These same traits had also put Durik in the right
place at the right time; his leadership among his fellow yearlings during the
insurrection at the Trials of Caste had turned the tide and saved Lord
Karthan’s life.  And so Lord Karthan was reluctant to send Durik and his new warrior
companions away.  But such was tradition…


Each year, at the conclusion of the Trials of
Caste, the lord of the gen gave the new warriors a quest, called the Proofing
of the Trials.  They were not to return until they achieved the objectives
given them.  But this year’s quest was unlike any given to a yearling group
before, for this year the quest was to find a relic, a stone of power, a
heritage of their gen lost two generations before, likely in an ancient ruin
called Palacid.  This relic was a gift from The Sorcerer Himself; a seer stone
called the Kale Stone.  He who held that stone held the rightful rule of the
children of Kale in his hands.


  The prevailing wisdom in the gen was that
Palacid was nothing more than an ancient ruin, long deserted and forgotten,
that the Hall of the Mountain King where lore of Palacid was to be found was
but a haunted place full of orcs and possibly nastier creatures, and that the
Kale Stone was long lost to history, never to be found again; a relic of a
different time.


In the back of his mind Lord Karthan had the same
nagging doubts that many of the gen’s council had expressed, some of them
vehemently.  Was the Kale Stone recoverable?  Was he reading the prophecy
right, that the stone was to be found at Palacid, or was that a prophecy of
some event yet further in the future?  Was he misguided in following his
feelings?  


He had certainly been misguided in the past.  


Lord Karthan looked about as he walked through the
smooth stone, sand-floored passages of the more settled parts of their home
caverns.  The Honor Guard warriors who followed him were a clear reminder of
the trust put in him.  But in everyone’s past there are things they think best
left unknown to others, things that might call into question the choices they
make, and Lord Karthan’s past was no different.  


What he had not shared with anyone still living in
this gen were his memories of a quest for the Kale Stone that he had nominally
led many years ago now, just after completing the two years of training his
father had mandated for his son and heir.  The quest had been an absolute
secret, staged from the home of the Krall Gen not far to the east.  It had all
started with talk among the leader caste of finding the body of the last Lord
Kale and his stone of power, lost two generations before a much younger Karthan
had come of age.  


Though the failure of his own quest was mostly
lost in the sudden violence of the orc ambush that had ended it all and claimed
the lives of some of the gen’s finest warriors, the nagging doubts that their
seemingly pointless wandering had brought remained in Lord Karthan’s heart. 
The much younger and very scared Karthan was now in his thirty-fifth year, well
into middle age by anyone’s standard, and twenty years later was now the only
one still alive who had gone on that quest.  


He dearly hoped he was doing the right thing by
sending the yearlings to do what he and several of the gen’s finest warriors
had failed to achieve in the past.  Not long ago he had felt a burning
confirmation, as if from the ancestors, a surety that this was the right
course.  But now there was only confusion in his heart; for him there was no
comfort, no clarity.


 





 


In the common chamber of the Wolf Riders, the
celebration had already been going on for some time.  After all, Durik was the
orphaned son of one of their own wolf trainers, and as a whelp he had served as
an apprentice wolf trainer in their kennels.  So when Durik had been made a
leader caste, the Wolf Riders were not about to let it be said that they didn’t
know how to properly celebrate that!  Carrying Durik and his best friend Keryak
on their shoulders, the entire Wolf Riders Warrior Group had marched as one. 
All along the way, hornless whelps, the children of the gen, swarmed about
Durik with wooden play swords fighting their own mock battles inspired by their
champion.  In front of the procession a handful of warriors gently but
expeditiously cleared the way back to their common chamber before setting Durik
on a makeshift throne of great elk hide and antlers, with Keryak, as well as a
female called Carma who had come of age, in places of honor beside him.  


To Durik, this was a time of final acceptance.  In
a gen where everyone had rust-red scales, or often bronze-tipped with advanced
age, the solid bronze scales he had been born with had always been a point of
curiosity… and often of ridicule.  He had often wished that he were just like everyone
else, that he had never inherited such a mark from his father, and from his
father’s father before; may they both rest with the ancestors.  But tonight, in
the afterglow of his victory in the Trials of Caste, Durik knew that this
difference would now be a point of distinction, instead of a mark of ridicule;
victory changes things.


From the time they sat down until the warriors
brought in the centerpiece of the feast, it was all the three young kobolds
could do to keep up with the plates of food and mugs of drink brought to them. 
Soon, the table in front of them was full of crockery, and kobolds were beginning
to stack the dishes one on top of another as the more incorrigible whelps still
ran around hitting each other with their sticks.


On the other side of Durik from Keryak sat Raoros
Fang, leader of the Wolf Riders Warrior Group and now a fellow leader caste,
though that fact had yet to sink in.  Holding a bowl of boar’s tongue stew with
one brawny arm, Raoros Fang talked freely of the council the night before
between noisy slurps, leaving out the details of the contention about the quest.
He greeted each of the females of his warrior group as they brought the plates
of food and mugs of drink to the three newest adult members of the gen. 
“You’ve outdone yourself, this time, Diru!”  “That smells wonderful, Raba!” 
And to Durik’s aunt as she approached, trailed closely by Durik’s younger
sister, “Karial, you must be the proudest of all here today… except for perhaps
this one.” He pinched Darya’s cheek.  She blushed under bronze-tipped scales
from the burly warrior’s attentions and quickly moved to Durik’s side.


“You are most gracious, sire,” Karial said as she
stepped back.


Leaning over, Darya hugged Durik.  “I am so happy
for you. You’ll not forget about us lowly folk down here in the warrior groups
now that you’re a leader caste, will you?”


“Of course not, sister,” Durik answered, grabbing
her by the waist and turning to Keryak “Why, my family… and Keryak, are invited
to come see me in whatever splendid new quarters they give me anytime.”


Keryak smiled wistfully and rolled his eyes, “Ever
the gracious one, aren’t we, Durik?  Ah… you’ll excuse me if I’m just a bit
jealous. But no one could deny you won the trials fairly.”


Letting Darya go and feeling that perhaps his
friend was not over the sting of losing the trials yet, Durik tried to console
him.  “Ah, Keryak, you know I wanted nothing but victory for you.  I would
gladly have given you my place as victor.” 


“Aye, but from the beginning of the scouting trial
I was marked for misfortune, it seems.  I’m glad you won it,” Keryak replied
flatly, turning toward Durik and Darya.  After a moment the winsome look on his
face passed like a cloud from the face of the moon.  “Perhaps, though, with the
proofing of the trials starting tomorrow, I’m even gladder that Trallik didn’t
win it,” Keryak finished with a smile.  


Mention of their fellow yearling, who had cheated
and taken advantage of them all during the trials, brought a grimace to Durik’s
face.  “I agree with you there,” Durik stated rather undiplomatically,
remembering the few times Manebrow had chosen Trallik to lead and the
frustration and failure he’d caused.  


“As for me, I’m hoping we find the stone quickly
and that this Palacid place is just an old ruin,” Keryak said.  “Who knows,
maybe there’s a kobold gen still there… with some really cute females in it!”


For his efforts at comedy, Keryak received a solid
slap to the back of the head.  “You!” Darya cried in only somewhat mock
annoyance.  It was well known that the two of them were as good as promised to
each other, even though Darya wouldn’t come of age for two more years.


Durik grunted his agreement.  “I guess we’ll see
where the stone truly lies… and who guards it.  Wherever it may be, I’m certain
we’ll not just walk up to it and take it.”  


With that, Durik lapsed into silence.  As he
thought about the quest ahead, doubt began to creep into his mind.  In his
heart, he wondered if he was ready to lead such a group.  He pondered on
the quest that would come as certain as the morning on the morrow.  


Could one stone, lost so long ago now, even be
found, and if it was found, would they even recognize it?  But in his heart, he
felt something different that he could not explain, a certainty, perhaps, akin
to the visions he had had before.  It was a certainty he knew to be quickly
perishable, yet undeniable in its power and influence when present.  


After a moment this… influence… began to take
shape again, in a way that was becoming familiar.  Suddenly a flood of light
and power overtook him as an image formed.  Durik was transfixed.  Caught by
this sudden burst of light, he was reluctant to go into it, but there was
nothing he could do to resist it.  He was unable to escape its stark yet
soothing embrace.  Suddenly, as had happened twice before the Trials of Caste,
he felt as if somehow he had been spirited away to another place.  


He found himself standing, though his feet did not
touch the ground just below him, looking out across a long stone bridge of
ancient construction in the brilliant light of day in the outer world, which
spanned a chasm that dropped off into a mist.  The light that surrounded the
place was dazzling, penetrating and almost un-endurable, yet somehow familiar
now, carrying in its undertones a calming and ennobling power that had lingered
with Durik before, as he was sure it would again.


On the far side of the bridge, almost at the edge
of the brilliant light that bounded the vision, Durik could see a small
building carved out of the stone of the mountainside.  As Durik wondered on the
scene of what was before him, he felt as if something was calling to him… ever
so faintly, from within the small stone building.  Slowly, and without any
conscious thought, he began to glide effortlessly across the bridge toward the
opening in the small stone building.  Deep within him, Durik felt that he was meant
to go through that opening into the darkness beyond.  As this vision occurred,
his heart burned within his chest, and a deep sense of power came over him.  


Then, almost as quickly as it had come, Durik’s
head snapped back as though waking with a start from a vivid dream.  The vision
disappeared from before his eyes, leaving him alone and small again, back with
his friends in the caves of his heritage.  In his heart, there lingered a
burning sense of destiny, as if the Fates had released their hold on him, as if
the ancestors had turned the Winds of Fate and opened an effectual door to him…
though what that door was, he did not know.


Durik’s eyes refocused and he looked about. 
Raoros Fang was noisily laughing and slapping the table at something a warrior
leaning over the table had said.  Keryak and Darya were in quiet conversation,
an island of silence in the middle of the noise.  Somehow no one was looking at
him.


Durik shook his head as the feeling of power began
to fade.  This was the third such vision, each of which had brought knowledge,
but none of which made sense in the moment.  And now, as he thought about the
quest ahead, he couldn’t see how this fit in either.  There was so much he just
didn’t know, and that ignorance let doubt creep in where power and surety had
recently ebbed away.  


He thought he could lead this group he’d been made
leader of, but he didn’t know where.  He didn’t even know if the location of
Palacid was known to the gen.  He was almost certain no one in the last few
generations of the gen had been back to Palacid, which legend stated was their
place of beginnings.  He had heard several stories over his lifetime about
Palacid, from legends about stones of power to nighttime stories about phantoms
that mothers used to get their whelps to stay in bed. He was equally as certain
that no one he knew had any idea about how to go about getting to Palacid, much
less what they would face when, or if, they arrived.


The crowd of kobolds now gathering to the tables
raised a shout of joy, shattering his thoughts.  From the quartermaster’s cave
entrance, a small group of warriors were leading a large boar, easily a head
taller at the shoulder than any of the warriors.  They led it slowly toward the
center of the cavern, where a large pit, lined with large leaves, had been dug and
filled with hot coals.  Behind the rope harness, the boar’s eyes were wild with
the fear of smelling so many other creatures in such close proximity.  It
squealed and grunted as it was pushed, pulled, and prodded with sharp stakes
toward the center of the pit.  As it was led in, Raoros Fang stood up and,
reaching back over one brawny shoulder to make sure his sword was still with
him, he stretched his arms a bit and walked commandingly toward the pit.


Arriving at the center of the clearing, the
warriors who were leading the great boar forward moved from the front of the
boar more toward the back, except for two who pulled up on the harness, causing
the boar to lift its head and expose its neck.  Raoros Fang approached the
beast and drew the broadsword from his back, eyeing the massive creature as it
squealed and thrashed against the bindings.  


Touching it on the nose, he cried, “Noble boar,
thank you for giving us your flesh.  May your spirit now go back to the Creator
in peace!”  With that, he grasped his sword with both hands and, backing up a
step, swung the heavy blade downward, tearing open the boar’s neck.  The head
of the mighty beast sagged, and the boar’s eyes rolled in its head as a great
splash of blood splattered the area at the edge of the pit.  With great effort,
the warriors who had brought the boar pushed its collapsing form the rest of
the way into the pit.  


Within moments, the pungent smells of boiling
blood, singed hair, and burning flesh permeated the room.  Moving quickly, the
warriors took a small pile of rocks made hot in the coals of a fire and piled
them on top of the now-still body of the boar, finishing the project by
covering the whole mess with great leaves from the pile next to the pit.  It was
not long before the entire cave was filled with the steam of boar fat and the
sweet smell of roasting meat.


As the evening passed, Darya seemed to be ever at
Keryak’s side. They talked in low voices and held each other, tails intertwined
behind their chairs.  Carma looked on in longing with an empty heart.  She had
not yet found her love, and longed for it with all the tender feelings of youth.


Durik also was painfully aware of the happiness
that his younger sister… and his best friend… had found together.  He thought
of Kiria, the Lord of the Gen’s daughter.  They had only met once, and yet in
that meeting there had been some deeper connection.  Counterintuitively to the
young kobold, now that he was leader caste and she wasn’t completely out of
reach, the infatuation he had felt the last couple of days began to temper
itself.  


He would have to get to know this Kiria; he didn’t
know anything about her, really, but tradition and nature had their influence,
and as he sat watching Keryak and Darya, his heart did indeed want to know
more.  Though he didn’t know what the future held, he hoped that the promise
and love he saw shining brightly in his sister’s eyes would be part of it.
















 


 


Chapter 2
– Brothers in Arms


Manebrow
had lingered longer than he should have in the arena with his lifemate Ki and
their three sons.  Mercifully, the leader of his warrior group, a stout warrior
called Khazak Mail Fist, had given him a little time with his family before he
was to report to the leader’s grotto to receive the list of five warriors who
would be added to the quest group.  Ki had been brave; she had not cried at the
announcement of the quest and his selection to go on it.  Their three sons had
been so excited; the exuberance and naïveté of youth breaking through the layers
of protection Manebrow had built around his heart.  


For some time he sat with Ki in the arena, their
tails intertwining.  Once the crowds had gone, they walked around talking of
younger days, of times long gone and only lightly touching on the topic of
times yet to come.  As their sons ran ahead of them, hornless heads bobbing,
tails twitching, and eyes bright as they played with their wooden swords, Ki
stopped him and wrapped her arms around his waist, looking up into his eyes
with the slightest hint of tears in hers.  Ki obviously needed to feel that he
was sure he would come back to her and their sons when this quest was done. 
With all of his heart he wished he knew and could give her a firm assurance.


Finally, after several moments of silence, Manebrow
held her close and, bending down slightly, he whispered into her ear the words
she needed to hear.  “Ki, my dearest, I want you to know that I will come back
to you.”  


She pressed herself deep into his embrace, needing
to feel that what he said was true, or perhaps to feel that their love would
see them through.  The embrace lingered, but soon enough Manebrow had to go.


As Manebrow pushed away and slowly turned, in her
heart Ki could feel the hope of his promise.  Her mind resisted the temptation
of succumbing to the hopelessness the danger of this quest threatened to
bring.  As their hands parted and she watched him go, it was not until after he
was out of sight that the first tear found its way down her quivering cheek.


Walking quickly, it took Manebrow only a short
time to make it to the caverns of the Honor Guard and leader caste.  Though Ki
and his sons would be attending the celebration, Manebrow had other priorities
at the moment.  Stopping by his own humble dwelling, Manebrow traded his ceremonial
belts for his well-worn warrior belts, hefted the familiar weight of his
rucksack onto one shoulder, and grasped the leather wrapped handle of his heavy
waraxe in one hand.  Heading out horns first, he made his way through the
common chambers and continued down the corridor.  


From two chambers away, Manebrow could hear the
harps and drums and smell the cooking boar from the celebration that had
already commenced.  He was sure this would be a celebration to remember, as
Lord Karthan’s eldest child would officially be recognized as an adult this
day.  There would be story telling and much dancing, the rust-red scales of his
people reflecting in the light of a massive cooking fire.  However, tonight it
was not Manebrow’s turn to celebrate.  Tonight, there was work to be done to
prepare for the long journey and the quest at hand.  


Turning down the short corridor that led into the
sunken grotto that was the home of the council members, Manebrow nodded to the
single Honor Guard warrior who stood vigil at the gate as he passed.  The light
of the waning sun streamed down from the grotto opening far above, causing him
to squint.  At the same time, the fresh smell of water over rocks and the rich
air created by the many hanging vines and moss awakened and enlivened his
senses as he made his way quickly down the winding staircase that led to the
sandy bottom of the grotto.


Reaching the bottom, Manebrow made his way around
the perimeter of the large sunken pool that dominated one side.  All around the
other edge of the grotto were the ornate doors that led to the houses of the
council members.  Though he’d only been in a couple of the houses, he was sure
the accumulated wealth of many generations had gone into building all these
lavish and comfortable living quarters.  Orc raids some six years now past had
wrecked some of it, but much had been rebuilt, and even more had remained
untouched, as the returning patrols had driven the orcs out before they could
finish the job of looting and burning.  


Manebrow knew his place in life.  Though he could
admire the luxury and wealth that these living quarters represented, this was
not his lot… and he was comfortable with that fact.  His lot in life was to
train and protect.  That he would do.


He arrived at Khazak Mail Fist’s iron-banded
wooden door suddenly, breaking him out of his thoughts.  Checking his belts and
appearance, Manebrow knocked loudly in the center of the door.  After a few
moments, he heard footsteps on stone walking toward him from the other side of
the door.  Manebrow smiled and shook his head; despite all the wealth he had
accumulated, Khazak Mail Fist refused to put down rugs in his house.  He said
they ‘made one too soft.’  A moment later, the large door swung open, but to
Manebrow’s surprise, a familiar face other than Khazak Mail Fist’s stood to
receive him.  


“Ardan!” he exclaimed in surprise. “How are you? 
It’s been… probably a year or more since I last saw you.”


“I’m doing well, my old trainer,” replied the
kobold inside the door, the light of a fire from further inside casting shadows
in the entryway.  “They’ve had me out with the caravans for some time now,
checking the quality of iron we’re getting from the Krall Gen and acting as
guard for it as well.  But we’ll have much time to catch up, I’m sure.  Come,”
he said with a smile, “Khazak Mail Fist awaits us all inside.”


“Us all?” Manebrow asked in surprise.  


Ardan turned and began walking down the passageway
toward the entrance to the room beyond, the ivory of his horns standing in
stark contrast to his dark scales in the shadows. 


Manebrow adjusted the rucksack on his shoulder and
followed.  He was surprised to see five other rucksacks and several weapons
lining the entranceway of the chamberlain’s home.  It was starting to dawn on
him that perhaps he wouldn’t be gathering the five warriors after all.  “How’s
that friend of yours doing? Arloch, if I remember correctly?  You two always
seemed inseparable during the training.”


Ardan laughed. “Ask him yourself.”


Turning to the right, Manebrow entered the large
open foyer that was the main room of the chamberlain’s quarters. The light of
the fire blazed in the hearth and several kobolds were seated in chairs and on
the large stuffed couch, all facing in a U-shape toward the fireplace at the
far end of the room.  Standing next to the hearth was Lord Karthan’s
overly-muscular chamberlain, Khazak Mail Fist.


“Welcome, Master Trainer,” boomed Khazak Mail
Fist.  Seeing that Manebrow was not fully sure what was going on, he continued,
“Perhaps I should say, welcome Elite Warrior.  Come!  Meet your team!”  


With that, the kobolds all stood up.  


Manebrow laid his rucksack and axe to one side and
stepped forward to grasp the hand of the kobold nearest to him.  “Arloch, I
thought you had to be around.  Where there’s smoke, there’s fire, it seems. 
How many years has it been?”


“Several, Manebrow.  Too many since we last saw
each other and not enough since I was one of your trainees,” Arloch laughed.


“Aye, but you’re a better warrior for it.” 
Manebrow grabbed him by the neck and shook him.


“True!  True!  But I’d not willingly undergo it
again, you know.  I’m enjoying my time with the caravans too much.”


“Good to hear,” Manebrow said as he moved to the
next pair of kobolds.


“Tohr… and Kahn!  How good to see you both!  How is
the Deep Guard treating you?” he asked as he grasped the twin brothers’ hands.


The same crooked smile crept across both kobolds’
snouts.  “A little too well, it appears.  We must be doing too well for them to
pull us out for such a mission as this,” Tohr answered.


Kahn continued, “I doubt it, I think they pulled
us out because you’re going to be needing the best climbers the Deep Guard has
to offer.”


“Still just as cocky after all these years, I
see,” laughed Manebrow.  “Well, I’m glad to see you’ll be with us, no matter
how you were chosen.”  Turning to face the last of the five kobolds, Manebrow
continued, “Terrim!  How’d they get you for this?”  


The youngest of the group, and not best of friends
with any of the rest of them, Terrim’s face lit up as his former trainer
addressed him, his tail unwrapping from his leg.  “Oh, well, you know.  They
asked for volunteers and everyone else stepped backward faster than me.”


Arloch laughed. “That’s not how it went.  You
could hardly contain yourself as they were reading the mission, you wanted to
volunteer so much.”  


Terrim gave a sheepish look as he glanced away,
his tail wrapping around his leg again protectively.  


Cuffing him on the shoulder, Manebrow remarked,
“I’m glad to have you in this group.  Your skill with that spear of yours will
come in handy, to be sure.  And I’m sure we’ll make much use of your skill with
the dogs!”  


Terrim smiled and looked at Arloch as if to say ‘I
told you so.’


“Well met, then, it is,” interrupted Khazak Mail
Fist.  “Come, the preparations will take some time, and there are celebrations
to be attended before that, so let’s be short about it.”  He had the group’s
undivided attention.  “As you can see, I took the liberty of having the five of
them gathered for you, Manebrow.  Since we’re not sure what you’ll be up
against, we picked out a team with a wide variety of skills.  


“Ardan here is still a scout, bowyer and to some
degree a weapon smith now too.  As the senior warrior, he will be your
second.”  He patted the scar in the shape of a sword on Ardan’s left breast,
the scales about it having been burnt away permanently.  “I have it on good
sources that if he performs on this quest like he has in the past, perhaps
he’ll get a banner around that sword before too long,” he said, alluding to the
further mark that every elite warrior bore on his chest.  


Grabbing Arloch by the shoulder, he continued,
“Arloch, as you know, is a leatherworker.  Both he and Ardan have been through
much of the territory you’ll be traveling through repeatedly and know the
terrain well.  Additionally, they both have spent quite a bit of time
developing their skills in wilderness lore.  I believe you’ll find them apt
guides as you make your way through the forest.”


Khazak Mail Fist pointed to the pair of brothers.
“Tohr and Kahn are two of our more skilled climbers from the Deep Guard and
have become very handy with locks and traps.  I think they’ll serve you well
where you’re going.  Who knows, if you can’t find the key to Palacid, perhaps
they can pick the lock for you.”  


At this, both Tohr and Kahn snickered and smiled
roguish smiles.


“Finally, Terrim here is one of our more skilled
dog handlers.  We’ll be sending a few packdogs with you, so his skills will be
in high demand.”


Manebrow nodded. “I thank the council for their
generosity, sire.  I’m sure this team will perform exceptionally well.”  


The chamberlain nodded in agreement.  


“I would know, however, more about where it is
that I’m taking them,” Manebrow asked cautiously.


Khazak Mail Fist nodded. “You will know all we
know shortly.  First, let’s go to the Feast of the Day of Beginnings.  I think
you will see that much has been prepared for you already, and you’ll have the
opportunity to request what more you need once the quest is made clear to you.” 
He patted Manebrow on the shoulder, as a father would his son, though the two
of them were close in age. “Now, our mates and children await us at the
celebration.  Go.  Enjoy the celebration and your families as we wait until the
council assembles in preparation for the telling of what is known about the
mission before you.”


 





 


There had been a recent attempt on the life of
Lord Karthan, Lord of the Kale Gen.  Attempt is not really the word for what
happened, however.  Insurrection is a more apt description.  For at the end of
the Trials of Caste, as the prizes of rank were given and the quest announced,
several kobolds, almost all of them elite warriors with no love for Lord
Karthan, had launched an uncoordinated attack on Lord Karthan and his body
guard.  A particularly dour kobold named Troll, from the Wolf Riders, had
launched the insurrection before his co-conspirators were ready, though his
charismatic companion Kort, from the Patrol Guard, had jumped in to try to help
him succeed anyway.  In the end, they had all been put down or captured before
they could achieve their objectives.  All of them were now securely held in
Lord Karthan’s prison; all of them, that is, except for Mynar the Sorcerer.


Mynar the Sorcerer was no ordinary kobold.  No,
kobolds of his status and… special talents… lived by a different set of rules. 
For Mynar had not come by the honor name of Sorcerer because of his mesmerizing
way of speaking or his way of manipulating things behind the scenes.  No, Mynar
had actual abilities.  He could read minds, or perhaps better said, he could
swim through the consciousness of a person’s mind, often diving into their
deeper memories to find what he wanted.  


Over his few decades of life, Mynar had learned to
not only read what was there, but to speak in the minds of others, and to voice
his thoughts in images.  Eventually, he had learned to help people see what he
wanted them to see.


These abilities were enhanced, magnified, and
projected over distances through a combination of chance and cunning; for Mynar
was of the royal blood of Krall, a neighboring gen to the Kale Gen. When he had
stolen his gen’s stone of power, it had bent to his will.  But Mynar had been
called sorcerer long before he had stolen the Krall Stone.


And so it was on this day that Mynar had used what
remaining power he could muster to mimic the muscular image of Lord Karthan’s
chamberlain, Khazak Mail Fist, as he and his fellow conspirators milled about
in the outer chamber of the prison, awaiting their cell assignments.  Though
his now bulging arms were still in shackles, he managed to hide that fact under
his cloak, which now was a dark blue color; the color of cloak that Khazak Mail
Fist sometimes wore.  Deftly stepping to the side of the group nearest the
entrance, he suddenly stood up straight as the pair of guards assigned to watch
them looked up from the scroll they were scribing on. Surprise at Khazak’s
sudden appearance was evident in their faces.


“Sire!” They both snapped to attention in unison.


“Keep at it.” Mynar nodded dismissively, a gruff
look of dissatisfaction on his face.  As the two guards self-consciously went
back to their task of recording the prisoner’s names, Mynar walked up beside
them as if inspecting what they were doing. At the same time, he subtly grabbed
one of the keys to the shackles that hung on a nail on the side of the desk. 
He then nonchalantly walked out of the chamber as the confusion of where ‘the
last prisoner’ had gone began, leaving the rest of his fellow conspirators to
whatever fate awaited them.


Two turns of the passageway later, Mynar was out
of the smoky torch light of the prison and in the cool darkness of the cave
system.  Here, in darkness untainted by torchlight, the unique heat vision of
his race showed white tendrils of heat wafting up from his body, encircling the
shackles and the key he had stolen in their warmth, outlining the hole where
the lock was.  Stopping for a moment, Mynar dropped the Khazak façade. 
Standing where another passage met his, Mynar worked the awkward angle to get
the key into the lock and turn it.  Soon, the shackles were dropped and Mynar
was free.


“You seem to have lost something.” An icy voice
stopped Mynar dead in his tracks.  Turning to look down the side passage where
the voice had come from, he could clearly see a kobold holding up a belt with a
large pouch on it… a very familiar kobold and a very familiar large pouch. 
Behind the kobold, a pair of armed warriors stood in stony silence.  Turning
back to the main passage, he saw three more warriors appear from around the
next bend. When they stopped and drew their swords, Mynar’s surprise turned to
foreboding.  


The surprise disarmed Mynar of his customary
arrogance.  He licked his lips nervously as his tail twitched behind him; he
knew he was cornered, and unlike the unwitting guards, he knew he couldn’t
escape this kobold with trickery.  “Khee-lar Shadow Hand,” he addressed the
kobold holding the pouch, mustering as much confidence as he could.  “You seem
to have the Krall Stone.”


Khee-lar walked forward, the two warriors behind
him keeping pace.  With a nod from their master, the pair grabbed hold of
Mynar, throwing him to the sand floor of the passage like a sack of meat. 
Their master came up and squatted next to the prostrate form of his former
mentor.


“Your attempt to overthrow this gen and take the
throne seems to have failed.” Khee-lar’s icy voice struck like daggers.  “Tell
me, what did you promise Troll and Kort?  Which one did you pick to be your
puppet on the throne?”


Mynar tried to get up, but one of Khee-lar’s
warriors planted a foot in the middle of his back while another grabbed his
horns and planted his face in the sand.  “You’re making a mistake,” Mynar
grunted.  “It was all for you!  Remember the Covenant!  You were to take the
throne!  Troll didn’t want to wait. He wanted to take the gen now… and present
Lord Karthan’s crown… to you!”  It was a convenient lie, since Troll would soon
be dead.


Drawing his knife, Khee-lar laid it against
Mynar’s throat as his warrior turned Mynar’s head.  “I don’t think you ever
understood that I am not your pup.  You may have brought the binding covenants,
but I have quite outgrown you.  So whatever you were doing, you failed, and the
price for failure, as you once taught me, is death.”  


In the cool darkness of the passageway, the sweat
dripping from Mynar’s face shone white as it rolled off his snout.  He tried to
master his emotions, something he rarely attempted and so failed, but Mynar was
always thinking…


“The treaty!” he muttered as whatever illusions he
had of smoothing things over with Khee-lar vanished.  “Remember the orcs!  If
you’re going to take the gen, you’re going to need my orcs to keep the Krall
Gen out of it!”


Khee-lar sneered at Mynar, his knife moving slowly
across the helpless kobold’s neck.  He could smell the fear emanating from his
quarry.  “Your orcs?  Since when were they your orcs?  Anyone can raise a
rabble of orcs.”


“But it will take you too long, Khee-lar,” Mynar
grunted.  “And you can’t use the Krall Stone, only I can.  You’ll never find
the Kale Stone without it!”


“You haven’t found the Kale Stone with it,”
Khee-lar snarled.  “Do you think I’m a fool!” With a cruel smile, he made as if
to plunge his dagger into Mynar’s neck… but stuck it in the sand next to Mynar
instead.  Over the smell of Mynar’s sudden abject horror, the smell of warm
urine assaulted Khee-lar’s senses.


Khee-lar rocked back on his heals and stood,
disgusted at Mynar, disgusted at himself for ever having listened to this
manipulator.  The game was over; Mynar had no power over him.


“Go!” he snapped at the shuddering form lying
helpless in the sand.  “Get your orcs and don’t come back until you bring me
the Kale Stone!”  Dropping the pouch with the Krall Stone in it, Khee-lar and
his warriors walked away.


In the sand, Mynar’s shame soon turned to anger,
and in turn his anger turned to cold, determined wrath.


 
















 


 


Chapter 3
– A Gift is Given


Trallik
was never one to involve himself in celebrations, and today’s celebration of
the Deep Guard Warrior Group was no exception, especially because it was shared
with Arbelk and a handful of others who were coming of age.  Even the fact that
he and Arbelk sat at the head of the table next to Khee-lar Shadow Hand, leader
of the Deep Guard, did little to help his sullen mood.  Despite the passage of
several hours and the congratulations by several of his now fellow warriors for
having lasted so long in the final trial, Trallik’s pride still stung. He was
having a hard time getting over it.  His father, a lowly servant caste fungus farmer
for whom he had no respect, had counseled him earlier in the celebration to
‘get over it,’ saying all it would do is eat at him from the inside until he
learned to let go of his loss.


Well, he really didn’t feel like letting it go. 
Without realizing how sullen of a mood he was in, he had slumped farther in his
chair the further his mood had dropped.  His twitching tail and reflexive scowl
indicated one of his dark moods.  But after quite some time of everyone leaving
him alone, yet another person came up and sat down on the bench next to him.


“Hello, Trallik,” said a familiar, almost hated
voice. 


Trallik turned and, with a bewildered look on his
face, sat up.  Seated next to him was none other than the reason for his pain:
bronze-scaled Durik, the newest leader caste in the gen.


“What are you doing here?” Trallik sneered. 
“Shouldn’t you be with your warrior group?  Or perhaps you’re too good for us
common folk any more.”


Durik let the wave of hate roll right off him and
smiled.  “Trallik, several things happened back there at the scouting trial,”
he began.  Trallik sneered and started to say something, but Durik cut him off,
“And…” he continued, “several people had their pride hurt.”


Trallik snorted in disgust and turned away.


“I just came to tell you that I forgive you for
stabbing me in the back, and that I hope you’ll forgive me too for taking
advantage of a downed opponent.” He referred to an incident where he had marked
Trallik’s back with dye.


Trallik turned back toward Durik with a look of
intense anger. “If you were not leader caste, I would strike you right now. 
You took my rightful place!”  Embarrassed for revealing his close-held
feelings, Trallik stood up and quickly walked away.  Several kobolds near him,
including his father and his father’s new lifemate, watched the outburst in
wonder.


Durik sat for a moment, shaking his head, then
stood and walked away. Behind him trailed a servant caste kobold from one of
the council members.  


Watching from the corner of the far entrance to
the Deep Guard common chamber, Trallik’s heart began to soften.  For a moment
it was almost as if he could feel his mother’s soothing presence, though she
had been dead two years now.


Perhaps he’s right.  Ah!!!  I can’t stand it! 



Bending his knees, he slid his back down the wall
until he sat, head in his hands and tail wrapped around himself, against the
cool limestone wall of the entranceway.  He sobbed softly, and tears flowed as
his wounded pride struggled to recover.


The exchange between Durik and Trallik did not go
unnoticed.  Rubbing his chin, Khee-lar Shadow Hand sat back and thought about
the events he had just witnessed.  After a moment, he turned to a nearby elite
warrior and whispered something.  The elite warrior nodded his understanding
and walked away quickly to execute the order he’d been given.


 





 


Durik followed Kabbak, a servant caste who
belonged to a council member named Torgal of the Sundered Skull.  They passed
through the several corridors that separated the caverns of his native warrior
group from the caverns of the Honor Guard and leader caste.  His mind was still
reeling after Kabbak had called him by his proper title, ‘Sire.’  This was just
one of the many changes that had occurred in such a short time.  Perhaps that
was always the way of it.  Perhaps all yearlings felt the same when they became
warriors.  


He could see that the changes were more than
Trallik was prepared to deal with.  In his heart, he hoped that Trallik would
get over it and become what they all needed him to be for this quest.  Though
he did not know the details of the quest yet, Durik knew that they must be at
their best.  Countless times he had heard Manebrow say, ‘It’s when you let down
your guard that the enemy strikes; when you’re weak or unprepared.’  He wanted
to make sure they were as strong as they could be at all times, and so he had
stopped by to speak with Trallik after Kabbak had pulled him from the
celebrations in the Wolf Riders’ caverns.


Perhaps he would grow used to his new stature
within the gen.  Then again, he didn’t even know what he would be doing as a
leader caste after he returned from the quest… if he returned from the
quest.  He figured that, whatever it was, it would be something quite different
than what he would have been doing if he’d become just another warrior in the
Wolf Riders.  


For the moment, the thoughts of his future began
to quiet within him as they reached the entrance to the grotto where the
council members lived.  Descending the steps into this grotto, Durik was again
amazed by the raw beauty of it all, and at the same time refreshed by the cool
evening air.  A light mist had arisen from the lichen and moss that clung to
the walls and boulders of the grotto.  


After a moment, Kabbak’s gentle reminder of their
purpose for coming here stirred Durik out of his wonder.  Soon arriving at the
large wooden door that served as the entrance to Torgal’s house, Kabbak pulled
the heavy iron ring in the center of the door and walked inside.  Tentatively,
almost reverently, Durik followed.


Torgal of the Sundered Skull was one of the older
council members.  In his younger days, in fact up until just following the orc
raids six years prior, he had led the Patrol Guard Warrior Group, which served
as the regular infantry for the gen as well as their border guards.  The tales
of his exploits in command of that warrior group were perhaps more legendary
than the actual events, but nonetheless, he was a kobold held in high esteem
among both the leaders as well as the common castes of the gen.  Despite the exploits
of his younger years, he had grown recently feeble and had taken to walking
with the help of a staff.


The front hall of Torgal’s house was impressive. 
The entire floor of the front hallway was covered with bear and wolf skins. 
Lining the walls were tokens of exploits from his younger days; here a pair of
crossed orcish cleavers, there the skull of a minotaur.  As they turned into
the entrance to the large open foyer that was the main room of Torgal’s
quarters, Durik saw a cloven helm and split skull with long shanks of hair
still attached to it from what must have been a very large minotaur mounted on
a wooden shield over the entranceway.


“Durik, young one, how good of you to come.”
Torgal sat in a large stuffed chair near the fire, padded with the down of many
fowl and covered with the fur of several animals.  “Come.  Come inside and have
a seat.”  He motioned for Durik to sit in a chair on the opposite side of the
fire from him.  


Following his direction, Durik walked slowly
forward, amazed by the beautiful carved wooden furniture, copper vases and
ornaments, and war gear that seemed to cover most of the walls and floor.  


“My apologies for calling you so soon after the
ceremony tonight, but you know well the exuberance of youth.  My granddaughter
simply would not let me leave until she was convinced I was too exhausted to
stay.”  Torgal sighed. “Ah, the energy of youth.”  Then he sat up in the chair,
grimacing and holding his back from a sudden pain.  “And the burden of age!”


Durik sat respectfully in the chair across from
the old council member as Torgal rubbed his aching back.  


“I trust Kabbak brought you here without mishap?”
Torgal asked.


“Yes, sire,” Durik stated, then, seeing Torgal
looking at him expectantly, he elaborated, “The celebration was beginning to
wind down and the cares of the upcoming quest were beginning to weigh on my
mind.  It was with good timing that your messenger arrived.”


“Ah, yes.  Good.  Good!”  Torgal nodded his head. 
“Young one, I’d wager you’re wondering why I’ve called you here.”


“I had wondered, yes.”


Nodding, Torgal continued, “Well, let me start by
saying that I called you here to fulfill a promise; a promise to an old warrior
now long dead.”  He paused, as if gauging the effect of his words on Durik. 
“Many years ago, I too was a yearling, and I fought in the trials much like you
did today.  Back then, the trials were not so elaborate, and besides, we were
involved in a conflict with a nomadic tribe of minotaurs who had wandered into
this valley.  They were here because of the great drought that had occurred in
the eastern steppes, making it unlivable, driving away the great herds of
caribou that they depended on.”


Durik had not heard this part of their gen’s long
history, for he had only lived a very short piece of it so far.


Torgal had paused with the memory of events long
past.  After a moment of recollection, he continued, “So, several battles were
fought with them.  One of these battles, the one that was fought the day before
the trials, to be exact, was particularly tragic.  In a meadow now overgrown
with the fir trees that seem to thrive in this cold southern climate, a large
group of Patrol Guard, led by their leader caste, was ambushed by these
minotaur raiders.  Well, it was a bloody affair, and several of our finest
warriors died that day.  In fact, the leader of the Patrol Guard was on death’s
doorstep when they brought him home, carrying him on his shield.


“That very next day at the trials, there was a
somber mood throughout the gen.  I didn’t know it, but the night before, the
council had debated about who would rebuild the Patrol Guard and lead them
against the minotaurs.  Well, no one wanted the job.  They all thought it was
suicide, so the Lord of the Gen back in those days decided to make the winner
of the trials into a leader caste, and give him the job of chasing the minotaur
scourge from the valley.”  Torgal paused, looking at Durik with a twinkle in
the eye.  “You can well imagine who that was.


Durik smiled at the ancient warrior, lively as he
was.


“Well, not knowing any better, I, of course, was
ecstatic!  Leader caste?  The son of a fungus farmer?  It was like a dream come
true.  Little did I know how much of a nightmare it would quickly become, but
that’s another story all together.  


“Before he died, the leader of the Patrol Guard
whom I was to replace gave me something and made me swear that, when a quest
worthy of its use arose again, that I would pass it on.”  Leaning forward,
Torgal smiled at Durik.  “Since none of my progeny have made more than warrior
status in the trials, I was rather glad you came along.”  


Durik was intrigued and grateful at the same
time.  He’d not even known Torgal personally before this night, but yet this
ancient warrior was about to bestow on his some item from their mutual legacy.


With a twinkle in his eye, Torgal continued, “I’m
getting rather old, you know.”  He grabbed his cane.  “Follow me, young one,”
he called as he hobbled away from Durik toward a side room.  


Kabbak opened the lock on the door for him and
held the door open as both of them entered, closing the door lightly behind
them.


Hobbling his way over to a small stone pedestal,
Torgal stopped.  On the top of the pedestal sat a pair of dull metal bands with
leather ties.  Beckoning Durik to come closer, Torgal picked them up and began
to fidget with the ties that crisscrossed one side of each.  “Help me with
these, will you, young one?” he asked, holding out the bracers in one shaking
hand.  


Durik looked a bit confused, but he took them and
quickly undid the ties on both. 


“There, that’s good.  Now, let me tell you what
the secret of old Torgal’s power is, my son.” Torgal placed a hand on Durik’s
shoulder to steady himself.  He leaned in closer to Durik, talking in a low
voice.  “These bracers are of great power.  They are one of the original
artifacts brought by Kale to this valley so long ago, back before the orcs were
here, many generations ago in a time when the world was still recovering from
the great changes The Sorcerer had wrought upon the world.  Kale himself wore
them in protection of his fledgling gen in the fight against the great black
dragon.”  Torgal paused to point a finger at Durik’s face. “Now it is your
turn.”


Durik looked down at the steel bands in his
hands.  They were plain enough to look at; no engravings, no marks of any kind,
not even the scars of past battles.  He turned them over and examined the
simple leather ties on each; again, nothing remarkable about them either,
though the ties were obviously of more recent make.  Durik looked up with a
questioning glance.


Torgal looked a little frustrated by Durik’s
obvious lack of understanding.  “Young leader, this lesson you must learn; do
not judge by appearance, for the things of greatest power seldom show
themselves for what they truly are at first glance.  Few would have guessed
that you, so much less forbidding in appearance than that other young whelp,
would have won the trials.  I could see it in you, however.  So it is with
these bracers. They are much more than they appear.”  Taking one of them in
hand, he clasped it around Durik’s right wrist, then taking the other, he
clasped it around Durik’s left wrist.


As soon as the second bracer was placed on his
wrist, a feeling of great strength flooded through Durik’s body, starting at
his wrists and flowing through his arms and chest, down his body into his legs
and feet.  Wide-eyed and mouth agape, Durik turned to look at Torgal.  The old
warrior’s eyes beamed with pride.


“My young one, the Bracers of Kale are now yours. 
May you use the strength they give you to do good.”  Torgal took Durik’s hands
and, for a moment, an old fire began to flicker in his eyes and his jaw began
to set.  With steel in his gaze, he looked Durik squarely in the eyes, “But
know this… as is the case with all the artifacts The Sorcerer forged for His
servants, the moment these bracers are used for evil, they will turn against
their wearer… so be careful.  Wear them well, young Durik, and when the time
comes, pass on this legacy that the Kale Gen may never fail!”


 





 


Kiria sat on her bed, recovering from the great
feast and the much dancing and games that had followed it for the last few
hours until eventually her father had called her to prepare for the gen council
meeting that was shortly to occur.  She sat, as she had many times over the
last couple of days since she’d made her decision, pondering on the many things
that were in her heart, wondering yet again if the course of action she had
decided upon was the right one.  


She was on the threshold of a major life change
and was trying to see into the misty future that awaited her.  There were
things that made her decision easier, or at least one thing; the newest leader
caste in the gen, Durik.  She knew what her heart held for him, especially now
that he was not just another yearling.  Shaking her head to clear it a bit from
the constant throbbing of her heart, Kiria knew she couldn’t just lean on him
in what was to come.  No, she would have to be able to stand on what she knew,
and that was where her uncertainty came from.


Strewn across her bed in piles were many of the
implements of the incomplete training she had received at the knee of her
mother in a time that now seemed so distant.  The ancient tomes, small bags of
powder, and several small wooden boxes full of the miscellaneous tokens of the
craft of magic reminded Kiria of her mother now more than ever, on this, the
day of her coming of age.  Leafing through the pages of her book of arcane
power, Kiria ran her fingers over the flowing script her mother had written;
the first spells she was taught when she had been but nine years old.  Now,
almost six years later, she still struggled with these most basic of spells.


As eldest, and only, daughter of the Lord of the
Gen, upon her mother’s death it had fallen upon her young shoulders to keep the
arcane books and scrolls of the gen.  From Lady to Lady, the lifemate of the
Lord of the Gen had been keeper of the deepest secrets and the most arcane of
lore.  All this had been passed from generation to generation, becoming a
legacy that had diminished with each passing generation until, finally, her
mother had died before passing most of it on, long before her younger brothers
even reached the age at which they would take lifemates.  As such, it was her
task to struggle to keep the arcane arts alive until the next Lady of the Gen
was ready to assume the task.


In her heart, she wondered why she was so
determined to carry this burden.  Certainly there were other things she could
focus on.  Was it the guilt she felt at having hid while her mother was killed
outside their home?  Perhaps.  Was it guilt at having played too much and spent
too little time with her mother before she was taken from her?  Kiria shook her
head.  During this whole process she had finally come to realize that the
arcane powers had not saved her mother, when all was said and done.  


Leaning back against one of her elaborately carved
bedposts, Kiria reflected on why she had maintained the arcane arts at all,
instead of simply letting them stagnate and eventually die within her.  Perhaps
it was a desire to uphold tradition.  It certainly wasn’t out of a desire to
increase her stature with the rest of the leader caste.  For several
generations now this had all been kept secret, rarely leaving the chambers in the
rear of the Lord’s dwellings; chambers of alchemical implements and parts of
strange animals preserved in some unknown liquid, some of them hundreds of
years dead now.


No, the thought resonated in her heart, this was
not about her mother; this was about her.  This was not about her desire to
bring a piece of her mother back to life; this was about becoming an adult. 
This was about shouldering her destiny.  


With a renewed sense of resolve, Kiria stood up,
taking in one hand the leather case that held the small collection of books,
scrolls, and such she had compiled out of the much larger collection on her
bed.


At that moment, a knock on her door broke the
silence.  From outside the door one of the male servants spoke, “My lady, it is
time.”  


Opening the door and stepping through, she thanked
the servant and closed the door behind her, locking both locks.


“My, my!  So secretive are we?” the servant
continued.


Her father’s voice carried from down the hall,
“Come now, Norborib, being a young female is hard enough without others prying
into your closest held secrets.  Why the next thing you know, we’ll be catching
you reading her journal.”  Lord Karthan appeared around the corner from his
personal quarters, resplendent in the shining steel shoulder plates and dark
red cloak he wore for more formal occasions.  On his head the thin bronze crown
of his position sat surrounding his horns.


Norborib stuttered, flustered at Lord Karthan’s
words.  “My Lord!” he exclaimed.


“Oh come now, Norborib.  Don’t take it so harshly. 
Can’t a Lord tell a joke without it being taken wrong?”


Norborib, still flustered, blurted out, “You have
a strange sense of humor, sire!  I must admit, I’d much prefer it if you could
find someone else to joke about.”


Lord Karthan grabbed the much smaller Norborib
around the shoulders. “But why?  I have you for that,” he said.  “Come now, my
daughter.  The time has come for the details of the quest.  Are you ready?”


Kiria bowed her head. “Yes, Father.”


“Come then,” Lord Karthan said. “Let us put on a
performance that will inspire these new warriors and instill in them a deeper
sense of purpose.”  Leaving the servant behind, Lord Karthan took his daughter
by the shoulders and the two of them walked toward the large double doors at
the end of the entry hall to their home.  


As they walked, Lord Karthan turned his head and
spoke in low tones,  “Are you sure you want to do this, Kiria?”


“Yes, Father, now more than ever,” she replied
earnestly.


“Well, I trust that Durik will take care of you,”
he said.


Kiria’s eyes shot open.  Had he noticed her
interest in Durik?  “Yes, like all his warriors,” she said, uncomfortably
dodging what she thought was his true intent.  She had suppressed her feelings;
she couldn’t do this thing acting like a naïve young whelp pining away for the
leader of this expedition.  This was a serious commitment, and she would have
to stand on her own merits.


“Well, I think enough has been said, then.  If
you’re determined, then you have my support,” her father said, seemingly
oblivious to the subtle underplay Kiria thought he was introducing.


Kiria smiled up at her father in relief. “Thank
you, Father. And don’t worry so much about me.  You yourself said you picked
the finest for this mission.  I know it won’t be easy, but they’ll watch out
for me.  I’ll be fine.”


Much older and wiser in the ways of the world
outside the gen, Lord Karthan grimaced and held his daughter closer.  He had
chosen the best; that much was true.  Fighting the fear of letting go, he
desperately hoped they would be enough.  Knowing in his heart why he had
started down this path, he hoped that he, too, would be up to the tasks that
soon awaited him.


 
















 


 


Chapter 4
– The Company is Formed


 The
council hall was filled to capacity with the combined might of all the elite warriors
from the various warrior groups as well as all the leader caste of the Kale Gen
when Lord Karthan and Kiria arrived at the entrance.  After waiting for Khazak
Mail Fist to give the command and for the room to fall silent, Lord Karthan
stepped into the chamber.  The assembled elite warriors and council members all
rose at his entrance.  Behind him, Kiria waited until the warriors were on
their feet and focused on her father before walking inconspicuously to the Lore
Master’s minions’ table.  


Lord Karthan reached his large stone seat and sat
down.  Next to his throne, Khazak Mail Fist’s voice boomed, “Take seats!”  
Almost as one, everyone in the chamber sat down.  Nodding to Lord Karthan, the
chamberlain also sat, an imposing look on his face as a warning to all to not
speak out of turn.


Lord Karthan’s throne sat on a large stone stand. 
On either side of it, the two quarter-circle tables where the twenty and four
council members sat spread out like arms to encompass the center of the floor. 
On Lord Karthan’s left were the warrior council members, current and former
leaders of the warrior groups of the gen.  On his right were the functional
council members, each of them having a different and highly specialized
function.  Closest to him on his right was the Keeper of the Treasury, and next
to him was the oldest of them all, the Lore Master, followed by the Chief of
the Ambassadors.  Down the table from them in succession were the lesser
councilors; the Keeper of the Caverns of Instruction, the Chief of Medicines
and Surgeries, the Herb Master, and such.  In the center of the floor, just in
front of the line of former yearlings, a large brazier full of red-hot coals
had been placed.  Stuck deep into the coals were three long branding irons.


“Welcome, leaders of the gen,” Lord Karthan
started in a loud, commanding voice.  “We are gathered here today to witness
the Branding Ceremony for these, the newest warriors of our gen,” Lord Karthan
indicated the group of young kobolds standing in a line in front of him, “and
to prepare them with what they will need from the council.”  Throughout the
hall, his voice echoed as he paused to survey the crowd.  The discipline of
this group was complete.  Not even the occasional cough or whisper could be
perceived.


“I trust that all is in order,” Lord Karthan
asked, looking down at the chamberlain.  Khazak Mail Fist nodded his head. 
“Then I shall begin the branding ceremony.”


Lord Karthan stood and walked down past the line
of kobolds to the brazier.  Choosing one of the branding irons out of the fire,
Lord Karthan turned and faced the assembled crowd.  “Since the beginning, our
males have born the marks of the gen upon their chests, both as symbols of
pride and as a token in battle, that friend might know friend from foe.  Today,
with this branding iron, I continue this tradition.  Durik,” he said, turning
to face the newest leader caste, “receive now the Mark of the Leader Caste.”


Durik looked his lord straight in the eyes as Lord
Karthan grabbed him by the shoulder with one hand and pressed the red-hot
branding iron against Durik’s chest, rolling it a bit both upwards and
downwards to burn away the roots of the uniquely bronze scales that made Durik
different from all other kobolds in this gen.  Durik struggled desperately to
not scream from the excruciating pain.  


After a couple of seconds of smelling burning
flesh and seeing smoke, Lord Karthan removed the branding iron and Durik could
breathe again.  Looking down, and almost staggering in the process, Durik saw
the small symbol of an eye atop a tower – the mark of the leader caste – burned
into his left breast. 


After looking Durik in the eye for a second, as if
to gauge his strength, Lord Karthan nodded to the leader of the Metal Smithies
who would follow him, then turned and returned the hot iron to the red coals in
the brazier and walked back up the stairs to his throne.


Walking up to take Lord Karthan’s place, the
leader of the Metal Smithies Warrior Group stepped forward and pulled both the
second and the third branding irons from the fire and turned to face Gorgon
Hammer.  Grabbing him quickly, he pressed the first branding iron to Gorgon’s
left breast and pulled it away, leaving a deep welter in the shape of the sword
of the Warrior Caste Mark emblazoned in the rust-red scales of his chest. 
Gorgon looked at him with absolutely no emotion in his eyes: cold, calm, and
completely unaffected.  


Switching to the other iron, the leader of the
Metal Smithies carefully placed the red-hot form of the banner over the sword
mark and held it.  After a few seconds of watching the smoke curl up from
Gorgon’s chest, the leader caste pulled the branding iron free of the seared
flesh and, after checking the new Elite Warrior Caste Marking on Gorgon’s
chest, held Gorgon’s gaze for a second and nodded in approval.  He turned
quickly and returned the branding irons to the coals.  Gorgon looked steadily
to the front, not even glancing down at the small, new wound in the shape of a
sword on a standard that now adorned his chest.


One by one, the leader caste in charge of the
various warrior groups came forward and branded the warriors from their warrior
groups with the sword mark of the Warrior Caste.  To their credit, one and all
of them held their peace.  Though some of them gave the impression they might
fall over from the intense pain, and Jerrig’s eyes even began to roll, in the
end all of them held strong enough.  


As the last warrior group leader returned to his
seat at the table to Lord Karthan’s left, Lord Karthan nodded his approval.  This
was perhaps the first year that no one had cried out with the touch of the hot
iron.  Truly, this was an exceptional group of kobolds.  He was surer now than
he had been before that his judgment on whether this group could handle this
quest had been correct.


Lord Karthan stood and addressed the line of
kobolds in front of him.  “Warriors,” he started, addressing the five kobolds
on the right side of the line, “today you take your places as protectors of the
gen.  May your swords be ever bright in our defense.”


Turning his view to Gorgon, he continued, “Elite
Warrior, know this.  Your mark is not only a rank of proficiency with arms and
effectiveness in battle, it is a mark of responsibility.  This day, you become
a leader among your peers.  Whether they live or die is much dependent on the
decisions you make from this day forward.  On your shoulders lies the
responsibility for their growth and discipline.  May you uphold the standards
you have learned at the hand of the Master Trainer this past year, and by your
sword shape the destiny of this gen.”


Finally, turning his head to look down at Durik,
Lord Karthan paused for a moment before speaking.  “Young Durik, on your
shoulders I place both the responsibilities of this great mission and these
warriors.  To execute this quest, I give you all power over your contingent. 
Be it known that from this day forward, until your quest is ended, you are
fully responsible for the warriors I place under your command.  I make you
judge, jury, and if need be, executioner.  On your word, they shall live or
die.  All that they have and everything they will get will come from you.  In
truth and in deed, they are in your hands.  May the accomplishment of your
mission be foremost in your mind, and may you consider always the welfare of
your warriors.”  Looking Durik in the eyes, he said, “Bear well the symbols of
eternal vigilance and unassailable strength that adorn your chest, and may your
vigil be constant and your strength in defense of the gen never failing.”


Lord Karthan faced the entire assembly. “Let us
form the group which will go forward.”  Beckoning with one hand, Lord Karthan
spoke to Manebrow and the five warriors who sat with him on the floor just
behind the line of kobolds, “Kormach Manebrow, are your warriors ready?”


Jumping to his feet, Manebrow said, “Yes, Sire.”


“Come!  Stand with your new leader caste.”  


Manebrow and his five warriors got to their feet
and formed a rough line behind Durik’s line.  Lord Karthan raised his hands
above his head and lifted his gaze to sweep across the assembled mass of elite
warriors.  “Assembled leaders of the Kale Gen, as I have alluded, tonight we do
more than make warriors of so many yearlings.  Tonight, we make an adventuring
group—Durik’s Company as it shall be called—to stand as such until there is a
vacancy in the council.  Already they are many,” he observed, waving his hand
in the direction of the five warriors who stood with Manebrow.  “However, it is
clear to me that still they are lacking.  Tonight, in order to help Durik’s
Company accomplish the quest that they’ve been given, I call upon the council
to add one more to their roster.” 


The eyes of all the council members instantly
riveted on Lord Karthan, most of them bracing for a fight with Lord Karthan
over who they would let go and who they would not.


Noticing their gazes, Lord Karthan continued, “I
do not speak of warriors, however; of strength in battle I think they shall not
have want.”  Many of the defensive looks on the faces of the warrior group
leaders turned quizzical as Lord Karthan turned his gaze to the functional
leaders on his right.  “I speak instead of a capability that they will sorely
need, that we have not as yet provided them.  In this quest, they will have
much need of access to the most ancient of lore that our gen possesses. 
Indeed, I expect that without it, their quest would fail.”


This comment spawned much discussion among the
council members, especially the warrior group leaders.  It was well known that,
of the warrior groups, generally the Deep Guard were the best trained and
educated in the ancient lore of the gen.  Khee-lar Shadow Hand did not look
pleased, but instead of blurting out his disagreement, he sat back, waiting for
Lord Karthan to make his next move.  Raoros Fang and the majority of the other
warrior group leaders were silent, as they knew that none of their warriors
were knowledgeable enough to tap for this duty.  The functional leaders on Lord
Karthan’s right were all looking nervous, however, as they had little power to
defend their positions, and mostly very small staffs to carry out their
functions.


Lord Karthan had paused his arguments for a
moment, waiting for all to fall silent.  “For this purpose,” he continued, “to
act as an advisor in the most arcane of lore, which they are sure to encounter,
I propose that we send one who is well studied in these things.  Lore Master!”
he called in a loud voice.  At the table to his right sat the most ancient
kobold in the room.  His horns had curved forward on themselves and had started
back again, and his scales had begun to flake, having already turned a light, translucent
bronze with his advanced age.  The Lore Master, upon hearing his title, sat up
as if he’d been sleeping, and raised the large, hollow horn that he used to aid
his failing ears.


“Yes, my Lord?” he stammered.  


As all turned their attention to the old kobold,
Durik noticed for the first time that Kiria sat among his apprentices at a
table off to the side.  He suddenly realized that he had slouched a bit after
the branding, so he breathed in deeply, sticking his chest out as he tried to
push the lingering pain away. 


“Lore Master,” Lord Karthan continued. “In
considering whom we should send with Durik’s Company to act as an advisor in
ancient Lore, what do you see as the knowledge requirements for this quest?  In
other words, what must the advisor know?”


The Lore Master looked bewildered for a second,
then, after Lord Karthan nudged him with a stare, he started, “Well, I suppose
there are several things such an advisor should know.”  He paused, gathering
his thoughts.  “First and foremost, he must have an in-depth knowledge of the
lore surrounding the Kale Stone as well as our ancient home of Palacid.”  


All the warrior group leaders nodded in agreement,
as this pretty well eliminated all of their warriors; it would have to be a
specialist then.  


At the table where the Lore Master’s apprentices
all sat, each of them except Kiria was looking clearly uncomfortable; they all
knew where this discussion was going.  The older ones in the small group were
sons of leader caste who had apprenticed with the Lore Master before Lord
Karthan had made all in the gen undergo the trials; the two younger ones were
warriors who had been wounded before, one was lame and the other had only one
arm.  Neither of them was particularly smart, but both of them were more
willing than their older counterparts.


The Lore Master continued, completely oblivious to
the dynamics of the table behind him.  “He should also have a command of the
lore concerning the Mountain King… and, for that matter, to be able to decipher
the ancient scripts…  He should also know how to write the Dwarven language.” 
After a moment more of rubbing the flaking scales of his chin, the Lore Master
raised a finger. “The last thing would be at least a basic command of the other
written languages; Draconic and Elvish.”


Khee-lar Shadow Hand stood. “Sire,” he began,
addressing Lord Karthan.  “There is none in this gen, save the old Lore Master
himself, who knows all these things.  It would take two or three scholars at
best to perform these functions!  Would you have the company be burdened down
with so many academics?  Is this an adventuring company or a research party?”


Lord Karthan stood still, not saying a word. 
There was much discussion throughout the room, the scared looks of the Lore
Master’s own apprentices silently adding the loudest voices to the chorus of
nay-sayers.  


Suddenly, from the Lore Master’s apprentices’
table, Kiria stood and the room fell silent.  “I will go!” she exclaimed in a
loud, clear voice.


At this announcement, the room again instantly
filled with low murmurings of confusion and gasps of astonishment.  Raoros Fang
and the other warrior group leaders seemed stunned; all, that is, except for
Khee-lar Shadow Hand.  Khee-lar sat back with a look of utter happiness on his
face as if he’d just won a bonus prize.  After a moment, Raoros Fang, seeing
that there was consensus among the warrior group leaders, stood.


“My Lord, with all due respect to your daughter,
there has never been a female on any of the quests!  This is without
precedence!  My Lord,” he cried, exasperated, “a female?!”


Lord Karthan bowed his head and raised an open
hand as he stood in front of the assembled leadership of the gen, commanding
silence as he gathered his thoughts.  After a moment, he spoke.  “My fellow
leaders of the gen, whom I hold in the highest regard, please let us hear this
out.”  The low buzz in the room subsided.  Seeing the stir she had caused,
Kiria started to question whether or not she really should have started this
mess.  Feeling for the strength of her resolve within herself again, Kiria
fought the doubts that were rising in her mind.


“Kiria, what have you to say?”


Kiria took a deep breath. “Council members, I am
the one who you seek.  I am the one who compiled the gen’s book of lore on the
Mountain King.  I have studied Palacid extensively.  I have read the same
prophecies gathered by the last Lord Kale as my father has.  I am fluent in
reading the writings of the dwarves and elves, and I both speak and read
Draconic.”


Lord Karthan looked concerned. “Kiria, are you
sure that you want to do this?  Do you understand how great the dangers are
that you would encounter?”


“I do, Father,” she replied.  “In fact, I would
dare say that no one knows them better than I.”  Knowing she had the council’s
attention, Kiria continued, “There is much that is not known in this quest. 
But the prophecies that we’ve read state that the stones of all five of the
major gens will be gathered to Palacid.  If that is where the Kale Stone is to
be found, then this quest that has been given to Durik’s Company is really
two-fold, for in order to enter the great stronghold of Palacid, one must have
the key to the entrance.”  She paused, looking into the skeptical faces of the
council members.  “The last Lord Kale’s journal records that the key to Palacid
is to be found in a dwarven tomb.  If that is true, then it must lie within the
Hall of the Mountain King far to the north of here.  The lore concerning the
Mountain King and his stronghold is as vast as the halls themselves, from the
Dwarven language that only a handful of us can read to the complex traps,
detailed by the most cryptic clues, that guarded their most closely held
treasures.


“And that would be only the first part of the
quest.  It may be that we must enter our ancient home and, if it still
functions, subdue or defeat the guards that The Sorcerer Himself caused to be
placed there, or perhaps to turn them to our cause that we might reclaim the Kale
Stone.”  She paused a moment, considering her words carefully.  Though she and
her father weren’t sure where the Kale Stone was to be found exactly, the fact
that they thought it might be found at Palacid could certainly serve to
strengthen her argument that she should accompany the yearling group.  She
decided to end her words.


Kiria met the council members’ stares as she
finished. “It is to that end, the reclaiming of the Kale Stone, that I pledge
my life.”


There was silence in the hall.  With much anticipation,
all eyes seemed to be on Lord Karthan, to see if he would allow this, or if he
would protect his daughter from what they all saw as her own folly.  Lord
Karthan looked down, then, raising his eyes to the crowd and holding back the
emotion he felt, he said, “I will not stand in her way.”


Kiria had never felt the fervor of her own
decision burn stronger in her heart than now.  Looking into the eyes of the
council members, she spoke her conviction.  “I also believe in the quest that
is laid before us this day.  I do not go for glory, for despite my birth I too
am without caste as are all females in this gen.  I do not go on the bidding of
my father, for he does not wish me to go.  Rather, I go because I believe in
this path that is laid before our gen.  I would go for the greater good of
this, our gen.”


Durik had been as surprised as the rest of the gen
at Kiria’s move… but in his heart he admired her tenacity.  And the confidence
with which she addressed the entire leadership of the gen seemed part of her,
not summoned for this occasion alone.  Yet as he began to think about the two
months of training down in the underdark that they had completed just before
the Trials of Caste, he began to doubt the wisdom of taking along one so
unfamiliar in the ways of warriors as the daughter of Lord Karthan.  And if she
died!  The thought brought both fear of Lord Karthan’s anger and a sharpened
awareness of his own feelings for her.


With a stern look on his face, Raoros Fang calmly
stood, choosing his words carefully and more precisely than he normally would. 
“Lord,” he began, addressing the stand, “I understand that what you’re doing,
you’re doing with the best of intentions.  I concur with your logic, and I
agree that there is a need to send someone with the warrior group who can help
with the lore they’ll likely encounter in these… almost mythical places you’re
sending them,” he said, almost in exasperation.  “However, I believe that by
doing this, you’ve set a dangerous precedence.”  He raised one hand in a sweeping
gesture that encompassed many of the assembled warriors in the hall.  “My Lord,
this task you lay on this group is great.  I believe that too much is expected
of them.  I and my full contingent of troops, heavily armed and mounted on
wolves, would consider it quite the task to do this.  We are mighty warriors
all, most of us proven on the field of battle.  We are a mighty contingent that
fights as one.  This group you’ve formed will have much training to do before
it will fight effectively as a group.  To add to this group one who doesn’t
even know how to protect herself is not wise.  She will only get underfoot when
battle comes!  If one must go to fulfill this requirement, let it be a male who
has trained in the arts of war!”


Lord Karthan considered the impact of Raoros’
words on the rest of the audience for several moments, but shaking his head
slowly, he finally spoke.  “There are no males who have the knowledge this
company needs.  Kiria shall go,” he said simply.  “Durik’s Company now stands
formed.”  


Kiria came forward and took her place at the end
of the line of warriors.  Her slender, feminine form was a stark contrast to
the muscular shapes of the warriors next to her in the line.  


Throughout the hall, some of the elite warriors
accepted the fact that a female was to go on the quest without hesitation. 
Some would eventually come to accept it.  Many of the assembled elite warriors,
however, saw that Lord Karthan had changed their world again, and for seemingly
no good reason.  The old resentment that they’d felt over his ‘improvements’ to
the gen began to rekindle in their hearts.  Through it all, though he kept a
shocked and outraged look on his face, Khee-lar Shadow Hand smiled within
himself.
















 





 


Chapter 5
– Equipping the Company


After
a few moments, Lord Karthan raised his hands to the assembled elite warriors
and council members.  “As is the custom with every year-group, we have laid a
heavy task on their shoulders, one that we must help them accomplish.  To that
end, let us give them the tools they will need to complete their task!”


As if on queue, the Lore Master twitched to life
with a sudden start, grabbing his cane quickly, which was the last quick thing
he did that night.  With considerable effort, the venerable kobold slowly
stood.  “Young Lord Karthan, I have here the Journal of the Quest for Palacid,
as it is to be known from henceforth…”  He stopped to catch his breath before
continuing.  “…to be kept by Durik’s hand only and to be returned to me to be
archived in the annals of this gen upon completion of the quest.”  


No one else would dare to address Lord Karthan as
‘young Lord Karthan,’ but the Lore Master was a relic of another age.  This was
the third generation of Lords of the Gen he had served, and he knew his days
were numbered.  All of this added up to a certain untouchability.


The Lore Master paused, considering the young,
energetic group in front of him with one stern brow raised.  They were
twitching with pent up energy, so impatiently waiting for him to finish.  


“In the front of the journal, I have included some
few things about the Kale Stone, the descriptions of our ancient home as well
as a treatise written by Kiria here about the Hall of the Mountain King.  I
think you’ll find it all useful.”  He paused again to catch his breath. 
“Though I must say that Kiria knows all of this, so protect her and you’ll not
need to study so much.”  Low laughter sounded among the assembled warriors. 
Turning to Kiria, the Lore Master smiled a good-natured smile and slowly sat
down.


Lord Karthan motioned to the council members on
his left.  Seeing that it was their turn, the leader of the Metal Smithies
stood, his fluid motion and speed a stark contrast to that of the Lore Master. 
“In support of the quest, the Metal Smithies, in conjunction with the Trade
Warrior Group, give the following to the yearling—I mean warrior group,” he
corrected himself smoothly.


From the rear of the chamber several kobolds were
gathering equipment and supplies they had prepared for this moment, one of them
was Gorgon’s father Goryon who beamed with pride as his warrior group leader
spoke.  “That they might defend themselves properly, we took the liberty of
putting them ahead of the others in the queue and, instead of forging for them
weapons of iron, we tied up our new forge and the orcish blacksmith we captured
some time ago and forged for them weapons of steel instead.”  There was a low
murmur of approval from the crowd.  “Goryon, please present these new warriors
with their new weapons.”  


On cue, Goryon and four other elite warriors
walked forward, stopping in front of the seven former yearlings.  With a
sheepish smile, he stepped forward to hand Durik a fighting spear that had a
fine steel head with steel coverings that extended far down the shaft from the
blade.  With his other hand, he handed Durik a shining new sword with brand new
leather handle wrappings, complete with a hard wooden sheath.  “Something extra
for the winner of the tournament.”


“Additionally,” the Metal Smithies leader
continued, “to turn spears and arrows in case diplomacy should fail,” the
assembled warriors laughed at this, brushing away the last of the tension in
the room, “we have made for them these stout rectangular shields.”  He pointed
to the tall, metal-banded wooden shields that two of the other elite warriors
with Goryon carried.  With slightly rounded tops and bottoms, iron rimming, and
a large metal knob in the center of each, these were better-constructed shields
the Metal Smithies group had begun to produce for the various warrior groups. 
Goryon grabbed the top shield on the stack and held it up as Durik took it and
slung it over his back.


Goryon took a step and faced his son.  “You don’t
know how proud I am of you, my son,” he said under his breath.  He turned to
grasp the large, two-handed war hammer that he and his son had spent so many
hours of forging, shaping, and hardening to produce.  Down the length of the
thick wooden shaft ran two strips of steel, one on either side with rivets
through the shaft connecting them to each other.  The head of the hammer had
been beaten and shaped into the form of a pair of dragons’ heads back to back
with their mouths wide open, breathing short, thick cones of fire.  “I only
wish your mother could have been alive to see this day.”  


Gorgon gripped the hammer near the head with one
hand and took the shield with the other.  “Thank you, Father,” was all he said,
though he beamed with pride.


Goryon turned again and continued to make his way
down the row.  To Keryak, he gave a fighting spear identical in construction to
the one he’d given Durik.  To Trallik, he gave a pair of fine long knives with
wooden scabbards.  To Arbelk, he gave a sword just like Durik’s, the gleam of
it clear in the red light of the firepots as he looked at it before sheathing
it again.  To Troka, he gave a long, two-handed broadsword, its hilt a wide,
thick bar worthy of a crowbar, much less a sword.  It was a well-built blade,
with softer iron forming much of the blade, but a hard core of steel with
hardened steel lining the edges.


Finally reaching the last of the new warriors, he
handed Jerrig a long knife with scabbard and a pair of the finest-made javelins
Jerrig had ever seen.  Goryon nodded to Kiria at the end of the line as he
stepped aside and waited.  As he walked from kobold to kobold, another elite
warrior came behind him and handed shields to the new warriors.  Their task
done, Goryon and the other four elite warriors from the Metal Smithies Warrior
Group returned to the rear of the chamber.  If the giving were a competition,
the Metal Smithies had certainly made quite a show of it.


