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Kobolds of the Southern
Gens…


 


Lord
Krall, Lord of
the Krall Gen.  A rather gruff older kobold who watches carefully after his
gen.  His no-nonsense style of leadership is harsh and unforgiving, especially
for his sons.


 


Lady
Karaba, Lady of
the Krall Gen.  She is Lord Karthan’s older sister, but in a deal to cement the
relationship between the two gens, she was given to Lord Krall.  The Krall
Stone has chosen her to be its oracle, which fits well with her unofficial role
of gen lore master.


 


Krall
and Morigar,
Sons of Lord Krall.  Krall is a trusted warrior leader and Lord Krall’s heir. 
Morigar, on the other hand, is neither of those and everyone knows it but him.


 


Lord
Karthan, Lord of
the Kale Gen.  A visionary leader who would do anything for his people… if he
can but hold on to power.


 


Khee-lar
Shadow Hand,
Kale Gen leader caste.  A warrior leader whose desires for power have 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.


 


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 Lord Karthan, his
master.


 


Durik, leader of Durik’s Company and
Oracle Apparent of the Kale Gen.  Exalted to the leader caste in the Kale Gen. 
Chosen servant of an unseen deity.  He seeks to reunite his gen, even as the
greatest armies ever to trample the southern valley seek to tear his gen apart.


 


Kormach
Manebrow,
Durik’s Second.  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.


 


Kiria, Lord Karthan’s daughter. 
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.


 


Gorgon
Hammer, Ardan, Arbelk, Keryak, Troka, Terrim, Tohr, and Kahn, warriors of Durik’s Company. 
Gorgon and Ardan lead the rest of the warriors in Durik’s Company, with Terrim
detailed to take care of Kiria and Durik’s servant Kabbak, as well as the
packdogs.


 


Trallik, outcast from the Kale Gen.  One
of Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s lackeys, Trallik was caught in the act and couldn’t
follow through with an assassination.  He lacks character, and now he lacks
friends and a home as well.  His quest for redemption will leave few lives
unaffected.


 


Jerrig
Queen Slayer,
Warrior in Durik’s Company.  Jerrig is the unlikely hero whose strange
connection to magic manifesting at just the right moment helped him slay the
ant queen.  That single act has sparked a total war in the southern valley.
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Prologue


On the ever changing sea of glass
and fire that was His home, the Man sat contemplating the events of the last
rotation.  Here, in His home where all the elements obeyed Him perfectly and
yearned only to do His will, time was such a malleable thing.  There, however,
in the world where He had spent His mortal probation, a thousand years were
nearing their close.  Had He prepared those whom He had left behind adequately
for the challenges that would soon shatter the uneasy balance of their world? 
Had He armed them with knowledge and tools enough to handle the extreme
challenges of the twilight years of this millennium?  He desired to determine
how far the free-will of the Creator’s children had altered the course He had
set them on, and to see if there was a need for adjustment.


In
front of Him the floor rose up in arcs of splendid fluidity to form a frame for
Him to hold their destinies.  Suddenly, with the utter clarity that accompanies
pure knowledge, forms and shapes, and more especially paths and characters were
laid out before Him with all of their subtle shifts, their inherent
instabilities, and their ever-so-final failings.  Perceiving the intentions of
those whom He called His servants, He found them to be true, yet blinded by
their own circumstances and their inherent mortal weaknesses.  Perceiving the
will of His children, He found it to be turned too much inward; focusing almost
solely on the mundane, having almost completely forgotten their higher
purposes.


As
the Man gazed upon the face of Dharma Kor, He perceived the stirrings of evil,
the corruption of the races, and the spoiling of noble virtues.  Yet, among all
that was not in accordance with the will of the Creator, still there was pure
love without designs, still there was selflessness mixed with determination,
and even among the dark, loathsome races still there were some who had a desire
to receive light and truth, though few and scattered they remained.


He
knew, if the good was to withstand the evil which surely would be unleashed
upon Dharma Kor, that the time was now right to send His final servants; the
chosen ones.  First among them would be the prophets.  Then would come those
who would lay the foundations for a restoration.  Finally, and right before the
time of decision, He would send His final servants, those whose call it would
be to bring about His will during such dark times.


According
to the perfect pattern set by the Creator, power would begin to flow, not only
to His servants, but to all around them.  Already there was much power given to
the world of Dharma Kor through the ancestors and the Covenant He had made with
that great sphere in the days of His mortality.  


But
the power of the ancestors was fickle, for not all of the ancestors were true;
indeed, many of them had fallen away from Him and the Creator.  Still, even
these would unwittingly serve His purposes.  As for the power He gave through
the Covenant in the days of His mortality when He had been called The Sorcerer,
in like manner He had taken it back from all the races save His children.  But
even they had mostly laid it aside and forgotten the powers given them.


Though
these things weighed heavily on His heart, he lifted up His head and rejoiced,
for soon He would see the restoration of His children, before the races were
gathered.  Soon He would see a returning of His children’s will to His
purposes, in preparation for the dark times that were about to break upon the
face of Dharma Kor.  Soon, a child would be born, and through him He would
gather His children.


Turning
toward the ball of white crystal that was His communing stone, the Man placed
His hand gently upon it.  He felt the approbation of Him whom He served,
accompanied by the subtly sweet love of she whom He had left behind to watch
over their children.  His will was one with that of the Creator—and with the
birth of a child thought became deed, and spirit became flesh.

















 


Section I – Hand of the Fates


 


 



















 


Chapter 1 – Trallik’s Choice


 


Trallik
had considered himself to be superior, better than the other kobolds in his
year-group; kobolds like Durik, the new leader caste who just days ago had been
his peer, and Gorgon, the new elite warrior who had been another of his peers. 
He had seen the invitation from Khee-lar Shadow Hand to join in the overthrow
of the Kale Gen as a recognition of his obviously superior abilities.  He had
felt that it was only natural that he should be chosen out of the many others,
eventually to become a leader over them; of that he had been certain.  But now
as Trallik stumbled through the great trees of the neighboring Krall Gen with
his tail hanging listlessly behind him, exiled for siding with an evil group of
usurpers, he felt weak, inferior and alone.  


His mind reflected back on the events
of the past couple of days and how he’d come to be exiled from the only home
he’d ever known; the caves of his gen, the Kale Gen.  After building what he
had thought was a life of subtle strength and domination, he had found that his
actions instead had left him hollow and caused him to lose everything that he’d
longed for.  As he walked along in the dark beneath the canopy of the great
trees Trallik stopped and, bending over a large root, the young kobold wretched
until he sat back, sobbing bitter tears that moistened the rust red scales of
his trembling snout as the realization of how he’d ended up here flooded
through his consciousness. 


Trallik
had ruthlessly manipulated circumstances during the entire year of training
prior to their final test, the Trials of Caste.  To ensure that nothing
accidentally happened to take him out of the running, he had carefully
eliminated as many of his fellow yearlings from the year of training as
possible.  An accidental fall resulting in a broken ankle that hadn’t been
accidental at all, but which had put that particular competitor out of the
competition until the next year, had been his first treacherous act. 
Unsophisticated, straight forward, not exactly his style, but it had been
effective nonetheless.  


His
second target was a bit more work, but he’d fallen in the end; nothing like
sabotaging someone else’s equipment and planting evidence on another yearling
to get that yearling out of the running.  Manebrow, the veteran elite warrior
who helped lead their expedition and who had served as their trainer for the
past year, had never tolerated violations of the honor code.


Inspections
had been a good opportunity to deal with one particularly troublesome type.  He
still remembered the look on Manebrow’s face when, for the fifth week in a row,
he found one too many gigs in Trallik’s partner’s kit.  What had made Trallik
even more proud at the time, and what caused him deeper anguish now, was that
his partner had never even suspected he was being set up.


Now
as Trallik sat sobbing against the trunk of that mighty tree, his conscience,
too long suppressed and dormant, was pierced with the pain of a tormented
soul.  The suppressed teachings and examples of his parents and those who had
loved him and nurtured him in his younger years had been waiting for a
significant emotional event like this to come thundering back.  


And
come back they did.


For
quite some time Trallik struggled with his emotions.  His conscience, what
little was left of it, was pricked, yet… he also felt the temptation to simply
justify his actions and think of himself as being right.  


With
a sigh Trallik shook his head.  Somewhere deep within his heart he knew he
could not give in to that temptation.  No, if he’d learned anything from being
exiled, it was that he would have to tread the more bitter path of accepting
that what he had done was wrong.  


In
his heart a seed of responsibility began to take shape.  As the feeling that he
should take responsibility for the consequences of his actions began to grow
within him, he did not squelch it with denial; he let it grow instead.  Though
he did not know it then, this decision was the most critical step he would make
in his life; to live a life of taking responsibility instead of a life of
blaming others for his shortcomings.


The
second major realization that came to Trallik as he wallowed in misery, was
that he may not be the most, indeed the only, important kobold in existence. 
Since his mother’s death, his thinking about those who had repeatedly tried to
teach him that he should not lie, cheat, steal, or hurt others, and in general
that he should treat others as he wanted to be treated, was that they were
simple, stupid kobolds, not forward looking, aggressive, nor smart.  Since not
long after his mother had died, his ambition had changed him to look on others
as somehow less than himself, as stepping stones to get where he wanted to go,
or as hindrances to his plans.  That view of the world, however, had been
challenged by his loss in the Trials of Caste.  Then, a few hours ago, it had
been utterly shattered when he had been caught trying to escape by Manebrow…
who had shown him mercy.


Trallik
had convinced himself, as he lay semi-conscious horns over tail, strapped
across the back of a wolf during their journey here, that Manebrow would have
talked Durik into having Trallik executed for his treachery.  He had been
certain that they would quickly try him, then mercilessly execute him.  He had
seen in his mind’s eye the look he thought they would have on their faces;
arrogant, dispassionate, uncaring.


Instead
of being tried and executed by an emotionless leader, however, Trallik had been
confronted by a leader of character, something he felt particularly short of at
the moment.  He had seen the look on Manebrow’s face.  Though his words were
firm, it was obvious that he was disappointed at Trallik’s treachery, that
perhaps Trallik had let him down.  


What
surprised him most was that Manebrow, certainly with Durik’s consent, had
spared his life.  He had been so certain that they would not have… been
merciful.  In fact, the thought had never even occurred to him that they might
let him live.


As
the mists of night settled over Lord Krall’s forest, and the realization that
he’d been given a second chance at life began to settle in, in his heart he
began to feel that he should try to repair the damage he had done.  As time
passed and the first inklings of character began to grow within him, this
feeling grew to a passionate resolve.  Though he did not know how, Trallik
vowed to make right what he had made wrong.


With
a hope of redemption in his heart, Trallik stood and shook with the chill of
the night.  Pulling his tattered wolfskin outfit from his backpack, Trallik
hurriedly wrapped it around his shoulders and began his journey.


The
details of that long night in Lord Krall’s forest would fade with time, but the
impact of the events that had put him there would stay with Trallik for the
rest of his life.  It was something of a watershed experience for Trallik, and
in fact one could say that he grew more that night than he had grown over the
last few years of his life.


 





 


Perhaps it was because of the severe
emotions, or more likely because of the severe fatigue, that Trallik was not as
careful as he might otherwise have been.  He had made it to the edge of Lord
Krall’s forest before deciding to rest for what was left of the night, however
he did not keep an adequate watch as he made his way out of the valley.


Trallik,
in near exhaustion, had left the protective shelter of the massive redwood
trees, each as thick as a house and hundreds of steps tall, that shadowed out
any lesser trees from Lord Krall’s forest.  He slipped on the wolfskin outfit
from his pack to ward off the chill of an early spring night and made his way
up the gentle slope toward the rolling hills that marked the edge of the wild
lands.  Having found a small thicket of broomweed not a stone’s throw from the
edge of the top of the rise, he threw himself to the ground and immediately
slept.


That
night, however, was the night that another usurper called Mynar the Sorcerer
and his band of conspirators made their attempt on Lord Krall’s life.  Because
of that, and even more so because of the news Durik, the leader of the
expedition, had brought of the impending great ant invasion, the Border Guard
was at a much higher state of alert than normal, so the glimpses of a warm body
lying among the broomweed near the perimeter drew quite a bit of attention from
the normally uncurious warriors of the Border Guard.


Pretty
soon a team had been dispatched to investigate, while the rest of the group
watched anxiously from their walkways and platforms in the lower branches of
the trees.  Some speculated that it ‘must be one of those ant scouts’ while
others speculated that ‘maybe it’s a conspirator that escaped.’  A few of them,
the older ones, were a bit less speculative, thinking it was probably a deer or
something not so exciting.  The one with the best eyes among them thought it
had the look of a wolf, but that its skin just didn’t fit quite right.


After
a short walk out of the trees and up the slope, the small detachment of
warriors, only five of them in all, drew arrows and approached the sleeping
creature as quietly as they could.  Reaching the top of the rise, the
contingent stopped and got down on one knee, their tails swishing nervously
behind them.  The leader of the little group was a cautious elite warrior who
had achieved his rank through his many years of service.  He had survived
several years on patrol by not taking unnecessary chances, and tonight, despite
the eyes of all of his companions being on him, he was not about to rush this
little scouting foray either.


He
motioned for one of his warriors to come up next to him so he could whisper in
his ear.  He grabbed the younger warrior by one horn and pulled his ear close
to his snout, then silently, like the wind, he breathed his instructions into
the much younger warrior’s ear.  The younger warrior grabbed a fellow warrior
and began to head off at an angle, circling around the sleeping creature.


The
older warrior waited for several moments, then he openly and obviously put his
bow over his shoulder and put his arrow back into its quiver.  The two warriors
who were still with him followed suit.  He slowly and silently unsheathed his
sword and held it low, so as to not reflect the light of the recently risen
moon.  He waited as his two companions drew swords that shone in bright
contrast to the dark scales of their arms and backs, then he slowly stood to a
crouching position.


The
three warriors were exceptionally alert as they moved forward ever so slowly,
tails swishing slowly as they went forward in a crouch.  While the leader was
focused on the still form in front of them, the pair of warriors with him
looked to either side, keeping an eye out for any potential companions this
creature might have, their toned muscles tensed and ready.


Arriving
at the thicket, the leader knelt down and began to get down on his hands and
knees to look between the broomweed roots at the creature.  As he did so, the
warrior to his right tripped and made a loud clanging sound with his sword
against a rock as he tried to catch himself.  


In
front of them, the creature stirred.  The leader had not wanted to engage the
creature, but it seemed like the only option at the moment; to capture it now
before it was fully roused.


Leaping
through the broomweed, the leader of the small contingent came face to face
with a very scared, and suddenly very alert, Trallik.  He yelled at Trallik to
put his hands where he could see them, but all Trallik noticed was the sword in
the elite warrior’s hand, and two more armed warriors coming through the bush.


The
training that Manebrow had put him through during this past year took over
immediately.  He grabbed the strap of his pack and swung it hard, knocking the
sword from the leader’s grasp.  Seeing the other two warriors struggling
through the broomweed, Trallik then turned and began to run for all he was
worth.  


Not
twenty steps through the broomweed, two more kobolds appeared in front of him
with bows drawn.  Trallik didn’t even hear them yelling for him to stop.  He
immediately took off at a right angle to them and began to run through the
stands of broomweed.  A year of training and a severe burst of adrenaline had
done much for Trallik.  Try as they might, none of the five warriors were able
to catch up to the young exile.  Soon, Trallik was far ahead of them in the
bush.  Calling a halt to the chase, the leader of the small contingent stood
with his hands on his knees and watched as the bright form of the mysterious
kobold disappeared into the stand of oak trees to the north.


Trallik’s
adrenaline carried him far that night, farther than he had thought it could. 
But his adrenaline was mixed with fear, and fear is a potent drug, able to push
a person well beyond what they might otherwise think are their limits.


He
did, however, eventually stop plodding aimlessly through the forest like a
hunted animal, desperate to escape and always hearing the sounds of pursuit,
real or imagined.  After some time he decided he must have lost his pursuers
and he began to realize that perhaps the sounds of pursuit he had been hearing
for most of this chase had been more in his head than in the forest.


Calm,
sweaty, and completely exhausted, Trallik found a small hollow between two
rather oversized tree roots and, after wrapping himself further in his blanket
from his pack, he fell into an exhausted slumber.
















 


Chapter 2 – The Council of Lord Krall


 


It was late in the afternoon of
the day of execution for Mynar’s conspirators who had attempted to overthrow
the Krall Gen, long after Durik had returned from Lord Krall’s Great Hall on
the lake and rejoined his company of kobold warriors at the caravan drivers’
quarters in the heart of the Krall Gen.  As the company recovered from the past
few days word was received from the lord and master of the Krall Gen; Lord
Krall himself.  He wanted to see Durik… alone.  As Keryak stood before Durik
and Manebrow, his second in charge, relaying the summons, the pair looked at
each other questioningly.


“He
would like to see only me?” Durik asked, the tip of his tail flipping up and
down subconsciously as he wondered what the expectations of being the leader of
his company of Kale Gen warriors here in the midst of the Krall Gen would be. 
Just days before he too had been a yearling; a kobold trainee and nothing
more.  He had never put even one thought into high politics and the affairs of
the leader caste before he had suddenly become one.


“That’s
what he said.  He was very specific,” Keryak re-emphasized.  “I guess he wants
to have a little heart to heart.  You know, a little mentoring for our new
leader caste.”


Manebrow
shot Keryak a glowering look from under his signature eyebrows that would have
withered a plant, but Durik only laughed.  “Ah, Keryak, good to see that the
last few days haven’t changed you too much,” Durik said after a few moments,
wiping the tears from his eyes.


Keryak
had another smart comment on the tip of his tongue, but after seeing Manebrow’s
reaction, he decided against it.  Even here, in a place of safety and healing,
Manebrow was determined to not relax the order of things, whether Keryak had
been Durik’s best friend or not.  All about them was evidence of that
discipline.  The company had spent the entire day sharpening their weapons,
fixing their wolfskin outfits, and getting their gear ready for their eventual
departure.


Durik
stood up.  “Well, I guess I should be getting there as quickly as I can. 
Keryak, walk with me, will you,” he said.


Keryak
nodded and locked grips with Durik to help him to his feet.  As Durik stood, he
stretched and rubbed aching shoulder muscles.  Picking up his crossed shoulder
belts and sword, he strapped them on top of his uniquely bronze scales and
tightened the sheath onto his waist belt.  Not wanting to appear a complete
mess, Durik had taken extra care in cleaning the blood off his gear and
loincloth, mending rips and tears in his leather shoulder and waist belts, and
sharpening the nicks out of the blade of his sword.


Checking
himself again, Durik finally nodded.  “All right, let’s go.”  He and Keryak
made their way down the gentle slope to the bridgehead of the first floating
bridge at the edge of Lord Krall’s lake.  Durik walked mostly with his head
down and his shoulders hunched.  


As
they reached the bridgehead, Durik spoke.  “Remind me to talk to Lord Krall’s
minister, will you Keryak, about getting one of his dog masters to take a look
at the packdogs’ feet.  Perhaps they’ll have a salve for their pads.  Oh, and
I’ve got to see if we can’t get replacements for the weapons we’ve lost.” 
Durik mumbled to himself for a minute, then shook his head, “First things
first, I guess.  We really need to find out more about Demon’s Bridge and what
awaits us there.  Then we’ll know what we need to ask for.”


As
Durik ran down the list of company issues, Keryak looked at him with concern in
his eyes.  After several moments of muttering on like this while Keryak looked
on in silence, Durik eventually looked up at Keryak.


“You
know, Durik, the last couple of days have changed you,” Keryak said.


At
first Durik opened his mouth to deny it, but then just fell silent.  No matter
how he looked at it, Keryak was right.  Before he’d mostly concerned himself
with his own affairs, looking out for the needs of others as time was
available.  Now his every waking thought was bent on his company and his
mission.


“Well,
Keryak,” Durik started, “I…”


“No
need to explain, my friend,” Keryak interrupted, “you’ve taken on the harness
of leadership and are pulling the company.”  He paused for a moment, then
looked at Durik with a smile, “As for me, I’m glad it’s you up there at the
top.  I don’t think just anyone could have seen us through these past few
days.”


Durik
pursed his lips and sighed, “Will it ever be the same between us, Keryak.”


Keryak
laughed in relief, “I was just wondering the same thing.”  He paused for a
moment then continued, “Well, I guess we’ll see.  Who knows, perhaps there will
be more than one opening on the council after Lord Karthan and Khazak Mail Fist
take care of Khee-lar Shadow Hand.  Perhaps I could take Khee-lar’s place.  He
won’t be there much longer.”


Durik
laughed, “They’ll never pick you for that,” he said, then realized what he had
said.  An awkward moment of silence passed between the two of them.  “Keryak, I
didn’t mean…”


Keryak
lifted up his hand, “No, Durik.  You’re right.”


Durik
stopped and faced his long-time friend, grabbing him by both shoulders,
“Keryak, hear me now.  Just because I somehow was exalted to a high social
status doesn’t mean that we’re no longer friends.  I will always be your
friend, Keryak.  Position doesn’t change that.”


Keryak
nodded and turned back to the path, though in his heart he could see that the
changes Durik was undergoing were already creating a rift between them.  After
a few more moments of walking, he sighed, “I guess I’m just jealous.  We’re all
growing and learning, but you seem to be growing so much more than the rest of
us.”


Durik
laughed and shook his head, “At times I wish it were someone else doing the
growing.  I hope you do somehow get into the leader caste.  Misery loves
company, you know.”


The
pair arrived shortly at the large double doors that opened into the great
hall.  This was not their first time here, as only the day before Durik and his
company had helped to thwart an assassination attempt against Lord Krall and
his family here in this very hall.  Now, as the pair of warriors arrived at the
scene of the previous day’s battle, they felt a slight bit of lingering
nervousness.   It wasn’t that there were any conspirators left in Lord Krall’s
Great Hall, rather it was the memory of battle—and the blood, death, and pain
that accompanied it and that had haunted many of their dreams the night after
it had occurred—that naturally left them with a sense of unease upon returning
to the scene.


Pulling
open one of the large double doors, the two young warriors made their way into
the great room that took up half of the building.  Immediately upon entering,
the pair could smell the freshly cut wood.  They saw a handful of carpenters
finishing up their work and gathering the remnants of the wood they had brought
to effect their work.  Though much work had been done before the executions and
the giving of awards that morning, still there had been much left to do—but
from the look of things it wouldn’t be long before the work was completed.


The
great room itself was lined with tables and benches, and in the center of the
room was a great stone cooking pit with a stone-lined blackened wooden chimney
above it to direct the smoke out of the building.  The carpenters had obviously
been smoothing out the boards they had put in place earlier to replace sections
of the floor, sections that Durik recognized as being where four kobolds had
spilt their life blood the day before.  The fine work of the carpenters had eliminated
any trace of the bloodstains, which to some degree helped Durik and Keryak feel
more at ease.


At
the head of the great room was an ornately carved wooden chair on a dais—Lord
Krall’s throne.  On both sides of it were arranged four other chairs of lesser
splendor, obviously seats for Lord Krall’s lifemate and two sons, but Durik was
unsure of the reason for the fourth lesser chair.  The two kobolds passed by
the dais to the slightly larger than normal door on the far side of the room. 
The door that had been there the day before had been smashed and rendered
useless.  A new, stronger door, with presumably a new bar to reinforce it, now
stood in its place.  As they arrived, Durik recognized the grim-faced guard
from the clean up after the attack.  Durik noticed with some interest that he
was wearing the hardened leather armor that Morigar, one of Lord Krall’s sons,
had shown Durik previously.   Nodding to Durik, the guard opened the door and
allowed him to pass.


“I’m
sorry, sire, but your messenger may not pass,” the guard stated flatly as he
blocked Keryak’s passage with his spear.


Durik
nodded and turned back to Keryak, “Thanks for bringing me here, Keryak.  Go
ahead and head back to the quarters.  I’m sure you have a lot to do.  Oh, and
by the way, bring…” Durik leaned closer and whispered something the guard could
not hear in his ear.


Keryak
smiled, nodded and turned to leave.  Durik watched him go with a heavy heart. 
After a few moments, he turned back toward the door and nodded, “I’m ready.”  


The
guard opened the door and Durik walked in.


 





 


“I’m
not suggesting we send an invading army, father, of course!  But wouldn’t you
agree that we do need to send enough warriors to ensure that the conspiracy
against our neighbor Lord Karthan fails?!”  Morigar spoke from his place, two
seats down from the head of the table.  Around the table sat several
distinguished looking kobolds, obviously several of the council members of the
Krall Gen.  In the seat between Morigar and his father at the head of the table
sat another, slightly older kobold of noble bearing that Durik had only briefly
seen the day before and had not yet had the opportunity to meet; he was
Morigar’s older brother and their father’s heir, and his name was Krall, for he
bore his father’s name.


“My
son,” Lord Krall spoke, addressing his younger son Morigar from his ornately
carved chair at the head of the table.  “I don’t think it our decision to
make.”


Morigar
continued, “Surely Khazak would agree that this concerns us also.  If Khee-lar
Shadow Hand somehow succeeds, in spite of the weakness that mother saw, what
will become of our trade agreements?  How can we assure the future prosperity
of our gen?  Should we not move to ensure his defeat?”  A moment of awkward
silence passed as the kobolds seated around the table sat in stony silence.  


Though
none present knew it for certain, the great amount of emotion that Morigar put
into his argument came from both his frustration at his brother and father
surviving the coup attempt the day before as well as from the fact that the
conspirators who had tried to take his own gen had turned against him, choosing
to try to kill him also instead of put him on his father’s throne.  Now that he
had recovered from the conspirators’ treachery, he had not only enjoyed seeing
the few of them that had been captured alive executed earlier that day, but he
felt a deep desire to see the Kale Gen conspirators killed also.  Indeed, if he
was ever going to take his father’s throne, he would find a way to do it
himself, and not rely on someone else to get him there.


Lord
Krall, seated at the head of the table, shook his head and leaned forward, “My
son, while I appreciate your enthusiasm in this matter, I think it is not right
to send an army of Krall Gen warriors, unbidden by Lord Karthan, with you and
Khazak Mail Fist at its head.  I do not think anyone in the Kale Gen wants to
see Krall Gen warriors meting out justice and stamping out conspirators in
their gen, not when they themselves have the evidence they need,” he said
referring to Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s treacherous treaty with the Bloodhand
Orcs.  “And certainly not when they already have the capacity to take care of
the problem themselves.”


Turning
to Khazak Mail Fist, who was seated on the other side of the long table from
the younger Krall, Lord Krall continued, “As I’ve already stated, however, I
will certainly grant your request, chamberlain of my lifemate’s brother and one
of those who so recently saved my life.  On the morrow you and a small
contingent, accompanied by one of my healers, shall ride from here with all
haste.  May you succeed in this matter and, of course, I and my lifemate will
be glad to keep Lord Karthan’s sons here until you come back for them.”  Then,
looking pointedly at Morigar, he added, “Consider the discussion closed.”


“Well,
then it’s settled,” Khazak Mail Fist said, and stood up.


In
the mean time Durik had walked in, but was standing patiently in the entrance
to the room.  Not knowing exactly how bold he should be with this group, he had
decided to wait there until called upon.  Now, as all the kobolds seated at the
table stood up, Khazak Mail Fist noticed him.


“Ah,
well.  Lord Krall, it would seem that our young Durik has arrived,” Khazak
said.


Lord
Krall turned and looked where Khazak was pointing.  One by one the various
members of the council began to walk past Durik out of the chamber, conversing
among themselves about the extraordinary news of the day.  As they filed out
Lord Krall walked with them to the door and approached Durik.  “Well, and here
you are, the other hero of our little battle here yesterday,” he said as he
grasped Durik’s hand.  Behind him trailed one of his servants, a rather tall,
very thin kobold who was obviously well advanced in years; his horns had begun
to curl around themselves and his rust red scales had begun to lose their color
at the tips, age bringing with it a slight bronze tint to his now-flaking
scales.  Durik had always felt self-conscious in the presence of the elderly,
for unlike anyone else his scales were not rust red but a deep bronze instead,
though the color was vibrant with the strength of youth and not the more
bleached tone of those of advanced age.


“At
your service, sire,” was all Durik could get out before Lord Krall was talking
again as he thumped Durik’s back and escorted him toward the back of the
chamber.


“I’m
quite sorry I didn’t have much time to talk with you earlier today.  It seems
our meetings so far have been short, formal, and full of purpose.  Perhaps we
can rectify that with a bit of a feast here shortly.”


Durik
smiled.  “Aye, Lord.”


Lord
Krall looked Durik in the eye.  “I hear from Khazak here that you’ve come
through quite an adventure these last couple of days, in addition to the
reception you found here,” he said, alluding to the fight Durik and his company
had against the Krall Gen conspirators.  “Which reminds me,” he said as he
turned to the elderly kobold that was waiting on him, “Send word to the caravan
driver’s quarters that Durik’s Company is invited to the feast.  Oh, and tell
the cook that we’ll be doubling the number attending the feast also.”  Lord
Krall watched as the elderly servant nodded and walked off to perform his tasks
before turning back to Durik.  “I do hope your troops are well rested after the
journey.  Perhaps as a further thank you for your parts in yesterday’s events,
I’ll make sure they’re well fed also!”  
















 


Chapter 3 – All in the Family


 


Lord Krall continued without so
much as a pause.  “Khazak here has been rather tight-lipped since he arrived. 
Keeps saying that he and I need to talk about what you’re doing out here. 
Something about a quest or some such.  I guess being the new leader caste, he
wants to ensure you’re not left to fend for yourself in my court.”


“I’ll
be all right, sire,” Durik said.


Reaching
a rather ornate door in the rear of the chamber, Lord Krall stopped and looked
Durik over from head to toe.  Though he’d cleaned his equipment the best he
could, he felt that perhaps Lord Krall thought his preparations for their
meeting inadequate.  “Hmm… yes, I’m sure.  Well, I’d imagine that if it’s so
important, I probably aught to attend to the matter shortly, wouldn’t you say,
young Durik.”


“As
you wish, lord,” Durik said.


“Well,
so be it then.”  Looking past Durik, Lord Krall called out, “Well, Khazak, are
you coming?”


Khazak
Mail Fist was talking with Morigar and his older brother Krall, who was rather
tall, well muscled and looked like a younger version of Lord Krall.


“Krall,
Morigar, why don’t you two come with us as well.  I have a feeling that this
may concern you as well,” Lord Krall said, though the twist in his tone made it
clear it was a command.  Khazak Mail Fist and Lord Krall’s two sons both
followed as Lord Krall and Durik passed through the ornate door into the
personal chambers of Lord Krall and his family.  Passing into the room where
Lord Krall and Khazak Mail Fist, assisted by Manebrow and the rest of Durik’s
Company, had held off the conspirators the day before, Durik looked around in
wonder.  Though it had only been a day, all traces of the battle had been
completely erased.


As
they entered the large room, which served as the receiving room for the Lord’s
personal chambers, Lady Karaba walked down the stairway at the other end of the
room.  “Ah, my love,” Lord Krall called out, “Khazak has brought young Durik to
us to talk about a quest or some such.  Somewhat of a mystery it is.  Would you
care to join us?”


Lord
Karthan’s lifemate was much younger than Lord Krall.  Though she certainly was
several years older than her brother Lord Karthan, who was lord of his own Kale
Gen, she had to have been young when she and the much older Lord Krall were
joined.  Looking into her eyes again, Durik could see the same intelligence
that he’d seen in Lord Karthan’s eyes.  The family resemblance in her features
was clear.


“His
quest is not unknown to me,” Lady Karaba said calmly, smiling slightly as she
walked gracefully to one of the large stuffed chairs and sat down with her
hands folded in her lap and her tail tucked neatly along one leg.


“What? 
Am I the last to know?” Lord Krall said in surprise.


“Durik
and I talked this morning,” she said.


Lord
Krall nodded in acknowledgement.  “Very well then,” he said dismissively. 
“Servant!” he called out in the direction of the servants’ quarters.  “Bring
drinks for six!”  As the five male kobolds took their seats on the various
furniture that formed something of a circle in the center of the room a servant
appeared, carrying a small barrel with a spout in it and several silver cups. 
With dexterity and practiced ease the young servant, not more than about
Durik’s age, poured a clear, light brown colored drink into each of the silver
cups.


“Ah,
sweet bark cider,” Khazak said as he held the cup up to his nose.  “I never
tire of it.”


“If
you’d like, I’ll send a keg of it back on the next caravan,” Lord Krall said.


“You’re
a generous lord, sire,” Khazak said.


Lord
Krall cut to the point.  “Hmm… Well, so what is this other matter that you
wished to discuss with me?  When shall I be let in on the secret, eh?”


Durik
and Khazak Mail Fist looked at each other briefly.  Khazak gave a look as if to
say ‘did you want to mention it or shall I?’  Durik looked back uncomfortably,
so Khazak proceeded.


“My
Lord, the Kale Gen has decided that it is again time for us to search for our
gen’s stone of power,” Khazak said bluntly.


Lord
Krall choked on his drink and spat, “What?!  You mean you’re going after the
Kale Stone?  Again?!”  He leaned over and placed his cup on a side table, then
leaned back in his high backed chair.  “Why ever would you do that?” he said
with open arms, “Didn’t you learn your lesson last time you sent a group out to
find it?  That was a disaster!”


Khazak
Mail Fist nodded, “Yes, sire.  It was a disaster, and Lord Karthan learned a
lot on that expedition.”  


Durik
was surprised at the revelation that there had been a previous attempt to find
the stone he now sought.  Clearly, there was much he hadn’t been told.  


Khazak
continued, “However, a record he found of the last Lord Kale’s ill-fated
expedition, linked with things we’ve found through our continued efforts at
exploration beyond the Chop, has led Lord Karthan to a conclusion on its
location.  There is a prophecy recorded in that record by a kobold prophet
named Two-Toes.  In there it clearly states that the Kale Stone will be
gathered to Palacid.”


Lord
Krall’s eldest son sat forward in his chair.  “Is that your quest, then, Durik,
to find and gain entrance to Palacid, all in an effort to find your gen’s stone
of power?”


Durik
nodded his head, but doubt was clearly evident on his face.  “My quest really
is to retrieve the Kale Stone, which I believe is to be found below Demon’s
Bridge at the Chop.”  The revelations he had received through his visions had
led him to the conclusion that his quest for the Kale Stone would not actually
lead him to the ancient home of their race’s beginnings that was Palacid.


Almost
on cue, Lady Karaba spoke in Durik’s support.  “The Kale Stone is not at
Palacid.”


Lord
Krall was taken aback.  “What do you know of their stone?”


Lady
Karaba continued calmly.  “The Paladin’s Journal, which Karthan found on his
quest, states the location of the Kale Stone and gives a description of where
it was to be found.  It was not at Palacid.  The visions that Durik has had
only confirm this.  The Kale Gen’s stone of power is located in the mountains
that ring the northern part of our valley, most likely directly below Demon’s
Bridge.”


Khazak
Mail Fist looked at Lady Karaba with a look of some consternation on his broad,
powerful features.  “I understand that something is calling to Durik… though I
am not so certain that it is the Kale Stone.  I cannot help but think that
perhaps the stone is not to be found there, but rather that either something
else is luring our warriors there or that the Kale Stone has something it wants
Durik’s Company to accomplish there before coming to it.”


“What
reasoning do you have to support this line of thinking?” Lady Karaba asked.


Khazak
was a warrior of simpler desires than to get too involved in prophecies and ancient
powers, but his loyalty to Lord Karthan pressed him to continue reasoning. 
“Lord Karthan found a prophecy in the quest journal of the last Lord Kale. 
This prophecy is from a kobold who calls himself the Oracle of the Kobold Gen,
which states that the stone is to be found at Palacid.  Do you have reason to
not believe this prophet?  And what is this Paladin’s Journal of which you
speak?”


Lady
Karaba bowed her head and spoke in soft tones.  “Your lord misread the
prophecies contained in the record of the last Lord Kale.  I have read the
prophecy of Two-Toes as well.  It says nothing of the location of the stones of
power when they are found, only that their inheritors will be gathered to
Palacid at some future time.”  Lady Karaba shook her head in subtle
frustration.  “Karthan’s lifemate, Kiri, promised our mother that she would
destroy that book, but unfortunately she did not do it before she died.  Many
of the best Kale Gen warriors have died questing for the Kale Stone, including
our uncle and his two sons.  Because of the deep sorrow this search had caused
her, before my mother died I promised her that I would keep the Paladin’s
Journal.”


Khazak
Mail Fist was visibly frustrated.  “You have had a book in your possession all
these years which tells where the Kale Stone is to be found?!  Who is this
paladin?  Was he a member of the northern gens?”


Lady
Karaba could see that she had little support among the assembled warriors. 
Only Durik’s eyes looked at all supportive, but she continued anyway.  “The paladin
was a human from lands far to the north of here.  He called himself a Watcher…
a member of an ancient order established by The Sorcerer himself to watch over
the stones of power that He gifted to the races.”


Lord
Krall’s face was incredulous.  “I would not believe the words of some meddling
outsider over the words of a prophet from our very own race, even if he claimed
to be The Sorcerer’s scribe himself!”


Lady
Karaba bowed her head.  “The Paladin’s Journal is clear in its manner of
speaking.  The prophecies in the last Lord Kale’s record can be
misinterpreted.  I kept the journal from Karthan thinking that I could keep him
from questing for the stone again.  I see that in part I was right.  Because he
still had the record of the last Lord Kale’s final expedition, my brother read
what he found there and sent these warriors likely to their deaths instead,”
she said as she looked at Durik.


Lord
Krall shook his head in frustration as his eldest son sat forward.  “Mother,
how could this human have discovered the location of the Kale Stone, down here,
far south of the human lands?”


Lady
Karaba addressed her son, “The journal states that somehow this paladin had
access to one of the original eight stones of power, and using that he was able
to discover its location.”


Lord
Krall held up his hand.  “Enough!  If Khazak says that there is a prophecy by a
kobold prophet stating that the Kale Stone is to be found at Palacid,
then it is to be found at Palacid!  I will hear no more of this human or his
journal!”


Durik
was not at all at peace with the decision Khazak and Lord Krall had made to
ignore the visions he’d had.  The conviction that the Kale Stone was to be
found under Demon’s Bridge still burned in his heart; he couldn’t deny it.  


After
a few uncomfortable moments of silence, Khazak leaned forward in his chair
again and spoke.  “Lord Krall, since it appears that the stone is to be found
at Palacid, our race’s place of beginnings, Lord Karthan wanted to ensure that
your gen had the opportunity to send warriors with Durik’s quest group.  After
all, the finding of Palacid is a matter that concerns all the sons of the First
Sire, not just those of the Kale Gen.”


Durik
looked hesitantly at his lord’s chamberlain.  Why hadn’t he been told that they
were going to ask for additional warriors from the Krall Gen?  After the
surprise of finding Lord Karthan’s sons and chamberlain back on the trail to
the Krall Gen, and now this proposal of a joint quest, Durik’s patience with
surprises was wearing thin.


Krall,
Lord Krall’s eldest son, almost sprang out of his chair.  “Yes!”  He turned to
his father, “Father, think of it!  A quest to the very heart of our race’s
beginnings!  Many are the stories of the power and magic that were once there! 
Think of what our trade caravans could bring back from such a place!”


Lord
Krall raised a hand to calm his eldest son.  “I agree.  It sounds like a
perfect opportunity for prosperity or at least for resolving questions we’ve
all had for many generations now, ever since our ancestors left that place. 
With our trade routes expanding and our wealth growing, this may very well be
the perfect time for our gen to join in this quest.”


“I
should probably mention the fact that the ancient writings state that Palacid
is warded,” Lady Karaba said.  “How will you gain entrance?”


Khazak
nodded almost anxiously.  He had anticipated such a question and was pleased to
have the answer.  “Scrawled below the prophecy in this journal was a note
stating that the key to Palacid was to be found in the Hall of the Mountain
King.  Of course that key would have to be retrieved from there.”


Khazak
watched with surprise the impact his words had on Lord Krall and his sons.  He
had stopped the conversation dead as they all stared at him with deep concern.


“My
dear Khazak,” Lady Karaba finally broke the silence, “have you not heard of the
two great dragons who have recently taken up residence in the Hall of the
Mountain King?”


Khazak
spoke as if he were confessing something half-heartedly.  “Our wolf riders
reported that they had raided the place, two large reds, one much larger than
the other.  Are you now telling me that they have come to stay?”


The
four Krall kobolds all looked at each other uncomfortably.  Krall the younger
spoke first.  “We’ve not had scouts north of the mountains since Demon’s Bridge
was taken by a rogue hobgoblin out of the east lands and his northern gen
mercenaries.  But a trade caravan that paid their ‘tax’ said that the smaller
of the two was the male, and that he apparently has a home far to the north
that the pair of them disappear to periodically.”


“I
would be very careful approaching the Hall of the Mountain King for any
reason,” Lord Krall said as he sat back, rubbing his chin in thought, the tip
of his tail flipping thoughtfully beside him.


“I
can assure you that we will move with the utmost of caution,” Khazak said, “and
that we’ll only enter when both dragons are not present.”  He raised an
outstretched hand to Lord Krall.  “It is agreed then?” he asked.


After
a final moment’s thought, Lord Krall slowly began to smile.  He slowly raised
his hand to grasp Khazak’s.  “Yes!  Our gen shall join the quest for Palacid.”


“Then
it is settled,” Khazak said as Durik wondered who would be going with his
company from the Krall Gen.  He was not at all happy about the revelation of
dragons living in the Hall of the Mountain King, and he began to think that, no
matter what Khazak thought, he and his company would thoroughly search the
Demon’s Bridge area before even thinking about approaching the Hall of the
Mountain King.


“Now
the question is, with the gen’s council so concerned about the threat these
great ants pose, whom shall we send?” Krall said, referring to the massive
colony of great ants that Durik’s Company had discovered on their travels
between the Kale and Krall Gens.  


His
father nodded slowly as he looked out the window at life in his gen unfolding
before his eyes.  “Yes, they will be reluctant to commit any of their warriors
to anything else, I’d imagine.  Hmm… perhaps some of the new warriors from the
Archer Guard’s ceremony the other day…” he mumbled out loud.


Seated
in his chair, Morigar, who had been silent until now, raised his head and
stated loudly enough for all to hear, “I’ll go, father.”


Lord
Krall turned around in surprise.  “What?!”


Morigar
looked up into his father’s eyes, “I will go,” he said almost urgently.


Lord
Krall was furious with his son’s statement, treating it the same as though it
were but his latest stunt.  “Do you realize what you’re saying?  This is no
errand for a son of the Lord of the Gen.  It’s too risky.  And besides, you’ve
not fully recovered from your wounds.  Absolutely not!  I forbid it!”  


Seated
across from Durik, Lady Karaba was shocked as well, though she tried not to
show it.


Morigar,
however, was determined in his decision.  Standing, he faced his father
defiantly.  “Father, I know I’ve not met your expectations in the past, but
have I not earned the chance to prove myself?  Though you may not have realized
it these last few years, I have become a warrior and a leader in my own right.”


“You
are my son!” Lord Krall stated harshly.  It was obvious to all that this was
not the first time that Morigar had asked him for something of this nature.  It
was equally obvious to all that this was a rather sore subject between father
and son.


Morigar
did not bend.  His next several words were delivered in perhaps the most
sincere manner Morigar could muster, though to Durik it seemed almost
practiced.  “These last few years I have served you, my father.  Have I not earned
the right to choose my own destiny?  I know you desire to protect me and, yes,
after these several years of course Krall and I still ache at the loss of our
middle brother, but I’m no whelp any longer.  It is my turn to step up and take
on the risks necessary to build this gen.  It’s my turn, father.”  With all his
cards on the table, Morigar waited with a stern countenance for his father’s
reaction.


‘Well,’
Durik thought to himself, ‘that solves the mystery of the empty chair.’ 
Looking at Khazak Mail Fist, Durik could see that he was feeling uncomfortable
as well.  He was certain it had not been Khazak’s intention to cause division
in Lord Krall’s household.  But the matter had arisen, and now there was
nothing to do but wait until it was decided.


Lord
Krall was both angered and visibly stung by his third son’s words and the
mention of his dead middle son.  Dropping his head and turning toward the
windows, he reached out his arms and leaned heavily on the pane.  When he spoke
again, it was in a much lower voice.  “Several times with impassioned words you
have promised many things, my son, and every time you have not had the
character to see it through.  But you’re right; I cannot choose your destiny.” 
He paused for several moments then continued, “Young Durik, if you’ll have
them, a small contingent of warriors from our gen will be accompanying you, led
by Morigar.  May your quest be victorious.”


Lady
Karaba could not hide the dismay on her face.  Fear and the pain of previous
loss resurfaced in her eyes, which quickly became moist.


Turning
to face his son, Lord Krall spoke with pent up emotion, “You’ve been asking for
this for too long.  Perhaps it is time you dealt with the results of your
actions, without me to sweep them under the rug for you.  Perhaps it is time
you saw senseless death that you can’t run and hide from.  Maybe that will
bring you to your senses.  For your sake, and your mother’s, I hope you’re
ready.”  Lord Krall turned back to the window, but not before he noticed the
look in his lifemate’s eyes.  “Go, my son.  Tonight you may request whom you
need from the council.  May you return to me and your mother when this quest is
finished.”


Morigar
stood tall in front of his father, who looked well stooped with both age and
the burdens of life.  “Father, I’ll not fail you, and I will return.”  Lord
Krall did not turn around, but rather bent even more, as a prisoner would when
lashed with the whip.  Feeling uncomfortable, Morigar turned, bowed his head
and walked quickly out of the room.


As
the door closed behind Morigar, Lord Krall spoke again.  “I’m sorry about that,
my guests,” he apologized in a low voice.  “Young Durik, this quest you bring,
and what you have discovered on your trip here…”  His head shook as he
contemplated the situation out loud, his voice gradually growing more sure as
he continued.  “This imminent threat of the massive great ant colony you
discovered, as well as the alliance between the remnants of the Bloodhand Orc
Tribe and the dissenters in our gens.  These have caused no small stir among
the members of our gen council, and seem to have evoked much emotion about the
well-being of our gen.  And now, as if Lady Karaba and I did not have enough to
worry about, we now must deal with our son going on some quest, possibly to face
dragons, just to find what may very well end up being an ancient ruin.”  He
shook his head in frustration.  “How shall I justify such a quest to the
council?”


After
a few moments of silent thought, Lord Krall looked up at the group, though he
could not meet his lifemate’s teary gaze.  “To justify our participation in
this quest to my gen’s council, I will give Morigar the responsibility of
seeking out and gaining a knowledge of what this remnant of the Bloodhand Orcs
consists of,” he said, referring to the unholy alliance that had been struck
between the conspirators in the neighboring Kale Gen and their common enemy the
wild orcs of the great forest.  


Staring
Durik in the eyes, Lord Krall nodded.  “Yes, that’s the answer.  That will
sidestep the dragon issue.  And, after all, it is in your gen’s best interests
to discover the strength of the Bloodhand Orcs as well, is it not?  Besides, it
would not delay your quest much anyway.  Well, so be it then.”  


Durik
looked uncomfortably at Khazak who was looking steadily at Lord Krall.  The
quest given him by Lord Karthan was not to scout out the strongholds of the
Bloodhand Orcs.  Would Khazak say nothing?


“Sire,”
Khazak Mail Fist broke in almost on cue, “Lord Karthan said nothing about
scouting out the Bloodhand Orcs.  We cannot risk doing much for Morigar if that
is his quest.”


Lord
Krall nodded without looking up.  “Yes, yes, I suppose you’re right.  I shall
have to send someone with him that will ensure his success, for alone my son
has a propensity to get in the deepest of trouble and the direst of
circumstances.”  Lord Krall looked up at Khazak.  “Something I’m sure you’ve
seen him do before.”


Khazak
nodded.  Yesterday was not the first time he’d saved Morigar’s life.  There had
been a hunting incident some years now in the past.  “Aye, sire.”  He paused a
moment.  “I’ll not speak for Durik on this, but if he does decide to provide
some assistance to whomever you send to watch over Morigar, I’m sure Lord
Karthan would approve of it.”


Durik
nodded his head in understanding.


Hearing
a gong sound out in the great chamber, Lord Krall seemed roused somewhat from
his dismal mood, “It would seem that the feast is almost prepared.  Shall we
go, my friends?”  Durik, Khazak, and Krall stood up from their chairs and began
to make their way to the door. 


Lady
Karaba could neither face her lifemate nor think of food after the events of
the last several moments.  Silently, she made her way back up the stairs toward
their bedchamber.


As
Durik approached the door, Lord Krall spoke again.  “And if it so be that you
decide to help him in this task, or if he decides to accompany you on the
remainder of your quest, then so be it.”


One
by one, the warriors filed silently out of the room into the council chamber,
and from there to the great chamber beyond.  Khazak Mail Fist was last of the
Kale Gen to leave, behind him Krall, Lord Krall’s eldest son, waited.  As he
reached the door, Khazak turned to Lord Krall.  “If it is any comfort to you,
sire, I’ll tell you that this is the best group of yearlings I’ve seen come
through the trials, and Manebrow who is Durik’s second, well… you just couldn’t
ask for a more level-headed warrior.  He’s as smart as he is skilled.  Lord
Karthan trusted them with his only daughter, and that’s saying something.”


Lord
Krall grimaced at Khazak’s final statement.  “Lord Karthan’s daughter is still
determined to continue on this quest, then.”  He shook his head, “Poor Durik
will have his hands full, that’s certain.”


Khazak
thought for a moment then changed the subject.  “I wonder if it wouldn’t be
wiser to put Morigar under him, rather than leave them as companions as they
head north.”


Lord
Krall looked at Khazak skeptically.  His son Krall scoffed in open derision at
the suggestion.


Khazak,
seeing that Lord Krall was not in agreement, tried to strengthen his case,
though it ended up being a feeble attempt, “I remember several years ago there
was a two-headed lamb born here in your gen while I was visiting.  The shepherd
was more than willing to show the thing.  It looked healthy enough for a while,
but soon died…”


Lord
Krall raised his hand.  “Enough said, my friend.  That young Durik seems an
accepting enough type anyway.  I’m sure that the two of them will be able to
work out some sort of agreement on how things are to be done.”


Khazak
nodded his head and walked past him to the door, his argument having fallen on
deaf ears.


Krall
seemed to have something urgent to discuss with his father, and the two of them
stood discussing it for several moments.  Finally, Lord Krall nodded his
agreement and the discussion ended.  The two of them walked stiffly through the
council chamber into the great chamber and were greeted by the light, sounds,
and smells of the feast.


 
















 


Chapter 4 – The Elf Prince


 


A crackling noise slowly began to
pierce Trallik’s groggy mind.  For several moments he successfully ignored it,
not wanting to be roused from his somewhat uncomfortable slumber.  He imagined
that it was his mother fixing first meal, and that she would soon come to rouse
him.  Somewhere in his groggy mind, however, he wondered why he felt cold. 
After all, the caves of the Deep Guard Warrior Group were near the fiery crack
that heated his gen’s home caverns, the better to grow the fungus that much of
the gen depended on for their food.


After
a few more moments of groggy half-wakefulness, the memory of where he was and
what had happened came rushing back at him in an instant of sudden awareness. 
He sat up with a start and, with eyes wide open, looked around himself.


Seated
on a log in front of a small cooking fire not ten paces from him was a most
strange looking creature.  It was tall like an orc and had no scales, but
unlike orcs its skin was very light and seemed to radiate health, youth, and
vigor.  Its ears were pointed like a kobold’s horns, but its head was covered
in long, dark hair that fell about its shoulders.  It was dressed in dark green
robes mostly covered by finely crafted armor made of overlapping bands of a
silverish metal he did not recognize and had on a thick, dark green cloak the
same color as its robes.  Beside it on the log sat a full helm made of the same
strange silverish metal, designed to cover its entire head with a T-shaped
opening crafted into its front to allow for sight, smell, and speech.  Protruding
from the helmet’s top was a shank of long, course black hair.  In its hands the
strange creature had a small metal pan… and it seemed to be offering the
freshly cooked contents of it to him.


Trallik
looked at the… human?  He cast his blanket to one side, stood up, and threw
back the hood of his wolfskin outfit.  On his belt he could feel both of the
hilts of his long knives.  He was still armed… how strange.


In
response to Trallik feeling for his knives, the stranger gave Trallik a knowing
glance as, with his empty hand, he lifted a long pole-like weapon with a long,
slightly curved blade up from where it lay against the log on the other side of
it.  Trallik realized what the creature was implying and immediately took his
hands away from his knives.  The creature in turn lowered its weapon back into
place against the log.


The
creature… human… or whatever it was silently offered Trallik the food in the
metal pan again.  Trallik took a couple of steps toward the food.  He could see
a pair of eggs, fried, and a decent sized portion of meat, deer meat it
appeared, well cooked and seasoned as well.  Trallik’s mouth began to water. 
He didn’t necessarily trust this creature, but the more he thought about it,
the more he realized that his list of friends was rather short at the moment
and that he probably should take a chance on this creature.


Trallik
walked tentatively forward and took a seat next to the fire, and within reach
of the creature’s long arms.  He gladly accepted the metal pan with the eggs
and meat and immediately began to eat voraciously.  The creature sat watching
him with some interest.  After a few moments it spoke.


“Hoor
ye?”  it said.


Trallik
looked at it strangely.  He wasn’t quite sure, but he thought the creature
might be speaking the corrupted dialect of the northern gens.  He had only
rarely seen any of their traders, and he’d only heard their strange manner of
speaking from actual northern gen kobolds once that he could remember.  Though
all whelps in his gen were taught a few basic phrases, much of it was in the
pronunciation.


“Ah
ye hoo gen?” it asked.


Trallik
shook his head.  If it was speaking northern gen dialect, then its flat face
and small mouth certainly were getting in the way of its pronunciation. 
Trallik didn’t know much northern gen dialect anyway, so he decided to find out
if, perhaps, it might know Sorcerer’s Tongue.


“Do
you speak my language?” he asked.


The
creature’s furry eyebrows raised in surprise.  “What?  You speak The Sorcerer’s
Tongue?  How is that so?” it said in somewhat of a thick, though surprisingly
gentle, accent.


Trallik’s
scaled brow also rose.  “What do you mean ‘how is that so?’  It is the only
language my gen speaks.  It is the pure language passed down to us from of
old.”


The
creature nodded its head.  “Very well, then.  I am Arren e-Arnor of the Elven
Nations which lie in the northern part of the Great Forest.  Who, may I ask,
are you?”


Trallik
looked at him strangely.  “You are… an elf?”


“Yes,
my little scaly friend,” the elf nodded slowly as he smiled a most disarming
smile.


Trallik
began to feel somewhat more comfortable with the tall… elf.  As his fight or
flight instincts began to subside, the emotional turmoil of the night before
came back fresh and strong as ever.  “I am no one’s friend,” Trallik said with
his head bowed.


The
elf looked down at Trallik for a moment before speaking.  “I can see that you
run from something.  Your equipment is not at its best, though it is obvious
that you were recently in someone’s hire, as it is of good make.”


Trallik
winced as the elf hit so close to the mark.


“You
are no scout, for you would not be found traveling alone,” Arren continued.  “I
would imagine that no one camps for leisure here along the orc infiltration
routes.  And you are not lost, for there are too many landmarks in this small
valley to get lost.”


“I…”
Trallik cut him off, unable to bear his guessing.  “I am an exile, though I
would give anything to not be.  Now that I have lost my friends, I truly miss
them.  I valued their friendship too little… and thought of power too much.” 
Then, with a note of finality, he bowed his head as tears again began to roll
down his cheeks.  “I am guilty of being a conspirator against the lord of my
gen.  For this, I am cast off.”


The
elf looked steadily at Trallik for several moments as Trallik struggled to
regain his composure.  After a few moments of quiet in the forest, broken only
by the flittering song of a small songbird somewhere in the trees above them,
the elf spoke.  


“In
my lands, young kobold, we have a saying; ‘If you correct the flow of a river
when it is still a tiny stream, it will change the course of the mighty river
it eventually becomes.’  In other words, though you may be in this situation
because of what you have done wrong, if you decide to correct your course you
can change who you will become.  In my land, young elves make many mistakes,
but when they have corrected their course, we accept the change and forget the
fault.  Perhaps with you and your people it can be the same.”


Trallik
looked up at the stranger.  It seemed a strange and foreign thought to Trallik
that perhaps he was not permanently marred by his treachery… that perhaps he
could someday recover some honor.  Certainly, he would not have forgiven
himself.  Wiping the tears from his eyes, Trallik brushed the grease on his
hand into the dirt that covered his wolf-skin outfit then extended his hand to
the elf.  “My name is Trallik, and I was a warrior of the Kale Gen,
which lies about a day and a half’s journey west of here.”


“Well
met, Trallik,” the elf said as he took Trallik’s hand in the traditional
grasp.  To Trallik’s surprise, the elf shook his hand up and down a couple of
times before releasing it, something not done among the members of his gen.


Trallik
looked up at the elf.  “What are you doing here in kobold lands… um… what was
your name again?”


“Arren,”
he answered.  “I am here on a quest.  I seek something that was lost some time
ago, and I think I might know where it lies.  Unfortunately, I don’t know how
to get there.”


Trallik
started eating the elf’s… Arren’s food again.  “Where…” he swallowed to clear
his throat, “Where are you trying to get to?” he asked as he began to think of
what he might be able to get out of Arren.


Arren
looked Trallik straight in the eyes.  “Have you ever heard of the Hall of the
Mountain King?”


Trallik
stopped chewing.  After a moment, he realized he must look terribly surprised
and he tried to pass off his reaction as something else.  “Um… well, yes.  Of
course I have.  After all, everyone around here has heard of that place,” he
lied.  He remembered getting a brief glimpse of the map Raoros Fang had given
to Durik, and he remembered that it was on the other side of the great mountain
known as the Chop, but past there he was not so sure.  He remembered something
about it being in a low, flat topped mountain.  He hoped that would be enough
to get them there.


“Hmm,
is that so?  Well, then what would you say to guiding me there?” Arren asked.


Trallik
looked Arren in the eyes, then he looked down at the egg he was about to pop
into his mouth.  “What’s in it for me?” he asked.  Last night’s change of heart
had been deep, but it would be a lengthy process to completely replace his old
ways of behaving with something more noble.


“I
am prepared to take care of your needs.  Food, protection, and such,” Arren
answered.


“That’s
it?  Can’t you do better than that?” Trallik pressed him.


“Well,
then.  If everyone around here knows where it is, then perhaps I should be
finding someone that is going that way,” Arren said sternly.


Trallik
bowed his head.  “I’ll take you.  I’ve nothing better to do anyway.”


Arren
smiled again.  “Very well.  Once you’ve finished your breakfast, we’ll start.”


Trallik
stared at Arren for a moment.  He’d not heard the word breakfast before
and wondered at how strange it sounded.  He did not normally eat as much at
first meal as this elf had prepared, but Trallik was in need of comfort, and
tasty, solid food seemed to provide a good measure of that.  So Trallik ate it
all.  


While
Trallik was finishing up his food, Arren stood and gathered his gear.  Trallik
watched him with much curiosity.  Besides the pole-like weapon with the long
blade, which was quite a bit longer than a kobold is tall, Arren also carried a
bow of about the same height.  It was a strange bow, however, as it had curves
in its length unlike any bow he had ever seen.  Down the length of the bow, as
well as carved into the face of the pole weapon’s blade, were a number of
silver inlaid letters, all in a language that Trallik did not recognize.  


These
weapons were masterfully crafted and appeared to have ornaments on them, gems
of some sort perhaps.  The pommel of the bladed pole-weapon was a clear crystal
or gem, set firmly in a metal base that resembled a cup of some sort.  On the
front of the bow, just above the handle, another clear stone was set in similar
fashion.  Trallik wondered on this and the rest of the elf’s strange gear.  As
he looked on, he noticed Arren’s backpack.  It was made of plain leather and
appeared of somewhat more normal workmanship.  That, at least, was
understandable and easily acceptable to Trallik.


Handing
the pan back to Arren, Trallik stood up and took off his wolf-skin outfit.  He
rolled it and his blanket up and strapped them down to his own backpack.  Stretching
sore muscles, he looked around him.  Though he had not noticed it during the
night, there was something of a trail not a stone’s throw to the east of where
they stood.  He turned to Arren, who was putting out the fire, and asked him
about it.  “You mentioned orc infiltration routes.  Would this be one of them?”
he asked, pointing to the trail.


Arren
looked up from the ashes of the fire.  “Yes, little one.  The orcs have found a
way through the mountains to the north.  They travel these valleys freely it
would appear.”  Arren looked behind him to the north.  Looming behind him was
the Chop, the massive wall of flat mountainside that separated the northern and
southern valleys.  “In my wandering about, I came across the tracks of an orc
band headed into your valley and followed their trail backwards.  It plunged
into a cave not far to the north of here.  An initial examination showed no
signs of habitation, which leads me to believe that it’s a pass through this
big mountain range to the north.”


“Well,
even though we must go north, I would think it safer to take Demon’s Bridge
over the Chop rather than follow an orc infiltration route,” Trallik said.


Arren
looked down at him curiously.  “What is that?  The Chop and Demon’s Bridge?  Do
you mean this flat faced mountain here with the stone bridge on top?”


Trallik
nodded his head.  “The Hall of the Mountain King is on the other side of it. 
We will have to climb it to get there.”


Arren’s
already almond-shaped eyes narrowed even more.  “The bridge is held by a
hobgoblin, some outcast from the eastern lands I would imagine, and some kobold
mercenaries he’s hired to help him levy a tax on those who would cross the
bridge.  I have already been, though it was some days ago now.  They have
crossbows and received me none too kindly.  Though I am skilled enough to have
a good chance of forcing my way past them, I would prefer to not fight against
such odds.  I also do not see stealth being of any aid, either.  The
mercenaries’ heat vision prevents me from passing by stealthily in the night,
and their superior vantage point keeps me from approaching undetected in the
day.”


Trallik
looked up at the fair skinned elf.  “It lies to the north, and I know of no
other way to get there, other than perhaps these caves you mentioned.”


Arren
looked disappointed.  “I had hoped to avoid the caves, but I feared that I
might have to pass that way.”  He turned and looked up at the top of the Chop,
then back down to the path cut by orc boots through the forest floor.  “It
would appear we have no other option.”


Trallik
began thinking about his lost bow.  Manebrow had not let him take it or his
quiver with him when he had exiled Trallik, and he was feeling the lack of it
sorely.  Casting his eyes about for a stout stick to augment his pair of long
knives, he noticed the fist sized rocks that Arren had placed as a border to
the small cooking fire.  After thinking for a moment, Trallik took an empty
sack out of his backpack.  Walking over to the now scattered rocks, he began
collecting a few of them and putting them in his bag.  He noticed Arren
watching him curiously.  “I lost my bow and quiver,” he explained.  After a few
moments, he ran the top of the bag through a belt and tied it off.


“Are
we ready then?” Arren asked as he stood.


“Sure,
why not?” Trallik answered.


“Well
then, let’s be off.”  With that, Arren turned and began to make his way toward
the orc trail and from there to the caves that hopefully led through the
northern mountains.


 
















 


Chapter 5 – The Feast


 


Durik was greeted by pleasant
smells, soft string music, upheld mugs, and the cheers of his warriors as he
entered the great chamber through the inner door.  In the center of the hall
the large stone cooking pit was in partial use.  A pig, run through by an iron
spit, was slowly turning over a hot bed of coals.  The little smoke that rose
from the fire itself wisped upward into the stone-lined wooden chimney, rising
with the hot air out into the cool of the evening.  Off in one corner sat a
pair of females about his age softly strumming on lap-harps and humming a tune
he did not recognize.


The
great hall itself was dominated by the large cooking pit in the center of it. 
Though it had enough room to simultaneously cook several pigs on separate
spits, only one pig was roasting in the pit tonight.  The party was small
compared to what the great hall could hold.  One row of tables ringed the great
pit on either side, with the remaining tables and benches stacked or pushed off
to either side.  On one side of the pit sat the members of Durik’s Company.  On
the other side of the pit sat council members as well as other members of
distinction in the Krall Gen.


Following
Durik, Khazak Mail Fist did not hesitate to make for a likely seat among the
council members of the Krall Gen.  That table had been served the first
helpings of pig as well as the first helpings of vegetables and sweet bark
cider.  


As
Durik look briefly around the room, he saw Manebrow, Gorgon, Kiria, and Ardan
seated at the end of the table closest to Lord Krall, with a seat reserved at
the table’s end.  Walking around the pit, Durik took the reserved seat and,
hanging his sword by the baldric from the chair’s high back, sat down to join
his company as they waited for their turn to be served.


“Sire,
all are present,” Manebrow said, the wizened eyes of the much older warrior who
had recently been their trainer and who now was second in command to Durik
seemed more relaxed than normal.


“Thanks,
Manebrow,” Durik said, then as if he had just remembered something, he
continued.  “Oh, by the way, you might want to know that there’s a dragon in
this Hall of the Mountain King, two of them in fact.”


“And
what does that have to do with us, sire?” Manebrow asked, caution creeping into
his voice.  “Isn’t the Kale Stone to be found under the Chop?”


Durik
grimaced.  “Khazak Mail Fist seems determined to send us to Palacid in search
of it, quoting some old prophecy.  That same prophecy says we have to go to the
Hall of the Mountain King.”


Manebrow’s
signature eyebrows, a trait only he and his sons shared, went up in alarm. 
“What?!”  The other warriors looked his way.


“Calm
now, Manebrow,” Durik said.  “We’ll speak more about it later, but the plan is
that we’re to sneak in while the two of them are away visiting the smaller male
dragon’s home.”


“Well,
that’s comforting,” Manebrow said sarcastically, the revelation breaking even
his even temperament, “we’re going to sneak around with a pair of dragons on
the loose.”


Durik
shushed Manebrow again, “Calm now, Manebrow.  I do not believe our quest will
lead us to the Hall of the Mountain King.  We’ll talk more later.  For now,
let’s not get anyone upset.”


While
Durik and Manebrow were discussing the dragons Keryak had gotten up from his
seat and, toting a boar-skin bag with something about the size of a shank of
boar meat in it, he approached Durik.  He placed the bag next to Durik’s seat
and whispered in his ear for a moment.


“Aha! 
Thanks much, Keryak,” Durik said.


Keryak
nodded and returned to his seat.  Leaning over, Manebrow asked quietly, “Is that
what I think it is?”


Durik
nodded and smiled.  “We’ll save it for the right moment.”


 





 


After
the arrival of Lord Krall and his two sons was announced throughout the hall
and all present stood in his honor, the guests were asked to take seats and
things continued much as they had up to that point.  Of course, the servants
immediately attended to their lord and his sons, as was to be expected.


For
some time, the conversation in the Hall of Lord Krall was light.  Everyone in
Durik’s Company had been through much and seemed to enjoy the quiet in this
atmosphere of safety and trust more than the opportunity to talk about the
events of the past couple of days.  The additional factor of a hard day’s work
also served to dampen the conversation.  When they did speak, however, the
pride that they felt at having come through so much and having accomplished
much for Lord Karthan and the gen showed through.  Several of them had been
yearlings just three days prior, and it showed.  As they talked, it was obvious
who were the newest to the ranks of the Kale Gen’s warriors; they were
recounting their exploits to each other in tones loud enough for all around
them to hear.


Durik’s
childhood friend Keryak and their company’s broadswordsman Troka were clearly
in that group, with the unlikely hero Jerrig Queen Slayer and the humble
climber Arbelk at first participating, then withdrawing as Keryak and Troka got
more and more out of touch with reality.  As the night wore on the ants they
had fought grew taller, with longer spikes on their arms, and more numerous if
that were possible.  The twins, Tohr and Kahn, and the other veteran warrior
Terrim all sat and watched, bemused by it all.  As Keryak and Troka continued
to talk, the orcs they’d encountered grew much more wicked and devious in their
stories, almost to the same degree as their own heroism had grown.  Through it
all, Manebrow was careful to not squelch their fun and revelry; it was well
deserved, though he was less careful at keeping himself from laughing under his
breath.  Among the cadre of Durik’s Company, there was less of the mirth of new
warriors, though they too took the opportunity to talk and reflect on the
events of the past couple of days.  


Soon
the first of the servants arrived carrying a platter stacked high with sliced
shank of pig.  Behind him came a supple and well built female dressed in tight
robes of flaxen cloth and carrying a platter of vegetables.  It was all that
many of the young warriors could do to keep from staring at her as she lithely
placed the platter on the table then walked casually back to her place near the
pit.  Between the food and the view, the conversation abruptly ended.


Turning
his attention back to his companions, Durik blushed when he noticed Kiria’s
annoyed look.  He cursed himself for letting down his guard and resolved to not
let it happen again.  He was now a leader caste, and he felt the weight of
higher expectations.  


For
Kiria, it was simple jealousy; the chemistry between her and Durik was
noticeable, though Durik tried hard not to notice.


It
was not until some time afterward that the dull rumble of low conversations was
broken by the loud thumping of Lord Krall’s staff on the stone of the dais.  As
the hall quieted down, Lord Krall’s clear, loud voice rang out above the
feast.  “Esteemed members of the Kale Gen, the council and I welcome you to our
halls.”


The
assembled council members beat the handles of their knives against the table in
approval of Lord Krall’s statement.  Durik’s Company, all thirteen remaining
members, followed suit, creating quite a noise that reverberated from the
vaulted ceiling of the great hall.  


After
a moment, Lord Krall held up his hand to silence the crowd.  “Your news of the
clear menace that the great ant colony presents, as well as your news of
dissenters in our gens allying with a remnant of the Bloodhand Orc Tribe,
brings great distress to us.”  The assembled council members voiced their
approval of Lord Krall’s words.  Stopping to assess the impact of his words on
both the company and the council, Lord Krall continued.  “After further council
with our visitors from the Kale Gen, I have decided to send my son Morigar
north with Durik’s Company to investigate the remnant of the Bloodhand Orc
Tribe and bring us knowledge of this threat that at this time lies in the
shadows.  With him shall go a handful of warriors.”


The
announcement was received without much discussion on the part of the council
members.  Lord Krall’s next announcement, however, created more of a stir.


“Members
of the council,” he continued, “the threat to our gen from the great ant
colony, however, is clear and imminent.  Even now many additional Border Guards
are posted to rebut any attack they may make this night or in the coming days. 
Because this threat is imminent and challenges our very right to exist, I have
asked my son Krall to lead a combined force of warriors from each contingent to
eradicate this threat.”


Lord
Krall found acceptance among the council members and moved to solidify their
support.  Calling the three warrior contingent leaders by name, he spoke in a
somber tone, “In order to ensure that the mission is successful and that as few
of our warriors as possible are lost in this action, my son will need all three
of the stalwart leaders of our various forces to personally lead their
contingents.  Will you accept this task?”


The
three warrior contingent leaders, leaders of the Border Guard, Archer Guard,
and Heavy Guard, leapt to their feet and heartily voiced their acceptance
almost in unison; their voices almost drowned out by the thunderous pounding of
knife handles on the tables.


While
Durik was new to the ways of the leader caste, it was obvious to him that,
however Lord Krall had done it, he enjoyed a much higher level of support from
his council than Lord Karthan did from the Kale Gen’s council.  He also noticed
how little of an issue Morigar’s quest was.  Looking at the two brothers’ faces
as they sat in their respective chairs, it was obvious to Durik that Morigar
had noticed as well.  While Krall basked in the glory of his appointment, with
the full support of the council and his father, Morigar sat stone faced and
stoic.  


Watching
the two brothers’ reactions and the expressions they wore on their faces, Durik
began to understand that Morigar must have lived much of his life in the shadow
of his older brother.  While Morigar seemed capable in his own right, a side
look of contempt from Lord Krall toward his youngest son made it obvious that
their father’s trust was enough for one son, but not both.


Snapping
his attention back to the here and now, Durik listened as Krall talked briefly
of his plan for finding and destroying the great ant colony.  


Krall
made it clear that, after they found and forced their way into the queen’s lair
and killed the queen, he thought the rest of the ants would scatter and they’d
be able to scour the forest for them, killing the scattered remnants as they
found them.  Heads nodded and agreement was frequently voiced as he confidently
briefed his plan to the council.  


Durik
was stunned, having assumed that what Lord Krall had known he would have passed
on to his son.  Had Lord Krall not listened to him at all?  Hearing this
blatantly wrong perception of how the ants were organized, Durik couldn’t sit
still.  


Standing,
Durik caught the young Krall’s attention.  “Yes, Durik of the Kale Gen?  Do you
have something to add to this?”


“I
do,” he said as he lifted and opened the bag that had been sitting next to his
chair.  “While I agree with much of your plan, I think your guess on how
they’ll act once the queen is dead is a bit off.”


“And
how do you believe they’ll act then,” Krall said, barely keeping his skepticism
in check.


“Well,”
Durik started as he pulled the queen’s singed head out of the bag, eliciting
gasps from all but the hardened warriors in the room, “as soon as Jerrig Queen
Slayer here killed her, the entire rest of the colony came after us with an
almost insane vengeance.  They were so intent on catching and killing us, in
fact, that the only thing that stopped their progress was the Great River, swollen with the early spring runoff.  And then the first fifty or so of their
hunters died trying to cross it in their fury.”


To
his credit, Krall dropped his incredulousness.  He was as taken aback by the
dramatic display as was everyone else.  After a moment, he spoke in more
earnest tones.  “Well, I see.  Tell me, in light of this new revelation what do
you think the ant colony will be doing now and how do you think we should take
it on?”


Durik
took a moment to calm himself and to think before speaking.  “I am not sure how
the queen ant became the queen ant, but I’d imagine that nature has a way of
making new queen ants.  Whatever process it is that they go through, that
process must be starting now.  I think that the fury of the hunter ants and the
fact that we only saw one of their ant commanders on our tail seems to suggest
that the rest of the ant commanders are about the process of making another
queen.  It’ll probably be one of them, I’d imagine.


“From
what we’ve seen, all the smaller ants only act in unison when they’ve got an
ant commander there to coordinate them.  I don’t know how they communicate, but
it’s like as if the commander is speaking to their minds.  Once that commander
is killed, the smaller ants mill about like they don’t know what to do.


“The
hunter ants, on the other hand, are independently intelligent.  They go
scouting about and will fight on their own.  Oh, and the queen’s warrior
guards, whatever may be left of them, will also act mostly independently.  So,
really, the only ants you have to worry about are the hunters, perhaps a small
number of queen’s guards, and the ant commanders.


“Since
their ant commanders are probably tied up with the process of making a new
queen, now might be the time to go to the colony and take out their hunters. 
Once their hunters are taken out, the colony is essentially blind.  Then find
high, defensible places that overlook the colony, like their hilltops, and wait
for the rest to come.  Once the ant commanders are in sight kill them
immediately with volleys of arrows.  Then once there’s no more commanders left,
clean up the rest of the confused and disorganized workers.”


Krall
slowly nodded his agreement.  “Durik of the Kale Gen, your vision in this
matter is rather clear.  I will take your advice into consideration.”  He then
turned his attention back to the council.  “What forces will you commit, my
brothers in arms?  What will you commit to secure our future?”


After
a short time Krall got the warrior contingent leaders to commit themselves and
fifty warriors each to his war party.  The atmosphere in the hall was one of
courage and confidence that they would easily defeat the ant threat.  After
deciding on a time for the warrior leaders and himself to meet the next day to
continue the planning, Krall stood in thought for a moment.  Finally, content
with the results of his speech and the reaction to it, Krall turned the floor
over to his brother.


Acting
with all the confidence he could muster, Morigar stood before the council and
talked about their old enemies, the Bloodhand Orc Tribe, and how it was
important that they not be given the opportunity to encroach into their lands
yet again.  He mentioned how the Kale Gen had graciously volunteered to provide
much of the combat troops, but that the Krall gen must not turn a blind eye to
this threat.  “As such,” Morigar concluded, “I will lead a group on this
dangerous task and I ask to take a contingent from the ranks of this gen with
me.”


The
council was much less enthusiastic when Morigar spoke.  Perhaps it was the fact
that he was not immediately in line for the throne, or perhaps it was their
history together.  Durik wasn’t sure.  Whatever it was, when Morigar also asked
for a healer to be sent with his group he was met with cautious, but open,
rejection from each council member who had one.  Turning to his father for
support, Morigar received only a blank stare.  It was obvious to him that he
had no support there.  As such, Morigar began to bargain, not ask.  As the
council members sensed Lord Krall’s lack of support they were like wolves
attacking a wounded buck until, finally, Lord Krall interceded.


“Morigar…”
he started then waited for the voices to die down.  “Morigar shall take the two
veteran scouts, Gormanor and Lemmekor of the Border Guard, and Krebbekar from
my house guard shall be his second.  Three shall be sufficient to accompany you
on this mission.”  Krebbekar, the leader of his house guard, hearing his name
called, choked on the contents of his mug and spat liquid all over those around
him.  With a very surprised look he began to pay more attention to what Lord
Krall was saying.


It
was obvious to all present that the real intent Lord Krall had in naming those
three was that they would accomplish the mission and bring his son back to him,
no matter what his son’s actions were.  At the end of Morigar’s turn he sat
down, trying to keep some of his composure after such a railing.  It was
equally obvious by the look on Morigar’s face that he had not fully realized
before this point exactly how little credibility he had left with the other
leaders of the Krall Gen.


Durik
looked on with an ache in his heart for the younger son of Lord Krall.  He did
not know what Morigar had done… or not done, to break the trust of the leadership
of his gen, but whatever it was, it was obvious to Durik that Morigar had not
realized before now how heavy the price would be.  


Durik
was not the greatest judge of character, but to him Morigar had the look of
someone that had spent his credibility on frivolous things.  And now, after
stepping forward to take a place he thought rightfully his, he seemed shocked
to find his credibility gone, and the trust of all withdrawn.


The
rest of the feast passed mostly uneventfully.  It was not long after the speeches
that Lord Krall, seeing most of Durik’s company slumping in their seats, still
hung over from the extreme effort of the day before, spared them any further
pain and stood up to leave the hall.  Everyone else got the cue and stood
shortly after him as he addressed the group.  “Again, Durik’s Company and my
old friend Khazak Mail Fist, welcome to our gen.  Please feel free to use the
resources of our gen.  May your quest be successful.”


With
that, Lord Krall turned and walked through the door in the rear of the great
hall and was gone.  Not long after, almost the entire company was back in the
quarters and most were sound asleep.  The worries of the past few days set
aside for a time with the hope of a new day ahead of them and the security of a
community of warriors to rely on.
















 


Chapter 6 – Dreams in the Night


 


Kiria knocked lightly on the inner
door of her aunt’s residence.  The guards, knowing her well from her many
visits to their gen over the years, had let her through without more than a
‘good evening, Kiria.’  Now, as she stood in the conference room waiting for
the servant to answer the knock, she wondered if she should have come.


Magic
was a topic that Kiria had never discussed with anyone but her parents before
this quest.  It had always been something hidden, something not shared, a
family secret she decided.  This thought brightened her up somewhat.  She is
my father’s sister, after all, if I’m ever going to take my knowledge further,
I have to talk to someone, and she’s family.


She
heard footsteps coming from the other side of the door, and the familiar face
of Lady Karaba’s footman appeared as he opened the door.


“My
little lady,” he intoned with a particular fondness, the type that only old
kobolds who knew her since birth would have used.  His squinty eyes and heavy
brows, mixed with his lack of teeth and wrinkled gums gave him the look of one
whose face needed a bit of stretching out.


“Hi,
Jartor, it’s good to see you again,” she answered.


“And
it’s good to see you, as well.  Quite the excitement yesterday, wasn’t it?  I’m
sorry I missed it,” the old kobold lied demurely.  Changing to a more sincere
tone, he continued.  “But I’m very glad you made it through none the worse for
wear.  And with a shiny new trinket to show for it as well,” he said, tapping
her shiny gold belt buckle, a gift from Lord Krall given to the members of
Durik’s Company as a thanks for saving his life and the lives of his family
members.


Kiria
smiled.  “Yes, I am well.  Jartor, is my aunt in?”


Jartor’s
squinty eyes opened up a bit wider, “Oh, well, come to stay with us for a bit,
then?  I was hoping you would.  It’s been so long since we’ve had whelps in the
house.”


Kiria
smiled at the old kobold, feeling no slight at his words.  “No, Jartor.  I’m
staying with my warrior group, I’m not a whelp anymore, you know.”


“Oh!” 
Jartor exclaimed again, “well, how many summers have you now?  Is it fifteen
already?”


Kiria
smiled and shook her head, “You old joker!  You know it is!  I’m an adult
already!”


Jartor
smiled and nodded his head, a twinkle in his aged eye.  “Aye, and a fine lady
you’ve grown up to be.  I’d imagine you’ll be chasing after one of those young
strapping warriors you’re traveling with.  Every young lady dreams of a noble
lifemate; their leader caste perhaps?  What was his name?  Durik, I think.”


Kiria’s
face flushed with barely concealed embarrassment.  Her patience with the old
kobold was running thin.  “Jartor!  Will you please just get my aunt?”


From
behind Jartor on the steps up to their personal chambers Lady Karaba arrived in
time to hear his needling.


“That’s
quite enough, Jartor.  Come now.  Go pick on someone your own age,” Lady Karaba
gently chided the old servant.


Turning
stiffly, Jartor threw up his hands in mock surrender.  “Ah, you’ve caught me,
my lady.  Though I dare say there aren’t many kobolds my age to choose from,
and all of them are likely in bed already.”


“The
minister is almost your age.  Perhaps you can see to his needs for a time,” she
commanded.


“Yes,
my lady,” Jartor said, adjusting various items on his way out of the room, a
life-habit of cleanliness that his lady’s dismissal certainly wouldn’t break.


When
the two of them were finally alone, Kiria sat in front of her aunt almost
unwilling to talk at first.


“What
is it my dear?” Lady Karaba asked her niece.


“Well,
  Aba,” she paused, trying to think of how to broach the subject.  “Was there a
library and workshop in the lady’s quarters when you lived in the gen?”


Lady
Karaba looked at Kiria as if she were seeing her for the first time.


“Your
father has shared with you your heritage, then, I see,” Lady Karaba stated
simply.


Kiria
nodded.


“And
what have you learned?” she probed.


“When
I was much younger, before my mother died, she taught me a few simple spells. 
She taught me perhaps only the most basic bits of magic, which were not much
less than she knew.  Apparently your mother didn’t teach her much.”


Lady
Karaba smiled.  It was interesting to her to see how history changed depending
on who was doing the telling.


“Well,
it’s not that my mother didn’t teach your mother much.  It’s more that she
never had much of an interest in it,” Lady Karaba corrected her.  “Your mother
was always more interested in the goings on of the gen than in the greater
powers of her station.”


Kiria
was a bit taken aback.  In her mind her mother was perfect, frozen in time to
when Kiria was nine.  Though she’d imagined that her mother had faults, still
it was a bit of a shock to hear someone talk about them.  She promptly decided
to get the conversation back on track.


“What
she did teach me I’ve used.  But I am finding that the little powers that I
have aren’t much help, except through the odd twist of the Fates.”


“Ah,”
Lady Karaba’s eyes lit up a bit, “you’ve come seeking greater powers?”


“Yes,
Aba.  Do you have more that you could share with me?”


Lady
Karaba nodded her head.  “Your mother gave me her mother’s book of spells
shortly after her mother’s death.  She said she thought she’d never have a use
for it.”  Lady Karaba shook her head as she stood and walked over to the
bookshelf.  “I always thought you would eventually come looking for it.”


Grabbing
a large book, one with a cover of formed leather, died blue and edged in golden
relief, she thumbed through it, a thin smile on her face.  After a few moments,
she brought the book over to her young niece.


“This
is the spell book your mother gave me.  It belonged to the lady of the gen
before her, and it is your duty to pass it on to whomever becomes Karto’s
lifemate,” she said, referring to the older of Kiria’s little brothers.


Kiria
stood and took the tome from her aunt.  “Oh thank you, Aba,” she said, giving
her a hug.  “Thank you for this piece of my heritage!  I will study it
thoroughly!”


“And?”
Lady Karaba prompted her.


“And
I will pass it on to whomever becomes lady of the gen,” she said dutifully.


The
wistful look in Lady Karaba’s eyes passed unseen before the excited young
female.


As
Kiria left the chambers of her aunt and uncle, dreams of the magic that she
would uncover within the pages of her grandmother’s spell book swept her back
to her room in the caravan drivers quarters.  Though it was difficult, she did
eventually get to sleep that night.


 





 


That
night the dreams of the members of Durik’s Company were not as peaceful as they
might have wished.  Though the caravan drivers quarters were mostly peaceful,
the noise of tossing and turning warriors could be heard throughout the night,
punctuated by the occasional cry of imagined alarm or remembered strife.  


At
one point Jerrig Queen Slayer sat up with a defiant scream, the events in the
ant queen’s chambers replaying in his head.  His hands were focused in front of
him in the shape of a triangle and a searing point of light filled the room as
a bolt of intense fire formed between his upheld hands and shot across the
room, cracking the log of the outer wall of their quarters.  


As
his mind stopped wondering where the ant queen had gone, and the realization of
where he was slowly dawned on his awakening mind, he stopped looking around
desperately and instead got very quiet.  The log he had cracked was directly
above Arbelk’s still sleeping form.  On the pile of furs across the room Keryak
lay rubbing his eyes.  Jerrig lay back down hurriedly, in case by some strange
chance Keryak hadn’t noticed the whole episode.


Seemingly
in answer to Jerrig’s whispered prayers to the Creator, Keryak didn’t notice
the warm spot on the logs above Arbelk, and after a couple of moments he laid
back down and rolled over.  The utter exhaustion of the last several days had
saved Jerrig the embarrassment.  He very much hoped that no one would notice
the new charred spot the next day on the blackened log wall.


No
one did.


The
next day would reveal on their faces the extent of their suffering that night,
but for now the anonymous mask of darkness hid their collective nightmares.


 





 


Ardan,
formerly a weapon smith, bowyer and fletcher, caravan guide and now a scout for
Durik’s Company, was by no means the oldest member of the company; Manebrow
claimed that title by a handful of years.  He was, however, an experienced and
skilled warrior in his own right.  After so many years on the trail escorting
the trade caravans he had learned well the lay of the land and had come to know
the Krall Gen as well as he knew his own gen.  One of their number, in particular,
he had come to know much better than the rest.


Her
name was Miratha and, like Ardan, she had been left behind in the rush of life,
not having found a lifemate in the furtive days of youth.  Now in his
twenty-fifth year, Ardan was established among the warriors of the gen, and had
begun to think more and more about his future.  Despite how miserable his own
childhood had been, he now felt that he had overcome such things and was
finally warming up to the idea of having children of his own.  


This
love he had found with Miratha, and the realization that he didn’t want to
spend the rest of his life alone, had eventually brought Ardan to reluctantly
begin to trust Miratha with his heart.  It had been a long process so far, and
was by no means complete, but over the course of the last twenty or so visits
he’d made to the Krall Gen, he’d grown comfortable with her, to the point where
he was now looking forward to seeing her again.


Miratha,
on the other hand, was more than willing, in fact it could be said she was
eager to bond with Ardan.  Slightly less than a year younger than Ardan, she
had begun to feel the toll of the years on her body, and wanted to enjoy the
fruits of love, children to be precise, in her old age.  When Ardan had begun
to pay her more attention than the other workers at the Hall of Commerce, her
heart had quickly opened to him.  All this time it was mostly her driving the
relationship, which was fine with Ardan.  He was more than happy to sit back
and let her lead such things.  In matters of the heart he was no master.  After
so many years on the trail focusing on his duties, love and relationships were
foreign to him.


Now
as he sat in the very heart of the Krall Gen, Ardan could almost smell the
sweet scent of her.  Knowing he was only a bowshot from where she made her home
on the southern shores of the lake, Ardan’s spirits lifted in anticipation of
seeing her.


 





 


Jerrig
was not the only one to awaken in the night.  Somewhere in the dark of night
Durik woke, his blanket and furs soaked in a cold sweat.  Visions of a wild
boar, of orcs and of the ant queen’s royal guards all swirled about in his
head, all threatening to exact the price for their revenge in the only currency
that nightmares know; that of terror.  Desperately his sleeping form tossed and
turned as his imagined self tried everything to keep his company safe, and yet
for all his efforts they wandered off one by one, or even in pairs, to their
doom.  His hands reached out to them, his voice becoming almost shrill as he
called out to them, warning them of the danger, but in his dreams they would
not listen, and Durik was left desolate and alone.


Then,
almost as a lullaby to a child, Durik’s dreams were wrapped in the warm embrace
of an unseen being.  Like a baby, he felt himself being held in the arms of its
love as he rocked gently to and fro.  After a time the hardened exterior he had
of necessity affected began to soften, and with it his heart softened as well. 
In a short period of time the memories of the horrors of the last few days
began to lose their sharpness and a soft, reassuring maternal voice seemed to
breathe peace into his heart and mind.


“I
am with you, son of Kobold.  Be not afraid,” the voice whispered on the edge of
his consciousness.


“But
I am scared, mother,” his mind whispered back, telling the presence what he
could tell no one else, what he could not even admit to himself.


“My
son, I am with you, and I will stand with you in your times of greatest need. 
Know that I will watch over and guide you.  Your days shall not be less than
those appointed to you.”


Durik’s
heart was open, and with it his awareness was caught away into a high
mountain.  Upon the top of it sat a mighty citadel, its granite walls ancient,
yet as mighty as the day they were formed.  Many figures stood watch upon the
walls, though the vision was too clouded to make out who they were.  In a
moment Durik found himself in a great chamber, floating as it were,
weightlessly over the marbled floors, veins of gold and silver standing out in
bright relief against the black of the stone through which they ran.


Standing
in front of him was a being that radiated a power that was almost overwhelming
in its intensity and purity, and yet—she felt somehow deeply familiar.  Indeed,
as the dross of his immaturity and flaws began to melt away in the presence of
this utterly pure being, Durik began to feel the ennobling effect her power had
upon him.  His mind was alive and many things he had not understood before
began to make themselves clear.  With this greater understanding all the doubts
of years past began to resolve themselves.  Gradually his life to this point
became utterly clear, as if all these years he had been struggling in the cold
darkness, and now he had broken through into the brilliant light of day and,
looking back, the ties that had held him in the darkness were laid bare for his
inspection.


Standing
now confidently before the presence of this being, Durik’s heart was on fire
within him and his face shone with a brilliant luster.  With eyes now purified,
Durik looked at the being in front of him.  She was tall, nearly twice Durik’s
height, slender of stature, and light of skin.  Her face was flat with but a
small nose and ears that were small and rounded.  Though the aura of strength
that emanated from her was overwhelming, the appearance of her was one of
gentle grace and loving kindness.


She
appeared to be a human, to the best of Durik’s knowledge, though he knew
instinctively that this was only one of her forms.


“Durik,”
her consciousness swept across his like the tendrils of a wafting breeze.  “Son
of Kobold, will you serve me?”


Durik’s
heart burned within him still, and his desire to please her was intense.  “I
will do whatever you ask of me, my lady.”


“That
is well,” she gave him to feel, and his heart was gladdened at her
pronouncement.  “The stone of your brothers of the Kale Gen must be returned to
them.  When the time comes, you will know to whom it is to be given.”


Though
there was no negative reaction from Durik, he did wonder about Lady Karaba’s
pronouncement that he was the Oracle of the Kale Gen.


“You
are not to be the oracle of your brother’s gen for long, my dear one,” her
presence tenderly assuaged his heart.  “As it was in times of old, so shall it
be in times to come.  You are my paladin.  It is I who guide you, and through
you I will save my children.”


His
heart absolutely willing, and his soul yearning to obey, Durik looked up into
her eyes.  “What may I call you, my lady?” he voiced, his words seeming so
clumsy in his own ears.


All
of a sudden Durik began to feel himself being lifted away from her presence. 
As he went, he could feel the strength of her presence diminishing, though the
utter clarity of her care for him and of her power Durik felt could never
diminish in him.  Seeing nothing but blackness now, Durik could feel power
coursing through him and knew that some portion of that power would remain with
him from that point onward.  


As
the vision began to fade, Durik could feel the last tendrils of her hold on him
release.  As they did so, he heard three words that resonated through his
dreams for the rest of the night.


“I
am Morgra.”


 
















 


Chapter 7 – An Arrogant Proposal


 


Durik awoke shortly after dawn the
following day.  Manebrow had entered his room and woken him with the good news
that, for the second night in a row, the Border Guards had seen no sign of the
ant colony’s forces.  As Durik sat up and shook the sleep from his brain,
Manebrow mentioned that he was about to go through the quarters and wake the
troops.  They had not done morning drills their first morning here to allow the
troops some rest, but Manebrow had no intentions of letting the morning drills
slip again.  


Rolling
out of bed, Durik grabbed the magical bracers which had served him so well with
the added strength they gave him, as well as his sword belt and shoulder belts
as he stood to stretch.  Strapping them on, he heard the familiar bark of
Manebrow going through the quarters, banging on doors and calling the troops to
morning drills.


The
intensity of the vision of the night before had dimmed, but the impact of it
left him sobered and, perhaps, more focused.  There was no feeling of
intensity, as though he were meant to be anxiously about The Lady’s business,
but rather he felt a peace that seemed to reside with him and served as a
buffer, even to Manebrow’s sharp barking commands as he woke the rest of the
company.


If
it hadn’t been for Manebrow coming to wake him as he had, the brand new leader
caste might have reflexively jumped out of bed and, in a sleepy haze, fallen
into ranks with the rest of the troops.  As he now looked out his door, Durik
saw his warriors strapping on their gear and hustling out the front door to
line up in front of the quarters, stiffly and never quite quick enough for
Manebrow’s taste.  


Still
adjusting to the many changes in his life, Durik attached the golden-hilted
sword that Lord Krall had given him the day before to his sword belt and walked
out the front doors of the quarters.  


Last
of the company, Jerrig and Kiria came out of the quarters.  Despite their
exhaustion of the night before, Jerrig looked as if he’d not slept much. 
Kiria, on the other hand, looked well rested and confident.  The exertion of
the past few days had served to drive most of her fears away, and instead had
put a keen intensity into her eyes.  Durik couldn’t help but notice how radiant
she looked, and he couldn’t help but feel stronger himself as he saw admiration
for him in her eyes as she greeted him.


The
kobold warriors formed two rows by team to the left of Ardan and Gorgon.  To
the rear of the company Kabbak stood not quite knowing what to do, and Kiria
was up on her toes trying to see what everyone else was doing from the rear of
the company, her movements strangely feminine amongst so many young male
warriors.  Durik was enchanted by it.  Everything she did seemed to be hard to
not notice this morning.  The gentle movement of her tail, the way she held her
hands, the shape of her through her simple flaxen traveling robe, the smell of
her in the early morning air.


Shaking
his head, Durik and Manebrow walked down off the porch with Durik taking his
place behind the formation while Manebrow walked to the front of it.  Seeing
Kabbak and Kiria in a quandary as to how to fit in, Durik put one with each of
the two teams.  In a matter of a few moments Manebrow was leading the company
in a series of stretches.


Moans
of pain and relief could be heard throughout the formation as the warriors
stretched stiff, sore muscles.  It was slow in coming, but the warriors
eventually shook the sleep from their tired bodies and began to feel somewhat
normal again.  As Manebrow started them on calisthenics and
muscle-strengthening exercises, the company began to regain some of its energy
and enthusiasm.  Again, like had been evident early in the feast the night
before, the subtle harassing and lame jokes that were the hallmarks of
camaraderie could be heard, though not too loudly in Manebrow’s formation.


After
the calisthenics and the muscle-strengthening exercises, Manebrow spread the
warriors out even more and began weapons drills.  As they were spreading out,
Durik noticed the various kobolds of the Krall Gen beginning to emerge from
their houses.  Males splashed water over their heads and cleansed the dirt from
their bodies as they prepared for the labors of the day.  Females made their
way, much as they had done for many generations, toward the squat mud-brick
bakeries where the aroma of freshly baking seed cakes emanated.  With the
rising of the sun over the eastern mountain, life began to stir around Lord
Krall’s lake.


Once
the warriors were fully awake the weapons drills were executed with quite a bit
of enthusiasm.  It was obvious to Manebrow that the events of the past couple
of days had given them a new intensity.  Swords and spear tips reflected the
light of the rising sun as they were lifted, swung, and thrust to Manebrow’s
slow, steady commands.


Following
the cadence as well, Durik lifted and thrust in slow, steady motions.  His
movements were deliberate and practiced; his objective not being speed, but
rather to ingrain the motions into his brain and hands until they became as
natural as breathing.  As he was pulling his sword back for another practice
thrust, Durik noticed another glint of steel from farther away down near Lord
Krall’s great hall.  


Dropping
his sword to one side, Durik looked out across the meadow past the bridges on
the lake and noticed Lord Krall’s son Morigar walking toward them with three
other warriors in tow.  In their hands were spears and, as Durik squinted, he
could see that all four of them had bows and swords.  Most impressive of all,
as their cloaks parted with each step Durik could see that they were dressed in
some form of hard leather armor with metal guards covering their shoulders,
forearms, shins, and much of their waists.  Stitched over the left breast of
their hardened leather breastplates was the symbol of Lord Krall; a great tree
like those of his forest.  


This
armor made Durik curious.  If there was any advantage to having armor, he’d
certainly like to see if perhaps he could acquire some for his company as
well.  Coming from a gen which did not use armor at all, Durik wondered about
its advantages and disadvantages.  Heavy metal armor hadn’t done much good for
the orcs, just slowed them down so the ants could catch them easier.  Even when
they stood and fought it hadn’t helped them much, but then they hadn’t had much
of a chance against the flood of ants.


Durik
continued with the drills until Morigar and his companions came within a
stone’s throw of the group.  Sheathing his sword, Durik caught Manebrow’s eye
and signaled to him to keep the drills going while he moved around the
formation.  Manebrow looked to the side and noticed Morigar’s group. 
Continuing to call the cadence of the drill, Manebrow nodded his
understanding.  It was time for politics and careful handling.  Manebrow would
watch with interest, but he was confident of his new leader caste and felt no
need to move to his aid.  Durik had already proven himself to be capable and
competent and so had won Manebrow’s trust.


The
rest of the company, however, was distracted from their drills as Morigar’s
team approached.  Their hardened leather armor, with its fancy designs and
various metal guards attached to it, was new to most of them and was causing
quite a stir.  Manebrow barked a command and the group stood at attention,
ceasing their talk.  After a moment of staring at them crossly, he saw that
they were focused again and continued the drills.


“Welcome,
Morigar and companions,” Durik called out as they approached.  Then, grasping
Morigar’s hand, he said, “There’s no place where so many of us can sit and talk
within the caravan drivers’ quarters, but I saw a tree with roots particularly
well suited to our purposes about a bowshot into the woods.  Will you accompany
me there?”


Morigar
looked at the troops doing drills, musing at how Kiria was trying somewhat
successfully to fit in and follow the rest of the warriors in the drills with
her long knife.  “Very well, though I need to give instructions to whomever you
have put in charge of acquiring materials.  My father has decided to be most
generous to your group.”  A cold, dispassionate look in Morigar’s eyes made
Durik uncomfortable, though he did not know why.


“Excellent. 
My thanks to your father for his generosity,” Durik said.  “My second, Kormach
Manebrow, will follow momentarily, once the drills are complete.  Come, let us
go.”  Durik led the group away from the noise of cadence and shuffling feet a
short distance down the trail to a small hollow at the base of a particularly
large tree.  Two of the largest roots seemed to form natural walls for the
hollow while the smaller roots lining the walls formed natural benches. 
Finding seats in the hollow, the five kobolds adjusted weapons and sat.


“Well,
Morigar, we certainly know each other after the events of two days ago, and
Krebbekar and I met briefly during the cleanup afterwards,” Durik said.


Krebbekar
grunted his acknowledgement.  It was an event whose memory neither Krebbekar
nor Morigar relished.


“But
I do not know your two companions.  Perhaps introductions are in order,” Durik
continued once they were all seated.  “My name is Durik.  I’m a leader caste
from the Kale Gen.  In our gen we still conduct the Trials of Caste.  I won the
Trials of Caste four days ago when half of my company and I passed from being
yearlings to being warriors.  We’re new to this, but our discipline and
training, and the other half of our company which are all experienced warriors,
have seen us through a number of tight spots already.”  Durik looked silently
at the pair of silent warriors Morigar and Krebbekar had brought with them. 
They were about to take the cue when Morigar spoke.


“Well
met again, Durik,” Morigar cut in.  “You know who I am, and after the events of
the past couple of days I’m sure you know more about our internal affairs than
you care to know.  Let me introduce my warriors.”  Pointing to Krebbekar, who
was an older warrior with steely eyes and a practiced ease, Morigar continued,
“Durik, meet Krebbekar.  He’s been the leader of my father’s house guard for as
long as I can remember.”


“And
longer than that, young master,” Krebbekar interrupted.


“Well
met again, Krebbekar,” Durik replied.


“These
other two warriors,” Morigar continued, “are two of the top scouts from the
Border Guards.”  He motioned to the other two kobolds, a pair of rather intense
looking types who obviously felt uncomfortable in their new hard leather armor
and especially uncomfortable about the metal shoulder guards, waist, shin, and
forearm guards that were attached to it.  “Gormanor and Lemmekor are their
names and they’ve traveled the areas we’re going to be traveling through. 
Overall, I think our team is well suited to accomplishing our mission.”


Durik
nodded at Morigar’s remark and turned his attention to the two warriors, “Well
met Gormanor and Lemmekor.  It is an honor to draw blades with you.”  Durik
then turned his attention back to Morigar.  “I am glad to have you coming with
our company, and I’m also more than happy to take on the task of discovering
what is left of the Bloodhand Orc Tribe.”


Morigar
looked a bit unhappy at Durik’s expression, which surprised Durik.  “Perhaps we
should talk about a couple of things,” Morigar said.  “First of all, you must
understand that, though we will travel together, I and my warriors are not part
of your company.”


Durik
was a bit taken aback by this, but he tried not to let it show.  He had left
the council the night before with the impression that Lord Krall had meant for
his son to be a part of Durik’s Company.  But now it was obvious that Morigar
didn’t see it that way.  Durik thought about forcing the issue for a moment
then reconsidered.  “Very well, then in dealing with my company, you are to
talk only with myself and Manebrow.  Since we’ll be operating as two separate
groups, I don’t want my warriors getting confused as to who they take orders
from.”


“I
agree.  The same would apply for my warriors,” Morigar said.


Durik
continued, “It will take much coordination between us to make sure we work
together well.  But even with that, I do believe there is much that our two
groups can offer each other.”


“Yes. 
However, I think it best if you follow my lead,” Morigar said calmly.  “I have
more years than you and have been out with the Border Guard quite a bit,
despite what my father thinks he knows.”  The look in Morigar’s eyes was
unmistakable as he dealt with the younger Durik.  The best way Durik could
describe it was ‘pompous, but pouting, arrogance.’  Morigar continued, “My
scouts have traveled the areas we’ll be going through and will serve well as my
eyes and ears.  Bring your company along and be prepared to fight when called
upon and we’ll get along just fine.”


Durik
couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  Anger began to well up within him as he
was faced with such arrogance.  He was stunned that Morigar would purposefully
try to talk Durik into giving him leadership of his company, a force three
times the size of Morigar’s!  Durik shook his head.  He could see that Morigar
was more arrogant than he’d originally let on.  


When
he finally spoke, it was in a calm, forced tone.  “Morigar, how dare you ask
such a thing!  Of course I will not give up my company to your command. 
Your father intended for me to take care of your small team, not for you to
come here and try to take over my company.  I’ll have nothing of the sort.  At
best, we’ll work together as separate, equal units.  If that’s not acceptable
to you, then take your warriors and go back home.”


Morigar’s
arrogance melted quickly in the face of Durik’s resolve.  His ploy having
failed, an underlying weakness began to show through his false bravado.  His
voice was a couple of pitches higher when he answered Durik, struggling to
control his emotions, “Very well, Durik.  We will work together then.”  Morigar
stood and turned to leave.  As he did so, he paused and said, “You may come to
me in my father’s hall when you wish to see me.  Let me know your plans when
you are ready.”  With that, Morigar walked out of the hollow, followed
eventually by the two scouts Lemmekor and Gormanor.  


Last
to stand, the old wizened guard commander Krebbekar turned to Durik and spoke. 
“Young Durik, don’t be offended.  After all, Morigar’s not had the same
upbringing you’ve had.  He’ll come around in time.”  Krebbekar said this none
too softly, and it was obvious that Morigar had heard by the look on his face
as he turned around, then turned back to the path and continued to walk away,
tail twitching behind him.  Durik nodded and Krebbekar added, “By the way, I’d
be the one your second needs to talk to about supplies and such.  Would he be
available soon?”


After
being affronted with so much conceit and arrogance, Krebbekar’s down to earth
attitude was refreshing.  “I no longer hear the cadence of the drills,” Durik
said.  “I’d imagine he’ll be here shortly.”


Almost
on queue, Manebrow came walking around the lip of the hollow, axe in hand and
sweat beaded on his eyebrows.  “Did I miss much, sire?” he asked Durik.


“Not
much, Manebrow, just an offer from Lord Krall’s son to take over our company,”
Durik answered.


“What?!”
Manebrow exclaimed, “I’m sure you told him what you thought of that!  Take over
our company indeed.”


Krebbekar
stepped forward and extended his hand to Manebrow, who took it and looked him
square in the eyes.  “Please excuse young Morigar,” Krebbekar told him.  “My
name is Krebbekar and I’m his second for this journey.”


Manebrow
nodded, “Well met!  So, shall we talk about supplies?”


Krebbekar
nodded.  “Lord Krall and Khazak Mail Fist have decided to be rather generous to
our two groups, but it will take some work on your parts if it is to happen
quickly.”


Krebbekar
had both Manebrow’s and Durik’s full attention.  “What do you mean by ‘rather
generous’?” Durik asked.


“In
addition to the supplies my team will require and any minor supplies your
company will be needing, before he left this morning Khazak Mail Fist paid to
outfit your company with armor much akin to what I’m wearing.”


Durik
and Manebrow both looked at each other and at Krebbekar’s armor.  It was very
generous of Khazak, and they both knew it.  “What would be required of us?”
Manebrow asked.


“Well,
we understand that you have warriors that work both metal and leather.”


Durik
and Manebrow nodded.  Both Gorgon and Ardan were skilled weapon smiths, and
Jerrig was skilled in the making of leather goods.


“Since
Khazak Mail Fist has paid for the ore and leather, as well as the use of our
forges and shops for three days, you’ll need to have your warriors cast the
metal pieces and boil and cut the leather.  If you request it, we can have one
of our own on hand in both shops to help with the task, but it’s your warriors’
responsibility to make it happen in three days’ time.”


Durik
and Manebrow were astonished.  They had had no idea that Khazak Mail Fist was
planning on doing such a thing for them.  In a moment, the two of them were up
and following Krebbekar back toward their formation.  The company was gnawing
on trail rations as the three of them approached, mostly a meager first meal of
smoked meat.  As they arrived, Manebrow called for Gorgon, Ardan, Jerrig, Tohr
and Kahn to gather.  Telling them the task at hand, and giving the twins Tohr
and Kahn the duty of helping Jerrig with the leather, Manebrow asked Krebbekar
when they could begin.  Behind their leaders, the rest of Durik’s Company were
abuzz with the news of Khazak Mail Fist’s generous gift to them.


“Tomorrow
morning you may begin,” Krebbekar answered.  “Our craftsmen are clearing out
their backlogged jobs and preparing the shops today.  Tomorrow I’ll come for
your warriors and we’ll set them to work in the shops.”


With
that Krebbekar asked if Manebrow needed to talk supplies, and the two of them
decided to gather supplies together that afternoon after second meal.


As
Krebbekar walked away, Manebrow nodded his head in satisfaction.  “Things are
beginning to shape up for us, sire,” he said as he turned toward the troops. 
Looking around at everyone listening in to the conversation, Manebrow spoke. 
“Very well, no one seems to be eating, so it must be time for some chores to
get done!”


The
warriors groaned, but soon fell in line and listened as Manebrow again listed
the tasks that every warrior was to accomplish before second meal was to be
eaten as well as the agenda for the rest of the day.  Even after the company
had spent an entire day working on their equipment, there still wasn’t a wolf
skin outfit that didn’t need sewing, and most every weapon needed nicks
sharpened out of the blade.  Additionally, there would be inventorying to do of
the new equipment, animals to be fed and exercised, straps to be repaired, and
clothes to be washed and set out to dry.  Yesterday’s efforts had accomplished
much, but there was still much to be done.  


The
life of a warrior may have seemed glorious and carefree when the new warriors
had started their training just a year now in the past, but that image had long
ago been replaced with the reality of the work such a life required.  Manebrow
had constantly told them, the more you sweat before battle, the less you
bleed in battle.  From the list of chores it was obvious he still held to
that philosophy.  


Though
it was hard to see what most of the chores had to do with being battle ready,
the older, more experienced warriors knew differently.  It was all about being
one up on the enemy.  If you’re more prepared, you’re more confident.  If
you’re more confident, you’ll fare better.  It was a simple principle, but hard
for the young warriors to see.  Their discipline was enough of a reason,
however, and soon they set to the tasks assigned them with determination. 
Before long, the entire company was doing everything from brushing the
packdogs’ fur to sharpening blades.  


Seeing
his company anxiously engaged in the tasks given them, Durik gave Kabbak the
responsibility of ensuring his equipment and his wolf were taken care of and
then locked himself in his room with a sheaf of parchment and a charcoal pen
from Kiria.  


Once
Manebrow was satisfied that everyone was about their tasks, he set off to see
Krebbekar about the food issue.


 
















 


Chapter 8 – Forging the Company


 


Durik’s servant Kabbak had pulled
most of his master’s equipment out of the room just after first meal, leaving
his master undisturbed, and Durik was now both hungry and thirsty.  As Durik
went looking for food, he saw that some of the equipment was back; his shield
and a pouch were sitting outside Durik’s door.  After inspecting and admiring
the patching job Kabbak had had done on his shield for a moment he set it down
and walked out of the quarters just before time for second meal.


Blinking
in the full light of the sun, he held a parchment in one hand and had the
charcoal pen in the other.  On the porch several of the warriors sat passing
stones of differing coarseness around, sharpening the blades of spears, swords,
and knives to a fine, but durable edge.  In the yard Terrim was examining
Firepaw’s feet while Kabbak held the big wolf’s head in his lap, gently running
a brush through his fur.  In the distance Durik noticed Kiria and her two
younger brothers playing tag around one of the large trees that ringed Lord
Krall’s lake.  It struck him as strange that the three siblings, who had been
through so much, were able to play like nothing had happened.  Surely he
thought they’d have been marred by the experience.  He knew at least he
was different after so much blood and death.


Seeing
his leader emerge, Manebrow stood up from his seat in the corner of the porch,
quickly wiping the dust of the sharpening stones from the blade of his axe. 
“Well, sire,” he started, “the larders of the Krall Gen have been opened wide
to accommodate us.  Second meal is cooking for us as we speak, complements of
Lord Krall’s personal chefs as luck would have it!  And, in case you’re
wondering, they said they’d support us for the duration of our stay here in
this fine gen.”  Then, almost as an after-thought, Manebrow added, “It appears
that being the captain of Lord Krall’s house guard gives Krebbekar a bit more
political clout.”


Durik
smiled.  “And who would have convinced them to do such a thing for us?  I
didn’t know you had a silver tongue.”


“Well,
I uh… well, you know, just watching out for the company,” Manebrow smiled.


“Well,
what do you make of that, second?” Durik said, pointing to Kiria, Karto and Lat
who were now chasing each other along the tree line, laughing like they had not
a care in the world.


“Well,
sire,” Manebrow started in a much more subdued tone, “you can’t blame them for
trying to blow off a bit of steam.  They’ve been through much the last couple
of days and I thought it best to let her help her younger brothers deal with
it.”


Durik
hadn’t expected justification for why Kiria wasn’t working, but he nodded and
grunted his approval.  “How do you suppose they do it?  You know.  How can they
play like they’ve not a care in the world when for all they know their father
is dead and their whole world is shattered?”  Durik’s own mind reached back to
the memories of his own parents’ brutal death during the orc raid six years now
in the past, and he felt an old, familiar ache.


Manebrow’s
signature eyebrows lifted.  “Well,” he began, “for all that, they’re still
little.  The only way they know to deal with it is to play, I suppose, the same
as my three sons are likely doing right now, I’d imagine.”


Durik
nodded.  He remembered it had been some time before he felt like playing again
after his parents were killed, but everyone is different, he thought.  “Well,
shall we do our after-talk now or wait until after second meal?”


“Now’s
fine, sire.”


With
that, Manebrow gathered up the company.  Durik called to Kiria, who left her
little brothers playing while she came for the meeting.  Soon the bulk of the
company was seated on the porch while Durik stood in front of them.  Off to one
side Manebrow leaned against the porch and Kiria had parchment out to take
notes.


“Is
everyone enjoying the morning’s activities?” Durik asked.  There were several
groans from various warriors in the company.  “Well, as I hear it, Manebrow has
got us in with Lord Krall’s cooking staff.”  This time there were cheers from
the assembled crowd.  “It looks like we’ll be getting resupplied with weapons,
trail rations and such here shortly as well.”  Again there were cheers, though
more muted.  “Well, I brought everyone together to talk about what happened
these last couple of days.  I think it’s absolutely critical that we discuss
both what went right, as well as what went wrong, if we’re going to get and
maintain a competitive edge over our enemies.  I’ve only got a few rules. 
First, we’re not here to lay blame on anyone, so don’t.  Second, everyone’s
comments matter.  Third, I won’t hold anything you say here against you, and I
expect the same from all of you.  Understood?”


There
was not a warrior in this group who had not been through one of Manebrow’s
after-talks.  Durik’s servant Kabbak had not made it through the entire year of
training, but even he’d participated in a few of them.  Kiria, on the other
hand, had not.  She found the openness and honesty that the fusion between
Durik’s and Manebrow’s leadership styles brought to be refreshing; a definite
change from the constant political positioning of their gen’s council members. 
As she looked around herself, she could see that the other warriors all trusted
Durik.  Soon, Kiria watched with admiration as Durik pulled comments from the
assembled warriors as though he was plucking fruit from a tree.  She got so
caught up in watching him that she forgot for a time that she was supposed to
be taking notes.


Suddenly
Durik’s voice broke into her daydreaming.  “Did you get that last one, Kiria?”
he asked.  


Kiria
started.  “I’m sorry.  Could you repeat that, Terrim?”


“Well,
perhaps a better way to say it is that we didn’t pack the dogs’ packs in such a
way that we could easily shift pieces of their loads to other dogs, like when
we had to carry the casualties in the ant tunnels before you leaders arrived
with the wolves,” Terrim said.


“Ok,”
Durik said, pointing to Kiria, “so one point is that we need to pack the
packdogs so that we can easily shift their loads to other dogs if necessary.” 
Kiria began writing furiously.


“Yes. 
That’s right,” Terrim said.


“Good
point,” Durik said and turned his attention to Ardan.  “Ardan, what did you
think of our scouting?”


Ardan
laughed under his breath.  “Well, sire, it was passable, though I don’t think
we paid as much attention to it as we could have.”  He saw that Durik was
looking for more than that and continued.  “I think the results speak for
themselves.  Those vagabond orcs we fought early the first day might have seen
us first, but we were smart enough to set out a sentry, so we ended up catching
sight of them before they could ambush us.”


Keryak
broke in, “Yeah, but you’ve got to admit we weren’t exactly expecting to see
orcs on the path here.”  


From
the back Arbelk chimed in, “I think we saw a lot of things we weren’t expecting
to see.”  With that everyone laughed.


“Agreed,”
Ardan said, enjoying the laugh as much as everyone else, including Keryak. 
“That’s my point exactly.  Because we followed good practices and put scouts
and sentries out, even though we weren’t expecting to see anything unfriendly
out there, we ended up ambushing those orcs instead of them ambushing us.  I
think we need to keep it up, and perhaps focus on scouting even more, even when
we’re not expecting to see any enemies.”


Durik
nodded and pointed to Kiria.  “Agreed.  That’s a standard we should keep.  In
fact, we should probably put more emphasis on it now with the addition of
Morigar’s team.”


As
Manebrow looked at the rest of the company, he could see the effects of Durik’s
character on his fellow warriors.  They talked openly, honestly, and they were
excited about the company.  If there was one thing good leadership did, it was
to create a powerful, positive energy; energy to get them through the hard
times and to give them that competitive edge.  There wasn’t much a group with
such energy couldn’t do.


Just
as the conversation began to wane, one of Lord Krall’s kitchen staff arrived to
tell the assembled group that second meal was ready for them.  Closing the
discussion quickly, Durik turned the company back over to Manebrow, who had
them quickly secure their equipment before heading off to eat.


The
discussion at second meal started light, until Durik mentioned the dragons. 
Durik had gathered his three sub-leaders around him before the meal and had
told them what he knew about what lived in and around the Hall of the Mountain
King as well as about Morigar’s mission to find out about the remnant of the
Bloodhand Orcs.  Of course, when he mentioned the pair of dragons, Manebrow,
Ardan, and Gorgon all perked up.  There were many questions, most of which went
unanswered.  Finally, it had come down to trust, trust that Durik’s information
was correct and that the dragons would leave for long enough, or trust in each
other that they’d figure out what to do if that wasn’t the case.  


With
their attention refocused on their eventual departure, the leaders all talked
for some time about responsibilities and reorganizing more effectively.  In the
end they split their two teams into three; a leaders’ team that also had
responsibility for the packdogs, then two warrior teams that were organized for
scouting and climbing as well.


“With
the addition of Morigar’s team, Durik and I have decided to put Ardan fully in
charge of my team,” Manebrow said.  “I will be his second only, and no longer a
team leader.”  Laying his hand on Ardan’s shoulder, he looked his old friend in
the eyes.  “This is well deserved,” Manebrow said.


Ardan
just smiled.  He was sure Miratha would be terribly excited for him, as this
would almost certainly get him the elite warrior mark he had sought after for
so long, and give him the wealth he would need to provide for a family…


 





 


Manebrow
didn’t know the extent of Lord Krall’s generosity until he and Krebbekar
visited the various merchants and craftsmen to fill his and Krebbekar’s lists
of needed supplies.  The first place Krebbekar took them was to the mines. 
Manebrow thought it a strange place to get the supplies he needed, but soon
they were talking with the dog master that cared for the dogs that pulled the
carts in the mines, as well as the riding dogs that served the few ore caravans
the Krall Gen sent out.  Before he knew it, Krebbekar was leading a pair of
sturdy packdogs and a pair of equally sturdy riding dogs and Manebrow had a
riding dog for Kiria to replace Starshine, her mount that had been killed by an
assassin’s arrow.


Thanking
the dog master, who was none too happy with this particular order from Lord
Krall’s minister, the pair led the dogs back toward the lake to the weapon
smithy.  Manebrow asked for and was given a replacement spear for Durik, new
javelins for Jerrig, a pair of crossbows for Kiria and Kabbak with two cases of
bolts each, and a full hundred arrows with broad hunting tips in leather
cases.  Krebbekar needed much less, just a couple dozen extra arrows with
quivers.  Sharing the packdogs, Krebbekar and Manebrow soon had the equipment
loaded and were on their way.


After
a visit to the local leather worker to acquire belts, straps, and replacement
pouches, the pair led the dogs to the ration keeper for the Border Guards. 
Lord Krall had again been generous with them and the pair left with their dogs
fully weighed down.  Back in the Kale Gen meat was more of a luxury than a
staple.  Here that was obviously not the case.  Between their two groups, they
were carrying enough salted and smoked meat to last for at least two weeks.


His
list filled, and all the dogs weighed down to capacity as well, the pair of
grizzled warriors returned to the caravan drivers’ quarters just before third
meal.  They were met with excited shouts and offers to help unload.  Bringing
order to the gleeful group, Manebrow set about designating what was to be
offloaded and what was to be left.  In a matter of a few moments the company’s
equipment was separated from Krebbekar’s and Krebbekar was on his way.


 





 


For
much of the afternoon Durik had been with Krall and the three Krall Gen warrior
contingent leaders, relating every piece of knowledge, every tactic learned,
and everything that had happened in his company’s encounters with the ants, and
contributing to their battle plans.  Durik found Krall the younger to be a
thorough listener, inquisitive and knowledgeable in his own right.  After some
time with the older heir to the throne and his council, Durik had discussed
with them every aspect of their coming campaign and had learned perhaps more
than he had ever known before about supplying, forming, and sustaining a large
force.


Finally,
toward the end, the biggest question of all was asked.  Did he think one
hundred and fifty troops would be enough?  Durik hesitated.  He thought about
the swarms of hunter ants, the host of workers with their ant commanders, and
the queen’s own warriors.  In his estimation, the workers could be easily dealt
with by killing their commanders from a distance.  The warriors and the
hunters, on the other hand, were independent and therefore more dangerous.  He
also didn’t know if what had come after their little company was the bulk of
their hunters, or if there were many more that had been held back.  When he
answered, it was deliberately cautious.  


Durik
did think that, if they used their melee troops on the hunters, and kept the
workers disorganized with their archers, that they would fair well.  However,
he stressed one last time, the key they had found was to get the troops into a
confined space where the ants could not surround them.  Krall and his
contingent leaders all nodded their agreement, and with that the meeting was
over.


As
Durik left the council chambers, he felt stronger somehow, and yet saddened;
stronger, because he’d proven himself in the eyes of the Krall Gen leaders, and
saddened, because he felt in his heart that there was some chance that many of
his fellow kobolds may die in the Krall Gen campaign against the giant ants. 
He pondered on these things as he made his way back to his company’s quarters.


 





 


When
evening came and third meal was over Manebrow gathered the company on the porch
of the caravan drivers’ quarters.  For the remaining time before third meal
Durik, with the advice of his three elite warriors from time to time, had been
working on the company rules.  He’d even begun to get some understanding of how
armor changed things from Krebbekar, and had included this knowledge.  With the
added planning that Durik, Manebrow, and the team leaders had done, Durik was
now ready to bring everyone together, reorganize the company, and establish the
standing orders for Durik’s Company.  


As
the warriors gathered, Krebbekar and the two Border Guard scouts arrived,
though Morigar was nowhere to be seen.  Grabbing stools from just inside the
doorway, the Krall Gen warrior team sat off to one side.  This was not their
meeting, politics being what they were, but Manebrow had invited them so that
they could get a better understanding of the warriors they would accompany.


“Good
evening, fellow warriors,” Durik started.  “We all know that we barely had
enough time to inventory our equipment and say goodbye after the Trials of
Caste three days ago.  Because of the lack of time we didn’t get the
opportunity to establish rules for the company.  Also, after a couple of days
on the trail, we’ve found it necessary to make some changes in the organization
of the company.”  Durik looked at Manebrow.  “Manebrow, are you ready to form
the teams?” he asked.


“I
am sire,” he said as he walked up in front of the company from his place next
to the porch.  Durik withdrew a couple of paces, but stayed around so that
everyone could see that they were united in this.  “I’m sure that, by now,
everyone has heard about Trallik’s exile for his treachery, as well as Arloch’s
traitorous death as he attempted to kill Kiria.  Well, because of their loss,
we’ve had to do some switching around, and we’re also taking this opportunity
to reorganize things in a bit more efficient manner.”  Manebrow could see that
Trallik’s exile and Arloch’s death were news to Kabbak, and Kiria and Terrim
both looked surprised by part of the news.  Noting this, he decided he needed
to keep the leaders group better informed.


“As
such, the following changes apply immediately.  First, the company is now
composed of three teams; Gorgon’s team, Ardan’s team, and the leaders’ team. 
Second, in accordance with rule one of the Standing Orders which Durik will
read shortly, everyone shall be part of a pair so that no one will ever be left
on their own.  Both incidents of treachery happened when members of this
company were allowed to wander off by themselves.”  


Manebrow
could see that Jerrig still felt guilty for having let Trallik go into the
queen’s lair alone, but he didn’t have the time to deal with that right now.  


“Therefore
the composition of the teams is as follows:  Gorgon’s team consists of two pairs;
Gorgon and Jerrig, Arbelk and Troka.  Ardan’s team consists of two pairs; Ardan
and Keryak, Tohr and Kahn.  The leaders’ team will be led by Terrim, who will
be paired with both Kiria and Kabbak.  Durik and I will be nominally part of
that team as well.


“Now,
the team leaders, except for Terrim, know how they’re going to break down their
responsibilities within the teams.  Each of the two warrior team leaders will
give responsibility for scouting, healing, dealing with obstacles, and climbing
to pairs within their teams.  You’ll have time after this to do that, and then
we’ll divvy out equipment as we agreed upon earlier today.  Terrim’s team,
however, will have a different mission than the rest of the company.  Other
than leadership tasks, which is what Durik and I will be doing, Terrim and his
two companions will have responsibility for our four packdogs.  Additionally,
they’ve got the responsibility for carrying any casualties we might take along
the way.  To carry that out, they have Kiria’s riding dog and will be given
others as the situation warrants.


“All
right, then.  I think that about does it for forging this company into a
cohesive unit.  Are there any questions?” Manebrow asked.  There was much
whispering and low discussion, but no questions anyone wanted to bring out
before the group.  


“My
warriors,” Durik stepped forward.  “We all have talked about some of the ways
that we need to change how we operate as a company.  So, taking a cue from the
rules written on the walls in Manebrow’s old caverns of training, we’ve come up
with our own set of company rules.”  With a flourish, Durik unrolled the
parchment he’d brought with him.


“First
rule is that no one is to ever be alone.  We’ve codified this in how we’re
organized.


“Second
rule is to take care of yourselves.  Watch your feet for blisters.  Drink lots
of water.  Sleep when we let you.  Keep wounds clean and bandaged so they don’t
fester.  Make sure your teammates are taking care of themselves as well.


“Third
rule is, when we’re on the march, we move stealthily.  See the enemy first.”


These
were rules based on what they had been taught in the caverns of training under
Manebrow’s careful tutelage, yet they were adapted to an adventuring company. 
As Durik read these three rules and the rest of them as well, nineteen in all,
most of them practical guidelines for dealing with how they would maneuver in
the wilds, he could feel the resolve of his company growing.  As he looked up
from reading the last standing order, in the eyes of his company he could see
that he’d ignited a fire.  “Are we agreed?” Durik called out.


He
was met with a resounding chorus of positive answers.  The Standing Orders were
a success and, in the days to come, would prove to be quite a topic of
discussion among the members of the company.  Seated off to one side, Krebbekar
and his two warriors had also listened intently as each one was read.


“Kiria
will make a copy of the Standing Orders for each of the leaders.  These are to
be read every night by each member of the company.”


“Well
then,” Durik said as he turned to Manebrow, “if you’ve nothing further, second,
then I’d say it’s time for the team leaders to organize their teams, then get
to divvying out the company’s equipment, and then get to bed.”


Manebrow
nodded and dismissed the company to their respective team leaders.  Though
there were many details not yet answered, the company had a plan and was
organized.  Because of that, most doubts and issues with the organization
either resolved themselves or were easily resolved shortly thereafter.  By the
end of the evening, the entire company knew their place, knew what was expected
of them, and had the equipment to carry out those responsibilities.


 





 


Durik,
already knowing what had been decided and having pulled back to let his leaders
do it, spent most of the evening writing in the Journal of the Quest for the
Kale Stone, as the blank book the ancient Lore Master of the gen had given him
was named.  It was not a task he enjoyed, but the fact that he’d not yet even
so much as opened the book had been nagging on his conscience all day.  He was
not one to rest well when there was still work to be done.  Taking a break from
his efforts, Durik took a while to read Kiria’s treatise on the Hall of the
Mountain King which the Lore Master had placed in the front of the journal.  It
was detailed and contained a rough sketch of the innards of the place.  It was
obvious to Durik that there was much more knowledge to be had than the brief
bit written there.  He resolved to talk this over in more length with Kiria on
the morrow and got back to recording the events of the past few days.  As the
night wore on and the candle burned low, Durik found a logical stopping place
and closed the book, feeling good about how far he’d gotten to this point.


Durik
was not the only one writing that night, however.  Kiria too burned a candle
low making four copies of the Standing Orders of Durik’s Company, one for each
team, as well as one for Krebbekar who had asked her for a copy.  As she traced
each word, she began to get the mentality that went into forming them.  Though
she may never be a full warrior like her companions, she was beginning to
understand, appreciate, and take on some of the qualities of these warriors. 
Perhaps most key, discipline was becoming an important part of her life. 
Having finally finished the last copy, she blew out the remaining stub of her
candle and fell into a deep, well deserved slumber.


That
night, in the safety of the quarters, the entire company slept better than they
had for a number of days.  Somehow the confidence of having a plan, and having
confidence in that plan, seemed to wash away much of their fears, though the
night was not without its nightmares, however diminished they were.


 
















 





 


Chapter 9 – Arren’s Quest


 


Trallik and the tall elf, Arren
e-Arnor, had walked far that morning under the late spring sun.  They had
passed a somewhat large lake that sat squarely at the base of the northern
foothills before beginning the gradual climb toward the canyons that were formed
by the folds in the base of the mountains.


Arren
had discovered early in their march that Trallik could track by scent, and from
that point onward he had encouraged Trallik to use his talent, not to smell for
orc, for their scent was all over the trail, but rather to smell for anything
else that might be of danger.


As
time passed and the pair encountered nothing more than squirrels and an
occasional deer, Trallik began to feel less tense about their surroundings. 
With this confidence came a curiosity about the elf’s quest.


“What
are you doing here in the southern valleys?” Trallik asked the much taller
Arren.


“As
I said already, I’m on a quest to find something that was lost,” he replied.


“Yes,
I know that.  What I mean is who sent you, and what is it that you’re searching
for?”


Arren
took his eyes from the forest around them for a moment as they walked along
under the newly budding boughs of the great oak trees that inhabited this part
of the southern valley.  “How old are you, young one?” Arren asked.


Trallik
was taken aback by the question.  “I am recently fifteen years of age, and have
just passed my trial of adulthood.  Why do you ask?”


“And
how old are the leaders of your gen?” Arren asked without answering Trallik’s
question.


“Lord
Karthan is in his thirties, I believe.  Some of the council members are
younger, but there are some that are ancient, perhaps almost three-quarters of
a century old or more,” Trallik answered.


Arren
nodded understandingly.  “Seventy-five years ago I was a leader among my people’s
war bands.  My war band was called the Sword of King and Country, which is what
my name translates to in The Sorcerer’s Tongue.  I had already been in command
of that war band for over a century, and that was after a century of serving in
staff and lesser command positions.”


Trallik
looked at the elf with mouth agape.  “How old are you?”


Arren
looked down at the young kobold.  “I am recently five hundred years of age, a
few seasons ago already to be more precise.  Among my people, if a person
aspires to one of the higher positions in our society, then one must perform
what is called a life quest.  But one may not simply decide to do such a thing,
rather it must be declared much in advance, researched thoroughly, and
presented to our councils.  Additionally, it must be started during one’s five
hundredth year.”


Trallik
nodded his understanding.  He was beginning to understand that there was much
to this world that he not only did not know about, but had never thought
possible.


“To
answer your question of who sent me, let me say simply that the council
recommended approval to my father, the prince of our nation, and that he
approved.  So, one could say that many people sent me, or that I sent myself,
for isn’t that also true?”


Though
somewhat confused, Trallik nodded as though he understood.  After several
moments of walking along in silence, he looked up at the elf again.  “But you
did not tell me what you seek?”


Arren
laughed.  It was a clear, gentle laugh, one well practiced over his long life
span.  “You are right, my young kobold.  I seek something that was lost when I
had walked the face of Dharma Kor for several fewer years.”  He looked down at
Trallik before continuing.  “I seek a key to a set of gates; a key which should
never have been lost.  My people keep many prophecies, and fortuitously enough
for the purpose of deciding which quest I would fulfill, we appear to be
approaching the time when several of them are supposed to be fulfilled.  


“Many
take a fatalistic view to prophecy, stating that all prophecy must be
fulfilled.  I, however, do not adhere to that way of thinking, and I intend to
do my part to prevent them from occurring.”


Trallik
was intrigued.  Though Arren had not answered his question completely, his
answer had sparked several questions.  “What gates does this key open and what
does it look like?” he asked.


“I
will recognize it when I see it,” Arren put off Trallik’s question.  “However,
let me say that it does not actually open the gates that I want to keep sealed,
at least not without some other keys that are not all accounted for either. 
And that, I think, is enough of an explanation for my young guide.”


As
they walked along for a bit more, Trallik could see that he was not going to
get anything further from Arren, and was still a bit stuck on how old he was. 
“You’re really five hundred years old?” he asked.  The elf’s youthful
appearance and vigor seemed to go completely against the statement.


Arren
smiled a knowing smile.  “Long ago, before my race came to this world of Dharma
Kor, my people strained all the impurities out of our bodies.  We researched
the deepest of secrets and discovered things which have been lost to history
now for many lives of elves.  Because of this, the lifespan of an elf is
usually a thousand years.”  Arren looked down at the young kobold and watched
as his imagination tried to grasp ;the concept of living for what to him must
seem like such a long time.  “I am middle-aged, though of course I will not
begin to show any signs of age for at least another three or four centuries.”


Trallik
did not seem to be able to fully grasp the concept.  ‘A long time ago’ to him
meant twenty to fifty years.  ‘Ancient history’ to him was a term that meant
more than a century ago.  ‘The dawn of time’ to him usually meant some time
around a thousand years ago, back when his race was created.


“So
if you’re five hundred years old, you were around long before the northern gens
fell,” Trallik stated.


Arren
nodded his head.  “I was a young warrior at that time, striving to master my
style of fighting, though I had already stood the line against several an orc
horde mind you.  Now this event you speak of, the fall of the northern gens, I
would not have known about, except that this key I search for was lost at that
time.”


Trallik
stubbed his toe on a root and stopped to rub it before continuing, his tail
waving about calmly behind him.  “What happened to cause the northern gens to
fall?” he asked.


“I
do not know much about the kobold invasion of the Great Forest, nor of the
kobold lord who led it.  What I do know, however, is that the key he lost to
the orcs and a stone of power had among the orcs were used to open a great
portal to the world my people fled from long ago.”


“Another
world?” Trallik asked in astonishment.


“Why
yes, little kobold,” Arren answered.  “Does this expand your knowledge of the
multiverse?” he asked, using a term unfamiliar to Trallik.


“Yes! 
Where could this other world be?” he asked.


Arren
pointed upwards.  “It is far from here, among the most distant stars.  Long
before your race was created my race came from a group of worlds actually,
called the Celestial Realms by my people.  The other races came from there
also, though long after our race had already fled.”


“What
was your race fleeing from?” Trallik asked, intrigued by this knowledge.


“In
the Celestial Realms we were led by rulers who were as just as they were wise. 
However, as we reached the pinnacle of our development, and for some the
pinnacle of our pride, the son of our greatest ruler sought his father’s
throne.  He did not succeed, however, and was cast out.  Taking with him the
secrets of our great power, he twisted the most militant of the elves to make
hobgoblins.  From humans he made orcs, and from dwarves he formed goblins.  By
deception he enslaved the other races.  Our rulers, seeing that our cause was
lost, formed eight great gates, through which we, the descendants of those
rulers, escaped to this world of Dharma Kor.  This fallen prince’s name is not
spoken, but our race calls him what he is; the Fallen Prince.  However, the
brutal races revere him as the Dark Prince.  He found strange and unnatural
ways to prolong his life, and as such he is still in charge of his forces after
these tens of thousands of years.”


“Do
these gates have anything to do with the eight stones of power The Sorcerer
gave to the eight races?” Trallik asked.


Arren
laughed.  “Well, without meaning to, I seem to have revealed more than I
thought I would.  You seem to have more knowledge of these things than the
kobolds I have met as well.  How strange that I should find a kobold both with
a knowledge of this lore and who speaks The Sorcerer’s tongue as well,” he
mused.  “If only there were such as you wherever I went, but alas, there are
many servants of the Fallen Prince on this side of the gates that seek to open
them to him; the hobgoblin empire and a cabal of red dragons seem to top that
list lately.”  Arren seemed to ponder on that last statement for a moment or
two.


“You
have guessed right, little one,” he continued as he looked down at Trallik. 
“When the power of the elves began to wane before the hordes of the brutal
races almost a thousand years ago now in the past, threatening to leave the
gates unprotected, The Sorcerer created the eight stones to seal those same eight
gates I mentioned.  These eight stones were not given power to open their gates
alone, however.  No, they all require the ninth stone to open.”


Trallik
walked along in silence for several moments.  This lore was much beyond what he
had ever heard in the past.  His world had grown almost unfathomably larger,
and he was sifting through it all in his mind.  “This ninth stone, then, is the
key you… and these dragons seek,” he said.  Fear was audible in his voice at
the mere mention of dragons.


Arren
nodded and spoke soothing words.  “Do not fear, though, little one.  None know
its location.  I and those who work with me will find it before any hobgoblin
or red dragon has a chance to get their hands on it.”


“So
you know where it is, then?” Trallik pressed.


“Not
exactly,” Arren answered him.  “Mostly I have histories, bits of knowledge
passed down through the centuries, and prophecies to follow.  What I do know is
that it was last used by a great orc chieftain in conjunction with the orc
stone to open the orc race’s gate at the bottom of the great canyon far to the
north of here known as the Abyss, which lies in the very heart of the Great
Forest.  Many were the demons that came through it, from the shattered worlds
that once were my people’s home.  


“As
I said, I was a much younger elf at the time, and my people lost much of their
strength in the great battles that it took to fight back the vanguard of that
evil horde.  But fight them back we did, and Tilward, a human paladin, summoned
forth great powers from the ancestors to seal the gate before the Fallen Prince
could fully muster his forces.”  Arren looked off into the distance as the
memories came back to him.  “I lost many a friend in that struggle.”  


He
sighed and looked back down at the young kobold.  “It is mostly to prevent
further death and destruction that I quest, for I seek to keep the Fallen
Prince’s hordes from entering our world again.”


Trallik
had gotten his answer and pondered silently on all the elf had told him for
some time as the pair walked along the winding trail up through the foothills
under the cover of the oaks.  His mind had been opened to much that lay beyond
the lore of his people and he doubted his outlook on the world would ever be
the same again.


 





 


Not
much farther up the trail, Arren stopped suddenly and, reaching down, grabbed
Trallik by the shoulder.  Placing his long pole weapon in its sheath on his
back, Arren drew his bow and a broad tipped arrow.  Quietly, the pair stepped
off the path and into the forest.  After several moments of trying to get a
better view of whatever he had seen on the path ahead, Arren stepped out from
behind the tree and began to walk quietly up the trail.  Trallik picked up a
flat rock nearby and followed behind him.


In
moments, the pair came up over a rise.  Though Trallik was alert, he saw
nothing out of the ordinary.  Just ahead of him, Arren had lowered his bow and
was pointing off the path to the right.


Trallik
walked to where the elf indicated and immediately saw what he was pointing at. 
Off to one side of the trail the young, spring grass was obviously depressed as
though someone had sat there for some time, probably having slept against the
tree that was there.  Trallik did not need the elf to tell him what had slept
there, however.  The place reeked of orc.  If the scent was not enough, the
foul bloodstains on the tree and on a makeshift bandage that had been cast
aside confirmed to the eye what Trallik’s nose had already made clear.


“It
would appear that we have a wounded orc in the area,” Arren observed.


Trallik
nodded his head.  “We killed a small group of renegade orcs far to the west of
here.  Also, I saw a band of orcs probably the night before last, and I heard
the others in my party speak of fighting orcs on the path to the eastern gen. 
That would have been yesterday morning, I believe.  Perhaps this is one that
got away.”


Arren
turned the foul bandage over with the tip of his arrow and knelt next to it. 
He studied it intensely for several moments then looked up at Trallik.  “This
orc will probably not last long.  His lung has been pierced.  The fluid from it
is all over this bandage, and it is tainted slightly yellow.  The infection
will likely overcome him in time.  I would imagine that he will not waste his
effort on dallying about.  I would expect he will make for his tribe’s caves
with whatever haste he can muster.”


Trallik
looked up and further along the trail.  They were in the northern foothills
now, and they were about to enter a canyon, the same canyon that this orc trail
led into.  Looking around the flattened area, he saw no signs that the orc had
headed away from the trail.  To the contrary, as he stooped closer he could see
the marks of the orc’s heavy boots making their way back onto the trail toward
the mouth of the canyon.


Arren,
standing twice as tall as the young kobold next to him, drew the final
conclusion.  “It would appear to me that we are not far behind this orc.  It is
good that orcs do not have heat vision, as he most probably traveled on this
trail and passed close by where you were sleeping last night.”


Trallik
looked somewhat discomforted by the revelation.


“Shall
we be after him?” Arren asked rhetorically as he continued along the path
toward the mouth of the canyon.


“I
guess so,” Trallik said as he adjusted his pack on his shoulders and
retightened the bag of rocks on his belt.


 





 


Trallik
and Arren sat on two large, flat stones, the kobold with his legs dangling over
the edge of the rock and the elf with his legs crossed, both of them looking
down into the low box canyon where they had found the cave entrance.  Following
Arren’s lead, the pair had not gone into the canyon, but had instead kept above
the floor of it, traveling along the lip of one of the short cliffs that formed
its walls.  As they reached the face of the mountain, the canyon had ended in a
rather large cave that appeared to have been recently revealed by something of
a landslide.  A short set of steps had been carved into the rock that led up to
the cave entrance, falling off on one side into a wide crack that had been
mostly filled with the debris that until recently had concealed the entrance.


What
had caused the entrance to be revealed was a mystery to the pair, but not only
had the dirt and rocks that had covered the entrance at one time been removed,
so had a massive boulder that, from the tar that was still evident both around
the entranceway as well as on the rock, had sealed the entrance at one time. 
Now the boulder lay with the rest of the rubble off to the side of the stairs
and something, or somethings, had done a sloppy but thorough enough job of
removing the remaining debris from the stone staircase.


Trallik
munched on a mushroom cap from his meat sack as his eyes rested on the
entrance.  He was still pondering on all that Arren had told him, and something
within him had been awoken.  Perhaps it was a greater sense of purpose, or a
reawakening of a dormant sense of duty.  Whatever it was, Arren’s words had
stirred Trallik’s soul and opened his mind to a much more expansive view of the
world.


“Arren,”
Trallik started tentatively.  Arren took another bite of traveling bread and
looked over at him.  “I was wondering.  I think your quest is noble.  Can I
join it?”


Arren
chewed for a bit, swallowed, then looked over at Trallik calmly and evenly.  “I
think you already have.”


“I
mean more than just guiding you to the Hall of the Mountain King,” Trallik
said.  “I would take your quest as my own.”


Arren
took another bite and chewed for a bit before chasing it down with a swig of
water from his water skin.  “My dear, young kobold,” he started.  “In fifteen
years you may feel that you know who you are and what you really want in life,
but I would tell you that you will spend most of your very short life figuring
that out.  Trust me.  I spent much of the first century of my life doing the
same.  If you reflect on your actions of the last few days, I think you might
more fully understand what I mean.  While your sentiment is admirable, I think
it best that we discuss this at a future time, perhaps after you’ve had more of
an opportunity to discover yourself we can revisit this subject.”


Trallik
had opened up and had been turned down, but he did not take offense.  He had
begun to trust this high-talking stranger, and had begun to see him more as a
master than a peer.


“Take
heart, young one,” Arren continued.  “Our first day together is far from
spent.  In time it will become clear whether you can truly take this quest upon
yourself.  I think before we are done with our journey, you will see things
perhaps a bit more clearly.”
















 


Chapter 10 – Into the Caves


 


The pair of strange companions had
not seen nor heard anything moving in the canyon below for some time.  Finally,
deciding to move in closer, the tall elf warrior had lowered the much smaller
kobold warrior down the side of the canyon with a slender, yet surprisingly
strong rope made of a material he called silk.  Moving up next to the entrance,
Trallik had stopped and listened for some time before signaling to Arren that
he heard nothing inside.


Holding
one end of the rope, Arren threw it around a tree, then taking the other side
he lowered himself down, collecting the rope up after himself and wrapping it
neatly before reattaching it to one side of his pack.  Approaching the cave
entrance, he drew the long-bladed pole weapon he favored from his back and
whispered a word in a tongue that Trallik did not recognize.


Trallik
gasped as the clear crystal on the end of Arren’s weapon shone with a pure,
white light.  “How did you do that?” he asked, astonished.


“What…
the light?” Arren asked.  “It’s but a simple spell to light the way for those
of us who do not have heat or dark vision.”  Arren looked at the kobold for a
moment as if sizing him up.  “You’re not going to be surprised at every little
thing I do are you?”


Trallik
was a bit taken aback by the question.  “Um… probably not.”


“Well,
good.  After all, one does pick up several tricks in five hundred years of
life, and bores quickly with people’s gawking at them.”


Trallik
nodded innocently.


“Well,
now.  You’ve got heat vision, and you’re not wearing armor.  How would you like
to go first into the cave, probably far enough ahead of me so that my light
will not disrupt your vision?”


Prompted
into action, Trallik walked up to the entrance.  As Trallik stopped to sniff
the air from the cave for a few moments, Arren walked up behind him.  The pair
had thought the cave entrance looked strangely round, not a natural shape.  Now
that they were closer, they could see the marks of chisels and other tools
around the inner part of the entrance.  That, and the smoothness of the floor
showed clearly that, though it appeared to have originally been naturally
formed, it had been expanded and improved at some time in the past.


From
inside the cave came a gentle flow of air.  From the base scent of it, Trallik
could tell that some underground flow of water had to be the cause.  He could
almost taste the limestone in the air.  The fresh scent of the air was
completely tramped, however, by the overriding foul smell of orc.


“I
smell orc,” Trallik said in a low voice.


Arren,
standing just behind him, replied in an equally low voice.  “So do I.  Does
your nose tell you anything more subtle?”


Trallik
tried to block the overriding reek of orc from his nose, to sort out whatever
else might be in the air.  For several moments, Trallik stood and sniffed. 
That there were other scents was sure, but Trallik was not able to make out
anything other than the scent of bats and rats.  Turning to the elf, he shook
his head.


Arren
motioned toward the entrance, encouraging Trallik to move forward.


Tentative
at first, perhaps because of his last horrible encounter in a dark place like
this, Trallik crept slowly forward, keeping close to the right wall.  Only a
few tens of steps into the entrance the path was obstructed by a large pile of
boulders that had mostly blocked the passageway, leaving enough room for a
kobold to walk upright over it but not larger folk like orcs or his elf
companion.  It was obvious to Trallik, however, as he clamored to the top of
it, that the rocks and dirt that formed the obstruction had been well packed
down by the passage of many less dexterous travelers.  In the near darkness,
with Arren’s light behind him and just enough light from the outside to prevent
his heat vision from functioning, Trallik was glad that most of the small
pebbles and unsteady rocks had already settled or been kicked off the path,
allowing him to crawl quietly up the slope.


At
the top of the pile of boulders, Trallik shielded his eyes from the light behind
him.  Arren seemed to understand what Trallik was trying to do and, with a
whispered word of command, he extinguished his weapon’s light.  In a few
moments, Trallik’s eyes began to adjust to the inky darkness of the passageway
beyond the obstruction.  


The
entire passageway was cooled by the gentle flow of air, leaving the details of
it mostly obscured in an inky blackness to Trallik’s heat vision.  Though it
would make it harder to be stealthy, Trallik knew this could work to his
advantage, as the bright heat signatures of living things would contrast even
more sharply in such an environment.


Seeing
nothing living, Trallik scrambled down the far side of the obstruction and sat
listening for a moment as he searched for a good-sized rock to keep in hand. 
He already had a bag with a few good stones, but these stones here were not
rounded by the rain and winter’s cold.  There were many sharp edges on the rock
he eventually selected.


Standing
again, Trallik began to make his way cautiously down the long, winding
passageway toward the heart of the mountain.


 





 


The
pair of travelers had gone far into the heart of the mountain, learning how
each other moved and getting familiar with each other’s abilities.  At first
Trallik had thought that the overlapping bands of metal that formed Arren’s
armor would rub together, making much noise in the confines of the caves. 
However, as he traveled ahead of the elf into the heart of the mountain, his
own breathing and footfalls sounded louder in his ears than any sound from
Arren to his rear.


Along
this main path, which had obviously been widened and straightened from its
original form, many lesser paths broke off at many an odd angle.  The main flow
of air, however, continued to come from the broad passageway to their front. 
At each of these side passages, many of them being no more than crawl spaces or
cracks in the rock, Trallik stopped, sniffed the air, and scanned for any signs
of living things.


Trallik
had found many rats this way, at least in the outer portions of the
passageway.  He had been tempted to collect a few of them for later eating, but
he did not want the noise that such an activity would bring, so he resisted the
temptation.  


Now
that the pair was much deeper in the mountain, the increasingly moist air,
mixed with the droppings of both cave insects and the rotting bodies of a
couple of foolhardy rats had started something of a fungus colony on a small
shelf-like passageway that was little more than a crawl space.  As Trallik took
out one of his knives to harvest some of the fresher mushrooms, a flicker of
light reflecting off a moist portion of wall farther inside the side passage
made Trallik freeze in place.


Arren,
who had been sitting in darkness listening to Trallik make his way ahead before
continuing, also saw the slight flicker of light.  Remembering the layout of
the passageway, he decided to not relight the crystal and instead felt his way
toward Trallik.  As he approached the young kobold with sightless eyes, Trallik
reached out and grabbed his hands, guiding him down to his level.  As he did
so, another flicker of light appeared, and this time it seemed to be staying
for a while.  As the pair looked up at it emanating from the lip of the
shelf-like passage next to them, they heard voices.


The
voices were too soft for Trallik to hear, but not so for the elf.  As the pair
sat in silence, Arren summarized the first few sentences he heard for the young
kobold.


“They
speak a crude dialect of orcish,” he whispered almost under his breath.  “It
appears that a group of orcs has encountered another orc… whose name is
Shagra.”


Trallik
waited in silence as the elf again listened.  He was amazed at how sensitive
the elf’s ears were.  To him, the low, gravelly voices of the orcs were little
more than a distant echo.


“The
leader of the group of orcs says that he’s no friend of Shagra’s, and that he
wants to know what happened to a couple of his warriors that their chief said
he had to send with Shagra,” Arren continued to translate.


After
a couple of moments, the pair heard a loud battle cry, followed by the sound of
swords clashing.  After a moment more, a cry of pain rang out through the
caves.  It was cut off abruptly and the sound of an armored body falling to the
ground seemed to end the conflict.


There
was a long pause.  Trallik looked at Arren, who seemed as curious as he.  “I
can crawl down the passageway.  Should I?” he whispered to the elf, who was
staring blindly at his face.


Arren
nodded slowly.


Trallik
set his backpack down next to Arren and stepped on top of it, to help him get
up onto the ledge.  Keeping clear of the mushrooms, Trallik crept toward the
opening at the back of the ledge.  It was barely large enough for him to creep
through on hands and knees.  As he started into the narrow passage a loud orc
voice shouted a command.  Trallik knew only a handful of orcish words, so he
did not bother to stop and listen.


After
only a spear’s throw worth of crawling, Trallik had made it almost to the far
end.  The passage bent around some to the right, and he had come across one
part that opened into something of a small, low chamber, the floor of which was
littered with bat guano.  After hurrying past that and scurrying over rock and
fungus, Trallik had come to a much larger chamber, whose ceiling was full of
bats, all hanging upside down in repose.  He came out of the crawlway onto a
high ledge and now had a partial view of the orcs.  As he came up behind a rock
that partially obscured the crawlway, he saw that he had come out well above
the orcs.


Being
careful to stay hidden, Trallik looked down from his perch.  Below him in the
tall cavern he could see what appeared to be an entire orc war party, some
thirty or so of them all in cold metal armor and carrying cold iron weapons. 
Most of them stood looking around at each other in an unsure fashion.  By the
way they stood, Trallik could tell that there were three leaders, all standing
to the front of the group.  They seemed to be looking to their front.  


From
the patterns of the heat that they exuded, Trallik could tell that most of the
orcs were feeling quite a bit of stress and adrenaline.  Looking around at what
could be the source of their quandary, he saw nothing.  Shifting to the other
side of the boulder to attempt to get a different view, he saw another orc, a
large brute who, by the heat escaping from his left arm and side, had been
wounded, probably by an arrow.  He stood, somewhat shakily, with his sword in
his good hand over the decapitated body of another orc who lay in a pile of bat
guano on the sandy floor.  As he watched, the large orc repeated something that
Trallik had heard multiple times already as he had made his way down the
crawlway.


He
did not speak orcish, but it seemed obvious to him what the large orc meant by
the gestures he was making to the dead body and by the uncertainty of the other
orcs.  It seemed that he was intimidating the other orcs into submission.  He
had already killed what appeared to be their leader, and now he seemed to be
directing his words, or more likely threats, at the three sub-leaders.


As
Trallik watched, the tension in the room mounted as the three sub-leaders
decided whether or not they should attack the larger orc—or join him.  After a
short while longer, and some discussion on the part of the three sub-leaders,
first one sub-leader knelt, then the second.  The third one, however, seeing
his two peers submit themselves, shouted angrily and rushed forward.  With one
quick swing, the larger orc decapitated the rash sub-leader.  With a thud, the
orc’s body fell heavily to the sand, its head falling at the feet of his
warriors.  With the death of the last who stood in his way, the rest of the
orcs quickly knelt before the large orc.


It
was at that precise moment that Trallik’s hand, as he was attempting to get a
better view of the large orc, bumped a rather small bat hanging upside down
from a small stalactite.  Unfortunately for Trallik, that small bump was enough
to knock the bat loose.  It fell to the floor of the shelf Trallik was on,
screeching and fluttering as it went.  As Trallik watched in absolute horror,
the little bat flew upward to the top of the high vaulted ceiling of the tall
chamber that he and the orcs were in.  Turning to see what had caused the
disturbance, the large orc locked eyes with a very distraught Trallik.


Having
been roused by the small bat that Trallik had disturbed, the huge bat
population, which apparently had been content to stay put through the orc
argument, decided that now was the time to evacuate the area.  In a matter of
moments, the entire chamber was filled with the confused flapping, bumping, and
screeching of many hundreds of bats.


As
orcs batted at the swarm of flying rodents, Trallik turned quickly and thrust
himself into the hole, crawling as quickly as he could back down the crawlway
toward the elf.  He was not alone, however.  Tens of bats swarmed between his
arms and legs, and many more screeched madly as they bumped into his
hindquarters, legs and tail.


Though
battered and terrified, Trallik’s scales kept him unmarked and, after a short
time, Trallik finally crawled out into the small mid-passage chamber and pulled
himself off to the side, breathing heavily.  His heart was racing, his emotions
screamed at him to attempt to flee in absolute panic, and his loincloth was no
longer dry.  Trallik had gotten himself into quite a mess.


It
was at that precise moment, as Trallik sat trying to calm down and think, that
he saw a glint from the pile of bat guano.  Impulsively, he grabbed a rag from
his large belt pouch and used it to pull a fist-sized clear rock out of the
pile of droppings.  Wiping it off as carefully as he could with bats still
flying about him in confusion, Trallik wrapped the guano-smeared ball without
touching it and stuffed it into his pouch before sitting back against the wall.

















 


Chapter 11 – Morning in the Krall Gen


 


As dawn cast its light upon the
still blue waters of Lord Krall’s Lake in the heart of the Krall Gen, Ardan was
getting anxious.  It had been the better part of two days that the company had
been at the gen and he’d not yet seen his love Miratha.  He’d not had a chance
to get away yet, now that he was in charge of a team, and he’d not seen her at
the Hall of Commerce yesterday during Manebrow’s planning meeting.  He’d not
been able to get a good view of her home on the other side of the lake, as Lord
Krall’s great hall mostly obscured it.  But he had seen smoke coming from her
chimney last evening beckoning him with the thoughts of a fireside, food, and
her.


Manebrow
had given him permission to search for her at the Hall of Commerce instead of
go to first meal after drills.  He’d also been told to come right back as they
were to start the process of making armor for the company today.


Now,
as the morning passed ever so slowly with the slow rhythm of the weapons
drills, Ardan could hardly stand it.  When the drills finally did end and the
rest of the warriors were released to go to first meal, Ardan almost ran to the
Hall of Commerce.  Stepping inside he could see that the business of the
morning had not yet fully commenced.  The great floor was still being swept
clean from the proceedings of the previous day and the various shopkeepers were
mostly in their booths conducting inventory and setting out their wares for the
day.


Ardan
stood near the door and looked around.  The last time he’d been here, only a
score of days before, Miratha had been working for one of the traders on the
floor, finding sellers who were willing to accept the terms that her buyers
were willing to offer, all this to fill the buyers’ orders that her master had
accepted.  She had not started as an order-filler, however.  She had been a
clerk, supply coordinator, and various other positions which had given her
quite a good knowledge of the inner workings of the Krall Gen’s commercial structure. 
Because of this, her services had always been in high demand and she changed
jobs when given a better offer for the month.  Ardan was never sure where to
find her during the day. 


Wandering
around the edges of the great floor for a time, Ardan eventually caught sight
of a new pair of booths off in the far corner of the hall.  Unlike the other
booths, these booths had no wares displayed, only parchments posted on the
counter and outer walls.  As he came closer, he noticed they were individual
orders that this trading group was working to fill.  Coming up to the counter,
he saw a young male kobold, a yearling’s age at best, sitting on a stool behind
a desk copying one parchment’s contents onto another.


Ardan
cleared his voice.  The young kobold, startled out of his task, looked up at
Ardan and blinked.  “May I help you, stranger?” the clerk asked.


“I’m
looking for Miratha.  She works for one of the traders in this hall, but I’m
not sure where to get a hold of her at this early hour.  I usually find her out
on the floor making tra…” Ardan’s explanation was cut off in mid-sentence as
the curtain over the doorway in the back of the booth parted.


“Ardan!”
a very female voice said.  “Oh Ardan, it is you!”  With that a shapely,
confident looking female kobold about Ardan’s age rushed out the side door and
came around the front of the booth. 


“Hi,
Miratha, it’s so goo…” Ardan started, but was interrupted by a sudden embrace
which knocked him back a step.  


After
a moment of snuggling up to him and holding him close, Miratha looked up at
him.  “Whatever are you doing here?  I’d not heard of a caravan coming in from
the Kale Gen, just a warrior group.”  She paused, then before Ardan could
continue she cut back in.  “Wait, are you…?” she rubbed her hands over the mark
on his chest.  “No, still a warrior.”  She looked up into his eyes, “You’re not
with this warrior group are you?”


“I
am, Miratha,” he said.


“Oh,
my,” she said as she let him go.  “I heard they’re going north on some
dangerous mission.  Something about a dragon and orcs, or something like that. 
Oh, tell me it isn’t true, is it?”


Ardan
looked her in the eyes, “I’ve been given my own team, Miratha.  I’m in charge
of three other warriors now.”


Miratha
stepped forward again and held him close.  “Hmm,” she purred, alluringly, “So
does this big change mean you’re ready for more changes?”


It
was obvious to Ardan what she meant, as they’d talked about possibly becoming
lifemates before.  Taking her by the shoulders, Ardan gathered his thoughts. 
Certainly, Miratha was able to change subjects much quicker than he was able to
keep up, and the immediate smell of her was making it hard to think.  “We’ll
talk about that some more.  For now I’ve come to tell you that it looks like my
company will be here for the next three days at least, if not a day or so
more.”


Miratha,
whose face had darkened when Ardan put off her question, now brightened.  “Will
you have much time to come and see me?  Oh, I’ve got this wonderful new soft
sheepskin rug in my house.”  Tracing the lines of the warrior mark on his
chest, she looked at him coyly.  “We could snuggle on it tonight in front of a
fire.”


“Oh,
Miratha, you are certainly tempting.  I wish I could, but I don’t know.  I do
know that, for the next three days, our company is going to be forging armor,
and I’m one of two warriors in our group that has metalworking experience.”


With
pouty lips, Miratha absent-mindedly played with the mark on Ardan’s chest.  “So
am I going to see you at all?” she asked, not looking him in the eyes.


Ardan
embraced her.  “I will come to you every opportunity I get.”  Holding her out
at arm’s length and looking her in the eyes, he continued, “Stop by the forges
when you get done with your trading for the day.  I’m sure they’ll at least let
us eat third meal together.”


Miratha
smiled, “I’ll bring you something special for meal every night you’re here.”


Ardan
smiled back, “Just being with you will be special enough for me.  Don’t worry
about it.”


“Oh,
but I didn’t tell you.  This booth, it’s mine!  I’m my own trader now!  How do
you like that?” she said.


Ardan
was surprised and amazed.  He took another look at the plain wooden structure. 
“Wow, that’s great!”


Miratha
spread her hands to take in the whole booth, “It’s not much to start with, only
a booth and one clerk, but I’ve already got a lot of orders from my former
buyers.”  Turning to him, she continued, “Life continues, you know.  Oh, Ardan,
I’ve missed you so.”


“I’m
happy for you, Miratha, and I’ve missed you to.”


Miratha
looked at Ardan, who was fidgeting.  “You look like you have to go,” she said.


“I
do.  I have to rejoin the company.  Manebrow, he’s the company leader’s second,
he’ll be expecting me.  We’re to start the process of making the armor this
morning.”


Miratha
came forward and embraced him one last time then stepped back.  “I’ll see you
tonight then,” she said.


“Tonight
it is,” Ardan said as he turned to go.  Turning back as if he forgot something,
he said, “And Miratha, I love you.”


Miratha
smiled a broad, energetic smile.  “I love you too, warrior leader!”


With
that, Ardan left to rejoin the company, looking back to catch another glimpse
of her before he left the hall.  She stood there watching until after he had
left through the large end doors.


 





 


As
Ardan walked out of the Hall of Commerce, he heard the sound of metal clanging
on metal in a steady, slow rhythm.  Looking off to his left, near the edge of
the lake, he could see a large group of some of the strongest kobold warriors
he’d ever seen, all wearing thick boar-hide armor with iron shoulder guards
fastened to it.  They were marching in formation, some two score or more with packs on their backs, as if they were on campaign.  Leading them was a large
kobold Ardan recognized as their contingent leader from Lord Krall’s council
two nights before.  He looked proud to be marching at the head of so many fine,
strong warriors.  


In
one hand each of the warriors carried a pair of javelins.  Over their backs
they bore large shields almost as tall as they were, supported by hooks on
their belts and straps over their backs.  The clanging noise Ardan had heard,
however, came from long, heavy swords that they each carried in one hand,
lifting and striking them against their shoulder plating as they walked.  


These
blades were wicked looking.  They were curved forward, with only the inner edge
being sharpened.  It was obvious they were designed to take advantage of the
strength of the bearer.  These were not fine weapons, but rather heavy chopping
devices meant as much to crush as to cut.


Ardan
was no stranger to the Krall Gen, having guarded many a caravan back and forth
from his gen to this one.  But in all his many trips, he’d not seen the Heavy
Guard of the Krall Gen in battle array.  Their reputation was not unknown to
him, nor their history.  These troops came from the mines, where it was obvious
that heavy labor had sculpted and hardened their muscles.  It had done more
than that to them, however.  He saw many a broken horn, and many a shortened
tail among the formation.  Life in the mines was hard, and it produced some of
the Krall Gen’s hardest warriors.


As
Ardan stood and watched the Heavy Guard, from across the lake came a much
quieter group of kobolds.  These were not formed as one group, nor were they so
heavily armored.  Rather, coming in five groups of ten with a pair of packdogs
for each group was the Archer Guard contingent, also led by a kobold he
recognized as their contingent leader from Lord Krall’s council two nights
before.  They wore no armor, preferring softer flaxen cloth died in earth
tones.  Over their backs they each had slung a pair of long quivers bristling
with wide-feathered arrows.  In their hands they each carried a bow almost as
tall as they were.  On their belts hung long, straight knives.


Seeing
the two warrior contingents approaching, Ardan looked about to see if perhaps
the Border Guard was already assembled.  As he passed the caravan drivers’
quarters, he looked off toward the main road into the woods.  There stood Lord
Krall with his eldest son.  The younger Krall was dressed in the same armor
that he’d seen Morigar wearing the morning before and was carrying a sword,
spear, bow, and arrows.  On his arm was a shield with the symbol of his
lineage, a tall tree like those of their forest, and in one hand he held the reins
of what had to be the biggest dog that Ardan had seen in some time.  The
massive brute had a wide body and equally wide jaws.  His long legs and barrel
chest showed the hours of work that Krall had obviously put into him.  Behind
the young heir to the throne stood a small contingent, perhaps ten or so, of
what had to be house guard.  They were all similarly equipped and were standing
in two disciplined rows behind Krall, each holding the reins to a dog of
similar heritage, though smaller than Krall’s imposing mount.


Taking
a few more steps, the Border Guard contingent came into Ardan’s full view. 
Standing in ordered rows farther down the path, the Border Guards were
obviously ready and awaiting their companion contingents.  This group was
equipped much the same as the previous Border Guards Ardan had met.  They wore
the mottled brown and green clothing their contingent kept for excursions
outside of the gen’s borders, though most of them had thick leather shirts on
under it.  On their sides were swords, over their backs were quivers bristling
with arrows, and in their hands were bows, a shorter version than that of the
Archer Guard.


There
was much pride in this group.  Indeed, they looked as though they were ready to
take on an entire orc tribe.  Ardan chewed his lips in thought as he walked
quickly toward the bridges on the lake, past the Heavy Guard’s line of march. 
He’d seen what these ants could do.  He knew their absolute ferocity and their
determination when stirred.  Though he’d heard Gorgon talk about how he,
Keryak, and Troka had stood against so many of them, still in his heart he
wondered if these warriors, more used to fighting the much slower and more
cumbersome orcs, could stand against the flood of furious ants that they would
surely face.  Nonetheless, he knew that an army of one hundred and sixty some
warriors would definitely have a much better chance than his small company had
had.  In his heart, he wished them all the luck they would need, and that the
Fates would smile upon them.


As
he approached the Great Hall, he saw his companions looking out across the lake
at the gathering army.  In all of their eyes he saw similar sentiments to those
he was feeling.  They had all seen too much of this enemy to think this would
be a completely one-sided battle.  Indeed, they suspected some, perhaps even
many, of these warriors would not return.  In spite of these ominous feelings,
the warriors of Durik’s Company stood and watched the procession in solemn
silence as the warriors of the Krall Gen gathered, reported, formed for the
march, and then departed.  Finally, as the last of them disappeared around a
bend in the road, Ardan followed his companions as they made their way to the
workshops to begin the task of making armor.


 





 


Gorgon
and Ardan looked on intently as Krebbekar stood explaining the ins and outs of
the forge that the company was to use.  It was a large, open-air forge kept hot
by a sizable bellows.  In a semi-circle around the forge were three anvils with
a large, centrally placed rack of hammers, tongs, and such other tools as a
blacksmith could want to perform his duties placed squarely on the other side
of the forge from the bellows.  To either side of the rack, easily within reach
of each of the anvils, were placed two large, squat barrels filled with water
for cooling the metal.  This setup was almost the same as several they had seen
in their gen.  The one large difference between the two gens was that the Kale
Gen had the knowledge and setup to not only deal with iron, but to smelt and
forge steel.  While the Krall Gen had most of what they needed, they did not
have the knowledge of the process, and that knowledge had brought quite a bit
of prosperity to the Kale Gen.


To
serve as a pattern for the armor they were to make, Krebbekar had set a suit of
armor on a stand near the forge.  Gorgon’s mind was racing as Krebbekar
explained the setup of the shop.  He had spent entirely too long in shops like
this to listen, and he began to wonder if he might not take the ingots that
Khazak Mail Fist had purchased for them and do something better with the
softer, purer iron than just beat it into the shapes they were wanting.  He
determined that, after the others left, he would take a look around and see if
he couldn’t find their smelter and see if something better couldn’t be done.


Durik
and Manebrow also stood looking at the ingots of iron that had come from the
smelters.  Kneeling down and walking his fingers up the layers of ingots,
Manebrow started doing the mental calculations in his head.  He was by far no
expert smith, but by his count, even counting Kabbak and Kiria and allowing
five ingots per kobold, there was more iron here than needed.  In fact, there
was probably an extra twenty ingots or so.  Manebrow stood, his mind churning
on the question of what he could do with the extra iron.  Turning to Durik, he
whispered his findings in his ear.  Durik’s brows raised and he too began to
think.


As
Krebbekar finished his explanation and turned to Durik and Manebrow, Gorgon
turned to Ardan and, in a low tone, asked “Do you know where I could get some
limestone around here?”


Ardan
looked confused, “Why do you….”  Then his look changed from one of confusion to
one of understanding.  “Ah, I get it.”  Thinking for a second, he said “I think
I know just the person.  Wait until the rest are gone.  I’ll slip out and see
if I can’t acquire some.”


Gorgon
nodded, “I’ll come with you too.  I think we’re going to need some stone and
mortar as well.  But before we go, let’s get Tohr and Kahn working on making the
molds for the armor pieces.”


Krebbekar
interrupted Durik and Manebrow’s conversation, “Will you accompany me to the
leatherworking shop?”  With that, the two leaders walked out the small door of
the low, stone building where several of the other warriors were waiting.


“All
right Tohr, Kahn.  Get in there and help Gorgon with the forge,” Manebrow
ordered.  “The rest of you will be working in the leatherworking shop.”


 
















 


Chapter 12 – The Old Dwarven Mining Outpost


 


The light from the morning sun was
already beginning to blend into day, destroying shadows and wiping away the
chill of early spring.  Karto and Lat, Lord Karthan’s two young sons and
Kiria’s younger brothers, had spent the last two nights with Lord Krall and his
lifemate, Karaba.  But the two young whelps had been having nightmares, and
Aba, as they called Lady Karaba, had asked Kiria to spend more time with them. 
When she asked Durik, of course he agreed.  So that morning all three of Lord
Karthan’s children were loitering about the caravan drivers’ quarters.


On
the porch of the quarters Kiria had finally given up trying to study the texts
and maps she had brought with her.  Not only was she already too familiar with
them, but her two little brothers were entirely too much of a distraction.  Even
now, as she was packing up her materials, Lat had jumped on her back and was
now bouncing up and down.  Grabbing his feet, she stood up and raced around the
courtyard in front of the quarters while Lat squealed with glee and Karto raced
after them crying ‘my turn, my turn.’


As
Kiria rounded the corner of the kennels she stopped abruptly, almost face to
face with another female kobold about her age.  She was dressed in a long
earthen-colored robe with a pair of pouches slung one over each shoulder across
her chest.  She was clear eyed and had a confident look and seemed determined
in whatever purpose she had in coming here.


“Uh,
hello,” Kiria said, putting Lat down on the ground.  He and Karto quickly took
off like two scared rabbits, squealing gleefully at having ‘escaped the scary
orc.’  “May I help you?” Kiria asked.


“I’m
headed for the quarters, if you don’t mind,” the female kobold said as she
moved to get past Kiria.


“Um,
well, there’s no one there right now.  May I help you?” Kiria said.


The
female kobold stopped short.  “What?  Are you with the Kale Gen warrior group?”
she asked, almost startled at the idea.


“Well,
yes, actually,” Kiria said.  “I am a representative of the Kale Gen’s Lore
Master.  Our quest seems to be leading us to the Hall of the Mountain King.  As
I’m an expert in our gen on that place our Lore Master accepted my volunteering
for the task.”


The
female kobold looked surprised, but pleased.  “Well then,” she said, sizing
Kiria up, “Well met.  My name is Myaliae.  I am a healer.  I am the healer who
healed two of your warriors when you first arrived… Jerrik and Trallat I
believe.”


Kiria
smiled and took her hand, “Well met to you too, then, Myaliae, and my thanks
for healing Jerrig and Trallik.  Your help was much appreciated.”


“Oh,
Jerrig and Trallik.  That’s what I meant.  Well, you’re welcome.”  She paused,
then after mustering her courage, she continued, “I’ve come to talk with the
leader of your company.  Where is he?” Myaliae asked.


“I’m
not sure where he is right now, but I do know that he was going to the forges
with most of the rest of the company, either there or the leatherworking
shops.”


Myaliae
stood there thinking.  There were several forges, as well as a handful of
leatherworking shops.  “Well,” she began, “I might as well tell you, as I’m
sure we’ll be seeing a lot of each other.  I’ve asked my gen’s master healer to
let me go on this quest with you, and he’s consented.”


Kiria
looked stunned, “You asked to go on a quest with us, from the Kale Gen?”


Myaliae
looked a little defensive, “Well, I’m no different than you.  I’d imagine you
joined to get out of your gen and see what the rest of the world was all
about.”


Kiria
couldn’t help but agree.  After all, that was exactly why she had joined
Durik’s Company.  “Well then, I guess you and I have a lot to talk about. 
Shall we talk for a while, maybe here on the porch?”


Myaliae
nodded and the two young females walked over to the porch and sat.


 





 


Durik
followed Manebrow’s advice and left with him for the quarters.  He had left Kiria
there for a purpose; he wanted to learn as much as he could about Demon’s
Bridge, and perhaps the Hall of the Mountain King as well.  He also thought it
better to not hover over the warriors he’d left in charge.  As such, the pair
of leaders left Gorgon and Jerrig in charge of the two shops and, as Kabbak was
the only one who had any experience in fitting clothes, he had Kabbak do all
the measuring and draw out the patterns on the leather.  


As
they checked back with Gorgon and his crew they were surprised to see Gorgon
explaining how to make casting molds to Tohr and Kahn.  The iron they had was
pure enough that it could be easily beaten into shape, but when asked about it
Gorgon just said ‘trust me.’  Acquiescing, Durik left the matter to Gorgon’s judgment.


When
they arrived back at the quarters they had another surprise.  Myaliae, one of
the Krall Gen healers, was there waiting for them.  She stated that she’d been
released by the Krall Gen’s master healer to accompany them on this quest. 
Durik and Manebrow looked at each other in surprise.  They didn’t understand
why the master healer, who had been at the council the night before, had let
her come on this journey under their protection instead of as part of Morigar’s
team, but they weren’t about to try to dissuade her from joining their Kale Gen
company.


“Well
met, then, Myaliae of the Krall Gen, and may you feel comfortable within our
company,” Durik said.


“Thank
you, I already do,” she said, motioning in the direction of Kiria and her two
little brothers.  “Kiria has explained much about your… I mean our
company.  It will be an honor to serve you for the duration of your quest.”


“Sire,”
Kiria started, not used to using the title, “Terrim, Kabbak, and I are three. 
With Myaliae we are four.  Would it not be better to make Myaliae and I a
pair?”


Durik
looked at Manebrow, who turned to Kiria and Myaliae.  “So be it,” Manebrow
said.  “Myaliae, have you ever handled a bow?” he asked, changing the subject.


Myaliae
looked a bit surprised, but nodded.  “Some, though I’m not very good at it,”
she answered.


“Good!”
Manebrow answered.  “I just happen to have an extra bow and quiver of arrows. 
Your first duty is to learn how to use it.  Now, Kiria,” he said, turning his
attention, “get your notes in order.  Durik and I need to spend some time going
over the maps and the writings on the Hall of the Mountain King, but in a while
we’re going to want to discuss it with you also.”


Kiria
nodded, her large, still mostly innocent eyes looking up at the hardened
warrior.  Manebrow pondered on that look after getting the bow and quiver for
Myaliae and as he and Durik entered the quarters and set themselves to the task
of gathering their materials and maps.  


It
had been a long time since Manebrow had felt so young, and so innocent.  Around
him were many young warriors.  They were quickly losing their innocence as
their hands were stained with blood and their hearts and minds were bent to the
tasks of war and death.  In his mind the question of how they would ever regain
their innocence resounded, or if they, or he, would ever want to.  


Perhaps
this was the normal pattern of things, that generations should grow up, meet
the harsh realities of life, either survive or die in the attempt, being
forever changed by the experience, then go on to have children in their attempt
to see again the joy and peace of innocence.  


Manebrow
shook his head.  Whatever the factors were that drove the young ones to face
death and pain, he no longer understood it.  Perhaps he’d seen too much of it.  Then
again, perhaps it was simply because it had been too long since he’d felt any
shred of innocence himself that he valued it so much.


He’d
heard the cries of these young ones in the night and, knowing what they
suffered, he felt guilty.  Though his mind told him it wasn’t his fault, he
couldn’t help but feel that in part it was.  He’d heard it said that this was
the way of old warriors, to carry the burden of guilt long after their hands no
longer carried the burden of war.  Manebrow hoped that it would not be so with
him, though in his heart he knew it couldn’t be any other way.


 





 


Durik
and Manebrow passed much of the morning seated at the table in Durik’s room
with the books, papers, and maps that they had been provided by Kiria and the
leaders of the gen.  Both of them already had a basic knowledge of the lore
surrounding both the Hall of the Mountain King as well as Demon’s Bridge, but
before they brought Kiria into the discussion the two of them wanted to have a
much better understanding, and they wanted to have a list of questions ready
for her.


After
spending a brief time pouring through a narrative of a kobold’s quest by the
name of Eekrek who explored the Hall of the Mountain King some hundreds of
years before, Durik and Manebrow turned their attention to a scroll that was
labeled ‘Demon’s Bridge.’


Clearing
the table of the rest of Kiria’s books and scrolls, the two warriors unrolled
the scroll and placed books at each corner to keep it from rolling back up. 
Standing back from the scroll to take a look at the entire thing, Durik was
immediately confronted by a hand drawn image of a demon statue that seemed to
have come directly out of his visions.


Looking
around the scroll, Durik found a small map of the area of the bridge, as well
as the small structure that sat next to the northern side of the bridge.  Next
to the portion of the map where the small structure sat was a depiction of a
rather wicked looking set of runes.  Looking around the scroll at the various
writings, the pair of warrior leaders could find no explanation for the runes. 



After
stepping back and taking in the scroll as a whole, it was clear to both of them
that the scroll had been made by a warrior contingent leader from the Krall Gen
some hundred or so years in the past.  It detailed watches that he’d set,
sleeping areas, lists of supplies to be kept there, and the myriad of details
that goes into establishing and maintaining an outpost.


Though
there was very little else on the scroll that was useful to them, Manebrow
pointed out a couple of paragraphs labeled ‘Warren of Passageways’ that
attempted to describe the passages plunging into the mountain that started at
Demon’s Bridge and which seemed to honeycomb the area around the bridge, even
far below it.  The most interesting part of the narrative was perhaps what it
stated was unknown.


Durik’s
heart suddenly began to burn within him as he read the closing words of the
Krall Gen contingent leader:  


 


“Though we’ve found the passage
that leads down to the river under the mountain pass, the presence of the giant
spiders has prevented us from continuing further down to scout out the reported
location of the Castoffs’ Stronghold in the old abandoned Dwarven Mining
Outpost.”


 


“Manebrow,”
Durik started, “there is something to this Dwarven Mining Outpost it mentions. 
I can feel it again so strong.  Despite what Khazak Mail Fist and Lord Krall
think, I can’t see us going to the Hall of the Mountain King in search of the
Kale Stone.”


Manebrow
simply nodded and looked at the young leader.


“My
visions have been too clear,” Durik continued, looking his second in the eyes. 
“And now again I feel the confirming feeling telling me that we should go to
the Dwarven Mining Outpost.”


“Well,
then that’s where we should go,” Manebrow stated simply.  After a couple of
moments of silence, he straightened up, a couple of popping noises coming from
his back as he groaned slightly.  “It won’t hurt my feelings if we don’t get to
fight dragons.”


Durik
shook his head and snorted at the unexpected humor.  “Aye, Manebrow.  I think
the rest of the company would probably be alright with that as well.”


By
the time Durik and Manebrow were done with their discussion, Kiria had finished
explaining the rules of the company to Myaliae and was about halfway through
the story of their journey to the Krall Gen when the two leaders exited the
quarters.  Standing, she bowed her head to the two of them and spoke, “Are you
ready, sire?”


Durik
was a bit surprised.  Kiria was not in the habit of calling him ‘sire.’ 
Perhaps it was a sign that she was accepting her new station in life with more
grace than he’d given her credit for up to now.  “Yes, we’ve done a good amount
of reading, and I think we’re both familiar enough with it to hold our own in a
discussion.”


“Well,
then, shall we get to our discussion?” Kiria asked as she moved toward the door
to the quarters.  Her lithe step and the sway of her hips were intoxicating. 
Durik had to look away.


Moving
aside, he let her pass, taking a deep breath to refocus himself.  From where
she’d been sitting Myaliae stood and excused herself, stating she was off to
pack her equipment and bring it to the quarters.  It wasn’t long before Durik,
Manebrow, and Kiria were seated around Durik’s table.  As Kiria began to spread
out her maps, books, and parchments, Durik grabbed her hand, the sudden touch
startling her.


“I
know what Khazak Mail Fist would have us do,” Durik said, releasing her hand
and looking her in the eyes.  “But I do not feel that the Hall of the Mountain
King is where the object of our quest lies.  The voice and visions… they are
directing us toward Demon’s Bridge,” he said, referring to the visions that he
now knew Morgra had given him.  “And while we were reading the scroll on
Demon’s Bridge, it was made clear to me that the Kale Stone is to be found in
the old Dwarven Mining Outpost far below Demon’s Bridge.”


Kiria
hesitated for a moment, taking in this new information.  “Oh.  Well then,” she
said as she began to collect up her books and papers on the Hall of the
Mountain King, “we should discuss what is known about this outpost then.”


Sorting
through her various materials, Kiria pulled the scroll that Durik and Manebrow
had been looking at earlier out of the mess, then finding the book she was
looking for she placed it on the table as well, carefully packing away the
rest.


“Let
me see now,” she said as she poured over the scroll.  “Ah yes, the Krall Gen
Warrior Contingent Leader’s Scroll on Demon’s Bridge.  Let’s see… warren of
passages… river exit… fishing rock… giant spiders… Aha!  Yes, the Castoffs’
Stronghold in the old Dwarven Mining Outpost.”  Sitting again, Kiria opened the
book she had left on the table.  After thumbing through several pages, she
looked up at the pair of warrior leaders who were waiting patiently for her to speak.


“Here
in this book on the history of the Hall of the Mountain King it speaks of the
origin of this Dwarven Mining Outpost.”  For several moments Kiria leafed
through the pages of the tome.  Eventually she began to speak.  “What brought
the dwarves here originally was the presence of a rather large vein of gold
that ran through the underdark in what used to be the pass between the northern
and southern valleys.  That vein of gold was mostly exhausted by the time of
The Sorcerer, though it was still active clear up until the beginning of the
War of the Races, at the end of which The Sorcerer separated the races with
massive geological changes… such as the Chop which he created right over the
pass where many of the original mines that this outpost supported used to be.”


“So,
when The Sorcerer made the Chop, did it not collapse this mining outpost?”
Manebrow asked.  “With such a huge event happening, I can’t imagine the outpost
surviving.”


“Well,
as you probably already know, our race was created after that event, and the
dwarves had already fled the area as the hordes of the brutal races were
driving them before them.  And, if there were any members of the brutal races
here, they certainly didn’t leave us any record of that event.  We do know,
though, that however The Sorcerer created the Chop, he did it without
completely destroying the outpost and some of the mines it supported.”


“We
have a record of the outpost after the Chop was formed?” Durik asked.


“Yes,”
Kiria nodded.  “Actually, I’ve copied some passages from the annuls of our gen
that were written by a kobold named Nimminar.”


Durik
and Manebrow looked at each other blankly.  Neither of them had ever heard of
him.


“Nimminar
was an outcast from the Krall Gen that lived a couple of hundred years ago during
a time when the Krall and Kale Gens were not the best of friends.  Apparently
he lost some contest for leadership of the Krall Gen, and therefore even though
he was the son of the recently deceased lord of their gen, his brother, who won
the contest and therefore took over leadership of the gen, banished Nimminar.


“Nimminar
had heard of the outcasts that lived in the underdark below our valley even
then, and so, being determined to win back leadership of the Krall Gen, he went
into the underdark and began organizing the disparate outcast groups into his
own gen of sorts.  Well, in his quest for power he discovered the old Dwarven
Mining Outpost and made it his seat of government.  Later, when his attempt to
overthrow the Krall Gen failed and his forces were surrounded and slaughtered,
he came to live with our gen.  That’s how we have his account.”


Durik
leaned forward, “so what does he say about this outpost, and what do you think
we’ll find there after all these years?”


Kiria
nodded her head.  “To answer the implied question first, yes, it could still be
overrun by the outcasts.  In fact, I’d imagine it is occupied, assuming it’s
still as intact as it was two centuries ago.”  She paused and pulled out a
piece of leather that Durik recognized as the map that they had gotten from the
orc outcasts on their way to the first night’s resting place.  Laying it out on
the table, she pointed to the depiction of the Chop and the marking of an orc
lair next to it.  “On this ragged map we got from those orc outcasts we slew,
however, it shows that they came from the vicinity of Demon’s Bridge, so it may
be that the Bloodhand Orcs have captured not only Demon’s Bridge, but the
Dwarven Mining Outpost as well.  We’ll have to see.”


“And
what of the layout of the actual outpost?” Durik pressed.


“The
outpost itself has a very simple, yet solid layout.  Essentially, you’ve got
one main entrance, a couple of main passageways with several smaller
passageways leading away from them, and several rooms, living quarters and
storage rooms mostly, all of which have thick walls in between them to ensure
structural integrity.  The only real interesting structures within the outpost
are three: a large open barracks room, a small throne room that was originally
a council chamber when the dwarves still owned the place, and an underground
garden, amazingly still alive two hundred years ago thanks to magical lights in
the ceiling and a rather ingenious water seepage system.”


Manebrow
and Durik both raised their eyebrows at the mention of the magical garden.


“The
outpost was built several hundred feet below the surface,” Kiria continued,
“and not a hundred feet above the ancient track that our valley’s river used to
take when it plunged below the valley.  The river, however, has since found a different
course and apparently the wells in the outpost were mostly dry when Nimminar
lived there.”


“Is
there any mention of traps or secret rooms and such?” Durik asked.


Kiria
shook her head.  “If they exist, Nimminar didn’t discover any during his short reign
down there, or at least he didn’t mention them if he did find any.”


Durik
had one more burning question, but he just couldn’t bring himself to ask it. 
The vision of Morgra still sat very much in the forefront of his heart, though
his mind had been distracted.  He still had yet to come to grips with it,
however, and as such he decided that now would not be the right time to bring
up something that felt almost too sacred to mention.


“Did
you have any more questions?” Kiria asked, seeing him lost in thought.


Durik
sat forward, “Well, I think that’ll have to do for now.”  Turning to Manebrow,
he continued, “Do you want to check on the status of the second meal while I
see how our operation is coming along?”


Manebrow
nodded and the two of them stood up.  “We’ll talk much more, Kiria,” Durik
said.  “There are many questions left unanswered and I’d like to know as much
as I can before I step foot in the place.”


Kiria
stood, “There isn’t much else in the writings of our gen.  Perhaps there is
more in the writings of the Krall Gen that my aunt can help me find.  I’ll work
on that in the meantime.  Perhaps we can speak again this evening.”


Durik
looked her in the eyes and nodded.  “Aye, that we will.  Until then,” he said
as he and Manebrow turned to leave.  Behind them, Kiria slowly exhaled as she
relaxed, and began to ponder on her role in the company and her relationship to
the others in it, especially to Durik.
















 


Chapter 13 – Forging Steel


 


As Durik approached the low hut
where the forge was located he was surprised to see Gorgon and Ardan both
pushing wheelbarrows, one loaded with limestone and the other with bricks,
toward the sunken door of the hut.  “What are you going to do with that?” he
asked as first Gorgon and then Ardan noticed him approaching.


Gorgon,
looking about himself to ensure no one in the other nearby huts was within
earshot, beckoned for Durik to come closer.  Durik was made only more curious
by the fact that, whatever they were doing, the brash warrior Gorgon actually
felt the need to be secretive about it.  Walking forward, he put his foot up on
the low stone embankment next to the sunken door and leaned closer to Gorgon. 
In the meantime, Ardan pushed his wheelbarrow full of limestone through the
door and out of sight.


“I
didn’t want to say it too loud,” Gorgon started, then glanced around again,
“since, as you know, they don’t know how to forge steel here in this gen.” 
Gorgon got a somewhat sly grin on his face, “but we do!”


Durik
was both surprised and pleased, as well as concerned.


Gorgon
saw the concern on his face and spoke quickly.  “Oh, don’t worry, we’ll
dismantle the additions we’re making to their forge once we’re done, since Lord
Karthan hasn’t seen fit to give this secret to the Krall Gen yet.”


“I
wasn’t so concerned about that,” Durik said.  “Tell me, where did you get the
limestone and bricks?”


Gorgon
looked shocked, “You’re not accusing me of stealing, are you?” he said.


“That
wasn’t the question, but I was wondering where the materials came from,”
Durik answered.


“Well,
I’ll have you know it was Ardan’s female friend, who recently opened up a
trading shop I might add, that acquired them for us.  ‘Anything to protect my
love and his party’ as she put it.”


Durik
patted him on the shoulder.  “I shouldn’t have doubted you, Gorgon.”


“Rightfully
so,” Gorgon answered, then looking around one more time hauled his wheelbarrow
full of bricks through the door.  Ardan’s voice could be heard inside briefing
Tohr.  In a few moments Tohr stepped out the door with Ardan just behind him. 
“Remember, no one outside our company is to come in here.  I don’t care if it’s
Lord Krall himself!”


Durik
shook his head and laughed to himself.  He was proud of their ingenuity and
skeptical at the same time.  However this whole episode worked out, he was sure
that they’d at least get some sort of armor out of it.


Before
leaving the area, Durik stopped by and informed Jerrig at the leatherworking
shop that the design was probably going to change a bit and that he probably
should go and talk to Gorgon.


Jerrig’s
eyes shot open wide and he quickly left to consult with his companions in the
metalsmithy.


 





 


Durik
wanted to take Myaliae at face value, but the council of the other night had
left him in doubt as to how much support the Krall Gen was willing to give to Morigar…
and the group he traveled with.  To calm or confirm his fears, Durik had
decided it was time to pay Lord Krall another visit.


The
visit itself had gone pleasantly enough, but strangely enough Lord Krall only
acknowledged that Myaliae was being allowed to accompany Durik’s group and, as
such, was part of Durik’s Company.  Lord Krall had left it unspoken, but it was
clear; Myaliae was under Durik’s control and not Morigar’s.


 Durik
had not known how to respond, and the silence had grown uncomfortable.  About
this time, someone had knocked on the door, interrupting them.  Durik, thankful
for the interruption, had hastily excused himself.


Durik
now sat with the rest of the company around tables in Lord Krall’s great hall
waiting for the pair of servants that were preparing the meal to finish cutting
the meat and straining vegetables out of the cauldron.  His company was not the
only group there.  Krebbekar and the two scouts, as well as the remnant of Lord
Krall’s house guards who weren’t on the trail with Krall were also there,
seated around tables of their own.  There was much chatter among the groups. 
As the meal was about to be served, the first platter was taken back through
the door that led to Lord Krall’s chambers.  No one expected that Lord Krall
would join them.


Kiria
was making the rounds through the members of the company, dragging Myaliae in
tow and introducing her to the rest of the members of the company.  It was
obvious to all that the members of the company were quite happy to have her along
with them.  Having been offered numerous places to sit on the benches, Myaliae
finally acquiesced and seated herself between Gorgon and Jerrig.  Kiria sat
across the table from her and the pair of young females took well to the task
of lightening up the conversation.


Durik
looked on in admiration at how quickly his company had accepted its newest
member.  Of course, she was a rather pretty addition to the company, and he was
sure that helped at least a little.  Durik, for one, was almost overjoyed to have
a healer with the company, and one with quite a bit of alchemical or magical
skill too, according to Manebrow’s report.


Soon
the meal was served and the company ate in peace.


 





 


Morigar,
youngest son of Lord Krall and soon destined to set out with the company on his
own perilous quest, was not interested in the inner workings of Durik’s
Company, or any of the information that they had at their disposal, nor did he
make the effort to break the ice with the company, preferring instead to stay
safely cloistered within the inner chambers of his father’s great hall.  When
Krebbekar came to him to show him the company’s Standing Orders, Morigar
refused to even look at them.  When Krebbekar mentioned that they should find
out what knowledge the Kale Gen warriors had about the Dwarven Mining Outpost,
Morigar dismissed the idea, stating that he was sure that whatever knowledge
they needed could be found in their own gen’s archives.  


Krebbekar
was about to go to Morigar’s father, Lord Krall, to bring some sense to the
arrogant idiot that was his son, but he thought better of it.  After all, if
something ever happened to Morigar’s older brother Krall, Morigar was next in
line for the throne.  He had to give him as many opportunities to learn as he
could.  Of course, Krebbekar was determined to step in before Morigar screwed
up too badly.


Later
that evening Krebbekar sat at Durik’s table and began to get the uncomfortable
feeling from the many references in the discussion around the table to places
he did not know that Morigar’s pride was holding him back from gaining much
needed knowledge.  He began to get that sinking feeling in his gut that, unless
he worked to fix the situation, it would only get worse, and probably cause
unnecessary death and pain on the part of Durik’s Company or his own team.


Krebbekar’s
dilemma grew.  In his heart he knew that someone had to bring Morigar to his
senses, but he also felt that going to Morigar’s father to get Morigar back in
line wasn’t the way to get this quest off on the right foot.  He also knew that
Morigar wouldn’t listen to him.  He was at an impasse.


Krebbekar
sighed.  For now he would have to do double duty—his normal duties and what
Morigar should be doing.  As such, he arranged to meet with Durik’s lore master
Kiria the next day to go over whatever information the company was willing to
share.  If Morigar wasn’t willing to get the information they needed to be
successful, then Krebbekar would.


As
if Morigar’s failure in his initial jockeying for power over the company didn’t
make his attitude sour enough, that night when Krebbekar told Morigar that
Myaliae, one of their own Krall Gen healers, had been sent with the company,
Morigar exploded.  Angrily he stormed off to talk with his father.  After much
whining on Morigar’s part and a few sharp, but true words from Lord Krall,
Morigar exited his father’s chambers with his tail between his legs.  


For
the rest of that night and most of the next day Morigar wouldn’t see
Krebbekar.  Later that night when Morigar finally emerged from his quarters,
Krebbekar could see that he was still bitter.  He received Krebbekar’s report
about the study session he’d had with Kiria without interest.  Krebbekar left
as soon as he gave his report to avoid any more of the uncomfortable silence.


The
time was passing quickly, and though Krebbekar was growing more and more
confident in Durik’s Company, he was growing less and less confident in
Morigar.  In his heart he felt there would be trouble, but he let his mind
convince him that he and the two scouts Lord Krall was sending from the Border
Guard to accompany them on Morigar’s quest could make up the difference.  After
two days of working on the preparations for this quest with Gormanor and
Lemmekor, he had become confident in their abilities and dedication.  They had
a good reputation in the Border Guard before they had come to him, and watching
them go about the preparations in a very skilled and thorough manner, Krebbekar
could clearly see why.


 





 


Morning
of the company’s fourth day with the Krall Gen started with no surprises. 
After Gorgon and Ardan had fitted the forge to make steel the real work had
begun.  Despite their dedication, the two metalworkers soon had found that they
needed help if they were going to get the work done in three days.  As such,
Durik and Manebrow had both pitched in to help out in the blacksmithy.  Jerrig
was soon asking for additional help in the leather working shop, so Kiria and
Myaliae were assigned to help when they were not taking care of the animals.


The
second day of making armor had passed thus, with everyone working furiously,
and now on the morning of the third day of making armor, the company’s fourth
day with the Krall Gen, both Gorgon and Jerrig felt that they were on track to
get the armor done in time.


It
was exciting to see.  The Kale Gen had never been an armor-making or
armor-wearing gen.  In fact, before the Bloodhand Orc Tribe had gained the
skill a decade or so before, they’d only seen armor in old books.  Now they
were building something that could possibly save their lives.  The
possibilities of better protection brought great enthusiasm to the group of
warriors, and there was much excited discussion about how they could make each
part of the armor better.


The
thinner steel of their armor was much lighter yet stronger than the heavier
cast iron of the armor Krebbekar had lent them to use as a pattern.  Because of
this the group had felt that they could use more of the steel to protect other
areas.  Though there had been many different ideas, in the end it was Kiria’s
books that provided the guidance they needed.


On
the morning of the second day of armor making Kiria had brought out a picture
of a human warrior dressed in armor made of metal scales, all sewn onto a
backing of hardened leather and padded with cloth backing on each scale.  She’d
shown it to Gorgon and Ardan.  The two warriors looked at each other and got a
big grin on their faces.  The scales could be put on the suits of leather armor
that they were already building, and would only be enhanced by the shoulder,
waist, shin, and forearm guards that they were making in following the pattern
of the Krall Gen armor.  With Durik’s blessing, they quickly agreed to build as
many suits of this scale armor as they could.  The unspoken motivation, of
course, was that this armor would be better than anything that the Krall Gen
had.


Finally,
on this third day, they began binding the various pieces together and
constructing semi-finished suits of armor.  By second meal one full suit of
armor was already completed, and several more were having the scales sewn on
them.  Holding the first suit up to look at the workmanship, Ardan got a smile
on his face.  It was heavy armor, but it would turn most blades at least, as
well as many arrows and spears.  


The
new armor would take some getting used to, however.  After all, these warriors
were used to being light fighters, their only armor being at most a shield.  


 





 


In
front of her stall lay several burlap sacks of grain, each one carefully
measured in the balance.  It was a point of pride for her, and part of the
reason that she was so well respected.  No one could ever say that she was not
fair to both buyer and seller.  An honest broker; that was her reputation.  


Miratha
looked up from the parchment where she had been cross-referencing the orders
for grain with the sellers who had provided the grain.  Focusing her eyes on
the large shape making its way directly across the trading floor to her, she
suddenly realized that it was Ardan draped in a heavy cloak.  With a smile on
her face, Miratha put down her writing board and moved to meet him.  As she
threw her arms around his waist, she felt hard metal.  Opening up the cloak,
she saw a large metal band bound about his waist, girding up a heavy jacket of
metal scales.


Ardan
grabbed her arms before she threw the cloak off of him entirely, motioning
toward the door of her booth.  Walking together through the booth into the back
room, Ardan now threw off his cloak, revealing the metal armor that he’d been
working on for the past three days.  Shoulder
guards curved up to protect the base of his neck, gleaming in the light of
Miratha’s candle.  Greaves on his shins covered each leg, including the knee,
leaving the upper part of the leg covered by leather.  The upper part of the
armor was a long coat of leather with metal scales sewn onto it in tight
patterns, much like a kobold’s own scales, but made of strong steel.  The
bottom of the long coat came down over the upper part of the legs and was
girded about in the middle by a large band of metal, tied tight over the belly
with leather thongs to help distribute the weight.  Its sleeves only came down
to a little above the elbow.  Below that, the bracers that covered the forearms
flared a bit at the wrist and elbow, to prevent blades from sliding off the
forearm onto the hands or elbows.


Miratha
was impressed.  She’d not seen armor quite like this before.  In fact, she’d
not paid much attention to armor before, at least not before she’d gotten the
limestone and bricks for Ardan.  “So this is what you did with the limestone
and bricks?”


Ardan
nodded.  “We did more than just make armor.  We made armor of steel.  Here in
the Krall Gen your smithies make fine iron, both cast-iron and wrought-iron,
but none of them know how to make steel.  Since steel is stronger, you don’t
have to make it as thick as iron to do the same job.  So, since it’s lighter
overall, we decided to use more of it to make coats of this scale armor.”  He
turned around so that Miratha could see the entire suit.  “They’re making steel
helmets to go with it all even as we speak.”


Miratha
looked into Ardan’s eyes, “I like anything that helps keep my love safe.”


Ardan
smiled.  “I may not be wearing the coat much, however,” he said.  “Despite the
cloth backing on each scale it does still make a good amount more noise than a
scout like me needs to make.  Because of that, we’re making a few extra coats
without the noisy scales, they just have the shoulder guards and the large
metal belts on them, just like the Krall Gen warriors use, so us scouts have a
better chance of going unheard.”


Miratha’s
eyes were glazed over a bit.  She was happy that her love would be more
protected, and that was all that she wanted or needed to know.


Looking
into her eyes, Ardan changed the subject.  “Durik, the leader of our company,
would like you to come to second meal with us.  He has something to give you in
appreciation of helping us get the supplies to make steel.”


Miratha’s
brow rose.  She’d never been given an award or anything of the sort.  All of
her successes had brought their own economic reward, but no special recognition
of any sort.  Her interest was piqued.


Ardan
could see that she was caught off guard.  “Just come as you are.  No need to
put on anything special.  We’re all hot and sweaty from working on the armor
anyway.  It’s just a little something to show you we appreciate your help.  Oh,
and don’t mention the armor.  We don’t want word getting out yet.”


Miratha
nodded.


“I’ve
got to get back to the blacksmithy and leave the armor there.  The rest of the
company is at Lord Krall’s Great Hall.  Will you meet me there shortly?” Ardan
asked.


Still
a bit dumb-struck and uncharacteristically speechless, Miratha nodded.


“I’ll
be waiting at the door for you,” Ardan said as he put the heavy cloak back over
his armor.  “I love you,” he said as he turned to go.


 
















 


Chapter 14 – A Time of Blood


 


The members of Durik’s Company had
not heard any news about the progress of the younger Krall’s force.  For that
matter, very little information was leaking out from the Great Hall at all. 
That messengers from Krall’s house guard companions had come it was true, but
after receiving their messages Lord Krall had sent them back as quickly as they
had come under strict orders to not divulge word of the campaign.  Now, only
two days into the Krall Gen’s campaign against the great ants, as Ardan made
his way from the workshops to the Great Hall for second meal, however, the
sight that met his eyes was impossible to suppress.


Accompanied
by a rabble of pig herders, shepherds, and whelps, a group of three herders’
carts with bandaged limbs and broken bodies visible on their berths, pushed and
pulled by exhausted troops and a swell of locals, was making its way out of the
woods and toward the hall of the master healer on the lake.


Older
whelps ran ahead of the caravan, yelling for the master healer as they went. 
Seeing an urgent need, Ardan also began to run.  It didn’t take long until he
was at the front doors of the Great Hall.  Arriving at the doors, he flung them
open.  All eyes in the Great Hall turned and focused on him.


“There
are wounded warriors arriving in carts from the campaign,” he yelled.  “Come,
let us help them.”  Shocked into action, the entire company and all the house
guards stood to follow Ardan outside.  


Lord
Krall, who apparently had been watching the road from his personal chambers,
rushed past the group and headed straight for the procession.  In matters of a
child’s possible harm or death, both king and commoner are equals.  


In
moments, the entire group was moving almost as one toward the carts to relieve
the tired warriors and herders who were pushing them.  As they came, questions
began to be asked and answers were quick in coming.


Durik
was surprised to find the Heavy Guard contingent leader among those pushing the
carts.  As his warriors and the house guard replaced the exhausted warriors in
pushing and pulling the carts, Durik listened to the report the Heavy Guard
leader gave Lord Krall.  


After
giving assurances to Lord Krall that his son was alive when this train of
wounded warriors had left the field, the Heavy Guard leader spoke of what had
happened.  The picture that he painted was of a desperate fight and of a
remnant left behind in a desperate position.  


Krall’s
force had been caught out in the open by a superior force of ants.  They were
forming a camp in a small, bowl-shaped valley when their scouts had reported
initial contact with a few, scattered hunter ants.  Krall had done the right
thing and formed his group in a circle, melee troops on the outside. 
Unfortunately, he’d chosen to form them in the bottom of the valley, instead of
on one of the surrounding hills.


According
to the wounded Heavy Guard leader, the flood of worker ants had come at them
with absolute fury and determination.  They were so eager to get at the kobold
warriors that they had crawled over each other in a mad dash.  Krall had
expected this and was not surprised by it.  However, unlike in Durik’s case,
the kobold warriors saw no ant commanders, and so they had no choice but to
deal with the entire mass of worker ants.


The
initial volleys of javelins had done little to slow them, as did volley after
volley of arrows, and within moments the flood of ants had smashed into the
kobold perimeter.  To his credit, Krall had seen that his perimeter was not
going to hold when absolute fear began to ripple through the ranks as warrior
after warrior went down screaming in agony, their flesh being literally ripped
from their bones by the furious great ants.  Calling to his leaders, Krall had
pushed the Border Guard contingent out of the perimeter and toward the nearest
hill top.  He then had done his best to withdraw his perimeter without
collapsing it.  To the Heavy Guard’s credit, the perimeter had held until it approached
the bottom of the hill that the Border Guard held, allowing the Border Guard to
begin to support the perimeter with accurate arrow volleys at close range.


The
momentum of the onrushing ants had then been somewhat slowed and Krall had seen
that the majority of his Heavy Guard warriors and several of his Archer Guard
warriors had fallen in the withdrawal.  To the kobolds’ gruesome fortune,
hundreds of the worker ants had been delayed as they ripped apart the bodies of
the fallen kobold warriors.  The leaders of the army, wrenching their eyes from
the gruesome activity of the workers in the valley in front of them, had seen a
small cluster of large ants, with upright torsos, standing almost over the far
lip of the ridge of hills that formed the perimeter of the valley.


Having
discovered the ant commanders’ stratagem of hiding just over the hill, the
Archer Guard contingent leader turned volley after volley against the group of
ant commanders.  In short order the sea of giant ant workers had begun to fall
into disarray as many of them wandered about without direction.  As the ant
commanders had fallen or fled their position on the ridge, it became obvious
that no one was directing the worker ants.  


Krall
had then immediately unleashed the Border Guard on the confused ants, while the
archers had kept watch from their vantage point to ensure the ant commanders
did not reappear.  Within a short space of time, the entire field had fallen
into the hands of the kobolds.  Victory belonged to the kobolds, but at a great
price. 


The
carcasses of well over a thousand of the ant workers, as well as a score or so
of hunter ants had littered the field.  Interspersed among them were several
kobold dead.  The Heavy Guard contingent, who bore the brunt of the assault,
had been cut in half.  The Archer Guard and Border Guard contingents had
suffered almost a score of casualties each.  Even among Krall’s ten personal
guards there were a handful of casualties.  Overall, Krall’s force had been
diminished to less than two-thirds its original size, most of the more
seriously wounded having been torn to shreds where they lay as the perimeter
withdrew.


With
the withdrawal from the field of the more seriously wounded, accompanied by a
handful of lesser wounded warriors, Krall’s force was now down to almost
exactly half-strength.  


Shaking
his head, the Heavy Guard leader related how he had left the field only after
committing to come back with more troops.


When
Lord Krall asked him what his son’s current troop dispositions were, the Heavy
Guard leader shook his head.  “Lord, your son decided to make for the bridge. 
After all, we know the great ants can’t swim, and the bridge provides a natural
choke point.  There is a small group of hills just on the far side of the
bridge, and he decided to build fortifications on those hills.  He’s trying to
ring the place with wooden walls that the ants won’t be able to climb before
the next onslaught comes.  Sire, I’m afraid he’ll be cut off in that little
fortress and destroyed.”


Lord
Krall held his head in shock, disbelief, and eventually frustration.  “So many
good warriors dead!” he groaned.  “And now Krall is trying to force my hand.  I
told him I didn’t want to commit any more troops to this.  Now I have to!”  


As
the caravan of wounded passed them by, Lord Krall stood with the Heavy Guard
leader and the assembled leaders and minions who had listened to his report. 
In Lord Krall’s eyes could be seen an intense struggle.  It was obvious to all
around that the fate of their gen was being heavily debated within him.  The
battle that raged in the chambers of Lord Krall’s soul was the same one faced
by most monarchs at least once in their lifetime, and its results were quick to
surface.  As he stared into the distance, Lord Krall’s old, tired face began to
harden.  In his eyes was a look of power and strength that few had seen for
many years.  It was obvious that determination and resolve had won over fear
and indecision.


Lord
Krall turned and looked the Heavy Guard leader in the eyes.  “Go.  Once you’ve
seen the master healer, tell the rest of your warriors to prepare, then come to
me quickly at the council chambers.  Tonight we gather our forces, and tomorrow
morning we march!”


With
that, Lord Krall sent the servant that was closest to him to pass the word to
the sub-leaders of the Border Guard and the Archer Guard to have their troops
gathering while they came to the council chambers.  He also instructed
Krebbekar, who had heard most of the conversation, to have his mount, armor,
and weapons made ready, and to have the house guard ready to march at dawn. 
Striding with more energy than Durik had yet seen in the old kobold, Lord Krall
hustled to the crowd of kobolds gathering at the master healer’s house and,
grabbing each council member by the arm, called an emergency session of the
Krall Gen’s Council.


Standing
about the area, the caravan of wounded served to remind the members of Durik’s
Company about the dangers they had faced and what the fortunes of war often
brought.  The Fates had smiled on them so far, though their quest had not been
bloodless, but the future was never a certain thing.  Miratha, who had been in
the Great Hall waiting for Ardan to arrive, now looked Ardan in the eyes and
asked what he was thinking.  As Ardan pondered what to say, Durik walked up
with something over his shoulder.


“We
had wanted to present this in better circumstances, but I’m not sure we’ll get
that opportunity now.”  Opening the boar skin bag that he had slung over his
back, Durik pulled out a set of two steel bowls, perfectly round with slightly
flattened bottoms.


“Oh,
they’re beautiful!” Miratha said.


“Thank
you for your help,” Durik said then paused.  “We were trying to make helmets
out of these, but they ended up being better bowls.”


Ardan
leaned over and whispered, “There are two of them, you know.”


The
implications were not lost on Miratha.  “I know,” she purred as her tail
wrapped around his knee.  “Maybe we can make a few more… smaller ones.”


 





 


The
emergency council of the Krall Gen was pervaded by a sense of urgency, yet
still the debate was hot and the positions were many.  Finally, after many
opinions had been expressed, Lord Krall put a stop to it.  Holding up his hand,
he addressed the assembled council members and military leaders.


“My
fellow kobolds, while I respect the many opinions which have been expressed
here tonight, the reality of the situation is this:  I and many others here and
throughout our gen have sons that are in danger tonight.  I mobilized our
warriors not to debate about whether we should go after this threat to our very
existence, but to stamp it out.  Though I was reluctant at first to commit this
gen too deeply to this cause, I now see clearly that I have no other choice. 
Clearly these great ants have grown in number so strong that if we do not face
them now, we will soon be overrun.”  Around the council table, and in the seats
around the edges of the council chamber, there were many kobolds who voiced
their approval of Lord Krall’s words.


“Fellow
members of our gen, I mean to face this threat.  Tonight, when the sun first
touches the western mountains, I want three companies of fifty warriors each,
one from each of the three contingents, to march forth to our army’s aid.  This
will be the first forces we send.  I will see the three leaders whom you chose
immediately following this council.  I will exempt from this campaign only the
minimum forces necessary to guard the gen in our absence, Border Guard mostly,
the rest will be ready to go with me tomorrow morning, when the rays of the sun
first strike this great hall on the lake.  I will personally ride forth at the
head of the rest of our forces.  


“Now,
I want the leaders of the warriors to go back to their contingents and finish
preparations for tomorrow’s march, and don’t be late!  As for the rest of you,
my minister will ensure that the proper supplies are sent forward.”  He then
drew the sword he had recently strapped over his back.  “My blade will not be
sheathed until the last great ant is driven from our valley!”


The
roar of approval that met Lord Krall’s declaration was deafening.  The Krall
Gen was now fully committed to meeting the threat, and there was no turning
back.  Either the great ant colony would fall, or the Krall Gen.  This was
absolute war.


 
















 


Chapter 15 – Orcs and Philosophy


 


Not long after Trallik sought
sanctuary in the small mid-passage chamber the flow of bats had finally
ceased.  As the screeches began to recede into the distance, the clanging of
metal armor and iron soled boots on stone could be clearly heard.  Though he’d
found a small ball of clear rock among the bat guano, its inside speckled with
small bronze flecks, he had no time to examine the object and somehow the
memory of picking it up promptly left his stream of consciousness.


Trallik
immediately thought instead of his elf friend left alone in the long
passageway.  Though he felt relatively safe in this tiny chamber inside the
crawlway, he knew that Arren was far from any place of sanctuary.  Even if the
elf did run and hide, in their attempts to find Trallik he was pretty sure the
orcs would find Arren.


At
that moment, he knew what he had to do.  Conquering his fears, he got back down
on his hands and knees and began crawling quickly back toward where he’d last
seen Arren.  Dodging past stands of fungus and dead rats, Trallik poked his
head out of the crawlway.  Looking around, he saw no sign of Arren, but a
stone’s throw down the passageway he saw the heated bodies of several orcs
jogging in his direction.  Looking down quickly, he saw his pack still sitting
behind a rock.  Jumping down quickly, Trallik grabbed the pack and threw it
into the crawlway then scrambled up after it.


Just
as he had expected, as the orcs got close enough for their black and white dark
vision to detect him, they yelled out their discovery and broke into a run
toward the kobold.  Hearing the sound of the orcs grow closer, Trallik quickly
pushed his pack down the passageway and crawled as fast as he could back toward
the tiny mid-passage chamber, content that he had distracted them enough to
give Arren a chance to find a place of sanctuary.


He
had only gotten a short distance into the passage, however, when he heard the
first orc cry out in pain, followed by cries of surprise and alarm.  A moment
later, the sound of a blade severing flesh and bone and a dim light both came
from the passageway behind Trallik.  Looking back, Trallik could see what could
only be the clear, pure light of Arren’s crystal causing shadows to dance on
the walls of the passageway.  Trallik grabbed the strap of his pack and
immediately began to reverse his crawl.  If Arren was going to stand and fight,
then so would he.


As
Trallik arrived at the opening into the large passageway, he dropped his pack
down to where it had originally been and looked around.  The light of Arren’s
crystal cast dancing shadows, spoiling Trallik’s heat vision.  But he did not
need his heat vision to see what was going on.  Not far down the passage the
orcs had stopped.  They were mostly turned around with their backs toward him.  It
seemed as if only about half of the orcs were present.  They all had their
weapons out and seemed to be pressing back the way they had come, as if eager
to get at something.


Trallik
stood up on the shelf of rock and saw Arren on the other side of the orc
contingent swinging his bladed pole weapon in precise, furious arcs.  First one
orc fell to the ground, his neck cut wide open, then another’s arm was severed,
the arm and the sword it still had in its hand dropping to the ground.  As
Trallik watched, the elf slew four more orcs, splitting necks and slitting
unarmored bellies.  He moved with incredible speed, and it seemed as if every
blow struck true.  Trallik was amazed.


In
a matter of moments, the remaining few orcs began to flee back up the passageway
toward Trallik.  Dropping shields and swords and covering their heads with
their arms, the orcs were totally routed.  Behind them on the ground lay at
least ten of their number, killed with amazing precision and almost unreal
speed.


As
they fled, first one, then another was felled by an arrow.  Their armor seemed
no protection as the arrows pierced iron, flesh, and bone.  Trallik watched in
amazement.  He had never seen any arrow that could pierce iron, nor any warrior
who was so skilled or fearless.  The crystal on the front of Arren’s bow was
lit now and, as Arren fired by the light of it, his shadowed features displayed
deadly calm and absolute focus.


The
last three orcs had now almost reached Trallik.  While two of them were running
straight up the passage, it was obvious that the third had his eye on a side
passage.  Trallik could also see that the gentle upward curve of the passageway
would very soon make it impossible for Arren to get any more shots off.


Mustering
all the courage he could, Trallik drew his two long knives and, taking a deep
breath, he jumped out toward the trio of orcs.  Catching them unaware, Trallik
was able to knock the lead orc off his feet as he bowled into him, planting one
of his long knives in the base of the orc’s neck while the other one glanced
off the iron scales on the front of his heavy shirt.  The orc gurgled in
surprise and fell, with Trallik hanging onto him, between the feet of one of
his companions, tripping the other orc as well.


Trallik
rolled off to one side as one of the two orcs began to get to his feet.  The
third orc, having no weapon in hand, swatted at Trallik as he ran past toward
the side passage.  Trallik took the blow full to the face and fell back onto
the stone floor seeing stars.  The adrenaline rush of the moment helped him
keep his wits about him somewhat, however, and he scurried backwards.


As
his vision cleared, Trallik saw that the orc he had struck was writhing on the
ground, blood from an artery spraying rhythmically from his neck.  He was sure
he wouldn’t last long.  The other orc, however, had drawn his own dagger and
was about to pounce on Trallik when, from behind, Arren’s bow sang again.  As
Trallik put his knives out in front to block the orc’s dagger, Arren’s arrow
plunged through the orc’s neck, flying out the other side.  The orc fell
writhing to the ground.


Trallik,
not forgetting the last orc, rolled over and got to his feet.  As he did, the
last orc stumbled back toward him and fell on his back at Trallik’s feet, the
weight of its body pushing the tip of Arren’s last arrow through.  


 





 


Trallik
stood looking at the lifeless orc with the arrow protruding from his chest as
Arren approached from behind.  If he’d not seen it with his own eyes, he’d not
have believed what Arren had done.  As he stood there in wonder, the elf came
up behind him, pulling arrows out of orcs as he came.  In a moment the elf
kicked the last orc’s body onto its side and pulled the arrow back out by its
blood-drenched fletching.


Trallik
stood gawking at the elf for a moment, before he noticed that Arren was not
stopping.  With one smooth motion he shook the blood and pieces of orc off the
arrow, nocked it in his bow, drew it back, and fired down the passageway.


Trallik
looked down the passageway toward the heart of the mountain.  Five orcs,
weapons drawn and shields held high, were charging noisily up the passageway at
them.  Trallik had been so fixated that he hadn’t even noticed.


In
a matter of several orc steps, Arren had put five arrows through the five
orcs.  With a sixth arrow nocked, Arren ran forward.  Far beyond the elf
Trallik could hear the retreating footfalls of the remaining orcs.  Arren
stopped at the five orcs he had just felled and recovered his arrows.


Trallik
sheathed one knife, grabbed his kit, and ran after the elf.  Coming up next to
him, he looked up at Arren and wondered why he was not moving after the
remaining orcs.  “Well, what are we waiting for?” he said excitedly.


Arren
put out his hand to calm the young kobold.  “Patience, young one.”


“But
they’re getting away!” he said.


Arren
looked down at Trallik.  “There will be time.  I hear something large, larger
than orcs, moving about near the far exit to this passageway.  Unnecessary
haste gets one maimed or killed, young one, and I would prefer more time to
assess this new threat before we’re confronted by it.  Come, let us see if we
can learn what the orcs were doing here.”


Trallik’s
brows had risen in surprise.  He’d been so focused on the orcs that he’d not
heard the distant stomping and grunting of what was probably a large humanoid
echoing from far ahead of them and outside the passageway.  Trallik watched the
elf warrior.  It appeared that he was not worried at the moment, so Trallik
calmed his fears that the big thing that was outside the passageway might be
coming down toward them.  


Leaving
a path of bodies strewn behind them, the pair of companions made their way
toward the large cavern where Trallik had spied on the orcs.


 





 


Trallik
stood looking at the pair of orc bodies lying beheaded in the sand while the
elf was rifling through the contents of a sheepskin pouch that one of the orcs
had tied onto his belt.  He had seen much of gore in the last few days and was
becoming desensitized to it all.  His leaping on and killing one orc in the passageway
had helped to steel his nerves and given him something of a feeling of
bravado.  Though he’d helped kill an orc a couple of days before with a
well-placed arrow, killing an enemy with a knife was much more up close and
personal.  He had foul smelling blood on his hands and knives, and was
beginning to like it.


“How
did you slaughter those orcs like that?” he asked as he stood watching Arren
search through the orcs’ belongings.


“Perfection,”
Arren said without looking up from what he was doing.


Trallik
waited for Arren to explain.  He waited for several moments, but the elf said
nothing further.  Trallik prodded his companion.  “What do you mean
‘perfection’?”


Arren,
who had moved to the second orc’s body, looked up at him with a piercing gaze. 
“Do you remember how I told you I was still mastering my fighting style when
the orc gate was opened some four hundred and twenty years ago?”  Trallik
nodded and Arren continued.  “I did, to a point of perfection.”


Trallik
could not grasp the concept of perfecting one’s mastery of a fighting style and
voiced his confusion.


Arren,
who had found nothing of significance in the orcs’ pouches, stood and looked
down at the young kobold.  “I see that you are full of the curiosity of youth,
my little guide.”  He brought his weapon up from under his arm and rested it on
his shoulder.  “Come, let us continue our journey.  I have heard nothing from
the passageway.  I believe we have routed them.  Let us talk as we go.”


Trallik
nodded his agreement as Arren walked past.  Looking down at the contents of the
orcs’ slit pouches spilt on the ground, he noticed a few shining coins. 
Remembering that the northern gens used coins, he quickly collected them before
catching up to the elf.


“What
is your concept of life, little one?” Arren asked.


“Umm…
what do you mean?” Trallik replied as he half-walked and half-jogged beside the
long-legged elf.


“What
is your plan in life?  What do you plan to do with your life?” he asked.


“I…
uh… I planned to be an elite warrior in my gen, but I don’t think that is going
to happen anymore,” Trallik answered.


“How
did you plan on building this life?” Arren asked.


“Um…
I guess I thought it would just happen.  After all, I was the smartest of my
year-group and the best with locks, traps, scouting, and such,” Trallik
answered.


Arren
nodded and waited a moment before continuing.  “Like most of the members of the
short-lived races, you assume that your goals will be met without a clear
understanding of the entire process of attaining them.”


Trallik
muttered something unintelligible as he began to squirm a bit inside.


“Elves,
however, live a long time.  Because of that, we tend to be very careful about
our planning and our choices.  After all, the longest you may have to live with
a mistake is some seventy five years or so.  In contrast, I have to live with
the consequences of my daily actions for what’s left of my thousand years of
life.”


Trallik
nodded his meager understanding.  For him, the elf’s entire point of view was a
complete paradigm shift.  He was beginning to gain a greater understanding of
the elf, but he could tell that, perhaps, he could never fully understand what
he understood.


“As
such, most elves spend the first fifty years of their lives discovering,
playing, making friendships, building a sense of allegiance… and planning,”
Arren said as he raised one black eyebrow.  “I knew, before I entered my
nation’s obligatory military service at age fifty, that I wanted to be the
leader of my nation’s warriors.  As such, I planned out a path that I felt
would lead me to gain my nation’s trust and my eventual appointment as
commander of all our war bands.


“The
first step was, of course, a decade of honorable service as a recruit, after
which I was in the process of spending the next forty years, until my one
hundredth year, cloistered away doing nothing but studying the art and sciences
of war and perfecting my skills with weapons.  However, when the kobold stone
was lost to the orcs, my studies were interrupted for a few years to fight the
Fallen Prince’s minions, though I was able to finish them later.”


The
pair of companions were now at the main passageway, and Arren paused for a few
moments to listen before entering the passage and continuing their journey up
toward the far side of the mountain.


“I
was in my twentieth year of studies at that time, and had completely mastered
my thoughts; every stray desire, every daydream, every self-defeating
attitude.  I was at one with my mission and completely focused in thought and
word.”


Trallik
had many questions.  “But how could you do that, and why would you even want
to?”


“It
is a simple progression.  As thoughts are the basis of action, and repeated
action becomes habit, and habits form one’s character, it is first and foremost
necessary to absolutely dedicate one’s self in thought and word to whatever is
to be accomplished.  Once thoughts are mastered, then actions, habits, and
character naturally follow.  


“The
pain of physical exertion and suffering is the surest crucible to drive the
dross of frivolity from one’s life.  Extreme effort, extreme trials and
challenges, and the desire to become more than you are can lead one to absolute
dedication.  This absolute dedication, or giving of one’s self entirely to a
chosen path, brings with it the reward of absolute control over one’s
thoughts.  Therefore, I spent every day for forty years learning to endure
extreme hardships and learning to push myself beyond what I thought possible.”


“But
why would you want to?  Isn’t it better to laugh, love, and live?” Trallik asked.


“It
is,” Arren answered, “but each thing in its own time.  He who completely
focuses his mental, emotional, spiritual, and physical energies on a task until
he masters that task will keep the proficiency he gains for the rest of his
life, for it becomes a true and living part of him.  He then reaps the benefit
of that dedication from that point onward.  While others who did not so
dedicate themselves find themselves constantly having to revisit and relearn
the same task.”


Trallik
was beginning to understand the elf’s perspective, and it shook his concept of
how to live a successful life to the core.  It was hard doctrine, and he was
not so sure he wanted to know more.  But if there was one thing Trallik was, it
was curious.  “What types of things did you go through in this training and
what did you learn?” he asked.


“Well,
there were several core things I did, as well as several separate events.  I
wore a heavier version of this same armor I wear now for twenty years straight
without removing it except to bathe.  Everywhere I went I carried a backpack
that I always kept something of a load in, and that I frequently filled with
rocks when climbing the highest peaks on the borders of our lands, or when
executing my hundred-mile marches.  At all times I carried my weapons.


“By
traveling so, I purified and strengthened body, mind, and spirit.  In fact,
before coming on this quest, I spent another year well burdened with heavy
gear.  Once one masters moving, fighting, and conducting life’s chores in such
a kit, doing so in a lighter kit gives one a significant advantage over others
who are not well accustomed to the weight of the trappings and tools of war.


“Every
day, and sometimes long into the night, the many students of our grand master
conducted intense exercises.  It could be said that these exercises were
bloodless battles, so intense in their design and competition that our wars
against the orcs felt more like simplistic, but bloody exercises.  They were
the true tests of how far we had each progressed.


“To
prepare for these battles, as well as for the other challenges I faced, my
master and I exercised for hours every day with my weapons, until they became
as familiar to me as my own limbs.  I learned to counter every strike and break
every defense.  I perfected my fighting style… that is, I became capable of
executing every move, every maneuver, indeed every aspect of my fighting style
as well as the greatest of grand masters of my fighting style.”  Arren ran his
hand lovingly along the length of his weapon’s handle.  “After these few
centuries, this naginata I bear,” he said, indicating the short-poled weapon
with the long blade that he carried, “is no longer a tool to me, but rather it
is an extension of my will.  I know its weight and feel as well as I know that
of my own hands.”


“What
a strange name,” Trallik said.


“What? 
Oh, naginata.  Yes, well that too has quite a history as well, though I can see
by the look on your face that I should not weary you further with the long
version of it,” he said.  “You see, in the dragon wars when the other pilgrim
races came to Dharma Kor, the elf nation who was most successful against the
dragons, and who therefore came to dominate our collective military affairs,
had very different weapons from many of the rest of our nations.  As they were
given charge of our military training and leadership for a season, their
tactics, weapons, and training became the standard.  As you can see, a naginata
is a short pole arm with a long, heavy blade.  We who hold the line against the
armored troops that form the veteran core of an orc horde’s assault use the
naginata, as it is particularly well suited to fighting both heavily armored
opponents as well as mounted opponents.”


“How
can your weapon be so old?” Trallik asked, incredulous at the elf’s stated
timeline.


“Well,
young one,” Arren started, “I spent the better part of a year forging this
particular weapon.  I completed it in time to start my training, and the magic
wards that my grand master placed on it strengthen it, preserve it, and give it
an exceptionally keen edge.


“It,
like my armor and the tips of my arrows,” Arren continued, “was forged with a
metal called bilandrium, in The Sorcerer’s Tongue that is.  It requires the
greatest of forges and the hottest of fires to be worked, but when it is folded
and tempered repeatedly, it can shatter lesser metals.”


Trallik
was impressed, and he was glad he was on the elf’s side, though with every word
Arren spoke, he became more and more aware of the great gulf of differences
that separated the two of them.  After seeing the elf in action against the
generally untrained orcs, and now having heard his explanation of his
performance, Trallik began to understand his mysterious companion.  In his
heart his respect for the almost untouchable elf had grown tremendously.


 





 


The
two companions sat silently in the small antechamber near the northern exit to
the passage complex that they had been in for some time.  In a sign of the
elf’s growing trust for him, Trallik sat watch near the entrance as the elf sat
cross-legged, transfixed by some vision that Trallik was not privy to.


Trallik
was amazed at what he saw.  It was almost as if Arren’s face was slightly
translucent, and it glowed with an ever so subtle light that would not have
been visible except for the contrast of the pitch darkness that otherwise
surrounded the pair.  After the initial few moments when the vision had opened,
the elf spoke, the words themselves seeming almost musical yet firm and strong
at the same time.  Trallik didn’t recognize any of the words, and guessed it
was Elvish.  He knew it certainly wasn’t anything spoken by kobolds or orcs.


After
a time of the communing, the amazement of it began to wear off, and Trallik
began to tire of keeping watch over the glowing elf.  Then, as suddenly as the
vision had been opened, the light disappeared and Arren stood, passing his hand
over the crystal in the handle of his naginata and speaking the command word to
cause it to give its light.  Knowing that Arren was back with him, Trallik sat
patiently waiting for an explanation.  He did not have to wait long.


“My
little friend,” Arren said as he hoisted his pack over his shoulder, “you are
of the Kale Gen, the tribe of Kobold’s second son, are you not?”


Trallik
nodded his head in confusion.  He was pretty sure he hadn’t told Arren that.


Arren
looked Trallik squarely in the eyes.  “I must let you go, little one.  Your
people will need you shortly.  Return to them.”


Arren’s
words struck Trallik like a blast of cold water.


“But
I have been exiled from them.  I can’t go back,” Trallik protested.


Arren
stepped forward and put a hand on Trallik’s bare, scaly shoulder.  “Little one,
the key I seek is not with your gen, but I believe you’ll find that your return
will be key to your gen’s survival.  Forget yourself, little one.  Go.  Return
to them.”


Trallik
looked up at the tall elf without any real understanding.


Arren
turned, walked to the entrance of the antechamber and looked up the short
distance of the tunnel to the northern exit and daylight beyond it.  After a
moment of pondering, he turned back to Trallik who was waiting expectantly.  “I
must continue my journey,” he spoke, “and you must also continue yours.”


Trallik
was crestfallen.


“The
Bloodhand Orc Tribe has decided to move south earlier than I expected.  You
will want to go back through this passageway to your southern valley before
they arrive.  Hurry now.  Goodbye Trallik of the Kale Gen.  May our paths cross
again when the Creator wills it.”


With
that, Arren walked the remaining distance up into the daylight and disappeared
into the brilliant light, leaving Trallik staring wordlessly after him.


 
















 


Chapter 16 – Bad Company


 


“Eh!  Hoo ye?  Eh!”  The noise came
from somewhere far outside Trallik’s dream, interrupting the world he was in. 
He’d not eaten since the day before when he’d parted ways with Arren, the elf
prince, so his groggy mind had conjured up quite a feast of roast boar, fish
from the deep streams far under their gen’s home, and stewed roots, which he
had just begun to feast on.  Though the taste of it all was marvelous, even his
dream couldn’t cover up how empty he felt inside.


“Eh!! 
Hoo ye?!” the noise came again, this time much louder and more insistent than
before, and this time it was accompanied by a pain in Trallik’s side.  


Slowly,
groggily, Trallik’s weary mind made the journey to semi-wakefulness.  Turning
over and looking up from the little hollow he’d found between a tree root and a
rather large bush, Trallik’s bleary eyes blinked in the sunlight.


“Eh! 
Waken Ow!” the persistent voice said again.


Suddenly
remembering where he was, Trallik sat up with a start and looked toward the
voice, tangling his horns in the branches of the bush.  Standing on the root he
had been sleeping against was a dark-scaled kobold holding a spear.  As Trallik
blinked, pulled the wolfskin hood back and tried to rouse himself fully, the
dark-scaled kobold moved to prod him again with the butt of his spear.  Trallik
caught the spear shaft and pushed it back toward the dark-scaled kobold.  This
whole being-woken-up-by-strangers thing was getting irritating.


“I’m
awake!” he groaned.  “Who are you, and what funny language do you speak?” he
asked.  Now sitting up and much more fully awake, Trallik could see that the
kobold’s horns were thinner than his, and the very tips of his dark red scales
seemed to have a light hue to them.  His gear was rather primitive, consisting
of fur pouches tied to a rope that hung over one shoulder, though his spear was
obviously of excellent make.  The steel tip of it shone brightly in the morning
sun.


“Aha! 
Ye spik Sorcer Tong!” the kobold warrior exclaimed.  “Yoo Krall Gen, or may be
Kale Gen!”


Trallik
nodded his head.


The
kobold warrior reached out a hand, which Trallik reluctantly grasped.  “I be
Mahtu” he said as he lifted Trallik to his feet.


“I
am Trallik.”


Mahtu
stood looking at his new acquaintance as Trallik brushed the leaves from his
wolf-skin outfit.  “Yoo Kale Gen, Trah Leek?” he asked, trying too hard to
pronounce Trallik’s name right.


Trallik
grimaced.  It wasn’t a discussion he wanted to have with this stranger, at
least not yet.  “I am not Krall Gen,” he answered elusively.


“Ah,
yoo Kale Gen.  I see belts.  Belts tell me yoo Kale Gen.”


Trallik
pursed his lips as he stepped out of the small hollow he’d found the night
before after chasing a particularly frisky rabbit unsuccessfully for some
distance.  “I come from the Kale Gen.”


Mahtu
looked surprised.  “Why yoo not with others?  Yoo…” he thought for a minute
until he finally came up with the word.  “Yoo alone?”


Trallik
nodded his head and tried to change the subject.  “And what about you?  Are you
alone?”


Mahtu
shook his head from side to side.  “No.  I warrior for money.  I guard bridge
for boss warrior.”  Seeing that Trallik was intrigued by what he was saying,
Mahtu continued.  “Many friends.  Much money.”  By the look on Trallik’s face,
Mahtu could see that Trallik’s interest was more than just conversational. 
After a few moments of Trallik staring at Mahtu in wonder, Mahtu spoke.  “Um…
yoo like join us?” he asked Trallik tentatively.  


Trallik’s
mind had begun to race with the possibilities.  Friends were something he was
rather short of again, and he’d heard how the northern gens used money to trade
for other forms of wealth, such as furs, crafted goods, and food stuffs. 
Trallik’s spirit began to be lifted by the thought of having friends again and
his mind was transfixed by the promises that money might hold.


After
following Arren the elf prince for the better part of a day, and hearing him speak
of setting goals and building his life, foremost in Trallik’s mind was the
thought that perhaps loosing all his friends and being exiled from his gen
wasn’t such a bad thing after all.  Perhaps it was just the beginning of his
opportunities.  Perhaps money was the way to gain wealth and build one’s life
in the northern gens?  If so, Trallik was determined that he would gain as much
of it as he could.  Trallik couldn’t help but think that Arren would be proud
of him… if he ever saw the elf warrior again.


Though
the recent deep remorse had brought some changes to Trallik’s soul, his
character would clearly take many more defining moments to grow.  And Arren’s
last injunction to him; to return to the Kale Gen for the sake of his people,
didn’t even come to mind.  Trallik nodded enthusiastically.  “I’ll join you!”


“Yep,
then.  We go!” Mahtu said then turned to go.


Trallik
had not realized how far he had gone the night before.  Now, as he strapped on
his backpack and stretched a bit prior to following behind Mahtu, he found
himself a stand or two of trees away from the base of the mountain known as the
Chop.  Mahtu was heading directly for the path that led in a somewhat direct
fashion up the uniformly wall-like southern face of the steep mountain.  


Trallik
took a deep breath and shook his head.  He was not looking forward to that
climb.  Finishing up adjusting his pack, Trallik ran to catch up with Mahtu,
peppering him with questions about what money could be used for prior to their
breathless ascent up the mountain’s face.


 





 


Getting
to the top of what Mahtu and the northern gens called The Wall, the same
steep-sloped mountain that the southern gens called The Chop, was a long and
arduous process no matter how you took it.  The wolf riders of the Kale Gen, no
matter how strong the wolf, always had to dismount in order to make the
ascent.  The light-footed Border Guard of the Krall Gen, though they were known
for their ability to scale trees quickly, were at no more of an advantage than
any other.  And despite the year of arduous training that Trallik had
undergone, and the fact Mahtu had been living on this mountain and going up and
down it for some time, both of the kobolds were breathless and sweating like
pigs in the rays of the late morning sun as they sat on a large rock half way
up the face of it.


The
early morning mist had already begun to burn off, though patches of it clung
here and there and could be seen in small meadows between the dense stands of
trees.  As Trallik sat looking out over the expanse of the southern valley, he
thought about how large and mysterious it had always been to him, and yet from
his vantage point with it all laid out before his eyes, the valley looked so
much smaller, almost understandable.


Far
to their right, in the western portion of the valley, though he couldn’t see
the entrance to the Kale Gen’s home caves, Trallik could see a white patch
where their limestone quarry lay bare to the sun.  Tracing with his eyes the
main path that the Kale Gen’s warriors used, Trallik could see ever so faintly
in the distance the top of a tower that marked the Kale Gen’s picket line.


As
he traced the main caravan route between the two gens with his eyes, he could
see ever so clearly the low hills that were the great ants’ homes.  Feeling the
scar on the back of his neck, Trallik quickly averted his eyes.  The memories
of the horrific things that had happened to him there were too fresh in his
memory.


Not
far to their front, perhaps only a few short miles, the tall trees of the Krall
Gen stood so short from Trallik’s vantage point.  Their majesty had been much
greater when he’d been among them, rather than above them.  Even from this
vantage point, however, the trees were impressive.


As
Trallik thought about Durik’s Company… his former friends now, there among the
trees of the Krall Gen, his heart longed to be with them.  Though he’d never
enjoyed the morning drills and the constant discipline, his heart longed for it
now as the rising of the morning sun marked the time when they were most likely
completing their drills and exercises.  He had to admit that, though he’d never
enjoyed it, the training that Manebrow had forced him to endure had done much
for him.  Though he’d thought he had great skills when he started the year of
training, his skills and his abilities had increased tremendously during that
year.  In his heart Trallik felt much gratitude for his former trainer, the one
who had shown him mercy.


Though
he’d always thought himself too good for them, now there was little Trallik
wouldn’t do just to be with them again as before…


 





 


“Mahtu!”
Trallik huffed, relieved that the marker rock, as Mahtu called the rock that
stood on one end of Demon’s Bridge, was finally within view.  Their legs had
been burning for the better part of the last half of the climb, with Trallik
faring little better than his new companion.


“Mahtu!”
Trallik gasped again, looking down the path a handful of paces to where his
dark-scaled companion was struggling up the mountain.  “Marker Rock!  We’re
almost there!”


Mahtu
didn’t say anything, only nodding his head as he pushed on his knees with both
hands, using his arms to strengthen failing leg muscles.  As Mahtu reached the
small ripple in the ground where Trallik stood, he threw his body to the ground
for probably the twentieth time in the last half of the climb, panting
heavily.  Trallik sat down next to him, his breathing almost normal after
waiting for his companion to catch up.


“Where
did you get such a fine spear?” Trallik asked casually.


“Eh? 
Spir?  Oh!  I get wit money,” Mahtu answered between pants.


“How
much money?” Trallik pressed.


“Eh? 
How many money, yoo say?  Um… two gold monies.”


“Did
you buy it from someone in your gen?”


“No,
buy from Kobold Gen swapper… er, trader,” Mahtu answered.


Trallik
was a little surprised by this.  He thought everyone in the northern valley
thought of themselves as part of the Kobold Gen.  “So, what gen do you belong
to?” he asked.


“Eh? 
Gen?  Me and all us be Kijik Gen… oh, but um… three be Nipjik Gen,” Mahtu
answered.  Having regained his breath somewhat, Mahtu groaned as he pushed
himself up off the ground and looked up at Marker Rock.


This
piqued Trallik’s interest.  “So how many are in our… company?” Trallik asked,
climbing alongside his new companion.


“We
be… um… maybe twenty?” Mahtu said after several steps.


“Wow,
so many.  Why twenty to guard the bridge?  And why are we guarding the bridge?”


Mahtu
gave Trallik a look that said ‘I’ll answer you in a minute’ as he puffed and
pushed up the last short distance to Marker Rock.  Trallik quieted down and
focused on the climb as well, biting back the questions he had for Mahtu. 
After several minutes the pair of kobold warriors stood panting as they leaned
against the large boulder that stood at the very edge of the top of the mountain.


The
two of them were panting so loudly that neither of them noticed the pair of
kobold mercenaries until they poked their heads around the boulder.


“Eh! 
Mahtu!  Hoo he?” one asked, pointing to Trallik.


“Ah! 
Ye snik!  He Trallik.  He wan shiny, shiny for merk” Mahtu told them.


“Ah,
yah, yah!” they said in their yappy, northerner way of speaking, nodding to
each other.


Mahtu
stood up straight and thumped Trallik on the back.  “Yoo come now.  Meet big
boss.  He give yoo money for be warrior.”


Trallik
picked up his backpack and threw it over one shoulder, panting slightly as he
followed Mahtu and the other two warriors around the boulder.  On the other
side of the boulder the imposing sight of Demon’s Bridge stretched before them,
and beyond it lay a vast valley shrouded in mist.  


The
bridge was made completely of interlocking stone in a tall arch, the bases of
each side being carved to appear as massive horned demons holding up each end
of the bridge.  On either end of the bridge on both sides of the bridgehead the
pillars that started the side railings were carved to appear as crouching
demons with fearsome teeth, claws, horns, and spiked tails.  Trallik was
impressed, and not a little unsettled.


“So,
Mahtu, who is this big boss we work for?” Trallik asked as they neared the far
side of the bridge, the wonder of the structure having kept him silent for most
of the length of it.


“Was
hobgoblin,” Mahtu said as though working for a member of that evil race from
the far eastern regions of Dharma Kor was a normal thing.  This revelation,
however, was significant news to Trallik.


“What? 
You worked for a hobgoblin?  But they’re evil, aren’t they?” Trallik stopped in
his tracks.


Mahtu
turned and looked at Trallik as though he were seeing him for the first time. 
“Yep, he be very bad, beat kobolds much.  Why?” Mahtu asked.  The other two
mercenaries had stopped as well, one on either side of Trallik.


“Who’s
your current master, then?” Trallik asked.


At
that moment a large orc with its arm in a sling walked out the doorway of the
small building on the far side of the bridge.  Beside the big orc walked a
middle-aged kobold who had all the trappings of a kobold leader.  Trallik began
to stutter and stumble backward.


“Oh,
he be big boss with monies.  Shagra, orc champion of Bloodhand Orcs be big
boss.  Warrior leader from Kijik Gen talk with him,” Mahtu answered.


All
the blood left Trallik’s face as the two mercenaries next to him each grabbed
an arm.


“Where
yoo go?” Mahtu asked.


“I…
I…” Trallik stuttered.  


At
that moment, Shagra and the leader of the Kijik Gen mercenaries noticed the new
arrival.  Seeing crossed shoulder belts and gear that matched that of the
kobold company that had wounded him in the arm and side, Shagra roared his rage
and strode forward to the small knot of kobold warriors.  Trallik, unable to
escape the firm grasp of the two mercenaries, held up both hands in front of
his face and braced himself.
















 


Chapter 17 – Morigar’s New Quest


 


The tragedy that the Krall Gen’s
forces had suffered rippled through the entire gen by the time the emergency
council concluded.  Each of the commanders and council members returned to
their areas with a copy of the list of dead that had been brought back with the
train of wounded.  Soon, the wailing of widows and mothers could be heard.  


All
throughout the forest, the gen was abuzz with preparations.  Lord Krall was
also busy.  Shortly after the emergency council he held another much smaller,
but no less critical council.  Durik had followed Lord Krall’s messenger from
the workshops to Lord Krall’s now familiar personal chambers.  Upon arriving
there he was quickly ushered inside.  


Krebbekar,
Morigar, Lord Krall’s minister and Lord Krall himself were all seated on the
various pieces of furniture that formed something of a circle in the center of
the room.  As Durik took his seat a servant appeared carrying a small barrel
and several silver cups.  With dexterity and practiced ease the same young
servant that Durik had seen before poured the clear, light brown-colored drink
called sweet bark cider into each of the silver cups.


The
servant passed a cup to each of the five as Lord Krall massaged his temples. 
Sipping slowly on the sweet bark drink, the rest of the kobolds in the room
waited for Lord Krall to speak.  It wasn’t long before their patience was
rewarded.


“My
son,” he started then paused.  His hands came to rest on the arms of the great
stuffed chair he sat in.  “I have heard your requests to accompany me, and I’ve
given it due consideration.”  This was the first Durik had heard that Morigar
was wanting out of the quest, though he was not terribly surprised by the
revelation.  “You are old enough to make decisions for yourself,” he said,
citing Morigar’s previous arguments, “but I doubt your wisdom to deal with the
consequences of those actions.”


Morigar
began to protest, but his father’s upraised hand quickly silenced him.


“No,
my son, the time for words is past.  We now live in a time of deeds,” Lord
Krall stated.


Durik
felt uncomfortable being involved in this conversation.  He could see by the
look on Lord Krall’s face that he was here to confront and end issues.  


“For
years I have weighed your character in the balance, and always it has come up
wanting.”  Lord Krall’s words were harsh, made especially painful by the fact
that this was his own son.  “I have seen many selfish actions over the past
several years.  This last request of yours, to lead half of my army, is clearly
indicative of your lack of character.  Always you’ve wanted every benefit
handed to you, without paying the price.  Long you’ve strutted about this gen
in the garb of a warrior, though you’ve spent little time in training, have no
patience for lessons, and couldn’t care less for the well-being of the few
warriors I’ve entrusted to you from time to time.  You have wasted your life to
this point, and have reaped the rewards of your lack of effort.  For too long
you’ve claimed privileges you never earned.


“Well,
today that ends.  Tomorrow, when I leave this gen at the head of our host, you
also will leave this gen.  I have vowed to drive the great ants from this
valley.  I will not return until I have done so.  I now give you a charge.  You
will not return without the head of the orc chieftain that leads whatever is
left of the Bloodhand Orcs.”


Morigar
had been slowly sinking into his seat and now looked like he’d been skewered by
a javelin.


The
moment he said it, Lord Krall knew that he’d given his son a task that was too
great for him to accomplish.  In his stubbornness, however, instead of
rescinding the monumental task, Lord Krall’s features hardened and he turned to
Krebbekar.


“Chief
of my house guard,” he said to Krebbekar, “your rightful place at this time is
at the head of my house guard.  But it cannot be so.  If he is to succeed, my
son will need your help now more than ever.  You will go with Morigar on this
quest as has been planned, as will Gormanor and Lemmekor.”  


Lord
Krall then turned to Durik.  “Young Durik, I do hope you’ll give your support
to the task, for I fear my son with his little team will have too hard of a
time accomplishing it.”


Durik,
also stunned by the task, thought for a moment about the generosity of the
Krall Gen, about the pride and arrogance of Morigar, and finally about how
dissenters in his gen, the Kale Gen, were allying with the Bloodhand Orcs to
destroy his lord.  With a grim look on his face, Durik nodded.


Lord
Krall, feeling the pain of knowing he had just made a mistake, but not wanting
to lose face, stood and turned to face the windows that he had spent countless hours
looking out of.  “Tomorrow morning,” he said, “when I leave this gen, your
company, and my son with it, must leave.  We cannot have foreign troops in the
heart of our gen when most of our forces are on campaign.”


When
Lord Krall had stood, so had the other four kobolds.  Now as he stood looking
at Lord Krall, the implications of what Lord Krall had just said finally hit
Durik.  The day of load planning, and of finishing the task of sewing the metal
scales on their armor, was gone.  They needed to be on the road with the coming
of dawn.


Excusing
himself, Durik made his way quickly back to the workshops.


 





 


Durik
was worried.  From Gorgon’s and Ardan’s estimates, it was going to take most of
the next day to finish the suits of armor.  Terrim had also estimated that it
would take a day to repack and readjust the packdogs’ kits to make them more
modular, so they could shift the loads more readily if need be, in case they
had to accommodate casualties.  


Terrim
had had a plan for how to make the packdogs’ packs more modular and easier to
scale.  Having more iron than they needed, Terrim had traded some of it for
extra skins of leather and some of the toughest braided leather string Durik
had seen.  He wanted to spend their last day at the Krall Gen re-cutting the
packs and modifying the pack saddles, but there just wasn’t going to be time
now for either thing.  He didn’t know how they could overcome this obstacle.


When
Durik arrived at the workshops, Manebrow saw the look on his face and, before
he could speak, he asked Durik to step outside with him.  Once outside, Durik
told Manebrow the disconcerting news.  Thinking it over for a few moments as
Durik voiced his frustration, Manebrow held up a hand.  Durik stopped abruptly.


“I
have a recommendation, if you’ll take it, sire,” Manebrow said calmly.


“What
is it?”


“Just
because Lord Krall wants us outside the perimeter of his gen before his forces
leave the gen doesn’t mean that we have to travel any further than that
tomorrow.  Now, your warriors in there have been working feverishly on this
armor for the past three days.  We were supposed to give back the workshops
tomorrow morning anyway.  Gorgon and Ardan already approached me and asked if
we could work through the night to finish the armor before we have to give the
shops back.  Jerrig has also voiced his support of that.  In fact, that’s the
assumption we’re working under, that we’ve only got until tomorrow at dawn.”


“But
what about Terrim and the pack saddles?” Durik asked.


Manebrow
put his hand on Durik’s shoulder, “When I saw those casualties coming in and
heard Lord Krall announce that they were leaving tomorrow morning, I figured
he’d kick us out ahead of him.  So Terrim and I already spoke.  He and his team
are already over at the leather working shop working on re-cutting the
saddlebags.  They should be done by the second watch, after which they’ll
repack everything and be prepared for our departure by mid-third watch, so that
we can be on our way before dawn.”


Durik
shook his head.  “I should have known you’d already have things worked out. 
Ah, Manebrow, what would I do without you?”


“What
would you do without all of us is the question, sire.  It’s certainly not just
me.  Now, what do you say we get to work at the forges and help push this
effort?  There’s plenty more steel scales to be pulled from the molds and
pounded thin after all.”


Durik
nodded his approval and followed Manebrow into the metalsmithy.


 





 


Lord
Krall struggled for some time with his decision to give his son the mission of
bringing back the orc chieftain’s head.  Later that night he summoned Krebbekar
to his personal chambers.  He invited Krebbekar to sit as he stood wringing his
hands in front of the window.


“Krebbekar,”
he started slowly, “I don’t want you to think that I’m sending my son to die.” 
He paused for a moment, and turned to look at Krebbekar, whose face was
emotionless.  “And I don’t want you to think that I’m sending you on a suicide
mission.”  He came and sat in the chair across the rug from Krebbekar.


“While
I have a good feeling for this young Durik, I think it unfair to put such a
heavy burden on our ally.  I also want to give my son the maximum opportunity
to excel.  Therefore, I will not send you out completely dependent on the Kale
Gen warriors to accomplish your mission.  I will not send my son and our Krall
warriors out unequipped to deal with the orcs.  We still have the coins that we
collected from the bodies of the Bloodhand Orcs after the invasion several
years ago now.  I will send them with you, Krebbekar.  


“The
warriors of the northern gens often sell their services for gold and silver
coins.  Hire what mercenaries you deem necessary to deal with the Bloodhand
Orcs.  We will see if my son can humble himself enough to deal with the
degenerate northern gens.”  Seeing that Krebbekar’s countenance had softened
somewhat, Lord Krall stood and straightened the gear he wore, attempting to get
used to it before tomorrow came.  “See my minister.  He should have everything
ready for you.”


“I
will not fail you, sire,” Krebbekar said as he stood up.  “And I will do all
that I can to ensure your son does not fail you either.”


“Do
what you can do, my dear friend,” Lord Krall answered him as he walked with him
toward the door.  He stopped at the door and looked Krebbekar in the eyes,
“Bring him back, will you?  His mother would never forgive me, you know.  One
son is all that any mother should be asked to give.”


“Yes,
sire.”  Krebbekar bowed his head and left through the open door.


 





 


Krebbekar
followed Lord Krall’s minister around the side of his spacious house on the
lake.  Beneath their feet the planks creaked and Krebbekar could hear the
gentle lapping of the water against the foundation pylons that anchored the
whole of the minister’s house in its place on the lake.  As they walked, the
minister, a rather tall and spindly older kobold who was the chief of all of
Lord Krall’s servants, mumbled and carried on about how this invasion was going
to tax the resources of the gen and how this whole ‘marching in the morning’
thing was making an absolute mess of their economy.


The
minister’s antics usually made Krebbekar laugh under his breath, but this time
was different.  Krebbekar was in no mood to laugh and would be hard pressed to
think of anything as funny right then.  His mood was somber and his attitude
was somewhat soured by the tasks that had been thrust upon him.  After many
years of thinking of the minister as weak for all his muttering and
complaining, Krebbekar now was tempted to mutter and complain also.  


Reaching
the minister’s personal kennel, the minister turned to Krebbekar.  “You know,
this is a rather sturdy dog.  This has got to be one of the better mine dogs,
strong as he is.  The dog keeper at the mines didn’t seem loath to give him up
though, for some reason.  Oh well, he’s yours now.”


Krebbekar’s
brow raised, “A dog?  What do I need a dog for?” he said as he followed the
minister into the kennel.  Inside the kennel Krebbekar could see the bright
gray figures of two dogs in separate cages.  The one on the right stood and
whined benignly as they entered.  Krebbekar recognized him as the minister’s
personal mount.  The other dog lay curled up in its cage, but even curled up in
the corner, Krebbekar could tell that he was much larger than a normal packdog.


The
minister turned and looked Krebbekar in the eye for a moment.  Then, walking
over to a large chest sitting outside the inner cages of the kennel, the
minister threw open the lid revealing a chest full of cold metal coins, enough
to crush an average packdog.  “There’s a bit more of this stuff than you might
have thought.”


Krebbekar
was quite surprised.  He approached the chest and shook his head in
bewilderment.  “That’s a lot of metal to be carrying,” he said.


“Hmmm…
well, yes.  So this dog, as I was saying, he’s a big one, black fur with a
golden sheen to it.  Got the black from his father, a rather large wolf as I
hear it, and the golden sheen from the poor female that had to bear this
brute.”  The minister fidgeted with the twine that held the kennel door closed. 
In a few moments he had it open and he called to the large beast within. 
“Minotaur!  Come here boy!”  Without so much as a whimper Minotaur stood and,
in a moment the calm, completely emotionless eyes of the large beast were
staring directly into Krebbekar’s.


“He’s
a tall one isn’t he!” Krebbekar said as he reached up to rub Minotaur’s nose. 
Minotaur stood completely still, not moving a muscle, not reacting in any way. 
The calm, dispassionate look in Minotaur’s eyes was unnerving.  “What’s behind
your eyes, Minotaur,” Krebbekar muttered to no one in particular.


The
minister pointed to the pack saddle and four large sacks that lay against the
wall next to the entrance.  “That’s yours too.  I hear you’re leaving before
dawn tomorrow, so don’t bother waking me to tell me you’re taking him.  Just
load him up and go.  But don’t leave the kennel door open!”


Krebbekar
nodded, still looking Minotaur in the eyes, “All right then.”


After
a couple of moments, the minister cleared his voice.  “Do you mind, I do need
to get up early to see Lord Krall off, you know.  Don’t worry, you’ll have much
time to get to know each other on the trail.”


Krebbekar
turned and looked at the minister.  “Ah yes, quite sorry.  Come Minotaur, back
inside your cage now.”  Minotaur backed into his cage without so much as a hand
motion, almost as if he had understood Krebbekar.  Surprised, Krebbekar
fastened the twine back in place and left with the minister, shaking his head
as he left.  The minister stopped at the front door to his house and waited as
Krebbekar approached.


Grasping
the minister’s hand, Krebbekar looked into his eyes, “My thanks for all you’ve
done for the house guard over the years, friend,” he said.


The
minister’s brow raised.  “You’re not thinking you’ll die out there, are you,
Krebbekar?” he asked.


“One
never knows,” he said as he released the minister’s hand and adjusted the
collar of his leather armor.  “Either way, you’ve been a friend to me, and I do
hope to see you yet again.  Goodbye for now.”  With that, Krebbekar turned and
made his way toward the house guard’s barracks, where he was due to inspect the
troops that he would be sending out to protect Lord Krall in his campaign.  


Standing
at his door, Lord Krall’s minister watched the gray figure of the old warrior
until it disappeared into the trees.
















 


Chapter 18 – The
Departure


 


Knowing it was their final night
in the workshops of the Krall Gen, the members of Durik’s Company ran on pure
adrenaline.  They had a clear mission, and they were nearing completion.  They
had all been excited about the prospect of making such an advanced item as
metal armor.  The advantage they felt it would give them led them onward, past
the fatigue.  The fact that they were all in it together inspired them to work
well beyond where any of them individually would have quit.  They felt they
were setting the stage for either success or failure at whatever challenges
might lie ahead of them—and they were determined to succeed.


In
the metalsmithy Gorgon and Ardan worked the forges while Manebrow directed the
show.  The larger pieces had all been cast already and had long since been
passed over to the leather working shop for assembly.  Now the entire shop was
focused on doing one thing; getting the metal from the smelter poured into the
molds they’d made for the scales, then getting the metal cooled, extracting the
scales, pounding each one thin, and filing off any rough edges, then punching
the holes in them that were needed to secure them to the leather armor
backing.  


As
the first watch of the night passed and the group finished pouring the last
batch of scales, they paused for a moment to rest and to consider their
options.  They still had a good amount of molten steel, and plenty more iron,
limestone, and such to make more.  


Durik
looked around the room at the tired, but determined faces of the warriors.  “Do
we have an appetite to make helmets?” he queried to no one in particular.  That
had been something they had tried earlier, but had not been able to do
successfully.  They’d ended up forming some nice bowls, but that was about it. 
But now that they had much more experience in working with the clay of the
molds, and much more experience in pouring the steel, Durik thought that
perhaps it was within their grasp.


Ardan
groaned.  Tohr just looked at Durik with a blank stare.  Manebrow pursed his
lips, then, grabbing his aching back, stood.  “Well, I’m for it.  What do you
say, warriors of the Kale Gen?  Shall we try one more time?”


Gorgon,
still sweating from the smelter, stood.  “I’ve never been one to let metal get
the better of me,” he said.


Ardan
also stood, “Let’s do it, I say.”


Manebrow
clapped his hands together.  “That’s the spirit.  Let’s get these scales
pulled, punctured, and pounded thin, then get them over to Jerrig so we can clear
the shop floor.  Tohr, Kahn, how about getting started on the molds?”  With
that, the final stage of armor making began.  Long into the night, past the
second watch and into the third watch, the metal shop was busy.  Though fatigue
was a real issue, these warriors saw it as a test of their strength, not only
physical strength but strength of will as well.


And
they were all in it together.


 





 


After
the last conference that he and Morigar had both attended with Lord Krall,
Morigar hadn’t wanted to talk to Krebbekar.  As such, Krebbekar had met with
Gormanor and Lemmekor, the scouts assigned to him for this mission from the
Border Guards, and had told them to meet him at the Great Hall halfway through
the third watch.  There they would fetch Minotaur and draw the other two
packdogs and the two riding dogs that Lord Krall had given them for this
journey from the lord’s kennels.  They would then prepare their equipment for
Morigar’s inspection, if Morigar would inspect them.


Now,
as Krebbekar made his way from the inspection he’d just held in the barracks of
the house guard to the Great Hall to meet with Morigar, he shook his head yet
again, something he’d been doing a lot of lately.  He just didn’t know what to
expect from the youngest son of Lord Krall.  Lord Krall was a strong,
determined leader who always sought the good of the gen, often working long and
thankless hours to resolve issues as they arose.  Because of his care the gen
loved him.  Karaba, Lord Krall’s much younger lifemate, was certainly not as
strong of a personality, but she was no slacker either.  While the minister
executed the lord’s will throughout the gen and he, Krebbekar, the captain of
the guard, ensured the well being of both the lord and his family, Lady Karaba
ran the house and all its servants.


It
was because both of his parents were made of good material that Krebbekar
wondered what had happened to Morigar.  Pouting about social arguments,
refusing to see him, treating all around him that were not of the same social
stature as somehow less than himself, ignoring the opportunity to train,
preferring to not deal with those who were not of his station, blaming others
for his mistakes and refusing to take the blame for problems he caused; these
were traits that would not help them on this quest, of that he was certain. 
They were traits that could get good warriors killed.  Though this mission was
Morigar’s to complete, in the end Krebbekar knew that much of the actual work
of it, if not almost all of it, would fall on his shoulders.  


Krebbekar
sighed.  He was getting too old for this.  He had a lifemate, children, and
even grandchildren.  In fact, he had a son who was Morigar’s age and who even
now was standing in the ranks of the house guard, ready to accompany Lord Krall
on his campaign.  Both Morigar and Krebbekar’s son had been good friends
growing up, that is until Morigar wouldn’t stop demanding that Krebbekar’s son
call him ‘sire’ and that he wait on him hand and foot.


Well,
if there was anything that would serve to tear Morigar down from his lofty
perch and help him put his feet on the ground, it was probably a life and death
quest where everyone had to rely on each other.  Unfortunately, in life and
death quests, often the ones who die so that others can learn their lessons are
not the ones who cause the problems in the first place.  Again, Krebbekar shook
his head.  He was determined to not let that happen.  No one would die if he
could help it.  Despite his resolve, however, in his heart he knew that some
things can’t be helped.


Arriving
at the side door to the great hall, Krebbekar was greeted by one of his
warriors.  He nodded to him and passed through the door to the inner hallways
of the lord’s personal chambers.  Walking down the hallway past the social
chambers, he parted the curtain that separated the bedchambers from the rest of
the chambers.  Finding Morigar’s door, he knocked lightly.  In a moment, he was
called in.


Morigar
was standing in front of the large steel mirror he had had mounted on the wall
of his room.  He was dressed in his full leather armor with all the iron guards
strapped on.  Over his back was a sheathed sword, so long it almost touched the
ground.  The hilt of it was covered with gold and the pommel of it was embossed
with the symbol of the lineage of Lord Krall; a single great tree.  Leaning
against Morigar’s desk was one of the finest hunting bows Krebbekar had seen,
and sitting next to it was a quiver of finely crafted hunting arrows.


As
Krebbekar stood staring, Morigar turned to face him.  “Well, my second, I hear
my father has decided to buy me an army!”


Krebbekar
nodded.  “He has given us a rather large packdog and enough coins to test the
dog’s strength.”


Morigar
turned back to the mirror.  “Excellent!  I will show him yet!  I’ll bring back
the head of that orc chieftain, that’s certain!”


Krebbekar just nodded.


“Well, Krebbekar.  I’ll see you at early first meal then, at the end of
third watch,” Morigar said, indicating that that was all the conversation he
cared for at the moment.


“Sire,
your troops will be ready for inspection before first meal.  Will you inspect
them?”


Morigar
turned and looked quizzically at Krebbekar.  “That’s your job, second.  I’m
sure everything is fine.  I’ll see you at first meal.”  He then turned back to
the mirror as he played with the broach of his traveling cloak, attempting to
get it to sit just right.  “I’d like to stay to see my father lead the
companies out of the gen, but that’s not to be it would seem.  Well, we’ll see
what he has to say when I come marching back with my own victorious army with
the heads of all the Bloodhand Orcs on their spears!”


There
were no words for what Krebbekar felt at this exact moment.  As such, he merely
turned and closed the door, leaving Morigar to live in a world of his own
imagining.


 





 


Miratha
was still groggy as she stumbled in the darkness toward the front door of her
little house on the lake.  Hitting her foot on a chair as she walked through
the entryway, she whimpered a little and called out, “I’m coming.”


Moving
the chair back in place at the table, she walked to the door and opened it. 
Outside her door the bright gray figures of four kobolds stood, contrasting
sharply against the inky blackness of the pre-dawn sky.  They were covered from
head to ankle in metal armor and looked rather imposing.  The closest one
smelled very familiar to her.  Smiling, Miratha looked up into his eyes.  “To
what do I owe the honor of this visit?”


Ardan
removed the helmet that was molded to fit his head.  “Miratha, we had some
ingots of iron left over, and a couple more rolls of leather than we could
carry with us.  So, as thanks for helping us get the limestone and extra
bricks, we figured you’d want them.”


“Um…
all right.  Well, let’s see.”  She stepped outside where Tohr and Kahn were
standing with a wooden stretcher on the ground between them loaded with several
ingots and a pair of rolled skins.  “Here, I have a storage locker around the
side of the house, please just put it there.  My clerk and I will deal with it
in the morning.”


Tohr
and Kahn picked the stretcher up, struggling underneath the weight of both
their new armor and the loaded stretcher.  Gorgon helped them heft it, and then
helped steady it as they moved around to the side of the little house.


Ardan
placed his hand on Miratha’s shoulder.  “Lord Krall ordered our company to
leave before his troops leave the gen this morning at dawn.  We’ll be leaving
after first light and before the sun’s rays strike the Great Hall on the lake.”


Miratha,
who was still wiping the sleep from her eyes, blinked twice and snuggled up to
Ardan’s side, then quickly recoiled.  “Ay!  Your armor is cold!”


“Yeah,
early morning dew and metal don’t make for a warm reception.  Here, let me wrap
my cloak around you.”  He took off his cloak and wrapped Miratha in it, holding
her close when he finished.


“That’s
no good!  Why today, and so early as well?!” Miratha complained.  Ardan didn’t
answer, rather he just stood there holding her.  In a few moments, Miratha
spoke again.  “Ah, well, we didn’t have much time this time through anyway, did
we?”


Ardan’s
heart ached, and he just squeezed her harder.  “When this quest ends, Miratha,
let’s be mated.”


Miratha’s
head shot upward and she pushed away from him.  “What?!” she almost shouted,
“first you wake me up in the middle of the night, then you finally propose to
me?!”  She turned around in place, dazed, confused, but now fully awake. 
Stopping, she looked Ardan in the eyes.  “I accept!  Of course!  I will be
yours!”


Ardan
stepped forward and grabbed her around the waist, pulling her close.  At just
that moment, Gorgon stumbled on a rock as he came around the corner followed by
Tohr and Kahn.  If they noticed the pair locked in a tight embrace, Ardan
certainly didn’t notice and, for some strange reason, Miratha didn’t seem to
object now to the cold metal of Ardan’s armor either.


 





 


The
Great Hall that morning was alive with activity and conversation.  The
excitement among the Krall Gen warriors was almost palpable, as almost the
entire house guard was deploying to protect their lord and help him prosecute
total war against this great ant colony.  Despite the early hour, everywhere
spirits were high.  The Krall Gen warriors were so confident that it almost
sounded to the outside observer like they’d already won.  


Seated
in the far corner of the Great Hall, the members of Durik’s Company were more
subdued.  They’d struck perhaps the first blows in this war, and it was their
report that had launched this war.  But this war had now gone beyond them. 
Their quest was different, the promise of action not so immediate, and a good
night’s rest not so recent a memory.


There
is a saying among warriors, that food substitutes for sleep.  Manebrow made
sure to re-emphasize that advice with the sleep-deprived members of the
company.  With no sleep in the recent past, the company needed very little
encouragement.  The fact that they knew this would be their last cooked meal
for some time also encouraged their appetites.  Trail rations were not the best
fare to look forward to and all of them wanted to eat their fill of the sweet
meats and cooked roots that Lord Krall’s providence had provided them before
leaving.


Not
long after the company sat down to eat, Kiria’s two younger brothers, Karto and
Lat, both came from the inner chambers, escorted by Lord Krall’s lifemate
Karaba.  It was obvious to all that they had just gotten out of bed, as they
were still wiping their eyes and yawning as ‘Aba’ urged them along.  She didn’t
have to urge them for long, however.  When the two young whelps saw the company
of warriors dressed in shining metal armor, they shouted with glee.  Running up
to Gorgon, they both stopped and looked at their reflection in his left bracer.


“Wooooow,”
they both said, almost in unison.  Gorgon looked down at the pair as they stood
examining his armor.  When they finally noticed he was looking at them, Gorgon
growled at them.  Their squeals broke the early morning calm as they ran around
the table to their ‘protector.’  Kiria gave Gorgon a stern look.  Gorgon
ignored it and went back to eating the shank of boar meat he had in his hand.


Though
they had initially decided to make armor for the entire company, Kiria,
Myaliae, and Kabbak had all tried on the first suit of armor and had decided
that it was too heavy for them.  For these three, Jerrig had instead designed a
heavier suit of leather, with a breastplate made of multiple layers that were
shaped and boiled in oil to harden them.  They had made helmets, arm guards,
shin guards, large metal bands to go around their waists, and shoulder guards
for them anyway, just like the rest of the company.  Though they were heavy,
Manebrow had insisted that they wear them.  ‘You’ll get used to it’ was all
he’d say when they complained.  None of the three liked the armor much, but
they did see the utility in having something thicker than their own scales
between their bodies and whatever they might encounter next.


At
this early hour of the morning, as Lady Karaba sat admiring Kiria’s new outfit
and talking with Kiria about what lay ahead, Karto and Lat had already found
their own use for Kiria’s helmet.  After initially trying it on both of their
heads, Karto immediately grabbed the helmet and, throwing it on his little
head, ran over to Gorgon, the helmet bouncing up and down on his head as he went. 
Stopping, he peered over Gorgon’s arm.  The look on his face was unmistakable. 
It was playtime.


Holding
up his hands like claws, Karto growled back at Gorgon when the hardened warrior
finally looked his way.  Grabbing the young kobold around the waist, Gorgon
picked him up and Kiria’s helmet went clattering across the floor.  He then
proceeded to tickle Karto until the front of his loin cloth began to turn
yellow.  Gorgon then quickly let him go and nudged him toward his sister.


Kiria
was none too happy about what Gorgon had done, and was quick to show her
displeasure.  Karto was sent back to the inner chambers to change into a clean
loincloth and, though Gorgon got several frowns, the rest of first meal was
much quieter.


 





 


Just
as Karto left to change, Krebbekar, Gormanor, and Lemmekor all arrived through
the front door.  At first they didn’t recognize the members of Durik’s Company,
but after they got past the initial impression the scale armor had elicited
from almost all who had seen it, they noticed that the kobolds wearing it were
none other than the kobolds they would be traveling with on this quest. 
Approaching the table where the company was seated, Krebbekar stopped next to
Durik, surveying the gleaming group of metal clad warriors.


“Good
morning to you, Krebbekar,” Durik said, breaking the spell.


“Ah,
yes.  Good morning to you also, Durik,” Krebbekar replied.  “My, you certainly
accomplished a lot in the last three days.”


Durik
nodded, “We have been hard at work.  Come, will you sit with us?”


“That
you have been,” Krebbekar motioned for Gormanor and Lemmekor to sit down as the
Kale Gen warriors made room for them.  Seating himself next to Durik and across
the end of the table from Manebrow, Krebbekar was still staring at the armor
the company was wearing when a servant approached the three newcomers with a
steaming platter of meat and vegetables.  Though their appetite this early in
the morning was light, the three Krall Gen warriors dug in with the same fervor
as their Kale Gen counterparts.


After
a few moments, Keryak approached from the end of the table.  He held a bag in
his hand and, leaning down, he whispered in Durik’s ear as he placed it next to
Durik’s seat.


“Thank
you again, Keryak,” Durik said as Keryak walked away.


“While
we were making things last night,” Durik said as he bent over an opened the
sack, “we figured out how to make…” he pulled four concave steel pieces with
straps attached to them out of the bag and placed them on the table “…
helmets.”  Durik stood up and handed one to each of the three warriors.  “Here,
these are yours.  I do hope they fit.  Consider them a small thanks for the
hospitality your lord has extended to us.  Oh, and this fourth one is for
Morigar.”


As
if on cue, Morigar chose that moment to appear through the door to the council
chambers.  He looked resplendent in his well-oiled armor, with a sheathed long
sword hanging over his back and a hunting bow in one hand.  As he entered, the
look on his face was one of pride.  He walked like he’d been given command of a
great host and was about to ride off at its head.  Taking his seat at the head
table, he surveyed the hall as servants brought him plates and cups.


“Our
thanks,” Krebbekar said as he put his horns through the holes made for them and
seated the helmet on his head, buckling the strap under his chin.  “Well, it
fits surprisingly well.  My compliments to your smithing skill.”  Krebbekar
turned and walked toward Morigar.


Though
he’d entered with an attitude of arrogance, Morigar had quickly taken notice of
the members of Durik’s Company and his feeling of dominance immediately began
to slide.  He looked from his hardened leather armor with its few iron guards
to their entire suits of scale mail armor and a look of jealousy immediately
showed on his face.


“Sire,
Durik sends this helmet, with his complements,” Krebbekar stated in an even
tone.


Morigar
snatched it away from him grudgingly.  “My thanks,” he said as he
contemptuously lifted a goblet to Durik’s health.


Durik
returned the gesture, though sincerely, and the rest of the meal passed quickly
and in peace.  As the company gathered their equipment and stood to go, Lord
Krall entered the Great Hall from the rear entrance, his sword still unsheathed
and in his hand.  Everyone in the great hall stood as the door guard announced
his arrival and the company turned to face him.


Lord
Krall stopped when he noticed the metal-clad warriors of Durik’s Company. 
“Well, so that’s what you were making, all cloistered in that smithy!  Metal
armor… and fine, strong, thin steel from the looks of it.  I’m glad I got a
chance to see it before you depart.”


Durik
stepped forward.  “Lord Krall, we much appreciate your hospitality.  By your
orders, my lord, we will depart the gen shortly… as soon as we load up our
dogs.”


Lord
Krall nodded and walked across the raised dais to his chair.  Laying his sword
on the table, he sat down.  “So be it!  I wish you well on your journey.”


“As
we also wish you well in your battle against the great ants,” Durik returned,
bowing his helmeted head slightly.  


Morigar
was beginning to stand up and it was obvious that the time for father and son
to say goodbye had come.  “Move out,” Manebrow said and all in the company
turned as one toward the exit except for Kiria, who was obviously heading
toward her brothers.


“A
quick goodbye only,” she said as she passed Durik, who only nodded.


Krebbekar
approached Durik, “Don’t wait for us, Durik,” he said.  “We’ve acquired another
packdog which I still need to fetch.  We’ll have to meet you on the trail to
the Chop.”


Durik
looked at him with tired eyes.  “No hurry.  My company has been up all night
finishing this armor.  We’re going to take most of the morning, and perhaps
part of the afternoon, to get some sleep.  We’ll be stopping just outside the
borders of your land.  We’ll have a picket near the road to the Chop, however,
watching for your approach.”


Krebbekar
nodded his understanding and the two leaders parted ways.


 





 


The
pre-dawn darkness had already begun to recede as the light of the still hidden
sun approached over the eastern mountain.  The light, mixed with the early
morning mists, gave an ethereal glow to the air as the members of Durik’s
Company finished saddling their wolves and securing the loads on their retinue
of pack dogs.


“This
armor is heavy,” Tohr muttered to his brother Kahn as they teamed up to lift
the last pack saddle onto the last packdog.


“That
it is!  I doubt we’ll be traveling quite as far or as fast as before with all
this steel on us,” Kahn replied.


Ardan
overheard the conversation as he walked up with a bag of small tools and repair
pieces from inside the caravan drivers’ quarters to load on the packdog.  “Aye,
but you’ll be glad you have it the next time we meet orcs.”


Keryak,
coming up from behind with one of the climbing kits, joined in.  “Just think,
tonight we’ll be at the Chop,” he said, referring to the rather steep mountain
that stood between the southern gens and the northern valleys where the Hall of
the Mountain King lay.  “That should be a real joy.”


“Ah,
you’re all needing to put a bit more muscle on your bones anyway.”  Gorgon said
as he loaded the last bag of rations from inside the quarters onto a packdog. 
“Think of this as a great opportunity to build up your leg and shoulder
muscles!”


“Always
the optimist, I see,” Keryak said as he rolled his eyes.  “Hey, I’ve got a
great muscle-building idea; you could carry me up the Chop.”


Gorgon
didn’t respond as he walked back toward the rear of the company to join the
rest of his team.  In a few moments, the last packdog was loaded and Terrim
gave the thumbs-up to Manebrow, indicating that the dogs were ready.


At
that moment Lady Karaba appeared next to Durik.  She was dressed in a simple
dark woolen robe that kept her hidden until she was upon the company, and her
arrival startled Durik.


“Young
leader, I must talk with you for a moment,” she said quietly, the intensity in
her voice conveying a sense of urgency.


“But
of course,” Durik said and allowed himself to be led a short distance into the
wood line.


Stopping
out of easy earshot of the company, Lady Karaba turned and spoke to him in
hushed tones.  “Young Durik, I have several pieces of news for you.”


Durik
nodded.


“First
is that, indeed, the Kale Stone is to be found in the Dwarven Mining Outpost. 
I can sense its presence, and its longing to be found.  There is a powerful
presence there, however, that has prevented my scrying.  As I was searching for
the Kale Stone, however, the stone reached out to show me that it rests in a
treasure chamber down an old abandoned well.  I saw few orcs in the caves
around the outpost, but of the outpost itself I could only see the outer
chambers.  There were orc guards set on the outer passageway, however.  Do be
careful, Durik.  I believe one of great power has made his home there.”


Durik
nodded his understanding, looking keenly into Lady Karaba’s eyes to see if
there was anything else she might be reluctant to share.


“The
other thing you must know is that…” she looked around to ensure no one else was
listening.  “The Kale Gen has been overthrown.  Lord Karthan still lives,
however.  He and some number of his loyalists have gone north to the mountains
where they are establishing a fort.  There is much activity in the halls of my
old gen, but I could see that Khee-lar Shadow Hand has indeed taken the
throne.”  Lady Karaba paused as she struggled with her emotions.  “Durik, if
ever you were a loyal servant to my brother, you must go to him quickly.”


Durik
was stunned with the revelation.  His mind swirled with thoughts of his uncle
and aunt, his little sister and his other relatives, of the many kobolds he had
known all his life.  Even as he thought of them, he began to wonder who of all
the kobolds he had known all his life had decided to throw their lot in with
Khee-lar, and who had remained loyal.


The
implications of what Lady Karaba had told him were earth shattering for the
young leader.  His was now a company without a home gen, for he certainly would
not return to be branded a supporter of Lord Karthan and killed.  Yet to never
see the caves of his home again?  The thought was almost unbearable to him.


“My
lady,” Durik said, struggling to contain his emotions, “I will do what I can! 
We shall gain the stone and take its power to Lord Karthan and his loyalists in
the northern mountains.  I promised my loyalty to him.  I and my warriors will
hold to that vow.”


Lady
Karaba grabbed his arm, seeming to draw strength from the young leader.  Unable
to say anything more, she simply nodded and left, walking back down the trail
toward the great hall on the lake with her head down in silent contemplation.


Durik
returned to his company, determined to keep this secret to himself until they
had acquired the Kale Stone.  Though Manebrow would be upset with him for doing
so, Durik knew that his second would get no rest until he knew the status of
his lifemate and three sons.  As for the rest of the company, if they were
going to make it through this plunge into the underdark after the Kale Stone,
they had to be at their best.  A major distraction like this would only serve
to get them killed.  For now, Durik chose to carry the burden on his own.


With
his decision made, Durik took a deep breath and looked around, nodding at
Manebrow to prepare the company to march.  With Ardan’s team in the front, the
leaders’ team in the middle, including the packdogs, and Gorgon’s team bringing
up the rear, the company stood ready to depart.  


Manebrow
had never seen such a formidable looking group of kobolds, resplendent as they
were in their steel-scaled armor with weapons in hand.  On their backs each
kobold carried his or her own personal gear in their backpacks, along with
shields that were slung loosely over the packs.  Manebrow had originally
considered having the company don their wolf skin outfits, but now as he looked
at the steam escaping from under their helmets and suits of armor in the early
morning mists, he was glad he had chosen not to.


In
the front of the company, Ardan and Keryak were already moving forward to take
their places as the front pickets for the company.  As they walked, Manebrow
could see their breath coming out in heated gusts through the early morning
air.  Tohr and Kahn, the other two members of Ardan’s team, stood in silence
with their bows leaning against their shoulders.


Behind
himself and Durik, Manebrow saw the packdogs, each of them loaded almost to
capacity, standing with broad stances under the weight of the packs.  Terrim
and Kabbak stood holding the reins to the four packdogs.  Kiria and Myaliae
both were chatting lightly and patting the flanks of Kiria’s new riding dog as
they awaited the command to move out.  Next to him, Manebrow’s wolf stood with
its nose in the air, trying to sense what was on the wind this morning.  Now
that he was out of the warmth of the kennel, water droplets had already begun
to form on his fur.  Durik’s mount Firepaw stood studiously observing the
company, awaiting whatever was to happen next.


Manebrow
looked toward the rear of the company.  Gorgon and Jerrig had already deployed
about twenty paces to the rear of the company to act as rear pickets.  Leaning
against his two new javelins, the much slighter Jerrig was a stark contrast to
the much more muscular Gorgon.  While Jerrig seemed to be uncomfortable with
the weight of the new steel armor, Gorgon stood steadily, as if both a night
without sleep and the heavy armor had no impact on him.  Troka stood in the
back of the line, in front of the rear pickets, holding the reins to Gorgon’s
wolf while Arbelk rubbed the wolf’s ears.


The
sense of energy and anticipation that an early morning departure always brought
with it was less palpable among the members of the company after not having
slept at all the night before, but the look in their eyes said they were ready
to hit the trail again.  


Seeing
that all was in order, Durik nodded to Manebrow to commence the march.  Raising
one hand above his head, Manebrow gave the silent signal and the entire company
began to move out.




















 


Chapter 19 – In the Hands of Orcs


 


The stench of orc is a potent
scent, especially orc that hasn’t been thrown in clean water for several moons,
and orc stench is only made exponentially worse after getting involved with a
rather surly skunk at some point in the not-too-distant past.  It was this
combination of unique stenches that eventually penetrated Trallik’s groggy mind
and began to shock his senses back into a state of semi-consciousness.  Around
him, deep voices rumbled in raucous laughter, which was soothing compared to
the sharp, pungent scent oozing from the pores of the orc that Trallik discovered
was carrying him.


Coming
to some semblance of semi-consciousness, Trallik pulled his lolling tongue back
into his snout and attempted to open his eyes.  One of his two eyes reluctantly
obeyed.  The other one felt it was too swollen to open and simply took
Trallik’s command as a suggestion that it promptly ignored.


Bending
the one eye to his will, Trallik looked down at his hands.  He had been
wondering why they didn’t want to move either.  His wondering was soon rewarded
with a realization that someone had tied his hands and his feet together, and
that his body had been slung across some orc’s torso, much like a coil of
rope.  This gave Trallik a bit of pause, as he didn’t immediately remember how
he’d gotten there.


‘Oh
yes, that’s right, the big orc,’ he thought to himself after a few moments. 
His brain was pretty much intact, but the buffeting it had recently taken had
paused much of its functionality, and Trallik was having a hard time getting
everything started again.  Looking about himself, the fact that he was seeing
with heat vision registered, which meant that he was probably underground,
especially since all he could see around him was cold rock and dirt.  Looking
around a bit more, Trallik discovered that the stinky orc that was carrying him
was not the only orc there.  In fact, there seemed to be at least a couple
more, though still only one eye was obeying his wishes so it was difficult to
tell.  After a few moments of listening, he thought he heard a few distinct
voices; maybe four or five.  


‘Oh
great, captured by orcs, beaten half to death, and now my finely-tuned nose is
being pummeled with skunk must and orc sweat,’ Trallik thought to himself. 
‘Could it get any worse?  I hope they don’t eat me.’


At
that exact moment the air changed slightly and Trallik noticed that they had
entered a large chamber.  From the overwhelming stench of orc in the room,
Trallik assumed this had to be their… barracks?  The orc that was carrying
Trallik stopped and began yelling in his own guttural tongue.  After a couple
of moments another orc answered.  A moment of silence passed, then the distinct
sound of coins being passed from one hand to the other occurred somewhere close
to Trallik, and he was hoisted off of the skunk-stench orc’s back and onto the
back of an equally repulsive, yet subtly different-smelling orc.


‘Great,
now I’ve been sold to another orc.  Well, at least I’m a slave now, so they
probably won’t be eating me anytime soon,’ he thought wryly.  


The
new orc took Trallik to the back of the hall, through a crudely constructed
wooden door, and into a smaller chamber.  There he bent down and arranged a
couple of bulky things with his other arm then, standing up again, he dropped
Trallik to the ground, on top of a couple of sacks of grain.  Trallik would
have grunted, or at least groaned, but he was too sore.


The
tall orc loomed over Trallik for a few moments, then apparently after deciding
that Trallik had been beaten into submission, he reached down and cut the crude
thongs off of his hands and feet and threw them off to one side.  After a
moment or two of looking at the listless kobold, the orc poked him with one
booted foot.  Getting no noticeable reaction, the orc said something
unintelligible, presumably to someone else in the room, then turned and left.


A
distinctly feminine kobold voice answered the orc in its own guttural tongue.


While
this was all very exciting, Trallik’s body decided it had had enough excitement
for the moment and promptly slipped back into unconsciousness.


 





 


Manechar
Shaman of Fire stood with a scowl on his face considering the report that the
warrior the others had taken to calling ‘Skunk’ was giving him.  If he was to
be believed, what was obviously a magical talisman of great power, indeed the
very Kale Stone itself which was one of the five original kobold stones of
power, had been found on a lowly warrior who had been trying to join the
riff-raff that passed around here for kobold mercenaries.  Not that Skunk had
any idea of what he’d found…


“You
say he have sword mark on chest?” the powerful shaman asked the quivering mass
of muscle and armor who stood in front of him.


“Yes,
master,” Skunk answered meekly, almost repentantly.


“You
sure there no tower with eye on him or stuff?” Manechar pressed.


“Yes,
master… uh, no, master… uh, he no have tower mark.”


Skunk
was already scared, and now he was growing flustered as well.  Manechar would
use this to his advantage.  “Good.  I take stone.  I make it not angry with
Skunk for steal it.  I have slaves take away rest of stuff.”  Manechar looked
down at his desk as though he were actually bothering to paw through the
various belts, pouches, bags and knives that the orc had brought him.  After a
couple of moments, he could tell that the subtlety of his dismissal was lost on
the orc warrior.