Khee-lar Shadow Hand, leader of the Deep Guard and
almost certainly complicit in the insurrection earlier that day, was the next
to stand.  “Well, apart from the two warriors I’m giving you,” he waved a hand
at Tohr and Kahn, “we’ve managed to put together some of our meager means to
come up with these…”  He turned his head to look at four elite warriors from
the Deep Guard who were entering with arms full of large boar-hide bags.  


Standing next to Lord Karthan, Khazak Mail Fist’s
eyes narrowed as he saw the broadswords over their backs and long knives at
their sides.  He had no reason to trust Khee-lar Shadow Hand, and every reason
to distrust him—and that extended to his inner circle of elite warriors. 
Frowning, he put his hand on the hilt of his sword, just in case.  


As the four elite warriors reached the front of
the chamber, each of them put their burdens down in front of the Lord’s stand. 
Though they didn’t notice, Khazak almost drew his sword when one of the four
seemed to go for the sword at his back.  He relaxed only a bit when it turned
out the warrior was only scratching an itch.


As the first elite warrior opened his bag,
Khee-lar spoke again.  “Strength of arms is, of course, an important part of a
warrior’s life.  However, one’s skills can often be the difference between
success and failure.”  Khee-lar Shadow Hand scanned the assembled audience. 
“To that end, we will provide the adventuring group with the best tool kits
this gen can offer.  Bring out the kits!”


At his command, the first Deep Guard elite warrior
brought out four small boar skin wraps.  Untying the first one, he carefully
unrolled it, revealing a fine set of lock, trap, and mechanical tools to the
assembled group.  He gave one each to Arbelk, Trallik, Ardan, and Arloch.


“And to assist them in getting into and out of
places,” Khee-lar continued, “we will provide them this…”


The next Deep Guard elite warrior pulled out
several lengths of the rough hemp rope this gen twisted, spikes, iron rings,
and small hammers, then, placing them all back in, he placed the long kit bag
next to the new warriors’ line.


“Finally, that they may eat, our farmers and
animal keepers have prepared much food stuffs for them.  Enough to last the
fourteen of you some time, I should think.”


The last two Deep Guard elite warriors held up
bags full of mushrooms, dried meats, and packed fungus.  Finally, at the end,
they brought out several boar stomach waterskins.


“Lord Karthan, that is our contribution,” Khee-lar
Shadow Hand concluded, then sat down as the four elite warriors returned to
their places.


One by one, the remaining warrior group leaders
rose and presented their presents to the new warrior group.  From the Trade
Warrior Group, they received four packdogs.  They were large and well muscled,
with intelligent eyes and thick fur of a deep golden color.  Their narrow
flanks, tight stomachs, and shiny white teeth attested to their youth and
conditioning.  On the backs of each was a packsaddle, complete with hooks for
equipment.  All tack was provided, as was a bag each of dried meat and
marrow-rich bones for their feed.


Following the presentation of the packdogs, two
elite warriors from the Trade Warrior Group came in bringing bows and quivers
of arrows.  There was one bow for each of the warriors, both new and old. 
Additionally, they gave each of the warriors a quiver full of straight,
steel-tipped arrows.


From the Patrol Guard Warrior Group, the members
of Durik’s Company each received a backpack full of the gear they would need to
survive in the wild and in the ancient places they were tasked to explore. 
Even Kiria, who had only now been added, received one.  Additionally, the
Patrol Guard provided the entire group with long knives and small hatchets,
strapped to the outside of their backpacks.  It was obvious to all that Kiria’s
pack had only recently been assembled, as the straps were hastily fastened and
the elite warrior who carried it had the harried look of one who had run far
and fast very recently.  


When it was the Wolf Riders Warrior Group’s turn,
Raoros Fang was not about to be outdone.  From the entrance to the hall four
elite warriors entered, leading great black wolves, complete with saddles and
tack.  It was obvious from the sweat on one of the kobolds, and the wolf he
led, that the last one had been very recently fetched.  They were relatively
young wolves, recently released from the annual training cycle of the Wolf
Riders.  The first of them, and the largest, standing as high at the shoulder
as Durik’s shoulder and weighing more than four times as much as Durik, was an
animal Durik recognized from his time as an apprentice animal handler.  


Unlike the others, who fretted nervously in the
presence of so many kobolds and so much noise, this wolf not only held his tail
high, but also seemed confident in his role as the prime wolf of the four. 
Firepaw was his name, both because of the red sheen the setting sun revealed in
his jet-black fur and because of his exceptional speed.  He was a noble beast
if ever Durik had seen one.  


Durik now understood the sacrifice Raoros Fang had
made, for Firepaw was going to be Raoros’ new mount.  In a moment, Durik caught
Raoros’ eye.  The message of thanks that shone in Durik’s eyes was clear.  For
his part, Raoros looked frustrated, as if someone had disobeyed an order. 
Durik quickly looked away.


Firepaw was given to Durik, the next two wolves to
Manebrow and Gorgon, and the recent addition was given to Kiria.  As Durik took
hold of Firepaw’s reins, Firepaw licked him on the nose and neck, nipping at
his pointed ears.  Durik rubbed the fur of his neck and snout, talking softly
to his new mount.  The old bond that Durik had formed with these wolves came
back to him and to the wolves as they met again in the council hall. 
Remembering the scent of one who had spent long days carefully and lovingly
training him, Firepaw bowed his head in obeisance and nuzzled against Durik’s
shoulder.


Once the wolves and their new masters were briefly
acquainted or reacquainted, Raoros Fang beckoned to one of his elite warriors,
who fetched the sheep skin scroll that he was holding in his hand and handed it
to Durik.  “Durik, this map that I give you details the southern valley in
which we live.  Should you have to go there, it shows the part of the northern
valley you will have to travel through in order to get to the Hall of the
Mountain King.  Also shown is the route that my wolf outriders have used in the
past.”  Durik accepted it with thanks, eager to study it at the first
opportunity.


The Honor Guard Warrior Group, last but certainly
not least, brought forth what appeared to be several wolf hides from the wolves
of the type the Bloodhand Orc Tribe usually employed as guard animals.  As the
two elite warriors held them up, the careful stitching and padded cloth lining
from the extensive tailoring job that the Honor Guard had done to them could be
seen.


“Warm suits for the entire group, especially
useful in this cold southern climate when one is traveling at night,” Khazak
Mail Fist boomed.  “And,” he continued in a lower voice, “the mottled gray and
black fur of these skins is much better for hiding than red scales.”


Durik held up his wolfskin suit. The legs of the
wolf had been sewn together to cover his arms and legs, and the tail had been
made to fit over his tail.  The head of the beast had been fashioned into a
hood and mask that fit over his own head and snout, and two smaller holes had
been made for his longer, thinner horns.  The soft cotton lining and stuffing
was fastened to it securely and must have cost much wealth to acquire, as their
gen did not have cotton and had only recently established a trade route two
weeks journey to the north and west, near the sea coast where it was warmer, to
acquire the cotton.


In their underground chambers, the kobolds didn’t
suffer the effects of living so far south in the southern hemisphere.  They had
long ago engineered a system of openings to the outside that they could open
and close to direct the airflow as need be.  By their diligence, the geothermal
heat was kept in the caves during the bitter cold winter, and it was vented
outside directly during the summer, leaving the cool of the rocks to keep the
temperatures of the caves moderate.  All year round, the temperature was mostly
the same.  Now, as spring had only just arrived, the kobolds would have much
use of their wolf-skin suits at night out in the open; the chill of a late
winter still lingered in the early spring night air.  


At the end of the presentations, Lord Karthan asked,
“Are there any others who wish to present anything?”  Lord Karthan looked from
side to side, not expecting any surprises.  


Torgal of the Sundered Skull slowly stood up.  “I
have one thing more to present. Kabbak, son of my dearest servant, is a strong
and willing young kobold now in his twentieth year. He is bored of attending to
an old kobold such as myself, waiting for me to die, and I don’t blame him. 
Much better it would be, I think, if he were to serve a much younger master.  Let
him go on the quest and serve our young Durik.”


Kabbak’s eyes shot fully open, and he had sat up
fully in his chair behind Torgal at the mention of his name.  Now, hearing that
not only was his world about to change dramatically, but he was also being volunteered
for this quest, the look on his face resembled that of a skewered pig.


Lord Karthan looked at the warrior group leaders
to see if they would offer the same opposition against this male untrained in
the arts of war as they had against his daughter.  No word was spoken, nor was
there the slightest hint of opposition.  Lord Karthan raised his hand.  “Then
he shall serve Durik.  Durik’s Company stands formed at fifteen members.”  


Lord Karthan looked to his functional leaders and
then to the warrior group leaders.  It was obvious from the look on their faces
that they had nothing more for the new company. 


Sensing it was time to bring the council to a
close, Lord Karthan stood.  “Now, as the Scrolls of Heritage demand, the
yearlings shall depart before the first rays of the sun shine upon our gen’s
home in the morning.  Young Durik, I suggest you begin your preparations
immediately.  Durik’s Company, know that our thoughts and hopes are with you. 
May you see this task through to successful completion, and may you return to
us at journey’s end.”


Lord Karthan looked over the assembled elite
warriors and council members.  The time for talk was over, and now it was a
time for the newly formed company to finish their preparations before the
morrow.  “Council of the Kale Gen, this night we move toward recovering the
stone of our heritage.  This night we move to fulfill prophecy.”  With that
pronouncement, Lord Karthan turned to leave.


Khazak Mail Fist stood and addressed the assembled
leaders of the Kale Gen.  “So be it!  This council is adjourned!”


Lord Karthan walked out of the council chamber as
all others in the chamber jumped to their feet and stood in stony silence. 
Once he had departed through the door with his chamberlain close behind him,
the silence was immediately broken by the noise of many voices, most of them
talking in happy tones and congratulations for the new warriors as the
assembled council members and elite warriors filed out of the hall.


But in lower tones, there were still many who talked
of change, frustration, and discontent.


 
















 


 


Chapter 6
– Promises in the Night


Durik
doubted he would return to his home that night.  In fact, he wondered if he
ever would see his house again.  Certainly, it would never be the same again. 
No longer could he go walking unnoticed among his kin.  Everywhere he went it
was, “Hello, sire” from a warrior returning from a celebration, and “Yes, sire”
from a female passing on her way to a well.  When he asked a question, kobolds
reacted as if he were going to harm them if they didn’t give a satisfactory
answer.  When trying to talk casually with another kobold, the other would look
at him as if they weren’t sure whether there was some hidden meaning behind
what he was doing.  After only a couple of hours of this before the council,
the culture shock had begun to set in.


Fortunately for Durik’s peace of mind, however,
now that the council was over, most of the gen had gone to sleep.  It was
already late, and the tasks of preparation consumed almost all of his company’s
time.  When Norborib, Lord Karthan’s servant, came to summon Durik to Lord
Karthan’s chambers, Durik had left Manebrow in charge and followed Norborib,
leaving his new servant Kabbak to take care of his personal equipment. 
Manebrow, in the meantime, ensured the equipment got packed and cross-leveled
until everyone had what they could carry comfortably without overburdening the
packdogs.  Once that was accomplished, the small company took their equipment,
the wolves, and the dogs to the Honor Guard’s staging cave, where Manebrow
locked the steel grate for what was left of the night and left the key with the
Honor Guard warrior on watch.  After brief instructions, Manebrow dismissed the
company until early the next morning.


During this entire process, Kiria had felt very
much out of place.  For many, this was just like old times; Manebrow gave
orders, they obeyed, going about the same routines they had for their entire
year of training, and for others this was the same thing they’d done for the
last several years.  Even Kabbak, Durik’s brand new servant, had made it
through much of the year of training before failing, and so had some memory
from a few years previous of the procedures and traditions followed in the
warrior groups.  


For Kiria, however, this was a whole new world,
and being the Lord of the Gen’s daughter did not make her exempt.


When Manebrow had them all dump their packs and
lay out their equipment to ensure it was all in order, Kiria didn’t even notice
that the others had carefully put all their equipment on their blankets until
after she had dumped her equipment in the sand and then, part way through, when
she noticed they were all laying it out according to a specific pattern they’d
been taught, it was all she could do to catch up before Manebrow inspected.  It
was no use, however. She had already gotten sand in much of her equipment, and
so while the others were putting up their equipment, Manebrow had thrown her a
cleaning cloth.  


The others had laughed quietly to themselves at
her misfortune.  When she had protested, stating that it was clean enough and
that she should be in bed now instead of cleaning her kit, Manebrow had cut her
off abruptly.  Now, sitting on the steps leading into the staging cave, she
discovered that when Manebrow said ‘Spotless before you go to bed,’ he really
meant it.  As all the other kobolds wandered off to bed for the few remaining
hours of the night before it would be time to assemble again, she sat there
watching them go with a cleaning rag in one hand, and a small iron pot in the
other.


Coming back out of the staging cave, Manebrow
stood in front of Kiria, elbow on one knee as he bent down to look her in the
eyes.  Kiria could see that the generally friendly attitude she had enjoyed
before was hardened out of him now; he was all business, and she was obviously
screwing up his business.  She braced herself for the hard lecture that she
knew would come next.  


“Kiria, I want you to know that, while I respect
your tenacity and willingness to accompany us on this quest, I refuse to lower
my standards for you.”  Kiria began to speak, but Manebrow raised a hand,
cutting her off with a stern look.  “Durik is in charge now, and I’m his
second.  That means while he’s off talking strategy and world politics with the
higher ups, I’m down here wiping noses and keeping you whelps in line.”  He
paused to ensure she was getting the message. “Now, I have a unit to run here,
something you’ve never learned how to be a part of.  You have two choices,
either you can do what I say, or you can stay home.”  


Kiria just lowered her head, more uncomfortable
than she had probably ever been in her life.


“Now,” Manebrow continued, seeing her submit, “as
you are not one of my warriors, but you are still a member of my company, there
are very few things I will ask of you.”


“I’m sorry,” Kiria blurted out, almost in tears. 
She had raised her head, unwilling to let him break her, but she still couldn’t
look him in the eyes.


“What?!” Manebrow spat out.


“I said I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to contradict
you.  I won’t do it again.  I promise!”  


Manebrow stood considering the young,
tenderhearted kobold before speaking again.  “As I was saying, there are a few
things that I will demand of you.  You will keep your equipment in prime shape,
as there will be no replacements.  You will take care of your body, especially
your feet and the feet of your mount, because I refuse to carry you.  You will
keep your knife and that little camp axe they gave you in the best of order, as
they may well save your life someday.  You will move with a purpose and execute
your duties in a timely fashion.  Finally, if you want to survive on this
little camping trip we’re about to take, you’ll learn to do exactly what I
say.  Is that understood?”


Kiria nodded, then seeing Manebrow was not
satisfied, she spoke.  “Yes, Manebrow.”  After a few more minutes, her
equipment was finally up to Manebrow’s standards.  She put her equipment away
as fast as her exhausted arms could, and then hefted her pack to one shoulder. 
Manebrow pointed where it should go in the orderly line of packs and she
followed his directions, trying to ensure it was lined up with the rest of the
packs.  Stowing her satchel of books and maps and such with the tack and saddle
for her wolf Starshine, she petted Starshine sullenly on the nose for a moment,
then left for her own chambers.


 





 


Durik followed Norborib past the Honor Guard
warrior who stood watch at the outer entrance to the Lord’s House.  Entering
the large open area that was the outer courtyard, Durik could feel the fresh
air and the slight moisture, and heard the sound of falling water.  A small
pool collected under a slight waterfall, which came down from high above.  The
moss and hanging vines that had adorned the council members’ grotto also
garnished this, the outer courtyard.  Throughout the area sprouted small beds
of flowers and plants.  Durik was amazed by the well-kept beauty of it all.


Norborib brought Durik quickly to the large
iron-banded double wooden doors on the far side, not allowing him to linger in
the beauty of the place; it was routine for Lord Karthan’s servant.  Motioning
for Durik to enter, Norborib held the door open for the young leader caste,
then closed and locked it behind them.  Inside was perhaps the most elegant,
yet simple display of architectural beauty Durik had seen in his entire life. 
Modeled after pictures in the gen’s library that spoke of Palacid, the stone
through which the front entranceway had been carved was cut into the shape of
pillars and arches, spaced a little more than two kobolds’ height apart down
the entire length.  Between each set of rough-hewn pillars on either side of
the wall were pedestals, also carved out of the wall, with intricately inlaid
copper and glass vases on them.


At the end of the hallway, the ornate entranceway
opened into a great open room with a hallway leading from it on either side, a
staircase leading up to a balcony that overlooked the entire chamber, and a
pair of doors, one on the balcony and one directly below it.  It was from this
lower door that Lord Karthan entered the room, holding a scroll in one hand.


“Welcome, young Durik!” Lord Karthan called,
motioning for Durik to sit on a stuffed fur chair across from him as he took a
seat.  


Hesitantly, not exactly sure of what he should be
doing, Durik came and sat at the edge of the chair.


“Norborib, leave us, will you?”  Lord Karthan
commanded.  He waited a moment for Norborib to disappear down one of the side
passageways, all the while smiling, which made Durik only more uncertain.  “Durik,
you’ve had quite a long day, haven’t you?” he asked as he sat back in his chair
a bit, trying to put Durik at ease.


“Yes, sire,” Durik replied, a bit stiffly, the
luxury of the place still awing him.


“Well, you’ve certainly proven your worth today,
young Durik.” Lord Karthan nodded as he considered the new leader caste.  “You
weren’t but a moment out of the Trials and already defending your lord! 
Certainly, this is a day to be remembered.”


Durik smiled at the recognition, bowing his head a
bit, as he really didn’t know how to respond.


“Several firsts for this generation have also
occurred today,” Lord Karthan continued.  “The first time a yearling group has
taken experienced warriors with them.  The first time I’ve ever seen wolves and
packdogs given to a yearling group.  Perhaps the most significant to me
personally, the first time a female has been sent along on the quest… my
daughter to be precise!”


“Yes, sire.” Durik nodded.


After a moment more of trying to draw Durik out
and put him at ease, Lord Karthan continued.  “Perhaps you’re wondering why I
called you here.”


“Yes, sire,” Durik answered, not understanding the
overtures at openness that Lord Karthan was attempting; to him this was a whole
new world.  He was very unsure of the rules of how one should deal with the
Lord of the Gen, so he stayed formal, which was how he had been trained to
react to any new circumstance.


“Durik,” Lord Karthan started, deciding to get to
the heart of the matter.  “You performed magnificently today, both in the trials
and in the insurrection that happened afterwards.”  Durik sat up a bit
straighter with his lord’s approbation.  “I want you to know that I trust you. 
Similarly, I hope that you trust me and that you continue loyal in your heart
to this gen.”


Lord Karthan’s words were like a splash of cold
water in the face. “But of course, sire.  I’ve pledged my life to this gen!”


“That is good to hear, young Durik.  I hope that
you will carry through with that promise in the times to come,” Lord Karthan
said, somewhat wistfully.  He breathed a bit deeper, then changed the subject. 
“I called you here for two reasons, really, a mission and a bit of advice. 
First let’s talk about the mission.”  


Durik leaned forward expectantly.  Lord Karthan
was getting down to business.


“As you well know, the Krall Gen to the east of
here are our best allies.  Their pig keepers and sheep herders supply us with
most of our meat, and their miners supply us with most of our ore.  We, in
turn, supply them with finely crafted weapons, wooden furniture, leather goods,
and education.


“In recent years, I have traveled often to see
Lord Krall, direct descendent of old Krall himself, to council in matters of
mutual defense and trade.  However, with the political situation how it is
right now here in the gen, I do not feel I could risk another visit at this
time.  Therefore, I need you to deliver a message for me.”


Lord Karthan leaned forward and handed Durik the
scroll he’d been holding.  It was a plain flax scroll, with the wax seal of the
Lord of the Gen on it.  Durik looked up at Lord Karthan quizzically.


“It is imperative that this message and the cargo
I’ll be sending with you be given to Lord Krall only,” Lord Karthan continued. 
“It will be accompanied by three of my Honor Guard warriors, who will meet you
at the first night’s resting place on the way to the Krall Gen.  You’ll have no
need of packing it, as it will come packed already on a pair of packdogs.  You
have only to get this package safely and untouched to Lord Krall.  It is not to
be opened by anyone else, even yourself.  Do you understand me?”


Durik nodded his understanding. “Yes, sire.”


Lord Karthan sat back in his chair. “Very well. 
The other thing we must discuss is a matter of internal politics.  Durik, you
are in the enviable position of being a leader caste without a space open for
you on the council.  That means that it’s most likely that the next slot that
is available on the council, you will take.  That includes that former council
member’s dwelling and all possessions pertaining to his position on the
council.  Now, I wouldn’t be too eager.  After all, usually the only way one
leaves the council is by death or incapacitation.  The other enviable position
you’re in is that you’re leaving the gen for a while, so you probably won’t be
involved in what is already in the works.”


Lord Karthan leaned forward. “The insurrection
today did not clean out all the dissidents in our gen.  There are elements
within this gen who violently disagree with the changes I have made.  Every
change I have made they have resisted and grown to resent.  Today was just
another example of this.”  Lord Karthan paused, looking for understanding in
Durik’s eyes. “It is a remote chance, but the possibility does exist that soon
another of my enemies will make an attempt to kill me and take the gen,
possibly while you’re gone on your quest, in fact.  If that should happen,
though I’m almost certain it won’t, and upon your return to the gen you find
that things are not as they should be, don’t bring my daughter back here into
danger.  Go and see Lord Krall instead.  He will know what to do.”  


Lord Karthan looked into his eyes.  “Durik,” he
said with a sense of finality, “know that I am entrusting you with secrets that
are not to be shared with anyone, especially not my daughter.  It was her idea
to accompany you.  I do not want her to worry about what may or may not be
happening back here.”


“Yes, sire,” Durik said, trying to understand the
entire picture Lord Karthan was painting.


“Now, young Durik,” Lord Karthan concluded, “if an
attempt were made on my life, and it were to not succeed, then you, of course,
would take the traitor’s council seat once his head had been taken by my
guards’ broadswords.  So, young Durik, succeed in your quest and you’ll not
only keep your leader caste standing, but you may just have a place waiting for
you on the council when you return!”


“Yes, sire,” was all Durik could think to say. 
Deep down he had the distinct feeling that Lord Karthan was not telling him
everything, or perhaps he was clearly understating the dangers.  Was this what
being a leader caste was all about, secrets and intrigue?  Veiled threats mixed
with promises in the night?


Lord Karthan saw Durik to the door, thanking him
again for his role in the insurrection today.  As he walked away, the culture
shock of being elevated to such a high position in the gen certainly did not
compare to the culture shock of being involved in the intricacies of court
intrigue.  Durik would do his job, but after this initial taste of politics, he
wasn’t sure he would ever take to it.  Straight forward, open with no hidden
agenda or secrets, that was how he preferred to be.  Blowing out pent up air as
he walked away, the new leader caste shook his head in wonder.


 





 


Durik knew that his party must be gone before the
first gong sounded in the morning.  Not only was it mandated by the Scrolls of
Heritage, but now he must meet Lord Karthan’s Honor Guard warriors at the first
night’s stop between his gen and the Krall Gen.  If they were to make it there
by the end of a day’s journey and get adequate rest for the second day of the
journey, they would have to leave early and tolerate no delay.


As he returned from his discussion with Lord
Karthan, he met Manebrow, who was locking up the staging cave, and got a brief
report about the preparations his company had just completed.  Querying him
about the departure time he’d told the rest of the company, Durik was pleased
to hear the order had been given to assemble at the beginning of the last watch
of the night, so they could leave before the first gong sounded.  Durik knew it
wasn’t Manebrow who had read his mind, rather it was Durik who had come to
understand and embrace Manebrow’s way of doing business over the past year. 
Though Manebrow now called him ‘sire,’ something that Durik had the hardest
time getting used to, the reality of it was that Durik had not yet fully made
the mental transition to the leader mindset.


He felt his inadequacy and the distance he had
left to go in making the transition as Manebrow briefed him on the status of
the equipment and the plan for the morning.  Much of what Manebrow had done was
his work, and he determined to broaden his shoulders and take the yoke of
leadership fully, as quickly as he was able.


Manebrow, on the other hand, through the iron
discipline of his many years of training, had forced himself to mentally make
the change.  Though he knew that Durik had not yet fully taken the yoke, and he
knew that he could take advantage of this young one and seize whatever power
within this group that he wanted, he was too much of a professional for that. 
No, instead he would do everything in his power to hold the group together
until Durik was able to fill the leadership vacuum fully.  He would be there to
ensure Durik didn’t fall, but he would not carry him.


If there was one thing that Manebrow had learned
in his many years of training, it was that no one learned to lead by watching
others lead.  Surely that was helpful, but the only way to truly learn how to
lead was to be put repeatedly in situations where you were called upon to lead. 
There was no other way.  There was also no other way to discover your true
strengths and weaknesses.  There was an old saying he had inherited from the
trainer he had replaced, and had used for many years now as his mantra for
judging yearlings’ characters: the same fire that melts the dross away will
purify and forge iron.  After spending a year with Durik, Manebrow was
confident he would come out of this like pure, hardened steel.


Though Durik had wanted to stay and browse through
the front of the Journal and look over the map, Manebrow had recommended
otherwise.  Soon, Durik was headed toward the house of his uncle, the place he
still called home, to rest for a few hours until the changing of the last watch
of the night.


 





 


Manebrow tried not to make any noise as he crept
quietly through the main room of his house.  The tent door had been a simple
enough obstacle to negotiate, but finding his way through the play swords and
wheeled toys that his sons had left strewn about the floor was not the task the
kobold race’s unique gift of heat vision was designed to help with.  Cursing as
he stepped on yet another toy, he almost tripped and hit his head on the
table.  Steadying himself, Manebrow heard the stirrings of his mate in their
bed through the thin curtain doors of his home.  As silently as he could, he
entered their room and took off his belts, slipping into bed next to the bright
gray form of his mate.


In the cool of the cavern, Ki cuddled up to her
mate, rubbing his strong arm and snuggling her cheek against his chest.  “I
hoped you’d wake me when you returned,” she whispered in the dark.


“I’m sorry.  I tried to arrive earlier.  Kiria,
Lord Karthan’s daughter doesn’t un—”


Ki pressed a finger against his lips.  Nuzzling
his chest, she wrapped her tail around his leg, urging his body closer to
hers.  Soon, their bodies were intertwined.  Their motions were deliberate and
caring.  For quite some time they were together in the dark, neither one
wanting the intimacy of this, their last night together, to end.  As the
passion of the moment began to ebb, they lay together in each other’s arms,
their love once again made new, and their commitment to each other
strengthened.


If there was one commitment Manebrow felt right
now, it was this: he would do all he could to come back to her, and bring every
one of his warriors back to the ones who loved them too.  As they lay there in
the stillness, soon Manebrow fell into a light, almost alert slumber, half
listening for the approach of the watch warrior who would be coming to awaken
him long before dawn.


Ki lay there for quite some time also, unable to
sleep.  Finally, she arose and went to stand in the door of their sons’ room,
not parting the curtain but rather just listening to them breathe.  After much
time of being alone with her thoughts, Ki went back to bed and eventually fell
asleep in the arms of her love.


 





 


Trallik returned as quickly as he could to his
humble dwelling in the caverns of his warrior group, cursing this day and how
it had turned out for him.  He was only too eager to be given a dwelling of his
own and to not have to live in the sparse quarters of his servant caste
father.  Though he was happy with the kit that he and the others in his group
had been given, as he walked he dreamed of glory and wealth, hopefully to be
gained on the quest ahead.  Truly, he swore to himself, if he was not to be
leader caste or at least an elite warrior yet, he would surely make himself one
of the wealthiest warriors in his warrior group.  He would let nothing stand in
his way.


It was precisely in this mood that he arrived at
the entrance to his warrior group’s caverns, where Trelkar, Khee-lar Shadow
Hand’s chief elite warrior, stood waiting in the shadows.  As he approached,
tired as he was, he didn’t notice Trelkar until he was almost on top of him.


“Good evening, warrior Trallik,” Trelkar greeted
the new warrior.


“Good evening to you,” Trallik said after he got
past the surprise appearance, as Trelkar had not been at the Trials of Caste
and talk was that he had left the gen.  Not knowing what to say, Trallik bowed
his head and made as if to pass by.


Trelkar put his arm out and caught Trallik by the
shoulder, stopping him.  Trallik looked Trelkar in the eyes.  “Young one,
someone would like to see you.  Come with me.”  


With a questioning look, Trallik followed as
Trelkar grabbed a torch from a bracket on the wall and led him away from the
main living chambers of his warrior group down through the lower caverns that
the Deep Guard used to practice their climbing and combat skills, and finally
through a door into a little-used storage area.  


Inside the door, another kobold Trallik thought he
recognized as one of the packdog drivers from the Trade Warrior Group talked
briefly with Trelkar, then turned and ran toward the back of the cavern.  After
a few moments, Trelkar motioned for Trallik to follow and started walking
toward the back of the cavern.  Nervously, Trallik walked behind Trelkar
through the piles of rope, stacks of crates, and shelves full of tools and
equipment until finally Trelkar stopped outside a simple wooden door.  Taking a
key from a belt pouch, Trelkar opened the door and motioned for Trallik to
enter.


The first thing Trallik noticed as he entered the
door was the pair of tallow candles burning orange in the musty air of the deep
cavern.  They sat on a table in the center of the room providing just enough
light to spoil his heat vision and leave deep shadows throughout most of the
room.  Laying in the center of the table was a sheepskin parchment and a small
pot of ink with a feather laying next to it.  


As his eyes adjusted to the candlelight in the
room, he noticed several kobolds sitting in chairs around the edges of the
room.  All of them wore masks over their faces.  Standing in front of the wall
directly in front of him, on the far side of the table, was another masked
kobold.  


After a moment, this kobold spoke.  “Trallik,
welcome.”


Trallik was nervous and unsure of what was going on. 
As the door closed noisily behind him, he jumped.  With a low grating noise,
the locking mechanism sealed off his only known means of escape.  Licking his
lips, Trallik said, “Um, thank you.”


The kobold on the far side of the table continued,
“New warrior of the Kale Gen, are you a loyal servant of your lord and master
Khee-lar Shadow Hand?”  The question was pronounced more like a statement than
a question.  


Trallik didn’t know what to say.  Was this a
trick?  The title of lord was reserved only for the lord of the gen.  Was this
a test of loyalty?  


“I am.” He hoped his answer would please this
group.


“Do you hereby swear to keep secret the things
revealed to you this night?”


“Yes.”


“Under penalty of death?” the kobold asked.


Trallik’s eyes narrowed.  He did not trust this
group, but had little choice.  Still, there was something familiar about the
voice of the kobold across the table from him.  “If that is the wish of my Lord
Khee-lar, then yes, I swear it.”


The kobold across the room from him nodded. “Very
good.  Then I reveal myself to you.”  Releasing the tie string holding it on
his snout, Khee-lar Shadow Hand lowered his mask, throwing it onto the table. 
None of the other kobolds around the room followed suit.  “Young warrior, I
have commanded for you to be brought here this night.  Before the trials
Trelkar found you sneaking around the arena, attempting to discover the
obstacles you were to face.  You are aware, I assume, that this is an offense
punishable by immediate casting to the servant caste?”


Trallik was aghast.  “My Lord Khee-lar, please do
not do this.  I could not stand life as a servant caste!  Please, I’ll do
anything you ask!”


Khee-lar sat with an almost impassive face.  “You
have shown great skill and courage before and during the trials.  In fact, you
showed that you have the qualities of leadership and tenacity that I most prize
in my elite warriors.”  


Trallik was happy to hear such a complement as
opposed to a pronouncement of punishment, especially from one he held in such
high respect and who wielded such power over his life.  He began to sense that
he had not been called here to be punished.  


“As such,” Khee-lar continued, “I offer you an
opportunity to gain what you deserve.  I offer you the opportunity to become an
elite warrior.”


Trallik almost burst with eagerness and relief. 
“My Lord, what would you have me do?”


Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s face grew still and
emotionless.  “Do you swear to do whatsoever I command you, on your life?”


The question raised no alarm bells in Trallik’s
head.  Though he had grown up with some sense of honor and morals, over the
year of training for the trials his desire to win over his peers had led him to
secretly compromise most every moral tenant his parents had taught him.  From
cheating on academic tests to sabotaging the equipment of his fellow yearlings
to cause them to fail inspections, Trallik had very quietly done whatever it
had taken to not only make it through the year of training, but also to rise
toward the top of his year-group.  


The irony of his loss to Durik, who had done
everything he could throughout the year to help the other yearlings, was more
than Trallik could bear.  Durik’s subsequent branding as leader caste had
shaken Trallik to the core.  He doubted that anything anyone asked him to do
now would be too low for him to stoop to get even for what he saw as the
injustice that had been done to him at the trials.


Without hesitation, Trallik said, “Yes, my Lord. 
I swear by my life that I will do whatsoever you command.”


Khee-lar Shadow Hand nodded. “This day, I give you
a task.  Know this: the current Lord of the Gen is of a lesser bloodline than
my own.  His commands are contrary to the traditions of our great sires, and
his laws have brought great weakness to the elite warriors of this gen, causing
them to trade their true callings as leaders of the gen for the menial tasks of
craft and commerce.  As such, we, the true loyalists of this gen, swear by our
lives that he and his line shall not continue.  Do you so swear?”


Trallik was surprised, but not dismayed by
Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s speech.  “Aye, Lord.  I do so swear.”


“Then I have a work for you.  Will you do it?”


Trallik nodded. “Yes, Lord, I promise to do
whatever you ask.”


“In our quest to overthrow the oppression of
Karthan, we must ensure that no heir survives to reclaim the throne.  You,
Trallik, will ensure that Kiria, the daughter of Karthan, does not survive the
quest.  Do you accept this mission?”


Trallik was stunned.  He had never killed anyone
before, much less a fellow kobold and even worse, a female.  Remembering the
others in the room, he quickly hid his surprise and breathed deeply.  In his
heart, he reasoned that, if this was what it took, then he needed to be willing
to do things he’d not thought about doing before.


“My Lord Khee-lar, I will do as you ask,” Trallik
heard himself saying.


“Then this night, Trallik of the Deep Guard, you
are joined with us in the Covenant of Loyalty.  Step forward to the table and
sign your name to the covenant.”  


Trallik stepped forward and stood in front of the
sheepskin.  He quickly scanned the writing on the scroll, skimming the details
of the covenant, noticing that the bottom of the scroll where the names were
was folded over so as to keep them hidden.  Dipping the tip of the feather in
the ink, he slowly wrote his name in simple, bold strokes where Khee-lar Shadow
Hand indicated.


After Trallik was escorted out and back toward his
dwelling, the group quickly departed and went their separate ways.  Khee-lar
Shadow Hand stayed seated, however, waiting patiently for the room to clear. 
As he did so, two of the other kobolds who had been in the room came up next to
him, taking their hoods off and waiting patiently for the rest to clear out. 
One of them, by his dress under his cloak, was one of Lord Krall’s messengers
from their neighboring gen.  The other was none other than Trelkar, Khee-lar
Shadow Hand’s chief elite warrior.  


When the last of the group had left, Trelkar
handed Khee-lar Shadow Hand a small, folded-up piece of parchment.  Khee-lar
took it, read it briefly, then taking a feather in hand, he signed it.  The two
kobolds all stood waiting patiently for him to finish blowing the ink dry and
refold the parchment.  


“Redar,” Khee-lar looked intensely into the
messenger’s eyes as he handed him the folded parchment, “be careful with this
treaty.  It cannot fall into the wrong hands.”


“Yes, lord.” Redar nodded, his normally infantile
nature carefully hidden behind a thin veneer of discipline.


“And Redar,” Khee-lar looked at him with barely
concealed disdain as he thought of Mynar, “Your master has botched things
lately.  So you make sure to tell Mynar that he better deliver… both the orcs
and the Kale Stone!  We’ll take care of the whelps, quietly, in the wilderness,
in a solitary place where the bodies can be hidden.  He doesn’t have to worry
about that.  But I must have that stone!  There are others who will not join my
cause unless I have it.  He must send out his loyalists to get it now!  Tell
Mynar that we cannot wait for his allies to isolate the gens before we strike.”


Redar nodded his head in understanding.  Their
discussion was short and neither one needed any further explanation of what was
given or what was expected.  The Krall Gen messenger bowed in obeisance as he
departed, though he could not suppress a nervous snicker, tail swishing
passively behind him.


Khee-lar seemed to be taking quite a risk trusting
in Mynar to deliver the Kale Stone to him after not only coming out in open
defiance to his former master, but after showing his dominance as well. 
Indeed, he was pretty confident that Mynar never actually meant to deliver the
stone as promised.  But Khee-lar’s attempts to find out and buy off the kobolds
that were being sent to get it had succeeded, and he was certain they would
deliver the stone directly to him… their lives depended on it.  He would keep
up the façade of reliance on Mynar for the moment, however, as there were still
benefits to keeping Mynar as an ally.


In his mind, Khee-lar Shadow Hand was confident of
his plans and his methods.  Though Mynar had taught him this game, Khee-lar had
mastered it, and Trallik was only the latest in a long line of kobolds who
would do his bidding.  This, for Trallik, was only a test.  Truly, he had not
gotten where he was by relying on yearlings to do his critical jobs for him. 
No, his reach was far, and was growing with every passing hour.
















 





 


Chapter 7
– The Departure


An
early morning mist shrouded the sunken meadow, giving an eerie glow to the
torches of the farewell party as they assembled outside the large main entrance
to the caverns of their gen.  Lord Karthan and almost the entire council were
present, as well as the families of all fifteen of the kobolds who made up this
group.  There were several tears shed, but no more speeches given.  What should
have been said had all been said, and now was the time to fulfill promises and
to perform the task at hand.  The entire company, dressed in their wolf-skin
garb, was busily engaged in saying their goodbyes.  Many proud parents were
present, though the only lifemate and children associated with the company were
Manebrow’s.  At the entrance to the tunnel, his three young male whelps all
jumped up and down with excitement at their father’s ‘great adventure.’


Durik’s uncle and aunt beamed with pride.  For
them, this was a dream come true.  As his surrogate parents, they had watched
him pass through many trials.  His bronze scales and thinner horns that made it
hard for him to fit in, also the fact that he’d grown slower than his peers,
though he did eventually catch up to them, the many moons of mourning after his
parents’ death.  After coming to grips with it all, he had begun to build a
momentum in life as he moved from one accomplishment to another.  First, it had
been his accomplishments in the learning centers where he’d led his year-group
in academics, then his selection as an apprentice with the wolf trainers, then
he’d been chosen as his warrior group leader’s personal apprentice wolf
trainer, then his successes in the year of training and how highly his trainer
had spoken of his accomplishments.  Finally, and unexpectedly, the Trials of
Caste had turned out to be a capstone achievement of his life thus far.  As he
transitioned from whelp to adult, his surrogate parents virtually burst with
pride.


Durik said his goodbyes, telling his uncle and
aunt that he would be safe out there, and that he’d bring them something on his
return.  Of course, they both said that wasn’t necessary. 


Turning to Darya, his little sister, who was
starting to look so much like their mother, Durik’s heart softened even more. 
“You stay out of trouble while I’m gone, will you?”


“You’re taking Keryak… so how can I get in
trouble?”  Darya smiled, then suddenly hugged her brother fervently. “You come
back in one piece, will you?” Then, sighing, she looked up at him with worried
eyes. “I’ll miss you.”


As she let go of Durik, Keryak came walking up. 
“I’ve already said goodbye to my family, but I figured I should probably say
goodbye to you too,” he said, almost flippantly.


Darya beat her fists against his chest as he
grabbed her around the waist and pulled her to him.  “You!” she cried, “You’re
just trying to get me riled up.  First you leave me to watch the stars alone
last night, now you joke with me again.  What am I going to do with you?” 
Darya’s words had no teeth, and were spoken with the same joking intention as
Keryak’s.  


To her uncle and aunt, it was obvious that Darya
cared for Keryak in a way that, perhaps, only a young female’s heart could.


Seeing that Manebrow was forming the company,
Durik said his goodbyes and moved out to take the reins of his wolf from
Kabbak.  As he began to walk away, he gently nudged Keryak to remind him to
come shortly.


As Manebrow called the company into line, Keryak
stepped back as if to leave, then lingered a moment longer within arm’s reach
of Darya, reluctant to leave her.  “I will see you shortly, my young love,” he
said tenderly.


Darya smiled in response. “And when you return, I
will be that much older, and that much closer to the day of my adulthood.”


Keryak smiled and said goodbye.  Suddenly, Darya
stepped forward and hugged him with all the passion of young love.  “You will
come back for me, won’t you?” she whispered.


Keryak held her close. “I will be safe out there,
Darya.”


At that moment, Darya’s uncle Drok reminded them
that the company was forming.  They broke their embrace and, letting their
hands slowly part, Keryak moved up to take his place in the line of warriors.


As one, the group began to move at Manebrow’s
command.  For the departure, Durik was first in the line, tailed by his servant
and Kiria.  Following him was Gorgon and his five new warriors, proud and
mostly unaware of what awaited them outside the gen.  Behind Gorgon’s team came
Manebrow and his five warriors, with Terrim leading the packdogs in the rear.


That it had been a very long evening followed by a
very short night showed in the eyes of many in the company, especially so in
the eyes of Kiria and Kabbak, neither one of them being conditioned to deal
with much in the way of physical hardships.  In contrast, the canines took to
the early morning air with gusto and a zeal that had made them resistant to the
saddle and even more resistant to the packs.  Durik looked at them with pride
and thankfulness in his heart; pride that he’d been somehow chosen to lead this
group, and thankfulness for the prosperity his gen enjoyed, that had provided
his company with so much.


As he walked Firepaw up the pathway toward the
forest above, both kobold and wolf could feel the anticipation in the air. 
Soon, as they passed the picket line, they would leave behind what they had
known for their entire lives, and they would go forward into the unknown. 
Reaching the top of the crest, Durik turned and looked down at the shrouded
torches in the mist below.  As he turned to head into the forest, he thought he
saw his little sister Darya waving goodbye.


 





 


Mynar the Sorcerer sat surrounded by a thicket of
raspberry bushes.  Beside him sat the wolf he had ‘acquired’ from the caves
where Lord Karthan’s messengers kept their beasts, and beside the wolf sat the
saddlebags with provisions and the weapons he had taken to help see him safely
on his way back to the Krall Gen; his gen, the gen of his birth, the gen that
harbored the other descendants of the northern gen refugees who were his
supporters.  


His pride had been wounded.  His younger protégé Khee-lar
Shadow Hand had gotten completely out of hand, and Mynar had failed to get him
back under control.  But the same wrath that had smoldered within him for the
entire ride so far had now led him to the only decision he could make; he would
destroy the Kale Gen and all within it; every warrior, every female, every
whelp.  No longer did he wish to claim such a disloyal clan for himself.  


And what made him certain that he could do such a
feat, when just six years ago his orc allies had failed to even conquer the
Kale Gen?  Mynar the Sorcerer, bringer of the orc raid six years now in the
past, grinned as he thought about the hidden power he now held, for he had
never ceased to accumulate power.  And though the orcs were powerful, he would
not rely on them to destroy the Kale Gen.  


No, Mynar had another group, a group of unwitting
allies whose queen he had led into this southern valley, a group that was much
more efficient, much more effective, and much more deadly, a group that was
growing every day and would soon have the strength to not only destroy the Kale
Gen, but to hunt down and tear every one of them limb for limb.


Mynar smiled a wicked smile as he thought of the
sheer terror that Khee-lar Shadow Hand and his disobedient companions would
feel when Mynar guided the queen to lead her forces against them.


As he sat grinning in the thicket not far from the
Great River that ran through the valley between the two gens, Mynar took a deep
breath and let his rage steel his determination.


In his hands he held the fist-sized ball of quartz
known as the Krall Stone.  The surface of the ball was smooth, without a flaw,
while the inside of it was misted with small bronze flecks throughout.  To any
who did not have what it took to use the device, it appeared as nothing but a
smooth rock.  But to Mynar, who was not only of the right bloodline, but was
also touched by magic itself, it was a source of great information, and
therefore of great power.  And now that Mynar had decided to bring down utter
destruction on the Kale Gen, he needed to ensure that all would be ready… for
to ensure their destruction, he needed to catch the Kale Gen when they were
divided. He needed to know what Khee-lar Shadow Hand was planning to do… what
he was hiding from Mynar that made him so confident, and when Khee-lar would
strike.


Peering deep into the crystal, Mynar’s eyes seemed
to focus on something far from him.  In a moment, Khee-lar Shadow Hand came
into view.


 





 


“Abetor,” Khee-lar Shadow Hand challenged the
cloaked figure who stood in the passageway as he approached.  The figure pulled
back the hood and opened his cloak, revealing the elite warrior Abetor, who had
been standing patiently, waiting on the master of the covenant.


“Yes, lord.”


“Your appointment as the new chief elite warrior
of the Wolf Riders is fortuitous.”


“Yes, lord.” Abetor nodded.


“Can you bring me the loyalty of the elite
warriors from your warrior group?”


“Yes, lord.” Abetor nodded, then sensing that
Khee-lar wanted more, he continued, “Lord, several of the elite warriors from
the failed insurrection were brothers and fathers of my warriors.  They came
mostly from my warrior group or the Patrol Guard, after all.  As such, my
warriors are not content to sit by and see the last of them executed by Lord
Karthan’s guards.  There are several already who are calling for action.  They
have the sympathy of the rest of my wolf riders.”


“Then administer the oath tonight,” Khee-lar said.


“Tonight, lord?”  Abetor was taken aback, for such
a thing was not to be taken lightly.


“Yes!  Will you sit by and wait for those in
prison to be executed?  Send a messenger to tell me when you’re ready, and we
shall dispose of your obstacle,” Khee-lar stated, as though killing Raoros
Fang, a warrior group leader and a mighty warrior in his own right, were as
simple as that.


“And what of the yearling group?” Abetor asked. 
“Durik came from my warrior group.  He’s already a leader caste.  Would he not
be appointed instead?”


“That depends on who is lord of the gen,” Khee-lar
answered matter-of-factly.  “If you get me the loyalty of your warrior group,
then we can move against Karthan… and you won’t have to worry about who will
take Raoros’ place as leader of the Wolf Riders Warrior Group, will you, my
friend?”


“Aye, lord,” Abetor answered, though in the back
of his mind he questioned whether Khee-lar was really anyone’s friend. 
Sometimes, however, a warrior has to dig in the mud if he’s going to get the
gold.


“And what of Lord Karthan’s whelps?” Abetor
continued.  “I’ve heard that all three have now left the gen, and if Kiria and
the two young males survive, your rule will always be challenged.”


Khee-lar nodded, the irritation on his face only
partially suppressed.  “I will worry about them.  They won’t make it to the
Krall Gen.”


“Yes, lord,” Abetor answered, bowing slightly as
he turned to depart.


Khee-lar watched as Abetor left.  Troll’s failed
insurrection had been fortuitous for Khee-lar.  Abetor was more effective and
loyal than Troll had ever been, yet he was controlled by the same thing as
most; the overriding desire for power.  


Khee-lar crossed his arms and stood contentedly in
the passageway as a slight wind blew up from the underdark below.  Now was his
time.  Soon the Kale Gen, his birthright, would be his.  With the Wolf Riders
added to his own Deep Guard, there could be nothing to stand in his way.


 





 


Unbeknownst to Khee-lar Shadow Hand, Mynar the
Sorcerer had plumbed the depths of Khee-lar’s mind as he spoke.  In Khee-lar’s
bursts of emotion, his well-guarded mind had revealed more than what his words
conveyed; as Khee-lar’s consciousness grappled with the challenges at hand, he
could not help but give up his plans for killing all of Lord Karthan’s progeny,
by sending the very kobolds who had helped shame Mynar to destroy them in the
wilderness.


This, in turn, made Mynar’s choices clear. 
Suddenly, what he had to do was crystal clear.  An opportunity had been placed
at his feet, and he would take it.


Resurgent in his cold, calculating rage, Mynar’s
cruel smile played across his face as the pieces began to fall into place in
his mind.  Yes, today was the day of his power, and he would smash those
who had offended him with his new allies, and they would die alone and in sheer
terror as they were torn limb from limb.


Oh, and so would Lord Karthan’s progeny.  After
all, it wouldn’t due to have heirs to the throne about.


 





 


Keryak had a deep love of the forests of his home
territory.  During his time apprenticing with the Wolf Riders, he’d driven
packdogs far and wide through the territories of his gen, stopping to resupply
the various guard outposts.


He loved the feel of the land, the way the gentle
hills and meadows rippled together throughout the great valley they called
home, woven together by an endless line of fir trees weaving throughout.  He
loved the small streams that ran between the ridges and through the glens, and
had often taken shelter from rains under the boughs of the mighty pine trees
that stood like warriors in countless ranks in the deepest parts of the forest.


Of all the times of year, he loved this one the
most.  The late spring was a time of hope and new beginnings.  Bright green new
growth could be seen sprouting from the branches of all the pine trees as they
passed.  Hope was in the early morning air, expressed as much by the vibrant
musical chirps of the song birds as in the loud honking of the geese returning
from their winter migration that could be heard through the mist far above
them.  The signs of the yearly renewal of life could be seen everywhere and was
glorious to behold.


Keryak lifted his head to the east to see if the
sun had risen yet.  Despite the deep mist, the early light that preceded the
coming up of the sun gave an ethereal glow.  The early morning air was clear
and pure, and Keryak breathed it in in great gulps.


“Doesn’t this air make you feel just so alive!” he
turned and exclaimed to Arbelk as they made their way along the winding path. 
His voice echoed in the small mist cocoon that surrounded them.


“Aye, Keryak,” Gorgon interrupted, “and I’d like
to keep it that way.  So keep your voice down.  We may be behind the protection
of the picket line,” he said, referring to their gen’s outer guard posts that
marked the edge of their territory “but I’d still rather not go about
announcing ourselves.”


Arbelk looked at Keryak with a ‘what did you
expect’ look, then turned and continued the pace.


 





 


Once the company was safely on their way, Manebrow
sent Ardan and Arloch up to Durik at the head of the column for scouting duty. 
Durik was surprised when they reported, but tried not to show it.  He gave them
orders to scout forward of the company; ‘only go out far enough to where you can
still hear us back here in the mist.’  For where he would like them to stop so
that the company could take morning meal, Durik told them to find a spot just
before the picket line.


In the early morning mist, Durik didn’t feel
comfortable spreading the company out at all, even though the trail lay within
the guarded borders of their land and was wide and well traveled.  He wasn’t
comfortable leading the company yet and the mist clung to the valley like smoke
in a cave, so he wanted to keep the group tight.  Looking back over his
shoulder, he saw Kabbak leading Starshine with Kiria on the wolf’s back,
followed shortly by Gorgon who walked his mount like Durik.  Behind Gorgon,
however, the mist shrouded all but one or two of his friends.


As he walked along, strangely isolated in the cold
morning mist, it was all he could do to stop himself from going back and
talking with Keryak, laughing about old times and patting each other on the
back for having finished the trials.  At first he was happy, even thrilled about
his new station in life as a member of the gen’s leader caste.  But in the past
many hours he had begun to see the downsides of it.  


His role as leader of this adventuring company, on
the other hand, he felt he could take to more readily.  He had already grown
comfortable with leading his yearling group during training and was sure that
leading a company would come to him as easily as leading a small group.  


Manebrow, during the year of training, had ensured
that his entire yearling group got the opportunity to lead.  He remembered well
the endless hours spent conducting raids, ambushes, forced marches, climbs, and
obstacle courses.  It had been miserable at first, as at first most of his
fellow yearlings had had a hard time leading themselves, much less a group of
several peers.  


Durik, however, had taken to it from the very
beginning.  Wanting nothing more than for everyone on his team to succeed
together, Durik had proven himself as a leader among his peers and a good
follower.  More often than not, when a leader was chosen, they would choose
Durik as their second, which is how Arbelk and Jerrig made it through their
leadership tests toward the end of the year of training.


As the path wore on in front of him, Durik’s mind
began to reach full wakefulness.  He pondered on their mission; to find a stone
that was lost to history, though some thought it lay in some ancient castle
that was probably just a ruin by now, and on how little they actually knew
about both how to get to this castle and what it held for them when they did
arrive.  With a start, he remembered the book that was in his saddlebags. 
Leading Firepaw up to his side, he opened the saddlebags and took the map out
of the book, studying it for quite some time.  


After a while, he took the book out and thumbed
through the few pages the Lore Master had recorded for him, finding it
impossible to read much while walking through the uneven terrain the path
followed.  As he walked along, listening to the soft footsteps of his
companions behind him, Durik’s mind raced as he thought about what he should be
doing as a leader and what advice Manebrow would have for him now.


Suddenly, Ardan appeared, coming straight toward
him from the mists ahead, bringing Durik out of the solitary world of tired
thought he’d been in for some time.  “Sire,” he called out in a low voice that
seemed to echo in the mist, “we’ve reached the last set of hills just before
the picket line.”  


Durik hadn’t realized how quickly time had passed.


 





 


The company ate morning meal quickly.  Manebrow
reminded them to eat the heaviest food, and foods which would spoil, before
breaking into the trail rations.  The old saying that food substitutes for
sleep was evident in the company this morning.  Many of them dug in with zeal.


Manebrow never took long to eat.  In fact, in
unsafe territory, he would ensure that the rest of the company took as little
‘administrative’ time as possible.  One key tenet he had learned to live by in
his younger years was to minimize the times when you were vulnerable to the
enemy.  


Having finished while the rest of the troops were
still only part way through their meal, Manebrow chewed on a peace of Wallaya
tree root and waited to see what Durik would do. 


Durik, in the meantime, had fed Firepaw and was
just now sitting down to eat.  He saw Manebrow looking at him expectantly and a
feeling of guilt he hadn’t felt since his turns at leading during the year of
training instantly came to him.  


No longer was he just another warrior, responsible
only for himself.  He thought about where they were, where they were going, and
how he had not even talked with Gorgon, one of his two elite warriors, since
last night.  And for all of this, they were about to cross the picket line into
unsecure territory that was no longer patrolled by the warriors of his gen. 
With painful clarity, Durik realized that he was slacking in his duties as a
leader.  Packing some salted meat and the head of a large mushroom into his
large belt pouch, Durik hurriedly stood and approached Gorgon.


“Gorgon, leave your wolf and walk with me,” Durik
said.  


Gorgon looked up at him, a portion of boar shank
hanging out of his mouth.  Clearing his mouth, he said, “Can’t this wait?”


Durik considered Gorgon for a second.  In his eyes,
he could see the sting of having lost the competition was still fresh in his
heart.  Looking down for a second, Durik hesitated.  No, this is not a time
for thought, this is a time for action.  “Gorgon, when I say move, I mean
now.”  Durik turned and began to walk toward Manebrow.


Gorgon looked up at Durik with something of an
attitude.  “All right,” he replied in a mocking tone as Durik walked away.


Durik spun around.  There was no emotion on his
face; not anger, not frustration, just a commanding look that showed he was not
going to argue with his subordinate team leader, nor would he reprimand him in
front of his subordinates.  He stood and waited as Gorgon sheepishly grabbed
his gear, stood and walked toward him.  


The other former yearlings in Gorgon’s team saw
the exchange.  While everyone had a different take on it, it was clear that
their leader was not the same Durik they had laughed and joked with just a
couple of days previous.  Already the burden of command had started to settle
on him.


Manebrow saw the gathering beginning and was
already on the way.  He gave the order to Ardan to have his team prepare to
depart, sure that the rest of the company would follow suit.  Coming to stand
behind Durik, he watched with interest the exchange between Gorgon and Durik,
then followed Durik as he led them apart from the rest of the company and over
to the side of his wolf, where his saddlebag still sat open.  Taking the book
from his saddlebag, he unfolded the sheepskin map that Raoros Fang had given
him in the counsel the night previous.


“I’ve been considering several things this morning
as we’ve been walking.  I don’t really see much talk needed about the path to
tonight’s stop, or for that matter about the rest of the path to the Krall
Gen.  Though I’ve not traveled it before, I know that our two scouts have
traveled it extensively.”  Both Manebrow and Gorgon nodded agreement.


“As such, I think it’s time to get some things
straight,” Durik continued.


Gorgon interrupted, “I know, you’re in charge. 
Got it.”


Durik cut him off, “That’s not was I was going to
talk about, but since you bring it up, let’s talk about it.”  He stared Gorgon
straight in the eyes.  For all his strength and bravado, Gorgon couldn’t meet
his gaze.  “Look, Gorgon,” Durik continued, keeping his tone low enough that the
others would not hear, “I realize that you are the biggest, strongest, and most
skilled warrior in your team.  I also realize that luck turned against you
yesterday and, because of that, I won our battle for the cup.”  Gorgon’s pride
was stung.  “I can’t say that right now I’m feeling the same pain you are.  It
would be false of me to say so.  But, I will tell you that, no matter how you
feel, you are not only a warrior, but an elite warrior and a leader of warriors
in this company.  I rely on you.  In fact, your warriors depend on you to be on
top of your game, to keep them from doing stupid things that will get them
killed.”


Durik’s words were striking true in Gorgon’s
heart, and as he spoke, Gorgon grasped onto the sense of duty that Durik had
revived in his soul.  Looking up, his despondent gaze was leaving, being
replaced by a look of determination.


Durik saw that Gorgon was winning his internal
struggle, and pressed to make the recovery stick.  “Gorgon, I need you.  Can I
depend on you to be a key player on this team?”


Having snapped out of his attitude, Gorgon, the
same Gorgon that Durik had known this past year, held his hammer out to Durik. 
Bowing his head, he said, “Sire, my apologies.  My hammer is yours, as are the
weapons of my warriors.”


The fact that this was the first time Durik had
heard Gorgon use his new title was not lost on him.  He appreciated the massive
effort Gorgon had just made.  Durik grasped Gorgon’s outstretched hand and
patted the head of his hammer.  “I will have sore need of it before long, I
think.  My dear friend Gorgon, I want you to know that, had it been different,
I would have served you with the same allegiance you now swear to me.”


Manebrow saw that the power struggle was now done
and, seeing that the rest of the company was following his orders and packing
up, preparing for their eventual departure, he interjected, “Sire, I believe
the company is almost ready to depart.”


“So be it,” Durik answered.  “I have only a couple
of things I’d like to set straight.  I know we’ve not established any set
procedures for how we travel, nor rules that are particular to our company. 
Looking over this map on the trail this morning, it appears that we’ll be on
the well-beaten path between our gen and the Krall Gen.  As such, I’m thinking
we’ll just go with Ardan and Arloch as scouts like we’ve done to this point.” 
Gorgon and Manebrow listened intently.  “However, I’d like to spread out a bit
more, now that the morning mist is beginning to wear off.  Manebrow, keep your
team back about a hundred paces from the back of Gorgon’s team.  Gorgon, keep
your team back about twenty paces from me and the two that are traveling with
me.  My intent is that, should one of our elements be ambushed, the other would
not be caught in the ambush and would be able to maneuver around behind any
likely attacker.


“On the subject of these wolves that we’ve been
given.  While the rest of the company walks, I’ll not ride, unless out of a
necessity to communicate or some such thing.  I don’t think it right to not
share in the fatigue of the march with our warriors.”


Manebrow looked over Durik’s shoulder at the
assembling warriors.  “Sire, on that subject, let’s take off these wolf-hides. 
I’m sure the morning march will get much warmer before it cools down again this
evening.”


“So be it,” Durik agreed.  “Oh, and before you go
back to your warriors, I’ve not had the opportunity to read much in this book
the Lore Master gave us, but on an initial scan I did see an area marked
‘danger’ to the south of the first night’s resting place.  I’ve already asked
Kiria about it, and she is not aware of what it means.  We will see if they
have more information at the picket line.  Tonight, I want the three of us to
sit down with our company’s lore master and begin to get a handle on what
exactly it is that we’re facing.  We’ll talk more once we reach the first
resting place tonight.”


With a curt, “Yes, sire,” both Manebrow and Gorgon
turned and went back to their teams, finishing their preparations as Durik
packed away the Journal and tightened down his own gear.  A few moments later,
Durik had sent the two scouts forward and the company was on its way.


Durik was starting to grow into his new position,
and it felt good.  The morning mists had burned off, and as he walked the last couple
of hills toward the outpost next to the road at the picket line, Durik’s heart
rejoiced in his first leadership victory as leader of Durik’s Company.
















 





 


Chapter 8
– The Picket Line


The
picket line, as the Kale Gen called it, was not actually a line.  Rather, it
was a series of outposts spread throughout the forest in the general shape of a
large circle that formed a perimeter about a morning’s march in radius around
the gen.  Six years ago, the gen had learned its lesson.  The orcs, who had not
normally come into this valley in any strength, had surprised the gen with a
raging horde of well over a hundred.  It wasn’t the first time the gen had
learned this lesson, but it was the first time in recent memory, and recent
memory was what ruled when a gen’s lord was still young.


In those days, the gen did not have wolf
outriders.  Their only contact with the outside world came from the limited
packdog caravans to the neighboring Krall Gen.  They had not patrolled the
forest surrounding their gen much, seeing little need.  Depending on the wisdom
of his councilors, a younger Lord Karthan had assumed that proper training
alone would keep them safe, ignoring the larger matters of strategy and
security structures.


Before the orc raid, it had been this way for many
years.  Since the orc raid, however, Lord Karthan had taken many measures to
ensure their safety.  He had renamed the Foot Guard, giving them their present
name of Patrol Guard, and given them their current mission, which was to
establish a perimeter at the farthest distance their runners could manage, in
order to give the gen early warning against any attacks.  Additionally, he’d
given the quest to a group of yearlings to tame the great wolves of the forest
for their gen to ride.  


After a couple of years, the Wolf Riders were
established, and Raoros Fang, who had originally been given the quest of taming
the wolves, was made a leader caste and placed in charge of the new unit.  They
had been given the mission of acting as a reactive force to slow down any enemy
who might approach, as well as to patrol the forests between the gen and the
picket line.  Over time, they had also come to establish small resting areas
where they could watch the most likely approaches to the gen.


Now, only a few years after the raids, the tents
that served as outposts had been replaced with a variety of different
structures.  In most locations, the Patrol Guard had set up wooden palisades in
the upper reaches of the tallest trees to keep watch on the perimeter.  Along
major paths, however, they had built log towers, complete with a palisade on
top and reinforced doors and shutters.  


Over the last couple of years, these structures
had served their defenders well.  This was especially evident to Durik’s
Company as they passed the small, shallow lake that sat on the border of their
land along their largest path, and approached the large wooden tower to the
right of it.  Here a wooden tower marked the stepping off point into unsecured
territory ahead.  As if to punctuate the fact, mounted on long wooden poles
stuck in the ground in front of the tower were the heads of a pair of orcs, now
several days dead and well rotted.  


As the company approached, the guard at the top of
the tower called down through the top of the tower to the guards below. 
Presently, two kobolds with spears and shields, one an elite warrior by the
mark on his bare chest, and the other wearing a wolf skin as a hood and cloak,
stepped out of the reinforced door to see who was passing.  Seeing more
warriors than packdogs, the elite warrior haled them.


“And what might the purpose of this group be?” he
asked loudly as the company approached.


Durik came up to the pair and stopped. “This is
Durik’s Company, and I am Durik.  Many changes have come about since you were put
out here, I’d imagine.”


The elite warrior looked in wonder at the still-healing
leader caste marking on Durik’s chest.  “That’s certain.  Weren’t you just one
of the yearling group?  Foxdung!  Are the trials done already?”


“Yes and yes!” Durik said, laughing.  “Well met,
my friend.  We’re on our way to the Krall Gen.  Our quest is to find the Kale
Stone.”


“Well, and welcome to you, I suppose,” the elite
warrior answered as he grasped Durik’s hand.  “If you’re heading that way, I
suppose you’ll be wanting a report of the goings on and news of the road
ahead.  Come, sire, have a look at the map we’ve got on the wall, and I’ll tell
you… and these two I suppose,” he said, looking at Manebrow and Gorgon, who had
come up and were standing behind Durik, “about the goings on in the area.”  


With a nod, the other warrior stood aside and the
elite warrior guard led them into the outpost.


Though the outpost’s map was quite a bit larger,
it was no more accurate than the sheepskin map that Raoros Fang had given Durik
the night before at the council.  Durik had looked over it in a cursory
fashion, but had not fully studied it yet before rolling it out on the table in
the small outpost.  As the outpost’s elite warrior talked of the occasional
bear, the rotation pattern of the Wolf Guard’s inner patrols, and the crossing
points for the Great River, Durik’s gaze kept returning to one spot on the map.


“Tell me about this area south of the first
night’s resting place,” he said as his finger traced a circle drawn on the map
with the word danger written over a picture of several low hills in the
center of it.


The elite warrior leaned over the map.  After
several moments, he looked up at his own map as if looking at it for the first
time.  There, plainly drawn on his map, was the exact same marking.  


“Umm… I’m not sure what that’s there for,” the
elite warrior admitted.  “The crew we replaced a few nights ago didn’t tell us
about that, and that wasn’t there a couple of weeks ago when me and my crew
last had to pull shift out here.”  The elite warrior rubbed his chin and
thought for a moment.  “Hmm… well, if you’re traveling directly to the Krall
Gen, I’d say you’ll not have any reason to worry about it anyway.  After all,
it’s not on the main trail.”


Durik shook his head as Manebrow took renewed
interest in the map.  He wondered if there wasn’t more Raoros Fang should have
told him before departing for the quest.  “We’ll have to ensure we stay clear
of that area.”


 





 


Troka, Arbelk, and Jerrig all sat in a circle at
the edge of the path.  None of them had gotten much sleep the night before. 
Though sleep deprivation was not something they were unfamiliar with, having
gone several days with little or no sleep during their final two months of
training, they did not feel the need to deprive themselves now.  So, while the
leaders were with the picket guards, the three of them, followed shortly by
most of the rest of the company, propped their heads on their packs and
attempted to catch a few minutes of sleep.


Ardan did not follow suit, however.  It wasn’t
that he was in charge, or that he wasn’t tired.  Rather, he just found it hard
to let his guard down out in the wild, unless there was a guard posted closer
than atop a nearby tower and watch kept where they could do some immediate good.
 Looking up at the sky, he saw a hawk circling in its blue vastness, far out of
sight of whatever its intended prey may be.  It was only a matter of time
before some unsuspecting field mouse found out the price for a lack of
vigilance, and a lack of awareness.


Unlike these other, younger kobolds, Ardan had
spent much time out in the wild lands, guarding caravans and tracking down
nasty things that had passed the picket lines.  Many times his attentiveness to
the basics, such as setting a guard, had meant the difference between being the
hunter and being the hunted.


Ardan walked to the edge of the broad, shallow
lake and smelled the air under the canopy of the oak trees that stood at its
edge.  It smelled of stale, dead leaves left over from last winter, but there
was a hint of budding in the early spring air as well.  The faint, lingering
scent of death from the heads on the pikes near the tower and the scent of fish
guts, remains of what the tower guards had caught for dinner last night, both
added a visceral aspect.


Walking the perimeter of the company that bordered
the forest side of the path, he continued to keep his vigil.  There would be no
rest for him while the group slept.


 





 


Kiria was not made for this type of traveling. 
She had obviously lived a much softer life than the rest of this hardened
group.  Seeing that Durik, Gorgon, and Manebrow were not riding their wolves,
she had gotten down off of hers and relieved Kabbak of the duty of leading her
wolf for the rest of the morning.  It had not been easy for her.  Her feet, so
used to the soft sand and worn stone of the caves, had slowly blistered and
bruised from the sharp rocks and uneven terrain of the trail.  The fact that
female kobolds had thinner, smaller scales didn’t help the situation either. 
Now, as she waited with the rest of the company by the side of the path, she
looked over her feet and didn’t like what she saw.  Blisters had emerged under
the scales between several of her toes, and she had several small cuts and
scrapes along the bottom of her feet where some of the scales had been worn
away.


Kabbak had seen Kiria walking strangely after the
stop they had taken for the morning meal.  Though he’d not dealt much with long
foot marches, it was obvious to him what the problem was.  Waiting for the
right moment, Kabbak pulled out a small roll of leather from the backpack that
he’d hastily stuffed full of whatever he could carry last night.  Unrolling it,
he pulled out a needle and sat down next to Kiria.  


Kiria saw the needle in Kabbak’s hand and froze,
eyes wide with fear.  “You’re not going to touch me with that, are you?” she
cried in a desperate tone.


“Now, my lady, the only way you’re going to be
able to keep going is if we drain those blisters.”


Kiria was not convinced.  “I don’t want you to
touch them!  They’ll heal just fine on their own!”


“I don’t think Manebrow would agree with you, my
lady,” Kabbak countered.


Kiria remembered their discussion last night, and
in her mind’s eye, she could already see Manebrow’s reaction when he learned
her feet were blistered.  Steeling herself, she turned her head.  “Just make it
quick, will you?” she conceded, almost crying.


“As you wish, my lady,” Kabbak answered, moving
closer and placing one of her feet in his lap.  He worked quickly.  This was not
a task he particularly relished, and he especially didn’t relish the looks of
the warrior or two who was still awake as they watched him work.  He was done
before Durik and the others emerged from the tower.  Cleaning off his needle,
he placed it back in his kit and rolled it up, placing the roll back in his
backpack.  “Now, you’ll probably have pain where the blisters were for a
while.  Just walk it off, my lady.”


Kiria looked at him with pouting, wet eyes.


“I would also recommend that you switch off riding
and walking beside Starshine.  She looks like she’s taking this walk well
enough, and with how your feet are doing I’d say it’s time you rode a bit
more.”


Kiria didn’t like it, but Kabbak was right.  When
the leaders emerged from the tower and everyone got up to continue the march,
Kiria hoisted herself into the saddle.  With a sigh of longing and a side-long
glance at the cool water of the lake that she hadn’t had time to dip her aching
feet in, Kiria guided her wolf to rejoin the line of warriors as Durik’s
Company left the safety of the picket line.


 





 


As Durik walked along taking in the forest,
feeling Firepaw’s hot breath on his shoulder, a strange feeling began to come
over him again.  Slowing almost to a stop, again an image began to form in his mind. 
As suddenly as it had before, his senses were flooded with light and a feeling
of power as a vision quickly formed in front of him.  Looking around, Durik saw
that now he was in front of the opening in the small stone building he’d seen
before.  Behind him the long stone bridge faded off into the searing light that
bounded the vision.


Looking at the opening, he saw writing in a
language he’d never seen before.  Its strokes were sinister in appearance, and
Durik could feel that not only did evil reside behind the portal, but that it
took comfort and refuge in the ancient curses that were scrawled on the
doorway.  Looking about for some other way to enter the structure, Durik now
noticed what he had not seen before, the pillars that made up the moorings of
the bridge were statues of great, evil-looking beasts, their leering visages
and sharp fangs forming the rings through which the ancient, rusted iron chains
that helped suspend the bridge were run.


Again he felt as if something powerful were
calling to him from inside the building.  As his heart yearned to answer, a
single word began to form in his subconscious.  Then, as quickly as it had
come, the vision closed before his eyes and Durik was left somewhat stunned. 
Almost unconsciously, his lips formed a word he’d never heard before nor
understood what it meant.