“You
go now,” Manechar spelled it out for him.


“But,
but, monies?” Skunk finally spat out.


Manechar
considered intimidating the towering mass of brainless muscle out of any coins
for a moment, then reconsidered.  After all, this stone was the find of his
life so far, and he wanted to ensure that the rabble that composed the rank and
file of Shagra’s following continued to bring him anything interesting they
found.


“Here,
two gold coin for you,” he said as he tossed the pair of gold coins at the quivering
warrior.  “That buy you much chew weed for weeks.”


Skunk
was very grateful and showed his gratitude by groveling all the way out of the
shaman’s chamber.


Now
that Skunk was gone, a joyous smirk spread from one side of Manechar’s face to
the other.  Already he had bent the stone to his will, forcing it to tell him
who it was.  Kamuril it had answered, the Kale Stone.  Now that
he was alone, Manechar took the stone in both hands.  It seemed to almost
squirm in the grip of the magic wielder.


“Tell
me you secrets,” Manechar hissed as he gripped the stone tightly, forcing his
will on the stone as it tried to resist.  Suddenly, all resistance disappeared
and the stone seemed to lay itself bare before Manechar’s powers.  Ceasing his
struggling, Manechar cast his consciousness around inside the stone, but
strangely enough there seemed to be nothing there.  It was empty… or perhaps it
was hiding.


“Play
hide and seek, eh?” he muttered to no one in particular.  “Yes, I play you
game.”  With that Manechar refocused himself and drove his will deeper into the
stone.


 





 


Trallik
had never really developed much of an affection for dogs, especially the yappy,
licky variety which some of his home gen’s patrol guard warriors had taken to
breeding to serve as watchdogs out on their gen’s picket line.  Besides, they
didn’t taste all that good either.  It was perhaps because of that lack of
affection that he wrinkled his snout and swatted at what he thought was a dog
trying to lick his nose.


“Now,
now.  Let me clean the blood off,” the distinctly female kobold voice he’d
heard before slipping into unconsciousness said as someone gently pushed his
hand away from his snout.


Trallik
woke up with a start and was pleasantly surprised when both eyes actually
decided to open, partway at least.  He was laying on his back on something
soft, hay or straw he thought, and was looking directly up into… Trallik
blushed and turned his head away from the female kobold who was leaning over
him trying to wipe something off of the other side of his snout.  The cut of
her tunic was certainly less modest than those of the females in his home gen.


She
didn’t let on whether or not she had noticed the embarrassment brought on by
how close her chest was to his snout, but mercifully she sat back and stopped
trying to get that last spot of blood off the far side of his snout.


“Well,
hello.  Welcome back to the land of the living,” she said in a voice whose
timbre was almost sultry, yet whose inflection was perkier than perhaps anyone
else Trallik had ever heard, the contrast being only enhanced by the fact that
his own perkiness was probably at a lifetime low at the moment.


Trallik
painfully raised himself up on one elbow.  “Unh… Hi,” he eventually spat out
through a swollen face, several loose teeth, and a partially strangulated
throat.


There
kneeling next to him was one of the prettiest females he had ever seen, her
smaller, smooth scales were a subtly darker shade than his, her dark eyes were
large, deep, and full of… was that interest in him?  Suddenly, almost as if
she’d noticed what she was emoting, her eyes began to reflect a deep concern.


Though
Trallik tried not to notice, the sharp features of her face stood in sharp
contrast to the gentle curves of her rather trim feminine form.  It was enough
to distract the young warrior horribly.  For a moment Trallik almost thought
he’d died and received a much better reward from the Creator than he deserved,
though the pounding of his head confirmed he was still very much alive.  The
moment was only accentuated by the involuntary movements of her tail that lay
curled around her legs, the tip twitching nervously, revealing her hidden
anticipation at his waking.


Suddenly
realizing how horrible he must look, and feeling dizzy from the combination of
her beauty and the effort of trying to sit up, he fell onto his side then
rolled onto his back, groaning as he ended up back where he had been.


“Oh,
don’t get up,” her perky, yet sultry-sweet voice pled with him.  “You’re in no
condition.  Trikki’s here to take care of you.  Here, I have water.  Let me put
this nice, cool cloth on that swollen eye of yours.”


Smiling
for no apparent reason, Trallik lay still for some time as she gently caressed
him with the cool, damp cloth.  At some point he drifted off into a deep, dreamless
sleep.


 





 


Shagra
considered Mushrat’s report with an almost idle indifference.  The summons from
his father had been clear, Come to big bird head rock.  The fact that
the shaman his father had sent to babysit him and his warriors didn’t want to
make the climb all the way down the Wall and back up again as soon as Shagra’s
father decided to move south didn’t really bother Shagra.


“Yes,
we no wait then,” he told the big oaf of a warrior, “Shaman stay here and watch
gold.  Tell sub-leaders to get warriors up to top at bridge.  Tell them bring
food.  Leave one manies of warriors for watch slaves and mercenaries,” he
counted off two hands worth.  “Chief no need see slaves and mercenaries.  All
others go now!”


“Yes,
master,” Mushrat said, quickly turning to leave.


Shagra
had had very little use for this Manechar, though the healing elixir he’d
gotten from him had done wonders for his arrow wound.  To Shagra, the dealings
of shamans and really any wielders of magic was beyond him.  He didn’t
understand them.  However, unlike most of his fellow warriors, he did not fear
them.  He saw how his father used them.  They were his eyes and ears, their
powers granting them something of an exception to the normal rule that the
stronger rule the weaker.  Certainly this Manechar wasn’t strong or skilled
with weapons, but none of Shagra’s warriors would soon forget the fire that had
flown from his fingers to devour the orc who had challenged his authority. 
Shagra hadn’t been there to see the actual event, but he’d certainly seen the
charred remains.


Outside
the entrance of his room warriors began to trickle past alone or in pairs.  The
laughing and crying of concubines could already be heard in the common
chambers, glad or sad as they were that the warriors would leave them alone for
a time.  There would be no beatings or botherings for them until the warriors
returned, whether they considered that a good thing or not didn’t matter the
slightest to Shagra.  To him, females were a necessary thing, but their uses
were very limited in the tribes.  


The
kobold slaves seemed to treat their females almost as equals, which clearly
showed their weakness.  His twenty years of life had shown Shagra that females
were property, nothing less, and certainly nothing more.  He ensured his concubines
knew their place.  In the other room his six concubines shrank in fear when he
entered.  His oldest sons had taken to treating the concubines and their
sisters the same as well, which made Shagra proud.  In his mind they could only
be proper killers if they first learned to throw away the feelings for those
who gave them birth and dominated their weaker siblings.


“Concubine,”
he called out.  After a moment one of them entered the room.  It was a point of
pride with Shagra that he never called them by their names.  “Get food for me
in backpack.  Put foods for this many days,” he said, holding up his hand.” 
Shagra looked down at the fat female.  She was healthy enough and had given him
three children already, but they were all females.  


The
blood from the last birthing had staunched.  “And we breed again when I come
back.  It long enough now.”  


He
would try again with her.  If she gave him another female child, then he would
trade her away for one that would give him sons… or maybe for good sword,
he thought as he remembered the sword he’d lost in his desperate run from the
ants, or was it in his flight from the kobolds who had given him that arrow
wound?  


Shagra
shook his head.  The fever he’d had following that episode had wiped much of
his memory of the incident away.  It was a good thing that the shaman had that
healing elixir, elsewise Shagra might have died.


Picking
up his great axe and substitute sword he noticed that his concubine was still
standing there.  Annoyed, he shooed her away then picked up his chain mail
shirt and started shaking it out, looking for the holes where his head and arms
should go.


 





 


Mushrat
stormed quickly into the room.  Startled by the sudden entrance, Trikki almost
dropped Trallik’s head out of her lap.  Leaning against her back, Klimer, the
younger kobold she called cousin, jumped to his feet ready to run at a moment’s
notice.  Seeing it was Mushrat, and that he wasn’t drunk but rather distracted,
Trikki put a calming hand on his leg.


“I
go now.  You stay here,” he said in broken Sorcerer’s Tongue.  What he’d said
had been almost the extent of his vocabulary, but it had taken quite an effort
for Trikki to teach him that.  She thought it strange that he had pressed her
to teach him, but then orcs were surely strange creatures; easy enough to
figure out, but yet primordially strange at the same time.


“Yes,
we stay,” she replied in the same tongue.  “Why you go?” she asked in the
simple grammar of the orc tongue using her own tongue’s words.


Mushrat
threw some rations into a backpack and threw it over his shoulder, then hoisted
his great axe over his other shoulder, all the while struggling desperately to
come up with the words in the kobold’s language to answer the little slave. 
Finally, he came up with the words.  “I go kill… Kale Gen now,” he said,
pleased with himself that he had gotten out an entire sentence—including a name
in kobold!  Ready to head out the door, Mushrat shook his head.  “Goodbye,” he
finally said as he left, having now pretty much exhausted what he knew of the
kobold tongue.


“Be
careful!” Trikki called after him.  As orcs went he wasn’t a bad master. 
Besides, he was easy enough to manipulate and unusually talkative for an orc. 
This news that they were finally going to launch the attack that he’d been
talking about ever since they got here made Trikki frown, however.


Trallik
began to stir, finally beginning to awaken as things began to quiet down
again.  Sitting up and rubbing his eyes, the former Kale Gen warrior noticed
Klimer standing as if something had just happened, and with hidden delight
noticed that his head had been resting gently in Trikki’s lap.  Again, that
silly smile appeared on his face for no apparent reason.


“Hi,
I’m Trallik,” he said, slowly in case they didn’t speak Sorcerer’s Tongue well.


“Hi
Trallik,” Trikki said with a warm, inviting smile.  “You’ve been asleep for a
long time.  It is good to see you finally awake.”  Her musical voice drown out
any thoughts other than her face.  “My name is Trikki, and this,” she said
pointing at the dark-scaled male kobold who was only a couple of years younger
than both Trallik and Trikki, “is my cousin Klimer.”


Trallik
gave something of a submissive nod to the pretty female who spoke so clearly,
hardening his gaze somewhat to nod at the whelp.


“How
is it that you speak The Sorcerer’s Tongue, yet your scales are darker than
mine?”


Trikki
seemed almost to blush a bit.  “My mother was Kale,” she said.  She insisted
that I learn how to ‘speak right’,” she said, rolling her eyes somewhat at the
memory.  “She always said it gave one respectability.  She was never very
accepting of the northern gens, as she called them.”


Trallik
couldn’t help but smile at her animated movements and energetic mannerisms.  It
was all very intoxicating to the young warrior, the effect of it only enhanced
by a subconscious understanding that the rules of his world had changed.  And
he had yet to figure out what exactly that meant when it came to females.


Realizing
the conversation had paused awkwardly, Trallik came back to reality.  It was
then that he noticed how hungry and thirsty he was.  First things first,
though, he thought.


“So
what are you doing here?” he asked, then realizing he’d ignored her cousin, he
added “I mean both of you.”


Trikki
giggled, seeing clearly how smitten the young warrior was.


“We’re
Mushrat’s property, just like you,” she said.


That
news stopped Trallik cold.


“Property?”
he squeaked.


“Yes,
silly.  He bought you from Skunk.  Something about you making Shagra mad,” she
explained, her voice growing more serious as she saw that Trallik’s mood had
changed.


Trallik’s
face clouded as he turned away from the pair.  He was having a hard time coping
with the confirmation that, indeed, he was a slave.  He’d just been a
mercenary, or at least was going to be.  Thinking back over the last few things
he could remember, a sickening feeling came over him.  


While
strapped to the back of the wolf a few days ago, he’d heard his fellow warriors
talking about fighting orcs.  Looking down at himself for the first time since
coming to, he noticed that all of his gear was missing, even his crossed
shoulder belts that had clearly identified him as a Kale Gen warrior.  Casting
his eyes about the small, cut stone room in which he found himself, Trallik saw
no sign of his gear.


“Oh,
what bad luck!” Shaking his head, he looked back at Trikki who didn’t
understand.  “I was wearing my crossed shoulder belts when the big orc at the
bridge saw me.”


“You’re
Kale Gen, not Krall?” she asked, somewhat surprised.  “Then why were you at the
bridge?  Were you with one of their wolf patrols?”


“No,
I’m not Kale… not anymore at least,” Trallik confessed.


“You’re
not welcome in the Kale Gen anymore?” she asked tenderly, seeing it was a
difficult subject for the young warrior.


Trallik
winced as Trikki hit so close to the mark.


“I…”
Trallik began, then paused.  “I am an outcast, though I would give anything to
not be.  Now that I have lost my friends, I truly miss them.  I valued their
friendship too little… and power too much.”  Then, with a note of finality, he
bowed his head as tears again began to roll down his cheeks.  “I am guilty of
being a conspirator against the lord of my gen.  For this, I am cast off.”


Trikki
couldn’t help herself.  The Fates had truly thrown a lot her way in this young warrior. 
“Don’t be sad, Trallik,” she said, gently lifting his eyes up to look into
hers.  “We’ll be your friends now.”  Behind her, Klimer casually lifted an
eyebrow in passive agreement.


“It
doesn’t matter to you that I was exiled?” Trallik said, hope fluttering in his
chest only slightly louder than the raging hormones.


Trikki
and Klimer both laughed at the same time, Trallik’s question clearly reminding
them of some inside joke between the both of them.


“Trallik,”
she said earnestly, “My mother was an outcast from the Kale Gen.  I never knew
my father.  Klimer here is a descendant of outcasts, the most recent one being
the grandfather that Klimer and I share, who was outcast from the Nipjik Gen.”


Surprised
yet again, this time pleasantly, Trallik smiled with the realization of what
that meant.  What he had thought would be a permanent stigma for the rest of
his existence didn’t matter to this beautiful female… or to her younger cousin,
not that he mattered.


“Well,
I guess we’re all outcasts together,” he said, basking in the warmth of her
smile.


“Oh,
how unlucky of you that Shagra found you wearing Kale Gen belts,” she changed
the subject.  “Shagra hates the Kale Gen.  Some of their warriors gave him that
wound in his side.  In fact, Mushrat says that’s why Shagra brought his
father’s tribe from the Great Forest to attack the Kale Gen’s home caverns
instead of going after the Krall Gen.”


Trallik
was genuinely surprised yet again.  Fear began to form in his heart.  “What’s
this about an orc tribe coming against the Kale Gen?” he asked, his lips
suddenly dry again, despite Trikki’s ministrations.


“Shagra
is a champion from the Bloodhand Orc Tribe.”


Trallik’s
blood ran cold at the mention of the name of the orc tribe that had raided the
Kale Gen’s home caverns barely six years ago now.


“His
father, Drakebane the Mighty they call him, Chieftain of the Bloodhand Orc
Tribe, has come with what must be a thousand warriors and at least a company of
ogre mercenaries, intent on enslaving the Kale Gen.”  


Trikki
pointed at Klimer.  “Klimer says he’s seen their campfires in the northern
valley below.  They arrived today and have called in all their warriors from
their outposts, like this one.  I’d imagine they’ll march through the mountains
tomorrow and be at the Kale Gen’s caverns by nightfall.”


For
the first time, Klimer spoke up, his northern-gen accented voice cracking from
the strains of maturation.  “Yep, they no want to fight new Kale fort.  Fort no
have good stuff.  They go take Kale Gen caves from new lord of Kale Gen.” 
Though the language was choppy, it was said with earnestness and a sincerity
that showed intelligence in the whelp greater than his mangled attempts to
speak The Sorcerer’s Tongue showed.


Seeing
Trallik’s surprise at the contrast between how well Trikki spoke and how poorly
Klimer spoke, Trikki jumped in.  “Apparently the Kale Gen threw out their old
lord, and a few hundred others as well.  They’ve built a fort in the northern
edge of your old valley, up against the mountains.  It seems you weren’t the
only one that was trying to get rid of your gen’s lord.”


That
revelation gave Trallik much to think about.  


“Maybe
yoo no outcast now?” Klimer ventured.


Trallik
slowly nodded.  “Yes, I believe I’m no longer an outcast from the gen.”  His
face began to brighten as he thought about the possibilities.  “In fact, I
would imagine that they’d probably welcome me home as one of their own!  I did
kill the old chamberlain,” he said, then felt embarrassed at the exaggerated
claim, “well almost.  I would have anyway if I hadn’t been ambushed by that
horror.”  He corrected himself, the memory of the paralyzed helplessness of the
ant queen’s silken embrace causing him a sudden shudder.  


After
a moment, the remembrance of Jerrig’s selflessness and courage that somehow
drove his clumsy former companion to face almost certain death to free him
awoke a twinge of guilt in Trallik’s heart.  Looking back at Trikki, however,
he quickly overcame it.  Instead a new idea began to form.  It involved glory,
a female, and wealth as well; surely the stuff that made life worth living.


“I
bet they would not only welcome me back, but I bet that when I save all of them
by warning them of the orc invasion that they’ll make me at least an elite
warrior,” Trallik said, hope of glory and wealth stamping out any remorse he’d
felt for his previous treachery.  After all, he reasoned within himself,
he who wins is he who writes the history books.  And he who writes the
history books decides who the traitors were.


Trikki
was beginning to get excited.  Trallik wasn’t the only one forming plans.  She
had had plans for some time, but the opportunity and the ability to carry out
those plans just hadn’t come together… until now that is.  Seeing the fire of
greed and glory light up the Kale Gen warrior’s eyes, Trikki was ready to help
the young warrior meet her deepest desires as well.
















 


Chapter 20 – Leaving the Outpost


 


“I can’t believe you talked me into
this,” Trallik whispered intensely at the beautiful face above him.  This
harebrained scheme about sneaking down into the orc shaman’s lair, which
doubled as the treasury for the outpost, was insanely dangerous in Trallik’s
mind.  But she had pled fervently with him until he had relented.  ‘With all
the wealth the bandits and orcs have accumulated here over the centuries, we’ll
have enough money to be free for the rest of our lives!’ she had pled with
him.  Looking up at her now, he knew he’d do anything to please or impress
her.  That’s why he’d said yes in the first place.  He just couldn’t look into those
eyes and say no.  Even if it meant climbing down the inside of this ancient
well.


Don’t
look down, he
kept telling himself.


“You’re
doing good, love,” Trikki whispered encouragement as Trallik did all in his
power to keep hold of the various handholds and footholds he’d found in the
crags of the ancient cut stone, beads of sweat trickling down between the small
scales that covered his face.  Below him the cold blackness was a sharp
contrast to the warm brightness of Trikki and her cousin Klimer who stood at
the top of the well.


Please
let there be nothing down here… with sharp teeth.


It
was slow going, but after what seemed like an eternity to him, Trallik could
see subtle differences in the inky blackness below him, the subtly square
patterns of it indicating a floor of dwarven make.  Estimating how far down it
was, based on what he’d seen of the flagstone that covered the rest of this old
mining outpost, Trallik thought he could probably drop to it if it came to
that.  


After
climbing down only a couple more handholds worth, Trallik’s foot reached out to
search for the next foothold and found only air.  Reaching out tentatively, he
felt around the entire area he could reach with his foot.  There was an abrupt
edge that seemed to go all the way around the old well, or at least all the way
around where he could feel.


Well,
I guess it comes to it, then,
Trallik told himself.  Studying the floor below one last time, Trallik breathed
deeply then let go.  Mercifully, he had overestimated the distance to the ground,
and within perhaps three heights of a kobold his feet hit hard stone.  Rolling
with the fall, Trallik stood up.


Above
him in the well, he could hear an audible, very feminine, gasp.  Shifting a
step, he looked up the well and waved to calm her fears.  Turning his attention
back to the inky blackness around him, he could barely make out several shapes
in the darkness around him.  None of them seemed to be moving, however, and
none of them exuded any heat, so after several moments Trallik eventually exhaled.


Taking
a candle and tinderbox from the small pouch that Trikki had given him, he knelt
down and in a matter of a few moments had the candle lit.  Standing to cast the
light of the candle a bit further, Trallik could now see that he’d come down in
the very middle of a somewhat small octagonal room, probably no more than ten
steps in diameter.  The walls and floor were clearly of ancient dwarven
construction, with statues placed in small alcoves in four of the walls.  A
large stone arch dominated one of the four unadorned walls, the stone slab that
sealed it off seeming to be a door, with massive stone hinges and a stone
handle set in the middle of it.  The most clearly dominating feature of the
room, however, was the mass of glittering objects spilling out of chests and
barrels, and lying about in heaps and piles all around the perimeter of the
room.


Trallik
had never seen so much treasure in all his life.  His gen didn’t really use
money, but from talking with the traders in the gen, he knew that just a
handful of coins were enough to buy a lot among the northern gens.  Now here
he, lowly Trallik, just a warrior with no real prospects in life, stood looking
at more treasure than he could ever haul out.  He was overcome by the emotion
of it all.


After
several moments of staring blankly around himself, pondering what he could do
with such vast wealth, a glob of melted wax rolled down the candle onto his
fingers.  Switching hands quickly, Trallik shook the hot substance off his
fingers.  He was back to reality.


Seeing
a pile of more mundane rope-looking items, Trallik began to sift through it
all.  There, lying in a heap, was his old kit he’d had with him before the orcs
had captured him.  Strapping on his old belts and pouches, and his two long
knives as well, Trallik began to feel a little better about this whole idea. 
Taking a handful of stones and jewelry that sat in an open chest and stuffing
them into one of his belt pouches, he began to feel even better about it.


After
a few more moments he drug out what appeared to be a rope ladder.  Counting the
wooden steps on it, Trallik estimated it was long enough to reach to the top of
the well.  Of course, that would mean he would have to climb back up there
first…


Continuing
to dig through the pile of odds and ends, he found a light coil of rope and a
crossbow with a number of bolts.  Seeing an opportunity to save himself a
climb, he tied the light rope to the end of a bolt and coiled it loosely on the
floor beneath the opening of the well.  Signaling for his two compatriots to
move out of the way, Trallik shot the bolt up the well.


The
rope caught on his feet on the first shot.  The second time the bolt arced off
into the ceiling.  After retying the rope at a different angle, Trallik tried
it again.  This time the bolt and rope shot straight up the well, but came down
very shortly thereafter.  Trallik shot it one more time, this time it flew
straight and Klimer appeared with the rope after a few moments.


After
a while the kobolds had worked together to get the rope ladder set up and
secured around the top of the well.  As soon as it was secured, Trikki began
the descent, Klimer holding onto the ladder to ensure it remained secured. 
Trallik’s heart beat faster in anticipation the closer she got.  Finally, as she
came within sight of the piles of treasure, her face lit up with the wonder of
it all.


“Oh,”
she whispered.  “I’m rich.”


Trallik
helped her down from the ladder, grabbing her waist to steady her.


As
soon as her feet touched the ground, Trikki ran over to the nearest pile of
cold metal coins and began filling the little sack she had brought with her. 
As soon as she had filled it, however, she saw a pile of small gold ingots. 
Emptying the sack as fast as she could, she began stacking the precious bars
inside it.  Then, after a few moments, she saw a pile of jewelry and she
immediately emptied the bag again, the ingots thudding to the stone floor.


Trallik
was looking in amazement at the confusion.  She was clearly obsessed with it
all and had lost any sense of caution.  As if to make the situation worse,
Klimer appeared on the rope ladder, climbing down into the room as fast as he
could scramble down the wooden slats.  As he arrived, he began an almost
identical ritual with his own bag.


Realizing
the noise the pair of them were making, Trallik stepped forward and grabbed
both of them by the shoulders, pulling them away from the pile of treasure they
were sorting through.


“Hey!”
his whisper sharp and focused.  In Trikki’s eyes he saw a fire of greed he
hadn’t seen before.  It was as if his angel had been possessed by a demon.


“Let
me go!” she spoke, the loudness of her words echoing in the chamber.  Batting
his hand away, Trikki went back to the pile, grabbing a particularly pretty
stone with one hand that was as large as a fist.  It was translucent with
bronze flecks throughout.  As she touched it, her expression changed.  It was
as if she were in intense pain.


Beginning
to feel the beginnings of panic shoot through his heart at the thought of being
discovered, and now seeing the pain registering on Trikki’s face, Trallik let
Klimer go and rushed over to her.


“Put
it down!” he whispered vehemently.


“It…
He sees me!” she whimpered.


“Just
drop it!”


Behind
them the great stone door began to open.


“I…
I can’t.  He’s holding me!”


Trallik
stepped back.  Steadying himself, he kicked with all his might.  The ball flew
from Trikki’s outstretched hand and flew across the room, straight through the
open door and into the hands of Manechar Shaman of Fire.  


Grabbing
Trikki by her still stunned hand, Trallik drug her kicking and screaming toward
the ladder, but not before she had grabbed her bag of jewelry with her other
hand.


“We
must go now!” he yelled into her face, and for the first time Trikki seemed to
snap out of the spell of the riches that were splayed before her.  


Realizing
the danger, she threw the bag over her shoulder and yelled at Klimer.


“Get
out, cousin!”


Taking
hold of the ladder, she immediately began to climb, Trallik not a step behind
her.  Behind them the much taller orc shaman was already reciting incantations
to spell their doom.  As he chanted, the air around him began to pop with
sparks and little bursts of fire.


Klimer
looked up from the pile of jewels that he’d been sorting through and pulling
diamonds out of their settings.  Seeing the imminent danger of death or
something worse gathering in the air around the shaman, he dropped the bag and
jumped for the rope ladder, climbing with all his might.


He
wasn’t fast enough.


With
a clap of thunder, a bolt of lightning arced from Manechar’s outstretched
hands, ravaging through the young dark-scaled kobold and throwing him against
the far wall before flashing in a straight line up the well.


Climbing
side by side, Trallik had flattened himself and Trikki against the wall of the
well when he heard the clap of thunder, and not a moment too soon.  With a roar
the bolt of lightning sliced past them, disintegrating Trallik’s backpack and
taking several of the wooden steps above them with it, leaving half of the rope
ladder sagging.


Eyes
wide in panic, Trikki held tight to the sagging steps, Trallik trying
desperately to hold onto the belt over her singed tunic.


“Come
on, Trikki.  You can do it!  Hold onto the firm side.  Come on, you can do it!”


Slowly,
almost as if she didn’t trust the side of the rope ladder that had held firm
either, she grabbed the taught rope that was the firm side of the rope ladder. 
Showing her how to climb on the ends of the steps that were still connected,
the pair of them began to climb again, the immediate threat of imminent death
motivating them to move faster than they would have thought possible.


As
the pair reached the top they could hear the sounds of chanting in the depths
of the well below them.  Trallik jumped over the top of the well and, reaching
down, he grabbed hold of Trikki’s hands and pulled with all his might.  As her
feet cleared the hole, a column of fire erupted out of the well, sending scraps
of rope ladder with it as it blasted the ceiling above them, spending its angry
strength against the unyielding stone of dwarven construction.


As
the blinding light of the fire melted away, Trallik looked down at Trikki, who
was nestled in his arms, crying softly.


“Trikki,
I’m so sorry for your cousin, but we must go now.  The shaman will be here in a
matter of moments and if we’re here, we’re dead.”


Trikki
nodded her head, slowly getting to her knees, throwing the heavy bag over her
shoulder as though it no longer held any value to her.  Trallik grabbed her
hands and helped her to her feet.  Slowly, at first, the pair shuffled off into
the darkness, moving faster as the blindness of the fire melted away, leaving
visible in its wake the subtle temperature differences of the flagstones as the
pair began to run.


 





 


Trallik
didn’t know how long they had run.  At first they had heard the sound of
shouting and orc boots coming after them.  Once they’d gotten out of the
outpost, however, Trikki’s knowledge of the area had led them into a small side
passage and down a narrow hole that soon turned into a limestone slide, made
slick by many years of water dripping over it.  As the flow of water increased
the pair had suddenly lost any ability to slow their descent and they dropped
down through a hole in the roof of a subterranean cavern lit by green
phosphorescent minerals that lined its walls, falling on top of each other into
a milky-white pool of cold water.


Splashing
and sputtering, the pair came to the surface and slowly made their way to the
shore, dragging their cold, wet forms onto the shore of the small, underground
pond.  Breathing hard, the pair lay side by side, amazed and still stunned by
the events that had led them here.


After
a few moments, Trallik reached out and took Trikki’s hand in his own.


To
his utter surprise, she sat up and took the soggy long tunic that served as a
dress off over her head.


Turning
quickly away, Trallik’s scales were the deepest shade of red they’d ever been,
though the green phosphorescence hid both that and the fact that he was letting
off a lot more heat than normal.  It was only the strength of his upbringing
that had made him turn away, the same upbringing that told him females like
this were trouble.


Behind
him Trikki giggled as she wrung the water from her dress.


“You’re
never been with a female, have you?” she asked.


Trallik,
still turning away, shook his head slowly, not wanting to admit his naïveté to
the object of his affection.  From somewhere deep inside him, his mother’s
voice seemed to be telling him that this shouldn’t be happening.  The type of
young females that make good lifemates and mothers don’t do such things, the
voice seemed to be saying.  He ignored it.


After
a few moments, she had finished wringing the water from her long tunic and put
it back on, the sound of the belt fastening in place bringing Trallik relief.  


Coming
to sit next to him, Trikki looked up into his eyes, her own eyes a mix of
sadness and amusement, though for once he saw an honest sincerity in them.


“You
are a strange one, Trallik,” she said, “but I love you for it.  You kept your
head when we lost ours.  You got me out of there alive because you could see
past the riches.”  


“I
couldn’t save Klimer,” he said.


“He
was a nice kobold, I guess… but he wasn’t my cousin,” she admitted.


Trallik
looked at her in confusion.  “Who was he, then?”


“Just
another kobold slave Mushrat bought a few days before he bought you.  I wanted
to be sure of you.  A young female has to be careful, you know.”


Trallik
shook his head at her careful deception.  “So are you sure of me now?” he
asked.


Trikki
smiled a coy smile.  “You wouldn’t even take me when I offered myself to you,”
she paused, the intent of her action made plain.  “You’re a really good
person.  Any other male wouldn’t have resisted.”


“It’s
that in my gen, we don’t do those things until we’re mated,” Trallik explained
shyly.  “It’s in the Scrolls of Heritage,” he said almost apologetically.


Trikki
had never heard of these scrolls Trallik mentioned, but that didn’t deter her. 
“What does it take to be mated?” she asked.  


From
somewhere deep inside him, his mother’s voice seemed to be telling him to run,
not walk, away from this fast-mover.  He ignored the voice yet again.


Trallik’s
brow rose.  “Well, the pair stand in front of the lord of the gen, they promise
to give themselves to each other, then they exchange tokens of their love for
each other.  The lord of the gen then pronounces them lifemates.”


“I
thought you said you were exiled?” she said in her most unabashed voice, a coy
smile playing across her face as Trallik began to realize what exactly she was
suggesting.


Digging
into the pouch where he’d stuffed some stones and jewelry, Trallik dug out a
necklace with a particularly large diamond set in the middle of it.  Trikki had
begun digging into her sack as well.


“I
have a token of my love for you,” he said.


Holding
up a length of golden wire twisted into the shape of a snake ring, its eyes
shining with tiny, bright rubies, Trikki said, “I have mine for you as well.”


The
pair of genless kobolds knelt facing each other.


“I
give myself to you,” Trikki said, trying the ring on various fingers until
finding that the only digit it would fit was Trallik’s left index finger.  The
two of them giggled the whole time.


“I
give myself to you,” Trallik replied, unclasping the necklace and placing it
against the small scales of her bosom.  As he did the clasp up behind her neck,
she licked his ear, both of them laughing in the process.


“With
this, I, Trallik the Outcast, say that we are lifemates.”


Kneeling
and holding each other’s hands, Trikki asked, “So what now?”  


Trallik
was looking down to where the diamond on its long chain had finally come to
rest.  “That’s the end of the ceremony.”


Trikki
giggled.


Trallik’s
mother’s voice had nothing more to say.


 





 


The
time that the young lifemates spent in that underground grotto would be forever
frozen in Trallik’s mind and heart.  Long after the tremendously emotionally
impacting events of these weeks had become jumbled memories, the details of
them being lost to history, the memory of those many hours spent with her in
the twilight of phosphorescent light would remain sharp and clear.  To the end
of his mortal days, and forever after he had gone to join the ancestors in the
worlds beyond, the light of green phosphorescence would bring Trallik a sense of
exuberance, and other emotions that would be added over time.


For
now, Trikki was tired of the grotto.  It was too cold for her liking, there was
too much mud, and she wanted to see the sun again.  Trallik wanted to stay, for
this moment to last forever.  After all, they had been keeping each other warm
for some time, had found a dry spot of sand, there were fish in the pond, and
the water wasn’t so bad, once you got used to the taste of limestone.  She was
insistent, however.  


Trallik
was beginning to understand the different emotions that played across her
countenance.  Right now, standing before her, he could see that the same greed
he’d seen in her eyes back in the well was beginning to return.  She had been
looking through her bag of jewelry and even as he looked in her eyes he could
see that the possibilities it represented were spinning through her head at an
alarming rate.  Trallik was no longer the focus of her attention.


“Alright,
Trikki,” he nodded.  “Let’s go.  Do you know how to get out of here?”


Trikki’s
face lit up, the pouty frown disappearing.  “Uh-huh!  There’s a little river
not far from here.  Klimer and I found an old boat and moved it to the shore,
but we weren’t brave enough to get in and chance the stream.  But with you…”
she said, sidling up to him.  “I think that this is the same river that runs
out below Demon’s Bridge.  I think there’s an exit from the caves into the
southern valley.  From there the river goes to the caves of the outcasts below
the southern gens.”  Looking back up at him, she continued, “I want to go to
your gen, though, Trallik.  I don’t want to go back to my people.”


“Alright. 
Well, let’s get going then.”


Trallik
looked back with longing one last time as they climbed through a hole in one
wall of the grotto into the chamber beyond.


Only
a couple of chambers over from the grotto the pair came to the sandy shore of
the stream.  Sitting to wash the mud off of themselves from the mudflat they’d
had to crawl through, Trallik looked over at the boat.  It had to be ancient. 
It was well constructed, being built from planks with oars set in brackets, but
it had the look of something that had thinned and been made fragile with the
passing of many decades, perhaps centuries.


Standing,
Trallik walked through the sand to examine the boat further.  There were a
number of small bundles in the bottom of the boat, wrapped in various cloths
and skins.  Opening a couple of them, he found they were mostly full of
rations, clothes, and various tools and other goods.


“You’ve
been planning this for a while, haven’t you?” he remarked.


Trikki
looked up at him innocently.  “The orcs didn’t miss this stuff.  They’re very
careless with their things.  It only took a few weeks to gather this stuff.”


Trallik
wondered if, perhaps, she would have loved him the same if he hadn’t been her
ticket to freedom, as he now saw that he was.  It was as if his arrival and her
desire to escape had coincided perfectly.  He only hoped that her love for him
would last once they were back in the relative safety of the Kale Gen.


They
were lifemates!  Trallik shook his head.  The doubts that had begun to
percolate into his mind were completely unfounded.  After all, he had wanted
her just as much as she seemed to want him.  They had made a vow and were lifemates. 
That, alone, was all that mattered.  Breathing deeply, Trallik got back to the
task at hand.


Looking
at the bottom and sides of the boat, he could see that the planks were mostly
intact.  A couple of the planks had loosened somewhat, but someone had lathered
them with tar giving them some chance of staying together, the tar-stained bowl
and stick that had been used to mend the boat laying off to one side.


“Well,
I think it will work alright.  I’m not skilled with such things, but it can’t
be all that hard.  I think we each take an oar, point the boat down the river,
then go.”


Loading
their stuff into the boat, Trallik pushed the boat into the stream then jumped
in.  It wasn’t long before Trallik figured out that he and Trikki had no idea
how to make the oars work.  So, instead of leaving them in their brackets, he
pulled the oars out and, sitting in the bow of the boat, he used one of them to
push the boat away from the walls of the channel it seemed to be following and
tried to keep it straight it in its journey as it floated gently down the
river.


The
spring runoff had begun in earnest, and it wasn’t long before the swollen
stream began moving faster, the roof above them beginning to press down on them
as they went down a slight slide.  Trikki put her arms around Trallik from
behind.  She was talking in excited, fearful tones, but Trallik wasn’t
listening.  He was too busy trying to keep the boat from slamming into the
jagged rock walls to hear her above the churning of the water around them.


Suddenly,
the ceiling of the passage lowered down almost to the waterline.  Ducking to
the floor of the boat, and knocking Trikki down in the process, Trallik braced
himself.  Within moments a jarring crash split the bow of the vessel and the
boat was stuck between the rock of the ceiling and the water that pushed the
boat upwards.  The ice-cold water of the spring runoff began to flow into the
boat with alarming speed.


Trikki
was panicking, screaming in part from fear, and in part from the extreme cold
of the water.  Trallik yelled for her to help him push.  Placing his hands and
feet against the ceiling, he pushed down with all his might.  Ice water was
flowing in around them.  Trallik continued pushing, hoping that this little dip
was it, that he wasn’t simply pushing them to their deaths.


After
several moments the water had almost completely flooded the little boat. 
Trallik could see that it was a lost cause.  At that moment the boat began to
slide down.  It was a chute!  Grabbing hold of Trikki, who in turn had a death
grip on her bag of jewelry, Trallik took a deep breath.  The current pulled the
pair down the chute along with it, both of them holding to each other in the
freezing water as they plunged downward within the shell of the ancient
rowboat.


Completely
submerged in the freezing water, the pair held onto each other as they rolled
downward, buffeted by the boat that had carried them this far.  Suddenly, the
boat wedged itself between two large rocks, creating something of a barrier to
the massive stream, the flow of water slackening for one precious moment.  In
that moment, Trallik and Trikki shot out of the chute, flying through the
falling water into a pool at the bottom of the flow.  The pair floundered
around in the bottom of the pool for a moment, Trikki not wanting to release
her death grip on her bag, and Trallik doing everything in his power to drag
the both of them up to the surface in the freezing darkness.


Suddenly,
just above Trallik the hull of their boat sliced through the water.  Grabbing
hold of it, the still somewhat buoyant wood dragged the pair to the surface
along with it.  Trallik and Trikki coughed and choked as their heads finally
popped out of the water.  Seeing that Trikki was almost spent, the coolness of
her figure showing dull gray in the darkness, Trallik tried to guide the boat
to the edge.  Once within just a step or two’s distance of the shore, he let go
of the boat and dragged his almost comatose companion to the shore.


Trikki
lay on the sand coughing and vomiting for some time, dry-heaving until her
aching stomach and burning lungs had released all that was in them.  Trallik
had fared much better.  He sat next to her, rubbing her arm and digging up the
sand where she had vomited, throwing it back into the stream, not wanting the
sight and smell of it to induce more vomiting.  Not long after, Trikki had
curled up in a ball and fell into a fitful sleep, her wet bag of jewelry held
firmly to her bosom.


Looking
around the chamber, Trallik began to forage for something, anything to keep her
warm.  He wandered a couple of chambers away, climbing up and around a high
outcropping of rock to find where the wind seemed to be going.  As his head
lifted above the shelf onto the platform of rock that served as something of a
balcony to the chamber beyond, he could see several large, bright forms lying
about on the floor, probably twenty of them.  Though the wind was against him,
he could still smell the slightest hint of orc.


Trallik
observed the sleeping forms for several moments.  They certainly seemed to be
sleeping, even the one orc who sat at an entrance opposite to his own,
supposedly the lone guard they had posted.  Scattered about the orcs were their
kits; swords, spears, bags of rations, and… blankets!


Checking
his equipment to ensure he would make no sounds to wake up the unwary guardians
of the blankets, Trallik climbed slowly over the lip of the balcony, staying
low and against the wall.  He knew that orcs could see in complete darkness,
but they didn’t see heat, rather they saw the same as they would in the light,
but in shades of gray.


Padding
slowly along the wall, he passed the first couple of sleeping orcs.  They were
obviously warriors out on a patrol or raid.  They slept in their armor, their
weapons near at hand with a scattering of shields propped against the walls
next to them.  As Trallik passed by their shields, he saw that one of the orcs
must have rolled around quite a bit, the deer fur that served him as a blanket
having mostly fallen off in his sleep.


Trallik
carefully tip-toed through the sand to where the sleeping orc lay.  His feet
were caught in the fur.  Frowning, Trallik thought for a moment.  The last
thing he wanted to do was take a chance of waking up the orcs, but prodded on
by the thought of his love freezing to death down in the lower pool chamber,
Trallik lifted one of the orc’s feet up by the pant leg, then carefully lifted
the fur off of the orc’s other foot and from around the foot he was lifting,
looking back carefully at the orc’s face to ensure it wasn’t waking up. 
Finally, after several moments of intense stress, Trallik pulled the last
corner of fur away from orc, then wrapped it up around his two arms, ensuring
that none of it was dangling down where he could trip on it.


Seeing
a bag of dried meat sitting open by the next orc over, Trallik stuffed the deer
fur under one arm and carefully grabbed the sack of dried meat by the neck. 
Taking another look around to ensure that no one was awake, Trallik padded
softly through the sand back toward the balcony where he’d come from.  Smiling
to himself about how easy it was, he looked back to where the orcs lay,
completely unaware of what he had just done.  Then, turning back to the
balcony, he let out a yelp as he was stopped cold by a spear pointed at his
neck.


 





 


Standing
in front of Trallik the kobold warrior holding the spear began to look
worried.  Trallik’s yelp had woken up the orc that was supposed to be standing
guard.  Now, as he looked beyond Trallik, he could see that the orc guard was
going to see them.


“Ye
go!” the kobold spearman whispered urgently, pointing with his spear to the
slope Trallik had crawled up.  Trallik couldn’t tell, but he thought the kobold
with the spear might actually be trying to help him escape.


Not
bothering to look behind himself, Trallik hurried to the balcony’s edge,
jumping down onto the slope, the slate rock of it giving way, causing him to
slide to the bottom amidst flows of slate and loose dirt.  The spearman was
right behind him.


Getting
to his feet, Trallik gathered the deer fur and the bag of dried meat.  From up
where they’d come from the voice of the orc guard was yelling something in
orcish and both kobolds heard the sound of orcs being roused from their sleep. 
Not waiting for the other kobold, Trallik stumbled through the rubble and loose
rock of the chamber toward the far entrance.


The
kobold spearman grabbed his arm.  “No!  Ye go!” he said urgently, though not
with a commanding tone, pointing with his snout toward a side passage.  “Ye
snik!”


Trallik
didn’t have time for this.  Trikki was cold, and he needed to get back to her.


“No,”
he said firmly, “I’m going back to my lifemate in the other chamber.  She’s
cold, and I have a fur to help her get warm.  Besides, I need to wake her up so
the orcs don’t find her.”


The
spearman looked at Trallik for a second, the sharp look in his alert eyes
softening somewhat.  “Right, but let’s hurry,” the spearman said, his speech
changing from that of the degenerate northern gens to clear Sorcerer’s Tongue.


Trallik
looked at the spearman strangely as he walked backwards toward the entrance. 
“You’re not a northerner,” he stated.


“Neither
are you,” The spearman replied, coming up beside Trallik.  “No, my heritage is
Kale Gen, or at least that is where my line comes from.”


Trallik
turned back to the path.  “So am I, and so is my lifemate Trikki.”


The
other kobold was surprised.  “Trikki, you say?  You’re with Trikki?”


“Yes. 
Why?  Do you know her?”


“I
know of her, yes.  She grew up among the outcasts as did I.  She is from a
different family than mine, but our families have traded some over time.”


Behind
the pair, as they picked their way quickly but carefully through a rockslide
that formed the floor of the far entrance, the orcs were making a good amount
of noise.  They didn’t seem to be rushing toward the balcony that the pair had
recently left, nor was there any indication that the orcs had seen which exit
they’d taken from this connecting chamber.


“She
said she never knew her father.  She didn’t say anything about any relatives
other than her mother,” Trallik said, confused by this talk of families.


“No,
you don’t understand.  Among the outcasts we form families from those who cross
our paths.  Though my family is almost all related by blood, most families are
usually not blood relations.  It’s kind of like… a warrior group I believe you
would call it.”


Trallik
looked at the spearman curiously.  “You’re telling me there are that many
outcasts down here?”


The
spearman was taken aback.  “You don’t know?  There are hundreds of us!  In
fact, though we’re scattered, if you count the Deep Gen, there are probably
more kobolds in the underdark beneath these two valleys than there are in the
Kale Gen.”


Despite
the noise that the orcs were making two chambers away, Trallik stopped and
looked into the spearman’s eyes.  For all Trallik could tell, the spearman
wasn’t playing with him.  Trallik turned and continued hurrying across the
chamber, reaching the cave entrance that led down to where his love lay
shivering.


Within
a short time he was at Trikki’s side again, unfurling the deer fur and wrapping
her in it, rolling her off the cool sand and into the fur as he did so.  Trikki
looked up at him, a smile crossing her face as she recognized Trallik. 
Nuzzling her ear and holding her close for a moment, he finished wrapping her
in the fur and stepped back as she drifted back to sleep.


The
spearman, who had been standing observing the two, found a seat in a
sand-covered hollow of rock.  Once Trallik saw that Trikki was asleep again, he
came and sat next to the spearman.


“I
had no idea there were so many of you.  How did there get to be so many?”


The
spearman shrugged.  “In my case my great-grandparents were exiled by the
chamberlain of the last Lord Kale, though we’ve kept our Kale Gen identity even
down in the underdark.  That’s probably how most of the outcasts came to be
down here, castoffs from either the Kale or Krall Gens, that or they’re
descendants of outcasts from previous generations or descendants of bandits and
adventurers who had bases in the underdark and just never left.  


“The
Deep Gen, however, is different.  When the last Lord Kale disappeared, his
chamberlain proclaimed himself Lord of the Kale Gen.  That was a couple, maybe
a few generations ago.”


Trallik
nodded his head.  He’d heard of that, of course.


“A
few of the outcast families and the Deep Gen are the descendants of the many
kobolds who split off from the Kale Gen back then.  There was literally a whole
warrior group that just up and left for the underdark.  My great-grandfather
was their leader, but leadership of that gen has passed to others since my
great-grandfather’s day.  Down there, they’ve grown over all these years. 
There’s got to be a few thousand of them now.”


Trallik
raised his brow in surprise.  Though he didn’t know exactly how many there were
in the Kale Gen, he didn’t think there were more than probably two thousand. 
To know that, all his life, there had been another gen that had split off from
his own gen living in the underdark below his gen’s home was staggering to him.


“So
what’s your name?” the spearman asked.


“I’m
Trallik, and I too am outcast from the Kale Gen.  My lifemate and I are in need
of friends.”


“Well,
then, Trallik.  Welcome to my outcast family, stay with us for as long as you
may need,” the spearman said, extending his hand to grip forearms with Trallik
in the traditional Kale greeting.  “I am named Kale after the gen of my
heritage.  I am son of Kale and grandson of Kale, I serve as head of our
family.”
















 


 


Chapter 21 – Taking Demon’s Bridge


 


Kiria and Myaliae had become
rather close in the last few days.  Though the both of them had been
exceptionally busy, both caring for their company’s animals as well as working
leather had quickly gone from something that took much concentration to
something of a routine.  Through it all the two young females, one an aspiring
wizard, the other an aspiring healer, had rarely been further than a few yards
from each other.


Once
Myaliae began to feel comfortable with the members of this company of Kale Gen
warriors, she began to open up more and more.  Soon, it was all that Jerrig
could do to keep them on the task of cutting leather, as the young females
shared their life histories, hopes, views, aspirations, and knowledge of magic
with each other.  When they were alone, tending to the animals, they even
shared their opinions on the various young males in the company.  It was a
strange and exciting thing to Kiria, who’d never had a sister, and who’d not
had really any close friends, being daughter of the lord of the Kale Gen.


After
a few days, the pair were as close as any two sisters could be; giggling
together, finishing each others sentences, sharing inside jokes with just a
look between them, and working seamlessly together.  After the initial joy of
discovering each other, while they were around the warriors of the company,
however, the pair did try to maintain some semblance of disciplined decorum. 
Sometimes their efforts were more successful than at other times.


Durik
had begun to wonder when, after walking past the pair, they both started to
giggle simultaneously, until he looked back at them, at which point they both
promptly bent themselves in earnest to whatever tasks they had been in the
middle of, all the while little giggles escaping now and again.


On
the more practical side, their friendship had led to a sharing of knowledge in
the couple of evenings that they’d had before working through the night on the
armor.  Kiria had been delighted to discover that Myaliae’s knowledge of magic
was, in many ways, greater than her own.  She had anxiously studied the old
text of her grandmother’s spell book, but with the entire book being written in
Draconic, Kiria had been able to stumble through the most basic parts of it,
and that was it.  


Kiria
found that, while Myaliae’s knowledge was based in the powers that their world,
Dharma Kor, offered up to her, still she had some knowledge of the Draconic
Language which Kiria used to summon the magic that she had studied.  Though
Myaliae’s powers seemed to well up within her and spring forth as summoned,
Myaliae used Draconic to focus the powers that channeled through her.  Being a
rather serious student of her art, one could say a compulsive student of her
art, her understanding of the language of magic was deeper than many of her peers,
most of whom only ever developed a rudimentary grasp of it, which was all the
healer’s role demanded.


Kiria
had been delighted to learn of Myaliae’s understanding.  With no one to mentor
her in the six years since the orc raid that had taken her mother away, Kiria’s
knowledge was basic at best.  But now, with Myaliae’s mentoring on the
language, Kiria had almost been able to decipher the complex algorithms that
held the power of the two battle-spells she had in the book; one by the name of
‘Bolt of Fire’ and another called, aptly enough, ‘Shield’.


Manebrow
hadn’t required her or Myaliae to take a turn at standing watch that afternoon
as the company dozed in preparation for the climb up the Chop, but both of them
had volunteered, not wanting to be seen as somehow weaker or less important
than the rest.  Myaliae didn’t get her turn, as Morigar’s team arrived before
it was to start.  However, Kiria had her turn and spent the entire time working
on the spell named Bolt of Fire.  Eventually, halfway through her watch,
Kiria’s understanding of the ancient tongue proved sufficient and the secrets
of the spell became clear to her.  With excitement she began to commit the
incantations of this new spell to memory, deepening the impressions of the
spell by her constant practice.  After a short time she stood and, picking out
a particularly lanky sapling about the same thickness as her arm, she moved her
hands and mouth through the short series of steps that was the trigger
mechanism to release the power she had committed to her mind already.


With
a suddenness that was almost startling to the young mage, a fiery bolt flew
from the palm of her outstretched hand and snapped the sapling in half.  She
looked around to see if the noise had woken anyone up, but no one stirred. 
Smiling to herself as she stood there with crossed arms, Kiria decided to keep
this little secret to herself… until the right moment, that is.


 





 


Keryak
gripped his spear lightly.  The day with its heat had passed, and evening was
already upon the members of Durik’s Company before Morigar, Krebbekar, and the
two Krall Gen scouts came upon the little company camped in the tree line with
only a single picket.  It was probably for the better that Morigar’s team had
delayed so long.  


Manebrow
had let the company sleep the entire day, and they were glad for it.  The night
before with its intense, last minute preparations had worn them out almost as
much as their flight from the great ants less than a week now in the past.  The
effects of the supreme effort of the week before and the preparations of the
last few days hung heavier on some than others, and though he tried not to show
it, Keryak could see that Manebrow felt it more than the rest of them.


Keryak
had been alternately looking up the tall mountain they were camped at the foot
of, and back at the company in their deep slumber.  He was not looking forward
to the climb up the Chop, especially not in his new suit of metal armor, but
the arrival of Morigar’s team could only mean one thing.  Turning promptly as
the four Krall Gen warrior’s approached, Keryak began shaking the still forms
of his sleeping companions, starting with Durik and Manebrow.


Slowly
the company began to come to life, rising from the ground like so many zombies,
their eyes dull and swollen from having slept through the heat of the day. 
Before long packdogs and riding wolves were woken as well.  As Morigar and his
team sat on their haunches, the members of Durik’s Company slowly ladened the
dogs, stowed blankets, donned armor, and prepared to march.  Many a surly
glance toward the Chop could be seen amongst the Kale Gen warriors.  Not one of
them was looking forward to the extreme exertion they knew it would take.  More
than one of them was wondering if making metal armor these last few days had
been a smart idea or not.


None
too quickly, and yet without dallying, the entire group of kobolds, both Kale
and Krall, were ready to march.  The sun had already set by the time Ardan and
Keryak, dressed in their lighter leather armor for scouting, moved out in front
to their customary position.  With Morigar’s team taking up its position in the
rear, as Morigar put it to ‘have a better view from which to command things,’
the mixed group of warriors moved out onto the road as one, heading directly
north toward the mountain which stood before them as a mighty wall.


 





 


The
bright points of light that danced about on the top of the dark mountain slope
were clearly kobolds to Ardan’s eyes.  He had always had very good sight, and
he was confident of his assessment.  Turning to Durik as they stood in the tree
line looking upwards, he told him so.


“Well
that, at least, is better than orcs,” Durik replied.  “Now the question is how
to take them.  They’ll be able to watch our progress the entire distance, and
by the time we get to the top, we’ll be exhausted.  They could just roll rocks
down on us from up there until they eventually hit.  Meanwhile we’ll not have
the opportunity to hit them at all until we get to the top.”


“Aye,
sire,” Manebrow said on Durik’s other side.  “Looks like we’ll have to trick
them.”


Durik
looked over at Manebrow, and Krebbekar who stood just beyond.  “Did you have
anything in mind?”


“Aye,
how about we act like a caravan?”


“A
caravan?  Do go on.”


“Well,
both of our gens send trade caravans over this chop to the northern gens,”
Manebrow explained.  “We should send a number of warriors up with the packdogs,
like a caravan, then once they take the bridge the rest of us come up.”


Gorgon
thumped his chest.  “I’ll take them up, carrying them if need be.”


Durik
nodded his head.  “Sounds reasonable enough.  I can’t think of anyone who would
be better suited to leading an assault up this steep mountain.”  Looking at the
other two leaders, he asked, “Any other ideas?”


Krebbekar
pointed with his snout up at the kobolds moving around far above them, his arms
remaining crossed.  “Word from our Border Guard is that the orcs have found
some sort of passage under the mountains.  I’d recommend we find that.  It
would likely be a lot easier going than up the Chop, and we’re going to the
underdark anyway.  It would likely be a lot shorter.”


Durik
pursed his lips in thought.  He agreed with much of what Krebbekar said, but he
doubted it would take less time.  Knowing what he knew about the situation in his
home gen, he didn’t want to risk the possibility of losing days wandering about
in the underdark looking for the Dwarven Mining Outpost when the most direct
route was supposed to be from the area of the bridge above.


“I
like your idea, Krebbekar, except that we could just as easily wander for days
or more before we eventually find what we’re looking for.  No, I think we’ll go
with the caravan idea.  Gorgon, the assault is yours.”


“My
two scouts share the danger as well,” Krebbekar added in.


“Very
well,” Durik nodded.  “Then it is decided.”


The
other three leaders nodded and the group turned almost as one to head back to
where the rest of the party was hidden in the particularly dense stand of fur
trees where they’d first caught a glimpse of the bridge guardians.


 





 


Having
only worn the metal armor for a day, Gorgon had already gotten rather used to
it.  The feeling of invulnerability it gave him was something he had
immediately loved.  Now, as he climbed the Chop without it, he felt rather
naked, especially as he saw the crowd of probably six or eight kobolds gathered
at the top of it.  He knew there was nothing to it but to do it, however, as a
group of armored warriors would have been seen as a threat.  As it was, his
team of four kobold warriors, plus the pair of scouts from Krebbekar’s team
would have to be enough of a threat, yet not appear so as they
led the four packdogs of Durik’s Company and the two packdogs from Krebbekar’s
team.  The massive beast that passed as a packdog that carried the bags of
coins for Morigar was left at the bottom; Morigar wouldn’t be parted with him.


Behind
Gorgon the rest of his team was doing their best to attempt to stay up.  The
rhythmic pace that Gorgon had established was punishing at best, his legs
moving like pistons up the mountain.  Arbelk seemed to handle it well enough. 
Troka’s thinner arms and legs were longer than anyone else’s in the company,
however, and just weren’t made for mountain climbing.  Jerrig was probably the
worst off of Gorgon’s team, his tongue lolling out to one side, his shoulders
slumped, and his tail hanging limp as he dragged himself up the path, not even
attempting to help pull the packdog that he led.  He had always been the
weakest of the seven original yearlings, and though he’d been toughened up
considerably, this climb was an extreme test of endurance.


Gormanor
and Lemmekor both seemed to be handling the climb well enough, though it was
obvious that the endurance training of the Kale Gen warriors gave them
something of an edge.  Gorgon couldn’t help but think that, if they were his
troops, he could work wonders with them.


“Watch
it now, Troka,” Gorgon called down to his tallest, lankiest warrior.  “Watch
your dog.  He’s getting too close to the edge of the path.”

Troka said nothing, just pulling at the reins to guide his packdog further away
from the edge.


Gorgon
looked up toward the distant figures of the kobolds on top of the Chop.  Then,
stopping for several moments to let the rest of his team catch up, and to allow
his packdog to catch its breath, he looked out over the valley.  It was night,
and he was glad for that.  If they had had to make this climb in the heat of
the day, he doubted that any of his teammates would have had the strength to
fight by the time they reached the top.  The valley looked very different at
night, however.  The trees and rocks mostly blurred into one indistinct matte
of subtle shades of black.  From this vantage point half way up the Chop,
however, Gorgon could make out a large mass of what had to be living beings
several miles into the valley, the heat rising from their collective mass
lighting up the whole of what appeared to be a small hilltop from this
distance.


Must
be Lord Krall’s army,
he mused.  Seeing that the rest of his party had made the next of the many
turns on this zig-zagging path that ran straight up the mountain, Gorgon tugged
at his packdog’s reins, pulling him onward.


 





 


Mahtu
stood leaning on his spear, watching the progress of this most recent caravan. 
He had gone down and up the mountain again the other day, and he was more than
content to watch them struggle all the way up to the top.  Better they struggle
up the mountain than he.  Shagra had told them that they were to send one of
their number down to meet any caravan half-way, just to make sure that the
caravans weren’t going to try anything tricky, but Shagra and all of his sub-leaders
had left to join the horde that was gathered on the northern side of the Chop,
and Mahtu didn’t want to get into another argument with the others about who
should go down.  None of them clearly wanted to, and he had done it the last
several times and was feeling worn out from all this climbing.  With Shagra
gone, he certainly wasn’t going to bother enforcing his mandates.


Behind
him, the seven other kobolds on watch with him from this Kijik Gen mercenary
company lolled about, throwing bones mostly and exchanging coins on the results
while they boasted to their companions about their exploits with the female
slaves that the orcs had.  He thought it distracted them too much, but they
were mercenaries and young, and one couldn’t keep young mercenaries from
gambling, drinking, or from females, it seemed.  After all, they were hired for
their ability to use the spears Shagra had given them, and to not question the
orders of their rather evil orc masters.  It was impossible to expect them to
be disciplined or moderate when the master you were sent to serve clearly
wasn’t.


The
leader caste from their gen was no help either.  His constant fooling around
with the females, bouts of drinking, and incessant gambling left him no time to
actually focus on improving the security of their position or on the needs of
his company.  In fact, he pretty much left it to Mahtu to take care of the
company while he spent all his strength on various pursuits of pleasure.  Such
an example by their leader and the orcs that hired them left any attempt by
Mahtu to instill some semblance of discipline ring hollow in the ears of these
young ones.


Even
now, Mahtu knew that the rest of his company had gotten into the orcs’ stashes
of chew weed and bitter wine.  They didn’t even have the self-control necessary
to keep out of their employer’s stores while he was away.  Mahtu shook his
head.  There would be trouble when Shagra returned, that was certain.


 





 


Gorgon
deliberately halted his little party at the last of the resting places for
three times the normal count he had allowed before.  He wanted them to be as
ready as they could once they arrived at the top, yet loosened up from the
inevitable stiffness that waiting would bring.  Walking from one warrior to the
next, he checked that their weapons were loose in the strappings on the sides
of the packdogs.  Grabbing each one by the shoulders, he rubbed their shoulders
and thumped them on the arms to get the blood flowing after wearing packs on
such a difficult climb.


“Alright
now, be ready,” he said as he came to each one.  “Not long now.  Wait for my
signal before pulling weapons.  Remember your training.  Make our gen proud.”


Before
long the entire group was ready.  Even Jerrig had perked up some, perhaps only
because he knew that the long, arduous climb would soon be over.  As their rest
period drew to a close, the fear and anticipation in their eyes mixed together,
the shine in their eyes showing that their confidence was stronger than their
fear.


“On
your feet!” Gorgon called.  To his surprise there was not a groan among the
warriors, though the packdogs more than made up for it with their whining. 
Looking up toward the top, Gorgon could clearly see the hot white figures of
eight kobolds, the same mercenaries, he assumed, that had been exacting a toll
from all of their trade caravans for some time.  He wondered where the
hobgoblin was that reportedly was their employer, or perhaps the orcs had taken
over from him.  Either way, Gorgon wondered why it was only kobolds at the
bridge.  Not that he was complaining.  Kobold mercenaries from the northern
gens would be much easier to confront than orcs.


In
unison the group of mixed Kale and Krall Gen warriors began the final portion
of their ascent.  It was only a short distance, and within perhaps a few
hundred steps the company was already rounding the last corner.  Straight up
the mountainside from them now the apparent leader of the eight kobold mercenaries
was directing the spear-wielding northerners into their places; three on either
side of the slight rise to either side of the trailhead, the last one with him
in the center to confront the caravan as it gained the slope.


“Hail,
friends,” Gorgon called as he fought the urge to drag his packdog along with
him, not wanting to seem too eager to reach them.


“Eh! 
Yoo pay toll for cross bridge!” the kobold leader called down to them.


In
the back of Gorgon’s mind had been the slightest of doubts, that perhaps these
weren’t the toll-exacting mercenaries he’d heard about.  That doubt was now
eliminated.


“Yes,
yes.  We have it on…” he turned and pointed at the middle dog being led by
Gormanor who had requested the honor, “on that dog there.”  As the rest of the
line of warriors and dogs arrived at the final bend they bowed their heads in
effort, and to hide any hint of the intentions that shone in their eyes.  Some
of them had been reluctant to fight other kobolds, but kobolds that fought in
the service of orcs were certainly fair game, especially kobolds conducting
open extortion on the only known trade route to the north.


As
Gorgon reached the top, he saw that the six mercenaries off to either side
weren’t moving from their spots, nor were the two to the front coming forward. 
He breathed in and out slowly, reducing the sound of pounding blood in his ears
that threatened to dampen his situational awareness.  Looking the mercenary
leader in the eyes, he nodded his head.


Gorgon’s
assessment of the mercenaries was that they’d obviously seen too much excess
and too little training.  Their eyes showed cruelty, not confidence.  Their
postures showed a lack of respect, which meant they wouldn’t act like a team. 
In the mouths of a few of them he could see blackened teeth, a sure sign of
chew weed, a mild intoxicant that sapped the coordination and brain power of
those who chewed it.  The way most of them leaned on their spears showed that
they didn’t take their jobs seriously.  In summary, they were weak.


Drawing
his hammer with lightning speed, Gorgon strode forward and swung his hammer
with both hands.  The leader of the mercenaries, who had been wary of caravan
drivers who seemed to be in such good physical shape, stepped back almost quick
enough; the hammer caught the tip of his snout, sending a spray of blood
through the air.  The mercenary standing next to him, however, was caught flat
footed, and with a sickening crunch the follow-through from Gorgon’s swing
smashed his head as surely as it would a melon.


Behind
Gorgon the rest of the party drew their weapons and in a matter of moments the
other six mercenaries had thrown down their spears and were begging for mercy. 
Grabbing the spear out of Mahtu’s grasp, Gorgon pushed the stunned mercenary
leader to the ground.  It was over in a matter of seconds.


“Where
are the orcs that hold this bridge?” Gorgon scowled at the mercenary leader.


He
was spitting out teeth and blood, a look of wild fear and pain in his eyes. 
“They no here!  They leave guards.  Not many.  Orc guards down in outpost. 
Please, yoo no kill us?” he began groveling in the dirt.


Gorgon
thought for a couple of seconds.  He hadn’t planned on taking over the outpost,
but then he wasn’t particularly opposed to the idea.


“You’re
going to help us take down the orc guards if we let you live?”  Though it was a
question, the tone in Gorgon’s voice and the look in his eye made it clear it
was a demand.


“Yes,
yes.  I help yoo.  Yoo no kill us now?” Mahtu groveled, the damage to his snout
making his northern gen accent even harder to understand.


“Alright,”
Gorgon answered him.  Turning back toward the rest of his warriors, he called
for Arbelk to bring rope to tie them up.  All of a sudden off to his right,
Gorgon heard the noise of running feet.  Grabbing the spear that lay at his
feet, he spun around.  The mercenary had barely gotten ten steps toward the
bridge when Gorgon caught sight of him.  Hoisting the spear, he hesitated as he
saw a light appear behind him.  


With
an audible whoosh the bright light of a fiery dart sped past Gorgon
striking the fleeing mercenary square between the shoulder blades, breaking his
back and throwing him forward.  In a matter of moments the young kobold
mercenary’s ‘grand adventure’ came to an end as his body slammed into the carved
pillar at the near end of the bridge, leaving a trail of burnt blood as it slid
slowly down and over the edge into the abyss that the bridge spanned.


Gorgon
looked back at Jerrig, who was smiling a hardened smile.  Looking around at the
remaining mercenaries, Gorgon’s eyes were cold and completely devoid of any
mercy.  “Let that be a warning to you.  The next one that tries to get away
will die just as easily.”  From the look in their eyes, it was clear they were
sufficiently intimidated.


In
a matter of a few minutes Arbelk had used the rope from one of the packdogs to
tie the six remaining mercenaries together in pairs.  Next to Mahtu, the body
of the one whose head Gorgon had smashed lay as a gruesome reminder of the
stupidity of their choice of occupations.  After the six of them were tied up,
Gorgon knelt in front of their leader, asking his name and if he wanted the
remains of his former mercenary companion.


“Um,
no.  He git stinky before long.  Maybe yoo throh off bridge?”


Gorgon
nodded.


“I
Mahtu.  If yoo want, I be merk for yoo?” Mahtu asked.


Gorgon
shook his head.  “I have no need of you or your rabble.  You’d just get in the
way.”  Mahtu was saddened by this, but that certainly didn’t bother Gorgon at
all.


“Maybe
yoo want hear about orc horde?” Mahtu asked.


Gorgon’s
eyes narrowed in distrust of the wretched mercenary.  “What do you mean orc
horde?” he asked.


“You
take me to far end of bridge.  I show you,” Mahtu offered.


Gorgon
accepted the offer and had Arbelk tie Mahtu up separately, leaving his legs
free to walk.  Taking hold of the length of rope Arbelk left as a leash, Gorgon
marched his prisoner toward the bridge, accompanied by Jerrig.  


Let
this be an example to kobolds who willingly serve our enemies, he thought as he passed the
lifeless body of their former companion.  Stopping for a moment, he called out
to Troka to give the signal for the rest of the company to come up then
continued over the bridge to see this ‘orc horde’ that Mahtu was talking about.


 





 


The
rest of the company took almost until dawn to arrive at the top of the Chop. 
The burden of so much equipment, plus the extra six suits of armor, had slowed
them so much that Gorgon had sent Troka and Arbelk down the mountain to meet
the company at the half-way point and help ferry equipment up, a tasking which
Arbelk took in his normal easy-going manner, even though he certainly wasn’t
thrilled about it.  Troka was much more verbal about being chosen for such a
duty, but he did it anyway.


Finally,
as the first light of the morning sun began to illuminate the sky behind the
eastern mountains, lightening the deep darkness that lay like a thick blanket
over the vast expanses of the two valleys, the rest of Durik’s Company appeared
over the southern lip of the pass, their armor carried over one shoulder and
their tongues lolling out to one side, sweat staining their straps and
clothes.  As each member of the company came up they found an empty piece of
ground and, after dropping their armor, rucksacks, and weapons, flopped down in
thankful bliss that the climb was finally over.


After
a few moments of labored breathing, Durik forced himself back up to his feet. 
Troka had been telling him about this ‘orc horde’ that was encamped on the far
side of the Chop that the mercenaries had told Gorgon was going to march
against their gen’s home.  He had to get a good look at it before the dawn took
away any ability to see it with his heat vision.  Staggering to his feet, he
was taken aback by the tall stone demons that served as pillars at each end of
the bridge.  The memory of his visions was brought vividly to life in these
pillars, and he almost cried out in dismay at the sight of them.


After
a few moments, Kiria, who had arrived at the top slightly before Durik, came up
to him.  “Are you heading over to see the orc horde that’s supposedly marching
on our gen’s home?” she said, not quite believing the size of it either, as
described by Troka and Arbelk.


The
spell broken, Durik looked over at Kiria and re-gathered his thoughts.


“Um,
yes,” he replied simply.


“Is
this what you saw in your visions?” she panted as she leaned over, her hands on
her knees, nodding her head toward the bridge.  She had noticed he was fixated
on the statues as she had spoken to him.


Durik
simply nodded, wiping the sweat from his snout with the back of one arm.  “And
in that small square building over there,” he said pointing to the small stone
structure on the far side of the bridge, “Morgra gave me to know that there
lies the entrance that leads down to where the Kale Stone waits for us,” Durik
said, not realizing that he had let Morgra’s name slip.


“Morgra,
you say?  Where did you hear that name?” she asked as she tilted her head and
looked up at him strangely.


Durik
was surprised at the question.  He’d not yet told anyone of the vision he’d had
of Morgra, and he hadn’t planned on sharing that yet either.  But now that the
topic had come up, he didn’t feel to hide it from Kiria either.


“It’s
a name from one of my visions.  Why?  Have you heard of her before?”


“Her? 
I’ve heard of Morgra, but I did not know it was… is a her?” she replied as she
straightened up.  “My father has a book that contains a poem or somethi… a
canticle!  That was it.  A poem that’s supposed to be set to music, I believe. 
He has a book that contains the Canticle of Morgra.  Could this be the same
being?”


Durik
shrugged his shoulders.  “It is she that has sent these visions to me, that I
know.  She says that I must get the Kale Stone to someone else later, that I’m
not the Oracle of Kale, but rather her paladin.”


Kiria
pondered on this new revelation for a few moments before answering.  “Well,
alright.  Is she a god, or is she some other being of great power?” she asked.


Durik
shook his head.  “I know she’s powerful… and pure.”


“So
if you’re her paladin, can you do what paladin’s do?” Kiria asked.


Durik
looked at her with a blank look.  “What can paladins do?”


Kiria
walked over to her satchel and grabbed a small sheaf of papers.  Leafing
through it, she brought it back to where Durik stood.


“Let’s
walk toward the other side of the pass, Kiria.”  Durik began walking and Kiria
fell in next to him.


“There
are stories in some of the Loremaster’s books about paladins, mostly from the
time of The Sorcerer.  They were righteous warriors who fought in the name of
some higher being, receiving powers in return for their loyalty.  Their powers
were mentioned in several stories…” her voice trailed off as she read through
her notes.  “Aha, here we are.  ‘A paladin has power both to heal and to harm,
as well as to resist all evil.’  The healing you performed on Manebrow in the
woods shows that you have power to heal.”


“Yes,
but what of this power to harm?” Durik asked.


“I
don’t know.  Perhaps time will reveal that,” she answered.


Durik
nodded patiently.  “And what do your notes say about the power to resist all
evil?”


Kiria
read for a moment as they finished crossing to the far side of the demonically
decorated bridge.  Finally, as they reached Gorgon, who sat with a still
tied-up Mahtu looking out over the northern valley, Kiria looked up from her
notes.


“I
don’t know what that means either.  But I can only imagine that such strength
from a deity would be a powerful gift,” she said, still fixed on Durik.


“Let
us hope that, whatever its measure is, it’s sufficient to deal with that,” he
said pointing to the large glowing mass of bodies sprawled in various forms and
fashions around Birdstone.  


Noticing
the orc horde dominating the panoramic pre-dawn view for the first time, Kiria
gasped as she looked over the thousand orcs with their numerous ogres and
kobold allies.  “Oh no!  What are we going to do?  Oh no!  It cannot be!  May
the Creator watch over us all!”


“And
may Morgra give me power to save my people,” Durik whispered, concluding her
prayer.


 
















 


Chapter 22 – Finding the Stone


 


Durik looked over at Mahtu.  “And
you’re sure there are no more than a handful of orcs left in there, in addition
to the other kobold mercenaries,” he whispered as the pair of them squatted
behind the large block of stone.  Though Mahtu had told them the guards would
all be drunk, Durik was taking no chances—except trusting this mercenary to
give him accurate information.  But considering the circumstances and the
opportunity, he had little choice.


Durik
could hear the not so faint cheers and shouts of both orcs and kobolds.  After
moving around a bit, he knew it was clearly coming from the entrance in front
of him.  From the noises, it seemed that they were either drunk, or brawling,
or both.


The
slightly warmer air coming from the skillfully carved entrance of the old
Dwarven Mining Outpost outlined the entrance well enough, and the natural cave
of a javelin throw’s width as well.  From their position behind the long,
rectangular block of granite spoilage that lay broken on its side opposite the
entrance, the pair of kobolds had been watching the pathway that led
perpendicular to their own position and the entranceway.


In
one direction, Durik’s Company and their five remaining prisoners waited in one
of the outer defensive pockets carefully constructed by the dwarves a millennia
ago.


In
the other direction, Mahtu had told him that the majority of the original mines
and their attendant support caves with their slag piles and smelters were down
that way.  Beyond those lay another series of watch points and defensive
pockets, to guard against anything that might try to crawl up from the
underdark far below the outpost.


Mahtu
nodded his head.  “Yes, only few orcs, no much merks.  Twelve merks and lider. 
They drink much orc drink.  You no hurt kobolds, yes?”


“If
they’re as unalert as you say, then we’ll be in and out without them noticing,”
Durik reassured him, and himself.  He knew in his heart that if they were
caught there would be blood, but it would be worth it if that’s what it took to
find the Kale Stone and get its power to whomever Kamuril designated as its
oracle, for that would certainly bring unity, and therefore peace, to his
beloved Kale Gen.  He knew he was on the right track… his heart told him so.


“Is
no guard.  Ye go?”


“Yes,
we will go,” Durik corrected him.  With that, the pair of kobold
warriors carefully snuck back down the passage they had come from, padding
softly over barren rock and hard earth.  Not long after they came to the narrow
chamber where the rest of the company was holed up.  The path itself ran down
one side of the chamber, while a wall of almost three kobolds’ height separated
the other half of the chamber from the path.  A small antechamber with narrow
doorways in and out of it was built into the wall on the side closest to the outpost. 
It was in the small defensive chamber beyond that that the company waited, the
loud noises of partying barely reaching them there.  


Keryak,
who was again posted as guard, stood watching through one of the arrow slits at
the base of the defensive wall.  Once word was given, the leaders of the small
company gathered in the ante-chamber.  Durik stood looking them in the eyes. 
Outside, Mahtu had squatted down to sit on his heels, and Keryak had moved out
of the enclosure to ensure he didn’t get away and didn’t overhear.


“Alright,
the options as I see it are two,” Durik began.  “We can either sneak in and
find the stone, or we can sneak in and take the guards by surprise, thereby
taking over the outpost.”


“Aye! 
I’ve no love for orcs, nor the merks they employ,” Gorgon stated forcefully. 
“I say we take the outpost.”


The
rest of the leaders were more reluctant.  


Krebbekar
spoke next.  “I know that Morigar’s mission is to bring back the head of the
leader of the Bloodhand Orcs.  Since he’s apparently out there on the plains, I
don’t see how taking this outpost will help.”  He looked back for a moment at
Morigar, who was sitting over in the corner chewing on a fingernail.  He had
deliberately ignored every huddle that Durik had called so far, stating that it
didn’t pertain to him.  Morigar was an immature fool, and out here, far away
from Lord Krall’s watchful eye, Krebbekar was beginning to feel less and less
inclined to deal with his foolishness.  He would consider Morigar a passenger
on this journey, not bothering to invite him to any more leaders’ huddles if he
was going to ignore them anyway.


Ardan
spoke up.  “I think we should sneak in, get the stone, and get out.  Fighting
orcs, even drunk ones, is a chancy thing.  Best to leave them be and not chance
injury here.  There’ll be plenty of chance for fighting once that orc horde
makes it into the southern valley.”


“Aye,”
Manebrow nodded.  “We’ve no idea what tricks they have up their sleeves.  It
would be good if we could secure the bridge and make the orcs fight to take it
back, which would surely mean we’d have to clear out this outpost” he started,
changing the tone.  “But since your border guards say they’ve got a pass under
the mountains,” he said, looking at Krebbekar, “I’d imagine they won’t use the bridge. 
It’s quite a climb after all.”


The
other leaders agreed, but didn’t know what he was driving at.


“So
now that we’ve taken the bridge, if we now took the outpost,” Manebrow
continued, “after we deal with this orc horde, our caravans could pass unmolested,
without the worry of an orc base below it.”


Durik
nodded his head.  “Ensuring the trade route stays free would be a good thing. 
Of course, if there is a route under the mountains, then Demon’s Bridge may
become irrelevant.”


“True,
but either way, leaving an orc stronghold intact so close to our two gens isn’t
wise,” Manebrow countered.


“Either
way,” Durik continued, “I want to see what’s in there before we decide whether
to drive out its guards or not.  For now, a small scouting force will go in as
we agreed.  We can take the place from there if need be.”


The
small huddle of leaders broke, and within moments armor had been stripped off
so as to not hamper their stealth, belts adjusted and retightened, and weapons
were in hand.  The entire mission was to find the Kale Stone, and Krebbekar was
Krall Gen, so Durik left him in charge of the stay behind force.


Ardan
led the way out of the shelter, followed closely by Keryak.  


Ten
paces after them Durik, Manebrow, and Kiria followed.  Durik normally would
have left her behind, she wasn’t trained in stealth after all, but Kiria had
insisted.  It had been a while since her running off at the First Night’s
Resting Place, and he could sense that she wanted another chance to prove
herself, and her knowledge of lore may be critical to their success, so he had
relented—after Manebrow had tightened a belt she wore.  It had been making an
annoying clicking sound as the tip of it had banged against the hilt of her
long knife.


Bringing
up the rear, another ten paces behind Durik’s small group, Gorgon and Jerrig
padded stealthily along after their leaders.


Following
the narrow, natural passageway the dwarves had widened somewhat in ages past,
the scouting party quickly arrived at the cavern where the entranceway to the Dwarven
Mining Outpost lay, the raucous sounds of its inhabitants growing louder as
they approached.  


As
the rear two teams flattened themselves against the near wall, Ardan knelt and
peered quickly around the carved pillar into the entranceway, pulling his head
back just as quickly.  Looking Keryak in the eye, he shook his head, meaning
that the ‘heat sweep,’ as they called the short, initial look they made for
heat signatures, had shown nothing living in the entranceway.


Ardan
now moved his head slowly into the entranceway, this time smelling the air
coming from the outpost more thoroughly than he’d been able to from up the
passageway and straining to filter out the din of drunken revelry in the
distance to focus on even the slightest sound that might give a clue of any
watch that might have been set near the entrance.  His eyes were open, but he
was only passively aware of what they were focusing on.


After
several moments Ardan could detect nothing else in the gentle exhale of air
coming from the outpost, and he moved back to Durik and Manebrow, leaving
Keryak to watch the entrance.  The two leaders leaned close to him as he
whispered.


“I
can smell the stench of many more orc warriors than just a few, in addition to
several orc females and young.  I don’t know if the warriors are still there. 
If they recently left, then their scent would still be lingering.  I also smell
several kobolds, probably many more than just the merks.  The air in there
smells more like forty or fifty, not ten or so.  There’s also a stench I
haven’t smelled for quite some time.  I think it’s goblin, probably only one,
but no more than a handful.  There was a definite, pervasive stench of orc
brew, bitter wine I believe they call it.  I didn’t smell fresh vomit, so I’m
guessing they’ve begun their drinking bout only recently.  Finally, I smell
fire, which isn’t normal down here.  Orcs don’t normally cook, and I doubt
their mercenaries do.  After all, where would they get the fuel to burn?”


Considering
the entire report for a moment, Durik nodded.  “Good report, Ardan.  Your nose
is finely tuned.  We are lucky to have you on the team.”


“Thank
you, sire,” Ardan nodded humbly.


“Ardan,
do you think those other kobolds could be slaves?” Manebrow asked.


Thinking
for a moment, Ardan nodded.  “Likely as not they are.  The orcs like to take
slaves, to ‘lessen the whining of the concubines,’ as they say it.”  


Durik
looked at him, not quite understanding.


“Someone
has to do all the work, and orcs aren’t particularly fond of it,” Ardan
whispered.  “In fact, in the orc tribes of the great forest I hear that goblins
do most of the work of planting and harvesting, leaving the orcs free to hunt. 
The entire goblin race seems to exist mostly as slaves among the other brutal
races, it would seem.”


Manebrow
nodded, “That would explain their presence as well.”  Changing the subject, he
continued.  “I wonder if we might want to wait a little while before we go in,
let them get drunk to the point of throwing up.  Seems better to me than
possibly finding a bunch of orc warriors and mercenaries who are just numb
enough to not feel pain.”


Durik
thought about it for a second then shook his head.  “I don’t want to be out
here on their doorstep longer than I have to.  The drinking should keep them
occupied, and distracted.  Let’s get in and get out quickly.”


Ardan
nodded and stood up, then crept quickly back to where Keryak kept watch. 
Keryak, seeing him coming back, did another heat sweep of the entranceway, then
moved back shaking his head, indicating he’d seen nothing.


Bracing
himself, Ardan padded across to the far side of the entrance.  Nothing had
moved, nothing had reacted.  He felt pretty sure that there were no guards with
hidden vantage points, and the wind was in his favor.  Kneeling down, he
scanned the first several paces of passageway to where he could see the first
of several broad steps that dropped the passageway into darkness, looking for
any hidden alarms or traps.  Seeing nothing, he moved forward to the edge of
the top stair and scanned the several steps that led downward to the landing
below.  Repeating this process until he reached where the broad passageway
broke into a T of two smaller passageways, Ardan stopped again to smell and
listen as Keryak came up next to him.  The din of the drinking bout was equally
loud from both directions.  They were getting close enough now that individual
voices could be heard from the din, not just random exclamations, squeals, and
laughter.  As Ardan listened, he could hear a strong orc voice above the fray
exclaiming something about ‘their loss is our gain’ and ‘left the wine stores.’


Behind
him, Durik’s small group waited just inside the passageway, watching out the
entranceway for any possible trouble.  Though he couldn’t see them, Ardan knew
that Gorgon and Jerrig were not far behind.


After
several moments, Ardan and Keryak took the passageway to the right, passing
down one staircase, carefully avoiding a side passage whose stale scent of orc
had lingered, though the orcs themselves had already left.  From the main
passage ahead of them the slightest bit of light could be seen.  


Padding
quietly down another staircase they came upon a small barren room.  Two
passageways led out perpendicularly from it.  The light emanated from the left
of the two passageways.  Though the flickering light was weak, probably one or
two candles at most, it was enough to eliminate their native heat vision.  


Somewhat
blinded now, Keryak could feel that the filth of ages seemed to have stained
the empty doorway of this chamber more than the hallway that led him to it.  He
made a note to ensure he washed his feet later.


Standing
to one side of the entranceway outside the chamber, Ardan pointed to his eyes,
then to the left passage out of the chamber ahead of them, then motioned at
Keryak.  Keryak took a deep breath.  In the blink of an eye, Keryak leaned one
eye into the empty doorway, facing the left passage, then back out again.  


From
the hall beyond the next chamber a chorus of cheers filled the air as the thud
of a large barrel being set down on stone was heard.  In a moment the clear,
distinct sound of a tap being plunged into a keg was met by another round of
cheers.


Moving
up next to Ardan, Keryak whispered in his ear.  “There are many in a large
chamber.  I saw probably five or six kobolds and a couple of orcs, but by the
set up of the tables and the sound of it, the chamber is much larger than what
I could see.  None of them seem to be paying attention to anything but the
drinking and the females serving the drink.”


Motioning
for Keryak to stay and keep watch, Ardan moved back to the rest of the party
and explained the situation.  Durik quickly concurred that they should risk
moving down the other passage, using the heat-blindness the candles brought to
hide them.


In
a few moments Ardan moved around the empty doorway into the small chamber,
hugging the wall and moving down the right passage to where it made a left
turn.  He peered around the corner then moved around it quietly.  One by one,
the rest of the party followed suit.


Again
in total darkness, the kobolds could see that around the corner were a few
empty doorways, a couple of passageways breaking off to either side, and a
javelin’s throw to the front was what appeared to be a common chamber, a place
where the dwarves of old must have gathered to talk, to conduct trades, to
stage mining or scouting parties—and to draw water from its pair of wells.  


 





 


As
Durik saw the wells, he remembered Lady Karaba’s words to them on parting, that
the Kale Stone was to be found in a treasure chamber down an old abandoned
well.  His heart was burning within him, urging him onward and confirming that
his actions were in line with the will of the strange and wondrous being
Morgra, whom he now served.  


Catching
Ardan’s eye, Durik motioned for the party to move forward to the common chamber
with its pair of wells.  Ardan nodded and the party moved forward, looking in
each room and down each passage along the way to ensure that no one was present
to raise the alarm.


As
Durik and his companions walked down the few short steps into the common
chamber, the source of the smoke scent they had smelled became utterly clear;
the walls and ceiling of this chamber had been recently blackened by fire, the
blast itself having seemingly focused itself directly above the closer of the
two wells.  The blast seemed to have had no affect on the wells, however.  The
sturdy dwarven construction had left the stone sides of the wells intact.  As
Durik moved closer he could see two lengths of rope still tied around the low
circular stone wall that formed the lip of the well.  The parts of the ropes
that hung down into the well over the lip of stone were slightly singed, but
overall still usable.  Peering down into the cold darkness of the well, Durik
could see that the two ropes had once been a rope ladder, but some powerful
force had sheered the wooden steps free from one of the two ropes, incinerating
much of one of the ropes as well.  Durik gathered the team together.


“As
we were leaving the Krall Gen, Lady Karaba told me the Kale Stone was down a
well.  I think this might be it,” he whispered to the huddled group.


“Right,”
Manebrow nodded, then looked at Keryak.  “Get your rope out, Keryak, you’re
going down first.”


“Me?”
he gasped, then not wanting to appear cowardly, he continued.  “Of course.  I’m
probably the best climber here.”  It wasn’t true, as both Durik and Gorgon had
proved in the past, but no one disputed Keryak’s claim.


“Come
on, in the past someone would have called my bluff!” Keryak remarked.


No
one said anything.


“Alright,
I get it.  Let the condemned kobold have his delusions,” Keryak said,
half-jokingly.


Durik
couldn’t help but smile at his friend of so many years.  “If it makes it any
better, you might want to know that the Kale Stone is in a treasure chamber
at the bottom of a well.”


Keryak’s
pursed lips and sidelong glance told the whole story.  “Sure, that makes it all
better,” he said sarcastically.  “Fat lot of good wealth will do me if I’m
dead.”


“Just
get going, will you?” Gorgon prodded.  “And cut the chatter, Keryak.  Our best
weapon here is stealth.”


Within
moments Keryak’s rope was out and tied around the lip of the well, just below
and separate from the ropes holding the remains of the shattered rope ladder in
place.  


As
he swung one leg over the edge, Keryak turned and looked Durik in the eyes.


“If
I die on this mission, you better tell Darya I died fighting some dragon or
ogre or something.  Don’t put ‘slipped and fell down well, breaking neck’ on my
remembrance stick.”


Durik
smiled.  “Alright, Keryak.  Enough of this talk of dying, just get going. 
You’ll be fine.”  It seemed like his little sister Darya was a world away, and
the thought of the love that she and Keryak shared only made him worry more
about how he was going to break the news about the state of their gen to his
companions.  For now he put it out of his mind.  Must focus, he told
himself until he’d regained control of his thoughts.


As
Gorgon watched the rope, Keryak descended into the inky blackness of the well,
the brightness of his warm, unarmored figure leaving gray spots of warmth on
the well’s walls and on the rope as he slid hand over hand into the cool
darkness.  Soon, Keryak was dangling a javelin’s throw beneath the rest of his
party below the bottom lip of the well.  He could barely make out several dark
shapes in the blackness around him.  He could see nothing warm, however, which
belayed most of his fears.


As
his feet touched the ground of the treasure chamber, he felt something round on
the ground.  Reaching down he discovered it was a partially used candle. 
Keryak took flint and steel from a pouch and struck it to light the candle.


As
the inky blackness of the cold room was chased away by the gentle, warm glow of
the candle, deep shadows hid the corners of the room, but the sparkle from the
myriad of coins, gems, and jewelry lit the small room like a thousand
glittering fireflies.  Keryak gasped audibly, standing still for several
moments, as if moving would make it all disappear.


It
was no illusion, however, and after a glob of hot melted wax brought him back
to reality, he moved to look up the well, giving the ‘all clear’ signal and
motioning for the others to come down.  Having knotted Ardan’s rope, the
descent for Durik and Ardan was quicker.  The small party didn’t want to be
caught in a trap, so they left Manebrow, Kiria, Gorgon and Jerrig waiting up
the well.


Walking
the perimeter of the chamber, Keryak could see that he’d come down in the
middle of an octagonal room no more than ten or twelve steps in diameter.  The
walls and floor were clearly of ancient dwarven construction, with statues
placed in small alcoves in four of the walls.  A large stone arch dominated one
of the four unadorned walls, the stone slab that sealed it off was clearly a
door with its massive stone hinges and a stone handle set in the middle of it.


The
contents of the room, however, were much more impressive than the room itself. 
The splendor of the treasure accumulated over the centuries by the dwarves,
various bandit lords, orc chieftains, and outcasts was startling.  The various
chests and barrels placed around the room were clearly inadequate to hold it
all, as masses of metal coins, gems, jewelry, and ornate items seemed to have
spilled out all over the floor.


As
first Ardan then Durik set foot in the treasure chamber, their eyes were filled
with the wonder of it all as well.  Ardan was a simple kobold who had never
concerned himself with wealth, but he knew the possibilities it could bring. 
Durik, on the other hand, stood with a look of confusion on his face.


“Where’s
the stone?” he whispered.  His reminder of why they were there brought the
other two out of their imaginings.  “It’s not here.”


Keryak
looked over at his long-time friend and now leader.  “What do you mean?  Let’s
get to digging through the piles.  It could be in any one of them.”


Durik
shook his head slightly.  “No.  It’s not in here.  I can feel it.  It’s calling
to me from…” he turned to face in the direction of the rather thick stone door
that was set in one wall.  “It says it’s being held captive behind that door.”


Keryak
and Ardan looked at each other.


“What
sort of a thing holds a stone of power captive?” Keryak asked, quieter than
before.


Durik
shook his head slowly as he searched his feelings.  “I don’t know, but whatever
it is, it has great power.”


Keryak
wished he’d not left his spear up the well.  At least Ardan and Durik have
their weapons he thought to himself as he began to look around the room for
something better than his belt knife.  Ardan drew his bow and an arrow from
over his back while Durik drew the gold-hilted steel sword Lord Krall gave
him.  No further warning was necessary.


Keryak’s
eyes caught sight of a short fighting spear whose haft and blade were made of a
fine steel that, though it appeared old, had somehow not become corrupted with
rust.  The long blade had several runes written upon it, with several more
running the length of the steel rod that was its shaft.  As he picked it up,
Keryak was surprised to feel how light it was.  Though it felt solid in his
hand, it weighed no more than the light wooden javelins his gen used.  Holding
it up in a guard stance, Keryak moved up to stand with Durik and Ardan.


“So
what do we do now?” Keryak asked quietly, the sweat was beginning to bead on
his forehead, despite the coolness of the treasure chamber.


Durik
leaned over to Ardan.  “Signal for Manebrow to send down Gorgon and Jerrig. 
Whatever it is, I think we’ll need more help.”


Ardan
nodded worriedly.  “Aye,” he whispered as he moved to comply.


“I
sense great power, not just in that room, but welling up within me,” Durik
said, his voice rising from a whisper momentarily, startling both Keryak and
Ardan.  Looking at him in wonder, Keryak took a step back.  


Suddenly,
as Durik stiffened, a brilliant light appeared around him, seemingly emanating
from every scale of his body.  In a moment his eyes were full of power and
strength as he raised his sword against some unknown foe on the other side of
the door.  As he extended his sword, the cold of the room seemed to gather into
it, jagged wisps of frost seeming to collect in the shadows only to fly with
increasing speed until they were absorbed into the utter cold of his blade.


Keryak
and Ardan stared at Durik in wonder.  Then, with an equal suddenness, the door
at the far end of the room flew open, smashing into a chest of coins and
knocking a couple of silver statuettes to the ground.  Standing in the doorway
two large orcs loomed over the much shorter kobolds, covering their eyes from
the sudden brightness.  Their wicked-looking scimitars and cold metal armor
gleamed darkly in the light that emanated from Durik.


Neither
Ardan nor Keryak could see well.  The brilliance of the light emanating from
Durik and reflecting off the thousands of jewels and coins lit the small
chamber with a brightness that was surreal.  Standing back from Durik, Ardan
squinted and aimed at the nearest orc.  He released the bowstring and the arrow
flew straight and true, striking the orc in the neck.  Screaming in agony, the
orc thrashed about with his scimitar, smashing open his own companion’s head in
his agony as blood spurted from his severed artery.


At
the exact same moment that the two orcs went down in a heap in the doorway, a
chanting voice which they had all but ignored reached a crescendo and a deep
red mass of fire blasted toward the three kobolds from the room beyond the open
door.  Keryak and Ardan both held up their arms to shield themselves from the
fireball.


Standing
erect and staring straight at the orc shaman in the far room, Durik ignored the
ball of fire as it detonated on the shield of his faith, melting much of the
soft metal in front of him and leaving himself and his companions untouched.


Pulling
his sword back, Durik lowered his horns and rushed toward the fire shaman.


 


>> <<


 


Muttering
words of power, Manechar Shaman of Fire brought up a wall of fire between
himself and the strange, shining kobold and his cold sword.  Though he’d
initially thought the robbers were the same kobolds he’d chased away earlier,
that misperception had been quickly dispelled.


He
had not expected to encounter such a powerful magic user, elsewise he’d not
have sent his bumbling guards to their doom.  This little kobold’s magic was
strange, though.  It burned with a holy fire that assaulted his dark venal
heart.  The purity of it burned his consciousness, seeming to melt his unholy
soul like the fragile frost of morning before the rising sun.  Manechar’s sole
thought turned quickly from destroying the little kobold to fleeing from the
overwhelming power of this being of light.


As
if the power of the little kobold weren’t enough, suddenly the stone he’d taken
from the idiot Skunk earlier, the Kale Stone, assaulted his consciousness as
well.  The overwhelming power that emanated from the little kobold, mixed with
the vengeful power of the Kale Stone flanking him, drove Manechar to despair.


With
a wild roar Manechar grabbed his belt and ripped it off of himself, pouches and
all, throwing it to the side in the hopes that it would blunt the assault of the
Kale Stone that sat in one of the pouches.  Turning around, the orc shaman ran
wildly with dazzled eyes toward the exit not far behind him.  Knocking chairs
and a table to one side, Manechar grasped desperately for the handle of the
cool stone door.  Finally finding the handle, he pulled with all his might.


The
door didn’t budge.  It seemed as sealed as was his own doom.


Turning
with sightless eyes, Manechar sensed the presence of the little kobold coming
up behind him.  Burning through the mist that clouded his eyes, the light that
emanated from the little kobold outlined his form… and that of his sword.
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With
fire in his own eyes, Durik stopped just in front of a shield of fire the
shaman had quickly erected.  Holding out his sword, the wall of fire that raged
in front of him began to split.  As Durik cut along the base of the wall with
his sword, the strength of the wall failed and the fire died.


Durik
followed the shaman to the far door.  Almost as if he had done it all his life,
Durik willed the far door to be sealed.  Then, bending down, he opened the
pouch that the orc had dropped.  The Kale Stone rolled out and Durik took it in
his left hand.  The power of it was almost mute next to the power of Morgra
which filled the room.


Raising
his sword, Durik stepped toward the tall, cowering orc.  He knew what he must
do, but… he hesitated.  Was this orc not defenseless now, in the face of
Morgra’s power?


Kill
him, the voice
came into Durik’s mind.  In his mind’s eye, however, he could still see the blood
of the first orc he’d killed.  The image of trying to wash it off his hand
afterward was permanently etched in his mind.


But
I’ve killed so much,
Durik thought, and he hesitated longer.


Kill
him, the voice
came again into his mind.  In front of Durik, the orc shaman sat with arms in
front of him, his back against the door, wailing and crying, pleading for his
life.  Durik couldn’t help but feel pity for the creature, even though it had
tried to kill him.


He
hesitated, and the orc began to feel that perhaps he might live.


Kill
him, the voice
came a third time into his mind.  Durik closed his eyes, feeling in his heart
for what he should do.


It
was at that exact moment that the orc shaman lunged at Durik, a hidden dagger
now revealed in his right hand.


Caught
slightly off guard, Durik stepped back from the much taller orc, but the length
of the orc shaman’s reach was much greater than Durik’s pace, and in a split
second the orc had lunged forward, reaching Durik in a single step and grabbing
him by a shoulder belt.


Suddenly
a flash of light from Jerrig sped past Durik, striking the shaman with a fiery
crack as he lunged forward, stopping his advance and throwing him back a step. 
A moment later Keryak’s spear flew past Durik’s head, followed for good measure
by Ardan’s arrow.  The arrow was totally unnecessary, however, as the spear
struck the shaman in the heart, throwing his lifeless body back against the far
door, where it came to rest in a puddle of its own blood.


Durik
looked back with thanks into the eyes of his faithful warriors… and friends,
who had saved him from the shaman’s dagger.  The brilliant light that had
surrounded him quickly faded and soon the four kobolds were left in utter
darkness, their eyes having been temporarily overcome by the power of fire and
holy light.
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Chapter 1 – Return to the Kale Gen


 


The ride back home to the Kale Gen
from Lord Krall’s forest had been strangely uneventful.  Khazak Mail Fist,
accompanied by a healer and a handful of dog riding warriors from Lord Krall’s
house guard, had expected to meet the wolf riders that Lady Karaba had seen on
the trail traveling toward the First Night’s Resting Place, but when he arrived
there he found no one.  That someone had been there was obvious, as his dead
companions and the slaughtered dogs from the battle with the conspirators a few
nights before were gone.  After looking around the area a bit it was obvious,
however, that the ants had gotten to them and hauled the bodies off.  There was
nothing left of the bodies except bloodstains and bits of torn equipment strewn
here and there throughout the clearing.


Khazak
was no tracker, but one of the house guard warriors who had accompanied him
said it appeared to him that after searching the immediate area the wolf riders
had taken a path that led off toward the north and west.  Khazak didn’t know of
any reason why they would have gone that way, as it only led off into untamed
wilderness.  


Not
wanting to delay his return to the Kale Gen and Lord Karthan any more than
necessary, Khazak drove his little party onward without any further delay.  The
rest of the trip passed uneventfully, and late that evening the wooden guard
tower that sat beside the trail which marked the outer perimeter of the Kale
Gen’s territory loomed large through the evening mist from the nearby lake
which had begun to settle around them.


“Wait
here,” Khazak Mail Fist said, holding out one metal-clad hand to his fellow
riders from the Krall Gen.  Dismounting, he passed the reins of the riding dog
Lord Krall had lent him to the leader of the house guard warriors.  “I’ll be
back in a little bit.  It’s better that I approach the post first.  They may be
a bit jumpy if the conspiracy here in the Kale Gen is still being rooted out.”


The
leader of the house guard warriors, a rather grim faced kobold who wore an
eye-patch and had several scars, nodded his understanding.  “We will wait,
sire.”  


Behind
the house guard leader sat Norgor the Healer, a middle-aged kobold who had
never traveled outside the Krall Gen.  He sat fidgeting nervously, fretting to
himself about the mist as his mind conjured up images of monsters lurking
therein.  As Norgor sat twisting the hem of his earthen-colored robe, he could
almost see shapes in the mist to either side of the company.  It’s just
trees and mist from the lake, he kept telling himself.  The shapes almost
seemed to be moving closer, however, and Norgor began to whimper ever so softly
to himself, wishing he were anywhere but there at the moment.


“Um…
I think…” Norgor started to mumble to the leader of the house guard, but the
veteran warrior was too fixed on watching Khazak’s progress to the front of
them to pay Norgor any attention.


“Um…”
Norgor’s voice got a bit more urgent as distinct shapes began to form in the
mist.  “I think…”  All of a sudden Norgor felt a sharp pain in his neck, next
to his throat where the scales were small and thinner than most other places. 
Slapping at whatever had bit him, his hand came away holding a small dart.  He
looked at it quizzically, then all of a sudden his hand seemed to lose its grip
and the dart dropped to the ground.  Norgor tried to speak, but he just
couldn’t force his throat to make any sounds.  He began to feel dizzy, then
suddenly he lost his grip on his riding dog and he fell heavily on his head,
his eyes open in wonder, his body gone completely limp.


Norgor’s
mind was reeling.  His knowledge of drugs and poisons told him that the dart
had to have been laced with giant centipede poison.  After all, nothing else he
knew of left one fully alert and aware, yet completely unable to move or act. 
From his new vantage point on the ground, Norgor the Healer’s rapidly
unfocusing eyes watched as the leader of the house guard also dropped to the
ground without so much as a warning.  Around him, he heard the rest of the
house guard fall to the ground in rapid succession.


Suddenly,
from the direction of the wooden tower, a blur of motion crossed Norgor’s field
of vision.  A battle cry was heard and the sound of metal connecting heavily
with bone would have made Norgor wince, had he been able.  A drama ensued which
had all the traits of a powerful creature being brought slowly to its knees,
going through death throw after successively weaker death throw until finally the
main player fell and failed to rise again.


By
the time the six darts of centipede poison had worked their collective will on
Khazak Mail Fist, the elite warrior and three of his seven warriors that
Khee-lar Shadow Hand had placed there specifically to bring down Khazak Mail
Fist lay moaning or screaming, each with various broken bones, complements of
Khazak’s rumbling skills and the new gauntlets Lord Krall had given him. 
Having been given strict orders to not harm anyone from the Krall Gen in their
ambush, the four remaining able-bodied Kale Gen warriors drug the helpless
Krall Gen warriors and healer into the wooden tower which had been unmanned
since Lord Karthan’s overthrow a few sleepless days before that.


The
most assertive of the four remaining warriors held the Krall Gen leader’s head
up and pointed his unfocused eyes toward his own before speaking slowly and
clearly to him.  “Hey.  Listen to me now.  Lord Khee-lar is the new lord of our
gen.  He put us here to ensure no one came looking to change that; not Khazak,
not any Krall Gen warriors.  So we’re taking Khazak here back with us, and in a
day or so when you’re able to, you and your riders go back and tell Lord Krall
that we’ll not have any meddling in our internal affairs.”


Dropping
the Krall Gen warrior’s head on the wood floor of the guard tower, the Kale Gen
warrior joined his three compatriots in strapping Khazak over the back of the
largest riding dog.  Soon they had positioned their own four wounded
compatriots on the backs of most of the remaining riding dogs.  After making a
cursory examination of the area to ensure they hadn’t forgotten anything, the
small group of warriors began their trek back to the warm caves of their Kale
Gen home.


 





 


Khee-lar
Shadow Hand, self proclaimed Lord of the Kale Gen, sat on the high throne in
the gen’s council chamber.  Around him were arrayed the various functional and
warrior leaders of the gen, functional leaders all seated at the curved table
to his right and warrior group leaders seated at the curved table to his left. 
Many were the new faces he had installed over the past handful of days since
he’d taken over the gen, mostly due to promises he’d made… though he certainly
didn’t feel constrained to honor them all, and indeed there were several promises
he did not honor.  One of those was the topic of discussion at that very
moment.


“But
my lord, you promised us that you would repeal the laws of wealth and place all
wealth in the hands of the elite warriors!” Yamok, the leader of the Patrol
Guard Warrior Group, one of Lord Karthan’s original sub-leaders, was on his
feet.  He was not a necessarily evil kobold, but when several of his original
elite warriors had cornered him on the night of the overthrow, he’d gone over
to Khee-lar’s side.  And it was this issue in particular that was the reason
why so many of his elite warriors had decided to throw their support behind
Khee-lar.


Lord
Khee-lar now sat forward on the throne, the highly polished bronze crown of his
assumed office glinting in the torchlight.  “I did repeal the laws of wealth,
dear Yamok… but I chose instead to gather all wealth to myself.  Don’t worry. 
Those that serve me well shall be well rewarded.  Now, please tell me you’re
not questioning my judgment, are you?” he asked, an almost sadistic tone
creeping into his voice.


Yamok
didn’t recognize the danger immediately, and instead carried on venting his
frustrations.  “Sire, also, about the matter of taking concubines.  The Scrolls
of Heritage specifically state that the powers of child-bringing are only for
lifemates, of which The Sorcerer himself said we are only to have one.  You
promised us you would follow the Scrolls of Heritage, yet you’re leading us
away from them!” he pleaded.


Khee-lar
Shadow Hand leaned forward.  “How dare you question my judgment!”


Yamok
finally recognized the danger in Khee-lar’s tone and, licking his lips as he
looked around the council chamber, he noticed that everyone else there either
would not meet his gaze, or their gaze was full of malice.  It was almost as if
they all knew a secret and he’d been deliberately left out.


“My
lord,” he began in a much more meek and conciliatory tone, “I’m just saying
that you promised us you’d follow the Scrolls, and that you’d change back the
laws that Lord Karthan chang…”


Khee-lar
stood up immediately.  “I told you never to mention that name in my presence!”
he screamed.  “First you question my judgment, then you mention the name of the
usurper?  How dare you insult me so!  I am the legitimate Lord of
the Kale Gen!  Karthan and his line had no claim!”


“But
my lord, I… I…” Yamok stuttered, his face blanching with fear beneath
translucent scales.


“Guards!”
Khee-lar screamed, and six of his new elite warriors emerged from the shadows
of the side entrance with blades drawn.  With ruthless precision, the six of
them sealed off the main entrance and surrounded the condemned warrior leader.


Knowing
his time was short, Yamok stepped back from the table, those around him
scrambling to get away from the condemned warrior as the circle of warriors
closed around him.  “Ham, Gibbid, I’ve known you for many years,” he pleaded
with the two guards who were closest to him.  “I’ve been your warrior group
leader since you were just whelps!  Please, you can’t do this!”


His
pleas fell on deaf ears, however.  The last several days of executing kobolds
they had known all their lives, all to satiate the bloodlust of their new lord,
had left the ‘Untouchables’ hardened and completely devoid of emotion.  The
fact that Lord Khee-lar had decreed that these six and four more warriors who
carried the same title were above the laws meant that he had used them to do
all the horrible things that any despot must do to eliminate challenges to his
power in the first few days of his reign. 


“Bring
him forward,” Khee-lar commanded.


Unlike
many that Lord Khee-lar had thus commanded to be brought to him for judgment,
Yamok was no fat sub-minister or helpless female.  Drawing his sword, Yamok
swung it menacingly.  The Untouchables had planned for this, however, and as
Yamok held his blade out to keep the four of them out of striking range, the
two Untouchables at the door threw spears at his exposed back.  With a scream
Yamok was driven to the ground.


Taking
him by either arm, the Untouchables recovered their spears and brought the
writhing, bleeding warrior group leader to the center of the council chamber to
set him on the low, bloodstained bench that had seen much use in the past few
days.  Not wanting to miss the sport of the moment, Lord Khee-lar descended
from his throne and walked to where the Untouchables were strapping down the
whimpering, stunned form.


“My
dear Yamok,” he almost smiled.  “I’m sure you’re surprised by this whole chain
of events.”  Khee-lar paused as he lifted his gaze to the rest of the council,
many of whose sadistic smiles mirrored his own.  “Perhaps you’re as surprised
as I was when I learned you were preparing to leave the gen with many from your
warrior group.”  He stopped and looked down at the dying warrior leader with
mock sympathy.  “But you wouldn’t have betrayed me, would you?  No, not my
loyal Yamok.”


At
that moment the other four Untouchables arrived at the front entrance of the
council chamber dragging a female kobold and two male whelps between them. 
Upon seeing Yamok stretched out on the execution bench, his lifemate began to
wail and plead with her captors.


“Aha! 
Come, bring them in now,” Lord Khee-lar said as he waived the new arrivals in. 
“Well now, it wouldn’t be a proper gathering without the entire family, would
it?  Let’s see.  What shall we do with the family of this soon-to-be-deceased
traitor?” he asked flippantly as several around the table snickered at the
hapless victims of Khee-lar’s cruelty.  By this time, the female and her two
whelps were crying hysterically.


“The
Deep Guard could use some more slaves to work fungus farms in the northern
passages,” spoke a kobold with a rather smooth voice.


“Ah,
yes, good thinking Kort.  That’s why I put you in charge of the Deep Guard,”
Khee-lar smiled.  “And you’ll have both of the whelps for that very purpose. 
But surely this…” he said as he ripped Yamok’s lifemate’s simple robe off,
“shouldn’t go to waste in the fungus farms!”  There were several hoots, jeers,
and lewd comments from most of the assembled council members.


“Aye,
lord.  But we’d make sure she got put to good use down there!” Kort replied. 
“We know what to do with the females of traitors in the Deep Guard!”


Lord
Khee-lar eyed Yamok’s whimpering lifemate up and down with a lustful eye.  She
was much younger than Yamok, and the effort of bearing him two sons had done
nothing to mar her shapeliness.  “I’m sure you do,” he said almost absently. 
“For now, however, I’ll add her to my growing entourage of adoring concubines. 
Now that I’m lord of the gen, I seem to be very popular with the females,”
Khee-lar said through a toothy grin as the rest of the council chuckled.  


Looking
down, he saw Yamok’s eyes roll back into his head as a last gasp of air left
his lungs.  “Ah!  Incompetent fool!  He couldn’t even stay alive long enough
for us to execute him!”  Yamok’s family’s wails increased as they realized
their lifemate and father was no more.  “So be it then.  Take them away, then,
and clean up this mess,” he said as he waved his hand at the still form of
Yamok and his wailing family.


 





 


Even
as Lord Khee-lar was gathering power to himself, and using that power to build
a government whose purposes were bent to the overriding purposes of satiating
every appetite or suppressed desire he had ever had, Lord Karthan and the many
who had fled their gen’s home to support him were hard at work, sacrificing all
they had to the purpose of preparing to confront Khee-lar and his minions, for
word of the many injustices Khee-lar had wrought upon those that had stayed
behind had reached them.  The thought that many of their families were within
his grasp drove many of them to despair, several of them attempting to return
alone to the gen to save their families.  Finally, Lord Karthan had commanded
that none should return alone, but that they should march on the gen and take
it back within a few short days.


As
refugees arrived, alone or in small groups, the tales they brought with them of
the atrocities Khee-lar and his supporters were wreaking upon their friends and
relatives brought great sorrow to Lord Karthan and his loyalists, and a grim
determination to confront and destroy the evil of Khee-lar Shadow Hand and his
followers.


Just
outside the picket line to the north and west of the Kale Gen’s home caverns
the northern mountains rose abruptly from the gently rolling foothills that
bubbled up at their feet.  It was here, on a small ring of hills that
surrounded a lake of crystal blue, that Lord Karthan and several hundred loyal
refugees from the Kale Gen had begun to build a palisade of tree trunks,
sharpened at the top, with a walkway from which they could repulse any attack. 
It was from this position of strength that they would strike back at Khee-lar
and his treacherous forces.  


As
Lord Karthan looked about the valley at the palisade, the towers being
constructed on each of the many hilltops, the ditch being dug in front of the
palisade, the various huts for the blacksmithies and such, and the small tent
city that had begun to spring up around the edges of the lake, he felt pride
swell within him.


“Goryon,”
Lord Karthan called down to the stocky blacksmith who was collecting firewood
to fuel his new forge.  “How goes it?”


Goryon
looked up at his lord, a bitter, determined look on his face.  “Well, sire. 
It’s a good thing that we intercepted that caravan of ore before Khee-lar got a
hold of it.  Too bad for him he’s not seen fit to patrol the caravan routes. 
Soon I should be able to begin turning out the metal fittings for the Great Bow
we talked about.”


“Aye! 
And I should have the wood for the first one ready by tomorrow as well!”
another warrior’s voice joined in.


“That
should add nicely to our list of surprises for Khee-lar and his traitors!” Lord
Karthan smiled in grim satisfaction.


“Aye,
lord.  We’ll have them on the run in short order.”  The look of grim
determination on Goryon’s face was mirrored on the faces of many of those who
had fled their homes with Lord Karthan.  From around the area many voices
raised in agreement.


“Then
we’ll get back our families!” cried another.  An even louder chorus of support
sounded throughout the compound.


Caught
by surprise and unable to get organized, they had lost the first battle in
their home caverns, but he could see by the looks on the faces of his warriors
that they would do everything in their power to not lose the war.


 





 


Khazak
Mail Fist’s vision had begun dropping in and out of focus several hours after
his capture to the point where, shortly after his arrival in his home gen’s
caverns, he could recognize the part of the prison where his captors were
dragging him.  His vision lost focus again, however, before he could read the
numbers on the cell door when they carted him through the door and dumped him
like a load of so much dirt onto the cool stone floor.


Not
long after that, just as Khazak was beginning to get feeling back in his neck
and face, the heavy iron door of the cell he found himself in swung open with a
metallic screech.  Trying with all his might to focus his mostly listless eyes,
Khazak was able to catch a glimpse of a bronze crown on a kobold’s head and a
purple robe of fine cloth.  Making a supreme effort, Khazak narrowed his
eyelids in an attempt to focus on the fuzzy figure standing above him.


“Well
met, Karthan’s chamberlain,” Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s distinctive voice came from
the kobold who was sporting the crown.  “Don’t bother getting up on my account,
Khazak.  I can see that you’re somewhat… shall we say, indisposed.”


Khazak
was beginning to be able to sense the metal gauntlets still on his hands and
longed to swing them in the direction of the voice.  


Khee-lar
noted the ever so slight movement of the gauntlets.  Turning to one of his
attendants, Khee-lar pointed out the gauntlets.  The attendant quickly relieved
Khazak Mail Fist of his mailed fists.


“Now,
we can’t be giving you any help in trying to escape, can we?  After all, we’ll
be having executions over the next few days, and you’ll be a key participant in
those.  We wouldn’t want to do anything to hamper the festivities, now would we
my old friend?” Khee-lar asked rhetorically.


Turning
to his attendants, Khee-lar motioned for them to clear the way.  “Hm, he’s no
fun just lying there like that.  No reaction at all.  Too bad.  I guess we’ll
just have to come back later when he’s more up to having visitors,” he said as
he walked away.  Stopping and turning around suddenly, as if he’d forgotten
something, he called out to the jailer who stood by the open door to Khazak’s
cell.  “Jailer, I’m sure I don’t have to tell you to tie him up properly. 
After all, I believe his reputation precedes him.”  With that final comment,
Khee-lar and his retinue continued on their way.


 





 


Night
had fallen on Lord Karthan’s loyalist encampment by the time the wolf rider
detachment had returned from their journey to the First Night’s Resting Place, a small stockade used by the trade caravans that used the main trail between
the Kale and Krall Gens.  Arriving at the tall front gate of the new stockade,
Drok the wolf rider was amazed to see the progress that had been made by his
fellow loyalists.


“Hold,
warriors,” he called back to the thirty-some Karthan loyalists that rode with
him.


“Who
goes there!” a voice came from one of the towers that formed a makeshift
gatehouse.


“Kodar? 
Is that you?  It’s Drok and the loyal remnant of the Wolf Riders, back from our
patrol!” Drok called up to the bright grey figure who leaned out of the tower.


“Ah! 
Yes, yes, it’s me.  Tell me now, was there any sign of our boys?” Kodar,
Keryak’s father asked, referring both to his son and to Drok’s nephew Durik
whom Drok had raised as his own son, both of whom had left the gen the morning
of the same day that the overthrow had occurred.


“Let
me in and I’ll make a full report to you and Lord Karthan!” Drok called out.


Kodar
nodded and his head disappeared into the tower.  Several moments later the
scraping sound of a heavy bar being moved aside could be heard, followed
shortly after by the gate slowly being drug aside on braided leather hinges. 
Nudging their wolves forward Drok and his contingent entered the loyalists’ fortress.


“My
good friend, Drok,” Kodar spoke as he came forward and grasped hands with the
tall warrior.


Drok
swung a stiff leg over his wolf’s back and stumbled onto the ground, passing
the reins to Kodar so he could rub some blood back into his legs.  “Where might
I find Lord Karthan, Kodar?” he asked as he popped the aching joints in his
tail.


“No
need to find him.  He’s coming to find you now, it would appear,” Kodar pointed
to the approaching entourage.  After several moments the entourage was close
enough for even their heat vision to reveal Lord Karthan’s presence among them.


“What
news from your patrol?” Lord Karthan asked as he approached, the hint of worry
in his voice scarcely masked.


“My
lord,” Drok said as he bowed to Lord Karthan.  “We found no sign of Durik’s
Company, your sons and Khazak Mail Fist, nor the honor guard you sent to
accompany them… that is until we arrived at the First Night’s Resting Place.”


“Yes,”
Lord Karthan pressed impatiently.  “And what did you find there?”


Drok
had known this moment was coming for some time, but still he hesitated.


“Well! 
And what did you find there?” Lord Karthan almost yelled as he grabbed Drok by
the shoulders.


“Lord,”
Drok began, shaking his head slowly, “There was a battle… There was blood
everywhere… There were no bodies left, but by the gear we found…” Drok couldn’t
continue, he simply bowed his head.


Lord
Karthan fought desperately to keep his composure.  “What did you find?” he
asked again, almost pleading.  “Please, I must know.”


Drok
pulled something out of a belt pouch and looked up at his lord again, tears
streaming down his face.  “Here, lord,” he said as he handed Lord Karthan two
patches of cloth, one embroidered with a ‘K’ for Karto and the other with an
‘L’ for Lat, Lord Karthan’s two young sons.  “We found no trace of any
survivors.  It appears that the great ants to the south of there took them
all.”


Kodar,
who had watched the unfolding drama, could no longer be restrained.  “Drok, was
there any sign of Durik’s Company?  What of them?  Were they taken by the ants
as well?”


Looking
away from Lord Karthan guiltily, who was dealing with his own waves of guilt
and despair, Drok nodded his head.  “There were wolf skins there, and more
weapons and gear than could have belonged to just the honor guard.”


Walking
quietly up behind Drok, one of the other wolf guard riders passed him a
boar-skin bag.  Drok took it and quietly passed it to Lord Karthan, who opened
it and began to pull out the pieces one by one.


“This
is the silver bracer, mark of the office of chief of my personal guard.  This
is the golden torc of the chief elite warrior of the Honor Guard Warrior
Group.”  The despair in Lord Karthan’s voice was evident, but still he
continued.  “And here are the mail gauntlets that belonged to Khazak, my chamberlain.” 
He said with a note of finality.  Lord Karthan dug around more in the bag,
dragging out several smaller items and a wolfskin cloak.


“This
is not one of the wolf skins that we gave to the yearlings,” he said as he
looked into Drok’s eyes.  “And here,” he said dragging out a bronze torc, “this
is the bronze torc of the chief elite warrior of the Deep Guard Warrior Group.”


Drok
began to stutter, “I… I… I guess… Well, if that’s not one of their wolfskin
cloaks, then perhaps it belongs to someone sent to kill the honor guard.”


“Some
of Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s lackeys, no doubt.  The wolfskin outfits we gave to
Durik’s Company had cotton lining in their innards.  This is not one of them.” 
A glimmer of hope began to shine in the darkness that had enveloped Lord
Karthan’s soul.  “I see nothing here that leads me to believe that Durik’s
Company, and my daughter with them, was part of this disaster.”


Turning
to his entourage, he grabbed his nearest personal guard by his crossed shoulder
belts.  “Find one of the messengers.  Send them directly to the home of Lord
Krall.  I must know if Durik’s Company made it there, and if my daughter was
with them.  Also,” he began almost hesitantly, as if he didn’t want to know
more “find out if there were any details from Durik’s Company about the fate of
my two sons and their guardians.”
















 





 


Chapter 2 – Subduing the Northern Gens


 


Drakebane the Mighty, Chieftain of
the Bloodhand Orc Tribe, was no one to be trifled with.  His axe had fifty-two
marks on it; a heroic sum by itself, even without adding in the many uncounted
kobolds and goblins that he had taken in his almost forty summers of life.  The
minotaur’s skull that he used as a helmet only made his appearance more
fearsome as he sat on his throne of bone and hide under the shade of the
massive rock that was shaped like the head of a bird.


For
an orc chieftain of the Great Forest, he was an unusually cunning leader. 
Unlike the many war leaders and petty chieftains who had dominated all around
them only long enough to cause mayhem and destruction, Drakebane had ruled for
the half of his life since he had killed his father and claimed leadership of
the tribe, almost twenty summers now in the past.  That this was an
unprecedented rule in the spoken memories of his shamans was a point of
particular pride for the wily old warrior.


The
first ten years had been chaotic, that was certain, but with his father’s many
concubines he had immediately raised up many strong sons, the first of them
beginning to raise sons of their own at ten summers of age; the age at which a
youngling became an orc and was allowed to challenge other orcs to take their
first concubines.  Now, with well over a hundred sons all striving to assert
their dominance over each other, Drakebane had been able to harness their
energies to dominate many lesser tribes and family groups, allowing him to
count almost a thousand warriors in his tribe.  


The
concubines they had taken and the young they had given to his tribe were almost
innumerable as well, his fifty-some concubines and almost three hundred young
being a particular point of pride to him.  As if that were not enough, the
number of goblin and kobold slaves he owned was nearly twice as many as his
number of concubines, which allowed his concubines to focus their efforts on
birthing and breeding.  Drakebane was powerful not only because of his much
muscle, but also because he knew how to organize his tribe.  Truly, his many
sons could learn much from his ways.


Now,
as Drakebane sat on his throne and surveyed the scene in front of him, there
was nothing but arrogance in his heart.  Before him knelt ambassadors from the
Kobold, Five, Nipjik, Picor, and Kijik Gens which were the five largest kobold
gens in the Valley of the Mountain King.  The bleating of the dozens of sheep
the ambassadors had brought as tribute for his tribe could be heard in the
background as they were led off to the stew pots.  With a nod of approval to
his son Grimbane who had brought these ambassadors here, he looked around the
ring of orc warriors, the occasional ogre towering above them like mountains of
ruddy flesh poking out of a sea of green hides.  Yes, the kobolds would be
suitably impressed with this display of power, and they would certainly submit.


Leaning
back and motioning to the grizzled hobgoblin who stood just behind his right
shoulder, Drakebane gave him the authority to speak the dog-like tongue of
these kobolds for him.


“Ambassadors
of the five gens of this valley,” Ahn-Ki, Voice for Chieftain began in The
Sorcerer’s Tongue, the gravelly effect of his coarse voice only enhancing
Ahn-Ki’s aura of authority.  That only the Kobold Gen spoke The Sorcerer’s
Tongue in this valley didn’t matter.  All of their tongues had devolved from
that language, and it was still the language of trade and alliances among the
little reptilian folk of these cold southern valleys.


 “High
Chieftain Drakebane of the mighty Bloodhand Orc Tribe has summoned you here to
demand a tribute of you.”


Ahn-Ki’s
image was an ensemble; finely crafted armor, pair of swords crossed over his
back, eye patch over one eye, and many scars all giving the collective
impression of one who was to be feared and respected.  Indeed, for all that
Drakebane paid the mercenary commander, he better be an impressive spokesman.


In
the center of the ring the five kobolds all looked certain that they would be
killed at any moment.  Their fear was not entirely unfounded, of course, as
orcs were known for their lack of self-control.  Perhaps the fact that orcs’
lifespans were barely a third of his own wasn’t such a bad thing in Ahn-Ki’s
mind.  Despite the danger of working with such chaotic half-beasts as orcs and
ogres, the challenge of bending them to his purposes made him feel more alive
than he had ever felt in the Emperor’s service, His Name Be Eternally Revered.


“High
Chieftain Drakebane has decided to be most generous to you, in light of your
willing submission to his power.  It is well that you have brought a tribute of
meat.  He further demands…” Ahn-Ki decided to up the ante a bit, though he
wouldn’t bother his employer with such trivial details as where the extra
thirty gold pieces each went to… “eighty gold coins from each of your tribes as
tribute to his mighty power, and one hundred warriors each to serve in his
mighty army.”


The
five kobold ambassadors all took the news badly, but seeing their circumstances
they bowed emphatically many times to the orc who sat on the great throne,
flanked on one side by a mighty black warg whose eyes and teeth showed no mercy
and on the other by this tall hobgoblin whose demands were just as merciless. 
The orc on the throne began fingering the blade of his massive axe.  The effect
was not lost on the kobold ambassadors.


“Now,
go back to the leaders of your gens,” Ahn-Ki commanded after a brief, dramatic
pause, “tell them we await their tribute here at Birdstone.  You have until the
setting of tomorrow’s sun.”


The
kobold ambassadors all bowed repeatedly as they backed up.  At Ahn-Ki’s
command, two of his hobgoblin mercenaries directed a path be made through the
assembled orcs and ogres and the five kobolds scurried away, breaking into a
run as soon as they cleared the circle.


It
was all Drakebane could do to hold his warg in check as the kobolds showed
their backs to him.  


Seated
on his throne, Drakebane surveyed the gathering of his warriors and the ogre
mercenaries with a scowl.  “Go now!” he thundered in his own, feral tongue.  In
moments the gathering had dispersed and Drakebane was left alone with his
hobgoblin advisor and his son Grimbane.  “What you think, Ahn-Ki?  This
five-hundred good for dragon, or no good and we go get tribes in south?”


Ahn-Ki
grimaced.  He always tried to avoid calling Drakebane stupid, but sometimes it
was hard to not call him what he was.  He’d taken one too many blows to the
head, apparently, and his speech wasn’t the only symptom of that.  “Drakebane,
mighty lord, we must be patient.  The dragon wants more than just warriors to
dig the metals out of his mines.  He wants their whole tribes.  That way he
won’t have to feed the warriors.  They can feed themselves while they dig the
metals for him.”


Drakebane
nodded, scolding himself with his mind-voice for not having thought of that. 
But that was why he had Ahn-Ki.  


“Besides,
my lord, the mercenaries say that the Kale leader known as Khee-lar Shadow Hand
has indeed overthrown the strong Lord Karthan.  We know that Khee-lar Shadow
Hand thinks of us as friends, so he will not expect it when we decide to
enslave him and his gen instead.”


“But
what about Karthan?” Drakebane asked.  “He dead or no?  I no want Karthan to
come back.  Kales be hard to control if Karthan alive.”


Ahn-Ki
shook his head.  “That’s what makes it so perfect, my lord.  Lord Karthan and
those loyal to him have built a little fort on the north side of the valley. 
All we have to do is go there, kill Lord Karthan and his few warriors, then we
go and take over the Kale Gen from Khee-lar Shadow Hand.”


“But
if Khee-lar take over gen, then he be lord, so we just kill him,” Drakebane
said, his brow furrowed in deep thought.


“We
could, my lord.  However, since he failed to kill Lord Karthan, by law of your
tribe, he is not fit to rule in Karthan’s place.  You, however, having just
killed Lord Karthan, would have the right to rule that gen, and you could keep
Khee-lar as a minister, to help run things in the gen so you don’t have to.”


Drakebane
nodded in agreement.  That was the tradition passed down through many
generations of his fathers to him.  It was how leadership among the orcs always
seemed to work.  He who killed the orc chieftain was always entitled to lead
the tribe… if he were strong enough to hold onto it.


At
the foot of his throne, his son Grimbane nodded sagely, as if he understood. 
Drakebane scowled to himself.  Grimbane was strong, but he understood nothing. 
That made him no challenge to Drakebane.  He thought for a moment then smiled.


Yes,
Grimbane would lead the first charge.  He had other sons to take his place.


As
Ahn-Ki walked away from his employer, he was amazed at how simple it was to
guide the mostly mentally defenseless orc leader.  He imagined it would be just
as easy to control the kobolds through the dragon’s power, and cut the orcs out
of the picture entirely.  And once he controlled the kobolds, well, that’s when
the money would really begin to flow… 


 





 


Jominai
the new adventurer class from this year’s trials of caste stood before Lord
Krulak, Lord of the Kobold Gen.  His new solid steel breastplate and helmet
shone with a highly polished luster.  Beside him, dressed in the traditional
chain mail of an elite warrior, stood Marbo, as a house guard warrior he had
served in every warrior group and had led warriors in combat in every one of
them before being assigned to Lord Krulak’s personal guard.  It was because of
his vast experience that Marbo had now been assigned to be Jominai’s chief
elite warrior.  


The
fact that the new leader caste didn’t have a warrior group assigned to him yet
didn’t bother Marbo.  After all, leaders from the Kobold Gen typically saw
their first action while leading warriors from other gens.  This time would be
no different, he imagined.  The Bloodhand Orc Tribe had stormed into the valley
again, this time demanding warriors for some unstated purpose (though their
spies among Shagra’s Kijik mercenaries had already told them that it was for a
raid against the Kale Gen).  Marbo didn’t particularly relish the thought of
raiding another gen’s halls, but if it was that or have his own gen’s halls
raided… well, too bad for the Kales.


To
lead warriors from the degenerate gens would be why Lord Krulak had called them
here today; to tell them about the ambassadors their gen had sent to the
degenerate Nipjik, Five, Kijik, and Picor Gens telling them to assemble their
warriors at the northern end of the Border Hills.  Of course the other gens
would grumble; they would complain that ‘the Kobold Gen won’t leave us alone,’
but they would come.  They would come because the Kobold Gen had what none of
the other gens of this valley had.  They had magic; magic to heal and magic to harm
as well.  These powers were gifts from the ancestors and The Sorcerer, gifted
to the Kobold Gen, who, as sons of the First Sire, were inheritors of his
powers, as well as his responsibilities.  


Why
did the leaders of the Kobold Gen bother?  Apart from their mandate to lead, as
recorded in the Scrolls of Heritage, they knew that if their gen didn’t do the
organizing, none of these gens which had splintered from them in ages past
would step forward and provide the necessary leadership, and the world was too
dangerous of a place to risk standing divided.


Being
barely fifteen years of age, and having just been elevated to the leader caste
from yearling status not even a week before, Jominai knew nothing of politics
or what was going on in the world outside their halls, and only generalities
about the heritage of his own gen.  In fact, if it hadn’t been for Marbo
telling him, he’d not even have known that the Bloodhand Orcs were in the
valley.  He had enough sense, however, to keep his mouth shut and not let on
that he hadn’t known they were here until just a few moments before this
meeting.  Now, as the young bronze-scaled leader caste cleared his voice, he
wished he’d studied orc more thoroughly in their gen’s halls of learning.


“My
Lord Krulak, Servant of the First Son,” Jominai stalled an extra moment by
using the longer title as he desperately struggled to gather his thoughts. 
“Knowing that Krulak, your son and heir, will be leading our gen’s levy of one
hundred from the warrior groups, I ask only for four elite warriors to provide
guidance to the leaders of the other four gens’ contingents, a small staff team
of five warriors, and six messengers to provide communications between us.” 
Jominai paused for a moment.  “I would additionally ask, however, that my
contingent be equipped with riding wolves for all and packdogs as necessary, to
facilitate communications and ensure we can remain independent of the
degenerate gens’ larders.”


Beside
the young leader Marbo nodded his approval.  The young one had not buckled
under the pressure of meeting with the Lord of the Gen.  There might be hope
for this young one yet.


Lord
Krulak, considering the pair for a moment, nodded his agreement.  “Very well. 
Chamberlain, see to their needs as stated,” he directed an old, wizened-looking
kobold who sat on his right hand.  Lord Krulak thought for a moment, then added
a bit more.  “My son is taking a handful of oracles with him, and covenant
magic users as well.  I think it only good for our relations with our sister
gens to send an oracle, and a covenant mage with Jominai’s Company as well.”


Jominai
had felt the burden of leadership rather heavily already, but adding an oracle
of the ancients—one gifted by the ancestors with power to heal and protect—as
well as a covenant magic user—one who had mastered the draconic incantations
that summoned the minor powers The Sorcerer had gifted to their
gen—significantly increased the level of stress Jominai was feeling.  His
natural meekness threatened to cave in the bravado he was trying to affect.


Turning
his attention back to the pair, Lord Krulak continued, “I expect frequent
reports, and I expect you to follow my son’s lead.  Remember that, as leader of
the Kobold Gen’s contingent, my son Krulak is overall leader of the levy from
the gens.  You will maneuver as he sees fit to direct.  Your troops are
auxiliaries to his own.  I would expect that most of your challenges will be in
keeping the actions of your disparate group of levies coordinated, and in
ensuring they follow the lead of my son.”


“Aye,
Lord,” Marbo nodded.  “I understand well the challenges we’ll have with this
lot.  We’ll handle them well, together.”


Accepting
Marbo’s words at face value, Lord Krulak nodded his approval and dismissed the
pair with his blessing.


Though
the task was daunting, after all it was his first real leadership experience,
and despite the fact that he was to lead levies from the degenerate gens, a
task that many in the Kobold Gen would consider with disdain, Jominai’s heart
leapt at the adventure that awaited him.  He’d always felt the desire to lead
warriors in combat, to have the opportunity to write his own chapter in the
annuls of the gen; and now here he was, about to embark on his first grand
adventure.  Despite the excitement he felt, which filled him almost to
overflowing, the young adventurer class was barely able to hold his tongue as
the pair walked away from their meeting with the lord of their gen.


Beside
the young warrior leader Marbo did feel some semblance of excitement, but his
was much more tempered by the realities of what lay ahead for them: the blood,
the death, the arguments with leaders from the other gens, the headaches of
feeding and supplying such a disparate force, and probably the worst of all was
the fact that they were going to be working for orcs.  


Why
the leaders of the gens didn’t stand up to this small orc army Marbo just
didn’t know.  After all, if they actually mustered all the warriors here in the
valley they could raise a levy of many thousands.  Add to that the minor battle
magic that still remained among the covenant mages of his gen, and they likely
stood a good chance.  


Marbo
shook his head.  It was a naïve thought, he knew.  After all, though they had a
number of sorcerers among them, a couple of which were more powerful even than
his gen’s several mages, the degenerate gens didn’t have the steel weapons and
expert training, nor the discipline that the Kobold Gen had.  They would be
routed with the first ogre charge, if not the first orc charge.  It was a sad state
of affairs the gens of the Valley of the Mountain King found themselves in,
that was certain, but Marbo had hope that someday, somehow, it would change.


 





 


Arren
e-Arnor sat looking pensively out over the valley from his vantage point just
above the lip of the canyon where the passage to the southern valley lay.  He
had carefully exited the passage under the mountain, having heard ogres there
not long before, but there were no signs of anything untoward lingering in the
area.


Now,
as the elf warrior sat contemplating the scene before him from his crack in the
rocks, he remembered the description given to him of the Hall of the Mountain
King.


It
is a short, flat mountain that is hollow inside and open to the sky.  It has a
small gateway on the east side, which leads to an open courtyard that is split
by a deep chasm.  On the far side of the chasm, the external part of the Hall
of the Mountain King lies.  The outer constructions, all of which lie inside
the hollow mountain which acts as a rather high wall for the place, are of
stone construction, consisting mostly of towers with arrow-slits in them, and
other such defensible structures.  The central passage down into the halls
themselves is directly accessed through the gatehouse whose drawbridge spans
the chasm.


Such
was the description given to Arren by the head of his chapter of the Council of
Watchers before departing on this quest, which Arren had committed to memory as
was the custom with mission details among those of his order.


There,
on the far side of this northern valley, was a mountain that could easily fit
the external portion of that description, sitting squarely below a much larger
ridge of mountains.  As Arren studied the terrain, he could see an ancient
north-south road which seemed to still be in use by the inhabitants of this
valley, and which led directly to the Chop off to the east.  Much less visible,
but still obvious by the marks it left on the land, was a smaller road that
broke off from the main north-south road, heading east and eventually ending up
at the small, flat mountain.  


Unfortunately,
by the scorch marks and scarred earth, Arren could clearly see that the area
was the hunting grounds of a fire-breathing dragon, most likely a red dragon. 
This too matched what he had read in the journal of a hired man-at-arms who had
accompanied a paladin of his order on a quest to this area perhaps a decade now
in the past.  


Of
course, it took dragons decades to establish a proper lair, only rarely being
present at the beginning, until they moved their treasure there of course, at
which point it was very rare to not find them at home, squatting on their
hoard.  Some of the local kobolds he’d met elsewhere had told him much more,
that in fact there were two dragons now present, an ancient female and her much
younger, much smaller male consort.


Arren
grimaced.  Cursing his luck that the very place he was trying to get to was the
very place these dragons had chosen as their lair, he stood up and began to
make his way down the slope into the northern valley.


 





 


Marbo’s
assessment of the levies that the degenerate gens had sent to meet his gen’s
forces had put him in a foul mood, like always.  As the dark-scaled ‘warriors’
stood in their ragged ranks in front of the chief elite warrior, scratching their
bottoms, picking their noses, slapping each other, and in every other way
acting in a manner unbecoming warriors, Marbo was tempted to immediately lay
into them with his intricately carved cedar stick, the mark of his office.


“Alright
you lazy piles of dung!  Attention!” he called out in his best parade-ground
voice.  Hearing the inherent authority in his voice, and for some seeing the
promise of pain from the cedar stick, the rabble that would soon be known as
Jominai’s Company began looking around at each other, wondering what to do. 
Some of the older ones, who had served under Kobold Gen warriors in the past,
snapped to attention with their weapons at the ready, their stiff poses being
mimicked, more or less successfully, by the plethora of young kobolds around
them.


Marbo
almost smiled to himself.  “I am Chief Elite Warrior Marbo,” he called out,
“and you will do whatever I say.”  Many of the younger warriors from the other
four gens looked surprised at this.  One in particular, a rather large whelp
from the Kijik Gen, seemed to have something to prove.


“Yoo
no Kijik!  I do what Kipja say.  He lider from Kijik, no yoo!”  Several other
young ones around the large kobold voiced their support of his statement.  


Standing
in front of them, Kipja, the kobold who had led his fellow Kijik warriors here,
shook his head.  It was a sad truth that the Kobold Gen warriors were the best,
hands down, and that whenever his brother gens tried to lead themselves, it
always seemed to end in disaster.  For their own benefit, the Kobold Gen’s four
sister gens’ warrior leaders had long ago learned to follow the lead of the
Kobold Gen.  Besides… they had magic, and that counted for a lot.


Marbo
was waiting for this outburst.  He walked briskly up to the young bruiser, who
almost seemed to shrink within himself at the grizzled veteran’s approach. 
Upon arriving he thrust his snout directly into the face of the much taller,
much larger kobold.


“What
did you say, fat one?” he spat vehemently, poking the whelp in his soft chest with
a finger from one of his muscular, rock-solid arms for emphasis.  The young
kobold was trembling and almost at the point of tears.


“I
didn’t think so!” Marbo said as he turned and began to storm down the line,
looking for any other hints of the slightest dissent.  After a few moments,
without any support from their individual gen’s leaders, all overt challenges
to Marbo’s authority seemed to melt away like frost before a particularly
fierce sun.  Yes, he would have a few that would get surly later on, once he
started to turn up the heat on them, but a few quick strikes of the stick would
keep those in line.


Stopping
at one end of the front rank, Marbo nodded to himself as he pounded his cedar
stick rhythmically on his palm.  This gets easier every time.


 





 


As
the midday sun began to edge toward the mountains that bordered the northern
valley on the west, the contingent from the Kobold Gen arrived at Jominai’s
small training ground at the northern edge of the Border Hills.  They were an
impressive sight to see.  Resplendent in freshly oiled chain mail armor, with
helmets and spear tips shining in the late afternoon sun, they sat proudly and
with looks of utter confidence on the backs of their wolves.  Though the
handful of covenant mages had no such armor or weapons, their mere presence was
as daunting as the presence of the handful of the oracles of the ancients
riding with them was heartening.  


Riding
at their head, Krulak, son of the Lord of the Kobold Gen, wore the traditional
breastplate of the leader caste.  The chest piece, helmet and the plates
covering his legs and arms were shined to such a luster that the steel of them
looked almost mercurial.  The new bronze casting of the traditional tower and
eye of the leader caste shone brilliantly on his shield as well.


With
an impressive precision, especially considering they were riding wolves, not
dogs, the Kobold Gen contingent rode into the small training meadow, circling
around it completely before coming to a halt at the eastern end of it.  Clearly
enjoying himself, a very animated Krulak gave the order to dismount as he
hopped off his wolf’s back, giving the fearsome beast a rub behind the ears
before striding forward toward Jominai with open arms.


“Brother
kobold!” he exclaimed as he embraced a rather subdued Jominai.  Seeing his less
than enthusiastic reaction, Krulak grabbed him by one shoulder.  “Have you ever
felt more alive?  Ah, how good it feels to ride at the head of warriors
again!”  His sweeping gesture encompassed both his company and Jominai’s
Company.  Seeing Jominai starting to warm up a bit to him, he gave him a
conspiratorial wink.  “Much better than hanging around in the gen reading
reports and doing paperwork, wouldn’t you say?”


Jominai
nodded, a half-smirk, half-smile creasing his features.


Seeing
his leader a little uncomfortable, Marbo decided that the sodden group of
misfits from the four degenerate gens might actually be able to march together
in some semblance of order, without completely embarrassing themselves in front
of the Kobold Gen’s contingent and, as such, it was finally ready to present to
his leader.


“Listen
up, warriors!” he called out.  All eyes looked his way.  Those who were seated
immediately came to their feet.  Seeing they were reacting, Marbo called them
to attention.


“Um…
I have to go,” Jominai said meekly, quickly walking over to take his place
behind his chief elite warrior.  Remembering suddenly that Krulak was the
overall commander, Jominai turned briefly and called softly to him.  “We’ll
follow your lead, Krulak,” he said before turning back around, silently pleased
with himself for figuring his way out of an awkward circumstance.


Having
called the entire contingent from the degenerate gens to attention, Marbo did
an about face and looked his young leader in the eyes.  Pounding one fist to
his chest in the traditional salute handed down through the generations from
the time of The Sorcerer, Marbo gave his report.


“Sire,
Jominai’s Company stands formed!”


“You
seem to have worked something of a miracle here, Marbo,” Jominai complemented
his chief elite warrior in a much lower voice.


“Just
doing my job, sire,” Marbo replied in the same low voice.


Jominai
returned the salute and both of them dropped their hands to their sides at the
same instant.  With that Marbo did an about face and moved out smartly toward
the rear of the formation.


Taking
one step forward, Jominai did his best to affect the image of a warrior leader,
a role he was still very much trying to fully assume.  The presence of Krulak,
who was a much older and more seasoned leader than Jominai, as well as the
presence of almost a hundred of his fellow Kobold Gen warriors, not to mention
the oracles and covenant mages, only enhanced the stress he’d already felt in
anticipation of this moment.  He cleared his voice once more, just to ensure
that his voice didn’t crack.  He certainly didn’t need to further emphasize his
youth with these warriors.


“Warriors
of the Valley of the Mountain King,” he began, his voice staying mercifully
clear and solid.  Feeling good about his initial address, he pressed on.  


“You
have been chosen by your gens’ leaders to march in this levy.”  He looked about
the formation, proud to see that they were still all facing forward.  Marbo’s
disciplining had certainly served to help them act like warriors should.  


“Today
we go to serve in the army of Drakebane, chieftain of the Bloodhand Orc Tribe. 
It is not a duty that any of us here relishes, but it is our duty nonetheless,
and therefore we will do it.”  He paused a moment before continuing.


“My
chief elite warrior has spent the last several hours hardening you up, getting
you ready to face the orcs.  Remember this!  We’re only half the height of
these orcs, so they will naturally think of you as something for them to beat
upon.  Do not give them that pleasure!  Stick together in your teams wherever
you go.  Don’t kill or wound any of them, it will only anger the rest.  We will
build a palisade each night when we stop to help maintain the separation
between our forces and the orcs.  You will not leave the palisade for any
reason.  Am I clear?”


With
one voice, the entire formation yelled out “Yes, sire!”


Jominai
was suitably impressed.  “Finally, before we move out, I will introduce you to
your new chief elite warriors.  One will be assigned to each of your gens’
leaders to help carry out the drills and training you will need if you’re going
to survive this campaign.”


Turning
to his right, where the line of four Kobold Gen elite warriors stood rigidly,
Jominai gave the command for them to take their positions.  Turning as one to
the right, the line of veteran warriors jogged slowly around the front of the
four blocks of warriors, one peeling off at each formation to stand just behind
and to the left of the leader caste that had been sent by each gen to lead
their warriors.


“Chief!”
Jominai called.  Hearing his title, Marbo ran to the front of the formation.


“Yes,
sire!”


“Prepare
the contingents to march.”


Salutes
were exchanged.


Within
a matter of minutes all the equipment and supplies the various gens had brought
with them were gathered and Marbo was in the process of getting the four gens’
warriors lined up and ready to go.  


Standing
ready next to their wolves, the company’s own blessed oracle, a rather youthful
one by the name of Demo who wore his armor as comfortably as any other warrior,
stood talking with the company’s only covenant mage, a rather staunch looking
older kobold with an exceptionally penetrating gaze whose name he hadn’t
asked.  Just looking at the mage made Jominai nervous.


As
the contingents were forming, Jominai took the opportunity to talk with the
five warriors who served as his company staff.  While Marbo had been instilling
discipline in the troops, they had been busily inventorying the equipment
brought by the different gens to see if Lord Krulak’s requests of them had been
followed and checking rations to assess how many days each gen’s contingent
would be able to go without resupply.  Their assessment didn’t bring the best
of news, but Jominai was pleasantly surprised by how prepared they actually
were.  His expectations had been low, and the degenerate gens had exceeded
them, though not by much.


Krulak
looked on with interest at the young leader.  Soon, seeing Jominai’s four
hundred levies almost ready to march, he gave the command to form up and
march.  Leading their wolves by the reins, Krulak’s hundred Kobold Gen warriors
began marching to the east.


Jominai
had been watching the progress of his four contingents, and now as the last of
the gens’ contingents began to swing into line, he dismissed his staff to take
their places in front of the messengers who were holding the pack dogs.


“Mount
up, warriors of the Kobold Gen,” he said, mounting his own mottled gray riding
wolf in turn.  “Time to look sharp!”


Walking
up to his leader, Marbo turned down the offer of his own riding wolf.  “No
thank you, sire.  I’m no leader caste.  You ride your wolf.  I’ll walk with the
rest of the troops.”


“Well,
then,” Jominai looked confused for half a moment before his face hardened with
resolve.  “Then we shall all walk together,” he said as he dismounted, his
staff following suit.


“Well,
so be it then, sire,” Marbo said.  “The contingents are formed and ready to
march,” he said, snapping off a sharp salute.


“Very
well.”  


Turning,
Jominai called out in his loudest command voice.  “Forward March!”  Much to his
chagrin, his voice cracked halfway through the word ‘march’.  Only a couple of
the kobolds in his staff laughed, however, and even then they were discreet
about it.  The command was echoed by the degenerate gens’ leaders, but without
the embarrassing squeak that hinted at a somewhat recent bout with puberty.


Like
a massive centipede, Jominai’s Company began to march east toward the small
mountain in the distance that rose out of the floor of the valley in the shape
of a massive bird’s head.
















 


Chapter 3 – Journey to the Home of the Kales


 


Despite being robbed of a fur
blanket and a bag of dried meat, the orcs didn’t pursue the two young lifemates
Trallik and Trikki and their guide Kale, giving Trikki time to rest and attempt
to recover.  Trallik thought they might not have seen them running, or perhaps
they had lost them.  Whatever it was, Trallik was glad to keep the blanket and
meat, and to be rid of the orcs.  


Kale
explained to them that all the entrances up to the surface other than the area
they were in, called the Doorstep by the outcasts, were only accessible from
the underdark, so they accepted his offer to lead them down into the massive
complex of caves and passageways that lay underneath the kobold-inhabited
valleys.  


A
couple of caverns later the three kobolds saw a weak light shining in a small
hollow that Kale approached without caution.  Following their guide, the pair
of young kobolds saw a rather sturdy-looking white goat lying next to a wooden
frame fitted with several bags.  The goat stood as Kale approached it, bleating
out a greeting and nuzzling Kale’s hand as he stretched it out, full of grass
he’d collected on his recent trip to the surface.


“There,
there, Sable.  I’m back,” he whispered to the animal as he rubbed the base of
its skull, just behind its curved horns.  Taking the frame from the ground, he
fitted it to the goat’s back and fastened the straps.


While
Trikki was watching the goat, Trallik was fascinated by the source of light. 
There, sitting on a shelf of rock, was an absolutely brilliant rock that glowed
with an intense, white light.  Reaching out to take it in hand, he was
surprised to find it cool to the touch, the same as the rest of the rocks around
it.


“I’ll
take that,” Kale said as he palmed the glowing rock out of Trallik’s hand.  “A
little heirloom from my grandfather’s lore master, back when we still had
magic.”


Trallik’s
curiosity was piqued.  “What is it for, and how was it made?”


Kale
raised a brow at the question.  “Simple enough, really.  It’s so that Sable
here can see, since she doesn’t have the gift of seeing heat like us.  As for
how it was made, I think that explanation will have to wait.  Come, we must be
going,” he said as he placed the last of the bags on the goat’s packsaddle and
turned to go, the goat following him without so much as a rope to persuade her
to move.


They
hadn’t travelled far before Trikki started stumbling along.  Seeing her
suffering, Kale had stopped the small party to let her rest for a while. 
Several hours had passed since then, and eventually Trallik and Kale had both
taken the opportunity to get some sleep as well, though Kale seemed to be
always only half-asleep, the slightest disturbance causing him to come to a
state of full alertness.  Eventually, as Trikki’s cheeks began to get their
color back and she began to feel up to traveling, the time came to move on.


As
they travelled, Kale explained to them the history of the area.  According to
his ancestors, the Doorstep was a cavern complex that the Kale Gen had once
held, which had served as a critical junction between the northern valley, the
southern valley, and the underdark.  Before the Kobold Gen had splintered,
trade caravans had traveled through the Doorstep on an almost daily basis, but
that was a hundred years or more in the past.  The entrances from the Doorstep
into the two valleys had only very recently been reopened, the landslides
hiding their entrances being removed by the orcs who had converged on the area.


Trallik
listened with interest to their guide, though he wondered how any of it might
matter to him.  He was much more curious about the outcasts and the Deep Gen,
and the power that had created the strange, glowing stone that Kale used to
light their way.  Holding onto Trikki, who was still weak from having almost
drown in the water chute that had deposited them on the Doorstep, Trallik
helped her slide down a tall boulder to Kale’s outstretched arms below.


“Well,”
Kale replied in response to Trallik’s questions, “the Outcasts, like I said,
are a loose affiliation of ‘families,’ with each family being a handful, or
perhaps even a large group of kobolds from any gen who have banded together for
mutual protection and to trade with one another.  Each family has someone at
least nominally in charge of it.  Our family’s elder is my grandfather, Kale. 
Leadership of a family is provided by whoever is most suited to it.  There are
many families, and the way each one is ruled and the personality of each one is
as varied as the personalities of those who lead them.”


“It
sounds rather chaotic,” Trallik observed as he dodged a series of goat pellets
recently laid in the path.


“That’s
probably a good word for it.  However, there is an equilibrium among the
outcast families.  It seems whenever one gets too powerful and begins to
threaten the others, the rest of the families unite for long enough to put down
the threat.  Though we’re without a central leader, we’re not without a
society, nor are we without means to defend ourselves.


“My
father, who is with the ancestors,” Kale explained, meaning that he was dead,
“was one who tried to organize the outcasts, to build them into a gen, wishing
to rebuild what was taken from our family generations ago by the chamberlain of
my great-grandfather’s father.  I myself have led various groups of families
from time to time, but they’re a bit of a chaotic lot.  It takes a drastic
emergency to serve as a hammer to forge them into anything but what they are.”


Trallik
looked at him strangely.  “Are you telling me that you and your line are direct
descendants of the last Lord Kale?”


Kale
simply nodded.


“I
thought the last Lord Kale had no children?” Trallik pressed.


Kale
smiled gently as he urged Sable to jump down to the ledge he was on.  “He had
no children from his lifemate… but the last Lord Kale was… how shall I say it? 
He was less responsible in his youth than perhaps he should have been.”


Trallik
wasn’t sure how to take that.


“Perhaps
to state it more clearly, my great-grandfather was the first son of the last
Lord Kale by a young female whom he loved and had a child with, but their
affair was kept secret and eventually swept under the rug by the young Kale’s
parents.  As it turns out, this was not made known among the Kale Gen, perhaps
for obvious reasons, until after that Kale had become Lord of the Kale Gen and
had failed to return from his quest.  The chamberlain disavowed the truth of my
ancestor’s claims, stating that there were no heirs to take Lord Kale’s place, and
therefore took the throne for himself.”


Trikki,
who had been silent until now, spoke up.  “Well, I don’t know if you care or
not, but the Lord of the Kale Gen was just overthrown.  There’s someone new on
the throne now.  Trallik here thinks that the new lord won’t treat him as an
exile.  Since I’m his lifemate, I should be fine too.  Perhaps you and the
other Kale Gen outcasts can talk to this new lord.  Perhaps he’ll let you
rejoin the gen.”


“Who
is this new lord?” Kale asked with some interest.


“Lord
Karthan, grandson of the chamberlain you speak of, was lord when I left the gen
not a week ago.  Khee-lar Shadow Hand, who claims to be a descendant of a
nephew of the last Lord Kale, was attempting an overthrow of the gen.  I would
imagine that Khee-lar is the new Lord of the Kale Gen.”


Kale
was completely calm at the revelation that the line of kobolds who had kept his
line from power so long ago had been removed from power.  “That’s all well and
good, my friends, but the memory of my ancestor’s claim to power likely died
with that same chamberlain who exiled him.  I would imagine that there are none
left now who remember, nor any record other than that kept by my line, which I
doubt this Lord Khee-lar would accept as justification for giving up his throne.


“As
for returning to the Kale Gen, I can only imagine what this Lord Khee-lar would
think about having a direct descendant of the last Lord Kale in his gen.  If
he’s anything like the other power-hungry lords that rule the rest of the gens
of these two valleys, I and my line would be dead within a week of our return. 
No, lords do not suffer having a challenge to their right to rule within their
gen.  That’s why my line was exiled in the first place so many years ago.”


Trikki
said nothing, and soon the three kobolds and the goat were traveling in silence
over boulders, around muddy sinkholes, and in general through the massively
uneven terrain of the underdark.


 





 


It
seemed to Trikki and Trallik that they must have been traveling for about half
a day and the pair were tired.  Though they wished that their guide would stop
for a rest, he kept pushing on, his goat following tirelessly behind him,
despite its load.  Kale wasn’t the youngest of kobolds, being probably in his
mid-twenties, but obviously he and his goat had spent quite a number of those
years pressing through the terrain of the underdark, for they moved through
even the roughest terrain with a practiced ease, one moment climbing ledge to
ledge up an almost sheer rock wall, the next moment hopping across a narrow
chasm, just to find themselves fording a stream or skirting a mud sinkhole
immediately after.  Trallik was impressed with Kale’s natural dexterity, as
well as with the skills he’d obviously developed over the years.


Finally,
as the small group arrived at a rather large, sandy-floored cavern whose walls
were lined with the same phosphorescent green colors of the grotto where
Trallik and Trikki had been mated, Kale stopped them.  Holding his hands to his
mouth, he called across the cavern.


“He
who stands watch!  I’ve returned!”


Trallik
looked around at the cavern.  Several large passageways led outward on both
sides of it, each one with an entranceway carved with some skill.


After
several moments, a voice was heard calling out in reply.  It was the voice of
an old male kobold by its timbre and weakness.  “Who’s there with you?”


“They
are friends of ours.  Trikki from the Shallat Family, recently returned from
slavery with the orcs, and Trallik, her new lifemate.”


A
rather stooped, older kobold shuffled from behind a pillar of rock on a balcony
at the far end of the cavern.  “Oh,” his wispy voice echoed, “well now, isn’t
this a treat.”


Kale
motioned to the others.  They followed him across the sandy floor to the far
end.


“Grandfather,
you know you’re not supposed to be on watch,” Kale said to the old one as they
climbed the steps carved into one side of the balcony.


“Well,
now, have to set a good example, you know.  Can’t let the young ones think they
can slack when they get to be my age!”


Kale
smiled.  “I very much doubt that anyone thinks you’re slacking, grandfather.”


“Still,
a leader must do what a leader must do.”


“But
a leader only stands watch if he has good eyes, grandfather,” Kale pointed out,
his hand on his grandfather’s arm.  “And you do not.”


“Details,
details!  I’m still a good shot with the bow anyway.”


Soon,
the four kobolds and the goat were headed through the passageway that was cut
into the rear of the balcony, the soft light of the stone creating bouncing
shadows as they went.  The construction of the place showed a definite quality
to it, though it didn’t look dwarven.  In Trallik’s mind the place appeared to
have been made by the same artisans that carved the council chamber of the Kale
Gen out of the rock of their caverns.  The simple roundness of the top of the
passageway, the square jointing of the walls, the small alcoves that appeared
to be for the placing of flowers, vases, pots, or other ornaments; it all had
the feel of the Kale Gen about it.


“Built
by the old lore-master and the stoneworkers of the Deep Gen, back when the
leadership of that gen belonged to my great-grandfather,” Kale mentioned as he
noticed Trallik’s interest in the stonework.  “One could say that the Deep Gen
moved away from us, not us away from them.  In fact, though they abandoned the
leaders’ caverns to my grandfather here, they still hold the majority of the
caves the gen originally occupied, though they have grown well beyond those as
well, digging ever deeper, even reaching the inner sea.”


“The
inner sea?” Trallik asked.  “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”


“Ah,
down below the great mass of land that forms the face of this world, far below
where the orcs and even the dwarves have delved, lies another world, my
friend.  It is a place of darkness, where horrible creatures dwell, the fire of
their magic being bent to continual destruction and the power of their minds
drawing the strength out of one violently, like marrow being slurped from your
broken bones.  There lies the inner sea, the massive body of water that lies
under the surface of this world and which spawns such horrors.  It is a place I
have visited but once, and I have no wish to go back there.”


“Why
would anyone wish to go down there?” Trallik asked, amazed that an entire sea
could exist below him.


“There
are many reasons,” Kale said as passed through what appeared to be a guard
station.  “The area is exceptionally fertile, full of giant mushrooms larger
than the ones in the upper reaches of the underdark, sightless fish the size of
a kobold or even larger swim there, but mostly it is for the mineral riches to
be found at such depths.  For me, however, it was to find an expedition that
was lost.”


Following
old Kale and his grandson Kale through the well carved passageways and smaller
ante-chambers, Trallik and Trikki soon found themselves in a massive stone
amphitheater.  Stopping in stunned amazement, the two young kobolds looked
around themselves.  The entrance they had come through was set high above the
sand-covered floor of the massive hall.  A wide stone road formed a ring around
the upper edge of the oval-shaped amphitheater, and row after row of stone
benches were carved out in progressively smaller circles until they stopped
abruptly just before the sand of the amphitheater’s center.  The entire place
could seat literally thousands of kobolds, Trallik estimated, and wondered why
they would have made it so large.


“This
is where our people used to meet, before the Deep Gen came to be, back when my
father led the Kale Gen’s Stonemason Warrior Group down here,” the old Kale
spoke, almost reverently.  “At that time the lore master fused his mighty
spells with the skills of our warriors to create this place, being an
accomplished weaver of the magic of The Sorcerer’s Covenant that he was.”  Shaking
his head, the old Kale continued wistfully, “I believe he always wanted to see
the two gens reunited, but it was not to be.”

“And when the Deep Gen formed after refusing my grandfather’s right to rule
them, the loremaster stayed loyal to my grandfather, leaving all the creations
he had helped form in his hands,” Kale explained.  “There’s more than this, my
friends, though this is certainly the largest of the old loremaster’s
creations.”


“Aye,”
the old Kale’s face seemed to gain strength and a look of nobility at the
mention of his legacy, “I miss the old fellow, I do, and how I wish that young
usurper had never turned my gen against me!”  


The
younger Kale did not elaborate on his grandfather’s statement.


In
almost reverent awe Trallik and Trikki followed Kale and his grandfather a
quarter of the way around the amphitheater to another passageway, one with
stairs spilling down from it to a large box at the edge of the amphitheater.  This
must be where the lord of the gen was meant to enter and descend to his place,
Trallik thought.


Plunging
into the ornately carved entranceway, the group could feel a change in the air,
the comforting warmth that spilled from the entrance was a welcome change after
their travels in the cooler caverns of the upper underdark.  From what had to
be the far end of the passageway a gentle, warm light pierced the darkness in
front of them.


As
the group came to what was obviously a council chamber, Trikki stripped off the
deer fur, Trallik helping her fold it up before he stuffed it under one arm.  A
mighty throne of deep green marble commanded the far end of the chamber, two
tables of the same stone extending out from either side of its cut-granite dais
like the arms of a giant, encompassing the entire far half of the chamber.  The
golden veins that ran through the green stone glittered in the light of the
three ever-burning globes that were set in the ceiling.  Trallik guessed that
these, as well as the stone that Kale had used to light their way, must have
been fashioned by the same magic that had helped build the amphitheater and
much of the stonework they had seen in the home of the Kales.


“And
here, my friends, at one time my great-grandfather once sat in judgment and
ruled the kobolds who now call themselves the Deep Gen,” Kale explained as they
all stood taking the sight in.  Turning back to the young pair, he continued. 
“But for now, it is but a useless heirloom, though my sons do love to play on
the tables,” he said, the nobility of his features creasing in a gentle smile.


As
if on cue, the air was split by the laughing and shrieking of several whelps,
the noise of it all dutifully magnified and carried by the dome of rock carved
out above the council chamber for that very purpose.  A pair of older kobold
whelps came running out of a side passage, followed in short order by a whole
host of much younger whelps, the mix of them all laughing, crying, shouting, or
just panting.  In a flash, the pair of older whelps were up on the marble
table, running down the length of it toward the throne.  Some of the younger
whelps tried to get up on the table, the smarter ones simply running along side
it, trying to catch up to the two older whelps.


“Trallik
and Trikki, may I introduce my children… and some of their cousins for that
matter,” Kale said as he loosened the packsaddle from the goat, letting it drop
to the ground so the goat could join in the fun.


“And
my great-grandchildren!” the old Kale’s wispy voice interjected.  After a
moment he continued, “Well, many of them anyway.”


 
















 


Chapter 4 – Among the Kale Family


 


Trallik had been in too much awe
to notice Trikki’s discomfort.  The entire time that they had followed Kale
here to his home the tension inside her had been building and building.  Now,
as she sat on the fur of some large animal surrounded by the entire family that
called itself by the name of the old Kale, Trallik couldn’t help but notice,
and he was now beginning to suspect what the problem was.  


The
food had been magnificent.  The choir of little whelps that Kale’s lifemate
Kamia had organized were amazingly cute and surprisingly well-rehearsed, their
high pitched voices striking a resonant harmony with each other in the domed
chamber.  The one in front who hadn’t been able to stop picking his nose
reminded Trallik entirely too much of one of his younger brothers, though he
hadn’t thought of them since the morning of the Trials of Caste.


Through
it all, however, Trikki had kept eyeing a pair of males that had to be only a
couple of years older than them.  When she and Trallik had first come in, these
two had shown cruel smiles of recognition.  Throughout the dinner and the
entertainment, they had pointed at Trikki from time to time, laughing at what
could only be jokes or stories that they were telling each other.  Trallik had
been able to brush it off at first, for the sake of their host, the spearman
Kale, who didn’t seem to notice.  Now, however, as the meal had drawn to a
close and Kale had spoken words of closing, one of the matrons of the Kale
Family stood waiting patiently for the young couple to come to their feet and
follow her, motioning to the entrance just behind the pair of jackals.


With
deliberate motions, Trallik lifted Trikki to her feet, the bounce in her step
having lessened and a heaviness having clearly settled into her heart.  Though
others might have mistaken it for fatigue from their journey, Trallik saw the
link between whatever the two males were laughing about between themselves and
the pain evident in her eyes.


Thanking
their host sincerely, Trallik’s eyes hardened again as he approached the
jackals.  He didn’t know why they were tormenting his beloved, but he wouldn’t
stand for it.  Stopping next to the two, he let go of Trikki’s arm and put a
hand on the hilt of each of his long knives.


One
of them, seeing the look in Trallik’s eyes, backed up quickly, bumping into his
snickering companion.  “Hey now, we don’t want any trouble!”


“Why
are you two tormenting my lifemate?” Trallik asked, the look in his eyes only
made more fearsome by his still battered features.


“Hey,
if you want to join yourself to a Temptation from Sultry’s Family, you go right
ahead!” the other said, his hands held up showing he didn’t want a fight.


“Speak
plainly,” Trallik spat, his face a mask of contained anger.  “What is this you
speak?!”  The chamber had gone silent as everyone turned at the sharp exchange.


Trikki
grabbed Trallik by the arm.  “Trallik, please!  Not here!  Let’s go!” she
pleaded in a low, urgent voice.


Looking
at Trikki in confusion, Trallik could see the pain and desperation in her eyes.


“Please,”
she stroked his arm, “let’s not talk of this here.”


Confused,
Trallik allowed himself to be led away as Kale came up behind them.  The two
young males scurried away as he approached.  With a thoughtful look on his
face, Kale stood looking as the two pairs of kobolds disappeared down separate
passageways, the young mated pair to a private guest chamber and the two young
sons of his grandfather’s leader of scouts toward their assigned quarters.  


It
was clear to him that someone had to find out what these young scouts knew of
Sultry’s Temptations.  Running a family of honor took discipline and standards,
and these two may have put the family’s reputation at risk.


Equally
disturbing, however, was the revelation that Trikki had left the Shallat Family
and had become one of Sultry’s Temptations.  Had he known, he would have
dropped the young couple off with someone else’s family.  He certainly didn’t
need the troubles that one with that type of a history could bring.  He would
have the matrons keep a close eye on them all.


Kale
shook his head.  No, she didn’t seem to be on that path anymore.  Perhaps it
was best that he had brought her here.  Perhaps in time she would open up so
the poison she must have drawn into herself might be drawn out and cast aside. 
In time… if the weight of her deeds wasn’t too great already, that is.


 





 


“Please,
forgive me!” Trikki pled weakly over and over again with the young warrior as
he stood with folded arms and a hardened, blank look on his face.  His back was
to her now, the impact of the revelation having stripped away much of his
ability to feel anything.


A
wave of emotions had ripped through his young heart.  First was shock… shock at
who she was, shock at how he’d been so blind, shock at the fact that he’d
joined himself to… that!  Then, after several moments, his shock had turned to
anger.  They had fought for a while, him accusing her of using him, of loving
him as little as she must have loved others in the past, of only joining
herself to him to escape slavery at the hands of the orcs, and many other such
statements that tore through her heart until Trallik had turned away; there was
nothing left to tear.  By the end of his tirade, she had collapsed in helpless
tears.


Now,
as she lay on the rug in the center of the ornately carved room, Trallik began
to feel the first hints of despair coming into his heart.  The thoughts that
ran now through his head were dark and depressing, the pain he was feeling as
intense as his love for her had been… or perhaps still was.


After
quite some time the storm of his anger and the flood of its resultant
depression began to wash away, leaving him completely devoid of any emotion. 
He was numb.  Trikki, unable to cry anymore, and unable to stand his smoldering
silence as well, had finally curled up in a ball on the floor and fallen into a
fitful sleep, rocking ever so slightly even in her sleep.  


Though
he felt no emotion, his instincts did eventually kick in.  Walking over to her,
he could feel that the colorless fur of the great blanket that served as their
bed was wet with her tears.  Unrolling the deer fur, he threw it gently over
her sleeping form.  Whatever dark dreams possessed her mind, she didn’t seem to
notice the fur; the slight rocking continued unabated.


Taking
his belts and kit in hand, Trallik numbly did up the buckles and straightened
the pouches and two fine fighting knives that had been his loyal companions
through so much trouble.  Looking numbly one last time upon the sleeping form
of the kobold he thought he loved, Trallik turned and walked out the doorway.


 





 


“Greetings,
young Trallik,” the voice came from the benches to the side of the entrance.  


Trallik
turned in surprise, his startled nerves had a long knife out before he realized
who was there.


“You’ve
no need of that,” Kale said gently, holding out a hand in a downward gesture.


Shaking
his head, Trallik sheathed the long knife.  “Sorry about that.  Warrior’s
instinct,” Trallik explained clumsily.


Kale
only smiled.  “I understand, my friend.  It’s a reaction you should keep. 
There are many dangers in the underdark that a kobold must guard against. 
Come,” he gestured at the bench next to himself.  “I see you’re troubled.  Tell
me what ails you.”


Trallik
closed his eyes.  He really didn’t want this right now.  He just wanted to go.


“Come,
my friend.  At least sit for a while.  If you’re determined to leave, perhaps I
can at least tell you how to find your way back to the surface, though I think
there’s a young female that will miss you terribly.”


Trallik
looked up at the older warrior with annoyance, but he came and sat next to him
anyway, knowing that if he didn’t get directions that he’d likely never find
his way out of the underdark.  If that meant he had to suffer through some
pep-talk, then so be it.  He only hoped it would be short so he could get on
his way.


After
a few moments of silence, Kale spoke.  “My young friend,” he started.  “I would
like to say that I know how you feel, but that would be disingenuous of me.  My
lifemate is the daughter of a Deep Gen leader caste.  How I convinced him to
give me, an outcast, his eldest daughter is another story.  Nonetheless, she
was and always has been faithful to me.  Her heart has been mine and my heart
is hers.  We have bound our hearts together through these years, and through
our devotion to each other.  She is a prize that is perhaps more than I
deserve.”


The
talk so far had done little more than depress Trallik again.  He could see no
qualities in Trikki, nor future like what Kale described, with her… especially
after tonight’s all-out fight.  His heart was torn in half it seemed, for in
many ways he still loved her and longed for her, yet every longing was rebuffed
by what he felt was her betrayal at not having shared with him who she was.  


A
thought had been slowly distilling upon his mind while Kale was talking, that
perhaps she wasn’t that anymore, that perhaps she’d left that life behind. 
Even as the thought occurred to him, he cast it aside.  But the thought
wouldn’t be cast aside that easily and seemed to stick in his mind, just out of
his foremost thoughts, waiting in the wings where mercy might find it when the
time came.


“I
couldn’t help but overhear what those young scouts said about your lifemate,”
Kale ventured.  His acknowledgement was a further blow for Trallik.  “And I see
by your pain that they did not speak falsely.”


The
emotion had begun to flood back into Trallik’s numbed heart.  Tears started to
flow yet again as the two of them sat staring out into the darkness of the amphitheater.


“How
could I not have seen who she was?” Trallik sobbed in utter misery.


“I’m
sorry for your pain,” Kale said after a few moments.  He waited for the sobbing
to begin to subside.  “I know it hurts a lot when we feel that someone we love
has betrayed our trust.”


Trallik
nodded his head, the flow of tears beginning to stem.


“Especially
when we love them with all our hearts,” Kale said gently.


Trallik
hesitated, then nodded slightly.  In a moment, he began to cry again.  “I loved
her so much.  How could she have used me like that?” he exclaimed into the air,
the sound carrying across the amphitheater where it echoed, bringing the
question right back to him.


Trallik
shook his head.  Several moments of silence passed.


Finally,
Kale broke in.  “Have you thought that she might have left that life off? 
Perhaps finding you was the last step to leaving that life behind.  Perhaps she
was waiting for the right time to tell you of her past.”


Trallik
shook his head.  “No.  She didn’t want to come back into the underdark.  Now I
see why.  If we’d not come down here, she could have kept it hidden forever.”


Kale
smiled gently.  His speech was calm and timed to give Trallik time to feel the
impact of his own words each time he spoke before Kale responded.  “If she had
meant to deceive you, I doubt she would have followed us here,” he said.  “I
think she probably just didn’t know how to tell you, and was searching for the
right way and time to broach the subject.”


Trallik’s
face was marked by pain and numbness.  Did he want to believe Kale?  Somewhere
deep inside him he knew he did.  From somewhere in his heart he ached to
believe that she hadn’t meant to deceive him, and that she had left that life
behind.  Somehow, his pain and numbness both began to recede.


“I
couldn’t help but hear your argument through the wall between us,” Kale
confessed.


Trallik
looked at him like he’d just slapped him.  Were there no secrets?


“You
must admit you were both very loud,” Kale responded to the thoughts written on
Trallik’s face.  “Did she not say that she left that life off, that she’d been
caught by the orcs as she had been trying to leave the Sultry Family?” Kale
pressed.  “Haven’t we all made mistakes, my friend?  That doesn’t mean we must
all be condemned for our faults.”


The
memory of Trallik’s own faults of character began to come back to him.  He
himself hadn’t led the most noble of lives.  For that matter, he’d been a
conspirator against the old lord of his gen, which certainly wasn’t a very
noble thing.  Even worse, he’d promised to kill Lord Karthan’s daughter as part
of that conspiracy.  Surely killing a helpless female in cold blood wasn’t a
noble act either, but did it compare to what Trikki must surely have done?


Even
as the words ran through his mind, Trallik’s heart told him clearly what the
answer was.  He had been a fool to condemn Trikki out of hand, when his record
was no better than hers.  He remembered well finding Lord Karthan’s two young
sons in the lair of the ant queen, with an almost expended Khazak Mail Fist still
guarding them.  Though he’d not been able to follow through with the murder of
Lord Karthan’s whelps, in his heart he knew he might have if the ant queen
hadn’t grabbed him first.


Trallik
looked away in anguish.  “What have I done?” he moaned.  His tail began to move
furtively behind him.


Kale
waited patiently for his own heart to show him the path.


“I’ve
ruined our love,” Trallik said miserably, feeling now the pain he had caused
her.


Kale
placed an arm over his shoulders.  “No, you haven’t,” he spoke gently in his
ear.  “There’s still a chance to save it.  Go to her, Trallik.  Be the kobold
you know you should be.”


Trallik
breathed in deeply, beginning to feel the first bits of strength returning. 
“Will she take me back, after all I said?” he asked, half to himself, and half
to Kale.


“There’s
more to you than that fight back there,” Kale said.  “You’re better than that,
and I think she sees that.”  He paused, looking into Trallik’s pained eyes. 
“Forgive her, Trallik, and ask for her forgiveness in turn.  Go to her now. 
Love her.”


Nodding,
Trallik stood up.  After a deep, shuddering breath, he began the long walk back
to his guest chamber.


 





 


Trikki
still lay exactly where he had left her, the deer skin laying as he’d left it,
almost carelessly thrown over her.  Now as he stood looking at her, he couldn’t
help but feel miserable for what he’d done.  Without mercy he had accused her
of all sorts of heinous actions, and yet never once had she raised her voice
back at him.  He had treated her without any respect.  His heart ached with the
pain he had caused her.


Sitting
down beside her on the large, colorless fur rug, Trallik could feel the
moisture of her tears still.  Gently, he began to stroke the portion of the
deer fur rug that lay over her arm and back.  Almost instantly her sleeping
form seemed to stiffen, then as he continued to gently caress her, little by
little she began to relax.  After a while, her swollen eyes opened and she
looked up at her mate.


The
hurt and fear in her eyes was more than Trallik could bear.  He had to look
away as tears began to fill his own eyes again.  “I’m… I’m sorry, Trikki,” he
started.  “You’re the best thing that has ever happened to me, and I’m afraid
I’ve ruined our love.  I’m sorry for saying such awful things about you, and I
don’t hold your past against you.  Can you forgive me?”


The
pain in Trikki’s eyes began to melt, being slowly replaced by a tentative
compassion.  They sat that way in silence for several moments.  Finally, in a
token of acceptance, Trikki lifted the deer skin.  Trallik lay down next to her
and the two of them lay close to each other for some time before, almost
simultaneously, they moved toward each other, holding each other’s brightly
glowing bodies in the darkness of the home of the Kale Family.


Time
passed and eventually the motionless pair fell asleep in each other’s arms, and
though the scars of that night would take some time to heal, the looks of pain
and hurt began melting away slowly in each other’s warmth.


 





 


That
night, as both valleys were alive with the movements of masses of orcs, ants,
and kobolds from many different gens, Kale lay blissfully unaffected by it
all.  But despite this sheltering, sleep would not come to him.  Two or three
times he rose from his bed, the bright form of Kamia, his lifemate, lying still
on the other half of the straw mattress.


Finally,
as the second watch of the night came to a close, he rose from his bed yet
again and, taking spear in hand, he walked the halls of his family’s domain. 
From the living quarters to the council chamber, and from there through the
amphitheater and out to the watcher’s post where he greeted one of the young
kobolds who had treated their guests so rudely.  All seemed to be in order, and
yet still his mind remained unsettled.


As
he walked back through the council chamber and into the hall beyond that led to
the living chambers, he noticed a side passage that he’d not entered for quite
some time.  Though it only held storage chambers, he felt the need to go down
that hall.  


He
did so. 


Turning
a corner, he noticed light emanating ever so faintly from a crack under one of
the doors.  Grabbing his spear tightly, Kale walked quietly toward the door and
listened.  There was no noise to be heard, and the light itself did not flicker. 
Whatever this constant source of light was, it seemed to be as steady as the
magical light orbs set in the ceiling of the council chamber.


Kale
could see that the door was ever so slightly ajar, but not far enough to allow
him a view of what was inside.  Moving as silently as he possibly could, he
pressed one hand lightly against the door, edging it ever so slightly open. 
When light appeared through the crack, he stopped and peered forward through
the slight crack.  The room inside was empty except for what appeared to be a
small, translucent, mercurial stone that was suspended in the air.  Kale had
found the source of the light, for the stone itself glowed with a stunning
brilliance.


“Kale,
son of Kale, come forward,” the voice came out of nowhere, and yet everywhere. 
“I have a task for you.”  The voice was deep, resonant, and yet pierced him
through.


Almost
without noticing that he was doing it, Kale opened the door and stepped fully
into the light.


“I
am Kamuril, and I will soon be set free.  I am the power of your fathers, and
Morgra who watches over your race has sent her paladin to restore my power to
you.”


The
voice was soothing, yet commanding, wise, yet young and strong in timbre.


“But,
what are you?” Kale asked in amazement.


“I
am the power given to the second son of Kobold, the First Sire.  I am the Kale
Stone.  With my power the right to rule the Kale Gen is secured.  And shortly
that right to rule will be yours.  You will be he who reunites the Kale Gen.”


Kale
was overcome.  He dropped to his knees.  “But how can this thing be?  I am but
an exile, an outcast and son of outcasts!”


“In
time it shall be shown to you,” the voice continued.  “Now, you must gather the
strength of your house.  Go to.  Gather the outcasts, and those who call
themselves the Deep Gen.  They must be warned, for a great danger comes that
they do not see.  All who live below the southern valley must be gathered to
the ancestral home of the Kale Gen.  All must be warned to flee to those
caverns.  Go to, for you are called to be a voice of warning and to save your
people.”
















 


Chapter 5 – The Gathering Begins


 


Trallik and Trikki decided to
leave before anyone else was awake, to avoid any more uncomfortable run-ins. 
So, after a few hours of fitful sleep, they gathered their few meager
belongings and left the guest chamber the Kales had provided them in the living
quarters of their family’s halls.  


As
they entered the lighted council chamber, they were both surprised to see Kale
kneeling, deep in thought in front of the tall green-stone throne that
dominated the center of the room.  As they entered, he looked up at them and
they could see he had not slept since they last saw him.  It was equally
obvious by the burdens they carried that the two young lovers were leaving.


“We
have waterskins and sacks of food that you may take with you, if you’d like,”
Kale offered, his voice subdued, his shoulders slumped as if carrying a great
burden.  “If you’re going to our ancestral home, the only thing I ask is that
you tell your lord that he will soon have many visitors from the underdark.  I
believe that me and my people, as well as perhaps many from the Deep Gen, will
be gathering to meet with him.”


Trallik,
who’d been worrying about supplies, wondered at Kale’s words, but he nodded his
head in acceptance and agreement and asked no questions.  He felt he should say
something, but didn’t know what to say.  “I would wait for you, but I must warn
my gen.  They must know of the approach of the orc horde before it is too
late,” he stumbled over the words.


“That
may be why we are to gather to the Kale Gen.  I’m afraid I don’t know,” Kale
said mysteriously as he stood, rubbing legs that had gone stiff since he had
knelt there.  Taking the two of them back into the storage rooms area, he
pushed aside an ancient door with creaking hinges and rummaged around in a pile
of leather goods until he found two good waterskins and a sack.  In the next
room he took liberally from their stores of dried fungus and salted meat,
stuffing the sack to capacity.  In a common chamber in the midst of the store
rooms sat a well from which he filled both of the waterskins.  With a smile, he
handed the items over to Trallik and Trikki.  After giving them general
directions of how to get back to the Doorstep, as the two didn’t want to
attempt a climb up Sheerface from the underdark, Kale saw them to the lookout
post at the entrance past one of the young scouts who had harassed Trikki the
night before and to the entrance from the large sandy cavern that would start
them on their way.


They
thanked Kale for his hospitality and, after saying their goodbyes, Trallik and
Trikki began the journey of nearly half a day to get back to the Doorstep.


 





 


Trallik
grabbed Trikki’s wrists for the hundredth time this day to help pull her up
onto the stone balcony that led into the sandy chamber where he had acquired
the deerskin blanket from the sleeping orc patrol.  It had been a long and
arduous journey, one he’d not want to have to do again any time soon, but
already he could smell the change in the air.


The
strength of the wind escaping from the underdark had grown as they approached
the area of the Doorstep, and with it their hopes had grown.  For all the time
they’d spent underground in their lives, like most kobolds Trallik and Trikki
enjoyed the outdoors.  The vibrant colors of light when compared to the black,
grey, and white of heat vision; the freshness of the air and the sounds of the
animals of the forest; even the warmth of the sun and the coolness of night in
late spring: the dank cold of the underdark just couldn’t compare.


“Oh,
Trallik, I’m so glad we’re almost at the surface again!” Trikki smiled.  “It’s
been so long since I’ve seen the sun, and felt the warmth of it on my body.”


“Shh,
my love,” Trallik whispered.  “There may be orcs or other things about.  We
must be quiet.  The Doorstep is a dangerous place.”


Trikki
closed her mouth and ducked her head, as if she were trying to hide behind
Trallik.


The
pair quickly made their way through the sandy chamber past the body of the orc
that Trallik had seen beheaded by the orc he now knew to be Shagra, the orc
champion, some days now in the past.  His body now lay stripped of anything
valuable and in the same spot where it had been before, between the pair of
passageways that led out of the place.  Putting his hand on Trikki’s face,
Trallik carefully pulled her gaze away from the bloated body with its mottled
green skin as they passed by.  


Taking
the left passageway, Trallik kept a careful lookout as he snuck down the
passageway, holding Trikki’s timid hand reassuringly while in his other hand he
held one of his long knives.  As he walked, he wondered what had happened to
the elf prince Arren.  They had parted ways on the far side of the passage
beyond, and he longed for the protection of the expert warrior.  For all his
prowess, Trallik was just one kobold warrior, and now he had a lifemate to
protect as well as himself.


Coming
to the juncture in the passageway where it met up with the broad passage under
the mountains between the north and south valleys, Trallik stopped to look. 
There was nothing to the right, and there was nothing to the left.  In both
directions, the faint light of day could be seen.  The gentle breeze that blew
mixed with air coming in and through the passageway, refreshing the pair as
they breathed it in.


Though
there was nothing in either direction, still Trallik hesitated.


“What
is it, Trallik?” Trikki asked, hanging on his left arm.


Trallik
stood silently contemplating both passageways for a moment.  In one direction
was his home gen, the family he’d grown up in, and the caverns he’d known as a
whelp.  In the other direction lay… well, he didn’t really know, but it wasn’t
what he’d known before.  He couldn’t help but think that more adventure,
greater opportunities, perhaps even Arren the elf prince were to be found in
that other direction.  He wondered, were they to go north instead of back to
his home gen, if it would even matter.  In his heart he struggled to decide if
he should return to his home gen, and if he would even feel comfortable there
now, as these several days away from his gen had seen so many changes in him. 
Another thought occurred to him that it might be better to start anew somewhere
else, somewhere where he was unknown.


“I’m
cold, Trallik,” Trikki shivered.  “I want to feel the warmth of the sun.  Do
you think your mother will like me?”


Trallik’s
attention was quickly snapped back to reality.  Shaking his head to refocus
himself he looked down at Trikki.  “Of course she will.  After all, you love me,
and so does she.”


Trikki
nuzzled up against Trallik’s shoulder.  “I can’t wait to meet your family.”


“I
think you’ll like them.”


“Mmm… 
And even if it takes them a while to get used to me, I know they’ll love your
son,” Trikki purred.


Trallik
just about fell over.  “What?” he said as he turned to face Trikki, his
attention fully focused on her beautiful, beaming face.  He felt like he’d been
slapped in the head with one of the wooden poles they’d used as training spears
in their year of training.


“Well,
that’s what we were doing, you know,” Trikki said defensively, “back there in
the grotto.”


Trallik’s
eyes were wide open and totally unfocused on anything but her eyes at the
moment.  “You’re… you’re pregnant?!”


Trikki
smiled gleefully and nodded.  


“How
did that happen?!” Trallik was exasperated.


“Silly,
you were there.  You know how it happens.”


“Yes,
but… but… how do you know?”


“I
can feel it,” she said as she nuzzled up to his chest.


Trallik
was stunned and speechless.


After
several moments, Trikki spoke.  “I want to feel the sun, Trallik.  Shall we go
now?”


Taking
Trikki by the hand, the pair of future parents turned as one and began to make
their way south, toward the Kale Gen and the caverns where Trallik was born and
raised.


 





 


Kale
felt strangely refreshed for not having slept at all.  Now, after a large
breakfast he had ordered for the entire family, he stood facing the sixty-some
kobolds of all different ages and both genders that formed the sum total of his
family.  What he had to tell them was hard enough for him to believe, much less
for the rest of the family to believe.  He had spent much of the night worrying
about this moment.  


Seeing
him standing as if to address them all, the entire family slowly quieted down. 
The mood in the hall was light and cheery, unburdened as yet from the cares of
the day ahead.


“My
dear family, Kales all!” he started, with cheers from some of the assembled
crowd.  “I wanted to bring you together today to speak of a very serious
topic.”  


All
but the younger whelps in the crowd focused more intently on their leader.  The
good feeling the large breakfast left with them all helped to sharpen their
focus and prepare them to hear whatever it was he needed to say to them.


“Long
before I was born my great-great grandfather was Lord of the Kale Gen.  That
was a time of great power, as you can see by the halls we live in, carved by
that power many years ago when our ancestors came here.


“That
power came from two sources.  The first source was and is the Covenant that The
Sorcerer made with our very world, even Dharma Kor, to pass His magic on to us,
His servants, using the language of dragons.  Sadly, that power is no longer
among us.  


“The
second source of great power was a stone that our ancestor, as a direct
descendant of Kale, had a right to use.  This stone of power had a name;
Kamuril.  It was called the Kale Stone, and for some amount short of
nine-hundred of the past thousand years it gave its power to our ancestors. 
Then, more than a hundred years ago my great-great grandfather disappeared on a
quest.  The stone of our ancestors with its great power disappeared with him.”


He
paused to look around at the assembled members of the family, and to give them
time to understand what he’d said.  As outcasts, history was not something they
talked about all that much, and in fact many of the younger kobolds had never
been taught more about their heritage than that which was related to the
wondrous stone halls they lived in.


“I
am here to tell you that the Kale Stone is about to be found.  I have seen a
vision in which I saw it.”  There were a lot of surprised looks, but no
murmuring.  “In that vision, the Kale Stone appeared to me.  Its light was
intense, brighter almost than the light of the sun.  In this vision it spoke to
me.  It let me know that it was about to be found.  Soon, the stone of our
ancestors will be restored to our gen.”


There
was an excited buzz among the collected members of the family.  To Kale’s
relief, there were no murmurs of dissent, only wonder.


“What
else did the stone reveal to you?” Kale’s younger brother asked as he sat among
his lifemate and children.  His face showed only the concern of a caring
brother.


Kale
dropped his head and paused for a moment before looking him in the eyes.  “My
dear brother, it told me that I am to reunite the Kale Gen, starting with the
outcasts and the Deep Gen, though I do not know how yet.”  


He
paused again before continuing.  “Perhaps most importantly, the Kale Stone gave
me a warning for all who live below the southern valley.  It said that a great
evil will soon come upon us, and that we must flee to our ancestral home; to
the caverns now inhabited by those who call themselves the Kale Gen.”


The
entire family gasped almost as one.  They trusted him, and that was evident in
their conversations, for the conversation immediately turned to what they would
have to do to abandon their home and flee.


‘Will
we ever be able to return?’ ‘What is this great evil?’ ‘Will the Kale Gen
accept us back among them?’ ‘Will we have to fight?’ ‘Can I take my doll?’  


The
last question was from Kale’s young daughter.  She had come forward and was
clinging to his leg.  “Yes, my sweetness,” he caressed her cheek with his
hand.  “You can bring your doll.”


Soon,
Kale, as leader of the Kale family, had decided that there must be some time
before whatever danger it was arrived, time sufficient to gather the outcasts
and warn the Deep Gen at least.  So he told the females to gather their most
necessary possessions and sent the young males who had no families to worry
about out to each of the major outcast families, directing them to stop by the
home caves of the minor, disparate outcast groups that would not attack them on
sight.


Leaving
his younger brother in charge of the preparations and bidding his family
farewell, Kale shouldered his pack and took his spear in hand and headed off
toward the home of the next largest of the outcast families to warn them and
plead with them to gather themselves.


 





 


Trallik
and Trikki rested in the underbrush.  It was late in the evening.  The sun had
set, but its light still shone from behind the western mountains, casting long
shadows from every tree and bush.  This and the brief time before the sun
appeared in the morning were the two times when a kobold was the most blind,
that eerie twilight where light was failing, but yet was still strong enough to
spoil their heat vision.


They
had found a thicket that was hollowed in the middle and, after chasing a family
of deer out of it, the pair made a bed for themselves in the leaves and
snuggled together in the gathering darkness.


Taking
his mess kit out of his old Kale Gen pack, Trallik began searching around for
dry sticks.  After a while he had a nice, cozy fire going that lit up the
thicket nicely.  With a pinch of seasoning from a small pouch he’d carried with
him in his backpack, soon the savory aroma of pork cooking in a tin filled the
thicket.


“Trallik,”
Trikki began tentatively as she sat on a pillow of leaves next to him, “if our
baby is a girl, will you love her just the same?”


Trallik
hadn’t really put much thought into the whole baby thing since she’d mentioned
it, preferring to focus himself on keeping watch for the various nasty things
that wandered around the valley from time to time.  But even with that, he had
learned enough how to hurt her.


“Of
course.  Maybe even more,” he lied.  If he was going to have whelps running
around, he wanted to start with a son… or two or three.  Perhaps he could teach
them how to be adults.  He certainly felt he’d learned enough from his father…
of the wrong way to do it, that is… so it shouldn’t be hard to teach his own
whelps what the right way was.  He wasn’t looking forward to seeing his father
again.  He hadn’t looked up to his father for years, and he didn’t really want to
hear the torrent of mediocre advice his father would have for him.


Trikki
sat silently beside him, lost in her own thoughts.


Just
then Trallik felt something he’d never felt before.  All of a sudden he felt
that, just maybe, he couldn’t go throwing blame at his own father or pick
incessantly at his own father’s weaknesses like he had for the past couple of
years before leaving the gen.  Perhaps it came from the fact that he was going
to be a father, then again perhaps it was this past week or so out on his own. 
He didn’t know.  The feeling didn’t stick for long, however, and Trallik could
feel himself slipping back into his old, negative mindset as he thought more
and more about going home.


Next
to him, Trikki could see his face darken in the light of the fire.


“What
is it, Trallik?  What are you thinking about?” she asked.


Trallik’s
brows rose.  “Huh?  Oh, nothing.  Just thinking about my family, my father
especially.”


“Tell
me about them, will you?” she asked with genuine interest.


Trallik
paused for more than a moment.  Did he really want to talk about his family?


“Well,
there’s not much to tell, really.  My father is a fungus farmer in the Deep
Guard Warrior Group in our gen.  He’s a know-it-all who’s always giving advice,
especially when it’s not wanted.”  Trallik knew it was a harsh and unfair thing
to say, even as he said it.


“That’s
not a very nice thing to say!” Trikki called him on it.


Trallik
looked down at his feet.  “Yeah, I know.”


“You
shouldn’t say things like that about your family,” she pressed.


“I
know.  It’s just that… well…” he stumbled over the words.


“Trallik,
in the end all we have is family,” Trikki said, which sounded strange to
Trallik, considering the only family she’d ever mentioned was her mother.


“Yeah,
I guess you’re right,” he said, looking down and throwing bits of dried leaf
into the fire.  They sat that way for a while, until Trallik felt to speak
again.  “I guess it’s just that… well, it takes a while to figure out that your
parents don’t know everything.  I guess it’s just taken me a while to figure
out that I don’t know everything either.”


“It’s
alright, love,” Trikki caressed his arm with her hand.  “You’ll make a good
father.  Just you wait and see.”


Trallik
nodded.  After a while, he stood and strapped on his belt with his two long
knives on it.  “I better go out and have a look around.”


“Oh,
don’t leave me alone!”


“I
won’t go far, Trikki,” he reassured her.  “I just need to have a look around to
make sure we’re safe here.”  With that he turned to go, squeezing out through
the hole the deer had made in the thicket.  After letting his eyes adjust for
several moments, he walked a short distance through the trees until he could no
longer see the light of their fire.  Having counted his paces, he knew that the
light from their fire carried a good fifty paces.  The heat from it, however,
would show much further with the heat vision of his race, but he wasn’t
worrying about what kobolds could see, since the only kobolds in the southern
valley were likely to be friendly to him.


As
he walked a wide perimeter around the thicket, he came upon a small clearing. 
Skirting the far edge of it, he got a glimpse of the mountains that ringed the
northern edge of the valley.  Stopping suddenly, he peered up toward where the
Chop had to be.  There, climbing the Chop, was a small group of what appeared
to be kobolds with packdogs.  He wondered about that.  Perhaps the southern
gens had been alerted to the presence of the orc horde?  Perhaps it was just a
caravan making a run over the mountain?  But then who were the kobolds up at
the top of the Chop watching them?  Perhaps it was his old party, Durik’s
Company?  He doubted that too, as there only seemed to be six of them.  With
the way the lead kobold seemed to be pulling the rest of them along, he
wouldn’t doubt if that was Gorgon.


Deep
in his heart, Trallik longed to be with his companions yet again.  And yet,
even as he yearned, he thought about all that he had gained since he had left
them.  If he had still been with them, would he have found Trikki?  If he had
still been with them, would he have been able to go back to his home?  Perhaps
it was for the best that he had been cast out of Durik’s Company.  Though the
emotion of it would take some time to pass, Trallik decided that, ultimately, it
probably was for the best.


The
next morning, not long before the light of dawn took away his heat vision, as
Trallik made another sweep of the area he watched the rest of Durik’s Company
make its way up the final switchback of the Chop.  Though the light was just
beginning to appear over the eastern mountains, Trallik could see them clearly
enough in the pre-dawn darkness.  Packdogs, riding wolves, what had to be
crossed shoulder belts over their chests, and the shields that they’d all been
issued that night not long ago in the council chamber of the Kale Gen.  


He
was sure it was his old companions.


 
















 


Chapter 6 – Seizing the Outpost


 


Durik sat cross-legged holding the
Kale Stone for some time as the rest of his party searched the shaman’s
quarters and filtered through the treasure trove, claiming the most valuable
and portable pieces for the Kale Gen.  Manebrow didn’t have that fine of an eye
for such things, so Kiria helped him divine which pieces were the most
valuable.  The alchemical training she had received from her mother so many
years ago came back readily enough.  Soon she had bit enough coins, scratched
enough pieces of cut glass, and seen enough corrosion to have filtered out the
worthless baubles and identified the valuable pieces, enough to fill one sack
for each of the seven of them to tie onto their backpacks.


During
the entire process, Durik sat still with his eyes open staring off someplace
unseen by the rest of his party.  The only indication that he was alive was the
occasional flinch or narrowing of his eyes, as though he were focusing on some
unseen object or vista.


The
rest of the scouting party had left him alone, seeing the strain that the
mysterious power had wrought upon him as it left.  There had been many looks of
amazement and wonder from the rest of the party; amazement that, as Kiria had
revealed, their leader had been chosen as some sort of paladin or receptacle of
the power of a god-like being, known only by the name of Morgra, and wonder at
the power that had been manifested.  


At
first they had fallen on their knees in front of him, as if to worship him, but
Durik had quickly raised them to their feet, telling them that ‘The Sorcerer
said that the Creator is the only one we’re to revere.’  But the power that had
manifested itself through Durik had filled their hearts, burning any baser
feelings from those who witnessed it, and had uplifted them like nothing before
had.


Ardan,
Keryak, and Jerrig had all seen it with their own eyes, and yet as the power
passed it seemed almost as if it had never been there.  Keryak, in awe at what
was happening to this kobold who just days before had been nothing more than
his childhood friend, spent much time looking at his friend stare off into
space.


From
the room that served as a treasure chamber Kiria’s voice broke through Keryak’s
consciousness.  She spoke words of some tongue that was unknown to Keryak, but
the power of the speech felt strangely comfortable as it rose in force and
heightened in intensity.  As Keryak approached the door, Kiria released the
charm on her necklace and splayed her hand out in a commanding gesture in a
circle around the room, turning herself about in the process.  In a matter of
moments a number of items throughout the room began to glow, most of them
faintly, though the spear that Keryak had found and now held in his hand, a
book they’d found on the shaman, and a set of gem stones glowed much brighter
than the rest.


“What
is this spell she’s cast?” Keryak asked Ardan who stood in the doorway,
astonished at his glowing spear, but more astonished by the fact that the glow
carried no heat nor caused him any pain.


“Kiria
noticed several runes inscribed on some of the items here.  Some are runes of
preservation, others are runes of efficacy or strengthening, and still others
that she doesn’t recognize.” Ardan said, then, noticing that Keryak’s spear was
glowing, his brows raised.  “You should take that over to Kiria.  Have her
divine its strengths and purposes as well.”


Manebrow
stood to one side of Kiria, who was quickly looking over the many items that
glowed with a lesser light.


“These
that glow less brightly have no greater magic than that which the runes
inscribed upon them say,” Kiria was saying.  “That is, they contain runes of
preservation and strengthening.  Though their magic has preserved them from
corrosion over these thousand years or so since the dwarves fashioned them, and
kept them from breaking or otherwise being ruined despite the much use they may
have seen, they contain no greater magic nor any hidden functions other than
that which is obvious by the item they are.”


“Well,
these runes of proof against corrosion and breaking are much in and of
themselves!” Manebrow replied.  “Though it doesn’t matter to me on the jewelry
and other fancy items, these swords, bows, and other weapons… and maybe even
those pieces of armor that have these runes of preservation and strengthening
on them will certainly prove useful, though almost all of these were clearly
made for bigger folk than kobolds.”


Keryak
could barely contain his enthusiasm as he stepped forward.  “And what of this
spear I found?” he asked.


Kiria
turned and began to examine it, reading the runes that were inscribed along its
length as well as on its head.  Then, grasping the spear in both hands, Keryak
could see that she was struggling to understand the power of the weapon.


“It
has a greater power,” Kiria began.  “It has… a name!” she was genuinely
surprised.  “It is called ‘The Guardian’, and it follows the will of whomever
wields it.  Though it is not intelligent, per se, the magic weaved into it
gives it some motion of its own.  Here, move back.”


Casting
the spear into the air, she spoke a command word, something dwarfish sounding. 
Before the spear could clatter to the ground, it stopped, poised in the air. 
Pointing to the corpse of one of the two orc warriors who lay stretched out in
the next room, Kiria spoke another command word.  Like a bolt of lightning the
spear flew straight and true into the side of the orc warrior, impaling the
still form of the dead orc.  Then, as effortlessly as its strike, it flew back
to Kiria to hover in the air in front of her as if standing guard over her.


Keryak
stood in wonder, but soon was playing with the metal spear, tentatively at
first and then vigorously, causing it to dance and spin about as he willed it. 


It
was not long, however, before Manebrow gathered him and Ardan to give them a
task.  Having found a secret staircase behind a door that was hidden behind a
tapestry in the far room, Manebrow sent Ardan and Keryak back up to scout
around, carrying sacks of jewelry and orders for the rest of the company,
except the prisoners and a couple of guards, to come up and occupy the entrance
cavern, in case the scouting party was discovered.  


The
staircase ended in what seemed to be a blank wall, but after searching around
for some time Keryak found a loose stone that, when pulled, caused the wall in
front of them to slide noiselessly open, revealing the common chamber beyond
with its two wells.


“Wow,
that’s pretty clever,” he remarked.


“Dwarven
engineering, my friend,” Ardan replied, their voices low in the darkness of the
orc’s hideout.


Keryak
nodded and, following Ardan’s hand gesture, moved out stealthily back the way
they had originally come.  A passage later they were staring around a corner at
what had been a raucous party.  It still appeared to be, but only orc voices
could be heard now, though none were visible at the portion of the table the
pair could see.  It seemed that the orc brew was a bit much for the kobold mercenaries
and the female kobold slaves they had been carousing with.  Every one of them
that was visible lay sprawled out on the floor or slumped over the table in the
light of the lone candle.


Moving
quickly past the feasting hall, the pair moved up the passages and stairs, out
into the entrance cavern, and up the passage to where the rest of the company
was hidden in the outer defenses, watching in careful vigilance.


News
of their success and the bags of precious items they had claimed in the name of
the Kale Gen piqued everyone’s curiosity.  Even Morigar, who had been sulking
in the back, came forward and stared with equal wonder at the glittering
jewelry in the open bag Keryak was holding, though it wasn’t long before greed
began to replace the look of wonder in his eyes.  In a token of good will,
Ardan passed his bag of coins to Morigar’s second, Krebbekar.


“For
our brothers, the Krall Gen,” he said as he grasped hands with the older
warrior.


Turning
to the rest of the company, Ardan cleared his voice, but kept it low.  “We’ve
found the Kale Stone, and it has truly shed its power upon our leader Durik. 
Even now he sits communing with the stone in the bowels of the outpost.”


There
were murmurs of approval and joy from the Kale Gen contingent.


“Manebrow
commands that we move our company up to occupy the cavern at the entrance of
the outpost.”


Within
moments the entire company was ready to go.  Tohr and Kahn were chosen to stay
behind and watch the six kobold mercenary prisoners.  The look of greed in Morigar’s
eyes was explanation enough for why he and his team followed the lead of the
Kale Gen warriors as they moved toward the entrance cavern.


 





 


Durik’s
eyes began to refocus as the sound of urgency in Keryak’s voice penetrated into
his consciousness.  Standing in front of him, Manebrow was gently shaking
Durik’s leg.


“Sire,
there’s a problem.  We need to get moving,” he was saying.


Shaking
his head and blinking, Durik slowly stood up and stretched.  The rest of his
scouting party was already on their feet and moving past him to where a
tapestry had been pulled aside to reveal a door.


“Certainly,
second.  What’s the problem?”


Manebrow
grimaced.  “I made a mistake.  I send Ardan and Keryak up to the rest of the
company with news of the treasure, and to gather them to the entrance cavern.”


Durik
looked at Manebrow without understanding, though the quiet solace of communing
with the Kale Stone was beginning to wear off, and his mind was refocused on
command.


“Well,”
Manebrow continued, “It seems that Morigar got it into his head to take on the
orcs directly.  Seems to want to claim the outpost… and all its contents… for
the Krall Gen.”


Durik
shook his head as the peaceful look on his face changed to one of
determination.


“I’ve
already given the order to gather the company, sire.  The orcs seem to be all
located in the feasting hall we passed.”


Durik
nodded.  Placing the Kale Stone carefully in a belt pouch, he drew his sword
again, though this time the light of the candles the party had lit to sort the
treasure was all that reflected in its surface.  


Soon
the entire party was gathered into the common chamber where they could hear the
sounds of some battle down the corridor from them.  Seeing the reluctance to go
to the aid of Morigar in the eyes of the several kobolds gathered about him,
Durik spoke quickly and firmly.  


“Morigar’s
move is motivated by greed.  He doesn’t see the danger in approaching these
orcs before they’ve drunk themselves to unconsciousness.  He only sees the
gold.  Either way, however, he is our ally, and we should do what we can to
keep his foolish choices from bringing him irreparable harm.”  He paused a
moment.  “Besides, this outpost is ours.  We can’t let him try to take it as
his own with this petty action.”


With
that, Durik jogged down the hall, followed by the rest of the party.  As they
turned the corner they could see Krebbekar holding up his sword, desperately
trying to withstand the blows of a massive orc’s cleaver while shielding
Morigar, who had fallen to the ground.  Gormanor and Lemmekor, the two Krall
Gen scouts, were both locked in battle with orcs of their own.  Standing
outside the hall, Ardan, Troka, and Arbelk were waiting anxiously for the rest
of the company to arrive.  As Durik swept past them, they fell in line with the
rest of the company.


Durik
arrived at the room just as another orc had gotten up from his drunken stupor
and had stumbled over to where Morigar lay, raising his scimitar to cut the
foolish leader in half, completely oblivious of the Kale Gen warriors rushing
up behind him.


The
tide of Kale Gen warriors broke over the orcs like water through wobbly pillars
of wood, sweeping through them with swords, spears, and hammer administering
death with deadly accuracy.  One by one the towering orcs fell in ungainly heaps,
their dark blood spilling throughout the large drinking chamber.


Facing
the last of the orcs, one whose drink-sodden eyes had only begun to clear as he
stumbled from the large stone throne that sat on a filthy dais at one end of
the chamber, with all the strength the magical Bracers of Kale gave him Durik
plunged his sword up into the orc’s stomach.  With a grunt, the large beast
fell over, alternately vomiting and whimpering.  Taking pity on the creature,
Durik slit its throat then turned around to survey the scene.


Krebbekar
was cradling Morigar’s head in his lap, trying to rouse his unconscious
leader.  Troka’s left thigh had been laid open between his new shin guards and
the skirts of his scale mail shirt by an orc’s wild swing.  He sat grimacing with
pain as he tried to staunch the flow of blood.  Both Gormanor and Lemmekor had
deep cuts.  Gormanor’s right arm hung useless, the muscle between his neck and
shoulder having been all but severed.  Lemmekor had faired better, receiving a
deep slash across one arm.  For those that were in it, the armor had spared the
company several wounds, and for that they were grateful.


Keryak
had had enough presence of mind to call for their healer.  Soon Myaliae came
shuffling into the room and within moments she was administering the elixirs
that were the hallmarks and tools of her trade.  Smoke wisped from wounds,
accompanied by the cries of those she administered to.  The thick red liquid
that brought almost instantaneous healing was then administered, accompanied by
words of power.  In this way it was not long before the grievous wounds given
them by the orcs were healed.


While
Myaliae was administering to the wounded, assisted by Keryak and Ardan,
Manebrow and Arbelk had been tying the hands and feet of the kobold mercenaries
who lay passed out from the drink.  As Myaliae finished with the last of the
warriors, Durik walked over to where Krebbekar sat.  Morigar was just beginning
to stir, and Krebbekar was helping him sit up.


“What
happened?” Durik whispered.


“Fell
and cracked his head on the table,” Krebbekar replied.


Morigar
had heard them and quickly retorted.  “It was that orc, not the table.  He
backhanded me.”  The effort of his emphatic response caused him to double over,
holding his head in his hands to fight off a splitting headache.


Durik
smirked.  Krebbekar smiled apologetically.  Durik stood and caught Manebrow’s
eye.  Seeing he was wanted, Manebrow came to his leader’s side.


“What
shall we do with the orc’s females and whelps?” Durik asked his second.


Manebrow’s
signature furry eyebrows raised in surprise.  “I’d quite forgotten about them,”
he admitted.  “I’d imagine they must have some idea of what’s going on by now. 
We certainly made enough noise.”


“We
haven’t seen any sign of them, though,” Durik countered.


Manebrow
shook his head.  “They’re skulking down these halls somewhere, I’d imagine.  We
should round them up and make sure they don’t try to strip this place clean,
then leave by some backdoor.”


“The
slaves as well,” Durik said.  “We should gather them all into this chamber
where we can figure out what to do with them.”


Manebrow
nodded.  “Right.  I’ll ask Krebbekar to prepare the chamber, and I’ll spread
our teams out to collect up them up.”


Durik
nodded, looking down at his feet.  “We can’t stay here long,” he said in a low
voice.


“Why
not?  What has the stone shone you?” Manebrow asked.


“It’s
not what the stone has shone me, but rather what it confirmed.”


Manebrow
looked at him quizzically.  “What this?”


Durik
had been keeping this pain to himself for some time, but now that they had the
stone, it was the right time to break the news to his second.  “Remember when
Lady Karaba pulled me aside, just as we were preparing to leave the Krall Gen
yesterday?”


Manebrow
pursed his lips.  His reply was completely deadpan.  “This is going to be
another ‘surprise’ isn’t it?”

Durik nodded his head.


“And
by the look of it, not a good one.”


Durik
nodded his head again.


“Well,
out with it then, sire.  Bad news doesn’t get better with time.”


“Khee-lar
Shadow Hand has overthrown our gen,” Durik whispered.


Manebrow
was completely stunned.  “What… how… but…”


Durik
pressed forward.  “Using the stone, I saw your family.  Ki and your three sons
are fine.  They look… stressed, but they’re alright.”


Manebrow’s
worries eased ever so slightly.  “But what about the rest of our families,
parents, brothers, sisters, uncles, aunts?  What’s going on in our gen?”


Durik
held his hand up to calm Manebrow’s rising voice.  “I don’t have all the
answers right now, but I do know that there has been a lot of chaos back in our
gen and many have died.  Many others have been thrown in prison, including
Khazak Mail Fist.  Lord Karthan and many of our most loyal fellow warriors are
holed up with him in a wooden palisade just north of our gen’s home caves.”


Manebrow
staggered back as if from a physical blow.  Durik grabbed his shoulder.  “I
chose to not share this with you… and the company, until we had gotten the
stone.  I hope you understand, the Kale Stone is our best hope to end the
bloodshed among our brothers.”


Manebrow
nodded his head, gathering his wits.  “We’d have been terribly distracted, and
that wouldn’t have been good for anyone… except our enemies.  Sire,” he
continued, “let me continue with the plan for a while, will you?  I’d like to
have the prisoners and slaves dealt with before we tell the company.  They’ll
want to head out immediately, and we can’t just leave this chaos in our wake. 
It would come back to bite us if we did.”


Durik
gave his consent and, gathering the Kale Gen warriors into their teams,
Manebrow led the company out of the great hall in the direction of the most orc
stench, leaving Durik behind to search in the stone for answers to the flood of
questions that would soon come from his warriors.


 





 


Manebrow
was never one to even consider killing females and young, but he had never had
to face female orcs or their whelps before.  He’d faced several of their
warriors and knew their ferocity, but he hadn’t known the fury of their females
before this day.


Standing
among the bodies of the majority of the orc females and their whelps, he
couldn’t help but wonder at the senselessness of it all.  From the moment he’d
entered the wing of the outpost that served as the living quarters for the orcs
they’d come at his company with a relentless fury, wielding knives, axes,
stones, or with bare hands.  It was as if the kobolds’ appearance had sparked
some inner arrogance, and even their pig-faced whelps had joined in the attempt
to destroy the much shorter kobold warriors.


All
of the kobolds had several bruises, and some of them even had gashes from the
orcs’ rusty knives, but in the end the furious assault had been broken and the
last few had run in the face of the kobolds’ superior discipline and marshal
training.  Even now three adult females and six smaller whelps cowered in a
corner of this common chamber, rounded up by Manebrow’s warriors after they
broke and ran.


“No
wonder their warriors are so brutal.  A culture that makes mothers like these…”
he shook his head.  “Life must be miserable from day one.” 


Keryak
stood leaning on his metal spear, flexing fingers that had suffered a rather
nasty bite.  “Not what I’d describe as cute and cuddly, that’s for sure,” he
replied.


“Ardan!”
Manebrow called across the chamber as he saw the first group of domestic slaves
begin to appear from the living quarters, the huddled group of kobolds looking
around tentatively at what they hoped were their saviors.  “Ardan, your team
will bind the orc prisoners and take them and the slaves to the feasting hall. 
I’ll take Gorgon and his team through the rest of the outpost and collect up
any stragglers.”


Turning
his attention to the kobold slaves, he motioned for them to come forward.  By
the dark hue of their scales they were almost all of northern gen descent,
though a couple of the males had more sharply pointed ears, shorter snouts,
lighter scales, and thicker tails than the others, showing a heritage that
Manebrow wasn’t familiar with.  He doubted any of them spoke proper Sorcerer’s
Tongue.


“Do
any of you speak The Sorcerer’s Tongue?” he asked.  From the middle of the
group both of the strange looking kobolds raised their hands.


“I
d… I mean we do,” he said, his accent smooth and exotic, with an almost lilting
tone to it.


“Where
are you from?” Manebrow asked, a frown creasing his features.  The other
Kale Gen warriors were all equally interested in the exotic sounding kobold.


“My
brother and I, we are from far over the mountains to the east and south of
here.  We were captured by the Bloodhand Orc Tribe while traveling north of
here.”


The
smooth tone of their voices, and the subtle differences in pronunciation of
their words were intriguing.  Manebrow decided he’d have to find out much more
about these kobolds when time permitted.  For now, however, he needed to clean
out the rest of the outpost.


“Right,
then.  Can you speak with these others from the northern gen?” Manebrow asked.


“Yes,”
the exotic kobold answered simply.


“Then
please tell them that they need to follow my warriors.  We will be collecting
up all the slaves, orcs, and mercenaries and bringing them to the feast hall.”


“My
lord, what are we to tell them of their… of our fate?”


Manebrow
didn’t skip a beat.  “Tell them that they are all free… but there is an orc
horde out there that we need to make sure doesn’t get wind of what happened
here, so we’re going to have to ask them to stay here in the outpost until that
danger passes.”


A
few of the northern gen kobolds who spoke a bit more Sorcerer’s Tongue than the
rest began to get excited.  Soon all of them were excited as the exotic kobold
translated for them.  Their excitement brought several more slaves out of
hiding from the living quarters.  Several questions came forward from the
growing group of former slaves.


“They
want to know if you will kill the rest of the orcs.”


Manebrow
could see the excitement of the former slaves, and now he could see that it was
beginning to turn to bloodlust for their former masters.


“No. 
They have surrendered.  They will eventually be freed, once the horde has gone
its way.  Until then, they are not to be harmed.”  Manebrow could see that the
answer wasn’t pleasing to the former slaves, and several of them looked like
they wanted to take matters into their own hands.


“Tell
them that my warriors will kill anyone who decides to disobey this order,”
Manebrow added.  If honor wouldn’t motivate them, perhaps fear would.


 





 


Durik
stood surveying the scene.  In one corner of the great hall the last few orcs,
females and whelps all, sat huddled in desperation.  Though Durik didn’t
understand it, the orcs hadn’t believed them when he’d had Manatos, the exotic
kobold from the east, explain to them that they weren’t going to kill them. 
Even now Manatos was trying to calm them down while his brother, Manarius,
translated Manebrow’s assurances to the crowd of slaves from the northern gens
that occupied the entire middle portion of the hall.


In
the far corner of the hall, opposite the orcs, Arbelk and Troka stood guarding
the remaining mercenaries who lay strewn around the garbage and rubble in the
corner, stacked on top of each other like so many fish, groaning and vomiting
all over each other in turn.  The scent of their spewed-up revelry did nothing
to calm or quiet the orcs or former slaves in the room.


Finishing
up a silent count in his head, Durik thought he had fifty individuals, more or
less, between the freed slaves, the mercenaries, and the orcs.  As if to
accentuate the mess, and add further to the confusion, Tohr and Kahn arrived
with Mahtu, the mercenary leader, and his five remaining mercenaries that the
company had captured at Demon’s Bridge.  With no great effort, the six dejected
mercenaries were pushed unceremoniously onto the pile of semi-conscious
revelers who were their companions, causing more groaning and vomiting.


“Sire,”
Gorgon asked Durik, breaking him out of his thoughts, “How are we going to
ensure that all of these don’t escape and warn the approaching horde?  Surely
we can’t leave any of our warriors here?”


Seated
on the steps of the dais, Morigar and the rest of the Krall Gen team sat
waiting.


Durik
breathed deeply, despite the stench, “I believe it’s time to tell everyone
what’s going on back in our home gen.”  He turned to Morigar and Krebbekar.  “I
have some very troubling news for the members of my gen.  Will you have your
team watch over the prisoners while I take my company into the other room to
tell them?”


Morigar
stood up with an unusual amount of interest.  “What’s happened at your gen?”


Looking
around to ensure that all of his warriors were otherwise engaged, Durik spoke
in a low voice to the two Krall Gen leaders.  “Khee-lar Shadow Hand, one of our
warrior group leaders, has overthrown Lord Karthan.  Lord Karthan and several
who are loyal to him have fled to an enclosure north of our home caverns.  You
can see how distracting this news will be to them?”


Wide-eyed,
Morigar nodded his understanding.  Krebbekar chewed on his lip.


“This
is grim news indeed,” Krebbekar said.


“Yes,”
Durik agreed.  “It’s because of that that I don’t want to tell them in front of
the prisoners and the northern gen kobolds.”


Morigar’s
eyes narrowed, and Durik wondered what he was thinking.  He assumed it couldn’t
be anything good.


“I’d
imagine that you will want to take your company to join him then.  So if you
need us to, my team and I can stay behind and take care of the outpost,”
Morigar volunteered unexpectedly.  Krebbekar looked suspiciously at his young
leader.


Durik
looked at him with both caution and tentative gratitude.  “Why would you do
that?” he asked incredulously.


“It’s
simple,” Morigar’s detached tone only made Durik and Krebbekar more
suspicious.  “You and yours need to get back to your gen.  I and mine, on the
other hand, have a charge to bring the head of the orc chieftain back to my
father.  I see here a number of mercenaries, and a number of other northern gen
kobolds as well.  Using the riches my father gave me, I will leave Gormanor and
Lemmekor here and hire these mercenaries that we’ve captured to be their
muscle.  I will give them the responsibility of keeping the orcs and the others
here for a few days, and I’ll have some of the northern gen kobolds take
Krebbekar and I to their lords so I can hire many more.  Though I’ll wait until
the orc horde has gone into the southern valley before descending the Chop, of
course.”


“What
will you do with all these mercenaries you plan to hire?” Durik asked
cautiously.


“Yes,
what?!” Krebbekar asked with much more skepticism.


“Why,
I will lead them against the orc horde, of course.  What did you think I would
do with them?” Morigar asked innocently.


Durik
knew as well as the rest of them what charge Lord Krall had given his son, but
knowing how resistant Morigar had been to helping at all so far, it was hard
for him to believe that Morigar was genuine in his intentions.  Still, he knew
he could not ask any of his warriors to remain behind to watch over the
prisoners, not when their homes and families were in danger.


“Would
you mind sending a messenger to my father telling him about the orcs, when you
get to Lord Karthan?”


Durik
slowly began to nod his head, though he didn’t look happy.  “Alright, then.  I
see no other option.”


Krebbekar
stood there mute.


 





 


The
meeting of the members of Durik’s Company occurred out in the entrance cavern
for the outpost, where Durik had seated them in a semi-circle around him. 
Though he had many more questions than answers, Durik did his best to provide
what answers he could to the worried members of his company.


Had
he seen Lord Karthan, and if so who was with him?  Yes, and there were many;
his uncle Drok, Keryak’s father Kodar, and Gorgon’s father Goryon were among
them, though he’d not had time yet to scry through the huddle of lean-tos where
the females and whelps of the loyalists were encamped, and he’d not noticed
anyone else’s parents among them.


Who
had he been able to see among those who stayed behind in their home caverns? 
Khee-lar sat on Lord Karthan’s throne, and several former elite warriors were
in charge of the warrior groups mostly.  He’d seen Manebrow’s family, and that
they were safe.  The only other family that he’d seen was Arbelk’s; apparently
with so many children his father had decided to stay rather than risk fleeing. 
Durik had seen Arbelk’s father coming home from harvesting the fungus that grew
in the deeper, moister places of the gen’s home caverns, a sack of the stuff
perched on his shoulder.  Finally, he’d also seen a place of burial outside the
entrance to their home caverns; a mass grave where many had already been
buried.


What
about my family?  Almost all of them had asked this question.  Durik had no
more answers there.  The caverns were large and no one was in their homes when
he scried.  Some of the homes looked quickly deserted, which could mean that
they were among the loyalists.  He just didn’t know, and he could see that the
unknown of it all was tearing his people apart.


Finally,
the group was quiet and the time felt right to speak.  As he spoke the time
quickly ripened to take action.


“My
dear friends, brothers from my beloved gen, for Kale we all are,” he began,
though Myaliae was there as well.  “I suffer with you.  Our home has been
stolen from us.  I have seen much blood on the floor of our gen’s council
chamber.  I watched, horrified, as Khee-lar and his evil companions slew a
noble supporter of Lord Karthan and made his family slaves to the new Deep
Guard leader.  I have seen rooms full of treasures and goods robbed from those
who fell in battle against his evil, or who he thought might be less than loyal
to his reign, leaving many widows and orphans without anything or anyone to
sustain them.  I have seen lifemates torn from the bosoms of their warriors, to
become a harem to this new evil lord.  Finally, I have seen the look of evil in
the eyes of those whose swords uphold Khee-lar as they go about doing his evil
deeds.


“By
his actions, Khee-lar Shadow Hand shows his true character.  He is a master of
evil and nothing more.  Today I condemn his actions!”  There was a muted, but
determined muttering of agreement from the group.  


“I
will not sit idle to watch this evil!”  Durik continued.  “Will you stand with
me, my brothers?”  


Each
one of the members of the company lifted their heads from their own
contemplations.  One by one they nodded.  


Gorgon’s
passion far exceeded his grief for his people, and he leapt to his feet.  “I
will not rest until I have the head of that traitor!” he growled in a firm,
determined tone.  All around the circle, the rest of the company came to their
feet.


“Nor
I!” Each member of the company echoed as swords, axes, and hammer were drawn. 
Even Kiria stood with arms folded across her chest and a resolute look in her
eyes as she was the last to speak.  “Nor shall I.”


Myaliae
stood uncomfortably off to one side.  Though she was Krall Gen, she had joined
the company, not expecting to join a civil war.


“Myaliae,”
Durik spoke.  “It is much to ask you to join us.  I will understand if you
choose a different path.”


Myaliae’s
face looked pained and troubled, but she spoke without delay.  “I cannot leave
you now, my brothers… and sister from the Kale Gen,” she said as she shook her
head.  “I will go with you, for evil that is not confronted spreads, and that
cannot be allowed.”


Durik
smiled at her in appreciation of her courage.  “Then it is decided,” he spoke. 
“We march at once for the encampment of Lord Karthan and our fellow loyalists. 
May the Creator preserve us, and may all who support Khee-lar’s evil fall
before us!”


The
cheers of the company could be heard echoing far throughout the caverns.


 
















 


Chapter 7 – Splitting the Company


 


Durik’s Company did not take long
in preparing to leave the Dwarven Mining Outpost.  What Durik had told them
about the events in their gen’s home drove them better than any words of
encouragement ever could.  After loading a bag for each of them to carry, full
of the most valuable and most portable items from the treasury in the bottom of
the outpost’s well, the company quickly departed, leaving Morigar’s team in
charge of the outpost.


There
had been much talk of how best to get back to the gen.  Here is where the fact
that they had spared Mahtu, the northern gen mercenary sub-leader, became an
especially helpful thing.  The leaders of the company didn’t want to travel
back up the inside of the mountain that was the Chop, just to travel down the south
side of that same mountain, but they didn’t know the area of the underdark that
lay between the outpost and any exits to the southern valley.


Mahtu,
however, did.  So, with Mahtu acting as their guide, the fourteen members of
Durik’s Company left their established base in the Dwarven Mining Outpost for
the unknown of the underdark, with the stated intention of finding an exit that
Mahtu called ‘the Doorstep,’ which he said brought them out about a day’s
journey from their home gen’s caverns.  From there they planned to skirt the
northern mountains and join up with Lord Karthan and his loyalists in their
encampment.


Passing
through several large chambers at the entrances to the various mines, all
supported by stone beams of ancient dwarven construction, the company marveled
at the large smelters they found there, at the ancient molds, rails of rusted
iron with the skeletons of carts burned out or smashed upon them, and even the
piles of slag and tailings of the smelting process that sat unevacuated in the
dwarves haste to leave their mines a millennia or so in the past.  Due to the
sturdy nature of its construction, other than the ravaging of looters and
vandals over the centuries, it was all eerily well preserved, almost as if the
tenants of the place had messed it up and it was even now awaiting the return
of a landlord to put it all back in place and make a few repairs prior to
letting it out again to a new group of dwarves.


Truly, thought Durik as they passed
through yet another of these smelting chambers, dwarven construction is made
to last the ages, even ages of orcs and bandits.  Behind and in front of
him, the rest of the company passed in silent reverence.


Soon
after the company had passed out of the area of the dwarven mines, the company
passed into an area of natural caverns.  Though most of the natural caverns in
the underdark were massively uneven and extremely difficult to traverse, the
dwarves had obviously done quite a bit of construction down here as well. 
There were pathways cut into slopes and cut through walls, their tunnels
supported with the classic, blocky dwarven archway of two side stones and one
across the top, reinforced by wedges in the upper corners to alleviate some of
the pressure on the top crossbar.  It was obvious to see that the dwarves had
eventually planned to mine down here, as there was still dwarven writing cut
into various stones where holes had been drilled.  Kiria had translated the
writing for Durik as they passed.


“This
one says ‘gold’ and this one says ‘iron ore, minor vein,’” she read as they
went.


No
more than a couple thousand steps into their journey, however, the dwarven
paths ended and the company found themselves skirting mud flats, climbing
slopes, and helping the packdogs through narrow chutes in the natural terrain
of the underdark.  Though they’d not noticed it, the company had already turned
around and was heading back toward the west, in the direction of the Doorstep
and their gen’s home caverns.


After
what seemed like a lightless eternity where the only illumination was the heat
given off by his companions and the dogs, Ardan, with Mahtu in tow, came back
down the passageway toward Durik.  Though it had been less than one watch, or
the time between two meals, the treacherous terrain had made it feel like much
more.


“Sire,”
Ardan whispered just loud enough to be heard over the sound of the rest of the
company clanking and crunching along beyond his leader.


“Your
report, Ardan?” Durik asked, glad for the momentary pause from the arduous
passage, made only more taxing by the armor they all wore.


“Sire,
Mahtu reports that the Doorstep is just ahead.  However,” Ardan looked
concerned, “we’re hearing the movement of several large creatures through the
passage between the two valleys.  We’d like to take a look and see what it is.”


Manebrow,
puffing from the exertion of helping a packdog up the loose, rocky slope they’d
just been climbing, came up next to his leader.  “I’d say that if we’re near
the Doorstep, that that’s probably the orc horde passing, with their ogre
mercenaries and the northern gen kobolds they levied to fight with them.”


Durik
nodded.  “That’s very likely.  I agree that we should have a look, however,” he
said.  “Ardan, take Keryak with you and have a closer look.  But!” he brought
Ardan up short as he was turning to go.  “Be careful!  Remember they have
kobolds with them, so you’ll not be able to hide your heat from them.  I don’t
want you getting any closer than you absolutely must to make a good report. 
But, if you do get the chance, see how these orcs and ogres are armed and
supplied.”


Ardan
nodded and soon he and Keryak were shedding their armor.  When they were ready
they left Mahtu with Tohr and Kahn.  Behind the forward team Manebrow had
already led the rest of the company off onto a dry shelf of rock where they
could rest themselves and the packdogs for a while.


 





 


It
hadn’t taken Ardan and Keryak long to find a good vantage point from which to
watch the orc horde pass.  They’d passed through a chamber where a water chute
came out into a deep pool.  Passing through the little stream that came from it
and a couple of other chambers beyond it they’d found a chamber which had
recently seen orc habitation, as evidenced by the excrement at various points
around the room and the body of a dead orc in the middle of the room, beheaded
in one swift cut it appeared not more than a few days past now.  Most
importantly, however, the pair of scouts found two passageways leading to the
passage beyond.  They’d also found a shelf of rock overlooking this last
chamber, which seemed to be a better bet.  The bats which, by the guano on the
floor, had once inhabited this chamber seemed to have been evicted by recent
activities, or they were out hunting for insects.  Either way, Ardan thought it
opportune.


Hoisting
Keryak up to stand on his shoulders, the pair made their way up onto the rock
shelf and into the little crawlway they could see beyond it.  The crawl space
ran probably thirty steps in length, opening up into a small chamber barely
more than a kobold’s height and width halfway down its length.  The pair rested
there, and, as they were waiting for their breathing to subside, they listened
to the loud tramping of orc boots over the stone of the passageway.  They’d
been hearing it all along, but they were obviously almost on the orcs now; they
could hear their muttering, their grunts of effort, even their labored
breathing as they struggled with whatever burdens they were carrying.


As
they sat there waiting for their breath to still, Ardan noticed another hole
near the ceiling of the little room, somewhat hidden by a jutting lip of rock. 
Standing, he found himself looking into yet another crawlway.  With Keryak’s
assistance, he hoisted himself up into the crawlspace and landed on his chest
in yet another pile of bat guano.  Grimacing, Ardan continued forward for
several body lengths as the passage seemed to narrow slightly.  Soon he was
pushing himself forward on his belly rather than crawling, but he could see the
steam from orc sweat rising through a hole in the floor ahead of him as he kept
going.


Arriving
at the hole and a little stooped chamber that seemed to be made for watching
below, Ardan looked down through the hole.  Not an arm’s length in depth, the
hole started small, probably no larger than a couple of handspans, and grew
like a broad cone providing a panoramic view of the passage below.  Here Ardan
perched like a hawk, noting every detail of their future prey.


 





 


Morigar
and Krebbekar decided to climb the long, dark passageway up to the top of the
Chop rather than following Durik and his company to this ‘Doorstep’ that Mahtu
had convinced them to find.  Morigar had preferred it, and Krebbekar had
agreed, wanting to get another look at what was going on with the Krall Gen’s
forces, the ants, and the orc horde from the unique vantage point of the Chop
over the northern and southern valleys.


Krebbekar
had readied the muscular, yellow-furred packdog they were taking with them
while Morigar had given Gormanor and Lemmekor their instructions.  Minotaur, as
the packdog was called, was a massive half-wolf beast, and he’d not shown the
fatigue of the other packdogs, though his burden was clearly heavier.  Compared
to the rest of the dogs he seemed eerily quiet and unusually in control of
himself.  His demeanor, from the perspective of one who’d dealt with dogs for
decades, was almost unsettling.  Whatever that dog keeps in his head
Krebbekar shook his head, I’m just glad his back is strong.


Having
finished loading up the bags and having saddled their two riding dogs,
Krebbekar was about to go looking for his leader when Morigar suddenly appeared
from the mining outpost entrance.


“Ready,
then?” Morigar said, his armor cleaned and his helmet under one arm, seeming
almost too eager to get underway.


“Yes,
sire.  I was just going to check with our two scouts to see if they need
anything prior to departing.”


“No
need,” Morigar cut him off, “I left Gormanor, as the most senior of the two, in
charge.  He’s got his instructions, and says he has all that he needs.”


“Well,
I’d still like to check…” Krebbekar began.


“Come
now,” Morigar interrupted him, “don’t you trust me?  They’ll be fine.  Come,”
he said as he grabbed the reins to his riding dog, “we’ve not time to lose, if
we’re going to raise a force to deal with those orcs!”  With that Morigar began
walking up the passage toward the Chop.


Not
feeling quite right about the whole thing, but not sure how to bypass the
situation gracefully, Krebbekar sighed and, after strapping his helmet on,
grabbed the reins to his riding dog with one hand and the packdog with the
other hand.  Reluctantly, he followed Lord Krall’s youngest son up the
passageway.


The
trip up the long, sloping passageway was a bit taxing, but uneventful.  The
effort of it all did much to lift Krebbekar’s spirits.  Unlike the climb up the
Chop from the outside, the spiraling passage they climbed now was much
gentler.  He’d never been the most skilled of warriors, nor the strongest, in
fact he’d been appointed into Lord Krall’s house guard decades ago on the strength
of nothing more than his loyalty and the ties of close kinship that the ending
of his name revealed, but he could walk for days on end if need be.  The
simple, monotonous rhythm of walking was a very cathartic thing for him,
cleansing him of self-doubt, worry, and in general lifting the burdens of
life.  That’s precisely what it did for him this time as well.  By the time
they reached the bridge atop the Chop, he felt more refreshed than he had in
some time.


 





 


The
tall elf watched as the last of the kobold wolf riders plunged into the canyon
across the valley from him.  Though the distance was extreme, probably half a
day’s journey, Arren’s eyes were typical of an elf’s; even from this distance
he could count individuals.


After
the wolf riders, the rabble of kobold levies followed, slowly filing into the
mouth of the canyon like sands through the neck of an hourglass.  Finally,
after that mass, a group of much larger humanoids, hobgoblins most likely by
their canter, who had been seated around a small, smoky fire on a spur
overlooking the mouth of the canyon, gathered their equipment and set off in a
group at the tail of the orc horde.


 





 


Ardan
had stopped counting exact numbers some time ago.  He had a good feel for how
many there were, and he had whispered for Keryak to come up and join him to do
just that anyway.  Even now Keryak sat on the other side of the hole from him
counting with his fingers and placing rocks in a small pile Ardan had started
for every ten he counted.


The
orcs looked fearsome.  They reeked of blood and were carrying meat in varying
stages of decay with them.  Their armor was mostly chain mail, blackened as
proof against rust, the rings themselves being heavy and wide, made by hands
that had more strength to bend larger, thicker rings than patience behind them
to intermesh smaller, tighter rings.  Their weapons were far from uniform. 
Most of them carried a broad, heavy bladed scimitar of one form or fashion. 
Many of them also had spears, though javelins and throwing axes were more
common.  A hodgepodge of bows were scattered here and there among the orc
warriors, though Ardan could see that they left them strung, which in a matter
of weeks would rob them of their strength.  Indeed, he could see by the easy
manner that some of them bent with the orcs’ movements that the bows lacked
most of their tension already.


On
the orcs’ heads were an assortment of helmets, but among the orcs there seemed
to be almost no shields.  Their only other protection seemed to be their long
hair, braided in thick, black dreadlocks that hung wildly about their necks,
heads, and shoulders like matted ropes.


As
they walked, the hobnail boots they wore beat the stone and dirt of the passage
in a constant, throbbing rhythm.  Some of the savage warriors hummed or
guffawed some infernal song or another in their native tongue, though the close
quarters of the passageway seemed to still all but the most impetuous tongues
among them.


Finally,
after a lengthy time and a count of more than five hundred and thirty orcs,
there was a brief pause followed by the shuffling rumble of several large
beasts coming through the passage.  Within moments the first of the ogres came
through the passage below the two kobolds, his back scraping the ceiling while
his sloped forehead was visible underneath his tangled matte of hair.  In one
hand he held a great battle axe clutched close to his side while he supported
himself with his other hand and both knees.


Many
other ogres passed through like this, the stench of their sweat-soaked leather
armor permeating the little hole where the two kobolds sat counting and
observing.  They brought an assortment of weapons with them as well, but most
of them had a great axe in addition to whatever great spear, great bow-sized
javelin, or ball and chain they had.  When they had all passed, Keryak looked
up at Ardan with worry in his eyes.  In his hand he held five rocks.


While
one or two ogres was a formidable factor in any skirmish, fifty ogres was quite
a force to be reckoned with.  Though they were cunning, they were generally
devoid of intelligent thought, but in a group of fifty you really couldn’t talk
to them, and it would be desperately hard to trick them or bribe them all to
leave.  If it came down to fighting these brutes en masse…  Keryak just shook
his head in despair.


Ardan
grabbed Keryak and pulled him back from the hole.  In moments the much softer
patter of wolves’ paws could be heard through the hole and the smell of fellow
kobolds began to permeate the lingering stench of the ogres’ passage.


“The
kobolds they had with them,” Ardan whispered breathlessly in Keryak’s ear. 
Keryak nodded.  After a moment, and in such a manner as to be looking at the
back of their targets’ heads, Ardan leaned forward and looked down at the
passing host.


They
wore chain mail armor, freshly oiled and warm with the heat of the ride.  Their
helmets were forged, not cast, and their shields were in perfect repair and had
leather coverings over them to protect from rain.  Their spear tips looked
razor-sharp and were mounted on solid staves of straight wood.  By their sides
they each carried swords in hardened-leather sheaths.  On the backs of their
wolves they carried bows in scabbards on one flank and quivers of uniformly
fletched arrows on the other flank, saddlebags bulging with rations sitting
squarely on each wolf’s hips.  The uniformity of it all and the disciplined
silence of the warriors was intimidating.


In
a strange departure from the uniform strength of the first ninety warriors came
a group of ten more riders, five of whom were armored with shields, but carried
an assortment of hand weapons only, no bows or spears.  Following those first
five were five more who were not armored at all, and carried only staves and
long knives.  While his heat vision did not reveal the details of their
clothing, he could see well enough to know they wore only robes, and that two
of them were female!  What a strange thing indeed, he thought.


Following
this contingent of a hundred came several hundred northern gen warriors of
typical quality.  With their mismatched weapons, mostly short spears, and their
lack of any armor and carrying wicker or leather hide shields in addition to
sacks full of what had to be rations and blankets, they were by far the least
imposing group that had passed yet… but there were about four hundred of them,
and the numbers alone were something to be concerned about.  They seemed to be
led in groups of a hundred by a northern gen leader with another of these
armored kobolds serving as his second, or maybe an advisor.  In the front of
them another small cadre of these armored kobolds riding wolves as well had
been leading them.


Though
it seemed forever, eventually a small group of hobgoblins, armed and armored in
a strange fashion, brought up the rear.  Ardan didn’t get much of a look at
them, as they passed so quickly and his attention was almost strained to the
limit, but he figured they must be the brains of the operation, as hobgoblins
had a reputation for cunning and manipulation far in excess of that which orcs
and ogres could muster.


After
waiting a few moments to ensure all danger was past, Ardan and Keryak crawled
back down the crawlway to make their way back toward their company.  But as
Keryak slipped over the ledge into the chamber below, Ardan hesitated.


“What
is it, Ardan?” Keryak asked.


Ardan
chewed his lip as if he were struggling with a decision.  “I need to see if
they’re moving farther tonight, or if they’re camping on the far side of this
tunnel.”


“What
makes you think they’d be camping there?” Keryak asked.  “They haven’t moved
very far from where they were when we last saw them, certainly no more than a
day’s journey for a kobold.”


“Yes,
but this orc chieftain might be stopping to wait for daylight before he gets on
his way again.  After all, we can see the heat of his warriors from much
further than he and his orcs with their black and white night vision can see
us.  If he’s smart, he’ll wait for day to eliminate that advantage before
moving.  Besides, I hear entirely too much noise still for them to be gone.”


Keryak
nodded.  He’d noticed that the noise hadn’t subsided much after the entire
contingent had passed, but hadn’t thought anything of it.


Ardan
slipped off the stone balcony onto the sand below.  Grabbing his bow, he told
Keryak to stay put and padded carefully down one of the two passageways.  When
he reached the main thoroughfare where the entire horde had passed, he looked
in both directions and, seeing nothing, followed the recently passed
contingent.


Approaching
the far end of the passage, he made his way clear to the end of the passage by
listening then inching forward, stopping to listen again, then inching forward
again.  After several long moments, he arrived at the entrance, relatively
confident that no one was in the immediate vicinity.


Looking
out at the little canyon that surrounded this entryway into the mountain, Ardan
could see far down the length of it bonfires that the orcs had set up to light
the night.


‘Fires,
a clear sign that they’re staying for a bit,’ Ardan muttered to himself. 
Withdrawing from the entrance, Ardan ran back to join Keryak, and the two of
them hurried back to make their report.


 





 


Morigar
and Krebbekar stood looking out over the southern valley.  Night had fallen
again and the late spring air on the pass was cool as it blew over them.  It
hadn’t taken long on the north side of the pass over the Chop to see that the
entire orc horde was beginning to pass into some previously unknown hole in the
mountain chain that sprawled out to the west of them.  Now, as they stood
looking over the southern valley, they saw the head of the long snake of orc
warriors poke out from the mouth of a canyon on the southern slopes of the
mountains.  Though Krebbekar’s eyes weren’t that good anymore, even he could make
the connection that somehow the orcs had either opened up or found some
long-lost passageway between the two valleys.


As
if that weren’t enough, far to the south, at the foot of the southern mountains
that ringed their home valley, were seething masses of what had to be the great
ants.  They seemed to be split into five main groups, and for now they seemed
to be stationary.


Sitting
directly between the two forces, the two Krall Gen leaders could see the heat
rising from what had to be the entire Krall Gen force in the valley not more
than a half a day’s journey to the south of where the orc horde was emerging
from the mountains.  If the orcs made straight for the main path between the
Kale and Krall Gens, they’d run straight into the Krall Gen’s forces!  If the
ants, on the other side, made straight for the Krall Gen forces at anywhere
near the same time, it would be a massacre.


“Morigar,
the horde is between where Durik’s Company was planning to exit the underdark
and where our people are encamped.  Durik won’t be able to reach them to give
them warning.  We have to warn Lord Krall!” Krebbekar stated once the
realization of what was happening struck home.


“Yes,
we do,” Morigar agreed.  After a moment of silence, he turned to Krebbekar. 
“Why don’t you take your riding dog and go and warn Lord Krall.  I can see that
there’s not enough time now to hire a mercenary army, and it appears that the
orcs will be past this place soon, so I’ll go gather our two warriors and join
you and my father later today, not long after sunrise I’d imagine,” he said as
he looked up at the stars to see how much of the night had already passed.


Krebbekar,
feeling the urgency of the moment, didn’t even notice the disingenuous look on
Morigar’s face as he stared fixedly down at the valley below.


“Yes,
sire, I believe that’s the right course of action.  I’ll be going immediately,
then.”  He turned and patted his riding dog on the nose.  “You ready, old
girl?”  Turning back to look at Morigar, he extended his hand to grasp his. 
“Now don’t be getting in trouble while I’m gone, will you?  Your father would
never forgive me.  I’ll see you later today.”


Morigar
nodded and smiled faintly, almost distastefully, as Krebbekar and his riding
dog began making their way down the southern slope of the Chop.


 





 


“Sire,
we counted five hundred and thirty orcs, but there were many more who had
passed before we got into position.  I would say the original estimate we made
from on top of the Chop of a thousand orc warriors is probably more accurate,”
Ardan was reporting.


“And
you say that all of them that you saw wore chain mail,” Durik asked.


“Yes,
sire, but it was broad-ringed.  I would imagine that our arrows, even the
broad-tipped hunting arrows, would have a good chance of passing right through
it.”


As
Durik had received Ardan’s and Keryak’s report, the entire company plus Mahtu
had gathered around the leaders.  The descriptions they’d heard of fifty ogres,
one hundred wolf-riding armored kobold cavalry, and many hundreds of orcs had
brought a mood of near despair to the group.


Manebrow
nodded his head, oblivious as yet to the mood of the rest of the company who
stood silently listening.  “And the fact that there are very few shields among
them makes me think that arrows might be our best chance against them,” he
said.


Durik
raised a brow in pleasant surprise.  “I hadn’t thought of that.  Yes, clearly
they’ve left themselves open for volleys of arrows.”


“Perhaps
our gen’s best chance is to do an ambush out in the open where our archers can
have maximum effect,” Manebrow pondered out loud.


“But
how can our gen stand against so many?” Kiria broke into the conversation.  The
despair in her voice was clearly evident.  It broke the leaders out of their
cloistered discussion.


Durik
looked over at Manebrow.  Gorgon and Ardan both straightened up, as if they
realized they had to put on brave faces for the sake of those they led. 
Looking around at the clustered members of his company, Durik could see the
fear in their eyes and knew they were looking to him to say or do something.


“My
dear friends,” he started.  “I don’t know what the next couple of days will
bring.  However, I do know this.  If that orc horde reaches our home caverns
without so much as a warning, all of our families will be enslaved…” Durik
paused, the memories of the orc raid six years before rising in his mind, “or
they’ll be slaughtered.”


Kiria
gasped, and all of them felt the weight of his words.


“If
our families and friends… indeed, if our gen is to have any chance of
surviving the next few days, Lord Karthan and Lord Krall, and even those who
stayed behind in our gen’s home caverns, must be warned.  And there is no one
else who can do that job but us.”


As
the shock of the reality of their situation began to recede, determination
began to show in the eyes of some.


“But
Khee-lar Shadow Hand won’t listen to us!” Troka said, his face dark with
despair.


“Whether
he listens or not is his choice,” Durik replied.  “But our duty to our families
is clear.  We must give them all the time to prepare that we can.”


“How
can we be sure he won’t just kill whoever is sent to warn him?” Kiria asked. 
“And how are we to get around the orc army, anyway?”


Durik
was quiet for a moment before he spoke.  “We can’t be sure that he won’t just
kill the messengers who take the warning to him.”


The
group moaned in despair.


“As
such,” Durik said, “I will go to warn those in our home gen.”


“Wait,
now,” Gorgon stepped forward.  “You know he’ll kill you outright.  After what
you did saving Khazak Mail Fist and Lord Karthan’s sons, and after what you did
to fight off the other conspirators in the Krall Gen, I’d imagine that he’s got
you marked for death already.”


Durik
nodded his head.  “It’s a chance I’ll have to take.  After all, our entire
company did that, not just me.  It’s not safe for any of us to return to the
gen while Khee-lar Shadow Hand is in charge.  Because of that I can’t ask any
of you to go, so I will go.”


“Then
I’ll go too,” Arbelk stepped forward.


“Aye! 
As will I!” Gorgon said, looking around as if he dared anyone to tell him he
couldn’t.


From
the rest of the group came several more voices of support.


Durik
held up his hands.  “Wait, wait!” he said, pleased by their demonstrated
bravery.  “Let’s think this one through.  We can’t all go back to our gen.”


“I,
for one, will not,” Kiria said, a haunted look in her eyes.  “He’ll do horrible
things to me.  I will go to join my father in his encampment.”


Durik
nodded his head.  “I agree.  I believe we must split the company.  There are
three groups that must be warned.  I will go back to our home caves and warn
Khee-lar and those who are left behind with him.  With any luck, he’ll not kill
me outright and we can stand with them against the orc horde.”


“You’re
not going alone, sire,” Manebrow stated, matter-of-factly.


“Very
true.  Arbelk’s the best climber we’ve got.  We made the climb up Sheerface
together right before the Trials of Caste, we’ll go by way of the underdark and
do it again, though this time we’ll take a full climbing kit with us.  Gorgon,
as he’s part of your team, I’ll take you and your team with me.”  


Gorgon
and Arbelk both nodded in grim determination, though Jerrig and Troka, the
other two members of Gorgon’s team, seemed less than enthusiastic with their
assignment.


Manebrow
shook his head.  “Sire, I’ll not leave you.  Not now.  Besides, my family is
still in the caves.  I would rather fall defending them directly.”


Durik
nodded his head.  “Alright, then.  We stand or fall together.”


“I
can take my team to warn Lord Krall and his warriors,” Ardan volunteered.  “I
think that myself, Keryak, Tohr and Kahn are ideally suited for the task of
sneaking around the orc horde and finding Lord Krall’s forces in the
wilderness.”


“Very
well,” Durik nodded.  “But I also want you to escort Terrim and the rest of the
leaders’ team past the orc horde.  You’ll be in charge of them also until
they’re safely on their way.”  He turned his attention to Terrim.  “Once you’re
past the horde, Terrim, I want you to take Kabbak, Kiria and Myaliae to Lord
Karthan’s enclosure.  You’ll be in charge of them.  Remember that they’re not
warriors.  You’ll want to avoid all contact with anything dangerous.  And since
we can’t take them through the underdark, take the packdogs and the four riding
dogs with you.  With a riding dog for each of you, you’ll make a lot better
time than the rest of us.”


Terrim
nodded his head.  Looking around at the group, Durik could sense that this was
the right thing to do.  The future held much uncertainty for them, and there
was much danger yet to be faced, but he felt confident that, if the kobold gens
of the southern valley were going to have any chance against the orcs, they
would have to be warned.


With
a word of encouragement, the three teams in the company began to split up,
divide equipment, and prepare for the tasks ahead.
















 


Chapter 8 – Journey to the Hall of the Mountain King


 


Without so much as a greeting, the
filthy line of mercenaries arrived at the top of the Chop and unceremoniously
flopped down in the dirt to the side of the trail outside the small stone
building.  Gormanor and Lemmekor, who had herded them here on Morigar’s orders,
guided the former kobold slaves and the few orc prisoners and the one goblin
that they’d also brought on Morigar’s orders off to the other side of the
trail.  Before any of them sat down, however, they were directed where to drop
the bags of treasure and the spears that Gormanor and Lemmekor had had them
carry.  All of them were glad for the cool air of the night that lingered in
the pre-dawn darkness of the pass.


“Sire,
we’ve brought the former slaves, the mercenary prisoners, the orcs, the
remaining packdog and all the treasure we could make them carry for us,”
Gormanor reported as he passed Minotaur’s reins over to Lemmekor.  In his own
rather unusual fashion, Minotaur the packdog looked rather non-plussed.


“Very
well.  You and Lemmekor stand off to the side and look imposing, will you?”
Morigar directed.


With
something of a confused look, Gormanor stepped away, motioning for Lemmekor to
bring the packdog and follow him.


“Ahem!”
Morigar tried to get the attention of the various groups in front of him.  A
couple of the more alert mercenaries prodded the several whose trip up the long
passage from the outpost had been absolute torture after so much orc brew. 
Eventually most of the group’s eyes were on Morigar.


“I
have decided your fates,” Morigar started without any other preamble.  “The
mercenaries I will hire.  The kobold slaves I will not release yet.”  This
announcement brought several of them to their feet in protest.  Loudest among
them were the two exotic kobolds.


“Gormanor,
Lemmekor, get over there and get the slaves back in line,” Morigar commanded.  


“Sire,
both the Scrolls of Heritage and our gen forbid enslaving other kobolds,”
Gormanor said.  “I will not enforce this order, it is unlawful.”


Morigar
nodded.  “Very well.  You!” he said pointing to the former kobold mercenary
leader.  “You are the leader of these mercenaries, is that not correct?”


The
kobold Morigar was pointing at stopped holding his head and slowly, painfully,
stood up.  “Yes.  Is leader me,” he said, trying his best to speak Sorcerer’s
Tongue despite his splitting headache.  


“Get
your mercenaries on their feet and get these slaves in line.  I don’t want any
of them escaping,” Morigar directed.


Seeing
their window of opportunity quickly closing, the two exotic kobolds quickly ran
off to the north.  Long before the mercenaries could react a handful more had
followed and all had begun the descent down the northern face of the Chop. 
None of the mercenaries felt up to chasing them down.  


Finally,
the mercenary leader got his mercenaries organized enough to begin ringing in
the rest of the kobold slaves.  With Morigar’s urging, they took spears from
the pile Gormanor and Lemmekor had had brought up from below.


Gormanor
and Lemmekor stood off to the side fuming about Morigar’s decision.


The
remaining group of kobold slaves, the one goblin and the handful of orcs were
eventually corralled up together and seated.  Seeing that the mercenaries had
finally gained control of the situation, Morigar continued.


“Now
that everyone knows their place, let me tell you what we’re going to do.”  


Though
Morigar didn’t know it, the only ones in the group who spoke Sorcerer’s Tongue
were his own two warriors and the mercenary leader.  He continued anyway.


“My
father, Lord Krall of the Krall Gen, has given me the task of taking the head
of the Bloodhand Orc Tribe’s chieftain.  He didn’t know about the entire horde
that’s coming his way, nor that the Bloodhand Orcs lead that horde, when he
gave me that task.  I was going to hire a kobold mercenary army, but it appears
that I’ll not have time to do that.  As such, I’m going to hire a much more
potent weapon that will take out the orc horde all on its own.”


Gormanor
and Lemmekor looked at each other in skeptical wonder; mostly they were
wondering what pain and suffering they’d be asked to go through for whatever
wild-eyed scheme Morigar had come up with.  The other thing they were wondering
was where Krebbekar had gone to.


“I
happen to know,” Morigar continued, “that there are two red dragons living in
the northern end of the northern valley, in the Hall of the Mountain King I do
believe.”


Gormanor’s
and Lemmekor’s reactions changed from skeptical wonder to amazement at the
stupidity of what they knew was coming next.  Even the mercenary leader
blanched through his dark, rust-red scales.


“Knowing
the infamous greed of chromatic dragons, I plan to take this treasure,” Morigar
motioned at the pile of sacks that the slaves had brought up, as well as at the
sacks still strapped to Minotaur’s back, “as payment to the dragons for them to
destroy the orc horde.”


Now
that it had been said, the entire plan felt much worse than when they had only
been anticipating it.  Gormanor turned to Lemmekor and, with only the movement
of his rather expressive brow, asked if perhaps it wouldn’t be better for them
to rejoin the Krall forces down in the valley.


“Where’s
Krebbekar gone to?” Lemmekor whispered back.


Gormanor
just shrugged.


Morigar
stood as if he were expecting cheers or some sort of adulation at least for
what he saw as a brilliant idea.  He was disappointed when the only sound he
heard was the whimpering of a few of the kobold slaves, and they hadn’t
understood anything past the exotic kobolds’ explanation to them that they were
being made slaves again.  The mercenary leader wasn’t looking forward to the
reaction he was going to get from his warriors, much less the slaves, when he
explained to them that they were going to march across the northern valley,
through the eastern reaches of it where the dragons hunted, and directly into
their lair in the Hall of the Mountain King, all with the intent of talking
to the amazingly foul-tempered creatures in an attempt to get them to slaughter
a small orc horde for them.


It
was the mercenary leader’s opinion that they’d all be better off just vowing
loyalty to the Bloodhand Orcs rather than trying this hair-brained scheme to
try and destroy them.


After
a few moments, Morigar could see that the rest of the group wasn’t
enthusiastically embracing his plan.


“Gormanor,
Lemmekor, can you not see why we must do this?” he said, almost indignant at
their near hostile reaction.


“Where’s
Krebbekar, sire?” Gormanor almost spat the last word out.


Morigar
was taken aback by the venom in Gormanor’s question.  “Why, I sent him to warn
Lord Krall about the orc horde.”


“Did
you tell him about this plan of yours?” Lemmekor joined in.


“See
here, I have no obligation to tell my subordinates.  He had his orders, and
that should be enough,” Morigar replied haughtily.  “Now you two be kind enough
to help…” he realized he’d never asked the mercenary leader his name, “help
him,” he said pointing at the mercenary leader, “to get the slaves loaded up
with the treasure and we’ll start our journey.”


Gormanor,
speaking for both of them, stood with his arms crossed shaking his head.  “No
sire.  Since Krebbekar’s not here to rein you in, I guess I’ll have to do it. 
We’re not going to go see about hiring some dragon.  It’s a foolish idea, and
it’ll get us all killed.”


Morigar’s
ire was up.  These were his subordinates, and he was not going to take this
disobedience from them.  Even their packdog was looking at him like he was a
fool.


“You
will do as I say, or I’ll have you punished upon our return to the gen!”
Morigar threatened.


Even
though he was the youngest son of the lord of their gen, he had consistently
screwed up every position of trust he’d been given in the past, and the two
scouts knew his threat was hollow.  Besides, they valued their own lives more
than that.  Gormanor was more than happy to have it out right here with their
‘leader’.  Lemmekor, on the other hand, wanted to keep from aggravating Lord
Krall’s son, in line for the throne or not.


“Sire,
if you’re determined to go through with this, then how about Gor and I go warn
your father about what you plan on doing,” Lemmekor pleaded.  Gormanor looked
at his companion in surprise, which quickly became frustration.


“We’re
supposed to watch over the fool!” Gormanor whispered vehemently to Lemmekor.


“His
plan will fall apart quickly without us there to make it happen for him.  After
all, look at how worthless those mercenaries are.  They’re only good for
herding defenseless slaves.  They’ll run once their leader translates for them
where they’re going.  One of us can wait at the bottom of the Chop and, when he
comes back with his tail between his legs, we’ll make sure he gets home
safely,” Lemmekor whispered back.


Neither
of them had kept their voices low enough, and Morigar had gotten the gist of
what they were saying.  With a cold, commanding voice, he said “Go then, but
leave the packdog.  Warn my father of what is to come.  I will deal with you
two upon my return.”


Gormanor
and Lemmekor looked at each other, shrugged, turned around and began walking
toward the southern side of the Chop to start the long journey down the
mountain and across the valley to warn Lord Krall of his son’s stupidity. 
Minotaur just stood there under his burden of orc gold, looking at Lord Krall’s
son in a fashion that seemed to let him know he’d rather have gone with the
pair of scouts.


Morigar
watched them go over Demon’s Bridge and up the far side, standing in stung
silence until the pair of scouts disappeared over the southern lip of the
Chop.  All the while the mercenary leader had shifted uncomfortably from one
foot to the other, eventually sitting down as his headache and the lingering
heat of the final hour or so of day stretched his endurance.


Finally,
Morigar turned back to the mercenary leader.  “Alright, then, what will it take
for you and your mercenaries to do this thing for me?” he asked.  All the high
speech was over.  There was no more need for trying to convince this rabble. 
These were mercenaries, and they were all about money.  That, at least, Morigar
thought he understood.


The
mercenary leader stood up and looked over at the bags of treasure as he chewed
his lips.  He also looked over at some of the better looking female kobold
slaves.  The thought crossed his mind that, if he didn’t do what this crazy
Krall Gen leader wanted, he’d probably lose all of this.  Of course, he did
still have several mercenaries…  He might be able to take the idiot out and
then just take the treasure with him back to his home in the Kijik Gen—if he
wasn’t a skilled warrior.


“Will
you do it for two bags of treasure, and the pick of the slaves of your choice?”
Morigar proposed.


The
mercenary leader thought about it for a moment.  Even if this crazy Krall Gen
leader did have the willpower to go all the way to the Hall of the Mountain
King, he was certain that he’d never have the courage to actually talk to the
dragons.  Besides, he and his warriors could stand outside the little mountain
and, when the Krall Gen leader went in, they’d just run away, taking the treasure
and all the slaves for themselves.  And if that didn’t work for his warriors,
they always had the option of killing him along the way…


“Yep,
we doo,” the mercenary leader finally accepted Morigar’s proposal.  With a
handshake, the pair of leaders sealed the deal.


 





 


Gormanor
and Lemmekor reached the bottom of the Chop about the same time as Krebbekar
and his riding dog.  The two young scouts had seen Krebbekar down the slope far
ahead of them, and they had run at breakneck speed down the Chop, risking turned
ankles and, at the sharp corners, possibly even death.  They had come to the
realization that Krebbekar wouldn’t take the matter of Lord Krall’s son going
off in the unsavory company of northern gen mercenaries quite as lightly as
they did.


As
the pair came bounding down the last length of the path, their legs wooden and
their feet numb from so much controlled falling, Krebbekar looked back at
them.  Instantly, the long and restful walk he’d had ended, the old familiar
stress of dealing with incompetence returned, and by the time the two scouts
had arrived he was standing there with arms folded across his chest, ready for
whatever they had to say.


“Sire,”
they both started simultaneously.  They hardly ever used such words with him,
even though he was the leader caste in charge of Lord Krall’s House Guard.


“One
of you at a time!” he stated firmly.


“Sire,
Morigar sent us to tell Lord Krall that he’s off to hire a dragon,” Gormanor
blurted out.


In
all his long life, Krebbekar had never heard anything quite like what Gormanor
just said.  And for however much longer his life would be, Krebbekar would
always remember this moment.  In fact, once the events of the coming days were
safely ensconced in the past, it would become one of his favorite stories to tell,
and it would be repeated hundreds of times.  Later on, when money became common
in the Krall Gen, and fermented Wallaya root broth was being sold at the Hall
of Trade, that story would often serve to get him a free drink.


It
did, however, take a while, and it took repeating it twice for Krebbekar to
actually begin to fully grasp the whole scope of what Gormanor’s statement
entailed.  Finally, after chewing on the implications of the entire situation
for a while, Krebbekar decided what to do.


“Both
of you go and give warning to Lord Krall about the orc horde, where the ants
are located, and what Morigar plans to do, how he plans to do it, and who he
plans to do it with.”


“What
are you going to do, sire?” Gormanor asked meekly.


Krebbekar
patted the neck of his riding dog and scratched behind its ears.  “Whether or
not he’s doing something terribly stupid, he’s still my charge.  I will go
after him.”


“Yes,
sire,” they both said, looking guiltily at the ground.


“He
didn’t actually send you, did he?  You refused to go do something so stupid,
isn’t that right?” Krebbekar guessed it.


Slowly,
the pair of scouts nodded.


“You
know we were charged with protecting the fool.  Surely by now you knew the
greatest danger to Morigar is Morigar.”


Again,
the pair of scouts nodded slowly.


Krebbekar
just sighed and shook his head.  He should never have trusted the young fool,
not even for a day, not even until dawn.  Slowly, for his aching joints’ sake,
Krebbekar started back up the mountain.


 





 


“So,
what is your name anyway?” Morigar asked the leader of the kobold mercenaries
as he rode along perched on the back of his riding dog.  Behind the pair the
packdog Minotaur walked along without anyone to hold his reins.


Trudging
along beside Lord Krall’s son, the mercenary leader was certainly dustier and
dirtier, and less in the mood for conversation.  But he would oblige his
employer for now.


“I
call me Kijik Gen Lider Nipnip,” the northerner said proudly.


Morigar
suppressed a laugh at what he considered a rather silly name.


“Well,
Nipnip,” Morigar said in a tone that was less than complementary, “How loyal do
you feel your warriors are, and how capable do you feel they are?  Are they up
to the challenge of facing a dragon?”


Nipnip
looked back at the straggly line of kobolds, each small group in the line
composed of a mercenary or two and a few slaves.  The brisk walk down the Wall
(the mountain that Morigar called the Chop) and along the main north-south road
through the valley had done much to shake the effects of the orc brew and had
beat the slaves with their heavy burdens down a bit, making them more docile
and easier to herd.  His warriors, all twenty of them since the Kale Gen
warriors had killed two of them and taken Mahtu captive, hadn’t been allowed by
the two Krall Gen scouts to take their chew weed with them and they were in a
rather bad mood because of it.


“They
follow me for all time,” he said.  “…and they follow you,” he said, deferring
to his employer in his habitual style.  “They good warriors.”  He was proud of
his warriors and knew they would follow him… as long as they weren’t asked to
do anything stupid.  He felt comfortable in his leadership and knew that
Morigar was no challenge to his authority.  


He’d
lied to his warriors about why they were going to the Hall of the Mountain
King, of course.  He wasn’t about to tell them it was to talk to the dragons. 
Instead, he told them that the dragons were away (he hoped that was true) and
that Morigar wanted to go get some artifact or another from there.


He
also told them that, if things went wrong, they should be ready to kill the
fool.


In
fact, he was planning on killing him.  After all, the dragons had enough
treasure without this Krall gen fool giving them more.  He was certain that he
and his warriors could put it to better use.


“What’s
this road called that we’re on?” Morigar asked.  He had been surprised to see
the ancient cobblestones of the road poking through the dirt for the last
several hundred paces.


“Is
Guard’s Path.  Is dwarf road this piece.  Very old,” Nipnip explained.  Not far
to their front and off to the left side of the road was a massive boulder in
the shape of a bird’s head.  


“And
big rock is name Birdstone.  At Birdstone we rest.”


Morigar
looked back over his shoulder.  He could see no one coming down the Chop after
them yet.


“Alright,
but not for too long.  The orcs have already passed under the mountain, so we
need to get going.  We’ve a war to win, after all.”


Nipnip
just grunted his acknowledgement.  The sun was about to rise, and they had been
up since around noon the day before, having slept in after a night of revelry. 
He didn’t want to press on right now, but he had to keep up appearances.


Just
then, an idea came to him.


“I
tink slaves need sleep,” he said.


“I
think they are slaves and will do what we tell them to do,” Morigar countered.


“Ah,
is too bad.  Pretty slaves rest with yoo, maybe,” Nipnip seemed almost sorry
that his employer would miss the revelry.


The
pair went along in silence for a while with Morigar looking back every once in
a while with a lecherous eye at the trail of slaves, and once more up the
mountain behind them to ensure he wasn’t being followed.  Almost on cue,
Morigar broke the silence.


“Well,
perhaps we can stop for just a few hours.”


 





 


Krebbekar’s
helmet had long since found itself lashed by the chin strap to the saddle of
his riding dog.  The intricately embossed pattern of Lord Krall’s tree symbol
was visible from his leather armor strapped to the back of the poor beast as
well.  Now, as he was almost to the top of the Chop, he stopped to unbuckle his
sword from where its scabbard had been banging against the flank of the dog,
pausing long enough to wring sweat from his flaxen shirt before buckling the
hot leather belt on.


Despite
the fact that it was the third watch on a cool spring night, the exertion of
the past couple of days had just about drained Krebbekar of all his strength. 
Now, on his second trip up the mountain in the past day, it was all he could do
to put one foot in front of the other.


“If
I ever catch that overgrown whelp, I’m gonna kill him,” he muttered to
himself.  His attitude, which was normally rather calm and focused, had grown
fierce with the exhaustion of the effort of both climbing the Chop and prodding
his riding dog along as well.


Finally,
in what was a rather anti-climactic moment, he reached the top and found it
deserted.  His dog immediately went to its haunches and took much prodding to
get it to move.


“Come
on girl, not much further to go,” he said in a level, frustrated voice.


Slowly
the dog came to its feet and reluctantly followed him across the span of
Demon’s Bridge and to the far side of the pass.  There, Krebbekar found a
good-sized rock and, after putting his blanket down to pad his aching bottom,
he sat down and began to scan the northern valley for any sign of his lost
charge.


 





 


“You
know, Nipnip, I am a son of the Lord of the Krall Gen,” Morigar was saying as
he lounged around in the knee-high spring grass, watching the mercenaries prod
the slaves to wake them up.  “And if we do this thing right, we could both be
very powerful in my gen.”


Nipnip
had heard things like this before.  He didn’t care much for power.  All he
wanted was plenty of money.  After all, with money one could live…
comfortably.  With lots of money, one could live extravagantly.  That was how
he liked it.


“I
no need power.  I want money… no thing more.”


Morigar
had found his hook.  “You know, Nipnip, I could ask this dragon to kill my
father and my older brother too.  That would make me lord of my gen.”  


He
paused to look at Nipnip to see if his words were having any effect.  It didn’t
appear so.  He leaned closer to Nipnip.  


“And
I could make you my minister.”  


Still
no effect.  


“You
know, the minister is the person in charge of all the money in the gen.”


Nipnip
sat up.  “He do money?”


“You
do money, my friend,” Morigar corrected.


“Hmm… 
Maybe we hire dragon… to do that,” Nipnip mused.  And maybe they wouldn’t kill
the fool.  After all, fools could be manipulated.


 





 


Looking
down into the bowl of the valley from his vantage point in the foothills of the
northern mountains that formed the northern rim of the northern valley, Arren
e-Arnor caught sight again of the small group of what had to be mostly kobolds
that had been camped at the large bird-shaped stone.  It had been hours now
since they had arisen and resumed their forced march.  Now, in the light of
mid-day, as they appeared over yet another rise on the trail between the bird
rock and the Hall of the Mountain King, Arren could see that most of the group
were porters of some sort, bent under the weight of whatever it was they were
carrying.


Far
behind them now, in fact not even to the bottom of the Chop yet, was that lone
kobold and his riding dog that Arren had seen come over the pass with the dawn,
the same one that had seemingly spurred the much larger group into action with
his appearance over the Chop.  Though Arren didn’t know their relationship, he
could see that whoever was in charge of the large group didn’t appear to want
to wait for the lone rider.
















 


Chapter 9 – Through the Underdark


 


Durik panted lightly as he took
his helmet off and brushed the sweat from his brow.  It had been a long,
arduous climb so far and the water skins they’d filled in an underground stream
a while back seemed to be emptying quickly.  Surely time passed more quickly in
the loneliness of the underdark, without the sun interrupting the timeless
existence to be found here.  Ahead of him Mahtu squatted, pointing out
something to Arbelk and Gorgon who squatted on the top of the rise with him. 
Behind Durik, Manebrow was helping Jerrig and Troka get the large boar-hide bag
of climbing equipment up over a shelf and onto the rocky climbing path where
Durik stood.


Mahtu
had promised to take them to what he called the ‘Cross Way’; a long, mostly
straight and level passageway that led, unbeknownst to both of the surface
gens, almost directly between the Krall and Kale Gens as it traversed the
valley from far below.  When Durik had questioned him more thoroughly, Mahtu
had mentioned that he’d only traveled to the passage once and had never
actually traversed its length himself, and that was six years ago as part of an
escort for some orc scouts…  Durik hadn’t wanted to know more.


One
interesting thing Mahtu had told them about, however, was some group of
outcasts that were calling themselves a gen.  In fact, they were calling
themselves the ‘Deep Gen,’ if Mahtu was to be believed.  In pressing him
further, however, Mahtu revealed that he really didn’t know more about them
than their name, and that they seemed to have dominated the underdark beneath
the southern valley.  Durik and the rest of his party wondered if perhaps the
outcasts that they had encountered during the two moons they had spent training
in the underdark prior to the Trials of Caste might, in fact, be part of that
Deep Gen.  Manebrow thought probably not, since the outcasts they’d encountered
were unorganized and mostly naked, using rocks and long sticks made from the
shafts of the great underground mushrooms for weapons; all signs that they were
just normal outcast rabble, scavengers and nothing more.


Either
way, Durik was taking no chances down here in the unfamiliar terrain of the
underdark.  He’d assigned Arbelk to stick to Mahtu like glue and to serve as
the party’s forward scout, leaving his armor for Troka to carry.  The last
thing he wanted was for the seven of them, in their heavy metal armor, to get
surprised by the outcasts that called this abyssal realm their home.  They
needed all their equipment if they were to make the trip up Sheerface, and
their armor and weapons if they were to fight themselves out of whatever bad
situation they might find themselves stuck in when they got home.  Because of
that, he knew that outrunning whatever they might run into down here wasn’t an
option.


Soon
he reached the top of the slope and, with a clank that echoed uncomfortably, he
took a knee next to the other three.  Fortunately, the sound of running water
up ahead masked the sound nicely.  The armor was certainly taking a bit of getting
used to.


“Sire,”
Arbelk started after Gorgon nodded for him to go ahead, “It appears that we’ve
run into something of an outcast community.”


Durik
looked ahead where the passageway ran another thirty or so steps then dived
down a stairway into what appeared to be a large, sandy grotto, complete with
water dripping down the left wall, gathering little strength as it cascaded
down into a little pond at its base, passing through multiple lines of thick,
edible fungus that grew in obviously cultivated, uniform lines on the wall,
tightly packed and well nourished.  The chamber was dimly lit be green
phosphorescence that streaked the walls like paint thrown about wildly, all of
which showed clearly a number of mud brick dwellings.  Their doors were made of
some unrecognizable wood and the roofs of their small round dwellings were
giant mushroom tops that had been fitted to the rough mud walls.  As Durik
looked at them, he could tell that the wood was nothing more than the bark of a
giant mushroom stalk that had been formed to lay flat.


As
Jerrig and Troka came up and joined the other four, a rather well-built kobold,
dressed in a long, flaxen shirt that hung down past his knees, emerged from one
of the dwellings.  Over his back was a round shield of giant mushroom wood,
ringed in metal of some kind with a pointed metal cap sitting square in the
middle of it.  In his hands was a short spear with a metal tip and on his belt
sat a short sword in a scabbard.  As he adjusted the shield over his shoulder a
pair of young whelps, no older than five or six years, ran screaming past him,
one eventually tackling the other as they both went plunging into the pond. 
Their voices barely pierced the sounds of gurgling water, but it brought back
memories of Karto and Lat, Lord Karthan’s sons that the company had rescued
from the ant queen’s lair.


Gorgon
motioned for them all to move back down the slope to where they wouldn’t be
seen.  Slowly, and very carefully, the four of them did so with hardly a sound.


“Are
you sure this is the way to the Cross Way?” Durik pressed Mahtu as soon as they
were all out of sight.


“Yes,
grin room, grin light.  Is way!” he replied.  “Whole way was no kobolds in six
years,” he said, meaning that the whole route had been unoccupied six years
before.


“Sire,
it may be that these outcasts set up there sometime in the last few years,”
Arbelk said.


“These
aren’t ordinary outcasts,” Manebrow said as he shook his head.  “You saw the
metal on his shield and weapons.  With equipment like that, these guys probably
dominated everyone around them.  I think we’ve found that Deep Gen you were
talking about,” he said, looking at Mahtu.  “Besides, the outcasts we’ve seen
are a bunch of savages; they run around naked and certainly don’t build
permanent structures, much less nice ones like those mud-brick houses down
there.”


Durik
nodded his head in agreement.  “Well, outcasts or not, they’re not from our
gen, and we need to get past them.  What options do you see that we have?”


“We
could take ’em!” Gorgon muttered, fire shining in his eyes as he slammed a fist
into his other hand.


“Hold
on, Gorgon,” Manebrow said.  “I don’t think we need to go starting another war
here.  Besides, we don’t know how many of them there are.  This may be only the
muzzle of a much larger dog.”


“I
don’t think so,” Gorgon countered.  “After all, there haven’t been that many
outcasts from our gen, and probably not many from the Krall Gen either.  With
our gen’s Deep Guard Warrior Group making periodic patrols down here, well,
there just can’t be that many of them or we would have heard already!”


Manebrow
looked away in thought.  “Why is it we’ve never heard of the Cross Way?  It makes me wonder if our Deep Guard’s patrols ever come this far.  When’s the
last time you heard of them leaving for more than a day or two?  And, by the
way, why haven’t we ever heard of this Deep Gen, or of mud-brick houses in the
underdark and warriors armed with metal?  In two months in the underdark, your
yearling group never left the caverns that spiral far down into the earth below
Sheerface.  It may be that the entrance to the Cross Way lies hidden and the
Deep Guard in our gen have yet to discover it.  Did you think of that?”


Gorgon
frowned judiciously.  “No, but I still doubt there’s that many of them,” he
said with less enthusiasm.


“Well,
either way, we need to either go around them or go through them,” Durik said. 
“Mahtu, is there any other way to the Cross Way?”


Mahtu
shrugged his shoulders.  “No think so.  Maybe?”


“We
need to get to that Cross Way,” Manebrow emphasized.  “This is a race against
time, you know.  That orc horde certainly isn’t going to wait for us.”


Mahtu
looked around anxiously.  “Um, maybe is way back there?  Yoo know place where
two ways split?”  He was speaking about a previous split in the passageway,
where they’d followed down the right passage, leaving the much smaller left
passage unexplored.


“Do
you think that might take us there, or do you know?” Manebrow
pressed.


“I
tink is right,” Mahtu said.  It wasn’t a good answer, but it was probably
better than any other option they had right now.


“What
do you think, sire?” Manebrow asked.


“We
can try it,” Durik sighed.  It wouldn’t be the first wrong turn they’d
suffered, and he doubted it would be their last.  “We need to get moving,
however, if we’re going to get to Sheerface in time to do any good.”


“Right. 
Off we go then,” Manebrow looked at the warriors in the party.  Almost in
unison they scurried down the slope back the way they’d come.


 





 


Arbelk
stopped cold.  Mahtu saw him freeze and, after only one more step, he too
froze.  Behind the pair Gorgon held up his hand to the rest of the party,
signaling that they should freeze in place immediately.  After a few moments
the rest of the party complied, all of them looking anxiously down the boulder-strewn
slope with its low ceiling to their forward scout at the bottom of the slope.


Peering
into the darkness, Arbelk carefully backed up a couple of steps and slid around
behind a boulder, putting it between himself and whatever was to his front.  Turning
around, he quietly put his sword away and drew his bow and an arrow from off
his back.  Looking Gorgon in the eyes, he shrugged his shoulders and gave a
look of uncertainty while holding up two fingers.


Slowly,
and ever so cautiously in his metal armor, Gorgon moved forward to join Arbelk
behind the boulder.  Seconds after he arrived Durik and Manebrow joined them.


“I’m
not sure exactly what I saw, but on the other side of this mudflat,” he
whispered, indicating the muddy field in front of him, “I thought I saw a pair
of kobold heads pop out from behind two different boulders, on either side of
that exit,” he said, motioning toward a passage that had the look of being
carved out of the far wall, and not by nature.


Durik
poked his head out from behind the boulder for a moment to catch a glimpse of
what Arbelk was talking about.  As he looked, the bright white form of a kobold
darted from behind one of the boulders and into the exit.  A moment later, from
the other side of the exit, another kobold darted from behind the boulder into
the exit as well.


“They’ve
seen us, and they’re going for help!” Durik hissed.


“Oh
no, they’re not!” Gorgon stated.  Unsheathing his hammer, he ran from behind
the boulder and charged around the edge of the mudflat on the only ledge that
provided any solid ground.  Within moments he was to the far end of the mudflat
and was charging into the exit.  Behind him, the other six members of the party
came streaming after.


“Oh
no!  Deep Gen, they kill us!” Mahtu was keening to Arbelk.


“Keep
him quiet!” Manebrow hissed back at Arbelk, who passed the dirty look straight
on to Mahtu.


In
several moments Gorgon, despite his metal armor, caught up to the first of the
two watchers.  Seeing he was about to be taken down by the charging metal beast
behind him, the watcher dived behind a boulder and huddled up in a ball, hoping
that its fury would carry it right by him.


Gorgon
waited only long enough for Manebrow and Durik to appear around the bend so he
could point out the huddled watcher before continuing his sprint after the
second of the watchers.


For
all his endurance, the metal armor weighed terribly on Gorgon and, after giving
it all he had, he arrived at a small chamber with three other passages heading
out of it, one straight ahead and one to either hand.  While the construction
of the chamber wasn’t dwarven craftsmanship, it was solid and reliably built
nonetheless.


Gorgon
didn’t spend any time admiring the workmanship, however.  Stopping to listen,
he tried desperately to calm his heart down sufficiently to hear anything, but
the blood pounding in his ears was too loud, and soon he knew that he had lost
his prey.


“Argh!!!”
he cried in a strained hiss, slapping his thigh in frustration.  Turning about,
he began the walk back toward his companions, shaking his head at whatever was
to come.


 





 


Durik
had wasted no time in deciding what to do.  He knew that the route ahead had
been compromised, so they would avoid it completely.  After all, no one put up
a watch unless they had troops readily available to reinforce that watch. 
Seeing how alert the watch had been, Durik didn’t want to test the rest of the
defenses that this group of kobolds had set up.


Before
they took off, however, they decided to interrogate the one watcher who had
been too slow to escape Gorgon.  After tying his hands behind his back, to make
sure they got answers he let Manebrow do the interrogating, with Gorgon
standing just off to the side looking very intimidating.  Durik knelt off to
the other side, observing the youth.


“Do
you understand me?” Manebrow started out.


“Yes,
I speak Sorcerer’s Tongue,” the young kobold started.  He was close to Durik’s
age, barely out of his whelping.


“What’s
your name, son?”


“My
name is Tammik, what’s yours?”


Manebrow
smiled his best disarming smile at the youth.  “My name is Kormach, and my
honor name is Manebrow,” he said, wiggling his thick, hairy unibrow for
emphasis.


Tammik
almost smiled, and the tension in the passageway began to ease a bit.


“Gorgon,
put away that hammer, will you?” Manebrow ordered, seeing that his easy going
manner was working with the youth.  “Now, tell me, I see that you have an
iron-tipped spear and an iron rimmed shield.  It looks to me like you and your
companion were no outcasts.  What gen are you from, and what are you doing down
here?”


Tammik
looked quizzically at Manebrow.  “I’m from the only gen down here; the Deep
Gen.  What gen are you from, stranger, and how do you speak the Sorcerer’s
Tongue?”


Manebrow
looked over at Durik who nodded his approval, then back at Tammik.  “We are
from the Kale Gen.  We live in caves just below the surface of this great
southern valley.  Tell me, Tammik, how big is this gen of yours?”


Tammik
looked at Manebrow with the beginnings of understanding.  “You mean you’ve
never heard of my gen?”


Manebrow
shook his head.  “No, we’ve not heard of your gen.  We know that there are many
outcasts down here from our gen, as well as from the Krall Gen and some of the
gens in the northern valley, but we’ve never heard of your gen.”


Tammik
shook his head.  “You are very sheltered up there, aren’t you?”


Manebrow
looked annoyed at the boy’s impetuousness.  “Well then, why don’t you tell us
about your gen?”


“We
are strong.  We have a thousand warriors.  We rule the underdark from these
upper reaches to the shores of the inner sea.  We came from you generations
ago, when the chamberlain of Lord Kale seized power from the ruling line of the
Kale Family.”


Manebrow
was genuinely surprised… and skeptical.  After all, the total count of warriors
in the Kale Gen couldn’t be more than five or six hundred, maybe as many as
seven hundred.  The total count of able-bodied males in the Kale Gen, including
servant caste, couldn’t be more than probably a thousand, maybe twelve hundred
at very most.  How could there possibly be more outcasts from the gen than
there were members of the gen?  


“A
gen a thousand warriors strong who came from my gen?  I doubt it.  I would have
heard about that by now, I think,” Manebrow replied.


“Believe
it, furry brow.  But do not worry.  You and your people hold nothing more for
us.  Our lord, Lord Sennak the Just, leads us in the paths of prosperity and
peace.  We avoid you and your valley by choice.  We have set our people’s home
in the underdark far away from where your warriors patrol.  The chamberlain of
our ancestor Kale may have cast us out, but our lord retains the right to rule
as a direct descendant of the Kale line.”


“Well,
alright, let’s say you’re telling the truth,” Manebrow cut short the soliloquy,
“what lies ahead?  Is there an outpost, a stationing of warriors, or something
of that nature?”


“Ahead
is a place we call the Fortress.  It is a place for repelling invaders from the
upper deeps and surface, like you.  We have some warriors there, probably
thirty or so and their families.”


Manebrow
looked over at Durik with frustration on his face.  No one he knew was that
good at making up stories like this.  Whether it was all the way true, or not,
he didn’t want to have to fight through to the Cross Way.  He also had avoided
asking any questions that might let the youth know where they were going, as
they’d have to take him along just to keep pursuit off their tale if they let
him know their route or purpose for being here.


Durik
could see the frustration on Manebrow’s face and moved forward.  “Tammik, we
don’t want problems with your people.  We’re down here fleeing from an army of
orcs and ogres.  If you will act as our guide, we will let you go when we get
to where we’re going.”


From
down the passageway, the sound of running feet and scabbards slapping on thighs
began to be heard, faintly at first, but growing louder very quickly.


“We’ve
tarried too long!” Durik voiced what they all now realized.


Manebrow
motioned for everyone to fall back.  As one, the little party fled down the
passageway, leaving Tammik tied up behind them.


“Go
ahead, you Kale Gen cowards!  Run!  We’ll find you!” Tammik yelled as the party
retreated down the hallway.
















 


Chapter 10 – In the Hands of the Deep Gen


 


It had been a full day since the
company had climbed the Chop, and Durik’s little party was not even a third the
size of the company he had led up that mountain.  Had he had all of his
warriors with him they might have stood against the onslaught.  As it was, with
only six of them plus Mahtu, he knew their only option was to run.  


And
run they did.  


At
first it was a disciplined retreat.  As soon as they reached the steep,
boulder-strewn slope where they’d first sighted the watchers, however, those
who were moving slower because of their armor and shields soon began to fall
behind.  It was at about that moment that Durik could see that there was no way
they would escape their pursuers, not with all this armor, shields, weapons and
packs.  Even without all of their equipment he was quite sure that they’d probably
get lost rather than lose their pursuers.  They just weren’t familiar enough
with the terrain, but he was sure their pursuers were.


Seeing
order disintegrating, Durik looked over at Manebrow, who was prodding Mahtu
along.  The look in Manebrow’s eyes matched his own.


“Gorgon!”
Durik called ahead.  “Hold the top of the slope!  We’ll make our stand there!”


Gorgon,
breathing deeply from his piston-like ascent, turned and dropped his pack to
the floor so he could loose his shield from his back.  With hammer in hand he
grabbed the members of his team as they reached the top of the slope and formed
them into a rough line, sending Arbelk back to the rear to don his armor and
watch out behind them.  Durik and Manebrow were last up the slope and placed
themselves in the middle of the line of shields, the five Kale Gen warriors
standing with shields overlapping, filling the opening at the top of the slope
while Mahtu stood nervously fidgeting between the line and Arbelk, wanting to
run but being hemmed in by Kale Gen warriors.


As
Manebrow held his axe and placed himself in line with Durik, Gorgon, Jerrig,
and Troka, the first of the Deep Gen warriors arrived at the bottom of the
slope.  Their equipment was identical to what the party had seen before;
iron-rimmed round shields, iron-tipped spears, swords still in the scabbards
hanging on one side.  Upon seeing the Kale Gen warriors lined up and ready for
battle, the group of Deep Gen warriors stopped their charge, some of them
taking cover behind the boulders while a particularly steely-eyed warrior
wearing a shirt of wide chainmail links and carrying a large axe stopped square
in the middle of the path looking up at the Kale Gen warriors with a fierce
gaze.