“Kamuril.”


Moments after the vision had closed and Durik had
started walking again, a deep sense of power and strength still remained with
him.  With the close of the vision came the same doubts as before.  Soon, he
found himself wondering if what had just happened had really happened or if it
was all the result of an overactive imagination.  Never being one to let his
emotions take over, Durik kept his head about him.  The power and strength, however,
were more than feelings.  His mind was clear and his muscles flowed with energy
as if after a good rest.  Focusing on the task at hand was easy as he scanned
the forest ahead of him for the slightest sign of any danger.


 
















 


Section II – Desperate Choices


 



















 


Chapter 9
– First Blood


The
company had continued much as before, with only slight modifications.  Durik
had ordered Gorgon’s team to provide a rear watch, and so Trallik was sent to
the rear of the column and told to stay back ‘about a hundred paces, to make
sure no one is following us.’  Trallik had happily complied.  He’d never had
much of a taste for walking along in a big group, lined up like ducks in a row
just begging for someone to attack them.  He always felt much safer by himself.


So Trallik had passed most of the morning,
watching the wide trail as it wound steadily through the dense broomweed
underbrush that seemed to have mostly choked out lesser plants, passing from
time to time through an open meadow or two under an empty sky of brilliant
blue.  He was unusually happy this morning.  The events of the previous night
had lifted his spirits tremendously.  In fact, he spent much of the morning
mulling over the entire experience and imagining the praise he’d get once his
mission was complete.  Such an important mission, he’d thought as he walked
along. Well, they certainly picked the right kobold for the job.  He wondered
about how many others would die, and if any of the council members would be
killed in the uprising that was sure to ensue while he was gone.  By the time
for the noon meal, Trallik had almost convinced himself that, if he played it
right, he’d be a leader caste before the whole thing was done.  


As the morning wore on and he began to feel more
and more hungry, Trallik watched the leadership of the company more than the
trail behind, soon trying to will them to stop the company so he could eat. 
Eventually, but certainly not soon enough for his liking, he got his wish.  As
they approached a sunken dell in the side of a particularly high hill, he saw
Durik looking at it, gauging whether it was adequate for their group, and at
least somewhat defensible.  A small streamlet ran out of it, cleaving the path
through, then disappeared into the rocks and plants on the other side.  Trallik
longed to soak his sore feet in the water.


Then, as if he’d willed it, Durik raised up his
hand to halt the company and, with his wolf trailing behind him, led the
company into the dell.  As Trallik entered, however, Gorgon told him to ‘get up
to the top of this hill, and keep a lookout.’


“Figures,” Trallik muttered to himself as he
climbed, looking back longingly at the cool trickle of water.  He and Arbelk
had had a bet going about whether or not Kiria would ride that morning. 
Trallik had won, but now he’d have to wait to enjoy the chunk of roast boar
shank that Arbelk owed him.  For now, it was a mushroom cap and salted strips
of squirrel.


After a bit of climbing, Trallik found a rock near
the top of the hill and sat down next to it.  He had a good view of the group
down below as well as the trail ahead.  Taking his pack off and throwing it
down next to him, Trallik examined his feet for a second.  Satisfied with what
he saw, he unfastened the top of his pack and began digging in his food sack,
eventually pulling out a mushroom cap and, taking it in both hands, began
chewing.


As he ate, Trallik stared off into the distance. 
All around the great valley that his gen and the Krall Gen inhabited was a
large ring of tall mountains.  Most of them had no abnormal features, having
obviously been formed by the forces of nature over the eons.  However, one long
ridge stood out as definitely not normal.  It was called the Chop by the Wolf
Riders, from its distinctive shape.  It literally looked like some great titan
of ancient lore had taken a huge axe and sunk it deep into the ground, then, in
pulling it out, had left a huge scar deep in the earth, ringed on either side
by tall, almost vertical cliffs that connected the two ridges on either side of
the Chop, suddenly summiting and falling off to either side at sharp angles.  


If the Chop had not been there, then the place
where it now stood would have been a northern pass through an otherwise
unbroken ridge of mountains.  As it was, however, the Chop stood like an almost
impenetrable wall in the middle of this ridge, sealing the Kale and Krall Gens’
home valley off from the rest of the world to the north.  Legend had it that
The Sorcerer had created this as a barrier to keep the other races out of the
valley after the War of the Races.  Trallik had heard the Krall Gen traders who
came to his gen from time to time call it the Wall.  He agreed more with that
name.


Whatever its origin or name, Trallik was sure that
they would be crossing it, as the Hall of the Mountain King was located in a
mountain on the far side.  As he stared, he could just make out the winding
path that led straight up the near side of the Chop to the pass that contained
the only bridge across the great chasm.  He shook his head in anticipation of
the climb.  He was sure he would not enjoy it.


Letting his eyes focus a bit closer as he munched
on the mushroom cap, Trallik looked at the path ahead.  The closer they got to
the Chop and the Krall Gen that he’d heard lived somewhere near it, the more level
the terrain got.  The hill he sat on marked the end of these rough hills.  From
this point forward, the hills became much more gradual and gentle as the valley
floor eventually flattened out.  Not too far in the distance, the great trees
that marked the perimeter of the Krall Gen could be seen.  They were quite a
sight, from what everyone he had talked to had said, and Trallik was looking
forward to seeing them close up.


Continuing his vigil, Trallik thought he saw
something out of place a few hundred paces further along the trail.  Putting
down what was left of his mushroom, Trallik stood.  He shaded his eyes as he
squinted, trying to see what it could be, his tail whipping side to side in his
attentiveness.  Then, as he watched, whatever it was moved.  Trallik started at
the unexpected movement and, stooping down, grabbed his pack and bow.  Moving
forward a few paces, he now saw it clearly.  With a sense of high urgency,
Trallik took off down the hill toward the others.


 





 


Manebrow had been watching Trallik for some time
when he stood and peered at the trail ahead of them, then started running
toward them as if he was being chased by wasps.  Throwing the meat strip he was
working on into his pack, Manebrow grabbed his axe and slung his pack over his
back.


“Get your gear, warriors.  I think our lookout has
spotted something!” he called out, jolting the resting company into action.


Durik turned and looked where Manebrow was
watching.  Trallik was already a quarter of the way down the hill and
accelerating.  Gathering his things and strapping them over Firepaw’s back,
Durik grabbed his spear.  Trallik was almost to them now, heading straight for
where Durik, Manebrow, and Gorgon were assembling.


“Orcs!” he called out as he came to a stop in
front of the three leaders.  “At first, I saw one of them coming through the
trees toward the hill, then as I was coming down I saw at least one more with
him!”  


The company started packing faster.


Durik turned to look into Gorgon’s eyes. “Gorgon,
I want you to take your warriors up to the other ridge of the dell,” he
commanded, pointing to the far side of the dell from where the orcs had been
spotted.  “Ready your bows and prepare to support Manebrow’s team.”  Gorgon
opened his mouth to protest being put in a supporting roll, then, seeing
Manebrow’s sharp gaze, he turned without a word to gather his warriors.


“Manebrow,” Durik started, “I need you and your
team to hold the line.  I don’t know if these two are it, or if they’re only
the advanced guard of a larger group, so I’m going up the hill to see for
myself.  Whatever the case, I need you and your team to keep them from the
animals.”


“Got it,” Manebrow responded.  “I’ll have Terrim
stay with the animals to keep them from panicking once they smell orc.”  He
turned and stepped toward his already assembled group of warriors and started
giving orders.


Durik’s adrenalin had already kicked in, and now
his senses were in high gear.  Around him the sound of running feet and
clanking equipment filled his awareness, as the smell of his warriors’ nervous
sweat filled his nostrils.  Turning, he saw Kabbak trying to help Terrim get
the dogs to the far side of the dell and behind a large stand of broomweed. 
Looking toward his own mount, he saw Kiria struggling to put something in her saddlebags.


“Kiria!” he called urgently.  She turned her head
slightly as she continued to pack.  “Whatever it is, it can wait.  Get to the
far side of the dell with Terrim and Kabbak!”  


Kiria turned quickly, holding a scroll in one hand
and trying to lead Starshine by the reins with the other.


Behind him, Manebrow and his warriors were already
poised at the bottom of the slope closest to where the orcs had been sighted,
waiting with weapons at the ready.  On the far side of the dell from them,
Gorgon was lining up his five warriors and had them draw their arrows and
prepare to fire over the heads of Manebrow’s team to the top of the slope
beyond them.  Durik, seeing that the others were already in place, grabbed his
spear and hopped onto Firepaw’s back.  Nudging the great beast gently, he began
to make his way up the slope to see what was coming their way.


Moments passed slowly in anxious anticipation. 
The fear among the members of the company was almost palpable.  For all but
Manebrow and the two scouts, this would be the first time they would see real
combat.  In their eyes was the fear of wondering whether their skills would be
up to the test.  For orcs were fearsome foes, all savagery and strength, and
easily a head or two taller than any of the kobolds in this company.


Though Manebrow was a veteran of several
skirmishes with orcs and had fought several in hand to hand combat himself,
there was always fear before a battle; fear of the known.  Though he had
trained all of these warriors well, war was not just a matter of skill.  War
was a bloody business, full of chance, and many times the Fates cast their lots
with reckless abandon on the life of the individual warrior.


Manebrow turned to see where the rest of the group
was.  Gorgon’s team was lined up, prepared to fire.  He saw the packdogs and
those that were with them.  Durik rode his wolf up the side of the hill to get
a better view, but not yet in place where his view could help them much. 
Turning back to his team, Manebrow commanded the two scouts, Ardan and Arloch,
to go up the hill and peer over the edge to see what was happening on the other
side.  Ardan took off at an angle to the left, and Arloch at an angle to the
right.  Soon, both of them had reached the lip of the dell and were hiding behind
rocks, peering out cautiously, straining to see anything on the far side. 
After a moment, Ardan stood up, drawing his bow back to his ear, and fired a
single arrow.  Crouching back behind the rock, he watched intently to the front
as he drew another arrow.


Off to the right, Arloch pulled back behind the
cover of his rock as a long, black-feathered arrow bounced off the boulder he
was hiding behind, snapping in half as it struck.  Drawing his bow back, he
stood up and quickly fired an arrow back in the direction the black-feathered
arrow had come from before taking cover again.


Ardan also fired again.  As he took cover behind
his rock, he held his hand up with four fingers showing then pointed over the
lip of the dell.  Manebrow nodded and turned to look at Durik.  He didn’t want
to pull them back if Durik was not under cover.  Catching sight of Durik
dismounted and taking cover with his wolf behind a large row of rocks, Manebrow
decided to see if the orcs would give chase.  The next time the scouts looked back,
Manebrow caught their eyes and beckoned for both of them to return.  Moments
later, Ardan and Arloch were back with Manebrow.  The entire team now got down
behind a thick patch of broomweed for concealment as Manebrow signaled to
Gorgon to get ready.


A few moments later, two orcs dressed in patchwork
hide and iron armor, holding bows at the ready, appeared over the lip of the
dell.  On Gorgon’s command, five arrows flew.  Both orcs staggered as multiple
arrows struck each.  One of them fell to the ground, dead before he hit the
dirt.  The other fell to his knees, grasping at the arrow shafts, then to his
hands as his life blood poured out of holes in his chest and back.  Within
moments, he too was on the ground, lifeless.  


In the adrenalin rush of it all, Gorgon’s team was
slow to reload, however, and when a third orc, who had approached more
cautiously, appeared from behind an outcropping of rock running down the other
side of the dell, they were forced to watch him disappear as they reached for
arrows.


Manebrow, seeing Gorgon’s team rejoicing, put his
axe over his back, took his bow in hand, and yelled for his warriors to follow
him.  Standing up from behind the broomweed, he ran quickly toward the lip of
the dell.  As they reached the top, he led them behind the cover of a stand of
trees to an outcropping of rock where they could get a view of the forest on
the other side of the dell.  From their viewpoint, the five of them had a great
view of the forest beyond, and of the two carcasses of the orcs who had already
been slain, but they saw nothing of the third or the fourth orc.  Not wanting
to fall prey to the same trap they had just sprung on the orcs, Manebrow’s team
stayed put for now.


 





 


Durik, looking down at the three groups of kobolds,
was very happy at how it had gone so far.  He’d seen the group of four orcs
heading up the hill, and had seen Gorgon’s group fell two of them.  He’d also
seen Manebrow’s group take advantage of the confusion to gain a bit of ground
on the two fleeing orcs.  Durik figured that Manebrow’s group must not have
seen the two orcs running away from them.  Jumping onto Firepaw’s back, Durik
grabbed his spear and headed down toward Manebrow’s team to help guide them
toward the orcs.


As Durik reached the ridgeline, a large orc,
easily two heads taller than Durik, ran out from behind the cover of a
boulder.  With his orc cleaver in both hands, he swung at Durik, who barely had
time to bring his shield around in front to deflect the blow.  The cleaver bit
deep into the side of the shield, breaking the metal rim and sending splinters
in all directions.  Durik dropped his upright spear and reached for his sword,
drawing it from its wooden scabbard.  As the orc pulled the cleaver back to
strike again, Durik thrust his sword into the orc’s exposed side.  He was
amazed at how easily he was able to puncture the orc’s thick hide armor,
driving his sword easily into the orc’s belly.  


With a scream of pain, the orc staggered back. 
Feeling more confident on the ground than on wolfback, Durik leapt off Firepaw
and came at the orc, his sword and shield at the ready.  But Durik’s strike had
taken the fight out of the orc and, clutching his bleeding side with one hand,
he took off at a slow run, glancing behind him with a desperate look in his
eyes.


Durik sheathed his sword and grabbed his spear. 
Hopping onto Firepaw’s back, he urged his mount forward at a run.  As Durik
raised his spear to the side and aimed it, the orc turned to face him at
exactly the wrong time and received Durik’s spear in the chest for his
efforts.  Thrusting with all his newfound strength, Durik stuck the spear
straight through the orc’s sternum and out his back, stopping only when his
hand struck the orc’s chest, still wrapped around the haft of his spear.  With
all the adrenalin and strength he found himself possessed of, Durik dragged the
orc backpedalling with him for a pace or two before Firepaw could hold the
added weight no longer and Durik had to drop the orc or end up taking Firepaw
to the ground.


As he reined in Firepaw and dismounted to go back
for his spear, Durik stopped to look at the blood that covered his right hand. 
It was dark and foul, and smelled repulsive to him, yet he stared in wonder at
it as it dripped down his arm.  Lifting his gaze, he looked at the orc lying
dead on the ground in front of him, its face contorted with the surprise and
pain of its last few moments of life.  Durik began to feel revulsion.  As he
stood there, the adrenaline began to wear off and the realization that he had
taken another’s life began to set in.


His oaths as a warrior, to hunt and kill enemies
of the gen, and his own deeply held value of life, which had fought within him
for some time, resurfaced.  It had been easier to deal with this conflict of
values during training where ‘killing’ had meant taking someone out of a
tournament.  Now death was a permanent thing, and the conflict between Durik’s
deeply held beliefs and the course of action he was committed to caused great
amounts of turmoil inside him.  Turning to lean against a boulder, out of sight
of the rest of the company, Durik vomited.


After a few moments, he recovered and, trying to
put the incident behind him, he looked down toward where the rest of his
company had been a few moments before.  Most of the company was now on the
ridge below him.  Among them, he saw Jerrig pulling back his bow.  As he
watched, Jerrig fired at some target far off in the trees below.  Almost as if
the arrow had a will of its own, or as if Jerrig were guiding it with the hand
motions he was making, the arrow flew unnaturally far, straightening out its
arc as it approached its target.  Shortly, the cheering of the other warriors
announced the hit.  As long as Ardan’s report was accurate, the last of the
orcs had been dealt with.
















 


 


Chapter 10
– Surprises


Arbelk
had found very little of interest among the equipment of the four orcs that
they had killed.  Almost all of it was dirty, poorly maintained, and reeked of
orc.  As he stood there looking at the equipment he had just finished sorting,
he got the distinct feeling that he’d just wasted his time.  Their weapons were
pretty much useless; rusty swords and weak bows that had lost much of their
spring from having been left strung, with arrows that were entirely too long
for the kobolds to use.  Their armor was foul, as was their other personal
gear.  The only item of interest that Arbelk found in the entire mess was a
leather tube.  Grabbing it by its shoulder strap, he pulled it out of the pile
of gear it lay in and undid the latch that kept the top on.  Inside the leather
tube was a sheaf of parchment, probably six or seven sheets.  He pulled the
parchments carefully out of the tube and thumbed through them.  Putting them
back in and capping the tube again, he walked over to Gorgon.  


“Gorgon,” Arbelk called, “I think I might have
found something.”


Gorgon looked up from where he, Troka, Trallik,
Jerrig and Keryak were digging the shallow grave for the orcs.  “Huh?  What’s
that?”


Arbelk walked up to him as everyone stopped
digging and looked on.  “I found this leather case in their equipment.  It has
parchments inside, and some of them appear to be drawings or depictions of
routes.  Maps, you might say.”


Gorgon looked into Arbelk’s eyes then took the
tube.  He popped the top and pulled the rolled up parchments out, unrolling
them in one swift motion.  After a few moments of examining them, he looked
around him.  Seeing no one else was working, he put his hands on his hips, his
tail beating the air behind him.  “Ok, now.  This is no excuse to get lazy. 
Put shovel to dirt, warriors.  Jerrig, go tell Durik and Manebrow we found
something that looks useful.  Here,” he said, giving the tube to him, “pass it
to him.”


 





 


Manebrow stood looking at the orc Durik had
skewered, his tail flipping pensively behind him.  He was a rather large orc as
orcs go, being about twice as tall as an average kobold.  His hide armor was
thick, even where Durik had punctured it with his sword.  He looked at the hole
the spear had made… straight through the sternum, breaking through not only
that bone, but the joint where a pair of ribs connected to the backbone on the
other side.  It was clear to Manebrow that something was different.  This was
not the Durik he’d just trained for the past year.  Even now, at the height of
his physical strength, he doubted that he himself would be able to duplicate
that strike.  To get the spear into the orc, sure, that would have been easily
doable, but to skewer the orc like he had, then ride a couple of paces with him
on his spear?  He knew that no kobold, not even Gorgon or Khazak Mail Fist, had
that kind of strength.


Then there was the matter of Jerrig and the
arrow.  He’d never seen an arrow from a kobold war bow fired so far.  He’d seen
orcish crossbows that fired that far, or even farther, but not a bow.  On top
of that, he was sure he’d seen the arc of the arrow flatten at the end, instead
of increase as it came to ground.  Then, at the very end, just before it missed
the orc, it had turned slightly, striking the orc straight in the back!


Manebrow didn’t know what magic this was, but he
was determined to get to the bottom of it, starting with his leader.  Walking
from where Gorgon and his team were finishing the shallow grave for the orcs to
the ridgeline, then over the hill, he walked up to Durik, who was squatting
next to the small stream in the dell.  


As he approached, he saw Durik scrubbing furiously
at the blood that covered most of the scales on his right arm, up to the
elbow.  “Sire, we need to talk.”


Durik looked up at him.  In his eyes was a look of
deep sorrow, like that of someone who has left behind all that they had once
loved.  “What’s the matter, Manebrow?” 


Seeing that look in Durik’s eyes, Manebrow’s
memory was pricked.  He looked around and made sure that everyone else was
about their duties.  Gorgon and his team were preparing to gather the dead orcs
and their equipment, to put them in a shallow grave they’d begun to dig outside
the dell.  Ardan and the other three in Manebrow’s team were out in pairs
sweeping the area, ensuring that there were no other orcs about.  Terrim,
Kabbak, and Kiria were over with the packdogs.


“Sire, are you all right?” Manebrow asked, putting
his hand on Durik’s shoulder.  As if from the deepest recesses of his mind, the
memory of how he’d felt the first time he’d ever killed an orc came flooding
back.


“The orc… its blood… it just doesn’t seem to want
to come off,” Durik mumbled, then bowing his head, he began to shake his head
slowly.  “Manebrow, all this time I’ve trained for this day.  My entire life
I’ve wanted to be a warrior.  Now I am a leader of warriors… But when it’s all
said and done, I just feel like a killer.”


Manebrow sat down next to Durik, his arm over his
shoulder. “Come now, sire.  You’re being too hard on yourself.”  Manebrow
paused, looking at the bowed head of his trainee… no, his leader.  “Look, sire,
all of us veterans have felt what you’re going through right now.  It’s a
credit to your upbringing that taking even the life of an orc troubles you.” 
Manebrow paused again for a minute to let his words sink in.  “In fact, if you
weren’t going through this turmoil, I’d be concerned about you.  The fact of
the matter is that killing like this is not a natural thing.  This isn’t like
hunting.  There’s not the excuse of food here.  But if you hadn’t killed that
orc, he would have gone on to take the life of one of your friends.”


“We didn’t even try to talk to them,” Durik
muttered.  “Perhaps we could have persuaded them to move on after they saw how
many of us there are.”  Durik bowed his head even lower.  “I don’t know, I
guess you’re right.  They probably would have just tried to kill us anyway.”


Manebrow nodded. “Or run away, just to try and
track us down later and ambush us when we least expect it.”  He patted Durik on
the back again, as if to shake him out of his doldrums.  “Be at peace, Durik. 
You did the right thing.  Out here in the wild lands, things are different than
back in the safety of the caves.  Out here, we don’t have the Wolf Riders and
Patrol Guard keeping us safe.  We have to keep ourselves safe, and sometimes
that means killing.”


Manebrow waited several moments, his hand on
Durik’s shoulder, lending his strength to his new leader.  After a while he
could sense that Durik was steeling himself and getting his emotions under
control.  To reinforce this, he spoke again.  “These vagabonds were up to no
good, and they’d sure not have thought twice about slitting your throat just
for your meat sack.  Besides, they came at us, not us at them.”


Durik looked up, the sorrow fading from his eyes,
having been slowly replaced by a hardened look of determination.  “If this is
the end of my innocence, then so be it.  I imagine that several more orcs will
fall to my spear before our work is done.”


“There you go.  Spoken like a true veteran, sire,”
Manebrow said.  “Now, sire, I do have one more thing to discuss with you.”


“Well, Manebrow, you’ve lifted my spirits and
helped me through this.  What else could you be wanting to fix?”


“Sire,” Manebrow started, looking a little
uncomfortable after talking of such deeply emotional things.  He paused for a
moment then steeled himself again to speak as a warrior should to another
warrior.  “No kobold I know, not even Khazak Mail Fist, could have drug an orc
on his spear like you did today.  Not from wolf back, not on foot.  Minotaurs
hit like that, not kobolds.  And that blow you landed on him with your sword;
you cut through the thickest piece of his hide armor… with an undercut!”


Manebrow’s look was one of concern, not rebuke. 
“Sire, if I’m going to be able to do my job effectively as your second, you
can’t go hiding things from me.  I can’t afford to have ‘surprises’ in my unit,
even if you’re in charge of it.  ‘Surprises’ get one killed.”


Durik looked down.  It had been a long day already. 
This encounter had taught him much, mostly through the pain he had felt.  He
hoped that this trend of learning things in the most painful way wouldn’t
continue for too much longer.  Manebrow was right, and he knew it.  After a
moment of struggling inside himself, he told Manebrow about his visit to the
house of Torgal of the Sundered Skull.  Slowly, and deliberately, he mentioned
the Bracers of Kale.


“Uh-huh,” Manebrow said flatly.  “After all these
years of hearing rumors of magic here and magic there, finally I’m brought face
to face with some of it.”  He paused, looking thoughtfully at the bracers for a
second.  Then, he shook his head.  “Getting too old for surprises like this.  I
much preferred my simpler world, where magic was a myth.”  It was obvious that
Manebrow was upset about the whole thing.  He stood and turned to walk away. 
“Well, I guess I knew there was too much mention of it in our gen’s history for
it not to exist.  I just didn’t know I would come face to face with it some
day.  This changes a lot of things.”


Durik felt that this was not enough.  “Manebrow, I’ve
had visions.  I keep seeing this bridge… and a stone building.  I’m not sure
what they mean, but I figured you should know.”  


Manebrow just stared at Durik, dumbfounded. 
“Well, the revelations just keep coming.  Ay!  Magic… and visions too?”


Just then Jerrig came walking up with the leather
case in his hands to report their findings.  Manebrow just glared at him,
cutting him off as he opened his mouth to speak.


“And I suppose next you’re going to be telling me
that you’re a sorcerer or some such,” Manebrow snapped at Jerrig.


Jerrig was left standing with his mouth wide open
as Manebrow walked away in frustration.


 





 


Kiria was perhaps the most interested in the
parchments found in the leather scroll case.  As Durik and Manebrow watched,
she poured over each page in turn.  One of them was clearly a map; in fact
Kiria thought for sure she recognized the ridge known as the Chop on it.  It
seemed to be a map of how to get to their gen’s caves, from somewhere under the
Chop.  Taking out the map that Raoros Fang had given to Durik and comparing it
with this rudimentary one, she began to see the similarities.  She got excited.


“Look here, Durik,” she said, pointing at a spot
on the orc map.  Durik came closer and looked at a smudge on the map.  “Orc
drawings typically don’t use arrows to indicate directions, rather they use
stick figures.  The feet point in the direction they’re supposed to go, and the
head points to where they’re coming from.  Now look,” she paused as Manebrow
also came closer, “this large charcoal smudge… I believe that’s the Chop.  If
you compare it with the Wolf Riders’ map, you’ll see that they both mention a
bridge… Demon’s Bridge to be exact.”


As Kiria mentioned Demon’s Bridge, Durik’s heart
burned within him.  It was such a sudden sensation that it caused him to pause
and look up into the distance toward the mountain known as the Chop where
Demon’s Bridge was located.  After a moment or two, Durik felt a nudge that brought
him back to reality.  Kiria was looking at him strangely.


“This orc map,” she continued after a moment of
trying to read Durik’s face, “if you notice, has a stick figure with horns but
no tail next to this line on the mountains.  I think that means the bridge.  If
you look at the line on the orc map, there seems to be a little smudge with
some sort of line or X drawn on it just next to the bridge.  The Wolf Riders’
map shows the trail going down the other side of the chop.  On the orc map,
however, the trail stops at the smudge.”


Durik, following the line she was tracing on the
other side of the Chop from them, took the next leap.  “So, what do you think
that smudge is at the end of the trail?” he asked, pointing to the orc map.


“That’s what I was leading to.  If you notice, the
heads of the stick figures that go along this long path all point back to
there.”  She paused. “I think that’s the lair they came from.  Yes… here, this
stick with a circle looks kind of like a head on a pike.  That’s how orcs, or
at least that’s how the Bloodhand Orcs, represent the place where their home
is.  It looks like an X was drawn over it, though.  Hmm… I wonder what that
could mean.”


Manebrow looked at them both. “I’ll tell you what
it means.  Those were no orc warriors.  Those orcs were vagabonds.  They were
nothings, castoffs.  Their poor equipment and lack of organization screams
‘exiles’.  Perhaps they were thieves, or escaped slaves.  Whatever they were,
these were not highly trained orc warriors.  At the first casualties, they
scattered and ran.  Their armor is a hodgepodge of hide, iron, and fur.  Their
weapons look like they were stolen from some long forgotten store room.  I
think the answer to the riddle is that they’re no longer welcome home, thus the
X.”


Durik nodded. “If that’s so, then we’ll have to
watch out for that area.  It appears to be on the path to the Hall of the
Mountain King.”


Manebrow shook his head. “I don’t like this.  If
the Bloodhand Orcs are establishing outposts again, it must mean that they’ve
gotten back some of their old strength.  We’ll have to warn the Krall Gen when
we get there and send word back to our gen.”


“Or send word back with the Honor Guard we’re
supposed to meet,” Durik said.


Manebrow gave him a look of surprise. “What’s that?”


“Lord Karthan said we’ll be meeting three of his
Honor Guard warriors with a pair of packdogs at the first night’s resting place
before we get to the Krall Gen.  That’s where we’ll make camp tonight.  We’re
to escort them to Lord Krall, for him only to receive.”


Manebrow thought about saying something more about
‘surprises,’ but held his tongue instead.


 





 


Later that day, as they marched along, Durik
signaled for Manebrow to come to the head of the column and walk with him. 
Dutifully, he came.  After a moment, Durik spoke, low enough so that Kiria and
Kabbak, who were just behind him in the order of the march, could not hear. 
“Manebrow, thank you for back there… for understanding…”


“Yes, sire,” he said curtly. “Anything else?”


“No, second.  That’ll be all.”


With a ‘by your leave’ Manebrow moved back to take
his place with his team.  That it had been an eventful day for all was
indisputable.  The majority of the group had held up well enough under the
events.  For all but Manebrow, Ardan, and Arloch, this had been their first
combat action.  Having won it without anyone receiving even so much as a
scratch had made them cocky, however, and that was something that Manebrow
would not stand.  After listening to them chatter amongst themselves for some
time, finally he could take no more.  With a ‘by your leave’ to Durik, he
halted the company and brought them all in together, except for the two scouts.


“Listen to me, now.  I do understand that that was
your first action back there.  But I want you to understand something.  Back
there.  That wasn’t real.  That wasn’t a challenge.  That was just proof that
fifteen well-armed and highly trained kobolds can take out a measly four
unsuspecting orc outcasts.”


He looked into their eyes.  It was obvious he’d
gotten their attention.  Some of them looked a little confused.  “Yes, I said
outcasts.  Did you see those orcs?  Those were no orc warriors.  They were
likely exiles or worse.  Now, I know that it feels good to have won so handily,
but don’t think that just because we took out four poorly equipped orcs, that
we’ll be so lucky next time.  The Fates are a fickle thing; one minute they’re
your friend, and the next thing you know they’ve turned against you.”


He paused, looking into their eyes.  It was
obvious they were getting the message. ‘Don’t get cocky.’  


“Now, there’s much that can be learned from that
little skirmish.  That action was a clear example of how much more effective a
disciplined unit that fights as a team is, over an undisciplined group of
individuals.”  Manebrow took a deep breath. “Don’t you ever forget, the moment
you get proud about a victory is the moment you get careless, and the moment
you get careless is the moment you do something stupid, and I end up lugging
your sorry carcass home.”  


Off to the side, Durik nodded in somber agreement.


For all Manebrow’s talk, the group couldn’t help
but be proud of their first kills.  From the back of the group, Jerrig spoke, a
wide smile on his face, “You got to admit, though, we did all right back
there.”  


They all laughed.


“Aye.” Manebrow nodded. “We did just fine.”  As he
had talked, his concern for them showed, but as quickly as it began to show, he
steeled his glance again.  “Now, back to the march!”  After Manebrow’s speech,
a more grounded, more focused group continued the afternoon’s march.
















 


 


 


Chapter 11
– Innate and Learned Magic


Manebrow
was not one to let things sit and simmer.  When he was back in the caves, he
took things in a bit more measured fashion, but when it came to being out in
the wilds, he was all about making things happen in as expedient a fashion as
possible.  He wanted to bring Jerrig up to talk with Durik and himself about
the arrow incident.  Durik, however, didn’t feel like the time was right to
talk to Jerrig about it.  So it was that, after talking with Durik for much of
the afternoon about the mission, their company, and the challenges of
leadership as they led their wolves along, they came upon a stand of tall oak
trees and decided to rest there for a bit and take the evening meal.  After
getting Durik’s permission, he posted Ardan and Arloch as sentries and called
for Gorgon to bring Jerrig to them.


Sitting apart from the rest of the group under the
shade of a particularly large oak, Durik and Manebrow began questioning Jerrig as
Gorgon sat watching.  At first, Jerrig was not forthcoming, his tail twitching
nervously behind him as he ducked and looked about furtively.  Then, as he
thought of the trust they’d built over the past year, and after sensing that
they meant him no harm and were perhaps open to what he might say, Jerrig
stilled himself, took a deep breath, and began to open up.  


He started by telling them about his power, how he
could summon force and fire, then as he saw that they were not about to shun
him for being different, he began to open up even more.  Finally, he told them
about an incident in his father’s shop where he’d accidentally unleashed this
nascent power on a boiling cauldron and scalded a couple of kobolds, and about
how after that he’d lived by himself in the woods for a while, not far from
where the company was taking its evening meal right then.  All three of the
kobolds had heard this story through the grapevine, but Jerrig’s version was
certainly much different.


Durik then halted Jerrig in his story and called
Kiria over.  After getting a taste of her knowledge with the orc map incident,
he wondered if she might not have some knowledge of what this power was.  As
Durik asked more questions and continued to encourage him to open up, Jerrig
revealed how he controlled this power that often surged within him, and he told
of the few things he could do with it.  Kiria sat and listened intently as he
described his power.


Manebrow, of all of them, was the most impressed
with Jerrig’s description of the fiery bolt incident that had happened just
before the year of training had begun.  “That could come in useful, I’d wager,
assuming you could do it again.”


Gorgon was intrigued, but confused at the same
time.  Like all the other common warriors, he’d never had any encounter with
magic before.  The only knowledge he had of it was the stories and histories he
had studied of The Sorcerer, and of the magic that the Ladies of the Gen had
supposedly held, several generations now in the past.  Never having encountered
magic before, he had assumed that it was all just one big myth.  Certainly
nothing prepared him for Kiria’s next comment.


“Well, from one spell caster to another, welcome
to the arcane arts.”  All eyes were on her.  “You are what they call an innate
spell caster,” she explained, “whereas I am a learned spell caster.  In the
books of lore that my mother handed down to me she stated that, among the elves
especially and in a much more limited fashion among the rest of the races, this
world manifests its power.  You would be one who has been touched by our world,
by Dharma Kor.  I am amazed.  I never in my life thought that I would actually
see another spell caster again when my mother died… and one who is touched by
the magic of this world itself no less.”  


Seeing that everyone else was sitting there in
amazed stupor, Kiria began to explain.  “The stories of the power of the Ladies
of the Gen are not myths, neither are they exaggerations.  The fact of the
matter is that the Lady of the Gen has always been the keeper of the studies of
magic handed down to us from our first ancestors.  Over the last several
generations, however, no one has magnified the arts; in fact they’ve been kept
mostly secret.  Since my mother died, I inherited the right and responsibilities
she should have borne.”


Durik was excited, but was trying his best not to
show it.  “So, what can you do?  Do you have powers like Jerrig?”


“Well, not exactly like his, but similar.”  Seeing
that they didn’t understand, she continued, “You see, Jerrig’s power is
something inside him, innate you know.  My spell-casting ability is very
different.  I have to memorize arcane words that summon forth this power. I use
focus items to help me summon and control this power; mostly crystals.  When I
cast a spell that I have memorized, it begins to fade from my memory, much like
a scroll that is burned in a fire.  If I wish to be able to cast a spell
multiple times before resting and rememorizing it, I must make the impression
that much deeper in my mind.


“I use words of power, passed down through the
generations, as triggers for my spells.  The words I use are Draconic, from the
language of the dragons, that is, which is what everything in my craft is
written in.  I do not know, but it would seem to me that, perhaps, Jerrig might
gain some magnification of his abilities if he used it too.”


Jerrig was soaking it all in.  This had all come
about so quickly, but now after so long of keeping it in, he finally felt he
could share his ability, at least with his leaders.  He wasn’t sure about
himself with the others in the company yet however.  The walls of distrust he
maintained would only come down slowly with them… if at all.  “So, what can you
do?” he asked Kiria.


“Well, I’ve become rather proficient at several of
the cantrips one learns as a young apprentice in the arts.  However, I’ve not
progressed much beyond that.  Using this,” she said, holding out a small
crystal dangling from a thin leather necklace around her neck, “I can cause
just about any object to glow.  It starts out rather bright then begins to dim
with time.  I can also move and manipulate objects at a distance… small objects
mostly, at about thirty paces or less.  I can also read magical writing… it’s
as if my mind becomes one with the meaning of the inscriptions and sigils; it’s
in much the same way that I can sense the presence, and sometimes the purposes,
of magically endowed items.  But unlike Jerrig, I must recite the words of
power for each spell, and use the focus items, in order for each power to be invoked. 
Here,” she said, “watch this.”


Kiria grasped a steel charm in the shape of a hand
that hung on a leather thong from her thin leather vest.  With her other hand,
she acted as if she were reaching as she began to chant unintelligible, guttural
words under her breath.  As she chanted, Durik could feel the same feeling of
power that he’d felt during his previous visions.  Then, in a moment, Durik’s
sword was flying from his scabbard as if drawn by some unseen hand.  The entire
group, less Jerrig, jumped back in surprise as the sword handle flew into
Kiria’s hand.  After Kiria demonstrated that the sword was still just a sword,
but yet not fully trusting it, the group came back and cautiously sat back
down.  Kiria handed Durik back his sword.


“Jerrig,” Durik began, “can you do things of this
nature or is your power in the energy it releases?”


Jerrig thought for a moment, then got a focused
look on his face and, as he held his hand out, Durik’s spear began to drag
handle first toward him in the dirt.  This time, everyone moved back, but
didn’t react quite like before.  Unlike last time, Durik felt nothing as Jerrig
worked his magic.  With a look of determination and strain on Jerrig’s face,
the spear lifted from the ground then jumped quickly into Jerrig’s outstretched
hand.


With a tired look on his face, Jerrig shook his
head.  “It’s so much harder to control this power than to just allow it to
burst forth.  It would have been easier to break the spear than it was to
carefully bring it into my hand.”


“You look tired, Jerrig, almost as if it took much
out of you to do that,” Kiria observed.


“Yes, it did,” Jerrig responded.  “I can nudge
arrows to hit their targets, and I can blast the bark from trees, but between
those two extremes is where fine control is needed.”  Shaking his head, he
continued, “That’s what is most taxing to me.”


“Hmm,” Kiria responded, “for me it’s much the same
whatever I do.  While it is a bit taxing, I find that it is very manageable. 
It all depends on how much time and attention I’m able to dedicate to the
memorizing of the spells.”  


She paused then continued after a moment or two,
“I suppose as I cast them and the memory of them leaves my mind, they tire my
mind and cause my ability to command this power to lose its edge over time.”


All this intrigued Durik, but seeing the rest of
the company lounging about, having finished the evening meal, he was reminded
of his duties as leader of the company.  Taking advantage of a lull and small
break in the conversation, Durik stood up.  “Kiria, Jerrig, we will speak more
of this later.  Manebrow, form the troops, we must make it to the first night’s
resting place before we rest again this night.  The day grows late, and we
shall be well spent by the time we arrive.”


Manebrow stood and called to Ardan to get his team
together.  Gorgon, seeing his warriors also assembling at Manebrow’s word, went
to where his team was getting up and finished gathering his equipment.  As
Kiria and Jerrig stood and turned to leave, Durik stopped them.  “Kiria, Jerrig,”
he said in a low voice, “I do not understand this power that you two possess,
but I want you to know that I support your use of it.”  Kiria and Jerrig both
seemed pleased not only by how well the leadership had accepted their powers,
but also by Durik’s words.  “And I also want both of you to practice these
powers as much as you can.  We can use all the help we can get in accomplishing
our quest.”


Durik took his wolf’s reins from Kabbak and, when
Kiria came close, he spoke in a lowered voice.  “Kiria, as you cast that spell
back there, I felt a sense of power, the same sense of power that I have felt
in visions recently.”


Kiria looked up at him with deep interest.  “What
visions has my sire had?”


“I see a bridge over a great chasm, with statues
of great beasts, or perhaps demons standing as guards at the edge of it… and a
stone structure beyond it, with an opening that is inscribed with evil-looking
runes.  Through it all, it’s almost as if something is calling to me from
inside the stone structure.  There
was a word, or maybe a phrase that formed in my mind, but I cannot seem to
remember it.  It’s as if it were a dream in the night after the vision
closes, yet the same sense of power is left lingering in me as what I felt when
you cast that spell.  Though I have never been there, I am thinking that
perhaps the bridge is this Demon’s Bridge you mentioned earlier.”


Kiria
thought for a moment before replying. “I do not have a picture of Demon’s
Bridge with me, but it may well be that our travels will take us there. 
Perhaps all will become clearer when we arrive there.  For now, there are many
stories of visions in a book that my mother had, in fact the same book where we
discovered that the Kale Stone is to be found at Palacid.  I made something of
an outline and copied some of the bits of visions that that book records and
brought it with me.  What you speak seems familiar to me.  If you would, I will
study this matter.” 


“Kamuril.”
In a moment of remembrance, Durik muttered the word.  “That was it; Kamuril.”


Kiria
thought for a moment. “That word does not sound familiar to me, but I will
research it.”


Durik nodded.  “We shall talk of this again,” he
said, then stood away from Kiria as Ardan and Arloch approached to move past
them and take their places as the forward scouts.  Looking back at Manebrow and
Gorgon, he could see that all was in order.  Waiting for Arloch and Ardan to
reach a point far enough ahead of them, Durik raised his hand and motioned for
the group to move.  Slowly, Durik’s Company moved forward down the trail.


 





 


Sitting alone in the semi-darkness the small room
afforded, Mynar the Sorcerer sat grasping the stone of his heritage’s power,
his eyes closed and his chin lifted, as though he were feeling more than
seeing.  Within the Krall Stone small flecks of bronze swirled as his face
twitched.  It had not been long since he had arrived at the gen of his
heritage; the Krall Gen.  And now that he was safely past his unwitting allies
in the forest, it was time to rouse them to do his bidding.


With a look of supreme concentration, his
consciousness reached out to where they lay, her mindless minions in their tens
and in the hundreds, those who were more awake in their small groups or found
singly among the mindless ones, and finally the queen herself.  She was the
exalted one, the daughter of the great queen, and the only one whose sentience
was sufficient to direct such a massive horde.


But her sentience had also left her vulnerable to
Mynar’s manipulations, for mindless minions and the more awake were but tools,
but they were the queen’s tools, and by manipulating her Mynar would bring
destruction to Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s lackeys, and to the entire Kale Gen in
time.


Truly, Mynar’s allies were legion; his power was
endless, and soon Khee-lar and all the Kale Gen would feel his wrath.


Reaching out with his mind, Mynar blasted the
queen, stirring her from her rest to a state of sudden alertness.  As he
projected a feeling of impending danger on her primal consciousness, the queen
reacted, orders were given, and the awesome power of the horde began to stir.
















 


 


Chapter 12
– An Evening’s March


The
afternoon had long since turned to evening, and dusk had arrived.  With it came
the hazy red glow of the setting sun, and the shadows that crept into the world
as the sun’s light began to wane.  The company marched far that evening,
breathing in the cool air, heavy with the dust of the trail and the thick
pollen of the broomweed.  As the shadows grew longer, their imaginations began
to see much more than their eyes, and every once in a while Durik saw them
whispering among themselves and pointing.  Perhaps it was just the paranoia
that warriors feel after battle.  Durik’s own father had woken up loudly in the
night after his time on patrol from time to time afterwards.  The memory of
more traumatic experiences seemed to fade none too quickly.  


Then, as they were walking, he too thought he saw
something off in the woods to their right.  Peering off into the distance he
saw movement; a tail, or perhaps something else.  Not sure of whether or not
he’d actually seen anything, he paused briefly then continued leading Firepaw
down the trail.


In front of him, he could see both of the scouts. 
Looking back over his shoulder, he saw Gorgon’s team in one tight line.  The
fatigue of the march showed on most of their faces and in their bowed heads and
limp tails, though Gorgon looked fresh still. The memory of their recent orc
encounter kept the new warriors bunched together.  Behind them, Manebrow and
his team walked, Manebrow in the lead with the two Deep Guard brothers, Tohr
and Kahn, behind him, and Terrim with the four packdogs behind them.  Far to
the rear of them, Trallik walked along as if deep in some daydream.  It seemed
to him that he, Gorgon, and Manebrow were the only ones currently watching
their surroundings.


They were in a more open area, where there was
much broomweed, interrupted from time to time by small thickets of thorn bushes
and trees.  Looking about, Durik began to get a better sense of the terrain and
the lay of the land.  They were still in the flatlands, but far off to their
right foothills were already appearing, gentle at first, eventually leading
into deep forest as the hills grew sharper.  The hills led up to the base of
the mountain range that formed the southern wall of the valley.  The main
caravan route they followed wound its way between the thickets and through the
middle of the flatlands.  Before too much longer, the thickets and broomweed
their path wound through would start to fail as the southern hills and their
covering forest came north.  Not much farther down the path, the trail they
were on turned gradually, disappearing into the wood line. 


As they walked, Durik watched the woods far off to
his right, where he thought he might have seen something.  As he watched, he
thought he saw a figure in the shadows of the tree line, walking quickly.  By
the shape of it, and the fact it appeared to be walking on two legs, he was
certain it was no animal.  He stopped sharply and turned to get eye contact
with Manebrow.  By one silent hand signal, within moments the company had
stopped and were brought out of the doldrums of the march to a wary alertness. 
Four more figures appeared in a line well behind the first.  Durik now saw that
they were cloaked.  In fact, as he focused on them, they seemed to be wearing
wolfskin cloaks with their hoods up.  Durik wondered at this, as his gen was
the only group he knew of that used such coverings.  At least one of them,
possibly two, had bows over their backs, their quivers poking out from
underneath their cloaks.


Manebrow and Gorgon both approached Durik,
watching as they came.  


“What do you make of that?” Gorgon asked.  “They’re
a little far off, but I’d say they’re kobolds, from the look of them.  From our
gen, I’d wager.”


Manebrow smiled. “Well, sire, you’d mentioned the
Honor Guard, did you not?  Perhaps that would be them.  Certainly, these would
be better tidings than the orcs we ran across.”


Durik thought for a moment.  “I agree, but I doubt
that these are the warriors we seek.  Lord Karthan had mentioned a pair of
packdogs, heavily laden, that we were to ensure made it to Lord Krall himself. 
Besides, he mentioned three Honor Guard, not five.”  Durik pursed his lips as
he stared off into the distance where the line of cloaked figures were soon to
disappear into the wood line.  “It is obvious that these are not one of our
convoys; not only are there no packdogs with them, but they’re not even
following one of our convoy routes.  They cannot be members of the Wolf Riders,
as they would certainly not be this far from the gen without their wolves.”


In the meantime, Arloch and Ardan had noticed that
the rest of the group had stopped and now came walking up to Durik to see why. 
Durik pointed to the line of five cloaked figures in the wood line to the south
of them.  As they stood there watching, the third from the last in the line
stopped and pointed in their direction.  It was obvious to all in Durik’s
company that they’d been spotted.  As they watched, the last three hurried into
the wood line, disappearing into the shadows.


Manebrow turned to Durik. “That does not bode
well.”


Durik nodded. “A group from our gen that does not
want us to see them.  Hmm…  I would imagine that, whatever they’re doing, it
cannot be good.”


Arloch chimed in, “Whatever it is, I would say it
is probably best to leave them alone.  Who knows what the council has going on
that we’re not privy to.”


Ardan looked at Arloch with surprise. “I’m amazed
by your sudden lack of curiosity.”


Arloch looked frustrated. “I’m just a simple
warrior.  I try to keep out of the affairs of the leaders of the gen.  I doubt
it should be our responsibility to put our snouts where they don’t belong.”


Durik breathed deeply then turned back to face the
rest of them.  “I can’t say I agree with you, Arloch.”  


Ardan elbowed Arloch as if to say ‘told you so.’  


Durik turned to Manebrow. “I’m thinking we should
follow them.  What say you, second?”


“Aye, sire.” Manebrow nodded.  “Whatever their
mission, they’re headed in the same direction as we are.  To me, that sounds
like knowing about it is our responsibility.  I don’t like surprises.”


Gorgon nodded his agreement. “I’ve never trusted
skulking slinkers.  I’ll not start now.”


“So be it,” Durik said.  “Since we’re moving into
the woods, I think it’s important that we bring the packdogs into the center of
the group.  We will keep the scouts out to the front and rear as before. 
Manebrow, your team will follow me.  Gorgon, your group brings up the rear. 
Tell the warriors to keep their melee weapons handy, in case we get ambushed in
there.”


“All right, you two,” Manebrow said as he turned
to Arloch and Ardan, “you saw where they went.  Lead on, but keep it tight.”


A slight evening breeze had begun to blow down
from the mountains that surrounded their valley, and Durik raised his snout to
breathe the cool air, wondering what the Fates would bring them this night.


 





 


As the two scouts moved out, the company began to
unbunch itself.  Durik’s decision to go after the mysterious figures gave them
purpose, at least for the last few hours of march before they came to the first
night’s resting place.  They all hoped that, solve the mystery or not, they
would stop to sleep once they got there.  They had been on the march since
before the sun had come up, and it appeared that they would not complete their
march until long after the sun had gone down.  It had been a long morning, an
even longer afternoon, and now it was shaping up to be a long evening on the
trail and everyone was feeling it.


Physically, Gorgon was more than a match for
anyone in this company.  Perhaps that was why he liked this part of the day the
best.  While the other warriors were walking along with drooping heads and
dragging feet, Gorgon’s exceptional stamina and endurance shined through.  He
walked with a lively step and head held high.  The recent memory of his loss…
win… whatever it was, was still fresh in his mind, but a long day on the trail
had helped push it all to the back of his mind.  Additionally, the memory of
his confrontation with Durik, and his subsequent humbling, was now firmly
suppressed.  None of his fellow yearlings… his warriors that is, had dared to
mention it.  


Breathing deeply, Gorgon smiled widely.  A company
of warriors, a mission, a finely crafted warhammer in his hand, a pack on his
back, and a fine wolf as well; truly it didn’t get much better than this.  It
didn’t matter that their mission was to go find some long lost stone that no
one was certain could be found.  The doing was perhaps as much of a pleasure as
the achieving.  And for one so fit, this march was no challenge.


The time he had spent banging away at the forge
with his father had done much for him.  It had given him an iron grip, and the
ability to deal quite a blow.  While the muscles of most of the other warriors
bulged slightly and grew taut, built mostly for endurance, Gorgon’s time at the
forge had given him bulging shoulder and arm muscles, thicker scales,
endurance, and a hardened attitude.  Like the steel he forged, his was a body
forged for battle.


 





 


Durik left Firepaw in the care of Kabbak.  He
moved up to where Arloch and Ardan were carefully studying the trail.  Tracking
was not something he had learned much of during their year of training and he
was not going to pass up this opportunity to learn.  He listened intently as
the two experienced trackers discussed the footprints.  


“I’d guess they’re orc tracks,” Arloch said
flatly.


“What?” Ardan protested. “These are clearly too
small for orc.  You saw them, too.  They were not dressed as orcs normally do. 
Besides, orcs wear boots.  These marks were clearly made by bare feet.  And
here’s a print that clearly shows the toes; four of them.  We’re the only
things around here that have four toes.”


“That track isn’t that clear.  Here’s one that
looks more like an orc’s foot to me.  Besides, that track could be an old
track,” Arloch contended.  “Look, already I see ant trails through it.”


“Arloch, these are bare feet, and you’re making
much of shadows.  There are no ant trails, only the impressions of scales. 
Look, the edges of the track are clear and sharp.  Put your snout to them if
you’ve any doubt left, there’s no smell of orc there, only kobold.”  Ardan was
obviously getting frustrated with Arloch.  The long march seemed to be wearing
down Arloch’s normally sharp eye, as it also seemed to be wearing on their
normally steadfast friendship.


Durik looked up from where the two scouts
continued discussing various marks in the trail.  He lifted his snout and
breathed in the still evening air.  It was already cold on his nose, the
promise of a cold night ahead of them.  The light of the waning sun was
beginning to give out.  Soon it would be dark, and it would be much more
difficult to follow the tracks before the moon rose later in the night.  As
useful as the kobold heat vision was, it was still very hard to differentiate
between cold ground with a print and cold ground without a print.  


Durik pondered on what they should do.  He did not
feel comfortable announcing their presence to the entire forest by lighting a
torch, yet he doubted they could track well enough without it.  Looking back at
the company, he saw that their motions were slow and deliberate; the fatigue of
a long day’s march was beginning to weigh on them.  Manebrow must have ordered
them to put on their wolfskins to ward off the breeze that was turning cold
with the arrival of night as several were clumsily trying to poke arms, legs,
and tails into the furry outfits.  


As he watched them, he thought of the map Raoros Fang
had given him, and how this trail seemed to be leading in the direction of the
spot marked danger.  Finally, he thought of Lord Karthan’s charge to
meet the Honor Guard warriors at the first night’s resting place. 


Durik turned to the two scouts and interrupted
them.  “Warriors, the night is approaching, and we must make it to the first
night’s resting place in short order.  There is no more time.  We’ll have to
leave this trail to the Fates.  Can you lead the company back to the main
trail?”


“Sure.” Ardan nodded his head.  “I’m pretty sure
that we are close to the main caravan trail.”  


Arloch spoke up.  “If we’re going to try and find
a pathway to get us back on the main trail, I think we should double back and
head across that meadow a bowshot or so back along this game trail.”


“No use in fumbling around looking for a trail in
the dark,” Ardan agreed. “Better to go with a broad meadow to find our way back
to the main caravan route.”


Durik agreed.  Whatever these other kobolds were
doing, he didn’t want to risk an encounter with whatever denizens lived in this
part of the forest, in terrain that was unfamiliar to his warriors and not
patrolled by his gen; not in the early hours of the night anyway.  There were
more dangers in the forest than those that heat vision could easily detect.  


The Wolf Rider patrols and the caravans that the
Trade Warrior Group sent out almost always used established trade routes, and
the smell of so many armed warriors tended to linger as a warning to all that
the paths of the kobolds were best left undisturbed by any but the strongest,
or most foolhardy, of foes.  


Durik returned to the company with the two
scouts.  “Manebrow,” he called softly as he approached the company, not knowing
who was who in their pepper gray wolfskin outfits.  Many wolf pelt covered
heads turned his way.  Durik was taken aback at the sight of so many wolf
snouts with enlarged eyeholes and horns protruding from the fur.  Besides
keeping the warriors warm, these outfits did add a certain intimidation factor.


“Aye, sire?” Manebrow answered as he stepped
forward, battle axe in hand.


“We need to double back some and get back on the
main trail.  We’ll turn at that meadow we passed a short time ago.”


“Aye, sire.” Manebrow nodded.  Then, turning to
the company, he called in a low voice, “You heard him, get this gaggle back in
line and turned around!  Move it, you packdogs, and gear up!”


As one, the group stooped to pick up their packs,
feeling at the moment like Manebrow was right and they were more packdog than
warrior.  There were many groans as they shouldered their loads and began to
line up.  Terrim began to turn the team of packdogs around as Durik passed by,
the rest of Manebrow’s team lining up in front of the packdogs.


After a short while, the company had gone back
along the side trail several hundred paces and had reached the meadow.  Taking
a perpendicular path, they waded through the waist-high grass until they
eventually emerged onto the main trail.  Very shortly after they had started
this leg of the march, the remaining sunlight disappeared, and the group was
left in almost total darkness until moonrise much later that night.


Walking along under the inadequate light of the
stars, the kobolds began to see somewhat clearly with their heat vision.  Their
company, even as covered as they were with their wolfskin outfits, was a line
of bright figures walking through the blackness of night.  The ground itself
still reflected the slightest amount of warmth from the sunlight of day, and
rocks could be seen even more clearly as they gave back more prodigiously the
heat the sun had given them only a little while before.  


Off in the woods, not twenty paces from the trail,
a doe jumped up suddenly from a thicket, glowing almost bright white with the
heat of fear and sudden exertion as she fled wildly from the group of armed
warriors.  Most of the group watched her go as they walked, until she
disappeared into the trees.


It had often been said among the hunters of the
gen, as they brought back the kills their labor produced, that the best time to
hunt is at night during a new moon.  It was said that of all the beings that
inhabited this great world on which they lived, according to the lore handed
down from generation to generation, kobolds and dragons were the only living
creatures with the ability to see the world according to the patterns and
manifestations of the heat that it reflected.  While almost everything else had
darkvision, which allowed them to see out a short distance in even total
darkness, the heat vision of the kobolds extended as far as their normal
vision.


Both types of vision had their advantages over the
other for certain uses.  For instance, darkvision was exactly like normal
vision, except in black, white, and gray.  So, for instance, one could read a
book, or recognize a friend almost instantly with darkvision.  With the kobold
race’s heat vision, however, it was not so.  One had to get used to the look of
his friend through both normal and heat vision, as through heat vision one
tended to look much more like a body on fire giving off fumes in unique
patterns, rather than a kobold.  Reading a book was a more time consuming
endeavor, as the reader had to press his or her hand against the page to
transfer some measure of heat to the paper and the ink, taking advantage of the
different ways that the ink and paper reflected the heat in order to allow one
to read.  


Though darkvision augmented normal vision in low
light, eliminating shadows, and eventually it took over as the sunlight failed,
heat vision on the other hand was almost an all or nothing proposition.  A
kobold would begin to see the hottest spots after the light had failed and only
the stars and moon were out.  If the moon was not bright, or in the dark
passages of their home, the vision was true, but light a torch somewhere near a
kobold and the vision would fail completely.


In battle, heat vision had proven quite superior
in many cases to the darkvision of the neighboring orc tribe.  For one thing,
it was nearly impossible to ambush kobolds on a dark night, or in a
subterranean passageway, as they could see the fumes of heat rising from you
even if you were behind cover or around a corner.  Just breathing the air
around you caused a glow to emanate that was impossible to conceal.  Additionally,
the darkvision of the orcs was limited, only extending out to several tens of
paces.  The difference was phenomenal, as to the kobolds the orcs looked like
glowing beacons begging to be shot from the farthest range possible.  It was
for this reason that many of the traditional enemies that inhabited the valleys
of the kobolds had mostly taken to traveling in kobold territory in the light
of day.


The kobolds walked confidently under the black
night sky, on the main caravan route between their gen and the Krall Gen.  On
this route, due to the mostly level nature of the terrain and the clearness of
the path, the company was able to make good time on the last leg of their
evening’s march.


 
















 





 


Chapter 13
– A Plot Revealed


Not
long before moonrise, the forward scouts raised a hand to call a halt.  Durik
moved forward, leaving Firepaw with Kabbak, to determine the reason for the
halt.  Reaching Ardan’s position behind a large tree, he could see off in the
distance a large open area without the warmth of a covering of trees to
insulate it from the cold night winds.  In the center of the clearing sat a
triangular enclosure of logs and dirt, thrown up to provide protection for
caravans and parties at the midpoint between the two gens.  


Though it was the only established resting place
between the two gens, it was called the first night’s resting place because it
was also the first protected resting place on the caravan route to the less
civilized gens that lived in the warmer valleys of the north.  It was a misnomer
really, as it often took the more heavily laden caravans of packdogs two days
to get to this point.  However, as Durik’s Company had been on the march since
well before dawn, the company was able reach the enclosure not long after night
fell.


Ardan turned to Durik as he arrived and knelt down
next to him.  “Sire, we’ve reached the first night’s resting place. Would you
have us go forward and ensure that the area is safe?”  


Durik remembered the stories he’d overheard the
wolf outriders tell of some of the great beasts of the forest lying in wait for
kobold caravans at their habitual resting places, hoping for an easy meal.  And
besides, there was an ill feeling in the breeze this night, as if the Fates had
turned away from the company.


To ensure they were not ambushed while their
caravans and outrider companies were unsuspecting after such a long march, the
outriders and caravan drivers had taken to sending scouts ahead of the group
into such areas to ensure no ambush was set before they occupied it.  Durik
nodded.  He would follow the tradition, though he took the time to add a
warning as Arloch came over to join them.  “There may be three Honor Guard
warriors with two packdogs already in the enclosure waiting for us, so signal
before entering the enclosure.”


Ardan nodded his understanding.  Arloch, on the
other hand, was visibly surprised at Durik’s knowledge of the Honor Guard, but
he quickly tried to hide his reaction as Durik looked at him questioningly.  In
a moment, the two scouts were off, tails and horns bobbing as one skirted each
side of the clearing, working their way toward the other end of the clearing to
then circle back.


Manebrow came up behind Durik, knowing already
what was going on by his own observations.  He wanted to see what the scouts
flushed out, if anything.  As he came up in the dark of the night, Durik could
see by the look on Manebrow’s face that the cool of the night air had refreshed
not only his spirits, but Manebrow’s as well.  In fact, the relief from the
oppressive heat of day at the going down of the sun had seemed to bring
something of a second wind to most members of the company.  


While the scouts continued their slow
reconnaissance, Manebrow began to whisper to Durik his plan for how they would
run the watch for the night.  As he listened to Manebrow, Durik knelt there
behind the tree watching Ardan on the right.  Suddenly, Ardan stopped cold. 
Durik lifted a hand and he and Manebrow turned their attention to the scouts. 
After several moments of observing something on the other side of the
enclosure, he quickly began to make his way back toward Durik, gaining speed as
he got closer until he was almost at a dead run by the time he made it back to
where Durik and Manebrow were now standing.  Arloch, in the meantime, had seen
Ardan’s sudden movements and was right behind him.


“Sire, Manebrow, there are several warm bodies
lying strewn about the enclosure!” Ardan whispered loudly.  “They appear to be
kobold, and some of them appear to be dressed in the same wolf cloaks that we
saw on the five kobolds we were tracking earlier.”


Durik and Manebrow looked at each other.  “Bring
up the company, we’ll occupy by force right now!” Durik commanded urgently.  


Manebrow nodded and moved back to the rest of the
company to get them on their feet and have them ready their weapons.  With bows
drawn and melee weapons hanging ready, Manebrow led his team, less Terrim and
the dogs, around the periphery of the clearing until they came perpendicular to
the enclosure’s entrance.  Durik was with them, and as they came around, they
could clearly see the still, warm bodies of several kobolds lying in the
entrance and inside the broken door of the enclosure.  As they knelt behind
trees, viewing the carnage from a distance, Tohr pointed out a somewhat faint
trail of cold liquid, presumably blood, going over the top of the enclosure,
trailing down the side, and making its way into the forest just off to their
right.


Suddenly, Durik stood and began walking toward the
enclosure.  Jolted out of his wonder by this, Manebrow quickly followed with
his team.  As they approached the bloody scene, they began to get a clearer
picture of what had happened.  Though he’d not worked with them hardly at all,
Manebrow recognized the two kobolds without cloaks who lay just inside the
entrance, one with three arrows in him and the other with a sword still stuck
in his stomach.  One was the Honor Guard Warrior Group’s chief elite warrior,
and the other was the elite warrior who served as the chief of Lord Karthan’s
personal guard.  This struck Manebrow a deep blow, for he knew that if these
two kobolds were here, then Khazak Mail Fist was almost sure to be here. 
Desperately he began to search among the bodies, tearing off the hoods of the
other kobolds in his search for his former leader and greatest supporter.


Durik stood stunned by what he saw.  Here lay
three of the kobolds with wolf-skin cloaks they’d seen in the forest, who had
assaulted and slain two of Lord Karthan’s Honor Guard, as well as both of the
packdogs.  This made no sense to him.  Why would kobolds from his gen attack
one another?  Why such wanton murder?  Was the damage the orcs had done to his
gen not enough?  Were the dangers of protecting the gen and the caravans from
the creatures of the forest not enough?  He did not know the answers to these
questions and did not understand why anyone could possibly have done this. His
mind swam with the confusion of it all.  As he stood there, Manebrow tore the
hoods off the snouts of the three kobold attackers.  As he watched, he
recognized one of them and his blood ran cold.


Laying before them on the ground, with his warm
hand still on the hilt of the sword in the Honor Guard warrior’s stomach, was
Trelkar, Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s chief elite warrior.  Truly, this attack bore
the signature of Khee-lar Shadow Hand, for the servant never went where the
master did not command.  Durik realized that life for him and his company had
just gotten a lot more complicated.


Looking at the several kobolds in his company
standing around dumbfounded, he felt the need to take immediate action. 
“Gorgon,” he barked.  


Gorgon looked at him, shaking himself out of the
daze he’d been in.  


Durik continued with a very intense look in his
eyes, “I don’t know why these five kobolds attacked the Honor Guard, but by my
count there’s one Honor Guard missing and two of their attackers.  I want you
to take your team and follow that blood trail immediately.  If you encounter
the other two attackers, you’re to try to capture them.  If you can’t, then kill
them.  I’ll not have that last Honor Guard warrior hunted down!”


Gorgon nodded and turned to his team, grabbing
each by the arm and pushing them toward the forest.  Gorgon grabbed his wolf by
the reins as he drove his warriors into the forest.  As they overcame the shock
of it all, each of his warriors’ gazes began to harden with resolve, except for
Trallik, that is.  Though no one noticed, he was initially shocked, then after
a while he seemed almost pleased and possibly encouraged.  He did, however, do his
best to hide this from the others.


Kiria, initially held back from the scene of the
carnage by Gorgon’s team, now moved forward to look on the faces of those who
had died here.  Kneeling next to the two dead Honor Guard, she wept openly. 
Kabbak also was in tears, seeing the faces of two of the more beloved warriors
in the gen among the dead.  Among Manebrow’s team the feeling was a combination
of open wonder and shock.


Wandering around shaking his head, Manebrow
wondered openly, “What was their objective?  Why did they attack the Honor
Guard?”  Then, as if receiving a sudden bolt of inspiration, Manebrow walked
over to the two large baskets that had served as packs for the packdogs.  Both
of them had been opened and their sparse contents scattered.  Pillows and
blankets made of the finest materials lay strewn about.  Manebrow opened a
couple of small bags that sat at the bottom of one of the baskets and a look of
horror came over his face.


“Kiria,” Manebrow called, “please come here.  I
need you to look at something.”


Almost in a daze, Kiria stumbled over to
Manebrow.  From one of the bags, he’d pulled out a pair of traveling outfits
made of wool, one slightly larger than the other.  They were obviously sized
and cut for two young kobolds, probably one of eight years of age, and another
of around six years of age.  The front of the larger outfit was embroidered
with a ‘K’ and the front of the smaller one was embroidered with an ‘L.’ 


Kiria’s eyes narrowed as she recognized them.  As
the realization of what the two large baskets, the embroidered clothing, and
the Honor Guard warriors all together meant came to Kiria, she stood and looked
at Durik with perhaps the look of greatest horror that he’d ever seen on
anyone’s face.  


“Karto and Lat!  My little brothers!”


 





 


Trallik moved with his snout not far from the
ground, his tail trailing behind him.  The trail of blood had initially been
obvious enough for him, but apparently the flow had been staunched, leaving
only the scent of both the remaining Honor Guard warrior and his attackers.  At
one point, he’d found somewhat of a puddle of blood, as well as an arrow that
had obviously been pulled out of a wound cast aside in the grass next to the
trail.  Twice he thought he smelled a couple of other scents, much like those
of young kobolds.  As he went along, stooping and smelling from time to time to
ensure he still had the trail, the rest of the team followed behind him. 


After following the trail for some time, past
clearings, deep woods, and over a couple of streamlets, they reached the game
trail they had been on earlier in the evening in pursuit of the then five
mysterious kobolds and found that the scent trail headed in the direction of
the Krall Gen.  As they shuffled out onto the trail, Trallik began sniffing
around.  He wasn’t sure at first, but then after several moments spent
examining the trail, it became very clear to him.  He was sure that not only
had the Honor Guard warrior and the two remaining attackers passed this way,
but he could also detect the distinct smell of orc.  


Once he was sure, Trallik mentioned his discovery
to Gorgon, who grunted his acknowledgement.  It was becoming clear in his mind
that this might become quite a long and complicated chase.  Whoever the Honor
Guard warrior was that the two attackers were trailing, it was obvious he’d had
quite a bit of fight left in him, despite the copious amounts of blood he had
lost.  


Gorgon couldn’t help but feel pride in this
valiant warrior’s endurance.  Throwing the orcs into the mix only made the
chase more urgent.  Turning to the other four warriors in his team, he said,
“We need to send word back to the group that this is going to be a long hunt
and we need to know their plans.”


Jerrig spoke up, “I’ll go.”


Gorgon looked at him shrewdly. “No, magic fingers,
I want you here with me.”  


Jerrig didn’t know whether to be flattered or
offended by the comment.


“Arbelk.” Gorgon looked at the tired warrior. 
Arbelk’s eye’s opened wide when his name was called. “You’ve probably got the
next best nose after Trallik’s.  Go tell Durik and Manebrow that this is going
to be a long chase, then come back to us as quickly as possible to send word of
where we should meet up with the group again.  Tell them about this trail, the
orcs, and that I think the Honor Guard warrior is fleeing toward the Krall
Gen.” Gorgon handed him the reins to his wolf.  “Here, you’ll need my wolf.”


Arbelk nodded and mounted immediately, leaving
back the way they had come at a slow run, which was all that the inexperienced
rider could handle.  


Trallik, in the meantime, had continued down the
trail a short distance and was now waiting for the rest of the team.  He was
almost certain there was at least one young kobold’s scent on the trail they
were following, though he had not mentioned it to Gorgon yet.  He also thought
he might have smelled the slightest hint of wolf, but that was not unusual out
here in the wilds.  As Gorgon and the rest of the team approached, Trallik put
his snout down and began to follow the trail again.  


 





 


Durik was stunned by the revelation that Lord
Karthan’s two young heirs to the throne and their guardians had been ambushed
while waiting for his company to arrive.  His emotions took a wild ride after
recovering from the initial shock of the carnage.  At first he felt fear for
the lost Honor Guard warrior, then anger at whoever did this great crime, and
finally fear of reprisal after he realized that Lord Karthan’s two sons had
possibly been put in danger because of the delays his company had experienced
in meeting up with them.  After a moment, however, he realized that, as with
all fears he’d mastered in his life, this fear would do him no good.  In
Durik’s mind, it was time to act now and think about what might come from all
this later.


Manebrow approached him with a look of fierce
determination in his eyes and a pair of steel gloves from one of the backpacks
that had been thrown aside. “Sire, I believe the last Honor Guard warrior is
Khazak Mail Fist. I think he’s escaped his attackers and is carrying Lord Karthan’s
sons.  Sire, we need to move out immediately.”


Kiria, on her knees next to the body of the chief
of her father’s personal guard, looked up with haunted eyes.  In the wild
throws of the emotions churning within her, her expression changed from one of
desperation and loss to one of absolute fury and determination.  Jumping up,
she ran to Starshine.  Grabbing the reins from Kabbak, she immediately jumped
onto the wolf’s back and spurred the wolf to a run.


“Kiria, wait!” Durik called, but it was already
too late.  Without so much as a look backwards, she plunged into the forest in
the direction Gorgon and his team had taken.  With a sigh, Durik ran over to
Firepaw, followed closely by Manebrow.  With a short, ‘Follow us,’ to Ardan,
Durik and Manebrow mounted their wolves and followed her at a run.


Ardan turned to the four remaining members of his
team and Kabbak. “Let’s at least put all the bodies inside the enclosure and
close the door.”  With that, Kabbak, Terrim, Tohr, Kahn, and Arloch joined
Ardan in cleaning up the area before they eventually left the enclosure to
follow their team leader’s trail.


As they began the clean-up, Arloch approached
Ardan. “What do you say I get us a head start?  I’ll scout the path a little
ways, then come back and get the team.  That way we can save some time.”


Ardan nodded his agreement, cautioning Arloch to
come back soon, as the task wouldn’t take that long.  Arloch agreed and
disappeared into the forest at a run.


 





 


Kiria’s mind was racing with the possibility of
what might have happened or was about to happen to her younger brothers. 
Initially, she had followed what seemed to be a pretty clear path left by
Gorgon’s team as they had tracked the attackers, then after passing into a
small clearing, it seemed to disappear.  In desperation, she headed off in the
direction she thought they had gone, guiding Starshine around thickets and rock
outcroppings until she had absolutely no idea what direction she was headed. 
She was lost.  As the realization of her situation hit her, Kiria began to cry
in desperation.