“Jerrig,
pass a javelin over to Troka.  This is too narrow of a passageway for him to be
swinging his two-handed sword,” Durik commanded.


“Jerrig,”
Durik continued as more and more warriors appeared, “if it comes to it, can you
blast their leader with your magic arrow spell?”


“I’ll
have to put my shield down to do it, I think.  I’ve only done it a few times,
though.  I can’t always do it on command.”


“Alright. 
I’m willing to see if you can,” Durik said.  “Step back out of line and get
ready.”


“Alright
everyone,” Manebrow broke in as Jerrig stepped back out of line.  “Everyone
spread out.  One arm’s length between you and the person to your right.”  The
line of Kale Gen warriors reshuffled itself nervously as they saw the press of
Deep Gen warriors begin to form up into three distinct groups on the command of
their leader.  Even more disconcerting was watching as one of the groups passed
their spears to a group who spread themselves among the boulders.  They then
drew swords and interlocked shields in a narrow column, obviously preparing to
assault the small line of Kale Gen warriors.


“There
must be at least thirty of them,” Troka said, fear creeping into his voice.


“I’ve
counted forty-three so far,” Gorgon said in a flat tone.  “It’s been good
knowing all of you.”


The
looks on the faces of the Kale Gen warriors were a mix of despair and resolve. 
In the center, Manebrow could see that Troka was on the verge of running. 
Behind the line, Jerrig seemed to be edging backwards.  Turning his helmeted
head, he gave Jerrig a fierce look that stopped his involuntary backward
motion.


At
the bottom of the slope the young watcher they had captured now arrived, his
hands free and gesturing up at the Kale warriors as he screamed threats at
them, in revenge for abuses he was lying to his companions about.


“Steady,
boys,” Manebrow called in a low, determined voice.  He could see the
determination hardening in the faces of the Deep Gen warriors as their leader
hefted his own shield, slapped a helmet of iron over his head, and walked up
the slope to take his place at the head of the assault column.  “Remember the
rule; the side that breaks first dies.  We don’t break! We’ve got steel
weapons, steel armor, and larger shields.  You’ve also had a year of the best
training any warrior could hope for!  Our quality can make up for their quantity
if we just hold for everything we’ve got.”


Gorgon
smiled an intense, feral smile.  “Aye, lads, make them wrest every step from
you.  Don’t give even a foot of ground without much blood on their parts.”


“Jerrig,”
Manebrow locked eyes with the young spell caster, “get ready to blast that big
lout leading them.  He’s right out there in the front, making himself a nice
target for you.”


Down
the slope from the small line of shields, the leader of the Deep Gen warriors
was turned about and shouting last minute instructions to his groups.  ‘Just
like we practiced lads.  Spear throwers make sure you watch for the signal on
the second volley.  Reserve group, if I go down, don’t let the pressure up.’ 
The Kale Gen warriors knew they were for it and prepared to receive the rush
that was now imminent.


It
was at that exact moment that Durik stepped forward and slung his shield over
his back.


“Deep
Gen warriors, I am Durik of the Kale Gen.”


The
Deep Gen warrior leader turned to face Durik as he and his warriors fell silent.


“We
have come by accident into your domain,” Durik continued.  “We wish nothing
more than to return to our own gen, unmolested.”


The
Deep Gen warrior leader frowned deeply.  “You should have thought of that
before you assaulted our guards!” he bellowed.  Many voices joined his in
agreement.


Durik
shook his head.  “We did nothing more than tie his hands and take his weapon
away.”


“That’s
not what he says!  He says you beat him and were about to kill him when we
chased you off!”


Durik
looked at the young watcher Tammik, who looked up at him defiantly.


“He
lies!” Durik replied.  “Look at him, where are the bruises?  We hardly touched
him.”


Tammik
got all excited at that accusation, yelling and screaming and putting on quite
a show for his fellow warriors.  Durik cursed his luck at having captured such
a dramatist.


The
Deep Gen warrior leader took a step forward.  “I say you did.”


Durik
paused a moment, letting the mood of the Deep Gen contingent settle a bit
before speaking again.


“That
we could have killed him at any time is true,” he started.


Mutterings
of ‘proof’ could be heard from the Deep Gen warriors.


“But
the fact that we did not only proves our good intentions.  We came to the
underdark to find another way to our home in the Kale Gen’s caverns.  We did
not come here to fight you, nor do we want to fight you.  We are all kobolds
here.  You are not our enemy.  The enemy we fight is in the valley above us.”


The
Deep Gen warriors were silent as Durik spoke.


“Even
now, in the valley above us there is a great horde who is intent on raiding the
home caverns of my gen and dragging my people off into slavery.  They are the
Bloodhand Orc Tribe, with their ogre mercenaries.  Even now I go to warn my
people of their approach!”


The
Deep Gen warrior leader was clearly considering what Durik had to say—he was
thankful for that at least.  When he had spent several more moments lost in
thought, however, Durik began to worry.


“I
cannot let you go,” the warrior leader said.  “My lord forbids it.  You have a
choice.  You can either be disarmed and come with us to explain your case to
our lord, or we will run right over you and drag any who survive back in
chains.”


Durik
turned to look back at his companions.  Other than Gorgon, whose eyes clearly
showed his desire to fight these Deep Gen warriors to the death, the rest of
his party showed their determination to do their duty, but desperately wanted
to avoid this fight.  Manebrow’s eyes, however, were devoid of any emotion.


“What
shall we do, warriors?” Durik asked his party.


“Sire,”
Manebrow cut in before any of the others could respond.  “The choice is yours. 
We will do whatever you command.”


After
a moment of silence, Durik turned back around to face the Deep Gen warriors,
his shoulders heavy with the weight of his responsibility, though in his heart
he could feel the now familiar promptings letting him know that he had made the
right decision.  He twisted his spear around in his hand as if to throw it. 
Several spears were lifted in response.  He then stuck it carefully, but
firmly, in the ground.


 





 


The
journey from the upper underdark down the massive open staircase into the
middle deeps where the Lord of the Deep Gen held his court was a long and
arduous affair.  The members of Durik’s party had been stripped down to their
loin cloths.  Their Deep Gen escort carried all of their weapons, shields,
armor, and equipment, a fact that none of the Kale Gen warriors was comfortable
with, especially Durik who knew that the Kale Stone was in his belt pouches.


All
of them had allowed themselves to be taken prisoner, though it was all that
Durik could do to convince Gorgon Hammer that this was the right thing to do. 
In the end, Gorgon’s arrogance from before the brandings of caste began to
show.  Manebrow had had to order him to stand down and put down his warhammer.


Now,
as the party was rushed along in the middle of the mass of Deep Gen warriors,
they left the broad staircase with its cold, hard steps and were rushed into a
sandy-floored cavern, the feel of the sand comforting on their sore feet.  On
either side of them again were the mud-brick huts, the smaller ones with their
giant mushroom roofs, the larger ones with roofs of mud stucco supported by the
stalks of giant mushrooms laid horizontally over them.  


Throughout
the chamber kobolds came out of their houses to see what all the commotion was
about.  Wide-eyed whelps were pulled from the path by their mothers, older
warriors who were no longer capable of standing in the ranks stood a little
taller, as if feeling the scrutiny of the younger warriors, and youths who were
not yet of age brought their toy spears out with them to cheer the passage of
the war party and their captives.


The
Kale Gen warriors were prodded through a few more natural sandy caverns with
their various inhabitants, passed through a cold natural stone ante-chamber,
and suddenly found themselves in a wide, square, cut-stone chamber whose roof
was supported by a row of thick stone columns on either side of the party, all
of which proceeded in a line down to the other end of the chamber where a
massive throne was set on a dais against the far wall.


As
the mass of Deep Gen warriors parted, Durik and his party could see a very old
kobold seated on the throne at the far end.


“All
bow before Lord Sennak the Just!” one of the throne room guards bellowed out. 
The Kale Gen warriors, even those who were in the process of kneeling, were
thrown to the ground as all the Deep Gen warriors took a knee.


“What
is the meaning of this?” the old kobold on the throne stood and demanded.  “Why
do you barge in here so, Mirrik, and who are these foreigners you’ve brought
into the very heart of our gen?”


“My
beloved Lord Sennak the Just, I beg your forgiveness,” the warrior leader
Mirrik bowed very low before his lord.  “We captured these warriors from the
Kale Gen trying to infiltrate our upper defenses.  They have news that we felt
might be of interest to you.  Because of that we did not kill them outright,
but thought it best to bring them to you.”


“Very
well, my faithful servant, bring them forward that I may see them and hear
their news.”


The
Kale Gen warriors were all brought to their feet and unceremoniously carried
forward and thrown at the foot of the dais.


“Rise,
prisoners, our lord would address you!” the guard commanded.


Durik
and his companions, with bruised knees and faces, stumbled to their feet to
face Lord Sennak.  Concerned about them still, Durik looked from left to right
to see how his companions fared.


“Why
have you come here?” Lord Sennak queried, his voice wispy yet forceful.


“My
lord,” Durik began.  All of a sudden he stopped, and his companions turned to
look at him.  It was as if he were frozen, as if his eyes were looking far past
Lord Sennak to something none of them could see.


“My
lord,” Durik said again, his gaze still fixed well beyond their captor, “I am
sent to you in this hour of your need to warn you of the coming of a great and
overpowering danger.”


“What?! 
What’s this you speak?!  Speak clearly!” Lord Sennak commanded.


“A
great ant queen from the southern reaches of our world has sensed the death of
her daughter.  She comes now,” Durik’s eyes began to grow wide with fear.  “She
comes.  Even now she sends her minions before her.  They come!  They come like
a flood through the underdark!”


Durik’s
eyes looked straight into Lord Sennak’s.  “They will be here before the falling
of night in the world above, and all those who are found here in the underdark
will die.  My lord, when one is sent to gather your gen, you must leave at once
or you will be destroyed.”


Lord
Sennak ignored Durik and looked instead at his warrior leader with a look of
contempt and disgust.  “This is the news you thought worthy to send to me,
Mirrik; the babblings of an idiot?”


The
Deep Gen warrior leader just stammered an incomprehensible apology as he
groveled on the ground before his lord.


“Take
these Kale Gen interlopers away and their babbling idiot as well!” Lord Sennak
commanded.  “Tomorrow at dawn, is it?  Well, then tomorrow before second meal
you shall die, for trespassing in our realm!”


 





 


As
they lay strewn about the prison chamber, chained to the walls with thick
chains of hand-forged iron, Durik’s companions felt helpless, and some of them
felt hopeless.  They were condemned to die, all because they were trying to
follow the promptings and the guidance Durik had received from some unseen
being.  The manifestations of the power that Durik had received through the
Kale Stone in their presence had done much to bolster their faith, but now the
stone had been taken from their leader and instead of getting them out of their
predicament it had given Durik words that had infuriated the Lord of the Deep
Gen.  It seemed to the small group that they were all alone in their fate.


“Why
you say stupid thing like that?!” Mahtu scolded Durik from across the room. 
“You say stupid thing and now we die in no many times!”


Manebrow,
seated next to his leader, stood up.  “Quiet, you fool!  There are forces here
that you… that none of us understand!”


“What
if he’s right?” Gorgon asked quite unexpectedly from one corner of their cell,
catching Manebrow by surprise.  “What if the stone has used us to get itself to
Lord Sennak?  What if it’s done with us and has left us to die?”


“Then
we die,” Durik said despondently.


“What?”
Troka said.  “You led us down here to die?  What did that stone show you?  What
do you know that you’re not sharing?”


“Put
respect in that voice, you!” Manebrow snapped.


“It’s
alright, Manebrow,” Durik held up a hand.  Manebrow just bit his lip.  “It’s a
very valid question.  It is time that I share what I have seen.”


All
around the room the dejected group of prisoners sat up.


“My
brothers of the Kale Gen.  I have been having visions since the night before
the Trials of Caste.  That night that Gorgon, Keryak and I sat in Goryon’s smithy
I had my first vision.  I’ve had several since then.  Up until after the feast
that night in the home of Lord Krall, they had all been of Demon’s Bridge. 
Rarely were there words, though all the visions served to point us toward where
the Kale Stone could be found.”


Around
the room all the kobolds except Mahtu listened in rapt attention.  Durik knew
that it was because of the very visible power that Morgra had given him in his
battle against the orc shaman, elsewise they probably would have thought him
crazy.  But now that proof had been given, it was much easier to believe.


“But
that night of the feast there in the heart of the Krall Gen, I had a vision of
a different kind.  I was taken to a room that I felt was far away from this
valley, though I know not where it lies, and whether in the body or not I could
not tell.  It was there that I met a being named Morgra, she was in form like
the pictures of humans I’ve seen in books, only much more glorious.  The light
that came from her penetrated every part of me.  It was as if my life were laid
bare before her and I was purified in her presence.”


“What
did she want of you?” Jerrig asked tentatively.


“She
called me her paladin, and told me that I am not the Oracle of Kale, but that I
would be shown to whom I should give the stone when the time came.  Since then
she has put feelings in my heart, to guide me.”


“But
what happened in front of Lord Sennak?  It looked like you weren’t even there
with us,” Troka asked.


Durik
paused, the memory of the horror he’d seen was still fresh, and the emotional
impact of it wore on him more than the sentence of death did.


“A
vision was shown me.  In it I saw the grief of the great ant queen at the news
of the death of her daughter… and of so many of her grandchildren at the hands
of the kobolds of this valley, and us especially.”


Jerrig
Queen Slayer lowered his head.  “And at my hand especially,” he murmured.


“Do
not blame yourself, Jerrig,” Durik replied, “for in the heart of this great
queen is no mercy, only conquest.  She sent her daughter and her brood here to
our valley to hunt us down and feed upon us.  It is not in their hearts to see
us as anything more than food.”


“How
large is the force she brings with her?” Manebrow asked.  “Did you get a good
look at that as well?”


“Do
you remember the royal guards from the ant queen we slew?” Durik asked.


“Aye,
there were some fearsome warriors among them, but hemmed in like they were it
was a quick enough affair,” Manebrow replied.


“For
you, maybe,” Jerrig scoffed, the memory of his own javelin being thrust into
his thigh by one of the brutes was still fresh in his memory.


“It
was shown me that these ants go through stages in their lives.  They begin life
as the mindless ones who must be controlled by the ant commanders.  The ant hunters
or scouts are above the mindless ones.  Once they reach adulthood they are
hunter ants and they gain an independence from the mind control of the ant
commanders and become sensitive to the scent that the queen exudes, which
controls them.  I think that’s why they went crazy after Jerrig killed the
queen, because they had been enslaved by her scent and were driven crazy its
absence.


“After
a while the hunter ants enter a time of metamorphosis, when they go into a
cocoon dug into holes in the ground like what we saw in the ant queen’s lair. 
When they emerge from that they are the queen’s royal guards that we saw,
though they are known as warrior ants among themselves.  Warrior ants over time
gain the ability to control the mindless ones and thus become ant commanders
for however many mindless ones they are capable of taking control of from the
other ant commanders, like shepherds pillaging each other’s herds.


“The
ant queens, however, are different.  They do not come from these lesser orders
of ants.  This great ant queen is the mother of only a few such queens as the
one we killed.  I felt her pain at having carried the queen we killed for a
year, just to have her die in a far away valley.  It is that frustration and
anger, and the arrogance in her heart of believing that we should be subjugated
and harvested, that drives her to bring her entire horde here.”


“What
is in this horde, sire?” Manebrow pressed.  “Is it mostly the mindless ones?”


Durik
shook his head.  “This great queen’s family is mature.  They have had success
in many other places and have gorged themselves on the blood and flesh of the
great beasts that roam the steppes far to the east of here.  Also, she has
spent the last few years producing queens and not producing mindless ones.  As
such, her horde consists almost entirely of the warrior ants, the same type of
ants that served as royal guards for the queen we killed.”


The
entire group was dismayed at the news, though it took Manebrow’s tactically
focused mind to discern the real impact of the revelation.


“That
means we must kill each one individually.  We can’t just kill the ant
commanders and expect the rest of them to scatter,” Manebrow spoke solemnly. 
“And we can’t just kill the queen, or they’ll just come at us with greater fury
and strength.”


“And
this queen is nothing to be trifled with,” Durik said.  “She is immense and
amazing in her strength and ferocity.  Her armor is thick with age and each leg
is like a tree trunk.  The spikes which cover her body and limbs are like
knives.  Her mandibles are longer than spears, thicker than an orc’s scimitar,
and together they are strong enough to snap several of us in half at once.”


“Ay! 
How will our gens stand against such a monster?!” Troka wailed.


Gorgon,
who had sat in silence this entire time, stood up.  “Ants and orcs!  I’ve heard
enough.  If this queen is coming, then so be it.  That fight’s not our concern
right now.  Right now we need to focus on getting out of here.  It’s time to
take the heads off some Deep Gen warriors’ shoulders!”


Manebrow’s
anger simmered.  “And how do you propose to do that, Gorgon?  Can you bust
those chains?”


Gorgon
Hammer, son of a blacksmith and not a bad blacksmith himself, had already
looked at the chains and had tested his strength against them, but his ire was
up and he didn’t feel like backing down.


“Well,
why doesn’t Durik use his powers and bust us out of here?” Gorgon sputtered.


Durik
thought for a moment.  They’d taken the Bracers of Kale off of his wrists, so
he was left without the great strength they afforded him.  He had tried to
break his chains as well, and hadn’t felt any help or promptings in trying to
escape.  In fact, he’d specifically felt to wait, and that he was not to kill
these, his fellow kobolds of the Deep Gen.


“No,”
he said, shaking his head.  “I will wait on Morgra.  She will show us the way.”


“You
put much faith in this Morgra,” Gorgon said, the doubt evident in his voice. 
“What if she doesn’t come through for us?”


“I
believe you, Durik,” Jerrig said as he looked up at his bronze-scaled cousin.


“She
will, my friends,” Durik reassured them.  “Have faith.”




















 





 


Chapter 11 – Trallik’s Home Coming


 


During his past year of training,
Trallik had actually learned many things, though character had been something
that had been slow in developing.  One thing that came naturally to him was
hiding things that others might want, so that it would be readily available
later; in his warrior training they’d called it caching.  As he wasn’t sure how
things stood in his home gen, he and Trikki found a secluded little hollow in
the woods just before the picket line.  Here, between a pair of particularly
gnarled roots that were bulged and deformed with a fungus that was common to
the southern valley, the pair buried Trikki’s bag of treasure.  They decided to
keep Trallik’s treasure on them, in case they had to use it as a bargaining
chip to get them out of any bad circumstances they might encounter.  


Having
taken care of what they considered their best chance at a prosperous future,
the pair made their way to the path Durik’s Company had trod barely a week
before and started toward the picket line.  A couple of twists in the trail
later and the pair were looking at the two story log tower that marked the edge
of Kale Gen territory.  It stood with the door wide open in the fading light of
the evening, looking eerily quiet.


“Do
you think anyone is here?” Trikki asked.


“I
don’t see anyone,” Trallik answered quietly.  “That’s strange.  Our gen’s
largest warrior group, the Patrol Guard, mans the picket line at all times.  If
it is empty, it’s not supposed to be.”


The
pair of young kobolds took a series of tentative steps toward the gaping
entrance into the log tower.  As they approached they could see bloodstains in
the dirt around the area of the door and broken weapons thrown in a pile off to
one side of the tower.


“Hey,
you there!” the voice caused them both to jump.  “Stop where you are!”


Out
of the wood line stepped a Kale Gen warrior with drawn bow.  Behind him were
three more warriors, all with bows.


“Who
are you?” the lead warrior, an elite warrior by the brand on his chest, looked
suspiciously at the two.


“I’m
Trallik and we… we were just coming back from… from a journey to the Krall
Gen,” Trallik stumbled with the words, expressing the half-truth the pair had
already decided upon.  Trikki clung to his arm, wide-eyed.


One
of the other warriors said something in a low tone to the elite warrior.


“Wait,
aren’t you one of the yearlings from the trials of caste last week?” the elite
warrior asked.


Trallik
reluctantly nodded his head.


“Where’s
the rest of Durik’s Company, then?  Are they back from the quest already?”


Trallik
reluctantly shook his head, his face an uncomfortable grimace.


“Then
what are you doing back?”


Trallik
frowned.  “I was involved in trying to overthrow Lord Karthan.  When Durik
found out, he exiled me from the gen.  But now that Khee-lar is lord of the
gen, I came to bring a warning that he must hear.”


The
answer seemed to bring both relief and frustration to the warrior’s eyes. 
“Hmm… You’ll go back to the gen alright.  But whether or not you see Lord
Khee-lar is for Kort to decide.  Who’s this with you?”


Trikki
tried unsuccessfully to hide from the unwanted attention behind Trallik’s
shoulder.  “Her name is Trikki.  She is my lifemate,” he said.


“And
where are you from, Trikki?” the elite warrior asked.


She
hesitated, but seeing they wouldn’t leave her alone, she spoke.  “My mother was
Kale, but I grew up in the underdark,” she reluctantly admitted.  


“What? 
An outcast?” the elite warrior held his snout up.


“Not
an outcast!” Trallik defended her.  “She was born of an outcast.  She did
nothing to deserve her previous status in life.  But she is my lifemate now
and, since I am a warrior of this gen, she now shares my caste.”


The
elite warrior held up an open hand.  “Alright, alright.  I meant no harm.  Just
surprised at your choice of lifemates is all… though I must admit she is
beautiful.”


Trikki
had had enough attention from the likes of this elite warrior in the past that
his complement did nothing but cause a tightening in her chest and throat.  She
just hoped they’d let them pass without any further trouble.


Trallik,
on the other hand, was proud of his lifemate, and the complement went straight
to his ego.


“Well,
I have to send you to Kort.  Two of my warriors will escort you,” he said as he
pointed to two of his warriors.  The pair disappeared into the tree line for a
moment, but quickly returned with packs on their backs.


“Come
on,” one of the two said.


“Who
is this Kort?” Trallik asked.


“He’s
the new leader of the Deep Guard Warrior Group.  He was an elite warrior in the
Patrol Guard before Lord Khee-lar took over the gen.  Come now, let’s be off.”


With
that, Trallik, Trikki, and the two guards began their late evening walk back to
the home of the Kale Gen.


 





 


Khazak
Mail Fist had completed his plan.  He’d pulled a long sliver of metal from the
brim of his chamber pot.  With its sharp edge he’d been able to cut his way
through the bands on his wrist.  He cut much of the way through the bands on
his ankles and arms, but had done it in inconspicuous places that Khee-lar
Shadow Hand wouldn’t see when he came to visit him—or better said when he came
to taunt him—next.


His
plan had been simple and straight forward; burst the bands once Khee-lar was in
the room with him, crush Khee-lar’s skull like a melon, take out all the
guards, then flee to Lord Karthan, killing any of Khee-lar’s minions who got in
his way.


He
was no one to be trifled with, and he was determined to show them that again.


Of
course, that was three days ago.  Now, his partially cut bands had severed the
rest of the way on their own, his chamber pot was overflowing and wreaked
horribly, he’d only been fed once a day since he got here (and that stopped
yesterday), and the incessant wailing of the prisoner across the hall from him
had so grated on him that, though he’d felt guilty about it, he felt relieved
when they finally took him off to execute him.


The
guards had come for him, once.  But when they saw he was out of his bands, it appeared
to Khazak that they had decided to just starve him rather than try to deal with
him.  After that visit yesterday, they’d skipped him when they served the rest
of the prisoners their morning meal.  They’d not answered his pleas for water
or to empty his chamber pot either.


He
was getting desperate for a way out of this mess.


 





 


The
two guards had found Kort’s chief elite warrior who was running the watch and
handed Trallik and Trikki off to him.  He was a rather sharp-eyed scrapper
named Kram who had a rather ruthless reputation.  He knew his leader well
enough, however, to not make a decision about Trallik’s fate without Kort’s
approval.  Seems that, despite his strength and confidence with weapon play and
prior experience as an elite warrior, Kort wasn’t taking too well to this whole
‘leader caste’ thing, and spent entirely too much time thinking about what
Khee-lar would think about this or that decision.  And his way of figuring it
out was to make every decision himself.  The sharp-eyed chief elite warrior
hoped it was only a passing phase.


So
they had waited.  And when Kort did arrive, he had the smell of fermented Wallaya
root broth on his breath, and his body stunk of the cheap scent Khee-lar
preferred on his females.  He’d obviously been with Khee-lar and his
concubines.


“Who’s
this?” Kort blurted out as he came staggering in.  The fermented broth had put
anger and aggression in his eyes, though it hid beneath a glassy covering.


“Sire,”
Trallik answered before Kram could speak, going down on one knee in a sign of
respect.  “I am Trallik, formerly of the Deep Guard.”


Kort
looked at the young warrior with a sneer of unconcealed contempt.  “Yes, I
remember you!  Your father’s a fungus farmer in my warrior group!  You were
just a yearling last week, weren’t you?”


“Yes,
sire,” Trallik said.


“Well,
what do you want?” Kort looked at him, then, with a lecherous eye, he noticed
Trikki.  “And who is this, eh?”


Trallik
stood up and stepped in front of Trikki.  “She is my lifemate, sire.  She is of
no consequence.”


“I’ll
be the judge of that!  Now stand away!” the drunk leader caste commanded.


“Sire,”
Trallik interjected, trying to distract his leader caste from Trikki, “My quest
has been most fruitful!  I should think that you would want to show the fruits
of my quest to our Lord Khee-lar.”


“Hm? 
What?  Successful, you say?” Kort bellowed out.  “So I suppose you’re wanting
release from it, then?”


“Yes,
sire.  I would want to take my place among the warriors of the gen, perhaps
even to become an elite warrior, sire?” this last part Trallik had meant to ask
boldly, but ended up saying it meekly, his voice diminishing uncomfortably in
his own ears.


“Elite
warrior?  What dreams you have!  And why would I want to do something like
that!”


Trallik
pulled out a handful of jewelry from his pouch.  “Sire, these were taken from
orc warriors I slew in a battle in an old dwarven outpost under the Chop,” he
lied.  “A wise leader caste might choose to keep these as tokens of his right
to rule his warrior group, though the offeror might be rewarded for bringing
home such prizes.”


Kort
stopped for a few moments to ponder.  Even in his inebriated state he
remembered Lord Khee-lar had placed a collector of wealth among his warrior
group.  Surely this informant would tell Khee-lar about the jewelry?  But, of
course, he could only tell what he could find out, and the jewelry was very
valuable and could be traded for many fine items or favors.  Perhaps he should
give Kram, his chief elite warrior, an item just to silence him?


“Trallik! 
You are hereby given the rank of elite warrior.”  He reached out and clumsily
snatched the jewelry from Trallik’s open hand.  Turning to Kram, Kort threw him
a necklace with a rather pretty set of garnets on it.  Instantly, he regretted
having passed him such a nice piece, especially with the look of disdain Kram
had on his face.  “See that he gets branded at once then put him to work,” he
commanded, his surly mood returning.


Trallik
was thrilled, until Kort mentioned the branding.


As
they made their way to the council chambers, Trikki was very agitated about the
loss of a handful of Trallik’s jewelry, until Trallik explained that the elite
warriors got a share of the wealth generated by their warriors.  Trikki thought
long and hard about that one.


 





 


For
the second time in two weeks Trallik’s chest was on fire.  The waves of pain
washed over him, sapping from him whatever strength he had displayed when the
chief elite warrior had looked with contempt into his eyes and pressed the
brand in the shape of a banner over his breast.


Fortunately
for Trallik’s dignity, Kram had left almost immediately, as if the disgrace of
how Trallik had bought his elite warrior status was contagious.  He’d certainly
done it quickly enough; the new banner shaped brand was much lighter than the
sword shaped brand he’d received before setting out with Durik’s Company.


As
he sat there in shock, attempting to recover from the wound, the chief elite
warrior called out “Report to the prison at the end of first meal.  Bring your
gear and draw a spear, young one.”


Trallik
didn’t respond.


“Are
you alright, Trallik?”  Trikki’s subtle voice was tinged with much concern.


“Water,”
Trallik muttered between waves of pain.


Trikki
fetched a cup of water from the barrel next to the brazier.  She moved to hold
it up to his lips, but Trallik immediately grabbed the cup and poured it on the
burning scar on his chest.  Steam rose from his chest, the burning flesh
lapping the water up thirstily.  After quite a while of alternately laying
against the cold stone of the council chamber’s wall and the warmth of Trikki’s
lap, Trallik had finally recovered enough to kneel up on his heels for a
minute.  Finally, with Trikki’s help, he stood.


“Let’s
go,” he said as Trikki grabbed him around the waist and helped him walk.


After
they had walked for a bit, Trikki broke the silence.  “Where are we going?”


Trallik
stopped and thought for a moment.  “I think it’s a little late to go to my
parents’ dwelling.  I think we need to go to the caravan staging area.”


“What’s
that?”


“My
company staged out of there when we were getting ready to leave.  There’s soft
sand.  We can sleep there.”


With
what seemed like a lot of effort, the pair made their way to the outer caverns
of the Trade Warrior Group’s home.  In a testament to the chaos of the last
many days, they passed several guards, one of whom did better for the pair than
they were planning.  He led them to the quarters that the messengers from the
Krall Gen used, which now stood empty.


Despite
his tendencies to not appreciate the efforts of others, Trallik was thankful
for a community of warriors and bed of warm furs after the strain of the last
several days.


 





 


“Trallik…
Trallik, I heard a gong ringing.  What does that mean?”  Trikki was gently
shaking Trallik’s shoulder to wake him.


“Just
a while longer, mother,” he mumbled, only half conscious.


Trikki
giggled, and Trallik bolted upright in the bed.  “Ah!  I was dreaming!” he said
as he rubbed his eyes and blinked.  The cool features of the room became clear
to him with the gray of heat vision, Trikki’s warmth lighting the area around
her with a subtle glow.


She
was probably the only kobold he’d ever seen who looked just as appealing with
heat vision as she looked in the light.  The subtle way the wisps of heat from
her body played with her features and accentuated her already ample natural
curves made him long for her touch.


“You
silly,” she said.  “Now that you’re finally awake, tell me.  I just heard a
gong ringing.  What does that mean?”


“Hmm? 
Oh, yes.  That means it’s time for first meal,” he answered through a yawn.


“Aren’t
you supposed to be at the prison after first meal?” she asked.


“Huh?”
Trallik said, genuinely surprised.


“The
warrior who branded you told you to be at the prison after first meal,” she
answered.


Trallik’s
eyes widened.  “I’ve got to get going!” he said as he stood up.  Finding his
belts and knives, he strapped them to himself.  “What did I do with my food
pouch?!”  He muttered as he looked about himself.


Trikki
lifted the corner of the blanket and picked up the missing pouch, handing it to
him.


“Thank
you, love,” he said and began to walk away.


“Wait! 
What will I do while you’re gone?” she asked.


As
he pushed on the wooden door, he paused.  “Oh, that’s right.  You don’t know
these caves.”  He thought for a moment.  “I don’t know how long I’ll be.  How
about just staying here, or… there’s a market not far from here.  Just ask
directions,” he said as he blew her a kiss goodbye.


Trikki’s
big eyes and pouty look didn’t slow him down.


 





 


Trallik
reported to the same watch room where he and Trikki had reported the night
before.  If there had been any other way he could have gotten to the prison, he
would have taken that way, but the only way to the prison was through the watch
station.  


The
Deep Guard Chief Elite Warrior Kram was still there, and when Trallik showed up
without a spear, he berated him for his incompetence, trying his best to make
Trallik feel that he wasn’t living up to his new rank, which he made clear he
thought Trallik didn’t deserve.


Trallik
took his berating in silence.  Eventually, once Kram saw he was getting no
response from Trallik, he was sent down the corridor beyond the watch station
to the guards’ station for the prison with orders to ‘stand watch, and don’t
feed or attend to the prisoners in any way!’


Arriving
at the guard station, he introduced himself to the particularly sleepy looking
guard who had been posted there during third watch.  The other guard wasn’t
talkative at all, however, and just got up and left now that Trallik had
replaced him.


Soon,
Trallik himself was feeling sleepy.


“Hey,
is that Trallik?” a familiar voice came from one of the cells.  “Hey, come over
here!”


Trallik
looked down one of the two hallways.  Three cells down on the right a
particularly strong-looking hand was waving from one of the tiny windows in the
doors.  His curiosity aroused, Trallik got up and walked carefully down the
hallway until he was looking at Khazak Mail Fist through the tiny window.


“Trallik,
what are you doing here?”


“You
know, Khazak,” Trallik answered the kobold who had informed Durik about
Trallik’s attempted assassination.


Khazak
had a lean, hungry look in his eyes.  He was beginning to lose his dignity. 
His feral instincts were barely concealed behind the mask of his face.


“Yeah,
I remember that.  Bad thing, that whole thing, wasn’t it.  Well, anyway,” he
continued without so much as a pause, “I was thinking to myself ‘What’s a good
kobold like Trallik doing here?’”


“You
know that, too, Khazak,” Trallik said, turning to go.


“No! 
No!  Wait!” Khazak was almost pleading, though his voice sounded more
conspiratorial than desperate.  Trallik was at least amused, if nothing else,
by this reversal of fortunes.  The irony of it all made him linger.


“Trallik,
come on.  Tell me they haven’t got their hooks in you that deep?  You’re
young.  You’ve got your whole life ahead of you.  Tell me you’re not falling
for Khee-lar’s false promises!”


Trallik
shook his head.  “So far his promises have turned out true… though I did have
to help it along a bit,” he said, looking down at the blistered scar
surrounding his other recent scar on his chest.  


“He
made you an elite warrior?” Khazak asked.


Trallik
nodded.  “I guess he rewards loyalty.”


Khazak
was dismayed at the revelation.  He tried one last bid for Trallik’s loyalty. 
“Trallik, come on, let me out of here.  You know Khee-lar is evil.  He and his
followers have raped and pillaged this gen for their own purposes.  Don’t stand
with them, Trallik!  You can be better than that!”


Trallik
just turned and walked back to his post until his relief showed up partway into
second meal.


“I
can have you pardoned!” Khazak called after him.


 





 


Trikki
wasn’t one to sit in a room and pine away.  She’d never been particularly
adventurous, but she wasn’t helpless either.  Eventually, she got bored enough
that she screwed up her courage and stepped out into the hallway.  


No
one there.


She
wandered out of the guest quarters area and found herself in what Trallik had
referred to as a caravan staging cavern, which was essentially a large, empty,
sandy floored cavern they’d come through the night before.  Next to the
entrance she’d come out of stood an empty kennel carved in one wall.  In the
far wall of the place was a kennel full of large dogs, their keepers tending to
them.


Trikki’s
eyes wandered curiously over the empty kennel.  Whatever dogs that had been
there had been hastily removed.  Bowls half full of water, feed rotting in
dishes, cages unkempt and in general disrepair.  She wondered why no one had
seen fit to tend to the place.


“Good
morning,” a voice broke through her introspection.  “You’re the first outsiders
we’ve seen since Khee-lar took over the gen.”


Trikki
smiled at the older, yellow-horned kobold who was carrying a plate of food from
a storeroom near the entrance to her quarters.


“And
good morning to you, as well.  Tell me, where might I find the market here?”
she asked.


“Ah,
first time, I see.  It’s just down that hallway there,” he pointed, and Trikki
went in the direction he indicated.


After
Trikki had disappeared down the hallway, the kobold scolded himself.  “Ah!  I
should have told her where to turn!  Oh well, I’m sure she’ll figure it out.”


Trikki
went straight down the hall, but though she thought she might have heard noises
like a market down one of the side passageways, she just continued down the
hallway.  Soon, she saw a kobold standing guard.  He had a particularly intense
look about him, and Trikki didn’t want to approach him, but he was blocking the
path ahead.


“Is
this the way to the market?” Trikki asked.


“And
why do you want to know?” he leered at her.


“Please,
sire, I just want to buy some food.”


“Where
are you from, pretty thing?”  The guard’s demeanor, added to his extremely
intense gaze, made Trikki very uncomfortable.  


Without
a word, she turned and started to walk back the way she came.


“Hey,
I was talking to you!”  The guard started walking toward her.


“Please,
just leave me alone!”  Trikki pled as she looked back over her shoulder and
began to run.  Suddenly, the guard stopped chasing her and stood erect.  Just
as suddenly, she crashed face first into Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s chest.


“Well,
see what we have here,” he said as he righted the bronze crown on his head. 
“And where are you going, my lovely?”


Trikki
gasped and went down on both knees in front of the kobold who, by his crown,
had to be the lord of the gen.  


The
rather large kobold warrior next to Lord Khee-lar prodded Trikki with his spear
shaft.  “Answer him!”


“Gently
now, Ham,” Lord Khee-lar said.  “This is a delicate flower.”  


Trikki’s
anger and frustration rose in her, despite being in the presence of the lord of
the gen.  It seemed like those who were in power in this gen had nothing on
their minds other than wealth, blood, fermented drink and females.  If this was
how the Kale Gen was, then she would not stay here.  She’d had enough of males
ogling her to last a lifetime.


“Tell
me, what is your name, my beauty?” Lord Khee-lar asked again.


“My
name is Trikki, and I am lifemate of Trallik,” she answered.


“Trallik? 
The yearling Trallik?  Since when are yearlings allowed to take a lifemate?  By
whose authority were the two of you mated?” Lord Khee-lar asked.


Trikki
could sense that this was a kobold who had much more power than he was capable
of respecting.  She was very careful with her words.


“My
lord, he is an elite warrior.  The big kobold who is in charge of his group had
him branded last night,” she answered, trying to divert his attention.


“Hm. 
Well, we’ll have to see if that is valid or not.  Anyway, who mated the two of
you?”


“We
did it ourselves, my lord,” she finally admitted.


“What! 
A yearling taking a mate by his own authority?  I think not!”  He turned to one
of the Untouchables that escorted him, “I think Trikki here will fit in nicely
with the rest of my concubines until this whole matter is sorted out.  See to
it now, will you.”


“Yes,
my lord.  It shall be done.”


Trikki’s
heart was gripped with terror.  “No, my lord!  I am Trallik’s lifemate!  You
can’t do this to me!” she screamed as she grabbed a hold of his robe.


“Learn
your place!” Lord Khee-lar snarled as he backhanded her, knocking her to the
ground in a crying heap.  


It
was at that exact moment that Trallik turned the corner by the guard, returning
from his shift in the prison.  He stood stunned by what he saw and heard as he
approached.


“Take
her to the concubines’ quarters now!” Lord Khee-lar commanded two of the
Untouchables that were with him.  With no hint of mercy they picked her up by
either arm and began to drag her away.  “And see that she’s taught her place
before tonight’s festivities.”


The
two cold-eyed warriors’ scowls chilled Trikki to the bone. 


Trallik
couldn’t believe what he’d just seen and heard.  Somehow he had the presence of
mind to step back around the corner and head back toward the prison.


He
arrived at the watch station where a fellow elite warrior from the Deep Guard
Warrior Group was manning the watch.  He was so shocked and stunned by what had
happened that he just stood there for several moments, speechless.


In
his heart Trallik realized he had two choices; he could either act or not.


If
he didn’t act, he would continue his life as an elite warrior in the gen.  He
still knew where the cache of jewelry was.  He could live comfortably.  He
could find another lifemate.


‘What
am I thinking?!  He took my lifemate as a concubine?!  How could he do such a
thing?!  What am I going to do?!’  He continued walking down the hall toward
the prison.


His
only other option was to take action.  Though he knew he’d lose his status as
an elite warrior, and probably never be welcome in the gen as long as Lord
Khee-lar lived, it was the only way he could get Trikki back… that is if he
lived.


These
thoughts were running through his head when he arrived at the prison.  By the
time he told his replacement he would take his shift, Trallik already had the
beginnings of a desperate plan.  Stating he’d forgotten to draw a spear, he
asked if he could borrow one as a favor.  Glad to be relieved of his shift, the
other warrior handed over his spear and the ring of keys before waving goodbye
and heading back directly toward the Deep Gen Warrior Group’s caverns.


 
















 


Chapter 12 – Warnings and Preparations


 


The first light of the rising sun
was just appearing over the eastern mountains and the arrival of Ardan’s team
and the two Krall Gen scouts had already caused ripples of excitement in the
camp of the Krall Gen’s warriors.  Ardan had kept his mouth shut, but Lemmekor
had let news of the orc horde slip and the wooden fortress was abuzz with the
news before Lord Krall had finally summoned them all to his command tent.


“My
lord,” Ardan said as he knelt on one knee in front of the lord of his sister
gen.  Keryak, Tohr and Kahn were all standing back at a distance.  Gormanor and
Lemmekor had joined with them, but had deferred to Ardan, preferring that he
make his report before they talked with their lord.  Whatever it was they had
to report, they seemed more than happy to delay the news.


“Rise
and report, warrior of the Kale Gen,” Lord Krall said.  


To
one side of Lord Krall stood the leaders of the three warrior contingents that
the Krall Gen fielded; the Border Guard, the Archer Guard, and the Heavy
Guard.  


To
the other side of Lord Krall his oldest son Krall stood with arms crossed.  The
last few days had hardened the veteran warrior that was Lord Krall’s heir, and
sharpened him to the point where his countenance was intense beyond what most
kobolds could withstand.  As Ardan reported to Lord Krall he could feel Krall’s
eyes boring holes in him.


“Sire,”
Ardan began, “Durik, leader caste of the Kale Gen, sent me to report that a
force of about a thousand orcs, with fifty ogres serving them as mercenaries
and accompanied by a force of about five hundred northern gen kobold warriors,
has passed through a previously unknown passage in the northern mountains. 
They are led by the chieftain of the Bloodhand Orc Tribe and are headed toward
the home caverns of… my gen, the Kale Gen, sire.”  The entire report had been
delivered with a flat tone, until the end when the emotion was more than Ardan
could hold back.


Lord
Krall sat down in the deerskin chair behind him, stunned by the news of the
overwhelming force of orcs.  After a few moments, he looked up at Gormanor and
Lemmekor.


“You
two scouts.  Did you two also see this force of orcs, with their ogre and
kobold mercenaries?” he asked.


Gormanor
stepped forward to stand beside Ardan in a show of solidarity with his Kale Gen
companions, nodding once grimly.  Lemmekor just nodded.  The pain of being the
bearers of this bad news, as well as more bad news, was clearly evident in
their eyes.


“A
horde of ants, and a horde of orcs,” Lord Krall shook his bowed head.  “How are
we to stand against so many?”


“Father,”
Krall, Lord Krall’s oldest son, started.  “If the orcs are already headed toward
the home of the Kales, I think the only help we can be is to hedge the ants
from the Kales.  We have our hands full here.  I think we must fight the ants
and let the Kales face the orcs.  Then, if the orcs are still in the valley
after we’ve dealt with the ants, we will see what we can do to help our Kale
brethren fight against the orcs.”


Lord
Krall thought for a moment, then stood.  He paced back and forth several times,
obviously struggling with the situation.  Finally, he spoke.


“Warrior
of the Kale Gen, tell me more of this orc horde.  How did you acquire this
knowledge?  What are your observations of them?” Lord Krall asked.


“Sire,
we found the ancient Dwarven Mining Outpost far under the Chop.  It had
recently been inhabited by one of the orc chieftain’s sons.  He had departed to
join his father, leaving only a small guard force and a shaman behind.  We took
the outpost with little resistance and, in questioning the slaves we found
there before freeing them and leaving, we heard that the orc chieftain has told
his warriors that they are going to march on my gen’s home caverns to raid it
and to enslave my people.”


“Did
you see these orcs and ogres up close?” Krall asked, deliberately side-stepping
the emotion that lay just below the surface of Ardan’s report.


“Yes,
sire,” Ardan responded.  “One of my warriors and I watched most of them pass
and counted their numbers.  The number of orcs is an estimate, though I’m sure
a thousand is very close to what they have.  I can personally confirm the
number of ogre and kobold mercenaries, however.”


“How
was their discipline and morale?” Krall asked.


“Sire,”
Ardan replied to Lord Krall’s heir.  “The orcs seemed clearly in high spirits
and seemed to be laughing and talking as they went.  As for discipline, I saw
very little evidence of any, there being only a few groups of orcs with much of
any semblance of order to them.


“As
for the mercenaries, we could not tell much of the ogres from our vantage
point, but they did seem to be determined.  The northern gen kobolds, on the
other hand, seemed unhappy to be there.  There seemed to be four groups of one
hundred of them.  There was a group of one hundred wolf riders that were well
armed and armored, but the rest of the five hundred seemed to be no better than
any other levies.”


“And
their equipment and weapons?” Krall asked.


“The
orcs are mostly armored in chain mail.  Their weapons are a mix, though they
are mostly melee weapons, with very few bows among them.  There are very few
shields among them, which leaves them vulnerable to arrow fire,” Ardan began. 
Krall nodded his head at the observation.  “The ogres had huge axes mostly and
thick leather armor.  The kobolds, however, were armed mostly with spears,
except for the hundred wolf riders who had spears, bows, swords and shields in
addition to chain mail armor.”


Krall
scratched his chin in thought.  “Sounds like a mixed bag,” he spoke to his
father.  “On one hand they seem well equipped enough, but other than the
hundred wolf riders, there’s nothing there to indicate any strong discipline.”


Lord
Krall nodded absently.  He’d only half-way listened to the questions and
answers.  His mind was very much focused on the political ramifications of the
various options he had in front of him.


He
knew that if he didn’t come to the aid of the Kale Gen, whoever its current
leader might be, that relations between the two gens would become rather
estranged.  It didn’t matter that they had spent the last several days
fortifying this little palisade fortress just west of the only bridge over the
Great River, and fighting a sporadic war with a disorganized ant horde.  


So
far, after an initial unsuccessful assault on the Kralls’ little fortress, the
ants had been content to sit and wait.  They had gone strangely docile.  They’d
let the Krall’s caravans make it to the fortress unmolested.  They’d only sent
out small parties of hunter ants in a bid to drive the Krall’s scouts away,
nothing more.  But for all their docility, Lord Krall didn’t trust the ants. 
All his warrior leaders and his son were suspicious that they were just waiting
for the Krall force to leave their fortress or to leave the bridge unguarded
and therefore leave their home territory open to the ants.


Marching
to the support of the Kales would clearly leave them vulnerable.


On
the other hand, if he and his warriors didn’t come to the aid of the Kales, and
if the Kale Gen was carried away into slavery, the Kralls would all of a sudden
be very much alone in this valley and would be that much less secure.  In fact,
they’d probably be next on the Bloodhand Orc Tribe’s list.


No,
there really was no decision to it.  Ultimately, it wasn’t a matter of if
they would fight the orcs, it was a matter of when.  Lord Krall knew
that if he didn’t move to support the Kales in their disorganized state, they
stood no chance and his only allies would be quickly run over and dragged off
into slavery.


“Kale
warrior,” Lord Krall spoke to Ardan.  “Go to your lord, whichever one you
chose.  Tell him, or both of them, that the Krall Gen will stand with our
brothers of the Kale Gen against this orc horde.  Tell him that we will be
there the day after tomorrow by second meal at the latest.”  


“But
father…” Krall began to protest.


Lord
Krall raised his hand to cut off his protests.  “You know it’s the only way, my
son.  If we don’t move to support the Kale Gen now, you know we’ll be next in
line.”


“Sire,”
Ardan interrupted.  “If it’s alright with you, my team would prefer to serve
with your scouts for now, if you’ll send a messenger ahead.  We do not trust
affairs at our gen enough to return yet.”


Lord
Krall seemed surprised, but nodded his consent.  He then turned to his warrior
group leaders.  “I want a hundred border guards to return to our home.  They
must guard against any possible ant incursion while our forces march in support
of the Kales.  We will spare no one else.  We must have all our forces if we
are to confront the orcs.”


Lord
Krall turned to his son again.  “I want all mounted warriors and messengers to
serve as scouts, save a messenger to warn the Kales about the orcs.  Try to
draw the ants after us.  Give them enough bait, but don’t risk too much.  With
the orcs, I want eyes on their force from now until we engage them.  I want to
know every move they make and when they made it.  If their chieftain so much as
defecates, I want a full report on it.  Do you understand?”


Krall
stiffened.  “Yes, father.  It shall be done.”


“Leaders,
prepare your warriors.  The orcs will be rising soon.  If we’re to make it to
the Kale Gen before them, we must leave very soon,” Lord Krall commanded.


“Perhaps
with any luck we can interest the ants in a bit of orc flesh,” the younger
Krall mused mostly to himself as he and the warrior leaders departed the tent
to carry out their lord’s orders.


 





 


On
the other side of the valley, a much more joyful reunion was occurring.  The
beleaguered remaining members of the leaders’ team of Durik’s Company had
arrived at Lord Karthan’s loyalist palisade at the same time that the first
light of the coming day appeared over the eastern mountains.  Though the two
lords didn’t know it, Lord Karthan and Lord Krall received much the same report
at much the same time.


Lord
Karthan was elated to see his daughter alive and well.  The news of the orc
horde, while it brought a palpable fear to the group of kobolds Lord Karthan
had gathered about himself to hear the report, Lord Karthan’s face showed
nothing but a smile.


No
news could be so bad, not even news of an approaching orc horde, that it could
wipe out the joy of the good news that his precious daughter and his two
innocent sons were alive and well.


“My
lord, we must move now to take back the gen, if we’re to have any time to
prepare defenses for the gen before the orc horde arrives,” Drok, Durik’s uncle
and the leader of the small contingent of wolf riders who were loyal to Lord
Karthan, was saying.


“Hm?”
Lord Karthan’s eyes reluctantly pulled away from his daughter, the joy of her
safe return to him overwhelming his emotions.  “Ah, yes.  I agree.  We cannot
wait until tonight.  Go, all of you.  Gather the strength we have.  Ensure they
eat well, and have them ready to march before the sun has fully risen above the
eastern mountains!”


Standing,
Lord Karthan hugged his daughter one more time.  “I am so proud of you, Kiria. 
You have been through so much, yet showed character greater than I have seen in
you before.  If that Durik and his second Manebrow ever make it back to the
gen, I will have to thank them properly for bringing out the strength in my
beloved daughter.”


Kiria
beamed with her father’s praise.


“Now
go get some rest, my precious one, you and your team.  I wish we had more time
for you to rest, but we must go very soon.  I will wake you shortly.”


 





 


“What! 
My son is going to do what?!” Lord Krall screamed.  His eyes were bulging out
of his skull and a vein running down the middle of his forehead seemed almost
ready to burst.  “Why didn’t you stop him?!”


“Sire,
we tried to dissuade him, but he wouldn’t listen to us.  He already had a band
of mercenaries and he dismissed us,” Gormanor was explaining, almost
apologetically.


“You’re
lying.  You have to be lying!” his voice was almost pleading.  “My son is off
to hire a dragon!  What is he thinking?!”  He sat down in his chair, stunned by
the stupidity of Morigar’s move.


“Wait! 
Where’s Krebbekar?  Wasn’t he there to dissuade him?” Lord Krall was grasping
at straws, but any hope was better than no hope.


Gormanor
shook his head.  “Sire, he had sent Krebbekar to warn you.  When we caught up
with him, Krebbekar immediately turned back and went in pursuit of Morigar.”


Lord
Krall just shook his head slowly in disbelief.  That his son was notorious for
his lapses in judgment he well understood.  This, however, was more than even
Lord Krall had imagined his son was capable of doing.


“Doesn’t
he know anything about chromatic dragons?” Lord Krall said to Gormanor, though
it was more a statement than a question.  Gormanor merely nodded his agreement
at Lord Krall’s assessment of his son’s decision.  “Doesn’t he know they’re
greedy, foul-tempered beasts who call no one master?  What arrogance, to think…
argh!”  Lord Krall was at a loss for words and merely shook his head in
frustration with his youngest son.


 





 


The
past day had seen quite a transformation in Kale’s faith in himself and the powers
that seemed bent toward the task of gathering all the descendants of Kale
together.  He realized that the same feelings of confidence and faith in unseen
powers had been with him since a very early age, and had grown over time, but
this past day had seen a fullness of his faith, a complete confidence arising
from it as he worked faithfully to fulfill what Kamuril had commanded him to
do.


He
had gone from one outcast family to another, eventually gathering five families
himself, in addition to those families that were gathered by members of his
family he had sent to the gathering.  In the end only the most primitive,
degenerate outcast families had refused his message, and then only a few of
them.  The rest had responded and even now hundreds of kobolds were gathering
to the amphitheater, all preparing for the journey through the underdark to
their ancestral home.


At
each family’s home cave or caves it had been much the same.  Kale or one of his
warriors had shown up to tell them that a great unknown danger was coming, and
that the Kale Family was going to lead them all back to their ancestral home. 
In each family the experience was the same.  At first there was skepticism, but
after a few moments the leader of each family felt an overpowering confirmation
of the truth of it all, after which they began to gather and flee to the home
of the Kale family.


Kale
was amazed at this confirming feeling that had descended on each of the
families, this feeling that had brought each of them now to gather in the
amphitheater of the halls he called home.  The uplifting power it held, the
converting power it brought, the power to change hearts and minds changed
everything.  It seemed as if only those whose hearts were hardened against him
already would not heed its call, though by the look on their faces they felt it
as well.


Now,
as the outcast families came trickling into the amphitheater, he moved among
them with a smile for the whelps, a helping hand for the aged, and a firm grip
and keen look of acceptance and respect for the warriors of each house.  They
came to the home of the Kale Family in their fives, in their tens, and in their
twenties.  None of them were especially rich, nor were most of them extremely
poor.  They had brought with them their meager possessions, prized as they
were.  


Here
a warrior had strapped his shield over his back and carried an old sword in a
battered scabbard hanging from a strap on one hip, while on his shoulders he
carried a small whelp.  Behind him came straggling along a few other whelps,
one taller than the next until finally the warrior’s lifemate came last with a
babe in arms contentedly sucking under a woven wrap made from the fibers of a
supple young giant mushrooms of the kind that gave them all most of their
sustenance.


Staggering
in from somewhere in a remote cave came an old kobold with horns already bent
far forward with age.  The flaking of his scales showed he was well past half a
century old, more likely three quarters of a century.  Kale welcomed the old
hermit, even as he wondered how such an old kobold had survived all alone in
the underdark for so long, and how he had gotten word of the gathering.


Behind
him came a small band of Krall Gen outcasts; the different look of their
features marked their heritage.  What had probably been young warriors when
they were first exiled now had the longer horns of middle age, having taken
lifemates from among the Kale Gen and northern gen outcasts.  Their children
were a mix of their heritages, but to Kale it didn’t matter; they were all
kobolds, and therefore they were his brothers and sisters.


They
came with their pride, and with their weaknesses in addition to their
strengths.  Here and there Kale had to break up fights and challenges between
families that had long standing grudges.  The last couple of years in the
underdark had been a time of relative calm and peace.  If it had not been, it
would have been near impossible to establish any sort of peace and order among
kobolds who were not used to living in close proximity to anyone else.  The
call of the Kale Stone had made a change among them, however, and Kale found
them more pliable and more willing than he had in the past.  Though it wasn’t
easy establishing some semblance of co-existence among them, the common call of
a higher power and purpose made it easier.


Soon
latrines were being dug, cooking pits were established, and sleeping areas were
partitioned for the short period of gathering prior to their departure.  They
would not stay here long, and they would gather a few more families who were
waiting for them along the Cross Way, which was the long passage to the Kale
Gen that they would travel.


Kale
saw order beginning to be established.  His adult cousins had left off the
preparations for their own families, leaving it to their lifemates, and had
taken up the role of hosts for the gathering of outcasts, using their position
as Kale’s cousins to sort out the problems as they arose and organize people to
accomplish necessary tasks.


Kale
made a quick stop to the storerooms of his family where his lifemate was
working along with the other females, sorting through the equipment and
supplies stored there and preparing it for loading on their small herd of
packgoats or packing it in bags that they themselves would carry.  The look in
her eye, the energy he saw there and the excitement of the gathering that
animated her made him want to linger past a short discussion.  However, seeing
that his younger brother had the preparations for their family well underway,
Kale knew that the gathering was not complete and soon took leave of his family
and headed off toward the caverns of the Deep Gen.


 





 


“My
lord,” the wolf-riding scout stopped in front of Lord Karthan and dismounted.


“Yes,
scout?  What news?” Lord Karthan replied.  Behind him a small party of honor
guard warriors who served as his personal guard stood with him.  They waited
patiently as the scout, one of the thirty loyal wolf riders who served Karthan,
dismounted and gathered his breath.  An hundred and twenty-some warriors who were
the remainder of those who had fled with Lord Karthan were marching by the
small party even now in four groups of thirty, led by elite warriors from the
old Honor Guard Warrior Group.  Their straggling lines snaked around the low
hill that Lord Karthan and his personal guards had climbed.  One hundred and
fifty-five total warriors plus his daughter’s small, nearly exhausted team of
four.  That was all the strength Lord Karthan had.


“Sire,
Drok would like to report that the way is unhindered and unobserved all the way
to the entrance of our home caverns,” the scout reported.


Around
Lord Karthan were astonished gasps at their amazing luck.


Lord
Karthan grinned.  “Tell Drok ‘well done,’ and let him know that we will be
there by second meal.  Please remind him to ensure he and his warriors keep out
of sight.  It would not do to give Khee-lar and his lackeys any warning.”


Goryon,
who Lord Karthan had chosen to lead his personal entourage, laughed as the
scout rode quickly down the low hill and into the woods.


“What
do you find so funny, Goryon?” Lord Karthan asked.


“Why,
Khee-lar, of course, sire!” Goryon answered.  “First we get reports that the
Deep Guard Warrior Group has replaced your Honor Guard Warrior Group as the
keepers of peace in the gen, now by the sound of it, they’re the only
warrior group that’s employed in securing the gen.  It appears that they’re the
only thing propping up Khee-lar’s rule.”


“Why
do you say that, Goryon?” Lord Karthan’s curiosity was piqued.


“Well,
the Patrol Guard aren’t out securing the Picket Line.  We’ve not seen even one
of the Wolf Riders other than the thirty that Drok brought out with him.  The
Trade Warrior Group hasn’t sent out any caravans since Khee-lar took the gen. 
And from the latest refugees’ reports, the Metalsmithies Warrior Group’s forges
and smelters are starved for ore!  What is he doing down there?  He’s certainly
not trying to run a gen, unless he’s trying to run it into the ground!”


“Aye,
lord,” another of his personal guards joined in.  “Perhaps these stories of
wild parties and gathering all the wealth to himself are more true than we had
dared to hoped.”


“Well,
if it is all true, it will likely take quite some time to sort it all out,”
Lord Karthan shook his head in disgust as he began to believe more fully the
reports the last few refugees had given.


They
marched in silence for a while, the atrocities that they’d heard whispers of
weighing heavier on their hearts the closer they came to their beloved home.


 





 


“Sire,”
Krall rode up to his father.  “The orcs are taking second meal.  Though they’ve
sighted our scouts, so far we’ve not fallen for any of their traps.  Our
scouting elements have not engaged any of their hunting parties either.  Still
the main body of orcs do not move.  If they continue to delay their advance, we
shall surely arrive at the Kale Gen ahead of them.”


“Good,”
Lord Krall nodded his head in satisfaction as he rode along.  “Tell me, what of
the ants?  Are they following yet?”


Krall
nodded his head.  “Yes, father.  They have discovered our absence in the fort
and are moving cautiously after us.  It is strange how they seem to linger
behind, almost as if they were waiting for something.”


“Or
someone,” Lord Krall spoke.  His son didn’t reply, so after a few moments he
continued.  “This morning as I was riding along, I thought I heard your
mother’s voice calling out to me.  It felt like whispers in the sands of my
consciousness.  I couldn’t understand much of it, but it seemed that she was
sending us a warning through the Krall Stone.”


“Perhaps
it was about the orcs, for she did not know they were coming when we left her
at the gen,” Krall answered.


Lord
Krall shook his head.  “No, I wondered that myself, but the message was clearly
about ants.  I fear that there may be more ants than just those we are aware
of.  Perhaps these ants await their arrival before taking on our force.”


Krall
pursed his lips in thought.  In front of and behind his father’s entourage of
House Guard and staff marched the strength of the Krall Gen.  It was an
impressive sight to see, and it thrilled him to be here for what was the
greatest event of his life thus far.  “Well, if that’s so, there are well over
a thousand of us here.  We were more than a match for them last time.  Unless
they bring a much greater force, we should be able to beat them handily, as
long as we’ve got some time to prepare defenses.  Our scouts will see to that,
however.”


Father
and son rode along in silence for a while.  Finally, Krall decided to ask his
father a question that had been on his mind for some time.  “Father, why does
the Kale Gen seek after their stone so fervently?  From what I have seen, the
only power our stone has given our family is the ability to scry, and now this
whispered message you’ve received.  Surely that can’t be worth the lives of an
entire company of warriors?”


Lord
Krall wasn’t one to spend too much time thinking.  He’d always been one to take
action quickly.  This time, however, he didn’t answer his son immediately.  The
silence drug on for quite some time.  Lord Krall hoped his son would just
forget the question, but seeing his son look over at him several times as
though he were expecting an answer, Lord Krall finally relented.


“There
are those who say our stone did much more in days past,” he answered tersely.


Krall’s
interest was piqued.  “I’ve heard that my great-grandsire used the stone to
build the great hall on the lake.  I’ve heard other stories too, over time. 
There was a story about one of our sires using the stone to turn back a raiding
tribe of minotaurs.  Why didn’t we bring the stone with us, father?  We could
have used its power against these orcs, I would think.”


Krall
looked over and could see that his father was clearly very irritated.  He
hadn’t realized he had found such a sore spot until that moment, but he was
determined to press on.  It was a subject that he’d wondered about for several
years and about which he had never seemed to be able to get answers.


“It
chose your mother, not me,” Lord Krall said in a flat, frustrated tone.


“What?”
Krall didn’t understand.


“Just
that!” Lord Krall snapped.  “The stone needed an oracle, and it chose your
mother over me.  If it had chosen me, the Lord of the Gen, I would have had
power to build and defend.  Since it chose the Lady of the Gen, the only power
it seems to be able to produce is to let her scry and send whispered
messages.”  Lord Krall’s tone was that of a teacher explaining something to an
especially dense pupil.


Krall
knew he would infuriate his father further, but there were things he had to
know if he was ever going to take his father’s place as Lord of the Krall Gen
and have the power his forefathers had had, so he asked the final question.


“Why
didn’t it choose you, father?” Krall asked.


Lord
Krall stopped his mount and looked over at his son.  The anger in his eyes
burned like embers.  “I don’t know,” he said with a slow, menacing
deliberateness.  He then nudged his mount and turned it back to the path.


They
rode along in silence for several moments, but Krall’s occasional glances and
close presence eventually caused his father’s temper to fester again.


“I
don’t know,” he said in frustration.  “Maybe it was some of the things I did in
my youth,” he postulated.  “I’ve done well for my people, but I can’t say I’ve
always followed all the things The Sorcerer commanded each kobold to do in the
Scrolls of Heritage.”


Krall
began to look back over his own life, wondering if he were worthy of being
gifted the use of the stone when his turn came.  “What have you done, father?”
he asked, almost flinching even as he asked the question.


“I
will not share with you what things I have done, but if that’s why the Krall
Stone won’t give its power to me, then that’s something I can’t change.”  Lord
Krall was strangely resigned, almost fatalistic as he spoke.  He seemed to have
decided that he must entertain his son’s questions.  Perhaps it was the fact
that they were marching to what would likely be a pitched battle that loosened
his tongue.  “If you’d seen me in my younger days, it would be clear to you
that Morigar doesn’t get his impertinence and poor judgment from his mother. 
You and your middle brother Hemmekar, may his soul rest with the ancestors,
were always the nobler sons, Krall… but that is because you take after your
mother.”


Lord
Krall sighed.  “Perhaps if I had not done the things I did as a youth, the
power of the Krall Stone would have been mine, and would have been as great in
my hands now as it was in the days of my grandfather, who built the mighty hall
on the lake and who ended the minotaur tribe’s raid like you mentioned.  But as
it is, the considerable strength and skill of our warriors has been enough to
see us through the challenges of my day.”


When
Krall finally spoke, it was in low tones as he pondered on what his father had
revealed to him.  “Then let us hope that our warriors’ strength and skill can
carry the day once more.”


Lord
Krall said nothing further.  He was done with this conversation.  The message
Lady Karaba had given him wasn’t very clear.  She’d said something about a
great ant queen, and a coming storm.  She’d also mentioned something else about
a dragon and the orcs.  The message had been too vague, too whispered, however,
and it left Lord Krall wondering much instead of knowing much.


He’d
always trusted his own judgment more than that off his younger lifemate anyway,
whether the Krall Stone was guiding her or not.  After all, the wisdom that the
Krall Stone gave her never seemed to be actionable or wasn’t how he’d preferred
to do things.  He usually disregarded it, like he always had, even in his youth
when it had first begun reaching out to him.


A
sudden realization came over him, and Lord Krall almost stopped as he smiled to
himself at having solved the mystery: The Krall Stone had chosen his lifemate
instead of him because he’d refused to listen to its meddling suggestions for
his life.  Well, he thought stubbornly, I’m not about to start bowing
to it now, not with more than six decades of life behind me.


He’d
always relied on his own judgment, and even now deep down in his bones he could
feel that there was more to this chain of events than what was plain for him to
see.  As he rode along pondering on mysteries, the unknown of it all left him
with a deep sense of foreboding.


He
thought no more about the Krall Stone or the conversation about it with his
son, and soon it didn’t bother him in the slightest.
















 


Chapter 13 – Destruction of the Deep Gen


 


“What is the meaning of this, son
of exiles?” Lord Sennak was in a foul mood already after the impertinent
comments of the Kale Gen intruders, and now, not many hours after he had thrown
them in prison, some impertinent exile had shown up at his court.


The
guard who had brought Kale was shifting nervously from foot to foot.  If he’d
known his lord would react this way, he wouldn’t have brought him.  The guard’s
warrior leader, Mirrik, stood with the rest of the half dozen warrior leaders
that were the supreme leaders of the Deep Gen, under their revered lord, of
course.  Standing foremost among them was Lord Sennak’s son, Sennak the Younger.
 They had been in meeting when he had brought Kale to his lord.  


Like
the guard, Mirrik also felt uncomfortable, for this was the second time his
warrior group had caused his lord’s temper to flare in one day.


“My
Lord Sennak the Just, Lord of my brothers of the Deep Gen,” Kale said as he
bowed low.  “I do not come on my own will, rather I come at the behest of
another.”


Lord
Sennak was sure that this kobold, who called himself Kale after his ancestor
gen’s former rulers, was most likely here on behalf of the Kale Gen’s leaders. 
It had only been hours since he had thrown their paltry party of warriors in
prison.  He was surprised.  He had been confident that the Kale Gen didn’t even
know of his gen’s existence, preferring instead to ignore all who lived in the
underdark below them, calling them outcasts and not willing themselves to see
more than that.


“Very
well,” Lord Sennak said with a sneer, “I’ll play your little game.  Who is it
that sent you?”


Kale
answered with absolute confidence and the assurance of several previous
successes among the outcasts.  “Not many generations ago the Kale Stone, the
very stone of power given to Kale directly by The Sorcerer himself…”  


Lord
Sennak cut Kale off.  “Who is it that sent you, exile?”


Kale’s
confidence began to shake.  He had expected a better reception.


“Lord
Sennak, I come in the name of Kamuril, the Kale Stone.  The stone of our
ancestors has commanded me to gather the descendants of Kale back to the
ancestral home of the Kale Gen.”


There
was silence for several moments as Lord Sennak’s warrior group leaders shifted
from side to side uncomfortably along with the poor guard who had long ago
accepted the obvious reality that he would be consigned to shoveling dung for
many moons after this.  


Finally,
a low chuckle came from Lord Sennak.  It grew to a laugh, until the old kobold
was guffawing with all his might, pointing his finger at Kale and slapping the
arm rests of his great throne.  Though it took several moments, eventually the
ancient kobold on the throne stopped laughing.  When he did, his eyes were cold
and hard as he looked directly at Kale.


“You
are confederate with the warriors that the Kale Gen sent.  I must admit, I did
not expect my enemies to combine against me, but now I see your not-so-subtle
plans.  My warrior leaders,” he said as he indicated the six warriors standing
off to one side that represented the entire top leadership of the Deep Gen. 
“Watch as I lay this plot bare.”  He turned his attention back to Kale.  “Let
me guess, next you’re going to warn me about some ant invasion?”  Lord Sennak
chuckled to himself.


Kale
knew this meeting was going badly, but he had faith that, if Lord Sennak would
just listen to him, the Kale Stone would change his heart and help him see that
his words were true.


“My
lord, I do not know what danger is coming, but I have been sent to give you a
warning.  Kamuril told me to gather the outcasts.  I have done so.  He told me
to gather your gen as well.  He told me that a great danger was coming, and
that we had to flee the underdark.  He sent me as a warning and a savior to
you.”


Lord
Sennak’s jaw dropped.  “Oh yes!  That’s really good!  Some ancient stone that’s
been lost for generations sent you to warn us about some unknown danger,
calling you a savior!”


By
this time, the warrior group leaders were chuckling along with their lord.  His
antics at Kale’s expense were grand and theatrical, made only more hilarious by
his very advanced age.  He had had enough of this impetuous imposter, however. 
He had not grown old on his throne by listening to raving lunatics.


“Guards,”
he turned calmly to his personal entourage of guards that stood several paces
apart down the length of his throne room.  “Take this presumptuous whelp to the
prison.  He shall die tomorrow with his Kale Gen confederates.”


Kale
stood forth with both feet planted squarely and his face directly toward Lord
Sennak.  His countenance began to glow with some power that made it hard for
Lord Sennak and his warrior leaders and guards to look at him.  The confidence
in his face did not waiver, and the look on his face was calm, serene, much
more peaceful than the circumstances should have allowed.  He opened his mouth
to speak.  Lord Sennak was silenced by the power that had entered the room and
the guards did not dare move forward to lay hands on Kale.


“Sennak,
descendant of Kale,” Kale said in a deeper, stronger tone than his normal
voice, “You were allowed to lead a part of our people in the underdark that you
might grow their strength for the day they were to be called upon to fulfill
their duty to the rightful heir of the Kale Gen.  I am that heir, and that day
has come.  Your day of power has ended.  Give up your throne and gather my
people to our ancestral home.”


Lord
Sennak growled at the apparition before him.  Grabbing a spear from a stunned
guard, he threw it at Kale.  It sailed harmlessly past him as if turned away by
an unseen hand.


With
a look of noble disappointment, Kale spoke with a voice of finality.  “So be
it, then.  You have made your choice, Sennak.  When next I hear of you, your
days will have met their end.”  With that, Kale turned to the warrior leaders. 
“When the overflowing scourge comes upon you, remember that I command you to
flee to our ancestral home.  I will wait for you at Sheerface, the entrance to
the caverns of our ancestors.”


With
that, Kale turned and left the great pillared hall, the seat of power of Lord
Sennak the Just and the Deep Gen.  When he’d left, Lord Sennak dismissed his
six sub-leaders and sat brooding for some time in silence, a foul look on his
face.  None of his guards dared look at him, and none of them made a sound
until their lord eventually stalked out of the hall to his personal chambers.


 





 


Kale
wondered at the words that had been given him, and at how the power he’d felt
come upon him had cowed the court of Lord Sennak.  As the power had passed,
however, he had left the wondering for another time and gotten himself out of
the home of the Deep Gen very quickly.  Constantly, he thought he heard
footsteps behind him, as he was sure Lord Sennak had sent guards after him to
kill him.


None
ever appeared, however.


Weighing
much more heavily on his thoughts as he crawled through yet another flue on the
pathway to his home was the fact that there were thousands of kobolds in the
Deep Gen, and if… that is when this calamity arrived, they would be destroyed
if Lord Sennak did not reconsider.  He knew he had done everything he had been
asked to do and that there was nothing more he could do for them, and though he
sorrowed for his fellow kobolds of the Deep Gen, he felt reassured by the
manifestation of power Kamuril had given them.


Eventually,
Kale made it back to the caverns where his family resided.  The familiarity of
the passageways leading to his home began to lift his spirits, so that by the
time he reached the entrance cavern his steps were light and he almost ran down
the passageway to the amphitheater.


What
greeted his eyes there was not what he had expected to see.  Though there was
much evidence of recent occupation and the scents of hundreds hung in the air,
there was only one kobold and a goat left there.  His oldest son Kale sat next
to the entrance surrounded by baggage while his goat Sable sat contentedly
munching on a piece of mushroom.


“Son,
where has everyone gone?” Kale asked.  Fears of the outcasts disbanding and
returning to their homes had seized his heart.  He deeply hoped there was a
better explanation.


“Father,
they began to get restless, and uncle offered to lead them to Sheerface.  He
left me behind to tell you, and to ensure you got this,” he said, pointing to a
rather heavy backpack and pair of sacks among the baggage that was obviously
what Kale’s lifemate had left for him to carry.


Kale
smiled and rubbed his young son’s hornless head before strapping the packsaddle
on Sable, loading it, then shouldering his own backpack and tying a sack to
each end of his spear, laying its weight across his shoulders.  Kale’s son had
already shouldered his own pack and had an armful of wooden swords, sticks for a
game of lots, and the wooden dragon his father had carved for him for his last
celebration of birth.


Together,
father and son began the journey to the home of their ancient inheritance.


 





 


Mirrik,
one of the six warrior leaders of the Deep Gen, was sweating in the cool of his
warrior group’s main cavern.  He’d felt it.  He was almost certain the other
warrior group leaders had felt it.  There was no denying that there was a
greater power at work here than what their lord would accept.  First, the Kale
Gen warriors with their prophecy of ants, then that exile Kale with his demands
that Lord Sennak give up his right to rule to him.  Both statements had been
backed up by the same almost overwhelming feeling of power.  Such power Mirrik
had never felt before.  In fact, he’d felt guilty for not immediately gathering
his warrior group and leaving the Deep Gen when the Kale warriors came, and
he’d felt guilty again for not immediately swearing allegiance to the exile
Kale when he’d come as well.


Mirrik
had always considered himself absolutely loyal to his lord, but he was having a
hard time reconciling his feelings with the actions of his lord.  Should he be
worried?  Was he the only one that had felt this power?


As
he sat there in the cool of his mud-brick house, a cool cup of mushroom brew
prepared by his lifemate sitting untouched on the table, his mind was reeling. 
His heart and mind were torn.  His heart told him that he should be gathering
his warrior group and fleeing to their ancestral home.  His mind, on the other
hand, reminded him firmly of what the penalty would be if he did so and these
new revelations were not true; Lord Sennak would have him killed, slowly, then
give his warrior group to another.  


He
thought about his lifemate, who was a granddaughter of Lord Sennak and very
loyal to him, and of their seven whelps, all of whom were playing elsewhere in
the caves.  He certainly didn’t want to leave her a widow and them as orphans. 
Then again, if what the Kale Gen warrior said was true…  He didn’t want to see
his family destroyed either.


As
he sat there pondering, a soft knock came at his door.  Answering it, he was
surprised to see his life-long friend and fellow warrior group leader.  By the
look on his face, he too was struggling with what they had recently witnessed.


“Hemmet,
come and sit, my friend,” he said as he motioned toward a chair.  “What is it
that brings you to my door today?”


Hemmet,
as big and bulky as Mirrik was, shouldered through the door and sat at the
table, taking the lone cup of brew in both hands and gulping it down before
placing the empty cup back on the table.  Mirrik barely noticed.


“Mirrik,
don’t tell me you didn’t see what happened today,” Hemmet said as he wiped the
froth from his snout.  “That exile had some power with him, didn’t he?  And
whatever it was that was stiffening his backbone… well, he was fearless in
front of the old kobold,” he said, referring to Lord Sennak.


“Aye,
Hemmet.  I saw it,” Mirrik replied.  “I felt the power he brought with him,
too.  Funny thing is, ever since that meeting, I’ve been feeling guilty about
not up and joining that Kale fellow on his trip to the Kale Gen’s caverns.”


Hemmet
looked surprised.  “You too, then?  Well, and I thought it was just me!”  He
paused for a moment in thought.  “Well, then, what shall we do about it?”


Mirrik
looked suddenly afraid and unsure, as if he were standing on the edge of a
cliff looking out into darkness.  “I don’t know, my friend.  You know the old
kobold would have our heads if we did follow after him.”


Hemmet
nodded in slow agreement.  “Yes, and how could we convince our people to follow
us?  After all, we were there to feel the power, but none of them were.”


“Aye,”
Mirrik solemnly agreed.  “And I’ll not leave my people to whatever horror it is
that’s coming our way, be it ants or something else.  I’d rather die with them
then leave them.”


Hemmet
nodded.  “But what if we could convince them to go anyway?”


Mirrik’s
mood perked up a bit.  “And how could we do that, do you think?”


Mirrik
and Hemmet sat there thinking for a while, but neither of them had any good
ideas.  All of a sudden, however, Mirrik had a flash of inspiration and he knew
where the answer to their quandary could be found.  His mind told him he
shouldn’t, not after beating them that is, but his heart told him it was the
right thing to do.


 





 


“Psst!” 
The sound came from the other side of the prison door.


“Psst! 
Hey!”  The hoarse whisper sounded again.  “Are you the Kale Gen warriors?”


Most
of Durik’s party stood, their chains clanking as they stirred.


“Yes,
we are warriors of the Kale Gen,” Gorgon answered firmly.


Quietly
a key was placed in the lock and it opened with a click.  As soon as the door
was opened just far enough, two rather broad shouldered kobolds, obviously
warriors by the look of them, slipped through the door, closing it silently
behind them.


“You’re
the leader of the warriors who took us prisoner!” Manebrow observed.  “What
could you possibly want with us?” he asked Mirrik.


Mirrik
and Hemmet looked at each other, the doubt showing on their faces.  Mirrik held
up his hands to calm the quickly angering group.  “Look, my friends, I was
doing what my lord expected of me.  Would you have done any less if you were in
my position?” he asked, shrugging his shoulders.


Durik
rubbed the bruise on his face from when he’d been thrown at Lord Sennak’s feet,
but didn’t answer the argument.  Instead, he held up his hand to cut off the
many comments his warriors were beginning to say.


“What
is it you want of us, Deep Gen leader?” he asked.


Mirrik
looked at Durik guiltily.  “I… I’ve come to ask you a question.”


Durik
folded his arms.  “What is it, then?”


Mirrik
paused.  He’d never been one to talk much about feelings, and asking a complete
stranger about such things was far out of his comfort zone.  Hemmet put a hand
on his shoulder, and Mirrik felt the strength to go on.


“Kale
Gen leader, when you came before Lord Sennak the Just, you mentioned something
about an ant invasion.”  Mirrik paused, not sure exactly how to proceed.  “You
said many things about these ants, but there was a power there when you spoke. 
It was a feeling, a powerful feeling that both of us felt.”


Durik’s
stern look began to soften as he saw that someone in the court had believed
him.


“Later,
just a short time ago, in the courts of Lord Sennak the Just, an outcast from
our gen, one by the name of Kale, came and told us all that we had to leave the
underdark and travel to your gen’s home.  He also said that Lord Sennak the
Just was to join our gen to the Kale Gen, and that he, this exile named Kale,
was the rightful ruler of the entire Kale Gen.


“Can
you tell me, what is this power, and what is it that we are supposed to do?”


Mirrik
had said more than he had intended to say, but when he finished he was glad it
had all come out.


Durik,
on the other hand, felt the fire of confirmation in his heart telling him that
what Mirrik had spoken was true.  He thought for a moment before answering. 
All around him the rest of the Kale Gen warriors stood in confusion.


“The
power that you felt when I spoke is the power of a being known as Morgra,”
Durik explained.  “Though I know little about her – I know she is pure and that
she has chosen me to be a paladin for her, to restore the Kale Stone to its
rightful holder.


“I
cannot speak to the power that this Kale had with him, but if he is indeed the
rightful heir and ruler of the Kale Gen, then it is likely the power of the
Kale Stone,” Durik finished.


Mirrik
and Hemmet stood in wonder.  


Finally,
Hemmet spoke.  “But I thought the Kale Stone was lost several generations ago. 
Is this not so?” he asked.


Durik
nodded.  “Yes, it was.  But it was also found.”


“Where
is this stone, paladin?” Mirrik asked.


“If
you let us out of this prison and give us back our things, I will show you
where it is now,” Durik answered him.  Around Durik, the rest of his party
seemed to be in anxious agreement with him.


Hemmet
looked at Mirrik.  The two of them had come this far, and now this Kale Gen
paladin was asking them to take a step beyond that which Lord Sennak would even
think of forgiving.


“Before
we do that, paladin” Hemmet asked, “what shall we do to convince our people and
our lord that we must flee our homes?  Surely they will not listen to us, for
they have not felt of this power and were not there to understand its
convincing power.”


Durik
smiled.  “My friends, there is power in Morgra to convince.  She will manifest
her power to accomplish her ends.  And if she commands your gen to leave its
home and travel to the home of my gen, then she will prepare the way for it to
happen.  I believe that Morgra will show us the way if we go back to Lord
Sennak and face him together.”


Mirrik
slowly nodded his agreement.  “Yes, this is true.  Though I don’t know how it
will be, I know it is the right thing to do.”  Beside him, Hemmet’s eyes showed
the worry of what was to come.


 





 


The
jailer who had let the two warrior guard leaders pass was no fool.  He knew
that the excuse Mirrik and Hemmet had made for getting to the Kale Gen warriors
was false.  ‘Doing a check of the prison facilities.’  Hardly.  The two had
never cared about the place before, and besides, they weren’t his warrior
leaders.  He was part of Lord Sennak’s personal guard, those whose purpose was
to run the government of the gen and to execute Lord Sennak’s will.  Therefore,
he had no warrior leader.  But out of respect for their high positions, he had
let the pair pass… then he had followed at a distance until he had discovered
their true destination.  


Now,
even as the pair were probably still in the cell with the Kale Gen warriors,
this loyal warrior of Lord Sennak’s personal guard had run to the chamber of
Lord Sennak to report to him the activities of his warrior leaders.  Finding
his pillared throne room empty, he went to his personal chambers.  There he was
greeted by a pair of his fellow personal guards, who blocked his way.


“But
I have news for Lord Sennak the Just about what two of his warrior leaders are
doing behind his back,” the jailer hissed at them urgently.


“Go
away.  He’s meeting with them now, and said he didn’t want to be disturbed.”


The
jailer paused.  “He’s meeting with all six of them?”


The
pair of guards looked at each other.  “No, I suppose he only has four of them
with him.”


“Precisely,
and it’s what the other two are doing that will be of great interest to him,”
the jailer smiled.


 





 


As
Durik strapped on his belts, he felt the pouch where he had put the Kale Stone
and was relieved to feel its weight and form still there.  Turning himself
about to face the wall, he opened the pouch and unwrapped the Kale Stone from
its covering, just to make sure it had not been replaced with something else. 
The clear rock with its bronze flecks lie still and motionless in his hands,
its power dormant, its consciousness passively aware.  Durik put it back in his
pouch.


He
took the sword that Lord Krall had given him from its place with the other
weapons as the warriors of his party took their weapons from the same pile in
silence, checking them for soundness and either strapping them on or leaning
them against the wall as they hoisted packs and sat them heavily on their
armored backs.


“Hurry
up, now,” Hemmet spoke in a low voice.  He’d not seen the jailer at his
station, and he and Mirrik were very worried by that.  Mahtu stood
dispassionately observing the Kale Gen warriors put on their armor and gather
their equipment.  Finally, they had finished and Manebrow gave Durik the nod.


With
a nod to the warrior leaders, the party was off.


They
were surprised to see the area of government empty.  The halls from which Lord
Sennak’s personal guard administered the gen were never empty, it seemed, yet
today fortune seemed to have smiled on them.


When
they arrived at the throne room, however, they knew why.


Lining
all the walls behind each row of pillars the personal guard of Lord Sennak
stood in ranks with weapons ready.  They looked as if they were awaiting the
arrival of some host through the main doors of the throne room.  Seated on his
throne, Lord Sennak was surrounded by his largest, most skilled warriors. 
Standing off to one side were his four remaining warrior group leaders.


Hemmet
stopped cold at the entranceway that led from the area of government into the
side of the pillared hall.  Behind him Mirrik came up short, followed in close
order by Durik’s party.


“Oh
no, they’re waiting for us,” he hissed back to Mirrik who now saw the danger.


Not
a heartbeat passed before Lord Sennak’s old, but firm voice sounded from the
dais off to their right.


“Don’t
keep us waiting, now.  Come!  Let’s see what you’ve done!”


Like
two wayward children, Hemmet and Mirrik stepped forward into the throne room,
the darkness of it made bright by the heat of so many warriors.  Behind them,
Durik, Manebrow, Gorgon, Jerrig, Arbelk, and Troka walked with varying degrees
of confidence into the chamber full of warriors.  Buoyed by the confidence of
the others, even Mahtu seemed less cowed than he had the first time they’d been
brought into Lord Sennak’s presence.


“Well,
then, what have we hear?” Lord Sennak’s voice carried through the chamber as the
group approached his throne.  “The Kale Gen warriors and a pair of traitors, it
would appear.”


Hemmet
and Mirrik came and bowed their muscled frames before their lord.  Behind them,
Durik and his party stood conspicuously straight.


“Well,
what have you to say for yourselves?” Lord Sennak’s bitter voice cut through
the two warrior leaders, causing them to wince as surely as if they’d been
whipped.


“My
lord,” Mirrik began, his eyes to the floor.


Hemmet
shook his head and, grabbing Mirrik by the arm, he stood up in front of Lord
Sennak.  “My lord,” Hemmet spoke with confidence and the beginnings of
conviction.


Their
impertinence in his presence did not go unnoticed by Lord Sennak.


“Bow
yourselves before me, you fools!” Lord Sennak screamed at them.


Hemmet
did not flinch.  Seeing his example, and the example of the Kale Gen warriors
behind him, Mirrik stood a little straighter as well.


“My
lord, this day two warnings of what is to befall our gen were brought before
you.  We all felt the power of the words spoken by these, our brethren from the
Kale Gen,” Hemmet said, indicating Durik and his party, “as well as the power
of the words spoken by the outcast Kale.”


“How
dare you address me, you… you fool!” Lord Sennak’s patience was gone. 
“Guards!  Seize this group, traitors all!  Bow them before me and take their
heads off right now!”


Durik
stepped forward, in his hands was the Kale Stone, and it shone suddenly with a
brilliant light that instantly took the chamber from the pitch darkness of the
underdark to the brilliant light of noon day.


Once
his eyes adjusted, Hemmet could see that the sudden brilliance had stunned the
crowd of guards into inaction.


“My
lord,” Hemmet continued, unperturbed.  “Today these two warnings were brought
to you, that our gen might be saved from what is surely to come.  Will you not
heed the warnings that were brought to you, that you might save our gen?”


Lord
Sennak screeched in anger.  “How dare you bring this sorcerer before me!”


“Sire,”
Hemmet pleaded with his lord, “this is Durik, Paladin of Morgra.  In his hand
he holds the stone of our heritage; the Kale Stone.”  Even as he spoke the
words, all the kobolds in the chamber could feel the power of the stone and all
of them except Lord Sennak and his four remaining warrior leaders had begun to
kneel, feeling the overwhelming, yet unspoken power of the stone.


“Tricks! 
A trap to try to take my throne from me!  Usurpers all!  You will die for your
impertinence this day!” Lord Sennak screamed.  With that, he stood up from his
throne, drew his sword and came at Hemmet who was looking around the room,
amazed at the effect the stone was having on those gathered in the throne room.


As
Lord Sennak approached Hemmet, Durik stepped forward and held up his hand.  “By
Morgra’s holy might, I rebuke you!” he commanded the crazed lord of the Deep
Gen.


It
was as if a wave of power flew from Durik’s outstretched hand as all sound in
the room ceased.  The wave of force slammed into Lord Sennak, stopping him
short of Hemmet and knocking the drawn sword from his nerveless grasp.  Like a
tapestry that’s suddenly been cut loose from the wall, Lord Sennak crumpled to
the ground and all strength left him.


It
seemed as if the spell had been broken with that action, and suddenly all eyes
in the room were on Durik.


Durik
brought the Kale Stone down to chest level and looked at the four remaining
warrior leaders who stood looking in horror at what had just occurred.


“My
brothers,” he said to them.  “The giant ants are approaching these halls even
now.  They will overrun you and they will tear the flesh from your bones even
as you fall screaming in their midst.  They will show you no mercy, only pain
and death.  They will do the same to your females and your whelps.  They will
spare no one.  This is the warning I was sent to give you.  Whether you choose
to believe it or not is your choice.


“But
now you have a choice to make.  By the command of The Sorcerer through the Kale
Stone, the Deep Gen is no more.  Will you take your warriors and their families
back to our ancestral home and reunite yourselves with the Kale Gen, or will
you deny the power of The Sorcerer and His right to guide our race?  The choice
is yours.  But remember that the fate of many lies in your hands.”


Hemmet
and Mirrik stood forward.


“I
will lead my warrior group to our ancestral home,” Hemmet said.


“As
will I,” Mirrik pledged.


Lord
Sennak’s son gathered his unconscious father into his arms, then stood and
carried him away into the side chambers.  There was no expression at all on his
face.


Slowly,
one by one, the remaining three warrior leaders each half-heartedly agreed to
lead their warrior groups to the Kale Gen’s home caverns.  It was obvious that
this was too much for each of them to accept so quickly.


In
his heart, Durik hoped that the truth of their situation would quickly settle
in their hearts and that they would respond… before it was too late.


 
















 


Chapter 14 – Insurrection


 


Trallik’s hands were trembling as
he fumbled with the keys.  It seemed as if every clink or clank resounded
through the prison area down the hall and straight into the ears of the watch
two rooms beyond the row of prison cells.  His nerves were at the point of
busting, and it was all he could do to not scream out with all the tension.


“Who’s
there?” Khazak Mail Fist asked from inside the cell.  The sound was weak
compared to his normal, booming, jovial self, and Trallik wondered if he wasn’t
weakened beyond usefulness for this task.


“Sire,
please be quiet,” Trallik whispered.  “I’ll have you out of there in just a
moment.”  He continued fumbling with keys until eventually one fit.  The
tumblers took some time to turn, however, as the lock was rusty, and it
screeched as the key slowly turned in it.  Trallik almost wetted his loin cloth
at the tension of it all.  


Finally,
with a click, the door started.  Trallik opened it up slowly on its rusty
hinges until, with a strong waft of sewage smell, he was standing face to face
with Khazak.


“Why
have you freed me, Trallik?” Khazak asked the much younger kobold.


Trallik
hadn’t really thought about what he was going to say.  Really, he wanted Trikki
back, and that was about the extent of why he’d done it.  But yet he had seen
the evil that had seized his gen in the past couple of weeks, and in his heart
he knew that a gen with Khee-lar Shadow Hand at its head was probably not a
place he wanted to live.


“Sire…”
Trallik hesitated.  “Sire, I cannot faithfully serve Khee-lar.  I know that I
was exiled by Durik for trying to kill you and Lord Karthan’s sons, but even
then I could not do Khee-lar’s will.  I know that now.  I have seen his evil
reflected in the eyes of those who serve him, and finally in his latest act.”


“What
has he done now, son?” Khazak Mail Fist asked in something of a detached tone.


Trallik
swallowed and continued.  “Sire, he has taken my lifemate to be his concubine. 
Her name is Trikki, and she came from the outcasts that live below us, though
her mother is a descendant of our gen.”


Khazak
considered the miserable young warrior while he spoke.


“Sire,”
Trallik continued, “I thought if I freed you that, perhaps, we can free her and
together we can escape this gen and Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s evil.  I have enough
wealth from our adventures that all of us can live comfortably among the
northern gens, or among the Kralls,” he offered.


Khazak
held up his hand to stop the young warrior.  He could see tears forming in
Trallik’s eyes, and he didn’t want the young warrior to start babbling and
blubbering at him.


“You
have done well to set me free, young Trallik,” Khazak reassured him.  “And we
will find your lifemate.  But we are not going to escape to any other place. 
No, we will not leave the kobolds of this gen in the hands of one who would
destroy the justice and the rights that the Karthan line has spent generations
building.  You, Trallik, are going to help me to overthrow Khee-lar Shadow
Hand’s rule.”


Trallik’s
eyes got wide with fear.  “How do you think we could do that?”


Khazak
shook his head.  “You do not yet understand our people, do you Trallik?  There
are many good kobolds here in this gen.  Most of them would not stand up
against Khee-lar and his lackeys on their own, but they’ll follow one who
stands against him and will be glad to be led against him and his followers.”


Trallik
was stunned.  He’d certainly let the genie out of the bottle, and there was
nothing he could do about it.


“Tell
me, what news of Lord Karthan and those loyal to him?  Is he dead or has he
fled?”


Trallik
didn’t know how to answer.  “I’ve no news, sire.  I only returned late last
night.”


Khazak
thought for a second.  “Well, then, let’s get weapons and free the prisoners in
the rest of these cells.  I’m sure they will be happy to join our cause.”


 





 


Lord
Karthan stood looking down into the sunken meadow that served as the
entranceway to his gen’s home caverns.  Directly below him two guards from the
Deep Guard Warrior Group sat against one wall of the sunken meadow, warming
themselves in the light of the noon sun.  It had been a cool morning, overcast
with clouds, and the cold seemed to cling especially long in the entrance area.


Looking
across the meadow at Drok, who held a bow ready to fire, he held up a hand to
hold off the shot he and five of his warriors were about to take.


“My
fellow Kale Gen warriors,” Lord Karthan called down to them.  The two guards
stood up, grabbed their spears, and whirled around, surprised to see Lord
Karthan standing directly above them.  


“What
do you want?  Why are you here?” the elite warrior of the two asked.


“I’ve
come to reclaim the gen.  Now, tell me, are you loyal to Khee-lar Shadow Hand,
or are you still loyal to me?   Be careful how you answer, I am not alone.” 


The
elite warrior, new to his position by the freshness of the brand, sneered up at
Lord Karthan.  “You are not our lord any longer.  Lord Khee-lar is lord of this
gen.  Be gone with you and your rabble of outcasts!”


“Do
you feel the same way?” Lord Karthan asked the other warrior.


“Aye,
that I do.  Lord Khee-lar treats us right.  He’s made us important in this gen,
something you and yours never did,” the other warrior answered.


“So
be it, then,” Lord Karthan nodded grimly as he dropped his hand.  From the far
wall of the sunken meadow six bows sang as one, and the two guards were soon
lying lifeless on the ground of the sunken meadow.


“Drok,
leave only a small handful of warriors behind with the wolves and my daughter’s
team.  Gather the rest of your warriors,” Lord Karthan commanded then turned to
Goryon.  “Goryon, send for the leaders of the four companies of thirty to move
the warriors up.  It is time to reclaim what is ours.”


 





 


Khazak
Mail Fist strode forward alone, spear in hand.  The rest of the freed
prisoners, some fifteen warriors who were awaiting execution due to their
continued loyalty to Lord Karthan or due to some crossing of Khee-lar’s will,
all stood anxiously rubbing limbs and stretching muscles.  They knew the next
short while would see either their salvation or their death.  All of them
wanted to be ready for this one chance to avoid execution at the hands of
Khee-lar’s Untouchables.


“Do
not call out, guard,” Khazak said in a low tone as he stood in the doorway of
the watch station looking at the lone elite warrior who manned the station.


“What
are you doing free?!” the guard gasped in surprise.


“Tell
me, will you join us in this insurrection, or do I kill you now?” Khazak
threatened.


The
guard moved to grab his spear from the wall, which was all Khazak needed to
see.  With one fluid motion he hefted the spear and threw it, skewering the
guard and dropping him to the ground.  He took a few steps forward, pulled the
spear from the guard’s lifeless form, and before heading back to bring the rest
of the prisoners forward, he grabbed the lunch that the guard had been eating
and downed it all in a few quick gulps.


“Come,
let us do this thing,” Khazak said as he walked back into the prison guard
station where the fifteen former prisoners and Trallik stood waiting.  He threw
the guard’s spear to one of the warriors and the guard’s still sheathed sword
to another.


The
grins on the faces of the former prisoners were grim yet hopeful, broad yet
focused.  Soon, the group began the walk toward the council chamber and the two
sunken grottos where Khee-lar and the new leaders that he had put in place had
taken up residence.


 





 


“As
we planned, Goryon,” Lord Krall was briefing the four leaders of thirty, Drok
who led the dismounted wolf riders, and Goryon who was lead of his personal
guard.  “You lead the entire contingent and head straight for my home’s
grotto.  Remember, don’t stop for anything until you’re past the outer gate. 
And if by any chance they’ve left the doors open to my house, take them before
they can bar them.”


The
brawny blacksmith nodded.  “Aye, and with any luck we’ll get some of his
closest conspirators with him as well.” 


Lord
Karthan grabbed Drok by one shoulder.  “Drok, stay with me for now, but I’ll
likely have you take the twenty five that you’ve got with you, and another
group of thirty.  We’ll need someone to go to the entrances to the caves of the
Deep Guard Warrior Group.  If that’s you, then when the time come, I want you
to seal them off and allow no armed warriors through.  If any say they are
loyal to me from that warrior group, you are to bind their hands and feet and
set them off to the side unless you feel you know their intentions are true. 
Any who will not renounce Khee-lar Shadow Hand you may kill.”


Drok
nodded his understanding, as did the other leader of thirty whom Lord Karthan
indicated.


“Then
let’s make it happen.  Remember, Khee-lar first, then we set about restoring
the loyalty of the warrior groups.  If we don’t get Khee-lar, this may all be
for naught.”


The
leaders all nodded grimly.  Soon, the large party of warriors was padding off
into the entrance cave, trying to minimize the noise of their passage and
anxiously looking for anyone who might sound the alarm.


 





 


Trallik
and the other fifteen freed prisoners followed Khazak through the empty council
chamber and down the side passage into areas he’d never seen before.  They
passed a grotto named the ‘leader’s grotto,’ where Trallik imagined the various
leader caste of the gen lived.  Instead of turning there, however, they passed
by it and continued down the passageway.  At the end of the passageway a metal
gate stood open, a warrior with a spear and sword lay dozing on the ground in
front of it.  As they approached, Khazak threw his spear, skewering this guard
as well through the chest so that no sound escaped his pierced lungs.  The
party entered the large open area that was the outer courtyard of the Lord’s
House.  Trallik could feel the fresh air and the slight moisture in the air,
and heard the sound of falling water.  To their left a small pool collected
under a slight waterfall which came down from high above.  Moss and hanging
vines adorned this outer courtyard.  Throughout the area, there were small beds
of flowers and plants, though most of them were trampled and in disarray.


Passing
through the courtyard, the group arrived at the large iron-banded double wooden
doors on the far side without alerting anyone.  Khazak slowly, quietly turned
the handle of the door.  It opened with a click and Khazak pushed the door
open.  Motioning for the party of warriors to follow him, Khazak pushed into
the Lord’s House.  


Inside
was perhaps the most simple, yet elegant display of architectural beauty
Trallik 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 four paces 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 entrance 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.  Scattered around the floor of the great room were piles
of furs and pillows.  On these many cushions sat or lay several of the most
beautiful females of the gen.


Trallik
recognized many of them.  Some of them were the lifemates of warrior group
leaders.  Most of them, however, were females who were barely at the age where
they could be mated, though Trallik saw Durik’s little sister Darya sitting in
a corner crying and knew that Khee-lar Shadow Hand had not held to the minimum
age dictated in the Scrolls of Heritage when he picked his concubines.


On
the staircase leading up to the balcony a pair of warriors had a female by
either arm and were dragging her bodily up the stairs.  Though she’d obviously
been beaten and bloodied, she still fought her captors’ efforts to get her into
the bedroom at the top of the stairs.


“Where
is Khee-lar Shadow Hand?!” Khazak roared out.  The two warriors on the stairs
stopped and turned in surprise.  Many of the females jumped at his voice, the
less submissive ones cried through swollen eyes or bloody mouths.  The female
they were dragging cried out as the warriors wrenched her bruised arm. 
Trallik’s heart leapt in his chest; the voice was Trikki’s.


 “Where
is that traitor, Khee-lar Shadow Hand?  Tell me!” Khazak yelled again.  For the
first time, the many females in the room began to realize that these warriors
weren’t here to abuse them, but rather to save them.  As one they began to
stand up.  Just as quickly, the pair of warriors realized who he was, and began
to climb the stairs faster.


“Sire,
two of his warriors are here, but he has gone to the arena, I think.  Are you
going to free us?” one of them cried.


“Warriors! 
Are you Khee-lar’s, or will you swear allegiance to Lord Karthan?!” Khazak
bellowed out fiercely, his eyes staring intently at the open doors on the
balcony where the two warriors had disappeared with Trikki.  He already knew
the answer, and his question was more of a challenge.


Grabbing
his spear with renewed intensity, Khazak and Trallik rushed up the stairs,
followed closely by several of their companions.  As they reached the open
doors of Lord Karthan’s bed chamber, they were greeted by the sight of the two
warriors, two of Khee-lar’s Untouchables, standing with spears at the ready.


Trallik
looked around the room in desperation until his heart leapt at the sight of
her.  Trikki sat rocking back and forth in a corner, holding her knees up to
her chest, her hornless head buried in her arms and a bloody rag clutched in
one hand.


“Trikki!”
Trallik called.


When
she heard his voice, she immediately looked up, the look of despair on her
bruised and bleeding face melting into pain mingled with hope as she recognized
her love.  Seeing him, she began to rise.


One
of the Untouchables turned to her.  “Stay there or we’ll cut you to pieces!” he
yelled.  Seeing she was sufficiently cowed, the Untouchable turned back to the
growing crowd of warriors, few of which were armed, but all of which had death
in their eyes.


At
that moment Khazak stepped forward and threw his spear.  True to their status,
his able target dodged to one side, but not quickly enough.  With a sound like
ripping cloth, the spear tore the muscle from the Untouchable’s left breast and
pierced his left arm, knocking the warrior to the ground with the force of the
impact where he lay stunned and gasping.


The
other Untouchable immediately dropped his spear, drew his sword, and headed
toward Trikki in the corner of the room


Trallik
sprinted toward them, but stopped cold as the Untouchable grabbed Trikki around
the neck from behind and held his sword to her back.  Trikki’s eyes showed pain
and fear as she clutched the bloody rag closer to her breast.


“Stand
back!” the Untouchable commanded.


Trallik
quickly stopped and took a step backward, holding out his arms to urge those
who had surged forward with him back as well.  The Untouchable on the bed was
clearly taking a moment of desperation to think, so Trallik held his hand up.


“Please
don’t hurt her,” he pleaded.


“Do
you know her?” Khazak Mail Fist whispered next to Trallik, the recently
recovered spear in his hand dripping blood from the other Untouchable.


The
look in Trallik’s eyes told Khazak everything.  This was Trallik’s lifemate
he’d spoken of.  Khazak took a couple of steps to the side to where the other
Untouchable lay bleeding out his life on the stone floor, never taking his
attention from the drama playing out around him.


“Please,
we’ll let you go free!” Trallik pleaded.  “Just let her go.  I promise you
we’ll let you go!”


“How
can I be sure of your words?  I think you’ll betray me the moment I let her
go.”  The Untouchable pressed the point into the skin of Trikki’s back.  The
grimace of pain in her eyes and her muted cry almost brought Trallik to his
knees.


“No,
no!” Trallik’s eyes were large.  “Come, you can take her with you to the
entrance.  We’ll not track you.  You have my word on it.”


The
Untouchable seemed to be seriously considering Trallik’s words.  He whispered
something into Trikki’s ear.  The two of them stood up together, the
Untouchable pulling the sword away for only a moment to steady himself with
that hand.


In
that instant Khazak flung the sword from the other Untouchable’s belt toward
the hostage taker.  It struck true, piercing the Untouchable’s forearm and
lodging a finger’s distance into the Untouchable’s stomach.


Crying
out in pain, the Untouchable’s sword dropped from his nerveless hand.


In
a flash Khazak was at his side, kicking the legs out from under Trikki and the
Untouchable.  Grabbing Trikki by the arm, Khazak flung her into Trallik’s
waiting arms.


Raising
his spear now in both hands, Khazak plunged it down through the Untouchable’s
stomach, the force of the impact knocking the breath out of his target and
lodging the spearhead deep into the crack between stones in the floor.


The
deed was done, and Khazak stepped back to ensure Trikki was alright.  Trallik
had already gathered her into his arms, however, and was holding her to him
with a look of pain and relief.


After
a few moments of crying into Trallik’s shoulder, Trikki pulled back, the bloody
rag in her hand held up.  “Trallik, they made me bleed.”


“It’s
alright, Trikki, we’ll put some poultice on your cuts.  They’ll heal soon
enough.”


Trikki’s
pain was deeper than that, however.  She looked up at him with the eyes of one
who has lost a part of herself.  “No, Trallik, you don’t understand.  The baby…
they made me bleed.  I’ve lost the baby.”  


The
tears were shed, the realization was past, Trikki was numb for the moment. 
Trallik didn’t know what to say, and was relieved when Trikki, eyes wide and
empty, lay her head against his shoulder, still clutching the rag to her
breast.


Khazak
saw the pain and stepped forward to speak soothing words, but thought better of
it.  The two lifemates were joined at last, and there was nothing more for him
to do for them.  He now had to carry on the insurrection.


Turning
to the rest of the warriors who were with him, Khazak Mail Fist spoke.  “My
friends, our work here is done.  We must go now and carry on the insurrection!”


Grabbing
weapons from the two fallen warriors and from a weapons rack on the wall, the
small party began to file out of the room.  Trallik didn’t even notice until
Trikki pushed away from him.  The look in her eyes was detached, almost
dreamlike as she dropped the bloody rag and turned around.  Taking a long knife
from Trallik’s belt, Trikki looked at the two Untouchables who had brought her
here, beat her and abused her.  Seeing that the one who had held her hostage
had already expired, Trikki walked toward the other who lay moaning on the
floor.  Kneeling next to him, she grabbed his head by a horn and exposed his
neck.  Looking into his eyes with a look devoid of any emotion, Trikki plunged
the knife into the Untouchable’s neck.  She stood then and, seeing there were
more weapons on the rack, she took a sword and belted it around her torn
clothing.


Trallik
had stood there speechless during the entire episode.  Finally, regaining his
composure, he retrieved the long knife from the neck of the Untouchable,
cleaned it, and resheathed it.  Seeing Trikki walking toward the door, Trallik
followed, wanting to wrap an arm around her shoulders as they walked, but not
fully understanding the change that had overcome her.  Looking back at the
scene one last time before hurrying out the door, he saw the rag she had
clutched now lying in a puddle of the Untouchable’s blood whom she had killed,
the blood from her womb mingling with that of the mangled corpse.


Down
in the main chamber, the females’ joy in being free had quickly mixed with the
terror of uncertainty and war.  “Please, don’t leave us here!” Darya, Durik’s
little sister pled with Khazak Mail Fist.  Many of the others echoed her cry.


In
his heart Khazak knew he couldn’t leave these terrorized victims of Khee-lar’s
rule in their wretched state.  Some of them were the lifemates of fellow
council members he’d served with for several years.  He could only imagine what
had happened to their lifemates.  Yet at the same time, he needed every one of
the warriors he had with him.


Reluctantly,
he turned to two of the warriors who had accompanied him here.  “You two, stay
here with them.  Lock the gate and bar the door.  Arm them if you can find
weapons for them.  Gather stones if nothing else.  But whatever you do, by your
lives don’t let Khee-lar and his warriors in.”


The
two warriors nodded grimly.


“Trallik,
are you coming or staying?” Khazak asked as he pulled more spears and swords
from a side closet, passed them out, then ushered the rest of the warriors out
of the room.


“Let’s
go, Trallik.  I must leave this place,” Trikki said with an eerie, detached
calmness.


“I’m
coming.  We’re coming,” Trallik answered, care for his love, lost somewhere in
a world he did not understand, making it hard for him to focus on anyone else
but her.


Khazak
grabbed the last spear and threw it into Trikki’s hands.  She caught it without
a word.  “If she’s coming, she’ll be needing a spear,” Khazak said
matter-of-factly.


Trikki
accepted the spear without a word, and without a hint of emotion showing
through the numbness of the pain she had already experienced that day.


Grabbing
her other hand, Trallik followed after Khazak and his thirteen warriors.


 





 


“Wait!”
Goryon hissed as he raised a hand to halt the line of warriors who came up
behind him.  He could hear the sound of many feet coming down the passage to
his left.  At his command, Lord Karthan’s other four personal guards raised
their bows with him and the five of them waited for whoever was approaching to
show themselves.  Behind them, Lord Karthan held his breath as the first of the
kobolds came around the corner.


“Khazak?!”
Lord Karthan stood up straight.  “You’re alive!”


Khazak
Mail Fist turned to his right, spear at the ready until he saw who was
addressing him.  “Sire!  I see they didn’t succeed in killing you either!”


Lord
Karthan stepped through his personal guard and embraced his chamberlain and
head of his Honor Guard Warrior Group.  “Khazak, I thought they killed you with
the others at the first night’s resting place!”


“No,”
Khazak shook his head slowly.  “They tried, but like everything Khee-lar’s ever
done, he did a poor job of it.”


Lord
Karthan laughed.  It seemed for a moment as if the tension of the last several
days was gone.  “I, for one, finally appreciate his shoddy work!”


“Aye,
if he’d just put his heart into his work…” Khazak joked.


“Aye. 
Aye!” Lord Karthan shook his head as he laughed.  “Now, tell me.  Have you
found out where he is?”


Khazak
nodded his head.  “I’ve heard that he’s in the arena.”


“Well
then, shall we?” Lord Karthan asked as though they were headed off to some
social event or another, rather than off to face Khee-lar Shadow Hand and his
supporters.


 





 


The
crowd of armed warriors grew as Lord Karthan’s entourage passed the caverns of
the Trade Warrior Group and the Metalsmithies Warrior Group.  Khee-lar had not
treated them favorably, and his grab for all their wealth had rankled even
those who had sworn their allegiance to him before his takeover of the gen. 
Soon, as word spread in front of the main body of Lord Karthan’s loyalists, the
warriors of the Patrol Guard Warrior Group began to assemble in their teams and
their companies.  


Drok
didn’t wait for their assembly, however.  With a ‘by your leave’ to Lord
Karthan, instead he took his group of twenty-five off at a run toward the home
caverns of the Wolf Riders Warrior Group.  He was intent on finding their
leader caste, a rather hardened elite warrior named Abetor who had murdered
Raoros Fang and taken his place.  What had made the murder even more vile was
that he had been Raoros’ chief elite warrior.  Drok had fled shortly
thereafter.


Khazak
didn’t wait for the warriors to assemble, either.  Once he and Lord Karthan saw
the beginnings of the groundswell of support from the warrior groups for Lord
Karthan’s return, Khazak immediately pressed on with his group of thirteen,
plus Trallik and Trikki.  He was intent on trapping Khee-lar in the arena if at
all possible.  They moved with urgency, knowing that Khee-lar would run if they
didn’t get there before he could flee.


 
















 


Chapter 15 – A House of Cards


 


Khee-lar Shadow Hand sat half
reclined in his box up in the stands.  The view from the lord’s box, where he
currently sat, was much the same as from the leaders’ box where he’d previously
watched all the events, but yet from the lord’s box it seemed just a bit
better… though he would have to get cushions for these hard wooden chairs. 
Turning to one of his Untouchables, the remaining eight of whom were seated
behind him, he passed his desire along for a cushion.  The warrior got up
immediately, but Lord Khee-lar motioned for him to sit down.  “After,” he
said.  “For next time.”


The
spectacle this day was average enough; a pack of hunting dogs facing off
against a large boar.  It certainly wasn’t as entertaining as the executions
he’d ordered over the past several days, but he’d grown tired of those anyway. 
For some reason the executions of his former enemies had grown less
entertaining the more of them he did.


After
the excitement wore off, he’d thought of having them fight each other.  That
was fun enough in concept, but they’d put no spirit into it, knowing they would
just be cut down by his archers anyway.  He’d thought about pardoning the
winners, but he was too cautious to do that.  After all, that would mean
leaving a potential enemy alive.  He wasn’t about to do that.


After
a week of glutting his every appetite, Khee-lar had grown restless.  He had
been looking for something else to occupy his time other than concubines,
elaborate feasts, and executing prisoners.  Seeing his lack of enthusiasm for
executing the sixteen remaining prisoners immediately, some of his leader caste
had come to him with the idea of this boar-dog fight.  He’d liked the idea,
mostly because dogs and boars didn’t plead for their lives, and they didn’t
refuse to fight each other, and they didn’t look you in the eye like they were
judging you.  No, they just fought viciously and died pitifully, like all good
entertainment should do.


Seated
next to Khee-lar, Kort, the leader of the Deep Guard Warrior Group, basked in
his lord’s approval.  Khee-lar’s ideas were good, but they quickly ran out of
flavor.  Kort’s twisted mind always seemed to know how to make them last
longer, how to heighten them and enhance the excitement of them all.  Kort’s
ideas, Khee-lar had discovered, seemed to never loose their freshness. 
Khee-lar and the other leaders had been glutting themselves on Kort’s debased
ideas for days now without any sign of respite, and Khee-lar showed him his
appreciation by giving him several concubines and slaves, and much wealth.


On
the other side of Khee-lar sat Abetor, the merciless, moralless new leader of
the Wolf Riders Warrior Group, the same who had been its chief elite warrior
and who had stabbed his own leader caste in the back to take his place.  There
was no subtlety in that one, much as there was no mercy.  Khee-lar kept Kort
close, but trusting Abetor less, he kept him closer.


“Ah! 
He ripped his throat out with that swipe!” Kort cried out next to him. 
Khee-lar brought his attention back to the fight.  The boar had just ripped the
throat out of one of the dogs with his mighty tusks.  Now the fight would be
more desperate.  With four dogs it had been too much, but three dogs against
the boar made things a bit more interesting…


 





 


Kram,
Chief Elite Warrior of the Deep Guard Warrior Group, was not one to sleep
late.  Having taken the night shift, he slept only until second meal, then got
up, ate, and began to see to the guards he had posted for the day shift.


Almost
as a testament to the lack of discipline that his leader caste, Kort, seemed to
have fostered in Lord Khee-lar’s former warrior group, Kram found several of
the guard posts empty.  He was going to have to confront Kort about this.  If
Kort wouldn’t give him power to discipline his own warriors, then what good was
it to be a chief elite warrior?


Kram
shook his head.  No, Kort would probably just relieve him of his status,
promoting someone ‘who complained less’ in his place.  That would do no good. 
Beside, his lifemate had already gotten used to the greater share of wealth
that his new status afforded them.


So
it was with these thoughts on his mind that he arrived at the watch station and
was surprised to see the elite warrior he’d left there lying in a puddle of his
own blood, skewered by a spear he surmised from the grievous wounds he bore in
his chest and back.


Kram
thought for a moment about the situation.  No use running about without my
head.  He could see from how the dead one lay that the attack had come from
the area of the prison, so he stepped forward and called down the hall to the
prison guard station.


No
answer.


If
the prison guard was no more, then the prisoners had to have escaped.  And if
the prisoners had escaped, then Khazak Mail Fist, the most capable warrior this
gen had probably ever known, was on the loose…


Kram
thought about where Lord Khee-lar and Kort likely were at this exact moment. 
He remembered the work that had gone into capturing the boar, and he thought
that the fight was supposed to be taking place about now in the arena.


Kram
turned and ran with all his might toward the arena.  As he did so, he came to
the long passage that led up to the surface.  Looking up it, he saw a number of
kobold warriors, armed and coming down the passage as if on the hunt.  At their
head was the exile Goryon, and not far behind him came Lord Karthan.


Not
stopping to look further, Kram ran for it.  He passed the market and called his
lolling guards to arms, hoping these many days of lax standards hadn’t ruined
them completely.  As he went he gathered in his Deep Guard warriors, telling
them to assemble at the arena.  Soon he arrived at the arena and was relieved
to find his two guards still posted there, kept focused on guarding by the
promise of an opportunity to catch Lord Khee-lar’s eye if nothing else.


“You
two!  Gather the Deep Guard!  All of them!  Bring them here, now!  Karthan and
his exiles are upon us!  To arms!” he yelled as he strode up to them.


“What,
Lord Karthan is…”


“You
heard me, now get moving!  Gather our warriors!” Kram cut the guard short.


The
pair took off at a run as Kram turned to the three guards who had caught up
with him here.  “You three stay here and guard this door.  I’m going in to warn
Lord Khee-lar!”  With that, Kram entered the bowels of the arena.


 





 


“Aha! 
Now it’s down to two!” Kort’s blood was up, and he was getting a bit loud for
Khee-lar’s liking.  Down below them in the arena another dog had succumbed to
its wounds.  The terrible gash down its side had spilt more blood than it could
bear, and the weakness the loss of blood had brought had left the dog moving
too slow when the boar came at it again.  The boar’s tusks had pierced its ribs
and the poor animal had been thrown far, to gasp a few times before drowning in
its own blood.


Khee-lar
could certainly appreciate a good fight and, despite Abetor’s rather sullen
demeanor, Kort’s rather boisterous manner was starting to rub off on Khee-lar’s
normally more reserved nature.


“That’s
it!  Get a hold of its throat, you stupid dog!” Khee-lar called as one of the
dogs snapped unsuccessfully at the boar’s throat.  “Ah!  You missed your
chance!”  Next to him, Abetor grunted and folded his arms in disapproval of the
dog’s failure.


All
of a sudden Kram, Kort’s chief elite warrior, appeared through a door and ran
out into the arena.


“What’s
he doing out there?” Khee-lar turned to Kort, who looked just as surprised as
Khee-lar did.


“Um…
I don’t know, my lord,” Kort replied meekly.  “It seems he’s yelling
something.”


One
of the dogs had taken a tusk to the back leg and was yelping loudly, drowning
out whatever it was Kram was trying to tell them.  Seeing he wasn’t being
heard, Kram tried to skirt around the animals’ fight.  The boar’s blood was up,
however, and it charged at him.


Kram
saw the danger coming his way, and taking his spear in both hands he set it
firmly in the dirt of the arena to receive the boar’s charge.  The boar ran
blindly at him, ignoring the set spear, skewering itself on the spear while
Kram held it steady.


Soon,
the great pig had stopped kicking as it lay on its side and silently pumped
blood on the stadium’s dirt floor.  The last two dogs lay licking each other’s
wounds as Kram ran to the bottom of the steps up to the lord’s box.  Behind
Khee-lar, his eight Untouchables came to their feet and drew weapons, in case
Kram had lost his mind and was a threat to their lord.


“What
is the meaning of this?!” Khee-lar was on his feet, infuriated by Kram’s
actions.  After all, it had been quite a good fight up until he had spoiled it…
though he did admire the skill with which Kram had dispatched the boar.  Seated
beside Lord Khee-lar, Kort tried to hide from his lord’s displeasure.


Kram
had stopped cold as the line of Untouchables stood.  He knew they were
cold-blooded killers and it gave him pause.  “Sire, I come with news of great
urgency!”  He held up his open hands to show he held no unseen blade.


Khee-lar
frowned.  What could be of such great urgency as to merit ruining this fight? 
“And what news do you bring?” Khee-lar asked.


“My
lord,” Kram said breathlessly, “the exile Karthan and his loyalists are in the
caverns!  They are marching here even as we speak!”


Khee-lar
and the rest of the leader caste all caught their breath at the same time.  It
was a moment or two before Khee-lar could respond, and even then his voice was
pitched a bit higher with the nervousness he felt.


“And
what of my guards?” Khee-lar asked.  “Do they not stand firm against him?”


“Sire,”
Kram lowered his head, “they were not enough.  He comes with many.  My guards
alone were not enough.”


“We
should have kept the Patrol Guard out at the picket line!  It’s their fault!”
Kort pointed at the new Patrol Guard Warrior Group Leader.  That accusation
immediately launched several other counter accusations as Kort worried more
about placing blame for Lord Karthan’s successes on someone else rather than
reacting to the immediate danger that Lord Karthan’s forces presented.


Khee-lar,
however, despite a night of fermented Wallaya root broth, saw things entirely
too clearly at the moment.


“You
fools!” he yelled at his warrior group leaders and other leader caste who sat
behind him bickering.  “Do you not see the danger here?  There is no time to
spare!  If you value your positions—and your lives—get out there and gather
your warriors!  Stop Karthan now!”


Khee-lar’s
words shocked them into action.  Each leader caste hastened off to his warrior
group’s home caverns to gather his warriors.  Khee-lar and his contingent of
Untouchables were last among them to leave the stands.  He looked down at the
skewered boar as he passed it and saw the fear that its final throws had left
in its eyes as death took it.  What little courage he had fled at that moment,
and he immediately knew what he would do.


 





 


Khazak
Mail Fist reached the cavern where the market closest to the arena was
arrayed.  The news of their arrival had obviously reached here, for everyone
was closing up shop as he arrived and many were disappearing in every direction
they could as he and his fifteen arrived.  They stopped only long enough to
raid a weapons stand of its spears and bows before Khazak drove his little
group straight through the market to the broad passage on the far side that led
to the arena.


“You
will not pass!” a group of no more than ten Deep Guard Warriors stood
nervously, but resolutely blocking the passage.  Not far behind them Khazak
could see the several kobolds who he knew to be Khee-lar’s closest allies
fleeing the arena like cockroaches.  Last of them all, Khee-lar emerged from
the arena, locked eyes with Khazak, then took off running in fear toward the
caverns of the Deep Guard.  Behind him were eight rather young warriors who
were clearly his personal guard.  They were equipped the same as the two he had
killed in the Lord’s House and the impetuous looks on their faces spoke of
their favored status with their lord.


“Khee-lar! 
You imposter!  Stand and fight!” Khazak called after him.


The
ten deep guard warriors who stood in the passageway spared nervous glances back
at their fleeing lord and the Untouchables who accompanied him.  Soon one of
them ran, then another.


Khazak
saw they were about to break on their own, and he called a charge.  Like one,
the sixteen of them surged forward.  By the time they got to the deep guard
warriors, there were only five of them left to oppose them, and those five went
down quickly.


Khazak
did not stop to ensure they were dead.  The warriors behind him, Trallik and
Trikki included, ensured that with the points of their many spears and swords. 
It seemed almost as if Trikki were cleansing herself of the pain stored up in
her heart over the years as she joined Trallik in stabbing the fallen warriors
until their cries stopped and their bodies went still.  Even then, Trallik had
to pull her along with him.  Emotion had returned to her, and the look in her
eye of fear mingled with her own suppressed pain coming to the surface scared
him.  He got her away from the bodies as soon as he saw it.


Khazak’s
little group ran for all it was worth after Khee-lar.  But for all their
persistence, the guards that Khee-lar was able to gather and throw in their
path slowed them down enough that Khee-lar and his entourage made it to one of
the two entrances to the Deep Guard Warrior Group’s home caverns before Khazak
and his little group could block them.  There the chief elite warrior Kram had
already begun to rally his warriors while Kort stood further back in the
entrance, calling for all to gather who could bear weapons and were somewhat
loyal to him, pushing them forward to stand in the ranks.  


At
that moment both Kort and Kram wished that Kort had decided to provide some
sort of leadership to his new warrior group, rather than dithering all his time
away with Lord Khee-lar.  Kort was dismayed to see how slowly they reacted, at
how undisciplined little more than a week of his bad example had left them.  He
realized at that moment that there wasn’t much Kram had been able to do without
a leader caste that supported his training, and who questioned his every move. 
Kort realized all this, and that he’d had his chief elite warrior running the
watch since the take over more than a week before, giving him no time to look
to the affairs of the Deep Guard anyway.  Kort’s realization that he’d set
himself up for failure hit him like a ton of rocks.  Seeing the results of his
failure, Kort said nothing more and simply began to run after Lord Khee-lar and
his entourage, deeper into the caves of the Deep Guard toward the cliff
Sheerface.


From
the far entrance into their caves, not much beyond the entrance where Kram
rallied the Deep Guard, several kobolds who had been recently enslaved or made
concubines by Khee-lar and his minions had taken up arms and were chasing down
several of their tormenters when Khazak and his contingent arrived.  Apparently
word had come before them, causing the uprising.


The
large cavern that served as a gathering point in front of the first entrance to
the Deep Guard’s home was empty when Khazak arrived.  The Deep Guard were
gathering in the entrance to their home, with their backs toward the tents of
their families as they faced off with Khazak and his fifteen.


The
Deep Guard warriors seemed to feel pretty confident.  So far there were almost
thirty of them, and more were gathering as the moments passed.  Then, a group
of thirty warriors arrived.  For a moment Khazak’s group almost panicked, but
then the leader of the group of thirty hailed them. 


“Khazak
Mail Fist!  Lord Karthan sent us after you.  Tell us, have you cornered the
traitor yet?”


Khazak
and his handful of warriors grinned in delight at the arrival of the Karthan
loyalists.  In the entranceway, the faces of the thirty or so Deep Guard became
much more grim as they realized they were outnumbered.


“My
thanks to our lord for sending you!” Khazak replied.  “Trallik, take our fellow
former prisoners and go to the other entrance,” Khazak pointed to the far
entrance to the Deep Guard’s caves.  “You thirty,” he called to Lord Karthan’s
loyalists who had just arrived, “you’re with me!”


Trallik
led his small group of warriors and Trikki off to the far entrance where the
slaves and concubines were mutilating the bodies of those they had killed. 
There was much pain there, pain that Trikki could well understand.  When they
arrived, Trikki held Trallik back.


“Let
them alone, Trallik,” she said, a confidence in her eyes and a firmness in her
voice that Trallik had never seen before.  He held up his hand to stop the
warriors who were with him from going forward as the several slaves and
concubines, freed now by their own arms and the appearance of Khazak and his
forces, repaid the injustices dealt them in the short time of Khee-lar’s rule
over them.  On the ground at their feet the Deep Guard warriors who had
supported Khee-lar’s rule had paid dearly for their support of Khee-lar’s
reign.


 





 


“Kram? 
You’re the leader caste of this once-proud group?” Khazak asked in contempt.


“No,
Khazak, I am its chief elite warrior now.  See?  No tower on my right breast,”
Kram corrected him.


“Who’s
in charge here, then?” Khazak asked.


Kram
looked about to see if Kort had returned yet, or if Khee-lar Shadow Hand had
stayed with his group or moved on.  He saw neither of them.  Kort’s voice had
ceased calling out for his warriors almost immediately after he arrived as
well.  Kram was feeling rather alone, despite the almost fifty warriors who
stood behind him.


“Khazak,
I believe I am,” Kram said.


“Kram,
you were always a good elite warrior in the Deep Guard.  You were Bridge Master
of all things!  Why have you thrown your lot in with Khee-lar?”


Kram
shook his head.  “Khazak, you’ll not be convincing me that I’m in the wrong
here.  You know Lord Khee-lar’s bloodline is closest to that of the last Lord
Kale.  By blood right he rules.  You and your small band of loyalists can’t
change that.”


Khazak
desperately wanted to just break past these warriors and catch up with Khee-lar. 
If Khee-lar and some of his closest supporters escaped down Sheerface, he would
always remain a threat to them.  That was something Khazak just couldn’t allow.


“Listen
to me, Kram.  You’ve lost this thing.  The warriors of the gen are rallying to
Lord Karthan as we speak.  The war is over.  Don’t make your warriors die for a
lord who won’t even stand with them!” Khazak pled with him.


Kram
shook his head.  “No, Khazak.  You’ll not trick me like that.  I don’t believe
the warrior groups would rise up against him like that.”  In his heart Kram
ignored the nagging doubt that it was probably true.  In a little over a week’s
time, Lord Khee-lar had managed to destroy all of the gen’s good will for his
rule and most of their trust.  It was a fact he couldn’t dispute.  Nonetheless,
he knew his duty well and would hold to it.


Around
him, warriors began to murmur, wondering if what Khazak had said was true.  But
there were many who knew there would be no forgiveness for them.  Those whose
hands were steeped in blood knew that they had to stand and fight.  The Deep
Guard had birthed Lord Khee-lar’s overthrow of Lord Karthan, and many of them
knew that vengeance would come down without mercy on them if Khee-lar were to
lose the throne.


One
of the more innocent Deep Guard warriors stepped forward, dropping his weapon
as he went.  One of those who knew that he’d die if Karthan took back the gen
shot him in the back with an arrow, dropping him before he took five paces.


“Kram…
all of you!” Khazak pleaded as he held his hand up.  “Come, there’s no reason
to die here this day.  We are all Kale.  Our gen can still be healed.”


The
other warriors in the group who were the core of the Deep Guard Warrior Group,
and who didn’t have blood on their consciences began to look at each other, the
mounting anger in their eyes building as they saw it reflected in the eyes of
those of like mind.  They knew those who were involved in the conspiracy to
overthrow Lord Karthan, and they knew who wasn’t.  They also knew who had done
horrible things, and who hadn’t.


As
one, three of the small group of warriors broke out fighting against the
others.  First among the dead was he who shot the arrow.  Kram commanded them
to stop, but their anger was more than their discipline at that moment.  Soon
everyone had joined one side of the melee or the other.  Kram kept ordering
them to stop and trying to pull warriors out of the fray.  He then jumped into
the fray and tried grabbing weapons from the combatants to get them to stop
fighting each other.  In the middle of it all, one of his warriors stuck a
sword deep into his gut, its point sticking out the small of his back.  Kram
fell face down into the sand.


Before
long, the fifty-some warriors who had gathered were mostly dead.  The final
five survivors were among those who already had blood on their hands, and they
were all wounded.  Three of them saw that the other two would not be able to
make it on their own, and they left them where they lay, running for all they
were worth after Kort, Khee-lar and his Untouchables.


As
the three survivors fled the scene of the wild melee, Khazak knelt in the sand,
the senselessness of what he’d seen overcoming his emotions.  These were his
brothers, those he had grown up with, those whose sisters he had courted, those
whose mothers and fathers had looked to him to help ensure the gen’s safety for
their posterity.  These were his brothers in arms, companions in defending the
gen against orcs and other threats for all of his adult life… and yet they had
slaughtered each other.  Wiping tears from his eyes, he turned to his group of
thirty and grimly muttered, “Let’s end this thing.”


 





 


The
blood and senseless killing wasn’t limited to the caverns of the Deep Guard. 
Throughout the caverns of the other warrior groups there were many who had been
waiting for the right circumstances to arise and reject Khee-lar’s rule who
gladly rose up against those that Khee-lar had placed in positions of power.


In
the caverns of the Wolf Riders Warrior Group, Drok and those who had fled with
him were able to convince their companions that they should join with them in
throwing off the evil of Khee-lar Shadow Hand.  Soon, the warrior group had
rallied behind Drok and taken Abetor, bound hand and foot, to the council
chambers to see justice done to him.


In
the vast and extensive caverns of the Patrol Guard, their new leader caste, one
of Khee-lar’s most trusted and yet most corrupt warriors, was bound and gagged
and thrown in an empty dog kennel that the Trade Warrior Group offered up for
that purpose.  With him went several elite warriors who had served Khee-lar’s
purposes and who had been given favors and power because of it.


In
the Trade and Metalsmithies Warrior Groups they were not so merciful.  When the
insurrection first started they rose up as one, first killing the wealth
collectors that Khee-lar had placed among them, and then killing their new
leader caste and chief elite warriors that Khee-lar had appointed over them. 
Goryon had tried to stop them, but his efforts were token at best.  He wanted
to see the usurpers dead as well, though he had half-heartedly argued for
bringing them to trial before executing them.


Before
the insurrection had reached its conclusion, however, Lord Karthan took his
four other personal guards and ran all the way to the entrance to the Deep
Guard Warrior Group’s caverns.  Khazak Mail Fist had sent a report of heavy
fighting back to him, and now he and his small entourage followed the warrior
who’d brought the message to him back to their caves.


As
they arrived at the first entrance to the Deep Guard’s caverns, Trallik,
Trikki, and a couple of other warriors stood there waiting for him.


“Sire,”
Trallik bowed his head respectfully while still looking up at Lord Karthan.


“What’s
the news?” Lord Karthan asked.  “Have we caught him, then?”


“Sire,
Khazak awaits you at the entrance to Sheerface.  Apparently they want to talk. 
Shall I lead you there?”


Lord
Karthan followed Trallik, the foreign female next to him with the hate-filled
eyes and the blood-drenched spear, and the warriors who stood with him down
into the bowels of the Deep Guard’s training caves.  They went even further
down a long passageway to a cavern with only one other exit from it.  It was
the entrance to Sheerface, the cliff that was their gen’s entrance into the
underdark.


Standing
around the entrance, Khazak had mustered some fifty kobold warriors.  He’d
gathered a number of shields as well, anticipating an assault down the narrow
hallway that led to the edge of Sheerface.


As
Lord Karthan arrived, Khazak nodded toward the entrance to Sheerface.  “Sire,
he’s in there.  I saw your crown, though I didn’t get a good look at Khee-lar. 
I know they’re setting up winches and trying to escape.  They’re buying time is
all.  That’s why they want to negotiate.”


Lord
Karthan nodded his head.  He moved up next to the entrance and called in. 
“Khee-lar!  What is it you want of me?”


Silence,
then a voice which sounded like he was already beginning his descent down
Sheerface.  “I am the true lord of this gen, you know.  By blood right I rule!”


Lord
Karthan looked at Khazak quizzically.  The voice didn’t sound quite right.  The
timbre of it was a bit off, and the whine was gone from his voice.  


“Khee-lar,
I think you lost that right to rule when you lost the support of the warriors,”
Lord Karthan called.  Looking Khazak in the eyes, he gave him the look to get
ready, holding up three fingers.


“You
abused our people, Khee-lar!  You played to their natural greed!” Lord Karthan
called out.


Khazak
began to form up a contingent of twenty warriors with tall shields and short
swords.


Lord
Karthan had two fingers up.


“Khee-lar,
you brought out all that was evil in our people.  You know they couldn’t put up
with that for long!”  Lord Karthan called out.


“I
am still the rightful ruler of this gen!  Nothing you say can take that away!”
the voice called from further down Sheerface.


Khazak
had the twenty warriors in two lines, all that could march abreast down the
entryway.  They were adjusting their shields.


Lord
Karthan had only one finger up.


“Khee-lar,
know that your leaders are being captured as we speak.  All those you
unlawfully enslaved are being set free as we speak, and the law of concubines
you instituted is undone!” Lord Karthan called out after him.


“It
doesn’t matter!  I will return, and this time with sufficient force to ensure
my reign!” the voice called from further down the massive hole.


Khazak’s
twenty had their shields ready.  On his signal, they drew swords.  Forged steel
rasped out of twenty sheaths as one.


Lord
Karthan dropped his hand.


Shuffling
forward in unison, the twenty warriors ploughed down the entryway into the
narrow-ledged chamber at the top of Sheerface.  Two arrows lodged in the first
shield, another two arrows tried to find the legs or heads of those that held
the shields, but the shooters were too nervous and shot high, lodging their
shots in shield and ceiling.


Then
the twenty were on them.  Like a flood, the warriors Khazak had assembled swept
both directions, slamming the bosses of their shields into unarmored opponents,
knocking them backwards and into each other, pressing their weight against each
other’s backs until the four Untouchables that had been left behind were
pressed to the very edge of the ledges on either side.  In a couple of short moments,
and with a couple of shield slams, the four Untouchables each went screaming
off into the dark abyss of Sheerface in turn.


Khazak
Mail Fist and Lord Karthan came in on the heels of the twenty.  They watched in
morbid fascination as the four Untouchables dropped into space, their hot forms
tumbling head over heels into the darkness below.


Lord
Karthan looked down Sheerface.  There were four winches that the four
Untouchables had been operating.  At the end of each winch, dangling helplessly
far into the darkness, yet so mortally far from the hard bottom below, what
appeared to be Khee-lar and three guards sat on two small platforms of wood,
completely at their mercy.


For
a long while Lord Karthan looked down at them in silence.  He thought of the
orc horde which was even now bearing down on their home.  He thought of what
the proper procedures should be as defined in the Scrolls of Heritage.  He
thought about how much time that would take, and about how Khee-lar would be
safe in prison while the rest of them fought against the orcs.


Finally,
Khazak Mail Fist walked to each of the winches and cut the ropes.  They snapped
with a certain finality that prefaced the screams below as the four kobolds
fell through the darkness to the rocks below.


 





 


Trikki
had finally broken down and had begun to sob uncontrollably.  The numbness and
shock at what had happened to her had inevitably turned to anger at those who
had inflicted such trauma on her.  Now that the objects of her anger were
cornered, the adrenaline of the moment wore off and the sadness and pain began
to settle in.


Trallik
sat holding her in the cross-chamber outside the chambers that led to
Sheerface.  The gentle wind that flowed from the lava crack that heated their
caverns blew up from the training caves beyond Sheerface in a calm droning as
it beat lightly against the rocks of the cavern.  As they sat, Trallik almost
thought he could detect a strain of the wind that blew in time with his
lifemate’s subtle sobs.


As
they sat in the sand with their backs against the wall, from the training caves
came a kobold in the heavy cloak of the type they used to get close to the lava
crack and observe the flow.  Trallik sat up slightly, his thoughts momentarily
distracted from his lifemate’s pain.  From deep within the recesses of the hood
of the cloak, eyes full of fear and anger momentarily glanced his way before
looking away as the cloaked figure attempted to hurry past.


Trallik
stood up.  Finally noticing the cloaked figure and, seeing her lifemate’s
reaction as well, Trikki stood up, wiping tears and grabbing her spear as she
did so.


“Halt,
friend!” Trallik commanded, the tone in his voice not at all friendly.  “Show
yourself!”  He held up his spear, ready to throw.


The
cloaked figure stopped not more than a handful of paces past the couple. 
Looking about himself, and seeing they were alone, the hooded figure reached up
and withdrew his hood.


“Khee-lar!”
Trallik hissed.  “You’ll not escape that easily!”


“Young
Trallik,” Khee-lar Shadow Hand answered, his voice even and commanding.  “You
will not stop me,” he said matter-of-factly.  “You may think that you’ve caught
me now, but remember, your hands are not clean of my insurrection.”


“You
tricked me, Khee-lar!” Trallik cried.  “You played on my desire for power!”


Khee-lar
raised a hand, revealing a sword clutched in the other hand underneath the
cloak.  “I see you’ve benefited from my short reign,” he said, pointing a
finger at the swollen brand of a banner surrounding the sword on his chest.


“I
owe you nothing, Khee-lar!” Trallik spat at his feet.  “I serve Lord Karthan
now.  He will forgive my mistaken allegiance to you and your evil!”


“Oh,
my young one,” Khee-lar started, his voice smooth and calm.  “You may be part
of reclaiming the gen for Lord Karthan, but when all is said and done, he will
find out that you covenanted with me to kill his daughter.  How do you think he
will look at you then?”


Trallik’s
resolve was beginning to fade.  The brave words he had spoken began to be cast
into doubt.  His spear began to lower, almost of its own accord.


Khee-lar
saw his words were having an effect and pressed forward.  “How do you think he
will look at you when he sees you became an elite warrior under my reign?  Do
you think he will see you as anything other than my supporter?  Could he see
you as anything else?”


“But,
I… I…” Trallik stuttered.


“Think,
Trallik,” Khee-lar pressed as he stepped toward the pair of young kobolds. 
“You know I’m right.  Once the truth comes out, his guards will take your head
with their broadswords,” Khee-lar paused for a moment.  “Come with me,
Trallik.  We will escape together to the northern valley.  There we can build
our strength.  We can build an army, then come back and take back what is
rightfully ours!”

“I… I don’t…” Trallik’s resolve was fading with the whisperings of fear
Khee-lar Shadow Hand had put into his heart.


“You
will be my second, Trallik,” Khee-lar promised as he stepped up and grabbed
Trallik by the shoulder, looking him fervently in the eyes.  “Come, let us
escape now while Khazak and his warriors are on their wild-goose chase down
Sheerface!”


All
of a sudden, Khee-lar coughed in pain.  The look in his eyes had changed from
one of utter confidence to one of utter surprise and pain.  The sword he’d held
ready to gut Trallik if he had refused dropped to the ground.


As
the pair stepped back from Khee-lar, it was as if the spell was broken, and
Trallik was released from Khee-lar’s influence.  Looking back at his savior, he
watched as Trikki pulled her bloodied spear out of Khee-lar’s chest with a
swift pull.


Trallik
finally breathed again when Khee-lar’s lifeless body fell to the ground, his
blood seeping quickly into the sand beneath him.


 
















 


Chapter 16 – Prisoners and Refugees


 


Kale reached the tail of the long
line of outcasts not long after he and his eldest son had left their home. 
Once Mirrik of the Deep Gen had sent word to let them pass, and they had torn
down the makeshift wall that the Deep Gen had put up to seal out any intruders
coming from the direction of Sheerface and the Kale Gen above, The Cross Way
had indeed been the easiest part of the path so far, the Cross Way itself being
long, somewhat straight, and generally level and flat.  As they began to
overtake the families with smaller whelps, the parents of whom were struggling
under their burdens, Kale did all he could to encourage them and to lift their
spirits and quell their fears.  He found that his love for these, his people,
had grown noticeably in the past day.  He was glad to be among them, and was
glad to be one of them.


“Father,
is it true that you’re going to be lord of this new gen?” the younger Kale
asked his father.


Kale
looked down at his young son and smiled.  “Yes, my son, though with a horde of
orcs and another horde of ants going to the same place we’re going, I think the
next day or so will be very interesting.”  Kale looked back at Sable to see how
the goat was progressing with her large burden.


“And
dangerous!” his son added.  He clung ever tighter to the wooden swords he had
in his arms.  “Will I have to fight them, father?”


Kale
smiled as he struggled along with his son under the load he carried.  “I
certainly hope not.  But don’t worry, son, there are many strong warriors in
the Kale Gen already, and we will add ourselves to their number.  Together, we
should be strong enough.”


Kale
himself was rather worried about that.  He really didn’t know if they would be
enough.  He thought that, until they met the enemy on the field of battle,
they’d likely not know the true number of the ants.  And besides, there was
much yet to be decided, like if the warriors of the Kale Gen would resist his
claim to the throne or not.  After his experience with Lord Sennak of the Deep
Gen, he thought it very likely.


He
didn’t have the Kale Stone, though he knew it was going to be found.  He hadn’t
convinced the Deep Gen to come with him, and he certainly wasn’t sure the Kale
Gen would accept him as their lord.  Really, all he had accomplished so far was
the gathering of the outcasts.  If this was going to happen, he certainly
hadn’t seen the end of his worries yet.


 





 


Lord
Karthan received the report of the Patrol Guard Warrior Group from their
various elite warriors.  They stood in their ranks with swords, spears, and
bows.  Those who had fomented rebellion among them had been bound and were now
kneeling in a line in front of them.  One of the elite warriors had relayed how
poor Yamok, their former leader caste, had died at Khee-lar’s command.  His
children had returned from the fungus farms of the Deep Guard and his widow had
been released from Lord Karthan’s home, where Khee-lar had kept her and several
others as concubines.  