After several moments, she began to gather her
thoughts and eventually decided to try to follow her trail back the way she
came.  Dismounting, she tried to use her untrained nose to follow the trail,
but the night wind that blew through the forest confused all scents.  Tracking
by scent proved much more difficult than she was expecting, and soon she was
lost even deeper in the forest.  Looking about her, she recognized nothing, and
she couldn’t remember the path she’d taken to get here.  It was as if the Fates
were against her.


All around her were tall cedar trees, their first
branches extending toward the sky far above her head.  The sweet smell of the
cedar bark in spring made smelling much of anything else next to impossible. 
The forest floor was littered with the old dead branches that had not been
crushed by the snows of winter or the traffic of the beasts of the forest.  The
initial surge of desperation had passed, and she was now beginning to become
fully aware of the situation she had gotten herself into by her rash action.


As Kiria walked along between the large trees, the
wind died down and it became frighteningly clear to her how each step she or
her wolf made echoed noisily under the boughs of those same tall cedar trees. 
Fear grew within her as she realized her vulnerability.  For the first time in
her entire life, there was no warrior nearby to watch over her.  Her only
comfort was Starshine, whose heavy breath behind her seemed as loud to her as
the rushing of a river.


Within her heart, Kiria began to cry out in
desperation to whatever powers might be, whether to the Fates, the ancestors,
The Sorcerer, or The Creator himself, both for herself and for her two younger
brothers whom she felt she had failed.  From the depths of her tortured heart,
the deepest sentiments she had ever felt poured forth as she broke into tears,
burying her face in the warm fur of Starshine’s neck.


 





 


Durik and Manebrow had initially kept Kiria within
eyesight.  As Starshine had a much lighter load to carry than their two wolves,
Durik knew that if she didn’t stop, it would be only a matter of time before
Kiria left them behind.  From the beginning, she had been outpacing them and they
had quickly lost sight of her for the last time through the trees.  After a
short while they came to an open area where they completely lost any concept of
where she had gone.  To the right of them the undergrowth seemed thicker,
however, so they both dismounted and began to try to find any traces she might
have left of her passage, or perhaps to pick up her uniquely female scent.  


After several moments of looking around in the
clearing, they found a place in the underbrush that looked as if it had been
disturbed by the passage of a large creature.  Examining it a little closer,
they found a tuft of hair.  Though their heat vision gave them no clue what
animal the hair came from, their noses confirmed that it was definitely wolf
fur.  With renewed vigor, the pair of kobolds plunged into the bushes, following
the trail.


They had not gone far when they reached a small,
clear depression.  The trail here seemed to have gotten lost in the recent
passage of some other animals.  Casting about in the plated matte of dead
winter leaves, Durik and Manebrow found it impossible to discover which way
Kiria and her wolf had gone.  


Coming up next to Durik, Manebrow spoke softly,
“How about we make a circle around this depression to see if we can pick up the
trail again?”


“Aye,” Durik nodded, glad Manebrow was there to
help him fumble after Kiria in the dark of the woods.  The pair immediately set
out to make a one hundred pace wide circle of the depression.


They had not gone far when, to their surprise,
they heard a loud snuffling sound coming from the tall bushes just ahead of
them.  Both of them stopped cold and listened.  Neither of them could see what
was making the noise, but the more they listened, the more it sounded like some
large animal either digging for grubs or nosing about for sweet roots.  Neither
of their wolves seemed unsettled, but then the ever so slight wind that blew
under the canopy of the woods was blowing toward the source of the noise, not
toward them.


As they stood there listening, the wind picked up
slightly, as if the Fates would reveal their presence.  Moments later, the
snuffling stopped, and the distinctive snorting of a great boar who is aroused
to anger, or to defend itself, loudly replaced it.


Manebrow turned to Durik.  “It smelled us!” he
whispered urgently.  


Both of them immediately moved to jump onto the
backs of their wolves.  Suddenly, not twenty paces ahead of them the huge,
lumbering shape of a great boar, its thick, sharp tusks revealed on either side
of its mouth, came through the underbrush.  The glow of heat that emanated from
the boar showed its intensity and anger as it saw the pair of kobolds and
immediately turned to rush them.


Durik was already on Firepaw’s back and turned to
check on Manebrow.  Manebrow had stumbled, however, and was just now grabbing a
hold of the saddle to try mounting again.  The great boar was going to reach
Manebrow before he would be able to escape.  In an instant, it became clear to
Durik what he had to do.


Leveling his spear, Durik kicked Firepaw in the
ribs.  Firepaw jumped into motion.  Initially he wanted to turn away from the
boar, but to his credit as Durik pulled on the reins Firepaw allowed himself to
be turned toward the menacing hulk of the great boar as it lumbered toward
them.  With all of his might, he thrust his spear at the boar’s thick neck. 
With a squeal, the boar thrust his tusks toward Durik even as the spear bit
deep into its neck.  


Durik was thrown from Firepaw’s back as they both
were sent sprawling through the underbrush.  The spear, which was now deep in
the boar’s neck, was bathed by a thick flow of blood as the boar continued
lumbering toward Manebrow and his wolf.  Durik had delayed it enough, however,
that Manebrow was now ready for it.  


Seeing Durik rush the boar, Manebrow had swatted
his wolf on the hindquarters, sending it off into the underbrush as he pulled
his axe from its sling on his back.  He threw back his wolf-skin hood and
waited grim-faced until the boar was close enough, then stepped forward,
swinging his axe downward with all his might.  


The axe sunk deep into the boar’s skull, sundering
its brain and bringing its head and tusks down into the dirt.  Manebrow braced
in the split-second he had to react as the great boar’s body rolled, knocking
him to the ground and rolling partway over him before a tree stopped the
forward momentum of the boar’s massive body, pinning Manebrow against its thick
trunk.  


In a moment, the Fates had done their work and all
was quiet again in the forest.


 
















 


 


Chapter 14
– Life and Death


Ardan
and the rest of Manebrow’s team, plus Durik’s servant Kabbak, finished dragging
the bodies and equipment into the enclosure and replacing the door.  Perhaps
the only thing that slowed the task, other than the pure horror of dealing with
the dead bodies of former comrades in arms, was the interest they took in the
equipment that was left strewn about.  Good gear was hard to come by.  But, for
all their interest, Ardan was not about to let them linger.  The order from
Manebrow had been clear, and he was not about to linger any longer than
necessary to take care of the bodies.


With a word from Ardan, the three remaining team
members and Kabbak lined up with the four packdogs in tow and began following
the trail left by the passing of now many kobolds and wolves.  Frustrated by
the fact that Arloch had not yet returned, Ardan took the lead and began to
read the trail left behind by so many feet.  They moved quickly at first, as
the trail was clear and there was no indication that anyone had broken away
from the main trail.  This lasted for some time, but eventually they came to
the same small clearing where Kiria had taken her first missteps and where
Durik and Manebrow had broken off of the trail of the attackers to follow her. 



Unlike when Durik and Manebrow had passed through,
after the passage of more kobolds the two separate trails were now rather
clear.  After a moment of smelling the ground and reading the trampled ground,
it seemed to Ardan that more wolves and less kobolds had passed one way than
the other.  Quickly, he led the team along that trail, sure that this would
lead to Durik, Manebrow, and hopefully Kiria.


After only a few moments, he saw something warm
coming through the forest, back from the other path.  Doubling back, the team
waited as Arbelk, riding Gorgon’s wolf, came riding to a stop in front of them.


“Arbelk, what news do you bring?” Ardan asked.


“Gorgon sent me back,” Arbelk began, almost
breathless from the ride, or perhaps from his untrained attempts at handling
the wolf.  As he caught his breath, he began to unbutton the front of his
wolf-skin outfit to cool himself off.  “It looks like the Honor Guard warrior
and the two remaining attackers have found the same game trail we were on
before.  Trallik says he also smells orc.  Gorgon thinks they’re heading toward
the Krall Gen and we’ll be chasing them throughout the night.  He thinks the
Honor Guard warrior has plenty of fight left in him and will give his attackers
a run for it.  He’s not sure what role the orcs are playing here.”  Arbelk
looked about the group. “Where’s Durik and Manebrow?  Gorgon wanted to know
where we should meet the rest of the group.”


Ardan was now more frustrated than ever and torn
by an indecisiveness as, in his mind, there was no clear answer to the question
of what he should do.  Though Manebrow had said to follow him, that was before
the tidings that Arbelk now brought of orcs.  He explained the situation
briefly to Arbelk, telling him that Manebrow believed the last Honor Guard
warrior to be Khazak Mail Fist and that he most probably had Kiria’s two younger
brothers with him.  


For a moment, he stood there silent, reasoning
within himself that if he followed after Gorgon and his team, he could lose
Arloch as well as Durik, Manebrow, and Kiria.  Yet, if he didn’t follow
Gorgon’s team and Gorgon’s team met with more than just the two traitors in the
woods, for instance the orcs they’d smelled, he would risk the lives of the
leader of the Honor Guard and both heirs to Lord Karthan’s throne.  What
would Manebrow have me do?  Suddenly an idea occurred to him.


“Arbelk,” he said, “can you track?”


Arbelk looked at Ardan, somewhat surprised. “Well,
I suppose so.  That is, if I have to I can.  I’m not all that bad at it, but I
don’t have the best of noses.”


“Fine, fine,” Ardan said hurriedly. “Kiria must
have lost her two brothers’ trail here at this clearing, because Manebrow and
Durik rode their wolves down this trail.” He pointed down the trail they had
barely started to follow.  “I want you to follow them and find Durik and
Manebrow.  Tell them what you told us and that, because of the new orc threat,
I’m pursuing Gorgon and his team.  Stay with them unless they tell you
otherwise.  They’ll need your strength more than Gorgon will right now, as
we’ll be going to Gorgon’s aid.  Also, if you find Arloch, tell him to stay
with Durik and Manebrow.”  


He looked Arbelk in the eyes to make sure his
instructions were being understood.  There was enough confusion this night, and
kobolds running in entirely too many directions for his liking.  “Finally, if
for some reason you get in trouble and aren’t able to make contact with Durik
or any of the others, make your way to the game trail you found and follow
after us.  Whatever happens, we’ll all eventually meet at the Krall Gen.”


Arbelk nodded his understanding and gently spurred
his wolf, moving quickly away from the group into the underbrush where Durik’s
and Manebrow’s path was clear.  Ardan watched him go and, breathing deeply to
abate the stress that was welling up from deep within him, he turned and began
leading the team down the trail left by Gorgon’s team.


 





 


Gorgon had begun to feel uncomfortable.  It had
been quite some time since he’d sent Arbelk back to get orders and a meeting
point, and they’d traveled many thousands of steps since then along this game
trail.  In his thinking, Arbelk should have been back some time ago.  While the
urgency of the situation spurred them onward, it was obvious his warriors were
feeling the fatigue of having marched all day, and now far into the night. 
With the possibility of a battle with orcs, Gorgon was wondering what was
delaying the rest of the company.


As he was worrying about this, far to his front he
saw two or three hot silhouettes standing taller than kobolds and without tails
through the trees.  There was much foliage between him and what he’d seen,
however, and a moment after he saw them they disappeared.  Gorgon’s senses
jolted back to full awareness.  Troka, Jerrig, and Keryak were trudging along,
mostly unaware of their surroundings and with a dazed look of fatigue on their
faces, tails hanging limp and eyes on the ground in front of them.  Ahead of
them, Trallik walked along in a crouch, his tail swishing from side to side,
still checking the ground for scents and scanning the underbrush to avert any
surprises.  


Gorgon smiled.  Trallik was a mixed bag; one
moment he was doing something totally unacceptable, the next moment he was the
only one doing the right thing.  If they ever made it through this, Gorgon was
determined to fix Trallik and make him into something they could all count on,
consistently.  For now, he had more pressing concerns.


Calling out to Trallik in a low voice, Gorgon
stopped the team.  Taking a knee together just off the trail, he explained what
he’d seen far ahead of them just off the trail.  He looked into their eyes as
they knelt around him.  In their eyes, despite the obvious fatigue, he could
see a look of determination to see this mission through.  Looking at each one
in turn, he asked them how they were doing.  Each one responded, “Fine.”  It was
obvious they were each determined to not be a hindrance to the mission.  


Grabbing his warhammer, Gorgon stood up.  “We go,
then,” he said in a low voice with a note of finality. “Let the Fates smile on
us this night.  Trallik, you and I will go many steps ahead of Keryak, Jerrig,
and Troka until we have a better idea of what we’re facing.  Come,” he
commanded Trallik as he pointed the way ahead, “lead the way.”


At first, the group went very slowly, being almost
overly cautious as they approached the area where Gorgon had seen the heat
silhouettes in the distance.  They were beginning to pass through an area of
slightly rolling ground.  Passing over each hill, they stayed low to the
ground, using the underbrush to their advantage to hide their approach.  As
they passed through each trough they would stand up and run to the far side,
crouching down again before they crested the next hill.  Slowly, they made
their way along.


This was a confusing night for Trallik, and he
wondered how it would all come out in the end.  When he’d first seen what had
happened at the enclosure, he’d been shocked.  But after a few moments, he’d
begun to understand.  This had to be part of what Lord Khee-lar was planning. 
Whatever it was that these Honor Guard warriors had been protecting, Khee-lar
wanted it badly.  He’d obviously sent Trelkar and the other four attackers to
kill the Honor Guard.  And if it was that valuable to Lord Khee-lar…  


Trallik’s mind swam with the thoughts of bringing
whatever it was back, and the glory he’d receive in this new organization.  To
that end, he was happy to lead his team to the remaining two attackers, before
they got whatever it was they were seeking.  After all, he wanted to make sure
that he was the one to bring the goods back to Lord Khee-lar.


The one thing that didn’t fit into all of this was
the group of orcs that had passed this way.  Probably, they were just another
random group of young orcs out raiding kobold territory to make a name for
themselves.  Whatever their intentions in this area, Trallik really didn’t want
to run into them.


After quite some time, Gorgon and Trallik came to
the hill that overlooked the area.  With a motion from Gorgon, Trallik slowly
crawled ahead, keeping behind the underbrush.  As he slowly worked his way to
the crest of the hill, he listened intently.  Around him, the sound of a wanton
breeze rustling the broomweed and shaking the branches of the pine trees was
all that could be heard. Then Trallik heard Gorgon rustling the dead leaves as
he came through the underbrush.  He rolled his eyes, but despite Gorgon’s lack
of stealth, Trallik was glad he was there.  


Trallik thought it strange that he didn’t hear
anything in the trough ahead of them.  Coming to the top of the hill, he lifted
his snout and tested the air wafting up from below.  There was the lingering
scent of both kobold and orc, but it was not strong enough to suggest that they
were still present.  Even stranger, as Trallik continued to test the air, he
detected the lingering scent of wolf.  As Gorgon approached, Trallik wriggled
down into a hole underneath a large root from the oak tree they were squatting
next to and raised his head over the lip of the far side.  From his vantage
point, Trallik didn’t see anyone down the hill from them or near the trail.  


As he looked farther down the trail they’d just
left a few hundred paces ago, however, Trallik saw what had to be orcs in a
line marching away from them.  He stared at them, studying them intensely. 
After several moments, they disappeared behind a hill as they followed the
trail toward the Krall Gen’s territory.  Trallik was about to turn to Gorgon
and tell him what he saw when something deeper in the woods caught his eye.  As
he watched, a pair of kobolds climbed up and over a fallen tree deeper in the
woods, in the direction of a large ring of hills south of the main trail.  They
wore fur cloaks like the dead kobolds at the enclosure.  Trallik turned around
and climbed out of the hole, motioning for Gorgon to follow.


Once the entire team was together again, Trallik
explained what he’d seen.  “There had to be probably six to eight orcs.  These
ones didn’t look like the others we fought earlier today.  It looked to me like
they were wearing cold metal armor, and they were carrying long spears with big
swords over their backs.”


Gorgon looked at Trallik. “We need to find out if
they’re on the Honor Guard warrior’s trail or not.”


Trallik nodded. “I don’t think they are, because I
also saw two kobolds going deeper into the forest.”


Gorgon grinned. “Aha!  We’ve got our first
sighting!  Well, what are we waiting for, let’s go after them!  Lead on,
Trallik.”


Trallik stood and led the team around the base of
the hill they were hiding behind.  He could almost taste victory now.  All he
had to do was get Gorgon to break up the team so he could sneak off and track
down these other two attackers.  Tonight was his night, and he knew it.


As the team gathered where the orcs had been
standing just a short time ago, Trallik took the opportunity to sniff the
ground.  He quickly found the source of the wolf’s scent; a fresh pile of
dung.  As he was standing to rejoin the team, a set of tracks caught his eye in
the moonlight; a kobold’s and a wolf’s.  What was interesting about them was
that the kobold’s tracks disappeared and the wolf’s tracks got deeper.  The
evidence was clear.  He wondered what a wolf rider had been doing here with the
orcs.  Trallik moved to rejoin the team, keeping his discovery to himself.


Slowly, the team made their way over fallen logs
and around the pine trees that were mixed in with the oaks in this part of the
forest.  Near the far end of the hill they were rounding was a small, icy cold
stream.  Little more than a trickle now, as the temperature grew hotter it too
would grow.  It was one of many that drained the water from the melting snow
and ice higher up down into the lowland lakes that lay near the home of the
Krall Gen.  


Normally, the team would avoid stepping in streams
like this, since it left tracks that were easy to follow.  This time, however,
there was no resisting the temptation, so as they crossed they happily drug
their hot, tired feet through the icy stream on their way to pick up the trail
of the two mysterious kobolds.


 





 


Durik began to feel a strange, wet sensation on
his face.  As his mind slowly made the trip back to consciousness, he
grimaced.  Then he realized he was being licked.  


Sitting up suddenly, his vision turned completely
red and, partially fainting again, he fell back against whatever it was he had
been leaning against.  As his vision came back to him, he opened his eyes and
saw Firepaw standing there, looking at him with deep concern.  


Durik sat up again, this time much more slowly. 
He rubbed the back of his skull where his head had hit the thick bark of the
tree he found himself resting against.  Looking at his hand, he found it
covered with blood.  At first he was a bit startled, then he felt around the
back of his head with his other hand and, finding no more blood, figured it
must have been the blood from the boar.  


The boar!  Durik looked around the woods,
wondering how long he’d been out.  He began to stand up and, as he did so, a
burning sensation from his left leg told him that not everything was fine. 
Looking down, he pulled open a slit cut through the leg of his wolf-skin outfit
and saw a long, shallow gash in his thigh where the boar’s tusk had connected,
shearing away scale and skin to expose muscle.  The blood had begun to congeal
and Durik was feeling the fire that accompanies wounds of this sort when they
begin to stiffen.


Durik saw the concern in Firepaw’s eyes and rubbed
the fur between his ears.  Looking into the big wolf’s eyes, he smiled and
turned to look for Manebrow.  Not far from him, he saw the hulking shape of the
great boar.  Its huge, fat body lay on one side against a tree.  


Approaching the hulking beast from one side, he
saw Manebrow’s axe sunk deep into the boar’s skull.  Confused, and growing more
concerned, he came around the far side of the boar.  Half covered by the body
of the great beast, Manebrow sat leaning on his left side against the tree.  As
Durik pulled the wolfskin hood away from Manebrow’s face, he could see the pain
in his former trainer’s eyes.  Next to Manebrow lay his wolf, with his head on
Manebrow’s lap.  Manebrow’s wolf lifted its head and stood, moving to one side
as Durik hobbled around the tree and knelt next to Manebrow.  


As Durik called his name softly, Manebrow turned
his head slowly, until he looked at Durik with glazed eyes.  “My… leg…” he
muttered.  “Water… need water.”


Durik looked down at where Manebrow’s legs were
covered by the boar’s body.  It was obvious that he was not going to be able to
do anything for Manebrow until he could get this boar off of him.  Standing, he
pushed at the body of the great beast to no avail.  The thing had to weigh as
much as ten kobolds together, if not more.  There was no moving it alone.


Taking rope from Manebrow’s saddlebags, Durik
brought Manebrow’s wolf around the other side of the boar.  Tying one end
around the dead boar’s neck, and avoiding the broken shaft of his spear as he
did so, Durik split the other end and tied it to the saddles of both his and
Manebrow’s wolves.  


Neither of the wolves understood what was going
on.  After all, not only did wolves not take naturally to bearing riders, they
certainly didn’t have any natural inclination toward being used as draft
animals.  But, to their credit, the wolves followed Durik and, after a few
moments of frustration and confusion, they figured out that he wanted them to
pull.  


Slowly, as the wolves and Durik struggled, first
the head of the great beast began to pull up and over its back, then eventually
the body began to roll, following the head.  Durik smiled.  If there was one
thing Manebrow had said repeatedly as he had taught them sparring, it was that
‘where the head goes, the body follows.’  Little had he known that someday he
would use that advice to save a life, much less the life of the one who had
taught him that.


Once the boar’s body had been rolled away sufficiently,
Durik hurried around the far side of the massive body to see to Manebrow’s
right leg was twisted strangely.  It was obvious that Manebrow’s leg was
severely broken at the midpoint of the thigh.  


Durik’s eyes went wide.  Quickly, he went back to his
saddlebags and grabbed the hatchet from his pack as well as Manebrow’s
blanket.  After putting the blanket over Manebrow to keep him warm, Durik began
looking around.  After a few moments, he found two mostly straight dead
branches to use as a splint and, with his hatchet, he cleared off the smaller
branches and cut them down to size.  Bringing them over to where Manebrow sat
against the tree, Durik looked Manebrow in the eyes.


“Manebrow,” he called softly, but urgently. 
Manebrow opened his eyes slightly.  Durik continued, “I’m going to have to lay
you down.”


Manebrow was staring off into the distance as
though he were looking at something a thousand steps away.  “Water…” he mumbled
somewhat coherently.


Durik put one hand behind Manebrow’s back and, pulling
him away from the tree, laid him down slowly.  Manebrow groaned loudly. 
Adjusting the blanket and tearing the wolfskin outfit to expose Manebrow’s
right leg, Durik thought back on the lessons that Manebrow himself had taught
them about caring for such things.  Though he knew what needed to be done, he
was afraid to do it.  Steeling himself, Durik carefully felt Manebrow’s leg
where the break was.  At first Manebrow groaned, then, as Durik was determining
whether there were any fragments, Manebrow began to scream in agony.


After a few moment of this, Durik sat back in
somber understanding of the break.  It was obvious that it was not a clean
break.  Manebrow’s thigh bone was splintered.  Bowing his head, Durik closed
his eyes to fight back the tears.  The terrible realization that Manebrow would
not only never walk again, but that he’d be lucky to survive such a terrible
injury was more than Durik could take.  


Manebrow had not only been the one who had trained
him to become what he was, he was also his staunchest supporter and the true
strength behind his fledgling company.  Tears streamed down Durik’s face as he
laid his hands on either side of the break, preparing to straighten it, hoping
that Manebrow would survive what Durik now knew he had to do.


As Durik gathered the strength of will to cause
such great pain to his friend and mentor, suddenly a thought foreign to his
mind, yet somehow familiar now, broke into his consciousness.  As the thought
began to take shape, a flood of light filled Durik’s awareness.  This time,
Durik saw a dark passageway ahead of him.  Light came from behind him, filling
the chamber he was in and flowing from an opening on the other side.  Beyond
the opening lay the bridge he had seen before in his visions.  This time, a
large group of humanoids were coming out of the intense light that obscured the
bridge, as if they were going to enter the same structure Durik found himself
in.  From in front of him, he felt something calling to him, as if it were
destiny.  


As clear as though the speaker were standing next
to him, a voice whispered words of such power that they echoed through the
chambers of his soul.  


“Be not afraid.”


Durik’s heart was on fire, burning away the pain
and sorrow of moments before.  The power that the soft, potent, yet somehow
distinctly maternal voice conveyed threatened to overcome him.  With every
syllable it seemed to pierce his soul to the very center.


 





 


“Open your heart to me, child of Kobold,” the
voice urged almost imperceptibly through the torrent of searing power.  Though
Durik felt the desire in the voice that spoke to him, he knew clearly that it
was his to choose.  As he struggled, he hesitated, wanting to open his heart to
this unseen entity, but afraid of the unknown.  


Mustering his courage, Durik began to accept the
power that was manifesting itself.  To the measure that Durik was able to
accept it, the power flowed through his entire consciousness.  As it did so,
Durik could feel every aspect of his life being laid bare; every pain he had ever
felt, as well as every triumph, every moment of character, and every dark
moment of secret desire.  One by one, Durik gave each one to this great power,
tentatively at first, then completely as he felt acceptance, tenderness, and
finally, approval.


“I will give you power that you may heal him,” the
voice whispered with such unintentional intensity that Durik cried with the
strength of the emotions it conveyed.  “Will you give yourself to me…
completely?” 


Durik could feel the intense power that had confronted
him begin to withdraw.  Durik could feel that no answer was expected… yet. 
Though his heart yearned to be one with this power, his tongue was silent.  


As the power withdrew, Durik began to be aware of
his surroundings again.  He was still in the chamber, but things seemed
enhanced, almost transformed by Durik’s encounter with the voice.  Remnants of
this overwhelming power coursed through his body.  Looking down at his hands,
Durik saw that they glowed with a lingering power that felt deeply comforting
to him.  Then, as quickly as the vision had come, it closed again.


To Durik’s amazement, though the vision had
closed, the feeling of lingering power remained.  His hands, still holding
Manebrow’s leg, glowed brightly with a pure, white light that drove back the
dark of the night.  After such an intense event, however, he felt no wonder,
rather just a sense of peace, as if everything was as it should be.  Then, as
naturally as if he’d had this power all of his life, Durik willed it to channel
through him to Manebrow’s leg.  As he watched, Manebrow’s leg straightened, and
the massive bruises and swelling that had come to surround the break quickly
dissipated.  In a matter of a few moments, it was as if Manebrow’s leg had
never been broken.  Durik stood up, looking at his hands in wonder.  Looking
over himself, he saw that the long gash in his leg had disappeared.  As
Manebrow began to stir, the light began to fade and night again closed in on
the two kobolds.  


Slowly, Manebrow opened his eyes and looked in
wonder at his young leader and his glowing hands.


As suddenly as it had come, the power left and he
was again Durik the kobold, normal and mundane.  Durik felt as if a dear friend
had suddenly left him.  The glow in his hands faded immediately.  As they sat
there in the dark of night, the two kobolds could feel a lingering sense of
peace.


 





 


Arbelk was not the best of trackers.  He was Deep
Guard, that much was true, but despite the focus that the Deep Guard put on
tracking by scent, he just never had been very good at it.  Certainly Trallik
was much better at it than he.  Tohr and Kahn, the two brothers in the other
team who were also Deep Guard, didn’t seem to be very good at it either.  That
helped console him somewhat.  At least he wasn’t the only untalented tracker
among the Deep Guard representatives in this company.


These thoughts ran through Arbelk’s mind mostly
because, at this moment, his lack of ability to track well had gotten him
rather lost.  At first he’d followed the trail pretty well, then he’d come to a
small depression, probably not more than forty or so steps in diameter. 
Somehow, in following the trail into the depression, he’d lost the entire
trail.  Thinking back to how he’d been taught to reacquire a trail, he doubled
back and started trying to make a circle around the depression.  But then he’d
heard what sounded like a great boar charging in the woods, prodded into action
by something, and he’d taken off at a run, not wanting it to vent its fury on
him.  Now, as he’d made his way through the woods trying to find his way back
to where he’d been, the wolf he was riding suddenly stopped and dipped its head
as if it smelled something.


Arbelk jumped off the wolf’s back and sniffed at
the ground.  He could smell why the wolf had stopped—the distinctly female
scent of Kiria and the wolf she had been riding, as well as another scent he’d
smelled earlier in the day, but he wasn’t quite sure whose it was.  He knew it
wasn’t anyone in his team.  After a year of smelling his fellow yearlings, he was
certain it wasn’t any of their scents.  As he pondered, he remembered that
Arloch was out there somewhere, or at least so Ardan had said, and figured it
probably was him.


Walking along at a slow pace, Arbelk continued to
follow the trail of the two kobolds.  He followed it for some time through the
midst of the pines and oaks that inhabited this part of the forest.  It took
him around in something of a loop, then back again and through an open glen. 
On the far side of the glen, the trail led into an old-growth cedar forest. 
The ground here was pretty level, and the underbrush was neither thick nor
tall.  Arbelk had always loved the smell of the cedars near their gen’s caves. 
Unfortunately, the overriding sweet smell of the cedar trees made it impossible
to follow the trail by scent. On the other hand, the soft clover-like
underbrush made tracking by footprint much easier.  Not many steps under the
canopy of the cedar trees and Arbelk stopped suddenly.  There, not far ahead of
him, he could see a kobold lying behind a fallen log, peering around the log in
the opposite direction of Arbelk.  Arbelk was pretty sure that it was Arloch,
though he couldn’t be sure from this distance.


Arbelk wondered what Arloch could be hiding from. 
Whatever it is, I don’t want it to find me either.  Off to his left, the
cedars gave way to a large stand of the pine trees.  Careful to not make any
noise, Arbelk led his wolf toward these pines, plunging into the midst of them
in an effort to ensure he would not be seen by whatever it was that Arloch was
hiding from.  


Skirting the edges of the cedar forest, Arbelk
measured his steps and mentally gauged how far he was from where Arloch was
hiding.  Twice, as he got closer, he came part way out of the pines to find out
if he was still on track to catch up with Arloch.  The second time, he noticed
that Arloch had moved forward and was now behind a rather large tree with
expansive branches.  In his hand he held a bow with an arrow already nocked. 
He was peering around the tree, as if he was preparing to fire at something.


Arbelk’s curiosity got the best of him and, moving
out of the pines, he moved behind a large stand of bushes next to the closest
cedar tree to the line of pine trees.  Cautiously, he peered out from the side
of the bushes, less than fifty paces from Arloch.  There, in the midst of the
cedars just ahead of Arloch was a wolf and an obviously female kobold, which
had to be Kiria.


Arbelk’s mind began to run faster.  This didn’t
make sense to him.  Kiria’s wolf was lying curled up on the ground, and Kiria
was laying against its side, sleeping.  Whatever the threat was, she was
unaware of it.  He looked around for whatever Arloch was preparing to shoot at…
but he didn’t see anything!  Arloch raised his bow and, drawing it back to his
ear, he fired.  Arbelk, seeing what he was aiming at too late to do anything
about it, held out his hand, a cry for Arloch to stop dying in his lungs before
it ever started.


With a solid thump, the assassin’s arrow sunk deep
into Starshine’s side.  With an almost spasmodic yelp, Starshine rolled over to
his back, his heart stopped instantaneously by cold steel.  Kiria started and
sat up, blurry eyed.  Seeing the arrow sticking out of Starshine’s ribs, she
quickly stood up.  Turning around, wide-eyed, she saw Arloch, bow in hand, step
out from behind the cover of the tree.


“Arloch, what have you done?!” she asked,
astonished.


“Goodbye, Lord Karthan’s daughter,” he said in a
cold, level voice as he drew another arrow and nocked it in one fluid motion. 
Kiria stood speechless as Arloch brought his bow up and drew the string back to
his ear.


Unexpectedly, from off to his left, Arloch heard
the singing of a bow.  For him, however, it was too late.  As he turned to see
who had discovered them, Arbelk’s arrow plunged through his forehead and out
the back of his head.  With a look of surprise on his face, Arloch’s body fell
lifeless to the ground.
















 


 


Chapter 15
– Solitary Choices


Trallik
had finished sniffing around the area and was standing with his hands on his
hips, chewing his lip in thought as his tail swished about purposefully.  The
large outcropping of hills that they’d seen in the distance now stood
expansively in front of him.  Spreading out to either side, they seemed to rise
almost directly out of the ground.  These were definitely the strangest hills
he’d ever seen.  In the light of the newly risen moon, they looked almost like
huge ant hills, with trails that ran around and over them and small caves sunk
in the sides of them at various different heights.  He was certain that
something lived here.  Whatever it was, it wasn’t kobolds.  He’d heard stories
of many strange things growing up in the gen, but he was certainly no master of
forest lore.


When they had first arrived at this strange
grouping of hills, Jerrig had mentioned seeing something similar to this,
except only one small hill, not tens of large hills, during the time he’d lived
alone in the forest a few hours’ walk from here.  He’d seen large ants, maybe
ten or twenty of them all about the length of a kobold’s arm, take down a deer
and drag the carcass into their small hill after ripping it apart.


Whatever had made these large hills, Trallik was
now certain that the Honor Guard warrior and his two remaining attackers had
gone off to the right, following a pretty obvious trail up and into the center
of the hills.  


Turning to Gorgon, Trallik lied, “I’m not sure
which way they went.  I’m thinking it would be best if we split up.  If you’d
like, I’ll go with someone up the trail through the center of the hills while
you search with the rest around the perimeter hills of this strange cluster.”


Gorgon pursed his lips and looked around him,
mentally ticking his other warriors off in his head; Jerrig, Keryak, and
Troka.  After a moment, he turned back to Trallik.  “All right, I agree.” 
Turning to Jerrig, he said, “Jerrig, since you seem to know so much about the
things that built these hills, why don’t you go with Trallik.”  Then to the
others, “Keryak and Troka, you come with me.  Let’s search the holes of these
outer hills and see if we can find anything.”


Trallik turned immediately and began to head off
up the trail.  Gritting his teeth worriedly and hoisting his pack, Jerrig
followed.  At first the trail wound around the outer hills and Trallik made no
attempts to track.  He was feeling pretty confident and, though he was excited,
he tried to not let any of it show, lest Jerrig should start to suspect that he
knew more than he’d told Gorgon.  As soon as they were out of sight of the
others, however, Trallik began to bow his head again to catch a whiff of the
trail.


They went on this way for only a couple hundred
steps before they reached the first of many crossroads that crisscrossed the
inner hills.  Stopping briefly, Trallik stooped over and smelled the ground. 
He was pretty certain now that they had turned and followed the path up to the
right.  Trallik looked up.  The trail itself wound up the steep side of the
squat, massive hill off to their right, finally plunging into a dark cave
entrance halfway up.


Turning to Jerrig, Trallik whispered, “Let’s
search up there.”


Jerrig looked visibly disconcerted, but nodded his
head and followed anyway.  This place had a foul stench to it, much like the
stench of too many dead things and the carrion that feed on them.  Jerrig was
now much more alert than he had been a few moments ago.  In his hand he held
the two javelins he’d been given, his knuckles showing white with nervousness
through his translucent scales.


Trallik led the way as they climbed up the solitary
trail, winding back and forth along the face of the hill until, having climbed
quite a bit, they arrived at the entrance to the cave.  It was not the largest
of caves that was certain.  For that matter, it looked barely large enough for
a kobold to stand up straight in.  It did, however, seem pretty level as it
sank away into the cold interior of the hill.


Turning to Jerrig, Trallik whispered, “Why don’t
you stay out here while I check inside?”


Jerrig’s eyes got wide with fear, his tail
swishing rapidly from side to side. “Um… I’d rather go in with you.”


Trallik put his hand on Jerrig’s shoulder. “Don’t
worry about it.  You’ll be fine out here.  Besides, I need you to watch out for
those other two kobolds.”  He looked Jerrig in the eyes. “Can you do that for
me?”


Jerrig’s pride was stung, what little he still
had.  He straightened up and pushed his shoulders back. “Of course.  No
problem,” he answered, trying to be brave.  Reaching back, he grabbed his tail
to keep it still.


“Good.  Now I’ll be back before long.  Just stay
out here, though, even if you hear noises from in there.  I need to know that
the entrance is safe.”


Jerrig thought Trallik’s request was strange, but
he nodded anyway.  With that, Trallik entered the cave.


This cave, like the others in the area, had the
stench of death about it so strong that Trallik could smell nothing else.  He
kept an arrow nocked in his bow and walked as silently as he could.  Along the
passageway, as it began to slowly spiral downward through the heart of the hill,
the dung of something large littered the floor.  Some of the dung was warm and
showed bright in his vision; a clear indicator that Trallik was not alone down
here.


Having gone quite some distance already, Trallik
stopped as he saw what appeared to be a cluster of smaller passageways shooting
out from the main passageway.  Cautiously, he approached the first of these,
which was just large enough for him to crawl down if he had wanted to.  It led
down at an angle for probably two or three kobolds’ lengths then it seemed to
open up into a small chamber.  From down inside the chamber, he could hear the
rustling of something moving, though he could see no heat.  After a few
moments, a chittering could be heard coming from several of the passageways, as
if this community were coming to life.


Trallik didn’t like this.  So far, the passageway
had been clear, with no chance for anything to get behind him.  He could now
see that to continue he would have to pass by what obviously were nests for
whatever the nasty creatures were that inhabited these hills.  As he thought
more about it, he hoped that he wouldn’t have to search these nests for the
Honor Guard warrior and whatever it was Lord Khee-lar wanted bad enough to send
five of his co-conspirators after.


Gathering his courage, Trallik ran quickly past
the myriad of small passageways, hoping his passing would go unnoticed. 
Arriving at the far side, he turned around.  Nothing was moving, or at least
nothing was coming after him.  The chittering still continued at about the same
level as before.  Trallik shivered and turned.  Quickly he continued down the
passageway in front of him.


He didn’t have far to go, however.  After only
about forty or fifty steps the passageway ended, branching off into three
distinct rooms.  As he approached the junction between the three rooms, Trallik
heard several low noises.  From the room off to the right of him he heard the
movement of something rather massive.  In the passageway to his left, Trallik
heard the movement of several smaller things, chittering as they swarmed about
something.  The stench of congealed blood and torn flesh could easily be smelt
coming from the left passageway.  Trallik looked at the entrance to the third
room directly ahead of him and saw a low flicker of light dancing against the
near wall.  He really hadn’t liked passing the group of nests that were now
behind him.  He definitely didn’t like the idea of putting yet two more rooms
full of whatever they were behind him, but at this point he was committed.  There
was no going back.


Finally, passing the two rooms on either side and
approaching the room directly to his front, Trallik thought he could hear
someone crying softly, like a kobold child.  He stopped.  Yes, there it was
again.  He wondered what a whelp was doing out here, in the wilderness.  He’d
thought before that he had smelled one, and now his ears were confirming what
his nose had insisted.


Trallik approached the entrance to the third
room.  In the center of the chamber, a small fire, made out of dried dung from
the inhabitants of these hills, cast its flickering light about, giving out an
acrid, almost putrid smoke that lingered in the air as it wafted slowly out of
the chamber and up the passageway, dissipating quickly outside of the chamber.


There, in this desolate place, seated against the
far wall was none other than Khazak Mail Fist, Lord Karthan’s chamberlain and
leader of the Honor Guard Warrior Group.  He lay against the wall holding a wad
of cloth against his shoulder.  The loss of blood he’d suffered had taken its
toll on the mighty warrior and the look of death was on him.  His eyes were
only somewhat open as he lay there, grimacing with the pain.  At first Trallik
wasn’t sure whether he was dead or alive.  Then, as he accidentally scattered a
couple of rocks with one knee, Khazak Mail Fist raised his head and looked
Trallik in the eyes.


Trallik raised his bow, pulling the string back to
his ear.  In Khazak’s eyes was a look of resignation, an acceptance of his
fate.  Then, as Trallik looked closer, he relaxed the bow.  Kneeling there in
the shadows of the passageway, Trallik saw something that reached what little
conscience he still possessed.  Tucked under Khazak Mail Fist’s arm, a young
kobold whelp lay with his head on his lap.  Another slightly older kobold whelp
leaned against his other side, crying softly with both fear and sorrow.  The
older of the two whelps, with great fear on his face, scurried out to the fire
and, taking a dried piece of dung from the pile next to it, threw it onto the
flames, whining about keeping the monsters away.  As the flame took, Trallik
recognized the face of the older whelp.  It was Lord Karthan’s oldest son
Karto.  Looking at the other, he could see that it was Lord Karthan’s younger
son Lat.


Trallik’s mind was reeling.  So here was what
Khee-lar was after!  Suddenly, the full ramifications of what he had committed
to struck him like a hammer.  Perhaps he’d only somewhat realized that Khee-lar
Shadow Hand was trying not only to overthrow Lord Karthan, but also to kill him
and his entire family.  Perhaps he’d thought too much about what he would gain
from his service, and not enough about what the services were that he’d have to
perform.  Perhaps, when he’d promised to kill Kiria, he’d imagined that he
really wouldn’t have to kill anyone he knew.  Somehow, in his heart, he’d
reasoned that being a part of an organization that did horrible things wouldn’t
be so bad.  Now, as he was faced with the task of carrying out those same
horrible things, Trallik was shocked by it.


He had committed to serve Khee-lar Shadow Hand,
and to kill for him, but now that it came down to playing the part of assassin
he couldn’t seem to bring himself to do it.  What little conscience he still
possessed was pricked.  How could he kill these two helpless whelps?


As he knelt there debating with himself, all his
attention focused on the scene in front of him, from behind him two large
clawed legs reached out.  Grabbing him from behind, something large drug him to
the ground and, with one swift sting to the neck, rendered him helpless.  The
long knife that he grabbed out of reflex fell from his limp hand.  The cry of
surprise and horror died quickly on his lips.  Trallik was absolutely horrified
as he was dragged, limp and helpless, from the room. 


 





 


“What in the Fates was that?!” The sense of peace
and calm had obviously worn off and Manebrow wanted answers.  He pushed his
wolf away as he looked steadfastly at his leader.


“I… I’m not sure,” Durik muttered as he looked at
his hands.  The glow had long since faded, leaving him with a feeling of
lingering doubt that the whole healing event had actually happened.


“Was it just me or were your hands just glowing?”
Manebrow pressed as he stood up and walked toward Durik.


“Your leg was broken.  I healed it,” Durik said in
a calm, peaceful voice.


“What?”  Manebrow sat back down on the ground and
thought for a moment.  He remembered the boar coming toward him.  He remembered
slapping his wolf on its flank to get it out of the way, then grabbing his axe. 
But the part between grabbing his axe and seeing Durik’s hands glow he had no
memory of.  Looking around, he saw the body of the great boar with his axe
planted firmly in its brain.


Manebrow stood up and walked over to the tree
where he’d just been sitting.  By the kink in its trunk, he guessed it must
have stopped the boar’s charge.  Warm blood matted in the dirt where he’d just
been sitting.  The heat from the blood made the contours in the dirt stand out,
and Manebrow thought he saw something strange.  He knelt down for a closer look
and found a strange impression.  Tracing the line of the impression, he could
see where he’d been sitting, with both legs extended, but he could also clearly
see that his leg had been twisted at an odd angle about mid-thigh.


Manebrow turned back to Durik, who was holding
Firepaw’s muzzle against his shoulder and rubbing his fur.  “What happened?” he
asked again, the pitch of his voice rising as he struggled for answers.


“When I awoke after being hit by the boar, I came
over and found you trapped under the dead boar,” Durik calmly started.  “I got
the wolves and we pulled it off of you, and that’s when I saw that your leg was
broken, shattered really.  It was swollen and bruised horribly.”


Manebrow’s eyes showed a clear lack of
understanding.  “My leg was broken,” he repeated, almost as if he were asking. 



Durik nodded.  “You kept asking for water.  You
screamed loudly when I felt the break.  I am sure it was a splintered break.  I
was sure you would never walk again, if you even survived.”


Manebrow’s hands were now on his hips.  “But I am
alive!” he stated emphatically, as if straining to squeeze this strange event
into his limited understanding of the world and how it was supposed to work.


“Yes.” Durik nodded his agreement, which only
increased Manebrow’s consternation.  “As I was feeling the break, another of
the visions I mentioned to you came over me.  I saw armored beings, probably
orcs, getting ready to enter a structure I was in.”


“Visions?” Manebrow asked.  “I thought you were
talking about visions like in your imagination or something, not visions like
something putting stuff in your head!” he exclaimed as he pointed to his
forehead.


“Though I saw no one near me, a voice told me to
be calm and then it seemed to examine my whole life up to this point as if it
were judging whether or not I was worthy.  It was so powerful…” Durik paused
for a moment as the memory of it echoed through his heart.  “As the vision
began to fade, I saw that my hands were glowing.  It just felt natural to put
them on your leg,” Durik explained.  “Then your leg just straightened out and
healed.  Oh, and the gash the boar put in my leg healed too,” he muttered as he
opened the slit in the leg of his wolfskin outfit and looked at where the wound
had been.


“That’s it?” Manebrow asked, not knowing what to
think.  “Just ‘then your leg straightened out and healed’ and nothing more?” 
He stood staring at his leader.


After a few moments of silent thought, Durik shook
his head.  “I wish I knew what the source of this power was, but I don’t.  All
I know is that it felt… right.”


Manebrow raised one of his signature eyebrows as
he looked at Durik.  “Some greater power is putting voices in your mind,
showing you visions, and giving you power to heal people.”


“Yes, that pretty well sums it up, I would say,”
Durik answered, nodding slightly.


With hands still on his hips, Manebrow chewed his
lip and turned around to look back at the impression in the dirt made by his
formerly broken leg.  He thought for a moment, then thought for a moment more. 
Finally, he shook his head and walked over to the dead boar.  Grabbing the
handle of his axe, he jerked it free of the boar’s skull and wiped it clean on
the fur of the massive beast.  He then tied the ripped leg of his wolfskin
outfit behind his thigh and looked around to see if he’d dropped anything. 
Grabbing his wolf by the reins, he walked up to Durik.


“Well, sire, whatever power it is that’s watching
over us, let’s just hope that it continues,” he said, then turned back toward
the trail they had come from, muttering under his breath.


Durik patted Firepaw one last time on the snout,
then gathering his gear he followed the grizzled, veteran warrior who was his
second in command. 


 





 


Ardan was one of the more skilled trackers from
the Metal Smithies Warrior Group.  His skill came not so much from his nose, as
was mostly the case with the Deep Guard, but from his ability to read the land
like an open book.  As he passed through the countryside, the land revealed its
secrets to him, like a trusted friend.  Now that the moon had finally come out,
he had been able to follow the trail left by the passing of so many before him
at a jog, still looking for clues to ensure he didn’t miss anything.


After some time, he’d led his team to the game
trail that Arbelk had mentioned.  Reading the trail, he saw the heavy booted
footprints of orc warriors, the lighter bare feet of kobolds and, stranger than
everything else, the small footprints of a kobold whelp.  This only served to
confirm what Manebrow had thought, that Lord Karthan’s sons were the target of
this attack.


Standing, he turned to the rest of the team. 
“Warriors, there’s no time to lose.  Follow me.”  With that, he turned and
started to run down the trail, unbuttoning the front of his wolfskin outfit as
he went.  Behind him, the rustling of belts and the slapping of swords against
thighs competed with the thumping of feet.  In the rear of the party, Terrim
urged the packdogs along, slapping them on their flanks and speaking soft words
of encouragement.


Though it was long into the night and their bodies
were fatigued from such a long march, they continued this way until the urgency
of the situation had finally driven them to the same place where Gorgon’s team
had first sighted the orcs.  Ardan immediately noticed that several persons had
gone off the path and into the woods.  He stopped his team and analyzed the
footprints in the soft earth.  After a moment of analyzing them, he was sure
they were kobold footprints.  Looking at the path again, he saw other kobold
footprints, including the whelp’s footprints.


Ardan stood. “Here the path diverges,” he said to
his team.  “We follow Gorgon’s team, and we’ll see if this mystery becomes
clearer to us.”


Turning back to the trail, he carefully followed
the trail over several small hills through the woods, then past where Trallik
had seen the orcs previously and deeper into the woods toward the strange hills
in the distance.  He was reassured by the fact that the two kobold trails now
had intersected again.  He was even more reassured by the fact that the orcs’
trail had disappeared.


 





 


Jerrig was alone outside the entrance to the cave,
watching the moon make the shadows on the barren ground of these unnatural
valleys seem to come to life.  As he sat there, wishing it were either darker
or lighter, darker so his heat vision would work or lighter so he could see
clearly, he felt perhaps the most vulnerable and alone he had ever felt in his
life.  He wondered at how life twisted and turned.  One moment they were
tracking orcs as a team, the next moment he was standing on a lonely, windswept
trail high above a barren valley, looking out over the tops of the trees in the
nearby forest on this clear moonlit night, wishing he was anywhere but where he
was.


Jerrig leaned on his javelins and looked out over
the valley.  After several moments, his eyes started to droop and, after a few
more moments, his head began to nod.  Then, as if from a dream, Jerrig was
shaken from his slumber by a scream from far down inside the cave.  Shaking his
head and breathing deeply to fight off the sleep, Jerrig stood up and looked
around.  At first, he wondered if it had been a dream, or more likely a
nightmare.  All seemed to be as it had been.  But then again he heard yelling,
like that of a young kobold, coming from deep inside.  Jerrig instantly thought
of Trallik and wondered if he was all right.


Listening for another moment, Jerrig began to hear
a noise, like a rockslide, only slower, coming from the valley below.  Confused
by all these noises, he looked down the side of the hill into the valley.  To
his great surprise, it looked as if the entire floor of the valley was
flooded.  As he studied the scene in front of him, he began to make out
individual shapes.  Down in the valley, a flood of six-legged creatures that
looked like giant ants were traveling in one single-minded flow down the path
that Trallik and Jerrig had come up from the forest.


Afraid that he might be seen, Jerrig scrambled
backwards almost stumbling over his own tail as he tried to quickly get into
the cave entrance.  Pausing inside, Jerrig pondered what he should do.  Outside
the cave there was a flood of giant ants; deeper in the cave were unknown
dangers.  The thought occurred to him that perhaps it would be safer to stay
where he was… but he was beginning to get rather worried about Trallik. 
Fighting his natural fears, he slowly steeled himself for whatever was to
come.  Eventually his courage overcame his fears and Jerrig began down the
passageway into the heart of the hill.


 
















 


 


Chapter 16
– Gathering Danger


Durik
walked with his head down through the woods.  In one hand he held the tip of
his spear while he led Firepaw by the reins with the other.  In front of him, a
path made by the passage of several feet meandered through the woods, made only
more obvious and readable by the clover it cut its way through.  Behind
Firepaw, Manebrow led his wolf along, watching the forest around them carefully
while Durik was focused on the trail.  It had become strangely quiet, as if a
storm was gathering, yet from time to time, as they passed between pines or in
a clearing, they had seen the starry sky, and there was not a cloud in it.


Soon, the pair of kobolds had followed the trail
until it reached an older part of the forest, where tall cedar trees had lived
for many generations.  The ground cover there was short, and they could see for
quite some distance under the boughs of the old trees.


As they walked, Manebrow saw something hot through
the trees and called softly to Durik. The pair of them found the nearest group
of bushes and hid behind them.  Looking out from behind the bushes, they saw a
pair of kobolds not far from them through the trees, one of them leading a
wolf.  As the pair of kobolds approached, they could see from their heat
patterns that one of them was female, and that she was crying.  Durik nodded to
Manebrow and the two of them led their wolves out from behind the bushes.  The
two kobolds instantly stopped, preparing to flee if need be.


Durik called out, “Hail, Kiria and companion!  Who
is that?  Arbelk, is that you?”


The male kobold smiled broadly from under the
wolf-skin suit’s hood.  “Yeah, it’s me,” he answered calmly.


“It’s about time you two showed up.  I was getting
worried about you,” Durik said as they approached.


In contrast to Arbelk, Kiria was overjoyed to see
the two of them.  Running up to Durik, she wrapped her arms around him and
buried her head against his chest.  “Oh, thank you for coming to find me.  I’m
so sorry.  I’ve ruined everything.”


Durik, surprised by this outpouring of emotion,
held her out at arm’s length.  The sweet smell of her was intoxicating, which
was not what he needed to deal with right now.  “I’m glad to see that you’re
both all right,” he said as she pulled back.  “As for if you’ve ruined
anything, I don’t think so.  Not yet, anyway.  Hopefully Gorgon and the rest of
his team are on their way to find your brothers as we speak.”


Turning to Arbelk, Durik asked, “Tell me, what of
the others?  Have you any word?  Isn’t this Gorgon’s wolf?  Where’s Kiria’s
wolf?”


Arbelk nodded. “I was sent back by Gorgon to find
out your orders, but along the way I encountered Ardan’s team.  He sent me
after you two, since Trallik said there were orcs on the path and Ardan felt he
should follow after Gorgon’s team with all haste, in case they met up with the
orcs and were overpowered.  So, I came after you two and ended up finding Kiria
instead.”


“And it’s a good thing that he did!” Kiria
exclaimed.


Manebrow spoke, “Well, many things have happened
since we saw each other earlier this night.”


Arbelk nodded his head. “You can say that again. 
Manebrow. Dur— I mean sire, I’ve got something you’re going to want to see. 
And it has to do in part with your question about Kiria’s wolf.”  With that, he
turned around and motioned for the two of them to follow him.  


Moments later, the four of them stood looking at
the corpse of Arloch lying in a puddle of his own blood, an expression of
surprise still frozen in his lifeless eyes.  A short distance from him, Kiria’s
wolf Starshine lay dead, killed by another arrow.


It was difficult for Kiria to be here, looking at
the face of her attacker, but as she conquered her emotions, she slowly
explained what had happened, starting from how she had fallen asleep waiting
for someone to find her, through her abrupt awakening and the death of her
wolf, to what Arloch had said and how Arbelk had saved her life.


As Kiria talked, Firepaw walked away from the
kobolds toward where Starshine lay and nuzzled the motionless body of his
friend.  In his eyes was a deep sorrow, and as he sat there in the woods next
to the lifeless body of his friend he howled a long, deep, sorrowful howl,
which seemed to echo under the boughs of the deep cedar woods.  Coming to his
side, Manebrow’s and Gorgon’s wolves joined him and for the next while the air
was filled with their sorrow.


Throughout Kiria’s recounting of events, Durik
stood expressionless, giving no hint to his inner thoughts.  Finally, after
pondering what Kiria had said about Arloch, the traitor and would-be assassin,
he turned to Manebrow.  “If there’s one, most likely there’re two.  We need to
get back to the others before things get out of control.”


He put his hand on Arbelk’s shoulder. “You have
proven your worth this night, my friend.  Now, you know that no good deed goes
unpunished.  So, because of your vigilance, until we feel comfortable that
there are no more traitors in our midst, you’re to watch after Kiria.”


Arbelk nodded.  Looking over the scene again,
Durik gave the command to gather what was salvageable before leaving to meet up
with the group.


Manebrow and Arbelk took the tack, saddle, and
saddlebags off of Starshine’s still form while Durik stripped Arloch of his
weapons and backpack.  There would be no burial for either of them.  Arloch had
played the part of a traitor, and there was no time to dig a hole for
Starshine.  In as caring a manner as Durik could, he led Firepaw away from
Starshine’s cooling body.  Manebrow and Arbelk followed suit with their wolves. 
For now, the living had to see after the living.  There would be time later to
attend to the dead.


 





 


Gorgon, Troka, and Keryak had begun to get a feel
for this place.  At first, they’d not seen anything as they searched the
desolate hills and the barren draws in between them.  Then, as a refreshing
breeze blew clean air into their faces several hills from where they had
started, there was a large gap between two of the hills.  Gorgon, refreshed by
the breeze and curious about what was inside the interior of this hill mass,
led the small group through the gap.  Immediately they found themselves in a
small valley in the middle of a ring of hills.  Around the base of the valley
several small holes, not even large enough for a kobold to crawl into, had been
dug into the sides of the hills.  In some places, the holes were so close they
resembled a bee hive’s honeycomb.  After the lush vegetation of the deep
forests they’d been traveling through, the feel of this place was surreal.


They all had their bows out with arrows at the
ready when a chittering sound quickly arose from somewhere within the valley. 
The acoustics of the valley made it impossible to determine where the sound
came from, and the three warriors instinctively formed a protective circle, each
one facing a different direction.


The chittering sound grew quickly until it seemed
as if the entire valley was alive.  Gorgon, turning to the other two, yelled
over the sound, “Let’s get out of here!”  The other two nodded in earnest
agreement and the three of them ran as fast as they could out of the little
valley, tails waving behind them.


As they ran, Keryak looked behind them.  Streaming
out of the honeycomb of holes throughout the valley came what looked to be
scores of giant ants.  They were lifting their heads as if signaling to each
other, or perhaps testing the air.  Their short, sturdy mandibles were opening
and closing.  In their jaws a plate vibrated, causing an incessant buzzing
chitter.


Keryak yelled to the others, “I think they can
smell us!”


Gorgon stopped at the hump in the gap, just before
the descent down into the woods, and looked at the ants.  They were about the
size of small dogs, probably an arm’s length in height and half again as long,
and were swarming along the path behind them at an incredible speed.  At this
pace, he was sure they would outrun them in a matter of moments.  The other two
stopped briefly, looking at him.  Gorgon then looked out into the trees.  As if
a sign from the Fates, a stiff breeze blew into their faces, turning them back
toward the valley and the gathering ant horde.


“I don’t think running will be much use,” he
yelled.  “I think this is it.  Time to do or die!”


Keryak stuck his spear in the ground next to him
and brought his bow up.  Drawing the string back to his ear, he fired an arrow,
knocking one ant off its feet and over onto its back.  “Time to make it
happen!” he yelled.


Gorgon and Troka, seeing that they wouldn’t have
time to get a shot off, slung their bows and drew warhammer and broadsword,
standing an arm’s length apart across the path, ready to receive the charge of
the ants.


And charge they did.  Gorgon, swinging his hammer
as fast as he could, was smashing their carapace-covered bodies like tin on an
anvil.  Troka, in turn, swung first with both hands downward to cut off a head,
then brought the sword back up and down in a thrust through a torso.  Keryak,
behind the other two, fired his bow as fast as he could, killing those who
tried climbing on the walls of the gap to get behind them.


So it went for what seemed like an eternity. 
Their three instruments of war; sword, hammer, and bow, each played their part
in the symphony of destruction.  Then, as the main body of the ant army arrived
en masse, the symphony began to grow disjointed.  It was obvious from the sweat
on their brows and the worried looks on their faces that the trio couldn’t keep
this up for too long.  But still they strove on, always one misstep away from a
gruesome death.


Keryak was out of arrows now and, taking up his
spear, ran from side to side, sticking ants and throwing their still twitching
bodies toward their companions in an attempt to stem the tide.  But for all his
efforts, the flood of ants that was now beginning to pour around both sides was
too much for him and he called for the others to begin retreating.  Gorgon,
seeing the danger before Troka, grabbed Troka by the harness of his crossed
shoulder belts, prompting him to start backing up.  


Having a moment to rest as the group of ants that
he was running back to attack stumbled and rolled down toward Gorgon’s feet,
Keryak looked about.  Standing strangely still in the midst of the surging mass
of its compatriots was a rather large ant, about the size of a large wolf.  It
stood on four legs, lifting its torso, front legs and head above the fray in an
almost humanoid fashion.  As he watched, it seemed to Keryak as if the movement
of its antennae and the direction it pointed its head was in someway connected
to the surging pattern of the great ants.


Having a sudden burst of inspiration, or perhaps
desperation, Keryak grabbed an arrow from the quiver on Troka’s back.  Throwing
his spear at the nearest ant, he picked up his bow and, nocking the arrow, drew
the string back to his ear.  Carefully he timed his shot.  As Troka’s arms and
torso came down in another swing, Keryak fired over his head at the ant
commander.


The arrow struck the ant commander dead center in
its torso.  Swinging its head and antennae wildly, its torso reeled back in
agony.  Keryak grabbed another arrow from Troka’s quiver and fired again from
between his two fellow warriors.  This arrow struck the ant commander in its
head.  As it drove home, the ant commander stopped writhing and stood
motionless for a moment before dropping lifeless to the ground.


All around the trio of warriors the ants stopped
attacking.  Some of them milled about in confusion.  A couple of them attacked
randomly, being quickly dispatched by the now unpressed warriors.  The
chittering died almost immediately and except for the scurrying of many, many
feet, the night was silent again.  Almost as one, the ants started to retreat
toward their holes.  The three warriors stood silently for a minute, catching
their breath as they watched them go.


Gorgon turned with a smile to the other two.  “Well,
that’ll be a story for our posterity.”


Troka nodded as he leaned on his blood-stained
broadsword to catch his breath. “Aye, I don’t think we’ll soon forget what we
did here tonight.  It was a pleasure to serve with you two.”


Without a word more, the now-blooded new kobold
warriors started cleaning their weapons, collecting their arrows and checking
to ensure that they had all of their equipment.  As the three of them walked
back down the path, scores of ants’ bodies lay smashed, cut, and skewered behind
them.


 
















 


 


Chapter 17
– Assault on the Queen’s Lair


Jerrig’s
hands were trembling as he made his way down the passageway.  He wasn’t the
bravest of kobolds, but he was also determined to not be labeled a coward. 
He’d often heard the maxim that it wasn’t whether or not you felt fear that
determined how brave you were, but whether you conquered the fear or let it
conquer you.  ‘In the end, it’s all about action,’ Manebrow had told them. 
‘Either you do what you know you have to, or you let fear take away your
ability to act.’  


‘Conquer your fears, don’t let them conquer you.’ 
Jerrig repeated these words over and over again in his mind until, after
several moments, his heart started to calm down and his breathing started to
return somewhat to normal.  Some semblance of peace began to return to Jerrig’s
fear-ridden mind.  Truly, he hoped all these trials would make him stronger.


Hoisting one javelin to shoulder height, Jerrig
made his way down the passageway.  Passing the dung strewn along the
passageway, Jerrig came eventually to the larger hovels of the ant warriors
that lined either side of the passageway.  They were mostly silent now, the
warriors themselves resting after a recent feast.  Jerrig could smell the
stench of their breath as they exhaled the smell of their feast of congealed
blood and torn flesh, and it threatened to turn his newfound courage back into
fear.


Steeling his nerves, Jerrig padded as softly as he
could past the cluster of openings, holding his breath and his tail as he
went.  Once safely on the far side, he dared to breathe again.  Looking back
one more time to ensure nothing was following him, Jerrig continued down the
passageway.  It wasn’t more than forty or fifty steps until he found himself at
the junction of three separate rooms.  All seemed silent.


From the room straight ahead of him and past the
other two passageways, Jerrig saw a slight trickle of smoke wafting up the
ceiling.  The slight flicker of a fire cast dancing shadows on the wall.  He
could detect an acrid smell lingering in the smoke.  As he approached the first
two passageways, he smelled the same stench of the recent feast coming from the
left one.  From the right room was the stench of some great beast.  Its smell
wafted up the passageway in gusts, as if its breathing stirred even the air.


Jerrig didn’t take long to decide what he was
going to do.  The welcome light of a fire beckoned to him, and he stepped
forward to make his way past the other two passageways.  It was then that he
saw it.  There, on the ground of the right passageway, was one of Trallik’s new
long knives.  It was still slightly warm from having hung close to Trallik’s
body for so long.  As he looked down the passageway, he could see arrows strewn
along it like so many breadcrumbs.  Then, as he stood there paralyzed with the
thought of what must have happened to Trallik, Jerrig heard another sound.  It
was the muffled sound of someone moaning, and it was coming from the right
passageway.


Jerrig decided he needed help.  Unfortunately for
him, he began to hear a chittering noise farther up the passageway.  As he
listened, paralyzed by fear, the chittering sound quickly grew louder until it
filled his entire consciousness.  As Jerrig turned around, he saw several
large, wolf-sized ant-like creatures emerging from the holes he’d just passed. 
On their front legs were wicked looking claws and their mandibles were large
and jagged.  As they formed up to come after Jerrig, they stood semi-erect on
their back two pairs of legs.


Snapping out of his horror, Jerrig turned and fled
immediately toward the center room, hoping against hopes that he would either
find sanctuary or escape.  As he stumbled into the fire light, he saw Khazak
Mail Fist lying on the floor, his head resting on a rock.  His eyes were closed,
and he looked almost spent.  Seated next to him on the floor, two kobold whelps
sat with eyes wide open as Jerrig burst into the room, as if they were
expecting Jerrig to be their final doom.


When they saw Jerrig, the two young kobolds stood
up with looks of hope on their faces, their whip-like tails beating the air
behind them.  


“Are you here to save us?” the older one asked.


Jerrig looked behind him then ran to the other
side of the fire where the boys were standing.  Hoisting a javelin to his
shoulder, he answered them, “Well, kind of.  Unfortunately it appears that
instead of saving you, I get to die with you.  There’s a bunch of what look
like huge warrior ants coming our way.”


The young kobolds looked up at Jerrig.  Again the
older one spoke. “Khazak said that they won’t come here as long as we keep the
fire going.”


Jerrig looked at the young kobold with a look of
disbelief.  Soon, however, his words were proven true.  As Jerrig watched, the
warrior ants approached the passageway in the darkness then retreated from the
acrid smoke of the little fire.  After watching this happen three times in
succession, Jerrig listened as the warrior ants retreated back up the
passageway.


Exhaling slowly, Jerrig lowered his javelin.  He
turned and looked down at the two young kobolds.  “Well, so be it then.  I’m
Jerrig, what are your names and whatever are you doing here?”


“My name is Karto, and my little brother’s name is
Lat,” the older one said, pointing to the smaller kobold on his right.  “We
were going to visit our daddy’s friends across the valley, but some bad people
came and we had to go really fast to get away from them.”


Jerrig looked from the whelps to Khazak Mail Fist
and back.  The realization of who they were struck him like a hammer.  “You’re
Lord Karthan’s sons!”


Karto and Lat both nodded, looking up at Jerrig
with innocent eyes.


“Oh, my.  Well, that explains a lot.”  He then
furrowed his brow. “Or perhaps it confuses things.  Either way, I think there’s
a lot more going on here than I understand.”


Karto nodded again.  Seeing his older brother
nodding, Lat too started nodding.  “I think daddy’s in trouble again.”


Jerrig rubbed Karto’s hornless head.  “You’re a
smart one, Karto.  But don’t worry, I think your father can take care of
himself.”  In his heart, however, Jerrig wasn’t so confident.


Jerrig turned and looked down at Khazak Mail Fist
with concern.  “I think that Khazak might need some help.  Let me see what I
can do for him.  I don’t think we’ll be going anywhere anytime soon.”


Karto looked up at him again. “Do you think anyone
else will come and help us?”


Jerrig knelt next to Khazak Mail Fist and lifted
the cloth bandage that covered the arrow wound in his shoulder and looked under
it, splashing drops of water on the cloth to help it come away from the wound
without causing a new flow of blood.  “I’m not sure, Karto, but I sure hope
so.  I think that, for now, we’ll have to see what we can do to save
ourselves.”


 





 


The forest had grown strangely silent as Ardan had
led his team toward the strange group of hills to the south of the trail.  Now
an eerie feeling, as if a storm was gathering, began to come over them all as
they walked through the forest.  Ardan looked around at his fellow team
members.  Tohr and Kahn were whispering in low voices to each other, looking
around at the forest with furtive, nervous glances.  The packdogs also seemed
strangely nervous.  Terrim and Kabbak were having a hard time keeping them in
line.  Ardan and the two brothers both had their bows out with arrows at the
ready.


As they walked along, they heard the noise of some
small animal moving quickly past them through the underbrush.  After another
couple of moments, another of whatever they were passed by, this time closer. 
In the distance, coming from the direction of the hill, a low noise, like the
rustling of many dead leaves, came at them.


Ardan turned back to the group. “Now!  Off to the
right.  Let’s go!  Run!”


Grabbing a hold of the reins of one of the
packdogs, Ardan led the group as they ran as fast as they could off into the
forest.  Behind them the low noise in the distance turned into the torrential
noise of the passing of thousands of feet as the group saw many hundreds of
giant ants swarming through the woods near where they’d recently been, heading
in the direction of the game trail they’d left behind.  The heat from their
bodies was mostly covered by their carapaces, escaping only at the joints
between the plates.


Ardan and his team did their best to hide as the
flood passed by to their front.  A few ant scouts, however, seemed to be
following their trail by scent.  Tohr and Kahn looked at each other in fear. 
Ardan thumped them on their shoulders to get their attention.  He held up his
bow to signal his intention to take out the scouts, indicating they should wait
for his signal before attacking.  


As the ant scouts came close with their heads down
to the ground, almost as one Ardan, Tohr, and Kahn stood up and fired, taking
out the first three scouts.  Behind them, however, were several more that
started to scatter.  The three of them ran for all they were worth to catch
them, firing almost half of their arrows before they were sure they’d gotten
them all.  Returning to where they’d left Terrim, Kabbak, and the packdogs,
they all looked relieved.


Ardan led their march again as the team now
continued toward the hills to the south, knowing that trying to follow the
trail after the passing of so many hundreds of creatures would be next to
impossible.  As they went, they collected a few of the arrows that they’d fired. 
They wanted to have all the weapons at their disposal they possibly could.


 





 


Jerrig was not the most valiant of kobolds, but
neither was he one to leave a companion in the clutches of death if there was
anything he could do about it.  He’d seen Trallik’s long knife, and he’d seen
the trail of arrows leading off into the dark chamber beyond.  Now, after
steeling his nerves for some time, he could finally let go of his fear and
accept that he might lose his life.  As he did so, a strange peace came over him,
as if he had finally arrived.  In his heart, Jerrig suddenly realized that
perhaps now he knew what it was to be a warrior.


Taking javelins in hand, Jerrig gave Karto the
task of making sure his little brother Lat stayed put and of giving water to
Khazak whenever he stirred.  Karto, with all the solemnity an eight-year-old
could muster, stood erect and accepted the task like he’d seen warriors do in
the past.  Patting him on the shoulder, Jerrig turned and walked as quietly as
he could toward the passageway.


That the group of warrior ants had left was
certain.  But Jerrig, after a year of training, was too smart to think that
they’d not left at least one guard behind.  Cautiously, he looked around the
corner of the entrance into the passageway.  The light from the fire was too
much for his heat vision, however, and he couldn’t see a thing.  Not wanting to
take any unnecessary chances, Jerrig walked back toward the fire and picked up
a piece of burning dung.  With a flick of the wrist, the flaming dung went
skittering up the passageway.  He listened carefully to hear if his efforts had
stirred anything to wakefulness.  Nothing moved.


Slowly, Jerrig made his way out into the
passageway.  The light of the burning dung, now beginning to fail, illuminated
the entrances to the two passageways.  As he waited in the stillness, the light
flickered then went out.  Left without that light, Jerrig could now see much
further with his heat vision.  To his surprise, the warrior ants had indeed
left no guard to watch.


Jerrig came up to the junction with the other two
passageways.  From the one to his right, he still could smell the gory feast that
must have taken place there.  Taking a deep breath, he walked quickly down that
hall and was soon in a large chamber.  Looking about him, he was filled with
disgust and horror.  Strewn all over the floor were the bones of countless
animals.  Littered amongst them, equal victims to the ravages of their
compatriots, were the empty carapaces of ants that had died or were wounded, having
shared the same fate as their prey; to be consumed by the colony.


It was all that Jerrig could do to not bolt and
run right then.  However, he had a task to do.  Walking carefully between the
bones, he made his way to a pile of bones that still emanated the slightest
amount of heat in the center of the room.  As he stood looking down at them, he
knew he had found the last two attackers.  Shredded wolf-skin cloaks lay cast
off to the side, and weapons lay broken and scattered.  In the pile of cracked
bones, even their marrow having been taken from them, Jerrig found two kobold
skulls.  The mandibles and the tongues of the ants truly had done their job. 
There was nothing left but the desecrated bones of Khazak Mail Fist’s stalkers.


Turning away from the gruesome sight, Jerrig
carefully made his way past the piles of bones: great boar skulls, deer bones,
and the hooves of some animal he didn’t recognize.  At last he came back to the
junction in the passageways.  With one task done, Jerrig felt somewhat reassured. 
He had conquered one fear, but now was the true test of his courage.  Hoisting
a javelin to one shoulder, he walked as quietly as he could down the other side
passageway.


He didn’t have far to go before he saw what
appeared to be a pile of large, glowing melons enmeshed in some sort of
netting.  Jerrig stopped and looked more closely.  As he watched, he saw a
large ant, walking on its back two sets of legs, approach the melon-sized
objects and cut away the netting that surrounded one of them with its
mandibles.  Carefully, the large ant pulled it out of its netting and set it on
the ground.  After a few moments, Jerrig saw the melon-like object move ever so
slightly.  After a few more moments, a small leg poked its way out.


Jerrig was in awe and horror as he watched the egg
hatching; awe at the miracle of life, and horror to think that this thing would
soon regard his kind as food.  If there was one thing Jerrig didn’t want, it
was for him and his companions to share the same fate as the two attackers had. 
With determination in his eyes, Jerrig strode forward.


 





 


The two egg tenders turned to look as a creature
entered the chamber.  Behind them, the queen lay resting after having given
birth to yet another egg.  Hanging on the wall in the queen’s own silk was
these hatchlings’ first meal, and now here came more food for the queen’s
brood.  With determination in their eyes, the two egg tenders moved forward to
take down this new food, telling it loudly of its fate as they went.


Suddenly, the new food threw a stick, piercing one
of the egg tenders through its torso.  Chittering a woeful cry, it lay writhing
on the floor.  In only a couple more moments, the other egg tender was also
pierced through, and the new food strode forward to retrieve its sticks.


The queen, however, would not stand for this. 
Food must be taught its place.  Anything other than this and there would be
chaos, and if there was one thing the queen would not tolerate, it was
disorder.  Chittering a war cry loudly and releasing her pheromones, she called
for her warriors.  Weaving back and forth, she approached this new food
cautiously to see if it would accept her dominance, or if she had to assert
herself and bring this food to its knees.


In answer to her dance, the new food raised one of
its piercing sticks again.  If this was its answer, then so be it.  She would
teach it a lesson.  Tonight, she would lick the marrow from its meager bones. 
Lunging forward, she caught the leg of the food and tripped it off its feet. 
Both of its sticks fell to the ground away from it.  Jumping forward, she came
up over it.  Looking down, she flexed her abdomen, still cracked and tender
from the birthing, to expose a long, thin spike, preparing to sting the
insolent food.


Then, as if in a last act of desperation, the new
food raised its hands and a power greater than hers filled the room.  The
unexpected presence of this power distracted the queen from her prey
momentarily.  Suddenly, a bright flame engulfed her head, leaving her blind and
unable to smell anything other than the stench of her own burning carapace.  


Blind and stunned, fear became reality when the
sting of cold, hard steel was felt as a long knife was plunged deep into her
thinly armored underbelly.  Desperately trying to pull away from the pain this
terrible little food had caused her, she jumped up.  Her strength was not with
her, however, and she landed against the wall, not far enough away.  With a
leap, the food was on her, plunging its steely knife deep into her time and
time again.  The pain was tremendous.  She could not drive the food away. 
After thrashing about for some time, with a final gasp the queen released the
last of her pheromones and fell to one side.  


When Jerrig finally thrust a javelin between the
thick chitin plates which protected her neck and up into her head, she thought
no more.


 
















 


 


Chapter 18
– Reunions


The
effects of fatigue on Gorgon and the members of his team were most clearly
visible in the way their tails hung limply behind them.  Now that the adrenalin
high had worn off, the accompanying low was taking its toll.  Seeing how little
they had left to give after the battle in the ant valley, Gorgon had decided
that it was time to go back and see if they couldn’t find Jerrig and Trallik.  Perhaps,
they will have found some clue.


So it was that Gorgon and the remnants of his team
met up with Ardan and the remnants of his team at the path that led into the
heart of the giant ant hill complex.  Seeing each other through the woods, the
two teams hailed each other silently, not wanting to disturb whatever watch the
ants might have set.


As Ardan and Gorgon talked in whispers about what
had happened since Gorgon’s team’s departure at the enclosure, the rest of the
two teams, also curious, talked amongst themselves.  Before long, everyone knew
that Khazak Mail Fist and Lord Karthan’s two sons were lost somewhere in the
area, and Ardan’s team learned more about the orcs they’d heard about from
Arbelk.


Gorgon, upon hearing who it was that they were
trying to save, seemed to regain much of his energy.  “That’s it.  I’d wager
they’re in the middle of this mess, if they’re anywhere,” he said, pointing to
the hills behind them.  “Khazak Mail Fist must know some secret for dealing
with these things.  He must be trying to use them as protection.”


Ardan considered this for a moment. “I didn’t
really believe that such creatures existed until now, but I do remember some
traders from the Krall Gen mentioning they had run across some.  I thought they
were exaggerating, or lying about what they saw.  I now know differently.” 
Ardan paused, as if in thought. “One thing they did mention is that they
discovered that the burning smell of their own dung is repulsive to these
creatures.”


Gorgon nodded. “Khazak Mail Fist has many dealings
with the Krall Gen on behalf of Lord Karthan.  He must have heard the same
thing if he came here to seek refuge.”


After several moments of silence, as the tired
warriors contemplated what had been said, Gorgon stood up.  “Well, then I see
no other alternative than to light torches and go in looking for them.  Here,
warriors,” he said, turning to Keryak and Troka, “empty your meat sacks into
your packs and start collecting up some of the dry dung we’ve seen lying
about.”


Ardan thought for a second then, understanding
what Gorgon was doing, he ordered his warriors to do the same.  Soon both teams
were spread out through the tree line in the shadow of the giant ant hills,
looking for dung and throwing it in their sacks.  Once they all had what they
could find without ranging too far and wide, Tohr and Kahn, as well as Gorgon
and Troka, lit torches.  As one, the group made its way up the trail and into
the giant ant hill complex.  


They hadn’t thought about it much when they
decided to try this method, Ardan thought, but then he also remembered the sage
advice that sometimes its best to not stop and think about things too much,
else one would never progress in life.  The ‘smoking dung’ thing was a total
gamble, but any advantage was better than none against the odds this massive
giant ant colony could bring against them.


Gorgon, at the front of the group, had stopped. 
They’d not seen any ants up to this point in the trail and in front of him was
a crossroads.  Looking up to the right, he could see a trail that wound far up
a hill, almost to the top, before plunging into a solitary dark cave.  The way
ahead was simple enough, as it disappeared around the next hill.  The path to
the left went up and disappeared as it rounded a hill.  


Turning around, Gorgon called to Ardan, near the
rear of the group.  “Ardan, are any of your warriors any good at tracking by
scent?”


Tohr and Kahn, the two Deep Guard brothers, both
raised their hands tentatively.


“Ah, good,” Gorgon said.  “Well, check out these
side trails, will you?  I think the ants pretty much wiped out any traces they
would have left on the main trail, but these side trails look untouched.”


The two brothers began testing the ground for
scent.  After a few moments, Kahn stood up and turned around.  “I don’t have
the best of noses, but the scent is very clear here.  They definitely went this
way,” he said, pointing to the right.


Gorgon smiled. “Now that’s what I like to hear.” 
With that, he started up the trail to the right, followed by the rest of the
group.  As they reached the inky black of the entrance into the hill, Gorgon
called for Kahn again.  Again, Kahn confirmed that the others had gone this
way.  Gorgon handed his torch to Keryak and pulled his hammer out of its
sling.  Looking back at the rest of the company, Gorgon turned and started
leading the group down the passageway.


 





 


The older kobolds in the gen who worked above
ground often complained that they could feel it in their joints when a storm
was coming.  Manebrow was the same way.  After much patrolling in the guard,
followed by several years as a trainer, his body was beginning to feel the
aches and pains from the stress he’d put it through.


Tonight, after going constantly for two days with
little sleep, Manebrow ached much less than he thought he would, though not in
the same way as before a storm.  In fact, in many ways he had felt refreshed
since the miracle.  But for how clear the sky was, the air still hung heavy,
and a feeling of something coming their way was still in the air.


As they retraced their steps, eventually hoping to
catch up with the rest of the group, the small band of four kobolds and three
wolves plodded along through the trees.  Eventually, they came to the place
where they’d killed the great boar.  As they approached it, in the distance a thundering
noise could be heard.


Durik called a halt to the group.  Standing there
in the forest, they listened intently as the noise began to grow louder.  It
was much more distinct now, like the stampeding of many feet.  None of the
group had any idea what it could be when, from the underbrush off to the east
of their path, a giant ant appeared, sniffing the air.  Seeing the great boar,
it passed right by the surprised group of kobolds at a fast pace and
immediately began tearing at the dead boar’s flesh.


The group started backing away from the area,
beginning to understand the danger.  The two smaller wolves began to whimper
and whine.  Firepaw began to growl a deep, throaty growl.  As one, however, the
four kobolds backed up, hitting a wall of thorn bushes that stopped their
flight.


Then, like a strong tide coming in suddenly, a
storm of ants burst through the woods, a mass of legs and mandibles all
seething toward the prize with wild, yet determined fury.  The four kobolds
watched in absolute amazement and horror as hundreds of these great ants
swarmed over the body, each ant trying to find purchase to rip pieces of flesh
off of the massive carcass.  As each ripped off a large enough piece of flesh,
they trickled off in a line, making room for others to come in their place. 
Soon, the entire body of the boar was dismantled.  Ants too late for the best
flesh pulled and ripped ribs from the backbone, running back the way they had
come with them, as if they were a great prize.  


A much larger ant, who stood on four of its legs
and seemed to use the first pair of legs like arms, popped the head of the boar
off its now skeletal neck and, cracking it open against a nearby rock like a
melon, began to feast on the contents.  As the remaining ants scrabbled over the
final pieces of the boar, the gruesome procession of great ants headed straight
back in the direction they had come, carrying the spoils of their scavenging
with them.  Behind them, where the boar had been, nothing was left.  Even the
blood had been licked from the ground.  The efficiency and determination of the
ants was absolute. 


Durik, Manebrow, Arbelk, and Kiria stood watching
the ants leave with looks of utter disbelief and horror in their eyes.  Never
before had they seen such a thing, and all of them hoped they never would
again.


 





 


Gorgon stopped the group suddenly.  Down the
passageway he heard a noise like something large being dragged across a dirt
floor.  In his mind he imagined some large type of ant they had not yet
encountered.  So far the group had been lucky.  The burning dung trick had
worked on most of the warrior ants, with the few that seemed mad enough to
leave their holes being quickly dispatched with a handful of arrows. As they
neared the bottom, he didn’t want to take any unnecessary chances.  


Listening carefully, he heard something grunting,
as if with great strain.  A moment later he heard footsteps coming from one of
the two side passageways.  Moving back a step, Gorgon had Troka and Keryak line
up in front with bows at the ready, prepared to deal with whatever this new
threat may be.  In the silence, they held their breath as they listened to the
creature’s heavy footsteps approaching the passageway they now held.


In a moment, Jerrig appeared, trying his best to
carry a very limp Trallik on his shoulders.  Noticing the light flickering to
his left, he turned and looked up at the group.


“Well, hello!” he grunted, straining to keep on
his feet with his heavy burden.


Gorgon didn’t wait a moment longer. “Keryak,
Troka, help him with Trallik.  Move!”


Jerrig just stood grimacing as Keryak and Troka
walked up and helped take Trallik off his shoulders.  It was obvious from the
cuts and sheered-off scales that Jerrig had been in some sort of a fight.  


Gorgon took a couple of steps past Jerrig down the
passageway Jerrig had just come out of.  From where he stood, Gorgon could see
silken cocoons ripped open, large eggs skewered, and on the floor of the
chamber two large ants, pierced through their torsos, lay in their blood.  Near
the entrance to the chamber, lying up against the wall was a huge ant almost
the size of a bear, with wicked-looking claws and mandibles and a large, sharp
stinger at the end of its abdomen.  It lay in a pool of its own blood.  Besides
numerous puncture wounds to its abdomen and burn marks on its head, one of
Jerrig’s javelins was still stuck through its neck and up into its head. 
Gorgon was amazed at what he saw.  As he turned to walk back up the passageway,
he looked at Jerrig with amazement and not a little disbelief… and perhaps a
newfound respect.  


Now that Jerrig had Trallik’s limp body off of his
back, he pointed to the center chamber and, as Gorgon approached, he spoke just
loud enough for the group to hear, “You’ll find Khazak Mail Fist and both of
Lord Karthan’s sons in there.”  Turning slightly, he pointed to the left
chamber.  “That chamber there would be some sort of feeding chamber.  There’s
almost nothing left of them, but you’ll find the last two assassins in there.”


Gorgon quickly made his way past Jerrig, shaking
his head in stunned disbelief and hurrying Keryak and Troka into the chamber as
he went.  As they burst into the chamber, Karto and Lat stood up and clapped
for joy.  Their favorite hero from the trials the day before had come with all
his friends to rescue them.  Patting them both on the head, Gorgon moved
quickly past them to where Khazak Mail Fist lay, pallid and still on the edge
of the firelight.


“Khazak Mail Fist, sire!” Gorgon spoke urgently. 
After a moment, he placed one palm over Khazak’s snout, to see if he could feel
his breath.  All about him, the other kobolds in the group were hugging the two
young whelps and asking them about what had happened.  Holding up his hand,
Gorgon barked a command to be silent.


As the other kobolds gathered around them, Gorgon
could barely feel Khazak Mail Fist’s breath on the tiny scales on the palm of
his hand.  Breathing a deep sigh of relief, he stood up.


“He breathes still,” Gorgon pronounced.


“Where there’s life, there’s hope,” Jerrig said in
a low voice.


In Jerrig’s eyes were a newfound courage and a
strength that Gorgon had not seen before.  His equipment was a mess, however. 
One of his shoulder belts had been cut and hung loose, swinging about his
knees.  Half the pouches on the other belt were shorn away.  All over his back
and legs were deep scrapes where the scales had been torn away; some of the
cuts had run deep enough to draw trickles of blood.  It looked much like he’d
wrestled a pack of wolverines.


“Jerrig, you look like you’ve had quite a time of
it,” Gorgon said with a tone perhaps less arrogant than before.  “Tell me, was
Khazak Mail Fist responsible for the large ant’s death?”


Jerrig pulled out his long knife, still red with
the blood of the ant queen.  “No, he was like this when I found him.  I killed
the queen of the ants, and her two helpers.  That’s where I found Trallik.”


Gorgon looked at Jerrig again.  “Well… so be it
then,” he said as he nodded with approval.


Ardan made his way to the front of the group and
knelt next to where Keryak and Troka had laid Trallik, at Khazak Mail Fist’s
feet.  Quickly, he inspected the stinger wound in the base of Trallik’s neck. 
It was swollen and gray at the edges.


“This is not good,” Ardan said none too quietly.


All eyes turned to him as he opened Trallik’s eyes
and looked at the pupils.  After a moment, he put his hand above Trallik’s
nostrils to see if he could feel any breath.  It took some time, but eventually
he looked up.


“Trallik is breathing also,” Ardan pronounced. 
“This wound he has, I think it was poison of some type, probably a paralysis
type, since they probably wanted him fresh for food… and he’s still breathing.”


Gorgon looked first in the eyes of the warriors
assembled about him then at the chamber they found themselves in.  A look of
severe fatigue was evident in everyone’s eyes.  Looking at their hunched
shoulders and limp tails, then down at the two kobolds laying almost lifeless
before him, Gorgon knew what decision he must now make.  Despite the fact that
the company was not yet whole, as five members were still missing out there in
the woods somewhere, Gorgon knew that to go after them would court disaster. 
For now, he would have to leave them to the Fates.


Turning around to the assembled warriors, Gorgon said,
“We make camp here for what’s left of this night.  In the morning, we will
search for our lost companions.  Until then, let’s get some sleep.  Keryak and
Troka, you two take first watch.”  As the group began to disperse to go about
the process of bedding down for the night, Gorgon grabbed Ardan by the arm.
“I’m going to look for Durik and the rest of them.”


Ardan’s eyes widened in surprise.  “Then I’m
coming with you.”


Gorgon shook his head. “No need risking two of
us.  Besides, this group will need someone to lead them.”


“Nice try, Gorgon, but I know you’re no tracker,”
Ardan countered.  “I’m the best option we’ve got left in that category.”  Then,
pointing to Jerrig, who was seated against the far wall thinking over the
events of the last many hours, Ardan continued, “Besides, I think that we found
ourselves someone with the courage to do the right thing while we’re gone.”


Gorgon looked at who Ardan was pointing at and,
out of habit, was about to voice dissent.  He opened his mouth then slowly
closed it again.  Slowly, Gorgon nodded his agreement.


Ardan continued looking after the two casualties. 
As he changed Khazak Mail Fist’s bandage, he found a poultice of healing herbs
underneath it that Jerrig must have applied.  Lifting Khazak’s head and opening
his snout, he forced small quantities of water down his throat before he began
to gag on it.


Turning his attention to Trallik, Ardan inspected
him from horns to tail.  Still clinging to his body were the remnants of what
appeared to be a strong silk-like rope, probably used to ensure that he didn’t
escape once the poison wore off.  The only other mark on his body was the sting
wound at the base of his neck.  Ardan carefully inspected that.  Though it was
deep, it appeared to be very narrow.  As he looked closer, he could see that
the angle it had been driven in at showed that it had most probably pierced the
spine.  This was a very potent strike indeed.  If this was poison, Ardan
doubted that Trallik would be able to move on his own for some time, if ever.


Once Ardan was finished looking over the wounded,
the two of them gathered up their equipment, then waited until they saw that
the group was settled down.  Taking torches in one hand and slinging a dung bag
each over their shoulders, the pair stood up.


Ardan called softly to Tohr, who sat up and walked
over toward him.  “Watch carefully over these two,” Ardan said.  “I think that
water, and food as soon as either of them is able to take it, is best for now. 
They both appear to be recovering, thanks to Jerrig’s efforts.”


Once Ardan was finished with his instructions,
Gorgon cleared his throat as if to make an announcement.  “Listen up for a
moment.”  All the warriors who were able turned to look at him.  “Ardan and I
are going to look for the others.  None of you are to follow us.  While we’re
gone, Jerrig is going to be in charge.”  


Jerrig was too tired to look very surprised.  


Gorgon continued, “Keryak, I want you to be his
second.”


Keryak looked surprised, but nodded his head.


Turning, the pair began to walk out.  As they stopped
in the entrance to the center chamber, Gorgon spoke to Jerrig across the room. 
“Jerrig, if we don’t come back by the time you’re ready to leave, then don’t
wait for us.  Assume that we’ll meet you either on the main trail on the way to
the Krall Gen or, if all else fails, at the Krall Gen.”


With that, Gorgon and Ardan left the chamber. 
There were very few looks cast at Jerrig that night.  That he had been
appointed to lead had not gone unnoticed; it was just that everyone was too
tired to care at the moment.  Within moments after Gorgon and Ardan left, the
only sounds that could be heard in the chamber were the soft breathing of the
sleeping and the pacing of the guards as they struggled to stay awake for the
duration of their watch.
















 


 


Chapter 19
– Finding the Leader


As
the four kobolds, leading three wolves, retraced their steps back toward where
their path had diverged from that of the Honor Guard warrior’s, none of them
felt particularly like talking.  It had been a long day’s march, followed by a
long night.  


Durik’s tired mind reflected on how his life had
changed.  The events of the past two days seemed absolutely incredible to him. 
He was amazed by not only what had happened to him, but to his company since it
was formed.  


Some things leave marks on a person’s soul, and
the image of Kiria telling him about Arloch’s treachery as Arloch’s body lay
there with an arrow through his skull would never leave Durik’s mind.  Though
Arloch had only served under him for one day, it would be some time before
Durik’s heart would fully recover from Arloch’s treachery.  After all, to the
best of his knowledge, Arloch was the first of his warriors, and hopefully the
last, to die under his command.


Now as they found themselves walking through the
forests of their home valley, Durik found his thoughts dwelling on the rest of
the company.  His greatest desire was that they would be found all right,
having found the Honor Guard warrior and Lord Karthan’s two sons.  There had
been enough excitement to last for several days, and he hoped that his company
would make it to the Krall Gen without further incident.


Manebrow too walked along in thought, but his mind
dwelt on other things.  The incident at the boar, where Durik had healed him,
still sat squarely in his consciousness.  Though his function in life was to a
great degree physical, Manebrow had never ceased to develop his mind.  Perhaps
it was an insatiable curiosity, or perhaps it was a simple desire to know more
about the world around him.  Whatever the source of Manebrow’s curiosity, it
had led him, over the years, to study much about the great figures in kobold
history.  Besides serving as great bedtime stories for his three young sons,
the reasoning behind what was done in each story served as an illustration of
good decision making for the several groups of yearlings who had passed through
his caves.


He could remember many of the lessons he had
taught the yearlings—lessons about kobold warriors in tight spots, and how they
turned a bad situation to their advantage, or lessons about the tactics used in
a particular battle, or lessons about material management and the manner of
leading among their gen.  Through all these lessons, he couched his advice in
terms that the yearlings could understand.  Now, as he found himself face to
face with great powers that he did not yet understand, it was only natural for
him to fall back on those same stories and lessons.


As he pondered, Manebrow remembered a story
written on the bound, silver plates that contained the histories of the
earliest Lords of the Gen, right after the first Kale, which he’d been
privileged to read a part of once, during his time of preparation for the
trials of adulthood.  The author of that particular part of the book had
written of a time before the gens in the northern valleys had fallen into such
a state of anarchy.  The story he’d read was an account of a great kobold lord
who, in his lust for power and dominion, had rallied many of the now-broken
northern gens and launched an attack on an unsuspecting group of orc tribes
that had come to live near them.  The kobold lord was described as ‘the
inheritor of the power of the First Sire, both to hurt and to heal.’  It went
on to describe this kobold lord as a ‘dreamer of dreams’ and a ‘seer of truth.’ 



In Manebrow’s limited reading, this was the only
instance he could remember that referenced such awesome power as what Durik now
seemed to possess.  This power or something like it had come from the depths of
antiquity and manifested itself again in Durik, though he knew not why.


As for the kobold lord from the story, who in the
height of his arrogance led his forces first against these somewhat-peaceful
tribes, then northward against the orcish hordes of the Great Forest, he and
the power he had wielded had been lost to legend for many generations now.  The
attempt at conquest was a failure; the northern gens were left desolate and
bereft of their strength, as most of the forces that had marched into the Great
Forest never returned, including the kobold lord himself.  


The historian had concluded his account by stating
that the source of this power was lost among the orcs, having been lost until
such time as the race of kobolds was ready for it again.  As the thought of
that last caveat echoed through his mind, Manebrow thought about the ambush
that had been staged to kill Lord Karthan’s heirs and wondered if, truly, even
his gen, the most advanced of all the gens he knew of, would ever be ready.


 





 


Arbelk was no master of words.  Nor did he feel
comfortable dealing with things outside of his little world.  He liked this new
life of a warrior.  After all, it was the same life as what he’d been living
since he’d begun to apprentice with the climbers group of the Deep Guard, and
all through his year of training for the Trials of Caste.  It might be less
than sophisticated, but no one had ever accused Arbelk of being sophisticated,
and he hoped they never would.


Perhaps it was this comfort he felt with his life,
and his reluctance to expand his horizons to encompass other’s points of view
and other’s opinions, that made Kiria’s incessant chatter as they walked along
particularly grating, though he had to admit she was much nicer to look at than
his fellow warriors.  Arbelk was beginning to see that being assigned as
Kiria’s guard was a two-edged sword.


At first he’d answered her questions; how are you,
what warrior group are you from, what did you think of the trials, and such. 
But after a little while of this, he doubted he could take much more.  He
wasn’t here to recite his life history; he was here to kill things!


This lack of sociability, and Arbelk’s subsequent
annoyance with her, didn’t go unnoticed by Kiria.  After about her fifth
question, followed by yet another extremely short answer, Kiria could tell why
Durik had mentioned that Arbelk’s nickname amongst the other yearlings had been
‘unsociable troll.’  She could see that her efforts to take her mind off her
brothers’ perils weren’t working, at least not with Arbelk.


Looking around at Durik and Manebrow, the other
two members of their small party, Kiria was envious yet one more time of the
bond she saw evidenced there.  It was obvious to her that the shared trials of
the past year had served to form strong bonds not only amongst the group of
former yearlings, but with their trainer as well.  The challenges of this past
day had only served to strengthen this bond as the relationship between Durik
and Manebrow had changed.  Kiria wished with all the fervor of her young heart
to be accepted among this group, and she was afraid her rash maneuver, taking
off like she had, had ruined her chances of being accepted any time soon.


Kiria bit her lip.  She had no one she felt close
to.  In this group, she would be hard pressed to find a close friend.  Even
Durik, who she found very alluring, had become decidedly more distant.  And
despite all his geniality, Kabbak just didn’t fit that need.  After all, it was
hard to open up to a person who always called you ‘my lady’.  Perhaps it would
be best to follow Arbelk’s advice and save what was left of her energy for
whatever lay ahead.  After all, she was tired from the day’s ride, though her
short nap had served to revive her somewhat.


After some time on the trail trying to put these
concerns out of her mind, the slow, rhythmic pace of their march had helped
somewhat to calm her troubled mind and soothe her upset heart.  At least for
now, to some degree, Kiria would rest from these cares.


 





 


Ardan and Gorgon ran quickly past the holes where
the warrior ants were housed, wanting to give themselves the maximum amount of
time to get out of the area before the scent of the burning dung weakened too
much to contain the warrior ants.  They reached the top in short order and
looked out over the barren landscape.  Nothing seemed to be moving, so they
hurried down the path in the bright moonlight, wanting to make it to the pass
before anything that might have been watching them could do anything about it.


As they walked up the pass, they saw the forest
floor not a hundred steps to their front flowing with a steady stream of ants
heading in their direction.  Running quickly back the way they had come, the
pair of kobolds ran off in the opposite direction of the queen’s hive, hoping
to find shelter around the bend of the hill.


They reached the far side of the hill about the
same time as the first of the ants came through the pass.  Climbing the side of
it, they looked down on the steady stream of insects.  Each one had a chunk of
something in their mandibles.  As they watched, the tenth ant broke ranks from
the others and walked up the path toward the hill the pair of kobolds had just
come from.  Ten ants later, another ant peeled off.  So it went until finally,
almost last of them all, an ant commander like Keryak had killed just a while
before came with the last several ants in tow.  The ant commander passed by the
queen’s hill with its head bowed, as if in reverence or subservience.  After
several moments, the ants that had been up to the queen’s nest returned with
empty mandibles and continued into the heart of the hills after their
comrades.  Again, the little valley was empty and the night was deathly silent.


Gorgon stood up. “Well, I guess that’s it then. 
Those little ones seemed to not have noticed anything wrong in the queen’s lair,
or at least they don’t seem to be determined to go for help.”


“I’d wager they probably didn’t go in far enough,
or possibly they took their tribute into that feeding room,” Ardan theorized. 
“Hmm… of course that would mean that they were not averse to the stench of the
smoke.”  Ardan pondered on this for a moment.


“Well, whatever the truth may be, we need to be
moving out smartly.”  Gorgon started down the side of the hill.


Ardan turned and followed him down the hill.


A short while later, the pair of warriors were on
their way back toward the place where they’d turned off from the game trail. 
Their exact path was now completely lost due to the ant stampede, but they made
it to the trail easily enough.


Ardan began moving down the trail, back the way
they had come.  He figured that, since none of the wolves had come this far,
his best chances of determining if the others had passed by and were on their
way to the Krall Gen was to find evidence of the passing of one of the wolves. 
Combing the entire trail until they reached the point where the party had
originally broken onto it, Ardan found no evidence of wolves.  He was now
reasonably sure that at least Durik, Manebrow, Arbelk, and Kiria had not passed
this way yet, though about Arloch he had no idea.  Of all the frustrations of
this night, the one that weighed heaviest on Ardan was Arloch’s disobedience. 
He had never had any problems with Arloch before, at least nothing like this,
but if there was not a good reason for it, he would recommend punishment to
Manebrow.


The pair entered the forest and began retracing
the steps of the rest of their company when, from up ahead of them through the
forest, they heard footsteps.  Quickly, they jumped into the underbrush off to
one side of the trail, adjusting the plants to hide to the best of their
ability.


Moments later, the footsteps of several creatures
could be heard coming through the forest.  As they approached, Gorgon and Ardan
both adjusted the underbrush slightly to allow them to see.  In front of them
were the very kobolds they had been searching for.  Standing up with their
hands in plain view, Gorgon and Ardan hailed the group.


Durik, who was in front, initially had stopped and
readied what was left of his spear then, seeing that it was Gorgon and Ardan, he
lowered it and walked forward to meet them.  They hugged as long lost
brothers.  Little did each know of what had passed to the other that night, but
to all life had become that much more fragile.  


Before they started to discuss what had happened,
Ardan recommended that they get going, if they were to have a good chance of
making it back to the group while the rest of the ants were feasting.  Durik
nodded his concurrence and the group immediately set out, Durik and Gorgon
leading, Manebrow and Ardan next, with Kiria then Arbelk bringing up the rear.


As Gorgon and Ardan recounted what had happened to
each of their respective groups, Durik, perhaps more than the rest, was
overjoyed to hear that no more of his warriors had died.  Manebrow beamed with
pride as Gorgon gave the account of how they’d used the ‘burning dung trick’ to
avoid confronting most of the warrior ants.  All of them were relieved to hear
that Lord Karthan’s two sons were safe, though of course they were concerned by
the fact that both Khazak Mail Fist and Trallik lay seemingly at death’s
doorstep, Khazak from a conspirator’s arrow and Trallik from a sting.


Finally, it came time for Durik and his small
group to recount what had happened to them.  All fell silent as Ardan asked
whether or not they’d seen Arloch.  Durik bowed his head, then raised it and
looked Ardan in the eyes.  Unable to say the words, he pointed back to where
Arloch’s pack and weapons sat on Manebrow’s wolf’s back.  


Ardan clenched his jaw as he understood what Durik
could not say.  On his face was the look of a warrior who has seen death, as
well as lost a dear brother in arms.  


Manebrow stepped forward and put his hand on
Ardan’s shoulder.  “I’m afraid it’s worse than that,” he said as he looked him
steadfastly in the eyes.  “Arloch died a traitor.  Arbelk’s arrow was the only
thing that kept him from killing Kiria.”


Ardan’s staunch look shattered and was replaced by
a look of utter dismay.  That he had died was shock enough.  That he had died a
traitor would haunt Ardan for a long time to come, perhaps for the rest of his
life.  Truly, this was a night that none of them would ever forget, assuming
they lived through it. 
















 


 


Chapter 20
– Breakout


It
seemed as if Jerrig had only just laid down when, through the thick mist of deep
sleep, someone’s voice seemed to be calling to him, though he couldn’t make out
what they were saying.  Then his consciousness began to perceive that he was
being shaken by something.  Suddenly remembering where he was, Jerrig sat up
with a start.


Kahn was kneeling next to him.  By the light of
the meager fire, Jerrig could see the alarm and concern on his face.  Around
the room, several of his fellow warriors were already awake and gathering their
gear, grabbing weapons and strapping on shields.  Kahn’s twin brother Tohr was
leaning over the fire, trying to build it up.  In the distance, Jerrig could
hear the singing of bow strings, the shouts of battle, the ringing of sword on
carapace, and the chittering of the ant warriors.


“Jerrig,” Kahn was saying urgently, “the others
are returning.  The dung trick seems to not be working.  We need to help them.”


Jerrig stood up woodenly and started gathering his
equipment.  Around him he could see that everyone else was pretty much ready. 
Remembering he was in charge, he stuffed his blanket into the top of his pack
and cinched it down with a couple of straps.  Quickly he stood up and put his
shield over his back, then remembered he’d left his javelins in the other room.


“Keryak, Troka.  You go first.  I’ll go next. 
Tohr, Kahn, Kabbak and Terrim, you get our two casualties up onto the packdogs
and bring the whelps.  We’re leaving, now!”


Everyone looked at Jerrig with surprise.  It was
obvious that no one had actually expected him to take charge.  In his eyes was
that same look of determination and strength he’d had when they found him
earlier.  


After an awkward pause, Jerrig yelled, “Go!” and
everyone snapped to.  In a moment, the room was a blur of tails and horns,
weapons and shields.


In the meantime, Jerrig hurried into the other
room and, while he was gathering his javelins, took the opportunity to take the
stinger out of the ant queen’s body.  As he stood to leave, he stopped to think
for a second.  Bending down, he cut the queen’s head from her body.  Taking it
by the antennae, he walked out to meet the rest of his party as it formed.  As
Terrim approached with the packdogs, Jerrig stuffed the head and stinger in an
empty sack and tied it to the lead packdog’s rig.


Keryak and Troka started forward, not taking the
time to prepare the path by flinging burning dung as they went.  In their hands,
they held bows at the ready.  The battle was already joined, and this was not a
time for such precautions.


As they approached the nests of the warrior ants,
they could see the warrior ants assembled and pressing against some foe
opposite them.  Lifting their bows, Keryak and Troka fired into the mess of
warrior ants.  One of them fell, while another was wounded.  They fired again,
then one more time before the warrior ants in the rear realized what was going
on.  Turning as one, the rearmost warrior ants surged toward them.


Keryak slung his bow in favor of his spear and
shield.  He braced his spear as Troka drew his broadsword with both hands. 
This was the moment they all had expected would come and the adrenaline was
surging in their veins.  In eager anticipation, they braced to receive the
charge of the frenzied warrior ants.


Keryak immediately skewered the first on his
spear.  Troka bellowed a war cry and swung downward with a mighty swing,
splitting the lead warrior ant’s head in two.  Jerrig threw his first javelin
over their heads, piercing a warrior two ranks back and sending him to the
floor.  Behind them, Tohr and Kahn had both gotten their bows out and were
looking for a clear shot.  Jerrig then moved up with his shield in one hand,
using his javelin like a spear between the first rank.  


Seeing a warrior ant, this one much larger than
his peers, about to break between his two falling comrades, Jerrig stepped
forward and stabbed him squarely in the chest, sinking the shaft deep into
him.  In its fury, the ant grabbed the javelin and broke the shaft near the tip
with his mandibles, then pulled the javelin tip out of his chest.  Looking at
Jerrig, the great warrior ant shot his arm out, grabbing Jerrig by the arm. 
Pulling Jerrig most of the way to him, the great warrior ant took the end of
Jerrig’s javelin and drove it down toward him.  Moving quickly, Jerrig brought
his shield around just in time.  But to his misfortune, the javelin tip that
was meant for his heart still found his leg.  With a scream of pain, Jerrig
fell to the ground as the great warrior ant moved to get past him, looking
dumbly at the shaft of the broken javelin sticking deep into his thigh.


Troka heard Jerrig’s scream and, grabbing his
sword by its crowbar-like hilts, he pulled his sword from the body of the
warrior ant he had just dispatched and struggled to bring the heavy blade
around in time.  The great warrior ant was too quick for him, however, and in a
moment he found himself thrown to the floor, struggling to get back to his
feet.


As the great warrior ant broke through the line,
Tohr and Kahn looked at each other.  Drawing their bows back to their ears,
both of them fired simultaneously.  Two shafts struck deep into the great
warrior ant’s chest.  Drawing another arrow each, they watched as it staggered
then, to their amazement, lurched toward them.  With no time to draw their
swords, the brothers fired their second arrows.  With four arrows in him now,
the great warrior ant finally fell lifeless to the ground between the brothers.


Tohr fired again, killing another warrior ant,
giving Troka a chance to regain his feet as Kahn moved forward and helped
Jerrig move back from the fighting.  Grabbing Jerrig by one arm, Kahn pulled
him up and, with great effort, hoisted him onto his shoulders.  As the battle
raged, Kahn placed him on the back of one of the less burdened packdogs, then,
to Jerrig’s utter dismay, he pulled the javelin tip out in one swift pull. 
Jerrig passed out from the pain of it all.  Ordering Kabbak to take over and
bandage the bleeding wound, Kahn went back to the fight.


 





 


Hearing the din of battle on the other side of the
enraged warrior ants, Durik and Gorgon pressed forward, warhammer smashing
carapace and sword rending flesh almost in unison.  With Durik’s magical
strength added to his proficiency with the sword, he was pressing through the
ants as quickly as the much more muscled Gorgon.  Each of these larger warrior
ants stood a head taller than the kobolds, so despite the kobold’s shields, the
warrior ants’ clawed limbs and mandibles flailed the pair incessantly, getting
past their defenses from time to time and tearing holes in their wolf skin
outfits and scales from their arms and torsos.


Already, Durik had the heads of two warrior ants
attached by their mandibles to his shield, and Gorgon had one on the shaft of
his hammer, swinging wildly to and fro as he raised and lowered his hammer in
slow rhythm.  Much to his surprise Durik could see that the group of warrior
ants had grown suddenly thin, as if many of them had run back down the
passage.  He estimated that there couldn’t be more than five or so of them left
trying to hold off his group.  


Durik could feel the advantage they had now and
was determined to end this battle as quickly as possible.  Stepping back and
raising his shield, Durik yelled, “Follow me,” then plunged forward, bowling
over the warrior ant directly in front of him as well as the rather surprised
warrior ant behind the first.  


Manebrow, taking the cue, raised his axe and
jumped forward, taking off both of their heads as he followed Durik.  Stabbing
left, Durik skewered a third warrior ant as Gorgon took down the now surrounded
warrior ant that had eluded his hammer for the moment.  From in front of Durik,
a warrior ant raised its clawed arms and snapped its mandibles down on his
right bracer.  Durik swung his arm against the wall, pinning its head, then
using his shield like a blunted axe, he cut the ant’s head off.  


Durik and Gorgon stood panting, looking down the
passageway where they saw a small number of ant warriors attacking something on
the other side of them.  A sword flashed, then a spear tip could be seen. 
Without an order being uttered, Durik’s small group ran, yelling ferociously,
down the passageway where they quickly felled three of the startled ant
warriors.  Between Troka’s sword and Keryak’s spear, the last two were
dispatched and the two groups were reunited once again.


For several moments, Durik pried and cut with his
sword at the ant warriors’ heads that were still grasping his shield and
bracer, determined even in death to drag him down.  As Durik slung his shield
over his back and leaned on his sword, he reflected on this group of giant ant
warriors they’d just conquered.  He was amazed at the intensity of the warrior
ants.  Even though they were clearly outmatched by the steel weapons and honed
skills of the kobold warriors, they fought with a single-minded fury and energy
that was hard to keep up with.  If these same ants ever learned to use weapons,
he was sure it would be the end of the southern valley gens.  He had to bring
word to both the Krall Gen and his gen of this growing colony of giant ants, so
they could be dealt with before they grew too strong.


Manebrow, on the other hand, was not thinking that
far into the future yet, not while there were things to be attended to. 
Grabbing Gorgon and Ardan by the arms, he demanded to know the status of their
teams immediately.   Motioning for Arbelk and Kiria to follow with the wolves,
he started moving down the passage.  Seeing three warriors strapped to
packdogs, Manebrow turned to find Ardan.


“Where’s this chamber you were talking about?”
Manebrow pressed.  


Ardan pointed straight ahead to where the tiny
flicker of flame from the dried dung still danced against the wall of the
chamber ahead of them.  


Manebrow wasted no time.  With a gentle firmness,
Manebrow brought the horrified Kabbak and the packdogs down the passageway and
back into the chamber.  As he did so, he called for Gorgon and Ardan to bring
their teams and follow.  Gathering dropped equipment and arrows, the rest of
the company followed.  


As the rest of the group was filtering into the
chamber, Durik approached Manebrow.  “What do you think we should do?”  


Alongside Durik came Ardan.  A look of exhaustion
could be seen in everyone’s eyes now as the adrenaline wore off and the effects
of these past two days with very little sleep began to come back to weigh them
down.


Behind them, Keryak was helping Troka limp into
the chamber.  The deep gashes where a set of mandibles had closed around his
left calf only served to accentuate the many smaller cuts and gashes both he
and Keryak had received from the warrior ants during the battle.  Durik looked
around at the others.  Tohr and Kahn had laid Jerrig down on the ground and
were pulling out needles and string to sew the deep hole in his leg together. 
Jerrig moaned loudly with the pain, looking around incoherently.  


Still on the backs of the heavily laden packdogs,
Khazak Mail Fist and Trallik both looked as if they were on death’s door. 
Khazak Mail Fist was semi-coherent, but Trallik was still out cold, a pale look
in his cheeks and the horror of his capture still raging in his unconsciousness. 
Lord Karthan’s two boys stood next to the packdogs with haunted looks in their
eyes, still grabbing the straps they’d been told to hold onto.  His company was
in poor condition.  It was clear to him that, whatever course of action he chose
now, they would have a hard time of it.


“Well, sire,” Manebrow said, considering the
situation, “it seems clears to me that we can beat them handily in a close-quarters
fight, assuming that this is the best they’ve got.”  Pulling a wad of cloth out
of his belt pouches, Manebrow began bandaging a couple of gashes on his left
arm.


“I think it is,” Ardan interjected.  “After all,
their queen is in the other room there.  Jerrig killed her all by himself
before the rest of us arrived.  These warriors we fought, I’d wager she had the
best around her to protect her and her egg chamber.”


Both Manebrow and Durik looked incredulously at
Ardan.


“I’d not have believed Jerrig either.” Ardan grinned.
“But you’re welcome to go and look for yourselves.  He saved Trallik from a
cocoon of silk up on the wall too.  Looks like they were going to feed Trallik
to the new ants.”


“Well!” Durik exclaimed. “Sounds like he not only
won the race to find our lost Honor Guard warrior, but proved himself a genuine
hero as well.”


At that moment, Kiria entered the room and saw her
two little brothers.  With a squeal of glee, she ran forward and picked them
both up in her arms, hugging them close to her.  In her arms, the whelps seemed
to shake off some of the absolute terror of the night and smiled again.  It
wasn’t a moment or two more and they were chattering away, both of them trying
to tell Kiria at the same time about their journey and the attack, the ants and
‘Uncle Khazak.’  After a second of watching the joyful reunion, the leaders turned
back to their discussion.


“I agree with you about Jerrig,” Gorgon said. 
Then he pointed to Jerrig who was now screaming loudly as Kahn sewed the wound
in his leg shut while Tohr held him down.  “Unfortunately, some big ant stuck
the head of his own javelin deep into his leg.  He’s in pain, that’s for sure,
and he’ll not be walking anytime soon.”


“Sire,” Manebrow interrupted. “As I see it, we’ve
basically got two options.  One, we could wait here and hope that the ants rush
us so we fight them in this small passageway until we’ve broken their forces
beyond repair, or that they leave us alone and aren’t vigilant so we can sneak
away.  The other option is to avoid a possible siege and get out of here
immediately before the rest of the ants in this colony find out we killed their
queen and her royal guard.  Either way, if they catch us out in the open where
they can use their numbers against us, they’ll eventually surround us and take
us down, one by one.”


“Amazing, we actually have two options,” Durik
said, the strain of recent events bringing out a sarcastic streak in him that
he usually kept buried.  Turning to Ardan, he asked, “How are Khazak Mail Fist
and Trallik?  Will they survive a day’s journey to the Krall Gen?”


Gorgon looked at Durik strangely. “You’re not
thinking of going on, are you?  After dealing with the actions of these
conspirators, don’t you think we should go back and warn Lord Karthan, maybe
help root out whoever did this?”


Durik looked at Gorgon. “I think Lord Karthan knew
what was coming, which is why he sent his two sons away.  I think he was hoping
they would avoid the coming fight.  He may even have ‘allowed’ Kiria to come
with us for the same reason, though I don’t see how adventuring keeps one
safe.”


“Perhaps he was thinking that it’s safer in the
company of several loyal armed warriors where the enemies are known than at
home where your enemies are unknown,” Manebrow conjectured.  “Unfortunately, he
didn’t foresee that somehow a conspirator had been placed in our group.”


Durik nodded. “That may be, but whatever the
reasoning, I believe Lord Karthan was already preparing for this rebellion. 
Now don’t get me wrong, when we get to the Krall Gen, we’ll see if Lord Krall
can’t send word to Lord Karthan to tell him of what happened.  But our orders
are to take his sons to Lord Krall, and that’s what I intend to do.”


“Sire,” Ardan started, “on the subject of the
wounded, I don’t think the question is whether or not they’ll survive the
trip.  I think the question is whether or not they’ll survive here.  Though I
can probably help Trallik to some degree, the healing he needs is beyond my
skill.  Khazak Mail Fist also has lost much more blood than I thought he could
and still live.  If we keep him here, he may rebuild his strength, but already
he is developing a swelling and infection that is beyond my skill to treat. 
Though it is too soon to know, Jerrig’s wound may well develop that same
infection.  Infections like that tend to spread between the wounded when you
have more than one.  Which, by the way, we need to make sure all the other
lightly wounded we have stay away from Khazak Mail Fist until he’s gotten past
that infection.  Lord Krall has healers who are much more skilled than I.  If
we would save the wounded, I would say that we need to leave here and get to
the Krall Gen with all haste.”


Durik pursed his lips and thought for a moment. 
“If we stay, we give the initiative to the ants, but if we leave and get caught
in the open by their hordes, we’ll not make it, I think.  Either way presents
great danger.  But one thing is certain, if we stay, the wounded will have much
less chance than if we go.  Therefore, I think we should go.”


After a few moments, slowly, one by one all three
leaders nodded their agreement.


“Well, then,” Durik pronounced, grim faced, “it’s
decided.  May the Creator watch over us, and the Fates smile on us… and may we
all find ourselves in safety soon.”


“Aye, sire,” Manebrow agreed.  Turning to Gorgon
and Ardan, and with a ‘by your leave’ to Durik, he gave orders to have the
three wounded loaded onto the three wolves.  It took several moments to
transfer Khazak Mail Fist and Trallik, and longer for Tohr and Kahn to finish
up with Jerrig, but in the end the three of them were loaded onto the three
remaining wolves and tied to their backs to keep them from falling off.  


Troka’s leg was bandaged, as were the many smaller
gashes and cuts that all who had closed with the ant warriors had received. 
There were no spare wolves, however, so Troka volunteered to walk with Keryak’s
assistance.  The packdogs could carry the two warrior’s packs, but they were
not trained to carry riders and were fully laden besides.  


As he looked up the passageway, he saw what had to
be the queen’s head and stinger laying on the ground.  The sack they’d
obviously been in lay on the ground next to them.  Seeing this, Durik also
ordered the queen’s head and stinger loaded onto a packdog again.  He figured
that, if nothing else would help convince Lord Krall of their danger, the
fearsome look of the queen’s head and stinger would.  Curious, Durik walked the
few steps to the entrance of the queen’s egg chamber to see the large form of
the beheaded queen and her two egg tenders.  Blood lay in pools on the ground
of the egg chamber, the blood from the many warrior ants running down in a slow
trickle to add to the gore of the queen, the destroyed eggs and their tenders
in the queen’s chambers.


Several moments later, as Durik stood
contemplating what must have happened there, Manebrow approached him to tell him
that the company was formed and ready.  Turning, Durik met the lead warriors of
the company standing ready to leave.  At the rear of the party, Kabbak and
Terrim were bringing the packdogs into line.  Durik breathed deeply and tried
to refresh his tired mind for the tasks ahead.  Seeing that all were in line
and prepared to leave, Durik turned and led the way up the passageway and
toward the exit from the chamber complex of the ant queen.
















 


 


Chapter 21
– Flight to the Ford


Khazak
Mail Fist was not unconscious for very long.  Though it would certainly be some
time before he fully recovered his strength, the leader of the Honor Guard
Warrior Group and fellow leader caste with Durik was determined to not be
carried as baggage.  With the ropes that had secured him in the saddle off of
him, Khazak Mail Fist sat mostly erect on Durik’s mount.  For all his fierce
independence, however, he did allow Tohr to take the reins and lead Firepaw
along.


His left arm was tucked to his side in the
original sling that Jerrig, who now rode beside him on Gorgon’s wolf, had given
him.  After several changes of bandages, the blood had stopped and his immune
system was beginning to deal with the infection.  Kahn had taken a look at it
briefly and determined that it would be counterproductive now to open the wound
back up and try to sew it shut again.  It might heal less well than if properly
tended to, but considering the amount of blood lost, they didn’t want to risk
it right now.


Behind him, Khazak Mail Fist could see Terrim and
Kabbak struggling with the exhausted packdogs.  Every time the line of warriors
paused to get past an obstacle or to change their formation slightly, the dogs
wanted to sit down and rest.  The pads on the bottoms of their feet were worn
and some were cut and bleeding.  It would be several days before these dogs
fully recovered from this journey.


The wolves, on the other hand, were handling the
journey much better.  Being a race of wanderers and hunters, the wolves were
much more adept at traveling long distances.  Their backs were not made for
riders, however, but the fact that Durik, Manebrow, and Gorgon had walked the
entire day instead of riding had kept them much fresher than they would have
been otherwise.


Khazak Mail Fist looked around at the warriors in
Durik’s Company.  Ardan was far to the front, leading the way through the
undergrowth as quickly as the company could follow.  Probably a hundred steps
behind him were Durik, Arbelk and Kiria.  It was obvious that Kiria wasn’t
conditioned for this type of a march, as much of the time Arbelk and Durik had
to pull or push her along.  The fact that none of them had slept much the night
before was obvious to Khazak.  He guessed much of what had happened the night
before, though he’d not yet had the energy to talk to anyone about it.  


Behind Durik’s small group came Gorgon with what
was left of his team, Keryak and Troka, who leaned against each other as Troka struggled
to keep up.  Gorgon carried Lord Karthan’s whelps on his shoulders as well as
his backpack.  The rest of Gorgon’s team, both Trallik and Jerrig, rode with
Khazak now, back with the wounded, being led by Manebrow’s team.  


Manebrow led the team himself, though he led no
animal.  It was probably best that way, as he needed to be free to move about
the entire company.  The task of leading the three wolves thus fell to Tohr and
Kahn, with Terrim and Durik’s new servant Kabbak behind them leading the
packdogs.  Khazak seemed to remember the company being fifteen, yet here were
only fourteen.  He pondered on it a while and, in an instant, he realized
Arloch was nowhere to be seen.  Pursing his lips, he acknowledged that Arloch
had probably died trying to save him and Lord Karthan’s sons.


Only a third of the kobolds in the company were
unscathed.  The rest of them were either amongst the wounded being carried or
had bandages covering the largest gashes and cuts from the ant warriors,
leaving several more uncovered and seeping blood when they ran out of bandages
or time to tend to them.  


Of all the warrior groups he’d been with, Khazak
couldn’t remember seeing one more motley or damaged.  But for all that, they
still marched with determination in their eyes.


 





 


The group was very relieved to not have
encountered any ants on their way out of the giant ant hill complex.  As they
made their way back to the game trail and started on the path to the Krall Gen,
Durik, Gorgon, Ardan and Manebrow had all gathered together toward the front of
the company and discussed their situation more as they marched.  The consensus
was that they should travel all day, taking no stops if possible until they
reached the river that lay between where they were now and the Krall Gen’s lake
dwellings.  


Ardan had brought up the fact that the same Krall
Gen traders who had told him about the burning dung trick, which Khazak Mail
Fist had obviously heard about also, had mentioned that the ants not only
couldn’t swim, but they didn’t seem to like water at all, not going in any
water greater than knee deep to them.  Ardan’s memory of the river they would
be crossing was that at this time of year in most places it came up to a
kobold’s chest.  There was only one bridge on its length that he knew of, and
that was back on the main trail that they were now several thousands of steps
away from.  He didn’t know, but he guessed that this game trail was one of the
trails the Krall Gen hunters talked about, which led to one of many fords along
the river’s length.


As Ardan saw it, their best option would be to
continue along this trail to the river, then from there to the Krall Gen.  They
didn’t know whether or not the ants would track them once they found their
queen slaughtered.  They had the capability to track them by scent, as the
scouts that Ardan and his group had slaughtered had demonstrated.  Whether they
would or not was the question.


 





 


The few hours before dawn had passed, the company
had already eaten their first meal of the day as they marched, and the morning
was well spent when the first of the scout ants was spotted on the trail behind
them.  Far to the rear of them, across a clearing they were just leaving, an
ant on all six legs left the tree line and lifted its head as if sampling the
air.  Terrim saw it and pointed to it, calling for Manebrow as he did so.


News of the ant scout traveled through the group
like electricity, shocking everyone out of their exhausted plodding and into
alert action.  In a moment, Manebrow was back studying the situation.  Taking
the bow from his back, he ran forward to Durik, being trailed by Gorgon. “Sire,
if they’ve followed us this far, they’ve got to have a whole horde behind
them.  Let me take Gorgon and his two remaining warriors.  We’ll keep the horde
as blind as we can by killing their scouts and gain you all the time we can. 
Maybe you can make it to the ford.”


Durik kept walking, looking sideways at Manebrow
and remembering how the ant horde had stripped the carcass of the great boar
bare.  He wouldn’t wish that on anyone, and he didn’t want his second to get
caught and taken down by them either.  Durik shook his head. “No.  I’ll not
leave you behind.  They’re onto us already.  They’re coming.  It’s time to give
it everything we’ve got left.  I’m not sure how far the river is, but it can’t
be much farther.”


At that moment, Ardan came back to join them.  “He’s
right.  We’d have hit it already if we were traveling on the main path.  It’s
straighter and more level than this.”


The rest of the company had somehow found renewed
energy and had picked up their pace.  The looming specter of an encounter in
the open with an ant horde had begun to cause something of a panic among them.


“Yes, sire,” Manebrow pressed, “but at least let
the able warriors bring up the rear.  Perhaps we can put a few arrows through
their scouts and delay them a bit.”


Durik nodded. “So be it, but I’ll not leave anyone
behind.”


“Yes, sire.” Manebrow left with Gorgon to the rear
of the company.  As they passed, Kabbak asked them if the ants were coming. 
The look in Manebrow’s eyes was all the answer he needed.  With renewed energy,
almost panicking, he pulled and pushed the packdogs along as quickly as they
would go.


Reaching the rear, Manebrow and Gorgon pulled out
arrows and nocked them in their bows.  They were now quite a ways into the
forest again and past the clearing where they’d spotted the ant scouts. 
Scanning the path to their rear, Manebrow saw the first of the ant scouts
rounding a corner only several tens of steps behind them.  Stopping and raising
their bows, the two warriors fired.  One of the two arrows plunged through the
ant’s head and it dropped to the ground.  Watching for a moment and seeing
nothing, the two of them ran to catch up with the rest of the company.


The first shots had been fired, and where there
was one scout, there would be more.


 





 


Emotionally bereft after the treachery and
subsequent death of his friend and companion Arloch, Ardan had two things on
his mind, which was about all that his tired mind could focus on—the ants to
their rear and the hope of a ford to their front.  Perhaps it was because of
this that he didn’t see or hear the orcs until he was almost on top of them.  


Coming around a bend in the road, Ardan stopped
suddenly.  Not twenty steps in front of him eight tall, muscle-bound orc
warriors in armor, with spears in hand and swords over their backs had stopped
in their march and were in the process of leveling their spears and moving
toward him.  Stopping cold, Ardan turned and immediately ran back toward the
group, yelling, “Orcs!  Orcs!” as he went.


Manebrow and Gorgon, in the rear, were firing at a
pair of ant scouts that were coming up behind the company.  The rest of the
company raised their tired heads and looked behind Ardan at the orcs that were
approaching the group, spears at the ready.  With the fear of being overrun by
hundreds of great ants driving them forward, and a band of metal-armored orc
warriors to their front, the company seemed doomed.  


Durik turned, wondering what to do.  It almost
seemed surreal.  Time for the members of the small company seemed to pass ever
so slowly as they saw their doom.  Behind him, Manebrow and Gorgon ran for all
they were worth.  Not a hundred steps behind them came a flood of great ants,
their mandibles flexing in anticipation of the kill.  Turning to the front
again, he saw the orcs approaching cautiously.  At that moment, Durik knew what
had to be done.


Running forward, Durik shook his hands above his
head and cried out in orcish to the largest of the orcs, “Help!  Danger! 
Khee-lar Shadow Hand!  Friend!”  That was about the extent of his knowledge of
the orcish tongue.


Upon mention of Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s name, a
murmur went through the orcs.  After a moment, the largest of the orcs ordered
the rest of them to lift their spears.  Durik walked right up to the largest of
the orcs as if it were the most natural thing in the world, showing no hint of
surprise that his guess about Khee-lar Shadow Hand had obviously been correct.


The largest of the orcs, a keen-eyed warrior,
asked in Durik’s language, “What is problem?”


The rest of Durik’s company had seen that the orcs
had raised their spears and were now running as fast as they could past them. 
The fear they felt was obvious in the constant looks behind them.


The orcs were surprised at how little attention
the kobolds were paying them.  It was obvious that, whatever they were running
from, they were more afraid of it than them.  For all the kobold’s fear,
however, the orcs had a hard time believing that there was any danger here in
kobold territory that they needed to worry about.


Durik was stuttering and acting as if he were
trying to come up with a word in orcish.  As he stuttered, the rest of his
company was passing by.  After several moments, the largest orc heard his orc
warriors murmuring amongst themselves and lowering their spears.  Looking up
from this young, impetuous kobold, the orc leader noticed movement coming
around the turn in the path the kobolds had just come from.


As the orc leader lifted his eyes away from him,
Durik took off running as fast as he could.  Seeing the flood of great ants
coming their direction, the orc leader started yelling orders and lining up his
warriors to meet the new threat.


As Durik crested the hill behind the orcs, he
glanced back to see the first of the orc warriors falling, their flesh being
ripped from their bones as their screams were silenced by the horde of ants
swarming over them.  The flood of crawling bodies had surrounded most of the
orcs now and the great ants were flowing over each other in their eagerness to
get at them.


 





 


Ardan could smell the clean scent of fresh, moving
water.  After several moments more of running down the trail, he came to the
shore of the river.  It was much broader here than at the bridge farther
upstream.  The river was swollen with the icy runoff of the glacial valleys in
the mountains surrounding their great valley and was at least waist deep. 
Ardan turned and looked back at the rest of the company coming up behind him.  
Arbelk reached the water and jumped in.  Kiria was much more timid however, and
Arbelk ended up grabbing her by the arm and pulling her into the icy water. 
Behind them came Keryak and Troka stumbling along, the pair carrying Lord
Karthan’s two young sons Karto and Lat.  They quickly splashed into the water
with the whelps on their shoulders.  Behind them came the wolves with the
wounded and then the packdogs.  


For all their reluctance the last several hours of
this forced march, it was all that Terrim and Kabbak could do to keep up with
the packdogs once they saw the river.  The wolves were less enthused at the
water, but Tohr and Kahn were able to lead them into the river readily enough.


With every kobold who passed, Ardan’s hopes had
risen.  Looking behind him on the path, he had expected to see the three
leaders of this company, but after waiting several moments, they were still
nowhere to be seen.


Gritting his teeth, Ardan struggled with what
should be done.  He knew that the group would need leadership and that he was
the next in line to take charge.  Cursing the Fates, Ardan shook his head.  He
knew what had to be done.  He knew he’d regret it for the rest of his life if
he didn’t at least attempt to help his leaders… his friends.


Muttering under his breath, Ardan began running
back along the trail in search of Durik, Manebrow, and Gorgon.


 





 


Shagra, orc champion of the Bloodhand Orc Tribe,
was no one to be trifled with.  With sixteen marks on his spear, he was the
most decorated of the orc champions remaining in what was left of the original
Bloodhand Tribe.  Their tribal chieftain, his father, was not only proud of
him, but also saw him as a threat.  As such, his father kept sending him on the
most dangerous of missions.  That was a clear indicator of Shagra’s power, and
was the normal way of things.  After all, if he didn’t die, then Shagra would
become the natural successor for leadership of the tribe after his father and,
when his father died by someone’s hand or on his own, then Shagra would inherit
leadership of the tribe and all the concubines, slaves, and the loyalty of the
lesser warriors that came with that.  


Recently, his father had shown his weakness by
sending Shagra to bring an outpost under control, the old dwarf outpost at the
bridge on top of the split mountain his kobold mercenaries called the Wall. 
There was a hobgoblin there who was charging the orcs a tax to cross the
bridge.  Shagra’s father would have nothing of it.  It had been an easy enough
task to take the bridge and the dwarven outpost far underneath it.  Though the
hobgoblin was a staunch fighter, he bowed quickly to Shagra’s superior might. 
It was not long before Shagra owned the dwarf outpost.


He had not been idle either.  He had found that
among the lesser kobold gens in the northern valley there were many kobold
warriors to be bought, or who would flock to the banner of any strong leader
who promised them wealth and power, even an orc leader.  So it was that Shagra
had begun to gather strength.  It would not be long now before he moved against
his father and took what he saw as rightfully his.


That he had been asked to meet with and entertain
a treaty with a pair of kobold groups known as the Covenant of Loyalty, led by
a warrior leader called Shadow Hand from the westernmost of the kobold gens,
and the Covenant of Royal Blood, led by a magic wielder called Mynar the
Sorcerer from the easternmost gen, was a clear sign that his father was
beginning to feel his age and was starting to accept the fact that it wouldn’t
be long before Shagra took his place.


The meeting itself was nothing spectacular: three
kobolds, a pair from the Kale Gen and one from the Krall Gen, handed him a
scroll with the terms and their leaders’ two signatures, Shagra read it, a
great feat for an orc, then nodded his agreement and took the parchment with
him to present to his father.  


The terms were simple enough: orc warriors would
prevent messengers and caravans that did not carry authorization from one of
these two kobold leaders from passing between the two kobold gens.  The treaty
had stated that the parties would send out several caravan loads of steel
weapons and other goods for the orcs to plunder.  At first he wondered why the
kobolds didn’t just send the caravans to him and save them the hassle of
plundering them, but then he understood.  It wouldn’t do for kobold lords to be
seen as working with orcs, even if in fact that was what they were doing.


Though Shagra didn’t speak good kobold, and the
kobolds spoke even worse orcish, Shagra had understood that these groups were
planning overthrows of their gens’ leaders.  Hearing this, Shagra had pressed
them to learn more.  After all, he was rather interested, having wanted to do
the same himself but never having found the right occasion.  


The two kobolds from the west seemed distressed,
however, and kept talking about something messing up their plans.  The
messenger from the east gen had just snickered incessantly, as if enjoying the
chaos that seemed to be ensuing.  Seeing he was getting nowhere with the
kobolds, they had parted ways, the one kobold riding his dog quickly off to the
east, and the other pair going by foot into the forest toward some low hills in
the distance.


So he’d taken the treaty with him to get his
father’s final approval, promising to meet them again in a week at the same
spot.  Since then, the march had been utterly uneventful, that was until this
group of kobolds showed up.  He’d not known who they were initially, but the
design of their crossed shoulder belts told him they were of the same gen as
two of the conspirators, and when they shouted out Shadow Hand’s name, he figured
they were part of the Covenant of Loyalty.  So, he’d trusted them and let them
continue to flee from whatever they were running from.  After all, perhaps he
could negotiate a couple more caravans from the new kobold lords for defending
them this day.


What he had not expected, however, was to be
completely overrun by a mass of swarming ant hunters.  His warriors,
inexperienced as this new crop was, had lined up like he’d taught them and
prepared to meet the foe.  Shagra and his two trusted veteran warriors,
however, could see that this fast moving group of ants was hardly going to slow
down for his group, much less be stopped by them.


After lining up the new warriors, Shagra looked at
his two veteran warriors.  They looked back at him with an understanding nod. 
Sometimes the young had to be sacrificed to protect the strong.  They waited
until the tide of fast moving ants broke against the thin wall of the new
warriors then they took off running as fast as they could toward the river,
hoping that the young warriors would hold them long enough for them to make it
to the water and throw off the ants’ pursuit.


The line of new warriors wasn’t wide enough,
however, to hold back the entire onrushing mass of hunter ants.  Very quickly,
the ants circled around behind the new warriors.  Being attacked from all sides
was too much for the young orc warriors, and it was only a matter of moments
before they were routed and began to try to escape.  Escape was not possible,
however, as the ants were much faster, and now completely surrounded them.  The
new warriors screamed and cried as the flesh was torn from their feet and legs,
bringing them to their knees as the ants climbed their bodies.  One by one,
each of their cries was silenced as they went down under the swarming mass of
ants.


Shagra and his two veteran warriors had foreseen
that this would happen.  Unfortunately for them, however, the hunter ants
seemed to be relentless in their focus on the kobolds, and as the first few
began to move around the edges of the battle and past the new orc warriors,
instead of staying to bring down the new warriors they followed directly after
Shagra and his companions.


The three of them had begun up the slope where the
kobolds had disappeared when one of the two veteran warriors cried out in pain
and fear.  Bringing his spear downward, he skewered the body of an ant whose
mandibles were locked around one of his ankles.  With fear in his eyes, the orc
made the mistake of trying to reach down and pull the ant loose instead of
trying to deal with the next nearest ants.  Almost instantly there were two
more ants on him, one on each of his wrists, then another on his other ankle. 
Shagra and his remaining warrior saw what was happening and, after stabbing the
first few ants with their spears, turned and ran for all they were worth, the
screams of their companion echoing in their ears.  As they reached the crest of
the hill, the two of them spun around and saw that there were only about twenty
or so ants coming at them, and they were mostly right on their heels.  The rest
of them had joined in the feeding frenzy going on below.


Backing up as they went, the two warriors stabbed
furiously at the ant hunters.  After several moments of battle, one of the ants
got a hold of the other veteran warrior’s spear and broke the tip off.  The
veteran warrior turned and ran in fear.  Shagra saw him run and, not wanting to
be surrounded, turned and ran also.  They picked up quite a bit of speed
running downhill, but soon they were started up the far slope and knew the ants
would catch them.  Several more ants had come to join the ten or so remaining
ants.  It appeared the feeding frenzy was beginning to release them.  They saw
another twenty or so coming over the hill.  Drawing their swords, the two orcs
turned and faced the oncoming ants.  This was the end.


At that moment, from the hill behind them and
toward the river, the sound of bowstrings could be heard.  The wave of ants
coming over the hill started to take casualties as arrow after arrow found its
mark.  Shagra looked over his shoulder and saw three of the kobolds with their
bows out, drawing arrows to reload.  They were trying to clear enough of the
reinforcements so that he and his last warrior could escape.  Swinging his
sword fiercely time and time again, Shagra took off the heads of several of the
ants.  His veteran companion matched his feat and, seeing a lull in the battle,
the two warriors turned and ran for all they were worth up the path toward the
river.


As they ran, the unarmored kobolds constantly to
their front, from time to time the orcs turned and would take down another ant
hunter who had gotten close enough.  As they were getting close to the river,
however, an ant got too close to the veteran warrior and grabbed his ankle,
tripping him to his knees.  For its efforts, the veteran warrior took the ant’s
head off, but the damage had already been done.  The veteran warrior was now
limping.  Behind them, a large group of ants was now approaching, probably a
hundred or more of them, and not more than forty paces behind Shagra and his
companion.  


Shagra, seeing that his companion wouldn’t be able
to make it fast enough on his own, decided to leave the wounded veteran
warrior.  After all, there would be more veteran warriors and the sacrifice of
this one would ensure that he would escape.  Turning back to the path, Shagra
ignored the screams for help from his companion and ran on.  His companion,
seeing Shagra’s treachery, turned with horror in his eyes to face the onrushing
wave of ants.


As Shagra reached the crest in front of him, he
could see four kobolds now running through the flatland just before the banks
of the river a couple of hundred steps in front of him.  To his rear, his
veteran companion was now on one knee, covered with the swarming ants while
several more had already begun to pour in Shagra’s direction.  Turning back to
the trail, Shagra didn’t look back as he sprinted through the flatland.


 
















 


 


Chapter 22
– At the Ford of the Great River


The
great orc champion ran toward the river for all he was worth.  His spear long
since gone, he now swung his sword wildly behind his heels, hoping to keep away
any potential attackers.  Behind him the swarm of ants was quickly
approaching.  Having just crossed the river, Durik, Manebrow, Gorgon, and Ardan
stopped on the far bank and scrambled around to find good places to fire from. 
As the orc warrior came down the path, the four kobolds loosed arrow after
arrow, striking several ants in the oncoming wave.  The orc, seeing their help,
turned momentarily and struck three ants that had been trying to get bites on
him, cutting them in half as quickly as he could.  Then, seeing that there was
a brief lull in the oncoming swarm, he turned again and ran the remaining
distance to the river, jumping with a roar as far out into the icy river as his
legs could throw him.  Behind him the swarming ants, infuriated to a point of
madness, let their momentum carry them into the river.


Tens of the hunter ants died this way, choked in
the icy cold water of the spring runoff.  Despite seeing the fate of the first
several, many more ants poured into the water like lemmings.  The kobold
company stood there watching in absolute amazement and disbelief as at least a
hundred ants tried to get at them by braving the water, thrashing about with
all their limbs in an attempt to swim across the swollen flow, several of them
making it quite a distance into the river on the backs of their fellow ants
before plunging into the water themselves and drowning.


The orc champion, soaked and choking on the water
he’d taken in, drug himself up the far shore and rolled over, dropping his
tired body to the ground as he raised his eyes to the sun.  He was alternately
breathing heavily and spitting out the water he’d inhaled when he first fell
into the water.  He had a death grip on his sword, which was still in one
hand.  With the other hand, he eventually propped himself up on one arm, lifted
his head up off the ground and watched as the mass of giant ants who had not
stopped was swept downstream to their doom.  After several moments of watching
this way, he sat up.


On the far side of the river still crawled several
tens of ants.  Then, from over the rise came yet another mass of ants, several
hundred strong, chittering as they went.  These ants appeared to be a bit
smaller than the hunter ants and they came in a more orderly fashion, not
crazed with the bloodlust of the first group.  Among the mass of ants came
another of the commander ants that the group had seen directing the smaller
ants before.  As it approached the shore, the four kobolds launched a volley of
arrows in its direction.  Two of the arrows struck true and the ant commander,
wounded and chittering loudly, retreated.  The kobolds drew arrows as fast as
they could and fired again.  With two more arrows in its back, the retreating
ant commander fell dead in a pool of its own blood.  


With the death of the ant commander, the majority
of the ants on the far side of the shore milled around now, lost without the
direction and thoughts of their leader.  The hunter ants, however, which looked
almost identical to the other ants, were still determined in their purpose. 
While the majority of the rank and file ants milled about, the hunter ants
stood by the shore, smelling with their mandibles in the air and probing the
water to see if there was any firm footing under it they could use to get
across.


Several of the kobolds, who had initially
retreated from the bank of the river in case the ants somehow were able to
cross, now returned from the crest of the hill beyond the bank.  They watched
dumbfounded for several moments before Manebrow approached Durik.  “Sire, it’s
only a matter of time before the smarter ants figure a way across the river. 
Then we’re done for if we’re not already well on our way.”  


Durik snapped his view toward Manebrow as if
coming out of a deep hypnosis.  “Why, yes, of course.  Let’s get everyone
going.”  Durik called, “Gorgon, get your team going.”  Then he grabbed Manebrow
by the shoulder and whispered in his ear, “Bring the orc warrior, but be
careful.  I want him to think that we’re friends of his for as long as
possible.  Let’s see what we can learn from him before we part ways.”