As
though they understood that their failure to stand up against Khee-lar’s evil
had been the reason for her misery, the Patrol Guard had given up the home of
the chief elite warrior to her and her children, and had promised to take care
of them for as long as they should live.  It was a small recompense for a life
cut short, but it was all the repentance they could do for their collective sin
of omission.


Lord
Karthan felt stung at the raping and pillaging that Khee-lar had done in the
name of the lord of the gen.  The debauchery that had occurred in his own home
and council chamber was beyond what he could bear to hear described.  He’d
finally cut off those who would tell him of such things, telling them he would
hear it all in its due time, when those who now knelt before him or who awaited
his arrival in the caverns of the other warrior groups were brought before him
for justice to be done.


And
he would certainly see justice done—every last bit of it.


“Take
them and throw them into the kennels,” Lord Karthan spoke in a firm tone.


Anxious
to regain their lord’s favor after so much evil had occurred because of their
inaction, the warriors who served as escort kicked, pushed, and prodded the
prisoners with spears to get them moving, and to get themselves out of the
disappointed sight of their lord.


Lord
Karthan’s tears and his obvious heartbreak at what had occurred in his beloved
gen were more than many of his warriors could take.  They hung their heads as
Lord Karthan had read before them a brief account of what had occurred under
Khee-lar’s rule.  He read the names of all those that it was known were killed
by Khee-lar, some seventy warriors, plus a handful of females and double that
of whelps.  Khee-lar had been thorough in eliminating those he didn’t care for,
or those who had resisted him.


Lord
Karthan repeated this in each of his warrior groups, except the Deep Guard. 
Their numbers were so depleted and their reputation so soiled, that he
immediately disbanded that warrior group.  The few warriors who remained from
that warrior group and who weren’t in prison were immediately reassigned to the
other warrior groups.


Through
it all, Khazak worked feverishly behind the scenes with the loyal warriors of
each warrior group to determine who the guilty ones might be, and to seal off
all possibility of their escape.  Both he and Lord Karthan pushed themselves,
knowing that the orcs were no more than a day away, and that if they didn’t
take care of the betrayers among their gen, they’d not have the trust among the
ranks that they would need to face the horde.


As
they finished with each warrior group, assigning temporary leaders to replace
those who had fallen to Khee-lar’s blades, Lord Karthan gave them a string of
orders to position each warrior group to be ready for the imminent war.  There
was an orc horde coming, orcs with ogres and kobold mercenaries in tow.  Now
was the time to prepare their arms, for the time of blood had only just begun.


 





 


The
gruesome scene that welcomed Kale and the leaders of the outcasts at the bottom
of Sheerface quickly put everyone in a somber mood.


“Kale,”
his younger brother said next to him.  “What do you suppose happened here?”


“I
don’t know,” Kale answered.  “But whatever it is, I suspect that we’ll not
receive a warm welcome here.”  The rest of the leaders of the outcasts were
looking at Kale expectantly, the look in several of their eyes betraying their
lack of faith in him.


“And
how do you think we should climb that?” one of the outcast family leaders
asked, pointing up the huge, vertical hole that was Sheerface.  Several of the
outcast leaders murmured their agreement that this was surely an impossible
obstacle to overcome.


Kale
looked around at the fickle lot that were the leaders of the various outcast
families, then he turned himself about, bringing his brother with him.  The
sight had become more than he wanted to look at, and he could see that it had
deeply impacted the outcast leaders as well.  “Brother, settle our people in
the caverns where they are currently waiting for us.  Tell them that we will
find a way up the cliff.”


“What
way, brother?”


“I
don’t know yet,” Kale whispered his reply.  “Let me think on it for a while.”


Kale’s
younger brother called for everyone to follow him.  “Let’s give Kale some time
to think on this one.  Don’t lose faith, now.  We all felt to come here.  It
will work out.  You’ll see.”  The leaders of the outcast families left with Kale’s
younger brother, though several of them were not convinced by his words.


Soon,
Kale was left alone.


 





 


“My
lord,” Trallik prostrated himself before Lord Karthan on his throne.


It
had been a long day of heartbreak already, and Lord Karthan was in no mood for
any personal pleading, but he was determined to root out all the
conspirators, before any of them could escape.  He wore none of the trappings
of his office.  After all, they had gone down Sheerface and were likely in the
hands of the outcasts by now.


“Tell
me why I shouldn’t have you killed outright, since your name appears on this
scroll,” Lord Karthan held up the sheepskin that listed the members of
Khee-lar’s Covenant of Loyalty, the organization that he had used to overthrow
the gen.  


Trallik
blanched with fear.  It was a sheepskin that Trallik recognized well.  He had
signed his name to it not much more than a week before.  It seemed like a whole
lifetime ago.


“Sire,
oh merciful Lord Karthan,” he bowed his head in shame.  “I did sign my name to
it.  I was upset at having not won the Trials of Caste, sire.  But I did not
follow through with the covenant.  I shouldn’t have signed it, but I did
nothing, sire.  I did no wrong.”


Lord
Karthan’s face was a mask of disappointment.  “Yes, I know.  You and everyone
else in this gen.  You did nothing.  You did nothing to stop his evil.”  Lord
Karthan turned to the guard that stood behind Trallik.  “Take him away.  Put
him in prison with the others.”


“But
sire!” Trallik called out to deaf ears.


At
that moment, Khazak Mail Fist walked into the council chamber and saw what was
happening.


“Sire,
if I may,” Khazak interrupted.  The guard saw his hand motion and stopped as
well.


“What
is it, Khazak?” Lord Karthan rubbed his temples.  The stress of the day had
already been more than any other day of his life, almost more than he could
bear.  And knowing there was much to be done to prepare for the coming orc
invasion, the day was only half over.


“Sire,
by your leave, I would ask that Trallik be pardoned,” Khazak asked.


Lord
Karthan looked up questioningly.  “What?”


“Sire,
Trallik is the one responsible for freeing me.  Not only that, he and his
lifemate Trikki joined in the battle against the conspirators who fled to the
Deep Guard’s caverns.  In fact, it was by Trallik’s hand that Khee-lar was
slain.”


Trallik
knew differently, but he wasn’t about to argue at the moment.


Lord
Karthan looked at Trallik for a long moment before he spoke.  “Why did Khee-lar
ask you to join his secret band?  What did he want from you?”


Trallik
bowed his head, the roller coaster of hope and despair was more than he felt he
could handle, and he certainly couldn’t tell Lord Karthan the truth while
looking him in the eye.


“Sire,
I was to kill your daughter.  But sire, I couldn’t…”


“What!”
Lord Karthan almost jumped off his throne and throttled Trallik right there. 
“You try to kill my daughter, and expect me to pardon you?!”


“Sire,”
Khazak held out a calming hand.  “He decided on his own to not go through with
it.  He did not obey that evil Covenant.  Instead, he turned against it and
fought for us.”


Khazak
had seen more than enough blood today, and he had no desire to see more.


Lord
Karthan looked at the miserable wretch who had fallen to the floor before him
with his head bowed.  His decision stood on a razor’s edge, ready to fall
either way.


Finally,
he decided to accept Khazak’s reasoning.


“So
be it.  I pardon you, Trallik.  Not by your own merits, but for the sake of my
trusted chamberlain, I pardon you.  Khazak,” he said, turning to his chamberlain. 
“Since you seem fond of him, he’s your charge now, though I don’t think he
deserves that rank he’s got,” he said, indicating Trallik’s new elite warrior
status.  “Make him a warrior in your reconstituted Honor Guard Warrior Group. 
He owes you his life, let him pay it back through faithful service, and let him
eventually earn his elite warrior marking someday.”


Khazak
nodded and motioned for the guard to untie Trallik, and to send him out of the
council chamber.  In a couple of long moments, the bands were loosed and the
guard motioned for Trallik to depart.


A
much relieved Trallik left the council chamber free.  He was not only freed
from the charges against him, he was free from the fear and guilt that had spun
his world out of control since he had signed that sheepskin.  He felt free from
the overflowing ambition that had driven him to sign it in the first place.  He
was free from the stain of being exiled for his almost-actions. He was free.  


Yes,
he was free.


When
he emerged without bonds, Trikki ran to him, wrapping her arms around him with
all the strength she had left in her, her tears streaming down his chest.  The
relief in her sobs of joy as he told her that he had been pardoned was more
than he could bear, and the two of them stood holding each other and crying
together for some time until there were no more tears to cry, until the tears
had washed away his past.


In
that moment, Trallik came to understand that he had been given a new life.


 





 


Kale
stood contemplating the scene, picking through the possessions of the broken
bodies that lay there at the bottom of Sheerface, trying to figure out who
these kobolds were who had obviously died not long before.


The
rich clothes and masterfully crafted weapons showed them to be kobolds of some
importance.


It
wasn’t long before he came to the body of the Untouchable that Khee-lar had
used as a decoy, and the bronze crown that still sat about his horns, though it
had been steeped in blood.


Perhaps
this is the old lord of the gen.  Perhaps this is who I am to replace, he thought with tenderness as
he looked on the still features of the dead Untouchable.  Bending down, he
pulled the crown from the corpse’s head.  It didn’t feel right to put it on his
head, so he held it in his hand instead.


“Hello,
what are you doing here, outcast?” a voice came from above Kale.


Kale
looked up, startled by the pair of warriors who were not thirty steps above
him, coming down on a wooden platform.


“Well,
hello to you too, warriors of the Kale Gen,” Kale replied to them.


“I
hope you’re not planning on keeping that crown,” one of the warriors finally
said as they got close enough to where they could jump off and run after Kale
if he decided to flee.


“Why? 
Whose is it, and how did it end up down here?  And who are these dead ones?”
Kale asked.


The
two warriors hopped off the platform and drew swords.  “Just put the crown down
and stand back.”


Kale
did as he was told.


The
two warriors sheathed their swords once they had the crown in hand.  They then
went about gathering the rope from the shattered platforms that lay beneath the
bodies.  After collecting up the weapons, they stopped and wiped sweat from
their brows.


“My
fellow Kales,” Kale began, “Who is in charge of the Kale Gen now, and who are
these people?”


“Lord
Karthan is back in charge of the Kale Gen,” one of the warriors said.  “These
usurpers,” he said pointing at the twisted forms, “tried to take it from him. 
Their master succeeded too, but not for long.  Now that Lord Karthan is back in
charge, he’ll set things right in our gen again, so tell your outcast friends
that Lord Karthan’s rule is restored, and to not be expecting anything from
him.  He never was a friend to you outcast types.”


Kale
pursed his lips, his tail swung slowly behind him as he folded his arms.  “My
fellow Kales, I must tell you that there are events in motion which are beyond
you.  I have a message for Lord Karthan.  Tell him that the Kale Stone is about
to return, and the outcasts with it.  Tell him I will meet him here, at
Sheerface.”


The
two Kale Gen warriors looked at each other in surprise and curiosity.  One of
them was quicker than the other.


“Why
don’t you give us the stone, and we’ll take it to our lord?”


Kale
smiled and shook his head.  “You know I will not agree to that.  Now go and fetch
your lord.  Tell him Kale of the outcasts wishes to speak with him, in the name
of the Kale Stone.”


 





 


Preparations
were going slowly, too slowly for Mirrik’s liking.  He knew only too well the
paladin’s prophecy; that the ants would be on them before the next dawn.  Their
markers of time had read the flow of the stream and told him and the other five
warrior leaders of the former Deep Gen that day had ended, and therefore that
dawn was not more than three watches away.  He knew it would likely take far
longer than that to get everyone to Sheerface.


Three
watches, three torches’ burning.  Mirrik stood and walked out of his empty
house into the light of the common chamber’s ever-burning globe.  There was no
more time, they must move now.


Outside
all was chaos as kobolds ran about packing as quickly as they could, their
packgoats bleating and milling about after them, some already saddled, some
with saddles already loaded.  Mirrik had commanded his warrior group to gather
in the common area as soon as they were ready.  He’d wanted to wait until half
of his number were ready before sending them ahead, but even now there were no
more than sixty warriors present, with their families and the few packgoats the
wealthier members of his warrior group owned.  Not quite half, but it would
have to do.  


As
Mirrik stood assessing the situation, a messenger that Mirrik recognized as one
of Hemmet’s younger warriors emerged from the passage that would lead them to
the Cross Way.  Spotting Mirrik, he moved quickly through the crowd toward him.


His
warrior group was fortunate, whereas the rest of the warrior groups had to come
from much further down in the underdark, his was the closest to the surface. 
His charge had always been to keep prying eyes out of their gen, something he
had done with merciless efficiency.  But now all that was changing, and the
strain of great change was on everyone’s faces, including that of the messenger
as he approached Mirrik.


“Sire,”
the messenger bowed in front of him, “Hemmet sent me to tell you that the
paladin from the Kale Gen has gone on ahead to parley with the leadership of
the Kale Gen, and that the paladin told him that he will send help for our
people to scale Sheerface.  Furthermore, the paladin has left behind the large
one with the hammer and his team to help in the preparations.  Even now they
are with Hemmet in his caves.”


Mirrik
nodded.  “Very well, then.  And what of the other warrior leaders?  How go
their preparations?”


The
messenger shook his head.  “Sire, none of the other warrior groups are
preparing to depart, save that of Hemmet.”  


Mirrik
looked at the messenger doubtfully.  “None of the other warrior groups save
Hemmet’s?”


The
messenger nodded his head.  “Yes, sire.  As soon as the paladin left, I saw
Sennak dispatching several of his father’s most loyal guards to all the warrior
groups.  Apparently they had carried a message from Lord Sennak the Just, who
still lives, ordering them to not depart.”


“You’re
telling me they all turned away from the prophecy?”


The
messenger nodded.  “Yes, sire.  They continue to follow the commands of Lord
Sennak the Just.”


Mirrik
thought for a moment.  The certainty of the paladin’s prophecy had driven him
this far, and he wondered at how Sennak and the other three warrior leaders
could ignore it and continue to follow their old lord.  Despite the paladin’s
pronouncement that the Deep Gen was disbanded, the reality was that these were
still Mirrik’s people, and the bitter realization that two thirds of his gen
would die with Lord Sennak the Just was more than Mirrik could bear.


“Messenger.”


“Yes,
sire?”


“How
fares Hemmet?  Has he begun his journey yet?”


The
messenger shook his head.  “No, sire.  He has sent half of his warrior group
ahead as agreed upon.  Already they ascend the great staircase and should reach
the Cross Way shortly.  Hemmet, however sire, has stayed behind to lead the
rest of his warrior group.”


“Then
I will go to him.  Perhaps the two of us can talk some sense into Lord Sennak’s
son and the rest of the warrior group leaders,” Mirrik said.  “The first watch
of the night is already upon us and we’ve quite a journey to make if we’re
going to escape the oncoming ant horde.”


The
messenger nodded, turned, and left back the way he had come.


Walking
to the pool in the center of the cavern, Mirrik walked out onto the bridge that
spanned their source of fresh water.  As he raised his arms, the assembled
warriors and their families quieted.


“My
brethren,” he called out to his warriors who were ready, each of which had
their lifemates and whelps with them, with a scattering of packgoats among
them.  “We cannot delay any longer.  I had hoped to have a full count of eighty
to send ahead, but I must send now what I have.  Shoulder your burdens, and
follow my second to Sheerface.”


As
one the group of refugees reached down and began piling burdens on themselves
and each other.  In several moments they had gathered their burdens, Mirrik’s
lifemate and seven whelps among them.  


“Take
good care of my family, will you?” Mirrik grabbed his second’s shoulder and
looked pleadingly into his eyes.


“Of
course, sire,” he answered.  “I heard you talking to that messenger, sire.  Do
not delay for long.  If Sennak and the others won’t come, you leave them,
sire.  Your place is with your warrior group.  They need you, you know.  You’re
the one that saw the miracles, after all.  They’ll follow me out of course, but
they look to you like a father.”


Mirrik
bowed his head and nodded, the emotion of the moment silencing him.


“Soon,
then, sire.  We will await your orders at Sheerface.”  


With
a few short, barked orders, Mirrik’s second prodded the group into action. 
Mirrik hugged each of his whelps as they tried to look brave for their father. 
Last of all he held his lifemate close, the emotion of the moment being expressed
in the intensity of their embrace.  As he let her go and she turned to leave,
he looked over these kobolds he had known all his life.  With his second
leading them, they began to stream out of the chamber and into the hallway that
would lead them, eventually, to the Cross Way, and from there to the area of
the upper underdark where Sheerface and their cousins in the Kale Gen would be
found.


 
















 





 


Chapter 17 – Enter the Dragon


 


Arren e-Arnor, prince of his elven
nation and veteran mystic warrior, was not one to make rash moves, especially
where dragons were involved.  For days now he had carefully watched the small,
hollow mountain wherein lay the Hall of the Mountain King… and the pair of red
dragons that had claimed it as their lair.  


To
be fair, the larger of the big reds had departed a couple of weeks before. 
Arren had seen the ancient wyrm, and felt her, flying north as he had been
traveling south on this quest, along the spine of the Great Western Mountains. 
Though only the smaller of the two reds, a male, was at home, Arren kept a
constant watch out for the much more dangerous female.  After all, the older a
dragon was, the greater its ability to wield the power of Dharma Kor for its
own benefit, something he was sure the ancient red female had spent much time
mastering.  He’d hate to find out by surprise that she had been scrying on her
home.  As it was, he had been focusing his own connection to the power of
Dharma Kor to eliminate the disturbances he made to the fabric of magic that
surrounded him, and to cause a shifting and a blurring that he hoped would be
enough to shield his presence from scrying eyes.


The
journey across the northern valley had been interesting enough, considering the
presence of the orc horde and a near-encounter with some ogre mercenaries as
they were foraging; chasing one of the large, flightless birds while throwing
javelins at it to be precise.  


Other
than almost getting a close-up look at the male dragon as it pounced on a
mountain goat near his cave low on the mountainside behind the place, Arren’s
watch on the Hall of the Mountain King had been boring, though fruitful.


The
first night on watch had brought the most interesting thing so far.  He’d seen
the orc horde, and he knew that chromatic dragons had very little respect for
such rabble, usually swooping in on the fringes of a horde like this to pick
out some choice meat from their animals or slaves (as dragons are no fan of orc
meat), knowing that the fear they emanated usually caused all but the most
foolhardy of ogres and orc warriors to turn and flee at their arrival. 
Contrary to this knowledge, however, it seemed that the now-lone male had
decided to not partake.  This was despite the presence of several ogres, whom
red dragons seemed to find tasty enough.


This
alone wasn’t that suspicious of a fact, but the very same night that Arren had
taken up his watch a small contingent of orc warriors accompanied by a small
group of hobgoblins, mercenaries obviously by their mixed gear and armor, had
arrived at the Hall of the Mountain King and entered the place as though they
were welcome guests of the dragon!  What was stranger was that they had left
the place intact, not running for their lives, not carrying any loot, and not
even slightly singed.  


Arren
thought on this one for a while.


It
didn’t take him long to conclude that they were somehow confederate with the
dragon.  But what could a red dragon possibly want from a group of orc warriors
and hobgoblin mercenaries?  Were they acting on behalf of the leader of the orc
horde, or were they acting on their own?  If the orc horde was confederate with
this red dragon, which it seemed to be since the dragon hadn’t raided it for
meat, what did that mean for the kobold gens in the southern valley?


Arren
shook his head.  Orcs never learned.  He’d slaughtered hundreds of them in his
lifetime.  He’d seen the pattern many times in his life; a disaffected human
sorcerer or hobgoblin princeling musters enough resources to go into the Great
Forest and raise an orc army, just to bring them against the elven homeland
(which of all the races’ homelands lay closest to the Great Forest) or to try
to use them as pawns to conquer their own homeland.  Senseless violence was all
orcs ever understood, but any aspiring tyrant who understood that could
certainly harness their one sole use—if his quest for power didn’t get him
killed first, that is.


Arren
had had several dealings with dragons over the years as well, most of which
were with the noble metallic dragons, though he’d had to fight a couple of
their evil, scheming chromatic cousins.  If there was one thing he’d learned
about chromatic dragons, like this red one, it was that they only cared about
two things: wealth and power, and usually their only use for power was to build
their wealth, usually measured in pounds of precious metal and carats of gems
in their personal stashes.


Why
would a dragon deal with these orcs and hobgoblins?  What was to be gained? 
While an orc horde was quite a powerful thing to have at one’s beck and call,
Arren doubted there was enough gold and other wealth to be found in the homes
of the southern gens to pique a dragon’s interest.


Could
it be for a more consistent or varied source of food?  Probably not.  What
could kobolds have that was so tasty to a fire-breathing beast whose taste buds
were hardy, not delicate?  Besides, dragons rarely seemed to think with their
stomachs anyway.


Could
it be… an idea came to Arren all of a sudden, and he nodded his head as he
realized what the young male dragon was doing, and why he was probably doing
it.


That
wily, treacherous beast!  Well, yes, that pretty much summed up any red dragon,
certainly including this one.  The old saying came back to him in a flash of
inspiration:  “A dragon is a monster ruled only by fear, and inspired only by
greed.”  The fact that that old saying had been taught to him by the sage of
the treasury in describing money-lenders made it ironic.


The
fact that the larger, female red dragon was out of the nest explained exactly
why the young male dragon would be seeking to conquer the kobold gens of this
southern valley.  It appeared that the young male had finally decided to rid
himself of his mate’s domination, though whether he had decided to move out and
use the kobolds to build a respectable hoard for himself, or to have the
kobolds somehow try to help him kill his mate and secure her hoard wasn’t clear
yet.  


Arren
thought for a moment more.  He may even be thinking of hauling her hoard off
to a new lair while she’s gone.  


No. 
He dismissed that idea out of hand.  After all, kobolds didn’t move that fast,
and a dragon whose hoard has been raided will hunt you down and kill
you.


As
Arren sat in the entrance to his cave chewing on a piece of dried venison and
contemplating the situation, the large group of kobolds who had been making
their way slowly along the ancient, winding road toward the Hall of the
Mountain King finally appeared around the base of the low, steep-sided, hollow
mountain where the ancient dwarven stronghold was located.


As
they gathered together in a jittery group just outside the carved entranceway
into the hollow mountain, Arren counted out of habit.  Looks like about
twenty warriors, two leader-looking types, seven orc slaves, one goblin slave,
and forty-some kobold slaves.  Hmm… not enough to have delusions of taking on a
dragon, looks more like they’re loaded with treasure.  Looks like their
warriors are completely useless anyway.  Perhaps they’re part of the dragon’s
underhanded plan.


 





 


Krebbekar
was the type to give his all when necessary, and in fact about halfway down the
Chop he knew that he had.  In his younger years, Krebbekar had used and abused
his body, disregarding aching joints, burning muscles, and going days without
sleep to accomplish whatever he set his mind to.  Now, however, well past four
decades of age, his body decided to rebel.  Halfway down the Chop, as he was
urging his riding dog onward, something in Krebbekar’s right foot snapped.


Cursing
his bad luck, the Fates, and certainly Morigar for making him climb and descend
the Chop twice in one day and a night, Krebbekar went down hard and rolled head
over heels down the path to where it reversed course in yet another of the
endless switchbacks, stopping only because the boulder at the edge of the trail
was heavier than he was and more determined to stand its ground.


An
hour or two later, by the intensity of the light coming over the Chop from the
far side, Krebbekar slowly stirred.  His head ached, his body ached, and his
pride was hurt.  Somehow knowing that he’d only begun to find all the aches and
pains he had, Krebbekar lay still, not yet wanting to find them all.


After
a few moments of this, he rolled to one side to sit up.  As the side of his
foot touched the ground, the electric jolt of pain that shot up his leg caused
him to fall back, groaning.  Lying next to him, his riding dog whimpered and
nuzzled his neck.


“Aye,
girl.  I’ll be alright,” he spoke as he ruffled the fur behind her ears.


After
a few moments he rolled over, this time on his left side, and sat up, bringing
his foot up for inspection.  That something had broken was certain.  He’d heard
it, and now his right foot was swollen like a melon.  Reaching over to his
dog’s saddlebags, Krebbekar pulled bandages from one of the pouches and wrapped
them tightly around the broken member in an effort to reduce the swelling.


Groaning
with the exertion and pain of it all, Krebbekar lay back on his back, breathing
deeply.  Finally, after summoning up his will to overcome this latest
difficulty, Krebbekar dragged himself over to his dog, dropped his armor and
most of his supplies on the trail, then rolled into the saddle.


“Come
on, girl,” he urged, prodding her in the ribs with his one good foot until she
stood up and began to carry him toward the bottom of the Chop, on obviously
sore legs.  Looking over his shoulder down the long slop that was the Chop, and
then out into the valley where Morigar and his group were already well on their
way to the Hall of the Mountain King, Krebbekar could see that he would never
make it in time to stop Morigar.  He hoped that the young fool somehow managed
to escape what he saw as an almost certain doom.


 





 


Morigar
stood wide-eyed at the mouth of the entranceway in the side of the small,
hollow mountain wherein lay the Hall of the Mountain King.  Next to him Nipnip
was shaking noticeably.  Though the journey had been exhausting, behind the
pair of leaders the rest of their group stood, most of them nervously scanning
the sky, looking as if they were ready to bolt at the slightest provocation.


Morigar
didn’t notice the nervousness that the others were feeling, however; his own
fear was too great.  The effects of dragonfear on the rest of his group had
been manageable up to this point.  Along the way Nipnip had had to beat a particularly
fearful, jibbering slave almost to death to get the rest of the slaves back in
line.  Now that they were here at the lair of the beasts, however, both Morigar
and Nipnip were feeling the effects of the dragonfear as severely as the rest
of their group.


“Why
we no go away?  We gots much monies.” Nipnip asked, not even trying to keep
from whining.


Morigar
didn’t hear him.  The struggle going on inside him was greater than almost
anything he’d been able to summon the courage to undergo before.  For once in
his life Morigar was trying to resist his natural impulses and carry through
with his plan instead of running.


“Almost
there,” Morigar muttered to no one in particular as he walked through the
entryway and into the inner courtyard of the place.  In front of him lay the
chasm that cut the floor of the inner area of the hollow mountain in half.  On
the far side of the chasm the gleaming granite towers and military structures
of the hall’s external defenses glowed in the light of the midday sun.  Muttering to himself about becoming lord of his gen, all in an attempt to build the
courage necessary to keep going forward, Morigar’s eyes fixed on the yawning
opening to the gatehouse that sat squarely in the middle of the castle-like
construction and the logs which someone at some time in the recent past had
lashed together into a makeshift bridge across the chasm.


“I
think that’s where we’re going to have to go to find the dragon,” Morigar said,
not noticing that Nipnip had not accompanied him past the entryway.  When
Nipnip didn’t answer, Morigar looked back and saw that he was all alone. 
Suddenly, a feeling of deep fear began to settle on his heart at the same time
that he heard the distinct sound of huge, leathery wings being unfolded.  


Looking
ahead to the Hall of the Mountain King, Morigar saw a great beast covered with
burnt red scales standing on a balcony on the west side of the hall.  Its mouth
opened and closed as if it were taking in the air around it, revealing long,
yellow, dagger-like teeth.  As it stretched its wings and legs, it gripped the
edge of the balcony with curved, cat-like claws, each of which was the size of
a sword.


Having
finished stretching, the great yellow-eyed beast jumped off the balcony,
catching itself with its wings and flapping the mighty limbs to gain altitude
as it turned to the south and cleared the lip of the outer edge of the hollow
mountain.


Morigar
didn’t wait for the dragon to get that far, however.  One look at its fearsome
arsenal, and Morigar turned tail and ran back up the entryway.  Stopping at the
top of the broad passageway, Morigar was surprised to see the entire group of
mercenaries and slaves running for all they were worth back down the road and
away from the Hall of the Mountain King.  Nipnip was out in front of them all. 
The bags of treasure that the slaves had carried from the dwarven outpost lay
in piles next to the weapons of the mercenaries and whatever else they could
drop to speed their retreat.  Minotaur the packdog and his own riding dog had
both disappeared as well.


Morigar’s
mind was reeling.  Should he run as well?  Should he hide where he was?  Surely
the dragon would find him either way.  


The
slaves began screaming as the dragon appeared over the lip of the hollow
mountain.  With a gleam in its eye, the massive beast swooped down and snapped
up the fattest, and slowest, of the kobold slaves, chomping down hard on him
then swallowing the body whole as it flew around for another pass.


Morigar
melted with panic at the sight of blood raining down from the sky as the dragon
feasted.  Staggering back against the wall of the entryway, he watched in utter
horror as the mighty beast swooped down again, this time snatching up two of
the mercenaries with gleaming claws, only to land on the edge of the hollow
mountain and go about the process of dismembering them for better eating.


Morigar
had never felt so much fear in his life.  At this point, he could do nothing
more than sit, huddled up in the corner of the entryway and await what he
thought was his own certain doom.  He had lost his dreams for the future, had
lost control of his bowels, and was about to lose his life.  As such, he did
the only thing he could do… he curled up in the fetal position, closed his
eyes, covered his ears, and waited for the end to come.


 





 


Krebbekar
had seen the dragon, had watched it hunting near its lair, and returning with
what he imagined to be Morigar’s party members to the Hall of the Mountain
King.  The beast had spent the better part of the afternoon searching the surrounding
countryside, and though his eyes weren’t that good, Krebbekar counted
twenty-two different times the dragon had grabbed something and taken off again
back toward its lair.


As
for himself, Krebbekar had done the only thing he could think to do; he’d spent
the afternoon hiding behind Birdstone, resting his foot, caring for his mount,
and hoping that Morigar had somehow survived.  That Morigar was an absolute
idiot, and incorrigible as well, was indisputable.  However, for all his
rebelliousness, Krebbekar had spent the best years of his life protecting the
lord and his family from conspirators and orcs, or in Morigar’s case, from
himself.  After so many years spent protecting his lord’s youngest son, he’d
grown strangely attached to the fool.  


Now,
as evening fell, Krebbekar mounted up and urged his sore-footed dog forward
with a soft nudge and a click of the tongue.  Though it was still some miles
away, the path that ran east to the Hall of the Mountain King broke off of the
main north-south road not far north of Birdstone; the Winding Way the Kobold
Gen called it.  The paths diverged just south of a hill called Outpost Hill,
which in times now hundreds of years past had served as the home of the Kobold
Gen’s permanent garrison in the northern valley, back before the degenerate
gens had broken off from them.  Even now the ruins of low stone buildings and
the thick earth and stone wall that the Kobold Gen had constructed on the top
of the hill gleamed red in the twilight.


The
history of the valleys was long and rich, and Krebbekar had studied much of it
in the quiet hours when he stood guard with the warriors of his house guard
contingent, but now that he found himself north of the Chop, in the heart of
what had once been the Kobold Gen’s seat of power, he felt nothing but sadness
for how far they had fallen as he rode past these vestiges of their former
glory.


As
his mind pondered on the sadness of the northern gen’s fallen standing,
Krebbekar thought of the crushing blows that were preparing to land on his
people; the orc horde and the ant threat.  He shook his head and hoped that the
Fates would smile kindly upon the gens of the southern valley in these next few
decisive days, lest all they had accomplished in the past several generations
fall into ruin and forgetfulness as well.


 





 


Arren
watched curiously as the lone dog rider approached the entrance to the Hall of
the Mountain King.  He had come down from the cave entrance that had been his
vantage point this past couple of days, but knowing kobolds have the same heat
vision as dragons, he had decided to wait until this lone rider arrived to see
if, perhaps, he might convince the approaching kobold to be his eyes in the
utter darkness of the passageways under the hall.


As
the rider reined in, not a javelin’s throw in front of him, Arren raised his
hand in a greeting, and to show that he had no weapon at hand.  The kobold
looked at him curiously.


“Hail,
friend,” he spoke in Sorcerer’s Tongue.


“And
to you as well.  Who… and what might you be, tall one?” Krebbekar replied.


“I
am Arren e-Arnor, of the elvish nations far to the north of here.  My journeys
bring me to this hall, and my quest will soon take me inside it.”


Krebbekar
shook his head as he dismounted gingerly, to give his mount a moment’s rest. 
“I’m sorry to hear that, Arren, though you are clearly an accomplished warrior
by your gear, or at least well funded.  Perhaps you know more of hunting
dragons than I.”


Arren
smiled.  “Yes, I have hunted dragons in the past, though by the look on your
face I suspect you did not come here to hunt dragon.”


Krebbekar
nodded.  “Aye, that much is true.  I’ve come to hunt down a particularly
foolish whelp.  Even though I’m rather certain he’s been devoured, I owe it to
his father to discover what I can about his fate.”


Arren
raised an eyebrow.  “A rather foolish whelp, you say?  Would he have been
dressed in leather armor, with a rather well crafted sword and bow, riding a
dog much the same as yours?”


It
was Krebbekar’s turn to be surprised.  “Yes, that would be the fool I’m
searching for.  You’ve seen him then?  What of his whereabouts?  Did you see
his fate?”


Arren
nodded.  “Yes, I did.”  He pointed with one hand toward the entrance to the
mountain.  “He lay curled up there for some time as the dragon flew out and back,
gathering the rest of his party.  I can only assume that at some point he got
up the nerve to move, as about half-way into the dragon’s foray he disappeared
into the mountain.”


Krebbekar
stood still for a moment, considering what the news the… elf had given him
meant.  “He went into the mountain, then, did he?” he asked flatly.


“Yes.”


Krebbekar
thought for a moment, looked over at the entrance to the mountain, then thought
for a moment more.  Finally he sighed.  “I don’t suppose you’d be wanting
company on your quest into the Hall of the Mountain King, then, would you?”


Arren
smiled at the much shorter warrior.  “Gladly, my little friend.”


 





 


Mananthiél
flexed his wings, popping that particularly irritable joint in his right wing
that had been bothering him yet again.  It had been a long day of flying, and
his recent long bout of inactivity was starting to tell.  He’d lost a good
amount of his endurance in the long winter months he’d spent hibernating.  But,
looking down his great length, he could see that he’d made the right choice by
deciding to hibernate… nothing like sleeping off those few extra tons he’d been
carrying.  It certainly beat working it off any day… and Marsa had certainly
liked the new look as well.  


The
young red dragon smiled in spite of himself.  Yes, that old witch did like it…
almost as much as she liked her hoard.  Well, not really.  He had to start
being more honest with himself.  He knew her desires for him were a far second
to the old lady’s lust for the gleam of gold and the glitter of gemstones.  He
knew she’d be more impressed with the treasure the kobolds had been carrying
than with his svelte appearance.  He didn’t take it personally, however.  He
never did.  That was Marsa, and really that was him as well, for was he not with
her for one thing, and one thing only?  He pondered on his relationship to the
ancient wyrm as he looked about the huge dwarven chamber that held her gleaming
hoard, all of it meticulously arranged and categorized.  


He
shook his head.  Yes, Marsa was something else… something of a fanatic about
her neatness and absolutely compulsive about arranging things just so, but if
putting up with her for a few decades or so left him in possession of what had
to be the most renowned hoard among their entire covey, then it would be well
worth it... in the end that is.  And if that end came sooner… well, that’s just
how things were sometimes.  


In
fact, he had already planted the seeds of that end.  He smiled as he thought of
the series of supports throughout the passageway to the mines that he had begun
to whittle away at.  Though the passage of many slaves wouldn’t cause a
cave-in, the passage of Marsa’s rather large self checking on those slaves most
certainly would.


Simple,
brutish, but effective.  It would leave him with her hoard, and would only kill
the slaves and perhaps some orcish overseers in the process.  Certainly the
petty slaves the orcs gathered for Marsa’s pet mining project would not
be missed, such foul-smelling and useless little trifles that they were.  But
even trifles such as these took controlling, and true to form, Marsa the
relentless controller that she was, had planned for that as well.  That was
where the other objective she gave the orcs came in, for here among the
children of that menacing, but now very dead Sorcerer, there were five special
ways to control these little scaly pests.  


Looking
over at the five pedestals Marsa had set up to display the five magical stones
that these little kobolds so revered, Mananthiél saw the Stone of Krech twinkle
in the darkness, as though it were calling out for help.  That stone had been
easy enough to acquire.  Marsa had had to wrestle a particularly meaty cave
troll for it, but her fire breath had made quick enough work of the brute. 
Next to the Krech Stone’s pedestal were four empty pedestals, one each for the
Kobold Stone, the Kale Stone, the Krall Stone, and the last one for the Kormir
Stone.  


If
this orc invasion succeeded, they should be able to add two more stones to
their collection; the recently active Kale Stone and the Stone of Krall that
had long been among the tree-dwelling gen in the valley on the other side of
the southern ridgeline.  Marsa had already neatly labeled the pedestals in
preparation for their finding.


Mananthiél
smiled and continued picking his teeth with the spear tip that one of those
particularly defiant little trifles had still had in his rather sinewy arms
when Mananthiél had decided he was too rebellious to work the mines, and
therefore was better for eating.  Finally, he dislodged the offending bit, a
finger as it turned out.  Being free of that bother, he rolled over onto all
fours and made his way up the broad central passageway that led from their
massive lair, up through the bowels of the Hall of the Mountain King, and into
the outer halls.  


At
first he had thought Marsa rather silly in bothering to collect these minor
stones of power, but now he thought that perhaps her reasoning was right.  Once
he got rid of her, if he controlled the stones of the five original kobold
gens, he could use these five little tribes to take care of his every want and
need… and to further build his hoard!  He’d be more than just the dominant
force in the southern valleys, he’d be a king!  Well, he wasn’t sure that being
a king over little creatures really counted, but he was sure he would eat well
from that point on at any rate.


All
was darkness now that the sun had finished setting.  Sauntering out of the main
entrance of the ancient dwarven stronghold onto the thick logs of the makeshift
bridge, he gazed down at the warm silhouettes of the two score or so kobolds and the handful of orcs at the bottom of the chasm, their fear at his approach
clearly evident by the amount of heat pouring from their bodies.  It was
obvious to him that they were useless for the moment.  He had tasks for them to
do eventually, so they’d have to get past their gibbering fear of him, but that
always seemed to take longer than he liked.  He might have to eat a couple of
them now, just to get the rest to listen to him…  No, that would only cow them
further.


Mananthiél
sighed.  He’d just have to wait and let time and hunger work its way with them,
to make them pliable enough to work with.  After all, he needed them to help
whittle away at the supports to the mining area.  Certainly, he didn’t need to
be doing such work.


Stretching
out his wings, the young red threw himself into the chasm, catching himself
with his mighty wings and beating the air below him until he slowly lifted
himself up and over the edge of the outer shell of the mountain and into the
night air.


It
was time for a snack, and he was craving pig.
















 


Chapter 18 – The Passing of Lord Sennak the Just


 


Mirrik’s mood had grown steadily
worse as he descended the great stone staircase.  The constant slight wind that
rose steadily through the great open shaft which bored like an artery through
the bowels of the earth almost to the shores of the great inner sea did not
have its normal refreshing effect on him this day.  His burden still weighed on
him without relief.


He
had never been one who was easy to convince of much of anything… unless it was
his idea of course, but something had changed him.  The encounter with the
outcast Kale and the whole series of events that Morgra’s paladin had brought
about had shattered his world as he’d known it for so long.  Now nothing seemed
the same.  He saw the entire world through different eyes.  Yes, it was as if
he’d been blind all these years, having only received his sight today.


It
was like the first time he’d gone on a foraging expedition to the surface; the
light of day, the cool breeze of autumn, the green of the trees and the amazing
openness of the sky.  It had been too much for him at first, but Sennak, Lord
Sennak’s son, had gone forth without fear, as if that alien world were native
to him.


But
that was Sennak.  He’d always been brave, even fearless, and unafraid of change
or discovery.  That’s why Mirrik couldn’t believe that he’d turned the other
warrior leaders against the paladin.  How could he deny the power they’d all
felt?  Didn’t he recognize the call of powers greater than his ancient,
nearly-dead father?  


The
day would soon come when Sennak’s father passed to the realms of the ancestors
and the tomb they had carved for him would be his permanent home.  Nothing
they’d built in this world would last forever.  Life was too fickle.  He found
trusting in the guidance of a higher power much more comforting than trusting
Lord Sennak to ensure their future, especially in the face of what the paladin
had told them was an imminent, overwhelming danger.  Couldn’t Sennak the
younger see that?


Mirrik
had passed the landing of the great staircase that led to the middle deeps; the
area around Lord Sennak’s halls where four warrior groups lived.  Hemmet’s
warrior group was one of them, though Sennak’s was not.  Trusting no one else
to guard the approaches to the inner sea, Lord Sennak had sent his son’s
warrior group down to guard the deepest, richest area their gen controlled.


Ahead
of him, the sound of many kobolds and goats could be heard mingling about in
the great chamber of one of the warrior groups.  As Mirrik burst into the large
common chamber, he saw many frightened kobolds, all gathering what they could
carry, but none of them gathering together yet.  It was as if they wanted to
flee, but had been commanded to stay.  Many of them were milling about, talking
to each other in hushed, yet urgent tones.


Mirrik
passed quickly through the chamber on his way to the throne room.


“Hail,
Mirrik,” the voice came from behind.  Turning quickly, he saw Hemmet
approaching.


“My
friend, I assumed you’d be in the throne room working on Sennak and the
others,” Mirrik answered.


Hemmet
shook his head.  “Already there has been much talk.  They will not come with
us.”


Mirrik
pointed back toward the chamber he’d just passed through.  “But you saw the
look on their faces back there.  There’s fear in their eyes, Hemmet.  Surely
Bantor won’t hold them here,” he said, referring to the warrior group leader
whose chamber it was.  “Come, let us go and help them reconsider.”


Hemmet
watched as Mirrik turned and strode purposefully toward the throne room. 
Shaking his head and sighing, Hemmet followed.  


 





 


“Durik
says you should go.  That’s enough for me.”  Gorgon stood with meaty arms
folded across his broad chest.  Seated behind him, Jerrig, Arbelk, and Troka
looked worried.


In
front of him Sennak the younger sat next to the opulent feather bed, a bowl of
broth held in one hand as he rubbed his ancient father’s cheek to rouse him. 
Despite his efforts, Lord Sennak the Just did not respond.  If anything, his
breathing became shallower as the blood drained further from his face.


Sennak
put the bowl down.  Broth would do no good now, Sennak knew, yet still in his
heart he held out some hope that the old warrior would somehow pull through
this sickness as he had overcome others in the past.  Seated and standing
around the room were the few kobolds that were closest to Lord Sennak; the
other three warrior group leaders and Lord Sennak’s two bodyguards.  It was a
testament to how poorly Lord Sennak had treated them that none of Sennak the
younger’s siblings were present, nor had the old kobold ever had time or the
inclination to bear the antics of their whelps, and it had been decades now
since his lifemate had gone to join the ancestors.  The pain of his father’s
situation was not lost on Sennak.


Standing,
Sennak turned to face Gorgon with the look of one who was sincerely considering
what was being said.  “Gorgon, perhaps in my heart I want to follow the paladin’s
words,” he started, then turned to look at his dying father, “but while my
father lives, he is still Lord of the Deep Gen and I owe my loyalty to him.”


At
that moment Mirrik and Hemmet walked respectfully into their lord’s
bedchamber.  Coming to stand over near the other three warrior group leaders,
the pair looked just as worried as their three peers, though the strain in
their recent relationship showed as the two stood apart from their friends.


“My
lord,” the kobold with bronze-tipped scales stood and took a step in front of
Gorgon, “I am Jerrig, cousin of the paladin,” he began.


Sennak
nodded at the much thinner kobold.  There seemed to be an inherent lack of
confidence in this young kobold, yet at the same time there seemed to be great
strength.  The dichotomy of Jerrig’s presence caught Sennak somewhat off guard.


“I
am not lord of this gen, Jerrig of the Kale Gen,” Sennak corrected him.  “My
father still rules.”


Jerrig
looked to the five warrior group leaders.  On their faces was written the same
fear and worry that he and his little party of Kale Gen warriors were feeling. 
Yet his words seemed to set spark to an unspoken hope in their eyes.


“I
believe, if you look in their eyes,” Jerrig said, indicating the five warrior
group leaders, “you’ll see that they understand what you’re going through, for
they love your father too.”


Sennak
felt disarmed by the young kobold.


“In
their eyes I also see concern,” Jerrig pressed forward.  “There is a crisis
looming for all of us.  This is not a time to look after the dying.  This is a
time to see to the living.”


Around
the room the rest of the warrior group leaders stiffened their backs a bit and
looked expectantly at the younger Sennak.


Mirrik
spoke out in support.  “Aye, Sennak.  You’ll have my support to lead us, if
you’ll look after us as your father did.”  He paused a moment before
continuing.  “Take us to the surface like the paladin spoke.”


“I
will support you as well,” Hemmet spoke in turn.  “Whatever the future will
bring us I do not know, but now is a time of action.  This paladin… this Durik
from the Kale Gen… his words ring true.  We all felt it.  We all know what we
need to do.  But we need someone to lead this gen.”


Bantor,
a peer warrior group leader of theirs, spoke guardedly to his two conciliatory
peers.  “Then you’ll follow Sennak, just like that,” he said, clearly not past
the pain.


“Aye. 
But of course.” Mirrik put his hand on Bantor’s arm.  “I only want what is best
for our people.  Come now, it is time to let the past be past, and let us take
action now to secure our future.”


Bantor
nodded his head, as did the other two warrior group leaders.  He spoke directly
to Sennak, who was bowed over his father’s still form.  “Aye, Sennak.  I
believe I speak for the rest of us when I say that we are all behind you.  All
hail Lord Sennak, Lord of the Deep Gen!”


The
five warrior group leaders all repeated the hail in unison.  “And long may he
live and rule our people!” Mirrik added.


Standing
off to the side, the Kale Gen warriors looked at each other.  The change had
been quick, and neither of them was sure what had been decided about evacuating
the underdark.  Was the new Lord Sennak committed to fleeing the deeps or not? 
Would the old Lord Sennak recover and counter his son’s claim to rulership?


As
he’d listened to his fellow warrior group leaders, Sennak the younger had asked
himself that last question as well.  Then, as he looked down at his father, he
noticed that he had stopped breathing.  Sitting down quickly, Sennak held his
hand over his father’s snout and waited.  When a few moments passed without
feeling air, Sennak closed his eyes and hung his head.  


Now,
there would be no other choice.  Lord Sennak the Just had passed on to the
realms of the Ancestors, and Lord Sennak the Younger would now take his place.


 





 


Jerrig
hurried along behind Gorgon, who was fuming.  Arbelk and Troka hurried along a
few steps behind.  “What is wrong with these kobolds?!  Why can’t they just do
what they say?!”


Apparently,
Bantor’s second had turned his warrior group against leaving the underdark, and
had taken the warrior group down the great stairway further into the underdark
where they could wait until the rest of the gen had left before returning to
their homes.  Rather than try to change their minds, Bantor decided to follow
after them.  He’d apparently caught up to them and was even now bringing them
back, but not to join the rest of the gen.  No, he had sent word back that he
and his warrior group would not be leaving the underdark.


Lord
Sennak the Younger had asked Gorgon to catch up to them and deliver a message. 
‘We are no enemies.  I promise you we’ll return in a few days if this prophecy
proves itself false.’  It was a conciliatory approach that Gorgon found
particularly distasteful.


“What
is this?  Their new lord says move and they say no?  Whoever heard of such
insolence?”  Gorgon was almost shouting.  “And yet he sends us with a message
rather than sending his warriors to force them to comply!  Failure in
leadership, that’s what I say!”


Jerrig
was walking along in silence.  He’d left his home and all that was familiar to
him for some months, before the year of training.  That had been traumatic.  He
knew what these Deep Gen kobolds must be feeling. 


Gorgon
noticed that Jerrig wasn’t saying anything.  Looking over at him, Gorgon
snorted.  “And what are you thinking?”


Jerrig
was caught a bit off guard.  Despite his better sense, he spoke up anyway. 
“Well, I can understand why they wouldn’t want to leave.  After all, think
about it from their perspective.  They’ve lived here their whole life, then
some foreigner talks their leader into making them uproot their entire lives,
leave their homes, and go to some place they’ve only ever heard about in
stories.  It is a very hard thing to do.  I can see why they’re rebelling.”


“Thinking
like that will get you killed, Jerrig.  Obedience and hard work, that’s the
key!  These kobolds don’t need to be understood, they just need to obey!”


Jerrig
raised one brow as he looked over at his muscle-bound leader.  With a dismissive
look, he kept walking.  “Well, I agree they need to obey, but I don’t see why
trying to understand them isn’t the right thing to do.”


Gorgon
refused to continue the conversation, and the four Kale Gen warriors descended
the great stairway in relative silence for a while.  For some time as they
descended the stairway they passed small groups of kobold refugees; members of
Lord Sennak the Younger’s warrior group that had been ordered to gather to the
lord’s hall.  Unlike Bantor’s second, Lord Sennak’s second had been obedient to
the summons and was even now gathering the last of the stragglers.  


Soon
the four warriors arrived at the final landing of the great stairway, to where
Lord Sennak’s warrior group made its home.  From here they’d been told it wasn’t
such easy going.  The great stairway ended, though the shaft continued much
farther into the underdark, down to the great underground sea that permeated
this whole lower portion of the underdark with the stench of salt water and
rotting fish.  On the edge of the landing a stand with a great mountain goat’s
horn on it stood ready.  It was the alert mechanism Lord Sennak’s warrior group
had prepared to call for reinforcements in case of invasion from below.


Before
them a rockslide down into a partially collapsed cavern with a low ceiling was
bisected by a well-worn path.  Along the side of the path some of the larger
rocks had been stood upright to provide something to lean against as one
descended the path to the entryway that was cut into the rock at the bottom of
the slide.


As
Gorgon stood surveying the route, Jerrig, Troka, and Arbelk came up behind him
and stopped short on the small landing.


“Oh
good.  I was growing tired of stairs anyway,” Arbelk mused.


Gorgon
looked worried.  “This warrior group of Bantor’s is traveling faster than I
expected… or they left earlier than we were told.  It can’t be far from dawn in
the valleys above.  Even if we do get the message to them, what good will it
do?”


Jerrig
nodded his head.  “Aye.  We’ve not been sent to bring them back, only to
deliver a conciliatory message.  Meanwhile, if we keep going, there’s no way
we’ll be out of the underdark by dawn.”


Arbelk,
breathing hard even though the party had left their armor and packs with the
guards at the top of the stairway, chimed in.  “Yes, and if these ants show up,
as it is we’ll have to fight our way out.”


“But
what of that warrior group?  We can’t just leave them,” Troka said.


“We’re
not leaving them,” Gorgon observed.  “They’re leaving us.”


“Well,
still.  What will happen to them when the ants come?”


“Troka,
we’ve not been sent to convince them to return,” Gorgon said flatly.


“Gorgon,
this is a fool’s errand,” Arbelk said, shaking his head.


Chewing
his lip for a moment, Gorgon realized there was no counterargument.  “Aye,” he
said, nodding.  “That it is.  Orders or not, there’s no use in us continuing
this.”


Troka
wasn’t happy about this.  “Let me go, then.  It may not be our orders, but
someone has to try to convince them to come back.”


Gorgon
thought for a moment while everyone looked at him expectantly.  Finally, he
nodded.  “Alright, but leave that broadsword of yours.  Tall as you are, I’ve
still seen you struggling with it, climbing around.”


Troka
nodded and unslung the two-handed broadsword from over his back.  He still had
his shield, bow, quiver, and long knife with him.  That was enough of a burden
to climb with through the underdark.


“I
won’t be long,” Troka said in a conciliatory tone.


Gorgon
looked him straight in the eyes.  “You better not be.  You run, hear me?  Tell
them no one’s pursuing them.  It might make them stop fleeing.  But no matter
what, you get back to us as soon as you deliver the message!”


Troka
nodded, then turned and took off running down the slope.


Gorgon
shook his head as Arbelk came up next to him.  “I’m going to regret this.  I
just know I’m going to regret this.”


 
















 


Chapter 19 – The Challenges of Leadership


 


Mahtu held up his hand like he’d
seen the Kale Gen warriors do.  Not far behind him Durik and Manebrow stopped
and waited quietly as Mahtu listened.  After a few moments he called for them
to come forward.


“Is
people there,” he stated in a breathless whisper.  Down here in the dry caves
that led up to the foot of Sheerface anything more than a whisper carried too
far.  Behind Mahtu the pair of Kale Gen warriors could now hear the low rumble
of many voices and many bodies moving about in the caverns ahead.


Durik
motioned for Mahtu to continue scouting ahead for the two armored warriors.


Not
much farther through the twisting passageways and caves, Mahtu stopped again. 
Beckoning for Durik and Manebrow to come forward, the three of them looked
cautiously around the corner.


The
base of the cliff known as Sheerface lay within sight.  That place held many
recent memories for both Durik and Manebrow, but right now it held many
kobolds, all of them apparently awaiting their turn to ascend the cliff.  As
the trio waited, they saw a lift descend to the base of Sheerface.  Several of
the waiting kobolds ascended with it as it returned up the cliff.


“Who
they?” Mahtu wondered out loud.


Manebrow
looked at Durik.  “Well, we know they’re not from the Deep Gen.  Their first
contingents probably haven’t begun the evacuation yet.  Besides, they’re not
equipped as well as the Deep Gen either.  Sire, whoever they are, outcasts
probably, they seem to be invited.  I doubt our gen’s Deep Guard would let them
use the lifts otherwise.”


Durik
nodded.  “The concern we’ve had is whether Khee-lar Shadow Hand and his lackeys
will accept the Deep Gen, and what he’ll want to do with us.  If he’s taking in
all these… outcasts, perhaps he’ll take the Deep Gen as well.”


“This
doesn’t seem very characteristic of Khee-lar,” Manebrow said.  “He’s never been
much of a friend to the outcasts.  I don’t remember him ever saying anything
good about them.”


Durik
moved back to a side cavern followed by his two companions.  Seating himself,
he pulled the Kale Stone from his belt and held it in both hands.  For several
long moments he sat transfixed, staring at something beyond his sight.  Slowly,
a smile spread across his face.  Within moments he was on his feet and sharing
the good news of Lord Karthan’s return to power.


 





 


Kale
and his brother stood surveying the great arena of the Kale Gen.  While it was
not as elegant and built-out as his own amphitheater back in the bowels of the
underdark, it would certainly meet the needs of his family and these outcasts…
his people.  He had not as yet been led to the Kale Stone, but he knew that the
time would come and would wait patiently for that time.


“And
you say we can use all that is found in the arena for our needs?” Kale asked
the grizzled old warrior who had been asked by Lord Karthan to settle Kale and
the outcasts in the arena.


“Yes,
certainly,” the old warrior answered.  Behind him Trallik and Trikki stood
holding spears.  He turned to the two young kobolds.  “Trallik, have these take
stock of what they need to fight, then take a detail from them down to the
caverns of the old Deep Guard Warrior Group and have whoever Lord Karthan put in
charge down there fill the order from their stores and from the equipment from
our dead brethren.”  Looking at Trikki for a moment, as if to assess her
resolve to actually use the spear she carried, he spoke to her.  “And you…
don’t let any of these outcasts leave the arena yet.  They may be joining us
for the battle to come, but Lord Karthan doesn’t want them wandering around our
halls without escort.”


Having
given his orders, the level-eyed warrior looked about at the outcasts filtering
in to the arena, accompanied at every several paces by a warrior from the
Patrol Guard Warrior Group, who had been given charge of the old Deep Guard’s
tasks for now.


“Hey
now, there,” he called out to a Kale Gen warrior who leaned up against the wall
to rest.  “Stand to, lad!  I’ll have no slouching from you.”


Kale
turned to his brother as the grizzled old warrior left.  “Brother, have the
people get to work dismantling that mass of nets and wood,” he said, pointing
to the mass of obstacles that had been used for the Scouting Trial not two
weeks now in the past.  “Our outcast friends are not used to living around
others, so we’ll need it to get some privacy for all.”


“Aye,”
Kale’s brother nodded.  “and whoever they can spare I’ll get to dismembering
and cooking that,” he said, pointing at the body of the recently dead great
boar that lay still in the bloody sand closest to the stands against the far
wall.


Kale
nodded.  His stomach had been growling for some time, and he knew that most of
the outcasts had come with very little food.  There was a great battle coming,
and there was entirely too much to do to prepare these outcasts for it, but for
now they had to put first things first; food and shelter.


“Trallik,”
Kale spoke to the young warrior who had undergone such a change since he’d last
seen him.  In his eyes there was a new-found confidence, perhaps a new sense of
purpose in life.  While Kale didn’t know what had happened to his young friend,
the fact that the young kobold seemed to have been accepted back into his own gen
could certainly have a lot to do with it.


“Aye,
Kale,” Trallik answered, “shall we get an equipment list together?”


Kale
shook his head.  “Not yet, my friend.  Tell me.  You’re a trained warrior of
this gen, isn’t that so?”


Trallik
nodded.


“How
do your gen’s warriors organize to fight?”


 





 


Durik
stood in the center of the council chamber, closer than he had ever stood to
the lord’s throne, but the floor in the center of this once pristine, vaulted
chamber was now soaked in blood and smeared in gore so it was the only place he
could stand.  The filth of it served as a present reminder of the evil deeds
done here, and as a hasty memorial to those who had suffered at Khee-lar’s
hand.


“In
all of this dark evil,” Lord Karthan was speaking to Durik and Manebrow who
stood with him in the center of the room, “your finding of the Kale Stone is
like the coming of day after a dark night!  My congratulations and thanks to
you and your company!”


In
his hand Durik held the Kale Stone.  He knew he was not the Oracle of this
stone, but Morgra had not let him known to whom the stone belonged.  He had
assumed that it was Lord Karthan, but now as Lord Karthan descended from his
throne, Durik wasn’t sure…


“My
lord,” Durik said as he withdrew his hand.  Lord Karthan stopped short, a look
of wonder and sudden caution in his eyes.  “I… I don’t know if…”


“Durik,”
Lord Karthan spoke as he approached, “it’s alright.  Give me the Kale Stone.  I
am lord of this gen.  It is my right.”


Durik
raised his other hand.  “Sire, please, something tells me that this is not
right.  It’s not Morgra’s will that…”


At
that moment, Lord Karthan, knowing what possession of the stone would mean, and
not wanting another insurrection to happen from his failing to possess the
stone, grabbed Durik by his outstretched hand and made a grab for the stone.


Just
as suddenly, Durik sidestepped and broke Lord Karthan’s grasp.  The completely
unexpected aggressive move by one he trusted implicitly shook Durik to the
core, and it was all he could do to not throw Lord Karthan to the ground.


Next
to the throne, Khazak Mail Fist moved forward to help Lord Karthan.  Durik
quickly backed up.


“Wait!”
Manebrow stepped forward between Durik and Lord Karthan.  Khazak Mail Fist came
up next to his lord.  “My lord,” Manebrow held up a hand, “let’s hear Durik
out, please.  For the sake of us all, let’s not do anything that we’ll all
regret.”


Khazak
Mail Fist, grim-faced and weary from so much blood and from the multiple
attempts on Lord Karthan’s life over the past few years, crossed his arms and
prepared for yet more betrayal.  “And on whose authority are you holding
onto the stone, Durik?”


Durik
held up the stone, which pulsed with the same power he had witnessed in the
home of the Deep Gen.  With that power, pure light began to emanate, low at
first then growing in both brightness and intensity as it swept away the red,
black and gray of heat vision, replacing it with both color and detail.


By
the look on his face, Lord Karthan was slowly becoming aware of not only the
light, but of the power that emanated from the stone.  In a few moments both he
and Durik stood a little taller, a little nobler.  With the influence of the
stone their hearts began to soften, and the trust between them began to come
back.  Soon, hands left the hilts they had found themselves subconsciously
touching.


“My
lord,” Durik spoke openly and honestly, “I am, and always have been, your
faithful servant.  But there is a power here beyond what you have seen.”  Lord
Karthan nodded slowly, fully under the influence of the power that had slowly
changed the situation in the room.  “I do not know why, my lord, but I cannot
give you the stone… at this time.”


Durik
could feel in his heart that the time would not come, but he couldn’t bear to
say it.  Besides, not everything he’d felt about the future had been absolutely
correct, so he dare not say it.  It was as if he could see only glimpses of the
future when he did, shrouded in thick mists.


Lord
Karthan stepped back and sat on the edge of one of the great tables that ringed
the chamber.  The intensity of the moment had been diffused quickly by the
power that had entered the room, and he sat shaking his head.  Off to one side,
Khazak Mail Fist stood with crossed arms.


“What
is going on here, my lord?” he asked pointedly.


Lord
Karthan looked up at his closest friend and protector.  “Can you not feel the
presence, Khazak?  It is the same feeling that overcame me the night before the
Trials of Caste, when I knew it was time to search for the stone of our
fathers.”


Khazak
shook his head.  “Sire, I feel something, yes, but I don’t see how that changes
the reality of what’s going on here.  You know, sire, that if that stone ends
up in someone else’s hands, that it’ll take much blood to pry it from them.”


Lord
Karthan knew Khazak was right, yet at the same time he felt that he needed to
trust Durik.  For a few moments the struggle re-emerged within him.  “Ah!  I
know, I know!  But yet, it doesn’t feel right to take the stone.”


“Sire,”
both of the Kale Gen leaders turned to look at Durik.  “Already I have carried
the stone for a while.  It passed from one hand to another until it found me,
and I’m sure when the time comes that it will find itself in the hands of
whomever it chooses.  I don’t think there’s anything you or I can do to change
that.  Its power is only mine while it chooses to give it, and it only gives me
what power it feels I need at the moment.  Do not fear, Khazak and my lord.  I
have no claim on the throne of Kale, and I have no real control over the Kale
Stone either.  I will carry the stone until it tells me to give it up, at which
time I will, for I cannot hold onto it.”


Lord
Karthan stood, perplexed by the situation, and torn inside by his desire to
possess the stone and end any possible future attempt on his life, yet feeling
the truth of Durik’s words as well.  Finally, he shook his head.


“Durik,
I cannot argue with you on this,” Lord Karthan spoke.  “I can feel the truth of
your words.  I know that if I were to take the stone, that it would not give
its power to me.  That, perhaps, would be worse than not having the stone at
all.”


Khazak
rolled back on his heels, uncomfortable with his lord’s decision.  Knowing he
had no real say in the matter, however, he kept his tongue.


“Durik,
Manebrow,” Lord Karthan spoke after a few moments, “I hereby call your quest
ended.  Congratulations!  Sadly, it would seem that Raoros Fang and his chief
elite warrior Abetor are no more.  We have problems coming.  These ants you
speak of, and the orc horde that you sent word of with my daughter.  At this
time we don’t have time to grieve the fallen properly, but must instead see to
our defenses.


“So,
Durik, I hereby disband Durik’s Company, and make you leader of the Wolf Riders
Warrior Group,” Karthan looked the young leader in the eyes.  “And Manebrow,
though I could use your talents elsewhere, I do hope you’ve spent enough time
this past couple of weeks working on your riding skills as well.”


Manebrow
nodded cautiously.


“Well,
then I hereby make you chief elite warrior, with charge for the Wolf Riders
Warrior Group.”  Looking at the pair of them, he continued.  “Go now, gather
your warriors.  Put your house in order.  Someday we’ll discover the full
extent of the damage this strife brought to our gen, but for now go and get
your warrior group organized.  I would imagine we’ll have need of your strength
before the sun sets.”


Both
Durik and Manebrow bowed their heads.  “Aye, sire.  We thank you for the honor,
and will discharge our duties to the best of our abilities.”


“Yes,
Durik,” Lord Karthan answered.  “I know you will.”  Lord Karthan turned to
Khazak.  “Plan a council of war for immediately after third meal.  Gather all
the leaders we have, and the ones we just put in place, and invite this Kale
from the outcast contingent.”


Durik’s
heart burned within him at the mention of Kale’s name.


“Further,
Khazak, have what’s left of your Honor Guard warriors dig up this floor and
make a map out of it.  You’ll probably want to get some Patrol Guard warriors
to make sure the map’s right.  I want to be able to plan the defenses of our
gen, from here to the Picket Line.”


The
influence of the stone had left, and now Durik and Manebrow could feel the
energy of new responsibilities, an impending challenge, and the beginnings of a
vision to lead them.


“Also,”
Lord Karthan continued, “I’ve yet to see the Loremaster yet, but if he’s still
alive, have him personally bring the Wolf Riders’ copy of the Scrolls of
Heritage to Durik’s new home in the leaders’ grotto and have him show him the
parts that talk about mercy and justice, and what to do with traitors.


“Finally,
Khazak, I want you to give Durik here a few warriors from the honor guard for a
personal bodyguard until he feels comfortable enough to send them back.”


Durik
was stunned.  “My lord, there is no need for that.  These are my people.  My
uncle is in that warrior group.  I grew up among them.  I will have no need of
any bodyguards among them.”


Lord
Karthan looked Durik in the eyes for a rather long moment.  Throughout it all,
Durik held his gaze with a surety and a confidence that showed no hint of
arrogance, nor of weakness, but only the deep strength of character he had
developed in his short sixteen years of life.


“My
young Durik,” Lord Karthan finally said.  “By all accounts you have done well leading
your small company.  You even had the character necessary to exile Trallik, a
fellow yearling, when the time came, so Khazak tells me.  But Durik, if you are
to be a leader caste in this gen, you must understand that your loyalty lies
first to this gen, not to any family, nor to any friend.  If your loyalties lie
anywhere else, when the time of decision comes, you will choose the easier
wrong choice, rather than the more difficult right choice.  There will be times
when you will have to sacrifice those you love the most for the good of this
gen.


“You
think on that, leader caste of the Wolf Riders Warrior Group.  Remember, soon
you will be leading your warrior group into battle.  It is a time of sacrifice,
a time of valor, and a time when discipline and obedience must be absolute.  Do
what is necessary to ensure the success of your warrior group, even if that
means condemning a traitor to die before you ride off to battle, or even if
that means charging your warrior group down a steep slope into the midst of the
orc horde, just to give the rest of the gen time to reform.  Before tomorrow is
done, there will be many who will be called on to give their all for this gen. 
Durik, are you ready to give that call?”


This
was tough medicine for Durik who, though he was a veteran combat leader and the
chosen Paladin of Morgra, was but sixteen years of age.  Adventures were one
thing, when one could run and hide, or find a more defensible place to fight. 
But open, pitched battles were a completely different thing entirely.  After
all, in battle one’s fate depended as much upon the actions of the rest of the
gen as on his own actions, though the Fates seemed often to rule the day. 
Would he be ready to sacrifice his warrior group, those he had grown up around,
or would he shirk that duty when the time came?


Pondering
for only a moment in his heart, Durik looked Lord Karthan in the eyes.  “Aye,
lord.  If called upon, we shall all fight and die together.  For the good of
the gen, then, sire!”


“For
the good of the gen,” Lord Karthan repeated, almost wistfully, then breathing
deeply, the strange emotion passed like a cloud and he nodded at the pair of
veteran leaders.  “Be back here at the end of third meal.  Have your warrior
group prepared to ride immediately following our council of war.  I think it
best to send you out to keep the orcs blind to our movements until we want them
to know, and to have you keep us informed of their progress.”


“Yes,
sire!” Durik answered, sobered by the realities of the challenges that lay ahead.


Soon
he and Manebrow were talking about organization, scouting tactics, and some
possible surprises for the orc horde as they headed toward the home of their
new warrior group.


As
the new leadership team of the Wolf Riders left for their new assignment, and
Khazak Mail Fist left to find the Loremaster, Lord Karthan sat down on the
table, his the face of one lost in thought.  A sudden idea had come to him,
then in his heart a realization began to form.


“I
am not the rightful lord of this gen.  That is why Durik could not give me the
Kale Stone,” he muttered to himself, almost testing his feelings.  In his
heart, the confirmation of what he had just realized rang true, and Lord
Karthan bowed his head, tears welling up in his eyes.


After
several long, agonizing moments, he wiped his eyes and thought of the coming
battle.  These were events of chance, he knew.  The arrow falling from the sky
can strike lord as easily as warrior.  He had never felt so close to death, yet
so alive at the same time.  


Would
he die tomorrow?  He did not know.  But this he did know; he would do his
duty—for the good of the gen.


 

















Section III – Against the Tide of Evil


 



















 


Chapter 1 – The Great Council of the Kale Gen


 


As Durik entered the council
chamber, he was surprised by the changes in the place.  The long, heavy tables
and their attendant chairs had been removed, leaving only the stone dais and
throne at the far end of the room.  The flagstones that had once covered the
floor had been taken up and stacked in piles around the edge of the room,
revealing the hard-packed dirt underneath.


The
entire center of the room, less a small walkway around the edges, had been
piled with dirt in seemingly random mounds, most of which were covered with
twigs or blades of grass.  Spread throughout the entire construction were broad
scrapes like miniature paths, seemingly bisecting a couple of lengths of long
blue woolen scarfs that had been tacked down along the floor between the
mounds.  In a couple of places small holes had been dug.  One of these had a
piece of limestone in it, the other was the nexus of all of the miniature
paths.


The
honor guard warrior motioned yet again for Durik to keep moving and take his
seat.  He’d not noticed his efforts initially, but now as Durik looked about
the room he could see that there were several elite warriors here, though none
were from his new warrior group.  At the head of the chamber, standing with a
pointing stick in one hand, stood Lord Karthan, flanked on one side by Khazak
Mail Fist.  Subconsciously, Durik grabbed for his pouch and felt the weight of
the Kale Stone within it.


Durik
nodded to the honor guard warrior and acknowledged Lord Karthan’s welcoming
stare, then quickly moved along the edge of the wall to take a seat near where
he’d seen Raoros Fang, his predecessor in the Wolf Riders Warrior Group, seated
before.


Following
behind him, Manebrow made sense of the neatly arranged mess in the center of
the room.  “Ah, I see.  That’s quite a terrain map!  They’ve modeled every
hill, every path, every little stream, the main road, even the towers of the
picket line.  How clever!”


Taking
his seat on a pile of flagstones, Durik looked with new eyes on the terrain
map.  “Aha, then those sticks arranged around the perimeter of the room aren’t
to keep us off the map, they’re the towers of the picket line.  And I guess the
blue wool would be the small creeks that are running now with the spring
runoff.”


“Aye,
sire,” Manebrow nodded.  “They’ve gone so far as to put grass on those hills
that haven’t trees, and twigs on the hills and in the valleys that are thick
with them.”


Around
the pair, the many elite warriors that had gathered here were pointing and
talking about the same thing.  Looking around, Durik did not see any other
warrior group leaders or their chief elite warriors, other than Khazak Mail
Fist.  He also didn’t see any of the functional council members.  Suddenly,
however, a very familiar face caught his eye.


“Manebrow,
what’s Trallik doing here?” he said, pointing to the other side of the chamber. 
Trallik sat speaking to a middle-aged kobold that had none of the trappings of
a Kale Gen warrior.  The strange kobold seemed to sense Durik looking and
looked up directly into Durik’s eyes.


Manebrow
looked across the room.  “I do not know, sire, but I think Khazak noticed that
we’ve seen him.  Here he comes now.”  Durik broke his stare with the stranger
and looked up at Khazak Mail Fist.


Khazak
came and knelt in front of the pair.  “You’re wondering about Trallik, I
presume?”  Durik and Manebrow nodded.  “It is a long story, and we’re about to
start, but suffice it to say that he has been pardoned by Lord Karthan, on my
recommendation.”


Durik
and Manebrow were both stunned by the revelation.


“Without
his actions this day, Khee-lar Shadow Hand might still be in charge of this
gen.”  


“Speaking
of outsiders, what did you do with that mercenary from the northern gens you
brought home with you?” Khazak asked.


“We
sent him back the way we came, on his own request,” Manebrow answered.


“Hm. 
Could have used another warrior,” Khazak said absently, noticing the signal
from his elite warrior posted at the door to take attendance.  Apparently
everyone had come who had been summoned.  Khazak stood and left the pair
speechless as he made his way back to the front of the chamber.


As
Durik pondered on this, Khazak Mail Fist pounded his staff of office on the
remaining flagstone to call the assembly to order.  Slipping in almost
unnoticed, Lord Karthan’s daughter Kiria and the healer Myaliae from the Krall
Gen sat in the shadows next to the side entrance that led off to Lord Karthan’s
personal chambers.


“My
fellow Kales,” Lord Karthan spoke in a loud voice to quiet down the assembled
mass of mostly elite warriors.  “By now, all of you have heard about the
impending arrival of the orc horde.  Thanks to our new Wolf Riders Warrior
Group Leader, Durik, we know quite a bit about them.”


Durik
nodded as everyone turned to look at him.


“We
know that they have about a thousand orc warriors,” Lord Karthan began to list
off the forces.  “With them, they have fifty ogres, likely mercenaries.”  There
was a general groan and some voices spoke in fear.  Khazak pounded his staff of
office to quiet them down again.


“Finally,
they have with them five hundred kobolds from the northern gens, a hundred of
which are wolf-riding cavalry.”  At this, many voices were raised in
frustration and protest.  Lord Karthan raised his hands.


“I
know.  I know that it is not something that we like to do, this fighting
against our neighbors,” Lord Karthan answered their protests.  “But I think
this last couple of weeks has seen enough of it.  If these kobolds come as
lackeys of the Bloodhand Orc Tribe, then we must be prepared to fight them
too.  In the end, as we showed this day, all those who would destroy our gen,
or threaten our families, or try to enslave us must be resisted.  Today we have
thrown off the evil in our own house.  Tomorrow, let us throw off the evil that
threatens our very lives!”


The
evils of the day were still fresh in everyone’s minds, and they were eager to
not be caught napping again, but to stand as one.  Many voiced their approval
and support of Lord Karthan’s words.  After a few moments, Lord Karthan held up
his hands.


“Now,
my Kale brothers, we are not alone in this fight!  Scouts report that the Kale
Gen is mobilized, and the bulk of their forces are marching this way even as we
speak, with Lord Krall himself at their head.”  This was some welcome news
indeed, and brought many grunts of approval and voices of gratitude for their
cousins of the Krall Gen.


“I
would be remiss, however, if I did not speak of the great ant threat.  Durik,
you discovered much in your quest.  Perhaps sharing some of it would help bring
to light where we stand with the great ants.  Would you stand and speak of this?”
Lord Karthan asked.


Durik
stood up as all eyes turned to him.  The Trials of Caste a couple of weeks
before had been unnerving enough, but standing in front of so many competent,
able elite warriors to advise them was a bit more than he was used to.  Clearing
his voice, he looked around at the many eyes that looked expectantly at him. 
To his relief, though there were some that looked at him judgmentally, most of
them looked at him with expectation.  Next to him, Manebrow’s eyes held nothing
but respect for and pride in his young leader caste, which gave him a boost of
confidence.


“My
fellow warriors,” Durik began.  “As you know, Durik’s Company left the gen a
couple of weeks ago.  As we were traveling to the Krall Gen in search of the
Kale Stone, we came upon some of Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s conspirators who had
attacked a caravan of honor guard warriors bearing Lord Karthan’s sons to the
Krall Gen.  Khazak Mail Fist somehow managed to survive that attack and fled
into the woods with the young whelps.  We followed him to a strange group of
low hills south of the First Night’s Resting Place.  There we all discovered a
large colony of great hunter ants.


“In
number, these hunter ants appear to be definitely more than a thousand workers,
probably hundreds of scouts, and a few ant commanders and perhaps ant
warriors.  Jerrig, whose team is still in the underdark, was given the honor
name of Queen Slayer for killing their queen in single-handed combat.”


The
entire assembly was surprised by this last comment.  Jerrig was well known
among them, and they’d never thought he’d make it through the Trials of Caste. 
To all of a sudden have received an honor name was shocking.


“Believe
me, my friends, it was well deserved,” Durik continued.  “His bravery saved
Trallik, whom you see among us here today, from the ant queen’s very lair!” 
Murmurs of approval rippled through the group.  Saving the life of a fellow
warrior on the field of battle was considered one of the most noble things a
kobold could do.


“The
Krall Gen is not blind to the threat these ants present, either,” Durik
continued.  “Already they have suffered many casualties because of these ants. 
But the death of their queen and the Krall Gen’s aggressive hunting of these
ants has caused them to scatter and divide into many smaller groups.  These
ants seem to not be a great hindrance to our battle with the orcs.”


The
tension in the room seemed to subside just a bit for a moment.


“Would
that there was no other news to pass on, but there is yet another force which
comes against us, and another force which comes to join with us,” Durik
continued.  Lord Karthan’s eyes narrowed and he looked with earnestness at
Durik.  They had not discussed any other forces.


“Of
what do you speak, Durik?” Lord Karthan asked for them all.


“My
lord, and assembled warriors of the Kale Gen,” Durik continued.  “The queen
which Jerrig killed led merely an advance force.  She was sent to our valley by
one much greater, a terrible ant queen that is as large as this chamber, with
armor as thick as many shields, mandibles like great scythes, and spikes like
swords on her many limbs.  This great beast comes at the head of a great army,
and not an army of drones and scouts, but an army of warrior ants.”


A
collective groan sounded from the assembly.


“Durik,”
Goryon, Gorgon’s father called out, “How can you know this for sure?  Have you
seen her?  Is she and her army far behind you?  And in all this, where are the
rest of the yearlings we sent out, like my son?  Why have you returned when
you’ve not completed your quest?”


Several
others called out the same thing.  While there was respect for him in the room,
there were valid questions that had to be answered.  Durik waited a few moments
for the room to quiet down so he could be heard.


“My
fellow Kales,” he said as he reached back into his belt pouch.  “Your sons,
cousins, and brothers were safe when last I saw them, but they each have a
different mission to fulfill right now.  Even now, Ardan and his team are with
Lord Krall.  It is because of that team’s efforts that Lord Krall knows of the
impending orc invasion and is moving to assist us.


“Gorgon
and his team of warriors have stayed in the underdark to gather the outcasts
together, especially those outcasts who call themselves the Deep Gen.”


“Aye,
but who cares about a bunch of outcasts?  Thieves and murderers!  Why did you
leave them there when there is a gen to be defended?  If you returned, should
not they have returned as well?” Goryon pressed.


Durik
held up his hand.  “Goryon, it is not as you think.  This is not a small band
of outcasts.  They are a large gen, with over a thousand warriors.  They left
our gen as an entire warrior group some four generations ago now, and have
grown large in the relative peace of the underdark.  They are part of our gen,
and I have been commanded to gather them.”


Lord
Karthan and Khazak Mail Fist were as stunned as everyone else in the room at
the revelation of another gen nearly the size of their own living in the
underdark below their valley.  Goryon, on the other hand, was having nothing of
these tall tales.


“Now
look, lad,” Goryon growled as the noise quieted down a bit.  “Here’s where you
and I part ways.  I’ll not believe such wild tales, not without so much proof. 
Your word used to be good with me, but you’ve got a lot of proving to do for me
to believe you.”


Durik
nodded his head.  About him, the room had grown quiet as everyone waited
expectantly for Durik to the answer the challenge.


Calmly,
Durik produced a small object wrapped in a simple cloth.  With almost unnerving
slowness, he removed one fold of the cloth at a time until a clear ball with
flecks of bronze throughout it lay revealed in his hand.


“And
what’s that supposed to be?” Goryon asked, still very much in his ire.  


At
the head of the chamber, Lord Karthan held his breath.  He had not wanted the
stone revealed, but some unknown force had seemed to quiet him, so that he had
not been able to interrupt Durik.


Durik
placed the stone in his right hand, dropping the cloth to the ground. 
Immediately, a slight glow began to emanate from the stone, mixing with the
light from the braziers placed at the head of the chamber to light the terrain
model.  Along with the light came a calming influence, as if an old friend had
entered the room.


Durik
waited a few moments for the warm light to grow a bit brighter.  “My brethren
of the Kale Gen, I present to you the Kale Stone.”


The
room was silent as everyone took in what had just happened.  For several
moments no one spoke, until finally, Goryon stood up.


“Durik,
what proof have you that this is actually the Kale Stone?  There are many
stories in our halls of learning about items with magical power of one sort or
another.  How do we know that you are not deceiving us with some unknown
power?”


“If
you touch it, you will know,” an unknown voice spoke.  Turning, Goryon saw that
it was the outcast that Trallik had brought with him who spoke.  “It is the
stone of our heritage.  We will know it when we touch it.”


“And
who are you to speak?” Goryon asked, almost offended at the outcast’s presence.


“Outcast,
no one asked for your opinion,” Khazak broke in.  His lord had been strangely
silent, but he was not about to let this get out of hand.  “Your voice is not
welcome in matters that pertain to our gen.”


“I
think you will find that my voice is very relevant in matters pertaining to our
gen,” the outcast spoke.  “I am Kale, son of Kale, and though I am an outcast,
born of outcasts, I and my people have returned to this, the gen of our
heritage in our hour of mutual need.  We are not here to fight against you, but
to fight with you against the orcs and ants that threaten our people.


“That
is the Kale Stone,” Kale continued, “and it is the stone of my heritage, just
as surely as it is the stone of your heritage.”


“You
have no heritage in our gen, outcast!” Khazak spoke vehemently.


Kale
stood and walked around the perimeter of the room toward where Durik stood with
the Kale Stone.


“Stop
him!” Khazak commanded.  A number of elite warriors stood up and grabbed Kale
by the arms.


“Wait!”
Durik called out, power reverberating in his command.  For a moment, the entire
room froze.  “The outcast Kale speaks the truth.”  Turning, he put Manebrow’s
hand on the stone.  The look of surprise on Manebrow’s face as the power of the
stone began to emanate through him was matched by the looks on the faces of the
rest of the group as the stone began to glow brighter with his touch.


Inviting
a couple of elite warriors from the Patrol Guard to come forward, soon all four
kobolds had their hands on the stone, each one feeling the power of the stone,
the stone glowing ever brighter with their touch.


Taking
the stone in hand, Durik walked the perimeter of the room, the light of the
stone growing ever brighter or dimmer with the touch or release of many hands.  Coming
to Lord Karthan and Khazak Mail Fist, Durik stopped and held out the stone for
them both to touch.  Reluctantly, Lord Karthan, who had been speechless until
now, placed his hand on the stone.


Khazak’s
eyes narrowed.  As Lord Karthan placed his hands on the stone, it glowed, but
no more brighter than for anyone else.  Quickly, he placed his hands on the
stone as well, adding a little more light to the situation.  


Suddenly,
Khazak could feel what he had not felt before.  His heart felt great peace, yet
great power at the same time.  As the stone passed from his hands, he finally
was able to describe the feeling to himself.  It was as if his father, though
dead these many years, were alive again, and had embraced him, it was that same
sense of familiarity.  That one touch had taken away the mountains of pain and
suffering he had experienced over the years.  It was as if his heart and soul
had been opened to the stone, and found unexpectedly clean and noble.  He felt
more refreshed than he had in years.


Durik
had continued around the circle of warriors, arriving finally where Kale stood,
a look of greater strength in his eyes than he had seen in some time.  As
Durik, Paladin of Morgra, and Kale, Heir of the Kale Gen, placed hands on the
stone together, a brilliant light shone throughout the lord’s chamber.  It was
as bright as mid-day, if not more so.  After what seemed like a long moment,
Kale withdrew his hand and the light faded.


Looking
into Durik’s expectant eyes, Kale placed a hand on his shoulder.  “Loyal
servant of The Sorcerer, it is not time yet.  These would not accept me.  But
that time will come and you will know it when it does.”


Finishing
his circuit of the room, Durik sat down.  Though everyone in the room had felt
the power of the stone that Durik carried, all eyes were on Kale.


“My
people will join with your people in your plan, Lord Karthan,” Kale spoke with
a humility and confidence that somehow did not contradict each other.  “But
please understand that the small contingent of outcasts I brought with me are
not all who will return to defend our gen.  Even now I must go and prepare my
people to help gather the remnants of those who have called themselves the Deep
Gen, since the days of their exile.”


Lord
Karthan nodded.


“By
your leave, then, my lord,” Kale bowed slightly.  “I go to the cavern where my
people are your guests.  When you call, I will go to the cliff you call
Sheerface.  Please prepare to receive several hundred more warriors, with their
families.”  


With
that, Kale turned and left.


 





 


With
Kale’s departure, it was as if the spell had broken.


“Durik,
where can we expect this second horde of ants to approach from?” Lord Karthan
asked, bringing everyone back to the present situation.


Durik
had been lost in his own thoughts, and it took him a moment to recompose his
thoughts.  “They come through the underdark, my lord.  By dawn they will be
upon the Deep Gen.  I would imagine it would only be a couple of hours before
they’re at Sheerface from there.”


“This
Deep Gen you speak of,” Lord Karthan began, “what of them?  Are they coming to
join with us, and if so, how many warriors do they actually have?”


Durik’s
brow rose as he thought for a moment.  “Sire, they said they were to follow.  I
left immediately after smiting their wicked ruler with the power of the stone. 
All of their remaining leaders had committed to follow me to Sheerface, once
they had gathered their people.  As for their strength, I would not doubt
Kale’s assessment.  I believe they could easily have a thousand warriors among
their six warrior groups and their lord’s personal guard.”


Lord
Karthan thought for a moment.  He looked about at the various clusters of elite
warriors.  There was not a leader caste among them, except Durik, and he’d just
been appointed to leadership of the Wolf Riders Warrior Group not more than a
couple of hours ago.  It was the same with chief elite warriors.  The only one
was Manebrow.  How would he handle so many?  How would they possibly fight in a
coordinated fashion without leader caste and chief elite warriors?


In
a flash of inspiration, it came to him.


“My
warriors,” Lord Karthan spoke.  “We must do three things.  


“First,
we must send forces out to keep eyes on the orc horde, to keep the orcs blind
to our movements, and to lead them into a trap of our choosing.


“Second,
we must prepare to defend our home with the combined might of all of the Kale
Gen, to include the Deep Gen and the outcasts.


“Third,
we must seal up Sheerface, and prevent the second ant horde from coming against
us until we have dealt with the orc horde.  Only in this way will we be able to
defeat both hordes.  Warriors, we shall divide our enemies and conquer them!”


By
now, the focus of all the warriors was on the task at hand.  None of them could
afford to linger on the advent of the Kale Stone.  There was work to be done in
the here and now.


Durik,
prompted by Manebrow, stood up.  “Sire!”


“Yes,
Durik.”


“The
Wolf Riders Warrior Group is ready to do its duty, sire.  We shall be your eyes
and ears, and more than keep them blind, I believe we can lead them on a merry
dance.”


Lord
Karthan looked at Durik quizzically.  “And what do you mean by that?”


“Sire,
we will divert them in their route of march, causing them to delay by several
hours if possible.  That should give time for our forces to equip, organize,
march, and set up a battlefield to their liking.”


“Very
well,” Lord Karthan agreed.  “Go.  Gather your forces and leave as soon as you
can.  Check with me prior to leaving, however, so I can tell you where we shall
set our traps for the orcs, so that you can lead them into them.”


“Aye,
sire,” Durik responded as the two leaders stood up and, donning helmets,
departed the planning chamber.  Behind them, as the pair departed, Lord Karthan
continued to speak.


“Now,
for the matter of how we shall set up our forces.  Knowing the disarray we’ve
suffered these past few days, I believe the right way to organize is to set up
in blocks, with elite warriors forming the first rank of the shield wall and
all of their warriors in a line behind them.


“We
shall establish two separate blocks; one under my command and one under the
command of Khazak Mail Fist.  While it remains to be seen whether the Deep Gen
kobolds will want to fight this way, we will not count on it, but rather we
will give them a wing of our formation to hold.  Let them fight how they see
fit.


“I
think the same is likely to hold true for our brethren of the Krall Gen. 
Assuming they make it here in time for the fight, we shall give them a wing to
hold as well.  Either way, one or both of our two blocks will hold the center.


“As
for the outcasts, I think if we arm them with javelins and train them how to
use them, they’ll likely make decent skirmishers.  I don’t see them being
comfortable in a shield wall with us.  I think it best they fight in a loose
forma…”


Lord
Karthan’s voice had faded to the point where the two leaders could no longer
hear him as they made their way quickly down the main thoroughfare into the
bowels of their gen’s home caverns, where the Wolf Riders Warrior Group was
found.


 





 


The
old Loremaster, venerable as he was, had not lived to such an advanced age by
mere luck alone.  He was and always had been a master at lying low when it
really mattered.  


Within
the Scrolls of Heritage was an observation, which simply stated that ‘he who is
lowly shall inherit the house of the mighty.’  Always, it seemed, after the
clashing of swords and the shouting of dissidents faded into history, those who
were left alive were those who inherited what was left, the quiet, lowly ones
to be precise; those who had had enough sense to keep their heads down and ride
out the storm.  


After
yet another overthrow attempt, yet another generation of greedy and
self-important kobolds had gone to the ancestors, and those who had quietly gone
about their way were left to inherit the mighty home of the Kale Gen yet
again.  This particular uprising brought a particular benefit to the otherwise
unassuming old kobold.  As it turned out, Lord Karthan had disbanded the Deep
Guard; Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s old group.  So, taking advantage of the turmoil,
the old Loremaster had his assistants move him in.  After all, it was a much
larger house, with a fireplace that vented directly to the surface instead of
out onto his porch in the leaders’ grotto where the smoke would pool up and
flow back into his house, spoiling the air.  Once things were settled to his
satisfaction, which, being a kobold of few real possessions, didn’t take long,
he was very pleased with the new arrangements.  Indeed, the lowly did inherit
the houses of the mighty.


It
was there, in Khee-lar’s former house, that Khazak eventually found the old
codger.  He had been surprised to find him still alive, as Khee-lar had killed
off not just the warrior group leaders, but several of the functional leaders
as well.  


As
it turned out, however, Khee-lar Shadow Hand hadn’t had any interest in history
or lore, and neither had any of his supporters.  In fact, in the whole two
weeks he had not been sent for even once.


Khazak
simply relayed the message and shook his head in wonderment at the joyful old
kobold enjoying his new house, then left to attend to his other duties.


With
a sigh, the Loremaster eventually got up and sent for an assistant to fetch the
Wolf Riders’ set of the Scrolls of Heritage, and to arrange for Durik to meet
him at Durik’s new house a few doors down from his.  The young ones typically
didn’t listen much to him, being full of the juices of life and distracted by
every passing thing, but this Durik did seem to be a bit more receptive than
most.  Perhaps Durik would have a question that would challenge him.  Now that
would be interesting…


 





 


It
had not taken long for Durik to assess the warriors in his group.  Only one of
Khee-lar Shadow Hand’s ‘Untouchables’ had come from the Wolf Riders, and he had
died in the fall down Sheerface.  Durik knew he was dead, for that matter, as
he’d passed his body thrown off to one side before taking the lift up.


The
rest of his warrior group had either not participated in the action, or had
actively opposed it and therefore had had to flee with Lord Karthan and his
core of loyalists.  Of his seventy-three riders, fully twenty-six of them had
marched with Lord Karthan to retake the gen, led by his uncle Drok.  The
remaining warriors had been in disarray after Raoros Fang’s death at the hands
of Abetor, their former chief elite warrior.  Abetor had basically ignored
them, being too involved in entertaining his new lord and his other friends on
that evil council.


There
had been no need for any tribunals, and Durik was happy for that.  Manebrow
wasn’t so sure, however, that all the evil that had occurred had come out yet. 
But for now he held his peace.  ‘Let time heal the wounds, or let them fester
until they have to come clean,’ he’d told Durik when no one confessed to, nor
accused anyone of any wrong doing.


When
all was said and done, the primer on justice the Loremaster had given him had
been a waste of time, for now at least.  For that, Durik thanked the Fates. 
While Durik had struggled through these challenges, the elite warriors had gone
about preparing for what everyone knew would be a challenging night ahead.


Now,
wolves and warriors had been fed, rations and equipment packed, weapons and
saddles readied, even tools for moving rocks and earth loaded.  Drok and his
team had returned from gathering the families of the loyalists from their
temporary exile in the enclosure to the north, and Manebrow had returned from a
brief, but joyful reunion with his family.  All were gathered, all was ready,
and Durik gave the word to move to the sunken valley that was the entrance to
their gen’s caverns.


Durik,
dressed in his gleaming steel scale armor, mounted Firepaw and took the reins
from his servant Kabbak, urging his mount slightly forward until he came up next
to his aunt and sister.


“You
look so handsome, Durik.”  His aunt Karial beamed with pride at the whelp she
had raised to be such an honorable adult.  Beside her, Durik’s sister Darya
still had the look of one who carried a heavy burden.  She had been taken into
Khee-lar’s harem at the beginning of his reign and had endured unspeakable
things at the hands of Khee-lar’s henchmen.  


Looking
down now with sadness and a nearly broken heart for his dear sister, Durik
lifted her chin and looked into her eyes.  “Darya, do not worry about Keryak. 
I left him in good hands.  He is with Ardan, and Ardan is with the Krall Gen’s
forces.  I wouldn’t doubt it if he were to return tonight.”


Darya
just looked away from her brother, her look only more forlorn.


“Darya,
I don’t pretend to know what happened to you in there, but know this; Keryak is
a good kobold.  He will love you no matter what.  Nothing that’s happened this
past couple of weeks will change that.  Remember, Keryak and I are best of
friends, just as you and I are.  Hold onto that, my dear little sister.  Please
hold onto that.”


Darya’s
forlorn look seemed to soften somewhat, but like clouds passing before the
moon, soon her face was a mask of pain yet again.


“Durik,”
his aunt spoke to him.  “I will take care of her.  You look out for your
uncle.  Drok is not as spry as he used to be.”  She paused for a moment, her
lip quivering.  “Just bring him back to me, please, Durik.  I would miss him
horribly if he died.”


Durik
leaned down and kissed the kobold who had raised him as though she were his
mother for these past six years.  His heart was full, but the tasks at hand
were calling to him.  “I will, dear aunt.  Remember, he is like a father to
me.  I will watch after him.”


With
that, Durik nudged Firepaw forward.  Riding up next to Manebrow, he called
out.  “Manebrow, take the warrior group up to the sunken meadow and join me at
the council chamber.  Have the warriors walk their wolves about a bit in the
cool night air.  It will do them some good.”


Manebrow
nodded his understanding.


“I
go to talk with Lord Karthan.  I’ll await your arrival in the council
chamber.”  Firepaw took off at a slow jog, while behind Durik the elite
warriors called their teams into line.
















 





 


Chapter 2 – At the Hall of the Mountain King


 


Krebbekar looked down at the mass
of kobolds and handful of orcs that huddled about in fearful little groups at
the bottom of the chasm.  By the shreds of their equipment, he could tell that
they were mostly the remnants of the mercenaries they’d captured and slaves
they’d freed back at the dwarven outpost; the same group that Morigar had
brought here for some foolish reason or another.  The fact that the dragon had
not eaten them yet gave Krebbekar a glimmer of hope that maybe, just maybe,
Morigar might actually still be alive.


Now
that the dragon had passed by here and taken flight, most likely in search of
food, the entire group of captives had ceased their wailing and were huddling
together to comfort one another again.  Finishing his scan of the captives,
Krebbekar looked up at the tall elf that was his strange new companion and
shook his head.  Arren nodded knowingly then nimbly crossed the rough log
bridge, leaving the more finished side for Krebbekar and his mount.


Cursing
his luck for having broken his right foot in the climb down from the Chop,
Krebbekar tugged on the reins and clicked his tongue to guide his riding dog
forward and over the boards that someone, or something, had laid over one side
of the entryway into the Hall of the Mountain King.  Arriving at the other
side, he plunged into the deep darkness of the entryway, passing over the
splinters and scraps of metal that were all that remained of the doors that had
once stood here.  The coolness of the stone in the evening air was soothing to his
dog’s worn paws, though the smell of the place hung heavy with dragon, a fact
that was unsettling to both rider and dog.


Not
five steps into the entryway a light suddenly flared into existence next to
Krebbekar.  Looking over in surprise, he saw the elf holding up his bow, a
translucent stone set in the handle now emanating a brilliant, pure light.


“Well,
I guess we go by your light then,” Krebbekar remarked.


“I
am afraid I cannot see in the darkness as you can, my little friend,” Arren
said.


Krebbekar,
who was already in a surly mood, glared up at the elf.  “If we’re going to be
traveling together, this ‘little friend’ thing is going to have to stop.”


Somewhat
taken aback, Arren smiled and nodded.  “So be it, then.  But you have yet to
tell me your name.”


“Krebbekar,
leader of the Krall Gen’s house guard,” he answered.


“Very
well, then… Krebbekar,” Arren bowed slightly, then continued moving down the
broad passage that was the entryway.  “Tell me, why did this fool you’re
searching for come here, to a dragon’s lair?”


Krebbekar
prodded his dog forward to keep up with the long-legged elf.  “My warriors tell
me it was to hire the dragon to help our gen fight these orcs, but the more I
think about it, the more I can’t help but think that he had some ulterior motive.”


The
pair came upon a double doorway on the right, which Arren ducked into, quickly
sweeping the ruins of what had once been a mule stable for the dwarven
fortress’s caravans before re-emerging.  On the left side Krebbekar had done
the same with the base of the watch tower, which was much smaller.


“So,
do you think the dragon has any guards in place?” Krebbekar asked as the elf
re-emerged from the mule stables.


“It’s
not likely,” Arren answered as the pair continued down the passageway past an
area full of the splinters and scraps of ancient carts on one side and beds of
what had to have been some sort of quick reaction force on the other.  “After
all, guards typically take money, unless they’re undead that is.  It’s more
likely we’ll find cowering slaves than anything else.”


“Undead?”
Krebbekar asked.  “What do you mean un-dead?”


Arren
looked at the kobold warrior quizzically.  “You know, things like skeletons or
zombies.”


Krebbekar
still seemed confused.  “What do we have to fear from skeletons?  Dead is dead,
isn’t it?  And what are these ‘zombies’ you’re talking about?”


Arren
shook his head.  “My lit… Krebbekar, dragons often manipulate the power of
Dharma Kor to give a sort of half-life to skeletons of creatures whom they have
killed.  These constructions can’t think past following simple instructions,
but they’re harder to, well, kill let’s say, than something that’s living.”


Krebbekar
remembered reading something in the libraries of his gen a couple of decades
ago that dealt with such things, but he’d clearly forgotten it over the
intervening years.


“Ah,”
he spat, “then these zombies are the same, or something worse?”


Arren
smiled.  “Those are just skeletons with more meat on them.  They take a bit
more hacking up than skeletons, and depending on how freshly dead they were
when animated, they may actually have a rudimentary bit of intelligence left.”


“Oh
joy,” Krebbekar muttered sarcastically.  The pair had arrived as the gaping
entryway that marked the transition from the outer construction to the underground
halls and their connecting passageways.  “Well, then, on that happy note, I
guess it’s time to plunge into the dragon’s lair itself.”


Silently,
the pair of warriors passed through the archway, over the fallen stone doors,
and into the vault of the dragons.


 





 


Morigar’s
ears pricked up.  From somewhere in the back rooms of what had to be an ancient
dwarven inn a scratching noise could barely be heard.  With trembling hands he
reached out and picked up his sword, the noise of the blade scraping across the
stone grating on his already frayed nerves.  Slowly, the kobold princeling
stood up, his back pressed against the thin stone wall that the builders of
this particular part of the Hall of the Mountain King had used to separate the
various guest rooms.


He
had run blindly into the entrance of the ancient dwarven stronghold, letting
his feet take him down the broad central passageway until the dragonfear passed
and he was able to gather his wits about him, somewhat anyway.  He’d found
himself standing in a small common chamber, dominated by a crude statue of a
five-headed dragon.  Morigar had found the statue strangely inviting, almost
comforting, despite its fierce appearance.  He’d sat and rested there for quite
some time in the darkness, until the first hint of dragonfear had begun to
creep into his consciousness yet again.


At
the first hint of the massive beast’s return, Morigar had fled into the nearest
doorway, a blasted hole that had led him into a warren of rooms and smaller
doorways, where he’d hidden for hours after the dragon had passed by, and was
still hidden there when the dragon came back up from below hours later.


But
the big beast had been gone for a little while now, and much more pressing and
urgent was the scratching he heard down the hall from his little hideout.  He
didn’t think that rats would live down this far underground.  After all, rats
couldn’t see in complete darkness.  Whatever it was, he didn’t want to stick
around to find out.  If it lived in a dragon’s lair, it was obviously not
something he wanted to meet.


Stepping
carefully over his broken bow and discarded quiver of arrows, Morigar padded as
silently as he could back down the hallway toward the exit.  Sweat poured down
his face, despite the coolness of the stone, and his breath came in short,
strangled gasps.  Suddenly, not far behind him, he heard something padding
along on the stone floor.  


Turning
around quickly with his sword in front of himself for protection, Morigar’s
heat vision showed what had to be a rat, but this rat was huge!  Morigar stared
in disbelief at the animal.  It had to be almost his size!


In
a moment, the fierce-eyed giant rat sat up on its haunches with its front paws
clawing the air as it sniffed about.  In a moment it noticed Morigar and leaned
forward onto its front paws as if to run at him.


Morigar
didn’t wait another moment.  Turning toward the open doorway, he ran for all he
was worth out into the small common chamber, past the statue of the five-headed
dragon, and further down the broad passage that led into the depths of the
dragon’s lair.


Not
long after he turned the next corner, Morigar was sure he’d heard the giant rat
squeal in pain.  Though he no longer heard anything pursuing him, his fear was
up, and he kept running.


 





 


Arren
pulled his arrow out of the large rat and wiped the head of it off on the rat’s
still trembling fur.  Looking up from his recent kill, he focused on the statue
that sat squarely in the center of the small common chamber.


“What
is that?” Krebbekar asked, seated on his riding dog at the entrance to the
common chamber.


“That,
Krebbekar, is a statue to the god of the chromatic dragons,” Arren answered.


“A
five headed dragon?  Why would they worship that?”


Arren
pointed at the heads.  “Do you see how each of the heads is different, as if
each one was from a different dragon?  Look, those are the distinctive
forward-curving horns of a black dragon on that head, and there’s the same nose
on that one as this red dragon has.”


“Alright,
I see it.  So what’s that got to do with anything?” Krebbekar asked.


“Nothing
much, just that their god is a dragon with the head of each of the five colored
races of dragons; red, green, blue, black, and white,” Arren answered.  “The
thing that matters is that something built this statue for these
dragons.  And you can bet that that something wasn’t the dragons themselves.”


Krebbekar
grunted his acknowledgement, and prodded his riding dog forward past the
rough-hewn statue of the dragon’s evil god.


“Krebbekar,”
Arren called out softly.  “Do you hear that?”


Krebbekar
stopped and listened carefully.  He heard nothing.


“Something
is running further down the passageway,” Arren said as he listened intently. 
Finally, after several more moments, he turned to Krebbekar.  “It could be a
kobold.”


The
pair of warriors took off at a run almost at the exact same moment.


 





 


Morigar
ran blindly in his fear for some distance down several ramps, each separated
from the other by landings packed with ancient, ruined dwarven shops,
businesses, and guard posts.  A couple of times along the way Morigar was sure
he’d seen glowing, beady eyes peering out of the darkness toward him.  Once
he’d thought he’d seen a large rat, clearly kobold size, standing on two feet
and carrying something in… hands?  He’d only caught a glimpse of it in a large,
cluttered room as he ran past an open doorway, but that had been enough.


Finally,
after running for all he was worth, the broad passage spilled into a vast
common chamber, ringed by many doorways and smaller passageways that shone dark
in the cool underground air.  Not daring to venture out into the middle of the
huge open chamber, Morigar reached out a hand and began to follow the wall to
his right.  Passing what had to have been an ancient guard post, then a complex
of workshops full of smashed forges and woodworking materials, he arrived at a
doorway that still had dwarven letters scribed above it.  He’d never seriously
studied dwarven runes, and he doubted they were relevant anymore anyway.  


Looking
across the vast common chamber again, this time he noticed a broad passageway
in the next wall.  By the slightly warmer air that exuded from it, he guessed
it might be the dragon’s lair.  Somehow in his fear-addled mind, he remembered
that dragons kept large hordes, which often held enchanted items.


Suddenly,
for the first time in several hours, Morigar greed overcame his fear, and he
moved in an almost zombie-like fashion toward the entryway to the dragon’s
lair.


Reaching
the open entryway, he looked down the long, sloping passageway.  At the bottom
of the passageway, light from some unseen fire pierced the darkness, stripping
heat vision yet revealing very little at this distance.  Summoning up whatever
shred of courage he had, Morigar walked down the long passageway, eventually
coming out into what had to be an arena.  It was a bowshot in width, and twice
that in length, with braziers of dancing, magical red flame spaced evenly on
the lowest tier of the many rings of stone benches that rose up almost to the
ceiling in concentric rectangles starting not five steps in height off the
floor.


What
the rings of stone benches contained, however, had a much more stunning impact
on the young, aspiring princeling than the fine dwarven architecture or even
the magical firepots.  Spread out in full array on the benches ringing the
entire arena were a multitude of containers, piles, and collections of precious
items.  Gold coins in huge, meticulously counted stacks sat next to small
wooden frames whereon were draped tens of necklaces of precious stones, each
one meticulously spaced from those around it and categorized according to some
method.  Weapon racks stood with their swords and axes arranged by size, while
armor sat in neat piles or on armor dummies in neat rows by type.  Boxes of
silver ingots, each one shined to perfection, occupied almost the entire length
of one row.  All throughout the benches small boxes of precious stones were
dispersed between and among the various precious items, all in a very precise
pattern, while almost every square inch of wall was taken up by tapestries,
most of which were obviously not of dwarven origin and had to have been brought
in from somewhere else.  On their faces faeries danced, human warriors prepared
to ride off to battle, great castles dominated their surrounding lands, and
noble kings sat in judgment on their thrones.  But most noticeably of all, the
myriad of tapestries was arranged according to size, starting with the smallest
ones on both sides of one end of the hall, and growing larger until the largest
tapestry of all covered what appeared to be an opening in the far wall of the
arena.


Morigar
was stunned at the amazing amount of wealth that sat here, right before his
eyes.  For several very long moments he stood there just taking it in. 
Finally, he began wandering around the arena, not yet venturing up into the
stands that surrounded the arena floor.


Suddenly,
he stopped and looked at the five stone pedestals that sat at the very edge of
the arena just in front of him.  Each pedestal was labeled with the name of one
of the original five kobold gens, in the writing of The Sorcerer.  Sitting on a
pillow on the pedestal labeled ‘Krech’ for a gen which lay some weeks away
toward the coast of the great sea, lay a fist-sized translucent stone with
bronze flecks in it.


Morigar
stood and gawked at the stone for a few moments, questioning whether he was
really seeing what he thought he was seeing.  Finally, he climbed up the wall
to the edge of the benches and took the stone in hand.  The look of greed in
his eyes changed to one of absolute, utter ambition and greed.


“With
this, I can leave these valleys and my father’s gen and I can go and establish
myself as the true ruler of the Krech Gen!  Who needs the Krall Gen when I can
have the Krech Gen!”


At
that exact moment, a light appeared at the top of the slope and Morigar heard
feet approaching down the long ramp that led down to this, the dragon’s lair.


Carefully
placing the Krech Stone in his belt pouch, Morigar unsheathed his sword and ran
over next to the entryway, prepared to ambush whoever might be coming down the
passageway.


In
a few moments Krebbekar came into the chamber, riding his dog, followed by a
rather tall humanoid with a glowing bow.
















 


Chapter 3 – The Forces of Evil


 


Drakebane the Mighty, Chieftain of
the Bloodhand Orc Tribe, stood scowling in front of the groveling handful of
orc warriors that served as a sorry excuse for scouts.  ‘Come back by
sun-high-in-sky’ he had told them.  Had they not understood?  They were as
stupid as stones.  Because of these miserable scouts his horde had been blind
for the whole day.


Twice
he had decided to move on the Kale kobolds, but both times his hobgoblin
advisors had told him to be patient.  He did not like it, but they were smart. 
They understood war like this, war of many numbers.


Looking
at the leader of the scouts with disdain, Drakebane hefted his axe and moved
suddenly up to the fool.  The scout leader had the good sense to try to run
away when he heard his leader coming.  He wasn’t fast enough, however, and
Drakebane’s axe came down hard on his back, breaking his ribs and cleaving deep
into his spine.


This
war Drakebane understood, war of one on one.


“Get
up, fools!” Drakebane screamed in pent-up anger.  “Your slow make horde lose
whole day!  Now night comes, so we must stay here!  Now all of valley know we
here, and all of valley have time to come together!”


Behind
Drakebane, the hobgoblin Ahn-Ki, who served as Voice of Chieftain, stood
patiently waiting for the orc chieftain to get the rest of his anger out.  It
didn’t take long, but another orc had to die before his anger was spent. 
Fortunately, one of the orcs volunteered for the honor.  He’d dared to speak
up; something about wanting to report what he saw…


Ahn-Ki
smiled, but did not laugh out loud.  Orcs were such a brutal bunch, but
exhilarating in their simplicity and predictability.


After
a few more moments, as Drakebane finished venting his anger, the well-scarred
hobgoblin mercenary cleared his throat.  Drakebane looked back at the
hobgoblin.


“What?!”


“Mighty
chieftain, I would think that this is a good thing,” Ahn-Ki said as he crossed
his arms over his armored chest.


Drakebane’s
brow furrowed as he thought quickly.  What was he missing?  He had no idea. 
“Um, maybe.  Why you think I think is good?”


“Mighty
chief, because you wanted to catch kobolds all in one place.  If we catch them
by surprise, they will run.  Now they will probably not run.  It was wise of
you to have your scouts alert the kobolds to gather, mighty chieftain.”


Drakebane
thought for a moment, then he thought for another moment.  Ahn-Ki used so many
words to say things, some of his words Drakebane didn’t know either.  Looking
at the groveling scouts that Ahn-Ki had advised him to send out, he spat at
them.


“That
for making me kill scout leader!”  Turning, he walked back toward his tent,
which was the only tent in the orc and ogre part of the camp.


“Very
good, mighty chief, I will debrief the scouts, then,” Ahn-Ki bowed slightly as
Drakebane the Mighty passed by, never taking his eyes off of the brutish
half-beast.  Drakebane looked at him as he passed by, as if questioning whether
or not he had just been insulted.  Not being able to resolve his question
definitively, Drakebane kept walking.


As
the chieftain entered his tent, Ahn-Ki turned to the remaining scouts.


 





 


Jominai
of the Kobold Gen stood with his key advisors around the broad, flat rock that
served as something of a table for his leadership team.  This rock was the
precise reason he had chosen to have his tent put here, and from here the rest
of their hasty fortress had been arranged.


Starting
from this rock, out to two hundred paces in all directions, the area had been
cleared of all trees and sleeping areas for the various levy groups had been
designated.  To surround them, and to make good use of the trees they felled,
under Marbo’s watchful eye the entire camp’s warriors had spent the better part
of one entire watch digging a ditch, two kobolds deep by three kobolds wide,
piling the dirt on the inside in a mound of equal height.  On top of that mound
they had stuck the trees they had felled, though they were cut into lengths of
no more than a kobold’s height and sharpened at the end.  Finally, Marbo had
agreed with Krulak’s chief elite warrior to have the one hundred wolf-riding
cavalry from their home gen build the gates, one facing east and one facing
west, as the levies simply couldn’t be counted on to do a respectable job of
it.  The same went for guarding those gates.  The Kobold Gen leaders would
depend on their own for that, not leaving such a key task to some half-trained
mongrel from one of the degenerate gens.


As
Jominai sat thinking about the arrangement of the camp, which was a marvel of
engineering compared to what the degenerate gens normally did while on the
march, he looked about the circle of leaders at the leaders of the four
degenerate gen contingents.  


The
Nipjik had sent a competent enough leader.  He was a fiery individual whose bad
temper probably got him this assignment.  


The
Kijik leader, Kipja if he remembered correctly, was docile enough.  He seemed
most interested in just getting this thing done and going home.  


The
Picor gen leader was a bore, and lazy to boot.  He always had a story to tell,
but it never pertained to anything that was going on at the moment.  Jominai
wondered if the old, fat Picor leader had ever actually wielded a sword, or if
he just talked his enemies to death.  


Last
of them all, the leader the Five Gens had sent was the leader of one of their
five gens.  Somehow, they had worked out some system among themselves to take
turns whenever the time came to raise a levy.  This time, it fell to the gen
with the unpronounceable name.  He’d wished it were different, but one didn’t
have to be able to pronounce a gen’s name, as long as their warriors showed up
and obeyed their leaders…  And as long as the leaders themselves obeyed Jominai
and Marbo in turn.


Standing
around the map spread on the rock with Jominai and the four gen leaders, Marbo
and the four elite warriors from his contingent that were assigned to the four
leaders looked well worn, but satisfied with the day’s results.  For a day of
such moderate heat, the salt stains evident on their leather jerkins was tale
enough of the efforts they had spent drilling the levies and preparing them for
the possible fight ahead.


Off
to one side of the tent the blessed Oracle Demo and the covenant mage, Gaenthik
by name, sat conversing.  It had been a boring enough day for them, with
Gaenthik spending his time pouring over a tome on fire manipulation using red
dragon dialectics in the draconic language while Demo spent his time providing
medical care for minor health issues and magical healing for two injuries that
had occurred during the day’s training.


“I
don’t think we can know how the Kales will react,” Marbo was saying.  “You’re
asking me to guess whether they will decide to stand and fight, or just let the
orcs have what they want.  It has been a long time since I’ve interacted with
any of the Kale Gen’s leaders, but the one I do know—Kazar of the chainmail
fist or some such name like that—I don’t see him rolling over for the orcs.”


The
other Kobold Gen elite warriors all looked uncomfortable with the conversation
as well.  Finally, one of them spoke up.  “I’ve got to admit that they probably
have the best trained warriors in the two valleys, next to ours that is.  That
may embolden them to fight.”


Marbo
nodded as he looked at the four leaders from the four degenerate gens.  “Yes,
very true.  So, if it comes down to it, we may just have to fight them, Kipja.”


The
Kijik Gen leader grimaced.  He’d been volunteered for this duty, but that
didn’t mean he had to like it.  “Is just… Is just that after orcs go, Kale Gen
and us still be here.  If we fight them, they no will like us never ever any
more.  Not for long many times.”  Kipja’s command of The Sorcerer’s Tongue was
better than most of the degenerate gen kobolds, but it still left much to be
desired.  Nonetheless, he certainly was getting his message across.


Jominai
nodded his head while Marbo looked cautiously over at his untried, young
leader.  “I think it’s been on all of our minds,” Jominai stated.  “I see no
use in denying it.  None of us want to go to war with the Kale Gen, despite
what the orcs want.”


Marbo
nodded unwillingly, yet in obedient support of his young leader, “Yes, but what
are we to do about it?  We have our orders, and I don’t think we can do much
about it.”


Jominai
looked about the circle.  None of the Kobold Gen elite warriors were going to
say anything, not with Marbo standing against further discussion of the
matter.  None of the degenerate gen leaders looked particularly willing to
speak up.  So, looking over at the Oracle and covenant mage, he called out to
them.


“Demo! 
In your role as Oracle of the Ancestors, do you have any advice for us?  What
say the books of our heritage?  Have any ever been in this situation before?”


Demo
looked up from the blade of grass he’d been toying with and stood up.  “Um,
yes… perhaps, but certainly not precisely the same situation.  History, like
lightning, never strikes the same way twice, you know.”


Jominai
looked at him to continue.  “I know our gens have had to provide warriors to
the Bloodhand Orcs and others before them, to fight in their petty inter-tribal
wars.  Is there any instance there where our people have been able to escape
that service?”  He finally prompted Demo to continue.


“Well…
yes, actually,” Demo, the Oracle of the Ancestors replied.  “If I remember
correctly, there is a story of a lord some time back who initially went out in
service, then upon arriving at the orc’s encampment found that the other orc
tribe had been there and destroyed the orc tribe he was to serve already.  As
such, he and his host promptly returned home.”


Jominai
pursed his lips.  “I don’t think hoping for some other force to take out the
orcs is a viable option.  Any others?”


Demo
shook his head.  “None come to mind, sire.”


Looking
around at the assembled group of leaders, Jominai finally sighed a resigned
sigh.  “Well, if it comes down to it, my fellow kobolds, let it not be said
that we struck the first blow.  Let us hold back as much as we can, and wait
rather than go after any of our brethren in this valley.  Ensure you pass the
word.  We will not strike the first blow.  If there is to be hatred between our
valleys, so be it, but I am not convinced that the Creator has let the Fates
run amok against us.  We shall yet see what His will is in this matter, perhaps
through the actions of the Kales themselves.”


 





 


The
massive beast that was the ant queen held the little creature up closer to her
large, multi-faceted eyes.  Though she had torn off one of its limbs, it still
continued to struggle.  They were tenacious little creatures, not as soft and
weak as the four-legged horned food that she and her children ate in their home
on the great flat earth.  Though this creature was smaller and more fearful
than the much larger horned creatures that ran about on the great flat earth in
packs on their two legs, it seemed almost as resilient and defiant.  It was not
giving up life easily.  In fact, its few brothers who were with it had been
just as defiant, before she had fed them to her children.


Had
her daughter not expected this?  Had she underestimated the little food of the
valley above?  Was this why she had died?  Food had its uses, and sometimes
caused disorder, but never before had food gained power enough to kill one of
her daughters!  This was unacceptable, and for that she would take the food of
this valley… all of it… and she would stay here until it was done.


Yes,
she would miss the food of the great flat earth where her hills rose far above
the place of two rivers joining, but it would have to be done.  Food had to be
food.  And when food saw itself in any other way, it had to be put down.  Generations
of queens had passed this knowledge to her.  It was such a fact that it didn’t
even merit the use of the ant queen’s rare gift; she would not use her precious
ability to think, to reconsider.  There was no other way.


Tearing
another limb off of the noisy food as its face contorted in such an alien way,
she looked at how weak it was.  It had no hard carapace, only dainty little
scales, weaker than the skin of a new hatchling.  It had no mandibles, only
little teeth like furry food had.  Its four limbs had no spikes, and its tail
had no stinger.  When they were found in groups they made noise at each other
instead of using scents.  And they were never of one mind.  One would run,
while another would stand and fight.  How disordered!  How alien!  How… food-like.


Yet,
this little food picked up sticks and used metal like the two-legged horned
food of the great flat earth that was her home.  They had bones as well, which
were hard for her little children to break, though the marrow of them was sweet
and particularly delicious.  Strangest of all, though, was that they seemed to
be able to think like her.  They seemed to not be controlled by anything but
themselves.  Each of them seemed to be its own queen, choosing its own actions.


For
that reason, the queen studied the little food, with its silly little horns and
its red scales.  For the four-legged food of her home acted mostly like a
group, and the two-legged horned food of her home were not much above the
four-legged food in intelligence, but this little food… it was like fighting
many, many little invader queens all at the same time, with no minions to do
their will.  It was chaos, and chaos was something she was not used to.


As
she saw the little food’s eyes fall back into its head, she realized this food
was spent.  Throwing the useless thing to her warrior attendants, the queen
stood up and grabbed the edge of the great hole above her and began to climb up
the massive shaft after her children.  The scent that matched the food that had
killed her daughter was pervasive here.  She and her hosts would destroy those
who had killed her daughter, lest their impetuousness spread.  Then they would
destroy the rest of the little food on the other side of this valley.


They
may be like queens in their thinking, but even their intelligence would not
save them from the landslide of strength and power that were the hosts of her
children.  And to recapture the drones of her daughter, who had gone about
directionless without her daughter’s mind to guide them, she had sent some of
her most mature warriors to gather them and to bring them against the ones who
had destroyed her daughter.  Together, acting as one, her many, many children
would bring order to this valley.  It was inevitable.


Food
would be food, and the ant queen’s hosts would feast on them for the coming
season of warm sun, and lay aside this meat for the season of white ice,
leaving the four-legged food of their home place on the great flat earth to
grow in numbers for her host’s return in the season of water from above.


 





 


Ahn-Ki
looked down at the sniveling orcling that knelt before him.  The scowl on his
face and his crossed arms were enough to make the young orc whine and squirm,
never mind the eye patch and masterfully crafted armor and swords.  Was this
scout telling the truth?  Had he actually gone to the kobold palisade that sat
against the southern slopes of the northern mountains, or had he decided to
sleep all day and come back with a tale of what Ahn-Ki wanted to hear?


Shagra,
Drakebane the Mighty’s son who had failed to bring back a treaty from the two
kobold gens here in the southern valley, stood off to one side.  Ahn-Ki had no
respect for Drakebane’s intelligence, nor for that of his current favored son
Grimbane, who was an unqualified idiot if ever he’d seen one.  Shagra, on the
other hand, spoke very little, but when he did he showed a cunning and an
intellect that would serve a hobgoblin well.


He
would certainly have to watch that one.


“Shagra,
you have been in this valley recently, what do you think about this orcling’s
report?  Have you heard anything about this little fortress north of the Kale
Gen’s home?” Ahn-Ki asked the wily-eyed orc champion.


Shagra
stood absent-mindedly rubbing the spot on his side where the arrow had
entered.  The shaman had healed that wound days ago, but the memory of it was
still with him.  After a moment, he spoke in his own low, gravelly tongue. 
“Shadow Hand, kobold of Kale Gen in west, wants chieftain honor.  He try kill
chieftain called Karthan.  Maybe Karthan not killed and he run?  Maybe Karthan
and warriors go build fort.  Or maybe Shadow Hand fail and need fort so they
not kill him.”


Ahn-Ki
did not react.  The brute was probably right.  With civil strife there’s always
a winner and a loser.  Now the question was, what had the winner kept in the
tunnels of the Kale Gen, and what had the loser taken with him to the fort
north of the gen?  More importantly, which piece of the gen was larger, and
which piece had their stone of power?


The
dragon was a harsh partner.  No matter what lie they told the orcs to get them
to fight, in the end the only thing that mattered was getting the Kale Stone
and capturing enough kobolds to please the dragon.


But
what of this Krall Gen in the home amongst the tall trees on the eastern side
of this little valley?  Would they come out against the orcs?  He knew that the
dragon wanted that stone eventually as well.  Perhaps getting them involved now
would be best.  Why had none of the scouts that he had sent to spy on the Krall
Gen returned?  That was an area of blindness, and Ahn-Ki was uncomfortable with
that.


“Shagra,”
he turned to the muscle-bound champion, “where were these ants you say you
saw?  Were they near the home of this Krall Gen in the east?”


Shagra
nodded, a strange shadow of fear dancing across his flattened, almost feral
features.  


Ahn-Ki
took note of that and decided to pay more attention to these ants than he had
so far.  “None of the scouts we sent to the Krall Gen have returned.  I wonder
if the ants are to blame, or if the Kralls killed our scouts.”


Shagra
looked away, as if he didn’t want to talk about it, just in case Ahn-Ki was
planning on sending him out against the ants.


Ahn-Ki,
however, was looking to find something to motivate the orc horde to go and
fight the Krall Gen next.  Shagra was out of favor with his father and,
therefore, the rest of the horde right now… but Grimbane’s political star was
rising.


Ahn-Ki
almost snorted at such words being applied to orcs.  Either way, Grimbane was
probably the right choice to sacrifice in a futile probe against the Krall
Gen.  With any luck, he could get both gens to come out to battle while this
orc horde was in the valley.  Something of a ‘two birds with one stone’
strategy.


Well,
one thing was sure, the orcs were certainly not much smarter than stones, and
throwing away Grimbane to bring both gens out to battle would be easy enough. 
Turning back to Shagra, he gave the order.


“Tell
Grimbane to gather his little group of warriors and come to me.  I have a task
for him.”
















 


Chapter 4 – Into the Night


 


Kormach Manebrow’s heart longed to
make the turn down the side hallway that led down into the home caverns of the
Honor Guard Warrior Group.  Yes, he was now the chief elite warrior of the Wolf
Riders Warrior Group, but most of his fifteen years as a warrior of the Kale
Gen had been spent with the Honor Guard.  It was a place of safety for him, a
place of peace.  And until his lifemate and three sons were moved down to his
new warrior group, his heart would always be there with them.


Sighing
with the recent memory of his return home, and the joy his safe return had
brought, yet the continued tension his new mission had brought his already
distraught lifemate, Manebrow continued past the passageway and on toward the
council chamber of the Kale Gen, where he knew Durik and Lord Karthan would be
discussing the night’s mission, likely the first strike against the approaching
orc horde.


“Yes,
sire,” Durik’s voice sounded from the chamber ahead.  “But despite what I’ve
seen of the ants in the visions, and despite our discussion here this day about
their tactics and their organization, I cannot say for sure when they will
attack our gen, nor where they will come from, though I certainly agree that it
would be prudent to prepare to collapse the chamber at the top of Sheerface. 
If nothing else, it will secure our backdoor while our forces are fighting the
orc horde.  And, Fates forbid it, if we have to retreat back here to the caves,
they’ll only have one way to get at us.”


“Lord
Karthan,” a voice Manebrow didn’t immediately recognize spoke up.  “If they are
coming at us at the same time the orc horde is coming, then I believe the only
course of action is to pick a position that is both high ground and clear. 
That choice would work best against both the orc horde and the ant horde.”


Manebrow
arrived at the door to the council chamber and looked about.  Seated on his
throne, Lord Karthan was flanked by a pensive Khazak Mail Fist and an equally
pensive, if not perplexed, Loremaster.  The ancient kobold was clearly not
comfortable with what would have to be his advisory role as historian of the
gen, but Manebrow could think of no one who knew their history better.  Lord
Karthan’s daughter Kiria and the healer Myaliae from the Krall Gen were seated
together off to one side of the Loremaster.  Manebrow would have thought them
out of place just a couple of weeks ago, but since then they had proved
themselves capable in a fight.


“Aye,”
one of the probably thirty elite warriors seated around the perimeter of the
council chamber spoke up.  “I agree.  If we arm all of our warriors with bows,
as you say, sire, then we shall both have the advantage on the unshielded orc
horde and be able to slay the ant horde’s captains from a distance, and
thereby scatter their drones.”


“Let
us remember,” Durik interjected, “that the greater horde of ants that is
approaching from below has almost no drones.  Their members are more mature and
have almost all changed into their warrior form.”


“Yes,
and because of that, we should collapse Sheerface now!” one of the elite
warriors spoke up.


“No,”
Lord Karthan answered.  “We will wait for these kobolds who call themselves the
Deep Gen to arrive.  They are, after all, cousins of ours.  Remember, my Kale
brothers, they are Kale like us.  I will help them if I can.  Their strength
may be the difference between our survival and our destruction in the days
ahead.”


Manebrow
noticed that the elite warriors that were here were only a fraction of the
probably two hundred or so elite warriors in the gen, and they were right now
seated together by warrior group.  Durik was seated alone not far from the
door, so Manebrow skirted the large terrain model which was the center of the
council chamber and seated himself next to his leader.


“So,”
he whispered to Durik, “last council only the more senior elite warriors were
invited, and this council there was another cut, I see.”


Durik
nodded and turned to answer his second.  “Lord Karthan has decided to make a
few changes to things.  He’s picked one elite warrior for every forty or fifty
warriors or elite warriors in our gen, and put them over the rest of the
fifty.  He’s called them sub-leaders.”


Manebrow
looked quizzically at Durik.  “So, they’re leader caste then?  And these thirty
are them?”


Durik
shook his head.  “No, they’re more like ‘sub-chief elite warriors,’ you could
say.  He says he’ll pick leader caste and chief elite warriors later.  Right
now, the rest of the gen is going to learn to fight in one big formation, but a
formation made up of companies of not more than fifty, led by these thirty
elite warriors.”


Manebrow
thought about that for a moment.  It made sense, what with the deaths of most
of the warrior group leaders in the recent overthrow.  He certainly didn’t
think that making a bunch of leader caste would be best, not with all the
competing interests and politicking that always accompanied a kobold’s rise to
the ranks of leader caste.  No, best to just organize for the fight and worry
about honors and such when their lives weren’t on the line.


“Then
it is agreed,” Lord Karthan’s pronouncement broke through Manebrow’s thoughts. 
“Now, Khazak Mail Fist here will go with the Patrol Guard and divide up the
elite warriors and their warriors between you sub-leaders from that warrior group. 
I, in the meantime, will go through the other warrior groups and decide the
same with you chosen sub-leaders.


“Once
we’ve finished, I want all elite warriors in the gen to assemble in the large
open field between the limestone quarry and the sunken meadow.  You will leave
your warriors to the work of gathering or making bows, arrows, spears and
shields enough for everyone in our gen.  Tonight,” Lord Karthan looked about
the room at the earnest faces of these grizzled, veteran warriors, “tonight we
leaders of the Kale Gen will come together and learn to work as one.  Tonight
we organize for tomorrow’s battle.  May the Fates smile upon us, and may the
Creator bless our efforts!”


 





 


“Yes,”
Lord Karthan answered, nodding at the suggestion.  “I agree.  Absolutely every
effort must be made to engage these orcs before they arrive here, and I am not
above using whatever means we have at our disposal to kill them, either.”


“Then,
sire,” Durik pressed, “you’ll set up the trap for them at the loyalist
enclosure?”


“The
‘loyalist enclosure’ is it, then?” Lord Karthan was surprised by the comment. 
“I guess you’re right, it was where I and those who remained loyal to me fled.”


“Sire?”
Durik pressed.  His warrior group was lined up already outside, and every
moment he delayed put him and his warrior group one more moment closer to dawn
and the inevitable mobilization of the orc horde for the next day’s battle.


“Yes,
Durik,” Lord Karthan nodded.  “I will have the Patrol Guard begin gathering the
weed to lace with that rot you speak of immediately.  It will be there when the
orcs arrive, and all will be done as you’ve requested.”


“Very
well, sire, then, if there is nothing further, I take my leave.”


Lord
Karthan held up a finger.  “There are two more things, young Durik.”


“Sire?”


“Tomorrow,
halfway between here and the picket line, here at the long meadow that slopes
down from this broad, gentle hill,” he said as he stepped carefully through the
terrain model that covered the floor and pointed at a bare mound of dirt, “our forces
will be set up and ready to receive the orcs.  Now, the only thing that would
likely bring them to that hill is if they were chasing you and your wolf riders
down this road from the picket line toward our gen’s home caverns,” he said as
he pointed out the relevant features.  “Do you think the Wolf Riders can handle
that mission?”


Durik
looked over at Manebrow, who stood nodding slightly, a pensive look on his
face.


“Aye,
sire.  We will be the bait to lead them into your trap,” Durik answered as he
turned to go.


“Wait,
Durik,” Lord Karthan said.  “There were two things.  The Krall healer Myaliae,
she was part of your company, as was my daughter and the warrior Terrim.”


Durik
nodded.  “Yes, sire.”


“They
have expressed a desire to join your new warrior group.”


Durik
looked puzzled.  “I’m flattered, sire, but I don’t understand.  Wouldn’t Kiria
and Myaliae serve the gen better under the Loremaster or in the Halls of
Healing?”


Lord
Karthan looked deeply into Durik’s eyes, as if to see into his heart.  After a
moment, he smiled.  “Durik, none of us knows what tomorrow may bring.”


“My
lord?” Durik asked, confused at the change of sentiment.


“Durik,
I am not a young kobold anymore, and I must look to my whelps.  Karto and Lat
are safe with my sister in the home of the Krall Gen.  There are many forces
that threaten to destroy us, and I don’t know if we’ll survive tomorrow’s
battle.”


“My
lord, surely the Creator will not allow us…” Durik protested.


Lord
Karthan shook his head.  “Durik, I’ve seen too much in my life to think that I
know the Creator’s plans.  Let me just speak for a moment.


“Durik,
there are only a few kobolds I would trust with my life; Khazak here, Manebrow,
and you, Durik.  As such, there are only a few I would trust with my daughter’s
life.  Now, she has expressed interest in you, and seems to think that you
might like her as well.”


Durik
blushed under his otherwise bronze scales.


“You
do not deny it, then?” Lord Karthan asked.  Taking Durik’s reaction as an
answer, he pressed forward.  “Durik, I’ll not ask you to be joined to my
daughter, though I would certainly give my blessing to such a decision by the
two of you.  But I place her, Myaliae and Terrim under your care until the
current danger passes.  I think you will find that the three of them, with
riding dogs, are already in the sunken meadow with the rest of your warrior
group.”


Durik’s
face was serious, yet clear of fear or angst.  “Sire, I will guard your
daughter with my life, and I will think on your words.”


“Very
well, then, my fellow warriors,” Lord Karthan took the two of them by the
shoulder.  “Remember.  You are leaders of the only mobile force our gen has. 
Please be careful out there.  If we should lose most of you, we would be blind
as a gen.  But above all,” Lord Karthan said, pointing down at the Kale Stone
in Durik’s pouch, “don’t lose the stone.  Though I don’t know what part this
reluctant stone has yet to play in our collective destiny, I would imagine it
will have some influence on the events that lie ahead.”


 





 


Durik’s
face was one of mixed emotions as he exited the home caverns of the Kale Gen
out into the cool night air of the sunken meadow.  Not two weeks before, he and
his little company had left from this very spot on a quest to find the Kale
Stone, with Kiria being one of their number.  She had been both a burden and a
blessing, but had proven herself over time.  He couldn’t deny that he had
feelings for her.  After all, the couple of times that she had been thrust into
his arms had left him longing for her for days.  The smell of her, the touch of
her, her subtle shapeliness, her quick wit and willing look, her determination
and fierce loyalty…


Durik
shook his head to try and break the spell she was beginning to have on him. 
Tonight was not the time to think on such things!


Unbeknownst
to them when they had formed their little company and marched off to find the
Kale Stone, the Bloodhand Orc Tribe and its ogre mercenaries were already
gathering to conquer their gen.  And not more than a few days after that, the
great ant horde that he had seen in vision had left its home far away in the
east, on the great plains where the caribou and minotaurs roamed in a vast sea
of winter ice melting to summer grass.


Truly,
the finding of the Kale Stone and the power that it would bring to the Kale Gen
were being met with the fiercest of opposition.


Durik
sighed resolutely.  Such a massive challenge as the two hordes that were
approaching was almost more than he could fathom.  If he hadn’t seen both
hordes himself, he would have been tempted to disbelieve that the Fates could
bring such misfortune on his gen.


He
had once heard one of the old warriors of the gen pontificating on how to every
action there was an opposing action; for every good there was a bad, and for
every up there was a down.  He didn’t know if finding the Kale Stone was such a
powerful event as to merit the reaction they were getting.  Two massive,
unconquerable hordes?  If this was the Fates’ idea of fairness, Durik would put
his faith in other things.


Steeling
himself once again, Durik strode up the path out of the sunken meadow up to
where his warrior group had gathered.  Kobolds stood among wolves in small
groups around the little clearing off to one side of the path to the picket
line.  At the edge of the group, Kiria and the others stood with their riding
dogs looking into the night and chatting among themselves.  As he and Manebrow
emerged, Kiria looked up at him, then blushed and turned away.  


The
brightness of the moon this evening, mixed with the subtle lining of these many
figures that the heat vision of his race provided, etched a permanent image of
them all in his brain, one that he would likely remember forever.


Arriving
at the rear of the column, Durik patted nervous warriors on the shoulder,
encouraging them as he went.  He spoke words of care for the small handful of
warriors who had lost relatives in the recent overthrow.  With fire in his eyes
for the task at hand, he clapped hands with his uncle Drok, the unspoken look
they gave each other in the moonlight showed their mutual determination to
protect all that was precious to them.


Coming
to Kiria and her little team, Durik smiled a tender smile.  “I am glad to see
you three with us,” he said.  “It appears that tonight and tomorrow will be as
eventful as these past couple of weeks have been.”


Terrim
and Myaliae laughed, but Kiria just looked nervously at the ground.


“Kiria,”
Durik said as he laid a tender hand on her shoulder.  “Let us focus on the task
at hand.  Tomorrow will be a new day, and a new cause for hope.”


Surprised
by his indirect comment, Kiria looked up into his eyes.  The care she saw there
gave her hope enough to last the night and into the battle on the morrow.


Finally,
arriving at the front of the column, Durik took the reins from his servant
Kabbak’s hands and mounted Firepaw.  With a nod of thanks and dismissal for
Kabbak, he turned Firepaw about so he could face his contingent of wolf riders.


“Warriors
of the Wolf Riders Warrior Group!” he began.  The little column of warriors
gathered closer to him in the cool night air of spring.


“This
night we strike the first blow against our foes!”


All
about him, voices and weapons were raised in hearty, if somewhat nervous
support.


“I
would remind you, my friends and neighbors, that six years ago these same orcs
came against us.  Their blades took from us many whom we loved.”  Durik paused
slightly as his thoughts turned to his father and mother, both of whom had died
in that raid.  “They caught us sleeping then, but not this time!”


Again,
somber yet determined voices were raised in support.


“Warriors
of the Kale Gen!  Let us show these orcs that we will not suffer their evil any
longer!  No, we will fight them!  Tonight in the forests we will ambush them. 
We will tear their throats with our swords and place their heads on our spears,
and deal nothing but death without mercy to these evil creatures!”


A
chorus of adrenaline met his words.


“And
tomorrow, by the Fates, our gen shall come to battle against those few we leave
for them to fight!  May the Bloodhand Orc Tribe never forget the death and
destruction we are about to sow among them, for tonight… tonight we conquer!” 


The
shining eyes and raised voices of the entire warrior group met Durik’s.  As
one, on Manebrow’s command, the entire warrior group mounted their wolves and
spurred their mounts to a slow jog.  Whereas before they had been tentative,
almost fearful, now the column of wolf riders moved forward as one with
determination in their eyes and an eagerness to strike the first blow against the
evil that had entered their valley.


 





 


Not
one torch’s burning after the Wolf Riders Warrior Group left on the main path
toward the foothills of the northern mountains, a small team of dog riders
appeared out of the forest near the sunken meadow of the Kale Gen’s home. 
After a brief discussion with the sentries, the small group of riders spurred
their mounts to continue moving forward, bypassing the path down to the
entrance into the caverns and instead heading toward the limestone quarry.


What
awaited them at the large open field between the quarry and the sunken meadow,
however, was more surprising than their arrival.  Spread throughout the field
were elite warriors, evenly spaced and standing rigidly straight.  In the
middle of the field stood Lord Karthan and a pair of warriors with ram’s
horns.  On his command, first one of the two warriors blew a signal, then the
other echoed the exact same signal.  In rhythm the various elite warriors
posted around the field yelled commands over their shoulders, then one would
run one way, another would run a different way, and so on and so forth, though
eventually they all ended up in one line, though still spaced quite a few steps
apart.  Their movements were surprisingly neat, intuitive, and symmetric for a
group arrayed with such space between them.


Dropping
the hood of his cloak, Krall, son and heir of Lord Krall from the neighboring
gen, dismounted and handed his reins to one of the other riders.  After passing
his reins to another rider as well, the house guard warrior stepped up next to
Krall.


“What
do you suppose they’re doing?” Krall asked.


The
warrior shook his head.  “Drill, I suppose, though this is certainly more
complex of a drill than just getting in a shield wall.  Perhaps this is the new
drill that their Patrol Guard was trying to work out last fall before the snows
arrived and kept them underground for the winter.”


Krall
stepped forward.  In front of the entire formation, observing the maneuvers,
Khazak Mail Fist was yelling at one of the warriors who had obviously not moved
according to plan.  After getting his message across, Lord Karthan had given
another command which was played on one ram’s horn, then echoed on the other. 
In slightly better precision the group of warriors moved at a measured pace
back to the positions they had been in when Krall and his group of riders had
originally arrived.


“Khazak,
old friend,” Krall called as he walked up to Lord Karthan’s grizzled
chamberlain.  


“Well,
now,” Khazak said in surprise, “if it isn’t Lord Krall’s oldest whelp!  I do
hope you brought more with you than just this handful of warriors!”


Krall
nodded, “Aye, Khazak.  These are just my bodyguard, though I bring news of
Ardan and his team as well.  They brought word of the orc horde’s pending
arrival, but are currently serving with my gen’s scouts.”  Pointing back the
way he came, Krall continued.  “Except for a small number of border guards, the
entire strength of my gen marches behind me as we speak.”


Khazak
strode forward and grasped Krall by both shoulders, beaming with pride.  “Ah,
lad, that’s wonderful to hear!  We’re in sore need of every one of your
warriors!”


By
this time Lord Karthan had given the command for the elite warriors to rest in
place and had walked up to join the small group.


“Then
the Kralls march with us?  That’s excellent news!  How far behind would you say
the strength of your gen is, then?” Lord Karthan asked.


Krall,
released from Khazak’s grip, adjusted his cloak on his shoulders and answered. 
“Lord Karthan, may I say that it is wonderful to see you and Khazak here.  We
were not sure who we would find in charge of the Kale Gen, what with Khee-lar’s
attempt on your life and all.”


Lord
Karthan nodded, his exuberance tamped down a bit by the reminder of so recent
an evil.  “Aye.  We took back the gen from that traitor and his lackeys only
this morning.  It has been a long day, that’s certain.  But come now, how far
behind are your warriors?”


“My
father’s intent was to set up camp at your picket line,” Krall answered.  “He
sent me forward to ask where you plan to fight the orcs, and to discover your
strength and your plans for taking on this orc horde.”


Khazak
Mail Fist looked at Lord Karthan, who was obviously steeling himself to tell
Krall what both of them were thinking.


“Krall,
have you heard of the ants yet?” Lord Karthan asked.


“Aye,”
Krall said, perplexed by the question, “we’ve been fighting them these last few
days.”


Lord
Karthan shook his head.  “No, Krall, have you heard of the new ant horde, the
one that is coming up from the underdark?”


The
surprised look on Krall’s face belied a calm interior.


“Apparently
there’s a much larger ant horde coming through the underdark, directly toward
our gen’s home caverns.”


Krall
shook his head.  “Oh, no.  More ants?  How do you know?  And how do you know
they’re heading for your gen?  Who’s to say they don’t just take the Crossway
to the exit in the middle of the valley and head toward our gen?”  Krall was
beginning to fully grasp the direness of their situation.


“Now
calm down, lad,” Khazak broke in.  “Jerrig, one of our warriors, killed the ant
queen here in this valley.  According to Durik’s visions, this new ant queen is
her mother, and she’s coming after the gen that killed her dear daughter.”


“Then
why don’t we just seal up the entrance to the underdark near our gen?” Krall
retorted.


“That’s
a great idea, Krall,” Lord Karthan answered.


“But?”
Krall asked, not believing it could be that simple.


Lord
Karthan sighed.  “But there is a third entrance now.  You may have read about
the ‘Doorstep’ that was sealed off generations ago.”


Krall
thought for a moment.  “Yes.  It was a passageway through the northern
mountains that… also… led to the underdark.  Oh, foxdung!”


Lord
Karthan just nodded.


“And
the orc horde is between us and re-sealing off the Doorstep!” Krall finished.


“Aye,
Krall,” Lord Karthan answered.  “But even if we did seal that off, they’d find
another way out of the underdark.  It would only delay their arrival.”


“Then
let’s delay them!” Krall protested.


“That
we will do,” Lord Karthan answered.  “We’re bringing up the outcasts from the
underdark, after which we will seal off Sheerface, though we’ll likely wait for
the ants to get there so we can kill a few of them in the process.”


“I
need to send a messenger to my father!  He needs to seal off the mid-valley
entrance.”


“Aye,
Krall,” Lord Karthan reassured him.  “That would be the best course of action. 
Further, make sure your messenger lets your father know to stay where he is. 
We’ll be fighting the orc horde not far from where he’s camped.”


“Aye,”
Khazak added in, “and that would also allow your forces to make a dash home if
the ants don’t come this direction once they come up through the Doorstep,
though we know they’re out for Kale blood.”


Krall
nodded, the urgency of the moment restored after a long, peaceful ride through
the night forest.  “Yes, well, I believe we’ll have to have some scouts out to
make sure the ants do swing this way.”  Turning, he called out to one of the
other riders.  It was not long before a detailed message was relayed and the
messenger was on his way.


The
immediate trouble of the moment over now, Khazak put his arm around Krall’s
shoulders and led him over to where he had been reviewing the movements. 
“Come, Krall,” he said.  “You should see this.  We’re teaching our sub-leaders
some new formations.”


“It
looks more complex than just a shield wall like you Kales have always done,”
Krall replied.


“Ah,
yes.  We’re putting archers, a shield wall, skirmishers, and hopefully wolf
riders all together in one formation.  Hopefully these changes will deal with
the orc horde well enough.”


The
pair walked along in silence for a few moments, until Krall turned to Khazak.


“Hey,
so what did you mean about visions?” Krall asked.  “Durik’s been having more
visions, you say?”


 





 


“Sire,”
Manebrow called in a low tone to his leader who rode not more than a spear’s
length to his front.  Catching his eye, he gave the hand signal to dismount. 
Durik nodded his agreement and held up his hand to signal the halt.  Not many
paces later the lead scouts had seen the signal as well and the entire warrior
group came to a halt.  Signaling the dismount, Manebrow and Durik slipped out
of their saddles and to the ground.


“Sire,”
Manebrow spoke in a low voice as he stepped up next to his leader.  “Not more
than a ridge or two away is where the orcs halted.”


Durik
nodded.  “Let’s leave the rest of the warrior group here, and go forward to
look at how we want to do this raid.”


Manebrow
nodded then turned and beckoned for Drok to come forward.  After a short
conversation where he put Drok in charge in their absence, then stressed
keeping a watch out and ensuring that everyone got some rest, he sent Drok on
his way to pass the word to the rest of the elite warriors.  Shedding their
armor and leaving their wolves in the care of their warriors, the pair of
leaders disappeared down the forest path into the night.


While
all this was happening, the rest of the warrior group had dismounted and had
shifted equipment in preparation to continue the march by foot.  This was not
the first time they had done this this night.  They had alternated between
riding and walking to rest their mounts for the entire journey, usually
stopping at potential ambush spots along the way to drop off an elite warrior
and his team of warriors.  As part of their plan, each team had been told to
loosen boulders on hills, or to set spikes along the edges of the trail, or to
do whatever else they could to prepare a series of nasty surprises for the
orcs.  There had been several pieces of ground that were uniquely suited to
setting up ambushes, to include a streambed that could be easily dammed up,
with the intent of breaking it at the right moment.  Kiria and her team had
been left at this obstacle.  He hadn’t known it before, but Kiria had studied
ancient dwarven engineering and had a plan the moment she saw the streambed.


The
energy that all of their ideas released was contagious.  Once his warriors
began to see the pattern of how they would fight this night, it was all Durik
could do to keep them from seizing every good spot.  They simply didn’t
have enough warriors for that, however.


Now,
as midnight and the end of this stage of their journey approached, bright steam
rose from both wolf and rider in the inky darkness under the forest’s boughs. 
Moving from one group to the next of the thirty or so warriors that were still
with the main body of the warrior group, Drok passed the word to each elite
warrior to have their warriors rest themselves and their mounts, and to eat and
check equipment.  It had already been a long evening, and it would certainly be
a very long and sleepless night once the orcs were roused.  In such conditions
a warrior has to catch what rest he can, for ability to endure is often the
difference between victory and death.


Returning
to the front of the column, Drok sat next to his mount and dug into his rations
bag while he awaited the return of his leaders.  As he ate, his thoughts turned
from time to time to the strangeness of how the kobold he had raised as a son
was now in charge of him, but he staved off any thoughts of jealousy by
reminding himself of all the other idiots he’d known in his life who had
somehow been promoted into leadership.  He was glad that none of those were his
leader now.  At least Durik had a good head on his shoulders and a good heart. 
And besides, Drok had had quite an impact on Durik over the six years he’d
raised him.  Who else could say that about their leader caste?


Smiling
to himself, Drok stood up and went about checking over the warriors of his team
before walking around and talking with the other elite warriors.
















 


Chapter 5 – A Rude Awakening


 


Though they didn’t know it, Durik
and Manebrow were not the only scouts watching the orc horde’s encampment. 
After moving quietly through the underbrush and down deer trails until cresting
the ridgeline, Durik stopped suddenly.  Freezing in place behind him, Manebrow
scanned the forest around them until he saw it too.


There,
in the brush not a stone’s throw away from them, something living stood watching
the orc camp from behind a large rock.  It was covered from head to toe in a
cloak and other thick clothing or armor, but little wisps of heat still escaped
here and there, giving away its position to the two kobold leaders.


“What
do you think it is?” Durik whispered breathlessly in Manebrow’s ear.


After
a moment more of observing the figure, Manebrow whispered back.  “He’s not a
picket for the orc horde.  Otherwise he’d be watching our direction.  Perhaps
it’s a Krall Gen scout.  After all, we did send Ardan and his team to warn
them.”


Durik
nodded and watched for a few moments longer.  Finally, he turned back to
Manebrow.  “I’m going to approach.”


Moving
off the deer trail, Durik circumvented a large tree that stood between them,
then walked slowly forward over the bed of old pine needles that was this part
of the forest floor.  Once he got to within easy throwing distance, he stooped
down and picked up a pebble, throwing it lightly at the watcher.


The
figure turned about quickly, revealing a face obviously covered in mud, in
order to hide the heat it would otherwise project.  The eyes still glowed,
however, only more so with the adrenaline of the moment.  Drawing a sword, the
figure moved off to the side a few paces, ready to run if necessary.


Durik
put his spear down and held up both hands to show that he did not come to
fight.  After only a couple of moments the figure sheathed his sword as well
and walked forward, a broad grin on his face.


“Durik! 
Is that you?” the mud-splattered kobold whispered loudly in the deep forest.


“Yes,
who are you?” Durik replied with a bewildered look.


“And
Manebrow too?  What good fortune!” the figure replied.  “Gormanor here. 
Lemmekor’s just down this ridge a little way.”


“Gormanor?”
Durik looked quizzically at the Krall Gen scout.  “I thought you and Lemmekor
were going to stay behind and guard the prisoners in the Dwarven Outpost?  What
are you doing scouting the orc horde?”


Now
it was Gormanor’s turn to look confused.  “What?  No.  Morigar told us to
follow him with the prisoners and the treasure.  We took them up to the bridge
atop the Chop.  We ended up leaving them with Morigar, though, because he
insisted on taking the whole party off to try to hire the dragons to help him
kill the orc chieftain.”


“What?”
Durik paused in surprise.  


Having
come up beside his leader, Manebrow shook his head in bewilderment at the
news.  “He took all the treasure, and he took a bunch of northerners off to the
Hall of the Mountain King to try to buy a dragon’s loyalty?  Daft!  Absolutely
stupid.”  Manebrow shook his head in disbelief.  “I guess that’s the last we’ll
see of him, then.”


“Probably,”
Gormanor nodded in agreement.  “After all, it’s been two days since we left him
up there and we’ve not seen him returning down the Chop.  But Krebbekar did go
after him, so maybe he’ll talk some sense into him.  In the meantime, however,
Lord Krall has seen fit to send us back to the Border Guard to help scout the
orc horde.”


“Aye,”
Manebrow nodded.  “We’re here to do the same, and more!”


“We’ve
brought a force of about thirty-five wolf riders to give them a bit of a rude
awakening,” Durik added.


“Aha,
well then,” Gormanor said, “it may interest you to know that we’ve got a
perimeter set up just out of the range of the orcs’ darkvision.  We’ve been
watching them for the past day and a half, since they set up camp here.  We’re
not sure why they didn’t move yesterday, but we did see them send out a lot of
orc scouts.  We killed probably a dozen or so of them, though we did lose a few
ourselves as well.”


“I’m
sorry for your loss, but am glad to hear that you’re sticking a dagger in the
eyes of this ungainly horde,” Manebrow said.  “But what about the five hundred
or so kobold levies the orc horde has?  Isn’t it dangerous scouting so close
with their heat vision to spot you?”


“Aye,”
Gormanor answered.  “It would be, that is, if they had put out kobolds on their
picket lines.  But as it is, their kobold levies are the only ones who have
seen fit to put up a palisade.  They seem to not be on so friendly of terms
with the orcs, as we know they’ve spotted us on multiple occasions, but have
sent no one out from their little walled camp to give warning to their orc
masters.”


Manebrow
and Durik looked at each other.  The same idea played in both of their eyes.


“Gormanor,
so you’re saying that the orcs and ogres are sleeping in the open, and that
there seems to be a division between them and their kobold levies, then?” Durik
asked.


“Aye,”
Gormanor nodded.  “That pretty well sums it up, though it’s worth mentioning
that some of the orcs have tents.”


Manebrow
could already tell the plan Durik was formulating.  It was the same plan he
would execute if he were in charge.


“Gormanor,
show us how the orcs have placed their picket line, will you?”


 





 


The
few orcs who lazed about the campfire on the northwest corner of the sprawling
mess of tents and smoldering campfires that was the orc horde’s encampment were
the only guards in this area of the camp.  As one, ten small figures in dark,
hooded cloaks with mud splattered across their faces rose up from the tree line
with bows drawn.  In an instant ten arrows flew into the handful of unwary
orcs, killing most of them almost instantly and leaving two of them gasping for
breath through pierced lungs.


To
the left of the archers up on a small, grass covered hill, the line of wolf
riders all appeared at once, the torches many of them carried shining like
beacons in the dark of night.  Raising his spear into the air, the young,
armored kobold on the right side of the line looked down the line, holding the
charge back until all riders were on line.  When he received a nod from the
older armored kobold on the other side of the line, the spear dropped and the
entire line of cavalry jumped forward as one.


With
no more than the sound of running feet, the line swept down into the
hodge-podge of tents and make-shift lean-tos.  Splitting into two groups upon
reaching the outer perimeter of the camp, the younger, bronze-scaled kobold
took the almost twenty riders of his contingent to the right and began lighting
tents on fire and putting spears in orcs who were sleeping in the open as they
rode past.  To the left, the older warrior’s half of the contingent did the
same.  From behind them at the wood line, the ten archers fired arrow after arrow
at the sentries around the other campfires, killing several before they could
sound a voice of warning.


Their
aim was not true enough, however, nor were the wolf riders fast enough to reach
all of the sentries.  Soon, a hue and a cry was raised throughout the camp. 
Orcs came scrambling out of tents, many of them on fire and weaponless.  Ogres
screamed as flaming brands fell on them from their impromptu lean-tos.


By
the time the wolf riders had gone a quarter of the way around the great camp,
and turned inward toward the center of camp, the confusion had only just
begun.  In the dark of night, where only firelight from the sentry posts lit
the area, orc fought orc, not knowing what the real danger was, only knowing
that their camp was under attack.  In the dead of night many ogres smashed at
anything that moved about them.


By
the time the cavalry contingent met near the middle of camp, the entire camp
was in an uproar.  Raising his bloodied spear to halt the reunited contingent,
the young leader gathered his forces into a line.  Ahead of them, standing in a
seething line of muscle and axes, stood the chieftain’s personal guards, ten of
his strongest warriors who were not his sons.  Behind them, a large orc, much
older than most in the horde, growled a fierce command, holding back the
warriors of his bodyguard, knowing the danger of rushing into danger
unprepared.


Standing
still in the eerie light of the camp’s half-darkness, the wolf riders stared
impetuously at the outnumbered and unarmored orcs, who had been hastily
summoned from their sleep in nearby tents.  Spurring his mount forward, the
young warrior leader threw the large round object that was in his left hand
toward the line of orcs, calling out in the best orcish he could muster.


“Leave
our valley!  In the name of the Kale Gen, I command you to go!”


The
young cavalry commander then broke through his own line and led the rest of his
riders straight out of the camp toward the northwest, stabbing orcs and
avoiding the few half-awake ogres they found along the way, their torches
causing a greater conflagration as they pushed their way through.


As
Drakebane the Mighty, Chieftain of the Bloodhand Orc Tribe, walked forward to
see what these impetuous raiders had dropped at his warriors’ feet, he saw
Grimbane’s severed head lying in the dirt.  It had not been long before that
this, his strongest son, had been sent out to prick the Krall Gen into action. 
He obviously hadn’t gotten very far.


Drakebane’s
rage flared bright red in his eyes.  He saw nothing else at the moment, not the
fires, nor the many bodies of his warriors, nor did he hear the screaming of
orcs whose bodies were burning, sealed in burning tents, unable to find their
way out to safety in the smoke and confusion of the raid.  


All
thoughts of caution were gone.  All he knew was that it was time to kill. 
Calling for his axe to be brought, Drakebane ordered his warriors forward.  As
one, the warriors of his bodyguard followed him through the camp, gathering up
warriors and ogres as they went, gathering them together into as much of a mass
as they could as they ran after the lithe little kobolds on their sleek, black
wolves.


 





 


“Gormanor!”
Durik called, his face flushed with recent exertion, and his voice exultant
with the success of the raid.  “They are coming!  They took the bait!” he said
as he reined in, dismounting Firepaw in one swift motion, then leading him over
to one of the warriors who had been designated to hold the reins of those on
the line.  Turning back to the direction they had come from, Durik took the bow
from his back and set his spear against the large tree trunk they had picked
for an ambush position.


Drok
came up beside him.  “I have to admit, son,” he said, clapping Durik on the
shoulder, “that’s probably the best raid I’ve ever seen.  Brings a tear to an
old warrior’s eye to see his progeny all grown up and killing orcs like that.”


Durik
just smiled at his uncle.  “Manebrow,” he called out, “are your warriors set?”


From
the other side of the trail, behind another large trunk, Manebrow stood up from
his crouch and signaled all ready—and not a moment too soon.  From across the
meadow the first orcs came spilling into sight.  Rushing headlong, the large
green-skinned warriors began to fan out when they hit the openness of the field.


As
one, the entire line of dismounted wolf riders stood and fired.  Thirty-five
arrows sped through the air, most of them striking true as the orcs were
surprised for the second time that night, caught, as they were, in a headlong
rush.  Very soon after the first volley came a second, more ragged volley,
followed quickly by a third.


As
Durik and the half of his warrior group that were there with him at the edge of
the meadow mounted up and fled down the path into the night, behind them the
bodies of a score of orcs lay lifeless on the ground, while another dozen or so
screamed in pain or lay breathing shallow breaths as their lifeblood spilled
out upon the ground.


Unknown
to them, Drakebane the Mighty lay among the wounded.  He had seen many of his
warriors go down around him and, though he’d only been hit in the shoulder by
one of the kobolds’ arrows, he went down as well and waited while the second
and third volleys killed or incapacitated the few warriors who had been too
stupid to do the same.


His
impetuous rush after the raiders had been a mistake he would not soon forget. 
Not long after Durik and his cavalry left, Drakebane the Mighty struggled to
his feet as an ogre, then the next group of his warriors and some more ogres
hurried past.


“Get
them!” he yelled.  “Kill them!”


After
watching several of his warriors and ogre mercenaries go past, all in a rage to
catch and capture the impetuous kobold raiders, Drakebane grabbed his axe with
his good arm and walked back toward camp, looking for that lazy shaman he kept
around for just such circumstances as these.


 





 


“Hurry! 
Hurry now!” Durik urged a lagging warrior onward.  “There will probably be
ogres in the next group.  We must be set at the next position before they
arrive!”


The
warrior, whose mount had stepped on a thorn, had stopped to pull the thing from
its paw.  Manebrow rode up behind the pair as the rest of the line moved past,
led by Drok toward their next ambush position.


“Sire,”
Manebrow called out, “I’ve got this one.  You go on ahead!”


Durik
nodded and remounted Firepaw.  The additional weight of his armor was much for
Firepaw to bear, but so far he had not complained.  Durik wondered if his
magnificent wolf would be able to make it through this night.  If everything
went as planned, it looked to be a very long one indeed.


Suddenly,
from not far behind the column of riders, Durik heard the noise of a huge beast
pushing its way through the trees and underbrush of the forest.


“Manebrow! 
Ogre!” Durik called out.  Fear rippled through the column as riders urged their
mounts to go faster.


Manebrow
turned and looked.  “Sire, you go ahead and make sure things are ready for them
at the next position!  I’ve got the rearguard!”


Looking
back at his second, Durik could see that he had already begun to form a line
with the rear half of the group, giving the command for everyone to ground
spears and draw bows.


Turning
back about, Durik urged his mount onward, quickly rejoining the other half of
his contingent and eventually beating them to the next ambush position.


Behind
him, Manebrow saw the trees jerking and bucking against the passage of the
massive ogre.  Not a heartbeat after Durik and his half of the contingent had
made it over the hill, the yellow-eyed beast punched through a stand of trees
and out onto the path.


“Fire!”
he yelled, and fifteen arrows flew forward in unison, all of them finding their
mark.  The ogre screamed in pain and fell backward into a stand of trees,
uprooting two of them as he fell backward, arms thrown across his face to ward
off any more of the pesky darts.


“One
more volley, warriors, then mount up and go!” Manebrow yelled as he fired a
second arrow.  Putting his bow over his shoulder, he grabbed his spear, mounted
up and prepared to ride, waiting only long enough to ensure the last of his
riders was mounted and following him.


Behind
them, the ogre screamed in pain. As he pulled the little arrows from his body,
however, blood began to spurt from two of his wounds, coloring the surrounding
trees with a spray of bright red.


From
behind him came another group of orcs with three ogres.  Seeing their wounded
companion, the three ogres looked carefully into the darkness of the forest,
but continued on.  After another group had passed, barely noticed by the
wounded ogre, he was finally left alone in his pain and misery.


Soon,
the ogre picked up his massive axe and thought about moving back toward camp. 
He was bleeding a lot, and he didn’t like that.  He wondered if, by chance, he
did go back to camp, if the chief ogre could do something about it.  While he
thought about that for a few moments, his axe slipped back to the ground.


Angry
with it for falling down, the ogre picked up the worn tree trunk with its
massive, sharp chunk of iron embedded in it that he called his axe yet again. 
Then he propped it against the ground and tried to use it to help him stand
up.  After a few dizzy tries, each one failing as he found his legs strangely
wooden and weak, he noticed he was feeling very tired.  


After
thinking about it for a while, and looking down at the blood still somewhat
spurting from his inner thigh, he decided that sleeping for a little bit would
be a good thing.  Soon, once he got up the energy, he lay his massive axe down
on the ground and lay back against the two trees that had broken his fall.


In
a few moments he had fallen unconscious.


There,
in the dark of the night, the ogre’s massive heart soon ceased to beat.


 





 


“Where
are these hobgoblins you mentioned, sire?” one of Durik’s warriors asked him. 
“I’ve never seen one of those.”  The warrior was a year older than Durik, but
Durik’s recent promotion and the fact that he had somehow become the keeper of
the Kale Stone had given him something of an untouchability among those who
might otherwise be his peers.


“And
you’ll likely not see one of them tonight,” Manebrow interrupted.  “They’re too
smart to rush headlong into the darkness after a bunch of kobold wolf riders,
but orcs and ogres certainly aren’t.  Now keep digging!”


Durik
stood up and looked about himself.  The small detachment of cavalry he’d left
here at the top of this hill had moved four large boulders into place before he
and the rest of the group had fallen back to this position, and in the short
while that the rest of the group had been here, they’d rolled two more particularly
round boulders into position.


And
none too soon!  Reacting almost instinctively, the entire line of kobolds hid
behind the boulders or moved back behind the cover of felled trees to where
they had established yet another firing line.  Suddenly, almost without
warning, a massive brute of an ogre came smashing through the trees, followed
closely by a handful of orcs and a pair of smaller ogres.


Durik
began sweating profusely.  Three ogres!  This was a lot to handle!  For a
moment he thought they had bitten off more than they could chew, and that they
should just let them pass.


Manebrow
put a hand on his shoulder.  “Ready, sire?” he asked in a hushed tone, no hint
of fear showing in his voice or eyes.


Durik
blinked his eyes and took a deep breath.  If Manebrow wasn’t afraid, then he
wouldn’t be either.  Looking down the slope, he could see that the lead ogre
was in just the right place.  Standing up, he and the kobolds with him threw
all their weight onto the lever they had positioned underneath the large
boulder.  All around them the other kobolds did the same.  In a few moments the
massive boulders gave way and, almost as one, rolled down the hill.


Simultaneously,
the rest of the contingent stood and began firing into the enemy at the bottom
of the short, but steep hill.  With a terrifying weight, the boulders tore
through the dirt of the slope, leaving deep scars in the dirt and slamming into
the surprised group of orcs and ogres.  One of the large boulders smashed
straight into the massive ogre, snapping its leg like a tree-trunk struck by
lightning.  Behind the brute a pair of orc warriors tried to dodge the next
boulder, only to be smashed by another that bounded down the hillside an
instant later.


In
the back of the group, the pair of smaller ogres caught one of the boulders
together, though stopping it broke the wrist of one of them.  The other,
however, pushed the boulder off to the side just in time for both of them to
catch a volley of arrows in the face and chest.


The
handful of orcs had mostly dodged the other two large, ungainly boulders and
began to run up the short slope at the kobolds.  Two volleys of arrows later,
however, all of them lay either dead or wallowing in pain at the foot of the
hill.


Within
moments the entire group of orcs and ogres lay either dead or dying. 
Carefully, the contingent of kobold warriors went down the slope, slitting
throats and recovering arrows as they went, and giving the massive ogre a wide
berth as he thrashed about in pain.


“Stay
back from the wounded ogres!” Manebrow called out.  “Don’t get near them!  Let
them flee as best they can, if you want.  A wounded ogre is still a very
dangerous opponent.”


Drok
and his team, who had been approaching the two smaller ogres that lay bleeding
in the dirt, stopped and looked at them for a moment, then each threw his spear
in turn.  After the huge beasts thrashed about for a bit, breaking a spear or
two but losing much strength in the process, the team of kobolds moved around
to where they had a clear shot at the ogres’ necks.  Taking shots at point
blank range, soon the two ogres had bled out their lives and Drok’s team was
able to recover what spears and arrows had not been ruined by the ogres’ death
throws.


“Warriors!”
Durik called.  “Mount up!  Now!” he called with urgency, his voice being
partially drown out by the bellowing of the massive ogre, who had by now
crawled far into the underbrush.  Not far down the path, by the noise of it,
another group of orcs was coming, though they couldn’t hear the telltale sounds
of ogres among them.


“Well,
they sent more than I thought they’d send,” Manebrow said as he mounted his
wolf and rode up next to Durik.


“Aye,
they’re a bit more determined than I thought they’d be,” Durik replied.


“I’d
say a bit more stupid,” Manebrow said, kicking his wolf in the ribs to spur him
forward.  “I guess we’ve proved the old saying true one more time.  ‘Lead a pig
by poking it in the rear.  Lead an orc by poking it in the face.’”


“And
poke them we certainly did,” Durik said to no one in particular.  Taking one
last look back at the body-strewn path, Durik spurred his own mount as well.
















 


Chapter 6 – Out of the Underdeeps


 


Gorgon stood looking down the
shaft into the darkness below.  Far down the shaft little gray figures had
appeared in his heat vision.  He squinted as he looked down at them.  It was so
far below that it was almost impossible to make out what they were doing.  Was
it that Warrior Group from the Deep Gen that they had been chasing down the
long stairway into the depths of the underdark?  They seemed to be moving – but
which direction?


“Jerrig,
watch the passageway.  Arbelk, come here a moment.”  From their seated
positions against the cool stone of the landing’s wall, Jerrig stood up and
walked over to the top of the path that led down the slope and further into the
underdark, while Arbelk stood and stretched his legs as he joined his team
leader.


“What
is it, Gorgon?” Arbelk asked.


“Look
at that,” he said, pointing down the great shaft far down into the very bowels
of Dharma Kor.  “What do you make of it?”


The
pair of warriors watched for a moment in silence.


“Which
direction do you think Bantor is taking his warrior group?  Are they going away
from us still, or do you think they’re coming back?” Gorgon asked.


Arbelk
eyes narrowed.  A very serious look gradually grew over his silent features as
he stood watching.


“Well,”
Gorgon prodded, “what say you?  Are they running away, or toward us?”


Arbelk
shook his head in painful realization.  He’d only half believed Durik’s vision
until this very moment.  Now, as he stood looking into that abyss, Arbelk
looked up into Gorgon’s eyes.  


“Gorgon,
they’re running straight up the shaft,” he said, near panic creeping into his
voice.


“What? 
No kobold can climb like that!”


Arbelk
shook his head as he watched the relentless tramp of doom approaching.


“Those
aren’t kobolds, Gorgon.  Those are ants.”


 





 


Troka
propped himself against one wall as he struggled to catch his breath. 
Attempting to hold his breath for a moment, he tried to listen carefully for
some sound that would indicate he was close to catching up with Bantor’s
Warrior Group.


“No
good,” he panted to himself, “blood’s pounding too hard.”


Pushing
away from the wall, Troka walked a few steps and took a deep breath.  Just as
he started to run again, the loud braying of what had to be a war horn sounded
throughout the passageway.


Stopping
and leaning on his knees while he panted, Troka lifted his head and looked
quizzically back the way he had come.


“What’s
that all about?” he wondered out loud.  Remembering the great goat’s horn on
the landing where the rest of his team was waiting for him, Troka realized that
the only one that could have sounded the warning horn was his team.  To further
complicate matters, now that he had mostly caught his breath, not far ahead of
him Troka could hear the voices of what had to be the rearguard of Bantor’s
warrior group talking among themselves.


“Ah! 
Do I obey immediately, or do I press forward just a little further?”


Hesitating
for only a moment, Troka continued down the passageway.


 





 


Bantor’s
second was a grizzled old warrior.  He’d convinced Bantor and the other wizened
heads of his warrior group to ‘go deep,’ as he put it.  It hadn’t been hard,
anyway.  No one wanted to leave their home to rejoin a surface gen that had
cast them off before any of them were born, and even the least self-serving
among them had dreams of inheriting their gen’s entire enclave.  Yes, those
that stayed behind would gain power and stature once the fools who had followed
the paladin returned with their tails between their legs.


His
thoughts were broken as the sound of the alarm horn drowned out the shuffle of
many feet through the sand around him.  Turning, the old warrior saw one of the
surface-dwelling warriors that had accompanied the paladin running up from
behind.


“Halt
there, Kale warrior!” he commanded.


Troka
stopped in his tracks, his hands far away from his weapons as he breathed
heavily, the shield on his back finally coming to rest against his bruised
back.


“Sire,”
Troka began to plead, “my companions… they must have… sounded the horn… there’s
danger…”


“Stop
this silliness, Kale warrior.  We’ll not follow you back.  We will not be
delayed!  Go back and bother us no more.”


Troka
shook his head.  “But sire… we were sent… to pass a message along.  No one is
coming after you.  They’ve all fled for the surface.  We were not sent to stop
you, only to tell you that Lord Sennak the Younger has not sent anyone to chase
after you, but rather hopes to see you when this is all over.” 


“Well,
you’ve delivered your message,” Bantor’s grizzled old second stated flatly. 
“Be gone with you, now.”


Troka
hesitated.  “But sire, what of the horn?”


Bantor’s
second didn’t answer.  He simply turned and continued after the rest of his
warrior group as they marched on to their doom.


Troka
turned and, shaking his head in frustration and sadness, began to run back to
the landing.


 





 


“Hurry!”
Gorgon hissed as he leaned all his weight against the massive rock he had
uprooted from the slope.  


At
the edge of the landing, not three paces out onto the narrow ledge that rimmed
the massive shaft, Arbelk chipped away at the little bit of dirt and rock that
seemed to be holding a large shelf of flat, slate-like rock in place.


“Just
a moment!  I’m working as fast as I can,” Arbelk replied.  “Don’t want to
fall.”


“Death
by fall… death by ants…” Jerrig mused.  “Not much of a choice.”


“Don’t
talk like that!” Gorgon snapped as he heaved the rock over the edge and out
into space, where it tumbled end over end, striking the walls and plowing
through the ranks of the advancing ant horde as it skimmed down the last few
hundred feet of the shaft.  After watching the impact of his efforts, Gorgon
turned to Jerrig.  “We may escape them yet.”


Jerrig,
having returned with a few, much smaller stones of his own, began dropping them
into the shaft as Gorgon went back for another large boulder.  “Not likely,” he
muttered under his breath.  Below them, the flood of ants up the thousand feet
or more of shaft below them came on quickly and relentlessly, with seemingly no
concern for their own safety.


“Where’s
that Troka!” Gorgon huffed between heaves against the boulder he was rolling
into place.  It hadn’t been long since they had sighted the ants and blown the
horn, but every second counted now, if they were going to have any chance of
escaping the ant threat.  


“Here,
Gorgon!” Troka yelled as he came bounding up the slope and onto the platform.


Over
to the side, Arbelk scrambled to get out of the way.  With a suddenness none of
them expected, the entire shelf gave way, dumping tons of earth and rock down
the shaft in a gathering storm of projectiles.  Simultaneously, Troka and
Jerrig fell in on either side of Gorgon and the three of them rolled the
boulder off the edge and into the abyss.


Satisfied
with the destruction their efforts were sure to cause, Gorgon yelled over the
din.  “Let’s go!”


Jerrig
immediately headed for the broad stairway, followed quickly by Arbelk.  Troka
grabbed his sheathed broadsword in both hands and slung it over his back, then
quickly took off running after his companions.


Taking
one final look down the shaft, Gorgon shook his head in frustration.  Down the
shaft, now almost a quarter of the way up, he could detect no holes in the
ants’ ranks, no slowing of their relentless march.  It was as if every hole
punched was patched the very next second.


Turning,
Gorgon looked down the slope.  No one would be returning from there, he now
knew.  That whole warrior group was as good as dead, or would be as soon as the
ants found them.  And find them they would.


Retrieving
his hammer from its place against the wall, Gorgon blew the warning horn one
more time, perhaps only to salve his conscience, then took off at a run after
his teammates.


 





 


Sennak,
now Lord Sennak the Younger of the Deep Gen, paused at the top of the massive
shaft that led thousands of feet down into the underdark, almost to the shores
of the undersea.  Far below the last few stragglers from his warrior group, the
sound of the warning horn from the middledeeps resonated.  Looking far down
into the depths, he saw a large number of creatures, by the warmth of them,
gathered around the bottom of the shaft.  Halfway between them and himself,
Sennak saw what had to be some of the Kale Gen warriors on the last landing,
rolling rocks into the shaft.


“What
is it, my lord?” the chief of his personal guard came up beside him.  Sennak
was still getting used to being addressed as lord, and to having a personal
guard.


“It
appears that something is massing down at the bottom of the shaft,” Sennak
replied.  “Do you think it’s Bantor’s warrior group?”


Both
leaders stood looking down the shaft as the last group of kobolds passed by
them and into the passageway that led up to the Crossway, and from there to the
cliff known as Sheerface.


“Sire,
Bantor’s people won’t be climbing walls like those seem to be doing, and I
really don’t think the Kale warriors would be dropping rocks on them, either.”


Sennak’s
blood ran cold.  He looked up at his companion.  “Chief, hurry the people
along, and pull every spare warrior out of the column.  I want you to form a
reserve… a rearguard.  It may be that the paladin’s prophecy is actually true.”


Having
seen the flood that was coming at them, both of them knew what serving as a
‘rearguard’ meant.  It was not a task to be given lightly.


Sennak
had not really believed Durik’s prophecy himself, despite the power that had
accompanied the giving of it.  Perhaps it had been his father’s influence. 
Perhaps it had been his own blindness.  Whatever it had been didn’t matter
now.  Sennak was glad he had given in to his fellow warrior group leaders’
demands on this point, and had gathered his people to flee their homes.


“Sire,
would you have me send warriors down to help Bantor and his warrior group?”  He
didn’t know why he’d asked that.  If they weren’t dead already, there was
nothing they could do for them now.  The ants would rip them apart.  There
would be no mercy.


Sennak
shook his head.  There was nothing that he could do for them now.  Their only
hope was that death would be swift, for it certainly wouldn’t be painless.  He
shuddered to think what the approaching horde of ants meant for Bantor’s entire
warrior group, and for the Kale warriors the paladin had left behind.


Sennak
turned and quickly followed the rest of his warrior group into the passage. 
Now was not the time to mourn.  Now was the time to run.


 





 


“Come
on, now!  Get moving!” Gorgon yelled at his companions.  “Only what I said to
gather, nothing more!”


They
had stopped at the landing where they had previously dumped their armor and
packs only long enough to catch their breath, leaving their armor where it
lay.  They had long since dropped their shields, knowing they’d be of little
use against the ants.


Gorgon
walked over to Troka.  “Come on, now, Troka.  Get going!”


Troka,
who had run far already, was gasping for breath after climbing so many of the
broad, spiraling stairs up from the middledeeps to the landing that led to the
halls of Lord Sennak.  Rather than answer Gorgon, he just nodded wearily and
began to jog toward the stairs.


Looking
over the edge, Gorgon could see the ants more clearly now.  They were obviously
gaining ground on the four warriors, as he could now distinguish individual
ants in the mass that was flooding up the great shaft.  At this rate, Gorgon
was pretty sure that his team would make the upperdeeps, but doubted they’d
make the Crossway.


Shaking
his head in frustration, Gorgon continued on after his companions, urging them
on, and resisting the primal urge welling up within him to run past them and
abandon them to their fate.
















 


Chapter 7 – Flight to Sheerface


 


It was barely dawn in the world
above, but it had been a long night for Kale.  He felt genuinely relieved when
the noisy peace of so many sleeping kobolds was disturbed by a messenger from
Lord Karthan padding through the sand of the arena to fetch him.  The tension
in the council chambers had been almost palpable after the Kale Stone had
displayed such power upon his touch the night before.  He had thought that Lord
Karthan might send assassins instead of messengers after that, but the
messenger clearly stated that he should bring several of his warriors with him.
 


Not
that he really had many warriors, but that was a separate issue.  After all,
only those of his family followed him out of loyalty, though there may be a few
outcasts that would follow him out of curiosity.


“Gather
up those that will come, brother,” Kale said as the messenger left the small
group of curious onlookers.


“Don’t
doubt, brother,” his brother responded, sensing that the sense of purpose that
had gotten them here had begun to wane.  “They follow you still.  I will gather
the strength of our houses.”


Calling
out to the group, Kale’s brother instructed the assembling warriors to bring
their weapons and gather.  Slowly, singly and in small groups, the warriors
from the outcast families gathered in front of the pair.


“And
what now, Kale?” one of the warriors asked in a none-too-convinced tone.


“It’s
time to gather.  Lord Karthan has called for us,” Kale’s brother answered for
him.


“Oh,
so that’s it, then,” another warrior said.  “When their lord says jump, we jump
then?  I didn’t leave my home in the underdark to become minions to some lord.”


“Yeah,”
chimed in another.  “Where is this danger you mentioned?  The only danger I see
is losing all the things we left behind in the underdark to the scavengers that
stayed behind!”


“Please! 
People!” Kale’s brother called out to them.  “You all felt it.  We all know
that there is an evil approaching!  The Kale Stone.  It has called on us
through my brother to flee before this threat.  We must trust the Kale Stone!”


The
group of warriors were beginning to look rowdy.  Kale could see that the
situation was quickly turning bad.  Within his heart he reached out to see if,
perhaps, there might be strength given him to deal with this problem.


“Well
alright, then.  Where is this Kale Stone, then?  The only evil I see is a pair
of deceivers!  Who knows why you led us here?!”


“Yeah! 
They probably left people behind to take our things, the rotten thieves!  Let’s
get them!”


Upon
hearing this, Kale held up his hand.  Power swept through the little group
suddenly, like a sudden wind through stiff grass.


“Silence!”
he called out.  All eyes turned to Kale, though his eyes seemed to be
transfixed on something none of them could see.  “Even now a horde of great
ants approaches through the underdark.  Their queen…”  He paused, the horror of
what he saw was written clearly on his face.  “She is mighty,” he said in
whispered tones.  The arena had grown strangely silent, and even his rasped
words carried far.  Off in the distance, a baby’s cry sounded strangely
unnerving.


“What
is this?  What do you see?”  It seemed as if the entire group had turned from
hostile to intently interested.


“Spikes
like swords, jaws like great scythes, and limbs like the stalks of great
mushrooms… armor all over, with eyes that see intensely.  There is power in
that gaze!” Kale said, as his eyes showed the fear of what only he could see.


All
of a sudden his gaze broke, and, shaking his head he looked about himself as if
seeing the group that had gathered about him for the first time.  Looking at
them all, Kale breathed deeply, as if to brace himself.


“Come,
my brothers.  Lord Karthan has a task for us.  We must go back to Sheerface. 
There is much to be done if any of us are to survive these next many hours.”


 





 


News
of a coming flood of great ants on their trail spread like wildfire among Lord
Sennak the Younger’s warrior group and his personal guard.  Within moments,
kobolds were dropping their baggage, gathering up whelps and the elderly, and
running for all they were worth down the long passage that was called the
Crossway.


Lord
Sennak, seeing the panic beginning to ensue around him, stood and took the whole
scene in.  It was almost surreal.  Here a mother dropped a yoke that carried
her baggage, all that she owned in the world, to gather up her young whelps and
run.  In her eyes was a panic born of uncertainty and primal instinct. 
Hobbling past him was an elderly warrior, his crutch held in one hand and his
knee held stiffly.  Behind him, as he turned, he could see the stragglers of
the group, those with several whelps or with elderly parents who had to be
carried, begin to panic.  Some had dropped the litters they carried, gathering
up their children and leaving their disabled parents to their doom.  Others had
simply sunk to their knees in despair at news of the approaching ant horde.


Was
their something he should say?  What should he be doing?  Lord Sennak paused
for a few moments longer, unable to take his eyes from the scene of chaos going
on around him.


“Sire!”
a voice broke through his stupor.  From the passageway ahead the chief of his
personal guard was coming toward him with a double handful of older warriors,
warriors who were well past their prime, whose children had mostly left the
nest already.


“Yes,
chief?” he answered.


“Sire?”
the old warrior looked cautiously at his lord.  “You have to go now, sire.  Our
people need you.  Look to the people, sire.  I and these warriors will stand
against the ants.”


Lord
Sennak nodded his bowed head as he looked down at his wringing hands.


“Go
now, sire,” the old warrior gently turned his lord and walked a few steps with
him past the warriors.


“Sire,
you’ve done the right thing, you know, getting the gen out of the deeps. 
You’ve saved many lives.”


Lord
Sennak looked up at the old warrior.  “But you and these will have to die for
my inaction!  And still the rest who run now may not make it to Sheerface
before the ants overtake them!”


The
old warrior just smiled.  “Sire, our whelps are raised, and now they run with
their whelps in tow.  Sire,” he continued, breathing in deeply and puffing out
his aged chest, “we willingly give our lives for them.  Do not mourn for us. 
The only way to honor us is to watch after those we give our lives for.”


Lord
Sennak blinked and looked about himself.  The group of old warriors stood
straighter than he had seen many of them stand in some years.  Clerks and
administrators they were, for the most part of the past few decades, who had
kept the cogs of government running for his recently departed father.  Yet now,
with spear, sword, and shield in hand, their eyes were clear and resolute in
their choice.


“Yes,”
Lord Sennak answered, nodding.  “I will honor your sacrifice.”


The
old warrior let his hand fall to his side as Lord Sennak turned and walked
away, scooping up a spear that someone had dropped before breaking into a run.


 





 


“I
can’t go on,” Troka was whining.  “Leave me to the ants.”


Ahead
of him and Gorgon, Arbelk and Jerrig had both abandoned the last of their
equipment, carrying only their weapons with them.  Troka had long since
abandoned everything except the broadsword the council of his gen had given
him, and now, as he fell to the cold stone of the steps, he let his precious
broadsword fall off his back to the ground.


Gorgon
shook his head in frustration yet again.  Dropping his own shield, bow, and
quiver of arrows he scooped up Troka, slinging him over his shoulder before he
reached down and picked Troka’s broadsword up.


“I’ll
not leave you, Troka,” Gorgon grunted as he began running up the steps again,
his own two-handed warhammer slapping against his thigh in rhythm with his
pumping steps.


“You’ll…
never… make it… carrying me,” Troka whined as he bounced up and down on
Gorgon’s shoulders.


Gorgon
didn’t speak.  As much as he hated to admit it, Troka might just be right.  His
legs were already burning, and he didn’t know how much longer he could go on. 
This was more than he’d ever put his legs through before.


As
quickly as that thought of weakness came into his mind, Gorgon dismissed it. 
He was not weak, and he would broach no thought of weakness either.  Right now,
it was mind over matter.  He didn’t mind the pain, and his legs screaming at
him didn’t matter.


 





 


Lord
Karthan stood looking at the outcast leader from the opposite edge of the
precipice that led down into the underdark.  It had not been long before that
this ‘Kale’ had caused the Kale Stone to glow with such intensity, as if there
were some special bond between him and the stone.


Lord
Karthan shook his head.  He was trying to accept the many changes that had
happened in the last couple of weeks, but to win back the gen, just to give it
up to… a son of outcasts!?  That was inconceivable.  It was not something he
would allow.  However, he would certainly treat these outsiders with dignity
enough, as he had told the war council last night.  After all, there was an orc
horde approaching on the surface, and from Durik’s visions in the stone,
apparently an ant horde was coming up from below as well.


“Mirrik! 
How good to see you!” Kale’s voice could be heard above the din of refugees as
he extended a hand to a rather muscular warrior on the latest lift.  All around
the lip of Sheerface Kale’s outcasts and some former Deep Guard warriors were
operating the four lifts that led deep into the underdark.  With each lift a
handful of pitiful refugees, carrying their few possessions and whelps with
them, came streaming into the home of the Kale Gen.


Lord
Karthan shook his head.  It was a historic occasion, but this last batch of
kobolds had brought word of sighting the ant horde, and all sense of history
became very personal.


“Sire,
I’ve given the order for the supports for this cavern to be collapsed as soon
as you command,” Khazak Mail Fist was saying to him.  “Even now that team is
making ready to pull the pins to the supports.”


Lord
Karthan turned and looked up at a pair of kobolds climbing the wall of the
cavern toward the bases of a pair of massive support beams.  In their hands
were ropes to attach to the eye-holes of the thick iron pins that kept them in
place.  “Yes, right, good.  Tell me, wasn’t Gorgon and his team left down in
the underdark with these Deep Gen kobolds?”


Khazak
thought for a moment.  “Yes, sire.  I do remember Durik mentioning that in his
report.”  Below the pair, rising up from the bottom of the lifts, wails of
despair began to rise up, and the sound of many panicking voices.  Khazak
scowled.  “Sire, if they panic down there, they’ll likely flood the lifts and
break the ropes.  What shall we do about it?”


“Khazak,
I can’t leave Gorgon and his team to their deaths.  We have to control the
panic down there, or else we’ll not get anyone else out before the ants
arrive.”


Khazak
nodded.  “Aye, sire.”  Looking up at his lord, he took a deep breath.  “Sire, I
know you’ll not like it, but I think me and some of mine have to go down there
to sort things out.”


Khazak
Mail Fist was right.  Lord Karthan didn’t like it, but in the end there wasn’t
much he could do about it.  There wasn’t anyone else that he’d trust with such
a task anyway, which was why he’d said anything at all.


“Very
well.  Take some of these Honor Guard warriors with you, then,” Lord Karthan
directed.


With
a nod, Khazak turned and stopped one of the lifts from descending.  Looking
about, he called out.  “Trallik!  Gather up a handful of Honor Guard warriors! 
We’re going down to sort out this mess, and to gather up Gorgon and his team if
we can.”


Trallik,
who had been working one of the winches with Trikki and a pair of warriors from
the outcasts, turned and replied “Yes, sire!” before taking off into the exit
passage to obey.


This
was not going to be an easy mission.  Trallik knew ants, and they had no mercy,
but he was a warrior of the Kale Gen, and part of Lord Karthan’s Honor Guard
now, and he would do his duty, even if it cost him his life.  It was strange
for him to feel this way.  Not two weeks before it had been all about him, but
now he knew his heart had been changed.


Many
kobolds would likely die before the evening arrived in the world above, and as
Trikki watched her young lifemate go to gather some of the Honor Guard that
stood watch in the outer cave, she hoped desperately that he wouldn’t be one of
them.


 





 


Gorgon
let go of Troka’s hand as the pair of them collapsed on the broad landing that
was the top of the broad stairway.  Jerrig and Arbelk were chipping rocks out
of the wall and were trying to run back and forth from the wall to the abyss
that was the great shaft down into the deeps, though their legs were near spent
so stumbling was all they could manage.  The look on their faces was one of
near panic, as they saw their doom quickly approaching.


After
several moments of willing the intense pain in his legs to stop, Gorgon crawled
over to the edge of the landing and looked down.


“Troka!”
he croaked, his throat and lungs burning.  “They’re coming, Troka!  On your
feet!” the exhausted warrior forced out as he attempted to stumble to his feet.


Troka,
laying flat on the landing, could take no more.  Gorgon had alternately carried
and drug him up the last several hundred steps.  The pain that now wracked his
body was more than he could endure.  Still panting heavily, Troka began to cry
uncontrollably.


Stumbling
over to him, Gorgon stood on crooked legs and looked down at his spent
companion.  Steeling himself one more time, he slapped Troka across the snout.


“Get
up!” he yelled.


“But
I can’t,” Troka whined in response.


Striking
Troka again, Gorgon yelled “Get up!  I’m not leaving you!”


Troka
turned over and kept crying, but began to struggle to his knees.  Gorgon
grabbed him by the crossbelts and helped him to his feet.  Thrusting his
sheathed broadsword into Troka’s arms, Gorgon sent him into the passageway that
led through Mirrik’s home caverns in the upperdeeps and out into the Crossway.


Turning,
Gorgon looked at Jerrig and Arbelk, both of whom were frantically gathering
rocks and throwing them down at the flood of ants a hundred feet below them
now.


“Go!”
Gorgon screamed at them.  Instantly, the pair of warriors woodenly obeyed,
their stiff limbs grabbing weapons and shuffling them into the passageway after
Troka.  Grabbing his hammer, Gorgon stumbled after them.


 





 


“Steady,
now, warriors of the Deep Gen,” the old warrior said, the timber of his voice
belying the nervousness they all felt.  The broad passageway had been clear for
some time, and they had just decided to begin to retreat when the noise of
pursuit began low, then grew to the sound of an oncoming flood echoing through
the upperdeeps.


With
spears and shields raised and interlocked, the group of older warriors was
ready.  The same battle-drill they had practiced for decades now served as the
common language of their resolution to stand against the impossible odds of a
great ant horde.  


As
the first figure burst out of the side passageway that led back to their home
caverns, they were surprised to see that it was, in fact, a kobold, and not an
ant at all!  Was this it, then?  Were there no ants?


Stumbling
down the broad passage known as the Crossway toward the double handful of Deep
Gen warriors, the kobold was quickly followed by three others, all of them
holding weapons and all of them running for their lives.


“Steady,
now.  Steady,” the old warrior repeated.  “I’d imagine the ants flushed these
last few stragglers out.  They should be here any moment now.”


Not
ten paces behind the last of the kobolds a pile of ants came tumbling out over
one another, blind in their sadistic eagerness to catch their prey.  Some of
these Deep Gen warriors had seen great ants before, but what they had expected
was not what they saw this day.  Standing erect on four legs, with spiked arms
and mandibles flaring, these were no mindless drones.


As
one, the veteran ant warriors rushed headlong toward the shield wall.


Within
a few short heartbeats the four fleeing kobolds were flinging themselves
through the small gap the old warriors had made for them in the shield wall. 
Immediately after them, the flood of ant warriors hit.


The
old warrior, standing in the second and final rank, braced the warrior to his
front.  Lifting his head, he was proud to see his fellows still on their feet. 
With his spear raised over his head, he joined his companions in stabbing into
the carapaced torsos of the snapping, slashing ant warriors who seemed to have
woken up out of their crazed fury after slamming into the shield wall.


For
the first few confused moments, the double line of old warriors stabbed and
smashed at the ants with spear and shield, their blows landing with some
impunity on the confused monsters.  Then, as the ant warriors recovered from
their bloodlust, they began grabbing at spears, yanking them from their owners’
grasp, wrenching away shields and knocking aside drawn swords.


Not
long after the ant warriors had hit the line, the screams of the last few aged
warriors were silenced, and all that echoed down the Crossway was the low
rumble of many, many feet.


Traveling
much faster on level ground, Gorgon and his team had honored the old warriors’
sacrifice by not stopping for even a heartbeat.


 





 


“Go! 
Go!  Go!” Khazak Mail Fist called out to the four warriors as they stumbled
around the corner far to his front.  Behind him, the last of the refugees was
boarding the last of the lifts… the last lift, that is, except for the one that
Khazak and his last few Honor Guard warriors had kept for their own retreat.


With
sweat dripping from his brow, Trallik looked breathless as desperation turned
suddenly to hope.  Grabbing him from behind, Trikki screamed out with the
tension of it all.


“Go!”
she called out as she jumped up and down.


Far
above them, the winch workers took her jumping as a tug on the rope and began
to work the winch with all they had.


“No!! 
Not yet!!!” Khazak’s voice boomed out in desperation.  But, for all his noise,
the lift operators far above him couldn’t hear his command above the din of the
refugees.


Drawing
his sword, Khazak jumped off the quickly rising platform and landed in the
sand.  Not twenty paces from him, the four warriors’ faces had gone white with
the disappearance of the platform up Sheerface.  Seeing Khazak drop from the
lift, the four warriors stumbled into the small cavern at the bottom of
Sheerface where Khazak stood urging them on.  Not a hundred paces behind them
the ants came surging forward, tumbling over each other in their eagerness to
get at the four fleeing warriors.


“Where…
where is the lift?!” Gorgon called hoarsely.


Suddenly,
a rope fell at Gorgon’s feet.  With a giddiness that only comes from
experiencing the extremes of despair, followed by the sudden hope of reprieve,
all five Kale Gen warriors grabbed the rope, riding with it toward the rim of
the cliff in the darkness far above them.


Not
long after, the cavern had been collapsed, sealing the underdark approach into
the caverns of the Kale Gen under hundreds of tons of rock and debris.
















 





 


Chapter 8 – Escaping the Dragon


 


“Wait for me!” Morigar whined as he
struggled to keep up with the long-legged elf and his mounted minder; Arren the
elf warrior and Krebbekar the master of Lord Krall’s house guard.


The
look that Krebbekar gave the spoiled Krall princeling said more than any words
could say.  But contrary to its normal effect, it didn’t shut Morigar up.


“We
should seek shelter with one of these local gens,” Morigar suggested.


Upon
meeting up in the dragon’s lair, the trio had immediately headed out of the
Hall of the Mountain King and even now were heading down the Winding Way toward
Outpost Hill, then Birdstone and eventually the path over the mountains to the
southern valley.  Krebbekar had no intention of hanging around the dragon’s
lair, and Arren had agreed to go along.  Though neither of the kobolds knew
why, Arren had pondered long and hard after seeing five empty pedestals, each
marked with the name of one of the original five kobold gens on it.  


Once,
after they had found shelter in a small hollow in the foothills along the way,
for some time the elf had sat mesmerized, seemingly staring into space, during
which a strange translucence had come over his face and he had spoken in a
musical, yet firm tongue that neither of the kobolds understood.  When he’d
finished, his only explanation to the pair was that it was an elvish thing, and
that they wouldn’t understand.  The dragon had passed, however, and seemed to
have finished his hunting for the night, so rather than question him further,
the trio resumed their midnight journey.


Not
far into the second watch of the night, as the trio were just reaching Outpost
Hill, a distant roaring broke the vibrant tranquility of the night.  Almost as
one the nocturnal creatures around them went fearfully silent.  Confused,
Krebbekar and Morigar both turned around.  Far to the rear of them, near where
the Hall of the Mountain King lay in the pitch darkness of the night, a flame
burst seemingly out of the ground and shot up into the air as if it had wings. 
The two kobolds looked at each other in wonder.


Arren,
however, knew the sound well and immediately looked around for the nearest place
to hide.


“Kobolds!”
Arren snapped at the two warriors.  “The dragon seems to have discovered that
we were in his lair.  Come!  Let us hide!”


As
if released from a spell, the two kobold warriors turned themselves about and
followed Arren at a run.  Though they were several bowshots away from the
closest of the ruins on Outpost Hill, the dragon was still miles away, which
gave them some hope of escaping his notice.


Reaching
the crest of the hill in front of the rest of them, Arren turned to look back
toward the Hall of the Mountain King.  In the sky far above the valley the
dragon turned large, erratic circles as it searched the valley floor for signs
of anything living.


“Hurry
now,” he urged the two kobolds on.  “He’s not seen us yet.  Perhaps we can keep
it that way.”


The
trio cast about the hilltop, looking for holes among the old fortifications on
the top of the hill.  After scrambling along a long ditch, over a rampart, and
through a number of old, ruined stone buildings, Arren spotted an old bunker entrance,
half buried in dirt which had flowed down into it over the centuries with the
rains and snows that fell in this part of the world.


Morigar
was first into the bunker, only to come running out again covered in spider
webs.  After burning them out with a torch from Arren’s pack, the elf helped
Krebbekar and his dog into the bunker, followed by a more alert Morigar.


 





 


Night
had passed quickly in the cramped quarters of the somewhat collapsed bunker
among the ruins on Outpost Hill.  Finally, as dawn broke over the northern
valley, the kobold’s heat vision, which was much the same as the dragon’s,
began to fail.  Crawling out of their little shelter, the trio saw no sign of
the dragon which had been circling the northern valley searching for them throughout
much of the night.


“Alright,
Morigar,” Krebbekar said as he settled into his saddle for another long day of
riding.  “Tell me.  Why do you think the dragon is after us?”


Morigar
looked dumbfounded.  “Why would I know?” he asked.


“Did
you take something from his lair?” Krebbekar asked directly.


Morigar
blanched and stuttered.  “I… What… What makes you think that?”  Suddenly, the
Krech Stone seemed rather heavy on his hip.


Arren
decided to help the interrogation.  “You did see how organized that dragon’s lair
was, did you not?” the elf asked.


“Yes,”
Morigar agreed.  “I’m sure if there was something missing, perhaps even the
smallest thing, that it would not have taken him long to notice it.”


Morigar
summoned up what little courage he had recovered, trying to keep a straight
face.  “No,” he answered.  “I had barely gotten there when you arrived right
behind me.  I didn’t even have time to take anything… not that I even thought
about it,” he added for good measure.


Krebbekar
looked at him, completely incredulous.  


Arren
didn’t know Morigar’s history, but it was obvious enough to him that Morigar
was lying.


“Empty
your pouches, sire,” Krebbekar said flatly.


“What!”
Morigar looked as if he’d been splashed with cold water.  “How dare you talk to
me like that!”


Krebbekar
turned his dog toward Morigar.  “You can either do as I ask now, or I will
search your pouches myself.”


Morigar
was aghast.  “You wouldn’t!”


“I
would.”


Looking
from Krebbekar to the elf, and seeing the same look in both of their eyes,
Morigar looked about as if considering his chances of escaping.


“Don’t
even think about it, sire,” Krebbekar said flatly.


Inside,
Morigar was squirming.  Now, he began squirming on the outside.


“Just
give it up, little one,” Arren said.  “I haven’t known your protector for that
long, but I very much believe that he would ride you down and search your
pouches himself.”


An
idea suddenly occurred to Morigar.  Reaching into a belt pouch, he pulled out
some of the jewelry he had pocketed from their capture of the dwarven outpost. 
Looking down, he lied.  “Fine!  I grabbed some jewelry from the dragon’s lair. 
But I didn’t think he would miss it!  He had so many nice things!”


Krebbekar
rode forward and grabbed the jewelry out of Morigar’s hand.  “I’ll take care of
that!”


With
a knowing look, Arren shook his head and began looking around.  “We should
leave those things in a place where the dragon can easily see them.”


Krebbekar
nodded.  “Aye, that we should.  Would you mind doing the honors?” he asked as
he handed the small handful of glittering gold and precious stones off to the
elf.


“Yes,”
Arren nodded and walked over to a large, blackened rock.  “This should do. 
Come, let us leave this place and hope that the dragon will search for us no
longer once he finds what was taken from him.”


Krebbekar
turned his riding dog toward the path that led out of the ruins and down the
hill.  Arren quickly followed.  Last of all, with a look of hatred mixed with
smug arrogance, Morigar followed them, holding onto the pouch that carried the
Krech Stone all the way.


 





 


“Hurry!”
Krebbekar hissed back at Morigar.  Far to the front of them Arren had found the
entrance to the Doorstep; the caves and passageways that formed a junction
between the two valleys and the underdark beneath the valleys.


With
tongue lolling, Morigar ran as fast as he could behind his protector.  “That’s
easy for you to say!” he panted.  “You’re riding a dog!  I’m on foot!”


For
the pair of hours the trio had been alternately running and walking toward the
Doorstep, they’d not seen the dragon.  Now, as the midmorning sun began to pour
its heat at them, the dragon had once again appeared from its lair, flying
almost directly along the path called the Winding Way.


The
massive beast had stopped at Outpost Hill only long enough to pick something
up; the three warriors were sure it was the jewelry.  But to their horror,
instead of heading back toward its lair, it began to fly low over the main road
that led south toward the Chop, and which would bring him close to the entrance
to the Doorstep.


To
their further horror, the dragon appeared to have spotted them and was flying
quickly in their direction.


“Fine! 
Die if you must, then!” Krebbekar called back to Morigar.  Though he said it to
help motivate Morigar to move faster, he almost meant it literally.


Far
behind them, yet approaching at a frighteningly quick speed, the dragon was
venting flame as it scythed through the air on its great, leathery wings.


For
the next several hundred steps, the pair ran along in silence, while Arren stood
at the hole in the rock that was the entrance into the mountain, his bow drawn
and an arrow ready to fire to distract the dragon if necessary.


Fortunately,
it wasn’t necessary.  Gasping for breath, Morigar followed Krebbekar and his
riding dog into the passageway while the dragon was still further out than the
elf’s bow could reach.  Together, the three of them headed far enough down the
passageway to ensure the dragon’s fire could not reach them either.  


 





 


The
dragon Mananthiél was furious.  Cursing the ‘robbers, thieves, and bandits’
that had come into his lair in one breath, and muttering fearfully to himself
about his much more powerful female companion Marsa’s displeasure at losing the
Krech Gen’s stone of power, he flew over the northern valley for most of the
night.  At first he flew high above the valley near their lair, hoping to see
some sign of the robbers with his heat vision, swooping in low to scare several
animals… and to eat them as well.  He’d always been something of a nervous
eater, and tonight’s problems didn’t help him with that trait.


Finding
nothing but frustration, Mananthiél flew back to his lair and tried to sleep it
off.  It didn’t work, however, as Marsa’s furious face kept disturbing his
sleep.


Shortly
after dawn, he was at the search again.  This time, however, he let the cool
morning air of spring clear his mind as he stood on the balcony of his lair,
and he thought like a potential robber.  Where would they hide?


Furious
with himself for not having thought of it earlier, he went about searching the
halls of his lair.  Eventually finding that little rat-kobold thing again, he
cornered it and forced it to come out and sniff around for him, as a dragon’s
sense of smell is rarely acute, and Mananthiél’s was no exception.


The
rat-kobold thing, Skavvin was its name, shambled about the lair for a bit,
finding its rat friends and talking in their squeaky language with each in
turn.  Finally, after an interminably long wait of at least an hour, Skavvin
came shambling back in his mottled fur coat to report that one of his rats had
been killed (this wasn’t news to Mananthiél as he’d eaten the fresh kill on one
of his trips along the main passageway), and another rat had seen a pair of
kobolds, one with a dog, and something without scales or much fur that was
taller than both of the kobolds.  Apparently, they had left as quickly as they
had come in.


The
tension of the wait was almost more than Mananthiél could bear.  Finally, with
the news the rat king brought, he stormed up and out of his lair, launching
himself into the air and looking about to see if his arrival had stirred
anything to movement.


It
had, but nothing of interest, other than to eat.


After
a quick second-breakfast of mountain goat, the dragon flew around thinking
about where these robbers might have gone.  Were they northern gen kobolds? 
Probably not.  Were they Krech Gen adventurers come to find their gen’s stone? 
Perhaps.  What was this tall, scaleless thing?  It really couldn’t be a kobold,
and therefore it was probably an orc or some more foreign race to the area.


Wherever
the three robbers came from, it was almost assured that they only came from one
direction; west.


Flying
away from the rising sun, Mananthiél flew directly toward the most likely
hiding place in the area; the little nest of ruins called Outpost Hill by the
kobolds of the area.  From far up in the air the slight twinkle of something
valuable caught his eye.  Flying down lower, he found a couple of necklaces and
such, all piled neatly on a black rock to catch his eye.


Were
they playing with him?  Were they baiting him on?  Who would be so impetuous as
to taunt a dragon like this?


Launching
himself into the air with a roar of rage, Mananthiél began to scan the long
road that cut north to south through the valley.  There, far to the south
already, and almost near the orc’s entrance into the southern mountains, was a
small group obviously fleeing.


With
all the speed his rage could muster, Mananthiél flew straight toward the little
creatures, so far away.


 





 


Arren
returned to the little cave the pair of kobolds had been hiding in with what
appeared to be one of their packdogs.  He was a big brute that had somehow
chewed through the strap that kept the packsaddle on his back.  The look in his
eye was deadpan, as if he had no emotion at all, very strange for such a young
dog, especially for the normally exuberant golden furred dogs they bred.


“Minotaur!”
Krebbekar called out from his seat against the wall.  “How ever did you make
it!” he said as he hobbled over to the big dog.


“You
know this dog’s name?” Morigar sneered in derision.  “How quaint.”


“Aye,”
Krebbekar answered excitedly, “and so should you.  He’ll be carrying your sorry
tail back to your father, you know.”  Turning to Arren, he asked, “Where did
you find him?”


“Further
down the passageway,” the elf answered.  “He must have seen my light and
decided to come toward it.  How strange that he should seek an underground path
to get home, since dogs can’t see in complete darkness.”


Krebbekar
shook his head.  “No, not really.  Many of our dogs are raised in the mines
next to our home.  They are trained to follow their noses, or rather the feel
of air on their noses, to get them and the miner they’re working with back to
the surface if necessary.”


“Well,”
Arren answered in surprise.  “That’s useful, though with the air blowing from
north to south, I’d imagine he was a bit lost.”


“Aye,
now tell me, what do you think the dragon is doing?  Do you think it’s out
there waiting for us to emerge or not?” Krebbekar asked the elf.


“Hard
to say,” Arren answered.  “Dragons are usually rather cunning creatures, and
rarely do what you would expect them to.”


“What
I can’t understand is why it’s still after us, even after finding the treasure
we left for it.”


Arren
shrugged.  “It may be that it’s just that vengeful.  If so, we may be in here a
long time.  On the other hand, it may be that that’s not all that’s missing.”


Krebbekar
looked long and hard at Morigar.  Finally, he spoke.  “Sire, you didn’t happen
to take anything else, did you?”


Morigar
blanched yet again.  “What?” he sputtered, “that was all!  Just the jewelry!”


Krebbekar
got a scowl on his face and, as Arren stepped aside, he hobbled up to Morigar,
who by now was drawing his sword as well.


Slamming
the sword out of Morigar’s grip, Krebbekar took the princeling by the neck. 
“Don’t you ever draw your sword on me!  You may be the son of the lord of the
gen, but you have caused me nothing but problems with your constant lies and
trickery.  Now take off your belt and hand over your pouches!”


Sufficiently
cowed, Morigar reluctantly unbuckled his belt and handed it, pouches and all,
over to Krebbekar who dug through each pouch carefully and thoroughly.  Coming
to the pouch that contained the Krech Stone, he carefully pulled it out.


“And
what do you suppose we have here?” he asked no one in particular.


“That
would be a stone of power, is it not?” Arren asked, his eyes lighting up.


Morigar,
sullen and dejected now as he sat in the corner, only looked away from the pair
of more powerful warriors.  Hobbling over to him, Krebbekar prodded him none
too gently.


“You
heard me!  What stone is this?”


Morigar
just turned away from Krebbekar and faced the wall.


“You
insolent whelp!” Krebbekar yelled, lifting his hand as if to backhand Morigar.


“Krebbekar,”
Arren interrupted.


Almost
mad with anger, Krebbekar turned and gazed fiercely at the elf.  “What!”


“If
you pass me that stone for a few moments, I can tell you what stone it is,”
Arren answered.


Pondering
the offer for a moment, Krebbekar hobbled back toward the elf and handed him
the stone, then sat down heavily, glaring at the insolent young prince that was
his charge.


“You
don’t have to,” Morigar finally muttered.  “The pedestal it was on said
‘Krech’.”


“Aha!”
Krebbekar pronounced.  “Now we’re getting somewhere!  So, tell me, sire, what
possessed you to take the Krech Stone from the dragons’ lair?”


“I
don’t know,” Morigar answered sullenly.


“You
do know that you can’t use it, don’t you?” Krebbekar pressed.


“What
makes you say that?” Morigar turned to look at the old warrior.


“Because
you’re not Krech, you’re Krall!”


Morigar
thought for a moment.  “But my mother isn’t Krall, and she’s the oracle of the
Krall Stone,” he protested.


“Aye,”
Krebbekar answered as if he were explaining something very simple to someone
who just wasn’t understanding.  “But she’s joined to a Krall, you know.  That
makes her a Krall, besides the fact that somewhere in her family tree she
likely has a couple of Kralls.”


“Well
who’s to say that I don’t have some Krech in me?” Morigar protested.


Arren,
who had grabbed the stone and peered into its depths, tossed the stone to
Morigar.  “There’s only one way to know for sure.  See what you can do with the
stone,” he said.


Taking
the stone in both hands, he looked at it, turned it around in his hands, and
stared for a moment into its bronze-flecked depths.


“What’s
supposed to happen?” Morigar asked.


Arren
stepped forward, grabbed the stone and passed it back to Krebbekar.  “Don’t
worry, little one,” he said.  “If it were to happen, it would have happened by
now.”


“Great,
so what do we do now?” Krebbekar asked.


Arren
shook his head.  “I don’t know.  But I would imagine that walking out to the
dragon and offering it the stone probably wouldn’t be the wisest thing.”


Krebbekar
nodded.  “I don’t believe that holding onto the stone would be wise either, if
we want to avoid the dragon’s ire.”


“Too
late for that, I’d say,” Arren said.


“Aye,”
Krebbekar agreed, shaking his head.  “I just realized that him finding us
trying to escape to the south pretty much tells him where we were going… and
puts our families and friends in danger.  He probably won’t stop unless we give
him this stone back.”


Arren
shook his head.  “No.  I think he’ll either take vengeance on your gens or not,
regardless of the stone.  However, if we give him his stone back, perhaps he’ll
waste some time taking it back to his lair.  Perhaps that will give us enough
time to escape.”


“Aye,”
Krebbekar nodded his agreement as he moved the translucent stone back and forth
in his hands.  “I guess one of us is going to have to place it outside the
entrance, then.”


“I
will do it,” Morigar strangely volunteered.


“NO!”
both of the others said in unison.  Neither of them trusted him enough to
believe he would actually do it.


“I’ll
do it,” Arren volunteered.  “I’m faster than you two, even with your riding
dogs, and I’m much more stealthy.  You two should go to the other opening, and
when you hear the dragon on my end of the passageway, kick your mounts to a
full run and don’t look back.  I should be able to keep him busy for long
enough.”


Krebbekar
stood up and hobbled over to the elf, grasping his hand and looking up into his
eyes.  “Right!  Good luck to you, elf.”


“And
to you, kobold,” Arren replied, taking the stone from Krebbekar’s other hand. 
“We shall see each other again, I would imagine.”


Krebbekar
mounted his riding dog, then glared at Morigar until he huffed and sullenly
followed suit.  With a look back at the elf prince, the pair of kobolds rode
out of the small chamber and down the long passageway toward its far end.
















 


Chapter 9 – Counter Ambush and Ambush


 


Dawn had come entirely too early
for Durik and his group of wolf riders.  After wounding a few from the last
group of their pursuers, and allowing the rest to flee back the way they’d
come, they’d resisted the temptation to go back and make another raid.  After
all, Lord Karthan wanted the orc horde led to him, and they weren’t supposed to
take unnecessary risks in doing so.  No, they’d caused enough commotion and
chaos for one night.  Durik had instead taken his wolf riders to the rough
palisade of sharpened tree trunks known as the loyalist fort and let all get
some rest, save a few scouts only and a detachment he sent out with Kiria’s
team to finish work on a dam.


At
dawn that next morning six packdogs laden with bundles of plants arrived at the
fort that Lord Karthan and those who were loyal to him had inhabited during
their exile.  The guard they’d set sounded the wakeup call, and many hands
helped off-load the dogs.


The
dog drivers, and their few dogs, were glad to be rid of their burden, adjusting
packsaddles then quickly leaving back toward the Kale Gen’s home caverns.  The
leader of the teamsters, a particularly dour looking older servant caste from
the Trade Warrior Group, was none too thrilled when Durik insisted he get a
message back to Lord Karthan and the gen’s forces out near the picket line. 
When Durik told him about the night’s successful raids, however, the dour old
kobold got a smile on his face and gladly consented to take the word back to
Lord Karthan personally.


After
sending out a team of scouts, on Durik’s orders the entire group went about
lighting campfires, hanging clothes out that the loyalists had left behind
yesterday when they’d marched off to take back the gen, and generally trying to
make the enclosure look as if it were still inhabited.


Following
these preparations, Manebrow led off half of the contingent, while Durik soon
followed with the other half.  Today was going to be a long day; a day of decision,
a day of death, and with all his heart, Durik hoped it would be a day of
victory for the kobolds of the southern valley.


 





 


Manebrow
came riding up from the side trail.  Reining in next to his leader, he
reported.  “Sire, the meadow and hill site are prepared.  We should be ready
for a large contingent this time.”


Durik
nodded almost absently.  On the main trail his half of the contingent passed in
silence.  The look on their faces was one of grim determination.  Last night’s
long ride and ambush tactics, followed by a short rest, had had little impact
on the Wolf Riders.  In Durik’s mind their endurance was a tribute to the tough
training and physical conditioning the Wolf Riders had insisted on for the
several years of their existence.  Fortunately the recent upheaval hadn’t been
long enough to destroy the base of their effectiveness.


“Manebrow,
I’ll lead them by the nose this time.  You set up the ambush.”


Manebrow
nodded.  “Yes, sire.  I…”


Suddenly,
the blowing of a horn from the direction of the ambush position, where Manebrow
had left Drok in charge of his half of the contingent, captured everyone’s
attention.


“Manebrow?”
Durik half prompted.


“On
it, sire!” Manebrow replied as he turned his wolf about and kicked his heels
into its ribs.  With spear lifted high, rider and wolf bolted past the rest of
the contingent and over the next rise.


“Come! 
Let’s move!” Durik prodded his warriors into action.  Like a snake, the entire
column began to ripple forward at a surge pace.


 





 


“Fire
at will!” Drok roared, while orcs spilled across the glade in small groups. 
With spear raised above his head, the kobold leader yelled encouragement to
these, his friends and brothers in arms.  What had been a few at first had
turned into a wave of orc warriors, the shortest of which was easily a head and
shoulders taller than Drok’s tallest warrior.  Soon, this wave would break upon
his line… or smash it.  Drok was sweating profusely.


The
first couple of volleys had been fired while the orcs were too far away. 
They’d had less effect than Drok would have liked.  The pair of volleys they’d
fired since then had done little more than take down the leaders and punch a
hole or two in the line.  His warriors’ confidence was wavering.


“Keep
firing!  Keep sticking it to them!” he yelled.  The closest of the orcs, barely
a spear’s throw away, went down with the third arrow that struck him.  Two
others went down near him.  Drok looked up with utter horror as he realized
that the orcs were about to smash upon them.  That last moment slowed
tremendously as Drok saw his imminent death arriving in the hands of these
foul, green-skinned giants.  The next command died in his throat as a massive
orc jumped up onto the log he was hiding behind.  A whimper was all that
escaped his lips.


Suddenly,
from behind Drok, a battle cry split the air.  As the orc lifted his axe, the
green-skinned warrior lifted his gaze toward the sound, but too late.  A spear
sprouted from his stomach, doubling him over.  Spitting blood, the
foul-smelling beast fell forward, partially crushing Drok beneath him.


“Brace
spears!” Manebrow yelled desperately.  Unslinging his axe, he grabbed Drok by
the shoulder belt and drug him out from beneath the orc.  “Go loose the
wolves!  We’ll need them in this fight!” he yelled at Durik’s somewhat dazed
uncle.


Against
Manebrow’s thirty-some warriors, almost fifty orcs were about to smash into
them.  The tall orcs were building up momentum, their arms pumping, spittle and
steam streaming from between sharpened teeth under fiery eyes as they yelled
war cries and raised axes, swords, and spears high.  Their dark chainmail
shirts and thick hide coverings bounced about their torsos as legs pumped and
hobnailed boots churned the dirt and grass of the clearing into mud in the
early morning mist.


There
was no way his line would hold against such odds, not against these massive
towers of flesh and iron.  Grabbing a nervous young warrior, one he’d trained
just last year, Manebrow turned him about.  “Go that way and tell Durik to
flank right!” he yelled in the face of the wild-eyed youth.  “Go!  Flank
right!  Tell him!  Now!” he yelled as the youth hesitated to grasp any thought
other than his imminent, impending death.


Jumping
up on the log where he’d just killed the orc, Manebrow yelled a determined
battle cry and jumped forward as the impending wave smashed into the forest
edge where his warriors crouched with spears braced.  With a mighty swing, his
axe split the head of the first of the massive, charging orcs.  Dragging his
axe out, he ducked a broadsword and slammed the shaft of his axe up into its
wielder’s groin.  With a howl the orc warrior doubled over and staggered back. 
Holding up his axe, Manebrow caught another sword on the axe head, shattering
the orc’s blade on its thickness.  Twirling around to build momentum, Manebrow
cut through chainmail and flesh, ripping open both of the orc’s thighs.  With a
scream and a large splash of blood the orc fell backward.  Manebrow stomped
down on one of the orc’s hands and swung downward, splitting the orc’s skull in
a merciful blow.


Looking
about himself, Manebrow saw the orc he’d slammed with his axe haft dragging out
a dagger to throw.  Grabbing his own long knife, Manebrow threw it with all his
might.  Spinning once in midair, the blade sank deep into the orc’s neck.  The
big warrior went down with a gurgle, clutching with both hands at his neck.


A
few paces from Manebrow the scream of a kobold warrior rose above the din. 
Turning, Manebrow saw one of his warriors falling back, a sword blade sliding
out of his stomach as he fell to the ground.  With a cry of determination,
Manebrow leapt forward, sinking his axe into the orc’s back, snapping its
spine.  As the orc flopped to the ground, Manebrow, in turn, pulled his axe out
then grabbed the fallen kobold’s spear.


Drok
had loosed the wolves, and to Manebrow’s delight, the animals had surged
forward to join the fight.  The first several lingered near fallen riders, but
after a couple of the alpha males came forward, the wolves began to form into
packs.  Then, as packs, the wolves began jumping at the orcs, dodging axes and
knocking orc warriors down to get at their throats.


All
up and down the line Manebrow could see that his kobold warriors were trying to
hold, but most of them were barely surviving.  Several kobold warriors had
fallen, and only a few orcs.  The wolves had helped balance the odds, but
Manebrow didn’t know if they could hold much longer.  Shaking his head, he
glanced briefly across the meadow.  Already a second group of around thirty orcs
were spilling out of the woods and preparing to charge across.  Things weren’t
looking so good for the Wolf Riders.


Suddenly,
from the tree line to the right of the kobold line, Durik burst out of the
woods, spear held high as Firepaw carried him quickly toward the orc band. 
Behind him the rest of the Wolf Riders Warrior Group surged out of the woods
with a yell.  Within moments they were on the second wave of orcs.


Spear
and axe flashed in the early morning light as orc warrior and kobold rider
smashed into each other.  The second wave of orcs had turned to meet Durik and
his riders, the look in their eyes one of defiance and confidence.  But when
Durik skewered the first one, then a second, and suddenly a third, all in rapid
succession, the shock of his attack shot through the orcs’ ranks like
lightning.


That
crucial moment of hesitation, when orcs tensed and lifted their spears
reactively, cost the second wave dearly.  Yelling fiercely as they sensed the
momentum of the battle shifting, Durik’s wolf riders slammed into the second
wave of orcs.  Kobolds jumped out of the saddle, swords in hand.  Wolves jumped
up, knocking orcs to the ground.  Within moments the second group of orcs was
thrown into a panic as spears pierced chainmail and wolves tore out throats. 
First one, then another and another orc warrior dropped their weapons and began
to run for the wood line.  In several moments the tearing and smashing turned
from a struggle for dominance to a mopping up of orcs who had fallen wounded
and stunned to the ground.


A
group of Durik’s riders had begun to chase after the fleeing orcs when Durik,
standing alone surrounded by a circle of felled orcs, called after them to
stop.  Reluctantly, the handful of riders checked their enthusiasm and reined
in their wolves.  Remounting Firepaw, Durik pulled his spear from the last orc
he’d slain, silently thanking the old kobold Torgal of the Sundered Skull who
had given him these bracers of strength.


“Riders! 
To me!” he called.  The most observant of the orcs from the first wave had seen
how Durik’s riders had cut down the second wave in short order and were already
beginning to break off from Manebrow’s half of the group.


Once
Durik had enough of his riders mounted and ready to have an impact, he spurred
Firepaw forward.  As one, the group of wolf riders yelled a war cry and raised
their spears as they leapt toward the dissolving line of orc warriors.


Many
of the orcs had been so absorbed in the hand-to-hand combat at the kobold line
that they paid no heed to the approaching danger.  In moments Durik’s riders
drove home almost a score of strikes with their spears.  The effect of the
charge was immediate.  The orc attack was over.  The last few orcs were quickly
brought down by spear, arrow, and fang as the handful that had seen the charge
coming fled weaponless back through the meadow and into the woods beyond.


Reining
in Firepaw, Durik hopped out of the saddle and walked over to retrieve his
spear from the back of one of the orc warriors who had not fled soon enough.


“Sire!”
Manebrow approached from behind a large bush.  “That was some good timing, I
should say!  That was a charge to remember!”  Dark blood spattered his chest
and arms, and his axe had bits of bone, brain, and flesh sliding slowly off the
blade or sticking to the haft.  Someone’s artery had sprayed red kobold or wolf
blood across his brow, which he was wiping away with a rag.  Both of his
shoulder belts had been cut by the same blow that had traced a bloody line
across his back, but otherwise the aging trainer appeared to be fine.


Durik
himself was covered to the elbows in orc blood, and his spear was awash in the
foul stuff.  His face was a stoic mask, almost sad, yet at the same time
fiercely focused and alert.  “Aye, Manebrow,” he nodded.  “How many did we
lose?”


Manebrow’s
sense of responsibility was pricked.  The exuberance of the moment passed from
his face and he looked down at himself for a moment as if to refocus.  “Aye,
sire.  Let me get to it.  I think we’ve had a hard day of it already,” he said
as he shook blood and bits of flesh from the head of his axe.  “But those orcs
have had a worse morning than us, I’d wager,” he added, a smile creasing his
blood-smeared features.


“Sire!”
a familiar voice called.  Durik turned to look, steeling himself for the news
that this battle would bring.  “Durik,” his uncle Drok was calling.  “Thank the
Fates for that charge!  You were amazing!  Long shall the story of that charge
be told to our young warriors to give them something to live up to!”  Drok
grasped his nephew’s hand and slapped him on the shoulder.


Despite
seeing the dead and wounded of his warrior group lying about him in the tree
line, Durik smiled and accepted the praise with a mere ‘thank you.’


“Uncle,”
he asked calmly, “are you up to leading a scouting party?  We need to know
what’s coming at us.  They caught us before our trap was set this time.  We
need to seize the initiative back from them if we’re going to win our part of
this battle.”


Drok
thumped Durik’s shoulder one more time, beaming at the kobold he had raised as
a son.  “After seeing you ride into battle like that, and turning the tide
back, I could do anything.  Your father would be so proud of you this day!”


Durik
had never been one to bask in glory, and the urgency of the moment had strained
him almost to the breaking point.  “Drok, I need you to gather a scouting party
now!  I don’t want to tell my father about today for a long time, but if the
orcs catch us unaware again, we’ll likely both have the opportunity to tell him
very soon!”


“Alright! 
Alright!” Drok backed up.  “You can’t fault me a moment of pride after such a
glorious morning as this.”


Durik
just looked straight at his uncle as if to hurry his departure.


“Alright. 
I’m off.  I’ll send back a messenger to give news of the orcs’ approach.  Where
shall I send him?” Drok asked.


“Send
him to the waterfall,” Durik said calmly.


Drok’s
brows raised.  “Aha!  Time for the big one, then!”  Turning himself about, Drok
went about gathering his team and a couple of warriors whose elite warrior had
been killed.  Within a few short moments he and his now larger team had mounted
and taken off at a run across the meadow.


Turning
his gaze back down the line, Manebrow caught Durik’s gaze from the other end of
their battle position in the tree line.  The veteran warrior had both hands
raised with nine fingers up.  He made a motion like slitting his throat, giving
Durik an understanding of the full cost of being caught unaware.


Opening
his belt pouch, Durik took the Kale Stone in hand and, reaching out in his
heart to the powers that had seen him this far, he set about taking care of the
many who had fallen to the ground with severe wounds from the axes and swords
of their orc enemies.


 





 


“Hold
him still!” Manebrow commanded.


“But
chief, he’s not long for this world,” the elite warrior said as he shook his
head.  “No one survives a wound like that.  Let him thrash out his last few
moments.”


Manebrow
grabbed him by the arm and pulled him down to the wounded warrior’s feet.  “Not
today, Pintor,” Manebrow said emphatically.  “See, here comes Durik with the
Kale Stone.”


“He
has what?” Pintor asked as he held the wounded warrior’s feet while Manebrow
tried to hold the gash in the warrior’s neck closed with both hands.


“Manebrow,”
Durik’s calm voice was almost surreal in the combination of deathly drama and
dawn mists.  “Hold his head, Manebrow.”


Kneeling
next to the grievous wound as it again began to bubble up blood, Durik placed
his hand over the warrior’s wild, fearful eyes, calming the dying warrior as
surely as he would a flighty animal.  Then, with the Kale Stone in his other
hand, Durik placed his hand over the wound.  Instantly a deep calm came over
the little group of warriors who had assembled around their dying companion. 
The calm grew with the light that began to emanate from Durik’s hands.


In
a moment of clear, pure light, the wounded warrior began to breathe again. 
Then, as Durik withdrew his hand, the circle of warriors gasped.  The warrior’s
neck was whole, without so much as a scar or a torn scale to mark the drama of
the morning.


This
was not the only warrior whose wounds were major enough to need immediate
tending.  With the Kale Stone in hand, Durik cared for several others.  Soon,
all the Wolf Riders, save Manebrow, had fallen to their knees.


Standing
up from where he had healed a less gravely injured warrior, Durik looked about
at his fellow Kales; friends, neighbors, and now warriors of his warrior group.


“My
people.  Do not worship me,” he said, his voice calm, yet full of the lingering
power that had channeled through him for the benefit of his fellow warriors. 
“I am but a kobold like yourselves.”


“But
you have the Kale Stone!  You are chosen of the Kale Stone!” one of his
warriors cried out.  “Are you sent to save us in our day of need?”


Durik
looked about at the earnest gazes of his warriors; tough, wizened old warriors
who just yesterday had had a hard time accepting this young leader, middle-aged
warriors who were the mainstay of his rather skilled warrior group, and even
younger warriors, some of whom had been envious at having one so young put over
them.  Now, all of them were looking at him as though he had just stepped out
of some legend from their childhood.


“My
people,” Durik spoke calmly.  “I have been chosen to be a paladin; one who has
power from The Sorcerer to heal and to harm, with the special charge to restore
the Kale Stone to our gen in this, our time of need.”


Durik
looked about himself into the expectant eyes of his warriors.  “I am not the
chosen Oracle of Kale, and I have not yet been commanded to give the stone to
that oracle.  I hold the stone until I am told otherwise.”


He
could see that several around the circle were struggling to comprehend what he
was telling them.  Honestly, he barely understood it himself.


“Sire,
will the Kale Stone save us from the orcs and from the ants that have come to
destroy us?” the elite warrior Pintor asked the question that all of them had.


Durik
smiled.  “I cannot see the end of this conflict, but this I know; ours is to
fight with all that we have and all that we are.  The Kale Stone is a power,
given by The Sorcerer to our first ancestor Kale.  And it has been returned to
us, His children, in our time of greatest need by a being of great power, who
is called Morgra.  


“I
do not believe that it will do our work for us, but rather that it will help us
do our work.  But I am confident that, with the power of the Kale Stone on our
side, and more importantly with the power of our unity as a people, that we can
overcome the challenges of this day.


“Now,”
Durik raised his hands.  “Let us be up and see this conflict through.”  All
around him the Wolf Riders began to stand, and Durik turned to Firepaw,
preparing to mount up.


“Sire,”
Pintor asked, “will you claim lordship of our gen?”


Durik
stopped and turned slowly around.  All around him the eyes of his warriors
looked at him expectantly.  Among them were a handful whom he had just saved
from certain death by the power the Kale Stone.  Beside him, Manebrow stood
with a blank expression on his face.


“Because
we would support you, sire,” Pintor continued.  All around the circle voices
were raised in agreement.  It seemed as though a greater hope had been lit in
their eyes with the revealing of the Kale Stone, yet now it seemed as if that
hope was being turned to ambition.


Durik
shook his head slowly.  His answer was calm, yet clear and firm.  “My brothers
in arms, I fight not to take power, but to preserve it for he whose right it is
to rule.  Let no one mistake what I say here this day.  I am flattered by your
question, and your support, but I have not been given power for my own
purposes, but to serve our gen.  I will hold true to my charge as a servant of
The Sorcerer.”


“Sire,”
another of the elite warriors spoke up.  “Will you give the Kale Stone to Lord
Karthan?”


Durik
mounted up and turned to the rest of the group, who still stood looking at him
expectantly.  “If that is Morgra’s will, then yes.”


“And
if not?” the warrior asked as the rest of the warrior group began to mount up.


“Then
we shall have a new lord,” Durik answered as he kicked Firepaw in the ribs. 
Soon the entire warrior group had followed him out of the meadow and back along
the trail, their nine dead warriors and the few wolves who had been killed left
behind in hastily covered holes.


The
time would come for the proper burial of these nine; brothers, cousins, fathers
and lifemates all.  But for now, the dead would have to see to themselves.


 





 


The
stench of orc lay heavy in the early morning air as Drok lay still in the underbrush. 
In the rocky streambed below his hiding place the orc scouts had already passed
and the main body of the orc horde now marched along at a fast pace, their
column expanding to fill the width of what was clearly the easiest road in this
underbrush-choked part of the valley.  Interspersed among them were a number of
ogres, their bulky frames towering far above the orcs, almost to the level of
the rise where Drok and his team were hiding.


Drok
turned over and looked back across the small meadow to one of his warriors
hiding in the tree line beyond.  Drok gave the signal for ‘enemy scouts,’ then
‘enemy main force’ and the young warrior mounted his wolf and took off at a run
down the deer trail they had used to pace the orcs thus far.  Grabbing the kobold
next to him, he whispered in his ear.  “Get the team ready to move.  I’ll
follow after I get a count.”


The
warrior started to crawl back when Drok grabbed his arm and pointed at his
face.


“Tell
them to keep quiet, and don’t leave without me!” he whispered.


 





 


Standing
around the bend in the river, Durik’s tail swished nervously.  It was one thing
to attack an enemy, or be attacked by an enemy.  It was another thing all
together to act as bait for a determined enemy, one they’d already poked and
prodded to a near frenzy!


Around
him in the muddy streambed the five volunteers standing next to their mounts
were having a hard time acting casually.  Firepaw and the other mounts were
feeling it as well.  Their only consolation in acting as bait was the presence of
half of the group with their mounts all lounging about just upstream from them,
in an attempt to look too burdened by wounded and dying companions to keep
moving.  It wasn’t much of a deception, but then orcs weren’t that hard to
deceive.  If he could just get the orcs to attack in strength…


The
orc scouts were none too stealthy either, and Durik’s little team of volunteers
had heard them coming for some time.  Now he was sure the scouts were only a
spear throw away, just around the corner.


“Come
on, take the bait!” he muttered under his breath.  The tension was starting to
get to him.


After
several moments the sound of hobnail boots running back down the stream could
be heard and the six kobolds all breathed a sigh of relief together.  Looking
back above the heads of the almost thirty warriors that made up his half of the
contingent, up the steep slope and past the pile of brush that hid their
construction and into the eyes of Manebrow, who hid off to one side of their
secret weapon, Durik gave the signal.  


With
a nod, Manebrow turned and motioned.  In a moment a handful of warriors
appeared at the top of the slope, on either side of the mass of brush that
covered what they had built in the streambed that cut through the tall slope. 
With a quiet reminder and motioning for them to get down, soon only Manebrow
was visible again, though here and there a head popped up or the handle of a
lever shifted in and out of view.


Almost
on cue, the sound of hobnail boots running on the rock of the streambed could
be heard approaching the bend of the river.  It was only a few, but not far
behind them a lot more feet, many of them very heavy, could be heard
approaching.


The
five volunteers all looked at Durik expectantly.  With a motion to stand fast,
Durik turned slightly to keep half an eye out for the orc scouts.


“Sire!”
one of his companions whispered urgently.


“Wait
for it!” he whispered firmly.  Just off to the side of the streambed next to
the brush-covered construction his half of the wolf riders were clearly ready
to run at the slightest notice.  Many tails swished nervously, and most could
hear their hearts beating in their ears.


At
that moment the first of the ogres spotted Durik’s warriors lounging about on
the shore from around the bend in the muddy streambed.  The great beast let out
a war cry, which was all that the kobolds needed to hear.  


As
one, Durik and the five volunteers jumped into the saddle as their wolves
struggled to run, with or without them.  Behind the six warriors the first of
the orcs spilled around the corner of the streambed, axes raised and yelling a
war cry as they ran after the little team of riders.


Despite
Durik’s heavy armor, Firepaw quickly outpaced the rest of the little team of
volunteers, leaping onto the far bank in one swift jump and almost dropping
Durik in the process.  Behind them the other five riders made it up, though one
of them had to dismount to do it.  All around Durik his half of the warrior
group was up and either mounting their wolves or already prodding them toward the
slope up and out of the little bowl-like dell.


Grabbing
a warrior who had fallen down by his shoulder belt, Durik got him back on his
feet and looked behind him.  With some sense of pride, he saw that the last of
his riders were just behind him and preparing for the run up the slope and out
of the little bowl.  But not far behind them two ogres had broken out in front
of the orcs and were less than a bowshot away.


Suddenly,
with a loud crack and a groan, the brush at the top of the slope exploded
outward under a huge stream of water.  With it came several large tree trunks,
loosed just in time to break through and widen the breech that Manebrow and his
warriors had made in the makeshift dam.  With a massive groan, the entire dam
gave way, bursting outward in a cascade of water and tree trunks that made an
earth-shaking impact on the muddy streambed.


With
eyes wide open in terror, the lead pair of ogres jumped for all they were worth
toward the safety of the slope where Durik and the last couple of wolf riders
were climbing.  One of the massive brutes made it to the slope, but the other
proved too slow and was thrown aside like a rag doll when a massive tree trunk
spun through the water, taking his feet with it then churning the huge ogre
about in the froth.


Turning
back to look at the other ogre, its eyes wild with fear, Durik spun Firepaw
around and charged back.  Suddenly, from the slope above him, a bolt of fire
sped past Durik’s ear and struck the ogre in the side, causing it to recoil
slightly.  As the ogre began to turn to look at for what had attacked it, Durik
drove his spear home in the beast’s kidney, then quickly withdrew his spear. 
The excruciating pain of the blow caused the ogre to spasm.  Jerking
uncontrollably with the pain, the mighty ogre fell forward into the deluge and
became just another projectile swept along in the current.


Turning
Firepaw back toward the slope, Durik saw Kiria’s outstretched hand, a ball of
fire already forming in it.  As the ogre fell into the water, however, the fire
faded and she dropped her outstretched hands.


The
water from the burst reservoir quickly passed by as Durik stopped again and
looked downstream, leaving in its wake a much smaller, fast flowing stream. 
Smashed and half-buried under logs, a myriad of soaked and limp forms lay
strewn along the streambed, their faces contorted in shock and their limbs
twisted in all directions.  The ambush had been a success.  The orcs had taken
the bait and Durik’s trap had caught many of them.  Further down the stream the
rest of the orcs and their ogre mercenaries seemed to be quite busy helping
those who hadn’t been killed out of the water.


Turning
Firepaw away from the scene, Durik prodded him forward and up the slope.  At
the top of the slope, Kiria stood beaming with both the satisfaction of having
helped Durik slay the ogre and the pride at having been a part of such a feat
of destructive engineering.


“That
was very good, Kiria, both the dam and fire,” Durik complimented her.


Kiria
looked down, the pride beaming in her face attempting to hide behind a more
demure demeanor.  “Thank you,” she said.  “But your idea of breaking the dam
did so much to help save our gen, I just helped where I could.”


Durik
smiled at her modesty, but by Manebrow’s assessment of the team that made the
dam into a trap, the idea wouldn’t have worked without her knowledge of dwarven
engineering.  The mud that covered much of her, and the scratches in several
places on her arms and legs told the story of the effort she’d made so far, and
she had become additionally useful by her magic.  


“Will
you ride with me a while?” Durik asked.


Surprised
at the invitation, Kiria asked “Is there something else to plan?”


Durik
shook his head.  “No.  I would just appreciate your company.”


Kiria
flashed a brilliant smile that, despite the dirt and filth, was electrifying to
the young warrior leader.  In a moment she had mounted her riding dog and was
following Durik to the head of the column.


Soon
the entire Wolf Riders Warrior Group was on the move again.  Where there had
been a thousand orcs and fifty ogres, by Durik’s count there were now just shy
of two hundred less orcs, and a double handful less ogres as well.


Not
bad for a small contingent of kobold warriors, Durik thought.  In his heart he hoped that it
would be enough to turn the course of the looming battle.  Despite their
strength and fierceness, the orcs were turning out to be easier to take on than
he had expected.  But Durik knew this was not the only threat.  No, these orcs
were but the first of their troubles.


 





 


Jominai,
who led the four hundred levies from the degenerate gens, rode up next to
Krulak, who led the Kobold Gen’s one hundred warrior contribution to the
Bloodhand Orc Tribe’s levy for this raid.  In the streambed in front of them
almost a hundred orcs and a pair of ogres lay dead, their corpses twisted and
heaped upon one another like so much dung.


The
pair of Kobold Gen leader caste sat upon their riding wolves, surveying the
scene for several moments before either of them spoke.  Finally, Krulak broke
the silence.


“All
along the way we see dead orcs and ogres.  Finally, a few dead Kales and
wolves, a double handful at most at the last ambush site.”  Krulak shook his
head.  “And now this,” he said, waving his hand at the disaster the orcs had
suffered at the broken dam.


“It’s
a good thing Drakebane doesn’t trust us enough to send us after the Kales,”
Jominai said.  “This cavalry contingent seems to be very good at what they do.”


The
two sat on their mounts in silence for a few moments.


“I
was thinking,” Jominai started in, almost too eagerly, “that if the Kales are
that good of warriors, that our alliance with the orcs might not be necessary…
if this keeps up that is.”


Krulak
nodded in agreement.  “Yes, but I do not think that one expert cavalry
commander is enough to persuade me.  Let us see what the Fates bring us before
we openly defy these orcs.”
















 





 


Chapter 10 – The Strength of the Houses of Kale and Krall


 


Lord Karthan breathed in the early
morning air.  It had been a late night and he had commanded all to get some
sleep about halfway into the second watch of the night.  Still, even with his
command, some of the workshops in his gen’s home had not gone silent at all. 
Now, as the sun finally crested Lord Krall’s mountain in the east, he looked
back down the long line of warriors that trailed away behind him like a snake.


The
eyes of those in the lead companies squinted as they topped the latest rise and
were exposed to the full brilliance of the sun’s rays.  Spear tips and shield
rims glinted in the direct rays of the sun while steam rose from their
dew-laden cloaks with the warmth it brought.


Knowing
they still had some distance to go before they arrived at the Picket Line, Lord
Karthan turned his wolf toward the rise that lay to the right side of the broad
path.  Dismounting, he led his wolf up the rise to the top, where he stood
looking back down the trail at what had to be the largest force the Kale Gen
had ever assembled.


In
the lead of the massive column, thirty companies of thirty to forty warriors
each, led by picked elite warriors, made up all the strength of what two days
ago had been called the Kale Gen; all the strength other than Durik’s Wolf
Riders and the Trade Warrior Group that is.  The thousand or so warriors looked
resplendent with their iron-rimmed rectangular shields and steel-tipped spears
glinting in the sun.  On their backs were bows with quivers full of arrows,
each of which was sharp and straight.  As each company topped the hill and came
face to face with the brilliant sunlight, they greeted their lord and commander
with enthusiastic cheers.


Behind
the thirty Kale companies came the warriors from the outcasts, each of which
had been given several javelins and a shield, as many as they could each
carry.  Though there were only a hundred or so of them, he hoped that they
would serve well as skirmishers and slow down the enemy’s advance so the
archers could get a few more volleys in.  In their front, Kale and his brother
wore grim expressions.  They both nodded at Lord Karthan as their contingent
passed.


Behind
these came the five warrior groups of the Deep Gen, as they insisted on being
called.  Lord Karthan had talked to their Lord Sennak, as he also insisted on
being called, but rather than ask to rejoin his people to the Kale Gen, he had
said that they would fight beside them, not as part of the Kale Gen.  Lord
Karthan, in response, had said that he would gladly have their strength in this
battle, and that his gen would host them until the hostilities were over, after
which this Sennak had thought to return to the underdark.  Two of the other
four warrior group leaders, Mirrik and Hemmet by name, had disagreed, but the
conversation had ended with the Deep Gen leaders deciding to not decide until
after the battle.


Whatever
the political reality was, Lord Karthan was glad to have these fellow
descendants of Kale marching with them.  Nearly eight hundred more spears,
swords, and shields on their side was nothing to scoff at.  They had almost no
bows, however, being from the small confines of the underdark.


Finally,
at the end of the long line, Lord Karthan could see the Trade Warrior Group,
which they had decided to not organize into the Kale companies, coming with
every packdog they could muster.  On the backs of these dogs were many a
mundane item, arrows, picks, and spades mostly, though extra rations and empty
water skins for filling from the nearby stream were abundant as well.


But
mundane items were not all that they brought.  Near the front of the baggage
train Lord Karthan could see that Goryon had accomplished the task he had set
himself to a couple of days ago in the loyalist enclosure.  Behind Goryon and
his team, who had been joined by his son Gorgon and his team just up from the
underdark, a pair of what looked like massive crossbows drawn by four packdogs
each rolled along on rough wooden wheels.  The members of each of their two
teams were well laden down with what looked like spears, though each had
feathers to guide it in flight.  Lord Karthan shuddered as he thought about the
destructive power of the two large weapons.  


Leading
his wolf down from the rise, Lord Karthan remounted and worked his way back
toward the head of the column, chatting with warriors along the way and
offering words of hope and encouragement.  For a force so hastily assembled,
near half of it from refugees that had arrived in scattered groups throughout
the night, they seemed of good spirits and cohesive enough marching next to kin
and life-long friends, with respected members of their own disparate
communities leading them.


The
visions Durik had shared with the leaders of the Kale Gen and with these Deep
Gen types had come true, and the confirmation of what they had only
half-believed seemed to build a particular fervor among many, with some of the
Deep Gen types calling Durik the Oracle of Kale and a paladin, terms his gen
hadn’t used since the last Lord Kale had disappeared on a quest, after which
his long-lived grandfather Karthan had taken over lordship of the gen.  Truly,
the appearance of the Kale Stone loomed large over them all this day, almost as
large as the approaching orc horde or the flood of giant ants.  He had been
seeking decisive results from the quest for the Kale Stone, and as he looked
back at the Deep Gen warriors and the skirmishers of the outcast band, he knew
he was looking at the first of whatever results the stone would bring.


Though
he didn’t know how else their gen’s stone of power would influence the events
ahead, Lord Karthan was determined to do whatever it took, to make whatever
sacrifice was necessary, to see this battle through and to ensure the survival
of his gen.


If
their stone of power helped with that, well, the more help the better.  Right
now, his gen could use all the help it could get.


 





 


Lord
Krall nudged his riding dog, the spry, strong young animal moving forward much
faster than Lord Krall could this morning.  Though the adrenaline of an
impending battle was beginning to kick in, still he felt his age much more this
morning than usual.


Turning
away from the large, shallow lake his gen’s warriors had camped next to last
night, he looked back at the flurry of activity in the camp off to his right
and saw one of his servants dismantling the wood and cloth frame that had
served as his bed last night.  Shaking his head, he cursed his lack of
attention to his campaigning gear.  He should have thought to bring a bed of
feathers or furs.  As it was, he felt stiff as a board all over and his neck
refused to turn much to the left this morning.


“Father!”
Lord Krall’s son and namesake came riding up to his right, spry as the dog he
was riding.


“What!”
Lord Krall snapped, his head ringing from his sharp reply.


Krall
was a bit taken aback by his father’s sharpness, but he’d been around him long
enough to know what it stemmed from.


“Father,”
he continued in a more subdued tone, “our scouts report that Durik and his wolf
riders have slain perhaps a hundred of the orcs and a handful or so of their
ogre mercenaries during the night.  They met a messenger that he sent out just
this morning at dawn.”


Lord
Krall nodded, grimacing with the pain of the motion.  “Good, good.  That’s less
we’ll have to face.”


“Yes,
father.  Certainly good news for our side!”


“Yes. 
Now, tell me,” Lord Krall looked Krall in the eye, “have you any report from
the contingent we sent out to seal up the mid-valley entrance to the
underdark?  Is it sealed up yet?  All of this will be meaningless if this new
ant horde decides to go after our home first.”


Krall
shook his head.  “No, father, it’s not sealed up yet, but Gormanor of the
scouts just returned to report that they reached the entrance without any
opposition, and that they had started work on sealing it.  Also, our scouts
report that the remnants of the ants we were fighting have begun to move toward
the Doorstep.  Ardan and his team from the Kale Gen have moved to seal that
entrance to the underdark, hopefully before either of the ant groups gets
there.”


Lord
Krall nodded, though more subtly than before.


“Father,
shall I send for the healer?” Krall asked.


Lord
Krall was about to snap at his son, but instead, with a resigned sigh, he
agreed.  In a moment one of the house guard was sent to fetch the old kobold
and his wondrous elixirs.


“Father,
would you mind if I went ahead to the field of battle to begin the planning
process with the Kales?” Krall asked.


“That
would be fine,” Lord Krall answered in a subdued tone.  “But don’t get too
comfortable taking charge of planning for the whole gen.  You know I’ll be back
at it soon.”


Krall
just smiled.  “I’m sure you’ll be your normal, grumpy self before long, sire.”


Lord
Krall just scowled as his son turned and rode off around the lake to where the
wooden tower from the Kale Gen’s Picket Line stood watch over the large road
between the two gens.  Soon, Krall disappeared from his father’s view.


 





 


At
the top of the long slope Lord Karthan, his chamberlain Khazak Mail Fist, Lord
Krall’s son Krall, the outcast leader Kale, and Lord Sennak of the Deep Gen all
stood at the edge of the broad crest of the hill, looking east out over the
field of battle.  Behind them to the west the low hilltop was ringed with a
mantle of trees and underbrush, the leaves of the trees just beginning to come
in as the blossoms had fallen off in these past two weeks and the underbrush
not yet having thickened to impassible here on the hilltop after a long
winter.  The large clearing in the middle of it all, on the very crown of the
rather flat-topped hill, would serve well to hide almost all of the Kale forces
if that was the plan they decided on.


From
the top of the hill where the leaders stood, a long, broad, gentle slope led
down almost a half-mile to the broad main road that ran between the two
southern gens.  The grass of spring was not yet at full height, and in fact was
just beginning to sprout in some places.  The place was as flat as an arena, as
if someone had plowed the land sometime in the distant past and purposefully
worked out the odd ripples that every piece of ground in this region seemed to
have.  


On
either side of the broad slope were arms of higher ground.  On the left of the
leaders a berm-like hill bordered the entire slope, creating a sharp northern
border that stopped abruptly at the road.  Its entire length was covered by
trees and sparse underbrush.  Where it met the hilltop a small, sharp hill made
up of one massive broken shelf of rock rose up out of the ground to dominate
the surrounding area.  Knowing the importance of that natural tower, Lord
Karthan had already ordered Goryon and Gorgon to move their Great Bows to the
top of it if they could, and when the forces arrived he thought he would put a
small group of warriors with them to serve as messengers and lookouts, and to
help their teams get the massive crossbows onto the rock.


The
main road between the two gens passed along the southern border of the long
slope, before turning sharply north at the bottom of it.  On the south side of
the road a broad band of trees covered a number of small, lumpy hills with a
number of narrow, tree-filled little valleys between them.  This band of hills
and trees continued around the front of the battlefield, bordering the east
side of the road as it turned north.


“Brother
kobolds,” Lord Karthan said as he turned to the other four, breaking the moment
of pondering.  “If our counts and reports are correct, then the orc horde now
consists of about nine hundred orcs, probably forty-five or so ogre
mercenaries, and five hundred northern gen levies, one hundred of which are
wolf riding cavalry from our brother Kobold Gen.”


The
other four had all ceased their pondering and were looking squarely at him now.


“As
I think everyone here knows by now, we stopped the ants just this morning, not
long before dawn, as they were coming up Sheerface from the underdark,” Lord
Karthan continued.  “They move very quickly, but I do not believe they will be
able to find their way to the Doorstep too quickly.  I believe we have to
assume that the orcs will arrive and have to be dealt with before the ants
arrive.”


Kale,
Lord Sennak, and Khazak all nodded.


“Our
warriors should have the mid-valley exit from the underdark sealed before
long,” Krall added in.  “That would leave only the Doorstep available to the
ants, which the contingent we sent to seal the mid-valley passage will seal up
after they get the mid-valley entrance sealed.”


Lord
Karthan nodded.  “Very well.  In the various talks we’ve had, the sub-leaders
I’ve placed in charge of each of our new companies, Khazak, and I have come up
with several thoughts about this coming battle.”


“What’s
there to think about?” Lord Sennak said sarcastically.  “After all, these are
orcs.  They’ll rush at us headlong without thinking.  What’s so hard about
that?”


Everyone
looked at Sennak for a moment, none of them in agreement.


“Just
because they don’t think about how they fight doesn’t mean we shouldn’t
either,” Kale said.  “I would like to hear what Lord Karthan has come up with.”


The
moment passed… uncomfortably.


“The
greatest strength they have is their size and simple muscle,” Lord Karthan
tried to get their thoughts back to the task at hand.  “But an orc like
Drakebane, their chieftain, doesn’t get to be old without being wily.”


“Aye,
and curse him!” Khazak Mail Fist spat in the dirt.


“Yes,”
Krall added.  “Let’s pay him back for his raid on our gens six years ago.”


“Aye!”
Khazak echoed.


“And
how do we intend to do that?” Kale asked.


Lord
Karthan pointed to the end of the field.  “Our plan is to rely on their two
main weaknesses; lack of good scouts, thanks to the Krall Gen’s efforts, and
lack of shields or other effective protections from our arrows.


“Our
plan has a couple of assumptions to it.  First of all is that Durik will lead
the orcs to us, on this road here,” he said, pointing at the road that emerged
from the trees at the bottom of the slope on the eastern edge of the long
clearing.


“Paladin
or not, you’ve a lot of faith in this Durik,” Lord Sennak quipped.


“As
do I,” Kale turned and remarked.  The divide between the two underdark leaders
was becoming more noticeable.


“The
second assumption,” Lord Karthan tried to refocus the group, “is that they will
only be able to split into two or three large groups.  We’ve based this on the
Krall Gen’s reports that they killed one of Drakebane’s leading sons.”


“Yes,”
Krall nodded.  “We did.  That would leave him with only himself and one
champion.”


“Why
not an ogre group?” Kale asked.


“The
ogres will either be spread out among the orcs to provide shock, or they’ll be
a unit under Drakebane,” Khazak said.  “It’s the way of things with
mercenaries.  You can’t just depend on them to do the right thing, you have to
keep your thumb on them.”


“Fair
enough,” Kale nodded.  “But what about the hobgoblin mercenaries?”


“May
be the same way,” Khazak replied, “though they’re generally more reliable. 
They may be given the levies from the northern gens, or they may be with one of
the groups, and have the kobold levies spread between the two orc groups.”


“The
reason why this is important,” Lord Karthan interjected, “is because we plan to
ambush them here,” he said as he raised his arms to encompass the large open
field.  “Here,” he said as he stepped out in front of the other four and raised
his arms to form a generally straight line in front of the trees.  “When Durik
leads the orcs to the road at the bottom of the slope, the Kale Gen companies
will march out of the tree line and stop once the rearmost companies are out of
the trees.  This will focus the orcs on the top of the slope.”


“And
that should let us rain volleys of arrows down on them with those bows our
warriors are carrying,” Khazak added in.


“Yes,”
Kale said, “assuming they take the bait and just come running up the slope at
you.”


“That’s
where the second assumption comes in,” Lord Karthan said.  “We have to assume
that they’ll be smarter than that and that they’ll split their force and use at
least part of it to try and flank us.”


“This
hill looks rather hard to assail,” Lord Sennak said.  “I would think that they
will choose the easier way straight up the slope.”


“Perhaps,”
Lord Karthan said, “but if they do not, then we have to protect our flanks.  I
will have the Wolf Riders on the main road on our right flank.  Lord Sennak,”
he turned to the least engaged of the five leaders, “would your forces like the
honor of hiding in the berm-like hill off there on our left?  I would like them
hidden in the woods from probably half a bowshot to two bowshots distance from
the left flank of my line.  It would allow my warriors to act as an anvil, and
yours to act as a hammer to smash the orcs between us once they pass, or to
repulse an attack on our left flank.”


Lord
Sennak nodded.  “Very well.  I think that would be acceptable.”


“Good,”
Lord Karthan nodded, then turned to Kale.  “To add extra shock to your attack,
what do you think about your warriors with their javelins running out ahead of
their Deep Gen brethren to throw their javelins while Lord Sennak’s warriors
are charging out behind them?”


Kale
nodded.  “We can do that.”


“Very
well, then.  Now, for the Krall Gen,” Lord Karthan turned to the heir of the
Krall Gen.  “While I think this simple plan of hammer and anvil will work, I
would like a large reserve that I can call upon if needed.”


“Where
would you have us?” Krall asked.


“Hear
me out on this one.  I need you to split your forces in three,” Lord Karthan
said.  “I need all your mounted warriors to form up on the right flank next to
Durik’s Wolf Riders, to help secure our right flank.  I would think your Archer
Guard and Border Guard warriors would help most by forming up behind the Kale
Gen companies, to add their arrows to ours.  And I would like your Heavy Guard
to form a reserve back in the clearing in the woods on the top of this hill.”


“Why
should we not stand in the line with your warriors?” Krall asked.


“Because
you don’t have shields, and cannot form a shield wall to protect your warriors
from the few archers the orcs have,” Lord Karthan answered.  “I value your
bravery, and am thankful for it in this time of invasion.  However, these orcs
are attacking my gen.  When they come to attack your gen, you can stand the
line and we’ll shoot arrows over your heads.”


“Fair
enough,” Krall nodded, “though you may change your minds once you see the
ants.”


“Yes! 
What are we going to do about the ants?” Lord Sennak asked.


“Once
we deal with the orcs, we will send out our scouts to find the ants,” Lord
Karthan answered.  “If we can get them to fight in the open, then so much the
better.  If not, then we’ll likely have to fall back very quickly to the Kale
Gen’s caverns, where we will have a better chance of fighting them off.”


“Those
ferocious little creatures can dig, you know!  They dug up into the middle of
our little fort near the Great River,” Krall said vehemently.  “They will dig
past your defenses there in the caves.  We better hope we can meet them out
here where we can fight them, rather than lead them back to your lifemates and
whelps!”


Lord
Karthan shook his head.  “One large, overpowering enemy at a time.”


“Let
us hope that that is how they come,” Kale said.


 





 


Gorgon
lay snoring, propped up against the hard rock that ringed the bowl of earth at
the crest of the massive tower rock.  As he, Jerrig, Arbelk, and Troka lay
comatose, yet twitching in their dreams after a long night’s pursuit by great
ants, Goryon directed the work of the six warriors that had been assigned to
him to serve as messengers, lookouts, and helpers.  Before long the twisted,
sinewy mass of ropes on either side of the thick wooden arms that served as
propulsion for the spear-like bolts had been wrapped and arranged according to
the intricate pattern Goryon had carefully recorded on the side of each
machines’ body.


After
a pair of warriors grabbed steel levers and rotated the ratcheting gear back
fully, with the help of another warrior Goryon set one of the spears in the
trough of the first machine, prepared to fire.  While everyone else stood back,
Goryon picked up the handle on the back of the machine and tilted the head of
the massive bow far upward, hoping to drop the spear close to a mound of dirt
in the field a few hundred steps down from the top of the hill.


“Loosing
arrow!” he called.  With a jerk to the mechanism, the sinew rope snapped
forward, throwing the spear before it in the blink of an eye.  Almost
immediately the warriors around him were cheering and pointing out into the
field.


Goryon
let loose the machine and walked up to the front of it to see how close he’d
come to his target.  As a warrior pointed out to him where it had landed, to
his utter surprise the bolt had gone almost half the distance of the half-mile
long slope before sticking into the dirt at an angle.  Letting out a yell of
victory as well, Goryon danced about.


“Let’s
fire another one, boys!  We’ve got to figure out the drop on this thing pretty
quick.  Elsewise, we’ll shoot far but won’t hit a thing.”  Goryon turned around
to a warrior who he’d assigned to mark the point he’d fired from.  Strangely
enough, the warrior was staring out into space.  “Hey!” Goryon yelled.  “Did
you mark the angle for me?”


“Um,
Goryon,” another warrior said as the entire group of warriors suddenly hushed.


Turning
about, Goryon looked annoyed.  “What is the…”


Suddenly
Goryon saw what everyone else was looking at.  The entire group stood
transfixed in horror at the sight until Goryon grabbed the ram’s horn he’d been
given for just such a purpose as this and blew with all his might.
















 


Chapter 11 – A Dragon Above Them All


 


“And you’re the last of them,
then?” Durik asked Pintor.


“Aye,
sire,” the elite warrior from Manebrow’s half of the warrior group replied.


“Very
well, go back to your team, then.”  With that dismissal Durik turned in the
saddle to look at Manebrow.  “Well then, it would appear that our little ruse
is working.”


Manebrow
nodded and looked off into the distance, down the ridge and into the broad,
shallow canyon plain where the ring of upright tree trunks known as the
loyalist enclosure lay.  Surrounding the place, the orc horde had yet to figure
out that it was uninhabited.  But they would certainly find out shortly.  As
the pair of leaders watched, a massive brute of an ogre strode forward with his
mighty axe and, turning it about to use the spike on the back of the head, he
blasted a hole through the gates in the first strike.  Two more strikes later
and the lead orcs went flooding into the place.


“Well,
then, Manebrow,” Durik said as he turned his wolf about to leave.  “We should
probably go and arrange our next trap for the horde.”


“Um,
sire,” Manebrow interrupted, the first hints of urgency appearing in his voice.


Durik
turned Firepaw back about.  “What…” he stopped as the words died in his throat.


Flying
over the mountain, wreathed in a plume of flame and smoke, was a large red
dragon, its wings outstretched as it landed on the tallest peak.  The baleful
gaze it gave to the southern valley made both of the kobold leaders shudder,
even though it was far away, back toward the area of the Doorstep where the
orcs had camped the night before.


“Manebrow,”
Durik broke the fearful silence, “you don’t suppose Morigar actually succeeded,
do you?”


Manebrow
shook his head.  “Not likely, sire.  It’s more likely that he just upset the
monster, and that it’s come looking for revenge.”


Durik’s
sigh was one of resignation and painful emotion.  “Manebrow, remind me why we
didn’t just tie up Morigar and leave him with in the Dwarven Outpost?”


“I’ve
asked that more than once myself,” Manebrow replied.  “Although I’m sure Lord
Krall wouldn’t have approved, now it appears our forbearance may cost us all,
dearly.”


 





 


Mananthiél
flexed his wings and rolled his long neck about to stretch it a bit.  It had
been a long night followed by a short sleep, followed by yet more intense
hunting.  But now, finally he was getting somewhere.  He had felt the presence
of the little stone of power down in the bowels of the mountain he had perched
upon, just once when whatever it was that had it had communicated with it. 
Pondering over the dilemma, the dragon thought about his options for a bit. 
Finally he decided that he couldn’t root the little creatures out on his own. 
After all, there was a path down into the underdark from there, and he wasn’t
about to chance loosing it into the underdark.


Throwing
himself into the air and catching his immense weight with his wings, Mananthiél
soared through the air toward the pillars of smoke that were rising into the
sky from a broad canyon a few mountains over.  He knew his orc horde was around
here somewhere, and it didn’t take much of an imagination to guess where they
might be.


 





 


Ardan,
scout for the Kale Gen and leader of a small team under Durik’s Company, was
not aware that his company had been dissolved yet, nor that Durik had been put
in charge of the Wolf Riders.  After all, his team had been sent to Lord
Krall’s forces to warn him of the approaching orc horde, and since then he had
been mostly serving with Lord Krall’s scouts.  The fight against the ants that
had been in the valley for some time had been going well.  They seemed to have
lost the fury that they’d had after Jerrig had slain their queen.  But only
this morning did they understand why.


Not
long before now messengers had arrived from his gen, bringing word with them
that another much larger ant horde, apparently headed up by the dead
ant-queen’s mother, was approaching the valley through the underdark.  This
horde of ants was apparently more mature, which as the messenger explained it
meant that there were many more warriors and hunter ants, and almost no
drones.  Apparently the Kale Gen had just sealed up Sheerface around dawn in
the upper world to keep them out.  There had been no word about Durik or
Ardan’s other companions that had been traveling through the underdark, but
that was how war was; full of miscommunication and unintentional half-truths. 
He wondered how true the reports of this other ant horde were.


Now,
as his team on their borrowed riding dogs, packdogs that had been pressed into
service really, approached the mouth of the canyon where the orc encampment had
been, Ardan looked about himself.  Something didn’t seem right.


Beside
him, seated on a particularly stocky looking yellow dog, Keryak was struggling to
guide the carefree beast away from every butterfly and interesting
grasshopper.  It had been a constant thing, only changing when the four dogs
got to running, then they all fell in line with the lead dog readily enough.


Behind
him and Keryak, Tohr and Kahn were having better luck with their mounts, but
their lack of skill showed in the chafing at the bit that their mounts
displayed.  Nonetheless, the entire team seemed to be doing fine.


Looking
about himself, Ardan couldn’t help but feel that something wasn’t right. 
Always one to trust his gut instincts, as they’d kept him alive this far, Ardan
raised his hand to signal a halt, and reined in his mount.


“What
is it?” Keryak asked as he finally was able to guide his dog up beside Ardan.


Ardan
sat looking about the area, his brows knitted and his eyes narrowed to block
out any glare from the mid-morning sun.  Seeing Ardan in his listening mode,
Keryak began to look around as well.  Seeing the two in front stopped, the
twins stopped a little way back from them and drew their bows.


Several
moments passed, then suddenly from around the bend of the path ahead of them a
pair of kobolds mounted on riding dogs appeared.  The dogs looked almost
exhausted, and the riders were crouched down in the saddles as if to make a
smaller target.


Ardan
drew his sword while Keryak leveled his spear.  He thought he remembered the
Kobold cavalry riding wolves, not dogs, but he wasn’t taking any chances.


“Halt!”
Ardan called out, keeping his voice as low as the situation allowed.


The
two dog-riders reined in just in front of the four Kale Gen warriors.  As they
lifted their faces, a broad smile came across Ardan’s face.


“Krebbekar! 
You’re still alive then!” Ardan exclaimed.  “And Morigar as well,” he said in
more subdued tones.


“Run!”
the older kobold warrior replied, a haunted look in his eyes.  Behind the pair,
the low sound of what seemed to be an avalanche could be heard coming from the
area of the former orc encampment at the mouth of the Doorstep.


“What’s
wro…” Ardan started, but stopped cold as a massive beast with burnt red scales
that shined in the mid-morning sun appeared on the top of the mountain they
were approaching.  “A dragon!”


“And
Ants!” Krebbekar said.  “Now move!”


The
four Kale Gen warriors didn’t even have to command their dogs to move.  In
unison the four packdogs-turned-riding dogs turned tail and ran for all they
were worth back down the trail, their riders doing everything they could to
hang on.


“Ants?”
he called out to Morigar, who was closest to him.  The situation was changing
so rapidly, leaving Ardan struggling to catch up.  “Which horde?  The old one
or the new one?”


Morigar
looked over at him with a confused look.  “What do you mean old or new?  When
did a new horde of ants arrive?”


“They’re
coming through the underdark!” Ardan called.  “It’s the queen mother’s horde. 
Mostly warriors and hunter ants!”


Morigar’s
eyes got wider.  The panic written across his face grew wider.


“Where
did this dragon come from?” Ardan called out, but by then Morigar’s dog was moving
into the lead of the fleeing group.


Finally,
as they reached a small streambed that bisected the path, Ardan was able to get
control of his dog, and to stop the other dogs of his team in their flight. 
The group had fled at least a mile or more in their panic.  Morigar had beat
them to the streambed and had kept going, but it was several moments later that
Krebbekar finally arrived.


“A
dragon!” Keryak cried out.  “What’s that all about?  Aren’t an orc horde and
two ant hordes enough?!”


“Two
ant hordes?” Krebbekar shook his head.  “When did the other ant horde arrive?”


“Remember
the queen that Jerrig killed?” Ardan asked.  “That’s her mother’s horde come
for revenge!”


“Well,
they’re…” Krebbekar stopped in mid-sentence.  A deep, almost painful fear had begun
to settle over the group.  “The dragon!  It’s spotted us!  Run!” he cried out,
kicking his already exhausted dog into motion.


The
small group of kobolds splashed quickly through the little stream and urged
their mounts up the far slope, through the underbrush along the bank, and out
into a large meadow.  On the far end of the meadow, Ardan could see Morigar
heading into the woods.


Suddenly,
a massive shadow swooped by overhead.  


The
dogs went crazy with fear.  Ardan’s dog dropped to the ground and began to
whimper.  Keryak’s dog sprinted across the meadow behind Tohr and Kahn’s dogs. 
Krebbekar’s dog, however, was so exhausted it had just barely reached the top
of the slope when, all of a sudden the massive weight of the dragon slammed
down in the meadow, shaking the earth and throwing Krebbekar to the ground in
front of it.


As
Krebbekar slowly stood up, gingerly trying to not put weight on his broken
right foot, he saw his dog running as fast as it could down the stream. 
Knowing what fate awaited him, he looked up, and up, and up into the massive
dragon’s eyes.


The
beast looked down at Krebbekar with a withering gaze.  The heat of its sulfuric
breath alone was almost more than he could stand.  As it shifted its weight
slowly from its back feet to its front claws, Krebbekar could feel the ground
shudder with the weight of the beast.


“What
do you want from me?” Krebbekar asked in his native tongue.  He figured he was
dead anyway, so what did he have to lose by trying to talk to the beast?


The
mighty dragon’s eyes narrowed as he looked down at the tasty morsel in front of
him that had likely put him in this little dilemma.  After a moment, it spoke
back at the squeaky-voiced little creature.


“You
took the Stone of Krech,” its thunderous tone resonated across the meadow.  Off
to one side of Krebbekar, the dragon’s landing had shaken Ardan’s dog out of
its paralyzed state, and dog and rider had leapt together into the streambed. 
Even now, though Ardan’s dog had fled behind Krebbekar’s, Ardan hid down in the
streambed, behind the tall plants and watching as Krebbekar’s right to continue
living stood on the edge of a razor.


“No!”
Krebbekar called out.  “The Krech Stone is with the elf!  He was going to leave
it for you at the other side of the mountain!  It is sitting outside the
entrance on the north side!”


The
dragon’s eyes narrowed.  “Then you admit that you took the stone!”


“NO!”
Krebbekar almost squeaked out.  “It wasn’t me!  It was a young fool that I was
traveling with!  He took the stone!  When we found it, I made him give it up!” 



With
his hands raised, seemingly to hold back the dragon, Krebbekar had stumbled
backward a couple of steps.  Seeing how close he was to the edge of the slope,
Ardan began skirting the slope toward him to see if perhaps he could help
Krebbekar escape the dragon’s wrath, all the while carefully keeping out of
view of the dragon.


“Liar!”
the dragon roared.  From its mouth came a ball of fire that flew toward
Krebbekar, impacting the ground and exploding with such great force that Ardan
was thrown back several steps.  At the same moment, Krebbekar fell backward
down the slope and was lost in the explosion.


With
a mighty flap of its wings, the massive beast threw itself into the air and
began pounding it into submission as he rose ever higher into the air.  Behind
him, only the sound of crackling embers broke the stunned silence of the
meadow.


 





 


Goryon
and his son Gorgon pulled furiously on the rope while at the base of the sharp
hill Goryon’s warriors prepared another load of cut branches and stones. 
Behind the pair of muscular warriors, Jerrig and Arbelk were attempting to
build something of a shelter out of the logs and stones they’d brought up in
the first couple of loads, while Troka set about hiding the Great Bows under a
light covering of cut branches, mingled with uprooted bushes to give a more
natural structure to the camouflaging attempt.


Around
the entire area where the gens had arrayed their forces not a kobold could be
seen in the open.  After the dragon had been sighted, the various leaders of
the various forces had gone about hiding them.  To the credit of all the
kobolds that had gathered here this day, none of them had run, not even the
outcasts, who were clearly the least disciplined of them all.


Now,
as the dragon dipped down into the forest, then back up and off toward the
pillar of smoke at the loyalist enclosure, kobolds all throughout the area that
had been looking out from under the boughs of trees or the branches of bushes
scurried back under cover at the first sight of the monster.


Gorgon
and Goryon immediately threw the branches about themselves, while the rest of
Gorgon’s team tried to build the shelter as best they could under the cover of
some hastily cut branches.  The dragon did not fly straight toward the
enclosure, however, instead flying broad circles over the area of the Doorstep,
as if surveying the area.  As the dragon looked about the valley, the little
team of Great Bow crew stopped their efforts and prepared to flee their perch
if necessary.


Not
long after, the dragon stopped its observing and flew to the loyalist enclosure
on the northern side of the valley, dipping down among the columns of smoke
there.  Like weeds springing up from the ground, the peak of the sharp hill
came alive as Goryon, Gorgon, and his team sprang back into action, building
the shelter for all they were worth and trying to camouflage things.  Soon they
had set to action on a quick ladder made up of a long, skinny tree trunk with
steps cut into it.


The
appearance of the dragon had changed many things, not the least of which was
the confidence of all the kobolds gathered on the field of battle this day.


 
















 


Chapter 12 – The Orcs Arrive


 


Now was not a time of hesitation,
but rather a time of action, and Durik could feel it.  The buzz of nervousness,
bordering on fear, was reflected in every move of the riders about him.  The
arrival of the dragon had changed everything.  Before they had been leading the
orcs on a merry chase.  Now their only plan was to not be found, at least until
after the dragon left, if it ever did.


Seeing
Kiria, Myaliae, and their warrior-guard Terrim mounted but waiting in the
middle of a little clearing as the line of wolf riders beat a path past them,
Durik reined in next to them, pulling Firepaw out of the line of wolves and
riders with some difficulty.


“Why
have you stopped?” he called over the din of his passing warrior group as he
came to a stop.  Kiria’s face had a strange look of determination on it that
took Durik a bit by surprise.


“Sire,”
Kiria said, “why are we running from the dragon?”


Durik
just stared at her in wonderment.  “What do you mean?  It’s a dragon!”


The
look on Kiria’s face was one of pain or disappointment, Durik hadn’t seen it
before.


“Durik,
if we don’t fight this dragon, who will?” she asked, her eyes suddenly
pleading.


“I…
um…” Durik shook his head.  “Fight the dragon?  Are you crazy?  How are we
going to do that?”  


From
the rear of the column of wolf riders, Manebrow came riding up and halted next
to his leader.  “Sire!  Come!  We need to regroup at the next ambush point!” he
called out.


“Manebrow,”
Kiria shouted over the din, “we have to fight this dragon!  We can’t let it go
after our gen!”


Manebrow
looked at Durik.  By the look on his face, Durik was as skeptical as he was. 
“What makes you think we can take on a dragon?” he said, the noise of the
passing riders fading as the last of them plunged into the wood line on the far
side of the clearing.  Manebrow, irritated by talk, when he was expecting
action, watched them go.


“I
don’t know if we can,” she said, almost pleading, “but we have the Kale Stone! 
My father, and the rest of the warriors of our gen, have only spears and
arrows.  Surely they won’t be able to take on the dragon!”


Durik’s
head was spinning.  She actually wanted them to go after… the dragon.  In a
moment, he thought back to the battle with the orc shaman in the Dwarven
Outpost, and how he had been protected from the magical fire that the shaman
had put up to block him.  He wondered if, indeed, that would happen again if
they fought the dragon.


Manebrow
had noticed his leader’s silence, and grabbed him by the arm.  “Sire!  You’re
not indestructible!  Just because you carry the stone of the last Lord Kale
doesn’t mean you can take on a dragon.  After all, it obviously didn’t keep the
last Lord Kale from getting killed.”


Durik
shook his head.  “Yes, I was thinking about it, and yes, I think Kiria may be
right.  Who else has any chance against the dragon?”


“Sire!”
Manebrow said emphatically.  “No one can stand alone against a dragon!  Come,
we will meet our army at the low hill soon enough.  Then, if you’re still of a
mind to face the dragon, at least we can do it with a host of archers at our
back.”


“But
what if the dragon goes there now?” Kiria asked.


“Then
there’s nothing we can do about it,” Manebrow said.  “It flies, we run.  It’s
much faster than us.  We’ll be there soon enough.  In the meantime, I doubt the
dragon will lead the orcs to our army, so let’s get back to doing that, shall
we?”


Durik
nodded.  “I can’t argue with that.”


“That’s
right,” Manebrow said emphatically, glaring at Kiria as he slapped her riding
dog’s flank.  Soon, all five of the companions were riding quickly toward the
next meadow where Drok and his team of riders were already setting up their
next ambush point.  Back in the woods overlooking the loyalist enclosure,
Pintor and his team waited for the dragon to pass, and prepared to lead the
orcs along nicely into their next trap.


 





 


Drakebane
the Mighty was used to being the master of his domain.  He had stood up to
every challenger over the years, most of them his own sons.  He had even stood
up to ogres, and the occasional cave troll that wandered into their lair as
well.  When it came to dragons, however, even though his name meant ‘Bane of
Dragons,’ the orc chieftain was as humble as a mud-rat.


“Yes,
my lord,” the mighty chieftain spoke loudly, his head bowed as he knelt before
the mighty beast, Ahn-Ki the hobgoblin mercenary kneeling on one side of him
while Shagra, now his most powerful son, kneeling on the other.  All around him
orcs and ogres had either fallen to the ground in fear, or were on their knees
in awe.  Those who were too weak to resist the dragonfear had fled into the
palisade of sharpened tree trunks behind them, while off in the woods the
entire contingent of kobolds from the northern gens tried to remain unnoticed
while corralling up those levies who tried to flee.


“Then
why do I see many dead orcs and ogres along the path?” the massive beast asked
in the feral tongue of these lesser creatures.


“My
lord,” Drakebane whined, “Kale Gen wolf riders very smart!  They run fast. 
They fire arrows and run.  They be cowards running much!”


“Enough!”
the dragon roared.  “Hear my words!  You and your little tribe will move to
capture the kobolds now, before the ant horde arrives.  They have thousands of
warrior ants, and many hunters as well.  They cannot be allowed to eat my
prize.”


Drakebane
looked to either side of him in surprise.  This was the first he’d heard of an
ant horde.  Yes, the few scouts that had returned had reported finding some
ants, but nothing that could be called a horde, and no report of warrior ants
at all.  Ahn-Ki the hobgoblin mercenary’s eye patch was turned to him and his
son Shagra just shrugged his shoulders.


“Lord
Manateel,” Drakebane mispronounced.  He was nervous and afraid, but he knew
better than to ask questions of a dragon.  “We go get kobolds now!  Ants will
no get them.  We hide them in caves until ants go away.”


“Fine,”
Mananthiél’s fierce look met his.  “You are chieftain of this pathetic tribe
for now, whatever it’s called.  Do not fail me!  Either you capture me the
kobold gens intact, or your tribe will work my mines instead!”


Drakebane
nodded his understanding.  “Yes, Lord Dragon!” he answered.  “We go and do
right now!”


“Yes,
you shall,” Mananthiél’s voiced boomed in the silence of the low-walled
canyon.  “Or I’ll kill you myself!” he said as he looked about the canyon at
the host of fearful warriors.  Seeing that they were sufficiently cowed, Mananthiél
again took to flight, this time to see what he himself could do about the ants
that had surprisingly showed up on his very Doorstep.


Fire
would be part of the answer, of that he was certain.


 





 


“Where
are ants?  What ants?  Scouts say only little ants, not manies and not
warriors!” Drakebane was ranting.  All about him orcs and ogres were scurrying
about, gathering back into their groups with their own leaders and
sub-leaders.  The dragon had commanded, and they were moving to obey.


“Father,”
Shagra said, “we saw no more ants than what our scouts reported.  This must be
a new ant horde.”


“Ahn-Ki!”
Shagra was still furious.  “Where is Karthan?  Why he no at this place?  You
say he be here and we kill him and kobolds listen to us, because we kill Karthan!”


Ahn-Ki’s
look suggested one who was growing impatient.  “Lord Drakebane.  Yes, we
expected to find the old lord of the Kale Gen here, but instead we find the
place empty.  I say that perhaps they took back their gen.  I don’t think it
matters now.  Right now, we should just do what the dragon commanded and go
directly to the home of the Kale Gen.”


Shagra
nodded his head.  “Yes, lord.  We go get Kales now.  We fight ants later, when
they come.”


Drakebane’s
scowl was likely going to stay for the rest of the day.  Grabbing his axe up
off the ground, he snorted and turned to yell at the chief of the ogre
mercenaries.  Within several moments the entire horde had begun movement.


Not
knowing where exactly the Kale Gen’s home caverns were, as it had been six years
since they had actually seen the place, they did the only thing they could do. 
They followed the trail of the wolf riders who had pestered them so far, moving
out at a slow run.


 





 


Ardan
slowly became aware of his surroundings as first one, then another cinder fell
on his outstretched hand.  The fact that his hands had only tiny, thin scales
on the palms of them meant he could feel both of them burn out as they landed
on him.


Curling
up his hand, he struggled to open one blurry eye, then the other.  He could
sense that he was lying in shallow water and that his back was numb from the
cold spring run-off.  Trying to sit up, he discovered that at least one of his
ribs was broken.  Looking down, he could see his tail, but couldn’t feel it. 
Finally, as he rolled over and pushed his way up to his knees, he rubbed his
eyes and looked around himself.


The
little stream where I was hiding from the dragon.  That’s where I am!


Struggling
for a moment, he eventually made it to his feet.  Krebbekar!  Where is Krebbekar?


Turning
about, Ardan stumbled stiffly toward the blasted divot in the shoreline that
was the embankment.  After several moments of looking dumbly at the blasted
bits of a tree and smoking embers of what had been its branches, his eyes
narrowed.


Was
that?  Could it be?  Stumbling over to the collapsed shoreline, he thought he
saw an arm sticking out of the pile of dirt its collapse had made.  He fell to
his knees next to it then he realized he was kneeling on something soft.


Falling
back onto his still numb tail, Ardan saw the pile of dirt he’d knelt on move
slightly, and suddenly a pair of eyes opened in the midst of it as dirt was
blown outward in a cough.


“Ah! 
Is the beast gone?” the moving mound of dirt said.  In a moment it partially
sat up and dirt began to fall from Krebbekar, making his outlines visible,
though still caked with a thick layer of dirt.  Standing gingerly on one foot,
the old warrior began spitting, blowing dirt out of his nose, and shaking off
the caked-on dust.  After a moment, he turned and looked at Ardan.


“Oh! 
You’ve lost a horn, there!” he said.  “That had to hurt!  And that’s quite a
crack you’ve got to go along with it.  Come here, let me see what I can do for
it.”  


Krebbekar
moved forward and put a hand on Ardan’s head.  The instant he touched it a
bright, searing pain shot through Ardan’s body, and the veteran warrior fell
backward into the stream, unconscious yet again.


 





 


Drakebane
couldn’t believe his own eyes.  What sorcery was this?  Lying about the ground
at the entrance to the enclosure, some thirty or more of his warriors and two
of the largest ogres were screaming in pain, many of them with stiff limbs or
limbs twitching spasmodically.


“What
is this?” he asked in wonder.


Next
to him, both Ahn-Ki and Shagra were silent.


“What
make them do this?” Drakebane asked again, looking at the hobgoblin.


“Lord
Drakebane,” the hobgoblin replied.  “I do not know.  It’s not like any magic
I’ve ever seen.”


Shagra
noticed something.  “It is not magic,” he said, pointing at the bundles of chew
weed that these warriors and ogres had broken open and plundered.  Shagra knew chew
weed made one feel good, but it took away a warrior’s control of his own body
over time, leaving one a blabbering idiot, soiling himself and useless, after
several years of use.  He never touched the stuff because of that reason,
though most orcs did.


“Look,”
Shagra pointed out as he walked forward and picked a handful of the leafy weed
out of a spasming warrior’s hand.  “All this warriors and ogres took chew weed. 
And look!” he said, pointing at the brown, mushy substance that was smeared on
some of the leaves.  “This poison!”


Several
of the warriors and ogres who had been looking at the spectacle had some of the
fouled weeds in their hands.  Upon hearing it was poison, however, many of them
dropped the leafy plants and ran out of the enclosure.  Some who had been
chewing the stuff while they watched spat the leaf out and looked about with
fear and panic in their eyes.


Drakebane
shook his head in utter frustration.  Seeing the leader of the ogres nearby, he
walked up to the massive brute.


“Go
now!” Drakebane yelled at the big, equally dumb oaf that was the ogre mercenary
chief.  “Send many ogres!  We catch little kobolds!  They punch through little
kobolds that run and catch them!” he said as he punched a fist into his other
hand.  “Many ogres be too much.  You break them and take them!  You kill them
for poison us!”


The
big ogre grimaced and nodded his head in partial understanding.  Then, as if a
light had suddenly come on, he smiled.  “Yes,” he muttered back in orc-speak. 
“Yes, many ogres, less arrows!  We run fast, they can no run away!”


Turning
away from the orc chieftain, the ogre jogged heavily over to the many ogre
warriors who were standing around outside the enclosure watching the
spectacle.  “Tog and Bograt!” he commanded.  Two of his sub-leaders looked at
him.  “You take warriors!  You go run after kobolds!  You catch them!”


The
two sub-leaders each walked over to where they had been sitting before the
screaming began, grabbing their weapons and pushing their companions along with
them.  In a few moments, twelve ogres had gathered and were lumbering into the
woods at a slow run.


It
didn’t take them long to find their first kobolds.  Their arrival at the wood
line flushed out a small team of them.  With great zeal the first few ogres ran
with all their might after the four wolf riders.  When they caught the rearmost
rider off the back of his wolf, however, the great oaf that caught him stopped
to show him to all of his friends, who also stopped to see the little creature
before they smashed him on a rock.


Before
long, Pintor and his two remaining companions arrived at the ambush position,
yelling and screaming for the group to mount up.


“Ogres! 
Twelve of them!”


Durik
and Manebrow looked at each other from behind their hasty barrier.  There was
no way they could take down twelve ogres in their current position, and they
didn’t have any other traps set up that would do it either.


“Time
to run, sire,” Manebrow said as he put his arrow away and began walking toward
their wolves.


“Agreed,”
Durik said, following suit.  “Leaders!  Everyone!  Mount up!”


As
the wolf riders began mounting up, from the other side of the meadow the first
couple of ogres appeared.  Immediately, the wolf riders nudged their mounts
forward at a run.


There
was not that much further to go, an hour at most by wolf-back.  Though the
ogres were fast in short sprints, they were no faster than the wolf riders over
long distances.  Also, the ogres were in unfriendly territory, and didn’t know
what was around each corner.  The quicker they caught the little wolf-riders,
the less chance they had of being led into a trap.  It was a contest of
endurance that neither side could afford to lose.


 





 


Lord
Karthan and the other leaders of the various kobold forces had all climbed to
the top of what they were now calling “Great Bow Hill.”  Looking far out across
the valley, the kobold leaders could hardly believe what they were seeing.  


The
dragon had left their side of the valley, had flown toward the area of the
Doorstep, and had begun dipping down toward the ground, alternately blasting
fireballs into the trees and meadows of that part of the valley or raking them
with broad lines of fire.


Already
it had become such a conflagration that mighty columns of flame could be seen
rising back up from the forest floor, casting ash far into the air.  The
noon-day sun was beginning to be dimmed by the amount of smoke and ash
gathering in the air above their home valley.  And as if the fires the dragon
started were not enough, cinders had risen through the super-heated air, only
to land on nearby stands of trees to light them on fire as well.  In the eyes
of the handful of kobold leaders could be seen a deep sense of helplessness and
sorrow.


“Our
forest, father!  What is to be done if the flames reach our forest?” Krall was
saying, the despair in his voice clearly evident.  “Shall we risk taking our
warriors home?  Perhaps we could fight this fire!”


Standing
next to him, Lord Krall just shook his head.  “No, son.  There is nothing we
can do.  That fire is beyond our ability to fight.  Besides, we’d never make it
home in time, and would probably just get caught in the fire and die anyway.”


“Then
what of our home?” Krall asked, tears beginning to stream down his face.  “What
will happen to our people?  Will there be anyone or anything to come back to?”


“I
don’t know, son,” was all Lord Krall could say.


“Why
would the dragon do this?” Kale asked no one in particular.


“I
don’t know why, unless perhaps the ants have already broken into the valley,
though I don’t see why the dragon would care about ants in this valley,” Lord
Karthan said.