Manebrow nodded his agreement and, as Ardan was
getting the rest of his team ready, he walked up to the hulking brute and began
to try to talk to him.  Manebrow knew a little bit more orcish, though most of
what he knew was taunts and commands.  Little of it was of use here. 
Fortunately the tall orc warrior, who now stood to his full height and sheathed
his sword, knew much more kobold, though he pronounced his words in a guttural,
hard-to-understand fashion.  Manebrow had heard this strange manner of speaking
before, however, among the more primitive northern gens.  He guessed that the
little bits of The Sorcerer’s Tongue that the orc did speak he must have
learned somehow from them.


For several moments, as the company tied down
loose equipment and examined the feet of the packdogs and wolves, Manebrow and
the orc champion talked in broken kobold.  The only thing he was able to learn
was that the orc was returning to his ‘fort in mountain’ and that the ‘treaty’
was safe with him.  The orc champion pulled out a piece of parchment and
unfolded it.  It was wet around the edges, but it had been mostly preserved by
the tight belt that held it against the orc’s armor.  Thinking quickly,
Manebrow pulled out a dry bandage from his shoulder belts and offered to dry
the parchment.  The orc handed it to him.


Placing the parchment against the ground, Manebrow
pressed the bandage around the wet edges and read the parchment as quickly as
possible.  It had obviously been written by a member of either their gen or the
Krall Gen, both in their language as well as in picture-talk orcish.  The
lettering was clear and the strokes were bold.  As he read, Manebrow grew more
and more amazed.  Finally, after several moments of ‘drying it out,’ Manebrow
looked up quickly and said, “Wait a moment,” then walked quickly toward Durik,
holding up the somewhat damp bandage as if querying Durik for another.


“Sire,” Manebrow said in a low voice as he
approached, “he had this treaty from Khee-lar Shadow Hand, who calls himself
the Lord of the Kale Gen, and underneath his name it says ‘Covenant of
Loyalty’.”  Manebrow paused as he looked Durik in the eye. “And there is a
second name on it, one that seems familiar, but I don’t remember from where.”


“What is the second name?” Durik asked.


“It’s signed ‘Mynar the Sorcerer,’ who calls
himself the Lord of the Krall Gen, and under that is written ‘Covenant of Royal
Blood’,” Manebrow answered.  “I’d imagine Lord Krall would disagree with that.  I
can’t remember where I’ve heard the name Mynar.”


Durik’s eyes got wide.  Mynar’s involvement in the
recent insurrection had been kept from him and all the rest in the company, but
he was very familiar with his past work.  In disbelief, he took the parchment
from Manebrow.  “This Mynar… he’s the one who they say brought the orcs against
our gen six years ago.  Manebrow, Mynar the Sorcerer is who’s responsible for
my parents’ death, and the death of so many others in our gen.”


At that moment, Gorgon walked up to them.  He
could see the surprise on Durik’s face and the concern in Manebrow’s eyes. 
Having heard a little bit of the conversion, he jumped in horns first.  “Well,
if he’s calling himself Lord of the Krall Gen, perhaps Lord Krall will have
knowledge of where he is.  Certainly, we will have to go after this Mynar, as
there is much blood he has yet to answer for, but I think we need to get this
treaty back to Lord Karthan for now so he and whatever loyal warriors he can
muster can stop Khee-lar and whoever is in league with him before they can
overthrow our gen.”


Durik nodded. “Agreed, but we’re in no shape to
make that trip right now as a group, and I don’t want to risk sending two or
three back on wolfback.”


“Aye, sire.  I agree, we need the wolves right now
to get the wounded to the Krall Gen,” Manebrow added.


After a moment, Durik spoke again, “Perhaps Lord
Krall can be of assistance to us.  His gen has always been friendly toward
ours, and I’m sure he’d not want our gen taken over by one who would make
alliances with the orcs.”


The three leaders stood in thought for a moment.  


Gorgon broke the silence as he saw the orc
champion standing as if to come toward them.  “Sire, what do you want to do
with this orc?”


Durik bowed his head for a moment and thought. “I
can’t see us keeping the deception going.  We’ve got this treaty paper.  That’s
more than we expected to get from him.”


“Aye, let’s get rid of him,” Gorgon said, patting
the head of his hammer.


“No, Gorgon,” Durik said, then paused a moment in
thought as the orc began to approach them. “We need to send a message to the
orc tribe, and I think he needs to play messenger to his tribe that there will
be no treaty.”


The three kobolds turned to face the orc as he
approached.


“Stop there,” Durik commanded, holding up his hand
to the much more massive and taller orc.  “Come no closer, orc.”  The deception
was now dropped and the three leaders stood with their hands on their weapons,
ready to draw if necessary.


Shagra stopped, raised an eyebrow and looked about
himself alertly.  This sudden change in the way the kobolds regarded him wasn’t
what he had been expecting.  Though he certainly was no stranger to deception
and treachery, he’d expected the treaty to be worth something.  The other
kobolds were obviously nervous about his presence, and the way this kobold was
talking to him seemed to be putting them all on their guard.  Counting quickly
in his head, he figured he was well outnumbered.  Like the ants he’d just been
forced to run from, enough of these little kobolds working together and he’d be
dead if they decided to take him on.


“We have treaty, Shadow Hand minions!” Shagra
exclaimed in his gruff, gravel-like voice.


“We are not minions of Khee-lar Shadow Hand,”
Durik declared.  “My apologies for deceiving you, but it was necessary to find
out what evil you and he were up to.”


Shagra was looking straight ahead at the three
kobolds, but his mind was focusing on the kobolds immediately around him.  


Durik continued, “Tell your chief that Lord
Karthan still has many loyal servants, and we do not make deals with the
Bloodhand Orc Tribe… and as for Khee-lar Shadow Hand and his minions, you’ll
not be hearing from them again.”  Durik paused. “Go now,” he commanded,
pointing toward the forest.


 





 


Shagra was surprised… and skeptical, at what he
had heard.  These treacherous kobolds were letting him go?!  He almost couldn’t
believe they were that stupid, but looking into their leader’s eyes, something
down deep inside him made him think that, just perhaps, they were telling the
truth.  Then his heart hardened, and he began to look for ulterior motives.  


Shagra’s battle-hardened mind quickly analyzed the
situation.  This group of kobolds was exhausted, carrying wounded, and most of
their warriors were wearing several blood-soaked bandages.  They did not look
ready to take him on.  He imagined that, if they were to rush him, he could
take out a few of them before they took him down.  He had looked around himself
for some sort of ‘insurance’ to make sure he got out of here alive and had seen
the only female in the group.  


As Shagra watched, the female kobold who had been
only a couple of steps from him began to move toward the leaders.  Shagra knew
the three kobold leaders could see that he was stalling, and he had to move
now.  While he delayed, the oldest of the three kobolds began to draw his bow.


Moving quickly, Shagra pounced on the small female
kobold.  Grabbing her by the waist, he lifted her up off the ground and held
her to his chest as he would a young child.  With his other hand, he pulled a
knife from under his armor.  As he lifted the knife toward the female’s throat,
she grabbed something around her neck with one hand and raised the other hand
while shouting a command in a language he didn’t understand.  Suddenly a bright
light filled his eyes, blinding him with its intensity.  As he reflexively
lifted his hand to his eyes, a sharp pain shot through his arm then deep into
his side.  Shagra screamed in pain and rage as he blindly stumbled back a
couple of paces.  He could feel the tip of the arrow which had struck between
the shoulder plate and metal scales under his arm moving in his lung as he moved
his arm.  His knife and the female kobold both dropped from his stunned hands
as he stumbled backwards into a tree trunk.


 





 


Manebrow drew another arrow and, keeping his eyes
on the orc champion, he stepped slowly forward.  At Kiria’s casting of a spell,
a brilliant flash of light flared from Kiria’s open palm, blinding the orc
champion.  Durik had drawn his sword, and Gorgon had his hammer in both hands. 
Kiria, choking and crying, got to her feet and ran into Durik’s arms.  Seeing
that the orc champion was blind, stunned and not making any threatening moves
at the moment, Durik sheathed his sword and held up his right hand.  


“Go, and never let our paths cross again, or I
will take your head as a trophy for my dwelling,” he called.


Pulling the arrow out of his side and arm in one
swift motion with his uninjured right arm, the orc champion swooned but did not
faint, and let the arrow fall to the ground.  After a moment, grunting and
still stunned from the pain, the orc champion stumbled blindly off into the
trees.  The entire company watched him until he eventually disappeared into the
forest.


With a collective sigh, they all lowered their
weapons.  Durik looked down at Kiria, crying on his shoulder, and was suddenly
aware of how this must look to the rest of the company.  Feeling awkward, he
held her out at arm’s length and looked her in the eyes.  “Are you all right?”


Kiria nodded as she wiped away her tears.  It was
obvious that not only this latest brush with death, but all the many events of
the last couple of days, from the long march to the brutal battles, had taken
their toll on her.  The soft life of being the pampered daughter of the Lord of
the Gen had ill prepared her for this, but she was doing everything in her
emotional and physical power to adapt and contribute.


Manebrow turned from the scene and saw the rest of
the company also watching.  “All right, now.  Let’s go, you packdogs!  This is
no time for slouching.  Grab those rucksacks and move out smartly!”


Gorgon smiled and shook his head.  Manebrow never
missed a beat.  Turning back to his team, Gorgon picked up the small whelp Lat
and put him on his shoulders.  Troka had walked off the effects of the ant bite
by now, so Keryak took Troka’s rucksack as Troka picked up Lord Karthan’s older
son Karto and put him on his back.


The rest of the company sheathed weapons,
tightened straps, looked at the ants still milling around on the other side of
the water, and began to form up into something of a line.  Manebrow knew they
were exhausted, but with these ants infuriated and determined as they were,
time was critical and he didn’t intend to waste it.  As quickly as he could,
Manebrow pushed Ardan out to the front to act as scout.  Then, as Ardan was
getting his proper spacing, Manebrow walked up to Durik.


“Sire,” he called as Kiria walked up to the line,
Arbelk handing her the backpack she had dropped.  “Sire, all is as ready as
it’s going to get.”


Durik nodded.  “Let’s get to the Krall Gen as
quickly as we can then.”


“Yes, sire,” Manebrow agreed.


“Oh, and Manebrow?” Durik added as Manebrow turned
to go. “Good shot back there.”


“Thank you,” Manebrow replied. “And good thinking
back there with the orcs, sire.  You saved all of our lives.”


“Aye, young one,” a diminished, but still
voluminous voice boomed from behind Durik.  “Saving Lord Karthan’s sons, your
entire company, and my sorry hide as well.  You’re proving yourself to be quite
the leader after all.”  


Durik turned and looked into the eyes of Khazak
Mail Fist, leader of the Honor Guard and Lord Karthan’s chamberlain.  He had
remounted Durik’s wolf Firepaw and now looked almost as commanding as he ever
had.


 
















 





 


Chapter 23
– The Path to the Krall Gen


Khazak
Mail Fist rode along on the back of Durik’s wolf as if he were again in command
of a warrior group on its way home from a glorious victory in battle.  The
sling on his left arm and the bandage on his shoulder did nothing to diminish
the image.  Aided by the last few drops of an elixir given to him by the
healers in the Krall Gen on one of his previous visits, Khazak had regained
much strength.  


He certainly had not fully recovered, in fact it
would be some time before he was back to normal, but if there was one thing
Khazak Mail Fist was, it was determined.  He was not about to let an arrow
wound keep him down for long.  He’d never been the smartest or the quickest,
but his determination had gained him many things.  For one, his great physical
strength was a result of his determined efforts.  Day in and day out, when not
engaged in other activities, he could be found in his chambers lifting rocks of
various sizes in various different ways, or running through the forest around
their gen at top speed with a full pack and battle gear.


Another thing his determination, applied to
loyalty, had gained him was the absolute trust of his leader, Lord Karthan.  It
was no coincidence that he had come to the position of chamberlain.  The
previous chamberlain and leader of the Honor Guard had come to an untimely end
several years prior during an attempted coup of the gen, and Khazak Mail Fist,
as a young elite warrior in the newly formed Honor Guard, had arrived just in
time at Lord Karthan’s dwellings to fight off the six attackers that had
remained after the chamberlain and Lord Karthan’s previous bodyguard had met their
end.  


After saving Lord Karthan and his family
single-handedly, Khazak Mail Fist then had discovered who it was that was
behind the attack and had immediately gone to confront him.  Grabbing several
other warriors loyal to Lord Karthan, he had laid siege to the academy of
learning where the conspirators had holed up after they heard the attack was a
failure.  Then, when the conspirators escaped into the underdark, Khazak had
personally led the expedition that tracked them down and brought each of their
heads back to lay at the feet of Lord Karthan.  To say the least, Khazak Mail
Fist had gained the Lord’s trust, and several days later his actions were
rewarded with his appointment as the new chamberlain and his marking as a
leader caste, eventually receiving as charge the leadership of the new Honor
Guard Warrior Group.


Since Lord Karthan had taken the greatest source
of the leader caste’s power by giving the common castes the privilege of owning
property, Lord Karthan had been through multiple assassination attempts, and
Khazak Mail Fist had been there for him every time.  His closest elite warriors
had spent most of their time building a network of loyal supporters who served
as informers.  Because of this, Khazak Mail Fist had grown wise in the ways of
espionage and covert war.


It was because of this that the ambush at the
first resting place was such a surprise to Khazak.  They knew that Khee-lar
Shadow Hand was building a coup attempt.  It was for that reason that Lord
Karthan had sent his children away secretly, or in a loyal, armed company.  But
no one foresaw that somehow Khee-lar would find out about the early morning
escape that Lord Karthan’s sons had made.


Khazak knew this was not the end of the attempts
on Lord Karthan’s children’s lives either.  He remembered all too well seeing
Trallik, who now lay strapped over the back of another wolf next to him, draw
his bow back to kill him and Lord Karthan’s two sons.  If Khee-lar had managed
to infiltrate an agent into the yearling group, then truly his reach was
getting long… very long.


This made him wonder about what had happened with
the yearling group since their departure.  


Khazak looked around him for one of the leaders of
the group.  “Gorgon Hammer,” Khazak called to the leader of the small team to
his front.  Gorgon, with Lat on his shoulders, turned and looked at Khazak Mail
Fist.  “Come here for a moment.” 


Gorgon waited as the wolves came up to where he
stood in the trail before resuming the march.  “Yes, sire?”


“Tell me of Arloch.  I see he is missing.  What
was his demise?”


Having heard Khazak Mail Fist call for one of his
elite warriors, Durik immediately turned around and headed back to head off any
orders or pointed questions from his fellow leader caste.  He had only recently
been put in charge of this company, and he didn’t want this other leader caste
to start asserting his leadership in the group.  Durik knew such a thing would
do nothing but cause confusion in his company.


Durik spoke up quickly before Gorgon got a chance
to answer, “Khazak Mail Fist, I will be happy to answer your questions.”  


Gorgon got the hint, turned and shut his still
open mouth, moving back up to his place in line with the whelp still on his
shoulders.


“Ah, Durik, I am quite impressed by how you
managed to save our hides back there at the ford!” Khazak exclaimed.  “I wish I
could have been of more assistance, but I’m afraid it was all I could do to
stay on this fine wolf.”


Durik just nodded his weary head.


“I’m glad you had heard about the great ants and
figured out that I would take shelter among them,” Khazak continued.  “If your
warriors had not found us when they did, I do not think the little ones and I
would have made it.”


Durik looked at Khazak quizzically.  “You knew
about the ants before running into them last night?  When were you planning on
telling us?”  Just a day before Durik would not have dared to talk to Lord
Karthan’s chamberlain this way, but fatigue, mixed with the fact that they had
just saved his life, stripped away most of Durik’s social awareness.


“What?” Khazak looked genuinely surprised.  “You
mean no one told you about the great ants?”


“No!” Durik stated with all the emphasis he could
muster.  “There was a circle labeled danger on the sheepskin map Raoros
gave me, but nothing more.  Certainly, the picket guards knew nothing about
it!”


Khazak pondered Durik’s revelation for a moment
before responding.  “Well, to the best of our knowledge, the great ant colony
is quite a new thing,” Khazak tried to defend the gen leadership’s lack of
information sharing.  “The first report we received of the ants coming over the
southern passes into our valley was only a couple of weeks ago.  In fact, if
Lord Karthan had not given you the quest to find the Kale Stone, scouting out
this new great ant threat would have been your quest.”


Durik shook his head in frustration.  “Then please
tell Lord Karthan when you see him that he won’t have to decide whether to send
someone else out on that quest; we’ve already completed it.”


Khazak Mail Fist laughed as loud as his battered
and bruised body would allow.  After several moments, he calmed down.  “It is
good to be able to find the humor in any situation.  You are quite a
resourceful kobold, young Durik,” Khazak complimented the young leader. 
“Speaking of resourcefulness, can I see that treaty you acquired from the orc?”


Durik pulled the folded piece of parchment out of
his belt pouch and handed it to Khazak.  “It’s addressed to the Chieftain of
the Bloodhand Orc Tribe, and it’s signed by Khee-lar Shadow Hand and Mynar the
Sorcerer.  I believe that’s the same instigator who brought on the orc raid six
years ago now.”


Khazak’s face turned grim.  He took the treaty,
but his gaze stayed on Durik for a long moment before he unfolded the parchment
and read its contents.


“I see there is more that Lord Karthan or I should
have shared with you, Durik,” he muttered.  Then, as if coming out of thought,
he handed the treaty back to Durik.  “You’ve fought him once already, though
apparently you didn’t know it.”


Durik stopped and looked up at Khazak in shock.


Khazak reined in his mount and looked Durik in the
eyes.  “We believe he was one of the conspirators in the arena,” he said
bluntly.  “One who somehow slipped away after the insurrection.”  He prodded
Firepaw back into motion.


Durik followed along.  “Which one?” he asked in
stupefied amazement.


“You’d not have known him, even if you had seen
him before.  He’s an illusionist.  He can change his appearance at will. 
Something of a spell caster, it could be said.  I don’t know which one he was,
but Troll, the one whose hand you took off, said afterwards that Mynar was one
of the conspirators.”  Khazak waited a moment for that to sink in.  “He is a
close relative to Lord Krall, I’ve been told, which is why his name ends in AR. 
In the Krall Gen, only males who are direct enough relatives of the Lord of the
Gen are allowed to end their names with AR; brothers, cousins, nephews and
such.  All other male names must end in OR.  A strange tradition that one, but
orderly enough I guess.”


Durik walked along in silence for some time beside
Khazak, who was content to let him struggle with the revelation that he’d been
part of capturing the very kobold who had been responsible for his parents’
death six years before, but that Mynar was again on the loose.


After a while, Khazak Mail Fist spoke again.


“From the agreement in this treaty, it appears the
two conspiring groups are trying to isolate the two gens from each other until
they can wrest control of both of them.”  Seeing that Durik’s tired mind wasn’t
grasping what he said, Khazak stated it plainly.  “I think he’s trying to
overthrow his own lord; Lord Krall.  He’s calling himself Lord of the Krall
Gen.”


Durik stopped Firepaw and looked up at Khazak Mail
Fist.  “You mean to tell me that we’re going from one attempted overthrow to
another?” 


“That could be,” Khazak said.


“Do you still think it wise that we take Lord
Karthan’s heirs, and our company, to the Krall Gen?” Durik asked incredulously.


Khazak looked down at Durik. “What choice do you
have?  There are hundreds of great ants behind us.”


Durik followed, shaking his head.  “Yes, of
course.  You’re right.  I cannot let my concern for Kiria and the whelps cloud
my judgment.”  Durik opened his water skin and splashed water on his forehead
and snout, then drank some of the cool liquid.  For several moments the pair
walked along in silence.


“What was it that you were going to ask Gorgon?”
Durik broke the silence.


Khazak thought for a moment then remembered.  “Ah,
yes.  I see that you seem to be missing Arloch.  I was wondering what happened
to him?”


“Hmm… yes… well, only a few people in the company
know right now.  I need to address the company as soon as we’re somewhere safe,
out of the reach of those relentless ants.”


Khazak’s somewhat jovial expression changed to one
of concern as he studied Durik’s face intently.  “Tell me,” he asked in a lower
voice, “does it have anything to do with the purpose of the conspirators at the
first resting place?”


Durik grimaced as Khazak hit so close to the mark.
 “You could say that.”  Then pointing discreetly at Kiria, he continued, “Only
it was all about her, not his sons.”


Khazak Mail Fist shook his head.  “His reach has
grown long, then.  Durik, I have something more to tell you… about this one,”
he said as he pointed inconspicuously at Trallik, strapped to the wolf walking
on the other side of Durik.


Durik shook his head. “Oh, no.  Let me get
Manebrow and Gorgon, I’m sure they’re going to want to hear this also.  For
that matter, why don’t I take you to the front of the march with me and we can
all discuss it up there, a bit more privately?”


Durik felt as if the weight of leadership that
rested on his shoulders had just grown by double in anticipation of what he
feared Khazak was going to say.  Grimly, he gathered Gorgon, who left Lat with
Keryak and Troka, and moved to the head of the line with Manebrow, Arbelk and
Kiria.  He reasoned that this concerned Kiria and her protector also, since it
was her family who had been the target this entire time.  As they moved a short
distance in front of everyone else in the march, Khazak Mail Fist spoke.


“I thought you should know about what happened up
there in that cave where you found me before the rest of you arrived.”  He
paused a moment before continuing.  “Before Jerrig came to our rescue, Trallik
had found us.  He looked at us for a moment from the entrance of the room then
brought up his bow to fire at us.  As I stared into his eyes, I could see that
he was intent on killing me and the whelps.  If the ant queen hadn’t grabbed
him from behind at that very moment, he’d have killed both me and Lord
Karthan’s sons.”


Gorgon muttered something about ‘sneaking
backstabbers’ under his breath as Durik shook his head.  It was a nightmare
come true.  Durik had only personally known Arloch for a day, but Trallik! 
Trallik had been in their group during this entire past year of training. 
True, he’d always been the arrogant one, usually thinking himself too good for
the rest of them, but in the end, he’d always seemed to come around when it
counted.  Durik was finding it hard to believe that Trallik could be a traitor.


Gorgon, on the other hand, seemed to have no
problem with the news.  “I thought there was something wrong with him,” he said,
perhaps a bit louder than he should.  “I haven’t trusted him since I caught him
sabotaging the other yearlings’ equipment during the cave training portion of
our year of training.  I should have turned him in then and saved us all the
trouble.”


Manebrow looked surprised.  He’d known Trallik was
self-centered and overly ambitious, but he’d not known about his escapades with
the other yearlings, nor had he foreseen that he would turn traitor on them. 
He considered himself a better judge of character than that, and to now have it
revealed that two kobolds from his company had conspired against the
Lord of the Gen, first Arloch and now Trallik, made him begin to doubt his
judgment.


“You’re sure of what you saw?” Durik asked.


“Aye, as sure as I am that I’m still alive,”
Khazak Mail Fist answered.


“You weren’t delirious from the pain or loss of
blood, were you?” Durik asked but knew the answer even as he asked the
question.


Khazak Mail Fist was indignant. “Well!  Out of my
mind then, you mean!  Because you’re a fellow leader caste I’ll ignore that
remark.  I know what I saw and am completely sure that I read his intentions
correctly.”


Durik nodded. “I know.  I’m sorry.  It’s just…. 
Well, he’s my warrior.”


“Aye, young leader, that he is!  And it will soon
be your duty to decide what is to be done with him,” Khazak said as he turned
the wolf back to take his place in line.


 





 


The weight on Durik’s shoulders seemed to have
gotten so much heavier since the revelation of Trallik’s treachery.  Reminded
of his duty as leader of the company to act as judge and, if need be,
executioner, Durik almost staggered under the weight of it all.  Luckily for
him, Manebrow, veteran of many a tough situation, was at his side.  


As everyone went back to their place in the line
with their own thoughts, Manebrow began to help Durik remember the lessons he’d
taught them so long ago, back when learning about judgment and punishment was
an academic exercise, not so up close and personal like it was now.  


Eventually, as they walked along apart from the
group, the conversation changed from procedure as Durik talked through his
feelings and sought guidance from Manebrow on what he should do with Trallik.


“I know what Khazak Mail Fist would have me do,”
Durik said, “after all, the punishment for treachery is clear; he should be
executed.”  Durik shook his head.  “I’m just not sure that he deserves so harsh
a punishment.”


Manebrow walked along, pondering on what he should
say for a moment before speaking.  “The real question, sire, is not what Khazak
Mail Fist thinks should be done, but rather what you think is right in this
case.”


Durik groaned.  “I know.  I know.  But… well… Lord
Karthan will be expecting me, a new leader caste, to uphold his laws, even out
here away from our gen.  I owe him my loyalty in that respect at least.”


Manebrow listened in silence as Durik began
pouring out more of his soul.


“I mean…” He paused for a few moments.  “I don’t
know.  Perhaps it’s just that I don’t know if I could actually carry out such a
sentence.”


Manebrow waited a few more moments, then, like a
calm mountain in a swirling storm, he spoke.  “Sire, you’ve been my leader now
for almost two days.  In that time, this company has been through much.  We’ve
grown stronger by it, and much more cohesive as a unit overall.  Your actions
over the past couple of days have been nothing short of heroic, and that has
inspired all of us to step up our efforts.”


Durik smiled appreciatively at the older warrior’s
praise.


“And,” Manebrow continued, “I’m glad to see you
struggle so with this decision.  I say that because setting the example on the
battle field is only one part of what makes you a leader.  You now have to
decide what kind of a leader you will be off the battle field, and that can be
much harder than facing an armed foe.” 


Manebrow had offered knowledge and guidance on
thinking about problems like this in the past, during their year of training,
and now was no different.  While Durik struggled with the problem, Manebrow
again offered his support with stories of other leaders and how they had dealt
with events like this.  But through it all, he was very careful to not assert
his personal opinion or try to sway his leader toward any particular course of
action.  For all his knowledge, Manebrow was wise enough to know that, no
matter what he did, he should not tell Durik what he should do.  When all was
said and done, the only way Durik was going to be able to deal with the
internal turmoil his decision would bring him, and the lingering doubts of
wondering if he’d done the right thing, was if he went through the
gut-wrenching, heart-shredding process of deciding what should be done in this
tough case on his own.  It was the only way.


As the company walked along in silence, Durik
struggled mightily.  He had never been in a situation even remotely close to
this.  True, he had been called upon to make life and death decisions in the
last couple of days, but they were all driven by a desperate need to keep the
members of his company alive.  Now he was being called upon to decide whether
or not one of his warriors, which he knew well and had worked with for the past
year, would live or die… by his hand!  


Looking back at the members of his company, Durik
knew that, whatever he decided, nothing would ever be the same.  It was as if
by treading this path he was coming to a point of no return.  Beyond here,
there would be no going back.  He and his relationship to those in his company
would forever be changed.


 





 


The terrain of the rolling, wooded hills the
company had been traveling through the entire morning eventually began to give
way to the gentler flatlands of the home territory of the Krall Gen.  As the
trail they were on broke free from the lesser forests of the rest of the
valley, they approached the slight ledge where the ground dropped off in a
gentle slope down toward the home of the Krall Gen.  The green of this great
valley was stunning, however the view was completely dominated by the mighty
red trunks of the great redwood trees, which rose mightily into the air in the
distance, each of them several hundreds of steps tall with trunks so wide it
took thirty or more kobolds holding hands to encircle them.  The forest floor
far below the mighty trees’ exalted canopies was shrouded in shadows, very
little sunlight filtering to the forest floor due to the thick, intertwined
upper branches.  The sight of these massive trees was daunting to all, and
especially impressive to the newest warriors who had never before seen their
grandeur.


“If you’ve never been here before, sire,” Manebrow
started, “then welcome to Lord Krall’s Forest.”


Durik was stunned by the beauty and majesty of it
all.  “I’d heard about these trees before, but seeing them is a much different
thing!”


“Yes, that it is.” Manebrow nodded.  “The Krall
Gen claims this mighty fortress of trees as their gen’s borders.  They’ve
established many watch platforms in the lower boughs, with walkways and such
between them.  They’ve made this place into a veritable bastion of defense,
when they’ve set out their warriors to defend it that is.  Usually, they only have
their scouts and a few small quick-reaction forces set out along their border
to deal with any threat that may come their way.”


Behind the pair, the rest of the company had also
stopped and were now staring at the massive trees to the front of them.  Ardan,
now a couple hundred steps in front of the rest of the company, had stopped and
was looking back at the company.  It was perhaps his hundredth time seeing the
impressive forest of the Krall Gen, but seeing the sense of wonder in the eyes
of the new warriors he paused for a moment and remembered how it had been the
first time he’d looked on them.  


Knowing they would shortly be meeting warriors
from the Krall Gen, Durik looked around at his bedraggled company with their
bandages, wounded warriors, and whelps in tow.  He was certain any effort to
clean themselves up would be in vain at this point.  They didn’t look very
impressive, and he doubted they would impress anyone in the Krall Gen, much
less Lord Krall himself, but Durik felt a deep sense of pride in his heart as
he looked at them.  Though it had been less than two days since they’d left
their gen, they had collectively been through so much, and had come together as
a team because of it.


 
















 


Section III – Insurrection in the Krall Gen


 



















 


Chapter 24
– Lord Krall’s Forest


The
Krall Gen was the other of the noble gens.  Having not fallen into barbarism
like the gens to the north, they were a gen of skilled herdsmen and noble
warriors.  They were the only other literate gen that the Kale Gen had regular
dealings with, taking educated scribes from the Kale Gen to train their whelps
in the written language of The Sorcerer instead of the polluted script of the
northern gens.  Of all the gens that the Kale Gen caravans had reached, these,
their closest neighbors, were most like the Kale Gen and had long been their
staunchest of allies.  


As the two gens had expanded their trade with one
another, their social relationships had strengthened.  At first they had begun
joint patrols, tracking down orc raiders and shadowing other intruders through
the southern valley to ensure they left without causing any harm.  These
relationships deepened and soured as the seasons of their rulers’ maturity
ebbed and waned, finally becoming their firmest when Lord Karthan’s older sister
became the lifemate of the current Lord Krall.  Since that day, the two gens
had become as brothers, often embroiled in sibling rivalry, but at the end of
the day coming away friends.


Over the generations, the two gens had grown quite
close economically, each of them beginning to specialize in their functions,
trading with the other for what they couldn’t produce as well by themselves. 
The meadows and forest of the Krall Gen were fertile and lush, thanks mostly to
the excellent quality of the soil and the constant nourishment provided by the
river and streams that snaked through its territory.  


At the base of the mountains where the Krall Gen
made its home, the forest ended at the edge of a great lake, stocked by fish
rushing to their spawning grounds there and upstream from them every year. 
Additionally, the mountain against which the Krall Gen made its home was rich
with iron ore.  Taking advantage of these natural resources, the Krall Gen had
specialized over the years in producing pigs, sheep, mining raw iron ore, and
fishing.


As the gen had dug deeper into the mountain, it
had begun to expand and strengthen the shafts it had sunk into the mountain,
creating homes and places of work for their miners and those who supported
them.  Similarly, as each generation of shepherds began to establish regular
patterns of grazing, and each generation of pig farmers established their
sties, they created wooden houses both in the meadows of the forest as well as
around the perimeter of the lake.  


And on the lake, the old Lord Krall, great-grandsire
of the current Lord Krall, had established a great wooden hall on a platform
that was supported in the water by the stumps of six large trunks sunk deep
into the lakebed by some magic now unknown.  On the surface of the lake, the
minor buildings that sustained Lord Krall and his government, as well as the
homes of most of the leaders of the gen, the artisans, the educators, and such
as served the people, floated on great log rafts, all linked together by
walkways and bridges.  These same bridges linked the floating part of the
community to the shore of the great lake.


Part of the defensive plan of the Krall Gen was
that they would cut the bridges to the shore if necessary to stave off an
invasion, and thereby leave themselves unassailable on an island of their own
creation in the middle of a fish-stocked, fresh water lake where they could
hold out indefinitely.  


Since its creation many years previously, they had
only had to cut the bridges twice.  Once was in the time of the current Lord
Krall’s father, when a barbaric minotaur tribe had come from the eastern
steppes bent on raiding their valley.  The other time was when the Bloodhand
Orc Tribe had first started their push to conquer both the Kale Gen and their
gen.  That day, many an orc had died in a failed attempt to either burn or lay
bridges to their outer structures.


The Krall Gen, for all their industry, was known
for their ability to produce raw materials, not for their fine craftsmanship. 
Though there was something of a resurgence occurring in the gen of the skilled
crafts that they once had practiced, the majority of the gen was more than
happy to rely on the clearly superior craftsmanship that the Kale Gen craftsmen
provided.  


Every season, tens of caravans, each with many
packdogs burdened down with raw ore and dried fish, as well as several small
herds of sheep and pigs, were dispatched to the Kale Gen.  In return, the Krall
Gen received finely crafted iron and now steel weapons and tools, leather
goods, and wooden furniture.  Additionally, the scribes that taught their
whelps were mostly Kale Gen, and the dogs they used to haul rock about in the
mines were mostly trained by the Kale Gen trainers.  Truly, the two gens
prospered because of their cooperation, and neither of them would have the
standard of living they enjoyed if it were not for the contribution of the
other.


 





 


Durik’s Company was spotted while they were still
far off from the great boughs of the mighty forest.  As they approached the
massive trunks, they saw a small contingent of Krall Gen warriors waiting to
meet the company at the edge of the forest.  


It was not often that representatives from the
Krall Gen came to the Kale Gen, but they were not unknown there.  Certainly,
the Kale Gen ran almost all of the trade caravans, and had developed far more
trade relationships than the Krall Gen, but it was not uncommon for their herd
drivers and warriors to accompany a particularly large trade of sheep or pigs
from their gen to the Kale Gen.  After all, the Kale Gen caravan drivers were
not known for their sheep and pig herding skills.


Because of this close association, the look of the
Krall Gen warriors was not unknown to the members of Durik’s Company.  Unlike
the Kale Gen warriors, with their crossed shoulder belts and their hide
outfits, the Krall Gen warriors all wore woolen or flaxen jerkins and pants,
dyed green and red to match the grass and the branches of the trees of their
forest.  Over one shoulder each of them had a bow and wooden shield slung, and
on their waist belts hung quiver and arm-length sword.


The apparent leader of this contingent stood in
the center of the path leading between two of the massive trunks at the edge of
the forest.  Though he was dressed much like the others, it was obvious he was
of a different caste; he wore a light shell of hardened leather on his torso
with the symbol of a tree emblazoned on its front.  To either side of him were
two warriors dressed in like manner.


As Durik’s company approached, the leader held his
open right hand up in a gesture of both welcome and trust.  At the head of the
column, Ardan stopped shy of the Krall contingent and waited as Durik
approached at the head of the column.  No weapons were drawn on either side,
and Durik’s Company approached in full confidence.


“Hail, warriors of the Kale Gen,” the leader of
the Krall contingent spoke as Durik stopped in front of him.  “I am Morigar and
these are warriors of the Border Guard,” he said, alluding to the group of
warriors behind him.  “What brings you to Krall Gen territory?”


“I am Durik, adventurer of the Kale Gen, on
business from my lord, Lord Karthan.  I have urgent news from Lord Karthan that
I must deliver personally to Lord Krall himself.  I would see Lord Krall as
soon as he can see us.”


Morigar nodded. “Very well, myself and my two
warriors will accompany you to the minister.  He shall receive you.  If he
deems your news worthy of it, you shall see Lord Krall soon enough.”


Behind Durik, the sound of a wolf coming forward
could be heard.  “Why, if it isn’t the younger son of Lord Krall himself! 
Morigar, my friend, out here with your personal guards again I see.” Khazak
Mail Fist was regaining his strength and his voice boomed loudly in the
stillness of the lower boughs at the edge of the wood.


Morigar’s countenance brightened. “Khazak, you old
scoundrel!  You know I had to come out here to greet you when Lord Karthan’s
messenger brought word that you were coming!”  The two kobold warriors greeted
each other with the eagerness of former comrades in arms.


“Young Morigar, you flatter me with your
kindness.  Well, in one form or another, I’ve arrived.”  Khazak’s face was
lined with the discomfort of his wound and the concern he felt for his master,
Lord Karthan.


“So tell me, what happened to you, my friend?”
Morigar asked.


“There has been an attempt on your cousins’
lives,” Khazak explained, adjusting himself in the saddle.  “Two of my Honor
Guard warriors died in their defense.”


Morigar was aghast. “Do you know who the attackers
were, or who sent them?”


Khazak nodded. “Aye, Morigar.  They were Khee-lar
Shadow Hand’s lackeys.  What’s worse, our young Durik and his band here
discovered that this group he’s got was in the process of making a treaty with
a champion from the Bloodhand Orc Tribe.”


“Ay!” Morigar cried, “will we never be rid of
their evil?!”  He shook his head.  “Khazak, your gen has been a true ally of
ours for many generations.  I’m sure my father will do what is necessary to
help Lord Karthan defeat this evil.”


Khazak reached down and put his hand on Morigar’s
shoulder. “You are a true friend, Morigar.”  Then, sitting back up in the
saddle with a grimace of pain, he continued, “With this most bold of moves
against his progeny, I worry for Lord Karthan’s life now more than ever.  However,
if I were to leave for my gen in this condition I would be more of a hindrance
to my lord than a help.  By your leave, I’ll talk to your father to see what
help he may be willing to provide.  Nonetheless, I must get word to Lord
Karthan without delay.”


Morigar nodded. “Consider it done.”  Turning to
one of the Border Guard warriors, he started to give an order.


Khazak Mail Fist interrupted the Krall Gen
leader.  “Morigar, before you go sending someone off by the normal route, I
think there’s something you should know.”  Pointing his thumb over his
shoulder, Khazak pointed to the ant queen’s burnt head still tied to the lead
packdog’s pack frame.


Morigar looked at the large head in disgust. 
“Looks like a rather large one.  Every once in a while a hill or two pops up. 
We’ve had no problems dealing with them, but I must admit that I’ve yet to see
one with a head that large.”


“Well, my young friend, I’ve got news for you. 
There’s a massive hill complex full of the things, some of them larger than you
or I.  And this one,” Khazak pointed to Jerrig, “took their queen’s head off
while rescuing one of his fellow warriors.”  


Morigar looked concerned. “Ooo.  I’m sure the rest
of them didn’t like that.”


“Aye,” Khazak began, “and that would be why we
didn’t stop to rest along the way.  The last we saw, there were a couple
hundred of them, many of them hunters, not just drones, coming after us.  Their
hill complex is a morning’s journey from here, not much past the far shore of
the river.”


“Joy!  Well, orcs, conspirators, and massive ant
colonies.  Sounds like you had a much more eventful trip than I had imagined.” 
Turning to one the Border Guard warriors who was with him, Morigar told him to
go ahead of the group to the first ring of guard posts and warn the leader of
the watch so he could muster the archers to deal with the ants from the
treetops when, or if, they arrived.  


“Oh,” he said as the warrior was about to leave,
“and have them call out his fastest messengers if ever your contingent leader
was a friend to me.  Send them back along the trail to us.  I’ll give them
their orders when they arrive, but tell them that they’ll be going to the Kale
Gen.” The warrior nodded, turned, and ran into the woods along the broad path
that led between the massive trunks toward the heart of Krall Gen territory.


“Morigar, you are a true friend.  I’m glad to have
made it through this ordeal so far that I could enjoy your hospitality yet
again!” Khazak exclaimed as he watched the messenger run into the distance.


“Well, I’m glad too.  Father has ordered a closed
feast for you and my Kale Gen cousins tonight.  That should cheer you up a
bit.”


Khazak smiled broadly and, leaning down from his
wolf, he thumped Morigar on the shoulder.  “I could certainly do with a shank
of fresh mutton and a mug of sweet bark cider about now!”  All the members of
Durik’s Company standing uncomfortably behind him were thinking the exact same
thing.


“Then you shall have it!” Morigar replied. 
“Perhaps that will clear the worries of the trail from your heart!”


“Aye, Morigar, that it would.  But before I forget
all together, there is one thing that I’ve not mentioned to you.”


“And what would that be?” Morigar queried with a
light-hearted smile on his face.


“On this treaty that we found, there was a second
name.  Tell me, do you have any word on the whereabouts of Mynar the Sorcerer?”
Khazak asked.


Morigar’s face darkened and the smile momentarily
left.  Then, as if he had realized his countenance had fallen and was
determined to hide it, Morigar forced a smile onto his face.  “I know of whom
you speak.  His name was familiar to you from that orc raid now several years
past.”  Morigar looked at Khazak somewhat sheepishly.  “We should have trusted
your lord and heeded his request to turn him over to your gen.  His name has
always been familiar to us, but only of late have we paid him much heed.  You
remind me of how long it has been since you’ve been to our part of the valley,
my friend.  Mynar is one who seeks my father’s throne.”


“Aye, but I thought your father did not have any
siblings,” Khazak said.


“He doesn’t,” Morigar answered.  “Mynar is a
second cousin of mine.  His father is of northern gen descent and he grew up
among his common caste relatives, not in my father’s courts.  There are
rumors that he claims to be touched by magic itself.  It’s said that he can
talk with the dead and take their appearance upon himself.”


The warriors of Durik’s Company were all rather
surprised by this.  They had only the smallest taste of magic and, in general,
did not think that there was more to magic than what they had seen.  To hear
that someone could talk to the dead was absolutely unheard of.


“It’s also said that he has somewhat of a
following among the common caste,” Morigar continued, “especially among the descendants
of those our gen took in from the northern gens when they collapsed several
generations ago.  He seems to have convinced many of them that they are the
descendants of the First Sire, and because of that they should be the ones
ruling over this gen, and not my father.  Of course, that’s only important
because he seeks my father’s throne.”


“And your father has done nothing about this?” he
asked.


“My father has not been able to capture him,”
Morigar stated flatly.  “Lord Krall’s forest is very large, and there are
enough of these descendants of the northern gen refugees scattered among our
people that Mynar seems to be able to elude capture.” Morigar paused for a
moment.  “Then again, maybe there is some truth to these rumors that he can
appear as the dead, for he seems to escape every trap we’ve set for him.


“Of course,” Morigar continued, “I don’t see what
good it would do to kill my father.  After all, by right my older brother, then
I, would inherit the throne.  And, if somehow he was to kill both of us, by law
the throne would follow our mother’s lineage, who happens to be your Lord
Karthan’s older sister, you know, before it would ever go to a second cousin. 
The leaders of our gen would see the law through if it came to it.”


Khazak looked surprised.  “What?  You mean that
Lord Karthan is in line for the throne of your gen?”


Morigar nodded. “A little known fact outside the
leadership circles of our gen, but fact nonetheless.  And if he were to die,
well, then it would of course go to my little cousins.”


“Let us hope that it does not come to that!”
Khazak stated.


“Oh, I see you’ve got the whelps in tow,” Morigar
said, indicating Karto and Lat.  Then, seeing Kiria, his eyebrows raised.
“Well, and my not-so-young-anymore cousin as well, I see.  My, but you’ve come
of age, haven’t you, Kiria?”  For a moment, Morigar seemed to lose some of the
already weak image of iron discipline and gazed at her with a lecherous eye. 
It was like a shadow over the moon, however, which passes quickly and then all
who see it wonder if it was ever there.


Kiria hadn’t seen it, however, and so blushed at
Morigar’s words.  “Morigar, you’re still the flatterer as ever,” she replied,
almost beaming.  Though it was unintentional, Durik would hold the impression
of how pretty she looked at that exact moment in his heart for quite some time.


“As I was saying,” Khazak began again, “it would
seem that you weren’t the only one to hear of my coming.”  As Khazak talked he
steered Firepaw past the others and started to head down the trail into the
forest, followed by Morigar and his two personal guards.


“So you were saying,” Morigar said as the two
began to walk off under the boughs of the mighty trees, all but ignoring the
rest of the two groups.  Having already started the tale, Khazak Mail Fist soon
was giving blow by blow descriptions of the fight at the first night’s resting
place.  Behind them, the two groups stood looking at each other.  


This was Durik’s first acquaintance with any of
the leaders of the Krall Gen, and he was surprised by how young Morigar was. 
His only thought was that either the Krall Gen had discontinued the ancient
practice of giving positions based on the Trials of Caste, or else Morigar had
earned the right the same way all except the eldest son of the lord of the gen
did, by merit in the trials.  But then in his mind he began to doubt that
Morigar held much of any position at all.  As Durik pondered on the exchange,
he realized that Morigar had not spoken as one having authority over the
warriors who were with him.  He had asked, not ordered.


Manebrow, seeing that the pleasantries were over
and that Durik was lost in thought while their escort had already resumed the
march, turned to the company. “All right now, enough resting.  It would appear
that we’re welcome.  Time to move out.”


With that, the company began the last leg of their
march to the home of the Krall Gen.  Behind them, the remainder of the Krall
Gen warriors climbed up the rope ladder they had dropped from the platforms
above and disappeared again into the lower canopy of the giant redwoods.


 
















 


 


Chapter 25
– Messengers


The
past couple of days had taken their toll on the company.  The sense of absolute
exhilaration that they were still alive after the encounter with the ants had
faded over the past couple of hours of the march until, reaching the edge of
the redwoods, almost all the members of the company wore a uniform haunted look
of exhaustion.  If any of them had thought that the Trials of Caste were their
initiation into the ranks of the warriors of the gen, their minds had long
since changed.  They now understood why it was that many year-groups before
them referred to the quests that were given for the proofing of the trials as
the true initiation.  Before, the yearlings had thought that it was just one
more rite of passage, but now they understood the looks in the eyes of those
new warriors before them who had returned from the most taxing of quests. 
Truly, the events of the trip to the Krall Gen would haunt their dreams for
some time to come.


Before long a pair of shorter, lighter kobold
warriors came riding up quickly on the backs of two well-fed animals, one on a
dog and the other on a wolf.  As they reached the group, the pair slowed and
approached Morigar without dismounting.  


“Krigor!” Morigar exclaimed as he grasped hands
with the much older, grim-faced messenger.  “Redar!” he greeted the much
younger messenger, a strangely cruel-eyed young warrior whose smile looked more
wicked than inviting.  


The younger Redar looked tired already, as did his
wolf, and Khazak wondered if he was the wisest choice for this mission.  He
looked familiar, like all of Lord Krall’s messengers, but Khazak thought he
might be the same messenger that he’d seen at the Kale Gen on the day of the
Trials.  He wasn’t sure enough to mention it, however.  


“Khazak Mail Fist and Lord Karthan’s children were
attacked on the path between our gens, and we need you to go to Lord Karthan
and tell him who did it.”  He turned to Khazak Mail Fist, “Care to elaborate?”


“Aye, now listen to me carefully,” Khazak said as
he looked the older messenger in the eyes.  “I want you to go directly to Lord
Karthan and only to Lord Karthan.  You are not to reveal news of this to anyone
other than Lord Karthan himself.”  He paused to make sure his instructions were
understood.  “I am Khazak Mail Fist, Lord Karthan’s chamberlain.”


“I know you, sire.” The older messenger nodded
humbly.


“Very well.  Tell Lord Karthan that I and his
children are alive.  Tell him we were attacked on the path to the Krall Gen by
five of Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s conspirators, but that Durik’s Company saved
us.”  Khazak turned and winked at Durik, who had just arrived on the scene. 
“Tell him that Khee-lar is in league with the Bloodhand Orcs.”


Morigar interrupted Khazak Mail Fist, “That’s
quite an allegation.  What of that treaty you mentioned?  Wouldn’t it be best
to send it with them to help substantiate your claims?”


Khazak Mail Fist grimaced.  “I would think it
safer to take it to him myself, after I’ve shown it to your father to help
condemn this second cousin of yours.”


“But Khazak,” Morigar started, “Mynar already
stands condemned in my father’s eyes.  There is no need of further proof for
him.  But who knows what mayhem Khee-lar Shadow Hand may be planning.  Delaying
the arrival of critical evidence that could condemn him until you’re ready to
travel seems unwise.”


Khazak chewed his lip for a moment then finally
nodded.  “Aye, you’re right.  Durik, give Krigor here the treaty, will you?”


Redar rode forward a few steps to take the treaty
from Durik.  “Redar!” the older Krigor called out, “stand aside!”  Grumbling,
Redar bowed his head and maneuvered his wolf out of the path as Krigor moved
his mount up to where Durik stood.


“For Lord Karthan’s eyes only,” Durik
reemphasized.


Krigor nodded his understanding and swore that
Lord Karthan would have it, or he’d die trying.  In a moment, the pair of Krall
Gen messengers made their way past the company and were off at a jog down the
trail toward the wild lands between the two gens.


 





 


As the company put distance between themselves and
the edge of the forest, they began to feel the blanket of security that the
movement of Border Guard patrols along the platforms in the boughs above them
provided.  Soon, the warmth of knowing that someone else was standing on the
line between them and the dangers of the wild lands began to take its effect. 
By the time they had passed the second ring of Border Guard stations the
haunted looks had mostly disappeared from their faces, and they were beginning
to feel the calm that the moist, still air under the canopy of the redwoods
brought to all who lived there.  The trail wound on as the company walked along
in silent thought.


Soon the bleating sound of sheep could be heard
coming from ahead of the company.  Coming out into a large meadow, the company
saw a large herd of sheep clustered around a pond in its center.  The mud of
the trampled earth mixed with water at the edges of the pond clung to the soft
wool of their bellies.  Now the company understood how the grass that covered
the forest floor along the trail was kept cropped so short instead of being
allowed to grow wild.  On the edges of the herd three small shaggy dogs kept
watch, keeping any sheep who might be feeling adventurous from wandering off
with a sharp yap now and again.  Seated under a short redwood tree, barely
twenty steps in height, sat two kobold whelps with staves and knives, enjoying
the shade of the tree in the heat of the open meadow.


The young shepherds, after seeing that Morigar and
his two personal guards were with the group, jumped up and down, waving as the
company passed.  Behind them in the woods another herd of sheep approached to
take their turn at the watering hole.  With simple commands to the sheepdogs,
the first group of shepherds began to move out to make room for the new
arrivals as they led their sheep to graze on the grass under the canopy of the
mighty redwoods.  


Not much farther down the trail, the company
passed the last ring of Border Guard stations, just on the other side of which
a cluster of pig farms lay, their buildings leaning against each other in a
sort of ramshackle dependence.  The place was a hive of activity.  Thrown about
them in a haphazard fashion were sties full of pigs of many different sizes.  It
was time for the noon feeding already, and the pigs were noisily vying for
position at the troughs.  The spring crop of piglets was bountiful, and in more
than one sty kobold whelps could be seen sloshing around in the muck, ensuring
the youngest piglets weren’t accidentally trampled in the feeding frenzy that
was underway, while trying to avoid getting trampled themselves.  Spring was a
season of birth and renewal for all who worked in the dirt, whether they were
masters of plant or animal.


Life for the Krall Gen continued much as it had
for the past few generations.  Watching this rhythm of life under the canopy of
the forest was a calming thing for the company which had recently traveled
through so much death and fear.  As they watched the whelps scramble after the
piglets, invariably falling and making quite a mess of it, the members of the
company couldn’t help but laugh, and as they did the last outward vestiges of
the fear they had brought with them began to disappear until at last, as they
continued their journey to the center of the Krall Gen’s habitation, they began
to laugh and talk again as they hadn’t felt to do since before the trials.


 





 


“Krigor!” the much younger Redar called out as he
reined in his sweating wolf, still rather tired from the night’s ride.  He
quickly dismounted off to the side of the trail.  The older messenger saw that
Redar had dismounted and quickly halted his mount as well.  Turning the dog
around, he called out to his younger companion.


“What is it?  Did your mount get a thorn in his
paw?” he asked as he approached.


Redar was bent down behind his mount as Krigor
maneuvered his dog around to see what was the matter.


With sudden intensity, Redar sprang to his feet,
revealing the long knife he had concealed behind his mount.  Leaping at Krigor,
Redar sunk the knife deep into Krigor’s stomach before the old warrior could
react.  Krigor tried to speak, but choked instead.  Pain and shock showed in
his eyes as he slumped in the saddle then fell to the ground.  Redar bent over
him as he gasped for breath and finished the job by slitting Krigor’s throat.


Moving quickly, Redar wiped the blood off of his
blade in the tall grass next to the road and sheathed it.  Snickering softly as
he went, he grabbed Krigor’s lifeless hands and dragged his body off the road
and several steps into the forest.  Taking Krigor’s blade out of its sheath, he
did his best to scrape the blood-stained dirt off the road and into the grass. 
Finally, he patted down the dirt and inspected his work.


Satisfied with the cover-up job he’d done, Redar
led his dead companion’s mount into the woods and tied its reins to a sturdy
sapling.  After searching in both saddlebags, he found the folded piece of
parchment he was looking for.  It had been less than a day since he had
delivered it to the orc champion, and he thought about how strange it was that
it should be back in his hands again so quickly.  He also snickered as he
thought about how Morigar had trusted him to regain the message and take it
back to their master, as if Mynar would actually keep his part of the oath and
put Morigar on the throne.  Some people were meant to be pawns, and some were
meant to be kings.


Remounting his wolf, Redar found a side trail off
the main route and quickly headed back, unseen, toward the heart of the Krall
Gen.


 





 


After quite some time of talking between
themselves, Khazak Mail Fist and Morigar eventually had caught up on the goings
on of both gens, as well as all that Khazak chose to reveal about what he knew
of the group that had sprung the insurrection against Lord Karthan.  As they
had made their way through the trees on the way to Lord Krall’s Great Hall,
Khazak Mail Fist had asked for Durik to come up and join them.


The introductions weren’t that long.  Durik didn’t
have that much of a history that Khazak Mail Fist was aware of, and Morigar had
too long of a history with Khazak to repeat it all.  “Suffice it to say,”
Khazak summarized, “that Morigar and I go back quite a ways.”  Then turning to
Morigar, he added, “And I think we won’t mention anything about the activities
of your not-so-distant youth.”


Morigar feigned hurt. “Why, Khazak, I was an
angel!”  Both of them laughed at that.  Though Morigar was a good deal younger
than Khazak Mail Fist, he was still several years older than Durik.  


After two intense days of leading the company
through the many dangers they had confronted, Durik was again feeling the
awkwardness he had felt before among the leader caste.  In many ways, it was
the fact that it was a whole new peer group; he had been the orphaned son of a
warrior caste not two days before. 


The pain of the transition was especially acute
when he looked back at Keryak, his best of friends and now two completely
separate social ranks below his own.  In a moment of sudden resolve, Durik
swore in his heart that he wouldn’t leave Keryak behind.  Rather, he would seek
to include him and the others.  He would strive to unify through consensus, not
divide by letting his new status distance himself from the rest.


With a question, Morigar brought Durik back to the
discussion.


“Hmm?  I’m sorry, what did you say?” Durik asked.


“Well, still full from the events of the journey,
I see,” Morigar laughed.  “Don’t worry, Durik, we at the Krall Gen will make
sure you have the time you need to adequately reflect.  That is, of course,
after the feast.”


Khazak nodded. “I think we should invite young
Durik here to the feast.  I believe his quest would be of interest to you.”


Morigar looked surprised. “What’s this?  A quest? 
And I thought he was just your escort.”


“No, did you not notice the mark on his chest? 
He’s a leader caste in his own right, an adventurer class only, but leader
caste nonetheless,” Khazak Mail Fist stated.  Then with a wink to Durik, he
continued, “Though if he keeps performing well, I’m sure there’ll be a group
leadership for him before long.  After all, I hear that one will soon be
opening up.”


The comment barely registered with Durik.  He
hadn’t thought much about the possibilities and politicking he’d be involved in
after the quest.  One major transition at a time was enough for him.  He
resisted the temptation to let his mind dwell on it, which was entirely too
easy considering how tired he was.


“Well, that’s certainly one step up from the
normal warrior ranks.  But for one so young to be a leader caste in your gen… 
Hmm… Must have been born into it.  Child of a council member most likely,”
Morigar muttered half out loud and half almost to himself.  Khazak got a look
on his face of acquiescence.


Durik wasn’t the most politically-minded kobold,
neither was he the most politically aware.  However, he certainly had no love
of deception or false pretenses.  As such, he was quick to correct Morigar. 
“Actually, I became a leader caste just two days ago in the Trials of Caste.  Before
that, I was the orphan of one of our gen’s wolf trainers, a warrior caste.” 
Even as the words were leaving his lips, Durik realized that he’d said
something that displeased Morigar.


“Oh, well.  Hmm… yes.  So I see.” Morigar stumbled
with his words before falling silent for a moment.  The look on his face had
changed from one of acceptance to one of disdain.  It was obvious that his
opinion of Durik was lessened by this revelation.


Durik was taken aback.  In his gen, the leader
caste had welcomed him with open arms as one of them, and in part the hope for
their future.  Here in the Krall Gen, or at least with Morigar, it seemed that
social position may well be based more on birth and one’s parents’ social rank
than on one’s actual achievements, and that was something Durik was sure it
would take him a while to get used to.  


After a few moments, Morigar continued.  “So what
is this quest, or am I to be left wondering?”


Before Durik could speak, Khazak cut in, “I think
its best left to the imagination for now.  I would hate to spoil the surprise
for your father.”


Morigar pursed his lips. “So be it.  I’ll wait.” 
The three of them continued in silence for some time after that.  Out of the
corner of his eye, Durik could see that Morigar seemed to be examining him,
sizing him up and looking for perceivable weakness.


Durik’s jaw hardened at the scrutiny and the
somewhat haughty attitude that Morigar displayed.  Finally, after some time on
the trail, he dropped the subject in his mind and instead let his thoughts
dwell on other things.  He had pondered very little on how his quest related to
the other gens.  He’d had too many other more pressing things to think about to
waste much time on the subtleties of inter-gen politics.  Now that they were
about to arrive at the Krall Gen, he pondered on the implications of getting
their neighbor gen involved.  His tired mind ran a few scenarios, but lacked
the political depth to flesh them out.


Durik didn’t really see how announcing his quest
as he went was the wisest course of action.  After all, his quest was to
journey to the place of beginnings for the entire kobold race and claim a stone
of great power for their gen, something that, perhaps, could establish his gen
in a position of dominance over the other gens in the area.  He was glad that
Khazak Mail Fist had taken the lead and was even happier that he would be there
tonight with Lord Krall when they discussed the quest.  For now, Durik had all
the leadership he could handle and was happy to leave the subtleties of politics
and ambassadorship to Lord Karthan’s older, wiser chamberlain.


 
















 


 


Chapter 26
– The Covenant of Royal Blood


Mynar
the Sorcerer had been distraught at the loss of the ant queen, for without her
the rest of the ants were nothing but a dangerous, rampaging, uncontrollable
headless beast.  He didn’t know who most of these Kale Gen warriors were,
necessarily, though he did believe that some of them had been the yearlings who
had helped thwart his attempt to overthrow the Kale Gen at the Trials of Caste. 
He certainly recognized Khazak Mail Fist, however.


He had grown strangely attached to the idea of
destroying the entire Kale Gen, but now that the queen was dead… he had had to
adjust his plans.  Though he couldn’t destroy the Kale Gen without the ant queen,
he could now clearly see that the Fates had instead given him the opportunity
he needed to decapitate both the Kale and Krall Gens at the same time.  As he
had reached out through the Krall Stone, he had grown more and more excited,
for the pieces were all falling into place.


Redar, who was but an unruly minion, was here to
tell him just that.  By the blood on his hands, however, it was obvious that
Redar had again run into trouble that his rather average intelligence couldn’t
seem to get him past.


This was not the first time Redar had resorted to
killing someone instead of using his creativity to overcome the problem.  This
bad habit was beginning to grate on Mynar’s nerves.  After all, here in the
Krall Gen, the gen of his heritage, to achieve his political goals he had
always had to use a more… subtle approach.  


Not all of his supporters were fully willing yet
to support the type of wanton killing that Mynar needed performed.  Redar, on
the other hand, not only accepted it, but was rather overt in his support of
it.


“The orc champion must be dead,” Redar was
stating.  “I see our treaty with the orcs being further delayed.”


Mynar nodded his head.  “Yes, I’d imagine so. 
That is most unfortunate.  I had certainly looked forward to using the orcs to
help further our cause.”  Mynar got a look on his face as if he was looking at
something in front of him, though there was nothing there.  “Khee-lar Shadow
Hand’s failed attempt at killing Lord Karthan’s progeny is also disturbing… but
it does confirm what he said, that he would attempt to kill them in the
wilderness.  The ants would easily have covered up any traces of their demise. 
But instead of dying quietly in an obscure place, now Lord Karthan’s whelps
have walked right into our hands.”


Redar snickered uncomfortably.  While he had
mentioned to Mynar that Khee-lar was going to take out Lord Karthan’s whelps,
he had not mentioned what Khee-lar had told him three nights ago now in the
bowels of the Kale Gen’s training caverns about disposing of them in the wilderness,
but somehow Mynar already knew.  Redar had always been uncomfortable with
Mynar’s powers.  Whether he spoke to the dead like he claimed or not, Redar
didn’t know, but however he got his information, it was uncanny.


“Yes, Lord Mynar.  I saw all three of them, the
two whelps and the young female, with a group of Kale Gen warriors who just
arrived.  Morigar met them at the edge of the forest and he called for Krigor
and me.”


Mynar smiled and nodded.  “You have done well,
loyal one.  Tell me, is our expedition ready to depart yet?”


Redar nodded. “They only await the order, sire.”


Mynar turned and faced his assassin with a sense
of confidence and zeal that left Redar confused.  “I’m afraid that our
expedition will have to be delayed a little longer.  Go, bring them here and
also gather to me the rest of the leadership of the Covenant of Royal Blood
while I consult the dead on what should be done.  And stay unseen!  After all,
a few kobolds out there know where you’re supposed to be, and I don’t want you
to have to kill them and bring attention to the Covenant if you’re discovered.”


“Sire, what of Khee-lar Shadow Hand and the Kale
Stone?” Redar asked, his nervous snickering starting to resurface despite his
feeble efforts to control it.  “He’ll want to move against Karthan faster when
he realizes that the assassins he sent against the whelps are not going to
return!”


“That is why I need the expedition and my leaders
here now,” Mynar commanded, annoyed at his orders being questioned by a kobold
he thought of as a mindless, but useful, idiot.  “I am counting on him moving
against Lord Karthan very soon, with or without the Kale Stone.  We must look
to the opportunity the Fates have brought us.  Khee-lar will get his stone in
due course!  Go now and gather the expedition and my leaders.”


“Yes, my lord,” Redar answered as he bowed his
head submissively and stepped from the room.


Mynar smiled as he thought of these fortuitous
circumstances.  The Fates had provided him a chance to destroy Lord Krall and
all who stood in the path to the throne, a chance that he would gather the
Covenant in force to exploit.  


 





 


As he sat in his chair with the Krall Stone in his
hands, Mynar’s eyes began to focus on sights and images that seemed to flash in
front of him.  He saw the ground outside the warehouse then he began to will
himself to move.  In a moment, it was as if he was flying.  The ground was
passing quickly by then suddenly he jumped to a familiar spot of forest, near
the inner ring of Border Guard stations.  There, he saw a number of armed
warriors, obviously from the Kale Gen from their crossed shoulder belts and
brands on their chests.  In a moment, he found himself at the head of the
column, listening to what was being said.


“Hmm?  I’m sorry, what did you say?” a rather
exhausted looking Kale Gen kobold that Mynar seemed to recognize was saying.


“Well, still full from the events of the journey,
I see,” Morigar, who walked beside the young warrior said.  “Don’t worry,
Durik, we at the Krall Gen will make sure you have the time you need to
adequately reflect.  That is, of course, after the feast.”


‘Durik,’ Mynar muttered to himself, slowly
recognizing the name as one of the yearlings who had fought against him in the
recent coup attempt in the Kale Gen.


Khazak Mail Fist, Lord Karthan’s chamberlain, was
seated on a large wolf and was abreast of the other two.  Mynar grimaced as he
looked at the fearsome warrior.  Khazak, however, like most of the rest of the
warriors, was clearly wounded and so looked much less fearsome at the moment. 
He spoke from where he sat perched on the wolf.  “I think we should invite
young Durik here to the feast.  I believe his quest would be of interest to
you.”


Pulling back a bit from the conversation, Mynar
focused his powers.  In his mind’s eye, he could feel the thoughts that flowed
muddily through Khazak Mail Fist’s fatigued mind.  It was familiar territory
for Mynar, having plumbed its depths often enough in the past.  He could sense
that Khazak was expecting to see Lord Karthan’s heirs safely to Lord Krall. 
Mynar fished through Khazak’s stream of consciousness, wanting to discover the
memories he was seeking.


There, there it was.  Mynar could sense it.  In a
moment, the memories he desired were laid bare before him.  There was a
conversation in a passageway with Lord Karthan.  There was a council meeting. 
In grandiose fashion, the memory of the pronouncement of the quest at the end
of the Trials of Caste where hundreds of kobolds were present was laid bare
before him, followed quickly by the memory of the insurrection where a number
of elite warriors from the Kale Gen had tried to kill Lord Karthan, then there
was no more.


Durik seeks the Kale Stone… and to claim it for
Lord Karthan. Mynar nodded, for he too had been at the Trials of Caste and
the failed coup attempt, though he had escaped the fate that awaited his fellow
conspirators.  He’d wanted to see if they knew more about the location of the
Kale Stone; but all he heard about the stone’s location in Khazak’s memories
was confusion.  


He jumped from Khazak’s mind into the calm depths
of Durik’s mind.


Instantly Mynar’s awareness was flooded with a
wealth of memories.  Durik’s mind was wide open and receptive, as if he was
almost yearning to be read.  His earliest memories, several poignant memories
from the last year of training, suppressed feelings for Lord Karthan’s
daughter, memories of a little sister named Darya and his best friend Keryak,
and.., This is interesting, an exceptionally strong emotion surrounding…
yes, the memory of the orc raid that I brought against the Kale Gen six years
ago now.  The image of Durik’s father lying dead, his hand still on the
handle of a sword as it lay deep in an orc’s stomach pushed all other less
important memories aside with the powerful emotions attached to it.  Even
seeing the pain in this young kobold’s mind, which was the result of his
handiwork, Mynar felt no remorse.


As Mynar lingered in Durik’s mind, a strange
feeling began to creep into his awareness.  It was almost as if someone else
was there in Durik’s consciousness with him.  He began to pull back, but before
he could escape Durik’s mind, something seemed to grab him and to hold him
where he was.  In a moment, he was transfixed as if by a brilliant ray.  He
felt all of his intentions being made plain and examined by some overwhelming
power that he could not discern.  With great agony, he struggled and strained
like a bug skewered by a needle, trying feebly to break free of this unknown
force.  Then suddenly he felt the unseen power release him and cast him out of
Durik’s mind.


As Mynar withdrew his hand from the Krall Stone,
he fell back into the chair, sweating and breathing heavily.  This was the
first time that he had ever encountered something of this nature.  After
several moments, he regained his composure and began to ponder on what had just
happened.


Whatever that power was, he figured that this
Durik must be the key to it.  He was determined to find this power and, if
possible, either destroy it or turn it to his own purposes.


 





 


As Mynar waited for Redar to gather the Covenant
of Royal Blood, he pondered on the implications of what he was about to do.  He
knew that if he could kill Lord Krall and his two sons as well as Lord
Karthan’s two sons, and with a false messenger arriving under the pretenses of
coming ‘from the Kale Gen’ with word of Lord Karthan’s death, then he, Mynar,
as the next closest cousin, would be appointed lord of the gen by the very laws
he had worked so hard to subvert.  He would then have to ensure that Khee-lar
Shadow Hand killed Lord Karthan speedily, lest the truth come out.


Then it would be a simple matter of taking Kiria,
Lord Karthan’s daughter, as his life-mate to give him claim to the throne of
the Kale Gen as well.  He would have to again build up the covenant within the
Kale Gen, but this time to overthrow Khee-lar Shadow Hand, but that was
something he was confident he could do.


He smiled.  It was almost too ironic.  When he’d
first started the Covenant of Royal Blood, he’d used the fact that his father
was of northern gen heritage to his advantage, rallying the downtrodden
descendants of the northern gen refugees the Krall Gen had taken in several
generations before, telling them they were destined to rule not only their gen,
but their entire race.  What’s more, he’d used what was written in the Scrolls
of Heritage to back up his claims.


He thought it ironic because these very same
northern gen descendants who had been his most loyal henchmen in trying to
subvert the throne would soon put him on the throne legitimately.  That is, by
killing everyone who stood in his way, he would inherit the throne
legitimately.  Of course, all he had to do then was to blame the assassinations
on his northern gen supporters and disavow any involvement, and perhaps lead a purge
of those same supporters.  Then the council of the gen would have no choice but
to make him, Mynar, Lord of the Krall Gen.


He stood looking out the window of the small
warehouse he and the rest of the Covenant of Royal Blood used to stage their
operations.  As if the irony of the situation was not enough, the warehouse,
owned by one of his northern gen contacts, sat squarely up against the mountain
on the eastern side of Lord Krall’s Lake.  Despite the alert that Lord Krall
had given to the Border Guards to keep him out of the gen’s territory, here he
stood, not more than a couple of bowshots from Lord Krall’s Great Hall where
Lord Krall and his family lived in the middle of the lake, almost right under
Lord Krall’s nose.  He laughed to himself, proud of how well his plans were
working out.  


As he watched the path to the warehouse, he saw
several cloaked figures walking along through the hodge-podge of buildings on
the lake’s edge.  Before long, they converged at the back entrance to the
warehouse, which was hidden between a woodshed and the back of the mountain
from prying eyes.  One by one, the kobolds began to file into the large
building.


Mynar turned from the window and stepped to the
balcony that overlooked the bottom floor of the warehouse.  “Welcome,
brothers!” he called out.  


Each of the kobolds threw back their hoods as they
entered, revealing thinner horns than those of the majority of the kobolds in
the Krall Gen.  As they gathered inside the door, they threw their cloaks onto
a bench by the door.


“Welcome yourself, Mynar,” a rather large kobold,
obviously of northern gen heritage by his longer, thinner horns and subtle
accent, called back.  “What have you called us all together for?  Why do you
delay my expedition?  We’re ready to depart this place!  You know this is
rather dangerous, meeting in such large numbers.  And you know how dangerous it
is for me to travel here within the borders of the gen, since Lord Krall put a
bounty on my head.”


Mynar seemed to not be paying attention.  His lips
moved as he counted each one of his fellow conspirators.  “Eight, nine, ten…
ah, and of course Redar makes eleven.  Well, my fellow kobolds,” he called out
as he descended the stairs down to the ground floor where the other eleven
kobolds stood.  “Today is a great day for all of us!” he pronounced, full of
enthusiasm.


“How so?” the large kobold asked.


Mynar stepped forward and put his hand on the
large kobold’s arm.  “Borgor, my friend, the Fates smile upon us.  The spirit
of our long dead ancestor, Kobold, the First Sire, speaks to me.”


Borgor’s brows rose.  “What?  Finally, after all
this time he’s directly communicated with you?  No more intermediaries?  It’s
about time!  What did he say?”  The rest of the kobolds who stood listening
were also obviously surprised.  As Mynar looked at them, their looks changed
from wonder to anticipation.


“He said that he is proud of us for readying
ourselves to take back from Lord Krall and his line of imposters the leadership
of this gen.  He feels we are ready to take the first step in taking back the
leadership of our race, by claiming this gen in his name.”


Borgor hung on Mynar’s every word.  “He said
that?  Amazing!”


Mynar nodded.  “And to that end, he is gathering
our enemies all together in one place.  Even now, Lord Krall and his eldest son
Krall are in his great hall, and coming through the forest is his youngest son
Morigar, along with both of Lord Karthan’s heirs.  Soon, all who stand in our
way will be gathered for us, and we will strike, and take back what is ours by
right of our royal lineage!”


 





 


Krigor dismounted his wolf in front of the large
doors to Lord Krall’s Great Hall on the lake.  Leading the wolf over to one
side, he lashed its reins to a knob put there for that very purpose.  Looking
around, he moved to the large double doors and pushed one open.  Inside, the
shadows in the great hall prevented him from seeing much.  He stepped through
the open door and closed it behind him.


Krigor made his way through the great room that
took up half of the building.  It was lined with tables and benches, and in the
center of the room was a great stone cooking pit with a stone-lined blackened
wood chimney above it to direct the smoke out of the building.  At the head of
the room was an ornately carved wooden chair on a dais.  On both sides of it
were arranged four other chairs of lesser splendor, obviously seats for Lord
Krall’s lifemate and two sons, the fourth chair still set out for Lord Krall’s
middle son who had died some time before.  Krigor passed by the dais to a
slightly larger than normal door on the far side of the room.  As he arrived at
the inner door, the guard, a stout-looking warrior wearing the hardened leather
armor of Lord Krall’s house guard and armed with a sword and spear, stopped
Krigor.


“What is your errand here, messenger?” the guard
asked, recognizing Krigor’s post by the garb he wore.


“I have news for the Lord of the Gen from the
border,” Krigor answered.


“Hmm… I will call for Lord Krall’s minister then,”
the guard stated flatly.


“Morigar’s instructions were clear that I should
tell only Lord Krall,” Krigor persisted.


“Hmm… Well, wait here a moment,” the guard
answered as he opened the door behind him and disappeared through it, closing
and barring it behind him.


As Krigor stood there, somehow his image began to
change, as if his face were transforming.  Then, in an instant, the face of
Krigor, messenger of the Border Guard, was replaced by Mynar’s own face.


Mynar breathed deeply.  The strain of keeping up a
false appearance was not much, but it was somewhat taxing nonetheless.  As he
waited in the semi-darkness of the great room, Mynar examined how the tables
and chairs were set up.  He measured in his mind how far it was from the great
pit to the high-backed chair on the dais that was Lord Krall’s throne.  Then he
looked at the large table that sat in front of the throne.  That would
certainly be a problem.  He would have to see if he had time to rearrange the
furniture a bit before Morigar arrived with Lord Karthan’s heirs.


Mynar’s thoughts were broken as he heard footsteps
coming from further inside the great hall.  Quickly passing a hand over his
face and up over his horns, Krigor stepped forward to meet the lord of the gen.


In a moment, the bar was raised and the door
opened to reveal the leather-clad guard.  Following him, a grizzled but
firm-bodied older kobold in a blue cotton robe stepped out of the door.  Behind
him came a slighter, older kobold who looked as if he had spent too much time
bent over books.


“My lord,” Krigor said as the blue-robed kobold
approached.  “And my lord’s minister,” he said to the slighter of the two
kobolds.


“Hmm, yes, well.  So, what news do you have for
me, Krigor?” Lord Krall asked the messenger, who was not much younger than
himself.


“My lord, Morigar sends that Lord Karthan’s whelps
have arrived safely in the care of Lord Karthan’s chamberlain.  He further
states that he will be arriving in short order and will bring the whelps
directly to you.  He asks that you receive them here in the great room,” Krigor
stated.


“Pomp and ceremony!” Lord Krall rolled his eyes. 
“I’ve had enough of that to last several lifetimes.”  He shook his head then
looked Krigor in the eyes.  “Very well, then.  I do suppose it only fitting to
receive Lord Karthan’s chamberlain and his heirs in a proper formal fashion. 
Tell my son that I shall receive them here.”


“Yes, my lord,” Krigor answered, bowing.  “Oh, I
almost forgot.  Lord Karthan’s chamberlain also requests that your older son,
Krall, be present.”


Lord Krall looked surprised.  “That’s a strange
request.  Very well, then.  We shall see them when they arrive.”  With that,
Lord Krall turned and nodded for his minister to follow.  In moments the two of
them had disappeared back into the inner chambers of the great hall and Krigor
was on his way back to the warehouse next to the mountain.
















 


 


Chapter 27
– Sanctuary


It
was not long before they arrived at the center of the forest. Manebrow, as he
trooped the line of marching warriors, thought he saw Trallik stir out of the
corner of one eye.  He wasn’t sure what the queen’s sting had done to Trallik,
except that he was still alive.  He imagined that the effects would wear off
before too long, and then there would be several trying moments.


Catching up with the next wolf, Manebrow struck up
a conversation with Jerrig, who was now conscious, though somewhat feverish. 
Jerrig reported that he was still in pain, but that the sharper pain seemed to
come and go, having subsided for the moment, leaving only a dull ache and an
uncomfortable, almost queasy sensation from feeling the large stitches in the
muscles of his leg.  He was a bit feverish from the pain and travail of it all,
and the journey since then had certainly not helped his condition any, but
Manebrow was certain that, given proper salves and such from the Krall Gen to
fight the infection that he seemed to have, Jerrig would be fine in time.


Looking ahead of them in the path, Manebrow saw a
number of Border Guard warriors wearing cloaks and hoods over their green and
red clothing standing in two ranks to the side of the path.  Their leader, who
unlike his warriors had thrown back his hood, stood in front of the company on
the path and seemed to be waiting patiently for the group to arrive.


“What do you make of them?” Gorgon asked
Manebrow.


“I don’t know, but I am sure we’ll find out
shortly.”


“It seems the Border Guard leader sent them to
escort us,” Durik postulated.


In a few moments, Morigar and Khazak Mail Fist
stopped a few paces in front of the Border Guard contingent leader.  The company
followed suit, glad for a moment to rest and take in the cool forest air.


“Hail, Morigar and warriors of the Kale Gen,” the
Border Guard contingent leader called.  “I am Kethor, leader of the watch.  My
warriors inform me that we have special guests among us this day.”


“Aye,” said Khazak Mail Fist.  “But I’ve never had
an escort before.  Why now?”


“Ahem.” Morigar broke in.  “I believe he means
Lord Karthan’s heirs, my friend.”


“Oh, well, yes.  I guess we do, then,” Khazak
said.


“By your leave, we shall escort you to the great
hall to see Lord Krall,” Kethor spoke with authority.


“Lead on, Kethor,” Morigar stated flatly, and the
procession continued as before, with the hooded Border Guard warriors fanning
out to either side of the company and its leaders.


Several meadows farther down the trail, and more
than a couple of hours after they had entered the forest, the company had
finished passing through the outlands of the Krall Gen.  


They were now approaching the centers of commerce
that sat beside the lake on which was built the great hall of Lord Krall
himself.  Lord Krall had the hall of commerce, larger than the great hall in
size, built to serve as both storehouse for the gen’s goods as well as a
trading floor where the various shepherds, pig masters, ore producers, and such
could trade their wares in bulk with the incoming caravans.


Attached to the side of the hall of commerce were
the quarters of the caravan drivers and kennels for their dogs.  As the Kale
Gen fielded the majority of the caravans among the gens in the area, Lord
Karthan of the Kale Gen had provisioned the caravan drivers’ quarters and the
kennels here in the heart of the Krall Gen with stores of furs, containers with
locks, many of the implements of daily life, and tools to work on damaged
equipment.  This reduced the load the caravans had to carry, allowing them to
carry more goods each trip, as well as ensuring that they rested well when they
arrived and were in the right frame of mind to conduct negotiations.  Many a
caravan driver, both from the Kale Gen as well as the patchwork of traders from
the northern gens, had been thankful for Lord Karthan’s thoughtfulness.


Surrounding the hall of commerce and its attached
quarters was a hodgepodge of shops, mostly consisting of the small stores and
the workshops of the few journeyman-level skilled craft workers that the gen
had.  Their moss-covered roofs and red wood walls blended in well with the
undergrowth of ferns and smaller trees next to the lake.


On Lord Krall’s Lake, the floating houses of the
most skilled and educated sprawled across the water, tethered to the ground by
a few bridges and anchor trunks sunk into the lakebed.  In the center of it
all, and steady as a stone in the midst of the lake, was Lord Krall’s great
wooden hall.


Durik looked from the mountain that cast its
shadow over the entire lake, with its numerous stone entrances and
constructions, to the great hall.  He thought of his own gen, and how different
their living quarters were.  Whereas the Krall Gen lived mostly above ground,
the Kale Gen lived mostly below ground.  Durik’s gen didn’t have to deal with
things such as bad weather, or the cold of winter, or even the heat of summer. 
They did, however, do a lot of digging and reinforcing of stone.  


If nothing else, the entire experience of coming
to the Krall Gen’s home served to build a deeper appreciation in the hearts of
the members of Durik’s Company for their neighbor gen.  Certainly none of them
entered the home of the Krall Gen convinced any longer of their gen’s absolute
superiority over all the other gens in the area.  The Krall Gen had taken
themselves from a much lesser position in years past to an almost equal
position with the Kale Gen, and in some ways a superior position.


Morigar beamed with pride as he talked about the
fruits of the past couple of generations’ labors with Durik.  His father had
striven hard to bring their gen up to its position of wealth and prosperity,
and he was proud of their accomplishments.  The gleam in his eye as he talked
of the new stonecutters’ guild was only enhanced as he pointed to the few
entrances on the facing mountain that had been recently rebuilt in finely
carved stone.  Durik was certainly impressed and, though he’d seen better in
the homes of the council members, he said nothing.


As Morigar explained the renewed emphasis on
skilled labor in the gen, he thumped his chest.  The sound was more like the
sound of ant carapace than flesh.  Durik looked carefully at the overlapping
layers of hardened, boiled leather underneath, acting as an artificial armor. 
Durik had heard about such things in the past, and recently had seen it
firsthand on the orc warriors, but so far his gen had not made the investment
in time and effort to provide such things for their warriors.  The warriors of
his gen fought very light, or at times with just arm shields, and didn’t seem
to like anything that slowed them down.  Durik could see the merit in such
things as armor, however, especially in light of their recent battle in the
heart of the great ant colony.


Looking to either side of his company, Durik
examined the Border Guard warriors.  The jerkins they wore could conceal armor,
but he was pretty certain by the skinny look of some of them that they were not
wearing any.  All of them did carry the standard sword, bow, and quiver of the
Border Guard, though he saw no shields among the few who were near him.  There
were twelve of the warriors altogether, including Kethor, spread out on both
sides of the company; certainly not much, but enough to help the tired company
relax their guard and put their minds at ease.


 





 


The warriors in the company were more than happy
to finally arrive at the caravan drivers’ quarters.  They had rarely stopped to
rest, at first because of the threat of ants to their rear, then because of the
anticipation of making it to the end of the march.  The closer they got to the
caravan drivers’ quarters, the faster they seemed to go, until they were almost
jogging as they crested the last hill and came within view of the lake.  Straightening
up their belts and tightening their pack straps, the company marched with some
semblance of pride down toward the hall of commerce on the shore.  


The Border Guard warriors broke off as they
reached the caravan drivers’ quarters and sat in the grass by the side of the
path as they waited for Morigar and Lord Karthan’s heirs to proceed to the
great hall on the lake.  As they broke off, however, their leader was careful
to mention to Durik that it would be best not to bring an armed contingent of
foreign warriors to present the whelps to Lord Krall.


When the members of Durik’s Company reached the
doors to the caravan drivers’ quarters, Manebrow called a halt.  As the company
closed in and began to form ranks by team, Manebrow turned to Durik and asked
if he would give him charge of the warriors while Durik accompanied Khazak Mail
Fist and Lord Karthan’s two sons, Karto and Lat, to see Lord Krall.


Durik nodded.  “Yes, I’m sure you have plenty of
business for the company to attend to.”


Turning back to the company, Manebrow could see
their weariness.  However, Manebrow was not one to allow warriors to rest until
their equipment was properly cared for and stowed.  He quickly dampened their
eagerness to get some sleep by reciting the list of tasks each was to perform
before any rest was to be had.  


Kiria received her tasks like all the rest.  That
she was daughter of the lord of the gen didn’t count in a company.  In a
warrior group like this, the only thing that counted was efficiency and
competency.  Making the maximum effort to fit in with the company, she accepted
the tasking with a nod of agreement and waited for Manebrow’s instructions to
end.


As Manebrow yelled, “Move out,” the warriors of
the group sounded off with a half-hearted yell and broke ranks, each setting
about the list of tasks Manebrow had mentioned.  Gorgon sent Keryak into the
building to stake out quarters for their team while he and Troka moved to help
Tohr and Kahn dismount the wounded and carry them into the building.  In the meantime,
Terrim and Ardan led the packdogs around the side of the quarters to a set of
storage sheds where they could unload their equipment.  


Arbelk and Kabbak both offered to help Kiria with
her equipment, but she declined both offers.  Seeing she was determined to make
it on her own, Arbelk took charge of the two wolves and led them toward the
kennel while Kabbak saw Khazak Mail Fist trying to dismount and moved to help
him.  Khazak had swatted at him and completely refused his help, stating, “I am
not that bad off.”  Taking Durik’s wolf Firepaw after Khazak Mail Fist had
dismounted, Kabbak walked the tired beast slowly toward the kennels after
Arbelk.


Khazak Mail Fist walked over to the steps of the
caravan drivers’ quarters and groaned as he sat down on the steps.  “Tell me
when you’re ready to go, Durik,” he said as Durik shuffled by to stow his gear
inside.  “Oh,” Khazak called out to Kethor.  “Send one of your warriors ahead
to tell Lord Krall that we’ll be arriving shortly, will you?”  Kethor nodded his
head and moved to comply.


Seeing the entire group move to take care of their
various tasks, Kiria walked up the three steps, across the porch and through
the front door of the wooden building known as the caravan drivers’ quarters. 
Her feet were aching worse than they had ever ached in her life, and her pack
had long since succeeded in making her shoulders raw and her arms and neck
numb.  As she walked inside she saw an entryway with a hallway that went off
both to the left and to the right.  Along the hallway on both sides, doors
opened into the hallway.  


Walking the length of the building, Kiria could
see that each door led to a small room where three or four kobolds could lay
out their equipment and furs to sleep on.  Finally, at the end of the hallway
on the left, she found what she had been hoping for, a huge metal bowl, large
enough to fit two or three kobolds in, in the same room as a stone fireplace. 
In the fireplace hung a kettle to heat water and in the corner of the room sat
a pair of large barrels.  Opening the lids of each in anticipation, Kiria’s
hopes were realized as she glanced at her reflection in the still, cool water
they held.


Remembering Manebrow’s instructions, Kiria set her
equipment down in the small room closest to the bathing room and began the slow
walk out to the storage sheds where she’d seen Terrim leading the packdog that
had ended up carrying the equipment she couldn’t carry after Starshine had been
killed.


As she exited the building, Morigar called to her
from where he stood in front of the building.  “Cousin, why don’t you come with
me?  We have quarters fit for a daughter of a lord such as yourself in the
great hall.  We can certainly accommodate you as well as your brothers.”


At first a flutter of hope ran through Kiria’s
heart, and her tail whipped in anticipation.  Then, as quickly as it had come,
Kiria doused it.  No matter how much she would love sleeping in a soft bed and
being treated as the daughter Lord Krall never had, she knew that if she left
now, she would never fully be a part of this company.  When she had made the
vow to serve this company, she didn’t realize all the hardship it would entail,
but no matter what the hardship, Kiria was determined to see it through…
without using her father’s name to get any special treatment.


“Morigar, you flatter me again, but unfortunately
I must decline.  My company is here, and so my place is here,” she answered
him.


Morigar looked genuinely shocked. “Well then, suit
yourself.  But if these quarters become unbearable, we’ve got much better ones,
in my father’s hall on the lake.”


Behind Kiria, Manebrow smiled to himself; perhaps
there was more to Lord Karthan’s daughter than he had guessed.  As he watched
her slender frame struggle with the tack and saddle that had formerly been a
part of Starshine’s kit, as well as the large saddlebags she’d brought along,
he saw the determination in her eyes and his heart softened a little toward
her.  While it was obvious she was no warrior, hardened by a year of intense
training, it was equally obvious that she was determined to pull her own
weight.  As Manebrow continued to clean his equipment on the porch of the
quarters, he nodded to himself.  She’ll be all right.
















 


 


Chapter 28
– Jerrig and Trallik


The
fever that came with the festering wound in Jerrig’s leg was a strange thing. 
Some moments he felt as if he was on fire and he writhed with the pain.  Other
moments he was as lucid as he had ever been, feeling only the extreme fatigue
that this ordeal had brought upon him and a dull throbbing in his leg.


Seated on the porch of the caravan drivers’
quarters while he waited for Kahn to prepare a bed for him, Jerrig sat with his
leg outstretched, a clear, lucid look in his eyes.  The pain had subsided for
the moment, and he was glad for the temporary reprieve.


He had seen the rest of the group set to the tasks
Manebrow had given them, and he longed to be able to join them.  Now, as he sat
on the porch, he thought back to the perils he’d been through.  That he’d known
living a warrior’s life was not going to be easy was true enough, but to a
young mind perhaps nothing less than living the life itself could give one a
true picture of what being a warrior was all about.  In his moments of pain, he
seriously considered trading it all in for the servant caste, assuming he lived
long enough to have that opportunity of course.


It was in this frame of mind that Jerrig looked up
to see Durik standing above him.  “Jerrig.” Durik peered intently into his eyes.
“Are you well enough to listen for a moment?”  Behind him on the porch steps
stood Khazak Mail Fist.


Jerrig was curious.  “I suppose, though this pain
comes and goes without so much as a ‘by your leave’.”  


Durik laughed and patted Jerrig on the shoulder. 
“It’s good to see that after all you’ve been through, your sense of humor is
still intact.”


“I never had much of one, but what little I ever
had is still there,” Jerrig muttered.  “What is it, cousin…  I mean, sire?”


“Khazak Mail Fist has something he wants to give
you.  Wait a minute.  We’ll gather the rest of the company.”


Durik left Jerrig in suspense for several moments
as he and Manebrow gathered the entire company from their various tasks.  It
wasn’t long before the motley collection of bruised, scraped, cut, and bandaged
kobolds that collectively were Durik’s Company were gathered on the porch of
the caravan drivers’ quarters.  Jerrig pulled himself up to a more erect
sitting position as Khazak Mail Fist held up his hands for silence.


“Brave warriors of the Kale Gen,” Khazak started,
“if possible, I will be departing for our gen very shortly after leaving Lord
Karthan’s sons in the care of our host, Lord Krall.  However, before I go, I
wanted to commend you for your determination, dedication, and loyalty to our
great gen.”  The warriors assembled in front of him stood a little taller.  “I
can see that our gen’s former Master Trainer,” he said, alluding to Manebrow’s
former position, “has taught you the true way of a warrior.  Today, however, I
will say that you have taught each other what that truly means.”  


Khazak Mail Fist looked from Durik to Ardan. 
“Braving almost certain death, you would not leave your companions, or me, for
that matter, to die.”  


Looking at Gorgon, he nodded in approval.  “You
have brought honor to your company and your gen by discovering the tactics that
made your company successful in battle against the great ants. 


“Durik was made leader over this company, and it
is obvious that Durik has given himself completely to the task, asking nothing
in return.  Neither does he seek for the privileges which are his due.”  He
paused for a moment, “In fact, I think I’ve ridden his wolf more than he has!” 
There was a low chuckle among the group.


By now the group felt the warmth of knowing that
their efforts had not gone unnoticed.


Khazak looked kindly on Arbelk.  “Although Arbelk
is a member of Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s Deep Guard, he did not partake in their
evil, nor would he let Arloch perpetrate his evil.” 


“And you,” he said, turning to stare into the eyes
of Jerrig, the unlikely hero.  “Rarely have I ever seen a kobold muster such
courage as to throw himself at almost certain death, all to save the life of a
fellow warrior.  That was the type of act that I cannot help but recognize and
remember.”


Khazak turned to face the group and spoke once
more.  “You have all shown what it is to be a warrior.  Indeed, you have passed
through much more than many other warriors in the gen, and the tale of these
acts will not soon be forgotten.”  Khazak Mail Fist then turned to Jerrig.  “In
recognition of one act that stands out above the rest, I give you, Jerrig, an
honor name.”


Jerrig was stunned.  It was normal for an elite
warrior to be given an honor name, but him, a lowly warrior caste?


“From this day forward,” Khazak continued, “you
shall be known as Jerrig Queen Slayer.”


After a moment of stunned silence, Durik moved
forward and grasped hands with his cousin, speaking words of congratulations to
him and calling him by his full new name.  One by one, the rest of the members
of the company followed suit.  As the last of them moved back to take his
place, Khazak cleared his throat again, signaling that he was not yet
finished.  All eyes turned to him once more.  In his eyes was a torn look, but
one of decision.


“There is something else I need to say,” he
began.  “You are good, loyal warriors who have proven yourselves as true
defenders of the gen.  In but two days your company has done much greater deeds
than most warriors do in several years.”  He transfixed Durik and then Manebrow
with his gaze.  “Indeed, you succeeded in saving the Lord of the Gen’s whelps,
and my sorry hide as well,” he said with a gentle, thankful smile before
hardening his countenance yet again.  “And in the process of doing that, you
launched a raid into the very heart of the ant colony, taking their queen’s
head and destroying her royal guard while at the same time discovering the true
nature of this new threat.


“In recognition of your deeds, by the authority
given to the position of Chamberlain in the Scrolls of Heritage, and since you
cannot return to the gen until it is so, let it be known that the Proofing of
the Trials is complete, and that means the end of your quest for the Kale
Stone.”


No one really knew what to think.  They’d not
really thought much about the actual object of their quest in the past two
days, but everyone knew that it was not generally considered a good thing to
have a quest ended without being completed.


Manebrow looked around and saw the unhappy looks
on the faces of six former yearlings who would have the dubious distinction of
having to say that they’d never actually achieved the object of their quest,
but that the quest had been called off.  Unfolding his arms, he spoke up. 
“Sire… may I ask… why?”


Khazak could see that the impact of his ending of the
quest was more than he had thought it would be for the seven former yearlings. 
He steeled himself for what had to be done.  “There is clearly an attempt to
overthrow Lord Karthan in the works back at our gen.  As such, every
stout-hearted and loyal warrior is needed to defend him.  The time to seek
after ancient artifacts is done.  It is now time to look to the stability and
peace of our gen.”


There was an uncomfortable silence as many of the
warriors looked about uncomfortably or unhappily.  Khazak Mail Fist pressed
forward.  “As the only leader caste without a place on the council of our gen,
in a few days the Lord of the Gen will need you to take the place of the
Khee-lar Shadow Hand, the traitor in our gen, and as such it will fall on your
shoulders to rebuild the Deep Guard Warrior Group as its new leader.  Tomorrow
at noon, we will depart for our gen.  Durik, ensure your company is ready.” 
With that, Khazak turned to depart for Lord Krall’s Great Hall on the lake.


Across the courtyard from the group, Morigar and
Kethor were conversing.  Morigar was impatient for the group to move out and
complete the journey to the great hall.  Kethor, on the other hand, stood with
his arms crossed, a stoic look on his face.


 





 


Almost immediately the Border Guard warriors as
well as Durik, Khazak Mail Fist, Morigar, and Lord Karthan’s two sons departed from
the caravan drivers’ quarters.  Very soon thereafter a young female kobold
dressed in earthen-colored robes of fine cloth approached the porch as Manebrow
was exiting the building to check on the animals in the kennel.  Stopping
abruptly when he noticed her, the robed female raised a hand and hailed him.


“Welcome to our gen, master of warriors,” she
greeted him as she climbed the steps.


“Thank you,” Manebrow replied, “we certainly do
feel welcome.  So, who are you?”


“My name is Myaliae,” she replied, “and I am a
servant of the land.  I have come to serve you this day as a healer.”


Manebrow had heard of the healers who had served
the Krall Gen with their almost magical abilities.  In some circles, among the
caravan drivers especially, their elixirs and potions were reputed to have
magical qualities.   Raising one of his signature furry eyebrows, Manebrow
grasped her hand as she topped the stairs of the porch.  “A healer’s skill is
certainly something that we are in need of.”


Myaliae nodded. “Show me to your wounded.”


Manebrow led Myaliae through the entrance of the
quarters and down the left hallway where Kahn tended to Jerrig and Trallik. 
Spread out on furs with their gear stowed for them on shelves, the red swelling
around the deep wound in Jerrig’s leg left him moaning and uncomfortable while
Trallik lay facedown on his mound of furs, motionless except for the slight
rise and fall of his ribs as he breathed, with the deep sting wound exposed.


As Myaliae entered, Kahn stood up and moved off to
one side of the room.  Taking a small wooden flask from a pocket in a fold of
her robe, Myaliae knelt gracefully next to Jerrig as she unstopped the flask. 
Jerrig had become aware of her presence as the cool air from the hallway blew
over his face.  Looking up with feverish eyes, Jerrig moaned and muttered an
almost unintelligible request for more of the cool air.


Placing her hand on Jerrig’s forehead, then gently
laying his head back on the pillow of rolled up fur, Myaliae motioned for Kahn
to come over and hold Jerrig down.  Once Kahn was in place, Myaliae pulled a
small knife from her belt and, holding Jerrig’s leg still between her knees,
she began cutting the few crude stitches Ardan had put in.  Then she poured a
few drops of the liquid into Jerrig’s wound.  


Jerrig’s eyes shot open as he cried out.  Smoke
wisped up from his leg and the wound reopened completely as Kahn and Myaliae
struggled to hold him.  Out of the corner of his eye, Manebrow thought he saw
Trallik move ever so slightly.  Several moments later, Jerrig lay back again,
breathing easier.


Myaliae breathed a little easier herself and
capped the flask in her hand, placing it back in one of the folds of her robe. 
Picking a clear vial of thick, red liquid out of her robe, Myaliae whispered
something under her breath as she whetted her fingers with the contents of the
vial.  Placing her fingers inside the wound, she coated the inside with the
liquid, all the while speaking syllables and sounds under her breath.  Her
voice crescendoed as she spoke the unknown tongue until, as she covered the
wound with her hand, a sense of almost palpable power echoed instantaneously
through the room, and then was gone as quickly as it had come.


As Kahn and Manebrow reoriented their senses, they
saw Myaliae holding her hand over Jerrig’s leg then, as they watched, she
slowly uncovered the wound.  Where once had been a wound, now there was only a
puckered, white scar.  It was as if the healing process had been dramatically
accelerated.  What should have taken days, if not weeks to fully heal, had
healed in a matter of moments.


Kahn stood back in amazement, and Jerrig,
clear-eyed and now fully in charge of his faculties, sat up, staring at her in
amazement.  Manebrow, on the other hand, had seen much of magic in the past
couple of days and was beginning to react more as a humble student observing a
teacher than with amazement.


With a nod to Jerrig, Myaliae moved over to
Trallik and repeated the ritual.  For the first time since seeing him laying
there stung in the ant queen’s lair, Manebrow saw Trallik move.  He thrashed
around a bit, his sharp cry turning to a wail and a moan at the administration
of the fiery painkiller then he immediately subsided back into a semi-catatonic
state.  Myaliae only nodded her head knowingly when told about the ant queen’s
sting, and administered the healing liquid as before.  In a moment, the same
flash of power swept through the room and the puncture wound in the back of
Trallik’s neck was healed, though he still did not stir.


Standing, Myaliae nodded to Kahn and Manebrow and
turned to leave.  Manebrow stood and followed her out of the room.  At
Manebrow’s urging, they did not talk about Trallik and her thoughts on his
immobility immediately, waiting for more private circumstances.  Rather,
Manebrow lined up the troops outside of the quarters and, one by one, she
attended to their various minor wounds.  Using her powerful elixirs, soon there
was no further need of bandaging.


 





 


Manebrow sat in silence against the side wall of
the caravan drivers’ quarters.  It had been a long day, following a sleepless
night, and it was all he could do to keep himself awake.  In his hands he held
his axe: well maintained, sharp, and heavy, though he did not think he would
have to use it for what he knew would come.  


As he sat there just to the side of the window to
the room where Trallik lay, he thought about the twists and turns that life
throws at one.  Two days ago he’d been the master trainer of his gen, forging
yearlings into warriors.  Today, he was second to a leader caste and back in
charge of trained warriors.  Shaking his head, he wondered what tomorrow would
bring.  He also wondered how long it would be before he saw his lifemate Ki and
their three sons again.


It had not been long since the rest of the group
had finished quickly preparing the quarters, taking care of the animals, and
stowing their gear.  Once everyone was finished, Manebrow had told them to go
in and get some rest, volunteering to take the first watch himself.  Despite
the shock of Khazak Mail Fist’s announcement and the mix of grumbling and
expressions of relief it had caused as the members of the company had gone
about their tasks, only a short time after the members of the company had
entered the caravan drivers’ quarters the entire place seemed to lay wreathed
in a blanket of silence.   


The window just above him and to his right slowly
creaked open.  This was what Manebrow had been waiting for.


Here at the caravan drivers’ quarters, the windows
were not glass, but rather they were holes cut in the log walls, with wooden
panels that hung on simple metal hinges for shutters.  Because of this, as the
window was opening, Manebrow remained undetected, hidden by the wooden
shutter.  Adjusting his grip slightly on the handle of his axe, Manebrow waited
in silence.


Not more than a moment or two later, Manebrow saw
a pair of feet on the window ledge.  A pack was thrown out the window and onto
the ground.  Standing, he prepared to move. 


Trallik leapt out the window and onto the ground,
rolling forward as he landed and coming up on his feet.  He wasn’t there for
long, however.  In a flash, Manebrow tackled Trallik and had pinned him to the
ground.  Trallik fought for several moments, but eventually Manebrow got a hold
of his arms and began twisting.  It was only a matter of time before Trallik
was whimpering, pleading to be let go.


Still holding him fast, Manebrow flipped Trallik
over onto his back, pinning his arms behind him.  Looking into his eyes,
Manebrow spoke intently, “Why are you running, Trallik?”


Trallik’s lips were trembling and his eyes were
full of fear.  “You know why, else wise you wouldn’t be waiting for me outside
my window,” he whimpered.


“So you were awake back there on the trail.  I
thought as much.”  Standing up, Manebrow hauled Trallik to his feet, with one
hand holding Trallik’s arms behind his back and the other holding the axe. 
“Why did you turn, Trallik?”


Trallik’s head dropped, and in a low voice he
answered, “They offered me advancement.  I felt robbed of my rightful prize in
the Trials of Caste, and I was eager to gain that power.  But…” he broke into
tears, “but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.  I couldn’t bring myself to kill
them.  Then I was taken from behind… and… and the next thing I knew I was
strapped to the back of a wolf.”


Manebrow looked on in pity at the wretched
traitor, too immature to make the right choices and too cowardly to follow
through with the choices he had made.


After a few moments of sobbing bitter tears,
Trallik spoke again.  “What are you going to do with me?  Will I die for my
crimes?”


Manebrow released his grip on Trallik’s arms and
stepped back.  Trallik turned around in surprise.  “Leave your bow and quiver,
but you can take your knives and other gear.”  


Trallik looked at him dumbly.


“You’ve no chance of being welcomed back into the
gen, and they’ll certainly not take you here.  If we find you with one of our
enemies, we’ll hunt you down and kill you, that’s a promise.  I think perhaps
you’ll find it best to head west toward the coast.  Perhaps the gens there will
accept you, or perhaps you can survive on your own.”


Trallik just stared at Manebrow for a moment until
his mind finally registered what Manebrow was saying.  Taking his bow and
quiver from his pack, he dropped them on the ground and, picking the rest of
his gear up off the ground, Trallik took off running for the wood line.  In a
few moments, he’d disappeared through the cover of the trees, never looking
back.


Grabbing Trallik’s bow and quiver of arrows,
Manebrow stowed them in his locker inside the quarters.  Tucking the key into a
belt pouch, he walked outside onto the porch and took a deep breath of the cool
evening air.  


Standing there watching the sun set, he thought
about how the third gong had probably sounded in the caverns of the Kale Gen
and how his small family must be sitting down to eat third meal in their humble
home two days journey to the west, even as the sun set on both the Kale and
Krall Gens.  Manebrow smiled as he felt the warmth of his lifemate’s love still
held close in his heart.


He wasn’t sure why he and Durik had decided to let
Trallik go, but somehow in his heart he felt that it was the right thing to
do.  Perhaps it was that tender spot he had in his heart for those much younger
than himself.  Then again, perhaps it was because of hope; hope that perhaps
Trallik might yet change his ways and become a kobold of character; that
perhaps he might learn from his mistakes.  Sighing, Manebrow sat on the porch
steps of the caravan drivers’ quarters, setting his chin on top of his axe.  He
reasoned that he would probably never see Trallik again, and therefore he
doubted that he would ever know.


After several moments of watching the rhythm of
life around Lord Krall’s Lake unfold, his ears perked up at the unexpected
sound of metal striking metal.  Suddenly, he saw movement down on the lake.  A
side door of Lord Krall’s Great Hall was thrown open and a pair of figures came
spilling out, falling off the walkway and into the water.  Faint shouts and the
ring of steel on steel could be heard coming from the distant great hall where
Durik had recently gone.  Jumping up from where he sat, Manebrow ran into the
caravan drivers’ quarters, shouting, “To arms!  To arms!”


 
















 


 


Chapter 29
– A Desperate Fight


Durik
was not used to pomp and ceremony, and neither were Lord Karthan’s two young
sons.  As such, when one of Lord Krall’s guards stopped the group at the
entrance to the great hall and said that they must wait, stating that Lord
Krall would receive them momentarily, the two young whelps had instantly put to
whining.  After several times of asking Durik why they couldn’t just go in,
Durik finally told them to go and ask the guard themselves.


After several moments of being harassed by the
whelps, the stout-looking guard at the entrance looked about ready to open the
door just to be rid of them.  Turning around, his tail swishing furtively back
and forth, the guard opened the door and looked inside.  He called to someone
on the other side of the room and the two of them talked for a moment before
the guard turned back around.


“You will please take seats at the tables to
either side of the fire pit, nearest to the dais, and await Lord Krall’s arrival,”
he commanded, loud enough for all to hear over the two whelps who by now were
running in circles around him.


With that, Khazak Mail Fist and Morigar, after
dismissing his two personal guards for the evening, immediately entered the
great hall and, walking to the right of the great stone cooking pit that
dominated the center of the room, Khazak took a seat near the rear door of the
great room while Morigar ascended the dais to take his seat near his father’s
throne.  Nodding a greeting at the guard who stood next to the inner door,
Khazak turned around and waived for Durik to bring the whelps and sit next to
him.


Behind Durik as he entered, Kethor and his group
of Border Guard warriors filed through the doors of the great hall into the
vaulted great chamber within.  As they entered, Khazak Mail Fist noticed that
they seemed to be avoiding showing their faces to the guards.  He thought it
strange and began to look around the room.


Khazak looked at Morigar, who was obviously
nervous.  He kept moving about in his chair as if he were about to wet himself,
the tip of his tail swishing about rapidly.  Sweat was beginning to form around
the edges of the tiny scales on his forehead, giving his face somewhat of a
sheen.  Khazak’s eyes narrowed.  As he thought about it, Morigar had gotten
more and more nervous the closer the group had come to their destination.  He’d
tried to maintain his normal jovial composure, but every once in a while a
nervous look had come over Morigar’s face.  Khazak wondered if Morigar knew something
he didn’t.


Looking around the room, his adrenaline began to
kick in and Khazak’s senses seemed to heighten.  He saw the guards, spear in
hand and sword on their belts strapped onto their thick leather armor.  Neither
of them appeared to be paying too much attention, their tails hanging limply
behind them.  He imagined they’d been on shift now for much of the day and
their alertness had dimmed with time.


Kethor’s group of Border Guard warriors huddled
together, some of them talking among themselves in hushed tones while others
looked about the room as if hastily planning something.  Being one to read a
kobold’s mood by the usually subconscious movements of his tail, Khazak’s fears
seemed confirmed by the furtive, tight motions of their tails.


Khazak reflexively reached for the handle of his
sword, then withdrew his hand.  He should have known better.  His sword
probably still lay where he’d left it at the first night’s resting place when
he’d grabbed the two whelps and made a run for it.  He felt suddenly naked and
vulnerable.


Beside Khazak, Durik sat oblivious to the whole
situation.  After a moment, Khazak scolded himself, telling himself that his
mind was tricking him into seeing danger where there was none.  But after
thinking on the situation more, he couldn’t understand why Morigar looked so
nervous.


Turning to Durik, Khazak Mail Fist whispered in
his ear, “Durik, I sense trouble.”


At that exact moment, the guard at the inner door
opened the door and announced Lord Krall’s arrival.  All kobolds in the hall
stood as an older kobold in blue robes entered in a rather business-like
fashion.  Behind him came a female kobold who was in appearance very much like
Lord Karthan, though obviously several years older.  Durik guessed she must be
Lord Krall’s life-mate and Lord Karthan’s older sister, Lady Karaba.  


As the pair ascended the dais and were seated on
the two most elaborate chairs, a third kobold entered, this one probably a
handful of years older than Morigar, well-muscled, and exuding confidence.  This
last kobold also ascended the dais and took the seat closest to Lord Krall on
his other side.  Durik imagined he could be no other than Krall; Lord Krall’s
eldest son and heir.


Durik had only just begun to look around and try
to determine what Khazak Mail Fist meant when the guard closed the inner door
and asked for all to be seated.  But instead of taking their seats, the Border
Guard warriors stepped from the table into the middle of the room in front of
the dais.


“What is the meaning of this?” Lord Krall asked.


The twelve Border Guard warriors each unfastened
their cloaks and, throwing back their hoods to reveal their faces, they dropped
their cloaks to the ground.  The warriors in the back of the group drew bows as
the rest of the warriors put hands on the hilts of their swords.


“Kethor, why have you… Borgor, the murderer!?”
Lord Krall exclaimed as he stood, beginning to understand what was happening. 
Turning to the guard at the inner door, he yelled, “Call for the guard
immediately!”


In one swift motion, one of the warriors drew an
arrow and fired.  With deadly accuracy, the projectile punctured the guard’s
armor and lodged between his shoulder blades, bringing him to the ground.


“Lord Krall,” Kethor said with a sneer on his
face, “I’m afraid your days are numbered.  Too long have you kept the
descendants of the northern gens from their rightful place of leadership.  Too
long have we tolerated your petty rule.  Today, your rule ends.  Today, we take
back our right to rule this gen, as true descendants of the First Sire!”


This was not the first time Khazak Mail Fist had
been in a situation like this, and he was determined to see this one through. 
Durik already had Lord Karthan’s two whelps by the waist, his tail swishing
nervously, showing he was ready to pick them up and run.  The conspirators were
focused almost solely on Lord Krall and his family on the dais.  He looked for
Lord Krall’s other guard, the stout one who had been guarding the outer doors,
but did not see him.


Lord Krall saw that he was cornered, and far
outnumbered.  He held out his hand. “What is it you want, Kethor?  You have
always been loyal, what has turned you against me?”


Kethor just sneered at Lord Krall.  “There will be
no talk,” he said as he drew his sword.  “Today, you die!”


From behind the stone fire pit, the stout guard
jumped up and rushed at the conspirators, skewering one from behind, bowling
over another, and distracting the rest of the bowmen.


Khazak saw his chance.  “Go!” Khazak yelled at
Durik, then jumped from his seat toward the slain guard slumped against the
inner door.  Durik used the greater strength the Bracers of Kale afforded him
and ran with Karto under one arm and Lat under the other after Khazak.


Oblivious to the distractions in the rest of the
room, Kethor and the three kobolds nearest him ran up the dais, jumping onto
the table that sat in front of the high chairs as the younger Krall stepped in
front of his father and drew his sword to protect his family.


At that moment, Khazak, seeing their peril, threw the
spear he’d just picked up at one of the conspirators who was rushing toward him
with sword drawn.  The spear pierced the kobold’s leg, taking his feet from
underneath him.  With a solid thud, he skidded across the floor and into a
table leg, knocking himself unconscious as his life blood spurted out across
the floor.


Khazak did not wait to see the effects of his
throw.  Running almost on hands and feet, he had leveled his wounded shoulder
and went barreling toward the large table on the dais.  In a split second, his
shoulder made contact with the leg of it and, ignoring the blinding flash of
pain, Khazak heaved the long wooden table, conspirators and all, tipping it
onto its side then throwing it off the dais into the center of the floor,
sending all four of the conspirators to the ground and battering several of the
rest of them.


While all of this was happening, Durik, knowing he
was now responsible for ensuring Lord Karthan’s progeny survived this battle,
kicked the body of the guard out of the way.  Holding Lat against his chest, he
braced his shoulder and smashed into the inner door.  To his surprise, the door
flew open almost effortlessly.  Putting Lat back under his arm as he went,
Durik disappeared through the rear door.


Morigar now saw his chance.  Running along the
wall behind where Krall, his mother, and his father stood, he saw Durik knock
open the door and began to follow.  However, as Khazak staggered back from
throwing the table, he fell into Morigar, knocking him against the wall.


Looking back at who he’d fallen into, Khazak
turned around and grabbed Morigar’s arm.  “Where do you think you’re going?” 


Morigar looked panicked.  “Go, go, go…” he kept
saying.


“What do you know, Morigar?  Tell me you are not
part of this?!” Khazak yelled in his face.  Seeing Morigar looking behind him,
Khazak grabbed the hilt of Morigar’s broadsword and drew it forth, pushing the
coward off to the side.


Kethor had jumped to the right as the table was
thrown and, managing to keep a hold of his sword, he stood up and called for
his fellow conspirators.  Having dispatched Lord Karthan’s other guard, several
of the conspirators began to come around the table toward Khazak Mail Fist and
the inner door, trying to cut off Lord Krall’s family’s escape.


Grabbing Morigar’s sword in both hands, Khazak
Mail Fist screamed with pain and rage as he swung downward with all his might,
knocking the nearest conspirator’s much shorter sword out of the way and
plunging the thick blade through the kobold’s shoulder and several ribs, lodging
it in the warrior’s heart.  Kicking the lifeless corpse off of his sword,
Khazak brought the broad-bladed sword around and knocked a sword from the hands
of another conspirator.  


Seeing how efficiently Khazak had dealt with the
first of them, the rest of the conspirators backed up a few steps, not wanting
to engage.  This was all the time that Lord Krall needed.  Grabbing his life-mate
by the arm, Lord Krall ran behind Khazak and out the door.  Seeing his parents
make it safely through the inner door, Krall stopped next to Khazak, sword
drawn and shoulder to shoulder with the mighty warrior.  His eyes were on fire
with the heat of the moment and his tail swished back and forth in rhythm.


“Let’s take them,” he said to Khazak Mail Fist,
who was already beginning to back up toward the door.


“Too many!” Khazak replied.


“We can ta—” Krall’s words were cut off in
mid-sentence by the force of an arrow driving deep into his chest.  Sputtering
and choking, Krall fell back heavily against the wall, eyes wide open with
surprise.  Khazak saw what had happened and, grabbing Krall by the arm, he
pulled him to the door, barely making it through as three more arrows lodged in
the inner door and its frame.


 





 


“Out!  Get out of here!  Get the guards!” Durik
yelled as he entered the kitchen of the great hall, one whelp under each arm. 
Having already passed through a large chamber, Durik had decided to run across
the room instead of taking the door directly in front of him.  In the large
kitchen, three middle-aged females, used to following orders, dropped the
knives they were using to cut vegetables and began to run to the far door.


Durik saw several doors.  He guessed that some of
them were storerooms, but he wasn’t sure which ones were which.  He hesitated a
moment, then noticed that the females were all running toward a door at the
rear of the kitchen.  He quickly followed.


In a few moments, he was at the door looking
outside at the wide walkway that surrounded the great hall.  He turned around
and looked back inside the kitchen’s service entrance, which he’d just left, to
see if anyone had followed him.


“Durik,” a voice called from inside.  “Durik,
wait!  It’s not safe!”  Morigar came running into the kitchen after Durik. 
“They’re watching the walkways!  Come, I’ve a place where we can hide Karto and
Lat!  Hurry before they see you!”


Durik looked at Morigar then outside at the
walkway and beyond that to the somewhat choppy water of the lake, lapped by the
evening breeze.  All he wanted to do was get both of Lord Karthan’s sons to
safety and rejoin the fight.  Though following Morigar didn’t feel right, he
did not want to confront the conspirators with the two whelps in tow.  He
looked back at Morigar.  “I really hope you know what you’re talking about!” he
said as he turned to follow Morigar through a side door out of the kitchen.


 





 


Khazak Mail Fist slammed the door shut and threw
the bar across it.  Behind him, Krall staggered and fell to the ground, gasping
in shallow breaths for air.  Khazak turned around and sized up the room.  It
was a large conference room, with a long table and many chairs.  Two doors led
out of the chamber, both of them were open like someone had recently passed
through them.  Khazak looked at Krall.  He knew the lung was pierced.  He
didn’t want the arrow moving around in Krall’s chest and causing any more
damage, so he knelt next to him, grabbed him and, looking him in the eyes,
pulled the arrow slowly out of his chest.  Krall’s eyes rolled back in his head
and he went limp.  Air bubbled through the blood that ran freely from the hole
in his chest.


“Come on, Krall,” Khazak muttered, slapping
Krall’s face.  The pounding of the conspirators trying to break the door open
resounded through the chamber.  He ripped a strip of cloth off the bottom of
Krall’s shirt and, wadding it up, pressed it against the wound, holding it in
place with Krall’s shoulder belt.  With one hand under Krall’s arm and the
other under his leg, Khazak lifted Lord Krall’s oldest son onto his shoulders,
then bent back down and grabbed Morigar’s sword.


As he carried Krall through the door to the right
back into the Krall family’s personal chambers, the door to the great chamber
burst open and a pair of conspirators came rushing through.


Slamming the far door shut behind him, Khazak Mail
Fist adjusted his grip on Krall and dropped the bar into place.  He looked
around and saw that he was in a large, vaulted ceiling chamber with comfortable
stuffed chairs, exquisitely carved end tables, and other lush trappings. 
Several doorways and a stairway led away from what was obviously a reception
room of some sort.  


Looking up the stairway, he saw Lord Krall and
Lady Karaba helping each other up the stairs to an open area where there were
several bookcases, tables, and chairs as fast as they could.  As they went,
Lord Krall was calling for his guards.  Reaching the top of the stairs, they
looked out over the balcony.


“Khazak, up here!” Lord Krall called out, almost
breathless.  “We can hold them off here.” He pointed to a rack of weapons
nestled between bookshelves against the back wall of the balcony.  “Where are
those guards!” he yelled down the hall at the top of the stairs.


Khazak Mail Fist shuffled to the stairs and,
adjusting Krall’s limp body on his shoulders, laboriously climbed them two at a
time.  When he reached the top, he placed the younger Krall in one of the Krall
family’s bedchambers, leaving him in his mother’s care, and returned just in
time to see the door he’d barred smashed open.


Throwing a couple of short, rectangular study tables
up against the balcony for cover, Khazak grabbed a pair of javelins and joined
Lord Krall behind the cover of the tables.  The first pair of conspirators were
almost to the stairs as the older Lord Krall stood up and fired his bow,
hitting a conspirator near the door in the shoulder.


Khazak grabbed Lord Krall’s tail and pulled him
back down behind cover.  “Sire, they have more bows than you!  Stop standing
up!” he said vehemently.  As if to accentuate his point, a pair of arrows
slammed into the table they were hiding behind, piercing the wood and driving
several inches toward Lord Krall before stopping.


Khazak looked out the right side of the table down
at the stairs.  Two of the conspirators were at the bottom.  The first of the
two, a rather large kobold comparatively, was already coming up.  Lifting one
of the two javelins, Khazak aimed it through the balcony railing and threw it
with all his might.  The javelin flew true and skewered the conspirator’s neck,
lodging in the wall of the stairway and leaving the dying warrior propped up
against the wall, struggling for breath.


At that moment, a pair of Lord Krall’s guards
entered from one of the bottom doors.  Seeing so many attackers, they took
cover behind the door they had just entered.  Several of the conspirators
rushed the pair, however, and soon the door was forced and the pair of guards
were locked in a grapple in the outer hallway they’d just come from.  As they
rolled about, a conspirator threw one of the guards into the outer door to the
Krall family’s personal chambers, which flew open, revealing the outer walkway,
lake, and the bright sky.  Jumping at the guard, the pair rolled out the door,
over the walkway, and into the lake.


 





 


Durik followed Morigar through the door into a
small, cool room.  The walls were made of stone, and even the floor and ceiling
were lined with stone.  Wood shavings seemed to be all about the floor of the
room, and a pair of barrels and piles of bags lined one wall.  A small metal
plate mounted in the ceiling of the room glowed with a dim light, though it
shed no heat and Durik did not know the source of its fuel.  


Two thick doors were mounted in the far wall of
the chamber.  Morigar went up to the right one of these and opened it.  The
inside of the small chamber was filled with wood shavings.  “Durik!  Come,
now!  My cousins will be safe in here!” he whispered urgently.


Durik put the two whelps down on the ground.  He
walked up to the heavy door.  He could almost feel the cold exuding from the
room.  “Why is it so cold?” 


“There are ice blocks in here.  This is where we
store our meats,” Morigar answered.


In the kitchen, the pair could hear a door
slamming open.


“Come!  Now!  Put them in this one.  Hide them
under the wood shavings!” Morigar’s tail swished excitedly.


Durik hurriedly pushed Karto and Lat into the
small chamber and, finding an empty spot at the rear of the ice closet, he
began to hide them under a loose pile of wood shavings.  As he threw the wood
shavings, behind him he heard the door close with a resounding clank.  He
turned the door handle, but the door would not open.  He’d seen a small bar on
the door frame, and he knew that it had to have been set.


Durik thought for a moment.  He did not know why
Morigar had locked him in here, if in fact it had been Morigar and not the
conspirators.  The stone walls of the chamber prevented him from hearing any
sound, so he could not know what was going on outside.  Not wanting to be
surprised, he propped a piece of wood under the handle.


That way, when whoever is out there takes the
bar from the door, it won’t open… that is until I want to open it.


 
















 


 


Chapter 30
– Turning the Tide


Manebrow,
Ardan, and Gorgon were the first three out the front door of the caravan
drivers’ quarters.  With weapons in hand, the three of them sprinted as fast as
they could down the incline that led to the lake.  It didn’t take long, as
there were only a handful of low sod-roofed log houses between the quarters and
the closest of the bridges that led to the amalgam of structures on the lake.


Taking the most direct route, the trio jumped
fences, ran through vegetable gardens, and trampled a couple of lines of
laundry still hanging out to dry in the evening air before they reached the
bridge.  Down on the lake, the three warriors could see a trio of females,
hands covering their hornless heads, running away from the side of the great
hall, apparently going for help.


As they ran the length of the bridge, one of the
kobolds who had fallen in the water was re-entering the great hall.  The shouts
had died down somewhat, or at least the trio couldn’t hear them over their own
heavy breathing, and no one appeared through the door as the trio made it to
the wooden walkways that interconnected all of the structures on the lake. 
From there, it was a very short run to the front of the great hall.


Reaching the front corner of the great hall,
Manebrow looked back the way they had come.  The rest of his company was strewn
out along the route, weapons in hand mostly, and coming as fast as they could
get themselves together.


“Gorgon.” Manebrow paused as he tried to catch his
breath.  “Gather the rest… and come… after us,” he commanded.


Gorgon looked frustrated.  “What?  You want me… to
baby-sit… the rest?”


Manebrow stood.  “Just do it… Gorgon!”  Manebrow
grabbed Ardan by the arm and the pair walked quickly down the walkway along the
side of the great hall, attempting to catch their breath before they entered
the side door.


In a moment, with weapons drawn, they peered into
the hallway, the noise of shouts from just inside rising above their own heavy
breathing in their ears.  In the water behind them, a body floated face down,
blood coloring the water around it red.  Just inside the door, another pair of
kobolds lay, one obviously dead with its throat slit and the other with a sword
in his gut, life blood oozing out as he looked up weakly at the two warriors. 
On his face was the look of one who has very little time left before death
would claim him.


Manebrow poked his head inside.  The door to the
left had been forced open and inside he could see a couple of kobolds with bows
taking cover behind high-backed chairs, peering around them to try to get a
view of some target above them.  The kobolds with the bows were dressed much
like the Border Guard warriors had been, just like the kobold who lay dying in
the hallway in front of him.


Looking at the bodies of the other two kobolds,
Manebrow saw the trademark leather armor embossed with the tree symbol Morigar
had on his leather armor.  In a moment, he understood what was going on.


“The Border Guard warriors have… attacked Lord
Krall’s household guard.  This looks a lot like… treachery to me,” he explained
to Ardan.  “I can see a pair of them in there with bows.  I think there’s
more.”


“Do you think we can… make it in without getting
shot?” Ardan asked, still catching his breath.


“Don’t know…” Manebrow huffed.  “But I guess we’ll
find out!”  He smiled a hopeful smile.


Ardan adjusted his grip on his sword as Manebrow
lifted his axe.  Looking at Ardan, Manebrow nodded.  With as little sound as
possible, the pair rushed through the door.


 





 


Kethor had seen Khazak Mail Fist go through the
door into the Krall Family’s personal chambers, but he thought he’d heard
another door open and close.  Looking about, he noticed the other door on the
far left end of the far wall.  Thinking for a moment, he had sent Borgor and
most of his fellow conspirators after Khazak while he and Redar had gone left.


After breaking open the door, they found
themselves in the kitchen.  Kethor immediately saw the door to the outside
flung open and ran to it.  He saw three females hustling toward the front of
the great hall, but no one else.


Turning back to the inside of the kitchen, he and
Redar began opening doors, starting at the innermost to the outermost.  After
checking several pantries full of various foodstuffs and kitchen tools, the
pair came to the last door, the heaviest of all the doors in the room.


Kethor turned the handle and opened it slowly.  A
dim illumination emanated from the ceiling of this stone-lined room.  It seemed
to be noticeably cooler than the rest of the building.  Narrowing his eyes to
adjust to the dimmer light, Kethor stepped through the door into the small
chamber.


In the shadows of the far side of this mostly
empty room, he could see a pair of heavy wooden doors.  After a cursory search
of the barrels and piles of bags, Kethor walked over to the left door of the
pair.  With sword in hand, he opened it and stood back.


There, sitting calmly on his folded-up cloak, the
tip of his tail flipping slightly as he waited, was Morigar.  “You can let down
your disguise, Mynar,” he said in a low voice.  “The ones you seek are in the
next room over.”


“Who?” he asked. “Durik and the whelps?”


Morigar nodded.


The illusion that was Kethor’s face disappeared,
Mynar the Sorcerer’s face emerging in its place.  “Good work,” he said in a
voice distinctly Mynar’s.


“Well, Mynar, you have certainly delivered on your
promise.  I’d imagine that my father and brother are dead by now.  All that’s
left is to take care of the ‘Karthan’ issue,” Morigar said as he stood.  “It
will be good to be Lord of the Gen.”


“My thoughts exactly,” Mynar said as he stepped
forward through the door and drove his sword deep into Morigar’s stomach. 
Morigar gasped and breathlessly mouthed words as he slumped, a look of utter
shock on his face.  With both hands on the handle of his sword, Mynar pulled
the blade free of Morigar’s stomach.


 





 


“Tohr, Kahn, and Terrim, guard the front
entrance.  Don’t let anyone escape!  Go!” Gorgon commanded.  The three warriors
turned and ran back toward the front of the great hall.


“Jerrig, Kiria and Arbelk, go around the other
side and see if you can’t find another entrance.  Let’s see if we can’t
surround whoever is attacking Lord Krall and the others.”  The two warriors and
Kiria all turned and ran toward the back of the great hall, disappearing around
the corner.  Kiria had been almost frantic, thinking of her little brothers in
the midst of this attack, but she had since gotten herself under control,
remembering what panicking had done for her at the first night’s resting
place.  She had learned the first lesson of a warrior: far better to remain in
control of one’s faculties than to cause more harm by panicking.


Gorgon looked at Troka and Keryak.  “Well, what
are we waiting for?  Let’s get in there!”  With that, he turned and ran in the
side door Manebrow and Ardan had entered several moments before.


Inside Lord Krall’s reception room, Gorgon could
see three of the Border Guard warriors who had accompanied them here backing up
toward the door across the room from him. Ardan wrestled on the ground in the
middle of the room with another of the Border Guard warriors while Manebrow hid
behind a high-backed chair, a Border Guard warrior’s bow in hand.  


As Gorgon assessed the situation, Manebrow yelled
at him to take cover.  At that moment, an arrow, hastily fired by one of the
retreating Border Guard warriors, struck Gorgon in the left arm.  Gorgon howled
with pain and, lifting his hammer with his good arm, he rushed horns first at
the offender.


The first two of the conspirators had already made
it out the door, and the third quickly closed the door as Gorgon came rushing
toward him.  The bar on the door was already knocked clear of the doorframe, however,
and there was nothing to stop Gorgon.  With the full momentum of his rage,
Gorgon bowled through the door and into the council chamber.


As he looked around wildly for the conspirators,
another arrow struck him, this time in the left shoulder.  Staggering, Gorgon
fell back against the wall.  


The warrior who had shot him pulled his sword and
advanced on Gorgon.  


Summoning all his strength, Gorgon stepped forward
and swung his hammer up with his right arm and into the conspirator’s jaw.  He
heard a distinct ‘crack’ and the warrior fell backward to the ground.  Hefting
his hammer again, Gorgon brought the heavy head of it down on his attacker’s
chest, sending shards of rib through many of his internal organs.


Keryak and Troka ran into the room behind Gorgon,
but saw no sign of the other two conspirators.  Rushing to Gorgon, they helped
him to the ground and Keryak began to tend to his wounds as Troka stood watch. 
Behind them, Manebrow and Ardan were tying up one conspirator, who had an arrow
lodged in his shoulder as well, while two more conspirators lay dead by the
stairs, slain by Khazak’s thrown javelins.


For the moment, Lord Krall and Lady Karaba felt
safe, though unknown to them, now both of their sons lay on death’s doorstep.


 





 


Mynar stood over Morigar’s writhing form.  He had
often read this one’s mind, and had found out most everything of any interest
some time ago.  But now thoughts of escape were somehow breaking through the
pain.


As Morigar writhed in pain on the floor, the
knowledge of a trap door in the back of the room he had been hiding in became
readable to Mynar, as well as a secret trap door in the guard room of his
family’s personal chambers.  Stepping past Morigar, Mynar climbed over the
blocks of ice until he reached an empty spot toward the rear of the small
chamber.  As Redar watched the door to the other small chamber, he shoveled
armloads of wood shavings off to one side.


There, under the wood shavings, was a large knob. 
Mynar didn’t even have to open it to see what was there.  The path beyond it
was so clear and present in Morigar’s dimming mind now that Mynar felt as if
he’d already been there.


Now that Mynar knew his next step, all he had to
do was take care of the task at hand.


 
















 


 


Chapter 31
– False Pretenses


As
Durik sat down next to the whelps, just a moment or two after putting the board
under the door handle, he heard the bar being released.  Someone rattled the
door handle, trying to open it.  Durik felt a chill come over him.  From deep
inside him, he got the distinct feeling that he should not open the door.  This
feeling held him back for a time.  After several moments, he began to relax and
think that, whoever it was, they must have gone.


“Karto and Lat,” Durik whispered.  In the total
darkness of the room, their heat could be seen rising through the wood shavings
and the subconscious movement of their short tails made a soft rustling sound
in the wood shavings.  Durik was counting on the door being open with enough
light to spoil heat vision in order to keep them concealed.


The two whelps raised their heads through the wood
shavings and looked fearfully at Durik.  “I’m going to go see if I can help
Lord Krall.  You two stay here and don’t make a noise.  I’ll be back for you as
soon as possible.”


The two whelps looked at him with big, fearful
eyes.  He patted them on their hornless heads and smiled a hopeful smile. 
“You’ve made it through the ants.  This is nothing, right?”


Suddenly, Durik heard a soft knocking at the door.


“Son?” a distantly familiar voice called from the
far side of the door.  “My son, are you there?”  The door handle rattled, but
the board he’d put under it kept it from turning far enough to open.


Something deep inside of Durik stirred; some deep,
long suppressed memory.  As it stirred, somehow the doubt that accompanied it
seemed to melt away.  Durik could feel something suggesting to his mind that
this was real.


“Durik, I’ve come back.  I’ve come back to help
you.”  


Durik’s heart began to race.  What was this
voice?  Who could be calling him son?  His parents were long dead, and yet…


“Durik?  Are you in there?  It’s me, Durim, your
father.  I have been sent back from the place where our ancestors have gone to
help you in your time of need.”


Durik’s eyes were wide.  He couldn’t believe it. 
His father was dead, six years ago now, and yet… the voice.  The voice was his
father’s.  He was sure of it now.  How could it be?


“Father?” Durik called tentatively.


“Yes, my son.  Come, open the door.  I don’t have
much time before I must return to the nether world,” the voice urged.


Durik stood up quickly, eagerly.  He didn’t even
notice the fearful looks and soft whimpering of the scared whelps beside him. 
“I’m coming, Father,” he called as he made his way over the blocks of ice.


Somewhere in the back of his mind, a nagging doubt
remained.


“Durik?  Hurry, I must help you escape.”


Durik stopped at the door.  In the back of his
mind, Durik began to sense a growing feeling of power.  Then, with utter
clarity, a vision came flooding into his consciousness.  At first the light was
so bright as to be almost blinding, then after a moment he could see images
come into his consciousness.  He found his consciousness in a stone room, which
he immediately recognized as the room just on the other side of the door from
where he now stood.


Standing to one side of the door was the
snickering messenger from the trail, Redar, whose cloak and hood must have kept
him disguised on the march.  Standing in front of the door was a kobold dressed
just like the conspirator, holding what appeared to be a glass ball in his
hands.  As the image began to rotate, Durik could see more and more of the
kobold’s bronze-scaled face.  In a moment he could see; it truly was his
father’s face!  Yet, somehow his father’s face was not right.  It looked almost
translucent, almost as if his father’s face was a mask.  In a moment, the
pierced illusion began to melt in front of Durik’s eyes.


Suddenly, the kobold who had been wearing his
father’s face looked up and stared Durik in the eyes.


 





 


Khazak Mail Fist was never one to stay put when he
had an enemy on the run.  Grabbing Morigar’s broadsword, he ran down the stairs
and followed after Gorgon, Keryak, and Troka.  Seeing that Gorgon had already
dispatched the one conspirator, he looked around to see if he could discover
the other two.  The last thing he wanted was for them to escape and try this
again.


Not knowing where they could have gone, Khazak ran
through the smashed-in door that led to the great chamber.  There, lying on the
ground, he saw Lord Krall’s two guards as well as the two conspirators he’d
killed and the conspirator that one of the guards had skewered.  He jumped the
steps onto the dais and looked around.  No one was in sight.  He listened for a
couple of moments and heard nothing.


“Curse them, traitors that they are!” he yelled.


 





 


Durik could count on one hand the number of times
in his life when he’d become so enraged that he’d acted without thinking.  This
was clearly one of those times.  This kobold, whoever he was, was going to
die.  Durik might not have been thinking terribly clearly, but on that point he
was absolutely certain.


Taking the stout board from underneath the door
lever, Durik kicked the door open and, stepping forward, he swung the board
like a club with all his enhanced might.  Mynar jumped back in time, but Redar,
standing next to the door, had nowhere to go.  With a solid ‘crack’ the board
connected with his upraised arms, breaking both of them just below the wrist. 
Durik had caught him by surprise and he paid dearly for it.


As Redar slumped against the wall, howling in
pain, then falling unconscious to the ground, Durik swung the board again, this
time catching the imposter’s weapon, knocking it out of his hands.  Dropping
the board as the sword went clattering to the ground, Durik drew his own sword
and stepped forward, grabbing the imposter by the neck and pinning him against
the cold stone wall as he pointed his sword at his face.


“Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you right now!” he
yelled.


“Durik,” the imposter said, “you may not
understand why I’ve done all these things, but if you’ll let me explain, I’m
sure you’ll see why this must happen!”


“Who are you?” Durik demanded. “And how can you
see inside my mind?”


“I am Mynar the Sorcerer, and I am a direct
descendant of the First Sire, as are you,” Mynar exclaimed confidently.


“How can you see inside my mind?!” Durik demanded,
baring his teeth as he held his sword closer to Mynar’s face.


Mynar’s confidence was beginning to break.  “I can
read your thoughts.  I have these powers.  They manifest themselves in me
without asking.”  Mynar moved his hand slowly along the wall until it was
behind him.


“How did you change your face to that of my
father?!” Durik demanded.


“It’s just an illusion,” Mynar explained.  His
smooth voice was faltering, almost whining now as he attempted to hold firm
against this foe who obviously had him in his power.  “I found him in your
memories and thought I could get you to open the door by being him… that is
before I knew for sure you were truly the heir of your gen’s stone, as I am the
heir of mine.”  Mynar’s hand found the knife hidden under his jerkin and slowly
loosed the blade from its sheath.


Durik looked strangely at Mynar.  “Is this more of
your trickery?  What are you talking about?  I have no stone!”


“We are direct descendants of the First Sire,
strangers within our gens, brought to these gens to claim their stones and to
sit as rulers of them.  It is our right!  It is our heritage, Durik.”  Mynar
looked as incredulously as he could down the blade of Durik’s sword at Durik’s
face.  “Whether you have the stone, or it has you, I do not know, but the power
of the guardian of the stones watches over you, rightful lord of the Kale Gen.”


“Lord of the Kale Gen?” Durik stared in wonder at
Mynar.  There was much here he didn’t know and hadn’t considered.  Was it
true?  Was what Mynar telling him right?  


“My fellow lord,” Mynar continued in a softer,
more sincere tone, “Kamuril’s power has been given to you.  I can show you how
to use it.  I can show you how to claim what is rightfully yours!”


Durik’s mind seized on a word that Mynar had
said.  “That word!  Kamuril!  I have heard that word before!”  Durik looked
away for a moment in wonder and thought.  His grip seemed to loosen somewhat. 
“What do you know of—” 


Mynar had sensed the lessening of the tension on
his neck and saw Durik’s attention momentarily distracted.  With a sudden
motion, he brought the knife from behind his back and slashed across Durik’s
forearm just below the bracers he wore.


Durik screamed with the pain and backed up a pace
or two, looking at the blood gushing out of his arm.  Seeing Durik distracted
by the blood, Mynar jumped to the side and ran through the door to the other
cold chamber where Morigar lay bleeding on the ground.


 





 


Jerrig, Arbelk, and Kiria came around from the
back of the great hall and saw a large door standing open on the far side of
the building.  Kiria guessed it was a service entrance of some sort.  It had
been far too long since she had been in her uncle’s great hall to remember all
of its ins and outs.  


Walking quickly toward it, yet slow enough to
catch their breath, the trio cautiously approached the door.  Inside was a
kitchen full of the implements necessary to feed the Lord’s family and all his
staff, including guests.  Between the copper pots, huge array of knives,
cutting surfaces, and water basins, it was obvious that the kitchen had been
built to support a large operation.  It also had many doors leading from it.


“Um… there’s lots of doors here,” Arbelk observed. 
The trio were standing in the door wondering where to go when they heard noise
off to the right.


“Someone’s coming!” Kiria said urgently.


“Let’s hide behind one of the counters and see who
it is,” Jerrig said.


“Sounds good to me!” Arbelk answered as he ran
toward the back of the room and behind a large cabinet construction with a
hard, marble top.  The other two followed his lead.


In a moment, a pair of the Border Guard warriors
who had accompanied them on the trail came running through the door just to the
left of the open service door.  They looked panicked, like they were being
chased by something.


Kiria stood up.  “Hey, what’s wrong?” she called
out.  The pair of warriors barely paused to consider her.  Seeing the open door
to the outside, the pair ran through it and began running toward the front of
the building.


“I think that’s our cue!” Arbelk said as he began
to run after the pair of fleeing warriors.


“But wait,” Kiria yelled.  “We don’t even know if
they’re on the good side or the bad!”


“Doesn’t matter,” Arbelk called back.  “If they
were here to defend Lord Krall, they wouldn’t be running away, would they?”


Kiria began running to catch up as Arbelk and
Jerrig followed the fleeing Border Guard warriors out the door.


 





 


Durik looked down and saw that one of the bones in
each of Redar’s forearms was bent the wrong way.  He figured that Redar no
longer posed a threat to the whelps and that they would be safe enough where
they were.  Telling them to stay silent, Durik pulled a piece of bandaging cloth
from his shoulder pouch and held it to the cut on his forearm.


Holding the bandage to his arm by pressing it
against his side, Durik picked up his sword and sheathed it.  He walked through
the door that Mynar had escaped through and saw Morigar trying to prop himself
up against the wall.  He sat in a puddle of his own blood, and he looked almost
spent.


Durik walked up to him and carefully unbuckled the
hardened leather armor off of his chest and abdomen.  The blood had pooled
under the armor and came pouring out as he lifted it away.  Gathering Morigar’s
cloak from next to where he’d been sitting on the ice blocks, Durik knelt next
to Morigar and ripped off several strips to use as bandages.


Morigar, now somewhat aware of what was going on
about him, grabbed Durik by the arm.  He started to say something.  It was hard
to make out, but Durik thought he heard the words ‘pouch’ and ‘potion.’  So,
Durik opened up Morigar’s belt pouch and fished through it until he found a
metal flask.


Durik unstopped the flask and held it to his
nose.  He smelled a distinctly earthen smell coming from the liquid inside. 
Morigar motioned for him to give him the flask.  Durik passed the flask to
Morigar who greedily consumed the contents.  Immediately a feeling of power entered
the room, and the color began to return to Morigar’s scales.  He began to
breathe somewhat easier as he lapsed into unconsciousness.


Durik looked at the open flask.  After a moment,
he poured the few drops that were left onto his wound.  Before his eyes, the
muscle and tissue began to mend.  Durik flexed his hand excitedly.  He tapped
the bottle for a few more moments, but nothing more came out of it.


Throwing the flask aside, Durik climbed over the
ice blocks and through the trap door into the cold water underneath Lord
Krall’s Great Hall.  He was back on the imposter’s trail.


 





 


Terrim and the twin warriors, Tohr and Kahn, heard
the two warriors approaching long before they came into view.  With swords in
hand, the three of them ran to the side of the great hall and fanned out across
the width of the walkway.  The two Border Guard warriors stopped in their
tracks.


“Let us pass!” one of them demanded.


“No.  You will stay here with us until we know
whether you are friend or foe,” Terrim commanded firmly.


Hearing voices behind them also, the two
conspirators lunged at the three Kale Gen warriors.  Tohr knocked one of them
off to the side and into the building, causing him to lose his sword in the
process.  Kahn parried the blow from the other and followed through by tripping
his overly anxious adversary.


In a matter of moments, the two conspirators were
both on the ground with their hands held firmly behind their backs.  Collecting
up their weapons, Terrim congratulated the two brothers as Kiria, Jerrig, and
Arbelk came running up.  About that time, Khazak Mail Fist, having exited the
building through the front doors, found the six kobolds holding the two
conspirators in custody.  The younger kobolds carried on as if he were not
there.