Khazak
Mail Fist shook his head.  “I should have seen it earlier.  The dragon is in
league with the orcs!”


Most
of the group turned to look at Khazak.  Lord Karthan asked what they all were
thinking.  “But why?  What do we have that a dragon could possibly want?”


Khazak
shrugged his shoulders.  “It may not be what we have, but what he’s been told
that we have.  I don’t know what a dragon could want from us and why he needs
an orc horde to get it from us.”


The
entire group stood looking at the flames for several moments in silence.


“How
long until the flames reach us, would you say?” Lord Karthan turned and asked
the group.


“Probably
this afternoon some time,” Khazak Mail Fist spoke up.  “Remember the last time
we had a fire in the valley?  It was in the fall, when the rains were up,
however, so it didn’t spread very far.”


“We
were whelps then.  It’s been too long ago for me,” Lord Karthan said, his eyes
fixed on the approaching fire.


“It
traveled about as fast as a wolf can run,” Khazak said, “or so my father told
me.”


“Then
this afternoon it is,” Lord Karthan nodded.  “That does not leave us much time.” 
Kale and Lord Sennak had no frame of reference to even guess.  The amazing
sight that confronted them all was as alien to them as the deepest depths of
the underdark were to the other leaders of the group.


“With
only an afternoon to deal with,” Lord Karthan was saying, “I think our only
course of action is to flee to the caverns of my gen and let the fire deal with
the orcs and ants.  Does anyone else have a different idea?”


Khazak
was first to speak up.  “I’d say we flee to the caves and deal with what’s left
of them once the fire passes by.”  Around him, the rest of the kobold leaders
nodded in agreement, except for Kale, who was looking not at the distant fire,
but at something much closer.


“I
do not think we have much of a choice, my friends,” Kale said.  Everyone looked
at him, and then down the slope to where he was pointing.  “It appears that
Durik and his Wolf Riders have returned.  I would imagine that the orcs are not
far behind them.”


The
mass of riders on their black wolves were riding hard along the road at the far
end of the slope, having already cleared the trees.  Not a hundred steps behind
them a handful of ogres came into sight, marking the beginning of a mixed mass
of orcs and ogres, all of whom seemed intent on catching the cavalry contingent.


Suddenly
spurred into action by the appearance of the orc horde’s vanguard, Lord Karthan
immediately made for the ladder that ran down the back slope of the stone
hill.  “Come!  Remember, I will draw them up the slope first!”


 
















 


Chapter 13 – The Horns of the Minotaur


 


Durik and his warrior group had
been able to break away from the ogres a couple of times, only to find a good
vantage point up on a hill where they could fire a couple of volleys at them. 
It had had some effect, mostly just slowing the big beasts down.  However, when
the rest of the orc horde showed up, running in long, ragged columns behind
them, Durik and Manebrow knew they had a dragon by the tail, so to speak, and
so they led their entire Wolf Riders Warrior Group in as straight a line as the
terrain would allow toward the hill where Lord Karthan had commanded.


Durik
looked over his shoulder as they broke out into the openness of the huge
meadow.  The group of ogres, ten of which were still following them, was still
running after them, and though they didn’t look like they were getting closer,
the massive beasts couldn’t be outside the range of the huge javelins some of
them carried.  Of course, Durik wasn’t about to stop to let them try a throw or
two.


Not
more than a bowshot behind the ogres that were pursuing them, the first mixed
groups of orcs and ogres were running along.  Seeing that the enemy was in a
tight enough group, Durik called out for his riders to follow him.  Then about
halfway between where the road came out into the open, and where it turned
toward the caverns of his gen, he plunged headlong off the road and onto the
long, sloping field.  Like a flock of birds, the entire Wolf Riders Warrior
Group followed behind Durik, making the sharp turn into the field, then charging
straight up it.


Behind
Durik’s warrior group, some of the ogres stopped and threw javelins.  One of
them struck true, skewering a wolf and throwing its rider into the dirt.  A
pair of other riders saw what happened and stopped to pick up the fallen
rider.  The ogres were upon them before the wolf could get far with its double
burden, however, and suddenly a large rock smashed the two riders and the wolf
they were on as they lagged behind the rest.  Seeing the fate of his
companions, the third rider spurred his own wolf on at top speed.


Up
at the front of the column, Durik and Manebrow sat as far up in the saddle as
they could, looking for any sign of their forces in the wood line at the top of
the hill.  Finally, as they approached the mid-point of the slope, the sound of
a ram’s horn could be heard on the breeze, and a few moments later the ogres
broke off pursuit and began to return to their own forces.  Moments later, the
much shorter kobolds could see the spear tips of a kobold shield wall near the
top of the slope.


 





 


Far
down the slope, where the wolf riders had plunged off the road, the first units
of the orc horde had halted and were beginning to form up into large masses of
warriors.  As they assembled, Drakebane went from one group to another roaring
a deep, resonating challenge that was answered in turn by each group of
warriors.


There,
at the top of the slope a broad, thin line of kobolds with shields and spears
had marched out of the wood line.  Just looking at the little creatures, he couldn’t
help but think that there were only half as many of them as there were of his
warriors.  How could so few of these much smaller warriors hope to stand
against his entire horde of strong warriors?


This
was a good day.  The smoke in the air from the great burning far off behind
them in the forest where the dragon was taking on the ants served to take the
edge off the bright noon-day sun, and the appearance of so few warriors was a
welcome sight as well.  Though he didn’t know why there were so few warriors,
Drakebane thought that maybe many had died in the past six years, or maybe here
was Karthan and those loyal to him, or maybe here was only part of the force. 
Whatever the reason, he would happily beat these kobolds into submission, to
have something to show his master next time he returned.


Beckoning
to both Shagra and Ahn-Ki to come to him, the orc leader raised his axe for all
to see.  He was met by a resounding cheer.


“Yes,
lord,” Ahn-Ki replied as he and Shagra arrived at the field of battle.


“We
make shapes, like you teach me,” Drakebane said.  “Today, we do ‘Horns of
Minotaur’ for capture kobolds on top of long hill.”


Ahn-Ki
nodded in subtle surprise and acceptance.  He had not known that Drakebane had
actually understood anything he’d taught him.  He really didn’t expect the oaf
to be able to pick the right formation for the moment either.


“You!”
Drakebane said, pointing at Shagra.  “You take orcs from there to there,” he
said, dividing off about half of the orcs that had formed on the road.  “And
ogres they have.  You be horn of minotaur.  You go up that side,” he said,
motioning for Shagra’s group to go left, “on road and in trees behind kobolds.”


“You!”
he thumped Ahn-Ki in the chest.  “You hobgoblins take kobolds with spears and
be head of minotaur.  I give you some orcs, and you have kobolds with wolves
too for in case battle go bad.”


Ahn-Ki
nodded his acceptance.  “Lord, may I have the orcs with bows?”


Drakebane
thought for a moment then nodded.  “I take all these orcs,” he continued,
motioning to the rest of the line.  “And I take ogre chieftain and go up this
side,” he said, pointing up to the right.  “We be other horn of minotaur.”


Drakebane
then looked at both of them.  “When horns go, head of minotaur go forward, but
not fast like horns.  When horns go past kobolds, we come together, then
kobolds be trapped!”


Ahn-Ki
nodded as did Shagra, the twinkle in his one good eye made only the more evil
by the scars that lined his face, and the patch over his other eye.


“Go
now!” Drakebane said.  “Today we fight!”


 





 


Jominai
spat in the dirt.  He didn’t like what was happening.  He had secretly hoped
that the Kales would have smashed the orc somehow, so they could go home
without a fight.  He didn’t like the thought of fighting the shield wall he saw
at the top of the long slope, especially with these exhausted, inferior
troops.  But as his second Marbo had reminded him, duty was duty.


“By
gens!  Form—Up!” Marbo called to the still panting, miserable levies from the
degenerate gens.  They had been made to run behind the orcs and ogres, and had
been constantly prodded along by their hobgoblin overseers.  Now that they had
arrived on the field of battle, they were just about spent.


Out
in front of the miserable group of sweat-soaked, panting levies, their
hobgoblin overseer looked across the group fiercely.  Jominai knew they weren’t
moving fast enough for his liking, but they weren’t much over half the height
of the orcs, and such a long run with such short legs and carrying equipment
had been too much for many of them.  They had left stragglers who couldn’t keep
up the pace all along the route.  The rest who had made it were trying
desperately to catch their breath.


“You
move quickly or I will take off heads!” Ahn-Ki’s gravelly voice cut through the
multitude of grumbling and panting.  Suddenly, there was only silence and
movement as the levies did their best to get in formation without sticking each
other with their spears.


Soon,
four blocks of some eighty or so levies were formed up, with more stragglers
arriving as Ahn-Ki told them to begin the march forward.  Moving out in front
of the entire formation on his riding wolf, Jominai called out “Forward
March.”  This time his voice did not crack.


Behind
them, on the road still, Krulak and the hundred wolf riders he led from his
mother Kobold Gen stood and watched, waiting for the hobgoblin that was with
them to command them to move forward.  Behind him rode his second, as well as
the blessed Oracle Demo and the covenant mage Gaenthik.  Looking off to one side,
the leader of the fifty or so orcs with bows sneered back at Krulak and pointed
at him.  The orc clearly wanted to make sure Krulak knew he was being watched.


Well,
he had something for that orc, if the situation ever permitted.  For now,
however, he would have to wait and see if the opportunity ever arose.


 





 


Lord
Karthan marched out of the tree line behind the first ten companies of
warriors.  Giving the command to the warriors who were around him, they blew
the command to form a single-depth shield wall.  Instantly, just liked they’d
practiced last night, three hundred and almost fifty warriors moved as one. 
Within moments the companies were spreading out and extending the line until,
within a short time, they all stood in one long line, anchored on the left by
the tall stone hill.


For
several heart beats Lord Karthan and those around him watched the orcs piling
out of the tree line and the ogres chasing Durik’s Wolf Riders up the long
slope.  Eventually the ogres broke off the pursuit and retreated back down the
slope, and Lord Karthan sent Khazak Mail Fist to direct Durik and his wolf
riders to take up a position on the right flank of the shield wall line.


As
they watched the orcs gathering at the bottom of the slope, Lord Karthan stared
off farther into the valley, where the flames were burning far into the sky. 
The dragon had stopped dipping down and stoking the already considerable
flames, and instead had contented himself with circling the middle of the
valley in one large, irregular circle that seemed to be getting incrementally
closer to them.


“Karthan,”
Lord Krall, who sat on a rather muscular riding dog next to him broke his
concentration.  “What do you make of that?”


Lord
Karthan looked down toward the bottom of the slope where the kobold levies had
finally started arriving; most of them in one long line followed by scores of
stragglers trying to catch up.  The Kobold Gen cavalry had already arrived and
were standing in one block off to the side.  What Lord Krall was referring to,
however, was the fact that the orc line was beginning to split in two, with
each side moving in the opposite direction of the other.


“I
don’t know yet,” Lord Karthan replied.


For
several minutes the leaders watched the orcs moving.  Eventually, the orcs on
their left side began to move off in groups toward the hill that bordered the
long slope on the left.  Almost simultaneously, the orcs on the right moved off
down the road, which came around alongside the crest of the hill on the south. 
While both groups had ogres with them, the group on the left clearly had the
majority of the ogres with them.


At
almost the same time as the two long lines of orcs, a third element formed,
this one made up of the kobold levies from the northern gens, with what
appeared to be a band of orc archers and the Kobold cavalry formed up behind
them.  This last group moved out much more slowly than the other two.


“Well,
that’s surprising!” the younger Krall finally said.  “It would appear that
they’re going to try to surround us.”


Lord
Krall spat on the ground.  “Karthan, you know what this means, don’t you?”


“It
appears they intend to capture us,” Lord Karthan replied.


Lord
Krall just shook his head in disgust.  “Yes, and I think our plan just
changed.  If it’s all the same to you, I think its time I took my warriors and
set up a defensive perimeter on our right flank, probably near the crest of the
hill.”


“I’ll
lead the house guard on their dogs, father,” the younger Krall spoke.  “We’ll
shadow the orcs as they approach.” 


Suddenly,
the dragon, which had been making lazy circles through the huge cloud of ash
and smoke that was beginning to cover the entire valley, dipped down and landed
off in the forest ahead of the flames, but still about an hour’s walk for a
kobold away.  All of the kobolds sighed in relief at his, likely temporary,
disappearance.


“Very
well Krall, and Krall,” Lord Karthan said.  “I think it’s clear that the real
battles will be on our flanks for now.  This little force from the Kobold Gen
in the middle is likely just a distraction.  As such, I will leave this force
here under Khazak Mail Fist to serve as a reserve, and I will take our other
twenty companies down the left side to help the Deep Gen and outcasts fight
that thrust.


“Lord
Krall,” Lord Karthan continued.  “Do you need my wolf riders, or shall I use
them on my flank?”


Lord
Krall shook his head.  “They’d just get in the way, Karthan,” the grumpy old
kobold said.


“Very
well, then,” Lord Karthan nodded.  “Khazak, send Durik and his riders to help
the Deep Gen once they’ve had a moment or two to catch their breath.”


“So
be it, then!” Lord Krall said as he turned his riding dog to the right.  “May
the Fates smile upon us all!”


 





 


Kale
stood at the edge of the tree line looking out into the large, grassy plain as
Durik and his wolf riders passed from left to right up the slope in front of
his little contingent of skirmishers.  His younger brother stood at his left
shoulder looking down the slope at the retreating ogres, and at the gathering
orc horde beyond.


“Kale,
I do not think that they are coming straight up the slope at us.  Look,” his
brother said.  “See, the orcs and ogres are dividing into two large groups.”


“Brother,
go to Lord Sennak,” Kale said.  “Tell him we should reform the line to face
downhill, rather than face the meadow.”


Kale’s
brother nodded and immediately headed off into the woods to find Lord Sennak.


Not
long after, the orcs had completed the split and each of the two broad arms
headed off in opposite directions.  Kale called out to his outcasts to begin
gathering up, which they did with unaccustomed speed.


Not
long after they had gathered, Kale’s brother returned with word that Lord
Sennak was not going to change his position, but rather thought that the orcs
were going to come around behind them to the hill, not up the berm-like hill
they were on.


Kale
just shook his head in disbelief.  Finally, he called out to his warriors, and
the entire group of outcasts moved down the hill to the end of the Deep Gen’s
line and prepared to skirmish with the orcs when they came up the hill through
the woods.


 





 


Lord
Karthan was in a particularly somber mood at the moment.  For all the glory
that those who had not seen it thought war was, he had found that, in fact,
there was nothing glorious about war.  When he was but a whelp, his father had
said the same thing to him.  But being young, and full of the juices of life,
he had not believed his father.  But that was before he had been wounded the
first time, before he had gone on any quests or seen death come so swiftly to
so many who had been so vibrant just moments before.  That was before he knew
the pain of loss, and the meaning of true brothers; ones who would give their
lives for you, like Khazak Mail Fist… ones who already had, like the chief of
his personal guard.  What was his name again?


He
shook his head and tried to clear it, though the deep sense of guilt for not
remembering that warrior’s name lingered, yet at times it was too much to carry
the weight of the dead.  Death was all around him, and had been for too long. 
His life so far could be characterized as a long, sometimes difficult, but
generally boring story, punctuated by random moments of sheer terror.  At times
he wondered if it would ever be any other way.  


He
shook his head again and breathed deeply in the hot air to try and clear his
thoughts so he could focus on the task at hand.  Here he was, marching through
the woods at the head of about seven hundred of his warriors, in twenty
companies, and he was reminiscing about his loss of innocence.  The thought of
it almost made him laugh… or cry.


“Sire,”
the scout which had just approached through the woods called to him.  Lord
Karthan looked at the scout strangely, was it… yes, it was Trallik, the traitor
he had recently pardoned.  “There is a path down off the berm-hill.  Come,”
Trallik motioned, “I will lead you to it.”


Lord
Karthan nodded.  He very much hoped that Trallik’s word was good.  If this
gamble worked out correctly, and if Lord Sennak held the line like he’d sent a
messenger to tell him to do, he and his warriors would catch the orcs in a nice
trap.  Then it would be a matter of ensuring the trap sprung hard enough to
break the orc column.  Looking back at his column of warriors, however, he
could see the determination and fire in their eyes.  Yes, they were up to the
task.


 





 


Lord
Sennak of the Deep Gen stood looking out over the open battlefield, in wonder
at the particles of ash that had begun to fall from the sky, from the dragon’s
conflagration in the middle of the valley.  This entire environment was alien
to him.  Yes, he’d been above ground before, and yes, he had been above ground
for the entire day so far, but for one who had lived underground all of his
life, it was so full of change and chaos.


It
had been a while since the orcs had disappeared into the woods, but they were
no concern of his.  He was sure they would go around behind them and strike the
Krall Gen warriors in the clearing on the hill.  He, on the other hand, was
waiting for those traitorous kobolds from the northern gens to come up the hill
so he could spring his part of the trap.


Hammer
and anvil Lord Karthan had called it.  Though he liked the name, he hadn’t said
anything at the time.  After all, he wasn’t Karthan’s lackey.


The
arrival of a messenger from Kale had been annoying.  He had sent Kale’s brother
back with the firm word that they weren’t moving.  After all, the kobolds from
the northern gens were marching straight up the hill, just like he had thought
they would.


Then
a messenger arrived from Lord Karthan, telling him to move to hold the hill
against the orcs.  Confused, he sent the messenger back to Lord Karthan to tell
him that they would hold it.  Instead of moving his formations to face down the
hill, however, he sent scouts out to watch the orcs as they passed by on the
other side of the hill.


Now,
as he looked out into the long, flat slope again, he smiled within himself. 
Today would be a day to remember.  Today would be a day of victory.


 





 


The
outcasts spread through the trees on the berm-like hill began to look at each
other nervously.  Not far below them the sound of hard boots coming through
rocks and trees could just barely be heard.  Those who had sat down now stood,
and those who had been talking now watched in silence down the hill.  All of them
had picked up their shields and the two javelins they had brought down the hill
with them.


Standing
in the front of them, Kale immediately sent his brother to find Lord Sennak. 
The fool had not turned his formations to face the orcs, so the Deep Gen warrior
groups were about to get hit in the flank.


“Tell
the warrior group leaders along the way!” he said as his brother nodded then
ran off up the hill.  “Steady, warriors of the underdeep!” he called. 
“Remember; careful aim, strong throws!  Make each javelin count!  Throw number
one, then run back.  Throw number two, then run to the base of Great Bow Hill!”


All
about him, the outcasts were bracing themselves to stand in the face of
whatever was coming up that hill.  Some, however, couldn’t take the stress of
it.  Here and there among the ranks of the outcasts a warrior fled.


“Stand
your ground!” Kale called.


At
that moment, the first of the orcs came into view.  They were large, muscular
warriors with dreadlocks and matted hair swinging wildly about them.  Down the
slope from the kobolds they didn’t look too much taller than them, but their
wicked looking axes and curved swords were adorned with spikes and barbs to
rend any flesh they met.  The wild fangs of the orcs only enhanced their
fearsome look as they roared out a battle cry upon spotting the outcast
skirmish line.  Suddenly, all around Kale, many of the outcasts threw their
javelins and began to run back, even though the orcs weren’t even close to
being in range.  More than half of them stayed, however, and those who did stay
looked to Kale to give the command to throw.


“Ready!”
Kale called.  All around him warriors raised javelins.  Measuring from a
javelin that had been thrown early, Kale waited until the lead orc was in line
with it.


“Throw!”
he yelled, and as one nearly seventy javelins scythed through the air, striking
many orcs and driving many to the ground.


“Fall
back!” Kale yelled, then turned and ran up the hill while behind them the
survivors of the lead wave of orcs were stalled by all the casualties in their
ranks.  Having run back to the deer trail that he had designated as the next
throwing position, Kale joined the rest of the warriors who had fallen back to
this position.


Panting,
Kale looked up and down the line.  All around him the bright eyes of his many
fellow outcasts looked down the slope in excitement.  Some who had thrown early
had felt bad and had stopped here, and even a couple who had run before the
orcs came in sight had stopped here.  Overall, almost ninety of his hundred skirmishers
now stood on the deer trail with him.


Below
them, through the trees, the orcs came into view again.


“Ready!”
Kale called.  This time the entire group raised their javelins in unison.  Not
one of them ran.  Again, Kale waited until he thought the lead orc was in
range.


“Throw!”
he yelled, and as one almost ninety javelins scythed through the air, cutting
swaths through the lead ranks of the orc horde.


“Fall
back to Great Bow Hill!” Kale called, and all about him the outcast warriors
began to climb the hill, many of them slinging their shields over their backs
as they scrambled on hands and feet up the rough terrain.


Not
fifty steps up the hill the outcasts met the first of the Deep Gen warrior
groups repositioning to meet the orcs head on.  Like a flock of birds, the
entire warrior group flowed around them on either side.


“Mirrik! 
We’ve downed probably forty of them for you!” Kale called.


“Good!”
the warrior group leader called back.  “We’ll get the other five hundred then!”


Focusing
on the terrain that was around them, Mirrik commanded the nearly one hundred
and sixty warriors of his warrior group to move to the left until they came up
against a very thick stand of trees and underbrush.


Looking
up the slope, he saw Hemmet coming at the head of his warrior group.  Satisfied
that he had left enough room on the slope for Hemmet to move his warrior group
in next to his, Mirrik turned about to look down the slope and was surprised to
see the orcs already a javelin’s throw away through the trees.  Quickly, he
stepped backward into the front line of his warriors.


“Lock
shields!” he called.  


As
one, all forty kobolds in the first rank brought their shields together,
leaving no gap between them.  Behind them, the next rank of forty did the
same.  The rear two ranks, however, braced behind their shields as if preparing
to not be bowled over, letting their spears stand straight up and down.


Below
them on the slope, the lead orcs had worked themselves into a frenzy.  Seeing
the blood of their fellow orcs spilled about them, and seeing the object of
their torment run from them, drove those in the lead into an absolute blood
frenzy.  They were so close now that the Deep Gen warriors could see the whites
of their wild eyes.


“Lower
spears!” Mirrik called.  As one, the forty spears of the first rank were
brought to shoulder level and braced under the arms of the warriors in the
first rank.  The second rank brought their spears up, prepared to stab with
them over the heads of the first rank.


All
of this happened not a moment too soon.  The lead orcs smashed into the shield
wall with a tremendous force, impaling themselves on the spears of the first
rank, but smashing many a shield with their axes and clubs.  The orcs that came
behind them met much the same fate at the spears of the second rank.  


But
by the time the tail end of the first group of orcs reached the shield wall,
the damage had already been done.  Many first rank warriors were unable to
recover their spears, and so had to pull out their swords, all of which were
much shorter than the large weapons the orcs carried.  Some first rank
warriors’ shield arms had been broken by the axes and clubs of the orcs they
had slain.  The shock of the orc charge had done much to disrupt the small
kobolds’ lines.  Even a couple of warriors in the second and third lines had
fallen, victims to odd javelins thrown at random from the orcs as they had
charged.


“Reform
the line!  Move into the gaps!” Mirrik called as he yanked his own spear loose
from the neck of a dying orc.  All about him warriors from the second rank
moved forward where there were holes, while those who had been wounded from the
first assault struggled to get to the back of the formation, or lay senseless
on the ground where they had fallen.


“Lower
spears!” Mirrik called again, and not a moment too soon.  The cacophonous sound
of shields splintering, cries as metal ripped through flesh, and screams of
rage as spear struck home rent the air.  For several moments Mirrik was locked
in a struggle with an orc who was trying to pry his shield from his hands.  The
orc had picked the wrong kobold, however.  Mirrik was as strong as they came. 
In a moment the warrior next to him had driven the orc off with his spear. 
Reaching down, Mirrik again pried his spear out of the neck of another orc,
this one already dead.


All
around the front of his warrior group kobolds he had known for his whole life
lay screaming, gasping, or moaning in pain.  In front of his line, a number of
orcs were doing the same.  Blood flowed everywhere, both dark and bright red. 
Looking down at the ground, he could see that his feet were soaked in blood. 
One of his younger warriors lay face down in the dirt behind him, a javelin
that Mirrik had ducked skewered the whelp in this last charge.


Looking
over to the right, he saw Hemmet’s warrior group fighting through a small
number of orcs as they tried to move up in line with his warrior group.  As the
few orcs fell before Hemmet’s advance, the two friends locked eyes down the
line from each other and nodded.  There was a confidence there born of trust.


Looking
back to the rear, Mirrik could see the first line of another warrior group
coming down the slope through the trees to join them to the right, and off to
their left he saw Lord Sennak at the head of his warrior group rushing down to
come on line with the rest of them.


Suddenly,
from down the slope the first of the ogres came crashing through the trees. 
All warriors’ attention was riveted to the front as the massive beasts beat
their way through the underbrush.  First one, then a second, and before long a
whole group of fifteen ogres stood looking along the slope at the kobolds of
the four Deep Gen warrior groups as they came on line and formed the shield
wall in front of them.


Not
one of the Deep Gen warriors was under the delusion that the next phase of this
battle was going to be anything but bad.
















 


Chapter 14 – The Kobolds’ Left Flank


 


Trikki lay flat behind the bush,
her simple earthen-colored dress and make-up of mud and splattered leaves
helping her to blend in with the dead leaves, rocks, and foliage of the mud
around the tiny little stream bed.  Up above her, on the berm-like hill, the
raucous voices of orcs and the earth-shaking steps of ogres could be heard as
the large creatures smashed through the underbrush and pushed over trees in
their movement up the hill.


Probably
twenty-some in that group,
she counted to herself.  That’s two groups of orcs, total of about fifty
among them, with fifteen ogres coming up behind them.  Most outcasts
weren’t that good at counting, but she had learned the value of money early,
and that had spurred on her studies.


Suddenly
the last of the large group of ogres disappeared up the hill, and the next
group of creatures had yet to catch up.  There was a moment where the area was
clear, and she took full advantage of it.


Grabbing
her spear and holding onto the sword by her side, Trikki sprinted through the
underbrush and down the slight slope that existed on this side of the berm-like
hill.  In a few moments she found the small trail that paralleled the berm from
a distance and began climbing up the slope to where she knew the rest of the
scouts were doing the same thing she was, and beyond them Lord Karthan’s many
companies would be coming, guided here by Trallik, her love.


As
she ran along up the trail, to bring word of the advanced forces of the orc’s
right wing, Trikki thought about the past few days.  It had been a time of much
change for her and for her new lifemate Trallik.  They had gone from outcasts
to scouts, from slaves to free, and she had gone from depending on others to
take care of her to killing her first kobold… and several more after that.  The
marks on her soul had changed her, perhaps more than her time with Sultry’s
Family.


No! 
She would not think of such things anymore.  Sometimes the weight of her past
was too much to carry, but she had started a new life, and she would not look
back to who she had been.  


They
had brought with them enough wealth to start a new life, and once this little
war was over, that’s exactly what she intended to do.


Ahead
of her on the trail she saw the object of her affection.  Trallik was
conversing with Billik, an elite warrior from the Honor Guard that had been put
in charge of Lord Karthan’s scouts, and thereby her and Trallik.  In a matter
of several steps she was up with them.


“What
did you see?” Billik asked.


“About
fifty orcs, followed by fifteen ogres, then a break in the line, but certainly
a lot more coming behind them,” Trikki reported.


“Were
any of them on our side of the hill?” Billik asked.


“No,”
Trikki shook her head.  “They were all up on the hill.”


Billik
smiled a satisfied smile.  “Good work, Trikki.  This is perfect.  I’ll pass the
word to Lord Karthan.  You too get back out there and keep watch as the tail of
this line of the orc horde passes.  As soon as you think its past, you find me
and tell me.”


“The
tail?” Trallik asked.  “Why wait until they all go by to hit them?”


“Lord
Karthan’s orders, Trallik,” Billik answered.  Then, with a twinkle in his eye,
he continued.  “I think he wants to catch as many of them as he can in his
little trap.”


 





 


“It’s
about time you showed up for the fight!” Mirrik growled, mostly to himself. 
Lord Sennak was walking along behind the line his four warrior groups had
formed leading his warrior group, the fifth to reach the fight, off to the left
where the line ended.


“Alright,
now, lads,” Mirrik called.  “Loosen up the ranks a bit!  Remember, don’t let
them hit your shield, it’ll probably kill you if they do!”


The
four-rank thick line of Deep Gen warriors shuffled about a bit, pushing the
line out to where it touched the warrior groups to their left and right.  In
front of them the ogres began yelling incoherently, slamming the ground with
their fists and the hafts of their weapons, and in general working themselves
into a frenzy.  It was hard to think, much less get any commands out.  


Looking
around, Mirrik could see that many of his warriors were scared almost out of
their wits.  He turned back around to face the ogres.  Well they should be!
he thought.  Most of us, if not all, will be dead very soon.


When
he had started this march he had accepted that he would die this day.  It was
easier that way.  Then if he lived it would be a pleasant surprise.  Looking at
the massive beasts with their axes like tree-trunks with metal mill-stone sized
blades on them, Mirrik began to give up any hope of living.


All
of a sudden, the large ogre in the middle raised his axe and charged.


 





 


“Go!
Go! Go!” Kale yelled.  They had reached the piles of javelins up at the base of
Great Bow Hill quickly enough, but grabbing two each had tangled many of his
outcast skirmishers up with each other.  One certainly couldn’t call the
outcasts a bunch of mindless followers.  They were entirely too independent, a
trait that wasn’t such a good thing when it came to getting a group of them to
do a simple task in turns.


“Why
don’t you take the first half with you right now,” Kale’s brother suggested. 
“I’ll follow behind with the other half once we get them re-armed.”


Kale
shook his head.  “You’re a life-saver, brother.”  Moving to the group of those
who had already gotten their javelins, he called out.  “All who have their
javelins, follow me!”


Almost
as one almost fifty outcast warriors began streaming down the hill along
makeshift trails and over whatever obstacles were in their way.  As they
started to run, they could hear the ogres begin their yelling and pounding.


“Hurry!”
Kale yelled at a pair that were trying to move through a thicket more carefully
than time allowed.  “Move it now!”  The pair of outcasts got the message and
barged through, coming through with many little scrapes, but with the group.


Not
much further down the slope Kale could see Lord Sennak at the front of his
warrior group, leading them down the line to the left.  In a moment more the
rear ranks of the thick line of Deep Gen warriors came into view.  They were
tensed, but not yet in battle.


Behind
him, the many feet of his outcast skirmishers crunched along the forest floor,
though no one could hear anything but the frenzied roaring of the ogres below.


Kale
could now see the front ranks of the Deep Gen line.  They weren’t more than
forty steps from the rear of the line.  He and his warriors could see the ogres
beyond, froth coming out of their mouths as they roared and pounded the dirt
with their massive weapons.


Suddenly,
the massive brute in the center of the ogre line raised his axe above his head
and charged at the Deep Gen line.  As one the ogres followed his example and
rushed forward toward the kobold line.  All through the warrior group that
stood in the ogre’s way warriors braced for sudden, brutal, violent death.  All
along the kobold line, warriors waited to die.


“Form
up!” Kale called, though none of his warriors could hear him.  Holding out his
arms, he brought the first several on line, and the rest began to extend the
line out in either direction as they came up.  With a hand motion to the front,
Kale and his skirmishers raised their javelins as one and ran forward.


The
ogre had now arrived at the front line, with several of his companions only a
couple of steps behind him.  With a mighty swing, a handful of kobold warriors
were smashed, their bodies flung lifelessly through the air to land in pieces
among the warrior group to their right.


“Let
fly!” Kale called out, and as one almost fifty javelins scythed through the
air, striking many of the ogres.  The long, narrow tips of the javelins pierced
much of the thick leather they wore, piercing many holes in their thick hides. 
Nearly half of the ogres were able to brush off the javelins without any real
effect, but the other half bled much.  Best of all, the massive ogre in the
middle had taken a javelin in his gaping mouth, the long stick poking out
through the back of his throat as he stumbled about in surprised agony.


“Ready!”
Kale yelled over the din of combat.  He was heartened by the effect his
warriors were having, and especially by his especially good hit on the biggest
ogre.


“Throw!”
he yelled, then heaved his own second javelin at the massive ogre in the middle
yet again, this time lodging it under the beast’s arm in its ribs as it
stumbled about.


Three
of the ogres were down, and the massive ogre who had led them was one of them. 
All down the length of the Deep Gen line the stout underdark warriors had
gotten past their initial panic and had begun to move about, trying not to mass
where the ogres could easily strike.  Several moments after impact what was
left of the lead ranks of each warrior group had surged forward with their
spears only, dodging between legs to stick spears in thighs, jumping up to
stick the Neanderthal-like ogres in their bellies, causing several of the
massive brutes to reel back after their initial assault.  


The
blows that had done the most damage to them, however, were mighty thrusts by
their strongest warriors into the ogres’ soft groins.  Already a pair of them
had fallen to the ground in pain this way, after which each of them had been
swarmed by the little kobolds with their metal tipped sticks.  All down the
line the rest of the warriors were doing the same thing, swarming about them to
confuse the massive brutes and to avoid giving them too tempting a target to
hit.


Behind
Kale came his brother and the other half of the skirmishers.  Kale held up his
hands to stop them from throwing, however, as there was no way to keep from
hitting the Deep Gen warriors.


As
they watched, the Deep Gen warriors began to turn the tide of battle.  Another
ogre went down, then another, then a pair.  Soon, nine ogres had succumbed to
the swarm tactics of the nimble Deep Gen warriors with their spears, and the
rest were wounded; bleeding profusely and confused by the chaos of it all.


First
one, then another ogre began to run.  Seeing they were almost by themselves,
the last four ogres all turned to run at once.


“Ready!”
Kale called.


“Throw
far, warriors!” Kale’s brother urged them.  “Past our line!”


“Throw!”
Kale commanded, and as one fifty more javelins scythed through the air,
bringing down two more of the massive beasts just as they cleared the swarm of
deep gen warriors.


All
up and down the line the underdark warriors cheered.  They had survived their
greatest challenge so far without breaking and running, though not one of them
would have imagined that they could.  The exuberance of life swelled up in each
of them and they danced on the corpses of the huge ogres like children playing
on little hills.


 





 


“Mirrik!”
Kale called.  The muscle-bound warrior turned about to see who was calling
him.  He was drenched almost head to toe in sticky, congealing ogre blood, but
the white of his teeth shone through like a wolf’s in the dark of night.


“Mirrik,
the next wave is coming!” Kale called.  “Hemmet!  Pass the word!  The next wave
is coming!”  He had moved his skirmishers up in front of the Deep Gen’s line to
collect up their thrown javelins and to slow down the next wave the orc horde
threw at them.  Someone has to be focused, Kale thought.  Right now the
warriors of the Deep Gen were too busy celebrating their victory over the
ogres, and had yet to reform the line.


“Where’s
Lord Sennak?” Kale called.  “We must reform the line!”


Mirrik
looked about.  Down the line to the left a group of warriors were not
rejoicing.  They were some of the old lord’s personal guards that the new Lord
Sennak the Younger had taken on as his own personal guards as well, and they
were huddled about the shattered form of a kobold on the ground.


“There’s
your answer,” Mirrik called back to Kale as he pointed to the left.  “I think
he’ll not be leading us for now, if ever.”


Mirrik
and Kale both looked down the hill.  Already they could see the first orcs
through the trees.


“Form
it up!” Mirrik called.  “Here they come!  Form the line!”


Kale
didn’t have time to worry about others at the moment.  “Form the skirmish
line!” he called, and with an obedience he’d not seen in them before this
battle, his hundred outcast warriors quickly moved into their various
positions.


“Ready!”
he called out.  In front of them, not twenty paces away, the lead orcs of the
next wave were climbing up the slope, determined looks in their eyes and sharp
swords and axes in their hands.  Not far behind them a huge mixed group of
ogres and orcs came, some of the largest, fiercest looking orcs and ogres that
any of them had seen yet forming the nucleus of the group.  It was as if the
first group of orcs were but shock troops for what had to be the rest of this
entire wing of the orc horde.


“Throw!”
Kale called, and as one almost a hundred javelins flew threw the air, cutting
down the entire first group of orcs before any of them could get close enough. 
Kale had been prepared to fall back, but the effectiveness of his warriors’
throws made that command unnecessary for now.


Behind
Kale’s skirmishers, the Deep Gen’s warrior groups finished forming up.  Kale’s
skirmishers had succeeded in giving them enough time to reform.


“Look
at the number of them,” Kale’s brother muttered in a low voice.


“Steady
now,” Kale responded.


Down
the slope from them the orcs and ogres had stopped.  Kale counted to himself. 
Among the numberless mass of orcs… a few hundred at least… were about
twenty-five ogres.  Shaking his head, he looked back at the Deep Gen’s warrior
groups.  They were battered and beaten, having lost probably a quarter of their
strength in the last battle alone.  Not a one of them was more than three ranks
deep now as their leaders’ seconds moved warriors about to fill gaps the
previous groups of ogres had punched in their lines.


From
the elite group in the middle of the seething, screaming line of warriors, an
older orc with a large axe stepped forward.  The scars all over his body could
be seen by all the kobolds in the line, as could his massive muscles.  Looking
from one side of his line to the other, the fierce looking warrior began yelling
something in their feral tongue.  The orcs around what had to be their
chieftain repeated the older orc’s words, roaring it out with grim enthusiasm. 
The chief called out again, and this time the entire line joined in repeating
the foul syllables.


As
the old orc chanted, an orc with many small skulls about his waste and
necklaces of claws stepped out of the line.  The simple black cloth robe he
wore was smeared with handprints of ash mixed with blood, and in his hand he
held a long bone as a rod that was topped with a blackened skull with sharp
fangs.  In the eyes of the skull two dark rubies shined with a ghostly light.


All
along the line the Deep Gen warriors shifted about nervously, not knowing what
to expect.


“What
do you think he’s for?” Kale’s brother asked.


Kale
just shook his head slightly, keeping his eyes on the black-robed orc as it
raised the scepter.  Suddenly, as the orc shaman chanted, blackness radiated
forth from the rod, flying through the air with a power that chilled the hearts
of every kobold there.  In what had to be but a heartbeat the blackness had
flown through their formations, desecrating the ground about them and chilling
their hearts as though their tenuous grip on mortality were weakened somehow
with the arrival of the black mist.  Then, as suddenly as it arrived, the black
mist seemed to disappear, seeping quickly into the many corpses about them.


Instantly,
with jerky, spasmodic motions, tens of corpses came to their feat as one all
along the line, their eyes open yet senseless, their faces still frozen with
their final moments of agony.  Blood was still pouring from some of them as,
kobold or orc alike, the risen dead reached down and grabbed up weapons in
unnaturally strong hands.


A
great cry of despair rose up and down the entire line as many of their fellow
warriors, who had died nobly in the defense of their companions, now raised
spears against them.  Down at the end of the line Lord Sennak’s personal guards
fled as his corpse also rose to its feet and took up its sword, a particularly
pain-wracked grin lighting its slack features.


Kale
had seen much in his life, but he had never seen anything like this.  Neither
had any of his outcast warriors, by the looks of sheer panic on their faces.


“Skirmishers! 
Fall back!” he called out.  All around him, the outcasts were already trying to
do that, several of them being cut down by the reanimated corpses, who had now
begun to attack every living kobold within reach.


Kale’s
brother thrust a sword into his brother’s stunned hands.  “Kale!  We’re not
going to get through this line of undead!  We must flee around them!” he
yelled.


Suddenly,
Kale’s eyes became clear, and he looked down at the sword in his hand.  “No,”
he said.


“What
do you mean?” his brother voice was urgent.  “We can’t stay here!”


Kale,
however, threw the sword to the ground, sticking it upright.  In the air about
Kale a feeling of power, greater than his brother had ever felt, began to drive
out the fear.  Not understanding what was going on, Kale’s brother watched in
amazement as his brother knelt down on the ground in front of him.


“Ancestors!”
he called out as the din of battle behind the brothers began to be shut out
from where they knelt.  “Hear my plea!  I, Kale, son of Kale, inheritor of the
burden of lordship of this gen, call upon you!  Send help this day!”


Suddenly,
a great burst of light coming from seemingly everywhere at once blinded Kale
and his brother.  All along the two lines, kobolds, orcs, and ogres all reeled
back from the intense, purifying light.  After a few moments, as his heart
burned with an intense inner fire, Kale could perceive that there were many
figures coming from not far away, off to the right side of the line.  They rode
animals, wolves or dogs by their outline, and they came with spears and swords,
smashing through and riding down the animated corpses of those who the orc
shaman had raised against them, as if sent from the realms of the ancestors
themselves.


Suddenly,
in a moment, Kale’s sight refocused as the light began to fade, and he could
see that, indeed, they were kobolds, and they were riding wolves, and riding at
the head of them Durik held the Kale Stone high.


As
the Wolf Riders Warrior Group came sweeping along the front of the Deep Gen’s
line, the warriors on the line began to take heart again and to attack the
zombies that the shaman had raised against them.  To their surprise, what had
been unnaturally strong was suddenly weak, and the corpses of the both hallowed
and unhallowed dead were quickly struck back down to the ground.


Continuing
their sweep along the line, Durik led the Wolf Riders to the far end of the
line, and formed them up next to what had been Lord Sennak’s warrior group. 
All this time, the hundreds of orcs and many ogres that faced the Kale forces
stood strangely quiet, as if confounded by the light and its effects on their
shaman’s spell.


But
as the last of the zombies fell, and Durik’s Wolf Riders formed up, the orcs
began to break into yelling and cursing the kobolds in their guttural tongue. 
Seemingly woken up from his stupor, the shaman came forward out of the line yet
again, but his confidence was not the same.  With scepter in hand he began to
chant again.


Kale
grabbed a javelin and, running forward, he threw it with all his might.  The
orc shaman, seemingly at an impossible distance from the line of kobolds, paid
no heed to Kale.  All up and down the kobold line, however, warriors held their
breath as they saw the javelin arch high through the trees.


With
a stunned gasp, the shaman shuddered as the javelin struck true, piercing his
chest and driving all the way through.  The chanting instantly stopped and the
shaman fell lifeless to the ground to the cheers of the entire kobold line.


Grabbing
another javelin as he walked toward the back of the Deep Gen’s line, Kale
smiled and grasped hands with a few of the warriors as he walked past them to
rejoin the eighty or so remaining outcast skirmishers.  His brother came behind
him, gathering an arm full of javelins as he went.
















 


Chapter 15 – Slaying the Minotaur


 


Trallik and Trikki sat against the
tree trunk listening carefully for any sound on the berm above them.  A large
column of orcs and ogres had just finished passing by, and they were waiting to
make sure that they had all passed.


After
a few more moments, Trallik stood up and peeked around the tree trunk and over
the berry bush that grew at its base.  He saw no one before ducking back behind
the trunk.  After a couple more moments, this time he stepped out and watched,
and waited.  Still nothing from down the hill, only the noise of many heavy
feet retreating away up the hill from them.


“They’re
gone, and I don’t see any more coming,” he whispered.


Trikki
stood up.  “They’ve all passed!”


“Yes. 
Let’s go tell Billik.”


The
two young kobolds ran off down the side of the hill and through the underbrush
to the meadow where the lead companies of Kale Gen warriors had gathered. 
Standing in the midst of the meadow with ash raining down like a sporadic
snowfall, Lord Karthan was talking with Billik and the twenty leaders of
companies that he had gathered to talk over plans.


“Sire!”
Trallik spoke urgently in a low voice as he and Trikki came running up.  “Sire,
they’ve all passed by!  The orc horde has passed up the hill!”


Turning
to consider Trallik for a moment, Lord Karthan thought for a moment longer,
then nodded.  “Leaders!” he said quietly, but urgently.  “The time for action
is now!  Remember, we march the companies into two parallel lines, then we move
up the slope to surround and destroy the horde.  First line, shields and
spears.  Second line, prepare to plant spears and fire bows.  Shields on backs,
second line!”


The
twenty company sub-leaders all responded “yes, sire,” in equally low, yet
excited voices, then turned and began running back to their companies.  Gathering
his small personal guard about him, Lord Karthan patted his wolf on the neck
and had it led away.  The message was clear.  Win or lose, he would share the
same lot as his warriors.


With
a hand signal from Lord Karthan, the scouts ran ahead of the companies to give
early warning, and the companies began to march across the top of the hill,
eventually forming two long lines of ten companies each before turning to the
right and beginning to advance up the hill in the direction their half of the
orc horde had gone.


 





 


Drakebane
the Mighty, chieftain of the Bloodhand Orc Tribe, screamed in frustrated rage. 
It was as if the hand of some powerful being were tipping the balance against
his forces, taking away the advantages his force had one by one.  They were
orcs, by the Dark Prince!  Each of his warriors were easily twice the weight of
a kobold, and even the shortest of his warriors was a head and shoulders taller
than the tallest kobold!  They had chainmail jerkins!  They had big axes and
swords, plus some spears, bows, and javelins for throwing and shooting as
well.  How had these kobolds done so much damage to them?  The first few groups
he’s sent up the hill should have torn through these little pests!  


And
the ogres?  What happened there?  Only two had come running back?  Ogres were
giants!  How had little creatures that were only knee-high to the giants kill
thirteen of them?  And why hadn’t the kobolds broken?  With half of their
number laying dead or dying about them, still they stood!  How was it possible?


Drakebane’s
rage was blinding.  The wily old orc had ceased to think.  It was now time to
kill.  Screaming in rage, he thrust his axe into the air.  Like a massive,
organic train, all around him the three hundred orcs and twenty-five ogres of the
main force echoed his rage and slowly began to charge the five or six hundred
little kobold warriors in their shield wall on the hill above them.  As they
approached the huddled, battered kobolds, the force of their charge reached its
peak.  The ground shook and axes were raised as a hundred tons of muscle and
steel bore down upon the little shield wall.


 





 


There
were no delusions among the grim warriors who stood in the kobold line.  There
would be no running away from the much taller, much faster orcs.  There would
be no surrender.  No, life as an orc slave was usually very short, if they
bothered to take slaves.  And there was no way they could abandon their
families at the caverns of the Kales anyway.  No, the only thing there was to
do was stand their ground to the last.


In
the eyes of every warrior on that line, it was clear that they understood that
they would die this day.  In fact, no one there thought they would live past
the next charge.


“Steady!”
Mirrik called.  Looking over to where his friend Hemmet stood in front of his
own warrior group, he could see how thin their lines were, only two ranks per
warrior group in most places, with the few warriors left for a third rank
mostly made of those who were wounded, but who had come back to the line anyway
to help brace the warriors in the first two ranks.


“I’ll
not die standing here!” Mirrik suddenly said.  “Get ready, lads!  Let’s charge
them!” Mirrik said.  Behind him, his warrior group began to pass the word in
excited voices.  Looking over to Hemmet, Mirrik called out.  “Hemmet, we’re
going to charge!”


“What? 
Are you crazy!”


Mirrik
didn’t respond.  Down the slope from them, like an avalanche the horde had
begun to charge, their roars drowning out all other sounds.


Raising
his spear, Mirrik screamed out a challenge.  All around him, his warriors did
the same.  Hearing his challenge, the other warrior groups joined him.


“Charge!”
Mirrik yelled, and the entire kobold line hefted spears and ran forward,
forming a wedge with Mirrik’s company at the point and the rest of the warrior
groups joining in as they caught the spirit of the attack.


“What
amazing, suicidal valor!” Kale said, the emotion of the moment washing over
him.  Turning to his skirmishers, he yelled “Charge!”  Running past the many
wounded and the piles of corpses that marked the position the original almost
nine-hundred kobold warriors of the Deep Gen and the outcasts had held against
several attacks already.


On
the left side of the charging line, Durik ordered his wolf riders to swing right
and fall in behind the tip of the wedge.


With
a thunderous crash, the almost six-hundred remaining kobold warriors jumped at
the orcs and ogres in a frenzy of crazed desperation that was suicidal.  As
Durik lined up his Wolf Riders, he saw great skill with spears and swords, but
he also saw kobolds throwing spears, knocking orcs off their feet as they
rammed their legs with their shields, butting them with their horns, and even
biting them in their suicidal attack.  He saw kobolds swarming into orcs, knocking
them to the ground and pounding in their heads with rocks.  It was as if they
had resigned themselves to death, but were determined to make the orcs pay for
every ounce of their blood.


Much
more frequently, however, Durik saw orcs pounding kobolds senseless, cutting
off arms and heads, kicking them senseless and stepping on their heads with
iron boots.  All about the many ogres great swaths had been cut in the kobold
charge, but one advantage the charge did give the kobold warriors was that they
got in close to the ogres, making it hard for them to swing their mighty, but
unwieldy weapons.


Durik
wasn’t sure how much longer the kobolds of the Deep Gen would last, but as
those in front of the orcs he was targeting fell, he saw his opportunity.  With
spear raised, he pointed it forward.  “Warriors of the Kale Gen, into the
breach!”


Durik
leveled his spear as Firepaw jumped forward down the slope.  Passing the
skirmishers who were picking up fallen spears and throwing them at the ogres,
Durik guided Firepaw with his knees toward the old orc with the axe.


In
a moment of clarity in the midst of the chaotic melee, Drakebane the Mighty
pulled his axe out of the shattered remains of the kobold he had just killed
and looked up the slope just in time to see the spear coming.


Twisting
his spear downward, Durik planted it firmly into the chieftain’s chest as
Firepaw jumped up on the orc.  Drakebane’s axe fell spinning off to one side as
his hands grasped the haft of the spear, his eyes bulging out with the impact. 
Propelled backward, Drakebane fell over the body of the kobold he had just
slain.  Riding up next to Durik, Manebrow smashed through Drakebane’s
minotaur-skull helmet with his axe, cleaving it in two.


The
pair of armored wolf riders passed by the lifeless form of the former chieftain
of the Bloodhand Orc Tribe and were continuing the attack.


 





 


“Warriors
of the Kale Gen, at the double!” Lord Karthan called.  Not far up the slope he
could hear the sounds of battle ringing clearly through the thick afternoon air. 
Already he could see those warriors on the outer edge of the melee through the
trees.


“Sound
the charge!” he called to his signalers.  He hoped against hope that it would
both give hope to the Deep Gen warriors that were holding the line, and cause
fear in the hearts of the orc horde.  Either way, he knew his fellow kobolds
were taking a pounding, and he just couldn’t get there fast enough.


As
the notes of the rams horns blew, many orcs turned in surprise to see another
almost seven hundred kobold warriors charging at them from behind.  Panic
ensued among the rear ranks of the orc horde, stoked on by the first volley of
arrows from the rear ten companies, who had planted spears and drawn arrows.


“At
them!  At them!” Lord Karthan shouted as he raised his sword and focused on one
orc warrior who was twenty steps directly in front of him.  All around him the
lead companies of his warriors had charged forward with a yell.


Some
orcs had begun to form up in small groups in the rear of the orc horde, but the
first volley of arrows had broken up most of that.  Now, as Lord Karthan and
the over three hundred and fifty kobolds that charged with him slammed into the
back of the orc horde, a shudder ran through the orcs and a panic began to
spread, even affecting the ogres as the hundreds of archers in the rear ten
Kale companies began shooting high to avoid shooting their Deep Gen cousins on
the far side of the horde, focusing their sharp missiles on the only things
that were high enough; the ogres’ heads and necks.


Soon
the weight of the encirclement began to take its toll.  Groups of orcs began to
peel away from the fight and tried to break through the kobolds in an attempt
to flee.  Many did, as there were several holes in the uphill side of the line
where the Deep Gen charge had stalled.  Here and there ogres were falling,
victims of the swarming tactics that the impetuous Deep Gen warriors had
perfected.  Almost imperceptibly, yet all at once, it was as if the will of the
entire horde broke.  Orcs and ogres once blind with rage now turned blind with
fear.  Large numbers of them ran on the spears of the Kale companies in their
attempt to escape.  A few ogres did cut large swaths through the Kale
companies, however, as they ran for their lives.


Pulling
his sword out of an orc he’d stabbed as the beast was trying to push through,
Lord Karthan looked up to see Manebrow and a detachment of Wolf Riders rushing
past to chase after several orcs who had managed to get past the Kale companies
and were even now running down the hill.


A
wolf reined in next to Lord Karthan.  Looking up, he saw his daughter Kiria,
her face a mask of concern.  She was scratched, muddy, and bloody, but she was
whole and unwounded.  In spite of himself, standing there in the midst of so
much death, Lord Karthan cried with both joy and despair.


“Form
it up!  Let’s go!” Lord Karthan soon called as his daughter went about helping
Myaliae administer to the hundreds of wounded that littered the broad crest of
the berm-like hill.  Yes, this had been a great victory, but they didn’t have
time to celebrate it.  The other half of the orcs were trying to envelope them
from the other side of the battlefield, and Lord Krall had taken his forces to
stop them.  It wouldn’t do to be celebrating, until they were sure that the
other half of the orc attack was broken.


Leaving
five companies behind to help the stumbling, shocked survivors of the Deep Gen
gather their wounded to the clearing on the top of the hill, Lord Karthan led
the remaining fifteen companies in three lines down the hill and out into the
clearing.


 





 


Mirrik
and Hemmet stood looking at Kale, who was going about the heaps of bodies
picking out the wounded and helping separate them from the dead.  The pair of
life-long friends had seen the deaths of almost half of their gen’s warriors
this day, between Bantor’s warrior group that had been left in the underdark
and the hundreds of warriors whose lifeblood had been spilled freely on this
nameless hill.


As
they had been surveying the extent of the damage, they discovered the bodies of
Lord Sennak the Younger, the other two warrior group leaders, and all five of
the veteran warriors who had served the warrior group leaders as their
seconds.  With bitter realization, the pair of friends realized that they were
now the de facto leaders of the shattered remnants of the Deep Gen.


“Hemmet,”
Mirrik said, looking at his friend who was leaning on a tall orc sword he had
used to slay his last couple of orcs.  “I think we need to make Kale the leader
of what’s left of our people.”


Hemmet
was silent as he looked about at the sheer destruction.


“I
don’t think either of us are cut out to be lord of a gen,” Mirrik continued.


The
pair stood in silence for a few moments.


“I
don’t suppose Lord Karthan would approve of that, do you?” Hemmet finally
asked.


Mirrik
thought for a moment.  “I don’t think it matters much.”


After
a few moments, Hemmet nodded.  “So be it.  Let’s go tell him.”


The
pair of warriors slowly walked down the slope, each of them nursing various
wounds, bruises, and aches from the afternoon’s battle.


 





 


As
Hemmet and Mirrik approached Kale, the paladin came riding up in his now
mud-splattered armor on his exhausted mount.  The pair of warrior leaders
stopped and waited, though for what they didn’t know.


With
a clear look in his eyes, as one who had finally found the answer to a
long-standing problem, Durik dismounted and walked up to Kale.  In his left
hand he held the Kale Stone, which glowed with a soft, almost comforting light.


“Sire,”
Durik said as placed the Kale Stone in Kale’s outstretched hands, his other
hand on Kale’s arm as he looked him in the eyes.  “I know that events are not
yet such that everyone feels this is the right thing to do, but I have been
commanded to give you the Kale Stone, and I must obey.”


Kale
nodded and smiled humbly at Morgra’s chosen paladin as he held the powerful
gift in his hands.  “I know, faithful servant of Morgra,” he said, “but
circumstances will soon be different.”  In his hands the Kale Stone shone with
an immediate, brilliant luster.  


Around
The Sorcerer’s two servants a brilliant light began to grow, starting subtly
and growing until under the canopy of the trees it was as bright as the fields
at noon-day.  All around the battlefield the delirious wounded were comforted, the
spirits of the dead passed to the place of the ancestors in greater peace, and
all who were still firmly in the realm of the living were drawn to look at
them.


Next
to the pair of leaders, Mirrik and Hemmet knelt.  Following their lead, Kale’s
brother knelt, and soon all who were left of the former Deep Gen, all the
former outcasts, and the half of the Wolf Riders who were with Durik were all
on their knees in reverence and awe.


Looking
about at his many fellow kobolds on their knees, Kale held up the stone of
their heritage, the stone which assured his right to rule over the gen whose
name he bore.


 





 


Jominai
looked off to the right.  Behind him the four hundred levies marched, while
Marbo rode along at the rear of the formation.  Behind his four blocks of one
hundred spear-holding frightened young recruits, the hundred wolf riders under
Krulak, the son of the lord of their gen, rode along ready for action.  Next to
them were nearly fifty orc archers, and spread around the various kobold
formations were various hobgoblins.  Off to the right, however, were the orc
scouts in the wood line.


Ahn-Ki,
Voice for Chieftain as he liked to be called, had told Jominai to only advance
as fast as the little group of orc scouts advanced.  From what Jominai could
understand from the gravelly-voiced hobgoblin’s instructions, Drakebane had
told the little group to pace his half of the horde, so apparently they were
all moving forward on line.


What
caught his attention, however, was the fact that the little group of orc scouts
had begun running back down the hill.  He’d heard a pair of ram’s horns being
blown in the woods off to their right, and then more sounds of battle like
they’d been hearing all along, but this time things were different.  This time
the sounds of ogres and orcs yelling ended and the sound of many kobolds
rejoicing could be heard on the thick afternoon air.


Then,
with the sky darkening from the smoke and falling ashes of the still distant
conflagration, Jominai heard the ram’s horn again.  He looked up the slope at
the line of a few hundred Kale warriors that were still several bowshots away,
but saw no ram’s horn there.  Looking over to the right again, he saw the lead
companies of what had to be Kale or Krall warriors breaking through the
underbrush and marching in line out into the meadow not a bowshot’s distance
off to the right.


Wheeling
his wolf around, Jominai drew his sword.  “Kill the hobgoblins and orcs!” he
yelled.  Kicking his wolf in the ribs, he charged forward toward the hobgoblin
closest to him, a particularly ugly hobgoblin who was marching along with the
Five Gens contingent.


Jominai’s
command had not only caught the hobgoblins off guard, most of whom didn’t speak
The Sorcerer’s tongue, but he also caught his own troops off guard.  However,
in a matter of a few moments all five hundred kobolds were attacking their
hobgoblin guards.  Then, with a command from Krulak, the hundred Kobold Cavalry
wheeled about and charged into the fifty orcs of the archer contingent. 
Between the sharp spears of the cavalry, and the fiery missiles of the five
covenant mages among the cavalry, the entire contingent of orc archers were
soon put to flight.


By
the time Lord Karthan arrived, the Kobold Gen Cavalry had ridden down the last
few orcs, and Krulak and Jominai had walked out in front of their contingents
to offer their spears in support of their Kale cousins.  With hands tied in
front of him, the leader of the hobgoblin mercenaries, Ahn-Ki, was presented as
a gift to the Lord of the Kale Gen.
















 


Chapter 16 – A Common Foe


 


Goryon and Gorgon both slapped
each other on the back and yelled excitedly as the center of the orc horde
collapsed into chaos… just as they had been preparing to fire the first spears
from their Great Bows.  The best part about it was seeing Lord Karthan’s bronze
crown shining in the gray light as he led the Kale companies out of the tree
line from the left.


“Victory!”
Gorgon yelled, turning to look excitedly at Jerrig, Arbelk, and Troka.


“Aye,
lad,” Goryon beamed in pride.  “Though there is still another flank to be
secured, you know.”


“Yes,
but that won’t take long, not now that our warriors were victorious on the left
flank!” Gorgon replied excitedly.  “I’m going to take my team down there!  I
don’t want to miss this!”


Goryon
looked at his son, startled and disapproving.  Then, reminding himself that his
son was a warrior, and an accomplished one at that by the stories he’d told him
on the way here, he nodded.  “Go, son!  Drive the rest of the orcs from here!”


Grabbing
their weapons, Gorgon and the rest of his team were preparing to climb down the
ladder when suddenly they saw something that stopped them cold.  Before long,
the two teams of warriors were gathering rocks and preparing to defend their
sheer-sided stone tower.


 





 


As
Lord Karthan was accepting the spears of the Kobold Gen-led contingent, a
dog-rider with another dog in tow appeared at the bottom of the long slope. 
While the leaders from the two gens talked, Krulak of the Kobold Gen making it
clear they did not want to fight their Kale cousins and Lord Karthan of the
Kale Gen making it clear he didn’t want to fight them either, the dog-rider got
closer.


As
the leaders were talking about the forest fire and the ants, both of which were
out there in the woods, and both of which were likely closer than they felt
comfortable with, the dog-rider got close enough for everyone to see that what
he carried on the dog that was trailing him was another kobold, unconscious and
strapped over the second dog’s back.  The pair of dogs were worn almost to
utter exhaustion, and all four of them were covered in ash.


Finally,
as the two leaders were coming to an agreement that would allow the warriors of
the Kobold Gen and the northern gens’ levies to take shelter in the Kale Gen’s
home caverns until the fire passed, the dog-rider and his unconscious companion
came riding up, past the warriors who had stepped out of line to help him and
straight up to the huddle of leaders.


“Lord
Karthan!” the rider called out.


“Aye! 
Krebbekar, isn’t it, of Lord Krall’s house guard?” Lord Karthan asked.  “What
news do you bring?”


“The
same!” he replied.  “I’ve urgent news for you and for all kobolds on this field
of battle today!” he continued, looking over at the various leaders from the
Kobold contingent.  “The ants are upon us all!”


Even
as he said the words, three dog-riders in shiny metal armor burst out of the
forest canopy and into the open at the bottom of the slope.  Seeing the mass of
kobolds on the hill, the trio turned and rode for them.  Immediately behind them
a mass of warrior ants came tumbling out over each other in their frenzy to
catch the three riders.


It
was as if a bolt of lighting had shot through the group.  After grasping hands
and agreeing to stand together against the ants, the leaders turned away from
each other, each of them yelling orders to gather their warriors to the top of
the slope.  Within a couple of moments both contingents were marching at a
quick pace up the hill.


 





 


Trallik
and Trikki ran for all they were worth.  They knew that many hundreds of lives
depended on their message arriving quickly, and so they were being a lot less
cautious than they might otherwise have been.


To
their front, on the other side of the hill they had just crested somewhere, the
noise of battle marked their objective.  Grabbing Trikki by the hand, Trallik
helped her steady herself as she almost tripped over a root.


Down
the slope the young lifemates ran, around a thicket that had grown up to choke
the ground around several tree trunks, and to a natural ditch that ran through
the bottom of the slight depression that followed this part of the road for a
little distance.


Jumping
over the ditch together, they both looked up and over the edge of the road to
where well over a thousand creatures moved with determination or fury.  Seeing
that they were in the back of the kobold forces involved in this battle, the
pair of messengers ran for all they were worth toward the closer of the two
flanks of the kobold force; the left one.


“Ready…
Fire!” a kobold was yelling as they ran up the left side of what had to be the
largest block of archers the southern valley had ever seen.  As one, hundreds
of arrows, some rather long and some of normal length, flew through the air,
raining down on the orc forces on the far side of the front of the kobold line.


From
where they were at, Trallik and Trikki could not see the effect of the massive
volley, but they could see the kobold that had commanded it.  Tall for a
kobold, muscular but not overly much, wearing leather armor with a silver tree
embossed on the breastplate, and holding a sword with a golden hilt, this
kobold had to be a leader caste from the Krall Gen.


“Sire!”
Trallik called out, almost out of breath as they ran up and stopped in front of
the noble kobold.


“What’s
this?  Speak!” the kobold leader said.


“Sire! 
We seek Lord Krall,” Trallik huffed as he bent over, out of breath.  “Where is
he?”


“Reload!”
The kobold called out as he considered the pair carefully.  “He’s a bit busy
right now, as am I.  Do you carry a message?”


“Aye,
sire,” Trallik nodded as he stood up.


The
kobold leader looked away for a moment, then looked back at the massive
contingent of archers.  “Fire!”  With the sound of a swift wind, hundreds of
arrows arched up into the sky to rain death on the orcs.


“If
you’ve a message, I am Krall, son and heir of Lord Krall.  You can tell me!”


Trallik
looked surprised and stood up straighter.  “Sire, Lord Karthan sent me to tell
you that the ants have arrived!  He requests that you move your forces to the
crest of the hill, that our gens may stand together!”


Krall
looked as if Trallik had just hit him in the face.  After a moment or two of
thought, he slowly nodded.  “Very well, tell Lord Karthan that we’re on our
way, if we can make it.”


With
that, Trallik and Trikki took off running back the way they had come.


Behind
them now, Krall ordered his troops to reform into their smaller groups and to
move at the double to the south side of the hill, where they could easily climb
up to join their brethren of the Kale Gen on the crest of the hill.


Having
organized his Archer Guard and Border Guard, Krall joined his father at the
front of the Heavy Guard.  The orcs had been fought to a standstill and the two
forces had separated, standing not a dozen steps from each other as they rested
and glared at each other.


Krall
could see that the orcs were clearly on the verge of defeat.  The handful of
ogres they’d had with them had all succumbed to the volleys of arrows, and the
dead and wounded orcs lay in heaps where arrows and the heavy, chopping swords
of the Heavy Guard had put them.  They had arrived almost four hundred strong,
but now the orcs were a mere fraction of that, barely over a hundred effectives
by Krall’s estimate.


The
Krall Gen had faired much better than their opponents.  Volley after volley of
arrows, and the curved two-handed swords of their Heavy Guard, had both been
exceptionally effective.  Discipline was the mantra of their gen’s forces, and
skill at arms was its greatest manifestation.  This day, at least, as they left
less than fifty dead on the field, they knew it had served them well.


 





 


Shagra,
who led the orcs, had been frustrated at every turn.  His little flanking force
he’d sent around them had been shot down without doing any damage as they
emerged from the trees.  His forces had been cut by a third by arrow-fire as
they were approaching.  Now, the cantankerous old kobold who led the Krall
Gen’s forces had ordered his forces to back up, only to rain two more volleys
of arrows down on them!


Shagra
was about to call for what was left of his forces to make one last charge when
the old kobold held up his hands and, in the company of his guards, walked out
in front of his line of warriors.  It looked like he wanted to talk!  Shagra
was suspicious, but what choice did he have?  Now that they’d had a moment to
think, he could see that most of his warriors were thinking about running.  All
around his meager force heads turned toward to look at the forest or the road
behind them, and here and there an orc warrior or two took off running into the
trees.


“You! 
Foul orc!” the old kobold spoke in orcish.  “Big enemy come!”


Shagra
looked at the kobold, trying to guess what it was saying.  Suddenly, he
realized they must be talking about the dragon.  Would they be surrendering to
him now?


“Dragon
come?  You surrender?” Shagra asked, a cruel smile coming to his face.


“No!”
the old kobold yelled.  He used his hands to make a walking motion then he put
them up next to his horns and wiggled them… like antennae.  The scowl on his
face told Shagra exactly what the kobold thought of him.


Suddenly,
Shagra’s blood ran cold.  “Ants?” he asked.  Then, seeing that the kobold
didn’t understand, he asked again.  “Big bugs, big teeths?”


The
old kobold nodded once, grimly, then turned around and shouted something to his
warriors.  The rearmost part of the kobold sword-wielders broke off and began
marching quickly for the hill.  The rest of the kobold warriors began moving
backward and away from the orcs.  He went with them.


Shagra
turned around as well.  Suddenly, far behind his forces, back where the road
turned left around the bottom of the slope they fought next to, a small group
of ant warriors appeared.


“Turn!”
Shagra yelled.  His entire force turned about as one.  Though none of his warriors
could have known how much of an overwhelming force of ants were on their way,
still they panicked because their escape was cut off.


“Orcs!”
Shagra yelled.  “With kobolds!  We go with kobolds!”  With that, Shagra ran and
plunged into the woods next to the long slope, the last hundred unscathed orc
warriors of the Bloodhand Orc Tribe following after him.  As the many wounded
orcs realized they were being left behind, all who were able got up and began
to shamble, run, or limp after their companions.


Behind
them on the road and in the meadow where the two forces had met, well over a
hundred orcs who were too wounded to move, many of them on death’s doorstep,
lay wailing and moaning like little children as a slow, horrible death
approached them… with antennae twitching and mandibles clicking.


Soon,
the feast of the ants began.


 





 


“Sire!”
Khazak Mail Fist called to Lord Karthan as he arrived at the top of the slope
ahead of the trail of wounded kobolds and the helpers he had taken to them. 
All about the top of the slope kobolds from three gens milled about, and off to
the front a group of about a hundred orcs stood unmolested, watching nervously
the ants at the bottom of the slope and the kobolds just above them on the
slope.  Streaming in behind the orcs were many wounded orcs, though unlike the
kobolds not one of their own moved to help them.


Lord
Karthan turned about.  He had been talking with Lord Krall, who sat stiffly in
his saddle, and with the two foreign kobolds who were leaders of the Kobold
Gen’s forces; Krulak and Jominai by name, as Khazak remembered them.


“What
news, Khazak?” Lord Karthan asked.


“Sire! 
The ant front is much larger than we thought!” Khazak replied.  “They are
coming up our left flank as we speak!  Manebrow reports that they have massed
beyond our left flank as well, with mostly worker ants coming around to the
north of us.”


“And
they’re coming around our right flank as well,” Lord Krall said from the back
of his muscular riding dog.


“Lord
Karthan,” the older of the two Kobold leader caste spoke, “I know we are but a
small part in this whole battle, but I would suggest that we cannot form a line
against these ants.  We must move to secure our flanks.”


Lord
Karthan nodded his head.  “I have to agree.  However, I do think we can form a
line.  But we will have to put sizable forces on our flanks, and prepare to
fall back into one large circle.”


As
Lord Karthan looked around the circle, he could see that there were no other
ideas among them.


“Very
well,” he said.  “Khazak and I will form the center of the line with the thirty
Kale companies.  We will do it in three lines of ten companies, or about three
hundred and fifty kobolds each.


“Out
in the open?” Lord Krall asked, skeptical as always.  “But what of the dragon?”


Lord
Karthan nodded.  “Aye, the dragon’s out there somewhere, but what choice do we
have?  The only way we can fight this many ants and have a chance of winning is
if we bring our archers into the fight.  We’ll have to risk the dragon
reappearing suddenly, if we’re going to get those crucial volleys of arrows
in.”


Lord
Krall wasn’t happy with the answer, and after a moment he growled in
frustration.  “Lad, I hate to say it, but you’re probably right… or at least I
see no other way.”


“Well,
then,” Lord Karthan continued, “if you will, Lord Krall, your forces form our
right side.”  Lord Krall just nodded his frustrated acceptance.


“Krulak
and Jominai,” he said, looking at the two Kobold Gen leaders, “your warriors
with spears can form up next to my warriors, on their left side.  I want your
one hundred cavalry on the right flank, protecting Lord Krall and his
warriors.”  The two Kobold Gen leaders nodded their agreement.


“Khazak,
send a messenger to tell Lord Sennak of the Deep Gen that his forces will take
the left side, and to tell Durik to take the left flank, to protect the Deep
Gen’s forces.”


Khazak
seemed uncomfortable.  “Sire, Lord Sennak is dead.  It seems that they’ve
decided that the outcast Kale is going to be their new leader.”


Lord
Karthan stared at Khazak Mail Fist in surprise, almost as if probing him for
more information.  When Khazak shrugged, Lord Karthan just shook his head.


“Send
a messenger to Kale, then,” he said, “and to Durik.”


“And
what of… those,” Krulak of the Kobold Gen said, pointing at the orcs. 
“What do you intend to do with them?”


Lord
Karthan thought for a moment.  “We could use their strength.  Krulak, as you
pass by, tell them to form up in a group between my Kales and the Kralls.  And
Krulak, show them where that is, will you?”


The
Kobold Gen leader nodded, then all leaders moved off to begin the movements
necessary to make the plan happen.


Soon,
as ant warriors continued to mass by the hundreds and then by the thousands at
the bottom of the slope, the kobolds of the Kale, Krall, and Kobold Gens began
to form up in ranks at the top of the slope with the orcs in one ill-fitting
mess in the middle of them.  The field was huge, however, and the entire line
of kobolds and orcs barely extended from the tree-covered low hill on the right
to the berm-like hill on their left, with their cavalry riding cover on both
flanks.


As
impressive as the almost three thousand kobolds and one hundred fifty orcs
assembled there that day were, however, as the ants continued to gather into
the field from their dispersion in the woods, the kobolds realized that they
were far outnumbered.


Then,
as if the almost ten-thousand warrior ants and the thousand or so worker ants
were not enough, from the trail in the woods a massive six-legged creature
larger than the dragon broke through the trees into the clearing.  Its legs and
segmented body were immense, its mandibles were like giant barbed scythes, and
its eyes were full of hate and pent-up fury.


The
ant queen had arrived.


 
















 


Chapter 17 – The Ant Assault


 


“Drink water!” Khazak Mail Fist
called as he trooped down between the first and second lines of Kale Gen
companies.  The call was quickly echoed by the second for each company, and all
up and down the line kobolds nervously put shield and spear, bow and arrow down
and unslung waterskins they had filled in the broad, shallow lake back at the
Picket Line a few bowshots behind the hill they stood on.


“That’s
it, suck it down!” Khazak called.  “Breathe deeply now, warriors!  Get ready
for them!  Loosen up a bit!  It’s going to be a long afternoon, if the ants
have anything to say about it!”  As he called out to them, the kobolds on the
line began to stretch and loosen up.  The small break was all that several of
them needed, the look in their eye changing from one of tensed stress to one of
focus.


“That’s
it, warriors!” Khazak called, then moved on to the next company.  “Drink
water!” he called, as behind him Lord Karthan and his small group of personal
guards and messengers watched toward the front.


“Trallik,”
Lord Karthan turned his gaze away from the slowly advancing ants for a moment.


“Yes,
my lord,” the young warrior stepped forward.


“Trallik,
run a message to Gorgon up on Great Bow Hill,” Lord Karthan said.  “Tell him to
watch our flanks, and to blow on the ram’s horn if he sees us being flanked on
either side.”


“Aye,
lord.”


“And
Trallik,” Lord Karthan added as the young kobold was turning to leave, “tell
him to see if he can pierce the armor on the ant queen.”


“Aye,
sire,” Trallik answered, then turned and ran for all he was worth toward the
tall stone hill.


Lord
Karthan watched the ants for several moments as they reached the mid-point of
the slope.  They were traveling slowly up the slope, and he didn’t understand
why.  Then, against the foreground of the advancing tsunami of ants, the dragon
chose that moment to take flight and, from not terribly far away at all, the
dragon turned in mid-air and began heading toward the battle.


All
up and down the line, the kobolds of all three gens saw the dragon at the same
time, as did the ragged little band of orc survivors.  Wailing and mutters of
frustration could be heard from the line about Lord Karthan.  True to form,
however, the sub-leaders and seconds of each company quickly quieted the fear
in their ranks.  Panic was a poison that, if not dealt with, would spread
quickly and kill them as surely as dragon’s fire or ants’ mandibles.


Lord
Karthan looked from where he stood in the very center of the entire line to the
right.  The hundred orcs gathered together in a group next to his three lines
of almost a thousand total kobold warriors looked out of place, as they surely
were.  He didn’t know what he’d do with them after the battle, whether to let
them live or die.  But that wasn’t a choice he had to make yet.


Beyond
the orcs on the right, the Krall Gen stood with their Heavy Guard in a line to
the front.  Their forward-curved, heavy chopping swords rested on the shoulders
of the heavy hide armor they wore.  These were mine-workers, and a rather
muscular lot.  Directly behind them were the Border Guard with their short bows
and short swords, and behind them were the numerous Archer Guard with bows that
were as tall as them, and arrows that were of equally long length.  Lord
Karthan nodded.  They would do well in the coming battle, especially with their
volleys of sharp arrows.


Far
to the right was the Kobold Cavalry contingent.  They stood nervously milling
about in the trees on the right flank where the hill bordered the broad, flat
battlefield.  He didn’t know these kobolds.  They had the equipment, wearing
chain mail, with spears, shields, bows, and swords, but whether they would
stand or not, that was a different question.


On
his left, the young leader caste from the Kobold Gen, Jominai by name, and his
second Marbo, sat on their wolves in the midst of the four hundred levies from
the northern gens.  Lord Karthan shook his head.  They were a hope at best, not
a solid force to be relied on.  Their spears were of mixed quality, and the few
Kobold Gen leaders they had showed no confidence in them by staying mounted, as
if to quickly run away.


Lord
Karthan had had his wolf led away.  It showed his warriors that he shared their
fate, that he would not abandon them.


Beyond
them were the five or six-hundred remaining warriors of the Deep Gen and the
outcasts.  Their skirmishers were out front with javelins, and the rest of them
lined up in three lines behind them.  They were truly a battered lot, having
left hundreds of dead on the battlefield, and having drug a couple hundred
wounded up to the clearing on the crest of the hill.  But for all that, it had
been them who had borne the brunt of the orc horde’s assault, and they had done
it without wavering.


That
Lord Karthan could respect.


He
hoped that, at the end of this, they would join with his gen.  Warriors of that
caliber would be a very valuable asset.


Far
away, on the extreme left flank, Durik and his fifty or so remaining Wolf
Riders stood beside their mounts.  As he looked down the line, Lord Karthan
could see the young leader caste, the one who had found the Kale Stone, who had
been called to be a Paladin of Morgra, who had led his company through more
danger than most saw in their entire lives.  That was a leader if ever Lord
Karthan had seen one.  He would watch that one with great interest for the rest
of their lives.


Which
could be very short, Lord Karthan reminded himself as he looked back down the
slope to the mass of ants surging up the hill now.  He had not noticed it
before, but the ants did not stop at any of the bodies that were strewn along
the slope, orc archers mostly who had died when the Kobold Cavalry turned
against them.  That was strange for ants, who he had always heard would stop
for food whenever it presented itself.  As he looked closer at them, he thought
they looked hungry yet determined, as if their queen had driven them far
without much to eat.


The
mass of ant warriors was probably three bow-shots away when, all of a sudden,
he heard the snapping of a large machine from above him on the left, followed
almost immediately by another.


Suddenly,
a pair of spear-sized arrows flew through the air.  Gracefully from such a
distance, the two Great Bow missiles slowly arched downward, their deadly tips
forward.  As the entire line watched the progress of the two bolts, they slowly
came down in line with the front ranks of the ant line.  With swift, extreme
violence, several ant warriors in a row were thrown backward leaving only a
mist of red blood in the air where they had been.  Behind the point of impact,
one of the bolts had tumbled sideways upon impact, knocking almost fifteen ant
warriors flying, breaking legs of those around the three who had been skewered
as the three dead warriors flew threw the ranks of their fellow warriors.  The
second missile had not tumbled on impact, but had gone straight through five
warriors before staying in the sixth.


The
ant warriors, silent until now, began to chitter.  It started at the point of
impact, then spread rapidly throughout the entire ant force.  Soon, the entire
mass of ant warriors were surging forward with their front set of limbs raised,
slashing at the air with their arm-spikes and chittering away behind mandibles
that opened and closed as if lusting for the blood of those who stood before
them.


On
the far side of the orcs, the Kale Gen’s Archer Guard were firing already. 
Their long, elegant arrows arching up in one large mass, coming down to rain
death upon the lead ants of the horde.  The ants were so tightly packed
together that well over half of the arrows hit, leaving scores of ants dead or
writhing in agony on the ground.


“Arrows!”
Lord Karthan raised then dropped his sword to signal, as there was no way he
could yell loud enough to be heard far over the chittering of the ant horde. 
As he had instructed them, however, the sub-leaders of each company relayed his
commands.  Soon, all along the Kale Gen line warriors raised bows, all but the
first two lines who stood behind spear and shield waiting to receive the ant
charge.  By companies the Kale Gen warriors fired off volley after volley.  And
with each volley scores more ant warriors went down.  


By
the time the ants reached the point where they could charge, the ranks in front
of the Krall and Kale Gens were attritted down to a mere fraction of what had
been there.  Now, the outcast skirmishers in front of the Deep Gen warriors
threw two volleys of javelins, and the orcs threw whatever they had, rocks
mostly, before lifting axes as well.  By the time the ant line charged the
kobolds, thousands of arrows had been fired, and a thousand or more bodies
littered the field.  Though it thinned their lines, the ants marched
relentlessly on, then charged.


All
up and down the line, kobold warriors braced for impact.  Final volleys were
fired by those too close to the action, before dropping bows and picking up
spear and shield.  Lord Karthan looked up and down his line.  Khazak Mail Fist
had rejoined him during the volleys.  


Like
the waters of a tsunami striking the shore, the ants smashed headlong into the
first lines of his warriors.  Blood splattered all along the line as ant
warriors were impaled on the spears of the first line.  The initial shock of
the spear-line did nothing to stop those behind them, however.  Like frenzied
berserkers, the ant warriors climbed over their dead or dying companions to get
at the spears and shields of those beyond.


Most
of his warriors were able to get their spears free in time to skewer the next
ant in the wave, or the warrior behind them was fast enough to cover for them. 
But here and there a warrior’s spear was firmly stuck, and the warrior backing
him wasn’t fast enough, and the ant warrior would be able to land a blow with
its spiked forearms, or latch onto the kobold warrior with its mandibles.


The
company of warriors that were directly in front of Lord Karthan began to be
pushed backward, the sheer weight of the hundreds of ant warriors almost
trampling each other to get at the kobolds was just too much for the kobold
shield wall.


“Keep
up the volleys!” Lord Karthan yelled.  His call was echoed by sub-leaders up
and down the line.  Companies which had paused in wonder at the spectacle of
death just to their front snapped out of their stupor to rejoin the hundreds
who were pouring arrows into the mass of ants, plunging their fire just behind
the front lines.


The
volleys were helping tremendously.  Just as the ants seemed about to push
through his line in one place or another, the pressure would let up just long
enough for the warriors of the shield wall to begin lining back up again.  The
seconds of the various shield wall companies took advantage of the slight lulls
to pull wounded or dead warriors from the line, or to push new troops from
companies behind them into gaps that were developing in their own companies.


 





 


Durik
was glad to have Ardan’s team back with him.  Though Ardan had been delirious
when he’d been brought to him, Myaliae’s ministrations had brought him back and
mostly to normal quickly enough.  That he’d lost his right horn was a
certainty, however.  No healing potion would grow that back, and time wouldn’t
do it either.


As
they stood in the woods watching the giant mob of ant warriors slam first into
their Kale brothers in the center, then the northern gen levies closer to them,
and finally the right half of the Deep Gen warrior line just to the right of
them, Durik looked over at Keryak, his best friend from a childhood that was
only two weeks distant, yet ages ago.


“You,
Tohr, and Kahn still sure you wanted to join us?” Durik asked, only
half-joking.


The
twins both looked at each other and shrugged.  Keryak, on the other hand, shook
his head.  “You know Darya would never forgive me if I let you get killed,” he
said.


“She’d
never forgive me if I let you get killed, either!” Durik retorted.


“Well,
I guess we’ll both have to live, then,” Keryak answered, as if it were a
decision they could make.


After
a moment of watching the ant horde begin to expand outward and closer to them,
Durik began to see Deep Gen warriors going down; at a much lesser rate than the
ants they were fighting, but their shield wall clearly was not proof against
the ants.  In this battle, as in every battle, there would be no guarantee of
survival.


“You
know, Keryak,” Durik spoke.  “I think the ants get a vote in this one.”


Keryak
turned as if stunned.  “Not if I have anything to say about it!”


Durik
turned to Manebrow on his other side, who was also watching the ant warriors
with intense focus.  Breaking his concentration for a moment, he saw the
question in his leader’s eyes and nodded.


“Well,
Keryak, we’ll see if we have anything to say about it or not,” Durik said then
held up his spear.  “Riders!” he called.  “Follow me!”


The
Wolf Riders dashed forward in one body, the weight of their mounts adding much
momentum to the weight of their charge.  The mass of ants was beginning to
spread out mindlessly to envelope the kobold line, a thing Durik could not
allow.  With spears, swords, and shields raised, the small body of wolf-riding
cavalry smashed into the outer areas of the dispersed ant flank, mowing down
many ant warriors in succession and causing the rest to begin to recoil back
toward their companions in the main column.


The
young kobold leader then led his small cavalry group back up the hill to the
place where they had started, where they all pulled out bows, focusing on the
several stragglers who were still attempting to go around the kobold flank and
to cover the retreat of a pair of their companions whose mounts had been killed
in the charge.


Before
long, the flank was again secure.  Durik and his little band of wolf riders had
succeeded in keeping the ants attacking the main kobold line and not coming
around behind their line.


He
knew it was very temporary, however, and in fact could see the next group of
ants begin to break out from the main group to surge toward the woods as if to
come around behind the line.  Lifting his spear again, Durik prepared to lead
another charge to continue to shape the enemy’s attack to their advantage.


 





 


With
blood on his sword, and a grin full of malice on his face, Shagra looked down
the slope from where his many warriors were slaying the ants by the score.  The
battle was going well against these wolf-sized ants.  They were easy to kill,
exposing their thin necks as they tried to bite him and his orc warriors,
unable to reach them with the short spikes on their arms, and charging forward
without heed to their own safety.


But
now, as he looked down the slope, Shagra face changed from one of dominance to
one of fear; the ant queen was coming directly for his part of the line.


The
earth shook as the massive creature’s spiked legs smashed whatever was in her
way.  Her eyes were wild with anger and malice.  Her mandibles, great blades of
chitin, scythed through the air as they opened and closed.  Her armor was thick
and covered with small spikes.  It was clear to Shagra that she would instantly
dominate the field wherever she went… and he didn’t know if he and his orcs
could stop her, or if his warriors would even try.


He
understood the need to hold the line.  As little as he thought about others, he
could still work this equation.  He knew that, if he ran, the ants would just
hunt him down and kill him anyway.  There was no running from this danger.  The
kobolds might delay the ants, but they’d still find him.  There was just too
many of them.  They would quickly dominate both of these valleys, and probably
the entire southern rim of the Great Forest as well.


“Spears! 
Throw at big bug!” he called out.  The ant queen had just reached the front of
their lines, and some of his warriors were beginning to run, even as the ant
warriors made space for their queen mother to fight.


Here
and there a spear was thrown, but none of them stuck much less pierced the
armor.  Suddenly, from the direction of the stone hill, a long spear with
feathers on the back snapped through the armor of the ant queen’s abdomen,
sinking in a short distance and causing the ant queen to rear up and wave her
mandibles in the air.


At
the same time she stepped forward, smashing an orc warrior beneath one
tree-trunk like leg and trapping another orc warrior by his leg beneath another
of its great feet, the warrior’s leg snapping loudly as it cried out with the
excruciating pain.


Getting
up his anger, Shagra yelled out in rage at the mighty queen.  Rushing forward
with his sword in both hands, he swung it with all his might at the nearest
leg.  With a resounding crack a line appeared in the chitinous armor of
the leg.  Drawing his sword back, Shagra swung again with all his might.  This
time the sound was a sick crunch, and the ant queen’s leg recoiled with the
pain.


Looking
up as the leg withdrew, Shagra moved just quick enough to avoid the massive
mandibles of the enraged queen.


 





 


Krulak,
leader of the Kobold Cavalry contingent, rode at the head of his force behind
the Krall Gen’s Archer Guard.  He had no love for the orcs, in fact he had
nothing but hatred and wishes of death for them, but right now the right flank
was secure, and the ant queen was about to blow completely through their lines…
right where the orcs were.


“Gaenthik!”
he called out to the covenant mage who rode behind him.


“Yes,
sire!” the older, wispy kobold yelled back in his thin voice.


“I
need a volley of fire bolts on that monster when we get close enough!” he
called out.


“Yes,
sire!” Gaenthik yelled back.


“Do
you think they’ll pierce its armor?” Krulak called back to him.


“We’ll
soon find out,” Gaenthik said, riding up next to his leader.  “But let’s see if
we can hit her somewhere that isn’t armored.”


“Good
thinking, Gaenthik,” Krulak said, reining in behind the orc part of the line. 
“Riders!  Form a line!  Plant spears and draw bows!” he called out.


Behind
him, Gaenthik gathered the other four covenant magic wielders of the cavalry
contingent.  Soon, the five unarmored kobolds were lined up behind Krulak.


“Fire
bolts, mages,” Gaenthik said in a high voice, the stress of the situation
clearly playing on his nerves.  “And aim for the tender spots.  We’ll not be
able to pierce the armor, I would imagine.”


Breathing
in through his nose, then out slowly through his mouth, Gaenthik tried to
dissipate the stress of the situation a bit so he could concentrate.  In a
moment, as one, the five covenant mages lifted their hands and formed triangles
with their fingers in front of them.  Soon, fire formed between their fingers,
fire which they sent speeding toward the massive beast to their front.


 





 


Gorgon
grabbed his father by the arm.  The older kobold had been about to fire at the
ant queen again, but news of the dragon’s arrival on the battlefield was more
important from his son’s perspective.


Flying
in over the entire mass of ants, the dragon breathed a cone of fire through the
middle of the rear elements of the ant horde.  As Goryon, Gorgon, and their two
teams watched from the top of Great Bow Hill, ant warriors curled up into tight
balls in the flame, many popping like corn in a fire, while many others writhed
about on the edges of the flame.  It was a horrific sight to see, yet exciting
to the kobolds whose hopes of surviving the ants just a few moments ago had been
very low.


“Yes!”
Jerrig Queen Slayer yelled next to the pair of muscled warriors.  “Kill them! 
Kill all of the nasty creatures!”


Gorgon
turned to the skinny warrior, who had gained his honor name of Queen Slayer by
killing ants, a very important one in particular.  “You do realize that we
could be next!” he said.


“Yes,
but right now that dragon’s killing ants, not us!” Jerrig replied, a confidence
which he’d not had before gaining his honor name helping him to stand up to his
much more physically imposing team leader.


Gorgon
Hammer just shook his head.


“Son,”
Goryon called out to Gorgon as he moved Troka and Arbelk out from the front of
the Great Bows.  “Dragon or not, that ant queen needs to die!  Get back to your
Great Bow for now.  There’ll be plenty of time to fight that beast when it
comes closer.


As
Gorgon returned to his Great Bow and aimed toward the ant queen, the dragon
wheeled around and began flying away from the kobold line, blowing a cone of
fire down on another mass of ants as it went, instantly catching the woods on
the south of the battlefield on fire.


“Firing!”
Goryon called, then pulled the lever.  In a few moments, as the Great Bow
missile finished its graceful arc, another spear plunged into the ant queen’s
side, this time a little deeper, as she had turned more perpendicular to the
stony hill.


 





 


Arren
e-Arnor walked carefully between the rows of wounded kobolds lying under the
shade of the trees at the edge of the large clearing.  While many looked at him
in wonder and amazement, many more were not capable of even noticing him.  It
was like this in every battlefield he had ever been to; the wounded hauled off
behind the main line of each of the forces while the able fought on.  It seemed
the only way to keep the morale of those on the line intact; to separate the
miserable and distraught from those who still had to have hope.


With
bow in hand, and resplendent looking in his silvered armor, the elf prince
walked carefully through the clearing.  The light of midday was tempered by the cloud of ash and smoke that had begun to settle over the valley, the same
cloud which had brought him to seek shelter with the noble kobolds of the
southern valley rather than allowing him to slip away off to the north, now
that he had escaped the dragon’s hunting.


As
he approached the far end of the clearing on the top of the hill, he could hear
the running of many little feet.  Squinting to pierce the shadows under the
boughs of the trees at the clearing’s edge, he could see hundreds of panicked
kobolds running in his direction.


Stretching
his bow over his back quickly, he jumped up and grabbed a branch, pulling
himself up and onto the branch in one fluid motion.  Below him on the forest
floor, kobolds began to stream past by the hundreds.  They didn’t seem too
panicked, however, and he wondered at that.  It almost appeared preplanned. 
What was perhaps most surprising was that there were a few orcs among them. 
Not many, maybe only twenty or thirty, but they were there nonetheless.


As
Arren watched, the kobolds began forming up in the center of the clearing, by
unit it appeared by the similarity of their dress and gear among members of the
same formations.  Then, as he was surveying the scene, a kobold stopped at the
bottom of his tree and looked up at him.


“Arren!”
the little kobold called.  Another kobold, this one clearly female, stopped
next to him.


Arren
looked down at him curiously.  After a moment, he smiled in recognition. 
“Trallik, my little fellow!” Arren called down.  “Tell me, what news of the battle?”


“This
huge dragon showed up!  It’s burning our valley!”


“Yes,”
Arren called back, “I noticed that.  Tell me, what of the ants?”


“They’re
chasing us, but we’re going to form a perimeter here in the clearing!”


“But
what of the dragon?” Arren asked.


“I
don’t know, but we’re hoping it doesn’t come after us before we can fight off
the ants,” Trallik said.  The female kobold grabbed Trallik’s arm and pointed
back the way they had come.  It was obviously time to go.


“Well,
good luck with that!” Arren said.  “I’ll see what I can do to help.  Please
tell your people to not shoot me!”


Trallik
nodded and began running after the female he was with.  Not twenty steps later
the first of a flood of ant warriors was passing beneath Arren’s tree.  As he
watched, hundreds of ant warriors flooded by, crashing headlong into the
kobold’s newly formed shield wall.  As the moments passed, more and more ant
warriors came flooding through the trees and out into the clearing, pressing
around both sides of the kobold line, until the few thousand kobolds gathered
on the broad, flat hilltop had to finish forming a large circle, swords and
spears pointed outward, with hastily gathered wounded companions lying about
the inside of it among the units of archers and wolf-riding cavalry.


 





 


Gorgon,
Goryon, and their two teams soon found themselves very much alone on the
steep-sided stone hill as the entire kobold line withdrew under pressure from
the ant queen and her hosts, and with fear that the dragon may very well come
after them next.  


Running
up onto the lip on the south side of their position, Gorgon Hammer yelled down
to the rest.  “They’re reforming in the clearing!” he called.


“Son!”
Goryon called.  “Grab your hammer!  It appears the ants didn’t like our little
part in this battle!”


Running
to the eastern edge of their little hilltop, Arbelk, Jerrig, and Troka stopped
in horror as they saw what had to be at least a hundred ant warriors all piling
up on top of each other, working together to build a living ramp that their
companions could climb to get at the great bow teams.


Turning
to look at each other for a moment, Arbelk and Troka ran back and hefted one of
the great bows, dragging it, stand and all, to the east edge of the hilltop. 
While Jerrig picked up rocks and threw them down on top of the ants, Gorgon
joined the other two and together the three of them aimed the Great Bow
downward and fired into the mass of ants, skewering several of them and causing
part of the ant pyramid to collapse.


“Load! 
Load!  Load!” Gorgon called out as Arbelk and Troka fumbled with the iron
levers.


Suddenly,
from the rear of their little hilltop position, a few ant warriors came
chittering up to attack.  Turning his great bow, Goryon fired the massive bow,
cutting one ant warrior in half and skewering two others before he dropped it
and picked up his own hammer and shield.  Yelling a challenge, he charged at
the dozen or so ant warriors who had already arrived, followed by the three
other warriors of his team.


 





 


Arren
watched as the kobold archers fired volley after volley into the ants that
ringed the perimeter, while the shield wall fought desperately for every inch
of ground.  Though he hadn’t counted formally, such a task would take too long
after all, Arren could see that they were easily outnumbered by at least two to
one by the ant warriors.  Despite their best efforts, soon the kobold perimeter
began to compress, as warriors were slain or driven back.  Though they tried to
regain every bit of lost ground, it was clear that the ants were having more
success driving the kobolds back into the center of the circle than the kobolds
were having in maintaining their perimeter.


Then,
suddenly through the trees came a series of crashing sounds as branches and
trunks went flying.  Soon, pushing through the trees, Arren saw the largest ant
he’d ever seen.  It was immense, bleeding, and thoroughly enraged.


As
the elf watched, the ant queen pushed through the trees not twenty steps away
from him, arriving at the edge of the clearing to the sound of two large trees
falling over at the same time.  All about her, the warriors of her brood were
going crazy with the pheromones she was releasing, chittering and charging in a
super-heated frenzy.  Spotting a clear path toward the obvious targets of her
anger, the ant queen shook the ground as she stomped forward toward the kobold
perimeter.


Quietly
pulling the bow from his back, Arren withdrew one of his bilandrium-tipped
arrows.  It wasn’t everyday that he would fire one of these, the silvery metal
being exceptionally valuable, but then it wasn’t everyday that he met a giant
ant queen either.  Looking at the tip of the arrow, he ran his fingers along
the magical runes engraved in it, then arranged the fletching, straightening
out the eagle’s feathers placed to straighten and tighten the arrow’s flight.


Nocking
the arrow to the bowstring, he pulled it swiftly back to his ear.  Then,
sighting along the length of the arrow, he released the bowstring.  The arrow
leapt from the bow with a power that only arrows enhanced with the power of
Dharma Kor could possibly channel.  As Arren watched, the arrow sped toward the
massive monster as she approached the trembling little warriors standing firm
in their shield wall looking at their death approaching.  As the arrow struck,
a small mist of blood appeared on the side of the ant queen’s head.


Suddenly,
as if she had been swatted with a massive hammer, the ant queen’s head jerked
to one side, and her legs splayed out to keep her from falling over.  All about
her, ant warriors ran away and the kobold shield wall began to step backward.


As
Arren’s second silvered arrow struck her head also, the massive front legs of
the trembling beast slipped out from under her, dropping her head to the
trampled grass of the clearing.  Her front legs were followed by her middle set
of legs, though her rear legs stayed strangely erect, holding her abdomen high
up into the air.  Like an animal with distemper, she thrashed about, trying to
get her legs underneath her, while at the same time wildly lashing out at
anything around her with massive mandibles.


All
around the ant queen, it was as if a shockwave had gone through the ant
warriors.  Suddenly, where they had been deliriously focused on breaking the
kobold line, instead they looked about with uncertainty.  Without their queen
mother motivating the ant warriors with her mind-controlling pheromones, they
soon became a mass of disorganized warriors, each looking to its own needs,
fighting among themselves as they fed on the bodies of the dead from both
sides.


From
all around the circle of kobold warriors a loud cheer slowly erupted, starting
with those nearest the ant queen, until all who saw the ants’ confusion joined
in.  Taking the cue, the Kobold Gen cavalry that had been holding back in the
middle of the circle charged forward, breaking out of the circle and driving
ant warriors before them.


With
a cheer, many sub-leaders of Kale Gen companies, and in fact units all around
the circle, began to surge forward, driving the distracted ants before them. 
Soon the ant warriors began to route, being driven into the forest by bands of
kobold warriors, each determined to exact revenge for the destruction the ants
had wrought.


Coming
down from his tree, Arren walked calmly over to where Trallik and his female
companion stood, companions of the kobold who seemed to be most in charge in
this large mass of gleeful warriors.


 
















 


Chapter 18 – The Lord and The Dragon


 


Gorgon was so absorbed in smashing
ant warriors with his two-handed hammer that he only noticed they had stopped
attacking when there were no more milling around the top of Great Bow Hill. 
Breathing rapidly, he looked about himself, slowly coming to the realization
that the danger had ceased.


On
the east end of the hilltop Jerrig was forming his hands into a diamond, a
point of fire forming and flying out from between his fingers to strike down an
ant warrior at the bottom of the hill.  Arbelk and Troka, on the other hand,
were loading up the great bow to take a shot at the ant warriors who had stopped
to feast on the corpses of the mingled dead where the kobolds had held the line
at the top of the slope.


At
the rear slope of the hilltop, Gorgon saw his father and two of his warriors
desperately trying to save the life of their fourth companion and teammate
whose neck had been punctured by an ant warrior’s arm spike.  Blood was
spurting everywhere, however, and in a couple of moments he stopped thrashing
about.  It had been a day of much death already, but Goryon took his warrior’s
death personally.  Much to Gorgon’s surprise, his father had tears streaming
down his face.  It was the first time he had seen his father cry since his
mother had died.


“Gorgon! 
Goryon!” a call from behind him brought him back to the present.  Jerrig was
pointing up into the sky.  A low dread had crept into their hearts, even as the
ants’ attack had begun to fall apart, but none of them had paid heed to it. 
After all, none of them had expected to live, so what was fear?


Instantly,
Gorgon knew where the fear came from.


“The
dragon!” Jerrig called, and everyone on the hilltop turned to see where he was
pointing.


“Hurry!”
Gorgon called as he ran to his father’s great bow and grabbed an iron lever to
begin loading it.  “Troka!  Fire that great bow you’re holding!”


Troka
backed up.  “I don’t think I’ll hit,” he said.


From
behind Troka, Gorgon’s father Goryon ran over to the already loaded great bow,
pushing Troka out of the way.  Carefully he aimed through tear-filled eyes,
then ever so slowly pulled back on the trigger.  In an instant the missile flew
out into the air, seemingly hanging in mid-air as it spun away from them and
toward the dragon.  


He
didn’t understand it, but in his heart, Gorgon just knew his father had hit the
great beast.


Suddenly
the dragon turned, as if to come in for a quick landing.  The great bow’s bolt
struck him exactly at a joint in the middle of his left wing, however, causing
it to fold.  Like a kite whose string has been cut, the dragon plummeted the
remaining hundred or so feet to the ground, landing in the middle of the
clearing and in the middle of the thousands of rejoicing kobolds.


 





 


Kobolds
ran in all directions as Mananthiél fell from the sky.  Landing heavily, he
waited a couple of moments, then rolled over to his feet before slowly standing
up on all fours.  He was still a bit wobbly from the impact, and many things in
his body hurt, but he knew he was not among friends, so he moved as quickly as
he could.  Though dragons had immense power compared to the lesser races on
Dharma Kor, he knew that half of keeping the raging mobs at bay was the fear he
projected, and the fearsome image he maintained.


Shaking
his head about, he let out a loud roar, shooting flames out into the air while
stomping the ground with one of his front legs.  This was all a distraction
from the real issue, which was his left wing.  While he was roaring and
stomping about, he was moving the wing about, testing it to see if perhaps it
might hold his weight.  He didn’t like what he felt.


Looking
about, he could see kobolds running in every direction.  The screams of the
little dragon-spawn only egged on by the dragonfear Mananthiél naturally
exuded.  He knew this wouldn’t last forever, however.  He didn’t have time to
summon the words of power to mend his wounded wing, nor could he concentrate on
such a thing in his current situation.  No, he would have to ‘wing it’ for
now.  Mananthiél smiled at his own smug little joke.


As
the dragon looked about the clearing, trying to think of ways to keep control
of the situation, his eyes caught hold of one kobold dressed a bit better than
most, with a crown of bronze on his head.  Running forward, he pounced on the
kobold, catching it in a cage of his claws and pinning it to the ground as its
crown went rolling.  After sending a particularly muscular kobold flying with a
swat of his tail, the rest of the kobold’s personal guards scattered, and the
wolf one of them had been holding ran for its life with its tail between its
legs like the kobolds it served.


“You!”
Mananthiél roared.  “What is your role among these vermin?”


The
kobold didn’t answer.  After a second of watching the kobold gasp, Mananthiél
realized that he was probably crushing him.  He lifted his foot ever so
slightly.


“Speak!”
the dragon roared.


Coughing
and sputtering, the kobold eventually spoke.  “I am Lord Karthan” it spoke in a
calm, almost resigned voice.  Mananthiél was puzzled by how calm the kobold
was.  From the corner of his eye he could see a small number of kobolds
beginning to come toward him from different points around the edge of the
clearing.  Were they insane?


“Are
you lord of all of these kobolds?” Mananthiél asked, continuing to monitor the
kobolds.


“No,
great dragon,” Lord Karthan spoke.  “I am Lord of the Kale Gen, but there are
kobolds here from the Kobold Gen and from the Krall Gen as well, and some from
the other gens in the northern valley.”


Mananthiél
growled in frustration.  He’d wanted to get this over quickly by capturing
whoever was in charge of all the kobolds here, but the Fates didn’t seem to be
on his side today.  And now there were a handful of these annoying little
creatures approaching from different angles around the clearing.  


Inconsequential,
certainly, but he was more used to little creatures running away, not coming
toward him.  Perhaps he was getting to be a bit obsessive himself, he thought. 
Perhaps Marsa, his larger female mate, was rubbing off on him.  Things that
were out of place just annoyed him nowadays.


 





 


Kale
stood in the center of the clearing watching the dragon.  He was rooted to the
spot, not by his own will, and yet not by fear alone.  Perhaps it was a mix of
both fear and the power of the Kale Stone he could feel welling up in his
hands.


As
he stood there, fixated on the dragon to his front, he heard a voice from off
to his right.  Daring to take his glance away from the dragon, who had by now
swatted away Khazak Mail Fist with its tail and pounced on Lord Karthan, Kale
looked over and saw Durik running toward him, followed closely by his much
older chief elite warrior, Manebrow by name, and a female kobold whose name he
couldn’t remember at the moment.


Looking
off to the other side, he saw his younger brother gathering up a shield that
someone had thrown down and running toward him as well.  He smiled at that,
though he felt certain he would be dead soon.  No matter what, his brother had
always stood by him.


In
a few moments the five kobolds were standing together, and they were preparing
for what they thought would come next.  As they steeled themselves to confront
the dragon, however, a subtle power began to emanate from the stone, calming
their almost frantic nerves and emboldening them for the confrontation ahead.


 





 


“I
want you to tell your gen that they are now my slaves,” Mananthiél spoke in his
gravelly, thunderous voice.


“No,
dragon,” a little voice said from not too far away.  Looking up from his little
prisoner, Mananthiél saw that the small handful of kobolds had mostly gathered
together into one group and were looking defiantly at him.  In front of them
two kobolds stood, the one who spoke had a nicely inlaid, golden-hilted sword.


Under
normal conditions, Mananthiél would have just blasted the creatures into
oblivion, but the sword was of good make, and might have magical properties as
well.  It would make a nice gift for his mate, which she would probably need…
especially if he couldn’t find that Krech Stone and the elf that had taken it.


Narrowing
his eyes a bit, Mananthiél let up on his prisoner and walked over toward the
little group until he stood immediately in front of them, his hot breath
washing over them, the liquid fire that boiled up within him aching to be
released.


“And
who, might I ask, are you?” Mananthiél asked flatly, the contempt in his voice
for these little creatures clear.


The
other kobold, who had not spoken yet, lifted one hand.  Suddenly, a brilliant
flash of light caused the red dragon to recoil and cover his eyes with his
front leg.  “I am Kale, son of Kale, inheritor of the power of the Kale Stone,
by whose right I rule!” the little kobold spoke in a voice that pierced the
massive dragon to the heart.


Mananthiél
backed up, the intensity of the power that confronted him was different from
anything he had ever faced before.


“What…
power is this?” he grunted as he winced in pain.


“It
is the power of The Sorcerer, by His Covenant with our world Dharma Kor!” the
little kobold with the stone spoke in a voice that held an immortal power.


“And
it is the power of Morgra, Keeper of the Covenant and protector of our race!”
the kobold with the golden-hilted sword spoke by the same power.


Finally
regaining some of his senses, Mananthiél breathed in, closed his eyes, and
roared liquid fire at the small group of kobolds.  As he watched, the fire sped
at them and washed over them as if there were a spherical shield around them,
protecting them from his fire.  As the fire engulfed them, then flowed past,
the light broke forth again from the stone the one named Kale held, blinding
Mananthiél again and causing him to recoil yet again.


“Ah!”
Mananthiél wailed, despairing at his sudden turn in fortunes.  “What would you
have of me?  Why do you vex me so?”


“It
is not us who vex you, it is you who have destroyed our home!” the one named
Kale spoke.  “You bring fire to our valley, burning our homeland!  You brought
orcs down upon us!  For your greed you have slain many, seeking to take all
that is not yours!  Even now you plot to kill your own mate!”


Mananthiél
was amazed and rebuked.  The light of this power the little kobold held had
laid bare his own plotting for these little… kobolds to see.  The pain of the
holy light probing every crack and crevice of his evil, twisted soul was more
than he could bear.  As if to add insult to injury, several arrows and magical
bolts of fire bounced off his hide at random as the kobold spoke.


“Know
this,” the kobold continued.  “We shall bear your evil no longer!  Leave this
valley, and never return, foul beast!”


With
one last, desperate surge, Mananthiél ignored the pain and, summoning what
little courage of his own he had, he ran forward toward the little group of
kobolds.


Suddenly,
from somewhere off to his left, a large arrow slammed into his head, driving
partway into his neck where it met his skull before breaking off and leaving a
burning pain running throughout his body.


As
Mananthiél found himself standing up yet again, this time a little more
disoriented and seeing double, he shook his head about and blinked.  The fire
of his fury had dampened, giving way to a deep, sickening pain that weakened
him to the core.


Suddenly,
he saw a blazing light approaching him.  Trying to focus his eyes, he thought
he saw a kobold with a sword ablaze with pure light running at him.  Unable to
turn away in time, he screamed out in pain as the kobold plunged his sword
through the impossibly-hard thick red scales that covered his chest.


Stunned
and unable to breath, Mananthiél fell over to his side, his eyes focusing and
unfocusing in the dazzling light of the sun.  Finally, after involuntarily
trying to gasp several times, the shock of the blow wore off enough that he
could force a small amount of air into one of his cavernous lungs; the other
lung was pierced and had collapsed on him, causing a deep, excruciating pain
that wracked his body.


As
he writhed about on his back in pain, he turned his head toward the kobolds to
speak, but the only sound that came from his throat was a gurgling sound as he
coughed up blood.  Coming toward him yet again he could feel, more than see,
the light.  It was at that moment that Mananthiél, red dragon of barely a
century of age, a descendant of the ancient and original inhabitants of Dharma
Kor, a creature of great power and a wielder of the power of this world, knew
that his time on this world would soon be over.


As
the light of Morgra’s power drove Durik’s sword up through the dragon’s jaw and
into its brain, the spirit of the great beast was released from its mortal
frame, to rejoin the powers of the Creator that had originally spawned it.


For
several moments, the entire clearing and all around it was as silent as a
tomb.  Then, as kobolds felt the dragonfear die away, they returned to the
clearing, stopping at the edge and staring in disbelief at the small cluster of
kobolds in the center of the clearing standing next to the massive body of the
dragon.


Slowly
at first, and then with gathering intensity, a cheer could be heard from the
perimeter of the clearing.  Soon several more voices could be heard joining in
the excitement as kobolds came streaming back into the clearing, shaking
weapons over their heads and yelling exuberantly.  Eventually, the entire
strength of the Kale and Krall Gens was dancing on or around the corpse of the
dragon, while Durik, Kale, and their small handful of brave companions stood
looking on, tears streaming from their faces as the joy of the moment was more
than they could express.


 
















 





 


Chapter 19 – The Lord of the Kale Gen


 


It would be decades before the
valley of the Kale and Krall Gens was the same, if it ever truly would be.  The
conflagration that the dragon’s fire had started burned almost every bit of
scrub, grass, and smaller tree, as well as many of the older, larger trees. 
What it hadn’t been able to burn, however, were the massive trees of Lord
Krall’s forest, many of which were several hundreds of years old.  Yes, the fire
had passed through the boughs and the underbrush in many places, hungrily
eating up every bit of fuel it could find, but the trees themselves were
fireproof when alive.  In fact, unforeseen by almost all the Kralls was the
amazing event that occurred next; seeds that had lain dormant in the ground
throughout Lord Krall’s forest since before any of the current inhabitants had
been born began to sprout, bringing new life to the barren, ash-swept floor of
the outer forest.


The
body of the dragon survived the ravages of the fire without the slightest
change to it.  In fact, in the days that came, once the kobolds of the southern
valley had recovered from the initial shock of the battle and the fire, a great
effort was made to preserve and store the meat, though its thick armor skin was
taken in as large of chunks as possible and much work was put into making every
bit of it useful by the Metalsmithies and Trade Warrior Groups of the Kale
Gen.  And forever more, the skull of a young red dragon could be found hanging
like a trophy in the halls of the Kale Gen’s leadership.


Dragon
Bone Hill, as the long-sloped hill where the battle was fought soon came to be
known, was but a short run from the broad, shallow lake that sat at the Picket
Line.  When the fire swept over the entire battlefield immediately after the
death of the dragon, the entire force of kobolds had run to the lake that day
and, like apples bobbing in a barrel, they took shelter in the shallow water
until the fire passed.  


That
lake, which had born several names in the millennia that the Kale Gen had lived
near it, gained another name that day; the Saving Waters.  For generations to
come, caravans and travelers from the gens would stop to draw water there, both
for the sweetness of the natural spring water that fed it, as well as for the
blessing of the Creator, whom they revered only more for having put it there to
save their people from the last fury of the dragon.


And
as for companions who stood against the dragon, and the warriors who stood with
them against the hordes of orcs, ogres, and ants, they were seen as the heroes
of that generation, and forever more their stories were told to motivate,
inspire, and instruct the rising generations of defenders of their gens.


 





 


Kiria’s
heart felt as if it would burst within her, there was so much joy in her
heart.  It had happened just today.  Lady Kamia, the new Lady of the Kale Gen,
had asked her to teach her Covenant Magic to her and her children, and to be a
part of the council of the gen with her own staff who would learn magic from
her and teach it to other aspiring students.  But that was only the least of
her reasons to be happy at the moment.  


She
was to be mated!  


Durik
had asked her just last night, as they rode back to the caverns of the Kale Gen
together.  She had enthusiastically agreed, of course, and even now she was
looking for her lifemate-to-be among the crowd, aching to just be with
him, to share her joy with him on this, the first day of the rest of their
lives.


“Your
future lifemate,” Arren, the tall elf whose shot had disoriented the dragon and
helped slay the ant queen, was talking with her love, who had his back turned
to her.


“Ah,
Kiria!” Durik smiled as he turned about, taking her in his arms as the two
embraced, pausing in each others arms long enough that Arren began to feel a
bit awkward.


“Uhm,”
the elf prince cleared his throat.  After a moment more, he did it again.


“Ah,
yes, sorry,” Durik said, a bit embarrassed as he turned to face Arren again,
Kiria still firmly pressed against his side.  “What were we talking about?”


“Your
calling as Paladin of Morgra,” Arren chided the little kobold, though he was
inwardly quite happy for the pair.


“Aye,”
Durik nodded.  “So what did you need from me?”


“Well,
first of all, my thanks again for the use of your workshops to reset my
collection of arrows.  The second thing is perhaps less pleasant.”  Arren
pulled a small bundle out of a belt pouch and handed it to Durik.  “Morigar of
the Krall Gen stole this from the dragon’s lair,” he said.


Upon
hearing the name Morigar again, Durik looked up at Arren skeptically, even as
he began to unwrap the package.  As the final fold of the cloth fell away, both
he and Kiria gasped.  It was yet another stone of power, and in fact it looked
identical to the Krall and Kale Stones.


“What…”
Durik looked at Arren in confusion.  For all he knew, Kale had the Kale Stone,
and Lady Karaba of the Krall Gen had the Krall Stone.


“It
is not what you think,” Arren said, seeing his confusion.  “This is the Krech
Stone, Takamak by name, the stone of the fourth of the five original kobold
gens.”


“But
where are they?  We have no knowledge of the Krech Gen,” Durik said.


Arren
shook his head.  “I do not know, but this I do know.  I am a prince of the
elven nations and a member of the Watchers, an old organization by kobold
standards that The Sorcerer himself established to protect the stones of power
he gifted to the races.”


Durik
was taken aback.  He’d never heard of such a thing, but Kiria, next to him,
had.


“My
father found the journal of a paladin who was of your order!” she said.  “He
died down in these valleys, questing for a stone of power I think.”


Arren
nodded.  “Yes, I know of whom you speak.  But that was before Morgra, the
Keeper of the Covenant, had called a paladin among her children.”  The elf
knelt down and placed a hand on Durik’s shoulder.  “You are clearly her
paladin, young Durik,” the elf said.  “And as such the right place for that
stone is with you.”


Durik
nodded.  The power of another stone lay dormant in his hands.  “But what am I
to do with it?” he asked as the elf stood up and gathered his backpack and
weapons to leave.


“You
will know when the time comes,” Arren said, looking down at the pair of
heroes.  “After all, you are Morgra’s paladin.  She will make her will clear to
you… in time.”


With
that, the elf turned and walked out of the sunken grotto that was the home of
the leader caste of this gen.  He had not found what he was searching for, but
had found something much better instead.  The will of The Sorcerer often was
fulfilled in mysterious ways.


 





 


“All
rise!” Khazak Mail Fist, Chamberlain of the Kale Gen, yelled out in a
commanding voice that echoed throughout the huge arena.  As one, thousands of
kobolds rose to their feet, ‘all the members of the Kale Gen’ as Kale himself
had instructed, and the thousand or so Krall Gen warriors who had not yet been
able to depart due to the fire.  Among the crowd were the original members of
the Kale Gen, warriors with their crossed belts and servant caste without, but
all of them with their lifemates and children.  Standing side by side with them
were the refugees from the Deep Gen, survivors of the battle with the orc horde
and the ant horde, and proud defenders of their chosen lord; Kale of the
outcasts.


The
room was noisy as, from the bowels of the arena, Kale and an entire entourage
of kobolds walked out onto the floor of the arena.  For the veterans of
yesterday’s battle, and all who had counted themselves lucky to be there when
the dragon was slain, the names of their lord-to-be Kale and his younger
brother, as well as Durik the paladin, Kiria the mage, and Kormach Manebrow
would forever be known among them as ‘The Companions.’  For they were those who
had stood against the dragon.  And even now, they walked together at the head
of the entourage into the middle of the arena.


Standing
in the very middle of the arena with ribs wrapped in bandages still, Lord
Karthan held his bronze crown in his hands.  He had seen this day coming, but
had not wanted to see it come.  But now, as he stood there alone, watching Kale
and the others approach, in his heart he knew it was the right thing to do. 
For long he and his fathers had reigned, for the better part of a century, most
of it marked by dissention and strife.  Of this he was sure; the advent of the
Kale Stone and the heir of the lost Lord Kale would put an end to that.


Kale
halted his entourage several steps in front of Karthan, then he himself took
several steps forward flanked by his lifemate.  Arriving in front of Karthan,
he knelt in front of Karthan while his lifemate stood silently by his side. 
For a moment, Karthan looked down at the crown, then at the head of he who had
come to claim it.  Then with resolve he held up the crown for all to see, and
meeting the gaze of the united Kale Gen that filled the arena to capacity
Karthan took the crown in both hands and placed it carefully around Kale’s
horns.  The entire arena erupted spontaneously into cheers as Lord Kale stood
up and looked at the crowd, the Kale Stone gleaming in his left hand.  


After
several moments, Lord Kale turned to Karthan.  “Karthan,” he said, “You will
continue to serve this gen, will you not?”


Karthan
nodded.  “However you would have me serve, sire,” he said meekly.


“Would
you continue to serve our people as my minister?” Lord Kale looked Karthan in
the eye.


Karthan
smiled warmly and nodded his acceptance.


Turning
back to the cheering crowd, Lord Kale held up his hand to silence the crowd. 
Eventually, as the crowd settled down, he spoke.


“My
fellow kobolds and heirs of the Kale Gen,” he started.  “And also our guests
from the Krall Gen whose hearts are with your families on the other side of the
fire.”  The Krall Gen’s warrior host was silent and mostly tense.


“I
thank you for your acceptance of me and my house.  But while that is important,
I do not wish to speak of that, because yesterday… yesterday was a day of great
sacrifice.”  All around him the exuberance of the group became a bit more
solemn.  “Yesterday, my fellow Kales, over three thousand Kales, Kralls, and
Kobolds stood first against the combined might of the Bloodhand Orc Tribe and
its ogre allies, then against the might of perhaps the largest horde of great
ants this world has ever seen.  Finally, despite great losses, and in the face of
certain death, our warriors stood against the fearsome red dragon, and by the
power of The Sorcerer we overcame even that!”


Brought
from the depths of their sorrow to the light of their accomplishments, the
crowd cheered, while many deep-throated yells came from the hundreds of
survivors of the battle.  After several moments, Lord Kale raised his hand to
silence the crowd.


“I
honor the bravery and the skill of those who fought yesterday!” he said as the
crowd cheered his words.  “And may we never forget those who sacrificed all
that we might live!”


After
a moment of reflection, Lord Kale continued.


“There
are many heroes, and all did their part.  Today we honor but a few among the
many.  Mirrik!  Hemmet!  Come forward!”


The
two muscular warriors walked forward and knelt before their lord.


“Be
it known,” Lord Kale said loud enough for all to hear, “that these are the only
two remaining leaders from what used to be the Deep Gen.  They and their
brethren of the former Deep Gen sacrificed much.  Of their nine hundred
warriors, not five hundred of them stand with us here today.  The rest lay
still on the field of battle or in the deeps.  While all gave much, none gave
more than them.


“For
this bravery and devotion, know this, that from this time forward I name Mirrik
as leader of the newly reformed Deep Guard Warrior Group, and Hemmet as leader
of a new warrior group called the Underdark Warrior Group, who will restore the
Deep Gen’s home to our gen, and make their home in the underdark.”


The
two new Kale Gen leader caste stood up and, after grasping hands with Lord
Kale, took their places back in line.  Lord Kale beckoned for Goryon to come
forward.


“For
those who were there, you saw what Goryon the blacksmith did with his great
bows!”  Many a hearty cheer erupted from the warriors in the crowd.  “And what
I’m sure everyone here heard already was how he made a lucky shot with one that
brought the dragon down in the middle of the clearing.


“Because
of that, I hereby give Goryon the honor name of Lucky Shot!”  The crowd cheered
and laughed at the same time.  “Furthermore, I name him leader caste, to lead
the Metalsmithies Warrior Group.”  Goryon blushed, yet at the same time it was
obvious to see he was proud of his new honor name, and proud of his new post.  


At
Lord Kale’s word, Goryon stood and returned to his post.  Durik then came
forward.


After
a moment, Lord Kale silenced the crowd.  “Finally, not a month ago at the
Trials of Caste that this gen held, a yearling passed not only from whelp to
warrior, but he became a leader caste, and was given a company of warriors and
an impossible quest.”


Durik
bowed his head and smiled to himself.  It had been barely two weeks, but yet it
seemed like a lifetime ago.  He hadn’t even had time to move into his new house
yet.  Blinking, he looked back up at Lord Kale who had looked toward him before
turning back to the crowd.


“Not
only did Durik’s Company accomplish their quest, but he and his companions
played many key roles in our victory.  Whether it was running through the underdark
to gather the shards of a shattered Kale Gen, or scouting the orc horde with
the Krall Gen, fighting ants and orcs, or leading the Wolf Riders as they led
the orc horde on a merry chase, Durik and his companions have proved themselves
heroes for all time.”


Durik
looked humbled and almost uncomfortable with the praise.


“Finally,
though all of that was miraculous in and of itself, still greater were the
things that Durik did personally.  He is the chosen of Morgra, who is the
guardian of our race, and who is the Keeper of the Covenant of The Sorcerer. 
Through Morgra’s help and following her guidance, he came through untold
dangers to find the Kale Stone for our gen.  Also, by the power of Morgra and
his own personal bravery, Durik personally slew the dragon.


“Already
Morgra has given him the title of paladin, and my predecessor has given him
leadership of the Wolf Riders Warrior Group, so all that remains to me is to
give him an honor name.”  He turned to Durik.


“Durik,
paladin of Morgra, from now on you shall be known as Durik Dragon Slayer.  May
you carry that honor name with pride!”


 





 


The
Kobold Gen cavalry and the two hundred and some survivors from their other
northern gen levies were gathered together to leave.  They too had found
shelter among the caves of the Kale Gen and had been enjoying their
hospitality, meager as it was.  But rain was on the horizon and they longed for
home, so much so that one of the contingents of levies had already left. 
Before they left, however, the two leader caste paid Durik a visit in his new
home in the leader’s grotto.


“But
I’ve no idea where your gen lies,” Durik answered, reluctant to even consider
traveling with his day of joining on the horizon.  Holding onto his arm, Kiria
was even less excited about the idea.


“Give
him the map, will you?” Krulak prompted his companion.


“Here,”
Jominai said, passing a rolled up piece of lamb’s skin to Durik.  “It shows
where our gen is, though I think you’ll find that the Krall Gen traders know
where we are as well.  They run caravans our way often during the summer,
though I’m not sure they’ll be that regular this summer.”


“But
why would you want me to come?” Durik asked.


“Durik,
you are the Paladin of Morgra,” Krulak answered.  “My father, Lord Krulak of
the Kobold Gen, would be most interested in speaking with you.  We have…
prophecies that we would like to share with you; prophecies that you may very
well have the key to understand.”


“And
our mages could help your future lifemate here learn more about Covenant Magic,
which is the type of magic she wields,” Jominai added, deliberately piquing
Kiria’s interest.


Kiria
perked up quickly.  “Lord Kale’s lifemate, Lady Kamia, mentioned that name. 
What does it mean?”


“It
is the type of power you wield,” Jominai answered.  “We can tell you much more
about it when you come.”


“Listen,
Durik,” Krulak said.  “Our doors are open to you.  We seek Morgra’s guidance,
for it is long since we had it.  Will you come?”


Durik
chewed on his lip.  “I have your map, my friends.  I cannot commit to it yet,
but I will consider it.  For now, I have my own gen to rebuild.”


Krulak
nodded.  “We understand.  But look at yourself,” he said, pointing at Durik’s
bronze scales.  “You cannot say that you are all Kale.  Your scales place you
as a descendant of the Kobold Gen as well,” he said, pointing out his own
bronze-tipped scales.  “And of purer blood than my own half-bronze, half-red
heritage.”


“Perhaps,”
Kiria broke in, “but my lifemate to be is previously engaged.  We shall have to
see what the future brings.  Now why don’t the two of you just run along.”


Krulak
chewed his lip.  “Very well.  Perhaps we will see you this summer then.”


“Perhaps,”
Durik said, smiling pleasantly as the pair of Kobold Gen leaders walked away.


“Rather
insistent,” Kiria said, a bit perplexed by the whole encounter.


“Yes,”
Durik agreed, a bit perplexed by Kiria’s protectiveness of him.  Clearly, being
joined was going to take a bit of adapting.


 





 


Lord
Krall, his son Krall, and all of the house guard and scouts who had mounts had
departed for home immediately after the battle, leaving the leaders of the
three warrior contingents to march their troops into the Kale Gen’s caves to
wait out the fire.  They had navigated the borders of the fire well enough and
arrived in time to help guide their gen’s response to the crisis.


It
was only after the crisis had been averted and the fires had been dealt with
that Lady Karaba could convince her son Morigar to come out of his room and
face his father.  That was not a pleasant meeting, made only worse by
Krebbekar’s rather well-developed story telling ability.  After a long evening
of talk and ale, which was the only way Lord Krall could deal with his whelp’s
shortcomings this time, Lord Krall decided to not exile his wayward youngest
son, but instead gave him the task of personally cleaning up the mess of ash
and soot the actions of ‘his dragon’ had left all over the place, starting with
the Great Hall on the Lake.  


For
failing to keep Morigar from his own follies, Krebbekar was given the task of
personally watching Morigar and making sure he did a good job.  This was truly
the beginning of a new phase in their relationship.


The
day after the coronation, as if nature itself had decided to join in the days
of mourning Lord Kale had proclaimed, one of the heaviest rains in memory fell
on the southern valley, dousing the entire valley, swelling streams, flooding
some of the lower meadows, and washing away thousands of scattered ant warrior
bodies.  


The
ants breathed through holes near the joints of their legs, which made them
unable to go through all but the most shallow of water, and so none of them had
been able to take shelter in the various ponds, lakes, and rivers that ran
through the valley.  Thousands of them that hadn’t died in the battle had mostly
been burned in the fire, though for some time afterwards patrols from the two
gens would find small groups of the creatures scavenging about their valley and
the surrounding valleys, feral and uncoordinated without their queen to guide
them.


When
the Krall warriors did finally depart the home of the Kale Gen, the march
across the valley was slow and ponderous.  Everywhere along the route blasted
and burned trees had fallen across the trail, and every pond and spring along
the way was covered with a thick film of ashes, leaving them without water
until they reached the Great River near the borders of their land.


The
bridge across the river had burned in the conflagration, leaving only stumps
buried in the riverbed.  But ingeniously enough, the Krall contingent rolled
tree trunks that were mostly intact out into the Great River which piled up
against the pylons and formed something of a temporary bridge which they could
cross.


Upon
arriving at their home, the members of the Border Guard, most of whom were pig
farmers, sheep herders, and such as lived in the outer regions of the forest,
were dismayed at the damage.  The fire had not only consumed the outermost ring
of walkways in the trees on the perimeter of their forest, but had raged
through the undergrowth to consume many of their homes and part of the inner
ring of walkways, leaving much destruction in its wake.  


Fortunately
for them, however, the hundred warriors Lord Krall had sent back from their
contingent had seen the danger coming and had evacuated their families and such
animals as they could from the forest floor back to Lord Krall’s Hall on the
lake.  Still, roast pig and mutton was all that anyone ate for those first few
days as families were reunited, the thick layer of ash began to be removed, and
homes began to be rebuilt under the boughs of the great trees of Lord Krall’s Forest.


 





 


The
Day of Joining for the five couples had finally come, and for Kiria and the
rest it had been an interminable wait.  First there had been the days of mourning,
during which Ardan had fetched his lifemate to be and Myaliae had fetched her
family as well, and then it had been another two days just to find the flowers
that tradition dictated for such a momentous occasion.  But find them their
males had, just as tradition dictated.  


This
was a momentous occasion for many in the Kale Gen, and for none more than for
the former members of Durik’s Company.  Manebrow, Jerrig, Arbelk, Troka,
Terrim, Tohr, and Kahn all formed the honor guard at the doorway for the five
former warriors of Durik’s Company, and their former healer and loremaster as
well.


As
the much family and many friends of those to be joined finished gathering in
the Council Chamber of the Kale Gen, Lord Kale’s lifemate entered at the head
of an entourage of whelps, all the younger siblings of those to be joined and
others who had been invited to participate.  As they entered, the young males
carried the ceremonial spears, sticks really with chalk tips on them, that
symbolized the males’ commitment to protect and provide, while the female
whelps threw flower pedals about.  One rather young whelp, Arbelk’s little
sister Iggy as it turned out, made everyone laugh as she threw clumps of flower
pedals about with much enthusiasm in her three year old interpretation of the
traditional flower dance.


Karthan
stood looking at his two sons, Karto and Lat, whom Durik had invited to join
the male whelps along with Manebrow’s three sons, since Durik himself had no
little brothers.  They stood looking as solemnly as they could with Manebrow’s
sons on one side and a handful of Mirrik’s sons on the other.  The new Deep
Guard leader was leading the Sheerface excavation project, but he and Hemmet
had taken leave of it for the joining ceremony.  Their respect for these kobolds
who had come to save them from certain death at the mandibles of the ants was
too great to miss such a significant event.


Khazak
Mail Fist stood looking somewhat wistfully at the procession.  After a few
moments of watching the youngest of the whelps dancing about, he turned to his
old friend and former lord.  “Think we’ll ever find someone to be joined to?”
he asked.


Karthan
thought for a moment before answering.  “Think anyone could put up with us?”


Soon,
all the flower pedals had been thrown about and the little whelps had all taken
their places near the gathering of adults in front of the semi-circular
tables.  At the head of the tables, standing in front of his raised throne,
Lord Kale smiled as he saw those to be joined proceeding down the passageway.


“The
years are passing me by, you know,” Khazak said.  “I’d like to have whelps
before I’m too old.”


Karthan
just sighed.  “Much joy, much pain, much worry you know.”


The
assembled crowd went silent as Trikki, Myaliae, Darya, Miratha, and Kiria
entered the room ahead of their lifemates to be, stepping slowly in the
ceremonial show of reluctance, though all of them were anything but reluctant. 
Their dresses were of green, as a symbol of life and renewal, and on their
hornless heads were wreathes of white flowers on a bed of green leaves.  In
their hands they each held a ribbon.


As
Khazak Mail Fist watched the first of them pass by, across the room he saw
Miratha’s younger sister.  Suddenly he realized she was staring back at him. 
Then she winked at him!  Khazak just grinned back.  After a moment he turned to
Karthan.


“I’ve
heard Miratha’s younger sister is a healer…  and she has yet to find a
lifemate.”


Karthan
looked at Khazak approvingly.  “Well, that would be a perfect match.  You’re
always needing a healer, after all.”


“Aye!”
Khazak replied, nodding solemnly.


“She’ll
have you in stitches,” Karthan said.


“Lame
joke, Karthan,” Khazak said, shaking his head.


“I’m
not the lord of the gen anymore,” Karthan replied.  “I can tell lame jokes if I
want.”


“It
never stopped you before.”


Karthan
looked shocked.  “But you always laughed before.  I thought they were good
jokes!”


“Well,
you said it,” Khazak replied, shrugging his shoulders.  “Before, you were lord
of the gen…”


Karthan
just chewed his lip.


As
the five females took their place in front of Lord Kale’s throne, Trallik,
Gorgon Hammer, Keryak, Ardan One-Horn, and Durik Dragon Slayer entered.  As a
token of their shared experiences, they had collected up five of the suits of
armor they had made in the Krall Gen, over the top of which each wore the
ceremonial crossbelts and sword of a warrior of the Kale Gen.  Trallik had felt
awkward about it when Kiria had suggested it, but true to character Durik and
Manebrow had both provided the armor and insisted he wear it, as a veteran of
the now disbanded Durik’s Company.  In their hands each carried a golden
implement as a token of their joining for both themselves and for their
lifemates to be.


“So
how do you think Myaliae convinced Gorgon to be joined to her?” Karthan asked
under his breath.


Khazak
just chuckled and shook his head.  “For all his talk of being a leader, I think
young Gorgon there got caught up in all the excitement among his friends.  He
did the convincing, you know.”


“Really?”


“No
lie,” Khazak Mail Fist answered.


Karthan
shook his head.  But then, the more he thought about it, the more he remembered
that he’d felt very much the same.  He suddenly felt very old, as a faint
glimmer of how he had thought and felt twenty years before passed through his
heart.


Soon
the five males, resplendent in their armor and ceremonial garb, came in line
behind their future lifemates, each of which looked equally resplendent in
their spring gowns.


“Fellow
Children of Kale,” Lord Kale began, using the traditional greeting for such
occasions.  “We gather together on this Day of Joining to witness the renewing
of hope, the birth of joy, and a uniting among our people.”


Lord
Kale looked at the five couples gathered in front of him.  “Please turn to face
your lifemates,” he said in a low voice to the five females.  In a whisper of
flowers and a splash of expectant smiles, the five of them turned about.


“Since
the days of The Sorcerer, when our first parents were created by Him, we have
been commanded to join together as lifemates.  Be one together, as it
states in our Scrolls of Heritage.  Today, you five warriors of the Kale Gen
have come together to obey that commandment, and to reap the benefits of it. 
And you five,” he said looking down the line of females.  “You have chosen to
give yourselves to these five.  Therefore, as lord of the gen, I approve of
these joinings, and I join these kobolds this day.


“My
love, will you please do the honors,” Lord Kale said as his lifemate, Lady
Kamia, the Lady of the Kale Gen came forward, dressed in a resplendent dress of
flaxen yellow, to symbolize her stage in life.  Starting with the first pair,
she took the ribbon out of Trikki’s hands and, as the pair grasped hands, she
wrapped their left hands with the ribbon.


As
Lady Kamia finished wrapping their hands, she stepped back while Trallik
fumbled with the bracelet of gold he had picked out for Trikki, eventually
getting it on her wrist.  In return, Trikki placed on his right hand a
duplicate of the snake-shaped ring she had placed on his left hand before. 
They had their own tokens of love for each other from their self-joining in the
cave under the Dwarven Outpost, but they had felt it important to be joined now
by the authority of the lord of their gen, now that they were no longer outcasts.


Lady
Kamia went down the line from Trallik and Trikki to Gorgon Hammer and Myaliae
of the Krall Gen, both of whom were staring starry-eyed at each other.  Their
passion for each other could be clearly felt, and she hoped that they would
keep together once the realities of being joined began to be felt as well.


Next
in line, Darya beamed with more life and enthusiasm than anyone should be able
to.  Though she was a little more than a year younger than normal, Lord Kale
had allowed her joining to Keryak, based on the abuses she had suffered under
Khee-lar Shadow Hand and his henchmen.  As the Lady of the Gen wrapped their
hands, she could see the deep love and concern Keryak felt reflected in his
eyes.


Ardan,
who had recently received the honor name of One-Horn, was probably the most
reserved of them all, though the same certainly could not be said of Miratha. 
Both of them were well past the age of the rest of the kobolds here being
joined this day, but age certainly hadn’t dampened Miratha’s enthusiasm at all.


Finally,
as Lady Kamia wrapped Durik’s bronze-scaled hand to Kiria’s rust red scaled
hand, and the pair exchanged simple, plain rings of bronze, Lady Kamia nodded
and moved off to the side.


“Lifemates,
embrace each other and be one,” Lord Kale said.


None
of them needed the prompting, but only the permission.  As one, each couple
embraced, each of them soon being joined by their families, extended families,
and many friends.  As Lord Kale and his lifemate stood looking on they could
see that, though they were many different people with many separate desires and
abilities, this day, in this place, they were one.
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Standing
Orders for all members of Durik’s Company


 


1. 
No one is ever alone.


2. 
Take care of yourselves.  Watch your feet for blisters.  Drink lots of water. 
Sleep when we let you.  Keep wounds clean and bandaged so they don’t fester. 
Make sure your teammates are taking care of themselves as well.


3. 
When we’re on the march, move stealthily.  See the enemy first.


4. 
Tell the truth about what you see and remember details.  The rest of the
company depends on you telling the truth, even if you’re scared.


5.  When on the march, if you can see
as far as a bowshot’s distance, then draw your bow and have an arrow ready.  If
you can’t see that far, then keep a hand weapon out.  Always keep your shield
handy and at least ten arrows in your quiver at all times.


6. 
Keep your armor on at all times unless ordered otherwise, even if it’s hot,
chafes, or is dirty and wet.  It’s when you take your armor off that a sneaky
enemy will attack.


7. 
When making the shield wall, keep your shields together and your heads down. 
Only the top of your head to your eyes should be over the shield wall, and your
weapon should be hid behind it until you stab with it, so you can strike with
surprise.


8. 
When ordered to charge, throw your spear or javelin first, then draw your sword
and hold your shield high to hide your sword so you can strike with surprise. 
Yell ferociously to frighten your opponent and to break his concentration.


9.  When we’re on the march, teams
stay far enough apart from each other to maneuver.  Warriors in each team stay
close enough to be able to quickly form a shield wall, but far enough apart to
not hinder each other’s movements.


10. 
If we strike soft ground, we spread out so that we don’t make such deep
tracks.  If you’re sure something is tracking you, make a circle and come back
onto your tracks, then figure out whether or not you can ambush whatever was
trying to ambush you.


11. 
When we march, we keep moving until dark, then we shift our resting spot after
dark.  That will keep the enemy guessing and give us the advantage if they try
to ambush us.


12. 
When we rest or eat, we post at least one sentry per team, more if the
situation warrants it.


13. 
Every time we rest or stop you’ll be told where to meet if scattered.  If you
get lost, go back to that rallying point and wait for us.


14. 
Don’t ever return by the same path you left on.  Take a different path so that
you won’t be ambushed.


15. 
No matter whether we’re traveling as a company or in teams, every formation
will keep a scout twenty paces ahead and twenty paces to the rear.  If there’s
enough of us, we’ll also keep scouts twenty paces to each side.


16. 
Don’t use bridges, fords, or narrow passages through rocks, unless there’s no
other way.  Enemies and predators will wait for you there and try to ambush
you.


17. 
Don’t sleep beyond dawn.  That’s when most things that can’t see well in the
dark wake up and start looking for food.


18. 
If we take prisoners, keep them separated until we have time to question them. 
That way they can’t make up a story between themselves.


19. 
Never leave another member of this company to his doom.  We’re all in this
together.  Everyone stands by everyone.
















Glossary


 


Axebeak – A large, flightless bird (eg:
ostrich) with a sharp, heavy, axe-like beak at the end of a muscular neck that
it uses to defend itself.  Though it can outrun most predators, the axebeak is
willing and able to defend itself if pressed.  It has thick, sharp claws on its
feet and its legs are much more muscular than other similar birds.  Its body is
covered with thick, protective feathers.  Axebeaks stand about five feet tall
at the back, and about nine feet tall at the top of their heads.


 


Broomweed – A tall plant that resembles
the end of a broom sticking up out of the ground.


 


Brutal
Races – The
designation given by The Sorcerer to the races of Hobgoblins, Orcs, Goblins,
and Minotaurs.  While Trolls and Ogres are certainly brutal, they are not
numerous enough to be considered one of the eight major races.  The Gnomes,
though they were designated a civilized race by The Sorcerer, their alignment
with the Brutal Races during the Great War about a millennium before the time
period depicted in this book have led some to designate them as a brutal race
also.


 


Castes – The male kobolds of the Kale
and Krall Gens are usually divided into castes.  A kobold is casteless usually
until some ceremony or competition which 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 four castes are:  servant (or
worker) caste, warrior caste, elite warrior caste, and leader caste.


·                
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 warrior
caste kobolds 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, and are usually the eldest sons of
existing leader castes, though others have been made leader caste in times of
need.


 


Chew
Weed – A leafy,
green plant.  It is a mild narcotic.  Continued use of this addictive drug
breaks down the central nervous system over several years, leaving one without
control of bodily functions and completely incapable of taking care of one’s
self.


 


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.


 


Civilized
Races – The
designation given by The Sorcerer to the races of Humans, Elves, Dwarves, and
Gnomes.  While Halflings are certainly civilized, they are not numerous enough
to be considered one of the eight major races.


 


Day
of Beginnings –
The day that 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.


 


Dwarves – A race of short, stocky,
human-like, bearded people who generally inhabit mountainous areas.


 


Elves – A race of tall, thin people
who resemble humans with pointed ears.


 


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 until the end
of the burning of one torch.


 


Gen – A kobold tribe, generally
consisting of genetically related kobolds, though gens have been formed from
remnants of other gens.


 


Goblins – A race of short, humanoid
people who are generally clever, resourceful, and cruel.


 


Gnomes – A race of short, human-like
people who are known for their ingenuity, creativity, and ability to make
complicated items.  Their history is marred by their alignment against the
other civilized races in the Great War.


 


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.


 


Hobgoblins – A race of pig faced, militaristic
humanoids who stand about human height and are more muscular than humans. 
Their empire lies to the east of the two valleys.


 


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 warrior’s 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).  


 


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 than human sense
of smell.  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.


 


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.  The minotaur tribes of the eastern steppes loom large in this story.


 


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 this book.


 


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 humans, elves, and dwarves.  He possessed phenomenal
magical powers and used them to better the state of the races.


 


Sweet
Bark Cider – A
non-alcoholic drink distilled from the 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 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 worker caste.  Those who make it all the way
to the trials of caste become warrior caste, no matter where they place in the
rankings.  Usually the top kobold from each year-group is made an elite warrior
each year.  Rarely, and almost always to fill a gap in the council, a kobold
will be appointed leader caste.


 


Wallaya
Root – The
Wallaya plant has a large, tuberous root which, when boiled, gives off a
pleasant, relaxing smell.


 


Warrior
Group – The Kale
Gen is divided into several warrior groups, with only the council members 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 gen.  A male kobold generally 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.


 


Warrior
Contingent – The
Krall Gen maintains three warrior contingents.  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.


 


Whelp – 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.
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