“Ah… You stopped them!” Kiria panted.


“Nothing we couldn’t handle,” Terrim said, puffing
out his chest.


Arbelk nodded his head.  “Yeah, good thing you
outnumbered them.”


 





 


Mynar could read thoughts through wooden walls
about as well as someone can hear what is being said through a door.  However,
if the thoughts were especially poignant, or carried deep emotions, then
generally they were ‘louder’ to him.


As he stripped off his wet clothes and rifled
through Morigar’s wardrobe for something similar to what Morigar was wearing, Mynar
‘listened’ to what was going on in the chamber next to him.


He had climbed through the trap door into the
guard’s quarters and, after drying himself somewhat with a hand towel he found
next to a wash basin there, he’d climbed the back stairs to Lord Krall’s
family’s personal chambers.  Managing to slip into Morigar’s room unnoticed, he
now knew what he must do.


The thoughts in the room next to him clearly
indicated that Krall lay dying.  As Mynar could read both Lord Krall’s and Lady
Karaba’s thoughts on this, he was pretty certain that, indeed, they were all
three in that room.  This was an opportunity he could not ignore.


In a few moments, Mynar had found clothes very
much like what Morigar was wearing, except without the leather armor, though
he’d found a cloak that could easily conceal that fact.  He looked in Morigar’s
closet and also found a Border Guard sword, which fit almost perfectly in his
own empty sheath.  Buckling his scabbard and belt pouches around his waist,
Mynar pulled the quartz ball from one of the pouches and began to focus.


After looking briefly in the ball to plan out his
next move, Mynar passed a hand over his face and up over his horns.


A moment later, Morigar opened his door and walked
down the hallway, looking for his father and mother.


 





 


Durik pushed the trap door open and pulled
himself, wet, cold and miserable, up onto the floor of what could only be a
guard’s chamber.  A small table with four chairs around it, two weapons racks,
a wash basin with various grooming accouterments, and the ubiquitous guard
roster all adorned the room.


Durik was not interested in any of these,
however.  Looking around, he saw puddles on the other side of the trap door and
knew Mynar had to have passed this way.  He saw the hand towel laying wadded up
in the corner and drips of water leading up the stairs.  He was on the hunt,
and he was determined that his prey would not escape him.


Grabbing a short fighting spear from one of the
weapons racks, Durik padded softly up the stairs.


 





 


Lord Krall held his son’s hand.  The younger
Krall’s breath was labored and painful, but Lord Krall had seen the healers of
his gen help others with even more grievous wounds recover.  Now that the
conspirators seemed to have been driven away, he was hopeful that someone would
be fetching the healers soon.


His life-mate, Karaba, or ‘Aba’ as he called her,
sat wiping Krall’s forehead and snout with a damp cloth from the washbasin in
the corner.  The stress of this assassination attempt showed on her face, but
she had fought well the fear and had trusted in her protectors to keep her
safe.  Now, as she sat next to their eldest son, Aba began to hum soothingly,
as if she had not a care in the world.  After so many years together, still she
surprised him.


As Aba stood up to dampen the cloth again, the
door swung open.  There, standing in the door, was their son Morigar.


“Mori!” his mother called.  


Lord Krall turned around in joy and disbelief. 
“We were so worried about you, son. Are you well?  They did not hurt you, did
they?”


Morigar shook his head.  “No, I’m fine.  It’s good
to see that the entire family is here.  Please, sit down.”  He motioned for his
parents to be seated.  Hearing footsteps in the hallway outside, Morigar came
into the room, closing the door behind him and dropping the bar across it.  


Lord Krall stood and looked at his son.  “Son,
we’ve chased down most of the conspirators.  There should be no one left to
worry about.  It’s probably Khazak or someone returning with the healers.  Will
you see?”


Morigar thought for a moment, then, not hearing
anything further, he turned his back on his parents and, from his pouch beneath
his cloak, he pulled something out and was looking intently at it when,
suddenly, someone slammed heavily into the door.


Morigar looked absolutely frightened as he fumbled
to return whatever it was to his pouch.  Drawing his sword, he took a step
toward Lord Krall.  At that moment, the door exploded inward.


Durik came barreling into the room and, as Morigar
began to move toward Lord Krall, he threw his spear directly at Morigar’s back,
piercing him through and sending him sprawling on the floor at Lord Krall’s
feet.


“Lord Krall, Lady Karaba, please excuse the
intrusion, but that is not Morigar!” Durik exclaimed.


Lord Krall was already on his feet with a sword in
hand.  In his eyes was a look of utter determination.


“No!  Sire, look!  Look at his face!” Durik was
pleading now.


The fact that Durik had not drawn his sword gave
Lord Krall pause.  Glancing down briefly, but keeping his attention focused on
Durik, he saw something strange.  Looking down this time, Lord Krall lowered
his sword.  Lady Karaba gasped.  The illusion was gone.  There on the floor lay
Mynar the Sorcerer.


Seeing that Lord Krall was no longer intent on
killing him, Durik knelt next to Mynar to see if he was dead yet.  In Mynar’s
eyes was a faint flicker of life.


Leaving his spear firmly thrust through Mynar’s
torso, Durik slapped him on the snout.  “Mynar!  Don’t die on me yet!  Tell
me!  What do you know of Kamuril?!” he demanded as he slapped Mynar’s snout. 
But all that Mynar could do was mouth something unintelligible.  Holding
Mynar’s head in his hands, Durik almost began to cry with frustration.


“It’s you…” Mynar whispered.  “Not me…”


Durik looked at him intensely.  “What?  What are
you trying to say?”


“The one who… will gather the stones… of power,”
Mynar rasped.  “The stranger…”


“What does that mean?” Durik asked, shaking Mynar
in his frustration.  At that moment, Mynar’s eyes rolled back in his head and
he thought no more.


 
















 


 


Chapter 32
– Clean Up


“Stay still!”
Myaliae commanded.  Looking at Troka and Keryak as if to remind them to hold
Gorgon down, she looked him in the eyes.  “You were brave enough to stand still
and let them shoot you, now sit still and let me pull the arrows out!”


Gorgon grimaced and turned his head.  He’d been in
a rage when they’d shot him and the adrenaline had made the wounds seem much
less than they were.  Now, however, he had calmed down and did not have the
benefit of adrenaline to help offset the pain as Myaliae worked the arrow out
of his shoulder.


As the healer twisted and tugged the arrow ever so
slightly, Gorgon could feel it moving inside his body, and he was not happy
about it.  Myaliae suddenly pulled gently, but firmly, and the arrow popped out
of Gorgon’s flesh.  Gorgon breathed a sigh of relief.


“Don’t go sighing yet,” Myaliae counseled as she
unstopped a wooden flask.  She looked at Troka and Keryak, who both tightened
their grip on Gorgon.  Holding the flask over the wound, Myaliae let several
drops pour into it.


Gorgon let out a loud yell and thrashed about as
smoke wisped out of the wound.  After a couple of moments, the pain was gone
however, and Gorgon, breathing hard, looked at Myaliae with a questioning look
in his eyes.  “You’re not going to have to do that for the other arrow also,
are you?” he asked between gasps.


Myaliae was of the opinion that some questions
were better left unanswered.  Muttering words of power under her breath, she
unstopped a clear flask of thick, red liquid and dipped her finger into it. 
Plunging her wet finger into the wound, she smeared the liquid around then
pulled her finger out.  Putting a hand over the wound, her voice rose to a
crescendo.  There seemed to be an almost palpable sense of power, then it went
away suddenly.  Removing her hand from the wound, all that was left was a
puckered white scar where the arrow hole had been.









 


Krebbekar, leader of Lord Krall’s house guard,
lifted one of the conspirator’s heads up by its thin horns to get a good look
at his face.  The gaping hole through the body’s neck was gruesome to behold. 
“Yes, I agree,” he was saying to one of his warriors.  “This has to be
Borgor.”  Standing, he looked down the line of bodies and then behind him to
where the wounded were laid out.  “Quite a high price to pay to capture some of
these riffraff, that’s certain.”


“Yes, sire,” the warrior replied.


“Well, tell the healers not to waste their elixirs
on any of the wounded conspirators,” Krebbekar commanded.  “Tonight we’ll glean
what information we can out of them, and tomorrow we’ll take their heads off
and put them on spears as a warning to any others who might think to do the
same.”


Walking down the line of bodies, Krebbekar stopped
at the last one to be brought out of the great hall.  “Is that…?” he said as he
looked curiously at the body.  Kneeling down, he took the head by the horns and
pulled the snout out from under its chest.  “Well, it is!  Why look here,” he
called to his warriors, “Looks like we won’t have to search for Mynar the
Sorcerer anymore.  Looks like our Kale Gen friends took care of him for us.”


Krebbekar let the head fall back to the deck.  He
walked over to where Durik stood, examining the thin white scar on his arm
where the healer’s elixirs had done their work.  “I suppose I have you to thank
for this one,” he said, pointing to Mynar’s body.


“Aye.” Durik nodded.


“Well, then, tell me.  Did you happen to find a
ball on him; a smooth ball made of quartz to be exact,” Krebbekar probed.


Durik shook his head.  “I know he had it, but I
did not search his body for it.  What is it anyway?”


“Let’s call it a hand-me-down from the first Lord
Krall, many generations ago now,” he said as he walked over to the body and
began opening belt pouches.  After a moment or two, he pulled the fist-sized
ball of quartz from one of the pouches and held it up in the failing light of
the setting sun.  The orange light caught in the ball and seemed to be
magnified as it reflected about the area, leaving little spots of light here
and there.  “It was stolen from our lord some time ago, by this would-be lord,”
he said, pointing to Mynar’s body.


“He used it to read people’s thoughts, didn’t he?”
Durik asked.


“Let’s just say that the ball only allows one’s
mind to travel about where one might not otherwise go, or faster than one might
otherwise be able.  But the ball,” he paused a moment, “it can’t read thoughts,
nor can it see the future.  It does, however, allow you to bring whatever
powers you might have along with you.”


Durik nodded his understanding.


“Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll be securing this
little antique,” he said, hefting the ball, “and reporting to my lord.”  With
one final glance about the area, Krebbekar turned and strode off down the
walkway to the side door of the great hall.


 





 


Morigar and Krall, Lord Karthan’s two sons, both
had to undergo a more complex healing process.  As Lord Karthan and Lady Karaba
watched, the aged Master Healer pulled several instruments out of his bag. 
While one of his apprentices assisted him, the old kobold who was the master of
the healing arts in the Krall Gen carefully pulled back the flesh around the
gaping hole in Morigar’s stomach.  Morigar’s entrails were a mess, and the
Master Healer was going to have to use all of his skills, both with magic and
with his instruments, to see this through.


The look on Morigar’s face concerned him,
however.  He’d seen plenty of death, and it was rare to pull one so close to
death back.  Morigar’s father, Lord Krall, had also seen much of death in his
many years and looked on with much concern.


“What do you think, Master Healer?” he asked
gently.


The Master Healer shook his head.  “At least his
brother, Krall, was easy enough to fix up.  After all, once you reseal the
lung, the rest of it can be done with simple healing elixirs.  Good as new
within no time; a day or so if the trauma was particularly difficult, but
physically fine nonetheless.  But this,” he muttered, staring intently at
Morigar’s intestines as he probed through them, “this is the type of wound that
is easy to half-heal.”


Lord Krall had often heard the Master Healer use
strange terms, but he didn’t know what he meant by ‘half-heal.’  “Half-heal?”
he queried.


“Hmm?  Oh, yes.  That’s when you miss things, or
you attach the wrong piece of intestine to the right piece, or the other way
around.  Usually kills a body…”  The Master Healer’s voice trailed off as he
began to focus in deeper on the wound.


Lady Karaba leaned heavily on Lord Krall’s
shoulder.  He slowly led her from the room as the Master Healer continued his
craft, wishing he’d not asked the question.


Outside the door to Morigar’s chamber, Krall stood
talking with an older warrior, one who, by his trappings, must have been of
some importance in the house guard.  Seeing his parents come out of the
chamber, Krall stepped forward to report.


“Father, Krebbekar reports that all twelve
conspirators have been accounted for.”  Seeing the distraught look on his
mother’s face, he looked at his father as if to ask what was the matter.


“Your brother… The Master Healer is not confident
he’ll survive,” Lord Krall said in a soft voice.


Krall bowed his head and just stood there as Lord
Krall escorted his mother into their own bed chamber.  Moments later, the soft
sound of weeping could be heard coming from behind the door.


 





 


Redar sat in excruciating pain on the wooden
walkway outside the great hall.  He was the last in the line of living
conspirators.  Beyond him, the dead were laid out in a line.  No longer
thinking himself able to sit up, Redar lay back against the wooden walkway.


“Get up, you!” a guard yelled, approaching with
haste.


Redar didn’t move fast enough for the guard’s
liking, and in a moment Redar saw stars as he felt the butt of the guard’s
spear rap across his snout.  Slowly, but as quickly as he could with two broken
forearms, Redar sat up.


Several moments passed with no relief from the
constant pain.  Redar closed his eyes and tried to control it.  Of course,
Redar had never been one to control any of his passions, much less severe pain.


“Hello.”  


Redar heard a voice through the dull throbbing of
the pain.  He opened his eyes.  There, in front of him, was the kobold who had
broken his arms with a board, the one who, he heard, had killed Mynar and,
therefore, put an end to the Covenant of Royal Blood.


“Redar, right?” Durik asked.


Redar nodded his head, slow enough to not
aggravate the splitting headache that the pain in his arms and the stress of
knowing he was doomed to die a traitor’s death had brought on.


“What did you do with the treaty?” Durik queried. 
“I know it’s not on its way to Lord Karthan in the Kale Gen.”


Redar laughed once under his breath then stopped
due to the pain.  After a moment of trying to control the pain, he asked, “Why
should I tell you?”


“Do you want me to call the guard?” Durik asked.


Redar winced reflexively.  After a moment, he
slowly shook his head.  “I have it here.” He pointed with his snout at his belt
pouch.


Durik leaned down and undid the buckle.  After a
moment of fishing through the pouch, he pulled a folded up piece of parchment
out.  Unfolding it, he saw that it was, indeed, the treaty that both Mynar the
Sorcerer and Khee-lar Shadow Hand had signed with the orc lord, a treaty that
would bring the Bloodhand Orcs and all their senseless violence back to the Southern
Valley.  Durik carefully secured it.


“I’d imagine that the other messenger is dead,
then?” he asked.


Redar nodded slowly.  “I killed him.”


Durik had what he was looking for, but he was not
done with Redar yet.  “What do you know about ‘Kamuril’?” 


Redar looked at Durik quizzically.  “I’ve never
heard that name.”


“What do you know of Mynar’s powers?” Durik
pressed.


“He used Lord Krall’s stone to speak with the
dead, and he could make himself appear to be someone else.  That’s it,” Redar
answered.


Durik shook his head.  It was obvious that Mynar
had deceived even his fellow conspirators.  Even they did not know about
Mynar’s ability to read minds, believing instead that he spoke with the dead. 
He had gotten what he came for, but doubted he’d get anything more.


Durik stood up and surveyed the scene.  Lord
Krall’s contingent of house guard obviously had the situation under control,
and Durik’s warriors were milling about, wondering what to do.  He was getting
nowhere with the conspirators.  It was obvious that Mynar had kept much
knowledge to himself, feeding them lies instead of truth.  


“Sire.” Durik looked down and saw that another of
the captives was speaking to him.  Kneeling, he looked the pathetic traitor in
the eyes.


“Sire,” the captive said again, “I have knowledge
that may be of interest to a Kale Gen warrior such as yourself.”


Durik’s interest was piqued.  “What is it?” 


“I know where the Kale Stone can be found,” the
conspirator said in a strained whisper.


Durik’s heart burned within him.  “Where is it,
then?”


“Mynar had our expedition all ready to go and get
it, but then he delayed us at the last minute to make this strike against Lord
Krall.”  The conspirator smiled. “I was one of the six who were chosen for the
expedition and fully briefed on where it is and how it is to be found.  Spare
my life and I’ll tell you everything I know.” The conspirator coughed a
belabored cough.


Durik paused for a moment.  Suddenly, yet subtly,
words were given him to say.  “The Kale Stone will be found below Demon’s
Bridge.”  As he spoke these words, he realized the purpose of the visions. 
Something had been leading him all this time to where the Kale Stone lay!


The conspirator coughed and sputtered for a
moment, though Durik was lost in his own thoughts and wasn’t listening
anymore.  “How did you know?  How could you possibly have known?!  Wait, I… I
have more information.”  The conspirator was stalling for time to think of any
tidbit that might save his life.  At that point, one of the house guard
approached.  “I can tell you the names of at least ten other conspirators. 
Please!  Will you spare my life if I give you ten?”


“You’ll tell us everything we want to know by the
end of the night anyway!” the house guard yelled as he rapped the shaft of his
spear against the side of the conspirator’s head.


“Huh?” Durik said, coming out of his thoughts. 
Realizing that the guard wasn’t speaking to him, Durik stood.  Hearing
footsteps, he turned and saw Manebrow approaching.


“Sire, do you have any further need of our warriors
for the evening?” Manebrow asked.


Durik slowly shook his head, then, breathing
deeply, he looked Manebrow in the eyes.  “I think I know where the Kale Stone
is to be found.”


Manebrow looked at his leader. “I don’t know if
I’d trust anything this lot of worthless scum said.”


Durik shook his head. “He was about to tell me,
but then I had the same feeling I get during visions, but not so powerful. 
Then words were given me to say.  ‘The Kale Stone will be found below Demon’s
Bridge.’”


Manebrow nodded his acceptance of the statement. 
“Well, almost right under our noses all these years, and yet we had no idea.” 
Not a week ago he’d not have believed Durik, but since the healing incident in
the forest where they’d killed the great boar, Manebrow was beginning to sense
that, somehow, and for some purpose yet to be revealed, Durik had a powerful
ally or allies that seemed to be watching over him.


“Well, what do you say to some sleep?” Durik
asked.


“Aye, sire,” Manebrow agreed as he wearily nodded
his head.  “I’ll get the company together.”


“I’ve found the treaty,” Durik suddenly
remembered.  “I should probably take it to Khazak Mail Fist.”


“Aye, sire.  I’ll have Ardan take the company to
the quarters then and get them bedded down for the night.  If you don’t mind, sire,
Gorgon and I would like to accompany you.”


Durik looked at Manebrow quizzically, but said
nothing.


 





 


Lord Krall stood in the darkness of the evening
holding his lifemate, the Lady Karaba, close to him as they looked out the
window in the conference room of the great hall.  From the doorway that led
into the family’s personal chambers Krebbekar approached them and, in whispered
tones out of respect for the graveness of their son’s condition, he handed Lady
Karaba the Krall Stone.  Gesturing toward Khazak Mail Fist, who stood quietly
in the doorway behind him, and whispering to Lady Karaba, the expression on
Krebbekar’s face showed that he was relaying a request from the mighty Kale Gen
warrior.


Slowly, distractedly, Lady Karaba patted the hand
of her lifemate and slipped out of his embrace, moving wistfully to seat
herself at the large conference table that was the centerpiece of this room. 
Khazak Mail Fist came and seated himself quietly next to her.  His concern for
news of what was going on in the Kale Gen and with Lord Karthan at that moment
outweighed the respect he had for Lady Karaba’s suffering as she worried for
her son who lay on death’s doorstep.


“I do appreciate your entertaining my request, my
lady,” Khazak said almost meekly.


Taking the sphere in both hands, Lady Karaba
looked forlornly at the large Kale Gen warrior who had been the primary
protector of Lord Karthan for several years now.  “He is my brother, you know. 
There is nothing more I can do for my son at this moment, but if I can give you
information that somehow helps my brother, I will.”


Khazak smiled a worried smile and bowed his head.


Taking the Krall Stone in both hands, Lady Karaba
began to focus.  Her look was strained at first from some effort she was
attempting, then quickly her countenance changed as she looked up with
sightless eyes, the visions of what she saw through the stone transfixing her. 
As the visions began to take her, no one noticed Durik, Manebrow, and Gorgon
slip into the room and stand near the doorway.


“I see my brother.  He is in council with the
leaders of the gen in his council chambers.  He still sits upon his throne.”


There was an audible sigh of relief from all
present in the room.  Khazak and Lord Krall both looked over and noticed the
presence of the three Kale Gen warriors.  Visibly relieved, Khazak motioned for
them to come closer.  As they moved into the room, Durik’s heart burned within
him, and he could feel a power that was strangely familiar now, and yet not
exactly the same as before.


“I thought that was the Krall Stone,” Durik
whispered to Khazak.  “How is it Lady Karaba, who is a descendant of Kale can
use it?”


“She’s joined to Lord Krall,” he replied, also in
a whisper.  “Even though she’s Kale by blood, I’ve seen her use the Krall Stone
before.  She was chosen by the Krall Stone to be its holder, to be the Oracle
of the Krall Gen, after she was joined to the Krall Gen.”


“Khee-lar Shadow Hand is not present in the
council chambers.  His seat sits empty.  In fact, there are a few chairs that are
empty,” Lady Karaba continued.


“Aha!  Lord Karthan must have rooted out the
conspirators then!  He’s got them on the run, by the Fates!” Khazak said
excitedly.


“I see Khee-lar…  He is in the lower chambers of
the Deep Guard Warrior Group’s training caverns.  He is walking with two
others… one of whom bears the marks of an elite warrior… the other carries both
the brand of elite warrior and leader caste.  I believe… yes, the leader caste
is Raoros Fang.”


Khazak’s scowl returned.  “That one owes me much.  He
better not have thrown his allegiance behind Khee-lar.”


“They’re talking about…” Lady Karaba was silent
for a few moments as she listened.  “They’re talking about ‘five who have not
returned’ and ‘no reports from Mynar confirming success or failure’.”  


Khazak, Durik, and the other two Kale Gen warriors
knew they were talking about the five conspirators who had died trying to kill
Khazak and Lord Karthan’s two sons.  


Lady Karaba had paused yet again to listen.  “Now
they’re talking of…” Lady Karaba got a rather surprised look on her face. 
“They’re talking about the Kale Stone!  Raoros is saying that if Khee-lar
doesn’t have the stone, he will not recognize his claim to the throne of the
Kale Gen.  He’s saying that… He’s saying that he believes something’s gone
wrong and that he doubts Mynar will deliver the stone as promised, and
therefore… He’s saying that he’s pulling his support away from Khee-lar and
believes that Lord Karthan is likely to get the Kale Stone first.  He’s
expressing confidence in ‘Khazak and the yearling group’ and doubting Mynar.”


Khazak slapped his thigh. “That’s it, the
conspiracy is crumbling!”


“Raoros has stopped walking.  He’s saying…
‘Without my warriors behind you, there isn’t enough strength in the Covenant of
Loyalty to overthrow Lord Karthan.  And don’t talk to me about your silly sheep
skin with their names on it.  I didn’t sign it.  Besides, my warriors are more
loyal to me than to your ridiculous covenant.’  Raoros and the elite warrior
are turning to go.  Khee-lar is left standing there.”


Khazak slammed his fist down on the table
excitedly.  “We’ve done it!  By breaking the back of the conspiracy here in the
Krall Gen, it appears we’ve broken the back of the conspiracy in our gen as
well!”  


Big smiles were evident on the faces of all the
Kale Gen warriors.  Lord Krall’s expression, however, was more reserved.


Pulling her hands away from the sphere, Lady
Karaba shook her head and blinked as the sight returned to her eyes.  Looking
around the table, she noticed the three Kale Gen Warriors for the first time. 
“Oh, hello, friends from my brother’s gen,” she said politely.


“My lady,” Durik said, bowing his head slightly.


“Khazak,” Lord Krall began, “I would dare say
that, while things appear to be working out, there is likely still much to be
done to ensure the security of your gen.”


Khazak Mail Fist nodded.  “Aye, lord, but I
believe the situation just changed from a fight for survival to a clean up
operation.”


“Be that as it may, Khazak, don’t forget that a
clean up operation can very well become a fight for survival yet again.”


“Aye, lord.  We shall leave on the morrow to
ensure that it does not become such.”


 





 


Disappointment and abandonment were feelings that
Khee-lar Shadow Hand was familiar with from his youth.  After all, he had
always had a hard time winning people’s loyalty with his less than charismatic
personality and his propensity of putting personal gratification and lust for
power above all else.  That was, however, before he had learned to twist his
fellow kobold’s loyalties to be his by promising them power, wealth, or
whatever it was they desired… and delivering just enough to keep them in his
employ.  They didn’t have to love him, they just had to further his desire for
power.  Today, in the bowels of the Kale Gen’s deeper caverns, someone else
would feel more than disappointment and abandonment.


Drawing a long, narrow knife from behind his
cloak, Abetor, the new chief elite warrior of the Wolf Riders Warrior Group,
took the blade in both hands and plunged it deep into Raoros Fang’s back. 
Raoros fell immediately to the ground, the shock of the blow leaving him
stunned and twisting on the ground as wild eyes looked up at his trusted second
and soundless lips mouthed words of surprise.


Stepping forward, Abetor drew his knife out of
Raoros’ ribs and quickly sliced through his neck, spilling out a torrent of
blood.  Raoros’ eyes rolled back into his head and he slipped quickly into
unconsciousness.  Within moments, he lay dead.


 “Well done.” Khee-lar nodded approvingly as he
folded his arms across his chest.  “You have made well on your covenant this
day.”


“Yeah, I guess.  He deserved to die,” Abetor said
as he cleaned the blade on Raoros’ cloak.  “His failure to act got my brother
killed in the insurrection.  If he’d helped, like he said he would, I wouldn’t
have had to kill him.”


“And what of Raoros’ war… well, your warrior
group?” Khee-lar asked calmly.


“Troll was a vain fool to start the insurrection
in front of the whole gen, and my brother was a fool to follow him, instead of
sticking to the covenant.  But Troll’s loss is my gain,” Abetor said.  “I have
made the promises that were required, and I have gained the support of all of
the elite warriors who remain… and some of the warriors as well.  It wasn’t
hard, once Raoros Fang here made me his chief elite warrior.”


“My friend,” Khee-lar said, almost too smoothly,
“I reward well those who serve me.  With the loyalty of my group, as well as
the loyalty of the elite warriors in your group already bought – every one of
them now – and with the loyalty of many in the other warrior groups, I believe
the last obstacle to the plan is sitting on the throne in the council
chambers.”


“Then we move against Lord Karthan now?”


Khee-lar Shadow Hand thought for a second then
nodded slowly.  “Yes.  All else is finally in place.  Go and gather your
warrior group and give them the oath.  Have your elite warriors slay those
warriors who will not swear.  I leave now for my warrior group.  At the
sounding of the final gong, we move.  Tonight, I shall take my place as Lord of
the Gen.  And if you do not fail me, you shall not be chief elite warrior, but
will be leader caste over your own warrior group as well.”


“Fine, but first you’ll make sure the blame for
this is taken care of, right?” Abetor asked, pointing at the still warm corpse
of Raoros Fang lying in his gore.


“Yes, yes.  I have it all under control,” Khee-lar
reassured him, somewhat annoyed at the other’s persistence in such a trivial
matter as looking after his reputation.  After all, it would all soon be
irrelevant, once Khee-lar’s word was law.


 





 


Outside the great hall on the lake in the heart of
the Krall Gen, the steward who had been tasked to escort Khazak Mail Fist to
the guest quarters stood waiting patiently as his charge stood talking to three
other kobold warriors, all from the neighboring Kale Gen.  Though he wasn’t a
terribly curious kobold, the steward couldn’t help but listen in due to his
proximity.  


The news that there was an ongoing attempt to
overthrow the Lord of the Kale Gen as well was a tasty tidbit.  Now, however,
the tone of the conversation had changed.  The three Kale Gen warriors were
apparently trying to convince the Kale Gen’s chamberlain that the Lord of the
Kale Gen would want them to continue the quest for the Kale Stone, especially
in light of the fact that Khee-lar Shadow Hand was looking for it.


The steward knew nothing of a Kale Stone.  But it
seemed obvious enough that it was the sister stone of their own gen’s Krall
Stone.  News in the lord’s household was that the Krall Stone had just been
recovered this very day from the body of one of the conspirators.


“Steward,” the Kale Gen’s chamberlain called to
him, starting him out of his pondering.  “I can see myself to the quarters.”


The steward got the hint.  “Yes, sire,” he said as
he stepped forward and handed him the key.  “I’ll be on my way, then, sire.”


Khazak nodded curtly to the steward, then waited
for the slight servant to disappear inside the great hall yet again.  Turning,
he addressed Durik.  “Durik, I tend to agree with Lord Krall.  Despite what I
hope, it may be that there’s much fighting left to be done.”


Durik nodded. “I agree, but you must know how hard
it is for a yearling group to come back not having achieved their quest!  Not
in my lifetime have I heard of such a thing.  It would be a disgrace to us all,
and you know that.”


Khazak shook his head.  His look was stern and
unyielding.  “Our first duty is to protect Lord Karthan’s rule.  Let us not
forget that.”


Durik pressed on.  “I agree.  In fact I think we
both very much agree.  Let me explain my reasoning.”  


Khazak looked at Durik, his pursed lips showed he
was still somewhat open to what the young warrior leader had to say.


“Khazak,” Durik began, “our principle loyalty is
to Lord Karthan and our gen.  Mynar had in his possession the Krall Stone.  He
was looking for the Kale Stone.  You heard it in there.  Raoros Fang removed
his support from Khee-lar only because he thought we would get the stone
first!  How many other leaders in the gen waiver in their loyalty?  If for no
other reason than to keep war from breaking out among the members of my old
warrior group, Khazak, chamberlain, I ask to be allowed to continue my quest!”


Khazak rubbed his chin, but the look on his face
showed that he still wasn’t convinced.


“Sire,” Manebrow broke in, “there are many in the
Patrol Guard who are loyal to Lord Karthan.  And those who are not, I believe
you could easily convince of Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s bad intentions by showing
them the treaty he signed with the Bloodhand Orcs.  We all know that there are
no friends of orcs among those who defend the borders of our gen.  As
chamberlain, you could gather the Patrol Guard in from the picket line and
march into the gen in strength.”


Khazak neither concurred nor disagreed.  Looking
at the three of them, he chewed his lip for a moment.  “We’ll talk about it
tomorrow morning.”  With much on his mind, Khazak walked past Durik, Manebrow,
and Gorgon and headed off toward the guest quarters, his tail swishing pensively
behind him.


 





 


In the kennels, Firepaw sat on his haunches. 
Behind him, as he looked out the cage door, lay the other two wolves, strangers
to him a couple of days before, but now part of his same pack.  In his heart
was a longing that would not be filled.  Starshine, his companion of many
moons, had been lost, killed by one of the sticks that the masters used.  His
heart was heavy and the others were too tired to comfort him.


Turning from the door, Firepaw circled around the
cage restlessly.  His loss was great and would not let him sleep.  Standing on
his hind legs with his nose pointed out the window in the rear of the
enclosure, Firepaw let out a long, lonely wail.  Waiting to hear a response,
perhaps some touch of wolf voices to comfort him, he passed several moments. 
He waited in vain, however.  Both of his wolf companions were sound asleep
after such a journey, and the barking of the dogs in the next kennel over in
response to his howl did nothing to comfort him.  Not only was it a time of
transition for the masters, but also for him.


Not long after his howl, another of the masters,
the oldest one of the group by his scent, appeared with food for him and his
companions.  Seeing the look in Firepaw’s eyes, he opened the kennel and came
in for a moment.  He rubbed the fur behind Firepaw’s ears and spoke gently to
him as Firepaw laid his head in the master’s lap.  As he drifted off to sleep,
Firepaw was grateful for a little bit of kindness amongst so much pain.


 





 


Durik sat on the edge of his bed in the leader’s
room of the caravan drivers’ quarters.  He had taken his equipment off and was
thinking about laying down when he heard a knock on his door.  At the door were
Gorgon and Manebrow.  It was obvious from the look on Gorgon’s face that he was
upset.  Durik had expected this and had already thought through what he was
going to say.  He was about to see whether his reasoning would diffuse Gorgon’s
stubbornness.


“What did you do with Trallik?” Gorgon said
flatly.


Manebrow snapped,  “Put some respect in that
question!”


Durik waved the both of them in as Gorgon muttered
a completely insincere apology.  Motioning to a trio of chairs around the small
table in his room, Durik sat down and waited as the others took the other
chairs.


“Gorgon, I know that you’re upset.  After all,
Trallik was a warrior in your team.  It wasn’t my intention for it all to work
out this way.”  Durik could see that Gorgon was skeptical, but whether it was
out of fatigue or respect, at least he was listening.  “I had two options as I
saw it.  The first one was to make a trial, tomorrow, and to hear his
explanations and decide whether he should be executed for treason.”  Durik
grimaced as he shook his head.  “But you and I both know that, no matter what
happened here, Lord Karthan would force my hand once we returned to our gen and
would include Trallik in the group execution I’m sure he’s going to be holding
for Khee-lar Shadow Hand and his supporters.  I also think it goes without
saying that Khazak Mail Fist would not let it go.”


Gorgon sat back, holding his head in his hands. 
“Argh!  But he’s not a threat to anybody!  He might have agreed to help these
traitors, but even Khazak Mail Fist himself said that he couldn’t carry it
out.  Isn’t there a simple solution to this?”


Durik nodded his head as he looked Gorgon in the
eyes.  “My intent was to find that solution.  That second option was to let
Trallik determine his own fate.  Neither Manebrow nor I believed that Trallik
was fully unconscious for the entire trip from the colony to here.  We were
pretty sure he was playing possum with us, so we decided to let him make his
move.”


Manebrow, silent until now, cut in,  “I waited
outside his window after everyone else had bedded down.  A very short time
later, in typical Trallik style, he came out his window where I was waiting for
him.  It was a short conversation.  He knew that we knew what he’d attempted,
and he was fleeing.”


Durik cut back in, “I told Manebrow to let him go,
making sure Trallik understood he was no longer welcome among the gens. 
Effectively, I’ve exiled him.”


The three warriors sat in silence as Gorgon took
in what he’d been told, and decided what to say.  After a few moments, Gorgon
shook his head and stood up.  He looked frustrated and felt powerless, but
after his frustration passed he would eventually feel some sense of relief, if
not closure.  He was certain this would be something he would wonder about for
the rest of his life.  Looking at the others, he muttered, “Well, so be it
then.  I’m going to get some sleep.”


Durik saw Gorgon and Manebrow to the door.  There
was no energy left to chat about things, and there was no reason to.  Both of
the elite warriors found their respective beds and soon put their cares aside
long enough to find sleep.  For Durik, it was not as easy, but before the
beginning of the first watch of the night he too fell into a deep,
well-deserved slumber.
















 


 


Chapter 33
– Judgment Day


Lord
Krall’s messenger arrived early the next morning.  It was Keryak’s turn to
stand watch, and standing was precisely what he was doing, to avoid falling
asleep.  The weariness of the last couple of days was going to take some time
to wear off.


“Hail, caravan drivers’ quarters!” the messenger
called out as he made his way up the path toward the steps of the building.


“Aye,” Keryak responded. “And who are you?”


“I bring tidings from Lord Krall,” the messenger
stated.  “This morning there is to be an execution; several of them actually. 
Lord Krall requests that your company attend.”


Keryak nodded.  “When will it be held and where?”


The messenger pointed to an open field next to
several long log buildings on the north side of the lake.  “It will be there in
the drill field next to Lord Krall’s house guards’ barracks.  The first head
will be taken when the light of the rising sun strikes Lord Krall’s Great Hall
on the lake.”


Keryak looked up at the light growing in the
eastern sky behind the mountains.  It wouldn’t be long before the sun finally
appeared.  “Right, we’ll be there shortly,” he answered.  With that, the
messenger departed and Keryak went into the quarters to wake up Manebrow.


 





 


The count of dead conspirators had grown during
the night.  One who was wounded in the leg and had lost much blood finally
expired.  The other four, however, were paraded out in manacles before the
large crowd that had gathered on the drill field.


They were a motley crew.  Two of them were
unwounded, one had a bloody mess on his shoulder where an arrow had been
lodged, and the fourth was Redar, who during the night had gone almost
delirious with the pain of his two broken arms.  In addition to the wounds that
two of them had sustained, however, all four of them had clearly been beaten to
the point where their wills had been broken, and they had told all that they
knew and then some.


In the center of the field, Krebbekar stood next
to a small tree stump, just tall enough for a kobold to kneel down and lay his
head on.  Next to him stood a tall, rather muscular kobold from the house guard
leaning on a large, heavy broadsword.


As the four remaining conspirators were prodded
along toward their date with destiny, Lord Krall, flanked by his two sons, both
of whom seemed to have mostly recovered from their wounds, thanks to the
magical elixirs of the gen’s Master Healer, chatted lightly with Khazak Mail
Fist.


“We will discuss it tonight in council, my dear
friend,” Lord Krall was saying.  “The elixirs may have taken away the wounds,
but you must give time for the potions to restore you to your full capacity. 
That will also give Durik’s Company time to be ready to leave with you first
thing tomorrow morning.”


“Yes, Lord.” Khazak nodded in agreement.  “Though
my heart says otherwise, my body is very much in agreement with delaying my
departure until tomorrow.”  Khazak watched as the prisoners arrived at the
stump.  The first of the conspirators was separated from the other three and
forced to his knees.  One of the guards grabbed his thin horns as the large
kobold with the two-handed broadsword stepped forward.  Lifting the broadsword
above his head, the executioner brought it down in one swift chop.


“I don’t know if I will take Durik’s Company back
with me or not, though,” Khazak said, wincing and turning away as the
executioner and guard struggled to pull the last bit of flesh apart.  After a
moment’s pulling, the guard who was holding the head by the horns lifted it for
all to see.


As they were bringing the second conspirator
forward to meet his fate, Lord Krall spoke again.  “I don’t see why you
wouldn’t take Durik’s Company back with you.  Seems like the only reasonable
thing to do with them.”


“Well, sire,” Khazak began, obviously still
struggling with the decision he had yet to make, “I have yet to decide whether
they will go back with me or not.  It was Lord Karthan’s will that they go on
this quest, even knowing what was coming, but having said that, I would rather
march back to the gen in strength than rely on the loyalty of those who are at
our picket line.”


The second conspirator had put up quite a fight,
but finally, with a distinct ‘chop’ his head was severed and held up for the
crowd to see.


“Does this have something to do with that bit
about how a yearling group is not to return until they’ve fulfilled their
quest?  It seems strange to me that you would follow the Scrolls of Heritage so
closely.  Here in my gen, we see them more as guidelines, traditions to help
build somewhat of a consensus, as it were.”


“Aye, lord.  Our gens are different that way,”
Khazak answered, not taking his eyes from the spectacle in the center of the field. 
“I released them from the Proofing of the Trials last night.  However, they now
wish to quest because they feel that completing the object of their quest would
go a long way toward securing the loyalty of all the members of the gen.  I,
however, am not convinced that their swords would not be of better use securing
the loyalty of the gen directly rather than on this quest.”


“Hmm,” Lord Krall mused, “I’m sure when we talk of
whatever this quest is tonight that it will all make more sense.”


Knowing Lord Krall’s temperament, Khazak had been
deliberately avoiding revealing the object of Durik’s Company’s quest.  He was
sure Lord Krall would see it as speculative at best, and at worst an attempt to
enhance their gen’s standing, and thereby enhance their position relative to
Lord Krall’s gen.  Either way, Khazak had delayed Lord Krall’s questions until
the council that evening.


After a few moments, the third conspirator’s head
was taken off.  The guard held it up for all to see as the body was moved off
to the side and Redar was brought forward.


“Well,” Lord Krall said, looking around at the
fascinated faces in the crowd, which included the members of Durik’s Company. 
“At least one thing both of our gens have in common; both our peoples like a
good execution.”


Khazak Mail Fist shook his head in disgust and
laughed morbidly.  “Aye, lord.  Aye.”  The distinct sound of metal severing
bone sounded throughout the field and the guard held Redar’s head up by the
horns for all to see.


 





 


Lady Karaba arrived just as the crowd who had
gathered for the execution was beginning to disperse.  Lord Krall, his two
sons, and Khazak Mail Fist had just begun to walk back toward the great hall on
the lake, and Durik’s Company had just begun to move out toward the caravan
drivers’ quarters.  Seeing her arrive, however, Lord Krall stopped to see why
she had come to this event, which she had sworn she had no interest in
attending, and late at that.  She looked as though she had news, but it was for
Khazak, not Lord Krall.  With interest, Durik halted his company and they
gathered around as well, all of them eager for more news of the situation at
home.


“Khazak,” she began, “I have seen a contingent of
your gen’s wolf riders passing your gen’s picket line.  They appear to be on
the path to the resting place between our two gens as we speak.  Furthermore,
they are led by an elite warrior, and they are being guided in their path by a
pair of trackers.”  She paused and looked about her at the many warriors from
her brother’s gen staring intently at her.  “I believe them to be loyalists in
search of Lord Karthan’s progeny, based on snippets of conversation I
overheard.”  


“Well, that is good news indeed!” Khazak
answered.  “If my lord is confident enough in the situation to send out a
contingent of his riders, then truly the situation must be better than we
thought last night!”


Lord Krall raised one brow.  “Perhaps so.  Perhaps
so.”


Turning to Lord Krall, Lady Karaba continued, “I
also wanted to remind my lord of the ‘presentations’,” she said, obviously
hinting about something she couldn’t talk more clearly about in this company.


“Well, then,” Lord Krall said, looking around.
“Shall we retire to the great hall, then?” 


“I wonder what these tokens are they’re talking
about,” Keryak said in low tones to Gorgon as they walked along.


“I’m not sure,” Gorgon replied, “but it appears
that several of their warrior leaders and council members are going that way as
well.”  Keryak looked around, noticing for the first time that a significant
number of those who had been at the execution were not heading toward their
homes, but rather were headed toward the great hall on the lake.


Catching up with Durik, Keryak gestured toward the
well-dressed kobolds that were heading in the same direction as the company. 
“What do you make of all these others going to the great hall with us?”


“Looks like these presentations are going to be a
formal affair,” Durik replied.  His thoughts turned to how disheveled he still
looked, with belts and pouches that were ripped and scored, and several scales
missing after his battles with the ants.


In front of Durik and Keryak, Lady Karaba stopped
and waited for Durik to catch up.  Keryak, feeling outclassed, slipped back to
join Gorgon and Troka.


“Good Durik of my brother’s gen,” Lady Karaba
greeted him.  


Durik felt crude next to the Lady of the Krall
Gen.  He’d not had the opportunity to bathe since the day before the Trials of
Caste, and try as he might, every time he thought he’d wiped off the last of
the dried blood, he found another spot or two.  In contrast, Lady Karaba wore a
perfume of jasmine, and her flowing robes of green were spotless and well
ordered.  Not only that, her speech was more formal and less tuned toward the
tasks of warriors, a difference that made Durik feel even less worthy of being
in her presence.


“My lady, how may I be of service to you?” Durik
replied meekly.


“Lord Krall and I wanted you to know that you and
your warriors have our utmost thanks for saving our lives, as well as our
nephews’ lives,” Lady Karaba was saying.  “And, I’m sure my brother, Lord
Karthan, will hear of this as well.”


Durik smiled and looked at the Lady of the Krall
Gen.  “Thank you for your kind words, my lady, but knowing that they, and you,
are safe in the house of Lord Krall is reward enough for my warriors and me.”


“Then again, I thank you.  Know that you and your
company are always welcome here.  You have earned our trust and have helped
keep our gen from falling into chaos.  We do have some tokens of our gratitude
to present to you and your company in the great hall once we arrive, in
addition to our thanks.”  


“My lady, I do thank you.  Might I ask you a
question?” he asked.


“But of course, young Durik.  What is it that you
would ask?”


“My lady,” Durik started haltingly, not quite sure
of how to proceed.  “Mynar, when I fought him, said several things that have
troubled me.  He talked of our mutual heritage, with both of us being descendants
of refugees from the northern gens.  He said that because we’re from the
northern gens, we’re supposed to rule our gens.”


Lady Karaba smiled knowingly.  “Mynar said many
things to many people, all in an attempt to sway them to his cause and further
his purposes.  He had access to much truth and lore by virtue of the fact that
he grew up in the inner circles of this gen, being a close blood relative of my
life-mate Lord Krall.  He interpreted much of what he read and heard from our
lore master to suit his purposes.  Indeed, you could say that in building his
lies to deceive others, Mynar himself was in turn deceived.”


Durik pondered as he walked, his brow furrowed in
thought.  After a moment he spoke.  “I certainly have no plans or desire to
claim some right to rulership.  Lord Karthan can certainly keep that job, even
if I was some rightful heir like he said.”


“You are a loyal servant of my brother, warrior
leader,” Lady Karaba complimented Durik.  “I can see that lies have no place in
you.”


Durik looked straight ahead, a look of concern and
unresolved conflict on his otherwise smiling face.  “Well, perhaps all he said
about Kamuril is a lie as well.”


Lady Karaba stopped cold.  Durik noticed the
sudden change in her demeanor and stopped as well, suddenly uncomfortable. 
After the members of Durik’s Company passed by, Lady Karaba spoke.  “What do you
know of Kamuril, young Durik?” she asked probingly.  


Durik didn’t know whether to confide in Lady
Karaba or not, but he knew he had to confide in someone if he was going to
discover the source of his confusion.  “I… have had visions,” he started slowly. 
“They started just a few days ago, before the Trials of Caste.  In them, I see
a bridge that, though I’ve never seen it, I know is the bridge over the Chop. 
In one of these visions I heard… no, I felt the word ‘Kamuril’.  Then, when I
met Mynar in the storerooms, he mentioned Kamuril, and he said that the power
of Kamuril was given to me by a guardian, and he called me the rightful lord of
the Kale Gen.  What does this mean?”  When he finished, Durik realized he’d
said much more than he had meant to say, especially to the sister of the
current lord of the Kale Gen.


Karaba maintained her composure as Durik talked. 
Though she had been there during the final exchange between himself and Mynar,
Durik could detect that she had wanted to avoid this subject.  From in front of
the two of them, Khazak Mail Fist and Manebrow came walking up, wondering what
was keeping the young leader and Lady of the Krall Gen behind the rest of the
procession.  “Is this the quest that my brother sent you to complete, then,
Durik, to find the Kale Stone?” Lady Karaba asked. 


Durik nodded his acknowledgement of the quest,
though Khazak had yet to decide whether he and his company would be allowed to
continue the quest or not.  “But what does this Kamuril have to do with the
quest to find the Kale Stone?” 


“Kamuril is the Kale Stone.  All the stones
of power have a name.  As Matakar is the name of the Krall Stone, so Kamuril is
the name of the Kale Stone,” Lady Karaba said then continued, almost musing to
herself as she turned to walk toward the great hall on the lake with the other
three in tow.  “I thought it strange that veteran warriors would be assigned to
a yearling group… and that a leader caste would be chosen from among the
yearlings.”


Khazak and Manebrow looked at each other, unsure
of why the two were discussing this.


“But why would it be… feeling after me?” Durik
asked in bewilderment.


Lady Karaba smiled, as if remembering a pleasant
memory.  “These visions you say you’ve had, do you sense a powerful presence
when they occur?” she asked, gaining a fire in her eyes as she talked of it.


“Well… yes, my lady,” Durik answered.


“Has it given you power to heal or harm?” she
continued.


“Never to harm, my lady,” Durik said quickly. 
“But with its power I healed Manebrow’s shattered leg in the forest two nights
ago now.”


Lady Karaba nodded.  “Then I have one final
question for you.  Has it asked if you would give yourself to its service?”


The question was so accurate, and so piercing. 
Durik nodded his head slowly, remembering all too well how his life had been
laid bare before the power that he now knew was Kamuril, the Kale Stone. 
Remembering the acceptance he had felt before the power had asked him to give
himself to it completely, Durik raised his eyes again to look at Lady Karaba.


Khazak Mail Fist, silent until now, broke into the
conversation.  “What is this I’m hearing?  Are you saying that the Kale Stone
is calling after Durik here?”  He looked at Durik. “It’s giving you powers and
visions?”


Durik nodded as Lady Karaba stopped again and
turned to look at Khazak.  “It is the way of things.  You may not have realized
it, Khazak, but the Kale Stone has a mind and a will of its own.”  The next
words she said pierced Durik through as surely and powerfully as anything ever
had.


“As surely as the Krall Stone has chosen me to be
its Oracle, so it appears that the Kale Stone has chosen young Durik to be the
Oracle of the Kale Stone.”


No one spoke for several moments as each of the
three warrior leaders struggled to either try to believe it, or come to grips
with what this might mean.


Manebrow was the first of the three warriors to
speak.  “My lady,” he started, almost tentatively, “what will the Kale Stone
want of its Oracle?”  He cared deeply for his leader, and was afraid that this
would lead to tasks too great for one so young.


“Well, to bring it home to the Kale Gen to start. 
But its greater purposes will be revealed by the stone itself,” she answered. 
“In the many years I have served as the Oracle of the Krall Stone, much has
been given me to know, and therefore to do.  I have learned that whenever
Matakar speaks to me, I must act.  I learned that lesson yet again a few years
ago when the Krall Stone was stolen from me.  I was forewarned by the stone,
but chose to not heed the warning in a timely fashion.  As such, Mynar was able
to acquire the stone and use it for his purposes, keeping its power captive as
he bent it to his will.”


“So what has it asked you to do, young Durik?”
Khazak Mail Fist cut to the chase.  He seemed to be only half believing.


Durik hesitated.  Knowing he couldn’t unsay what
had been said, he spoke.  “In the visions, I’ve been shown a bridge.  It has
demons carved in stone, with a small building on one side of it.  It has been
given me to know that the Kale Stone rests below Demon’s Bridge.  Though I’ve
never been there, the impression of that place is burned deep into my
consciousness.”


“If it is calling to you, young Durik,” Lady
Karaba said, “you should go to it.”


Durik nodded, his emotions uncomfortably bare in the
company of hardened warriors.  “I agree.”  After a moment’s hesitation, he
continued,  “I don’t know for what purpose it has been calling me, but I feel
that I should continue my quest.”


Khazak struggled internally.  Slowly, as he chewed
his lip, he gave up his unbelief.  Putting his hands on his hips, he looked
down and shook his head.  “Well, I suppose that if the Kale Stone is calling to
you, you should go after it.”


Durik nodded.  “Perhaps in time its purposes will
be revealed.”


Lady Karaba nodded and smiled at Durik.  “That
they will, young Oracle of the Kale Gen.”


 





 


Arriving at the front doors of the great hall,
Durik could see that the stewards of the house had wasted no time.  Already a
number of carpenters were about the tasks of repairing the various doors and
furniture that had been smashed during the melee the evening before.  The house
guard was out in full force as well, a precautionary measure that would last
until the rest of the conspirators were rounded up and executed.


Durik, Manebrow, Khazak and Lady Karaba stopped
just outside the front doors of the great hall as a number of carpenters,
escorted by a pair of household guards, exited with planks over their shoulders
that were stained with much blood and had obviously been taken up from the
floor of the great room.  Continuing on into the great room, Durik and his
company were greeted by one of Lord Krall’s stewards, who led them past the
holes in the floor and past the many tables that were now filling up, directing
them to take seats around the pair of tables that sat closest to the front of
the room.  Lady Karaba seated herself on the dais where Lord Krall and their
sons were already seated.  Krall smiled in his father’s presence while Morigar
had obviously been chastened.  


One of the stewards of the household stood off to
the side holding a silver tray covered with a delicate cloth.  As the last of
the spectators seated themselves, Lord Krall stood and held up a hand. 
Presently the room fell silent.  Seating himself again, Lady Karaba now stood
and addressed the assembly.


“Friends from our sister gen,” she began,
addressing the assembled kobolds from the Kale Gen, “and leaders of this gen. 
I know of no instance recorded in the history of the Krall Gen where warriors
from another gen have saved the life of a lord or lady of this gen.  Though our
two gens have been close for some time now,” she said, looking at Durik and his
company, “your brave actions of last evening have served further to deepen and
strengthen the ties that bind us.”


Around the room many of the assembly pounded the
tables or heartily voiced their agreement.  As the noise quieted down, Lady
Karaba continued.


“As Lady of the Krall Gen, I have the pleasure of
bestowing awards of bravery on those whose deeds merit such.”  She paused in
her speech as the steward who was holding the silver tray stepped forward. 
“Durik of the Kale Gen, would you please bring those who helped in yesterday’s
insurrection forward?”  


Lady Karaba stepped down from the dais, followed
by the steward, and gestured for the assembling warriors to face toward the
audience as she took the cloth off of the silver tray.  On the tray were
several golden items.  Entirely too curious for his own good, Keryak got a good
enough look to figure out that what he thought were golden disks at first were
actually belt buckles of sturdy iron covered with a disk of pure gold stamped
with the symbol of Lord Krall on them; a great tree like those of his forest.


Once they were all lined up, she continued,  “Not
in the collective memory of the leadership of the Krall Gen has such an award
been given to anyone outside our gen.  But not in our recent history have any
done so much for us as you have.  Please accept these tokens of bravery as our
thanks for your actions.”


Holding up the first of the awards for all to see,
Lady Karaba placed it into Durik’s outstretched hand.  After placing her hand
over Durik’s heart in a gesture of affection, Lady Karaba moved down the line,
bestowing a token of bravery in turn upon Gorgon, Keryak, Troka, Jerrig,
Arbelk, Manebrow, Ardan, Tohr, Kahn, and Terrim.  Seeing Kiria at the very end
of the line, she stopped, hesitating as if she didn’t know quite what to do.


“I want one,” Kiria whispered, almost poutingly.


Taking another of the golden belt buckles in hand,
Lady Karaba gave it to Kiria.  “We’ve never given one to a female,” she
whispered back.  “Congratulations, my dear little niece.”  Lady Karaba put her
hand on Kiria’s cheek.  “You’re not so little any more, are you?” she said,
before ascending again to the dais.


Lord Krall now stood up and, taking a gleaming,
golden-hilted sword in hand, he moved up in front of the assembled warriors. 
He looked Durik in the eye, and in a low, gravelly voice he stated rather
matter-of-factly, “You’ve done a wonderful thing here, now don’t let it go to
your head.”


Durik smiled a meek smile.  “I won’t, sire.”


“Good, son, now go ahead and seat your warriors,
but I want you to remain up here for a few moments longer,” Lord Krall said as
he patted Durik on the shoulders.


Durik nodded to the assembled members of his
company and they moved back to the tables where they had been seated, each
examining their new prizes.  Lord Krall motioned for Khazak Mail Fist to come
forward now and join Durik.


“You Kale Gen warriors may not have known that it
is our tradition for the Lady of the Gen to give tokens for demonstrated
bravery,” he said to the seated members of Durik’s Company.  “In the Krall Gen,
however, it is the Lord of the Gen’s pleasure to give tokens and gifts for
deeds performed in our service.  I give gifts of achievement!”


Turning to the rest of the audience, he continued,
“Many of you may not have heard where Mynar was when he met his end,” he
began.  Pointing back toward his personal chambers, Lord Krall raised his
voice.  “He was in my personal chambers, where my life-mate and I were caring
for our son Krall as he lay bleeding.  Through some sorcerous magic, he had
taken upon himself the visage of our son Morigar, who at that moment lay dying
in the storerooms of this great hall.  This warrior,” he said, pointing now at
Durik, “saw through his disguise and killed Mynar the traitor as he was in the
act of drawing his sword to kill myself and my family.”


Lord Krall turned now to Durik.  “For the act of
personally saving my life and the lives of my life-mate and eldest son, I will
be forever grateful.”  Turning back to the crowd, he drew the sword forth from
the scabbard.  It was a sword of the finest steel that the Kale Gen craftsmen
had turned out, though much work had obviously been done on it by one of the
few precious metal workers here in the Krall Gen.  The hilt and pommel ball
were garnished with gold.  Intertwining leaves and branches of silver and gold
and a line of small red garnet gems had been traced down the length of the
highly polished blade.  The scabbard was covered with fine, velvety doe
leather, and the cap and mouth of the scabbard had been gilded with the finest
gold and silver in patterns reminiscent of the tree branches and leaves of the great
forest were etched throughout it.


A collective ‘ah’ echoed in the chamber.  Durik
was amazed by the beauty and generosity of the gift.  Resheathing the sword,
Lord Krall turned back to Durik and handed it to him, patting him on the
shoulder yet again.


Lord Krall then moved in front of Khazak Mail Fist
and waited for a steward to step forward who was holding a pair of items
wrapped in a cloth.  Taking the bundle from the steward, Lord Krall turned
again to the assembled audience.


“Standing before you now is the Chamberlain of the
Kale Gen, Khazak Mail Fist.  As second in power only to the Lord of the Kale
Gen, he should be off shuffling parchments and running the affairs of the Kale
Gen for his lord.”  The assembly laughed at the good-natured prodding.  “But I,
however,” Lord Krall continued as he turned toward Khazak, “will be forever
grateful that he was here last night.”  


Turning back to the audience he elaborated.  “This
warrior of warriors single-handedly stopped Mynar and his conspirators’ first
deadly assault, then held them off until Durik and his company could come and
drive them off.  I think he killed literally half of the conspirators by
himself.  Truly, Khazak Mail Fist’s skill is without equal.”  The assembled
leaders of the Krall Gen pounded on the table, with the warrior leaders voicing
their approval loudly.  Holding up his hand for silence, Lord Krall continued.


“That honor name you have… Mail Fist,” he began. 
“As the story goes, it was given you because you were the mailed fist of Lord Karthan. 
At one time, as I remember it, you actually had gloves made with chain mail on
them.”


Khazak Mail Fist nodded.  “Aye, and I lost them at
the resting place between our two gens just a pair of nights ago now.”


“How fortuitous,” Lord Krall said, “as our most
master crafters made the following for you last night.  These are given to you
this day in recognition and appreciation of the fact that you have saved the
Lord of the Gen and his family.”  Lord Krall uncovered the bundle that the
steward was holding, revealing a pair of sturdy leather gloves, the backs of
which were plated with iron etched with designs of silver leaves and had a
solid bar of iron across the knuckles gilded with gold and etched with the
design of the tree that Lord Krall used as his symbol.


Taking them out of the bundle, Khazak fit first
one then the other to his hands.  After flexing his fingers a couple of times,
he pounded a fist into an open palm.  “Ay!  Jawbreakers are these, no doubt!”
he exclaimed.  Looking up from the new gauntlets, Khazak smiled broadly and
grasped hands with his benefactor.  “I’m certain these will see much use
shortly.  Thank you, sire.”


“You have earned these honors, Khazak,” Lord Krall
replied, then turned to Durik, “as have you.”


 





 


Kiria pulled the saddle tight around Firepaw’s
belly.  She was elated that she had drawn the duty of exercising the wolves and
packdogs, and had begun the task with enthusiasm, despite the myriad of aches
and pains she had accumulated over the past few days.  Quickly she mounted. 
Being gentle with the reins, she guided Durik’s wolf out of the kennel and into
the open area in front of the caravan drivers’ quarters.


Durik, Manebrow, and Gorgon were just arriving in
the company of Lord Krall and a small handful of his house guard.  Though the
present conspiracy had been dealt with, Lord Krall was never one to be
reckless, and leaving his guards at home so soon after an assassination
attempt, though it failed, would have been foolhardy at best.  Seeing them
coming, Kiria reined Firepaw in and dismounted.  Hearing the arrival of their
leaders, the rest of the company who was gathered on the porch repairing
equipment stood and waited for their arrival.


“Ah, my young niece!”  Lord Krall said.  “You’re
quite the hero today, I would say.  Being my life-mate’s brother’s child, I had
a hard time deciding whether to honor you at the ceremony for your Kale Gen
warriors, or at the ceremony this afternoon for our own house guard.”


With the firm look of a newly-minted veteran, but
still a gentle smile for her uncle, Kiria rubbed the deep black fur on
Firepaw’s lower jaw.  “My place is here with my warrior group, Uncle.”


“Well.” Lord Krall looked a bit surprised.  “So be
it then,” he said as he smiled approvingly.  “Probably for the best, since your
companions seem to be more than capable of handling the challenges the orc
raiders and ant hordes of this world have presented to them of late.”


“She handled herself well enough with that orc
champion we encountered, I would say,” Manebrow said gruffly.  “We’re one team
here, sire.  We all pull our weight.”


“Aye, sire,” Durik nodded.  “That we are.”


“You Kale Gen warriors seem to be a hardy lot,”
Lord Krall said.  “Though you have ended the threat that Mynar posed to our
gens, your discovery of the sudden strength of the great ants will likely pose
quite a challenge shortly, as will, perhaps, whatever task your Lord Karthan
has sent you on.”


“We’re up to the tasks,” Durik said confidently.


“Well, I would imagine that a few days from now,
once the ants make a new queen, that we’ll all see exactly what we’re made of,”
Lord Krall stated.  “And then we’ll see if we’re up to the tasks or not.”


“Aye, Lord,” Manebrow nodded as he looked to the
west.  “That we will.”
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Glossary


 


Castes – The male kobolds of the Kale and
Krall Gens are usually divided into castes.  A kobold is casteless until the
ceremony or competition that marks the transition to adulthood.  Female kobolds
remain casteless until they are joined to a lifemate, at which time they assume
the caste of their mate.  The three castes are:  servant (or worker) caste,
warrior caste (includes elite warriors), and leader caste (includes adventurer
class).


·      
Servant caste kobolds do most of the mundane chores of the gen
and are not responsible for the defense of the gen.  There is no movement out
of the servant caste.


·      
Warrior caste kobolds generally perform most of the skilled labor
of the gen and also carry the responsibility of protecting the gen.  A warrior
may become an elite warrior through hard work or other proof of merit.  Elite
warriors are the middle managers of the gen.  In many gens they subside on the
efforts of their warriors, in some gens they must work to sustain themselves in
addition to coordinating the efforts of their warriors.  


·      
Leader caste kobolds are the social elite of the gens.  They generally
spend all of their efforts in leadership tasks and political positioning, and
are the real power-players of any gen.  They are usually supported by taxes,
tribute, and plunder.  The number of leader caste in a gen are usually
determined by the number of seats on the gen’s council (twenty-four if a gen
follows the Scrolls of Heritage), and are often the eldest sons of previous
leader castes, though others have been made leader caste in times of need or,
as in this story, some have achieved it by merit.


 


Chop – Also called the Wall.  It is the
mountain range to the north of the Kale and Krall Gens.  It is shaped like a
pair of praying hands, pulled slightly apart.  It runs the entire length of the
southern valley where the two gens live.  The great rift that runs through the
ridge of the Chop is spanned by a bridge called Demon’s Bridge, or Fiend’s
Bridge.


 


Day of Beginnings – A holiday when kobold
gens celebrate the day that, according to legend, the first kobold came into
existence.  It is in the early spring and is generally the same day that the
Trials of Caste are conducted by the Kale Gen.


 


First Meal – Breakfast; usually the
simplest meal of the day.


 


First Watch – The night is divided into
three time periods.  These three time periods are called ‘watches’, because the
warriors who stand watch at night generally divide their shift into three. 
First watch is from the going down of the sun in the world above until the end
of the burning of one torch.  On a certain day each year in the winter, the torch
is wrapped with an extra layer of pitch, to compensate for the longer period of
darkness outside.


 


Gen – A kobold tribe, generally consisting
of genetically related kobolds, though gens have been formed from remnants of
other gens.


 


Hall of the Mountain King – An ancient
dwarven hall whose entrance is built into a small, hollowed out, flat mountain,
the chambers of which extend far into the mountain that the flat mountain leans
against.


 


Kobolds – Small humanoids that stand
between three and four feet tall.  Their bodies are covered with rust red
scales, with larger scales on flat surfaces of their bodies and smaller scales
near and at the joints.  Kobolds have long, whip-like tails that start somewhat
thick and taper toward the end.  Their tails are almost long enough to touch
the ground.  Male kobolds begin growing straight, ivory horns at puberty.  As a
kobold grows older, his horns will generally bend forward, eventually curling
on the oldest of kobolds.  Female kobolds do not grow horns and are generally
shorter than their male counterparts.  Kobolds have a sharper sense of smell
than humans.  Many kobolds have trained their sense of smell to the point where
they can track using their noses.  Kobolds also have heat vision.  Using heat
vision, they see black and white only, with cold things appearing black or dark
gray, and warmer things appearing lighter gray.  Hot things appear bright
white.  Kobolds’ heat vision is spoiled by normal light (torches, daylight, etc.)
as well as excessive heat.  Though initially thought to be of reptilian
descent, kobolds have several strange features that belie a completely
reptilian heritage; they are warm-blooded, having the ability to sweat. 
Additionally, their children are gestated internally, not adhering to the reptilian
trait of laying hard-shelled eggs.


 


Krall Gen Castes – Unlike the Kale Gen,
which conducts one large, centralized trials of caste event for the entire gen,
the Krall Gen lets each warrior contingent leader conduct his own trials for
any male kobolds who want to join his contingent.  A kobold may only try once
to join a warrior contingent, and it must be during the kobold’s fifteenth year
of life.  If the kobold chooses not to try or fails, then they become worker
caste from that point forward (also called common or servant caste) and belong
to their father’s warriors contingent.  Kobolds who are accepted become warrior
caste and can eventually become elite warrior caste by merit.  Leader caste in
the Krall Gen is by appointment and is usually reserved for male relatives of
the Lord of the Gen (denoted by names which end in –ar).  


 


Minotaurs – Minotaurs appear to be rather
large humans with bulls’ heads, and hooves instead of feet.  They are usually
covered with thick, course hair from head to hoof and are usually rather
muscular.


 


Orcs – A race of brutish, warrior-like
humanoids with greenish-black skin, sloping foreheads, sharp teeth, and red
eyes.  They are organized into tribes, with the strongest orc dominating the
warriors of the tribe and securing the loyalty of the warriors by dividing some
of the females among them.  As they breed and mature at a rapid pace, a war
party of young orcs from a growing orc tribe out to prove themselves is a
common thing to encounter.


 


Palacid – The legendary citadel of The
Sorcerer.  It disappeared from its location in the heart of the human lands at
the end of the Great War, almost a thousand years before the time period
covered in this book.  It then appeared in the southern lands; shortly after
which the kobold race came into being.


 


Second Meal – Lunch; usually a more
substantial meal than breakfast.


 


Second Watch – The night is divided into
three time periods.  These three time periods are called ‘watches’, because the
warriors who stand watch at night generally divide their shift into three. 
Second watch is from the end of the burning of the first torch to the end of
the burning of a second torch.


 


Sorcerer – The Sorcerer was a person of
great power that lived a thousand years before the time period depicted in this
book.  He unified the human, elf, and dwarf races.  He possessed phenomenal
magical powers and used them to better the state of the races.  While he is not
the Creator, he is the one who made the kobold race, gave them their laws, and
taught them their language.


 


Sweet Bark Cider – A non-alcoholic, but
calming and focusing drink distilled from the under-bark of the massive trees
that surround the heart of the Krall Gen.


 


Third Meal – Dinner; usually the most
elaborate and substantial meal of the day.


 


Third Watch – The night is divided into
three time periods.  These three time periods are called ‘watches’, because the
warriors who stand watch at night generally divide their shift into three. 
Third watch starts at the end of the burning of the second torch until the
pre-dawn light fills the sky in the world above before the sun actually rises.


 


Trials of Caste – The Kale Gen conducts a
singular event each year where all male kobolds in their fifteenth year
participate.  These same kobolds spend an entire year before the event
arduously preparing for the event.  Those who are not able to complete each
aspect of the training become servant caste.  Those who make it all the way to
the trials of caste and score in the trials or gain at least one kill become
warrior caste, no matter where they place in the rankings.  Usually the top
kobold from each year-group is made an elite warrior.  


 


Wallaya Root – The Wallaya plant has a
large, tuberous root which, when boiled, gives off a pleasant, relaxing scent.


 


Warrior Contingent – The Krall Gen
maintains three warrior contingents; Archer Guard, Border Guard, and Heavy
Guard.  Every warrior is allowed to own property in the Krall Gen, and the
Krall Gen also encourages free trade (though it is taxed).  As such, the warrior
contingents do not control economics, though the leader of each warrior
contingent does get a cut of the taxes.  Each warrior contingent is responsible
for fielding a number of warriors which is dictated by the lord of the gen.


 


Warrior Group – The Kale Gen is divided
into six warrior groups; Patrol Guard, Trade, Metalsmithies, Deep Guard, Wolf
Riders, and Honor Guard Warrior Groups, with only the functional leader caste
of the gen and their staff not belonging to any warrior group.  Each warrior group
has a primary mission, such as to run the trade caravans, or produce craft
goods, or guard the outer perimeter of the gen.  A male kobold often grows up
in, becomes a warrior in, grows old and dies in his warrior group.  Female
kobolds may or may not stay in the same warrior group once they reach the age
of adulthood and are mated.


 


Whelp – Child or adolescent; a kobold who
has not yet reached the age of adulthood.


 


Year-group – A peer group of kobolds in
their fifteenth year of life.  In the Kale Gen, all the male kobolds in the
entire gen that are in their fifteenth year are put together into one
year-group to pass through the Trials of Caste.


 


 
















Books by
Joel Babbitt


 


Paladin of
a Hidden God Trilogy:


The Trials
of Caste


Into the
Heart of Evil


The Game of
Fates


 


Life Sticks
of Razz Serial:


Clan Lord


Hunt Master


 


More Novels
and Stories:


Trouble on
Camallay (coming 2015)


Ella
Sister-Daughter (coming 2015)


 


 





 


   Get a FREE Short Story at
AuthorJoel.com:


http://www.authorjoel.com/free-short-story-.html





images/00013.gif





images/00058.gif





images/00008.gif
A





images/00004.gif





images/00025.gif





images/00011.gif
i}





images/00061.gif
¥





images/00080.gif





images/00047.gif





images/00064.gif





cover.jpeg





images/00032.gif
¥e





images/00019.gif
¥





images/00054.gif





images/00063.gif
z3





images/00066.gif





images/00074.gif
4]





images/00046.gif





images/00005.gif
¥





images/00055.gif





images/00072.gif
o





images/00068.gif





images/00012.gif





images/00048.gif





images/00031.gif





images/00015.jpeg





images/00037.gif





images/00052.gif





images/00045.gif





images/00051.jpeg





images/00024.gif
4]





images/00023.gif





images/00018.gif





images/00050.gif





images/00033.jpeg





images/00053.gif
¥





images/00078.gif





images/00060.gif





images/00007.gif
4





images/00028.gif





images/00076.gif





images/00016.gif





images/00081.gif





images/00027.gif





images/00029.gif





images/00014.gif





images/00041.gif
1





images/00020.gif





images/00065.gif





images/00036.gif





images/southern_valley.jpeg





images/00038.gif





images/00057.gif





images/00079.gif





images/00071.gif
47





images/00003.gif





images/00030.gif
-]





images/00082.jpeg





images/00035.gif





images/00009.gif
4]





images/00067.gif
-}





images/00043.gif
47





images/00017.gif
-]





images/00021.gif
4





images/00034.jpeg





images/00006.gif





images/00010.jpeg





images/00049.gif
-4





images/00070.gif





images/00059.gif
-]





images/00062.gif
o





images/00056.gif
4





images/00039.gif
b4





images/00042.gif
-





images/00075.gif





images/00073.gif





images/00001.jpeg





images/00026.gif





images/00077.gif





images/00044.gif





images/00069.gif
| g





images/00022.jpeg





images/00040.gif
-]





